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      Follow four talented gay chefs on their journey to finding true love, all while stirring up some seriously hot and saucy cuisine.

      From the sweetest desserts to the spiciest entrees, Liam, Davin, Erik, and Trey use their culinary prowess to create unforgettable dishes that tantalize both the taste buds and the heartstrings.

      As they navigate the challenges of their demanding careers, each chef finds himself irresistibly drawn to a special someone who understands his passion and complements his personality. But will their love survive the pressures of the kitchen, the demands of their jobs and the challenges that life throws at them?

      Find out in Hot and Saucy, this sizzling series that will leave you craving more. Get ready for a mouth-watering adventure filled with passion, romance, and unforgettable flavor. All four books of the series are included in this collection.
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      PLEASURED BY THE HOT CHEF

      I was being chased by the bad guys when I ran into him… a hot chef!

      Liam is way more than a delicious dessert. He’s also a former Marine.

      The only man who can save me from my stalking ex.

      I had to move in with him to guarantee my safety.

      Being roommates with him is surreal.

      I can’t stop gawking at his chiseled chest with war wounds.

      Falling into bed with him means trouble. I don’t trust soldiers.

      But something tells me that Liam won’t shatter me.

      He’s vowed to protect my body. So, can I also trust him with my heart?

      DEVOURED BY THE HOT CHEF

      I still have a huge crush on the hottest celebrity chef in the country.

      There are countless reasons why I should stay away from him.

      For one, he’s my ex.

      Two, he’s way older.

      And three… he’s about to become my boss.

      I’ve had a big setback in my professional career.

      I need his help to get back up… not his love.

      But my eyes wander in all the wrong places when he’s close by.

      Giving this a second chance might be a mistake.

      A mistake that would either make or break me.

      Do you think it’s worth it?

      TEMPTED BY THE HOT CHEF

      He’s the bad-boy chef my brother warned me about.

      He’s also the man I’ve crushed on for years.

      My brother’s best friend.

      A world-class sushi chef.

      Six-foot-four inches of unforgettable, muscled Viking goodness.

      But why would a hot guy like Erik want me?

      I’m all awkward angles and Coke bottle glasses.

      Apparently, though, just his type.

      The kitchen’s heating up.

      We’re going head-to-head competing in a high stakes Vegas celebrity chef event.

      My eyes should be on the prize.

      But I can’t seem to keep them from roaming the competition.

      Except that it won’t be worth it when my brother finds out.

      Plus, Erik’s in deep with the mob.

      And if things go sideways?

      Then it’s his career… and my life… on the line.

      Despite all those things?

      He’s a delicious temptation I might not be strong enough to resist.

      SEDUCED BY THE HOT CHEF

      He’s the one that got away.

      The only one that ever said no,

      That ever tempted me with something more than just a one night stand

      When he gets caught up in an MC turf war,

      He disappears, never to be seen again.

      But he’s back in Sin City,

      More delicious than ever.

      And determined to take this year’s prize at the chili cookoff.

      His sauce, my BBQ,

      We’re rekindling a flame so hot it’ll never go out.

      If it doesn’t burn us alive along the way.
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      "Do you think his wine bottle is as big as his biceps?"

      The voice drifts across the restaurant, purposely stage-whispered just loud enough for me to hear. The women have been drinking for a couple of hours, and they're leaning sloppily into each other, giggling.

      My eyes cut in their direction.

      I’m pretty sure one of them was my middle school English teacher.

      It's all harmless. They're just having fun. Blowing off a little steam.

      Even a guy like me knows the value of blowing off steam.

      The heat of the open fire in front of me throws searing waves of blistering heat, and a sheen of sweat is visible over the tattoos that wrap around my forearms. It’s so hot cooking in front of this fire, I'm half a second away from peeling off my shirt.

      Except of course, that's not sanitary in the kitchen and a mid-restaurant strip tease would be enough to send table six over the edge.

      At first, the open kitchen concept seemed like a great idea.

      One of the things I love about food is how it brings people together. Anything that creates a little more closeness between the people I'm feeding and myself can't be a bad thing. Except when it is.

      Most people don’t expect the owner/chef at the high-end concept steakhouse to be a six-foot five tattooed ex-Marine.

      Fair enough.

      On the bright side, it certainly does help bring in diners. Business is good. Sometimes though, all I want to do is lose myself cooking, and it is hard not to feel a creature on display.

      "Hey Liam, you just about done there? Closing time." Nick, my bartender, looks pointedly at table six. "I don't think they’re going to leave until you go over and present the bill yourself."

      I drag my eyes over to their table again, somewhat reluctantly. I appreciate every diner who comes through my doors and everyone who spends one of their three meals a day – never mind their hard-earned money – eating my meat.

      That’s what we do here at Meat.

      Meat, steak, game meat.

      That’s my vision. The kind of meat cooked over an open fire, blending novelty and comfort, that’s perfect for a first date or a guy’s night out.

      Just in case you needed the sales pitch.

      The kind of indulgence I enjoy myself.

