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          About Heartbreaker

        

      

    

    
      Kiki Michaelson wants one wild night to forget her starving-artist worries. Simple.

      

      Only instead of Darren Cole becoming her one-night stand, he taunts her with a challenge. Then while she’s trying to best him at his own game, he turns out to be the last thing she’s prepared for: someone she wants to keep.

      

      Which means all he can ever be…is a friend.

      

      Darren Cole never allows a girl to get close—not close enough to matter.

      

      Then storms in Kiki Michaelson, a beautiful, fearless temptation that rocks his world off-balance. But he fights their attraction, unwilling to gamble something physical with their close ties. Until the passionate sculptor exposes her heart and breaks his wide open.

      

      In that moment it becomes clear: she could never be just a friend.

      

      Sometimes what you run from…is exactly what you need.
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          1 The Target

        

      

    

    
      Kiki…

      

      For a blessed few hours, I forgot.

      Loading Zone did that to me. The nightclub’s Industrial Grunge feel, which I’d helped design with its exposed brick and rusted steel, wrapped itself around me like a comfortable blanket. Heavy bass thumped, vibrating into my bones. My thighs burned from dancing back-to-back songs. Three lemon drop martinis in the last two hours hummed warmth through my veins.

      “C’mon,” my sister Kendall shouted above the loud music as she grasped my hand, then tugged me forward. “My toes are numb.”

      Out of breath, I nodded and we headed toward the corner booth the eight of us had crammed into earlier. I dance-walked in the narrow path through the crowd behind her, each step a hip shake and head toss to the pulsing rhythm.

      The moment we reached the table, our oldest sister, Kristen, pulled her husband from the booth. “Time for us to go. Jason has an early flight tomorrow.”

      Cade, our brother and silent partner of Loading Zone, guided his new wife, Hannah, out right after them. “Last dance, Mrs. Michaelson?”

      Which left Cade’s two best friends: the scruffy prodigy surfer Mase, his former roommate; and clean-cut businessman Ben, the other owner of Loading Zone. I slid over the black distressed leather before landing in the center of the wide, shallow booth to face the dance floor while Mase abandoned his spot on the opposite side to anchor the end next to me.

      I grasped the stem of my martini glass, sipped the last bit of the tart lemon drop, then let out a happy-buzz sigh. Being around these three—including rising-star architect Kendall—all of them with their shit together, lent some grounding yin to my artistic yang.

      “Sex on a stick, twelve o’clock,” Kendall announced.

      My heart suddenly slammed into my ribs. But I exhaled slowly, trying to hide my reaction.

      I’d been excited about tonight for several reasons: banish my secret problems from my head, surround myself with my favorite peeps, and Darren Cole.

      Ben snorted out laughter while Mase dropped me a deadpan look. “‘Sex on a stick’?”

      I shot Mase a sidelong glare and elbowed him in the ribs.

      He grunted and nudged my arm away.

      By the time I glanced up, corded forearms shot over the outer edge of the table. Large hands planted with a hard smack on the brushed metal tabletop. A familiar folded strip of paper skittered out from his fingers, sliding in a wide arc toward Ben.

      My breath caught as I stared into Darren’s dark green eyes. A lock of his shaggy black hair fell over his forehead as he tilted his face downward. He set his jaw, expression hardening, as a scuffle between four guys unfolded right behind him, the apparent cause of his sudden hand-plant. He gave me a piercing look. “Twenty minutes.”

      Then he turned and grasped the nearest offender by the scruff of his shirt. Security arrived an instant later and manhandled the others into submission.

      As Darren flexed his left arm while leading his guy toward the exit of the club, the tapered point of a tribal tattoo peeked out from the back collar of Darren’s black T-shirt. My imagination began to paint what lay hidden from view: thick black ink arcing across sculpted back muscles, a woven design that twisted downward toward his tight…

      “What’s that?” Kendall leaned over the table.

      I tore my gaze away from Darren and reached for the note, but Kendall snatched up the slip of paper first. She unfolded it and read its message aloud, “‘Gimme a ride? K.’”

      “Oh, sure.” Mase took a long pull from his beer, then swallowed. “Kendall gets to innuendo the fuck out of this, but I don’t?”

      Ben arched a brow. “Twenty minutes. That’s one helluva ride.”

      “Shut up. Both of you. Guys objectify women. We can do the same. And it’s a ride home, smartass.” I tried to shoot Ben an annoyed glare, but the corners of my mouth twitched into a smile and ruined the whole thing.

      “Suuure…a ride home.” Mase winked at me, then glanced over to where Darren strode along the edge of the room as he headed back toward his DJ booth. “I suppose he qualifies.”

      “Worthy of objectifying? Darren more than qualifies.” I pinched the message meant for Darren’s eyes only and ripped it from Kendall’s grasp. “He doesn’t say much,” I continued. “Leaves the club with different women. Built like the perfect male specimen…”

      Ben choked on his beer. “And what are we? Male rejects?”

