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            THE DEVIL WITH SIX-PACK ABS AND A FRUITY DRINK
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      This is my fresh start. My soft girl summer. My "drink wine in a silk robe and not give a single damn" era.

      I’ve been here for exactly twenty-three peaceful minutes and I’m doing just that.

      The air smells like ocean breeze and lemon Lysol, and I’ve already popped the cork on the bottle of rosé I brought in my custom "Bride-to-Be" wine tote I’ve since blacked out with a Sharpie.

      It now says, “Peace out, bitches! I’m free!”

      Is it classy? No.

      But is it cathartic? Abso-freaking-lutely.

      I’m reclining on the perfectly pristine white linen couch in my Pay-Me-Attention-And-Then-Ravish-Me retro-style one-piece swimsuit. It has a deep, plunging neckline and covers the hips, but showcases the booty. I bought it for my honeymoon, but now, screw that… I’m the opening scene of a reality TV show where I pretend to be chill and emotionally available. My silk robe is monogrammed with my first name initial. My toenails are painted a gorgeous shade of pink I’m calling "Hotter Than My Ex’s Ego."

      I’m freaking vibing and majorly feeling myself.

      And just like that, the front door of my condo opens.

      It doesn’t creak. No one knocks. It just opens.

      The hell? I know damn well I locked it!

      I checked it… twice, but in strolls six feet of too-attractive man with surfer abs and a smug-ass smirk.

      His hair is wet, dark, and messy in that “I just surfed and now I’m gonna ruin your life” kind of way. His board shorts are riding low on his chiseled hips and he’s not wearing a shirt which is showing off all of his male perfection. He’s holding a red duffel bag in one hand and a pineapple margarita in a real glass in the other. That means this Greek God either thinks he lives here—or he’s as delusional as my ex-fiancé.

      He is mistake I would definitely make if I wasn’t currently in emotional rehab.

      Well, this could ruin everything.

      Damn, how much did I drink already?

      “Uh, hi,” I say, sitting up quickly. “Are you real? I think you’re lost.”

      He freezes mid-step and his blue eyes widen. He almost drops the fruity drink and does drop the duffel bag. It lands on the floor with a thud. His expression clearly says he wasn’t expecting to see a barely dressed woman holding a wine glass lounging like she’s royalty when he walked in.

      Same, dude. Same.

      “Nope,” he says, voice deep and buttery, like someone who uses it to sell you shit that you don’t need but you buy anyway because he seduces it out of you. His brow arches and he says, “I think you’re the one who’s lost, darlin’. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

      “Oh, are you?” I arch a perfectly micro-bladed brow—something I did because, hello… I’m supposed to be taking wedding photos. “Then, care to explain why you’re walking into my rental?”

      He sets the drink on the entry table, without a coaster, and crosses his bulging biceps over his calendar worthy pecs while he regards me. “You mean my rental. I booked this condo for two weeks. Started today. You’re in the wrong location, gorgeous.”

      My stomach drops.

      No way. This is not happening.

      I also booked this condo for two weeks. Starting today.

      One of us is in the wrong condo. And it’s not me.

      “No,” I say slowly, standing up and tightening the sash on my robe like I’m about to kung-fu chop his washboard abs. “That’s not possible. I booked this beach condo six months ago.”

      His arms tighten. His biceps bulge. The corner of his mouth lifts in a cocky smirk that makes me irrationally want to throw the wine cork at his forehead and smack him right between his ocean blue eyes and also… climb him like a tree.

      What? No. Stop. Not happening.

      He mutters, “You couldn’t have. I did.”
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      I just wanted two weeks of peace. No cameras. No fake relationships. No shirts. No shoes. No drama.

      Just me, the ocean, and enough tequila to forget I’m a glorified hot plate model.

      Instead, I get her.

      And she’s all lush curves, crazy eyes, and southern sass wrapped in silk and sexy as hell vengeance.

      I swear I triple-checked the reservation. My assistant said the place was perfect—quiet, private, and had oceanfront views. I even looked it up on the studio’s VPN to make sure no one could trace it and be able to find me.