      But we seem to attract more of the wine bar crowd. I’ve even heard stories that Meat is fast becoming a popular destination for bachelorette parties. I try not to think about it too much as I grab the check from the server stand and cross the distance to the table in a few long strides.

      Four pairs of wide eyes look my way in surprise. One glass of wine pauses midway on its journey from the table to the woman's lips.

      "Good evening," I say, my voice suddenly an octave deeper than it was five minutes ago.

      Fuck.

      "How was everything?"

      They continue to stare, when suddenly one of the women begins to giggle. Two of the others join in. Finally, the tall brunette with snapping dark eyes leans in a little too close. “Everything is fine, chef. But the question that we have is, do you have any other meat on the menu tonight?"

      Here we go again.

      Luckily, the universe steps in and saves my ass from having to come up with a reply that's clever, polite, and gets me the hell out of this without having to hurt anyone’s feelings, or -- God forbid -- disappoint a paying customer.

      Everything happens in a flash.

      The sound of a crash, like something – or someone - hurdling headlong into the bank of trash cans outside along the street rings out. It’s followed closely by the sound of breaking glass.

      I'm instantly on high-alert, every sense kicking to the forefront.

      That's when I see him, a teenager or maybe just a diminutive man running full speed past the windows. He's gone in just a second, but then I realize two guys are fast on his heels.

      Every protective instinct I have flares. A kid in danger?

      Yeah, not on my watch. Not ever.

      I kick into motion, calling over my shoulder to Nick to handle the close. I burst through the door, bank a right and take off at a chase.

      My eyes sweep the nearly empty street, and the trio – at least I think it was three people – is already out of sight.

      That's when I hear it. A low growl, pure evil and menace, coming from the alley around the next corner. I slow, but just for a second to assess the situation.

      I didn't think on my way out the door. I didn't grab anything, not one of the steak knives that we have lying about in abundance and not even the peacemaker baseball bat that we keep under the bar. I look down at my huge fists, with their scarred knuckles.

      Okay, I’m not totally unarmed. Time to get the party started.

      There's something that I learned in my time overseas as part of the Marine Corps Special Forces: when you're moving into an unknown space against unknown opponents, you have to use everything that you have.

      My size and strength, sure. But my advantage here would be speed and surprise.

      Assessing the situation in seconds, I establish a visual before I make contact with the perps as I swing around the corner. One of the guys has a knife out and he's holding it perilously close to the kid's throat.

      The other guy’s rifling through his backpack. A robbery? Are you fucking kidding me?

      I grab backpack-rifling guy by the back of the throat and swing him up, slamming him into the side of the brick building. He drops the backpack, its contents exploding across the filthy alley floor. When he sinks to the ground with a groan, he’s out cold.

      I turn my attention to the asshole with the knife. He's close to my size, a big guy and looks like a problem. The kind of guy you see and instantly know he’s been living life way too hard for way too long.

      It's when I look in his eyes that I know he’s going to put up a hell of a fight. This is somebody without anything to lose. My stomach tightens, not because I'm afraid, but because I realize that if I hadn't gotten here when I did, this could've gone very badly for the kid.

      This guy is a predator. Somebody who's on the hunt with darker intentions in mind than stealing a guy’s backpack. Even as I'm thinking that, my hand shoots out and I manage to get a glancing blow to the side of the guy’s head. He staggers back, dropping curses.

      The kid’s eyes are locked on me, fear rolling off him like heatwaves off tar in summer.

      “Don’t worry. You’re safe.”

      Even as I say it, I realize how stupid it sounds. Clearly you’re not safe, because you're in an alleyway with two brawling giants and a guy who just had a knife to your throat.

      But I can sort that out in a minute.

      Predator guy lunges at me again with the knife, the blade narrowly missing my side. I've had enough. With one swing, I hit him so hard in the face I’m surprised my hand doesn’t come out the back of his head.

      He's tough but not that tough. He goes down. I'm not proud to say that I follow up the punch with a couple of kicks. Instantly, I hear the police sirens.

      Good. Let them take care of this scum. He deserves to be locked up.

      Just as that thought hits me, things take an interesting turn.

      The kid lets out a little cry, and at first I think it's in relief. But then I realize it's fear. His eyes are scanning the alleyway frantically, his nostrils flared.

      “I can’t be here,” he says, his voice carrying a note of terror.

      "What?"

      There are plenty of jokes about Marines not being too bright. In my case, they might be accurate because I am not catching on.

      I get my first look at this kid and my heart stops.

      Flat out stops beating in my damn chest.

      He’s actually not a kid really, or I guess I would describe him as a “college kid.” He's not very tall, a little on the lean side, with dark hair brushing his collar and the bluest eyes I've ever seen. There’s a look of both fear and hope in his eyes, mingled with defiance.

      The look of a fighter. If there's one thing I have never been able to resist, it is a big personality in a small package. I jump into action.

      “Tell me what you need.”

      Surprise flashes across his face, but he tamps it down and responds fast. "I can't get picked up by the police. I need a place to go."

      His eyes are searching frantically around the alley. Shit.