      “Ewww.” Kendall scowled. “That’s incestuous.”

      “You’re like our brothers. Can’t even…” I scrunched my nose and blanked out my mind, willing myself not to visualize it.

      “Not looking for love?” Ben asked, tone softening.

      At that, all of our gazes drifted toward the dance floor. One of the last songs of the night streamed a fast tempo from the speakers, but in the center of a thinning crowd, Cade and Hannah stood oblivious. Wrapped together, they swayed to a slow rhythm only they seemed to hear. The look of adoration on their faces as they stared deep into each other’s eyes spoke volumes.

      “No,” I said with absolute conviction. “Heartache lies down that road.”

      Mase laid a gentle hand on mine. “As your pseudo-brother, I’m warning you: Be careful.”

      I had no idea whether he meant Darren specifically or men in general. It didn’t really matter. I’d learned my love lesson early. And I’d never trusted a guy enough to let one hurt me since.

      Darren? The only kind of guy I was willing to play with. A beautiful man I refused to form any attachment to—easy to leave.

      The quintessential heartbreaker.
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      In Darren’s truck. Again. A vast awkward distance between us. Again.

      The drive took only about ten minutes. But the ride home from Loading Zone in Philly’s Old City Arts District to the outskirts of sleepy Glenhaven—the third since last summer—stretched eternal.

      Why? A hookup shouldn’t be this difficult.

      My gaze shifted toward him. Powerful hands gripped the steering wheel, thumbs knocking some unheard drumbeat into the silence of the cab. Sculpted forearms stretched up toward cut biceps that vanished under the thin black fabric of the T-shirt that hugged them. His expression was serious, but relaxed. As if he didn’t feel the weight of the moment like I did.

      Now or never, Kiki.

      I took a deep breath and ran a flattened hand over the gauzy material of my skirt, trying to calm myself. Then I inched closer to him, needing some sort of validation that whatever tenuous thing we had between us was moving toward something…fun…instead of away from it.

      Tonight didn’t have to be a big deal. He either wanted me or didn’t. Two other platonic drop-offs didn’t mean anything significant. Maybe he was shy. Or a gentleman.

      As we drove, yellow pools of light from wrought iron lampposts marked the passing time in a visual cadence. Light…dark. Light…dark. The streetlights soon began to feel like a countdown, as if they mocked me for just sitting passively in their spotlights.

      Yet how to breach the uncomfortable silence? My mind tumbled over the possibilities: How did your sound board glide tonight? Wow, how ’bout the heavy bass on that last song?

      He cleared his throat, beating me to it. “Sooo…talk to me. How’s the art going?”

      “Good.” Good? Really? I winced at my pathetic attempt at conversation.

      We made the second-to-last turn, my time running out, as he gave a single nod in reply.

      Buck up, Kiki. You either want him or you don’t. Stop being a pussy. “Actually, it’s a smaller sculpture. A single orchid sprouting from a rocky riverbed.”

      He glanced my way. “You work with metal, right?”

      “Yeah.” I leaned back, staring out the windshield, finally calming a bit as I thought about my art. “This piece is bronze. The lone color is the violet on the flower.”

      “Sounds cool.” His voice lowered. He cleared his throat again.

      Had he moved closer?

      Impossible. He was driving. Behind the steering wheel, as always.

      Yet our legs nearly touched. The rough denim, tight over his thigh, had slid over the tan leather seat to within an inch of my bared knee; he’d spread his legs wider.

      The man already consumed most of the space in the truck with his commanding presence. But instead of moving away, I automatically drew closer. My thundering pulse throbbed heavier, warmer…lower.

      I swallowed hard, attempting to find my way back to the conversation. “How did your night go?” Maybe his sound board was a medium for his art, like metal was for me.

      “Good.” The corner of his mouth twitched into a barely perceptible grin, then relaxed.

      He dropped his right hand from the steering wheel and floated it in the infinitesimal space between us. Gentle pressure rubbed through the flimsy fabric that covered my upper thigh.

      My gaze lowered from the dashboard at the exact moment the knuckle of his index finger trailed in slow motion up the skin under my hem.

      I held my breath.

      I haven’t been imagining things.

      But then his hand suddenly lifted and fisted. His expression hardened as he stared straight ahead. We made the final turn onto my street, and he eased off the gas, letting us coast. The ride I’d been waiting all night for—six long months and two failed attempts for—appeared to be over.

      We rolled to a stop in front of the white picket fence that surrounded the darling butter-yellow Victorian. Then he shifted the truck into park, letting it idle.

      Refusing to give up, especially when I sensed him struggling with an attraction we both knew was real, I made a final direct attempt. “You don’t have to drive right off. You could come in for a drink.”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?” The two words tripped out flippant in my pitiful effort to sound nonchalant.

      “You’re Cade’s little sister.”

      “No, I’m n—” I blinked.

      The pad of his finger pressed to my lips. Warm. Firm. Suddenly, I thought of nothing else. My whole world became our tantalizing first contact.

