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        To all the laid-back and loving men out there:

        Thank you for always understanding what your significant other needs, even when they may not. You are who I like to call my Quentin Collective; funny, warm, loving, and steadfast.
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      “Have her home by eleven.”

      Quentin Buchanan met the frosty gaze of Holly’s father, Alastair Thorne, and tried not to gulp. His motto was to never show fear.

      “Yes, sir.” Quentin wasn’t insane enough to think he could challenge a powerful and dangerous warlock of Alastair’s caliber. At eighteen, Quentin was still a relative newbie compared to the older man. If Alastair wanted his daughter home by eleven, Quentin figured he’d have her home by ten-forty-five as a precaution.

      Holly laughed off Alastair’s decree and intertwined her fingers with Quentin’s. She tugged him off the porch and toward his black Harley Sportster 1200.

      “Oh, you changed the design!” she exclaimed when they were close.

      He eyed the twisting turquoise flames and smiled with pride. It had taken him three tries, but he finally managed to conjure paint the exact shade of her gorgeous irises. “Yeah.”

      Quentin swung one leg over and waited for her to tie up her long chestnut hair. When she was finished, he held out a hand to help her mount behind him. If he took a little extra time to start the bike and rev the engine, only he was to know the stall tactic allowed him to revel in the feel of her full breasts pressed against his back.

      His skin prickled, and he sensed he was being watched. Quentin looked toward the porch.

      Alastair still stood watching them with his arms crossed over his massive chest.

      He knew Quentin’s ulterior motive.

      Quentin grinned, gunned the engine one more time, and roared away with Holly’s arms and legs wrapped tightly around him.

      “Where are you taking me?” she shouted.

      “You’ll see,” he hollered in return.

      She leaned forward and tucked her chin against his shoulder.

      He imagined he could hear her sigh of happiness.

      They followed the curve of the two-lane highway for another twenty minutes until they reached the bottom of Yellow Creek Mountain. The only sound was the guttural throbbing of the engine echoing across the night.

      Something close to contentment settled in Quentin’s chest. He could make a forever-hobby of driving across the country if only Holly was clinging to him. His left palm covered the delicate hands locked across his abdomen. When she laced her fingers with his, his heart stuttered.

      She was so trusting and affectionate. The need to protect her, to nourish the love she freely offered, had become ingrained in him.

      Instead of heading toward town, Quentin changed direction and drove toward the airport. He circled around the hub and found a dirt road to the left of the smallest terminal.

      The road, with its gate clearly marked as “no trespassing,” was meant for airport maintenance personnel only. He didn’t care and knew Holly wouldn’t either. The wild child residing in her five-foot-four frame would thrill to the fact they were breaking the rules.

      She didn’t speak as he slowed. Anticipating the need, she waved her hand. The lock fell from the chain, and the large metal gate swung wide to allow their entrance. He felt more than heard her laughter. The carefree sound was robust and possessed the ability to curl around his dick and squeeze. It was an intoxicating combination of naughty and happy. Her laugh spoke to his soul.

      He parked by the fence line, removed the bungee securing the blanket on the back fender, and led her to the end of the runway. When he’d found the perfect spot, he unfurled the blanket and laid it on the grass.

      With an unhurried motion, he relaxed back on his arms and crossed his booted feet at the ankles. He gazed up at her and smiled his invitation.

      Holly was beside him in an instant, burrowing between him and his leather jacket.

      “Cold?”

      “A little,” she admitted.

      “I’m an idiot. I should’ve made sure you had a warmer jacket.”

      “Alastair taught me how to warm my body by manipulating my cells.” She glanced up into his face and shrugged. “The chill is a result of the night air. I don’t mind it.”

      “I have the perfect way to warm you,” he said suggestively.

      “Well, get to warming.”

      Holly didn’t have to ask twice. Quentin had their positions reversed before she could blink. She released a happy giggle, and he chuckled in return.

      The V at the top of her thighs cradled his jean-clad hips perfectly. He couldn’t prevent the instinctive rub of his pelvis against hers. Somehow, even as tall as he was, they fit as if they’d been made only for each other. From the moment they’d met, he’d known she was the one for him. No other would do.

      “We have about ten minutes of make-out time before the next plane takes off,” he said.

