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Chapter 1

 

“What’d I tell you?” Connor stretches his sinewy
arms out to either side, grinning wide at the crowds milling along the
boardwalk. There must be thousands of people. Tens of thousands, even. Everyone
says nights in Miami are crazy. The street festival would only up the mayhem.

His bright blue eyes rake over three girls that stroll by,
their matching black shorts like second skins hugging their perfectly round
cheeks. They smile, they wink, their made-up eyes flash from Connor to me—to my
sleeve of ink, to my face, where they linger, not even pretending to play coy.

“All right. Time to move,” Connor announces.

“Give me a sec to finish this.” I puff on my Marlboro.

He frowns. “I need a solid wingman, so ease up on the chain
smoking. That may have worked for you in Indianapolis, but a lot of chicks
don’t dig it down here.”

I chuckle. “Don’t worry about chicks digging me.” The real
problem is that I’m having a hard time being interested in any of them. I’d
rather just lean against this stucco wall and smoke my brains out than go to
all the effort of searching for a girl, striking up a conversation, and pretending
I care what she has to say, all while waiting for her to inhale enough drinks
to make her hands get bold.

Why can’t they make cigarettes to replace a good fuck? I
mean, sure, a smoke is a nice way to cap it all off when you’ve blown your load
and you’re sprawled out on your back, sweaty and panting. But when you’re
alone—because your girlfriend of four years decided you needed “time apart” and
is probably riding someone else’s dick already—and you’re not in the mood for
the energy it takes to pick up, it sure would be nice to just pull a smoke out
of your pocket and get your release that way.

It would be effortless.

Peaceful.

Uncomplicated.

I can’t say any of this to my new roommate Connor, though. I
only met him two hours ago, fresh off the plane. He gave me just enough time to
drop my luggage in my room and take a piss, and then he said we were going out
to “pop my Miami cherry.” I can’t help but feel like this is some sort of
vetting process, a test to see if he and I can be friends. And I can already
tell he’s the type to tell everyone I’m a pussy if I don’t go along with it.

I butt out my cigarette. “Lead the way, Casanova.”

   ~

I light up a smoke. “Better luck tomorrow night.”

“I fucking hope so,” Connor grumbles, slamming the taxi door
and earning a curse from the driver. “I was so sure I had that redhead.”

“And I was so sure you were gonna get your skull crushed in
by her boyfriend.” An angry-looking beast who could pass for a professional
wrestler, bulging arms, veiny trunk of a neck and all.

“You weren’t exactly a big help.”

“Sorry, man. I haven’t slept much. The guys at work had a
little going-away party for me last night.” At Racey’s, a low-class strip club
in downtown Indianapolis, where the drinks are overpriced and the girls are
extra sleazy.

We stumble past a guy in the narrow alleyway taking a piss
against the wall, the stench of booze and fresh urine assaulting my nostrils.

“Don’t worry. It’s a good area. Mostly a young crowd,”
Connor explains, climbing the steps to the front door of our condo building.
It’s not high-end, but it’s definitely not the slums. There are six identical
buildings lined up in a row—all white stucco with red tile roofs, clean
pathways lined by shrubs that get bare-bones landscaping attention. Lots of
palm trees. The best part, though, is that we’re a five-minute drive to the
beach and our jobs at the Wolf Miami hotel. That was a selling point for me
when I was looking for a place to live, seeing as I don’t want to buy a car.

“So, what do you think about Miami so far?” Connor punches
in the passcode to get into the main entrance.

“Definitely warmer than back home.” It was snowing when I
kissed my mom’s worried cheek good-bye and walked out the front door, my duffle
bag slung over my shoulder.

“Enjoy it now. You’ll be sweating your balls off in the
summer. Still, it’s worth it. I’ve been down here for six years now. Love it.”
He leads my travel-weary body toward the elevator. “And our team at Wolf is
pretty kick-ass. Good bunch of guys.”

“Great, because I left an awesome team back home.” For two
years, I’ve worked in outdoor maintenance at the Wolf in Indianapolis, doing
landscaping and other grounds work for the luxury hotel chain. Not exactly a
glamorous job, but it pays well and there are certain perks, like discounts to
rent rooms at any of the Wolf locations around the world. Not that I could
afford to, anyway.

“Why’d you leave, anyway?”

I hesitate. “Needed a change, is all.”

“A chick?”

He’s more perceptive than he lets on. “Yeah. A chick.” The
girl of my dreams. The girl I’m still madly in love with, even though she
pulverized my damn heart.

Connor leans back and closes his eyes, his gelled blond hair
leaving smudges against the mirrored elevator wall. “Don’t worry. You’ll get
enough beautiful Miami pussy to forget that one. You’re gonna fit in great with
the guys here.”

And I meet them in... five hours, based on my watch.

The plan was to fly in tonight—Thursday—and get settled so I
was ready for a Monday morning start. But they called me yesterday, asking me
to start tomorrow. I agreed.

I probably shouldn’t have drunk so much tonight. I can
already tell Connor’s going to be a bad influence—not that I need much help.
But at least we’re going to get along well. Thank God, seeing as I have to live
and work with him.

I had very few requirements when I answered the housing ad
on the online Wolf employee bulletin board. Are there four walls and a bed?
Check. Bathroom? Check. Cheap rent? Check. Connor asked me where I’d be working,
I said maintenance, and he told me the room was mine. Just like that, a minute
into the conversation. No reference checks, no “I’ll call you back.” That
probably would have raised some red flags with other people, but I didn’t give
a shit.

I follow Connor along the bright hallway of the fourth floor
to our condo on the end.

“Shit.” Connor drops his keys twice before managing to get
the door unlocked, only to drop them again once inside. They land on the
doormat, on a pair of women’s gold sandals. “Why is she home?” he mutters, more
to himself.

“Why is who home?”

“Ryan.”

I can’t tell if Connor is a bit dense or just hammered.
“Who’s Ryan?”

Connor tosses his keys on the counter, causing a loud
clatter. “My sister.”

I stop dead. “Your sister lives here?”

“Yeah.” Connor frowns. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“No.” And the ad neglected mention of a third person.

“Oh. Well, yeah, my sister lives with us. She has the room
next to you.” Connor stumbles over to the fridge to pull out two Gatorades,
tossing one to me. “She said she was staying at her boyfriend’s tonight. Don’t
know what happened there.” He chugs half the bottle and wipes his mouth with
the back of his hand. “Why? You got a problem with my sister?”

“Nah, man. It just would have been nice to know that I was
living with two people instead of one.”

He waves me off. “Whatever. She’s easy to live with. She’s
always at work, or in class, or at the library. She’s never here. And she’s
super nice. Cute. You know, in that smart girl way. You guys share the bathroom
but you’ll be heading to work before her, so it’s not a big deal. Make sure you
put the toilet seat down and you’ll be fine.”

I shake my head. “Is that all?”

“Uh... yeah?”

“Aren’t you supposed to threaten me and tell me not to try
and get into her pants?”

Connor bursts out with hearty laughter. “Yeah, go ahead and
try. I doubt her boyfriend can get into her pants half the time.”

I frown at his back as he staggers down the hall toward his
room on the opposite side of the condo.
















 

Chapter 2

 

They may as well make alarms to buzz like a
hundred jackhammers drilling into concrete, because that’s basically what it feels
like against my skull right now.

I groan, wishing I’d been smarter about the beer intake last
night. But I wasn’t and I must have been hitting the snooze button because now
I have exactly ten minutes to get ready before we have to leave for work.

I kick off the blanket I snagged from the living room—I
didn’t think to bring any sheets and there was literally nothing in this room
except a naked mattress on a frame, a nightstand, alarm clock, and a
dresser—and haul my weary body out of bed. Making for the door with my toiletry
kit tucked under my arm and my eyes half-closed, I narrowly avoid doing a face
plant as I trip over the heap of clothes from last night. “Fuck,” I mutter,
stumbling out my door and toward the bathroom.

A small body plows right into me.

The girl stumbles back into the wall, her headphones and
water bottle tumbling from her grasp to hit the floor. She looks like she just
came back from a run, her fair skin flushed, her T-shirt drenched in sweat, her
brown hair pulled back into a damp, matted ponytail.

“Sorry,” I offer as she reaches down to collect her things,
well aware that my briefs can’t possibly hide my morning wood. At least I’m
wearing briefs. I normally sleep naked.

“Ronan! Hurry up or I’ll leave you here!” Connor hollers
from the kitchen. He’s already dressed in Wolf Hotels maintenance crew
garb—beige cargo work pants, a forest green collared shirt, and steel-toe
boots.

When I turn back, the girl has already ducked past me and
disappeared into her room without giving me so much as a glimpse of her face.

“That was Ryan,” Connor offers.

“Yeah, figured as much.” I sigh, heading for the bathroom.
“I’ll be ready in five.”

   

When I used the bathroom last night, there were no
hints of a female. But now that I’m in the shower, there’s no missing the
evidence—colorful bottles and razors line the shelves, and a giant pink puffy
thing dangles from the showerhead.

Stepping under the water stream, I wrestle with the
showerhead to raise it to normal height, accidentally knocking several of her
shampoo bottles to the tub floor. The giant pink puff ball ends up there too,
along with one of her razors.

I don’t have time to be picking up all this shit right now.
I don’t even have time to shave the stubble from my jaw, and the Wolf employee
code requires a stubble-free face. Hopefully my supervisor won’t be strict
about it. It’s not like we interact with the guests, anyway.

Standing under the steady stream of hot water, I attempt to
scrub my brain awake. My hair is buzzed so short, I don’t really need to
shampoo, but the minty scent usually wakes me up. A minute of soaping down with
my basic Irish Spring bar and then I’m slapping the tap and climbing out.

Shit. I forgot to pack a bath towel too.

Towels... sheets... a pillow.... I better make a list for
tonight.

I open the narrow closet behind the door and find a small
stack of towels on the second shelf. Below it is a shelf of various creams and
bottles and boxes for monthly female issues, all lined up and facing out. Organized
to the point of obsessiveness.

So Ryan likes things neat. I should probably remember that,
if we’re sharing a bathroom. Something else to think about... later.

I grab a towel and wipe down quickly. Then, cinching it
around my hips with one hand, I leave the bathroom.

And plow into Ryan again, this time on her way out of her
room toward the kitchen.

“I’m... sorry,” she mutters, taking a step back, giving me
an opportunity to get a good look at her face, still sweaty, flushed, and
disheveled from her run. She looks nothing like Connor. Her eyes are large and
round and hazel-colored, her cheekbones are high, her nose small and buttonish.
Kind of average-looking, to be honest. Probably not a girl I’d take a second
glance at, but by no means unattractive. She’s short, maybe five foot two, if I
had to guess, the top of her head meeting my collarbone. She’s compact. One of
those little body types that’s curvy but proportionate to her height, but if
she’s not careful about her diet and exercise, the extra weight will be hard to
hide.

As it stands now, though, she’s got a decent body.

“Dude! Hurry up!” Connor hollers.

Right. “Hey, I’m Ronan.”

She stares up at my face for five long seconds, her
expression unreadable, before her gaze drops. “That’s my towel.”

I open my mouth to explain—and apologize—when she cuts me
off, outrage twisting her face. “Are you fucking kidding me? You can’t just
move in here and take whatever you want. That’s not how this works!”

Whoa. “I’ll wash it for you tonight.”

She throws a glare toward the kitchen. “Did you even vet
this Neanderthal before you let him move in here?

Huh?

“Relax, Ry,” Connor says around a sip of his coffee,
seemingly unbothered by his sister’s explosive reaction.

“Relax? How can I relax when you’re making me share a
bathroom with one of the Screw Crew! I’m probably going to contract gonorrhea from
the shower!”

I give Connor a bewildered look. Am I just imagining things or
did Connor say his sister was super nice?

He merely shrugs in response, the small smile telling me he
finds this amusing.

I don’t. And I have exactly two minutes to get dressed
before I get left behind—because I believe Connor’s the type to do that. I
don’t have time to stand here and be yelled at by my new pint-sized roommate.
And if she’s going to be hurling insults at me....

I release my grip and let the towel drop to the floor. “You
want your towel? There you go. Thanks for letting me borrow it until I can get
to the store.”

Whatever Ryan was going to say gets lost on the tip of her
tongue, her eyes widening as they take in my naked body.

Behind me, Connor bellows with laughter.

Her cheeks flaming, Ryan spins and darts back into her
bedroom, slamming the door shut behind her.

“Screw Crew?”

“She doesn’t have the best opinion of our work colleagues. And
you didn’t exactly prove otherwise with that stunt there.”

Fair enough. If the Miami guys are anything like the crew
back home, they’ve got well-earned reputations for their conquests of the
housekeeping staff. At least Connor doesn’t seem to be pissed at me for
flashing my junk. “I thought you said she was nice.”

“You didn’t think that was nice?”

Jackass. “When exactly did you tell her I’d be moving in?”

“When she left for her morning jog. So, about twenty minutes
ago.”

I turn to glare at Connor.

Still grinning, he nods toward my bedroom. “Come on. We
gotta go.”

   

“Of course we’re gonna work together!” Connor
exclaims, as if any idea otherwise would be crazy.

Charlie, my new burly supervisor, no doubt strong but with a
thick layer of cushion to disguise muscle, frowns up at me from behind his desk
in the maintenance office. “You sure you want to put up with him all day? It’s
already bad enough that you have to live with him.”

“I’ll survive.”

“All right. You two are stuck with each other then. You’re
on trash this week.” His gray eyes roll over my stubbled jaw. “Is this the beginning
of some new look? Or were you two just out too late last night to shave?”

Fuck. Not fifteen minutes in and I’m already getting
grilled. “Which answer do you want?”

He smirks. “The one that means I don’t have to cite you for
breaking the conduct code. Look, I’ll give you a pass today because you just
came in from the Midwest and they’re more lax up there. But make sure you come
in clean-shaven from now on. The hipster thing wouldn’t suit you.”

“Yes, sir.”

We’re almost out the door when Charlie hollers, “And trash
duty on the beach does not take four hours, fellas.”

Connor gives him an innocent look that’s as fake as a three-dollar
bill. “Never, boss. Two hours, tops.”

“Uh-huh.” Charlie buries his nose in his paperwork again,
not buying the act for a second, but not reprimanding Connor further. I get the
impression Connor is one of those guys who gets away with a lot of things in
life that he shouldn’t get away with.

I’m not one of those guys. “Okay. So, where do we start?
Parking lot? Kitchen?” If Miami’s anything like the Wolf back in Indianapolis,
management is extra vigilant about keeping those areas clear of rodent-attracting
debris.

Connor checks his watch. “If we hurry, we’ll catch the last
half of the women’s volleyball practice on the beach.” He sighs. “And let me
tell you, it’s a beautiful sight.”

   

“This isn’t gonna take long, is it?” Connor
grumbles. Our heavy footfalls echo along the windowless corridor in the hotel’s
employee-only area. The Wolf hotel chain may be ritzy, but they’ve definitely
saved their building budget for the parts that guests actually see.

“I don’t know. She said she needs a signature. Shouldn’t be
more than a minute.” I got a message from an admin this morning, asking me to
come in and sign some payroll papers that somehow got messed up in my transfer.
I shouldn’t be surprised. The guy handling my transfer in Indianapolis wasn’t
the sharpest tool in the shed.

“A minute, my ass. Do you know how slow they work in here?”

“You really are a whiny little bitch when you’re hungry.”

“Warned you, didn’t I?” Connor pushes through the glass door
marked Administration, and into an office as plain as a hospital waiting
room—windowless and beige, the kind of place that makes me only too happy to be
picking up trash out under the hot Florida sun. I’d hang myself if I had to sit
in here all day.

“Look, if I don’t do this, I don’t get paid, and if I don’t
get paid, you’re not gettin’ rent money. So shut the fuck up.” It hasn’t taken
long for Connor and me to get into a groove, throwing insults back and forth
like guys who’ve known each other for years instead of less than a day.

Connor walks up to the counter that runs the full length of
the room, keeping Wolf’s various “white collar” office admin staff—payroll,
finance, customer service—and the “blue collars”—housekeeping, kitchen
scullery, and maintenance crew—separated. He slaps the little bell.

And we wait, listening to the medley of fingertips tapping
on keys, phones ringing, a low buzz of voices, and occasional cough.

Not one head pops up from a cubicle.

“Told you. An hour,” he mutters, hitting the bell again,
this time twice and harder. “And fix your laces while you’re at it. Doesn’t
that drive you nuts?”

I glance down to see that one of my laces is indeed undone
and dragging. “Actually, I didn’t even notice.” As I’m crouching to retie it,
Connor bellows, loud enough to carry through the entire office, “Yo, Tatum! Can
you help us out so we can go eat? You know how I get when I’m hungry.”

Fucking guy is going to get us both in shit, hollering like
that.

“Would you be quiet? People are taking reservations in
here!” a female whisper-hisses.

I stand to find a brunette on the other side of the counter.
She’s wearing the standard-issue Wolf admin staff uniform, and my eyes can’t
help but immediately veer downward to where the white blouse stretches across
her tits.

When I lift my eyes again, I find her scowling at me.

It takes me a good five seconds before I realize that I
recognize that scowl.

“Oh, shit.”

“I told you Ryan works here, didn’t I?” Connor’s grin says
he damn well knows he didn’t mention that and he’s enjoying every second of
this. “She’s the admin coordinator for the housekeeping division.”

Ryan looks completely different than she did this morning,
no longer sweaty and flushed from a run. Her brunette hair is piled on top of
her head, and her rich hazel eyes are hiding behind a pair of dark-rimmed
glasses. She’s still not wearing an ounce of makeup, from what I can see.

“What do you want?” she snaps, but I don’t miss the blush
crawling up her cheeks.

“Someone left a message about signing a payroll form so I
could—”

“Jean! Crew guy is here for you.” Ryan turns and stalks away
before I can finish, leaving me with my mouth open midsentence, staring at the
way her hips swing in that tight purple skirt, her tiny waist making her ass
look bigger than it actually is. Not that I mind an ass that I can fill my
hands with.

I shake my head at Connor. “Dick. You could have warned me.”

“Hell no. Not after this morning. That was priceless, by the
way.”

“I’ll bet. Anything else important you want to share with
me?”

“Yeah. I’m fucking starving.”

I roll my eyes as a tiny, cute Asian girl appears. “Ronan
Lyle?”

“That’s me. I got a call about paperwork?”

She sets a form in front of me. “I need you to fill this
out.”

“Hey, Jean.” Connor rests his elbows on the counter and
flashes her the same stupid smile he was using at the beach all morning. The
one that got him four different phone numbers. “Big plans for the weekend?”

She returns his smile, dipping her head to hide behind a
heavy black fringe of hair as she lists her itinerary, hour by hour it seems. I
tune her out right after “sewing club” comes up and set to quickly filling out
the form.

“What’s our address again?”

Connor recites and I fill it out, all while feeling Jean’s
black eyes appraising me.

“So this is your new roommate?”

“Yeah. Why? What did Ryan say?”

“Nothing.” The expression on Jean’s face says Ryan said
something and it wasn’t at all pleasant. She drops her voice. “She’s in a bad
mood today.”

“I noticed. Something going on with the douche bag?”
Obviously Connor doesn’t like Ryan’s boyfriend and doesn’t care who knows it.

She glances over her shoulder and then whispers, “I heard
they broke up last night, but I’m not asking.”

Connor’s face fills with understanding. “No wonder she’s
being such a bitch.” A little louder, “Hey, Ry!” When she doesn’t answer, he
raises his voice. “Ryan Tatum! I know you can hear me! Come over here!”

The sound of sandals stomping along the tile floor announces
her approach before she appears. And the look on her face....

Connor really doesn’t want to keep his skin today.

“Would you stop being an ass!” she hisses.

He ignores her tone. “What happened with David?”

I keep my head down, pretending not to listen as I fill out
the rest of my form.

“Nothing.”

“You two broke up?”

“So what?”

“So... you should tell me these things.”

“Why? You don’t give a damn. And it’s none of your
business.” She’s trying to play it cool, but the slight waver in her voice at
the end betrays her. Whatever happened, it mustn’t have been pretty.

“Come on. Don’t be like that.” The ever-present humor in his
voice fades a touch.

Her lips twist. “You want to talk about something? Fine.
Let’s talk about our nudist roommate.”

A few heads pop up over the cubicle walls now, curious eyes
taking in the voices. Jean stares at me with her mouth hanging open.

“You had to be there,” I explain with a shrug.

“I’ll bet.” Her gaze skims over the ink on my forearm. If it
were any cooler outside, I’d have to cover that up with a long-sleeved shirt.
Employee conduct manual, page four.

“Oh come on, that was funny. And besides,” Connor reaches up
to seize my chin between his thumb and index finger, “how could you be so mean
to this poor guy? He just had his heart ripped out by a girl. All he wants is
to be loved. Can’t you show him some love?”

I slap his hand away.

Ryan’s hazel eyes shift to my face. She really does have
pretty eyes. I’ll bet her smile would be pretty, too. If she even knows how to.
To Connor, she says, “Stay out of my business. And go eat. You’re more annoying
than usual.”

“Yeah! I’m trying!” He taps on the desk as he strolls away, a
wordless gesture to hurry up.

Jean giggles like he’s said the funniest thing. I want to
offer her a bib to keep the drool from her blouse. I slide the completed form
over instead. “Anything else, or is this good?”

 “No, you’re all set. Thanks for coming quickly.”

“That’s Ronan. He ‘comes quick.’ Tell all your friends.”

I wait until the door is shut behind us before I punch
Connor in the shoulder. “There’s something wrong with you.”

“Yeah, my impending starvation.”

I roll my eyes. “You and Ryan have a strange relationship.”

“What are you talking about? It’s totally normal.”

“I think she hates your guts.” And yet she still lives with
him.

Connor smiles. “Maybe a little bit.”

I shake my head. “How old is she?”

“Twenty-five.”

“So she’s your twin?” Connor’s twenty-five, one year older
than me. Wouldn’t put it past him not to tell me he has a twin.

“Nah. She’s actually my half-sister. I guess our dad was a
little busy cheating on my mom that year.”

This is all starting to make sense. “No wonder you guys
don’t look anything alike.”

“I only met her a few years ago. She was moving to Miami
from Orlando and she needed a temporary place. My dad asked if she could stay
here.” He shrugs. “I said sure, I didn’t care. And she hasn’t left yet. She
stays out of my life, I stay out of hers. It works, for the most part.”

“That explains a lot.”

“Like?”

“Why you haven’t threatened to pound the shit out of me if I
try to bang her.” Like I did to all my friends back home when they so much as
glanced at my baby sister.

“You kidding? I want you to try something with her.
Just let me be there to see it. It’ll be fun watching her kick you in the
nuts.”

I sigh. “Something is seriously wrong with you.”

He’s distracted from giving a retort by another crew guy
coming around the corner. “Yo, Baker! What’s up? This is Ronan. He’s new.”

The blond nods once my way. “Not much. Hey, did you read
that e-mail about Alaska?”

Connor’s eyebrows rise in question.

“They want us there a week earlier.”

“Seriously? But that’s like... two weeks away, then.”

“I know. They said they’ll reimburse flight changes though.”

“I haven’t even booked my ticket yet.”

“What? You’re nuts!” Baker shakes his head. “I booked mine
months ago. I’ll let you know what I move it to. We should fly up together.”

“Definitely. Hey, we’re heading for Chipotle right now. Want
anything?”

“Nah, I’m good. But thanks. See you guys around.” He keeps
going down the hall.

And I’m left with yet another surprise courtesy of my new
roommate. “You’re going to Alaska?”

“Yeah. That new Wolf resort is opening up.”

I remember the intercompany memo that went out last fall,
encouraging Wolf employees to apply for jobs at the new seasonal Wolf near
Homer, Alaska. I didn’t even look at it. I mean, it’s Alaska. Who the fuck
wants to go there?

Apparently Connor. And in two weeks, based on what these
guys were just talking about. “How long are you gone for?”

“Five months.”

“Jesus. You are nuts.”

“What? Didn’t you ever go to camp?”

I burst out laughing.

“They’re putting the whole staff up in a village of cabins!
And paying us better than what they’re paying here.”

“Yeah, it’s called danger pay, because you’re gonna get
mauled by bears and cougars and shit.”

He waves it away. “This is a Wolf luxury resort, not some
Ramada Inn. They’ll have all that sorted.”

“You’re gonna be bored.”

He grins. “You’re kidding me, right? How long were you
pussy-whipped by your ex?”

“Four years,” I admit reluctantly. “Why does that matter?”

“Because have you not noticed the housekeeping staff that
Wolf hires?”

“Of course I have.” Wolf is notorious for hiring young,
attractive employees. I don’t know how they get away with it without any labor
discrimination charges tossed their way.

“Well, all those Housekeeping girls are gonna be in cabins a
stone’s throw away from me, all summer long. Stuck on a resort with nothing to
do but fuck hot crew guys. The last thing I’m gonna be is bored.”

“Fair enough.” Maybe I should have opened that e-mail that
went out. Had I known Tasha was going to dump me, I’d probably be going to
Alaska, too. “Well... fuck.” I shake my head. “You could have told me.” Here I
am, making a fast friend of Connor, and he’s leaving.

He shrugs. “You should see if they’re still hiring.”

“I just started here. They won’t let me go there.”

“Won’t know if you don’t ask.”

“I don’t know.”

“Suit yourself.” He chuckles. “You and my sister will have a
great summer together.”
















 

Chapter 3

 

Connor lingers at the door, watching me empty two
grocery bags’ worth of food onto the counter. “You sure you don’t want to come?
Someone will be selling a ticket outside.”

“Two hundred bucks to sit by myself at a concert? Nah, I’m
good.” As much as I’d kill to see the X Ambassadors, that’s way too steep.

“’Kay. I’ll swing by to change and grab you when it’s done.
That blonde from earlier texted me. She’s gonna meet us at the club later and
she’s bringing a hot friend for you.”

“Hot by whose standards?” I ask around a sip of beer.

“Does it matter? Sherrie said she likes to suck dick. You
gonna say no to that?”

Tasha loved to suck my dick.

My cock twitches with the memory, even if that memory is now
laced with bitterness. Maybe a good blow job from another woman is what I need
to get over her.

Connor nods toward the fridge. “Bottom shelf is yours.”

The lowest shelf, when I’m over six feet tall. “Shouldn’t
Ryan take the bottom shelf?”

“If you wanna move Ryan’s shit, be my guest. I’ll be home in
about three hours. You might not have fully bled out by then after she stabs
you for touching her things.” With a slap against the wall and a “see you in a
few,” he’s gone.

I take a long sip of my beer as I study the fridge, shaking
my head at the middle shelf, which is clearly Ryan’s. Everything is neatly
lined up and packed in glass containers. Fruit, vegetables, yogurt. Food groups
that are sorely lacking from Connor’s shelf, which is basically beer, hot dogs,
and ketchup.

The bottom shelf is on the lowest rung, leaving little room.
I don’t need a lot of room, but this is ridiculous. She’s a good foot shorter
than me. The shorter people get the lower shelves. That’s just the way it is.
She’s going to have to learn to deal. And if she wants to yell at me about it?

Fine. So be it.

I take a big swig of my beer.

And then set to shifting things around.

   

“Is that all you got?” I mutter, watching
highlights of the Florida Panthers getting their asses handed to them by
Boston. I guess I can’t say much—Indiana doesn’t even have an NHL team. Still,
I can’t get behind a team in dead last.

I check the time for the hundredth time. It’s after eleven.
I’m showered and dressed, and finishing off my fifth can of beer. This big,
fluffy brown sectional may be the most comfortable thing I’ve ever sat in. If
Connor doesn’t get back soon to drag me out, I’m not going anywhere tonight, no
matter how hot this friend is. And based on the picture he texted me, she’s a
solid ten. Though I’m reserving final judgment until I actually see her. Chicks
are always doctoring their pictures.

Keys jangle in the hallway outside our door. A few seconds
later, the door flies open and Ryan strolls in, arms laden with textbooks and
bags. Her eyes skate over me as she kicks the door shut behind her, but she
doesn’t say anything.

“Hey. You need help?” I offer, a tiny blip of regret
stirring in the pit of my stomach as she heads for the kitchen. Maybe I
shouldn’t have taken the liberty to change things around without talking to
her. Not until I smoothed over this morning’s debacle.

I actually don’t feel like getting yelled at again.

“No thanks,” she says curtly, dumping everything onto the
countertop.

I watch her as she opens the fridge.

And stops dead.

“Hey, I hope you don’t mind, but I swapped our things
around, seeing as you’re shorter than me. I lifted the shelf though, so you
have as much space as before.” After a lingering pause, I add, “Connor said
you’d be okay with it.” I owe him one for not telling me about Ryan in the
first place.