      He didn’t move. Simply stared at me.

      I closed my eyes. My head eased back against the headrest, but the contact remained as my lips pursed into the gentlest kiss against his fingertip. I wanted to flick my tongue out, taste him. But then he pulled away.

      I blinked my eyes open.

      He’d half-twisted on the seat toward me. “You deserve better than a one-night fuck, Kiki.”

      “What I deserve,” I muttered, then snorted.

      Damn right, I deserve better than that.

      But one night was all I could handle.

      “Doesn’t matter.” What I continued to tell myself. “What I want right now is you.” There, I’d said it. Out in the open. Bold and direct.

      “What you deserve does matter. Don’t ever forget it.” His voice hardened with every word. His dark brows furrowed to the point a deep crease marred the tanned skin between them.

      Without thinking, I reached up and pressed my thumb along that vertical line, massaging until his face began to relax.

      He stared at me with renewed intensity. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to get you to chill out.” I let my thumb slide a fraction to the right until I found a pressure point, then I spread the rest of my fingertips across the line of his eyebrow. “Is it working?”

      “No.” The corners of his mouth twitched again.

      “Liar.”

      “Okay. A little.”

      “Seriously, though,” I continued as if I hadn’t been distracted by his impressive scowl. “I’m an excellent one-night fuck.”

      He jerked his head away, then lapsed into a coughing fit.

      I arched a brow. “What? Don’t think so?”

      He shook his head. “No.” His mouth fell open. “I mean, I’m sure you are.” He blew out a heavy sigh, cheeks puffing from the effort. “You just…”

      “Unnerve you?”

      “Yes.” He thrust a splayed hand into the open air between us with the curt word.  “Are you trying to kill me?”

      A smile began to curve my lips. “No, I’m just trying to—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      The word hung on the tip of my tongue. “You know I’m thinking it.”

      “Stop thinking it.” He took a measured breath, his chest gradually rising, then falling.

      Enjoying the loaded tension between us, I remained still, waiting.

      When he turned toward me again, I leaned closer and deeply inhaled his earthy scent. “Look. This doesn’t have to be complicated just because I’m Cade’s sister. You’re an adult. I’m an adult. Aren’t you attracted to me?”

      Every telltale sign he’d shown suggested that he wanted me. But I’d never encountered so much resistance in a guy before. Then again, I’d never had one in my sights so long before either. I ignored the implications in that.

      “Of course I am.” He draped an arm along the top of the seatback.

      His warmth lured me in, and I edged even closer until my entire side crushed against his. He made no move to stop me and didn’t flinch away, but his lengthy pause indicated that he resisted committing to anything.

      “All it has to be is one night,” I whispered, my lips nearly touching the warm skin of his neck.

      Another heavy sigh ruffled the hair above my ear, shooting chill bumps down my side. “You gotta know, if I could…I would. It is complicated. I can’t explain. But no matter how badly either of us want to, this can’t happen.”

      I blinked, confused and lost in uncharted territory. Never had a guy not taken the bait I’d offered. And he was being so nice about it. My mind couldn’t process what was happening. “You want me.”

      “Fuck, yes. I mean, no.” He growled in frustration. “Goddammit, Kiki. Just get out of the truck. Please.”

      I pulled away from him and straightened in my seat, almost laughing at the desperation in his tone. Then I dared a glance at him. His expression grew tortured. A tiny part of me felt bad for putting him in a position I didn’t understand. The rest of me beamed that I wasn’t the only sexually frustrated one in the vehicle.

      Not yet willing to admit defeat, I gave him a smile and grasped the cold metal door handle. “Thanks for the ride, Darren.”

      I wouldn’t ask for one again. But I didn’t need to. The seeds had been planted. My work was done. Either he wanted me enough to get past whatever obstacle was cock-blocking his way, or he didn’t.

      Meanwhile, I’d go back to the life I’d been trying to forget, once my mind-numbing buzz wore off.

      I wanted to glance over my shoulder as I unfastened the painted wooden gate, double-check to see if he was still watching, but I fought the urge.

      The low hum of his idling truck engine remained unchanged. But had his mind?

      This lonely girl can only hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 The Girl

        

      

    

    
      Darren…

      

      The truck door slammed shut. I stopped breathing.

      Idiotic.

      Responsible…but fucking idiotic.

      I watched a great girl, one I could get into—really get into—walk away.

      Because I told her to.

      I stared out the passenger window at an expanse of toned legs that stretched up under Kiki’s fluttering skirt before she stepped behind the white picket gate and fastened it.

      She shivered as she walked up the brick path, then rubbed her hands up her bare arms. She didn’t look back once. Why would she?

      Yet after she climbed the two steps to her front stoop, fumbled with a handful of keys until she stabbed one into the lock, then tucked her slim purse under her arm, she turned and waved at me with a warm smile.

      Or was it a smug smile?

      Or a wave off?

      While she stood under the porch light, a breeze blew the ends of her dark hair across her face, plastered her tiny dress to her generous curves.

