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      Was that a frickin’ camel floating on a red-striped raft in his hotel’s swimming pool? The shimmering aqua water tempted him to shuck his head-to-toe black clothes, dive in, and cool off already. To escape the gargantuan orange orb scorching the back of his neck. Austin Michaels squeezed his eyes shut and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      He cracked one eye open and sure enough, the pool contained nothing but water. Great, now he was hallucinating. Heat stroke?

      All he wanted was to float on an enormous raft, crack an ice-cold beer, and call it a day. He’d been buried in spreadsheets since just after sunrise. He checked his over-sized divers watch––waterproof and perfect for the pool––and cursed.

      Shit, shit, shit. He was late for his appointment with Mackenzie Banks, his new hire who would be running the hotel’s spa and wellness programs. When she’d suggested they meet first thing in the morning to review her plans for their Labor Day grand opening, he’d countered with 3:00 p.m.

      Now it was 3:19.

      Meeting with his Spa Manager was important but his evil genius CEO––his big brother Ryan––always came first. And Ryan needed the financial reports pronto. What the hell had he been thinking when he’d decided to join Ryan and his three best friends on this wild ride opening a string of California luxury boutique hotels?

      Simple answer––retired rockstars weren’t in high demand, except for maybe at wealthy children’s sweet 16 birthday parties. His resumé consisted of a high school diploma, a couple platinum alt-rock records, and a few years managing a popular bar in Manhattan. Oh yeah, and a six week hospitality course.

      He shoved his hair out of his face and pivoted away from the alluring oasis and headed to the cocktail lounge. No choice but to soldier on and meet Mackenzie in person. Ryan claimed her world-renowned reputation ensured the hotel spa would be a huge success.

      Because he needed all the help he could get, he sure hoped so. His master plan was to assemble a team of experts to make his General Manager role easier. Sure, he’d written songs that rocketed to #1 on the charts but crunching numbers and marketing luxury resorts weren’t among his natural talents.

      He strode toward the lounge entrance and plucked the drenched fabric of his t-shirt away from his chest. Time to start wearing different clothes. No way in hell would his customary jeans and t-shirt work here in Palm Springs. Too damn hot.

      He yanked open the floor-to-ceiling accordion-style French glass doors into his comfort zone: the cocktail bar and lounge overlooking the main pool area. His eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, and he stifled a groan when the first blast of air-conditioning caressed his over-heated face.

      Thank god the hotel had been a remodel and not a new build. Although electrical and HVAC weren’t complete in many areas yet, he’d ensured that the main building, which housed the bar and a handful of the guest suites, had functioning air-conditioning.

      “I’m over here, Mr. Michaels.” A melodic voice called out.

      Mr. Michaels? That was Ryan, not him. He strolled to the jade green leather booth.

      He stopped short and sucked in a sharp inhale. Holy crap was Mackenzie stunning. He’d caught a glimpse of her at the Cypress Coast Ranch grand opening in Monterey a few weeks ago but up close?

      Long, sleek reddish gold hair cascaded around toned shoulders and framed a delicate oval face. Her chin was lifted, and her full lips were pressed into a flat line. Enormous blue-green eyes fringed with thick dark lashes echoed the swimming pool's depth but not its invitation. More like the Rockefeller ice rink in winter––glacial.

      He recovered and flashed his signature grin, designed to charm. “Hi Mackenzie, call me Austin.”

      “Hi Austin, it’s nice to finally meet you in person. I go by Kenzie.” Her mouth curved up a hint at the corners. Almost a smile.

      Time to turn things around because her emphasis on “finally” revealed her annoyance. Although she was a yoga teacher, so shouldn’t she be relaxed and easy-going? It wasn’t like she was some corporate stiff who’d be bent out of shape by his tardiness. Or bury him in paperwork.

      His jaw relaxed. “Sorry I’m late. I got stuck in spreadsheets and lost track of time. It’s almost happy hour and I’m grabbing a beer. What can I get you?”

      Her truly remarkable eyes narrowed a fraction. “I don’t drink, thank you. Did I misunderstand? I thought we had a staff meeting to review the plans for the spa and hotel opening?”

      Oops. He should have figured––she created resort spas, so she probably subsisted on cucumber water and açai bowls. So far, he was not impressing Ms. Banks. Something about her made him want to try.