      Wordlessly, she reached her slender arms up and dragged his head down to hers. Their lips met in an explosion of youthful passion. Tongues tangled and teased. Hands explored. Bodies practically fused together in their need. They made out for the entire time.

      He could never get enough of touching her. The feel of her silky hair wrapped around his hand. The satiny smoothness of the bare skin of her back and belly. The intoxicating smell of the little spot below her ear where his lips unerringly zeroed in every time they came together.

      His watch beeped, and he reluctantly drew away.

      Her pout was adorable.

      Quentin laughed and tugged her up into a seated position between his legs, the ideal position to wrap his arms around her and cradle her back against his chest. “Watch.”

      The small passenger plane taxied down the runway and headed directly for their love nest. Holly screamed her delight when it lifted off above their heads. The whining sound of the engines was deafening, but the vibration could be felt on the ground and through his chest.

      After the plane was out of sight, she twisted to look up into his grinning face. “That was amazing!”

      He agreed. It was almost as exhilarating as having her in his arms.

      A swirl of blue lights caught his attention.

      Shit! They were busted.

      If they got hauled to jail for trespassing, her dad was going to kill him.

      “Oh, shit!” she yelled. She followed it up with a sneeze. Within a minute, a small flock of crows settled on the ground around them.

      He couldn’t see her blush, but he knew it was there. Her reaction was always the same when she forgot and swore. Quentin grinned and gave her a quick squeeze before he waved the birds off with a flick of his wrist.

      With a war cry, she scrambled to her feet. “Let’s make a run for it!”

      Quentin jumped up beside her.

      “You’re crazy,” he laughed. He could’ve reminded her teleportation was a safer bet, but he didn’t care to spoil her fun. “We’ll never make it.”

      “We’ll go out like Bonnie and Clyde. They’ll never take us alive!” she shouted with a fist in the air. “We’ll go down in the history books.”

      “You have the soul of a rebel, love.” He dropped a soft, lingering kiss on her puffy, ruby lips. “But Alastair would revive me to kill me again if anything happened to you. As it is, I doubt I’ll see the sun come up tomorrow.”

      Two cop cars pulled up about ten yards away. The officers went on, ad nauseam, about punk kids breaking the law. Quentin tuned them out to watch Holly attempt to charm her way out of being handcuffed. From his position against the cruiser, he focused on her beautiful, animated face.

      The grin on his own face had to look as dopey as it felt, but he couldn’t contain it. He loved her spirit. He also loved that her handcuffs mysteriously dropped to the ground within seconds after they were clicked into place—much to the frustration of the officer who attempted to arrest her.

      In a show of unity, he used a surge of magic to unlock and drop his own. They tried to smother their grins against the cool metal of the car when the officers started to malign the handcuff manufacturer after a third attempt to restrain them.

      Holly and Quentin were shoved into the back of the squad car, but before Officer Not-So-Friendly could close the door, she propped it open with her booted foot. “Can I bum a cigarette?” She nodded toward the pack on the dashboard. “Getting arrested stresses me out. I need a light.”

      The older officer released an irritated growl as he slammed the door. Their laughter echoed around the interior of the squad car. Their eyes met, and even though they were in a whole heap of trouble, Quentin wouldn’t have changed a second of tonight. He suspected she felt the same way when she rested her head on his shoulder and sighed.

      “I don’t want to be on the other end of the call to your dad when we have to request bail.”

      “Yeah, he already thinks you’re trouble.”

      “He’s going to have to get used to having me around. I intend to marry you, Holly Anne Thorne,” he declared huskily.

      She snuggled closer.

      He rested his cheek on the crown of her head. “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you, too.”

      A sharp rap on the window brought their heads up. An angry Alastair stood on the other side of the door.

      “Oh, shit,” she muttered.

      Holly sneezed, and Quentin quickly balled his hand to stop the influx of birds.

      “It’s official. He’s going to kill me,” he said in a low voice. “How do you suppose he got here so quickly?”

      “The sheriff is a Thorne.”

      “Great. I’m going to rot in jail.”

      She laughed and bumped his shoulder with hers. “I’ll spring you from the joint.”

      “I think you’re an outlaw at heart, love.”

      She giggled, and his suspicions were confirmed.
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      “What are you doing here?”

      Holly’s surly tone set Quentin’s teeth on edge, but he hid his irritation—as he had for nine years. “Hello, my love.”