      The universe punished me at every turn.

      Do the right thing. Don’t do the right thing.

      My life had been crammed with disappointments and challenges. Because of them, I’d walked the narrow path of responsibility for two long years.

      But now I was being tested. Kiki was a temptation I hadn’t expected. I didn’t know how or why: With only a few random conversations at the club and three awkward rides home she’d burrowed under my skin.

      Which was exactly why I couldn’t see her again.

      No way in hell could I follow through on her invitation.

      “Fuck.”

      I’d never been so turned on and pissed the fuck off all at the same time.  But wanting and not being able to have—story of my life.

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Get a grip, D.”

      Her scent filled my nostrils. Vanilla and something a little spicy. Like a damned mouthwatering cookie.

      The air in the cab sweltered. I cranked the AC up. Then I finally put the truck in gear and pulled away from her house. When I reached the end of her street, I hooked a left and headed toward Downtown Philly.

      Her scent got stronger with every breath, like her essence still lingered where she’d sat. Which was ridiculous. I glanced toward where she’d been seat-belted in, trusting me to get her home safely—where she had straightened with confidence, asking me to stay the night.

      What a night it would have been. Unforgettable. Unforgivable.

      Dark fabric caught my attention. I reached over and tugged on a mass of silky material, but it was caught on something. With a frown, I pulled over to the curb, then turned the cab light on and leaned over. Not wanting to rip the delicate fabric, I followed its length with my fingers, then untangled its corner from around the plastic molded base of the passenger seatbelt where it was secured into the floorboard by the door.

      I stretched the find out between my hands. It was a tiny jacket of some kind. If jackets were made of see-through material—almost all sleeves, no buttons or zippers.

      Unable to stop myself, I lifted it toward my face. And inhaled.

      Kiki.

      “No wonder you rubbed your arms,” I grumbled. “You were freezing your ass off. Not that this thing would even help.”

      I turned the truck around, then headed back toward her house.

      “Some plan of staying away from her.” Hadn’t even made it back to the city. But the sudden backtrack was only to return her jacket-thing. All it was.

      Her yellow house still had its porch lights on. But all the windows were dark. Not even a light glowed upstairs. Maybe she’d passed out on a couch.

      I parked on the opposite side of the street, then got out, her soft jacket bunched in my fist.

      A flash of movement in the narrow alley beside her house caught my attention. The alleyway led behind the house. Widely spaced streetlights along its edge disappeared into near darkness halfway down. Two large figures strode down the middle, arms spread wide as if corralling an animal.

      A smaller silhouette walked beyond them with a familiar sway of the hips, flutter of a skirt.

      Kiki.

      I couldn’t make out her face in the dark, but I knew her shape, how she moved.

      My heart thundered as I marched toward them.

      One of the guys called down the alley. “Come on, girl. We won’t hurt you.”

      “She’s with me,” I growled.

      Startled, the guys spun around. Young. Not much older than me. Shadows marred their expressions, made them appear more menacing. Didn’t matter. I would beat the shit out of them.

      One stepped closer, eyes narrowing. “Don’t look like she’s with you.”

      I tucked her jacket into one of my back belt loops.

      The guy on the left pulled something from his pocket. Metal gleamed in the lamplight.

      “She is.” I tilted my face down, glared at the punks from under drawn brows. “Right, babe?”

      “Right.” Kiki stopped within my peripheral vision. Nervous, she shifted her weight from one foot to another.

      Problem was, we were in a bad situation: Kiki on one side, me on the other, danger between us. What the hell was she doing out here? Had they broken into her house? Chased her down the alley?

      Best-case scenario? Them leaving at my end of the alley, without incident.

      Didn’t even want to give thought to a worst-case.

      With slow steps, I arced away from them, moving flush with Kiki’s higher backyard fence. It gave them a wide exit path. As I advanced, they took the hint and moved opposite me. They circled around, mad dogging me the entire time. I stared back. And I never took my attention from their hands, nor the way they shifted their bodyweight.

      “She’s not worth it,” the farthest one bit out before spitting on the pavement between us.

      Not for you, she isn’t.

      After another few steps, they turned and vanished around the corner.

      I waited a full two breaths before turning to find Kiki standing right beside me.

      “Thanks,” she said. Her tone was casual, like I’d just held open a door for her.

      “What the fuck?” I put a protective arm around her shoulders, needing to touch her. “Are you okay?”

      She leaned further into my side. “Yeah. They wouldn’t have hurt me.”

      “Don’t be naïve. They sure as fuck would have.”

      “I can take care of myself.” She whipped out her keys and brandished a five-inch black metal kubotan that dangled from the keyring.

      “No you can’t.” I knocked it from her grip to prove it. The keys arced through the air, clattered onto the ground, then skipped across the concrete until they crashed into a heap against the base of a wrought iron lamppost.

      “Hey!” She shoved out of my hold. “You don’t have to be mean about it.”

      “I’m not being mean. They” —I pointed toward the end of the alley— “would have been mean.”

