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      If there was one thing Dr. Jennifer Pierce hated, it was not being in control. She’d rather tell people what to do than be told. She despised surprises and was much more comfortable in situations where she had all the information. And, most importantly, she maintained a firm discipline over all emotions, especially her own.

      However, right now, she was as nervous as a first-year med student holding a scalpel in surgery, and that irritated her, which only amped up her anxiety.

      She agitated the martini shaker violently, the ice clanging against the stainless-steel container like a hail storm. After pouring the dry martini into a glass, she took a long, steadying sip.

      Yeah, that didn’t help her nerves.

      On the other hand, the stiff drink didn’t hurt, either.

      With a resigned sigh, she walked to the living room and sat to await Nicholas Falcone. Her brother, Robert, had suggested Falcone as her potential date for a fast-approaching destination wedding. She loved her twin brother and trusted him...mostly. Because historically, the men he believed perfect for her had been so far off the mark as to be not even in the same book, much less on the same page. But she was between a rock and a slab of granite.

      All she knew about this Falcone guy was he worked at McKenzie, Gladwell and Associates with her brother and had been a Navy SEAL. Weren’t they called jarheads? Hell, she didn’t know. She took another gulp of the cold vodka. What she knew about the military wouldn’t fill a shot glass.

      She’d give her brother credit for one thing. If Falcone’s online photo was anywhere accurate, Nicholas Falcone looked the part she needed him to play. When Robert had called her to tell her about his solution to her dateless dilemma, she’d pulled up her brother’s accounting firm on the internet to look at the staff photos and had been pleasantly surprised. The picture had been of a gorgeous guy with a neatly trimmed beard, a sexy smile, and mischievous eyes. Man, she hoped he could carry on a decent conversation and not grunt answers to everything.

      Her doorbell pealed, and her heart jumped in response. Pressing her hand over her quaking stomach, she drew in a calming breath, not that a calming breath had ever helped. So she took the next best option to deep breathing and finished off her martini.

      Carrying her empty glass with her, she opened the door and looked at her potential blind date. Her brain hiccupped or maybe quit functioning altogether. He didn’t look at all like she’d expected and prepared for. In person, he was…more. A whole lot more. With his chiseled cheeks and sharp chin, he was a million times more attractive in real life. His green eyes—a billion times more beautiful than that black-and-white photo showed—held an amused twinkle that coordinated handsomely with his amused smile. And his body? Dear lord. Broad shoulders pulled a white, oxford shirt tightly across them. Long sleeves rolled to mid-forearm exposed thick, ropey muscles that bunched and flexed when he extended his hand.

      “Dr. Pierce. I’m Nikko Falcone.”

      She stepped back, embarrassed that she’d been staring at him. “Of course. I’m sorry. I was…never mind. Not important. Come in.”

      He lowered his hand and stepped into her foyer. The roomy area shrank. She’d expected tall and well-built, but the degree of just how brawny he was registered with a clunk upside her head.

      Taking a step back, she gestured with her martini glass. “I’m having a drink. Can I fix you something?”

      “A cold beer, if you have one.”

      “Sure. Have a seat.” She flipped her hand toward the living room.

      Beer in her refrigerator wasn’t the norm. She wasn’t much of a beer drinker, but since she hadn’t known much about Nicholas Falcone’s drink preferences—or anything at all about him really—she’d stocked a six-pack of beer as well as red wine, white wine, and the makings for any mixed drink imaginable. Always prepared, was her motto.

      She would have made a hell of a boy scout.

      She pulled out a cold bottle, cracked off the top, and got a chilled beer stein from her freezer. While she was there, she also poured herself a fresh vodka martini. Realizing she had too many items and not enough hands, she loaded everything on a tray and went back to the living room.

      “I brought you a glass,” she said, setting the tray on the glass coffee table in front of him. She lifted her martini and took the chair across from him.

      “Bottle’s fine,” he said and took a long draw off the bottle.

      She hid her discomfort with his drinking beer straight from the bottle. The people at the destination wedding they would be attending ran in high-society circles. Beer from bottles had been fine back in college, but now that they were all in their thirties, she was sure her friends, like her, had progressed to more sophisticated drinks and glasses.

      Mentally, she made a note to talk with him about appearances.

      He leaned back on her white sofa, stretched his arm across the back, and crossed an ankle over his knee. That’s when she saw a tattoo peeking out from where the sleeve of his white oxford had been rolled up. From this distance, she could make out tines. A trident? As a doctor, she knew all about the infections that went with tattoos, and she wanted to disapprove. Instead, she got a little turned on. She didn’t like that, or she shouldn’t like that.