      “We do have a meeting––sorry––the bar is one of the coolest places in the hotel. I figured we’d be more comfortable here. What can I get you? Fizzy water or soda?”

      She ran her tongue around her teeth. “Fizzy water would be great. Thank you.”

      “Be right back.” He placed his laptop computer on the polished charcoal gray table and strode to the refrigerator behind the long, curved marble-top bar.

      He grabbed the sparkling water and an amber lager and rejoined her. He placed the bottle next to her laptop and an enormous binder with a neon pink label.

      “No glasses yet. Is that okay?”

      “Of course. I may work in ritzy spas and hotels, but I’m not fancy.”

      He downed a mouthful, savoring the icy brew. “Well, that’s good news because I’m not the most formal guy.”

      “Okay, not formal and not fancy. Got it. So how would you like to proceed? I’ve made you a copy of my 90-day plan and the breakdown of my weekly implementation schedule. Should we start with that, or did you have an alternate agenda?”

      He swallowed a groan. Was his role running this hotel going to be all plans and timetables? This transition from being Food and Beverage Manager for the three hotels they’d opened over the last year to being responsible for everything at one location chafed.

      If only his world hadn’t imploded in Rome. If only all his dreams hadn’t shattered on his band’s final world tour. He’d be sitting around strumming his guitar with Liam and writing new songs.

      No spreadsheets. No overseeing contractors and selecting drapes, for fuck’s sake. And definitely no strait-laced employees wanting to breakdown every hour of the day in writing.

      Kenzie cleared her throat. “Umm, Mr. Michaels…I mean Austin, I’m flexible. How would you like to start? It’s already after 3:30 and we’ve got a lot to cover.”

      “Anything but numbers. Staffing, marketing, renovations, anything but finance. Please.”

      Her luscious pink lips twitched. He studied her face––she could have been a model––he should know, he’d dated enough of them when he’d been the lead singer of Black Velvet Machine. His ex-girlfriend in New York had been a supermodel.

      Like his ex, Kenzie’s face was perfectly symmetrical, with high, carved from diamond cheekbones, a small straight nose, and unusually wide eyes. But where Chantelle had always been contoured, glossy, and selfie-ready, Kenzie’s face was bare.

      “Got it. No numbers. I can work with that. So, I’ve got broad autonomy with Sanctuary Spa and its branding, right? I want to ensure we’ve got a coordinated plan moving forward.”

      “Correct. Lucas oversees the accounting for all the hotels and will continue until we hire someone. Ryan’s assistant, Jon, comes out next month to help out. I’m handling the music venue.”

      “Music venue?” Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah, music venue. Part of The Monroe’s branding includes live music.” One of his requirements when he’d agreed to run this hotel. Music flowed through his veins, even if he hadn’t performed or written a single lyric in years.

      A crease formed between her eyebrows. “I’ve opened several luxury spas and none of them have been connected to concert destinations. The type of clientele we’re seeking might be expecting something very different. Don’t you worry that a music venue might dissuade the potential guests who are coming here for a relaxing escape?”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. “The type of clientele?”

      “Music venues tend to attract noisy party types. Not wealthy spa-goers.” She shrugged.

      Irritation flared, mirroring the searing heat outdoors. He’d already hammered out the details with Ryan, who also initially had concerns. Was he really going to have to explain himself again?

      He held up a hand, determined not to reveal his frustration. “I wasn’t planning on having a mini-Coachella at the hotel. That’s already happening every year a few miles away. The Monroe is an homage to Old Hollywood and all the actors, singers, directors, and producers who escaped to Palm Springs back in the day. Frank Sinatra, Marilyn Monroe, Dean Martin, to name a few, all would sing for casual nights, and it was an enormous draw.

      “So, the vision is acoustic sets under the stars, live music on certain nights during and after dinner, maybe dancing. Not rock concerts.” He was done with those. At least as anything other than a spectator.

      “Oh, okay, that makes sense. I misunderstood. Old Hollywood glamour is the ambiance here.” She reached out and pressed a cool palm on his forearm. A jolt of energy shot up his arm and he met her gaze.

      “No worries. If you pretend I wasn’t late, I’ll pretend you like music.” He looked down and shifted away from her on the smooth leather seat.

      Maybe he didn’t need to be so defensive––the woman wanted the spa to be a success and they’d hired her for her expertise. Her obvious preparation and passion for her job was something he could admire.

      And maybe his showing up late on her first day hadn’t helped.