      My guard immediately goes up, warring with the pull I feel toward him. I’m conflicted over the protective instincts that flared when I saw those guys attacking him. What if he’s a criminal? What if I stepped into something I don’t really understand?

      Sometimes, though, you have to trust your instincts.

      My gut tells me this kid is good.

      Let’s hope that wasn’t my cock telling me lies.

      But I don't have time to figure it out; those police cars are seconds away. I point to the dark alley.

      “Go to the back of the alley. Do you think you can jump the fence? That'll bring you right up to the back door of my restaurant. I’ll meet you there.”

      He stares hard at me for long, precious seconds, those arresting blue eyes moving from me back to the bodies on the ground and then back up to my face. Decisions war across his face.

      He gives me a quick nod and takes off like a shot into the darkness.

      Not a clue about what’s going on here, but one thing’s for sure: I’m in trouble where those baby blues are concerned.
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      It's almost an hour later before I'm done with the cops. .

      The arresting officer is a former Marine – not special forces – but a good guy. I give him a story about the guys chasing a kid, but that I didn't see the guy. Must have gotten away.

      They take my statement, photograph the scene, and throw the guys in the back of the car to bring them down to the station.

      Probably have to testify. Just when I’m trying to do everything to stay out of the limelight, out of the system. After spending fifteen years in the military and living in the system, I just want my life to be my own. But if it gets those assholes locked up? I’ll do it.

      I make my way back to the restaurant, letting the cold air chill my skin. Honestly, I don't really expect to find the guy there.

      It wouldn’t surprise me if he quickly realized that if he followed my instructions that when he got over the fence, he had an easy out directly onto another street. He could've just disappeared into the night. What I don't expect is how my heart pounds and disappointment wracks through me at the thought of not seeing him again.

      When I step into the restaurant, the last of the customers are gone and Nick is just finishing closing down the register. "What the hell happened Liam?"

      I fill him in and then offer to finish closing. He takes off, anxious to get home. I don't blame him. He's got a beautiful family and if I had something to go home to, I’d be out of here fast myself.

      But this is what I’ve got. Life in the Special Forces – constantly on the move, constantly in danger, constantly fighting to keep my head on straight after some of the shit that I’d seen – isn’t conducive to long-term relationships.

      Once Nick’s gone, I lock the front door  and dim the lights at the front of the restaurant . I grab the deposit bag and toss it in the safe to deal with tomorrow. Then I turn around to start heading into the back, to see if the kid’s out there.

      But it looks like the back door was unlocked – damn it, I’m going to have to talk to Nick about lax security – because he’s standing right there. Five foot four, somewhere in his early twenties. The kid from the alleyway stands there in the doorway, leaning against the door jam, regarding me.

      A few long moments of silence follow. The beats stretch on too long, I feel tightening in my lower stomach, my cock twitching to life. I slam down that impulse hard. He might be the most beautiful thing I’m ever seen and I’m getting some kind of hero adrenaline rush I’ve missed.

      But you never take advantage of a civilian in distress. Not ever.

      Something about this guy isn't right. Then again, everything about him is perfect.

      A man’s never had an effect like this on me. I am a professional soldier. A professional killer. God dammit, I'm a chef.

      A professional under all kinds of pressure. But just the pressure of his gaze seems like it's going to be enough to make me crack.

      Finally he pulls himself up to his full height and looks arounds. "This is a great place. You work here?"

      "Own it."

      His eyes snap up to mine, swing around the dining room one more time and then come to rest on our menu. Inexplicably, he snorts. It’s loud, undignified, and incongruous with the kid’s elegantly disheveled appearance.

      I like it.

      ”Of course. You're the hot guy, the meathead everyone’s talking about that opened a place called Meat.”

      Shit. So the rumors about there being rumors are true.

      But the bravado seems to melt away and he suddenly just looks tired. "Look, I’m sorry. I should be saying thank you, Thank you so much for what you did back there."

      My damn ears are turning red. I’m pleased at his compliments, although they’re not needed. Any decent soldier worth his salt would do the same. As I remember the guy with his knife to his throat, the primal instinct rises up, that territorial feeling about protecting my own. It's weird, because he definitely is not mine.

      But some part of my lizard brain, along with my anatomy, hasn't got that message.

      ”Hey, no problem,”  I say neutrally. “ You okay?"

      He gives me a nod, but I notice he’s started shaking. Whatever trouble he's in caught up with him mentally. That's normal. Happens a lot on the battlefield.

      “What’s your name?”

      Easy questions. Simple details. They bring you back to the present. Help you calm down.

      The baby blue eyes meet mine, and I am swimming in the depths of the Atlantic. It's wild and it's untamed and it’s deep. God, I’d love to stay there.

      He blinks.

      "Bentley," he says. "My name is Bentley. Bentley Carter."

      "I'm Liam."

      He gives me a weak smile. ”I know who you are, Liam. You’re a local legend.”

      Right. Well fuck.

      "What do you need?"

      I know what I need. But that's definitely not on the menu tonight.