      Damn. He had her all confused.

      “So,” she said, trying to gather her wits and the reins to the conversation. “What did Robert tell you?”

      “In a nutshell, you had a fiancé. A big-time corporate lawyer. Said legal-eagle dirtbag got his secretary pregnant. Married her. Dumped you when he got back from his honeymoon. That about right?”

      She winced. “In a nutshell.”

      He lifted the bottle to his lips—which she couldn’t help notice were full and soft. Of course she noticed. She was a doctor. She always observed the human body…especially one like this.

      He swallowed. His Adam’s apple rose and fell with the action.

      She had to get her air conditioning fixed. This room was too warm.

      Shrugging as he lowered the bottle, he said, “Obviously, the man is an idiot with the intelligence of a turkey.”

      “You know turkeys don’t really look up at the rain and drown themselves?”

      What the hell am I blabbering about? Get control, girl.

      He frowned. “Okay,” he drew out. “My point—”

      “I get your point. He’s an ass, and I shouldn’t make mooning eyes at him.”

      She could still hear Lamar’s voice as he explained he’d married his pregnant secretary, the one carrying his baby. Her dreams were haunted by the vision of her smarmy ex-fiancé with his palm outstretched as he demanded she return the five-carat engagement ring—which she didn’t, and wouldn’t, give back. Screw him. Anger roiled her stomach as the memories surfaced. Yeah, there’d be no cow eyes at that asshole.

      Nodding, he said, “Right. So we’ve established he’s a fool. Frankly, having never met the guy, I’d wager he was lucky to get you to agree to marry him.”

      Heat flushed her cheeks. How could she confess it was easier to get married than to date? She detested dating, and now stupid Lamar had completely screwed up her plans, and she hated when things didn’t go as she intended. If only he could have waited until after Kara and David’s wedding…

      “Yes, well, anyway,” she stuttered, “about the wedding. Kara Walls, the bride, was my college roommate. Her fiancé, David, was in law school with Lamar. They started dating when Lamar and I fixed them up on a blind date. They split for a while, but true love wins out and all that.” She waved her hands. “That’s not important. Kara’s grandfather invented something, I don’t remember what, and then he invested in oil and made a fortune. Kara’s an only daughter and nothing was too much for her mother. This wedding is completely over the top.” She waved her hands across her lap again. “That doesn’t matter, either.”

      She hated that she had tendency to ramble when she got nervous, which is why she despised dating. She was always in control of her life, her medical practice, and her words. But right now, it was as if she had diarrhea of the mouth. She couldn’t shut up.

      The sad thing was she shouldn’t be this nervous. This wasn’t a real date. They weren’t embarking on a relationship. She needed a hunky guy escort, and from what Robert told her, Falcone wanted a free vacation. So this was more a business arrangement than a date.

      But holy moly. He was so gorgeous. She couldn’t stop looking at his eyes and that sexy beard. Had she ever kissed a guy with a beard? No, she’d remember if she had.

      Nicholas continued to drink his beer and nod, as though following her every word, his expression remaining serious and thoughtful.

      “Anyway, the Walls have a private vacation home at an exclusive resort named the Sand Castle. The wedding will be at that resort. Each member of the wedding party will get a private beachfront villa as a thank-you for participating.” She shook her head as the dollar signs rolled through her mind.

      “And you and Lamar had your own private place?”

      She nodded. “We did, but Kara reserved another villa for Lamar and gave me the bigger, nicer one, or that’s what she said.” She laughed. “When I told her about Sherice—that’s Lamar’s pregnant gold digger, excuse me, I mean wife—”

      Nicholas let out a loud guffaw. “But how do you really feel about her?”

      “I know. I guess I probably shouldn’t call her that, right? Lamar’s more at fault than she is, I suppose. I should have known he wasn’t trustworthy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s a lawyer.” she said with a one shoulder shrug. “I could go solo to the wedding, but I refuse to have anyone feel sorry for me or let Sherice look at me with her smug expression like she won some great prize.”

      “You know her then?”

      “I do,” she said with a long sigh. “Met her when Lamar hired her as his secretary.”

      “Okay.”

      “My brother suggested I take our cousin Doug with me. Can you imagine anything more pitiful than a tossed-over fiancé showing up at a wedding with her cousin?”

