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  About Lick It Up



I left for my “honeymoon” solo but came home married to a rock star. Oh boy.

My entire world collapses a week before my wedding.

My ex is not the man I thought he was, and I have the shiner to prove it.

Heartbroken, I board my honeymoon flight alone and spend my days sitting on the beach, wondering how I never saw it coming.

Enter Mal.

I’m not sure how I didn’t recognize the biggest guitar player in the world.

I just know I feel safe in his arms, and he’s as different from my ex as can be—gentle, giving, spontaneous… 

Planning to marry someone I thought I knew didn’t work, so why not marry a stranger?

But when his world gets rocked in the worst possible way, and he goes back on the promises he made to me on that beach, I have to choose between stability and the scariest thing that’s ever happened to me…for all the right reasons.

Lick It Up kicks off the Long Licks series. Grab this angsty, elopement with a rock star, age gap, spicy romance about two people finding themselves and love despite tragedy coming at them from every direction.







  Lick It Up Playlist



Stream it here: https://bit.ly/4owPsGV

Better Man—Little Big Town

Drunk on a Plane—Dierks Bentley

Somewhere on a Beach—Dierks Bentley

I Just Got Back From Hell—Gary Allan

Every Little Thing—Carly Pearce

Cruel Summer—Taylor Swift

Love Ain’t—Eli Young Band

Treat You Better—Shawn Mendes

Shake It Off—Taylor Swift

All Night—Brothers Osbourne 

Lick It Up—Kiss 

Your Song—Elton John

Marry You—Bruno Mars

Wanted Dead or Alive—Bon Jovi

Who Knew—P!nk 

Troubadour—George Strait

Best Thing I Never Had—Beyoncé 

Make You Feel My Love—Adele 
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Saylor Tate

Las Vegas, Nevada

Four days before wedding date

My mind was a jumble of lists, tasks, and that nagging feeling I’d had for months that this all was a mistake. And I told police later that was the reason I didn’t see it coming.

Trent had been acting weird for months. Mom wouldn’t listen. She continued to chalk his behavior up to guys and weddings. She kept telling me that Trent was the smart decision. Trent was vice president of investments at a huge banking institution—the same one my stepdad worked at—older, stable, smart, and of course handsome. I was lucky to be with him. Not a single word or question about our love for one another. Mom prioritized stability over everything. Which, granted, made sense, given my dad’s death when I was two left her completely unmoored. But still, why didn’t my feelings factor into any of this?

Because I was having serious doubts.

So in addition to my nagging fear this all was a mistake, I was thinking about the cake delivery, who was going to pick up Aunt Stacey at the airport tomorrow, the huge shopping list for the groom’s dinner—because despite the name, it’d all fallen on my shoulders—and making sure my hairstylist had the correct address for the venue, and a million other things.

I just wanted to collapse into a heap and cry.

“Saylor Tate?” An accented male voice asked from behind me as I unlocked my car in my apartment building’s garage.

“Yes?” I turned to him with a smile.

When—BAM!

Out of nowhere, the side of my face exploded in pain.

I bent over, clutching my cheek in my hands, as tears blurred my vision.

“You tell your fiancé, Trent Hale, that we’re serious.” His thick, accented words puffed so close to my face I could smell the nicotine on his breath. “He doesn’t want me showing up at his wedding Saturday with extra guests. Screwing over the Aslanov Bratva is a serious fucking mistake. One his loved ones will pay in blood and pain.”

His hand threaded through my hair and yanked until I fell to my knees.

A pained whimper left me, and then everything froze as I felt something large, cold, and metallic press into my uninjured cheek.

“It’d be a tragedy if we had to paint your parking spot with your blood. Maybe we can work out something in trade, instead. What do you think, Kotyonok? Want to be my little plaything?”

My breathing sounded more like wheezing as I stared into a pockmarked face with a huge scar splitting his right eyebrow and ending in the corner of his mouth. And it was somehow scarier as he grinned at me with his yellowed, crooked teeth.

Nothing about that smile was nice.

“What was that?” he yelled.

I flinched and my whole body trembled as I stared into his dark, pitiless eyes.

“I can’t hear you, Kotyonok!”

“I-I-I, I’ll tell him,” I whispered through a pained whimper when he tugged on my hair.

He grunted. “See that you do. Otherwise, you’ll be seeing me again—a whole lot more of me.”

After one more vicious tug of my hair, he walked away.

I crumpled to the ground.

As his car pulled away, I covered my face with shaking hands and cried.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Saylor

Three days after wedding date

I thought canceling the wedding would be the hard part—turned out going on the honeymoon alone was a whole new humiliating low. Everywhere I turned, people were asking where my husband was, from the desk agent at the airport to the flight attendant in first class.

Hence the alcohol in front of me.

I’d always loved Dierks Bentley’s ‘Drunk on a Plane.’ Little did I know it would turn into my anthem. I couldn’t get my money back, so here I was drunk on a plane.

Destination Fiji.

It was the only part of the wedding Trent had been passionate about. He’d always wanted to stay on this certain island in a treehouse bure [boo-ray] overlooking the ocean to one side and the island on the other. The jungle side of the treehouse also had an outdoor shower.