      When she huffed away to retrieve her keyring, I rushed alongside her, then scooped it up before she had a chance. I shook out the jumbled keys, rubbed them over my jeans to dust them off, and handed them back.

      With a fierce glare, she swiped them from me. Then she stormed ahead, back toward the street. I followed. But after two steps, she whirled around.

      She propped her hands on her hips. “Why did you come back, anyway?”

      Adorable didn’t begin to describe how she looked: dark hair tousled, pale skin flushed, full lips drawn down into the sexiest pout.

      I walked closer.

      She held her ground.

      By the time I stood within reach, she’d half-turned toward her house. A nearby streetlight bathed her face in a golden glow. Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you come back?” she repeated, her voice just above a whisper.

      Hope washed across her face a split second before those delectable lips twisted into a smirk.

      I tugged her jacket free from my belt loop, then held it up. “You forgot this.”

      Her hopeful expression fell. Then she snatched the fabric from my hand and stomped backward.

      I strode toward her.

      She paused, letting me.

      A foot. Half a foot. Two inches. As I closed the distance, her head tilted back, gaze locked with mine.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice went breathless.

      “Don’t know.” Mine grew ragged.

      Something unnamable drew me to her. Seconds later, the reason hit me. Being near her quieted all the racket in my head. Until I didn’t even hear the never-ending rhythm. And all I saw was her.

      My world narrowed to the pulse at the hollow of her neck, her throat as she swallowed.

      Her gaze lowered to my mouth. Those luscious lips parted.

      Then she stared into my eyes, lashes fluttering. “When will you know?”

      Good question. And as I stood there, seconds ticking by as we both breathed harder and harder, no answer came.

      Her eyes began to widen, like the electric thing buzzing between us surprised her too.

      Frustrated and tired, I grabbed her hand and led her back to her front porch.

      “You’re going inside your house. Safe and sound. I’m going home.”

      She didn’t resist. Or say another word.

      Maybe we didn’t have to. Too much had already been exposed in what hadn’t been said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the twenty minutes it took to drive home, I’d cleared my head. Mostly. Windows down, cold air whipped through the cab while I’d lectured myself on all the reasons taking Kiki up on her offer was the last thing I needed.

      Once I pulled into my short driveway, put the truck in park, and cut the engine, I’d wiped all thoughts from my brain about what I couldn’t have. Easy to do. Been doing it long enough.

      A stereo blasted from inside as I stuck my key into the dead bolt.

      I stepped in, slammed the door, and threw the bolt. Then I slid the chain across.

      No change in the haunting alternative rock that vibrated our plaster ceiling.

      The only light in the room was the one I’d left on above the stove. I dropped my keys onto the counter, crossed to the foot of the stairs, and stared up toward the dark second-floor hall.

      “Lo?” I shouted loud enough to wake the neighbors…across the street.

      The only response? The music turned up a couple more decibels.

      I dropped my gaze, stared at the worn edge of the bottom step. The caring half of me wanted to pound on her door, check on her. The smart half knew better.

      With a headshake and a heavy sigh, I retreated to the safety of the kitchen. I popped open the fridge, grabbed a beer, then went to the living room and dropped onto our threadbare couch. Tired to the bone, I closed my eyes. Then I guzzled down the bottle, absorbing the chill of the liquid along with the soulful music.

      I accepted my situation. The girl upstairs? What I’d signed up for.

      She was the reason I couldn’t take Kiki up on her offer, wouldn’t take something for myself.

      Because apparently I didn’t get to have happiness.

      A part of me wondered if I had any left to give.

      As I sank into sleep, thoughts of Kiki flowed in: the confident girl in the alley hell-bent on proving she could take care of herself, that glint of hope in her eye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 The Light of Day

        

      

    

    
      Kiki…

      

      A scratching sound permeated my brain.

      “Wha—” The word strangled in my dry throat, then died.

      My eyelids were glued shut. I blinked down hard, twice, before they opened.

      Bright white assaulted my eyes. Lots and lots of white…

      Disoriented, I pushed upright. On a white slipcovered couch.

      “Oh.” I’d never made it past the living room.

      Fuzzy memories sharpened by small degrees as my gaze wandered over the pristine snowy rug, then up pale maple shelves to linger on a stack of books with pastel-colored spines. Yet despite the innocence of my surroundings, my mind gravitated toward the debauched thoughts I’d had last night.

      I smiled when it landed on the subject of said thoughts. Darren.

      He’d followed me halfway down the darkened alley. Then he’d “rescued” me from two guys I definitely could’ve handled, or at least my self-defense instructor and I bravely thought so.

      The scratching sound resumed, followed by a pitiful high-pitched cry. I groaned and shoved up off the couch. When my bare feet left plush carpeting, they met cold porcelain tiles in—of course—another shade of white. White marble covered the countertops. A white apron-style country sink sat below a window draped with white sheer linens.

      I opened the back door and let the little guy in. “Hey, munchkin.”