      And yet, here I am, standing in the middle of my vacation fantasy, and it’s already occupied by what appears to be an actual sex goddess in what look like designer flip-flops.

      Who the hell is this breathtaking woman?

      Shit! Is she a stalker? How did she find me?

      She looks like the kind of woman who drinks wine before noon and makes grown men cry in group chats. Her light green eyes are murdery. Her robe is creamy ivory silk. Her lush mouth could cut diamonds and suck out your soul in the same breath.

      “I’m sorry,” she says with a sarcastic smile that doesn’t reach the fire flashing in her eyes. “Are you saying you booked my escape-from-hell summer condo, too?”

      “I’m saying,” I reply, “I have the confirmation email, the door code, and a legal right to be here, sweetheart.”

      She stomps her foot against the floor and scoffs. “Well, there’s a problem then. So do I.”

      I snap, “Did you use BeachLuxe Rentals?”

      I’m not leaving this condo. I need this.

      “Yes.” She replies, glaring at me.

      “Unit 6A?” I ask.

      “Yes!” She yells.

      We both reach for our phones as I mutter, “She’s a freaking stalker. I know it.”

      She snarls, “Who would I be stalking? You’re not that hot!”

      Two seconds later, we both hold up our phones, facing outward. I look at her phone screen and she looks at mine.

      What the hell? No way!

      We’re holding up identical confirmation emails. The only difference is the last two numbers.

      Well, shit.

      “Okay,” I say, trying not to look directly at her long, shapely, legs that showcase the perfect summer glow. Or her lips. They’re full and pouty and begging for me to suck on them. Or the way her robe slips off one shoulder like it’s intentionally trying to kill me by exposing her luminous skin and elegant neck. Shaking myself out of the insane sexual fervor I’m currently suffocating under, I growl, “This is clearly a mistake.”

      “Oh, clearly.” She stalks past me toward the kitchen, her hips swaying like she’s been training for a swimsuit video for Sports Illustrated. She glances over her shoulder, her dark brown hair flying, and retorts, “But I’m not leaving.”

      “Neither am I.” I immediately reply.

      I’m not. This is absurd.

      She spins, facing me fully. “Then, we have a huge problem.”

      “No,” I say, unzipping my duffel, pulling out a shirt and pulling it over my head. I don’t miss the way her eyes follow my movement as I stare at her and say, “We have a roommate agreement. We both paid to be here and neither of us is leaving. So, you stay on your side, and I stay on mine.”

      What? No way. I cannot stay here with a stranger. Albeit an insanely gorgeous one who looks like she’d suffocate me in my sleep.

      Her mouth falls open. “There are no sides,” she snaps. “It’s a one-bedroom. There’s one bed. One shower. One wine fridge.”

      It is a one-bedroom condo. Shit!

      I drolly say, “I’m a chef. I’m not giving up the wine fridge.”

      She stands at her full height, straightening her back and making her pin-up worthy breasts part the top of her robe. Her cleavage almost has me folding until she says, “I’m an event planner. I will cut you.”

      She storms over, brushes past me, and grabs her wine glass. Tossing her head back, she drinks the entire thing in one long, angry gulp.

      As I watch her swallow, I groan.

      God help me, I’m so turned on.
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      I don’t know if it’s the residual rage from catching my fiancé with a catering assistant bent over the tasting table—or the fact that this man has a smirk like a sin you want to confess to—but I am one minor inconvenience away from going full-on, southern woman meltdown.

      I’m legit about to parade my crazy.

      “I’m not splitting a condo with some hot as all get out, shirtless stranger who drinks tequila out of crystal glassware with pink umbrellas.”

      He shrugs but smirks. “Then, don’t. I’ll stay. You’re free to go.”

      Oh, hell no.

      “Excuse me?” I screech.

      He picks up his duffel and saunters into the bedroom like he doesn’t value his life. “Your call, roomie. I sleep on the right side of the bed.”
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      The second I close the bedroom door, I sigh and text my assistant.