      She rolled her eyes as she always did when he used that particular endearment. Quentin stifled a laugh. An irate Holly amused him. Her turquoise-blue eyes would deepen exactly three shades darker, and her full mouth would compress in a tight, white line. When that happened, a dimple would appear on her left cheek. The dimple never failed to fascinate him.

      “Don’t you have a job or hobby?” she asked as she returned to the task on her computer.

      “My job is you,” he replied as he leaned his elbows on the counter.

      “The stalking is getting old, Quentin.”

      “Who’s stalking? I’m guarding you.”

      “Pfft. Well, if you’re going to linger, there is a pallet of pet food that needs to be stocked on those shelves.” She used her chin to indicate the shelving unit to her left without removing her eyes from the screen.

      “Your wish is my command, my prickly pear.”

      For the second time in as many minutes, she graced him with an eye roll. He grinned and whistled a jaunty tune on his way to the stockroom. He passed Holly’s twin sister, Summer, who also happened to be the doctor of record here at the clinic. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      “Hello, tease.”

      Quentin laughed because Summer and her other three sisters already knew what Holly failed to realize. He may seem like a player, but he was, in truth, a one-woman man. He’d never stopped loving Holly, and as far as he was concerned, no one else would ever hold his heart.

      The hand truck was easy to locate. After a quick check to make sure he was alone, he waved a hand to lighten the weight of the larger bags. No sense breaking his back if he didn’t have to.

      Quentin stacked the feed to the top of the hand truck and returned to the waiting area of the Thorne Veterinary Clinic to stock shelves. As he bent for the fifth time to retrieve a bag, he felt the eyes of the multiple female employees upon him. From his peripheral vision, he noted Holly was one of the gawkers, and he bit the inside of his cheek to suppress his self-satisfied smile.

      “Pace yourselves, ladies. I have another pallet to stock,” he teased.

      Their amused titters met with a low grumble.

      Quentin lost his playful air and met Holly’s livid stare. A large part of him was pleased she’d become territorial. However, an even larger part knew she’d never act on her feelings for him.

      A long time ago, their relationship had been damaged by lies. Lies crafted by Holly’s best friend, Michelle Wright, to make it appear he’d cheated on Holly. He never did. But Michelle had been a consummate actress and played on Holly’s insecurities.

      Sadness consumed him from out of the blue. They’d lost nearly ten years to Michelle’s games, and the way things currently stood between him and Holly, they were likely to lose another ten or more.

      Quentin presented his back and continued to stock the retail shelves, not trusting his ability to maintain the faux carefree air when he was feeling anything but today. He’d come to a decision about his future.

      When they found the last of the artifacts for Alastair to resurrect Holly’s mother, Quentin would hit the road. Holly’s family unit would be restored, and his protection would be unnecessary. It was long past time for him to move on.

      A small hand on his forearm made him jump. “Mister?”

      A tiny, black-haired sprite of about six or seven stood beside him. She gazed up at him with large liquid pools of anguish. Quentin’s heart contracted. The angst in the child’s expression reminded him of Holly when she was in pain.

      He squatted in front of the girl and smiled gently. “What can I do for you, little lady?”

      “My dog… Mama needs help,” she cried tearfully.

      A glance at the window showed a woman struggling to pick up an overweight Rottweiler from the back seat of her car. He pointed to Holly. “See that woman over there?” When the girl nodded, he said, “You go tell her to prepare a room. I’ll help your mom.”

      She nodded again and ran across the reception area toward Holly.

      Quentin didn’t wait but charged outside to relieve the child’s mother of her burden. “I’ve got him.”

      “Thank you! Bear… he’s just so heavy.”

      He lifted the dog with ease and rushed toward the clinic doors.

      “What happened to him?” Holly asked as she held the main door open.

      “He escaped the fenced yard and ran into oncoming traffic,” the woman explained.

      Quentin could feel the dog’s life force fading even as he settled Bear on the exam table. If Summer and Holly could save him, it would be a miracle of the Goddess.

      The little girl stood off to one side as Summer and Holly examined the girl’s pet. Working on instinct, he picked the child up and approached Bear’s head.

      “Tell him you love him and ask him to stay.”

      “I love you, Bear,” she sobbed into the black fur. “Please don’t leave me. Please. I love you.”