After another long moment of silence, she quietly sets to
sliding her groceries onto her shelf. Not saying a word, but also not
threatening bodily harm or yelling. I watch, because I can’t help myself. She’s
wearing a pair of black leggings and her firm ass looks fantastic bent over in
the fridge. My dick is starting to harden.

I sure as hell can’t let that start happening.

And I can’t let this tension go on, either. She can’t always
be this big a bitch. We just got off on the wrong foot is all. Collecting my
empty beer cans, I climb off the couch and make my way over to the kitchen to
stack them in the case. “I’m sorry about this morning.”

I get only a small grunt in response as she rips the
cardboard sleeves off her yogurt and snaps the little containers apart to line
them up neatly in two rows.

“I picked up my own towels at Walmart after work. They’re gray,
so they won’t get mixed up.”

“I doubt that would happen anyway. I don’t buy my towels
from Walmart.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes at her snotty tone and instead
turn my attention to the textbook on the counter. “You in school?”

“Yup.”

I flip open the cover. “For what?”

“My MBA.”

“That’s... exciting.” I pull my fingers away just in time,
as she slaps the cover shut and collects the textbook along with the others.
Hugging them to her chest, she grabs her purse and stalks toward her bedroom.

“Hey, hold up. Please?”

She slows with reluctance.

“This is dumb. Can we just start over?”

“Why?”

“Because we have to live together?”

She peers over her shoulder at me, her amber eyes flickering
down. I’m ready for the club, in black pants and a baby-blue button-down that
hugs my body. I don’t often dress in anything but jeans and a T-shirt, but when
I do, I like to think I clean up well. “Did you really just break up with your
girlfriend? Or was my brother talking out of his ass again?”

“Yeah. A few months ago.”

“How long were you together for?”

“Four years. Give or take.”

“Wow. And here I was, crying over eighteen months wasted.”

“That’s a good chunk of time, too.” This is good. We’ve
found something in common—our broken hearts. I lean against the wall.
“Why’d you guys break up?”

Her jaw tightens. At first I think she’s not going to
answer. “He said he loves me too much and he’s not ready for that kind of
commitment yet.” She pauses to chew her bottom lip in thought. “Do you think
that’s some bullshit line?”

Yes. “Hard to say. You’ll probably find out soon
enough.” With a line like that, my gut says the guy is already dick-deep in
another girl. But I can’t tell Ryan that. “Tasha told me she needed some space
to make sure she loved me.” I smile bitterly. “She hooked up with one of my
friends two weeks later.”

“Ouch.” Ryan slides off her glasses, cleaning the lenses
with the hem of her T-shirt. When she glances up at me, I see hints of
sympathy. “So you moved down to Miami to what? Get over her?”

Get over her. Forget about her. Keep myself occupied until
she decides she loves me again. That last one sounds about right. I couldn’t
stand being in the same city as her and knowing she was out with other guys. “I
just needed a change, and I’ve heard this city is the place to be.”

“If you’re like my brother, then it is.”

“I’m not like your brother.”

“I guess we’ll see.” Again, that shrewd gaze drifts over my
body. She’s already seen me naked; I wonder if she’s picturing me naked right
now.

Blood starts flowing south and I have to shift my stance,
ever aware of how fitted these pants are and that they don’t hide raging
erections well.

Her eyes widen, as if she just caught herself checking me
out. Standing taller, she says, “Don’t touch my stuff anymore. I’m weird about
my space. I like things a certain way.” With that she disappears into her room.

I heave a sigh, glancing at my watch again. I’m no longer
tired; the five-minute exposure to her, first to her sharp side, followed by
something softer, has my blood racing through my body. I need to get out of
here.

Thank God, Connor plows through the door then. “Two minutes!
The ladies are waiting.”
















 

Chapter 4

 

“...and then she said ‘no way! You first!’ and I
said, ‘no way, you first!’ and none of us went at all!” Sherrie and Georgia
throw their heads back and cackle with boisterous laughter.

I take another swig of my drink, long since needing to move
on to the hard stuff.

“Another round?” Connor’s eyes are twinkling. Sherrie’s
hands have been glued to his chest since we walked through the doors of the
club. It’s only a matter of time before they make their way south to his lap.
He knows he’s getting laid tonight and he’s as happy as an alley cat in a tuna
factory.

Georgia’s been less forward, but I’m guessing that’s more on
account of me being... me. I’m not outgoing and flirtatious like Connor. That’s
not to say I don’t know the right words to say, or that I even need to say
anything to attract women. But I’ve had plenty of them tell me that I’m
intimidating—my green eyes are broody, my hard jaw is unyielding to easy
smiles, my tattoos and buzz cut give me a dangerous edge. Whether they find all
that attractive or they’re attracted to the idea of taming me, I can’t be sure.
Either way, a lot of women throw themselves at me without me having to lift a
finger. It used to drive Tasha crazy. She’d get so jealous, accuse me of
cheating on her. No one seems to believe that I never touched another woman
while I was with her.

I have since she dumped me. Twice, back in Indy. Both were
girls I picked up at a club. I ended up at their places. Neither were anything
to think twice about. Pretty, but without personalities. Decent lays, but
nothing mind-bending. Both times, I actually found myself relieved to be
walking out their doors, tossing their phone numbers as soon as I rounded the
corner.

Maybe that’s why I’m not making too much of an effort
tonight. I’d be just as happy to go home alone and sleep.

“I think I want to switch to something less sweet. What are
you drinking, Ronan?” Georgia sidles closer to me. That’s what it’s been all
night—her nudging my thigh here and there, resting her fingers on my biceps
occasionally. She’s batted her eyes plenty. Subtle moves to let me know she’s
interested but unsure how aggressive to be. But with each drink, the leash that
holds her back slackens.

“Jack and Coke.”

“Is it any good?” She smiles sweetly at me. She really is as
stunning as that picture I saw, though a lot of it is makeup. I can’t imagine
her being nearly this stunning when she wakes up.

I hold the drink out to her.

Her eyes flash with excitement as she leans over, parting
her lips for the tip of the straw. She makes a point of looking up at me through
those soulful milk-chocolate eyes as she sucks. “Mmmm... Yes. I definitely want
this.” She finishes it off with a swipe of her tongue along her bottom lip.

Yeah, I’m definitely getting laid tonight, if I want it.

“All right, this fucking waitress of ours is never coming
back. We’ll go to the bar and grab a round. ” Connor tilts his head, signaling
for me to follow.

“Don’t let anyone take our spots.”

“Never.” Georgia giggles, her eyes searing my body as I
climb out of my seat in the shadowy alcove at the back of Sin nightclub. We’re
in the VIP section, and apparently it’s impossible to get a table back there,
but Sherrie is best friends with one of the managers.

I’m not gonna lie: I’ll take a VIP booth in the dark over
the crowds of sweaty bodies.

But that’s where we’re heading now, as I follow Connor, the
music pulsing louder with each step.

I can’t help but smile, pressing through the throng of
bodies toward the closest bar, hordes of people surrounding it. I’ve never seen
so many scantily clad, beautiful women in my life. The per capita of hot bodies
in Miami is off the charts. I guess there’s something about beach life—when you
live in a place where you own almost as many bikinis as you do other outfits,
you tend to go the extra mile to look good in them. And, damn, these women look
good.

I spot our cocktail waitress approaching us and my smile
grows wider as I take in the sight. Full gold, orange, and black body paint
from head to toe, and she’s wearing nothing but heels, a G-string, and pasties
to cover her nipples. It’s one helluva uniform for a nightclub. All the servers
are dressed and painted like various animals. Ours is a lion. Or a lioness, to
be exact.

“I was just coming over to you guys,” she purrs, not an
ounce of shyness over her revealing outfit or my appraisal of it as she steps
closer to me. There’s maybe an inch between my chest and her doubleD tits.
They’re obviously fake, but beautiful. “I’m so sorry. We’re short-staffed
tonight.”

Maybe it’s the Jack, but damn, this costume is sexy. So is
her confidence. If I had her in the VIP area instead of Georgia, I’d be more
eager. “It’s okay. We needed to stretch our legs.”

“What’s your name?” Her lips graze my earlobe.

“Ronan.”

“Hi, Ronan. So, is the brunette at your table your
girlfriend?”

I grin. “Just for tonight.”

She grins back. “My name’s Becca.”

“Hey, Becca. Does that paint rub off on hands?” My gaze
drops to her breasts, my palms itching to feel the weight of them.

“It will if your hands are wet. And my boss wouldn’t be too
happy about handprints on my body this early in the night.”

“That’s too bad.”

Her lips part. “But how about later?”

I jump at the feel of a hand smoothing over my groin; I
don’t have to look down to know it’s hers. I can’t get away, even if I want to.
I’m surrounded by people in every direction, all of them clueless as the
lioness server rubs my dick hard.

“I think you are incredibly sexy. Maybe you can give me your
number and we can....”

From the corner of my eye, I notice Connor’s large frame
about twenty feet away, standing too close and menacingly to some lanky guy for
it to end well.

Shit. “I’m sorry, I’ve gotta help my friend. Come by the
table.” I skirt past her and push my way through, trying to will my erection
down as I close the distance. I grab hold of Connor’s shoulders and squeeze.
“Hey, what’s up, bro?”

“Look who I ran into!” Connor exclaims with mock cheeriness.

“I don’t know this guy.” He’s skinny and has a hipster vibe
to him, his shoes brown and long and slightly wing-tipped, his pants tapered,
his shirt fitted and untucked. He’s nervous, that much is obvious by the way he
keeps glancing around him, running his fingers through his shaggy brown hair,
pushing it off his face.

For Connor to lose his charming edge, he must be pissed. And
Connor’s a big guy. This dude better be afraid.

“This is Ryan’s ex, David.”

Oh.

“He works at Wolf, in accounting. And that girl over there
works in reception.” He nods toward a pretty, tall blonde standing about five
feet away, looking equally nervous.

Oh.

“I was just telling David how sweet it is, the way he had
his arm wrapped around her. You know, since he just broke up with my sister
last night.”

Fuck. The dick isn’t just with another girl. He’s with a
girl who works at Wolf.

Poor Ryan. She’s gonna hear about this by Monday morning.
The fact that she has to work in the same office as her ex is bad enough. And
now he’s dating someone else there. What is it with hotels and staffers banging
each other like rabbits, thinking no one will find out about it? The Outdoor crew
guys have a bad rep but some of these office people aren’t much better.

A quick glance around shows me that five different bouncers
are watching us, ready to move in. I don’t want to get kicked out. Not before I
see our server again. “Come on. You’ve gotta let Ryan deal with this in her own
way. You’ll only make it worse. Let’s go.”

At first I don’t think he’s going to listen. But finally he
moves away, carving a path straight to the bar.

“How the fuck does Poindexter land a chick like that? He’s
got to be a hundred pounds soaking wet. Does he have a magical dick or
something?”

“I don’t get it, either.”

“I mean, my sister and him were one thing but....”

“Your sister’s not exactly hard to look at.”

“You know what I mean. She’s all scholarly, doing her master’s
and shit.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Connor eyes me. “Have you been checking out my sister?”

“No, man.” It’s an automatic response. A lie, but a
necessary one. Sisters are off-limits.

“Good. Because I don’t think I’d be okay with that.”

I snort. “Dude, then why do you keep trying to push her on
me?”

“Because I like to bug the shit out of her. But if I ever
thought she’d actually bite, I wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll bite. My dick, off my body. No thanks.
I like my dick whole and attached. But you know what?” I pat Connor’s back.
“I’m glad to see you actually do know how to be a good brother, and give a damn
about something besides getting laid.”

The bartender comes by to take our order. Connor orders and
pays for the round, his gaze roving over the beautiful women around the bar.
“Ah well. She’ll find someone new soon enough. And speaking of getting laid....”
He grabs two of the drinks and begins carving a path through the crowd, back to
our table.

It’s so dark in the VIP section that we have a hard time
finding our corner, stumbling up a step or two to where Sherrie and Georgia are
on their feet, grinding against each other to the heavy beat of the music.

“Damn.” Connor grins wide. “What do you think about swapping
halfway through?”

“How about you take both and I’ll take our server.”

His brow arches knowingly. “The paint, right? You wanna
leave fingerprints all over her.”

“Fucking right, I do.”

Sherrie waves her hand at the row of shot glasses on the
table. “Look what our waitress brought over to apologize for taking so long!”

They’re all empty. I lift one to sniff it.

“Tequila!” They both shout, lifting their arms over their
heads.

Connor and I share a look—one that says neither of us is
getting laid tonight, unless it happens soon. These two just downed two shots
apiece in a matter of five minutes, after plenty to drink already.

“I was just thinking the same thing.” He nods to my glass.
“Drink up.”

Georgia’s hips sway as she rounds the table. Still dancing, she
runs her hands from my stomach all the way to my chest, her fingertips curling
around the collar of my shirt. “You guys took a long time.”

Not more than ten minutes, but in drunk girl time, I guess
that’s forever. “You should have some water.”

“Hmm....” She’s so close, all I can smell is her lotus
flower perfume and tequila. “I don’t want water. Do you know what I do want?”

“I think I can guess.”

She steps in close enough to grind against me. Her eyes
light up with excitement. “It looks like someone’s excited to see me.”

Or just excited, thanks to Becca.

My hands are full of our drinks so I can’t do much when
Georgia’s fingers, less expert but no less welcome, slide over the hard ridge
in my pants, rubbing back and forth.

“You’re a big boy,” she purrs into my ear, and my dick jumps
in response, like a lap dog excited by praise. With a giggle, she draws my
zipper down and slips her hand inside to grip me, the warmth of her hand even
through the cotton of my briefs bringing a soft groan to my lips. I glance over
to see Sherrie push Connor back into the lounge chair and climb onto his lap,
her short skirt riding up to show the black lace of her G-string. All around
us, people are in their own little worlds, laughing, dancing, semicovertly
sniffing lines of coke off side tables. I wonder if it’s this place or Miami in
general, but no one seems to care who’s watching.

And, truthfully, I don’t care much either right now. I suck
back half my drink, knowing I’m going to have to finish Georgia’s too. And then
we’re gonna have to get out of here because I need those red lips around my
cock.

She must be able to read my mind because I feel the sharp
tug of my belt buckle being unfastened. Fuck... is she actually going to—

Cool fingers graze against my skin as she peels my briefs
down and pulls my dick right out into the open.

Jesus. At least my back is to the place.

She seats herself on the chair in front of me, giving me a
lascivious smile as she leans forward and runs her tongue along my full length.

I can’t help but glance over to see if Connor knows what’s
going on. But he’s otherwise occupied, his hands gripping Sherrie’s ass tight
as she straddles his lap, grinding against him so hard there’s no way he’s not
going to come in his pants.

Just like there’s no way I’m going to stop Georgia now.

I chug the rest of my drink and gently toss the glass toward
the couch. Bits of ice spill onto the smooth surface. It’s a bar—they must be
used to spilled drinks around here. With my free hand, I weave my fingers
through the back of Georgia’s hair as I guide myself into her warm mouth. She
accepts me without hesitation and fully, until I feel my tip hitting the back
of her throat. My knees buckle slightly.

Sherrie wasn’t kidding—her friend loves to suck dick and
she’s damn good at it, her deceptive doe eyes locked on mine as her head bobs
up and down, her long fingernails digging into my hips painfully. She has
literally no gag reflex.

I feel myself swelling and tightening. I just may actually
blow my load in her mouth, right here in the back of this club. Something I can’t
say I’ve done before. While Tasha was wild between the sheets, it was always
behind the safety of a door, and with just the two of us.

A light hand settles on my shoulder. I turn to see Becca
standing next to me. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you do that in here.”

“Why not? Because you want to be the one doing it?” I’m
turning into an obnoxious ass, thanks to the Jack. But seriously, people are
practically fucking on the dance floor, and I’ll be done in a few minutes.

“Because it’s considered public indecency. It’s frowned
upon.” Something about the way she says that makes my dick swell more. A
knowing look passes through her eyes as they drop from my face to where Georgia
sucks. When her gaze lifts again, I see the heat in them. “You better finish up
before the bouncers come.”

I smirk. “Define finish up?” Does she mean stop or....

She adjusts her grip on her empty drink tray, tucking it
under her arm to block the view of passersby as she settles a hand over mine.
She guides Georgia’s head, urging her on faster, deeper, her painted breast
rubbing against my biceps. Even the pasty can’t hide her hardened nipples.

This lioness is something else.

Over her shoulder, I see that Sherrie has reversed on
Connor’s lap and is grinding her ass into him now. Connor’s head has fallen
back against the couch, his lips parted, a euphoric look on his face as he
stares up at the ceiling.

I can’t believe this is happening. “Fuck me....” I’m in
heaven.

“I was hoping to,” the waitress murmurs.

I chug Georgia’s drink and toss the glass aside, my gaze
locked on the waitress’s stunning body. It’s probably wrong to be drooling over
her while Georgia is blowing me, but I can’t help it, and neither Georgia nor
Becca seem to mind.

“I really need to touch you.” I’m ready to explode.

A small smile curls Becca’s lips as she adjusts her stance,
parting her legs a touch more. “Nowhere that I’m painted.”

That leaves me only one place.

I graze my finger along the front of her G-string, waiting
for her to stop me.

She smiles.

Carefully, I slip my index finger down the front of her
smooth mound and through her slick middle. She parts her legs even more, as if
inviting me inside her.

I slide two fingers in.

It’s my undoing. My head falls back as all the muscles in my
stomach, my groin, my legs constrict and my balls tighten. Pulling Georgia’s
head tight against me, I thrust as I spill into her mouth.

Becca suddenly steps away from me, my fingers slipping out
from her.

And I find myself flanked by two truck-sized bouncers.

   

“It’s almost impossible to get kicked out of Sin.
Well done, buddy.” Connor slaps my shoulder as we stumble through our front
door and into the dark living room, Georgia and Sherrie following closely,
giggling as they cling to each other’s arms.

Despite the abrupt end to things at Sin—my pants barely done
up as I was escorted out— I would have been satisfied and called it a night.
But Sherrie’s mouth found its way around my cock the second we climbed into the
cab and now I need another release.

“I’m this way.” Connor leads Georgia toward his bedroom,
giving me a thumbs-up. I’m not even sure when it was decided that we’d swap and
who made that decision, but it seems everyone’s game.

“You’ve got paint on your shirt.” Sherrie’s hand slides over
my sleeve where I’m covered in orange from Becca.

“Fuck. I hope that comes out.” It’s one of my favorite
shirts.

“You should throw it into the wash right now.” She begins
fumbling with the buttons, her lips moving for my mouth.

I step out of her reach. “Here, let me do that. My room’s
down there, on the right. I’ll be there in a sec.”

She takes three staggering steps toward the hallway with a
giggle, using the couch’s back to guide her.

I head for the closet off the main room that holds the
washer and dryer. I peel my shirt off and chuck it in a laundry pod. It’s too
dark and I’m too drunk to read all the controls, so I hope I’m doing this
right.

“What the hell!” A female screams.

Shit.

I stumble down the hall, tripping over the heels, dress, and
panties that are strewn along the floor, all the way to the end, to find Ryan’s
door wide open and a completely naked Sherrie scampering out.

Granted, the condo is an odd design, with Ryan’s bedroom
door at the end of the hall and mine kitty-corner to it. Still, it’s not hard
to figure out. “Your other right.”

Sherrie giggles as she darts across the hall and into my
room. I dare hazard a glance into Ryan’s room to find the bedside lamp on and
Ryan sitting upright in her bed, her scowl full of venom.

“Sorry about that.” I close the door and head into my room
before I feel the sharp edge of her tongue.

“Who was that?” Sherrie’s lying on my bed, her legs spread
wide, her fake, plump breasts sitting prettily, watching me strip off my pants.
She’s got a nice body, as nice as Georgia’s, I’d guess. I doubt this will take
long. And then what? How am I going to get rid of her? I don’t want to wake up
next to this girl. Why did we bring them back here?

“Roommate.” I tear open the fresh box of condoms and fish
one out, ripping the foil packaging with my teeth.

“I don’t think she liked me climbing into her bed, naked.”

“I can’t imagine why. Turn around.”

“Aren’t you going to get me off first?” Sherrie gives me an
exaggerated pout and runs her fingers along her core as if to taunt me.

I seize her by the hips and flip her over. Pulling her up
onto her knees, I climb onto the bed behind her. “Don’t worry. You’ll get off.”
I made it a personal challenge, figuring out exactly how to get Tasha to orgasm
every time. Sherrie can’t be that much different. Plus, I don’t stick my tongue
between just anyone’s legs. Definitely not a woman whose friend just sucked my
cock in a bar, and who I won’t be seeing after tonight.

With one hard thrust, I’m inside her.

She cries out.

“You good?”

“So good,” she moans, turning her face to the side.
This angle—ass up—is one of my favorites. Though, asses in general are my
favorite. “Are you good?”

I close my eyes and smile as I move my hips, pushing in and
out of her with ease. I’ll admit, Tasha or not, this feels fucking good.

The headboard begins to bang against the wall. I’ll need to
pull it out tomorrow so that doesn’t happen again. There’s not much I can do
about the frame though, creaking noisily with each thrust.

Sherrie doesn’t seem to notice or care, her cries and moans
coming more frequently and loudly each time I plunge into her. It took me a
minute to find that spot deep inside her, but now that I have, I angle so I
slam into it mercilessly.

“Oh my God! I’m coming! I’m coming! I’m....” Coherent words
fail her and soon she’s crying out with her orgasm. The muscles in my stomach
tighten with anticipation at my own release, which isn’t here yet thanks to all
the booze.

An angry fist pounds against the wall on the other side,
making me slow.

Ryan’s voice is muffled but loud enough to understand. “You
are so full of shit! No one’s that good!”

Sherrie giggles through her pants, her body limp. “I guess
you haven’t fucked her yet, then. She wouldn’t be saying that otherwise.”

No, I haven’t. And I can’t see that changing. Her pussy
probably has teeth.

Still, I can’t help but smile at what my dick registers as a
challenge. Setting one foot on the floor, I hook my arms around Sherrie’s thighs
and lift her slight body right off the mattress.

“Oh my God,” she pants. “You’re so deep.”

“You ready to prove my roommate wrong?”

   

The clock shows twenty minutes have passed by the
time I unload into my condom, my body coated in a sheen of sweat, my chest
heaving, my muscles exhausted.

Sherrie came two more times and is now nothing more than a
limp body before me. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to walk.” Her voice
has turned raspy.

No sooner does the last squeak of the mattress sound than my
door opens and Connor appears in his boxers.

“Come on, man....” I’m still inside her.

Connor doesn’t even pretend to apologize. “We’ve gotta get
up in a few hours for work, remember?”

I frown. Tomorrow is Saturday. We don’t have to work.

He sets the clothes Sherrie scattered down the hall onto the
dresser. “Your cab will be here in five minutes. You should get dressed.
Georgia’s waiting for you.”

I struggle to hide my smile.

Perfectly planned. I think Connor may be my soul mate.

   

“You’ll call us?” Both Sherrie and Georgia clumsily
paw at my bare chest. They’re likely going to pass out before the cab actually
makes it home. Hopefully they don’t puke.

“Sure.” I turn my head just as Sherrie leans in, and I end
up with a sloppy kiss on my cheek. At least Georgia doesn’t bother.

“I’ll walk ’em down. Make sure they get in their car
safely.” Connor trails them out in his boxers, throwing me a thumbs-up on his
way past.

And I stagger back toward my bedroom, fully intending to do
a face plant.

But Ryan is standing in her doorway, her arms folded over
her chest, her hair a wild mess, and hate in her eyes. “You’re nothing like my
brother, right?”

“Can we do this tomorrow, please?”

“Do what?”

“This thing where I accidently offend you and then you yell
at me and storm off.”

“You call what happened tonight ‘accidental’?” Her hazel
eyes flare. And here I thought she couldn’t look angrier. “Your whore
climbed into my bed. Naked.”

“She got confused.” So confused that she swapped guys
halfway through, I want to say, but I don’t.

“That doesn’t mean it’s okay!”

I hold my hands up in a sign of surrender. “You’re right,
it’s not. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Until tomorrow night, with the next whore that can’t tell
the different between right and left.”

“I’m not gonna be doing this every night.” I don’t think I
can handle it. The familiar tingling of regret is settling in. I can’t help but
feel as though I’ve cheated on Tasha, even though I know she’s with other guys.

“Bullshit.” She shakes her head. “I work all day and I have
class four nights a week. Now I have a shit ton of school work to do this
weekend. Some of us don’t get to spend our days drinking and partying. We have
to use our brains.”

“I said I was sorry. What else do you want me to say? ”

“That you won’t bring home whores!”

“She wasn’t a whore.”

The look on Ryan’s face says she believes differently.

“I might need to get laid every once in a while. Don’t tell
me Connor doesn’t bring home girls.”

“He’s at the opposite end of the condo. I have to share a
wall with you!”

Fair enough. “I’ll be more quiet next time.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “It’s 2:00 a.m. and I just had to
listen to some drunk chick scream—practically in my ear—for the past half hour.
Now I’m going to be exhausted. And don’t tell me this isn’t going to happen a
lot. Neither of us are dumb enough to believe that.”

I sigh. This is exactly why I don’t want female roommates. “Look,
I’ve barely looked at another girl since Tasha dumped me and I wasn’t planning
on bringing anyone home tonight. It just... happened. I’ll do my best to keep
it to a minimum, but I won’t commit to living like a monk. Okay?”

I could be mistaken, but I think I see sympathy flash
through Ryan’s eyes. She pauses for a long moment. “Maybe I could give you my
schedule for when I’m extra busy and you can work around that.”

I burst out in laughter. Is she serious? “I’m not fucking on
your schedule, Ryan.” My eyes drop to scan her bare legs. They’re short but
they’re shapely beneath that oversized, unflattering T-shirt. “Not unless
you’re the one in my bed.”

She snorts. “As if.” But her body betrays her, her gaze
flickering downward over my chest, her lips parting with a sharp inhale. She
gives her head a shake. “I’m not into your kind.”

“My kind?” I smirk.

She sets her jaw. “The kind with no ambition and very few
standards.”

I don’t like her tone or her words. They’re laced with disdain,
like she’s too good to be with me. I don’t bother bringing up the fact that I
have a business degree. I’m guessing she’d somehow use it to prove her point,
how a guy with a degree is doing manual labor at a hotel because he realized
he’d rather use his hands than sit in an office. “That’s right. You like
accountants. They’re all so honorable, right?”

Pain flashes in her eyes.

Bringing him up was a dick move. I open my mouth to
apologize—

“You need a shower. You reek.” Her nostrils curl with
disgust.

I can’t help myself. “That’s because I just finished fucking
a woman into three orgasms.” I take a step closer to her. “Have you ever been
fucked like that?” Is Ryan quiet or does she scream when she comes? She doesn’t
take a step back, trying to stand her ground.

“Of course I have.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” I chuckle all the way to my bed.
















 

Chapter 5

 

“Ready?” Connor hollers from the living room.

I grab my wallet and keys from the top of my dresser. I
don’t know why I even bother with my keys. I’m always with Connor. We’ve become
attached at the hip.

Ryan’s door opens just as I’m stepping out of my bedroom.
It’s the first I’ve seen of her since our 2:00 a.m. confrontation on Friday
night. It’s now Sunday night. “Hey, what time do you need the shower in the
morning?” she asks, not a hint of the usual venom in her voice.

“My alarm goes off at 6:20.”

“Great. Have a good night.” She ducks into her room and
closes the door without another word.

All right then....

Maybe she’s learning how to deal with her heartache.

Maybe she isn’t such a shrew, after all.

   

I knock on the bathroom door. It’s six thirty. She
knew I needed to hop in the shower ten minutes ago in order to get to work on
time. So why the hell did I hear the shower start at six fifteen?

This is intentional.

And she’s not answering.

I bang on the door. “Come on, Ryan!”

Connor staggers into the kitchen, a little rough around the
eyes after our late night at the bar down the street, watching the game. But
he’s clean and in uniform, coffee in hand, ready to go. “What’s goin’ on?”

“Your sister is being as sweet as ever, that’s what’s goin’
on.” She’s gonna make me late.

“Use my bathroom.”

I’m about to concede, but.... “No! Fuck this!” I like my
razor and my shampoo and my soap. She’s just doing this to piss
me off. I pound on the door. “If you don’t answer me in five seconds, I’m gonna
assume you’ve slipped and fallen, and I’m gonna kick this door down! Consider
this fair warning. One! Two! Three!—”

The shower shuts off.