      
        
          
            
              
        Knox

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Double-booked. Condo has a woman in it. A hot one. I might be dead by morning.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Or married.
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      As soon as Mr. Sex Appeal and Perfect Teeth walks out of the room, I call my best friend Roxy. She doesn’t answer. So, I hang up and immediately call again. Still nothing. Exhaling rapidly, I angrily send her a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mari Lynn

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There’s a man in my condo. He’s hot. I hate him. Also, I might be thinking of climbing him like a palm tree.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Update soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at the door like I can see through it, I imagine what he’s doing in there. Then, I groan at the mental photos of what my brain says he looks like sans clothing.

      Stop it, Mari Lynn. This is bad… So, bad.

      He’s a smug stranger that is too fine to even be real. Yet here he is in my condo and threatening my sanity and my libido.

      I’m so screwed.

      Plopping onto the couch, I grab the now warm rosé and down the rest of it, straight from the bottle, while I stare at the door.

      It takes exactly twelve minutes before he emerges from the sole bedroom smelling like sandalwood and smugness.

      He’s wearing a plain white t-shirt—frankly a crime—because the shirt does nothing to hide the way he’s built. He should have a marble statue in the center of a square in Italy. He glances at me—still fuming on the couch—and has the audacity to smile. My stomach does somersaults.

      Why is he so fine?

      His brow rises as he regards me and he says, “You didn’t leave.”

      “Nope,” I reply sickly sweet. “And I’ve already unpacked. My skincare is in the bathroom. My lingerie is in the drawer. I’ve marked my territory.” My chin juts toward the bedroom. “And I’ve already pleasured myself on the bed. Remnants of my orgasm are on the spread. Bedroom is also marked.”

      Take that, Adonis.

      He raises an eyebrow and the corner of his mouth lifts as his eyes rake over me. I shiver unwillingly as he murmurs, “Is that right? You put lingerie in the drawer?”

      Oh, is he ignoring the rest?

      “Figure of speech.” I shrug and watch as he blatantly let’s his eyes travel down my body again.

      Damn it. That came out wrong.

      Or maybe it came out right since he’s now looking at me like he wants to confirm it for himself.

      My nipples bead beneath my swimsuit. He glances down, noticing them trying to catch his attention through the thin silk robe. But he doesn’t say anything about my obvious response to him or my comments about pleasuring myself on the bed.

      “Well.” He smirks again and turns, walking toward the small kitchen. “Hope you like the smell of bacon in the morning, roomie.”

      That’s it? That’s the way we’re going to play this?

      “I’m Texan,” I snap. “Bacon is my love language.”

      His laugh rumbles through the room. “So am I. Look at that. Already something in common. I’m Knox, by the way,” he calls it over his shoulder, and I can’t prevent myself from watching him walk away. Stopping, he turns and leans against the wall. He catches me ogling and simply nods at the now empty bottle in my hand. “Looks like you’re empty.”

      My eyes narrow and I strongly consider chunking the heavy glass at his head. I don’t. “Mari Lynn,” I respond and purse my lips as I consider my options.

      There is no way I can stay in this condo with him.

      He’s too smug. Too annoying. Too fucking sexy.

      I’m going to smack him… or jump his bones.

      But I am not leaving. I need this after… everything.

      He tilts his head and regards me. “Mari... Lynn. Is that first and middle or some kind of double-barreled Southern thing?”

      “It’s my first name. But you can just call me ‘not your roommate because this is my condo.’”

      Not fazed at all, he opens the fridge and peers inside. “There’s eight more bottles of wine, an entire wheel of brie, some salami, and a questionable amount of strawberries and grapes in here.”

      “I like to be prepared. What did you bring?” I snap.

      He says, “Shit, my groceries are still in my car.” He runs past me and out of the door. A minute later, he’s back with a brown paper bag. Setting it on the counter, he starts taking stuff out. My eyes widen at the contents. Five pounds of fresh pasta, three lemons, two dozen eggs, heavy whipping cream, a selection of fresh herbs, a single perfect Roma tomato, a large packet of seasonal greens and lettuce, a block of parmesan, two loaves of some kind of artisanal bread, olive oil, balsamic vinegar, and some thick sliced bacon.

      He gestures to the contents, “I cook.”