      His eyes go wide, like maybe the same thought crossed his mind and a wicked little shiver runs down my spine.
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      Bentley's eyes dart to the door and linger there for a moment. At first, I'm afraid he might decide to bolt and leave me standing there wondering what the hell just happened.

      But he doesn't. He stays put, his gaze eventually coming back to me, his eyes going up and down my body. I wonder what he's thinking, but whatever it is, he's not inclined to reveal.

      "Look, I appreciate your help. I can only imagine what would've happened if you hadn't showed up. But I can't drag you into this." He shakes his head and wraps his arms around himself. He's not having a panic attack, but he looks close to it. "I should just leave."

      No way in hell am I going to let him go like this. Deep down I know that I should. It’s his choice to stay or go. His problems aren't my problems. I've got enough of my own shit going on and don't need his shit added to it. But there's no way I can just let him walk away. He obviously needs help.

      "From where I'm standing, I'm already involved, aren't I? So, spill. Why'd you run when the cops showed up? Wouldn't it have been better to talk to them, give a statement? Without that, those guys may walk."

      Bentley nods, his eyes meeting mine. He knows that, but still he'd run.

      Why?

      He takes deep breaths, watching me warily. He has to be taking in my high and tight haircut, the way I still dress even after I’ve left the military. I’m not a cop, but I’m not that far off either.

      The gears are turning in his head. I can't think of anything else to say that'll make him open up to me, so I just wait. Either he'll tell me the truth or he won't. There's nothing else I can do at that point.

      "Because of my ex," he says after an eternity of silence. "He's a dirty cop. The two guys who'd come after me? He sent them to 'teach me a lesson' they said. If he'd been the one to respond, I don't know what would've happened. And even if it hadn't been him. He has friends here and has a very different story. I just don’t know who I can trust."

      My hands ball into fists, nails biting into my palms. Anger rises up inside me, and I fight to push it back down. "Has he done that before?"

      Bentley shrugs. "Ever since I broke up with him, shit's been happening. At first just little things. My car's been broken into a couple times. I've gotten a bunch of threatening phone calls. Nothing I can prove he's responsible for, but I know it's him. He's pissed because I left him and he hasn’t relented.”

      I watch him, waiting. It seems like there’s more here. This guy’s risking his badge, his income, and his freedom here. Is he just getting worse with time? Did they have a confrontation?

      Bentley meets my eyes and lets out a heavy sigh. “Look, a couple of weeks ago he followed me to class. Started saying and doing some really scary shit. I just thought that maybe if I was firm, if I told him that I wouldn’t put up with it, he’d stop. Trying to be polite, avoiding it, hoping it would go away: that wasn’t working.  I finally got fed up, stopped being polite, and told him to fuck off. Loudly. In public – at least, in front of a few people walking by. Even when we were together, he was really controlling. Always hyper aware of how you talked to him or reacted to him in public. Since then, it’s been escalating. And tonight, as I was leaving class, those two guys came after me." He tightens the hold around himself and shudders.

      I don't need to be a mind reader to know he's imagining what they might've done to him if I hadn't come along.

      "Have you tried calling the cops?" I ask, knowing the answer. The look Bentley gives me confirms my thoughts. If his ex is a trusted member of the local force, any accusations are going to carry a high burden of proof. Unless you get the right officer or  have hard evidence, there’s a possibility they might not look too deeply into his issues to see if his ex really is behind them.

      And who knows what he’s saying when he’s on the job.

      I want to go out, find the bastard, and beat him senseless. But I doubt Bentley is going to like that idea. "Do you have someone you can stay with for a while? Until he moves on?"

      Bentley shakes his head, his shoulders slumping. He looks on the verge of tears. I want to wrap my arms around him and promise everything will be okay, but I don't. I can't. I barely know this man.

      As much as I want to protect him at all costs, I won’t make promises I'm not sure I can keep. I'm not going to just let him walk away with nothing though. I've got to help him.

      It's like a compulsion, one I just can't ignore. He shouldn't stay at home, not if this guy is after him. I open my mouth to suggest he stay with me, then I close it. He's only just met me. I’ve only just met him.

      He'd have to be insane to take me up on an offer like that. Instead, I go with the safer route. "How 'bout I take you home? Make sure no one else is creeping around tonight?"

      Bentley's eyes go wide at the offer. Silence stretches on between us as he stares at me. Then, his eyes narrow, like he's trying to read my mind. It seems like he doesn’t believe I'm offering him something like that.

      Has his life really been that shitty? Has no one ever offered to help him without an ulterior motive?

      That just pisses me off even more.

      I hold up my right hand, three fingers extended, in the stereotypical Boy Scout salute. Eagle scouts take vow this seriously. "I solemnly swear that I will keep you safe tonight, sir."

      He’s not old enough to be called sir, but I mean it in the most respectful way.

      For a moment, Bentley continues to stare. Then, he bursts out into a fit of giggles at the absurdity. The tension in his shoulders eases and he gives me a shy smile. "Thank you. I'd appreciate that."

      There's a twinkle in his eyes now, and my heart does a fluttering thing I don’t want to think about too hard. He seems more relaxed. It's not happy, but it's a start. I want to see him smile more often.