Seconds later, the door opens and Ryan steps out, still in
her pajamas, her hair dry, a book tucked under her arm.

What the…. “You didn’t even take a shower.”

She lets out an exaggerated yawn. “Oops! Silly me, I can’t
believe I forgot to actually get in!”

I feel my face screw up. “You forgot to get in?”

She shrugs innocently.

“And let me guess: you forgot that I needed to shower for
work at 6:20 a.m., like I told you yesterday when you asked?”

“Whoops! Totally slipped my mind. I guess I was just so
tired after losing all that sleep this weekend. You know, with all the whores.”

“That was just Friday night. And they’re weren’t whores!”

She strolls past me and into her room, kicking the door shut
behind her.

I turn to Connor, who’s devouring a banana and grinning. “Is
she for real? Did that just happen?”

“You two kids better figure out how to get along. And hurry
up. We’ve gotta go soon.”

Fuck. I duck into the bathroom and turn on the tap. I wait for
the hot water.

But there’s none left.

   

“It’s impossible to get kicked out of Sin!” Dean,
a lanky guy, exclaims around a mouthful of his sub sandwich, thin strands of
shredded lettuce spilling out of his mouth as he talks.

“And yet superstar here managed it, all by himself.”
Connor’s heavy hand falls on my shoulder. “I can’t decide if it was the blow
job or the fact that you started to finger the cocktail waitress that pissed
the bouncers off more.”

A raucous chorus of applause and laughter erupts in the
staff area behind the Wolf hotel—a simple fenced-off area of picnic tables and
a few planters—as the guys we’re taking our lunch break with react to Connor’s
retelling of Friday night.

“And then what happened?” Lopez, a short Hispanic guy from
customer service whose first name evades me, asks. He seems like a decent guy.
The kind of guy who still lives at home and does everything his mother asks him
to do, including marry the good Catholic girl from down the street that she
approves of. I’m guessing she wouldn’t approve of him sitting with our lot.

“We left.” I ball up the wrapper of my own sandwich and
chuck it into the trash can, then lean back on the park bench and revel in the
warm sun. Unlike Connor, I’m not one to fuck around and talk about it.

“Yeah, but—”

“Come on, now.” I nod toward a group of female employees
sitting at the table next to us, pretending not to listen. They don’t need to hear
a bunch of pigheaded crew guys talking about blow jobs and fingering.

“And then we swapped,” Connor goes on to say. “And damn, did
that girl know how to suck a cock.”

“So you basically had three chicks that night?” Lopez looks
at me with awe.

“In one form or another,” Connor answers for me.

A group of women emerges through the back door, and the guys
shift their focus off the topic of me and my dick to ogle them.

“How the fuck did Poindexter manage to land her?” Franco,
another crew guy, asks, basically echoing what Connor said on Friday night as
we all watch the willowy blonde I saw Friday night at Sin stroll out, a flowery
lunch bag dangling from her fingers, sharing a secretive laugh with her friends
as they take a nearby table.

And so it begins, the gossip, the speculation. Which means
Ryan would have heard about her ex by now. I wonder how she’s taking it.

“I’d do that.” Connor tips his head back to finish his can
of Coke. He lets out a loud belch, earning a few frowns from their table. Of
course, most of those frowns melt away when they see who it’s coming from.

“How do you get away with that?” Franco mutters, shaking his
head at Connor.

“Same way I get away with asking a girl if her friend can
join.” Connor’s face splits into a wide grin, showing off his dimples. “I’m
just so damn irresistible.”

Another round of laughter erupts.

The exterior door swings open and Ryan steps out, her brown
paper bag in hand. Heads automatically turn. Her cheeks flush as she quickly
seeks us out and begins walking over.

“She actually eats lunch with you?” I ask.

“Never.” Connor grabs the trash from the space between us on
the bench, making room for her. “Baby sis! What a pleasure!”

“Shut up. I’m only three months younger than you.”

She wipes the bench with a readied napkin before sitting
down, making me shake my head.

“What? I just picked my blouse up from the dry cleaners.”
Her gaze skims my dusty pants, telling me without words that she thinks I’m
dirty. At least she doesn’t sneer.

The other guys have drifted off into their own
conversations—which, thankfully, are too low for us to overhear because I’m
sure they’d only prove her theory that the crew is a bunch of STD-riddled
cavemen.

She quickly unpacks her lunch onto her lap. Yogurt, apple,
grapes, and a cheese sandwich on some sort of thin, dark bread that is probably
healthy but looks like cardboard. I’ll bet she’s as predictable as the sun
setting each night when it comes to her lunches.

Connor must be thinking the same thing. “Don’t you ever get
sick of eating the same lunch every single day?”

“No.”

“But don’t you ever want to just order a big, greasy
burger?”

“No. I can’t eat like that. I’d blow up like a balloon.” She
glances at the messy remnants of his pizza sub sitting on his lap. “Do you
realize how bad it is for you? It’s full of fat and salt and preservatives.”

Connor lifts his shirt up and smooths his hand over his
belly, as hard and sculpted as mine. “Does it look like it matters to me?”

She rolls her eyes. “You need to start eating better.”

“You cook and I’ll eat better.”

“As if I’m gonna cook for you. It’s bad enough I have to
clean the bathroom after him.”

“Well, you won’t have much to clean today, what with my two-minute
cold shower and all,” I remind her dryly.

I think I catch the hint of a smile curling her lips. It’s
wiped off quickly as the door creaks open and her ex strolls out.

His eyes skim over the area. They pause on the bench where
the three of us sit, widening slightly—I can almost hear the curse in his
head—and then he quickly averts his gaze to where his new girl sits.

“Hey, David!” Connor hollers, waving at him. Beside him,
Ryan lets out a tiny noise of mortification. “How was the rest of your night on
Friday?”

“Fine.” David’s shoulders sink in a little as he heads for
the other table.

Connor watches them for a long moment, perfecting a menacing
stare I didn’t think he could pull off. “I should nail her just to piss him
off. What do you think, Ry?”

“I think I’m going to finish my lunch inside.” Ryan is
collecting her food from her lap.

“No. Stay.” I settle my hand on her leg, just above her
knee, before she has a chance to stand. “Make him think you don’t care.”

Her body tenses in response. To my touch or my words, I
can’t say. Probably both. “You don’t get it.”

“Don’t I?” I study her profile in the noon sunlight. She has
such smooth-looking skin, not a scar or a pimple in sight. And for someone who
doesn’t wear an ounce of makeup, her face is actually a lot prettier
than I first realized, in a more wholesome way.

I know exactly what she feels like. Three weeks after
Tasha and I broke up, I was sitting in a bar with my friends when she walked in
with a guy. I had three choices: leave, pick up a chick, or start a fight.

My knuckles took a while to heal.

“If you get up and go, you look like a heartbroken little
girl who’s running into the bathroom to cry. Is that what you want?”

She shakes off my hand from her knee. “No.”

“I didn’t think so. You want to look like the woman who
doesn’t give a shit and has moved on already.” That’s what this bitchiness is,
I’m guessing—a shield. Unfortunately, she doesn’t know how to wield it
properly. Everyone gets the brunt of it.

“He’s right. Just sit here between the two of us and eat
your weird bread, and pretend you don’t care.” Connor stretches his legs out
and, leaning back into the bench, closes his eyes.

Ryan shifts her focus to her yogurt, peeling the foil lid
off. “You guys saw him on Friday night?” she asks quietly.

“Yeah.”

“So, you knew about her?”

I can see Ryan replaying our conversation that night, when I
brought up her honorable accountant. “Yeah.”

Her jaw clenches. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I figured you were angry enough. And you’d hear about it
soon.”

“Do you think....” Her voice drifts off.

“That he was with her before you broke up?”

She peers up at me, blinking repeatedly. I don’t need to say
it out loud, she’s figured it out.

“This is humiliating. I’m such a fool,” she whispers under
her breath, just loud enough for us to hear.

“Forget about that loser. He doesn’t deserve you.”

“I’m trying. It’s not easy.”

“So find a fuck buddy,” Connor drawls lazily. “It’ll make it
easier.”

She scowls at him. “Great brotherly advice.”

He shrugs. “What? You know, everyone thinks you’re banging
Ronan. You may as well start.”

“No, they don’t.” Her panicked hazel eyes land on me,
studying me.

“Am I lying, Ronan?”

I stretch my arm along the back of the bench and start
twirling the ends of Ryan’s brunette hair through my fingertips. It’s a lot
silkier than I expected it to be. “I wouldn’t say everyone thinks that.
Not yet, anyway.”

“Bullshit.” She shifts her head away, making me lose my
grip.

I simply find another strand and continue toying. “What did
you expect? We live together. You’ve seen me naked—”

“Because you flashed me.”

“Great foreplay, by the way,” Connor murmurs. “Good job,
man.”

“And everyone knows what those dirty crew guys are like,” I
mock. “And yet here you are, eating lunch with us. You came out to us.”

“To Ronan,” Connor interrupts, egging her on. “A lot
of red flags, if you ask me. Everyone’s gonna be talking.”

Ryan’s cheeks begin to flame. “This is payback for the
shower this morning, isn’t it?”

I steal her apple right off her lap and take a big bite.
“And I’m going to enjoy every damn second of it.”
















 

Chapter 6

 

“What is that smell?” Connor murmurs, stepping
through the front door.

“You.” We just finished playing Frisbee tag with Connor’s
league and we’re drenched with sweat.

“No, man. That’s food smell.” He inhales deeply. “It smells
fucking delicious!”

He’s right. Our condo smells like someone’s been baking.

A rack of muffins sits in the middle of the island, still
warm from the oven. A note next to it reads, “Eat better.”

“Has hell frozen over?” Connor asks, confusion over his
face.

“They must be laced with arsenic.” I glance down the hall.
Ryan’s door is closed but the light peeks through the crack. She must have come
home from class and baked them right away.

“That or ex-lax.”

“She has to share a bathroom with me though, remember.”

“Fair point. Definitely arsenic, then.” We stare at the pan
of muffins for another ten seconds.

“Fuck it. I’ve led a good life.” Connor takes one and shoves
it into his mouth. A deep frown furrows his brow as he moans and gives the
thumbs-up.

We each polish off three before we part ways. I head
straight for the bathroom, intent on taking that long, hot shower I didn’t get
this morning.

I can see the hint of bare feet standing on the other side
of Ryan’s door.

   

I’ve just stepped out of the Wolf employee
restroom, my pants barely done up, when Connor grabs my arm and starts tugging
me down the hall. “Come on.”

“Fuck. I get it! You’re hungry! Relax already.” I jerk my
arm from his grip.

“Baker just found out that his mother has cancer.”

“That sucks. And?” Not to be insensitive, but I don’t know
the guy.

“He’s bailing on Alaska. So you’re taking his spot.”

“What?”

“Just keep paying rent on your room here and you’ll have it
back when we come home.”

“But—”

“Dude, trust me. This is gonna be a summer you never forget.
I heard this is a big gamble that Wolf is taking, opening a seasonal hotel up
there. No one thinks he can pull it off. Do you know what that means?”

“No?”

Connor pauses his mad dash down the hall to meet my gaze.
“It means he’s going to bring up the hottest fucking chicks you’ve ever seen in
your life to work there. He’s all about image. Hottest chicks in cabins, all
summer long. And us.”

“Okay, you’re beginning to sell this idea to me. But I doubt
they’re going to let me and Baker swap. I just got here. Life just doesn’t work
like that.”

Connor grins. “Wanna bet?”

    

Ryan is at the counter when we step through the
door, helping one of the Housekeeping staff, a polite smile touching her lips.
It’s not exactly genuine, but it’s nice to see all the same. I was beginning to
think her lips couldn’t curve upward.

Her hazel eyes flicker to us. They rest on me for a long
moment before shifting back to the girl in front of her.

“Jean! Hey, Jean! Where are you?” Connor whisper-hisses,
leaning over the counter.

Ryan shoots her brother a dirty look but doesn’t say
anything as her coworker appears from around the cubicle partition.

“Thank God you’re here. We need your help.”

Jean tucks her hair behind her ear. “With what?”

“Baker’s not going to Alaska. Ronan’s going to take his
place.”

“Oh? Okay?” Her onyx eyes flicker between the two of us.

“We need you to make that happen.”

Surprise lifts her brows. “I don’t have anything to do with
Alaska recruitment. I don’t even know who—”

“You must know someone, though. Come on! You’re the outdoor
staff coordinator! You’re our one contact for in here, and Alaska is taking two
of us from you. You must know who to talk to.”

“I don’t, really...?” Her small, round face scrunches up
with apology.

“Try Belinda Cartwright,” Ryan cuts in, pulled into the
conversation despite the housekeeper in front of her. “She’s the general
manager for Alaska and she’s in Miami right now, down in one of the conference
rooms. Try the Pacific room.”

Connor slaps the counter. “Beautiful. Thanks, sis. Come on,
Ronan. Let’s get you to Alaska.”

I shrug at Ryan. “You really want me out, don’t you?” She’d get
an entire condo to herself for the summer.

“So, you’re not completely clueless after all.” She adjusts
her glasses and continues to stare at me. The look on her face is unreadable.

   

“Why didn’t you apply during the process?”

It’s a struggle not to look down at the soft mounds peeking
out of her silky white blouse. The general manager of Wolf Alaska—a fucking
gorgeous blonde who made my blood start racing just watching her stroll toward
us in her red stilettos—has managed to make her suit look both professional and
slutty at the same time. “I was in a different point in my life at the time.”

She folds her arms over her chest, a knowing smirk touching
her lips. “And now?”

“Now I’d really like the opportunity to go to Alaska.” Am I
even saying these words?

“It’s an easy swap,” Connor adds.

Her sharp eyes size him up behind a pair of designer
black-rimmed glasses. “Yes, you’ve already said that. And you just started in
Miami when?”

“Last Friday,” I admit reluctantly.

“You’d be leaving the team short-staffed.”

“They would have been short-staffed anyway if Baker had
left.”

Her painted lips twist in thought, and I find myself staring
at them, wondering what they’d look like wrapped around my—

“What’s your name again?”

“Ronan Lyle.”

She unlocks her phone and begins typing out an e-mail.
“Well, Ronan Lyle, assuming you have a good work record—”

“I do.”

“Well then, I don’t see there being a problem with this.
Though, I don’t normally get involved at this level of hiring. But, since you
two hunted me down....”

I can’t help but note the absence of a wedding ring or the
way she keeps sizing us up. “So, will HR give me the okay or—”

“I’m giving you the okay. The job is yours. I’ll
handle them. You’ll get an information package by the end of the day and then
you can book your ticket. You know it won’t be cheap, this close to travel
dates, right?”

“I’ll make it work.” For what they’re paying up there and
the money I’ll be saving, not going to clubs, it will all even out.

“You are awesome, Belinda.” Connor gives her his thousand-watt
smile.

All he gets back is another long, intimidating gaze.
“Shouldn’t you two be working right now?”

“Lunch break.”

“Hmm. Well, I doubt you’re supposed to be roaming the
conference area in your construction boots. Okay, then. I’m sure I’ll see you
two in Alaska.”

Connor and I watch her stalk away, her heels clicking loudly
and hips swaying suggestively with each step, like she knows the two of us are
standing here, gawking at her.

“Did she just make your dick hard?” Connor whispers.

“Like a flag pole. Holy hell, how is she a general manager?”

“You kidding? Henry Wolf handpicked her.”

“Of course.” Rich bastard. I’ve never met the guy but I’ve
heard enough. The one time he came to the Wolf in Indianapolis, the female
staff wouldn’t shut up about how attractive he was. I’m sure Belinda will be
taking care of more than just his hotel for him.

“So, we’re golden. See? Told you I’d make this happen.”

“Yeah.” I’m going to Alaska. Like, next weekend.

Connor pats his stomach. “Now I need food before I pass
out.”

   

It’s after ten by the time Ryan walks through the
door, throwing her backpack onto the floor with a thud. She looks exhausted.

And miserable. Like she’s fighting the urge to cry.

“You’re gonna have this place all to yourself for five
months!” Connor bellows, oblivious to her mood. Or trying to cheer her up. I’m
not sure that Connor is as obtuse as he plays at being.

Ryan’s gaze drifts over the laptop on the coffee table, to
the cans of beer in our hands, and finally to me. “I take it you got the job?”

“Looks like it.” I got the welcome package two hours ago.
For whatever else Belinda might be, she’s definitely on top of things.

“Yeah, we just booked our flights. We leave next Saturday.”

“You two gonna share a bed up there, too?” Ryan mutters,
wandering over to the fridge. I expected some more excitement from her than
she’s showing. She hasn’t hidden the fact that she doesn’t want me here.

“Depends how many girls are in it with us.”

Her face twists up. “Gross, Connor.”

He climbs off the couch and carries the empties over to the
waiting case. Living with this guy is going to turn me into an alcoholic. “No
it’s not. You need to get back to your Greek roots.”

“I have no Greek roots. Neither do you.”

He shrugs. “Live a little.”

“That’s your solution to every problem, isn’t it? Get laid?”

“Hasn’t failed me yet.” He lets out a belch. “I’m crashing.
See you guys tomorrow.” With that, he vanishes into his bedroom.

I watch quietly as she rifles through her food, pulling out
glass containers. Moving her things to the bottom shelf was a brilliant move on
my part. It makes her bend over further, giving me a better view of that round
ass, especially when she’s wearing leggings, and she wears those a lot. She’s
got solid, muscular thighs. Not skinny, but proportionate to the rest of her.
The only part of her that isn’t proportionate is her waist, which is extremely
small. It works well on her though, making her breasts—I’d put them at a
C—stand out and her hips all the more provocative.

Abruptly, she turns and catches me ogling her.

I’m slow in averting my gaze, not really caring if she knows
I’m checking her out. “So, how are you doing today?”

“How do you think?” She sighs, tossing a bag of carrots onto
the counter. “He sits two rows over and she comes in to visit him all the time.
Walks right past my desk, too. Doesn’t even bother to go another way. And then everyone
notices. I can feel them watching me to see how I’m going to react.”

“That sucks.”

I catch a hint of a sheen in her eyes but she blinks rapidly
until it clears away. “It really does.”

“I guess they have those office dating rules for a reason.”

“Those are for managers and subordinates. I don’t report in to
David.” She bites down hard on a raw carrot.

“Still... it’d be a lot easier if he didn’t work in your
office.”

“I’m never dating anyone from work again, ever. It’s like
high school—people gossiping about how David cheated on me, and how I had no
clue. Don’t people grow out of that?”

I ease off the couch. “No, they don’t. They get worse as
their lives get more boring. And sitting in those cubicles all day has got to
be pretty fucking boring. They can’t keep their mouths shut.”

She rolls her eyes. “Please. This coming from the guy who
told everyone he messed around with not one but three women last Friday
night? Yeah, that’s right. I heard about it.” There’s no missing the disgust on
her face.

“I didn’t tell anyone about anything. Thank your brother for
that.”

“So your big ego doesn’t need stroking like my brother’s?”

“My big ego is not what needs stroking.” Her
hazel eyes flash to me and I smirk. She walked right into that. “But I never
talk about it. It’s none of anyone’s business who I’m with or what I do with
them.”

“Unless they’re misfortunate enough to share a wall with
you,” she says dryly.

“Hey, you questioned my skill. I had to prove you wrong.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Fine. I was drunk. It wasn’t one of my finer moments,” I
concede.

“So that was all an act for me? How sweet.”

I’m not going to be able to convince her otherwise. And I’m
tired. “Don’t worry, your ex and front desk girl won’t last long. I give them a
month.”

I say it to give her some hope—that it won’t be thrown in
her face every day for too much longer—but the crestfallen look says I haven’t
helped much.

“Glad he threw away a year and a half with me for something
meaningless.”

“I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

“It’s okay.” There’s a long pause. “So, what do I do now?
How do I stop feeling like such a fool?” She peers up at me, a rare vulnerable
look on her fresh, pretty face, her rich, hazel eyes begging for an answer.

Her mouth isn’t very wide, but her lips are plump. Lipstick
free. Soft looking. What would they feel like wrapped around me? What would
they look like, parted as she moans? What would she do if I leaned down and
kissed them right now? I haven’t kissed anyone besides Tasha in over four
years. I haven’t felt any urge to.

Until now.

Too bad Ryan can only barely tolerate me. Maybe that’s why I
feel this sudden, overwhelming urge to take her. To conquer her.

I finish off my beer and dump the empty into the case. “Your
brother was right. Find someone to fuck until the pain dulls or you get back
together.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

“Trying.” I smile. “But I think I need someone who can at
least tell their right from their left.” Maybe I’ll hit up that lioness server
at Sin. If they let me back in, that is.

Her eyes drift to my mouth before averting quickly. “Good luck
with your search. Maybe you’ll find her in Alaska.”

“Maybe.” Just a stone’s throw away, as Connor promises.
Easy. Not as easy as it would be to have Ryan, just on the other side of my
wall. “Too bad my roommate is such a shrew. Maybe I wouldn’t have to go so
far.”

Her cheeks flush. “I don’t even like you.”

I lean over the island. “Then why can’t you stop watching
me?”

“I can.... I mean, I don’t....” She stumbles over her words,
completely disarmed.

I grin. The exact reaction I was going for. “You don’t have
to like me to enjoy it. In fact, it’s better that you don’t. ’Night.”

I feel her eyes boring into my back all the way down the
hall.

   

It’s still dark when I wake. Checking the clock—2:00
a.m.—I roll onto my back with a groan, my eyes adjusting to the dim light of
the room. It’s too bright for my liking, thanks to the shitty curtains that
don’t block the street lights beyond.

A figure stands beside my bed.

“Jesus.” I jolt at the surprise. It takes me a moment to
calm my racing heart. “Ryan?”

She doesn’t answer, simply standing over me, her arms
dangling at her side, her long hair down, framing a tortured face. Her
oversized white T-shirt billows over her body, hiding her curves, reaching down
to midthigh. Without her glasses, I can see the pretty almond shape of her
eyes.

“You’re here to kill me, aren’t you,” I say, half jokingly,
although a part of me wonders. Maybe I shouldn’t have taunted her so much.
“What’s wrong?”

She swallows. “Did you mean what you said?”

I sigh. “About?”

Her gaze slowly drifts over my bare chest and downward, to
where my sheet covers my lower half.

Holy shit.

Am I dreaming?

I covertly pinch myself. Nope, awake. Wide awake.

The way she’s standing there, so vulnerable, staring at my
body... my blood starts pumping. I’m going to be hard in about twenty seconds. “Okay,
the shower was one thing. But this is hitting below the belt.”

“It’s not a prank.” Her gaze lifts to meet my face, letting
me see a lustful heat in her eyes for the first time. She really isn’t kidding.

Seriously, is this happening? Is this a test? Because I’ll
fail miserably. “You can’t come in here like this and expect me to be the
decent guy and turn you away.” If I weren’t still groggy, I’d probably already
have her on her back.

She reaches down to tug at my cover. It slides to my thighs,
leaving me exposed. Her lips part with the softest sigh at the sight of my dick
hardening in front of her. “You promise you won’t tell anyone?”

“I won’t tell anyone.” But, fuck me... this is Connor’s
sister. What will he do if he finds out?

I can’t do this. I just....

Ryan seizes the hem of her T-shirt and lifts it up, over her
head, letting it fall to the ground.
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Chapter 7

 

I’m trying not to shake and probably failing
miserably.

I don’t want Ronan to know how nervous I am right now. Heck,
I’m always nervous around him. He’s one of those intimidating guys—tall, dark,
and ominous looking, with his piercing green eyes and his wicked smile and that
swagger.

But right now, standing in front of him, naked, with that
burning gaze searing my body, his face still full of shock, I feel like my legs
are ready to give out. It’s a body I work hard to keep lean and hard and
healthy, but will never win with when pitted against the long legs and trim
torsos and slender hips of these Miami beach bodies.

The kind of bodies Ronan likes, if the naked girl who fell
into my bed last Friday is any indication.

Ronan groans, his hands settling on his forehead. “Ryan, I
can’t….”

I can’t believe this. I’m standing naked in front of Ronan—a
guy who fucked around with three different women in one night last
weekend—and he’s turning me down. Have I totally misread him and all his looks and
words?

With my face on fire, I dive for my T-shirt and make to run
from his room.

He can move awfully fast though, for a guy half-awake and
sprawled out in bed.

I make it all the way to the door before his giant, callused
hand slams against it, stopping me from escape. “I didn’t say that I didn’t
want to.”

“It sure sounds like it.” I despise the sound of my voice, brimming
with rejection.

He steps in close behind me, pinning my chest to the cool
door, his body heat searing my skin. “Does it feel like it?” He presses
his hard length into my back.

I can’t help the gasp. I got a good look at his dick as it
swelled under my gaze when he was sprawled out on the bed. I’ve only been with
three other guys and none of them compare to Ronan’s size.

It’s not just his dick, either. It’s all of him—all
his solid muscles and ridges, his height, the way his forearms naturally tense
as he moves.

I steel my nerve. “Well then, what’s the problem? I thought
you said you wanted this.” I may come off as confident in everyday life, but
I’ve never been forward when it comes to sex. I’ve never propositioned a
guy. The fact that I even came in here tonight is insanity.

Pushing my hair to the side, he leans over and settles his
lips on my nape, his tongue grazing me ever so gently, the simple act sending
shivers all the way down to my core.

I make to turn, to face him, wanting to see his chiseled
body, feel how hard his chest and stomach are beneath my fingertips. I’ve
secretly admired that body from the first moment I saw it, even when I was
yelling at him about my towel and calling him a Neanderthal.

But strong arms seize my hips, keeping me in place as his
bare foot slides in between mine, gently prodding my legs farther apart.

“I’m leaving for Alaska really soon,” he whispers.

“I know. It’s perfect.” It was probably the biggest factor
in my decision to come here tonight, after lying in bed for hours, staring at
the ceiling, replaying our conversation, my body betraying me with excitement,
even as my heart still throbs for David.

Ronan chuckles. The depth of his voice against my spine
makes me shudder. I hold my breath as his hands slide from my hips, one
traveling upward to cup my breast, the other moving lower to rest along the
inside of my thigh, his thumb smoothing over my skin. “Just this once. I can’t
give you more than that.” He swallows hard. “This won’t turn into anything. I
mean, it can’t. I’m....” His voice drifts.

He’s still in love with his girlfriend.

It takes me a moment to find my voice. “You think I’m
looking for a commitment?” I whisper. “I don’t even like you, remember?” That’s
not entirely true. Sure, I was angry that Connor went and rented the third
bedroom without even telling me or letting me have a say about the person I’d
now have to share a bathroom with. And when I first saw Ronan—all dark and
gorgeous six foot something of him, towering over me—I immediately knew my
arrogant brother had found a partner in crime for his scandalous lifestyle.

But Ronan also tried to make me feel better about being
dumped, and apologized to me when I was being a complete bitch to him that
first morning, overreacting over a towel because it was either that or burst
out in tears, my emotions out of control.

But, most important, he’s fucking head-to-toe gorgeous and
maybe he’s right: I don’t have to like him to enjoy sex with him. At least this
way, my heart won’t get tangled with emotion.

And maybe sleeping with Ronan will erase the overwhelming
rejection I’m drowning in, the feelings of inadequacy that I’ve woken up with
and fallen asleep with since I found out David dumped me for a tall, willowy
blonde.

Only a week after I told him I loved him for the first time.

I’d do anything to stop feeling this pain, even if for just
a night. As it turns out, anything includes sleeping with my hot pig of a
roommate.

I inhale sharply as Ronan’s hand shifts to cup me between my
legs, his finger sliding over my clit. I’m wet for him and, with each pass of
his finger, growing more so.

“For someone who doesn’t like me, you have a funny way of
showing it.” He leans forward until his face fits into the crook of my neck,
just far enough that his hot breath skates over my skin. And then he pushes one
finger deep inside. “I wondered what you would feel like.”

He did? I close my eyes as my senses go into
overdrive. “And?”

He slips a second finger in, stretching me as his thumb
draws circles over my clit. “You’re even softer and tighter than I expected.”
His mouth closes over my earlobe and he bites down gently. “Definitely no teeth
in here.”

I’m struggling to stay on my feet. If he’s this skilled with
just his hands and his mouth….

I want to turn around, to touch him. To kiss him. Badly.

Suddenly, I’m off my feet and cradled in his arms, being
carried to his bed. With ease and speed I don’t expect, he has me lying on my
back, his sinewy body kneeling before me. I watch in a mute state of shock as
he briskly pulls a condom out of his bedside drawer, tears the foil package
with his teeth, and rolls the condom on, all with smooth precision.

Seizing me by the thighs, he pulls my body to meet his.