      “That’s a lot of pasta for one person. Do you eat?” I ask, eyeing his physique, and then, the single tomato. “Or are you on a strict ‘hot guy’ diet of protein and greens?”

      He grins, “So, I’m hot?” And leans against the counter, arms crossed, just watching me for my reaction as he says, “I’m a chef, and yeah, I eat… I just also keep myself fit.” He flexes and my eyes immediately zero in on his very defined biceps. He makes his pecs jump and I roll my eyes.

      But damn that’s hot.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I said he was hot, and he seems to like that. And a chef?

      Damnit! Hot and a chef.

      I’m so damn cooked.

      “Of course you are,” I mutter.
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      I don’t tell her that I’m the kind of chef that has a manager, a personal assistant, a food truck, I host a killing-it-in-the-ratings show called Knife Me, Daddy, a calendar spread, and more thirsty tweets and social media comments than any man deserves.

      I’m actually famous.

      She doesn’t seem to know who I am.

      Right now, I’m just a guy with fresh ingredients and a death wish because I can’t stop checking out the way she paces barefoot around the kitchen like she owns it. Or the way that her nipples bead when she looks at me.

      She’s attracted to me.

      She brushes past me and starts opening drawers. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Dividing the space.” She opens a drawer, finds a dry erase marker, and starts writing on the front of cabinets.

      “Her Wine.” “Her Snacks.” “Her Plates.”

      Seriously?

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “You know this is petty, right? Are you for real?”

      Looking up at me, I see a hint of something in her eyes. “I’m a woman scorned, Knox. Petty is my blood type.”

      A woman scorned? By my being here in the condo I also booked? Or… something else?

      I glance at the door. “I could still leave... but I also paid a hefty amount of money to book this condo.”

      Her lips purse and she narrows her eyes at me, “You won’t. If you were planning on leaving my condo, you’d have done it already.” Her chin dips toward the counter. “Instead, you’re unpacking groceries.”

      “You sure about that?” I retort, intrigued and amused by the situation.

      She turns to face me full-on, leaning her hip on the counter and crossing her arms over her chest. The silk robe is completely open in the front and her cleavage is on ample display. Fuck me. “You walked in here, saw me in a robe and a revenge tan, claimed the bedroom…which you are not keeping, and got groceries out of your car before walking back inside. You’re staying.”

      Her words break me out of the horny fog I’ve been in since I walked in the door.

      Touché. But not wrong.

      I’m not leaving.

      This is getting very interesting.

      Very interesting indeed.
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      I don’t care that he’s hot. I’m unfazed that his jawline could slice a baguette. And he looks like he cooks like an actual adult and smells like he knows exactly how to give a woman multiple orgasms. But I’m not at all interested.

      Lies! All lies.

      The truth is, I’m sweating and wet. And not just because the AC unit just made a noise like it’s giving up on life.

      He’s staying. So, am I.

      Shit.

      “There’s a couch,” I say finally, arms crossed. “It folds out. I’ll stay there.”

      Surprised, he leans forward on the counter, and I try not to stare at the freaking definition in his arms and chest. His throat moves as he says, “No way. You got here first. I’ll take it.” I’m mesmerized.

      My eyes trail over him again, from head to foot and back up again. I have to really fight with myself not to focus on certain parts of his anatomy. “You’re, like, six-foot-twenty. You won’t fit.”

      He grins and leans forward more, causing my mouth to go dry. “You noticed my height.”

      I noticed more than that, you sexy mother fucker.

      “I noticed you’re a pain in the ass.”

      He shrugs, completely unfazed while I’m practically like a bitch in heat over here. He’s nonchalant as he says, “So, we can share the bed.”

      I choke on air.

      What? What did he say?

      I can’t… we can’t…

      Oh, sweet mercy.

      I shake my head. “Nope. No way. Not happening. My bed is for sleeping and crying in peace.” I pin him with my gaze.

      He raises both hands and mutters, “Okay, okay. We’ll figure out the sleep zones. We can take turns since we’re clearly both staying.”

      We’re both staying… here. In this one bedroom, one bathroom, small as hell, condo.

      You can do it, Mari Lynn. Willpower, girl.

      Plus, as affected as you are by him
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