      He groaned. “Robert, Robert, Robert. What were you thinking, boy?”

      “I think he was trying to push me into finding a date. I don’t usually mind going places alone. I’ve travelled quite a bit by myself. Had dinner at restaurants alone. Been to art openings and wine tastings on my own. But this?”

      “I get it. I don’t think I’d want to go stag to an event that I knew my ex-fiancée would also be attending.”

      “So you’ve been engaged?” Her stomach dipped at the thought, and she wasn’t sure why.

      “Nope.”

      “A steady girlfriend? Wife? Boyfriend?”

      He chuckled. “Nope, nope, and nope. Not that I have anything against someone who plays on your team. I just don’t like my dates to have a five o’clock shadow and balls.”

      She snorted and slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Why?” He crinkled his forehead. “I like to hear a beautiful woman laugh, even if it’s a snort,” he said with a grin. He pulled his arm off the back of the couch and leaned forward to rest his forearms on his thighs and let his hands dangle between his legs. Those forearm muscles—that she could name if asked—popped up, and she wanted to trace all of them with her fingertip…followed by her tongue.

      Now that she thought about it, if a medical student was given a specimen like this to study, she’d bet every female student would have all these muscles and tendons memorized, or rather burned, into their memories in minutes.

      She dropped her gaze to his hands, his thick fingers, his clean nails.

      His clean nails? Yep. Totally losing my mind.

      “Look,” he said. “I understand what you need. You want an attractive man to accompany you so your friends believe the breakup isn’t bothering you that much and that you’ve moved on.”

      “And you think you’re that attractive man? Vain, much, Mr. Falcone?”

      He shrugged and lifted an eyebrow. “I work out. I’m in excellent shape physically.” He turned his hands up in the universal sign for I don’t know. “As far as my looks, I’ve never had any complaints.”

      She shook her head. “Granted, you look fine.” Hey, her lying was improving. She was actually able to look him in the eye while she said he looked fine instead of, Ohmigod, you are a gorgeous hunk. That might have been a little over top, and his ego appeared to be healthy.

      “Tax season is over, so the work at the office has slowed, or at least mine has,” he said.

      “Robert mentioned that you were temporary. You got out of the SEALs in January?”

      “Right. January.”

      “So what does an ex-SEAL do when he’s no longer a SEAL?”

      “I’ll always be a Navy SEAL. I may not go on missions, but being a SEAL is the greatest accomplishment of my life.”

      “I’m sure.” She settled back into her chair. “I only meant now that you aren’t collecting a military paycheck, what are your long-term plans?”

      His jaw tightened. “Does it matter?”

      “Well, I just want to know what to tell my friends when they ask what you do.” She smiled uncomfortably.

      “Tell them I recently retired from the military and am exploring my options.”

      “Hmm.” She arched an eyebrow. “That’ll work, I suppose.”

      He crossed his arms. “Instead of me telling you what I think you want, why don’t you just spell it out for me? Are we friends? Just started dating? Passionate lovers who can barely keep our hands off each other?”

      Her stomach quivered at the thought of his hands roaming all over her. A tickle between her thighs made her cross her legs.

      “I’m not sure. This is all happening so fast. And we don’t really know each other at all.”

      “Agreed, but if you want everyone to think I’m more than some guy you don’t really know but brought to the wedding, we should spend this weekend getting to know each other better.”

      She swallowed the last of her now lukewarm martini. “I suppose you have a point.”

      “Great.  I’ll pick you up tomorrow night, and we can go back to my house.”

      Her brows arched. “Your place? Why don’t you just come here?”

      He leaned back and smiled. “Let’s back up. We want to project dating? Or lovers? And how long have we been seeing each other?”

      She shut her eyes in frustration. “I don’t know. Let me think about this overnight.”

      “Okay. But if we have been together for a while, I promise I’ve had you to my house and made dinner for you. So you’ll need to have some idea of where I live in case you want to work it into a conversation. One less thing to trip us up.”

      “I know.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “I know. Look, give me your phone number, and I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Get your phone, and I’ll program my number in.”

      She retrieved her phone from the kitchen and brought it to the living room.

      “Here.”

      He took her phone, punched around on the screen, and then his phone buzzed. “I programmed my information into your phone and sent me a text so I have your number.” He stood and handed it back to her. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”

      “But you can go out of town on sudden notice like this?”

      “Yup. I came to the firm as a tax season temp and I have some time off coming with nothing planned, so a free vacation sounds great.”