And then he’s pushing in.

I gasp at the intrusion as I stretch around him. His muscles
strain beautifully with each hip roll, until he’s filling me completely.

He pauses, grins devilishly at me as his gaze slides over my
naked body, sprawled out and exposed. “You good?”

“Yes,” I manage. I can’t believe this is happening.

Adjusting his grip on my thighs, he begins thrusting in and
out, the bed creaking noisily with each shift, the headboard banging against
the wall. It’s as bad as the night he was with that woman he picked up at the
club. I try not to think about that right now. I’m nothing like her. Almost as
an act of defiance, I press my lips together, intent to not let myself sound
like her.

He’s so deep, and he keeps hitting one spot each time he
goes in. It’s not entirely comfortable.

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing,” he murmurs, as if he
can read my mind, his heated gaze shifting from my face to my breasts, down to
where we’re joined.

And he must, because with each stroke against that spot, I
feel my body opening up to him, feel the dull ache turn into something entirely
pleasurable.

Feel my body reacting.

“Fuck, you’re so wet,” he murmurs through ragged breaths.

I am. So wet, my body is offering no resistance to him
anymore. It’s almost embarrassing.

He shifts one arm to splay a hand across my pelvis, pressing
down slightly as his thumb starts rubbing my clit.

I can’t help the low moan that escapes.

“That’s it, Ryan. I know you’re not shy.” He suddenly
changes his tactics, rolling his hips rather than thrusting.

It brings out a second, lower moan from me, unbidden. This
view of him—naked and confident and between my legs—might be the sexiest thing
I’ve ever seen.

I can feel the beginnings of an orgasm deep inside the pit
of my stomach, the blood flowing fast to my core.

Ronan grips both my thighs again, lifting my hips a little
higher, squeezing a little harder as he changes his rhythm again, plunging into
me hard and fast. I’ve only ever come during sex once—during a rare night of no
inhibitions when my then boyfriend and I smoked a joint and everything
was a major turn-on.

I’m dead sober now but the sight of Ronan’s body, straining
and glistening, his dark, lustful gaze locked on me, pumping in and out—the
very idea that a guy this hot, who could have most any woman he wanted, is
going to come because of me....

I don’t care if I sound like that drunk idiot from the other
night as I feel the rush of blood hit my nerve endings and my muscles tighten
around him. I cry out, bucking against his body where we’re joined.

Ronan’s head falls back, his sharp Adam’s apple jutting out
from his strong neck, and he lets out a deep groan as the muscles in his
stomach tense. I feel him pulse inside me, his thrusts slowing until they’ve
stopped altogether.

Our panting breaths fill the silence in the room.

Now what?

If he were my boyfriend, this is where he would lie down
beside me. We’d kiss, I’d nuzzle my nose in his neck, I’d draw patterns along
his chest, I’d ask him if he enjoyed that.

But this is Ronan.

My new roommate, my brother’s friend, an Outdoor crew guy, a
man whore. A guy I had sex with for the soul purpose of forgetting my ex. A guy
who’s still in love with his ex.

A guy who didn’t so much as kiss me before he dove in.

Was the missing kiss by choice or by omission, because I
woke him up at 2:00 a.m. for surprise sex? I’ve heard of guys who don’t kiss.
Guys who sleep around a lot and make it a habit of not kissing women on the
mouth for whatever reason. I’m not going to fool myself into believing Ronan
isn’t a guy who sleeps around a lot.

I can’t believe I just had sex with Ronan to get over my ex.

He slides out of me and checks the condom—I assume for
holes. Seemingly satisfied, he pulls it off and reaches for a tissue.

I use that opportunity to bolt, grabbing my T-shirt on the
way to the door. “Good night.” I duck out without a backward glance, not
breathing until I’m behind my closed bedroom door.

Oh, my God.

What have I done?
















 

Chapter 8

I press my ear against the door, listening for the
soft pad of his bare feet. His alarm went off a few minutes ago. It’s an awful,
blaring sound. I’m usually out for my daily jog when he wakes up, so I haven’t
had the displeasure of hearing it until now.

But I skipped my jog this morning. 

I was too afraid to face him.

“Dude! Hurry up, we’ve gotta leave soon.”

I roll my eyes at my brother even as my
heart races. He says the same thing to Ronan every day.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ronan mumbles, his gravelly
voice so coarse this morning, I can feel it grating on my insides.

“You look rough. Didn’t you sleep?”

“I guess not.” A pause. “Where’s your
sister?”

“Probably out for a jog, burning off her
anger issues. Why?”

My jaw clenches. Don’t you dare say a
word about last night, you son of a bitch.

Maybe I’m crazy but I sense Ronan glancing
over his shoulder at my closed door. I jump back involuntarily, afraid he’ll
know I’m hiding back here like a chickenshit, listening.

“No reason. I’ll be ready in fifteen.” A
moment later, the bathroom door shuts. 

I can’t believe I slept with him. I’m
not that girl. I just lost my mind temporarily. I was blinded by my heartache,
by his sexual innuendos, and that gorgeous face and that intoxicatingly dark
smile.

Worse, I’m still waiting for the regret to kick in.

   

“You’ll get that staff report to me by noon?”
Geraldine peers down at me from behind her glasses.

“Sure thing.”

With a nod, she moves on to the next line
on her to-do list.

As far as bosses go, she’s tolerable. A bit
of a micromanager, but I guess that comes with the territory of working with
things like payroll, where missing small details—a check box, an input cell—can
mean someone doesn’t get paid. In a giant company like Wolf, if you miss a
paycheck, you have to wait another two weeks for your next one. That can really
fuck up someone’s life.

“Hey.” Jean peeks around the corner of my
cube. She’s in the one next to me. “Did you know that Ronan is going to
Alaska?”

My stomach spasms, hearing that name.

Was I stupid to believe he’d keep quiet
about last night? It seemed like a no-brainer at the time, that Ronan wouldn’t
be in a rush to tell Connor. It’s not like Connor has ever given any indication
that he’d care if we slept together. But I just can’t see how “Hey, I screwed
your sister last night” would slide smoothly out of Ronan’s mouth. 

“I heard them talking about it, yeah.”

Jean heaves a sigh. “It’s going to be so
boring here this summer.”

I roll my eyes. She’s been in love with my
brother since the first day the idiot strolled in. She’s far from the only one,
too. I guess I can’t blame them. We were complete strangers when we met two
years ago, and I noticed his bright blue eyes and dimpled smile right away. No
one can honestly claim he isn’t handsome. But the fact that we’re blood related
quickly diminished his appeal.

As does the fact that he’s an idiot and a
pig. He’d nail every last girl in Housekeeping if he could, a fact that
everyone knows and still doesn’t seem to sway them from their adoration of him.

The fawning over Ronan hasn’t been much
better. The moment he left this office last week, on his first day, I saw the
wide-eyed looks and “holy fucks” mouthed between the female staff who’d caught
a glimpse. The furtive questions followed quickly. What did you mean when
you said he was a nudist? What does he look like naked?

How big is his you-know-what? 

You’d think he were some sort of god.

Though, after last night, I might tend to
agree with that.

I swallow the rising bubble of nerves as a
memory hits me, of him kneeling in front of me, gripping my thighs tight,
thrusting into me mercilessly. I can still feel him with each step I take.

Just the thought of him stirs a throb
between my legs.

Giving my head a shake, I push all thoughts
of Ronan aside and focus on my work.

   

 

“Hey, Tatum!”

My back stiffens at the sound of my
brother’s booming voice. I’d like more than anything to pretend I’m not here,
but he’s just going to keep calling until people glare at me.

With a reluctant groan, I stand.

My stomach tightens at the sight of Ronan
standing next to him, watching me approach, a small smile curving his full
lips. I wonder what it would be like to kiss those lips?

I lock my gaze on Connor. Does he know? Has
Ronan told him?

If he has, and Connor announces it in
here—I wouldn’t put it past him—I will stab him with the pencil in my grip.

“What do you want?” It comes out harsher
than I intend. That’s just the way my anxiety reveals itself—I turn into a
bitch.

And, boy, am I anxious right now.

Connor leans over the desk, his massive
body dusty and sweaty from being outside in the heat. “You didn’t meet us out
back for lunch today.”

“I never do.” I’ve intentionally
kept myself busy over the lunch hour, eating at my desk or running errands, not
wanting to risk an awkward situation where my teammates get together and David
is there. With her.

“You did on Monday.”

“Yeah, well… just the once.” My voice
cracks over those words. Ronan basically said that to me last night. Just
this once.

Connor shrugs. “We missed you.”

I keep my eyes locked on my brother, searching
for some hint that he knows. I see nothing. And he’s not good at keeping
secrets. Especially not one like that.

Ronan hasn’t told him. 

A small sigh of relief escapes me, even as
the other side of the coin shows itself. Does Ronan regret last night? Did he
wake up this morning, dreading seeing me? Did he even enjoy it?

“Why are you really here?”

“Jean asked Ronan to come down and sign
some things for Alaska.”

“And here they are.” She sidles up next to
me, laying out a few forms on the counter in front of her, giggling nervously.
“I feel like we just did this.”

“We just did,” Ronan murmurs. I quietly
watch him take the pen in those strong, calloused fingers—the same fingers that
were deep inside me last night—and begin filling in the boxes. His penmanship
is surprisingly neat.

Connor’s phone rings in his pocket. “I
gotta take this. I’ll wait for you in the hall.”

“All right. I’ll be done in a minute.” 

Connor ducks out.

I can’t help myself. “Can you survive
without my brother next to you for that long?”

“Hey, Jean, I heard there might be an extra
copy of the Wolf Alaska brochure here somewhere. Would you mind checking?”
Ronan smoothly asks, leveling her with those eyes.

“Maybe in the mail room? Let me check. Give
me a sec.” She scampers off, in a rush to please.

Leaving me alone with him. 

I turn to go back to my desk.

“Stop.”

The single word stalls my legs. “What?”

He makes me wait for an answer, taking his
time as he signs and dates the bottom of the form. I use that time to take in
his sleeve of tattoos. I’ve caught nothing more than glimpses so far—of an
angel, a woman’s face, an old-fashioned scale, a skull. The designs are both
beautiful and raw. And so masculine. It must have taken weeks to complete that.


I’ve never found tattoos at all appealing. Until
now.

Finally, I can’t stand the silence. “You
know you don’t need the pamphlet. You can get all the Alaska info on the
website.”

“My mom asked me to send it. She likes
things in print.”

Ugh. What is it about him saying that that
makes him even hotter? Bastard.

The tiniest smile curls his lips. “No jog
this morning?”

So he knows I was hiding in my room. “I wasn’t
up to it.”

“Avoiding someone.”

“Just didn’t feel like it,” I lie. 

“Hmm….” He lays the pen down and slides the
paperwork forward, the side of his thumb grazing mine as his piercing green
eyes finally lift to settle on me. “Didn’t take you for a chickenshit.”

“I’m not.” I swallow. I so am. I
fight the urge to pull away. Not because I don’t want to touch him, because I
so badly do. I glance around to make sure no one’s watching. “You didn’t tell
him, did you?” I whisper.

He leans in a touch, dropping his voice to
match mine. “Did you honestly think I’d tell Connor that I fucked his sister
last night?” 

A shiver skates down my spine. “It’s not
like he’d care.”

“Oh, yeah he would.”

“Well… remember your promise.”

“Actually, what’s it worth to you for me to
keep it?” He smiles wickedly, his gaze dropping to my lips. “Because I’d love
to watch you give me a—”

“The last one!” Jean speeds back, waving
the colorful pamphlet in her hand.

I take a step back, breaking contact.

He shifts that smile to Jean. “Great. Thank
you. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.” She begins fumbling with her
hair, a sign that she’s nervous. I’m not surprised. That smile would disarm
most people. “Do you need anything else?”

“Nope. Thanks.” His gaze shifts back to me.
“Class tonight, Ryan?”

“As usual.” When I enrolled in the master’s
program last fall, I had this crazy idea that it would be manageable. Work full
time, go to class four evenings a week, use my weekend for assignments… easy
enough. Clearly I was delusional. Thank God it’s Thursday, and my last night of
class for the week.

“I guess I’ll see you at home, then.”

“Maybe.” I try for casual indifference. It
comes out strangled.

Ronan swaggers out the door, chuckling. 

   

I hit the button for the fourth floor and let my
backpack fall to the floor. It lands with a thud, and then topples. My
textbooks spill out.

“Fuck,” I mutter, stooping to pick them up just as someone
stops the elevator doors from closing.

“I’m sorry. I hate it when people jump into a closing
elevator, too,” a guy offers, out of breath, reaching to help me.

I look up to find a man smiling at me. He obviously just came
from the gym or a jog because his shorts and T-shirt are drenched with sweat
and his blond hair hangs limp around his forehead.

I stand. “I wasn’t cursing you. I was cursing these.”

His blue eyes take in the textbook in his grip. “Economic
Policy. My favorite.”

“You’re lying, right?”

“If I say that I’m not, will you think less of me?” He
grins. “I majored in Economics in Cornell.”

Cornell. Only one of the top schools in the country. This
guy must be smart. And I’ve never seen him before. “Did you just move in?”

“About a month ago.” He pauses for a second, then thrusts
his hand out. “I’m Kyle.”

I fumble to free myself and take it. “Ryan.”

The elevator doors open to the fourth floor. Kyle holds the
door for me and waits for me to step out. He’s definitely a gentleman.

“It was nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, you too. Maybe I’ll see you around the building.”

I sling my backpack over my shoulder and head for the end of
the hall, equal parts excited and panicked.

Will Ronan be there?

It’s Thursday. Connor always goes out on Thursdays, and the
two of them are attached at the hip so I have to assume Ronan’s going, too.
They could already be gone, drinking and picking up women. Will Ronan pick up
tonight?

Is he going to bring her home?

I close my eyes against the dread, even as
I remind myself that he told me outright it was just for last night. He’s going
to do whatever he wants with whoever he wants tonight.

I’m so dumb.

Why did I think sleeping with him was a good idea?

By the time I walk into our condo, I’ve worked my stomach
into knots.

Thankfully, no one’s home. They must have already gone out
for the night. Now I get to sit here, my guts twisted with all kinds of
terrible ideas. Seriously, this is why I can’t have casual sex.

With a groan, I throw my bag to the floor and head for the
fridge, even though my appetite is dead.

“What the....” I frown as I take in my shelf. Every
container is shifted around, out of order. The large containers are sitting on
top of small ones. And my yogurts are flipped upside down. It’s utter chaos.

Connor wouldn’t do this. He knows how much I hate people
touching my things. This had to be the work of Ronan. He’s trying to get under
my skin.

Shaking my head, I spend a few minutes reorganizing
everything before I grab an apple and head to my room.

I find things out of place there, too. It’s all very subtle,
and for someone who isn’t particular, probably not noticeable. A picture that’s
not quite straight, a book that’s flipped upside down in a stack of right-side
up books, a necklace that’s dangling oddly on its hook.

My stomach erupts in butterflies even as my
jaw tenses, knowing Ronan was in my bedroom. He’s testing me.

But to what end?

To tell me he’s thinking about me? That he
hasn’t forgotten about me yet?

Or simply to piss me off?

To get a reaction out of me; to force a
confrontation?

Two can play at this game.

I hesitate with my hand on his doorknob,
listening intently. No sound. The door creaks as I push it open. My heart
begins racing at the sight of his bed—unmade, the sheets tangled in a ball. His
work clothes are strewn over the dresser, along with a fistful of change and
scraps of papers. Receipts, from the looks of it, though I see phone numbers
scrawled on the backs. God, he’s as bad as my brother. Did he get those numbers
today while trolling the hotel beach, pretending to work?

A wave of dismay washes over me. If he
brings someone home tonight and I have to listen to them….

I dart over to his nightstand. Inside the
top drawer is a box of condoms—economy-sized. “Pig,” I mutter, pulling it out
with a smile of triumph. Let’s see how far he gets without these.

There’s not much else in the drawer. A tube
of lubricant, unopened. My cheeks flush. We definitely didn’t need that. There’s
also a framed picture. I pull it out and study it. It’s of Ronan in a
graduation gown, his arm around a pretty brunette. She’s smiling broadly, her
arms wrapped around his waist. They look like they’re in love. I’m guessing
this is his ex.

He’s holding a certificate in his hands.
It’s difficult to read, but I manage to make out the University of Indianapolis
label. Ronan went to college?

Why the hell is he working in the Outdoor
crew at Wolf then?

Shaking my head—I really don’t know
anything about the guy I just slept with—I set the picture back into the drawer
and carefully slide it shut. There isn’t much for me to mess with in his room.
He only came with a duffel bag’s worth of clothes, after all.

The condoms will
need to be enough.

The sound of keys jangling in the lock has
my heart racing. I bolt, intent on rounding the bed and getting out of Ronan’s
room before he catches me. But my baby toe catches the corner of the bed frame
and I go down like a sack of rocks, my vision blurring as pain shoots through
my foot.

I’m fighting the tears as I hear Connor’s
booming voice from the living room and footfalls approaching in the hallway. I
have just enough time to shove the box of condoms under the bed before Ronan
appears in nothing but shorts, his T-shirt thrown over his shoulder, his bare
chest glistening with sweat.

Surprise hits his face. “Ryan?”

“What?” I snap. The pain is beginning to
subside. I force myself to stand and face him.

He leans casually against the doorframe, a
knowing smirk growing on his face. 

Connor appears behind him. “Ry? What the
hell are you doing in here?”

“Looking for something.”

His face screws up. “In Ronan’s room?”

“Yes, in Ronan’s room. Because Ronan likes
to touch my things without asking.”

Ronan settles a heated gaze on me. “I can’t
help myself. I know how you react.”

Struggling to keep my cool—even as my
cheeks grow hot—I hobble toward the door, noting the volleyball under Connor’s
arm. “Trying to pick up women at the beach again?”

Connor grins. “Not trying. Succeeding.
They’re meeting us later tonight.”

The change of topic worked. Unfortunately,
the answer isn’t what I wanted to hear. My stomach flips. “Great. Let me by,
please?”

Ronan watches me intently as I squeeze past,
making every effort not to touch him.

I don’t come out of my room again until
they’ve left.

   

I didn’t think I was going to fall asleep but I
must have drifted off, because I’m awakened just after 1:00 a.m. by the sound
of female laughter.

The sharp edge of jealousy pricks me. But
this is my fault, I remind myself. 

I went to him.
He doesn’t owe me anything.

I close the book I fell asleep to and set
it on my nightstand.

And then I curl up into a ball in my dark
little room and fight the painful disappointment that I didn’t expect to feel.

I guess the plus side is that I’m not
thinking about David right now.

Someone uses the bathroom and then quiet
footfalls trail into Ronan’s room. The door closes, and a moment later, the bed
creaks. The whole process is a lot quieter than the last time with that drunken
girl. 

I stare up at the white ceiling with knots
in my stomach, waiting for the moaning to start, reminding myself that Ronan is
an ass and a pig, and that I don’t want him—I don’t particularly even like
him—and I brought this on myself.

It’s an hour before I start to drift off.

Right around the time I realize that Ronan
must not have brought anyone home. 
















 

Chapter 9

 

I squeeze through the elevator doors just as
they’re closing, forcing them to open again.

Kyle is standing to the left, dressed in a sharp-looking
dove-gray suit, obviously just coming home from work. He smiles down at me.
“Looks like we’re taking turns.”

“Huh?” I’m breathing raggedly from my jog, and drenched in
sweat. So stupid of me to go out. I don’t enjoy jogging in the heat of the day.
That’s why I always go in the mornings, when it’s cooler and quiet. Peaceful.

But then I had to go and sleep with Ronan.

Yesterday, I skipped my run altogether, avoiding him. Today,
I left at 6:00 a.m. and didn’t come home until I knew they would have left for
work. But that hour-long run wasn’t enough, apparently, because after a full
day of struggling to focus on work, I came home, threw on my workout clothes,
and took off, pushing myself to run another ten miles.

“I was coming home from the gym yesterday. You’re coming
home from the gym today,” Kyle explains with a dimpled smile. Now that he’s
freshly showered and dressed, I can see that he’s quite handsome.

“Oh. Yeah.” My thighs are on fire.

“Fourth floor, right?” He pushes the button without waiting
for my answer. I notice that the second floor is already selected. He got off
on my floor yesterday. Maybe he’s going to a friend’s place, or a girlfriend’s
place. “So, Ryan... are you studying for exams?”

“I am. Can’t wait until it’s over.”

The doors open on the second floor and he steps out, but
pauses. “I’m in 255, if you’re ever looking for someone to help you study. I’m
an economics analyst, so it’s kinda my thing.”

“Oh, thanks. Yeah, maybe. I’ll let you know.”

He releases the door and steps back.

Sweat is still dripping down my cheeks as I step through the
door. I’m praying that he’s not home.

No such luck.

“Two runs in one day, sis?” Connor says.

I duck my head, heading for the bathroom,
intent on avoiding them until after I’ve showered and my face isn’t so red.

“You have some pent-up frustration you’re
trying to burn?” There’s no missing the amusement in Connor’s voice.

I stumble a step. “What is that supposed to
mean?” Oh, my God. Did Ronan tell him after all?

“Nothing. Relax. Jeez. You need anything at
the store?”

“Nope. Thanks.” I lock the bathroom door
behind me and let my head fall back against it with a thud, thankful that I
managed to avoid him again. Just one more week until he’s gone to Alaska and I
don’t have to see that dark smile or those piercing eyes, or watch those
muscles move with that sexy swagger, or wonder who he might bring home. I
inhale deeply.

It smells like Ronan in here right now—like
his minty shampoo and his soap. He must have had a shower while I was running. 

One more week and I won’t have to smell
him. God. I want him again. That’s the real problem here. I let him screw me
and now I want it again. He said only one night, and I want another night, but
there’s no way in hell I’m going to him again. He knows I want it, too, the
bastard. 

One more week.

Just one more week.

Starting the shower, I peel my clothes off
and climb in, reveling in the hot water until it begins to turn cold.

It’s quiet when I emerge, towel wrapped tightly
around my body, my sweat-drenched clothes in my fist. They’ve left for the
store.

Good.

The tension eases from my shoulders as I
head for my room. I’ll get dressed, grab a bite to eat, then go to the library
to study. By the time I come home, they’ll be gone out for the night.

I step into my room to find Ronan stretched
out on my bed. 

It takes me a moment to gain my composure,
to smooth my expression to one of disregard. I toss my dirty clothes into my
hamper. “I thought you were going to the store?”

His gaze rolls slowly over me. “I never
said I was going anywhere.”

My towel doesn’t feel secure enough, as if
merely a look from him could pull it down. I resist the urge to fumble with it.
“What do you want?”

He swings his legs off the edge of the bed
and pulls himself up to sit. “Seems I’m missing something important from my
room.”

I turn my back to him and begin rifling
through my dresser for clothes. I’m assuming he’s talking about his condoms,
which are still under his bed. “Oh yeah? When did you notice it missing?”

My bed creaks as he stands. “Last night.”
Suddenly Ronan’s directly behind me, his strong frame looming. “When I was
going to come in here to see you.”

My stomach clenches with nerves. He was
going to come here last night? That means he would have been going for a
condom.

That means he wanted sex again.

I struggle to keep my voice indifferent. I
don’t want him to know how he affects me. “You should keep better track of your
important things.”

His deep chuckle vibrates along my spine. I
watch with shock as, reaching around me, Ronan collects the framed picture of
my mom and me, the three books, and the jewelry box that decorate the top of my
chest of drawers, and tosses them to my bed.

“Hey! What are you—” My words drop with a
yelp as he grabs my hips, spins me around, and hoists me up to sit atop it.
He’s so damn strong.

Without any preamble, he tugs at my towel
until it falls open, laying me bare. Pushing my thighs apart, he leans forward.

I watch, my jaw hanging open in shock, as
Ronan’s mouth settles between my legs. 

“Have you ever heard of foreplay?” I
finally manage in a whisper.

“This is foreplay.”

Whatever resistance I might have put up
dissolves in a puddle as his tongue slides over my center.

“Why’d you take my condoms, Ryan?”

Because I didn’t want you sleeping with
anyone else while you’re here?

I don’t answer, instead reaching down to
grip the back of his head, his short, near-black hair soft against my
fingertips.

He smiles against me, his hands gripping my
thighs tighter, pulling me forward until part of me is afraid I might fall right
off the dresser. Ronan would never allow that, though. I don’t know him, but I
somehow know that.

“You are sweet, after all. Who
knew.” He doesn’t relent, doesn’t hint at stopping. Not like David, who only
occasionally did this for me, and only for long enough to mark off an invisible
checkmark in the decent boyfriend column. 

“Do you like doing that?”

He pauses long enough to meet my gaze. “Do
I like doing what?”

“That.”

“Eating you out?”

Oh my God. My stomach tenses. “Yeah.”

“I love it.” His mouth seals over me again.
My inhibitions quickly fade and that pressure begins to build deep inside me. I
relax and open up to him, stroking the back of his head. 

When I finally come, it’s with Ronan’s
tongue deep inside me, bucking against his face, crying out with complete
abandon.

He stands. His lips graze over my nipple,
teasing it with his breath. “How was that for foreplay?”

“Fine,” I manage. Dear God, he should teach
the art of going down on a woman.

“Where is my box of condoms, Ryan?”

“Under your bed,” I answer through pants,
my eyes closed.

He pulls me down with ease, setting me on
the bed, where I sprawl out, boneless. I’m vaguely aware of him leaving the
room, only to return thirty seconds later, his shirt missing and a foil packet
in his hand, his track pants hanging low on his hips, the V of his pelvis
leading down to the hard ridge of his erection. 

I sigh with pathetic need.

He pushes his waistband down to his thighs
and takes his length in his palm. With languid strokes, he rubs himself in
front of me. “You thought I was going to bring someone home last night, didn’t
you? That’s why you hid these?”

“Why didn’t you?”

He opens his mouth, but falters. “I didn’t
feel like it.” I get the impression he was going to say something different. 

He tears the foil wrapper with his teeth
and rolls the condom onto himself with one hand, his gaze never leaving mine.

For the briefest of seconds, I consider
closing my legs, denying him. But I quickly dismiss that crazy thought, because
the truth is I’m aching to feel Ronan inside me again. I enjoyed it. I enjoy
the idea of him wanting me.

He flips me over and pulls me to my knees
with no warning, smoothing his palms over my backside. “Damn, this ass…,” he
murmurs. The mattress sinks under his weight as he kneels behind me.

“What about it?” I fail to keep the
apprehension from my voice. I’ve always been self-conscious about my round
hips, emphasized by my slender waist. In fact, this is my least favorite
position because of it. I never let David take me like this.

“It’s fucking beautiful.”

“Really?”

He drags his thumb along my crack, making
me tense. “I could stare at it all day.” He grips each side tight, and I feel
his tip begin to prod my opening, still swollen and sensitive.

And so wet.

I close my eyes as he pushes into me,
overwhelmed by his size from this angle. I take him in quickly enough though.
And sigh with an unexpected surge of relief at the fullness when he’s buried.

His phone chirps. “Shit… we only have a few
minutes. You took too long in the shower.” He pushes my chest against the
mattress and hikes my ass up higher in the air.

“What do you mean? Is Connor on his way—”
My words are cut off with a yelp as he begins thrusting into me at that same
relentless pace as the other night, just before he came.

I don’t fight the gasps and moans that slip
from my mouth this time, fisting the covers, his skin slapping against mine, a
repetitive and tawdry sound. It’s almost unbearable, the way he pounds into me,
my mind torn between the odd pleasurable pain he’s delivering and worry that my
brother’s going to walk in. It’s distracting enough that my orgasm catches me
by surprise, just as Ronan’s pulsing deep inside me with his own. 

My muscles barely have time to stop constricting
around him when he abruptly pulls out. He leaves, pulling my bedroom door shut
behind him.

Disappointment doesn’t even have time to
settle in before I hear Connor hollering at the door for Ronan to give him a
hand unloading the car.

Oh, my God. That was so close. That
was probably Connor texting him. 

I press my lips together to keep from
laughing.

What the hell are we doing?

And why am I enjoying this so much?
















 

Chapter 10

 

“She lives!” Connor exclaims as I emerge from my
room around eight on Saturday night, my stomach growling with hunger. He and
Ronan are lazing on the couch, watching a basketball game. “What have you been
doing all day?”

“The same thing I do every Saturday. My assignments.
Studying.” I stroll toward the fridge, stealing a lightning-fast glance at
Ronan.   

A wave of excitement courses through me.

“How many more years of school do you have, anyway?” Connor
caps the question off with a belch.