      Quentin set her on the floor and urged her toward the waiting room. “Now go with your mom. Doctor Summer and Miss Holly are going to fix Bear right up.” After he witnessed her fling herself into her mother’s embrace, Quentin shut the door. “We’re going to give him a magical transfusion.”

      Holly gasped. “Quentin, you can’t⁠—”

      “I can, and I will.”

      “He’s lost too much blood, and I fear his internal injuries are too severe,” Summer argued.

      “First we start the blood draw. While that’s taking place, we’ll work up a spell,” Quentin stated. “Between the magic in my blood and your healing abilities, we can save him.”

      If asked, he couldn’t say why he was desperate to save this particular dog. Perhaps it was because he couldn’t bear to disappoint another person in his life—even if that person was a complete stranger.

      “He’ll likely have an adverse reaction to your blood, Quentin. Different species and all,” Summer warned.

      “He’s dead anyway. What do we have to lose?”

      Holly cast a protection circle to perform the magic. Then she prepared the dog for the infusion as Summer inserted the needle into Quentin’s arm where he sat outside the ring. “Sure you want to do this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, then.”

      The sisters took their places, one on either side of the table where Bear rested. They clasped hands, and each placed a palm on the canine’s abdomen.

      “Goddess, hear our plea. Assist us in our time of need.”

      The candles within the ring flickered to and fro, a clear indication the spirit of the Goddess was among them. Summer locked eyes with Holly and nodded. “We need to visualize his internal organs as they would be in full health. Look at the diagram in the book. Imagine everything in working order and the blood pumping properly through his veins. Can you do that, sister?”

      Holly gave an affirmative nod.

      “Good. Push a white healing energy out through your palm where it is resting on his belly. I’m going to knit the tendons, tissues, blood vessels, veins, and so on. Whatever you do, don’t stop feeding the healing light until I say.”

      “Got it.”

      They worked for nearly a half hour, and finally, when Quentin had nothing left to give, the women concluded their spell and closed the circle. The dog wasn’t out of the woods completely, but neither was death imminent.

      Quentin sat back in one of the padded chairs and closed his eyes, as weak as a newborn kitten. Summer left to notify Bear’s family that it would be a wait-and-see game but that the prognosis was good.

      The scent of fresh lemons teased his nostrils. A soft, warm palm settled on his cheek while another smoothed back his sweat-drenched hair.

      “Quentin.”

      The effort to open his eyes cost him what remaining energy he had left.

      “I’m going to transport you to my home in order to look after you for a while,” Holly said. “You okay with that?”

      “Yeah. But no taking advantage of my body in its weakened state.”

      “I’ll try to resist the urge,” she said dryly. “Hold on tight.”

      “I’ve never let go, love,” he murmured before he passed out.
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      Holly laid a cool cloth on Quentin’s brow and sighed.

      What he did today reminded her of all the kind gestures she’d witnessed him perform in the past. While he may be the biggest man-whore on the planet, he had a heart of gold and was ready to take on a lost cause without a moment’s thought.

      Because he was sleeping, she allowed herself to study his breathtaking face. She’d never seen a man as beautiful in her entire life. Not movie stars, not male models, not anyone. Quentin was a work of art. When the Goddess created him, she must’ve celebrated for days.

      Added to his strong forehead and straight aquiline nose were his high cheekbones. That combination, along with the dark arched brows framing his warm chocolate bedroom eyes, was sheer poetry. He also had a wide smiling mouth that boasted brilliant white teeth, all in perfect alignment. There wasn’t a soul on the planet who came anywhere close to matching his handsomeness.

      His mouth fell open slightly as he slept.

      Holly’s eyes fell to his full, generous lips. The desire to kiss him was never far from the surface. Whatever their problems had been, sex wasn’t one of them. Her breathing kicked up a notch, and her fingers twitched to trace his chiseled jaw. She closed her eyes and sighed a second time. Yes, she still desired him even after all they’d been through.

      A sixth sense told her that she was being watched. When she opened her eyes, she sucked in her breath. Quentin’s stare was hot. Bold hunger shone brightly in his gaze. The skin over her entire body tightened.

      “How long have I been out?”

      His deep, husky tone reached right in and tickled her lady bits.

      She licked her lips and swallowed before answering. “Not too long. Maybe three hours.”

      They stared, lost in one another.