      She blinked slowly. “I like music, okay? You caught me off guard. I’m sorry, this heat is making me irritable.”

      “Well, we agree on the weather. Maybe we should have thought about this before we agreed to work here, right?”

      Her lips curved up into a genuine smile. “Yeah, my best friend laughed at me about settling in the desert, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. And this place is incredibly beautiful––the perfect location for a tranquil spa. At least most of the year. So, there’s that.”

      Kenzie was more reserved than he’d expected. But he was used to dealing with his brother Ryan, who generally scared the shit out of people until he knew them. They’d always been opposites, but he could always help his serious brother lighten up. Maybe the uber-organized Ms. Banks would relax once she was comfortable?

      “Okay, hit me with that 90-day plan. I can handle it.”

      She slid the laminated folder across the table to him.

      Austin flipped through the pages, “It’s color coded and has a table of contents.”

      “Isn’t it great? I color code everything. And this way, with the table of contents, you won’t have to search for anything.” She rubbed her hands together.

      He groaned. “Lucy, our wedding planner in Monterey, is also a big fan of the colored tabs. Charlie’s even worse. Just please tell me you don’t use stickers.”

      “Stickers?”

      “Yeah. Charlie makes stickers and slaps them on everything. She and Ryan almost came to blows over it.” He chuckled.

      She gasped. “Blows?”

      “Oh sorry, not real blows. Hey––no violence tolerated. It’s just when Ryan and Charlie first met, they hated each other. Everything was a battle. I’m pretty sure she put a kitten sticker on his brand new laptop, and he lost it.” He laughed again.

      “Aha. And now they’re engaged, right?”

      “Yeah, they’re getting married at the end of the month. She’s the best thing to ever happen to him. He can get really uptight, and she’s helped him lighten up.”

      “So, what does he help her do?”

      “She says he’s her safe haven. He loves her unconditionally. They used to bring out the worst in each other and now they bring out the best. But fair warning––arguing is foreplay for those two.” He shrugged.

      Now, his solemn brother was barely recognizable––all butterflies and flowers. Come to think of it, Ryan hadn’t been the only one to catch feelings with another employee. Jack and Campbell fell for each other in Paso Robles and Cameron and Lucy had been reunited in Monterey. They’d joked about him being next.

      A shiver of unease snaked down his spine. “I’m getting a water. Can I get you another bottle?” He rose and half-jogged to the bar. He needed some space––no way was he ending up engaged, like all the other Hotel Kings.

      No way in hell.

      “I’m fine.”

      Yes, yes you are. Not that he’d ever act on it. He scrubbed his hands through his hair and grabbed a bottle of ice-water. Time to tuck his emotions away and act like the boss.
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      Time to practice what she preached to her yoga students: Kenzie released a long exhale and reminded herself the quickest way to soothe anxiety was to extend exhales twice as long as inhales. Vishama Vritti technique worked like a charm. If the nerves dancing along her skin were any indication, she’d be using the yogic skill designed to soothe the parasympathetic nervous system often around Austin.

      As a yoga teacher, projecting serene strength was important, which meant mastering her emotions. Since patience wasn’t one of her natural gifts, she worked extra hard to remain even keeled.

      Even when she was screaming inside.

      Somehow, within mere minutes in Austin Michaels’ presence, he’d triggered the fiery nature she carefully controlled. Her belly had hopped, skipped, and jumped when he sauntered in looking more like the rock star he used to be. Stepping onto center stage, ready to unleash his signature raspy voice that had catapulted his band to the top of the alt-rock charts.

      Rock and roll wasn’t her thing but she hadn’t lived on Mars. At the height of Black Velvet Machine’s fame, his chiseled features, naughty grin, and tall, rangy frame had graced many a magazine cover. For a few years, the band was everywhere from Saturday Night Live to a Newsweek cover story on the second wave of alternative rock. What Pearl Jam and Soundgarden had embodied in the 90s, Austin’s band represented in the 2010s. He’d drawn comparisons to the late Chris Cornell, whose posters she’d had plastered on her walls growing up, even if she hadn’t listened to a lot of his music.

      Yeah, Austin was her own personal brand of catnip and if she let her guard down, all her meticulously laid plans could implode. In person, her boss radiated charisma, especially in this close of quarters.

      Austin slid back into the booth and picked up the folder again. His fingers were long, blunt, yet graceful. Like the guitar player he was. Do not contemplate what those skilled hands could accomplish. Focus on something else, girl.