      She followed him to the front door, where he stopped and turned toward her. “Until tomorrow then.”

      She nodded, and he left. The minute the door shut, her knees buckled, and she slid to the floor in the foyer. Her heart rate shot into tachycardic range, and her breath labored to keep up. She would wager her blood pressure was through the roof. Either she was having a serious heart attack at age thirty-three, or Nicholas Falcone was affecting her like no other man ever had.

      Thinking about him with his wide shoulders, soft lips, forearms where muscles bulged, and his tattoo, she might prefer the heart attack.

      She suspected it might be less deadly.
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      Blurry-eyed and irritable when she got to the doctors’ lounge in the surgery unit of St. Michael’s Hospital, Jennifer wanted coffee so thick and so black she’d have to chew it. But she had surgery this morning, and caffeine-fueled shakes during surgery weren’t the best idea.

      “Dr. Pierce,” a nurse said from the door.

      “Yes,” she said, her morning voice sounding rougher than she’d intended. “What do you need?”

      “Your first patient ate breakfast this morning.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” St. Michael and all the angels! Her patient was scheduled for a gall bladder removal, and now that would not happen, at least not today. “How did you let that happen?”

      “I’m sorry. His wife stopped at a drive-through for herself, and he ate her extra biscuit and sausage along with a cup of coffee.”

      “Not good. Not good at all.” She blew out a long breath. “I’ll be out in a minute to talk with them.”

      “Okay.” The nurse hurried away.

      “A little tough on our staff, don’t you think?”

      Jennifer looked over at Dr. Tess Sweeney-Monroe, the current chief of surgery. “Oh, hey, Tess. Sorry.”

      The chief shook her head. “Don’t apologize to me. Didn’t hurt my feelings, but you might want to apologize to Brenda.”

      “Brenda?”

      “The nurse who just flew out of here with tears in her eyes.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go do that.”

      “Hey, we all have bad days.” Dr. Sweeny-Monroe chuckled. “Before I met my husband, my bad days probably outnumbered my good days.” Her smile dropped. “Did I hear correctly that you broke off your engagement?”

      The last thing Jennifer wanted to talk about with the happily married-to-the-sheriff-chief-of-surgery was her own pathetic love life. Plus, she was in negotiations to join Dr. Sweeney-Monroe’s group and didn’t want to hex that deal.

      “You heard correctly. Now, I’d better scoot and go eat some crow.”

      After locating the nurse, who was still upset, she apologized, gave her a hug—which was totally out of her comfort zone—and headed out to talk to her errant patient.

      Most of the time, she preferred to limit Fridays to office hours only, no surgery. But she’d scheduled today’s gallbladder removal at the patient’s insistence. Sure, she was irritated at the last-minute cancellation, but mainly because it messed with her carefully-planned, daily agenda. Once she got her patient rescheduled, she took advantage of her new free time to head to medical records to get all her hospital dictation up to date and signed. One item off her to-do list. Who needs breakfast anyway?

      From the moment she hit her clinic doors, her staff kept exam rooms filled with patients. With her being away for an entire week, her schedule was stuffed with patients she would normally have seen the following week. The volume of patients kept her working through lunch. By three, she was starving. Skipping breakfast for charts and lunch for patient appointments made her a cranky doctor with a massive headache. She gobbled down three aspirin with a gulp of coffee, pasted on a professional look, and entered the treatment room for her last patient.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Nicholas. Let’s see how your incision’s looking.”

      As soon as she said the patient’s name, she realized she’d completely forgotten about calling Nicholas Falcone. Damn. As soon as she got out of here, she would. What she would say was a whole other issue.

      Finally finished with appointments, she collapsed into her desk chair and dropped her head on her desk.

      “Dr. Pierce. You okay?”

      She waved at her nurse. “I’m good,” she said, not lifting her head from the top of her desk. “Just tired.”

      “Sorry, but I need to go over a couple of patient calls before you leave.”

      She sat up. “Sure. Can you shut the door and come back in five minutes? Give my aspirin time to kick in?”

      “Absolutely.”

      The nurse shut the office door, taking all the clinic noise with her. The quiet was luscious.

      Thinking about the upcoming wedding trip, Jennifer blew out a breath and rapped her nails on the chair’s arms. She recognized her no-win situation.

      Option one was to go alone, and that simply wasn’t happening.

      Option two was to back out of the wedding, which would be totally crappy of her at this late date. First, she was maid of honor. Second, Kara
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