      “Thank you for taking care of me,” he said, his voice low and intimate.

      “If I left you helpless in one of the exam rooms, the female staff would’ve been fighting each other for a chance to touch you.”

      He grinned and shifted the hand resting across his chest to cup her hip. The gesture was a familiar one from long ago. “In that case, I owe you doubly so.”

      Irritated with herself for being sucked back in, if only for a few hours, she removed his hand and snapped, “Don’t act like you don’t love women fighting over you.”

      Something akin to disappointment clouded his eyes before he closed them.

      “Yep. You have me all figured out.” He scrubbed his hands over his face and handed her the damp washcloth from his forehead. “Give me a few more minutes to get my legs under me, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      Ashamed of her churlish behavior, she cleared her throat. “You don’t have to leave right away. Take your time to recover.”

      He snorted his disbelief and sat up. “Don’t act like you give a shit now, Holly. You might shock my system into a fatal heart attack.”

      “I’m not a complete bitch.” A forceful sneeze accompanied her statement. Before she could fist her hand to stem the avian inundation, pecking started on the bay window beside the sofa. “Oh, for fu⁠—”

      Quentin’s large palm covered her mouth and cut off her colorful curse. “Not unless you want a scene from one of Hitchcock’s movies.”

      Holly glared her frustration.

      For a mere second, his eyes warmed with humor before he banked his amusement and released her. “You’re not a bitch. A bit of a hellcat, but not a bitch.”

      He leaned his head back on the couch and stared at her through his thick black lashes. With his legs spread wide, he was the very image of sexy. Even ill, his pull was strong. Everything inside her wanted to merge and mate with him.

      “You shouldn’t look at me that way, love. It sends mixed signals.”

      “I’m not looking at you in any way, Quentin,” she denied hotly.

      “Mmhmm.” Again, he closed his eyes.

      Concern for him overpowered her pique, and she rested a hand on his thigh. “Are you sure you’re okay? I think you should lie back down.”

      He didn’t answer, and Holly knew Quentin had passed out again.

      Because she’d never seen him this weak, her nerves got the better of her. She found her phone and dialed her aunt, GiGi, for assistance.

      In less than five minutes, her aunt had arrived.

      “What did the fool boy do?” GiGi asked.

      “A blood transfusion for a Rottweiler. He was trying to save the dog’s life for a little girl.” And didn’t that melt her heart?

      GiGi glanced up sharply. “What a lovely, yet completely foolish thing to do!”

      “Yes.” Holly’s heartfelt sigh came from the teenage girl who once loved a wild teenage boy.

      “Did he do it to impress you?”

      As she stared down at Quentin’s incredible face, she slowly shook her head. “No. It’s just who he is. Reckless. Impulsive. Sweet as the day is long.”

      “Sounds like you love him, child.”

      The statement shook her from her dreamy state. She scowled. “No. I thought I loved who he once appeared to be. I was wrong.”

      “That seems to be the theme of this family,” GiGi chuckled. “But it also seems that perhaps the women are a bunch of blind fools. Shall I include you in the lot?”

      Irritated at being lumped in with her sisters and their past relationship woes, Holly snapped, “I’ll go make you tea. Let me know if you need help with him.”
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      “You can open your eyes, dear boy. She’s gone.”

      Quentin cracked one eye to peek from beneath his lashes before sitting up straight. “She’s a hard nut to crack. You’ll wear yourself out trying to convince her she’s in the wrong, Miss GiGi.”

      “And you? Seems you’ve been chasing her for quite a long time. Aren’t you worn out yet?”

      He met her knowing violet-blue eyes and grimaced. “There are days I feel like I’m close to wearing her down. Others make me feel like I should walk away for good.”

      “Why don’t you tell her the truth?”

      Staring off in the direction Holly had gone, Quentin shrugged morosely. “If she didn’t believe me then, she won’t believe me now. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be here for her until she’s safe.”

      “Does she at least know you aren’t on my brother’s payroll?”

      He snorted. “You’d think she’d have figured that out a long time ago. Alastair thinks I’m incompetent and not good enough for his precious daughter. He certainly wouldn’t hire me as a bodyguard for her.”

      “She’s blind for the trees. But you’re wrong about my brother. He wouldn’t let you near her if he believed you incompetent.” GiGi felt his pulse and did a quick check of his pupils. “Nothing wrong with you that a little rest won’t cure, dear. Shall we make up an excuse to let you continue to stay close?”