      In trotted a teenaged calico kitten as if he owned the place. While he prowled the inside perimeter, I opened the fridge, grabbed a carton of milk, and poured it into a saucer. The little devil launched onto the counter, nudged his head in, and began lapping away before I had a chance to put the saucer down on the floor.

      Laughing, I ran my fingers down his silky short coat. “At least one guy wants what I’m offering.” Strong purrs vibrated under my fingertips. I stroked him twice more before I put the carton back into the fridge. Then I hunted human liquid fuel. The caffeinated kind.

      After a few shakes, a pour, and a switch flipped, the coffeemaker began brewing a strong dose of morning medicine. Drips and sizzles filled the silence while I stared over the counter, back into the living room.

      The muted color, or absence thereof, did have a calming effect. Cleared my head, in a way. Helped me begin to analyze the bewildering crash-and-burn that had happened last night.

      It didn’t matter a great deal that Darren had rejected me outright. Just threw me a little. I’d never had to offer myself up on a platter like that.

      But in those last moments, a spark was there. At least I’d thought so.

      Maybe it said something that I’d strayed outside of my usual type. Sure, he was drop-dead gorgeous, but even with the pretty face, he was different: a little edgier and much quieter. And yeah, his body drew my eye, but the lines were lean and muscular, not bulked out from too much weightlifting for sports.

      Music suddenly streamed from inside my purse on the edge of the counter, playing Ariana Grande’s “Focus”—Kendall’s ringtone. I leaned over, grabbed my phone from my clutch, then hit the control button. “Yyyello.”

      “So how was the ride?” she teased.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Redirection sounded better than “nonexistent.”

      “Well, duh. That’s why I’m calling.”

      I snorted. “When have you ever known me to kiss and tell?”

      “Never. In fact, this is the first time I’ve ever seen you into a guy. I was beginning to wonder if you played for the other team.”

      With all the luck I’d had last night—with all that I’d ever had—maybe I should’ve begun to wonder myself. “Well, don’t get used to it. There’s a reason my love life is classified.”

      My family was under the impression my very private personal life had to do with the traditional Michaelson gauntlet that suitors had to survive before being stamped as “acceptable” by our clan. That was part of it—even though most of their scrutiny was really playful teasing. But no one knew the real reason I’d kept my personal life under wraps. And I planned to keep it that way.

      A heavy sigh sounded out over the phone, seconds before a low grunt. She’d probably plopped herself onto her overstuffed couch. The crinkling of plastic told me she had a bag of chips. A loud crunch followed.

      “Nothing? Can’t even feed your girl a breadcrumb?”

      “Damn.” I whistled low, intent on diversion. “We cannot let this appalling info leak out. The Michaelson girls are sounding really hard up.”

      “We are,” she groaned.

      “Sad.” But apparently true. The coffee maker chirped. I opened a cabinet, pulled out a mug, and poured myself a cup as I considered her request.

      “Okay.” She wants a breadcrumb? “The instant he touched me” —my mind flashed to his finger on my lips— “my body burst into flames.”

      “Ugh!” I heard a slap and imagined her palm smacking her forehead. “Cheap tease!”

      I grinned. Then I blew out a measured breath through pursed lips, remembering how my first intimate contact with Darren actually felt—more like a slow-burning fuse that crackled and popped along my nerve endings.

      Damn. Why couldn’t he be a good, typical, hormonal guy like all the others? Take the bait. Lay the girl. Be happy when she nudges you out the door before morning and doesn’t ask for your phone number.

      “You asked.” I felt zero remorse.

      “Fine. But one of us must get laid sometime this century or people will start talking.”

      “About us not having sex?”

      “Sure: Those Michaelson girls are such nonsluts.”

      Suppressing a smile, I blew on my coffee. “Mmm-hmmm. The country club membership committee? They no longer represent our standards, simply not hussy enough for us.”

      Her voice developed a throaty high pitch, lilting with a foreign accent. “The antithesis of promiscuous.”

      “Our critics are now British?”

      “Sure.” Another crunch sounded. “Mary Poppins. Pygmalion.” She mumbled around food in her mouth.

      “Henry Higgins would be so proud.”

      “Iiieeey…” Her vowels twisted on a whine. “Eeey’s Professor Iggins ta yew, eeey is.”

      I nearly choked on my coffee, laughing at her London street-urchin imitation. “Goodbye, Kendall.”

      Hilarious subject closed, I clicked off the phone.

      In the sober quiet that followed, her underlying point echoed loud and clear. One of us needed to get laid. I definitely did. My withering lady bits could only handle a sexual vacuum for so long.

      But as I stared into the overwhelming white of the room, its starkness glared back at me. All the same things no longer seemed to be working. My optimistic self was taking a beating, no matter how deserved.

      Maybe a change was long overdue.

      I shooed the furry munchkin off the counter, washed his bowl, grabbed my purse and coffee, then stepped outside behind the little guy, locking up. And all the while, I couldn’t stop thinking about Darren. Something more lay hidden behind that sexy broody exterior. Maybe it was the unspoken challenge he presented.