      Hell, I want to see him more often.

      Quickly, I clamp down on those thoughts. This is not the time to be thinking about this man like that. He was just attacked. He has an abusive ex who apparently doesn't do well with rejection. He does not need me even thinking those thoughts about him.

      Bentley waits patiently as I double check that everything’s locked. I guide him over to my car, keeping a lookout. If his ex was a cop, he no doubt knows the thugs he'd sent after him were picked up and roughly where. Not taking any chances on a repeat. No one is there though, and I get him safely into my car.

      Bentley navigates me to his house. It's not very far from the restaurant, which explains why he was walking back from class. This part of Boston’s not known for violence or crime. Unless you're the ex of an asshole, apparently.

      "Give me your keys and wait here," I tell him, putting the car in park. Bentley looks at me curiously, then hands over his keyring. His eyes widen when I open the glovebox and pull out my gun, double checking that it’s loaded. He doesn't comment and I grin at him. "I'll be right back."

      Threatening phone calls and breaking into his car are one thing.

      They're annoying and destructive, but not deadly.

      Sending thugs to "teach him a lesson" means he's escalating, and I'm not going to take any chances. No way am I sending him into that house without checking it out first.

      I leave the car running but lock the doors. I leave the spare key fob with him, and tell him to hit the alarm button immediately if he needs me. If things go south, Bentley can get away at least.

      Keeping the gun ready, I circle the perimeter of the house, looking for signs of tampering. The doors and windows are all closed and intact. When I check the back door, it's locked. Continuing back around to the front reveals nothing out of the ordinary. The front door is still locked too. Good sign.

      But I’m in full bodyguard mode as I unlock the door as quietly as possible. Systematically I sweep through the house, room by room, cloaked in darkness. There aren't any sounds. Each room is empty and appears untouched. Once I've cleared every room and closet, I exhale. Everything appears safe and secure so I tuck the gun into my waistband and head back out to the car.

      When I give a sharp nod, Bentley unlocks the doors and steps out.

      "Everything okay?" he asks, his voice a little shaky.

      "It doesn't look like anyone's been here," I report and then remember to smile reassuringly. You’re not giving your commanding officer a battle report. He just needs to know the apartment’s safe. Still, I can’t help but instruct him, maybe a little too stermly: "Keep your doors and windows locked. I'd keep your phone handy just in case though. At the first sign of anything, if your instincts give you anything to worry about, you call 9-1-1. They’ll have to respond and everything will be recorded if your ex is involved."

      What he needs in a security system. Maybe a trained attack dog. Maybe an experienced Marine turned steak chef to take out anyone that bothers him.

      But those things aren’t in the cards.

      At least not for tonight. Maybe those thugs will turn on the bastard and his little scheme will go public or he’ll be forced to back off.

      One can hope.

      Now that I’m done giving my security lecture, I’m not sure what to say.

      As he looks up at me, I start to feel the back of my neck getting hot. The tips of my ears turning red. I’m glad it’s dark out.

      Bentley smiles at me, shifting from foot to foot. He runs a hand through his glossy dark hair. At first, I think he's nervous about going into the house, about spending the night alone.

      But then he leans up on his toes and kisses me. His lips connect with mine for only the briefest moment, but it's enough to send a jolt through my entire body.

      They’re warm, soft, and he tastes like caramel. As quickly as our lips touch, they part.

      This time, it's my eyes wide as I stare at him. Had he really just kissed me? It seems almost surreal. Bentley blushes and ducks his head, and I know it just happened. He reaches out and touches my arm lightly, whispers a soft "thank you” and then dashes toward the house, leaving me standing staring after him.

      Every inch of my body is on fire as I watch the door close behind him. All those thoughts I'd been trying to ignore come back with a vengeance, but I refuse to acknowledge them.

      Bentley is too young, too innocent, and has too much on his plate for me to even seriously consider. I’m at least ten, maybe fifteen years older than he is. With everything he's been through, he has more baggage than any one person needs. He certainly doesn't need my baggage piled on top.

      Yet, as I drive myself home, he's all I can think of. Damn it.
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      The neon logo illuminates the world around me as I stare at it.

      How many times have I walked past it, staring but refusing to go into the building? I've tried to forget the brickhouse of a man from that night a week ago. He’d texted me to make sure I was doing okay, and I’d sent short responses. Just the thought of him sends shivers of anticipation down my spine. And it’s a sensation that’s been so foreign in the last year, this desiring a man instead of fearing one, that I’m almost not sure how to respond.

      I can tell he’s one of the good ones, though.

      But every time I close my eyes at night, he's all I can see. More than once I've found myself wandering around downtown only to end up in front of Meat.

      A small part of me hopes for a glimpse of its owner through the windows. I could never bring myself to go inside though. It's not exactly in my budget to eat there, and I'm not sure the owner really wants to see me again.

      He'd stuck his neck out to help me that night.

      As far as I know, it hadn't come back to bite him in the ass, but if I went back to him, it just might. This kind of trouble could end up getting someone killed if I’m not careful.