“Just one.” If I can concentrate enough to
pass my exams. It’s been a struggle, staring at my textbooks and notes all day
while my ears remain open, listening for any sound that might indicate Ronan’s
going to pay me another visit. They were out late last night again, and when
they stumbled through the door, Ronan was alone again. He went straight to bed,
while I lay in bed for a good hour, listening, thinking that maybe he was
waiting for me, that maybe I should go over there. Finally, I drifted off.

“Hey, would you be a sweet, kind sister and
bring over some beers for us?”

“It’s not fair,” I mutter, pulling two off
the top shelf. If I ate and drank like they did, I’d balloon. Keeping my
expression smooth, I wander over to the couch, handing Connor’s beer to him
first, then one to Ronan.

Ronan’s fingers graze mine in the exchange.

“Hey.” Connor frowns up at me. “You look
different.”

“That’s because you’re drunk.”

“No… are you wearing makeup?”

“So what?” I turn my back to him, wanting
to hide the flush in my cheeks. I went to Ulta today to pick up my face
moisturizer, and I was waylaid by a saleswoman who asked if she could try out a
new mascara on my lashes. Normally I pass, but she was so stunningly beautiful
and she said she was wearing that very mascara, that I wanted to see what it
could do for me.

I bought the mascara, along with the gold
eye shadow she swiped across my lids.

“So, you never wear makeup.”

“Not never.” Just hardly ever. 

“Well, definitely not when you’re sitting
in your room all day, studying.”

“Whatever. It’s no big deal. Drop it.”

But he’s not relenting. “You trying to look
good for Ronan?”

“Why would I want to do that?” I force
scorn into my voice while my cheeks burn. This is humiliating.

“Leave her alone,” Ronan murmurs. “You’re
just going to make her angry, and she’ll take it out on me.”

“Fair enough. Hey, we’re having a farewell
party here next Friday night.”

I groan. I was dreading this. I can’t say
much because this is Connor’s condo and he lets me live here for next to
nothing in rent.

“It’ll be fine.”

“The cops showed up last time!”

“We’ll keep it under control.”

“I had to buy all new bedding!”

“That guy is not invited back. I promise.”

“And who’s going to clean up if you two are
gone the next day?”

“Maria from the first floor. We’ll get rid
of all the trash and empties, and leave cash for her.” 

“Don’t you just have all the answers.” I
just shake my head. “I want a lock on my door.”

Connor’s phone chirps with a text. He
dismisses my request with a “Fine” as he reads his message. “Hey, Sherrie and
Georgia are going to Sin tonight. You wanna go? VIP table again.”

“No thanks.”

“What? They were smoking hot!” From the
corner of my eye, I watch Ronan take a long sip of his beer. 

“Been there, done that.”

“What’s wrong with you? You turned down
that blonde last night. Now you’re saying no to these two. Is your dick not
working or are you getting something somewhere that I don’t know about?”

Please be too dense to figure it out,
dear idiot brother.

I stick my head in the fridge, afraid
Connor will see the answer in my face.

Or that he’ll see my stupid grin of
satisfaction, hearing that Ronan isn’t picking up other girls.

Thankfully, Connor’s phone rings,
distracting him. “Shit, I gotta take this.” He sighs. “Hey, Mom… Yeah, I know.
I’m sorry. I’ve been busy… You know, same old. Next Saturday… Yeah, it should
be a blast.”

I take the opportunity to glance over, to
catch Ronan’s eyes on my ass. He lifts his gaze to meet mine, to see my quirked
brow, the one that says I’ve caught him. 

With a sexy, crooked smile, he subtly nods
toward our rooms. Easing off the couch, he saunters down the hall, disappearing
into the bathroom.

“Five months… Sorry, I don’t think I can
make it.” Connor’s mom is no doubt asking him to visit her in Orlando. “Yeah,
she’s here. Studying. Always studying. Broke up with the douche bag.”

I roll my eyes but throw a wave Connor’s
way.

“She says hi.”

With nervous flutters in the pit of my
stomach, I collect my container of veggies and hummus and my water and head
toward my room. I get as far as the bathroom when the door opens. Ronan reaches
out and, grabbing hold of my wrist, pulls me in.

“What are you doing?” I hiss.

He takes my dishes and sets them on the
vanity. “How long do you think he’ll be occupied?”

“A while. Twenty minutes. Maybe thirty?”
Connor’s mom, Danielle, loves to talk. They’ll be on for a while.

“That should be enough time,” he murmurs.

“We can’t. Connor’s right there.” Even as I
deny him, my hands smooth over his chest, the soft cotton of his T-shirt
hugging his curves deliciously. It’s the first chance I’ve had to touch him so
freely like this.

His fist curls around my ponytail and he
begins to pull, tilting my head back until I can see his face. “Then you
shouldn’t have stuck your ass in the air like that, wearing these.” His molten
green eyes settle on my mouth as a finger pinches at my leggings, stretching
them.

I so badly want him to kiss me. 

He leans forward, and I think he’s going to
grant my wish. But he veers at the last minute, the heat of his breath skating
over my cheek. His lips settle on my neck. “I need to come, Ryan,” he whispers,
the tip of his tongue dancing over my skin, sending shivers all the way to my
nipples. “I need you to make me come right now.”

I hear the “Okay,” slip from my mouth,
unbidden. 

He leads me back three steps until the
backs of my legs hit the toilet and I’m forced to a sitting position. His rough
hands are so gentle, grazing the underside of my chin, the soft pad of his
thumb smoothing over my bottom lip. Then his thumb is sliding in and I find
myself sucking it involuntarily.

With his free hand he tugs his track pants
down, and his hard length springs free.

It’s another first for me, the chance to
grip him in my hand, to revel in the feel of his smooth, soft skin against my
palm.

I shake my head.

“What?”

“It’s just… we seem to be running around
the bases in the wrong direction.”

He groans softly, his head tipping back as
I run my thumb over his tip. “I don’t care which direction we’re running in, as
long as it ends with me coming in your mouth.”

I hesitate. “Why didn’t you bring someone
home last night?”

“Did you want me to?”

“No.” Is that wrong to admit?

“Well then….”

“Well then, what?”

“Well then, suck my dick, Ryan.” His hand
slips from my jaw around to the back of my head. He pulls me forward.

I resist, even though desire is burning hot
between my legs. “Say please.”

His brow arches. “Please take my dick in
that vicious mouth of yours, Ryan.” 

I oblige, running my tongue along the
underside of him slowly. When I glance up, he’s staring down at me with a hard
look.

I part my lips. An invitation.

He takes it, sliding into my mouth. I close
over him, molding around his shape.

Connor’s voice carries from somewhere in
the living room and it must be bothering Ronan, because he flips the switch for
the fan, drowning it out.

I’ve never really liked giving head, but for
some reason it’s different with Ronan. Maybe because our relationship is purely
physical, and he turns me on like no other guy I’ve ever been with. I want him
to enjoy this as much as I enjoyed him going down on me yesterday. So I do my
best, pushing myself to take him in as deep as I can, until I’m forced to
relent or start gagging. He seems to appreciate it, smoothing loose strands of
hair off my forehead gently, whispering words of encouragement sweetly, his
hand controlling the tempo. When it starts to speed up, when his breathing
starts growing ragged, I know he’s close. 

“That’s it, Ryan.” His hips start thrusting
into my mouth and he suddenly swells even more. He hasn’t stopped watching.
“Almost there….” His hand closes tight over my hair, until it’s almost hurting.

And then his seed begins squirting in warm,
salty waves, hitting the back of my tongue. His lips are parted as he orgasms
into my mouth, but aside from one low grunt, he manages to stay quiet.

He spends a long moment simply standing
there, his breathing heavy, his hooded eyes settled on my face, his fingers
stroking my hair. “Thank you,” he whispers, and takes a step back, tucking
himself back into his pants. Hitting the fan switch, he pauses to listen.

All I hear is the buzz of the voices on the
TV. It sounds like Connor’s off the phone.

“See you later,” Ronan murmurs with a smile,
stealing a carrot and ducking out.

I take a moment to glance at myself in the
mirror—at my puffy lips, at my mussed hair, at the smears of black mascara
around my eyes—and then I brush my teeth, grab my containers of food, and
quietly sneak out to my room.

   

It’s almost two in
the morning when I hear commotion in the living room and female laughter.
Plural female laughter.

I grit my teeth against the realization that Ronan’s
courtesy has run out.

He’s brought someone home.

Disappointment overwhelms me. It’s followed closely by
anger, at Ronan, but mostly at myself for thinking this would work. I’m just
not programmed for casual sex. I can’t do it, even with a guy I have no
interest in hanging out with if we’re not having sex.

Tears prick my eyes as I lie in the dark, listening to the
creak of the floor in the hallway, his door opening.

Waiting for the inevitable.

Waiting for it to begin.

My heart skips when my bedroom door creaks
open. For a split second I think it’s another directionally challenged naked
drunk girl, but the brief stream of light allows me a glimpse of a naked Ronan
instead. 

He shuts the door behind him. A moment
later, the sheets shift and pull, and then he’s lying down beside me, heat
radiating off his body. “I know you’re awake,” he whispers, the sound of his
voice stirring my blood. His breath—a mixture of toothpaste and a sweet liquor
and tobacco—skates overs my face.

“How?”

His hand slides between my legs, his
fingers slipping under my panties. “Because you’ve been lying in bed for hours,
wondering what I’m doing at the bar, waiting for me to come home.” His finger
draws along my slit. “Thinking about me.”

I have been doing that.

But now I shove his hand away. “Don’t you
have someone waiting for you?”

“What?” I can hear the frown in his voice
even if I can’t see it. 

“I heard more than one woman come in,
Ronan.”

“You’re right, you did. There are two. And
they’re with your brother.”

“Both of them?”

I sense his smile. “Both of them.”

“Oh.” Relief overwhelms me even as I try to
block that visual out.

Ronan’s hand slips back, this time peeling
my panties down past my knees. I lift my legs until they fall to my ankles and
I can shake them off. “You thought I’d bring someone else home while we’re
doing this?”

“Well, yeah. We made no commitments and you said only the
one night.”

“You’re right, I did.”

“What changed?”

There’s a long pause as if he’s gathering his words. “I
don’t enjoy the girls I pick up at the bar.”

I can’t help but laugh. “I heard how much you enjoyed
that girl, remember?”

His breath skates over my cheek. “I enjoyed the part where I
came. But it didn’t make me feel better about Tasha leaving me. But you feel
different. You don’t feel so pointless and impersonal. Even if we have nothing
in common and this is just for now, I feel better when I’m with you. Is that
wrong?”

“No. It’s not. You’re still in love with someone else.” My
heart pangs in my chest with a rare glimpse at Ronan’s pain. “And here I thought
you were just another cocky asshole taking advantage of a vulnerable girl,” I
tease.

“I am a cocky asshole. But I’m not a complete dick.
While we’re messing around, I won’t be with anyone else. That’s the only
commitment I can make. If that’s good enough for you.” A soft gasp slips from
my lips as his fingers slide inside me. 

“Actually, there’s one other thing I want
from you.”

“What’s that?” he asks curiously.

I reach up to touch his stubbled cheek and run my thumb over
his bottom lip. I’m torn between wanting to see his face and enjoying the
liberty that comes with complete darkness. But there’s one thing I know I want.
“Kiss me.”

“Ryan....” I sense him searching for a way to deny me.

“Please?”

After a long moment, he leans in and presses his mouth
against mine. His lips are softer than I imagined, and he kisses me in a sweet,
sensual way that I hadn’t expected from him.

“Like that?”

“Exactly like that.” A sigh escapes my lips, and he slides
his tongue along the seam. I open wider, my tongue reaching for his, needing it
against mine, needing to taste his mouth. He obliges, pressing in deeper, his
hand down below stalled, as if his undivided attention is now on kissing me. I
want his lips on me all night long.

“Finally. First base,” I murmur.

His lips stretch against mine in a smile, and then his mouth
is shifting south, along my jawline, my throat, the heat from his wet lips
thrilling. He tugs at the spaghetti strap of my nightie. “This is different.”

“Easier to remove.” And a lot sexier than the Tshirts I’ve
grown accustomed to sleeping in.

He tugs at the top, uncovering my breast for his waiting
mouth. I moan as he pulls my nipple into his mouth and begins to suck. How is
he so good at everything he does?

My legs stretch apart without thought, opening up for him, a
deep ache growing between them that he works to satisfy, stretching me with
first two, then three fingers as I roll my hips against his hand, all while I
grip the back of his head, holding him against my breast.

I’m writhing under Ronan’s touch, moments away from coming,
when heavy footfalls sound in the hallway.

There’s a knock and then, a moment later, Ronan’s bedroom
door creaks open. “Hey, bro. I need your help with these two. I’m way too drunk
to handle them both.” A pause. “Ronan?” Connor slaps the wall. He’s turning the
light on, no doubt.

“Shit,” Ronan hisses against me, pulling away.

Shit is right. Connor may be dense sometimes, but even he
will put two and two together now. If he does, will that be the end of this?

Scrambling out of my bed, I adjust my nightgown and then open
the door a crack. And quickly avert my gaze. “What the fuck, Connor!” He’s
naked.

“Sorry! I didn’t think you’d be up.”

He didn’t think, period. I keep my eyes on his face. “Of
course I’m up, when you’re yelling outside my door.”

He points to Ronan’s room. “Where is he?”

“How the hell should I know? I heard his door open a few
minutes ago, so I guess he went somewhere. I can’t keep up with all the whoring
going on around here. Yours included.”

Connor furrows his brow. “I’ll bet he hooked up with Vera.
She was all over him in the elevator the other day, wanting him to come and fix
something.”

Vera—a thirty-five-year-old divorcee with enormous breasts
who wears skintight gym clothes and too much bright pink lipstick twenty-four
seven. Connor slept with her about a year ago. “Good for him. Now go back to
your room and let me sleep.” I slam the door for effect.

A moment later, I hear Connor’s footfalls against the
hardwood as he leaves.

Ronan groans. “That was close.”

I push the straps of my nightshirt down, letting the thin
cotton fall to the floor. Then I climb into bed. “Do you think he’s actually
mad at you?” I fumble in the dark until I feel his smooth, warm skin beneath my
fingertips again.

“It’s hard to tell with him. I know I’d kill him if he got
into my sister.”

“You have a sister?”

“Yeah. Younger one.”

I didn’t know that. Of course I didn’t. I know nothing about
this guy I’m living next to and sleeping with. And that’s how I want it, I remind
myself.

I reach out, tracing his stomach muscles. “Well, I don’t
think he’d have a right to be. He practically forced you on me by letting you
move in. What did he think would happen?”

Ronan shifts, rolling on top of me, positioning his hips
between my legs. “That you wouldn’t be able to keep your hands off me,
obviously.”

With crisis averted, my thoughts turn to something else.
“So, do I want to know what he meant by ‘helping’ him?”

His lips trail over my jawline. “Probably not.”

“Do I want to know the kinds of things you’ve done?”

“Probably not.”

He’s right. Because I’ve heard a couple stories at work—one
including my brother and another crew guy named Jake sharing a girl—that have
dropped my jaw.

And I’m not with Ronan for anything but the very thing he’s
giving me right now, and knowing that is somehow so liberating. There’s no pull
on my heartstrings, no desire to stay up until the morning learning everything there
is to know about him, no wondering if this will last. I know exactly how long
it’ll last—for one more week. And then he’ll go to Alaska and try to fill this
void in his heart by screwing who knows how many women and I’ll get back to my
life. Hopefully feeling a little better about myself, after having had a guy
this attractive in my bed. He makes me feel better about myself after what
happened with David.

And that’s what this is all about—me, helping myself move on
after a horrible breakup.

I hear the foil wrapper tear and the snap of the latex as
Ronan sheaths himself. “You’re always careful though, right?”

Collecting my hands in his, he pins my arms above my head, pressing
his whole body against mine. I revel in the feel of it. “Always.” He traces my
jawline with kisses, all the way to my lips, whispering, “I’m completely yours
for the week, Ryan. Use me.”

I angle my hips upward. “Gladly.”

With our fingers entwined, he lines himself up and begins
pushing into me.

I close my eyes as the first moan slips out.
















 

Chapter 11

 

All is quiet in the condo on Sunday when I wake
up, two hours later than I should have. Ronan went back to his room after a
slow and sensual round of sex, very different from the last two times but no
less pleasurable. He still made me orgasm. That’s something I’m going to sorely
miss when he’s gone.

I heard nothing from the women Connor brought home. Either
he quietly packed them off last night, or they’re all still in bed together. I
shake my head at the thought. I can’t imagine that. It’s just not me. I doubt
it’ll ever be me.

But it is Ronan. Had Ronan not already been in my bed, he probably
would have gone to Connor’s room. What would the four of them have done
together? I can’t even imagine. It’s a good thing this thing with Ronan expires
in a week, because I doubt I could keep him interested for much longer.

I’m brewing myself a coffee when a door creaks open.

It’s Ronan, staggering from his bedroom, his eyes still
half-closed, buck naked, his dick long and hard with morning need.

I don’t avert my gaze.

With a lazy wave, he disappears into the
bathroom and I go back to fixing myself a coffee.

A few moments later, he pokes his head out.
I can hear the shower running. “Hey.” I love how gravelly his voice is in the
morning.

“Hey.”

He crooks a finger, calling me to come. To
take a shower with him, I gather.

My stomach tightens in anticipation. But I
set my jaw and plaster my face with a mock frown instead. 

His brow arches. “Really?”

“I’m busy.” Leaning against the counter
with my coffee in hand, I sip away.

A slow, wicked smile curls his lips. He
steps out and begins stalking toward me.

I stand up straight, my eyes flashing to
the short hall leading to Connor’s room before turning back to Ronan in all his
beautiful nakedness, his dick hard and bobbing with each step. “What are you
doing?” I hiss.

He takes my cup right from my grip. “I
can’t wait until tonight. We’re either fucking in the shower, or right here in
the kitchen. You have until I’m finished this coffee to decide where you want
me to take you.” His free hand slowly strokes over his length as he takes long
gulps from my mug, his heated gaze on me.

His words, the sight of him…. Damn it.
There’s no way I’m getting an ounce of schoolwork done now. I want to be naked
with him. I want him pressed against me, inside me. Right now.

With a shuddering sigh, I stroll toward the
bathroom.
















 

Chapter 12

 

Kyle is emptying his mail box when I walk into the
building on Wednesday night, struggling with my backpack. “Fancy meeting you
here.”

He chuckles as he reaches for the strap. “It looks like
you’re carrying a dozen textbooks. Here, let me help you.”

Normally I’d decline the offer, but I’m too tired and it’s
too heavy.

He grunts under the weight. “God, I don’t miss these days.”

“Trust me, I can’t wait until it’s over.”

He presses the button for the elevator. “It’s been four
years since I graduated and I still sometimes wake up in a panic, thinking I’m
late for an exam.”

Four years. That would make him around twenty-seven or
twenty-eight, if I had to guess. Not that much older than me.

“So, when do you write?”

“Next Wednesday.”

Kyle hits the button for the fourth floor. But not the one
for the second floor, I notice. “Are you ready?”

“I don’t know. Honestly. I work full time, I just broke up
with my boyfriend, I’ve been...”  Fucking my roommate, every single night. “The
last couple weeks have been distracting.”

The elevator doors open onto the fourth floor. Kyle holds
the door for me and then steps out behind me. I reach for my backpack but he’s
already moving around me and down the hall. “This way, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, if you’re free on Friday night, you could come over.
I’ll help you study. We could order in Thai or something.”

“Actually, my roommates are having a goodbye party on Friday
night.” That I have no interest in being around for. “Can I let you know?” I
peer up into kind, blue eyes.

“Sure. I’ll be home all night.”

I collect my bag from him. “Thanks for carrying this.”

He grins and I catch a glimpse of his deep dimples. “Maybe
I’ll see you Friday.”

I watch him walk back to the elevator. Did Kyle just ask me
out on a date? I think he might have.

I’m smiling as I walk into our condo. Ronan’s
in the kitchen, hovering in front of the open fridge, shirtless, the view of
his back mesmerizing.

He turns to me. “What’s that smile for?
Good night in class?”

“Kind of.” I drop my bag on the ground,
exhausted. “Where’s Connor?”

“A concert.”

That guy and his concerts. I frown. “Are
you eating my yogurt?”

Ronan licks the spoon. “Yup. It’s my second
one.”

“Why?”

He shrugs. “I was hungry. And bored.”

“You shithead!”

“What are you gonna do about it?” he
taunts, his eyes roving over me. 

Oh my God, this guy is a machine. I’ve
never had so much sex in my life. Every single night, sometimes twice. There’s
no denying him either, not that I’d want to.

Still, I toy with him. I pretend that I
have the willpower to say no. It lasts all of ten seconds. As soon as his lips
are on me, I’m a goner.

“Nothing. I’m going to sleep.” I bolt for
my room with a shriek, making it all the way to my door before his arms rope
around my waist and I’m laughing hysterically. “Put me down!”

He tosses me onto my bed and yanks my shoes
and socks off, followed by my pants, then my panties. I help him by tugging my
own shirt off and unfastening my bra. In seconds, I’m lying naked in front of
him. Waiting.

He pauses to peer down at me, his gaze
softening for a moment. “You know, I’m gonna miss you.”

I smile up at him. “I’m gonna miss you,
too.” Maybe with a bit more time together, I’d consider him a real friend. 

He drops his pants—he’s not even wearing
briefs tonight. “How do you want it tonight?”

“Well, seeing as you ate my food, it’s only
fair….” I stretch my legs wide. 

With a grin, he drops to his knees.

   

“Did you hear?” Jean hisses, startling me in my
cube.

I sigh. What will today’s gossip be? “I doubt it.”

“Henry Wolf is in Miami.” Her onyx eyes dance with
excitement.

That piques my interest. Henry Wolf, acting CEO of Wolf
Hotels, who will one day officially take over the luxury hotel chain from his
father, is like a celebrity to most Wolf employees, and the source of a lot of
racy gossip. I’ve only seen pictures of him, but the man could easily grace a
most beautiful people magazine cover. No wonder I’ve sensed a strange buzz
around the office today.

Every female is in heat.

And from what I’ve heard, that’s exactly the way he likes
it.

Regardless, I’ve always wanted to see him in person, to see
what all the hype is.

“They’re in the Pacific, having some big meeting, but Darian
said they just called her to arrange for a car to take them to lunch, off site,
for noon.”

I glance at my watch. That’s in five minutes.

Jean grins. “Feel like a walk to the lobby?”

I lock my computer and grab my lunch bag.

   

“They’re saying it’s going to be one of the nicest
Wolf locations in the world,” Darian gushes. The tall, willowy brunette is a
popular concierge. There’s usually a circle of businessmen around her desk.

“That’s what I keep hearing, too,” Jean says. “Plane rides
and tours to see grizzly bears. And the scenery alone, with all the mountains
and lakes and wilderness!”

I’ve seen the pictures and I already know it’s going to be
an incredible place. Had I not been in school, maybe I would have considered
applying. Then again, I don’t know if I could handle the living conditions.
“The staff are all in cabins. Like six people to each, or something like that.”

Darian and Jean both look at me with blank expressions.

“Absolutely no privacy?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jean agrees. Her eyes widen. “I don’t know how
Connor and Ronan are going to handle that.”

“Something tells me they won’t care one way or another,” I
answer dryly. A prickle of jealousy sparks in my chest. I quickly chase it
away. I don’t want to date Ronan, I remind myself. It’s just... I guess I don’t
want to think about him with someone else, either. Not just yet. I’ve selfishly
enjoyed him too much. I’ve barely thought of David.

That Connor hasn’t caught us is mind-boggling. I’m beginning
to question my brother’s intelligence. He confronted Ronan about Vera the other
day. Ronan said nothing, merely smiling and letting Connor come to his own
conclusions. Thankfully those conclusions haven’t included Ronan and me
together.

But our fun is coming to an end. He leaves for Alaska Saturday
morning, and tomorrow’s the party.

“You know, you’re going to miss them when they’re gone. I
don’t care what you say,” Jean says.

“I know.” I’ll even miss my big, dumb brother. But it’s also
for the best, because I can’t concentrate on anything when Ronan’s around. I’m
going to fail my exams if I can’t clear my head.

“There he is!” Darian suddenly hisses.

All three of us—and pretty much every other female in the
lobby—zone in on the five-man conglomerate that strides out of the elevator,
heading for us.

Speaking of not being able to concentrate....

I’m not one to openly fawn, and yet there’s no ignoring
Henry Wolf. Not his piercing blue gaze, or his sharp, angular features, or his dark,
thick hair, styled in sexy waves. I watch the way his muscular body moves
smoothly, how his tailored suit falls perfectly with each step as he
approaches, preoccupied with conversation.

I’m mesmerized.

“What’s with the beard?” Jean whispers. “Is he going
lumberjack for Alaska?”

Darian giggles. “I heard he’s going to be up there a lot.
The hotel is his pet project.”

Henry Wolf’s eyes slide over Jean and me before moving on to
Darian. My face instantly flushes.

“I believe there’s a car for us?” he says, smoothly. Beneath
that scruff, I can make out a set of plump lips. If rumor is correct, those are
reserved for Victoria’s Secret models and other gorgeous celebrities, not lowly
Wolf staff members.

Darian glances over her shoulder to check the carport. A
doorman waves at her. “Yes, Mr. Wolf. Just this way.” She smiles wide at him.
He meets it with a cool, polite smile of his own.

“Lead the way then, please.” He and the other men follow
Darian out without so much as a glance our way.

Jean sighs. “What I would do for a night with that.”

“Are you cheating on Connor, Jean?” I tease as we head
toward the doors to the staff area.

“Connor doesn’t even know I exist, and you won’t help me,”
she mutters sullenly.

“My brother doesn’t do relationships, and I’m not going to
be his pimp.”

“But do you think I could come to that going-away party
tomorrow night?”

I frown. “How do you know about that?”

“Everyone knows about that.”

I roll my eyes. “You don’t belong at that party. I
don’t belong at that party.”

“Why not? What’s going to happen there?”

“The last time Connor threw a get-together, I came home to a
naked girl stretched out across the kitchen island and people doing body shots
off her. Off every part of her.” I give her a knowing stare.

Jean’s face pales. “On second thought, I think I’ll stay away.”

   

I come home to a living room littered with
shopping bags.

“Did you realize how cold it is in Alaska?” Connor exclaims,
holding up a fleece sweater. “Even in summer?”

“I had an idea, yes. I guess you’re packing?”

“Won’t have time tomorrow, and we leave early Saturday.” He
stuffs the sweater into his duffle bag. “So, I’ve written down a bunch of
things that I need you to do. Bills to pay, that kind of stuff.”

“Connor, I do that stuff 75 percent of the time now.”

He shrugs. “Figured it can’t hurt to have a list.”

“You’re right. Thanks.” Grabbing a water from the fridge, I
turn to head for my room. Ronan must be packing in his room.

“Oh hey, some guy came by, looking for you.”

I frown.

“His name was Kyle, I think?”

Oh.

“He said something about helping you study for your exam
tomorrow night.  He thought you might have forgotten where he lived. Ronan got
his number for you. Left it in your room.”

Shit.

Connor drops a heap of socks into his bag. “I’m glad to see
you’re moving on.”

“He’s just helping me study for my Economics exam.”

Connor smirks. “Uh-huh. Well, smart move to be out of here
tomorrow because this party is gonna be off the rails!”

I roll my eyes. “If anyone goes into my room—”

“No one’s going in your room. Ronan put a lock on it after
work today.”

I peer down the hall to my door. Sure enough, there’s a
shiny new handle with a key sitting inside. “Oh, thanks,” I murmur.

“He seemed like a decent enough guy. A hundred times better
than douche bag.”

“I guess we’ll see. Have fun packing.” I hesitate. “Ronan’s
in his room?”

“He had a few last-minute things to pick up at the store.
Everything’s so expensive in Homer, we’re better off flying up with it.”

I wander down the hall, stealing a glimpse into Ronan’s room
to see his black duffle bag packed and sitting on the floor beside his bed. Unexpected
sadness fills my heart. He’s only been here two weeks, I was a bitch to him for
half that time, and yet I’m going to miss him terribly.

With a sigh, I head into my room.

Kyle’s phone number is exactly where Connor said it would
be. I recognize Ronan’s neat scrawl.

   

Ronan slips into my room at midnight and into my bed.

“Hey.”

His warm hand slides around my waist to my
back. He pulls me closer until we’re both lying on our sides, our chests
pressed against each other. We stay like that, quiet, for a long moment, before
he leans in to kiss me. “Hey.”

“You ready for Alaska?”