      Frustrated at everything that wasn’t going according to plan, I growled at the injustice of it all as I walked toward the alley again, back on the course I’d intended last night. Back to the only thing that soothed my soul regardless of the unfairness in life.

      As I closed the front gate behind me, cat darting out at the last minute, my phone played Adele’s “Hello.” Kristen’s turn.

      I pulled it from my purse and swiped it on, lowering my voice. “Grand Central Station.”

      “That busy?”

      “Yep. Just missed Kendall the Inquisitive.”

      “Ah.” As usual, Kristen didn’t pry. “I forgot to send you the dimensions you needed for the party.” She referred to our next event for Invitation Only, the party-planning business I’d help create with my brother and sisters. “The client loves Loading Zone’s design so much, she wanted your flare with more than the finishing touches. She insisted on using your ‘Industrial Grunge’ nickname for the event. Hope that’s okay.”

      I paused halfway down the short sidewalk, something nagging at my sluggish brain. “Sure. I don’t own the trademark.”

      “And she keeps saying, ‘Make sure Kiki casts her welding magic.’ To which I keep replying, ‘You know this is Kiki, right’?”

      My heart tripped, beginning to race even though I stood stock-still, planted to the cement.

      “I just emailed you the measurements for the DJ equipment. Two sound boards, also a front panel for the bar and…”

      My brain froze. DJ equipment. Darren.

      When Kristen paused, I finally sucked in a lungful of oxygen. “Gotta go.” I muttered absently. “I’ll look for the email.”

      In trying to forget my problems at Loading Zone last night, then while in hot pursuit of my next conquest, I’d completely forgotten about the project I’d been tasked with.

      Having to do with said conquest.

      “Idiot,” I grumbled. Darren had become too entwined in the periphery of my life to have kept him in the running for casual sex play. When he’d first caught my eye, he’d been Loading Zone’s new DJ. But then Cade had hired him on for a couple of Invitation Only parties. Which had eventually become nearly every one. The moment he’d attended the first, I should have discounted him.

      With a resigned sigh and enormous willpower, I forced him from my thoughts.

      After a few measured breaths, I began to feel close to normal and resumed my routine path. I rounded the corner of the white picket fence and began my ninety-seven usual steps toward my destination, kitten trotting alongside me in perfect feline balance on the cement curbing. At step number thirty-nine, my stride slowed. Before I hit forty-three, I stopped altogether.

      My breath caught. My heart began to race as memories flooded in.

      Two feet away from where I stood, hundreds of minutes ago but what seemed like the blink of an eye, Darren had stepped into my space—gotten too close.

      In that early morning hour, where temps had dipped into the low fifties, he’d towered over me, radiating blast-furnace heat. The spiky black ends of his hair had softened, those deep emerald eyes had darkened, and that broad chest had huffed in ragged breaths.

      But out of all that, I was struck by one instant. Suspended in the space between one hard pulse-beat at his throat and the next, through the impenetrable shield he’d erected to keep me and the rest of the world out, he’d been vulnerable.

      Breath held, I closed my eyes, reliving the split-second moment: His intoxicating scent coiled around me, sweet with a touch of salty spice. Recognition flashed in his eyes as he gazed down at me.

      Of what?

      I sucked in a fast breath. My eyes snapped open and I stared at the spot where we’d been.

      In the bright light of day, a glaring revelation hit me: I’d chased after someone too like me.

      With a hard headshake, panicked about what that meant, I hurried down the alley. Running from the implications made me feel like I had some power in my out-of-control world.

      But nothing eradicated the truth: Drastic change had already begun.
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      Darren…

      

      The following afternoon, I returned to Loading Zone. As usual on Mondays, I laid soundtracks for the upcoming weekend.

      But it was the first time I’d been back in the club since…

      I shoved the thought from my mind.

      I refused to think about Kiki.

      “I need you to stop by Kiki’s.” Cade glanced up from where he stood behind the bar.

      Fuck.

      “What for?”

      “The Industrial Grunge party this weekend. She needs to secure the metalwork she’s made to your equipment.”

      Right. My brain pinged back to the email I’d gotten from him Friday about the latest party Invitation Only had hired me for. I’d fired off a reply with measurements. Then I’d totally spaced it.

      He tore off the bottom edge of a paper pinned to his clipboard, scribbled something on it, then handed it to me.

      I scanned the paper. “I’ve been there. Gave her a ride home a few times.”

      “Only transportation?” Doubt weighed his tone.

      “Yeah.”

      Cade planted his hands on the bar top, then dropped me a hard stare. “Tread lightly there.”

      “Can’t tread any lighter.”

      “I mean it. She’s…” Cade lowered his gaze, then glanced up. “There are things she keeps inside. She seems tough. But more is there than meets the eye.”

      “I know, man.” I gave him a hard nod. “Nothing to worry about. We’re just friends.”

      He snorted. “Good luck with that.”