      A flash of heat sparked down her spine. Time to harness her reactions and this meeting. Controlling situations was her superpower. At least at work.

      He glanced at the report and asked, “Are all yoga teachers so well-organized?”

      “The good ones are. And teaching is only one of my roles. I specialize in creating world-renowned spas. My ability to coordinate, plan, and execute all aspects of the business is why you guys hired me.” At least that’s what she’d believed.

      Organization was one of her top skills and had served her career well so far. Having a well-designed plan was essential for success. Even if her new boss didn’t seem to believe it.

      He raked his hand through his dense, almost shoulder-length hair––was it as silky and soft as it looked? When he leveled a stare at her, she realized his irises weren’t dark brown.

      Nope, they were a blue so deep as to appear almost black. The thicket of black lashes framing those gorgeous eyes added to the illusion. They were indigo, like the infinite depths of the ocean and about as profound.

      Her entire future was riding on positioning Sanctuary Spa at The Monroe as one of the premiere spa destinations in the country. And unlike the other six now award-winning spas she’d opened from Bali to Switzerland to Maine, she wasn’t cutting ties once it was launched. No, her dream was to not just build this spa but stay and run it, teach yoga, and plant roots in the desert.

      If she could handle the heat, both outside and in.

      So, she’d slip this unwelcome attraction to Mr. Rock Star Hottie deep in the vault. No way would Austin catch a glimpse of her untoward thoughts.

      “Good to know.” She cleared her throat and opened her folder. “Can you turn to page two please and we’ll get started. Were you going to take some notes?” He hadn’t opened his laptop.

      “I thought you made them all for me already?”

      “Very funny. At the end of the day, it’s your hotel. This is my area of expertise but I’m open to suggestions. Now, I’ve got an extra highlighter if you want to mark any passages and I have sticky tabs.” And yes, they were different colors. Neon colors.

      “Sticky tabs? Aren’t those stickers?” His dark brows lifted, and he caught his full lower lip between his teeth.

      She reached into her satchel and pulled out the small pad of various colored stickies. “Not stickers, stickies. So, you can tab pages that you want to revisit? How else will you find them without wasting time?”

      Austin rolled his eyes and flashed a grin. “I think the only time I’ve used tabs to mark pages was when I was signing contracts. But sure, why not? Can I have the bright blue and the traffic cone orange ones?”

      “Absolutely. Blue for yes and orange for no?”

      “Come again?”

      “Well, you know, orange traffic cones mean to slow down or stop. Just figured you were using the imagery.” And based on the expression on his beautiful face, he was quickly learning just how eccentric she could be. Oops.

      He smirked. “Busted. That’s exactly what I was doing. But maybe I should have picked green and red instead of blue and orange? You know, like the stoplights?”

      Warmth flooded her cheeks. “No need to make fun of me. But I suggest that’s how you use them. It’s the most logical way. You ready?”

      “Teasing, not making fun. It’s part of the company culture––you good with that?” His smiled faded.

      “Of course. But not all high-end hotel managers are so relaxed and easy-going.” Not even close.

      “Yeah, I bet. Don’t get me wrong––I get things done and done right. But we’re a more relaxed culture, more like family. Just tell me if I’m too much. You’re in charge of the spa and I trust your judgment but at the end of the day, I need to sign off on everything.”

      Why did his voice have to have that husky quality, like he’d overused it last night or something? Even when he was speaking, his voice was hypnotic. Add that onto the hint of mischief dancing in his eyes, and his clean woodsy scent, and she’d need to be vigilant to avoid falling under his spell. Acquiescing to his sheer sex appeal would be too easy.

      Not that he’d acted inappropriately but she’d seen his eyes widen and gleam with appreciation when he arrived. No, no, no, no. Austin Michaels was her boss, and her type. One role was appropriate and the other not so much.

      “Of course. Let’s go ahead and start with the staffing. If we hire the best massage therapists and estheticians, we’ll be golden. Are you okay with me setting up test massages and facials for us?”

      His eyes widened. “You want me to get a facial?”

      “Yes, and a massage. Come on, you’ve gotten massages before, right? And didn’t you ever receive facials before some of your appearances?”

      Not one of his thick black lashes flickered but his lips tightened a fraction before he replied. “Massages, of course. Facials, nope.”