      Things have been terrifying since that night. I can’t shake the feeling that someone’s watching me. A couple times, someone showed up at the house, banging on my door. After a call to the local police station and a promise to send a car by that never manifested, I’d lock myself in the bathroom, praying whoever it is will just go away.

      I haven’t wanted to bring that trouble into Liam’s life.

      But I’m so afraid, so scared, and so alone.

      And every time I think that I don’t know where to turn, I see his face. The square, determined jaw. That confident military bearing. The fact that’s he’s a wall of a man that wades into fights with armed men, seemingly unafraid. After leaving them all on the ground, knocked out cold, he’s gentle and concerned and focused on making sure that I have what I need.

      Tonight though, as I stare up at the sign, something pulls at me. I need to go inside. I tell myself to just walk away, to go home like I've done every other time, but I can't. My feet stay rooted to the spot, refusing to turn and walk away. The traitorous bastards, start moving me forward, toward the front door.

      The place is packed. Constant chatter fills the room. Tables of diners – well-dressed couples out on dates, friends meeting up for cocktails, a businessman or two in suits that cost what I make in a year – seem to love the atmosphere and excitement.

      There's laughter, excitement. People enjoy themselves, and that thought makes my heart stutter. When's the last time I'd gone out and just enjoyed myself? Not since leaving Fuckface, that's for sure.

      Dining at Meat would stretch my budget thin, but I don’t care. I need this, I decide. One night of splurging won’t kill me.

      The hostess guides me to a small table toward the back, giving me a full view of the restaurant. Liam’s hard at work in the open kitchen, but he hasn't noticed me. Even though I had a menu in my hands, I can't bring myself to look at it. All I can do is watch the gorgeous man moving with grace through the kitchen. Despite his size and the fact that he must be the most muscular chef on the planet, he moves with the skill of a dancer.

      There’s an economy of movement, a sense of control, the feeling of a man in charge of his body. If he brings that kind of precision to the kitchen, I can’t even imagine what he’d be like in the bedroom.

      At the thought, my cheeks flame and I stare down at the table. This is so out of character.

      But then I look around. I'm enamored by him, and I'm not the only one. Most of the tables in the restaurant are watching him. This place could serve garbage and I bet it'd still be packed.

      The laughing, gorgeous women at a table near the kitchen are all obviously ogling him, far more interested in the chef than the food he's cooking. Calling this place "Meat" is definitely the most apt description.

      Liam is like a slab of perfectly roasted rare meat on display for a room full of hungry lions and lionesses.

      The chef scoops up arm loads of plates and moves purposely through the dining area, carrying them over to the group of women. There’s no mistaking that he’s a man on a mission. No matter what situation I see him in, his military background is evident.

      It’s also very hot.

      As he crosses the restaurant, I wonder: Isn't that what most places have food runners for? But the women are all still staring open-mouthed at him, half-full wine glasses in their hands, and I can only imagine how much they'll tip him..

      He knows how to work the crowd, that's for sure.

      The woman sitting at the head of the table in a sleek black dress has a white sash on, and she's ogling Liam more intensely, more hungry, and maybe just a touch more desperately than the others.

      Squinting my eyes, I can just barely read what's written on it and realize it's a bachelorette party. Don't those normally happen at strip clubs or dance clubs? The way the women are staring at them, I'm starting to wonder if they think they're at a strip club.

      My suspicions are confirmed when the woman loudly asks how much it would cost for Liam to put on a little show for them. Her drunken, high pitched screech is nails on chalkboard as it  carries clearly through the restaurant. The murmurs of conversations recede, and everyone turns to watch. Some of the patrons appear simply curious. Others look hungry, like they cannot wait for him to put on a little show for the bride-to-be.

      Liam grins at the girl, then winks at her before shaking his head.

      "As much fun as that would be, it wouldn't be fair to the other guests." He waves his arms in a sweeping motion to encompass the entire dining area. "I've still got more orders to cook, so you'll just have to enjoy that show instead."

      With another wink, Liam spins and heads straight back into the kitchen. Jesus, he's good, I think as I watch him get right back to work.

      Even a straight man would've been stunned by a bold request like that. Or given into the temptation of flirty with a pretty, eager woman. But not him. He'd just shrugged it off, given her a polite response, then gone right back to what he'd been doing.

      Does that happen frequently? Staring and enjoying the view is one thing, but do people really think it's okay to basically ask him to strip right in the middle of a restaurant? Even just the thought fills me with annoyance. Logically, I know I have no claim on this man. But he deserves to be treated better than that.

      A pretty woman appears right in front of me, startling me. She grins at me though, bubbly and full of energy. She's probably used to diners getting distracted by the view, but my cheeks flush at getting caught.

      Liam is a person, I remind myself. He's not actually a piece of meat, existing just to stare at.

      "What can I get you?" the woman asks. She's probably close to my age, maybe a year or two younger. But she's so confident and comfortable in her skin it makes me feel like a child. Why can't I be like that? I wonder. Why can't I just be comfortable being myself?

      Deep down, I know the answer, but I refuse to acknowledge it. Not now.