      “If I wasn’t already in love with my prickly pear, I’d marry you in a minute, Miss GiGi.” His appreciative grin couldn’t be contained. In GiGi, he’d found a brilliant co-conspirator.

      “Pfft. Perhaps my niece is correct. You are the world’s biggest ladies’ man.”

      “Can I help it if I love beautiful women?”

      The timing for his statement was unfortunate since Holly chose that moment to return. Her concerned expression turned icy, and Quentin heaved an internal sigh. He couldn’t win where she was concerned. It had never been more apparent than recently. The time was almost upon them for him to move on. When he did, he’d leave his heart with her forever.

      When a hand patted his shoulder, he jumped. In the short time since Holly had entered the room, he’d forgotten anyone else existed.

      “You should remain here for a least another few days, my boy. What you did was a serious drain on your system,” GiGi said with a secretive wink only he was privy to. She faced Holly. “I’m assuming it isn’t a problem for you to help care for him. He’ll need twenty-four-hour care for at least three days.”

      “Aunt GiGi! I can’t take care of him twenty-four-seven. I have a job and things I need to do.”

      “Well, I suppose we could always hire a nurse for him,” GiGi said. “I know just the woman.” She pulled her phone from her purse and scrolled through the listings. To Quentin, she said, “I think you’ll like her. She’s young, gorgeous, and⁠—”

      “He doesn’t need a full-time nurse,” Holly growled as she snatched her aunt’s phone from her hand. “I’ll take care of him.”

      “I’m sure Sophie wouldn’t mind, dear. Since she’s given up modeling, she’s been looking for⁠—”

      “I said I’ll take care of him,” Holly nearly shouted.

      Quentin focused on the ceiling and bit the inside of his lip. If he made eye contact with GiGi, he was sure to laugh.

      “That’s good, child. Perhaps while he’s recovering, you can both discuss finding the last of the artifacts for your mother’s recovery.”

      “You’re on board with this now? Since when?” Holly demanded.

      Quentin remained quiet to gauge GiGi’s response. Holly’s question was legit. Prior to this moment, GiGi had been against the scheme to collect the four ancient artifacts needed to restore Aurora Fennell-Thorne’s life.

      “You’re all determined on this crazy course of action. I can only hope you will take this dear boy with you when you go after the scroll. He’s quite the bodyguard, don’t you think?”

      “He’s eye candy for desperate women,” Holly retorted as she gathered up the washcloth and bowl of water she’d used earlier. “But whatever. For now, all I need to know is if he requires any medication for his recovery.”

      As GiGi fished around in her bag of tricks, he studied her. At nearly seventy-years-old, she looked incredible. With the body of a female less than half her age and not a single line on her face, she could’ve easily been mistaken for a woman in her early thirties. Such was the case with most witches. The cellular aging slowed to a crawl. The Thornes were luckier than most with their eye-catching beauty. He could only hope he aged half as well as the members of the Thorne family. GiGi’s estranged husband, Ryker, was an idiot for not storming the proverbial castle gates and reclaiming his bride. Holly’s aunt was exceptional in every way.

      GiGi came up with a small box of Altoids mints and hastily ran her thumb over the tin. When he saw the design morph into one resembling a medical remedy, he almost lost it. GiGi Thorne-Gillespie was a crafty old broad, and he was quickly coming to adore her.

      Once again, she faced Holly to hand over the tin. “Give him one of these every three hours as needed. Don’t overdo, or you could cause stomach upset.” She snapped the closure on her black bag. “I’ll be back in two days to check on his progress.”

      Quentin captured her hand and brought it to his lips. “Thank you, Miss GiGi. You’re an angel in disguise.”

      A slight blush crept into her cheeks. “And you, dear boy, are the devil in disguise. But oh, what a handsome charmer you are. I hope the medication helps.” With a twinkle in her eye, she kissed his forehead and whispered, “Don’t give up on our girl.”

      In the blink of an eye, the older woman teleported away, leaving Quentin and Holly alone with a wealth of silence between them.

      
      Holly stared at the tin of “medication” in her hand. She wasn’t naive. She knew very well the trick her aunt had pulled with the mints. First, her nose wasn’t broken. The smell of the Altoids was overwhelming. Secondly, GiGi had pulled a similar trick when Holly was a small child and didn’t want to face punishment for whatever she’d done.