      “You said Jon will be out, right? I can recruit him, but I think you deserve the pampering. Facials are really relaxing and rejuvenating. You’ll love it. Besides, the air is different here. You’ll need a different skincare regime to combat the desert climate. What better way to get started, right?”

      He barked out a laugh. “Okay, okay. I’ll be a guinea pig, but no way is anybody waxing my eyebrows.”

      She grinned. “Deal, your eyebrows remain in their virgin state. Otherwise, I won’t have a face left if I test out all the candidates. I’ll make sure to coordinate some auditions when Jon is here, too.”

      “He’ll be all over free pampering. Okay, so you’ve got the budgets and are comfortable ordering all the equipment for the yoga and workout studios, the spa supplies?”

      “Yes, everything from start to finish––that’s my specialty. If something threatens to exceed the budget, how do I handle that?”

      A crease formed between his thick brows. “You think you’re going to exceed the budget? The spa is already one of the hotel’s highest expenditures. We can’t take away from the restaurant we’re planning to put on track for a Michelin Star restaurant or the music venue.”

      “No, I don’t think so, but you never know what can happen. And I’m still concerned about this music space being counter to the Zen vibes we need.” She threaded her fingers together in her lap, her nails digging into her palms.

      Austin crossed his arms and leaned back into the booth. She did her best not to ogle his tanned forearms. Lean muscles and prominent veins with a light sprinkling of dark hair could serve as cover-arms for Forearm Porn Magazine, should such a publication exist.

      Rule number one of negotiations was that the first person who spoke, lost. So, she’d wait and see what he said. But her gut screamed that the music venue could throw a serious wrench into her detailed plans.

      He leaned those gorgeous forearms onto the table’s edge and pinned her with his gaze. “Look, Kenzie. I hear what you’re saying but I don’t think you understand my vision. It will complement the spa. We can look at ways to coordinate some music events that will be unique to Sanctuary. But it’s going to happen. If you think you cannot open the spa and co-exist with the music aspect of this resort, then maybe this isn’t the place for you.”

      So much for the magic negotiation rule. “I didn’t mean that, but I just can’t help expressing how I feel. And I’m happy to discuss some music and spa events. What do you suggest?”

      “How about I grab my guitar and we head out to the area, it’s part of the patio section of the restaurant. I’ll play a few acoustic songs and give you an idea of what I’m thinking. Deal?”

      “Okay, that works. And the restaurant and patio are on the opposite side of the resort from the spa. That makes more sense.” Maybe she’d been jumping to conclusions for no reason. Austin unsettled her.

      He nodded, his voice impassive. “It’s still too hot for me but why don’t we finish reviewing your plans and we’ll meet there at 7:30. Okay?”

      “Absolutely. Well, let’s move on to the sauna and steam room build-outs.”

      He laughed, and just like that, they were back on friendly ground. “Why anyone would want to go into a sauna in this weather is beyond me but lead on.”

      Yeah, the desert temperatures weren’t the only flames scorching her world right now.

      Mr. Austin “Forearms” Michaels was more than she’d bargained for.
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      Kenzie smoothed down her soft cotton maxi-sundress and wrestled with the nerves fluttering in her throat. The reality was she was about to sit with one of the most famous lead singers of the past decade while he played the guitar as the sun sank over the mountains.

      She couldn’t kid herself––the minute he’d sauntered over to the booth, easy as you please––a visceral jolt of energy had bloomed low in her belly. A powerful awareness she was teetering on shaky ground filled her.

      One: Austin Michaels was her boss. The Monroe was her home for the foreseeable future. In other words, the old cliché, no fishing in the company pond, applied.

      Two: Austin Michaels was her type. Correction, her former type––charismatic bad boy. After Jason and Scott and––she shook herself back to the present.

      No time to reminisce about her history of questionable relationship choices.

      If the universe had conspired to create the ultimate kryptonite for her it would be the lean, rangy, sexy as hell man with whom she’d spent the afternoon.

      Austin was a classic bad boy. Rebellious teen. Tortured rockstar. Had the requisite motorcycle and black leather jacket. Reformed––maybe? She didn’t do bad boys anymore. Especially ones with whom she worked.

      Relationships could come later. With a stable, sweet man––the kind referred to as cinnamon roll heroes in her favorite romance novels.

      Handsome, but not dangerously handsome.

      Assertive, but not aggressive.

      Successful, but not famous or
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