      Quickly, I stare at the menu I'd been holding but hadn't actually looked at or read.. My eyes scan down the simple page, then lock onto the text at the bottom. In a red embroidered box are the words Chef's Special. It takes me only a moment to read the description.

      Instead of choosing a meal myself, the chef comes out, talks to me, and decides the perfect thing to make me.

      Hell, yes. That’s perfect, I think. Followed immediately by, oh my god, what have I done?

      Crisis of confidence at table seven, Chef.

      I barely note the exorbitant fee before pointing at it and informing the waitress of my choice. Her eyes go wide for a moment, then she quickly scribbles something onto her pad and beams at me. "I'll go let him know!"

      She skips off toward  the kitchen.

      Heat rises in my cheeks again as I watch after her. First, I'd sat there ogling the man, now I’m paying out the nose for a chance to talk to him again. There’s no guarantee he'll even remember me, but I can't help but revel in the chance to spend a bit more time with him.

      That night, despite the circumstances, he hadn’t made me feel like the Bentley whose life was a constant mess. He’d just made me feel like Bentley and reminded me that I had feelings and desires that go way beyond fear and lust.

      I want more than conversation about food though. I want to get to know the man. Something draws me to him. Hopefully, talking to him a bit tonight will help sate that inner need. I can't be attracted to him, not seriously anyway. I have way too much shit going on in my life to drag him into it. It was bad enough he'd gotten involved that night. That was enough of a headache for him.

      I was lost in my thoughts again, when a shadow looms over me.. My heart races as I turn to see who's standing there, half expecting it to be Brett or another one of his “friends.”

      Instead, it's Liam, his bulk filling my vision as he smiles down at me. The way he looks at me leaves no questions about whether or not he remembers me. His eyes are an unusual shade, but very striking; he’s looking down at me intensely while giving me a broad grin.

      My palms sweat and my mouth goes dry. For some reason, I can't for the life of me figure out what to say to the man. I smile at him and hope that's enough.

      “I’ve been thinking about you, wondering how you’re doing,” he says very quietly. A look of surprise washes over him. I get the distinct impression he didn’t mean to say that out loud. He clears his throat, squares his shoulders, and pushes on.

      "Kelly told me you wanted the chef special," he said, in that deep, booming voice. Again, I shiver and barely manage to nod. His smile slips for the briefest moment, then returns almost instantly.

      "It's actually too late in the evening for that. I've got to get the rest of these orders finished before we close. But if you want...." He takes a deep breath, standing a bit straighter. There's a look in his eyes I can't quite place, but he keeps talking before I get a chance to really study it. "If you don't mind staying after close, I don't mind."

      "Sure, that's fine," I say immediately, the words flying out of my mouth before I even have a chance to consider them. The chance to sit and talk with Liam without all the other diners around watching us?

      It’s a heavenly offer, and there's no way I’d refuse.

      Liam's grin broadens as he nods and I’m struck again how handsome he is when his serious, striking face looks happy and relaxed. "Perfect. I'll have Kelly bring you over a glass of wine while you wait. Once I get the rest of these orders finished, I'll join you."

      Something about him scrambles my reality. It's like everything I know is sucked out of my brain with a straw, leaving me unable to form even a single sentence.

      When Kelly brings me over a glass of wine, I fight to keep from downing it all in one gulp. As much as I want the alcohol to steady my nerves, I force myself to sip at it, afraid of what I might do or say if I let myself get too tipsy.

      If I'm going to be sitting with Liam, just the two of us, then I need to keep my wits about me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          LIAM

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The last hour of work is always the worst.

      I don't have the time to be as personal as I'd like with each of the tables. Getting orders done before we're closed takes my full attention. I don't mind spending all night cooking, but my staff feels differently.

      They have things like families, hobbies, lives. Just because cooking is my passion doesn't mean they want to spend all night in a hot kitchen.

      Thankfully, the bachelorette party starts to die down and the more-than-a-little drunk women start to filter out. Once that table leaves, the noise level recedes and I exhale a breath of pure relief.

      The vibe at the bachelor and bachelorette parties doesn’t sit right with me. On one level, I know it’s just harmless fun.

      The guests seem to think a stag or hen party is their last chance to perv on strangers that aren't their soon-to-be spouses. I love my open kitchen, but on nights like this, I feel like I'm an animal in a zoo rather than a chef. And a bigger part of me wishes the guests were more excited about what they’re getting access to at home, the amazing things that marriage means, rather than falling into the “last chance to escape the old ball and chain” routine.

      Me? If I met the right guy and he’d have me, I’d look forward to worshipping him every day of my life.

      For a moment, I stand in front of the stove and close my eyes, taking deep breaths. It’s been a madhouse all night, with me cooking nonstop.

      I cannot wait for a chance to sit down and unwind, but Bentley is still waiting for me.

      And the anticipation of being so close to him has a whole different kind of tension coiling low in my stomach and in other parts of my anatomy.

      It’s been just over a week since I dropped him off; I’d exchanged phone numbers with him and texted a couple of times. His responses were prompt, polite, and brief. He either didn’t want me in his trouble or he didn’t want me in his life.