      With a slight shake of her head, she handed the tin to Quentin. “Take them or not. At the very least, they’ll give you fresh breath.”

      His bark of laughter nearly triggered hers in turn. Quentin had a wonderful laugh; full-bodied, deep, and contagious.

      “She’s one in a million. What was it like growing up with her?”

      By the time Quentin had come into the picture, her aunt had been long gone. His question was curious and forthright, and Holly answered in the same honest spirit in which he’d asked. “Aunt GiGi was only around until my mother came into my life. But when Mom went into stasis, I still didn’t see much of my aunt. She had a falling out with my father. I’m not sure why, but I assumed it had to do with Uncle Ryker.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her surprise must’ve shown because he said, “You missed having a stable adult for the most important years of your life. It had to be difficult, considering what we are.”

      “You know, no one has ever understood that before,” she said softly. Quentin might be the world’s greatest flirt, but he was also extremely perceptive. Which might also be why he was successful with members of the opposite sex, now that she thought about it more.

      “You’d be surprised what I notice about you, Holly.”

      The seriousness of his tone reached in and squeezed her heart. Once upon a time, she’d have taken those words at face value. She’d have hugged him and offered up a kiss to show her appreciation of his understanding. The loss stung. He had been essential to her existence—until the day he’d broken her heart.

      Because she needed to escape his presence, she grasped the first excuse she could think of. “I was going to make lunch. Are you hungry?”

      “Extremely,” he murmured.

      Holly swallowed hard. They both knew he wasn’t referring to food. “Great,” she burst out, her tone overly bright. “I’ll whip us up a bite to eat.”

      Wry humor curled his lip. Her gaze dropped to his mouth, and heat unfurled low in her belly. What the hell was wrong with her today? First, she’d ogled his ass as he unloaded the pallet of dog food. Then, because she couldn’t not touch him, she’d bathed his face and neck while he was sleeping. Now, she was fawning over every sideways glance.

      She turned on her heel but didn’t make it a single step before he’d captured her hand and tugged her into his lap. Without a by-your-leave, he kissed her; hungrily and all-consuming.

      Her hands flew to his chest, whether to balance herself or to feel his large, muscled pecs was up for question. Holly didn’t try to offer a token of resistance; she didn’t want to. Instead, she went with the kiss. It had been too long since she’d had intimate human contact. Too long. And deep down, she missed what she’d shared with Quentin.

      His kisses—deep, hot, slow, yet with enough fire to singe—drugged her mind and set her body alight. She wasn’t sure how it happened, but her shirt was off, and Quentin stopped, hyper-focused on a jagged scar that ran from her collarbone to beneath her bra on the right side of her chest.

      His rage was palpable.

      “I should have found a way to kill him slower.”

      Holly gasped and scrambled backwards off Quentin’s lap, crashing into the sharp corner of the coffee table. She winced and grabbed for her scrub top.

      Before she could pull it over her head, he yanked it from her hand and tossed it Goddess knew where. She focused her wary gaze from his enraged face. A whisper of a memory teased the corners of her brain. “Y-you? You w-were there?”

      His mouth twisted in an ugly grimace, and he looked away.

      Holly surged forward, any embarrassment about her scarred body gone. She grabbed his face between her palms. “Quentin? You were there?”

      A sharp, rough nod was her answer.

      “How?”

      “It’s ancient history, love.”

      She ignored his gruffness. Quentin always became irritable when he didn’t want to answer a question.

      “How?” she demanded.

      “Holly, please don’t ask me about that night.” His dark, tortured eyes lifted to meet her probing gaze.

      “I need to know. All this time, I thought it was my father who saved me from Beau and Michelle. But it was you, wasn’t it?”

      Quentin closed his eyes and nodded. “Yes.”

      The memory of the night her husband and her best friend had tried to kill her came rushing back. Holly was transported back in time through the brutal memories.

      Beau had picked her up from the diner where she was waitressing that night. Coincidentally, Quentin had been loitering around inside over a cup of coffee. As she distributed tickets to the last of her customers—Quentin included—he had clasped her hand and lightly squeezed down.

      “Don’t go with him, Holly.”

      The deep frown on his face, his tone of voice, and the fact that he
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