      Why? Because Cade hadn’t been able to be “just friends” with Hannah? Night and day comparison: He’d been available then, I was nowhere close.

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      I drove the usual route from the bar to Kiki’s, but something nagged at me. When I turned down her street, I dug into my front jeans pocket, then pulled out the paper Cade had given me. The last number in the address was different. Same street. But instead of 2115 it was 2117.

      I slowed in front of the picket-fenced house: not the address. Cruising past, I checked out the house numbers of the neighboring property. Too high.

      How could her address be in between?

      I stared down the alley—the one she’d been standing in thirty-six hours ago. Then I turned into it, following the fence line until white wood pickets ended and chain link began.

      A large warehouse with corrugated sides and high glass windows towered in the back of a property littered with scrap metal. Walls made of mangled items stood four to five feet high in an undulating maze through about a quarter of an acre: a rusty oxygen tank here, a weathered motorcycle fender there.

      Mounted into a post made of dozens of welded metal parts that now resembled a gnarled tree snag was a mailbox, camouflaged as a dark knot in the trunk. Out of the side jutted a four-inch iron “broken branch” with a red cardinal that pivoted up to indicate outgoing mail.

      I glanced at the address Cade had given me. The numbers on the mailbox matched.

      Confused, I pulled up beside a light blue Prius, then parked in a space just beyond it. “Kiki, what the hell?” I muttered aloud to the industrial area no girl should be hanging out in.

      A glass-and-wrought-iron security door stood propped open a few inches by a good-sized rock. I rapped on the doorframe, then waited. After a couple of minutes with no reply, I let myself in.

      A blower-like noise echoed off the walls as the door banged against the rock behind me. A second later, the sound stopped.

      “Chip Monkey? Is that you?” Kiki’s voice echoed from somewhere ahead.

      Before I had a chance to respond, the low-pitched blowing noise resumed.

      I followed the odd sound, weaving through metal sculptures spaced a few feet apart that stretched from one wall of the warehouse to the other. After a dozen yards, all the metalwork disappeared. I stepped into an open area lit by several large skylights that were in the metal roof some thirty feet up.

      To the left, a couple of worn couches faced each other, one green, the other yellow. Both had throw pillows covered in bright flowers in each of their corners. Clothes had been tossed haphazardly over the back cushions. A low metal table sat between them, fashion magazines scattered over its surface. Dead ahead was an enormous wooden worktable, rusted clamps and vices fastened to various edges, some gripped pieces of metal, others were screwed open, ready to be used. To one side sat two stacked piles of envelopes, a coffee mug, a plate with a half-eaten sandwich with sprouts spilling out between two pieces of grainy bread, and an unopened green banana.

      Beyond the table, in a wide-open space surrounded by large pieces of equipment, the source of the sound became apparent: A bright white light glowed from a torch in Kiki’s hand.

      I froze, not wanting to startle her.

      And to just watch her.

      Her face was hidden by a metal welder’s mask with a viewing slot, but wild pieces of black hair poked out from under the back strap, curling off in every direction. She leaned forward in steady concentration, applying a now-orange flame to the joint between a curving section of rebar and some kind of woven-metal latticework.

      Sparks arced in all directions from the contact point. I winced, averting my eyes after I caught myself staring at the blinding core of the flame.

      Seconds later, she turned her torch off again.

      I cleared my throat.

      She jumped slightly, rested the torch tip on the cement floor with a soft clang, then lifted her mask.

      “Darren.” An instant smile curved her lips as she pulled off a pair of leather gloves.

      And damn, if that bright smile didn’t warm a spot in the center of my chest.

      Not for you, D.

      I blew out a quick breath. “Cade wanted me to bring the sound equipment for the party…”

      “Yes!” She stood and pulled the mask from her head before tossing it onto the worktable. Her hair tumbled down around her shoulders.

      Charcoal smudges marred her face, one dotting the tip of her nose, another streaking just below her cheekbone. A pink flush crept up her olive-colored skin from her collarbone to her cheeks. Under thick dark lashes, her eyes turned electric blue in a shaft of sunlight that angled down from a high window.

      She blinked heavily, smile widening a fraction.

      I blinked too. I tried to remember why I’d come, needed to think of something to say to fill the growing silence.

      Instead, my gaze lowered. Used to seeing her in nightclub outfits, earlier a skirt, sometimes jeans and a sparkling top, the casual clothes were something new—better, in my opinion.

      Beneath a tan leather welding apron with three pockets riveted into the bottom, she wore two tank tops; a purple one peeked from under a green one, the straps of both twisted chaotically together on one side. Black yoga pants hugged her hips.

      Suddenly she moved—breaking my dumbfounded trance—and crossed to the table. She lifted her mug, then paused with it halfway to her mouth. “Want some coffee?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” Was I? Something needed to jolt me out of my sudden Kiki-stupor. “On second thought, coffee would be great. Black.”

      With a satisfied nod, she turned and went to a narrower table running along the wall, lifted a half-full
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