      I didn’t like it. But I respect a guy’s choice on whether he spends time with me, always.

      I thought of him frequently, his safety. I’d driven by his place a few times at inobtrusive times. Just to make sure he was safe. No questionable cars parked on the street. No weirdos in the bushes.

      When Kelly, the server,  told me a customer had wanted the Chef's Special, my heart dropped. It wasn't often that diners chose that since it’s ultra expensive. With it being the end of the night, I knew I'd have to deny them and I hated to have to do it. Then, I noticed Bentley sitting there waiting for me, and everything around me spun.

      I could not have told him no even if I wanted to. I'd offered to let him stay after close. I can't deny how my pulse raced when he'd accepted. Now, it is time to deliver on my promise.

      After giving the staff orders to clean up everything else, I fill a chilled platter with various meats and bring it over to his table. He looks up as I approach, and his smile lights up the room. Those baby blues dance with anticipation as he looks me over; the platter too, but I’m not flattering myself when I say he is definitely taking in my muscles.

      I have to be extra careful not to drop the platter as my heart rate skyrockets.

      "Sorry for making you wait so long," I say as I slide into the seat across from him and set the platter on the table between us. I chose a small selection of our best cuts.

      But as much as I know I should get right to the point, I can't help but stare into his eyes. "How have you been? Is your ex still bothering you?"

      Bentley’s eyes shift around the room, but no one’s near enough to overhear us. The few employees left are all busy cleaning and prepping for the morning.

      Bentley takes a breath, then shrugs. "It's been quiet since that night, mostly. A couple times I thought I saw someone standing on the street outside my house, but whenever I turn on the lights, there's no one there, so it's probably just my mind playing tricks on me."

      The words stumble out of his mouth in a jumble, then he clamps his lips shut. It's like he didn't mean to tell me all that but wasn't able to stop himself.

      I reach out and take his hand in mine, squeezing it. His hands are tiny, and I’m suddenly aware of how huge my hands are, my scarred knuckles, a burn across the back of one from a blast. But he doesn’t seem to notice or pull away.

      He's on edge, and I want to comfort him, calm him down. "Are you still walking home after classes?"

      "God no!" Bentley says instantly, then his cheeks flush. "Sorry. I learned my lesson. As much as I like quiet walks back after class, I'm not going to make that mistake twice. I take the bus or get a rideshare. I make sure to leave right after my last class too and stick to crowds of people as much as possible."

      A weight lifts off my chest.. I'd been worried about him. He’s taking steps to keep himself safe, even though he shouldn't have to. I still want to find that asshole ex of his and bash his head in for what he'd done to him.

      I also can't help but wonder if he really was seeing things or if someone had been lurking outside his place. Unfortunately, the second seems more likely.

      If the ex is that obsessed with Bentley, I doubt he'd just backed off and left him alone, as much as I wished he had. Was it him lurking outside, hoping to scare him a little? Or was it someone else he'd sent, casing the place?

      Either option is possible. Neither is good.

      Bentley distracts me from asking more questions though. He's focused on the meat between us, asking me about the various cuts. I can't tell if he's actually curious about it or just wants to change the subject. Either way I'm more than happy to oblige him.

      It doesn’t escape my notice how much I want to please this boy.

      He chooses a cut, then he follows me back over to the kitchen while I cook it up for him. It's nice, having an actual conversation while I cook. Most of the guests who watch me just sit and stare. With Bentley though, I'm feeling like an actual person. He's easy to talk to, easy to open up with. And I really feel like myself, something that’s been hard since I got out of the military.

      "What are you going to school for?" I ask, glancing over my shoulder at him. Kelly refilled his glass of wine before leaving for the night, and Bentley holds it tight between his hands.

      "I'm getting my master’s degree in education." He laughs when my eyes go wide. Then, he shrugs. "I know, most people don't think I'm old enough to have finished my undergrad, much less being in graduate school."

      My cheeks flush. It was like he'd read my mind. I thought he was maybe twenty-one at most, and I was not about to embarrass myself by asking how old he actually was.

      Instead, I turn back to the meat roasting up perfectly over an open fire.

      "You want to be a teacher, I guess? What grade?"

      "Elementary school, ideally, but honestly, I'll teach any grade." Out of the corner of my eye, he takes a sip of his wine. "I like teaching. It's fun, being able to work with kids and watch them grow. I've wanted to be a teacher as long as I can remember. I’m actually doing my student teaching at an elementary school right now."

      I nod and ask a few more questions, Bentley answering each one without a moment's hesitation.

      Most of his family lives out of state. He moved to Boston when he'd started his undergraduate and stayed to get his master’s. Boston gets plenty of people moving in for school but most pack up and leave once they're gone. Bentley sounds like he actually likes living here and wants to stick around even after he's finished his schooling.

      Once he has his food in front of him, I take a seat and narrow my eyes.

      He's definitely trying to distract me with all this conversation. I don't need to be an expert mind reader to figure that out. The question is, what is he trying to hide? I
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