“Fuck….” He rolls onto his back with a
chuckle. “I still don’t know why I’m going.”

“Because my brother lured you there with
tales of beautiful, loose women?”

He stretches an arm out and fits it under
my head. He pulls me in to rest on his chest. “How did you know?”

“Wild guess.”

I hear his hard swallow in the night. “Does
that bother you?”

“Maybe a little bit? But we knew what this
was when we started, right?”

“Right.” He skates a finger across my
cheek. “So, Kyle.”

“Yeah. Kyle.”

“Could there be something there?”

“Nah.”

He sighs. “Ryan.”

“What?”

“I’ve just spent the last week fucking you
in every position I know, plus a few I didn’t. I can read your body language.
And your bullshit.”

I smile sheepishly, even though he can’t
see it. “I met him in the elevator last night. He wanted to get together. He
offered to help me study.”

“Is that what the kids are calling it these
days,” Ronan says dryly.

“Shut up. He was an economics major. I
think he actually means to help.” Partly, anyway.

“I’m just kidding. I think it’s great.”

“Does it bother you?” I echo his earlier
question.

“Maybe a little bit,” Ronan admits softly,
sending a thrill through my body. Whatever I’m feeling for him must be mutual.
“But he seems like a good guy. And I like the idea that you’ll know someone in
the building.” His fingertips skate over my bare shoulder. “You two have things
in common.”

Unlike us. “I
think we do.”

“You should go and see him tomorrow night.
You’re not gonna have any fun here. It’ll only make you angry, and I don’t want
to leave with you being angry.”

“That would mean that tonight’s our last
night.”

He slides one of my nightgown straps down.
“You’re right. It would.”

I close my eyes and inhale the scent of
Ronan. It’s odd, how addicted I’ve become to his body. “I’m going to miss you.”

“And I’ll miss you. But then you and this
Kyle guy will hook up and you’ll miss me less.”

“And you will hook up with half the women
in Alaska, and miss me less,” I tease.

“And Connor will take the other half.”

“And then you’ll swap.”

“Probably.” Ronan flinches as I smack him,
but he chuckles softly, the deep melody of it comforting to my heart.

“Thank you, Ronan. I can’t believe I’m
saying this, but I’m happy you moved in.” I’m not even sure I actually loved
David, after all. How could I have gotten over him so quickly if I did? But I
seem to have, because every time I picture myself lying in bed with someone,
it’s Ronan who’s next to me.

“So am I.” He hesitates. “I still love her
and miss her like crazy, but you’ve made it easier for me. Thank you.” He
presses a kiss against my forehead. 

“You know, you’re a decent guy. In your own
twisted way.”

“Yeah, I hope you still feel that way after
tomorrow night. I don’t know what your brother has planned, but I can tell he’s
up to something.”

I groan. “Maybe I’ll stay at a friend’s
house.” While I know Ronan will be with other women at some point and soon, I
don’t want to bear witness to it.

I hear him reaching into my nightstand,
where he tucked several condoms away. “One more time, for shits and giggles?”

I straddle his hips this time and close my
eyes, reveling the feel of my sinful Wolf crew guy as he sinks deep inside me
one last time.
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Chapter 13

 

“I’m gonna miss you, man,” Lopez slurs, and leans
into me, struggling to reach my shoulder with his arm.

I hide my smile behind a sip of beer. I
don’t fucking know him. I don’t know any of them. I only came to Miami two
weeks ago and I’m leaving for Alaska tomorrow.

This party is really for Connor anyway, and
he seems to be having a great time, over in a corner, pretending to listen to
some chick talk while he blatantly stares at her enormous tits, a stupid drunk
grin on his face. If I know Connor at all—which oddly I do—he’s planning on
motorboating those at some point soon.

I wander over to the kitchen to dump my empty
and collect a few others while I’m there. Half an hour and a few trash bags and
we’ll have this place ready for the cleaner. The crowd is thinning somewhat,
and I’m okay with that, ready to crash myself. Tomorrow’s going to be a long-ass
day.

Strong hands land on my shoulders. “Dude!
You havin’ a good time?”

I chuckle. “You’re gonna be a fucking wreck
on the plane.”

“No shit. But did you see the tits on
Mary?” Connor glances over his shoulder at the girl, who’s talking with her
friends. “I think they’re real.”

“I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.” They’re
real. I pride myself on being able to tell the difference. That, and she
already pressed them against me earlier tonight. 

“Hey, has Ryan come home?”

“Came and left.” She put on a cute little
dress that made me want to drag her into her room and bend her over her bed. A
pang of disappointment stirs in my stomach, that I won’t feel the inside of her
again. She turned out to mean a lot more to me than I expected. Without Tasha
in the mix, I might have developed real feelings for Ryan. And who knows? When
I come back in September, if I’m single and she’s single... maybe it’ll turn
into something more.

“She coming back tonight?”

“I don’t know. She’s going to hang out with a guy she met in
an elevator last week. You tell me if your sister is gonna bang him or come
home.” If this Kyle guy turns out to be a dick to her, I’ll fucking kill him
when I come back in the fall.

“For her sake, I hope she stays away.”

I frown. “Why?”

“Because I made plans for you.” Connor nods toward the door,
to where Becca the cocktail waitress stands, an orange-and-gold lioness,
painted from head to toe, naked except for a pair of heels and her thong.

“Oh, man….” She’s drifted into my thoughts here and there
since that night. I wondered how she was doing.

She spots me and her face breaks out in a wide smile.

And my dick instantly swells.

“Nice, right?”

“Nice,” I agree.

“Good.” Connor’s hand tightens on my
shoulder. “Maybe now you’ll stop fucking my sister?”

My mouth drops open as I turn to meet his
glare. 

“You two actually thought I wouldn’t figure
it out.”

Shit.
“Sorry, man. I… it just….” I’m at a loss for words. “Why didn’t you say
something?”

“Because she seemed to be happier. And I
knew you’d treat her well.” He slaps my back. “Your lioness is waiting for you.
Merry Christmas. See you in the morning. Make sure you leave yourself enough
time to wash all that paint off.”

   

“Let’s go! Cab’s waiting downstairs,” Connor
hollers from the kitchen.

Stuffing my ruined sheets into a trash
bag—there’s no way that paint is coming out of them and I don’t give a shit—I
sling my duffel bag over my shoulder and walk out of my room. 

Ryan is standing in her doorway, half
asleep, her hair mussed. “Hey, I just wanted to say bye.” Her voice has that
early morning scratchiness that I love.

Shit. “I didn’t think you’d come home last
night.”

“It was late. Around four.”

I heave a sigh of relief. Becca left at
three, so Ryan wouldn’t have seen or heard anything. Even though we ended
things on Thursday night, I don’t ever want to hurt her. “So... last night was
good?”

Ryan dips her head and smiles. “Kyle seems
like a nice guy.”

“A real prospect?”

“We’ll see.” She reaches up to smooth the
wrinkles in my T-shirt. “I guess you’ve gotta go now.”

“Yeah. Good luck with your exams.”

“You kidding? I have my own condo to study
in now. I’m gonna ace them.”

I hesitate, then reach out and pull her to
my chest. I press my lips to the top of her head. Her hair smells like her
strawberry shampoo. “Take care of yourself, and text me anytime.”

“You too.” She pulls away and peers over
her shoulder. “September, Connor?”

“Yup. No parties or boys while I’m away.”

She rolls her eyes.

“We brought out the trash. Maria will be
here around ten to clean.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m getting someone to come and
steam clean the jizz out of the couch, and I’m sending you the bill.”

“There’s no jizz on the couch,” Connor
argues.

“You didn’t see what I saw when I came
home. Believe me, there’s jizz on that couch.”

“Fine.” Shoving the rest of a banana into
his mouth, he nods toward the door.

“Stay out of trouble,” I say.

Ryan folds her arms. “I’d say the same to
you, but….”

With a wink, I trail out the door after
Connor.

He slings an arm around my shoulders.
“Ready for an adventure?”

He’s way too loud this early in the
morning. I cringe and shove him away. “Don’t make me regret this.”

   

See more of Connor and Ronan in the Wolf Cove
series
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Chapter One
February

“I
didn’t mean for it to happen, Abigail. I swear!”

“You didn’t mean for it to
happen! You didn’t mean to put your...” My words fall apart with my sobs. I can
barely see Jed’s face through my tears. Tears that haven’t stopped since I ran
for my dorm room earlier today. Tears that have left my skin raw and tight. And
every time I think I’m all cried out, the image of Jed and her flashes
inside my head and a fresh wave hits.

I wipe my dripping nose
against my sweatshirt sleeve. I’m far past the point of caring what I look
like. “Who is she, anyway?”

“Nobody important.” He
brushes his own tears away with his palm and then reaches for my face, cupping
my cheeks. “You are my whole life. You’ve always been my whole life.
Always! You know that, right? Tell me you know that!”

I swallow against the sharp
knot lodged in my throat but it doesn’t budge. I knew that. Up until
today. “Then why would you break my heart?”

His handsome face flinches as
if I’d slapped him. Something I wish I had the nerve to do. “You weren’t
supposed to find out.”

Oh my God! “That makes it better?”

“No, that’s not what I’m
saying.” He hangs his head for a moment. “Look, we’re getting married next year
and then it’s just you and me. It’s been just you and me for all these
years. And,” he swallows, hesitates, “this is something I’ve been thinking
about. A lot, lately.”

“About cheating on me?”

“No! About, you know...” He
winces. “Sex.”

That’s what this is all about? “Why didn’t you tell me? I
would have—”

“No, Abigail.” Jed’s face is
suddenly stern. “You and me, we’re doin’ it the right way by waiting until
we’re man and wife. You’re so innocent. So pure.” He leans forward, pressing
his forehead against mine. “It means everything to me that you’ll give that to
me on our wedding night. But”—a sheepish look overtakes his face—“I’m a guy.
It’s different for me.”

“How is it different?” Who is
this person sitting in front of me?

“Because we’re weak! This is
something I need to do. I need to get this out of my system, or I’m afraid I’ll
make a mistake down the road, when it really matters. Trust me on this
one. You don’t want me straying later on, when we have kids, do you?”

I’m listening, but I’m not
believing these words coming out of Jed’s mouth. “So we’re breaking up?”

“No.” He frowns. “Not
exactly. We’re taking a little breather, okay? Just until I can get my head on
straight. But we’re meant to be, you and me.” He brushes strands of hair off my
face, like he’s done a thousand times. “I’ll come back to you. I promise.”

I’m so angry and hurt, I can’t
even face him anymore, so I fix my eyes on the small gumball machine promise
ring he gave me on my sixteenth birthday, my sobs drowning out the rest of his
words.

   

April

“Look directly into the
camera when you answer the questions,” the woman commands, her cold blue irises
piercing behind a pair of trendy horn-rimmed glasses. Between those, her
honey-blonde bun, the fitted black business suit and four-inch heels, she could
pass for one of those librarian/strippers instead of a corporate recruiter.

I
adjust my practical gold-wire-framed round spectacles. “Okay.”

She
readies the iPhone sitting in the stand for taping while I fidget on my stool,
tucking wayward strands of my ginger hair behind my ear and smoothing the
wrinkles from my shirt. I didn’t come dressed for a videotaped interview. I
figured this job fair would be like any other; I’d wander by some basic booths,
collect a few pamphlets, and talk to representatives who want to be anywhere
but a Chicago library on a Saturday.

For
the most part, that’s what it is. But the booth for Wolf Hotels is different.
It’s three times the size as of the others, with sharply-dressed recruiters and
an on-site interviewing station behind a screen, to help speed up the hiring
process for those who meet the basic criteria.

And
the only reason I made the basic criteria is because I lied on the paper
application that I filled out twenty minutes ago. Now I’m petrified of getting
caught.

“Full
name, please.”

I’ve
always hated being on camera. I clear my throat nervously. “Abigail Mitchell.
But I go by Abbi,” I’m quick to add. My mama calls me Abigail, and everyone
else from my hometown calls me Abigail because of my mama. I’ve never liked it.

The
interviewer is stone-faced. She doesn’t care what I go by. “The role that
you’re applying for?”

“Outdoor
Maintenance and Landscaping?” I think that was the official title on the
application form.

“And
please describe your experience that will be invaluable to us, Abigail.”

“It’s
Abbi.” I force my biggest smile and hope my annoyance doesn’t show on video
when they play it back later. “Sure. Well, first off, I love the outdoors. I
grew up on a farm and have spent years baling hay, throwing bags of grain, and
hauling buckets of water for the animals. So don’t worry, I’m plenty strong.” People
don’t believe that I am. My slim five-foot-five stature is deceiving, but one
look at my body in shorts and a tank will attest that I’m feminine but honed
with muscle from long days on the Mitchell farm.

I’ve
already provided all of this information on the handwritten application form,
but I guess they want the live version as well. “I’ve run my own landscaping company
for five years, operating out of Greenbank, Pennsylvania, maintaining
commercial properties with excellence.” I’ve been pulling dandelions and
cutting grass around my podunk town every summer since I was fourteen. To call
what I do “landscaping” is a farce. But if it gets me this job, far the hell
away from my life, I’ll say anything.

“Were
any of these properties hotels?”

“Yes.”
Never say “no” in an interview. Always find a way to spin it into a yes.

“Please
tell me about these hotels.”

Crap. And there it is. I’ve
never been a good liar. “It was just one, actually. It’s called the Inn. It’s...an
upscale bed-and-breakfast.” Three rooms in an old Victorian house, run by Perry
and Wendy Rhodes. I hear one of the rooms is decorated with a cat theme. Cat
wallpaper, cat pillows. Cats, everywhere.

By
the way the woman’s painted red lips are pressed together, I’m pretty sure my
answer is not the one she was looking for. “Okay. Thank you. I also see here
that you worked weekends serving customers at a place called the Pearl for
several years.”

“Yes.
That’s my aunt’s restaurant. I’d help her out during the busy season.” I
hesitated about using Aunt May as a reference. I can’t be sure she’ll give me a
glowing recommendation if it means I won’t be coming back to Greenbank for the
summer. Mama would have her skin if she ever found out she helped make that
happen.

“What
type of establishment is it?”

“A
family restaurant.”

“So,
not fine dining?”

I
sigh. “No. I wouldn’t call it that.” Slapping together hot turkey sandwiches
and pouring Cokes from a fountain does not make for fine dining.

“And
have you ever cleaned houses professionally... No,” she says, seeing me shake
my head fervently, my face twisting with disdain at even the suggestion. That
means dealing with fitted sheets all day long, and that sounds like torture to
me.

“I
see you’ve also done receptionist work.”

Finally,
something I can answer truthfully and positively. “Yes. I’ve worked part-time
in my church’s office for years. I still do, when I go home for the summer.”

“What
exactly did you do for them?”

“Answer
phones and schedule appointments for the Reverend. I also balance the church’s
books and organize the annual Corn Roast weekend charity BBQ for our parish.”
Something I can’t bring myself to do again this summer, but will be guilted
into doing by my mama and the reverend, should I go back to Greenbank.

She
scans my application. “I see you’re in school right now.” She pauses, and I
realize that I’m supposed to answer her.

“Yes.
I have one more year in a Bachelor of Arts degree.” The right side of my face
is burning from the heat of the lamp. I imagine this is what an interrogation
feels like. How much longer is this going to take?

“Are
you able to commit to the four-month contract, from May through August?”

“North
Gate College starts in September and exams finish at the end of this month, so
that won’t be a problem.”

She
smiles. “Good. And what are your plans for after college, Abbi?”

My
face falls before I’m able to control my expression. That question catches me
off guard. She’s talking about next summer, and all I can focus on is getting
through today, tomorrow, and this summer. Ideally in Alaska.

Is
this where I’m supposed to lie and say that I aspire for a career with Wolf Hotels?
I debate my answer for a few heartbeats, and finally decide on the truth.
“Honestly, I’m not sure anymore. I was supposed to get married and help run the
family farm, but my fiancé and I are—” I stop myself with a deep breath and
then an embarrassed little smile. So inappropriate for an interview. “My personal
situation is in limbo,” I say instead, my voice growing husky, my eyes burning
with the threat of tears. It’s all still too fresh, too raw. “I’ll probably go
back home. My family’s there.”

“And
help run the farm?” Her eyes graze over me—over my thick braid that I can’t
help but toy with when I’m nervous, over my favorite royal-blue button-down
that’s probably been washed one too many times, over my generic jeans, and down
to my Converse—and I know she’s judging me. I sit up straighter, feeling more
self-conscious than I already do being in front of a camera.

I
look nothing like her, or any of the other recruiters here. They’re all put
together, with smooth, richly colored hair and perfectly painted faces. I don’t
wear much makeup; just a little lip gloss and, on occasion, shimmery pink nail
polish. I don’t use hairspray and not a drop of dye has ever touched my hair
for fear that it’ll make the color worse than it already is.

“Yes.”
That has always been the plan. But now I feel like I need to defend myself. I’m
not just another farm girl, getting ready to bake pies and pop out little farm
babies. “I started a side business making soaps, moisturizers, and essential
oils a few years back. It’s called Sage Oils. I’m going to focus on expanding
that.” Sage, after my favorite herb, though my products involve everything from
mint to lavender to lemon. Up until this point, the bulk of my sales have been
thanks to the annual Christmas bazaar and summer fair. I can’t complain though;
that money will pay for my flight to Homer, should Wolf hire me.

“My,
you’re quite the enterprising young woman. And so busy. Landscaping and
soapmaking businesses, college, farming...” I can’t read the woman’s tone to
tell if she’s genuinely impressed. “And what do you do for enjoyment, Abbi?”

I
bite my bottom lip to stop myself from saying “Umm” while I think. Wolf Hotels is
one of the most posh lines of hotels in the world. I need to sound smart if I
have a hope in hell of getting this job. “As you have noted, I’m quite busy
with work and school. When I have free time, I spend it with my family, and
with my church, solidifying my faith.” Which is in some dicey water as of late.
“I also volunteer at the local animal shelter, both here in Chicago as well as
at home.”

“So
you like animals?”

“Yes!”
I nod emphatically. “I’m excited to see Alaska’s wilderness.”

She
offers me a tight smile. “Right. Last question. Why should we hire you to work
at Wolf Cove in Alaska?”

I
look down at the pamphlet in my hand—pictures of white-capped mountains and
vast wilderness, glacier valleys and volcanoes.

Thousands
of miles of serenity, of nothingness.

Thousands
of miles from my current life.

They
don’t want to listen to my sob story, and it’s sure as hell not going to get me
hired. I struggle to smile as I stare into the camera, silently pleading with my
eyes to whoever is making the hiring decisions. “Because I’m smart,
hardworking, diligent, and ethical. I respect people and I love a challenge.
Plus, I’ve always wanted to visit Alaska, and this looks like an incredible
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.” I clear my throat. “I have nothing to distract
my focus. I will give Wolf Cove everything I have to offer this summer.”

She
presses a button and steps around. “Great. Thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

“When
will you be making your decisions?” It’s the beginning of April; I’d be flying
out in four weeks if I get hired.

“Shortly.
We’ve already filled many of the positions from our pool of current Wolf
employees who are interested in the Alaska location. We’re just plugging some
last-minute holes with outside recruitment.” She sticks my application into a
red file folder. Is that the reject file?

“Do
I have a chance? Honestly.” I can’t believe I asked that, but I have nothing
left to lose.

“We
tend to hire people who already have luxury hotel chain experience. But we’ll
be in touch.” She stands there with her arm leading the way to the exit.

My
shoulders sag. I force myself to leave before I beg her to put in a good word
for me.

There’s
no way I’m getting this job.
















 

Chapter Two

 

May

I inhale deeply, reveling in the crisp ocean air
as land approaches ahead. Chicago was in the seventies when I left this
morning. Two layovers, a flight delay, and fifteen hours later, the fifty-five
degree day’s high has dipped to low forties and I had to dig my winter jacket
out of my suitcase.

“Have you ever been to Alaska
before?” the captain, a soft-spoken white-haired man named John asks, his hands
resting easily on the ferry’s wheel.

I shake my head, my gaze
drifting over the sea of evergreen and rock as far as the eye can see. We left
the dock in Homer thirty minutes ago. It didn’t seem like it would take that
long to cross, but Kachemak Bay is vast and wide and unlike anything I’ve ever
seen.

And on the other side of it
is my home for the next four months.

I’m so glad I remembered to
pop an Antivert an hour before boarding. I’d be puking over the rails by now
had I not. Boats and I have never coexisted well.

“So, what made you come?” I
can tell John likes to talk, as much for conversation as to assess the
foreigners coming to his homeland.

“A brochure,” I answer
simply, honestly.

He chuckles. “Yeah, it’ll do
that, all right. Lures plenty of folk our way.”

I smile, though his words
resonate deep inside. It “lured” me. Yes, that’s exactly what it did.

Frankly, the brochure didn’t
need to work too hard.

When things take an ugly
turn, people are always saying they’re going to pick up and move far away.
Australia, France, anywhere that puts an ocean between them and their problems.
Most don’t ever act on that. I certainly had no intention of doing so.

And then I went to that job
fair in the city library, more than a little panicked about what I was going to
do this summer. Recruiters were peddling administrative and counselor
positions, trade internships, day care. Nothing I was interested in. Plus, they
were all local Chicago-based positions. The last thing I wanted to do was stay
in Chicago for the summer. I needed to separate myself from it and its bitter
memories, if for only a few months until school started again in the fall.

But the idea of going back to
Pennsylvania, where everyone including the cows had heard the nitty-gritty
details about my breakup with Jed, was even more unappealing.

That’s what happens when you
grow up in a small town and then go away to college with your high school
sweetheart, who’s also the reverend’s son, who you were supposed to marry the
summer after you both graduate college.

Who you’ve been saving
yourself for.

Who you caught with his pants
down and thrusting into some raven-haired jezebel.

And, while in the depths of
despair, though you know better, you tell your upstanding, churchgoing mama,
who is known around town as much for her raspberry pie as for her big mouth.

That scandal sure gave the
folks of Greenbank something to talk about during Pennsylvania’s long, cold
winter. It’s been months since D-Day, or what I like to call Dick Day, when I
caught him. February 2, to be exact.

I’m sure tongues were wagging
across pews during church service. When I visited over Easter weekend though, I
got nothing but sympathetic nods and pats. Jed, sitting in the pew directly
across from us, earned more than a few glowers. Not everyone shared those
feelings, though. His father, Reverend Enderbey, decided that giving a sermon
on man’s weakness for carnal flesh and the need for forgiveness and
understanding would be more appropriate than discussing the resurrection of
Christ that day.

Much like Jed promised me,
Reverend Enderbey has promised my parents that this is just a momentary blip in
Jed’s faith; that he’s feeling confused and needs to sort out his priorities.
He’ll come back to me, after he’s done sowing his wild oats.

Why do they all think I’ll want
to take him back?

He broke my heart that day,
and has continued breaking it daily, every time I see him walking hand in hand
around campus with her.

He’s not just sowing wild
oats. They’re dating now.

So when I passed by the Wolf Hotels
booth at the job fair a month ago and spotted the pamphlet with a beautiful
vista of snow-capped mountains and forest, I immediately stopped and started
asking questions, and within ten minutes I knew that Wolf Cove was my ticket
away from sadness, temporarily at least. I just needed to get myself to Homer,
Alaska. They’d provide transportation to the hotel, subsidized accommodations
and meals onsite, and weekly transport to Homer, if needed, and in turn I’d
work like a dog and keep my mind occupied.

The best part? It was almost
3,800 miles from everything I know.

It sounded perfect. And
unattainable. I walked out of that interview feeling hopeless, assuming that
there was no way I’d get the job.

And yet I’m standing here
today. I call that divine intervention. God knew I needed this miracle.

It came in the form of a
phone call a week after the interview, with an official offer for a position in
the Landscaping and Maintenance crew. I screamed. I even shed a few happy
tears, which was a nice change from all the sad tears I’ve spilled since
February. Knowing that I could avoid Greenbank, Jed, and my family, that I would
be leaving my dorm room the day after my last exam and hopping onto a plane... that’s
the only reason I’ve held it together this long.

The ferry turns left to run
along the coastline, farther into the bay.

“What are those places, over
there? Do people live out here?” I point toward the little huts speckling the
shore, camouflaged within the trees.

“Nah. They’re mostly lodges
and cabin rentals.”

I study the structures, like
yurts on stilts overlooking the water. “They’re nice. Rustic.”

“They are, indeed.”

“Not like Wolf Cove, though.”

John chuckles softly, shaking
his head. “Not quite.”

If the pictures in the
pamphlet are at all accurate. My mama’s convinced that it’s all computer generated,
that nothing that luxurious would exist up in Alaska. That I’ll end up
contracting West Nile from the thick fog of mosquitoes, or I’ll wake up in the
rickety shack that I’m sleeping in to find a bear gnawing on my leg.

To say Bernadette Mitchell is
unhappy about this Alaska job is an understatement. At first she flat-out told
me that I wasn’t allowed to go. I hung up the phone on her that night, the
first time I’d ever done that. Probably the first time anyone’s ever had
the nerve to hang up on a woman like her. I half expected her to drive the nine
hours and slap me upside the head.

Two days later, after she’d
cooled off, she called and tried to persuade me. I was making a grave mistake,
leaving Greenbank and Jed. We’d be away from the chaos of Chicago and the
temptations that made Jed stray. We’d have each other, day in and day out, and
I could remind him of why we’re so perfect together.

I know it’s not going to be
that simple.

So I dug my heels in. I’ve
been “good girl Abbi” all my life, sitting next to my parents at church service
every Sunday, keeping company with like-minded people, staying away from the
“bad kids” who drank and smoked pot and had sex. Always listening to Mama.

Maybe if I’d just spread my
legs for Jed, my heart wouldn’t have been smashed into a thousand pieces.

While she’s my mama and I
know she wants what’s best for me, she, too, thinks that Jed and I belong
together, and that our reunion is inevitable, once he gets “the devil” out of
his system. I had to bite my tongue before I pointed out to her that the girl
currently sucking Jed’s dick is a significant obstacle in this imminent
reconciliation of ours.

I scan the approaching
buildings, my excitement triumphing over my exhaustion. “Where is it?”

“Wolf Cove is just around the
bend.”

Wolf Cove Hotel in Wolf Cove,
Alaska. “How do you go about renaming a cove, anyway?”

John chuckles softly again.
He’s such a pleasant man. “The cove has been Wolf Cove for hundreds of years
now. The Wolf family has a lot of history up here, with the gold mines. That’s
where they made their first fortune. Though I’m sure they could afford to have
it renamed, if it came to that. They’re a successful lot. Generous, too.”

Man, to be a part of that
family. They must have a lot of money, to risk opening a location like this all
the way up here, and set their employees up the way they’re doing for us, and
all the benefits. “Hey, thanks for coming back for me. I didn’t want to stay in
a motel.” It’s just John and me on the ferry, and a deck full of crates and
supplies. He was kind enough to make another trip across the bay and pick me up
after my flight delay. Apparently he carted a full load of college-aged
employees over hours ago.

“We didn’t want to leave you stranded.
’Specially on the first day. I woulda had to come back for the supplies first
thing in the morning, anyway.”

I glance at my watch with
dismay. “I’ve missed the orientation session.” It started at seven, almost an
hour ago. The skies are deceptively light for this time of evening. “I can’t
believe how bright it still is.”

“Wait ’til June.”

“Less than five hours of
darkness on the equinox, right?”

He grins. “Someone’s been
doin’ her homework.”

“I like to be prepared.” The
day I applied for the job, I ran home and researched Alaska late into the night
instead of studying for my exams. The further I dug, the more excited I became,
and the harder I prayed that I’d get the job.

“Well, I’m sure one of the
ladies will be kind enough to fill you in on what you missed. They seemed like
a nice group. Polite youngsters like yourself, for the most part anyway.”

At twenty-one, it feels
strange to be referred to as a “youngster,” but I guess next to John, who’s got
to be pushing seventy, that’s exactly what I am.

The ferry rounds the crop of
small islands and turns toward the cove. John points to the massive building
ahead. “And there’s Wolf Cove Hotel.”

My eyes widen. “Whoa. The brochure
pictures weren’t fake.” And they don’t do this place justice.

John chuckles again. “No,
they certainly weren’t.”

I stare at it quietly,
mesmerized. The main lodge towers over the water. Even from this distance, I
can see that the lodge is grandiose in its design and massive in size. I can’t
make out the details to appreciate it yet, but there’s no doubt it’s something
to be admired.

“They just made the finishing
touches two weeks ago. Been working on it for almost three years, now.”

“Is it still opening on
Sunday?” Belinda, the woman who called to formally hire me, said that these
first few days would be focused on training and last-minute preparations.

“I’ll be ferrying in the
first guests at noon. I’ve been bringin’ employees in by the boatload over the
last two days. There are a lot of you. A high staff-to-guest ratio, I heard
someone say.”

“How is the Wolf family going
to make any money?”

“I’m guessing the twelve-hundred-dollar-a-night
price tag will help.”

My mouth drops open. “Who can
afford that?” I barely scraped together the eleven hundred I needed for my
plane ticket here.

“What’s that famous line from
that movie? Oh, shucks. You may be too young to remember. The one with the
baseball and all those cornfields. ‘If you build it...’”

I smile. It’s only my dad’s
favorite movie. 

He winks.

We fall into a comfortable
silence as we approach, and I realize that I’ve been rolling my promise ring
around my finger unconsciously this entire time. It’s been three months since Jed
and I broke up and I haven’t been able to bring myself to remove it. Now, I
slip it off, letting the cheap metal rest in the palm of my hand. A part of
me—the hurt, angry part—wants to toss it into the water and be done with it. A
symbol of my faith in Jed.

But I can’t bring myself to
do it just yet. So, I slip the ring into my pocket and try to focus on the
months to come.
















Chapter Three

 

The farther into Wolf Cove Hotel I venture, the
more enchanted I become.

Standing at the shoreline,
the main lodge serves as a centerpiece, an enormous rustic building constructed
of thick timbers and stone, but adorned with balconies and chandeliers, and
entire walls made of glass, giving it an opulent feel. Crushed granite paths
lit with coach lights lead guests past the boat docks and water sports
equipment—more kayaks and canoes and paddle boats than I’ve ever seen. On the
left side of the lodge are three cabins modeled after the main building, each
one set high up on the rocks, shrouded by trees and adorned with balconies
overlooking the water. John said those are the penthouse suites.

On the right are gardens to
sit and ponder in, and beyond them are signs leading to Wolf Cove’s own hiking
trails. Miles of Alaskan wilderness to explore, according to the pamphlet.

I push through a heavy set of
glass doors and revel in the warmth and smell of cedar in the grand lobby,
offering a young woman who passes by me a nod and a smile. She returns it,
zipping up her jacket before heading outside.

I’ve never been one to have a
lot of friends. Just a few, really, mainly through church groups and study
groups. The problem is they’ve all been “our” friends and now that Jed and I
aren’t together, I’m acutely aware of something missing when I see them.

So I’ve isolated myself from
them over the past few months, staying in my dorm room, focusing on my studies.
Most of them don’t even know that I’m up here.

I’ll make new friends here, I
assure myself. Ones who know nothing about me, about my life back home. It’s
kind of refreshing, getting to be whoever I want to be. That’s what I told
myself this summer would be about. Answering to no one, including Mama. Not
concerning myself with what people will think, or what they’ll say, or weighing
all my words and thoughts and decisions based on what would be considered appropriate
by Jesus, the Reverend Enderbey, and my mama.

I’ve spent far too much time
worrying about those things. Look where it has gotten me? Alone, while the guy
I’ve loved for years is having, I’m sure, copious amounts of sex.

It’s past nine in the evening
now, and a few people mill around. The e-mail sent out last week says that I’m
supposed to report to the main lodge checkin upon arrival, so I head toward
the expansive and chic rustic desk, made of timber logs. A woman stands behind
it, her eyes glued to the computer screen in front of her.

Not until I’ve approached do
I see her name badge. It’s Belinda, the woman I spoke with on the phone.

I smile. “Hi, Belinda.” My mama
taught me to always use a person’s name when you can.

She looks up, her sharp gaze peering
out from behind stylish red-framed glasses. I wish I had the guts to buy a pair
of glasses like those. “Name, please?”

I remind myself that she
probably spoke to hundreds of employees. She’s not going to remember me. “Abbi
Mitchell.”

“Oh. Yes.” She does a quick
once-over of my bulky coat and what I’m sure is wild hair—wind and braids never
play nice—before settling on my face. What is that I see flicker across her
expression? Annoyance? Dislike? It vanishes too quickly for me to identify it.
“You left me a message about missing the orientation session, didn’t you?”

“Yes, that was me. My flight
was delayed.”

“Okay. Give me a minute.” I
use my shirt sleeve to clean the mist from my glasses as she pulls my file up,
her nails tapping against the keyboard. “Okay, here we go. Abigail Mitchell.”

“It’s Abbi.”

She flashes me a tight smile,
such a contradiction to her soft, seductive voice. She’s stunningly
beautiful—her makeup flawless, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulder in
movie-star smooth waves—but she’s dressed inappropriately, in a tight black
dress that barely covers her butt, her fingernails blood red and clawlike. My mama
would turn her nose up at associating with this woman, and remind me never to
dress like this if I want any respect. “Right. Welcome to Wolf Cove, Abbi.”

I grin. “Thank you. It’s
beautiful here.”

“Uh huh. So, Abbi, I see here
that you were hired for Housekeeping and Guest Services.”

“What?” I blurt. “No. Outdoor,”
I correct her.

“Well, it doesn’t say that
here. See?” She taps the screen with her nail. All of my information—my home
address, social security number, even my picture—is there, as well as a line
that, sure enough, reads position applied for “Housekeeping and Guest
Services.”

“That’s got to be a mistake.
When we spoke on the phone, you confirmed Outdoor.” I can’t spend the summer
cleaning toilets. And bed sheets! I’ll go crazy.

She frowns. At least, I think
she frowns. Her forehead doesn’t actually wrinkle. “A mistake like that would
be a first for us.”

“Well, can you fix it?” I’m
mildly panicked now.

“I’ll look into it.” She
doesn’t sound at all concerned. “For now, please stand over there so we can
take your picture.”

I stifle my groan as I follow
her direction and stand in front of a digital camera with a white screen set
behind me.

“Smile,” she says as the
flash goes off, catching me off guard, taking what I’m sure is a horrible
image. “Okay, here’s your orientation package. Training begins tomorrow morning
at 8:00 a.m. in the grand ballroom.” She reaches behind the desk and hands me a
canvas tote bag. “Inside you’ll find all kinds of useful things like our
employee guidelines handbook, information about the hotel and what our guests will
expect of service; a complimentary bottle of bug spray, though the main guest
areas are equipped with magnets to deal with them. A pocket-sized flashlight
and a can of bear spray.” She must see the flash of panic on my face because
she quickly adds, “Don’t worry; you won’t need that within the main gates. The
perimeter’s wired with electric fencing. We want our guests to enjoy Alaska’s
wildlife through guided tours, not find it waiting for them as they step out
the lodge doors.”

I give a nervous laugh.
“Okay. Good.” I know the state has plenty of black and brown bears, but I
didn’t think I’d have to worry about them here.

“And here.” Her fingers are
clicking furiously on her screen again and then, with a jangle of her key
chain, she’s unlocking a drawer and handing me an iPad and headset. “There’s an
orientation video loaded up on here. It has everything on it that you missed
tonight. You can return the iPad to me here, tomorrow.”

“Thank you.” 

“And if you hurry, you can
still grab a bite to eat in the staff lodge. Go out these doors,” her hand
gestures to the left, “and follow the signs for the village.”

“Great. Is that where I can
make calls home?” I sent a quick text from Homer to let my parents know I
landed, but my mama will be calling the front desk if I don’t send exact
coordinates for where she can find me should she need to.

“Yes. The bandwidth isn’t
enough for streaming videos, but you’ll be able to do basic things like send e-mails
and messages, check Facebook, that sort of thing.” Belinda pulls the freshly
printed card out of the printer and, after swiping it across a machine, sets it
on the counter along with a lanyard and two other cards. “You need to wear your
employee card at all times. This card is for the cafeteria.” She taps the blue
one. “Food is greatly subsidized for staff, and it’s a no-cash system, so you
can load money onto it or ask that a portion of your salary be garnered for
it.”

“Just like campus.”

“Yup. And this other card
gets you into your cabin. You’re in cabin seven. The others are already here.”

“How many others are there?”

“Six per cabin.”

I let that news sink in. I
haven’t had a roommate since my first week of freshman year. That was a
short-lived disaster. When I phoned my mama to tell her that the girl locked me
out so she could smoke pot and have sex with her boyfriend, Mama quickly forked
over another two thousand dollars and I snagged one of the last available private
rooms. We’re not poor, but my parents like to live frugally.

Either way, neither Mama nor her
bank account will fix a problem with a shitty roommate here.

Or five shitty roommates,
potentially.

I smile wide, another trick
I’ve learned. The worse the situation, the bigger my smile needs to be. My face
hurts from all the smiling I’ve done these past few months. “Okay, great. Thank
you so much.”

“I’m the hotel manager. You
will be reporting in to Paige Warhill for the housekeeping department. But, if
there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.” That doesn’t sound
genuine.

Slinging my hiker’s backpack
over my shoulders, I remind her, “You’ll look into my position, right?”

She’s already typing away on
the computer, her eyes on the screen. “Yes. Definitely.”

        ~~

“Jed came home today.”

“That’s great.” No matter how
hard I try to remove him from my daily—heck, hourly—thoughts, Mama’s always
good for reminding me. She was probably watching for his arrival since noon. We
can see the Enderbeys’s front porch from our kitchen window.

“Have you talked to him
lately?”

“No.” Not for nearly two
months. For a while there, we kept in regular contact. That’s what he wanted,
to stay close friends. Ever since he started dating her though, we’ve been
incommunicado.

“Well, he brought that trollop
along with him. Can you believe that? I don’t understand what he sees in her.”

“What?” The word comes out
like a hiss, the news a swift kick to my stomach, even all the way up in
Alaska. I hadn’t expected it so soon. Jed has officially brought her
into our world. Into the place of our childhood, where we’d lie in the grass and
decide what the clouds were shaped like, where we nursed an abandoned kitten
back to health. We’ve lived next to Jed and his family for as long as I can
remember. Jed and I used to swing on the tire tied to the oak tree and catch
toads in the pond between our properties when we were little.

“But let’s not worry too
much. Reverend Enderbey thinks that a few days with his family and her together
will prove to him that she doesn’t belong in our lives.”

Our lives.

I squeeze my eyes shut and will
this nauseating churn in my stomach to go away. I don’t want to talk, or think,
or cry over Jed anymore. “I’m in cabin seven, if there’s an emergency. I
already sent you all the other information. Remember, I won’t be carrying my
cell phone around with me. It doesn’t work well here, anyway.”

“I don’t like not being able
to get hold of you when I need to, Abigail,” she says in her typical stern
voice. There is no other tone with her, even when she’s happy. Right now, I’m
guessing she’s sitting at the harvest table in our kitchen, her floral robe
stretched over her 370 pound body, enjoying her coffee. The woman drinks coffee
late into the night and then complains that she can’t fall asleep.

“I’m going to be fine.” As
long as you stop giving me updates about my ex and his new girlfriend.

“Are you safe there?”

“Yes. They have security and
cameras and, honestly, I don’t think anyone is going to pay twelve hundred
dollars a night to commit crimes.”

“Rich people make for immoral
people.”

I roll my eyes, but only
because she can’t see me. She’d wallop me if she knew. For someone so forgiving
of Jed, she sure is judgmental of everyone else.

“Do they have plumbing, at
least?”

I gaze around the place and
burst out with laughter. It’s a log building with a cafeteria-style dining section
on one side and several sectional couches on the other, with a mammoth
two-sided stone fireplace situated in the center, the fire burning within
giving off considerable heat. Beyond swinging doors in the back, I can hear
dishes and cutlery clattering, and the occasional laugh. While there aren’t
crystal chandeliers, it’s beyond simply “nice.” “Yes, they have plumbing.”

“Don’t you be laughing at my
concern for you,” Mama scolds. “Are they feeding you well?”

I push the pan-seared chicken
around on my plate. I’m not sure what the sauce is but it’s delicious, as are
the mashed potatoes and string beans. Then again, I’m not picky when it comes
to food and I have a healthy appetite. Thank God I also have my father’s high
metabolism, otherwise I’d likely be waddling out of here by August. “I’m going
to eat better here than all year on campus. I’ve gotta go now. I haven’t even
made it to my cabin yet.”

“Are there a lot of people
working there?” she asks, ignoring my attempt at a dismissal.

“Yes. Quite a few.” The staff
lodge looks like it could accommodate a hundred people. According to the video
I just watched, Wolf Cove Hotel—an adults-only getaway—has fifty guest rooms
and three penthouse cabins available, so it’s not nearly as big as a typical
Wolf hotel. Apparently the one down in LA can accommodate 1,500 guests.

“What kind of people are
there? Do any of them look like good Christians?”

“Yeah, they look like Jed.”

“Abigail Margaret Mitchell.
Are you gettin’ smart with me?”

I sigh. “It feels like being
at school. Everyone’s young.” And attractive, from what I’ve seen so far. I
guess that makes sense though. A high-end hotel that’s focused on aesthetics
would extend that focus to what their staff looks like, right or wrong. “Mostly
female.”

“That’s good.” I hear the
relief in her voice. I know what she’s thinking. An all-female staff would be
the best way to preserve Abbi’s virtue for marriage. I don’t know how many
uncomfortable birds and bees and “wait until you’re married” and “you’ll get
pregnant if he touches you” lectures I’ve had from my mama. The only reason she
allowed me to go away to school is because it’s a Christian college, Jed was
going, and the Reverend’s son can do no wrong in my parents’ eyes.

Even though my eyes saw
exactly the wrong he can do, firsthand.

“Okay.” She sighs. “Remember
that your father and I love you, and...” There’s a long pause. “If this trip is
what you need, then we support you.”

I can almost hear her teeth
grinding as she forces those words out. But I don’t call her on it. I don’t
tell her that I’m old enough to make my own decisions without her approval. If
giving it helps her sleep at night, so be it.

“Just don’t forget who you
are, and how you’ve been raised. And no alcohol. Look what happened when Jed
got mixed up in that stuff.”

That’s one of their excuses
for what happened. Alcohol. Parties.

A.k.a. the devil.

“It’s late. You best be goin’
to bed now. And text Jed. Let him know you’re safe. I’m sure he’d like to hear
from you.”

I have no intention of
texting him now, knowing that she’s there. “Right. Gotta go. Love you,
Mama.” I hang up and sigh.

“People been doin’ that all
day long,” a voice says beside me.

I look over. A guy with dark skin
and a cropped haircut wipes the table behind me, the chain that dangles from
his pocket slapping against the wood. “Doing what? Telling their parents that
they love them?”

“Sighing with relief as soon
as they hang up. Though the ‘I love you’ is sweet.”

I chuckle. “If their mamas
are like my mama, then I believe it about the sighing.”

He works on a spot of
ketchup, his tattoos prominently displayed on his forearm. “Name’s Miguel.”

I offer him a polite smile. “I’m
Abbi.”

“Where you from, Abbi?”

“Pennsylvania, originally.
Going to school in Chicago.”

He takes a break from wiping
to stand up straight. His chocolate eyes wander over the area. “Another
beautiful college girl.”

I blush at the compliment,
though I don’t know how valid it is. While I don’t think I’m a complete troll,
I’ve spent many years wishing away my dull ginger hair for blonde, my owlish
hazel eyes for blue, and natural D-sized breasts for Bs, so it doesn’t hurt so
much when I run.

They say every girl battles
self-doubt, feeling ugly or fat or undesirable. I never really did, because I
always knew I was desirable to Jed. He told me so regularly.

But everything has changed.
I’m becoming more and more self-conscious, more unsatisfied with myself.

“Where do you live, Miguel?”

“San Jose.”

“Wow. That’s a long way to
travel for a job.”

“And it’s damn cold up here,
too.” He emphasizes the temperature change by shuddering, making me laugh.

“What made you come here to
work then?”

“Me and my cousin are line
cooks for the Wolf San Diego. This job came up and we were lookin’ for
something new. An experience, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.” I stack my
dishes onto my tray.

“And you can’t beat the
money. But,” he chuckles as he continues wiping, “not sure this Mexican can
handle remote wilderness and lack of basic communication with the outside
world. It’s a good thing they got me working the staff lodge where the Wi-Fi
is. I may go loco otherwise.” He collects my dirty plates for me. “Listen,
anything you want, my sweet Abbi, you call my name and I’ll hook you up.”

“Thanks, Miguel.”

He winks and then leaves with
a slight swagger, the rag over his shoulder, humming to himself. He’s obviously
flirting with me, but it’s the kind of casual flirting that I’ll bet he’s done
with every female he’s come across so far today. I’ll bet there are plenty of sweet
Saras and sweet Jennifers.

He’s a good-looking guy, though
too wiry and short for my taste, and I don’t much care for tattoos. Still, it
feels good, the attention, given where my confidence has sunk to over the past
few months.

I like the classic tall,
dark, and handsome. Jed fit that mold, in my eyes, anyway. And I had his eyes
without fail, too. They were glued to me. To my face, to my chest, to my ass.
Just because we were choosing the parent-approved route of saving ourselves for
marriage didn’t mean we didn’t suffer from normal teenager hormones.

He’s palmed my breasts more
times than I can count, playing with my erect nipples until they were sore. I
wrapped my fist around his erection plenty, too. Only, it was always through
his clothes. That was our rule—pants stayed on at all times. He came up with
that rule. He said he wouldn’t be able to control himself otherwise, and
honestly I wasn’t sure I would be able to either.

You can do a lot of things
with clothes on. I loved teasing him, and I used to do so mercilessly, up until
last summer when I teased him so much that he got mad and decided to teach me a
lesson. That’s why, in the barn behind my house, he held me down by my wrists,
pressed himself between my legs and ground against me until I was begging him
to take my pants off and touch me.

The perfect time for my
father and the farmhand to walk in.

That Sunday at church, Jed’s
father gave a full-hour sermon on the sins of the flesh. Mama began prepping
for a shotgun wedding, assuming I’d be delivering news of a future grandchild
any day, even though I’ve been on birth control to help alleviate terrible
menstrual cramps since I was seventeen. Boy, was getting her to agree to me on
birth control a battle. My cries of pain were what finally softened her
resolution.

Since last summer, we were
both more considerate of each other, and maybe a little more careful, realizing
exactly how wound up we could get. How easy it would be to ignore everything
we’ve been taught to value and give in to human desires.

Jed ended up throwing it away
anyway, only with someone else.

It’s not until a tear lands
on the iPad screen that I realize I’m sitting here in the staff lodge in
Alaska, still crying over Jed. I give my eyes an angry rub and then, collecting
my backpack and tote bag, head for cabin seven.

Chapter Four

 

The staff accommodations remind me of summer camp,
with small rectangular cabins lined up in rows and narrow pathways weaving
among them. There are at least fifteen, from what I can see.

I make my way toward cabin seven,
where a faint glow of light fills the windows. Laughter explodes the moment I
open the door.

“Hey!” The closest woman
comes forward with a grin. She reaches for my tote bag with her free hand. Her
other one is gripping a silver flask. “Someone’s late to the party!”

I feel my face growing red,
never one for overt attention. “My plane was delayed.”

She grins wide, showing me a
beautiful set of white teeth. She’s extremely pretty, her pixie-cut hair
framing her delicate features nicely. “No worries. I’m Autumn. You and I are
bunkmates. Hope you don’t mind being on the bottom.”

“Not at all. I’m Abbi.”

“You’re going to get to know
us all really well, and really fast.”

“I see that.” I do a quick
scan of the cabin. Three sets of twin bunkbeds, one on each wall, and a tiny
powder room opposite me. I’m not sure how six women are going to handle being
in here together, but I guess we’ll manage.

Autumn waves a hand around
the space. “Abbi, everyone. Everyone, Abbi.”

I nervously make the rounds
as the others take turns introducing themselves to me. All of them look to be
in their midtwenties. In the bunkbed kitty-corner to us are Rachel and
Katie—two giggly bottle-blondes from Tampa. Across from us, a brunette named
Lorraine from Oregon is lying on the top with a magazine in hand. A stunning
redhead from Atlanta named Tillie sits on the bottom. Her hair is a vibrant,
deep orangey red instead of my flat, boring shade; a color I’ve wished for
since I was twelve. And her voice... I could listen to her accent all day long.

“We have to share a dresser.
We each get two drawers and can split the middle one with our unmentionables. I
took the top because I’m so tall. I hope you don’t mind,” Autumn says with a
sheepish smile. She’s sweet. And she is tall. She must have at least
five inches on me.

“I don’t mind at all.” I toss
my backpack onto the floor, glad to have finally reached my bed. “What’s this?”
I ask, reaching for the thick black material hanging against the wall.

“Privacy curtains.” Autumn
yanks on it and the curtain flies across the track, around the bunkbed, closing
us off from the others.

“Like a hospital.” I guess
some privacy is better than none.

“Yeah. Sort of.” She giggles,
tucking strands of cinnamon hair behind her ear. She throws the curtain back,
until we’re a part of the group again. “The toilet’s there, and the showers are
three buildings over, to the left. Thank God, because at five in the morning,
it’s a cold walk.” She shudders. “At least they gave us robes.”

“Any guesses on what Autumn
was hired for?” Lorraine asks.

“Wilderness guide?” I guess,
and everyone laughs.

“Close. Concierge. Trust me,
you don’t want me as a wilderness guide. Everyone would get eaten.”

“Well, I for one am not
leaving the confines of this beautiful property, so no one’s gonna be eatin’
this southern girl,” Tillie purrs.

“Except maybe the big bad
wolf,” Autumn mocks, and they all explode with laughter. It must be an inside
joke. Great. A few hours late and I’m already an outsider.

Autumn reaches out to grab my
arm. “Have you seen him yet?”

I frown, confused. “Who? The
big bad wolf?”

She laughs. “Henry Wolf, the
owner.”

Oh. I chuckle and shake my head.

Her eyes widen knowingly.
“Just you wait. There isn’t a warm-blooded female here who wouldn’t spread her
legs for that man’s tongue.”

My cheeks flush. Not that I
haven’t wondered what it would feel like to have a man—Jed—go down on me. I
don’t understand how I’ll ever psych myself up to allowing it. I can’t even
touch myself without knowing that I’ll feel sinful once my climax has come and
gone. I clear my throat. “So the owner’s here?” I never bothered to read up on
the Wolf family, more interested in Alaska and the hotel itself.

“I saw him step out of his
helicopter yesterday morning.”

“You think you saw
him,” Rachel corrects.

“Oh, believe me, there’s no
mistaking that man.” Autumn takes a swig from her flask. “He spoke at my grad
ceremony two years ago. I guarantee you every woman’s panties were soaked
through by the end of it. Maybe a few men’s, too.”

Another round of laughter. I
can feel my face turning red at the crassness of their conversation. Not that I
don’t think these things, or feel these things. I’ve just been taught never to
discuss them openly like this. And my circle of friends at school doesn’t talk
like that either.

But if I’m going to be living
and working with these ladies for the next few months, I probably should start
getting used to this now.

I keep my hands busy and my
eyes down as I unpack my backpack, filling the two bottom drawers with clothes
for both warm and cold weather, while the girls discuss the owner.

“The exposé on him in Forbes
says he made his first million when he was sixteen, on some stock investment.”

“That’s a crock. He was
already born a millionaire. His grandparents owned an Alaskan gold mine.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t earn
that. It was handed to him.”

“I heard this property was
given to him.”

“And his brother.”

“No, apparently it was all
willed to him! Can you imagine the family feud over that?”

“It’s not like his brother
hasn’t gotten enough. Well, maybe not yet. Their dad is still alive so he still
technically owns this hotel.”

“Do you know who he’s dating?
That Victoria’s Secret model. What is her name? The one on the cover of the
holiday edition.”

“No. They broke up. She
caught him in bed with two of her friends.”

“So that means he’s fair
game.”

“I heard he’s super rigid and
law-abiding, like his father. Honorable to a fault.”

“No way. Word around the Wolf
is that he’s an arrogant, controlling prick who fucks women and then ditches
them.”

“A guy like that must go through
women like underwear.”

“I’ll gladly be his
underwear.”

I listen to the
back-and-forth chatter as I line my few basic toiletries up on top of the
dresser. I unwrap the picture I brought of Mama and Dad and set it on the
dresser, too. It’s my favorite one of them, back when they were in high school,
and she was trim enough that Dad could easily wrap his arms around her waist.
They got married as soon as she finished high school, my mama graduating two
years after my dad. I came along almost nine months to the day after their
wedding.

I leave the picture of Jed
and me in the bottom of my duffel bag. The one that I’ve thrown into the trash
and then fished out at least a dozen times, the pathetic, emotional part of me
unable to let go. We’re sitting back-to-back on a bale of hay during the parade
at the festival last summer, both smiling wide at the camera, happy as can be.

The only things I have left
to put away are my bras, panties, and socks. They’ll have to go in our shared
drawer. I hope Autumn doesn’t mind.

I slide open the drawer and
stifle a gasp.

“I used a piece of cardboard to
separate the space. You know, so we don’t end up wearing each other’s panties,”
Autumn says.

“Great. Thanks,” I force out,
my face burning as I study the long green dildo tucked into the side. When is
she planning on using that? I could never bring myself to buy one, let alone
bring it into a cabin with five other women!

I quickly empty the rest of
my things out and slide the drawer shut, in case she forgot to hide it.

“So, is everyone getting
together in the staff lodge tonight?” Tillie asks, watching herself in the
mirror as she drags a scarlet lipstick over her bottom lip. I tried red
lipstick on once, while getting dressed for Halloween, only to scrub it off
minutes later. I looked like a clown. Tilly doesn’t, though. She looks sultry.

“Yeah. May as well enjoy the
fun now before they work us to the bone.” Lorraine slides off her bunk and
exchanges her magazine for a flask from the top drawer. I guess I missed the
flask memo.

“Oh, please. I heard the
massage therapists work six-hour shifts, max,” Tillie scolds.

Lorraine wiggles her hands in
the air. “My precious hands need rest.”

“Those precious hands of
yours better be giving my body a deep tissue massage after a long day of answering
rich people’s stupid questions,” Autumn says, topping up her flask from a
bottle of vodka. How much has she had? Is she always this friendly, or is she
drunk? “Hey, Abbi, where’ll you be working?”

“I’m supposed to be doing Outdoor,
but they put me in Housekeeping.”

“Oh, that’s where I am! We
can go to the training session tomorrow morning together. Us redheads need to
stick together.” Tillie’s obviously happy about this. I hate to burst her
bubble and tell her that I’m being transferred as soon as Belinda sorts things
out, so I keep quiet and simply smile.

“That Outdoor crew is a bunch
of male pervs, anyway. They all stood behind the yoga team this morning and
watched them walk through their sessions,” Rachel warns, peeling her shirt off.
Katie follows suit. “We’re gonna grab a quick shower. We’ll meet you there,
okay?”

“Sure thing. Hey, Abbi.
You’re coming, right?” Autumn zips up her vest.

I’m exhausted. I’ve barely
slept in the last two weeks, thanks to finals and nervousness over this trip. Fear
of the unknown. Normally, I’d curl up in bed with a good book and read until I
drift off. I even loaded my e-reader with about fifty novels to get me through
four months of summer nights and off-work hours.

They’re all drinking,
obviously, and not bothering to hide it. Back at college, people would have
get-togethers, but they were tame and kept undercover as compared to what I’ve
heard happens on other campuses.

This is all new to me.

But I want to have fun. Plus,
it’s the best way to keep my mind off Jed and her in Greenbank.

“Sure. Yes.” They’re the kind
of girls I never hung out with in school, though sometimes I wondered what it’d
be like, to be their friends; to be a part of the “in crowd.”

“Great! The alcohol in the lodge
is the only thing not subsidized, and it’s super expensive, so you’ll want to
bring your own,” Autumn warns, adding, “Unless you’re made of money.”

I bite my tongue before I
admit to them that I don’t drink. That I’ve never been drunk before in my life.

“Here. We can share until you
can get to Homer to stock up next week.” Tillie thrusts her flask in my hand.

What if I refuse? Will I be
buying myself a ticket to loser town with them?

This feels like high school
all over again.

“Hey, can you guys save us
seats on that couch by the fire?” Rachel asks. She hooks her thumbs under her
panties and pulls them until they drop to the ground. Both she and Katie stand
front and center in the room, buck naked, seemingly without a care in the
world.

On our campus, girls changed
before heading to the shared bathrooms, and they covered themselves with
towels.

Another thing I’m going to
need to get used to.

I bring the flask to my mouth
and take a big, wince-inducing gulp.

        ~~

“So, you’re an es... esthe...” I can’t get the name
out, and I’m not sure if it’s because of the word or the alcohol that Tillie’s
been pumping into me.

“Esthetician. Yes.” Katie
giggles, flipping her silky mane of blonde hair over her shoulder. “I worked
for the Hilton for a couple years, but I got laid off last December. Wolf hired
me on contract for this job. We’ll see how things go. Maybe I can get
transferred to a permanent location when the season’s over. They have hotels
all over the world.”

“What exactly does an
esthetician do, again?” The closest place I’ve been to a beauty salon is
Sheila’s Clip ’N’ Color shop on Main Street, back home. Sheila, my mama’s
childhood friend, has been trimming my hair for as long as I can remember.

“Anything related to beauty
and grooming. That’s me. That’s what I love.” All it takes is a once-over of
her to see that. Perfectly shaped and painted nails, glowing skin, shaped
brows. “Facials, chemical peels, mani-pedis, waxing, makeup application.”

“I’ve never had any of
those things done,” I admit.

“Really?” Her blue eyes slide
over my face. I don’t think she’s all that surprised. “You should let me do
your eyebrows. It takes, like, ten minutes. Tops.”

“Does it hurt?” I glance
around, suddenly embarrassed that someone can hear this conversation. I don’t
see that happening, though. The staff lodge has come alive with laughter and
music as compared to an hour ago when I was cramming in dinner. A guy with a
beanie sits by the fireplace, strumming an acoustic guitar. If there was a
piano here, I’d try to match his notes. That’s one thing that I will miss about
not being back home for the summer: access to the piano in our family room.
I’ve been playing since I was six; mostly church hymns though. Sometimes, when
Old Mollie Simmons isn’t feeling well, Reverend Enderbey asks me to play at
Sunday service.

“Not really. Well, not your brows,
anyway.” She laughs. “It’s so worth it. Especially for the summer, when you
don’t want to be worrying about stubble under your arms or bikini line. I can
do it all for you, if you want. I do Rachel’s all the time, and she loves it.”

“But she’s bald down...
there,” I blurt out, then blush because I’ve basically admitted to checking her
out earlier.

“It’s a good look, trust me.
Just say the word and I’ll clean you right up.” Katie winks. “And guys love it,
too.”

Jed said he didn’t understand
why a woman would want to make herself look like a little girl. He thought he’d
prefer some hair. I wonder if he still prefers that. 

Then again, I’m not doing
anything for Jed anymore. Still... “I’d have to be drunk.”

She clanks her glass with my
bottle of water. “Well then, cheers to that.”

“Hey, Abbi. I’m turnin’ in
for the night. We have to be up in a few hours.”

Few hours? “What time is it?” I squint at my watch; the hands
are blurry.

“It’s two. Training starts at
nine, and if you don’t want to wait in line for a shower, you need to get in
there before seven.”

Shit. How am I even still up?
Especially with the time-zone change. “Okay. I’m coming.”

Katie squeezes my thigh
affectionately, the simple touch making me feel all the more comfortable in
this group of strangers. “We’re not too far behind you. Night.”

I stand. And take several
stumbling steps into a tall guy.

He wraps his arms around my
waist to steady me, but he doesn’t let go. “Whoa there, little lady. You okay?”
He sounds like he’s from down south. He has that charming southern drawl, but
it’s different from Tillie’s.

I tip my head back and peer
into smiling emerald-green eyes. “Yup. But thank you for saving me anyway.”

He grins at me. “You sure are
a cute little thing.”

“I don’t want to be cute,” I
grumble. “Cute gets left on the sides while “hot” gets bent over the couch by
my boyfriend because he can’t control himself.”

That wasn’t meant to be
spoken out loud.

“Whoa.” The guy holds his
hands in the air, palms out. I peel myself away from him and stumble to Tillie,
my face burning, whispering, “I blame you and your devil juice for this.”

“I’ve got your water. You’re
gonna need it.” She hooks an arm through mine and leads me out the doors and
into the night.

“It’s warmer out here than it
was before. How did it get warmer?”

Her chuckles float into the
darkness as we make our way down the path, lit with lampposts every twenty feet
or so. “The magic of Jim Beam, that’s how.”

“I love your accent. You know
that? Like, I could kiss your accent if it were an actual thing. It’s that hot.
Isn’t it beautiful out here? I mean,” I let my head tip back, “look at this
sky. You don’t get this kind of sky just anywhere.”

“I keep readin’ about those northern
lights. I’m hopin’ to see them before I leave.”

“Aurora Borealis,” I murmur,
closing my eyes and smiling, letting her lead me. That would be a sight.

Voices and laughter ahead catch
my ear.

“Damn...,” Tillie murmurs
appreciatively, and I follow her eyes to see what has caught her attention.
Three guys stroll out of the men’s shower room, the white towels wrapped around
their waists glowing in the dark. Each one of them is broad and hard and
rippled with muscles.

I’ve only ever had eyes for
Jed. Since February, I’ve had eyes for no one at all, uninterested in giving
anyone a second’s thought. Maybe it’s the distance or the foreign world up
here, or maybe it’s the alcohol, but I am appreciating this view. The alcohol
is definitely giving me the confidence to ogle them shamelessly.

“And that would be your Outdoor
crew.” A few steps closer, Tillie calls out with, “Good evenin’, gentlemen.
It’s a little bit cold to be prancin’ ’round half-naked, don’t you think?”

The one closest to her, a
blond with a casual swagger in his step, slows. “You offering to warm me up,
Tillie?”

I guess they’ve already met.

“That’s what the robes in
your cabin are for.” She flashes a deceptively sweet grin back at him. It must
be a southern thing, because all the women from the south have that smile down pat.

He steps into her personal
space—and, by default, mine, since our arms are still linked—but she stands her
ground. “But you’re so much warmer.” His pretty blue eyes turn to settle on me.
“And who’s this lovely young lady?”

“This is Abbi from
Pennsylvania.”

“She another roommate?”

“That’s right.”

Turning his gaze back to
Tillie, his eyes settling on her perky chest, he murmurs, “What I’d do to get
into that cabin of yours.”

I can’t tell if he’s talking
about literally coming to our cabin, or if he’s being figurative, but I do know
that either way, it involves sex.

“Like a fox in a hen house,
right? Y’all have a good night, now.” Tillie leads me around him and farther
down the path.

I glance over my shoulder and
see them still watching us. The blond winks at me and I can’t keep the stupid
grin from taking over my face. “How do you know them?”

“I met Connor last night. He’s
as smooth as freshly churned butter, that one. Watch out for him, if they sort
out your job situation. He’ll charm the pants right off of you by lunch hour.”

“Maybe that’d be a good thing.
Jed is taking his pants off for the jezebel every day now and he wants me to
cross my legs until he’s ready to come back. Why should he get to have all the
fun?”

“Jed? The ex-boyfriend?”

“Ex-fiancé.” I’m still numb
to the earned title of “ex.” “He cheated on me and broke my heart, but I’m
supposed to wait for him to get her out of his system. That’s why I’m in
Alaska.” The knot that normally springs up in my throat at the mention of Jed
stays down and out of sight for once. That’s a relief. Maybe this is the trick
to getting over him. Alcohol and scantily clad hunks.

“Ouch.” She gives my arms a
squeeze. “Well, don’t you worry, hun. There is plenty to choose from here to
make you forget about Jed and the jezebel.”

“Jed and the jezebel. That
could be the title of a play or something.”

“I’d rather watch the ‘Abbi
Gets Even with A Hot Dude’ play.”

I laugh. Tillie’s so sweet,
and caring. I really like her. And I feel the urge to wrap my arms around her
and give her a giant hug, so I do.

Her melodic laugh carries
through the night. “Oh, dear Lord. Maybe not so much Jim Beam next time. You
may regret it in the mornin’.”

“But it’ll have been worth
it, because I had so much fun tonight.” Mama clearly hasn’t ever drunk before,
because if she knew how much fun it is being drunk, she wouldn’t want to
deprive me of it. I’ve become so comfortable around the other Wolf staffers so
quickly.

“Yeah, we’ll see. Make sure
you finish that water before bed. And maybe take some Advil.”

Cabin seven arrives too soon,
and I’m feeling alive for the first time in forever. “I’m going to hang out
here for a few more minutes, enjoy the fresh air. It’s helping me clear my
head.”

“All right. But be quiet when
you stumble in, you hear? Lorraine went to bed already.” Tillie swipes her key
card and disappears inside.

I want to go for a walk. The
staff village is behind the lodge and separated from the guest section by a
thick cedar hedge and decorative fencing. It’s a bit like a secret garden. I’d
like to investigate it during the daylight. Right now, though, I wander along
the path, pocket flashlight in hand in case I need it, my sneakers crunching
beneath the gravel. Even in the middle of the night, it’s beautiful. The paths
are well lit, and there are security cameras everywhere. I feel safe. I’m not
normally so comfortable with walking around alone at night. I’m sure once the hotel
opens in a few days, I won’t have the luxury of this absolute quiet.

A squirrel leaps from its
branch and runs across the path in front of me, giving me a moment’s pause. Do
I have to worry about coming face-to-face with a wild animal? No. Belinda
mentioned the electric fences around the perimeter.

I make my way past the hedge
and over to the main guest area, eyeing the honeycomb of balconies above me.
Each will be alive with guests soon. Apparently they all have hot tubs. I’ve
never been in a hot tub before. These ones are for guests only, though. As are
both the indoor and outdoor pools, and the hot springs. Basically it sounds
like the only thing the staff is allowed to swim in is the bay, at the small
staff beach I haven’t yet seen.

I wonder how cold the water is.
Is it warmer than the air?

I could dip my fingers in and
check...

Before I can think it
through, I turn down the path toward the docks that I arrived on earlier,
stumbling over a rock before I manage to regain my footing. I’m drunk. I need
to be more careful if I’m going near the water.

The dock at night is
picturesque, marked at the edges with lanterns, as well as several coach
lights. Beyond that is nothing but darkness and stars.

My feet hit the cedar planks
with a thump. “Shh!” I warn, and then laugh, because no one’s out here and I’m talking
to myself. Down the long path I go, past the ferry, past a sizeable white boat,
the waves lapping quietly at its side to make a soft thumping sound, to the
end, marked by a tall rod with a light on the tip.

Dropping down to my knees, I
lean forward, stretching my fingertips outward.

My glasses slip off my nose
and plummet into the deep waters.

“No!” I cry, stretching my
arm far in my useless attempt to grab them.

A sudden pounding of feet
behind me is the only warning I get before hands seize my waist and yank me back
and to my feet.

“What the hell are you
doing?” an angry male voice exclaims.

“My glasses fell in!” I cry.

“Forget them. They’re gone.”

“I can’t forget them!”
They’re my only pair and I can barely see ten feet in front of me without them.
Sure, I brought contacts because I wear those while working outdoors, but I need
my glasses.

“They’re gone,” he reiterates.
“What on earth are you doing out here, anyway?”

“I wanted to see how cold the
water was.” His hands are still gripping my waist as if afraid I’m still going
to fall in. I try brushing them away but they’re like vise grips.

“I promise you, it’s freezing.
Though you almost took a nosedive in and found out for yourself.”

I scowl. “You’re
exaggerating.”

“I was watching you the
entire time. I’m surprised you even made it on two feet this far.”

I squint into the light to
see exactly who is scolding me, but his back is to the lamppost and his face is
cast in shadow. All I can see is a dark mop of hair and a beard. “Why are you
lurking out here in the middle of the night, anyway?”

“I wasn’t lurking,” he
mutters. “I was enjoying a peaceful night on my boat and I heard you stumbling
up the dock.”

I frown, peering over at the
boat in question, now even blurrier than before. “I didn’t notice anyone there.”

“Not surprised. Come on. You
need to go to bed.” His hand slides around my lower back and prods me toward
shore.

A rare defiant streak surges.
I didn’t fly thousands of miles away from my overbearing mama only to be
scolded and ordered around by a stranger. I jab his chest with my finger. “You
can’t tell me what to do. You’re not the boss of me. The boss is the boss of
me. And he can boss me.” I’m not sure that made much sense.

“And who is he?” Amusement laces
his tone.

“I don’t know. Some arrogant big
bad wolf billionaire who sleeps with Victoria’s Secret models and changes women
like underwear. He sounds like a complete jerk. But you’re not him. You’re...”
I’m leaning against his chest now. A broad, solid chest, his muscles hard
against me. I reach up with the hand I used to poke him to touch the few weeks’
worth of growth covering his face, my fingertips scratching across the coarse
hair. “A lumberjack.”

“A lumberjack.”

“Yes. With this beard and
this,” I rub my hand over his flannel checkered jacket, sitting open, and then
to the shirt beneath, reveling in the ridges of his stomach. “Definitely a
lumberjack. Did they hire lumberjacks to cut wood for that giant fireplace in
there? They’ve hired people for everything else. I mean, seriously, who comes
up to Alaska to get their pubic area waxed and their hair colored? And yet
there’s a full-service salon!”

His hands have found my waist
again. He takes several steps backward, pulling me along with him.

But I dig my heels in. “I’m
not going anywhere until I check the water for my glasses! I have a
flashlight!” I yell, earning his shush.

He heaves a sigh. “Will you
let me take you back to your cabin immediately after?”

“Once I do that, I will
happily go to bed with you. Not with you. I’ll go to bed. I’m not going to bed
with a lumberjack.” My tongue feels thick and slow as it trips over my rambling
words.

“Fine. But I’m holding on to
you the entire time. The owner doesn’t need any of his employees drowning.”

“Deal.”

He leads me back to the edge
and drops to his knees with me. “Sit your ass right down or you’ll end up
pulling us both in.”

“That’s no way to speak to a
lady.”

He snorts. “It is when she’s
as stubborn as a mule and as drunk as an Irishman.”

Damp cold from the dock seeps
through my jeans as I follow his order. He has large, strong hands and they
grip my slender middle tightly as I lean down, shining the small beam of light
from my pocket flashlight against the murky waters below. His hand that’s closer
to the water slides up to rest underneath my breast. I briefly consider telling
this burly lumberjack that he’s touching me inappropriately, but a part of me
doesn’t care right now.

“I can’t see them.” The water
level is much lower than I expected. I can’t even skim the top with my
fingertips. I would have fallen in, had he not been there to grab me.

“No shit.” He hauls me up
with seemingly no effort, the quick movement making the world spin a bit. “Where
are you staying?”

“Cabin...” My words trail
away as I finally see his face for the first time, bathed in a stream of light.
Steely blue eyes stare down at me. Even with heavy scruff covering his face, I
can tell that his jaw is strong and angular. And that mouth... I am utterly
riveted to those plump lips. I can’t help myself. I reach up and graze them with
my fingertips, wisps of hair around the outside edges tickling my skin. They’re
as full and soft as they look and they part for me slightly, enough that my fingertips
get wet, and warm breath skates across my skin.

My stomach bursts into
butterflies as my own lips part.

I’ve heard people say that
alcohol can change your perception, can make you believe that someone is better
looking than they are in the sober light of day. I think they call it beer
goggles. But I haven’t been drinking beer and, besides, for my eyes to deceive
me like this would be a cruel trick by Satan himself.

I’ve never seen such a
handsome man in real life.

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper,
and then my face flushes when I realize that I said that out loud. But it’s
okay that I did, I tell myself. It’s true, and he needs to know.

I gather my nerve and shift
my attention from his mouth up to his eyes to find his intense gaze weighing
down on me, skating over my features before resting on my mouth. He leans down,
his lips reaching for mine. My heart begins racing, anticipating the feel of
them on me, wondering if they’ll be firm or soft, demanding or yielding. How
does a man like this kiss?

I want to let go, to let this
complete stranger do whatever he wants with me.

He pulls back and gives his
head a small shake. “Let’s get you home. Which cabin are you in?”

“Seven.” I pause, peering up
again, my eyes roaming that handsome face. “Seriously, do you know how beautiful
you are?”

“All right, let’s get you
home fast.” He hooks an arm around the backs of my knees, one around my shoulders
and hoists me up into a cradled position, earning my surprised yelp.

“I can walk!” Though, being
in this man’s arms, with my arm wrapped around this big, strong neck and my
body pressed against this chest, is so new and exciting.

“Slow and stumbling and blind,
yeah. But I need to be rid of you now.”

“Be rid of me? Am I
that awful?”

His focus is locked on the
path ahead of us. “You’re drunk and I know exactly where this is heading. It
can’t, that’s all. Don’t take it personally.”

“And where exactly is this
heading?” Was he seriously about to kiss me? No, that’s not possible. A guy who
looks like this doesn’t try to kiss a girl like me, lumberjack or not.

His dark, low chuckle fills
the night air. “I can’t tell if you’re playing coy right now, or if you’re
actually that clueless.” When I don’t answer, his gaze flitters to meet mine for
a second. “To places a girl like you shouldn’t go tonight.”

I snort. “Great. You’re
protecting my virtue, too, now? Did my mama call you?” I stare at him as he
walks on, ignoring me. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-one.”

Ten years older than me.
Thirty-one and a face like that; I’ll bet he has slept with lots of women. I’ll
bet he’s experienced. I’ll bet he could teach me all kinds of things with those
fingers that are currently clutching my body tightly. Things that Jed couldn’t,
or didn’t want to. Thoughts of Jed make my stomach tilt. I quickly push them
away. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

He seems to hesitate. “No.”

“Neither do I. A boyfriend, I
mean. I had a boyfriend. Well, a fiancé, actually. His name is Jed. We
were going to get married next summer, but he cheated on me with the jezebel.” The
gravel crunches beneath the lumberjack’s feet as I ramble on. “That’s what my mama
calls those kind of women—jezebels. I saw her. She’s beautiful and sexy, so I
guess I know why he’d leave me for her. Anyway, I’m supposed to wait for him to
sow his wild oats. He asked me to wait, said he’d come back. Our families are
so sure he’ll come back to me.”

“And you’ll take him back, won’t
you.” His tone mocks me, as if he’s both unsurprised and repulsed by the idea.

“No. I mean, I don’t think
so.” I sigh. Who am I kidding? It’s the reason I held on to that ring instead
of casting it into the deep waters. “I can’t help but hope that he’ll realize
what a mistake he’s making and come crawling back, begging for forgiveness.”

“And you’ll give it to him.”
Again, not a question.

“No!” A moment later, I admit
with a grumble, “Maybe.” Not because I forgive him; not because he didn’t hurt
me so badly. “He’s all I’ve ever known. He’s been a part of my life for so
long. We had everything planned out. Now, I’m lost.”

Lumberjack doesn’t want to be
listening to this; I can tell by the steely look across his face. But I haven’t
talked about it with an impartial person before. My friends tell me that I
should despise Jed, and everyone back home tells me to bide my time.

Somehow dumping all this on a
complete stranger feels therapeutic.

“I don’t want to be pathetic.
I don’t want to be there for him if he does come back. I want to be over
him, moved on.” Sadness fills my chest. “But it’s hard to get over someone
you’ve loved since you were five years old.”

Lumberjack doesn’t say a
word. It’s annoying. 

“How do I do that?”

He turns to meet my gaze, his
mouth mere inches away in this position, so close that his sigh skates across
my skin. That’s the only answer I get before he turns his focus back to the
path.

Now that I’ve opened up to
him, I can’t seem to stop. “That’s why I came to Alaska. I wanted to get away
from my life for a while, at least until I have to go back to college. I don’t
know what I’m going to do after. Jed and I were going to move back home, get
married, and take over the farm. And have lots of sex. Sex, sex, and more sex.
It’s all about sex with you guys, isn’t it?”

He takes a deep breath and adjusts
my body tighter into his arms.

“So now he’s busy parading
the jezebel around my home town, probably having all kinds of sex in our
private spots, while I’m in Alaska. He asked me not to be with anyone. Can you
believe that? He’s screwing around with this other girl and yet he asked me to
wait for him, to save myself for our wedding night. Can you believe that? Would
you ever expect your ex to wait around for you like that? I should just go and
do it with someone, so that if he does come back, I can scream, ‘too late! No
virgin wife for you.’ I don’t want to be a virgin anymore. I need to find
someone who will have sex with me here.”

Lumberjack’s footsteps falter
and I squeeze his neck tightly, afraid we’re going to fall in a heap. “You’re a—How
old are you?”

“Twenty-one. I hate that part
of me still loves him. We have so much history. But then part of me...” I tip
my head back to look at the vast expanse of stars above. I know they’re
somewhere up there, but I can’t see them anymore.

He nudges my head with his
shoulder. “No passing out on me.”

I pull my head up and lean it
against his body, burrowing in until my cold nose is pressed against his neck.
I inhale deeply. “You smell good. Expensive. Is that cologne, or aftershave, or
soap, or—”

“Christ,” he hisses. “Do you
normally talk this much?”

“No? I don’t think so. It
must be the alcohol. I’ve never been drunk before. It’s fun.”

Now he does chuckle, a low
rumble that I feel deep inside my chest, and farther down, into the pit of my
belly. “You might not think that tomorrow morning.”

Where was I? Oh, right...
Jed. “A part of me hates his guts. We
were supposed to be each other’s firsts and then he went off and did it with someone
else, after all this time because he’s a guy and he’s too weak to wait. If he’d
asked me, if he told me he couldn’t wait, I would have done it. Why wouldn’t he
just ask me?”

When Lumberjack doesn’t
answer, I press. “Do you not know how to carry on a conversation?”

His stern face cracks with a smirk.
“Is that what we’re doing?” He looks down and when he doesn’t see me smiling
back, his face smooths over.

“I don’t understand.” A
sudden unexpected wave of emotion hits me, and before I know what’s going on,
hot tears are streaming down my cheeks. “Is it because I’m not pretty enough
for him? He always said he liked me like this, not like those other girls who
plaster their faces with makeup. But then he turns around and starts dating one
of them! Maybe I need to wear makeup?” I gaze at the lumberjack’s face, his
eyes locked straight ahead. “Do you think I need to wear makeup?”

His jaw tenses. “No.”

I wipe away my tears with my
free hand. “Do you think I’m pretty? I know I’m plain. I’ve just never been
into all that girly stuff.”

Finally, his blue eyes shift
from the path to meet mine, where they rest for a long moment before sliding
down to my lips and farther, to where my breasts press against his chest. “He
would have cheated on you whether you fucked him or not. Be glad you didn’t.”

I don’t know if that brings
me any comfort. I do know he didn’t answer my question. “So, should I...” I
stall over the word he used, unable to bring myself to say it. “Should I be with
someone else? Or should I wait?”

His bottom lip disappears
between his teeth, as if he’s holding back his words.

“How do I get over him?” My
voice is almost pleading. 

“By spending the next four
months fucking someone in every position imaginable.”

I’d be lying if I said I
hadn’t thought of it, more than once. But it was always from a place of pain
and rejection, a place I knew would drive me to have regrets down the road. “I
don’t want just ‘somebody.’” Right now, the way my body’s responding to him, I
want the lumberjack.

I trace the back of his neck
with my fingertips. His arms are so strong, his body is so tight, his face so
striking. Every fiber of my body is in tune with his, my skin prickling with
the thought of these hands touching my bare skin. What would it be like to be
naked with someone so big and masculine?

I twirl the little curly
wisps of hair within my shaky but unusually bold fingers. “Have you ever been
with a virgin?”

He inhales with a light hiss.
“Not for a long time.”

“Why not?”

“I prefer women over little
girls.”

I swallow against the burn of
that rebuff. He’s calling me a little girl. “So inexperience bothers you?”

“It’s never appealed to me.” A
wicked smirk touches his lips. “Though you wouldn’t be inexperienced for long.”

A flush races through my
entire body almost instantly, the heat building between my legs at the way he
talks, as if sex is a real possibility between us. Pressing my lips together to
try and hide my nervous grin, I reach up to run my fingers through his beard
again. What would that feel like against my skin if he kissed me? I’ve never
kissed a man with a beard. I’ve never kissed anyone but Jed. “I’ll bet if you
shaved your face, you’d be even more beautiful.” His jaw tenses as I caress the
edge of his jaw slowly, imagining what he looks like beneath.

“Maybe I don’t want to be more
beautiful.”

“You know what I mean,
Lumberjack.” I rest my head against his broad frame again, burrowing my face
further into his thick neck because it feels so nice and warm in there. I
notice one of the buttons on his shirt has popped open. I reach for it, intent
on fixing it for him, and accidently tug another one open in the process.
“Oops. Sorry.” My fingertip skates across hot exposed skin as I try to fix it
one-handed. Oh my God. This guy’s chest. I understand what “rock hard”
means now. His skin is smooth, with a faint line of hair trailing down the
middle. “Are you staying here, in the village?”

“Sure.”

“Which cabin?”

“Why?”

“Because maybe I want to find
you tomorrow?” 

“You won’t.”

“How do you know?”

A cocky grin flashes.
“Because if you remember any part of tonight, you’ll be avoiding me for the
rest of the summer.”

I scowl into his neck. “You think
you have me all figured out. What if I just want to say hi?”

“I’m sure I’ll see you
around.”

“Fine.” My lips have been
skating across his skin while I talk. Now I run my tongue along them, because
it’s the closest I can get without actually licking him. “You taste salty.”

A shaky breath escapes him
and he speeds up.

Did I just turn on the
lumberjack? Jed used to breathe like that when I sucked on his earlobe. My ego
sure could use the boost right now. “What if I wanted to find you for other
things?” Man, alcohol makes me brave.

There’s a long pause. “What
other things?”

I let my cool nose brush back
and forth against his neck. His neck muscles strain with a hard swallow. “You
know...”

“You can’t even say it, can
you?”

“Not when I’m sober,” I
admit. “But you’ve got drunk Abbi tonight, which means you’re in luck.”

“Then say it,” he murmurs,
his tone suddenly low and taunting.

We’ve entered the village
now. I’ll be at my cabin soon, and my time with the lumberjack and this
uncharacteristic bravery will be over. Taking a deep breath, I lift my head
enough for my mouth to reach his ear. “Would you fuck me if I asked you to?”

His chest rises against me
and then he exhales. “Maybe.” His already deep voice has grown husky and I feel
that one word right between my legs. “And what else?” 

My giggles are laced with
embarrassment. “There’s more? I don’t know. I’ve never passed first base. I’ve
never even had a guy touch me down there.”

“Here we are. Cabin seven.” 

Before I realize what’s
happening, my feet are hitting the ground, and I’ve lost the pleasing warmth of
his body against me. I reach out and grab fistfuls of his jacket, the ground
unsteady.

“Where’s your key?” he
whispers, seemingly in a rush.

“Back pocket.” I frown at the
gravel. It’s moving.

His arms wrap around me, one
settling on my lower back. Warm fingers slide against my butt as he searches my
right pocket.

“Wrong one.” I giggle, the
wide grin on my face no doubt idiotic.

His hand quickly retreats and
searches the other one, pulling out the card.

“You touched my bum. You
should at least tell me your name.”

He pauses, his eyes on the
key and the door. With a sigh, he offers, “It’s Henry.”

“Hmm... Henry.” I lean—okay,
fall—against his chest and rope my arms around his waist in a hug. Tipping my
head back to see his striking face illuminated under the cabin door light, I
whisper, “So, about that thing we were talking about.”

His jaw tenses but in his
eyes, I’m sure I see amusement dance. A gentle tug against my braid has my head
dipping farther back. My lips part as he leans down, preparing myself for a
kiss. “Stop baiting me and go to sleep.”

I give him my best pout, but
truthfully I’m beginning to feel dizzy. I need to lie down now. “Fine. Thank
you for getting me home and not letting me fall into that icy water. By the
way, my name’s Abbi. Some people call me Abigail, but I hate it. So, if I ever
see you again, don’t call me that.”

His perfect mouth is right
there, so close to me that I can smell mint on his minty breath. And I want to
taste it. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything so bad in my life as I want
to feel and taste his lips right now.

Before I lose my chance, I
stretch up on my tiptoes and skate my lips over his, the edge of his scruff
tickling me. He exhales against my skin and I close my eyes, shivering with the
sensation. He hasn’t pulled away yet though, and so I forge on, running my
tongue over his lips once before pressing my mouth against his, capturing his
top lip between mine in a hesitant, sweet kiss that I hope he’ll reciprocate.

He pulls back a touch, enough
that his mouth is out of range, and slides my card into the reader. The unlocking
mechanism sounds and the light flashes green. Pushing the door open for me, he
prods me in to the darkness. I’m brimming with disappointment and on the verge
of tears over the rebuff.

Just as I step across the
threshold though, a strong hand palms the front of my waist. He leans in, his
cool nose skating across my ear, stealing a tiny gasp from me. “Apparently some
people call me the big bad wolf,” he whispers. “But I kind of like it.”

I’m inside the cabin, the
door’s shut, and my lumberjack is gone before the words truly register.

“Oh my God!” I yelp, slapping
myself in the forehead.

A round of growls and shushes
sound out in the room.
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