It was the whole reason I’d taken out that extra student loan to cover the honeymoon—my gift to Trent. Although now I understood why he’d wanted control over the finances. Thank god I’d grown up on Judge Judy and pushed back on combining our accounts until after the wedding.

Although, in hindsight, I was wishing I’d waited to move in with the asshole.

“So what are you celebrating?” a deep voice asked above me.

I blinked and looked up at the older, surfer-looking attractive man standing next to my first-class pod. His long, dirty blond hair was pulled up in a man-bun, and his dark blue eyes twinkled down at me. Faint lines fanned out around the outside of his gorgeous eyes. At my hesitation, he grinned, and a dimple appeared in his scruff covered right cheek.

I literally lost all ability to talk or think for a second.

Technically, I had a thing for older men, considering Trent was thirty-seven to my twenty-two. And this guy was definitely in the same category.

Only hotter.

His eyes got smolder-y as we continued our staring contest.

All sorts of dirty things ran through my mind at that look. The mile high club featuring at the top of the list.

“You okay, baby girl?”

I swooned all over again. Baby girl? Gah. I’d had the hugest crush on Derek Morgan from Criminal Minds as a teenager. And this guy had all the swagger and intensity that had made me fall for the character.

After a deep breath, I managed to nod. “Uh, yeah. Just maybe didn’t take the whole altitude thing into account when I ordered. Might be a little tipsier than I’d planned.” Which I realized—after the words left me—was a stupid thing to admit to a stranger. I closed my eyes with a wince. “Sorry. That was an overshare.”

He waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.” He paused, and after a beat, he straightened and tipped his head. “Enjoy the rest of your flight.”

Then he ducked into his pod, and I lost the opportunity to make all those dirty fantasies come to life due to my slow, alcohol-induced reaction time.

This being single thing was going to be harder than I remembered.

Although given that I’d hooked up with Trent during my freshman year of college and had been with him for almost four years, it wasn’t surprising. I hadn’t been single as an adult really. And definitely not since I’d been granted the ability to drink.

How did people balance alcohol and flirting? Was there a class I could take somewhere?

I groaned and pushed the bottles to the other side of my tray. After hitting the button to convert my seat into a bed, I closed my curtain for privacy. We had eight more hours on the flight. Might as well try to get some sleep.

My last thought before I passed out was that I really had to get a handle on this whole flirting thing if I wanted to make this a fun trip. Maybe my surfer could help me with that.

I dreamed of rolling around in a bed with Derek Morgan…and my surfer at the same time.




* * *




It was my moan that woke me up.

I blinked a few times, confused about my surroundings, and then I sat up with a start. The plane’s cabin was still dark—thank god—and I believed that the engines covered my unfortunate outburst. Although I blamed that on not having sex for almost three months. Trent’s left-field “save ourselves for marriage” request probably had more to do with impotence—due to his losing streak—than any religious beliefs.

Ass.

I scrubbed at my face with the heels of my hands then froze with a wince as I remembered my cheek. It didn’t hurt too much anymore, but I was desperate for my concealer to cover the still green-yellow bruise.

Unbuckling my seatbelt, I leapt from my chair and headed for the tiny bathroom cubicle. Most of the seats I passed had their curtains closed.

But not my surfer.

His curtain was open as he reclined with his overhead light on so he could read—Ozzy Osbourne’s autobiography, judging by the cover—with reading glasses.

I paused for a second to take the whole scene in, but when his eyes met mine, I booked it down the aisle and closed myself in the tiny bathroom.

Like a wuss.

Because I was all talk (or was it thought?) and literally zero follow through.

I took care of business then checked out my concealer in the wavy mirror. After touching up the coverage, I washed my hands and took a few deep breaths.

I should probably have a mantra or something to get through these next two weeks, but I’d never been a woo-woo type of girl. Straight forward, factual, over-achieving type A was more my style.

Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes at my reflection then reached for the door. I was hefting my purse over my shoulder, so I didn’t notice someone was standing right in front of me.

“Ooomph!” I bounced off the person and went back on my back foot. “Sorry, I didn’t—Ack!” My apology ended with a screech as my surfer—sans reading glasses—pushed into the tiny space, making me back up against the sink.

He slammed and locked the door behind himself then turned to me with a wolfish grin. “We should probably hurry. I don’t think we have a lot of time.”

My mind blanked for a second, and then I realized what he was implying.

“Whoa.” I shook my head. Despite my fantasies and earlier drunken thoughts, I wouldn’t ever do that.

He tipped his head. “You okay, baby girl?”

“Look, I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m a good girl. I don’t”—I waved a hand between us—“do this kind of a thing. Ever.”

“Oh.” The sparkle left his eyes, and he looked genuinely bummed out by my refusal.

Was it wrong that I liked that?

Oh, I was clearly screwed up in the head. Thanks so much, Trent.

And Mom.

And Dad.

I could go on, but I didn’t want to get caught in here with him.

The tiny, confined space had me breathing a little funny. Or maybe it was him. Either way, I needed more room to breathe. “I also had a little episode where someone attacked me in a parking lot about a week ago, so this is giving me all sorts of anxiety. Do you mind opening the door, or should I press this little call button here?”

“Yeah. Right.” He shook his head. “Sorry.” He tossed me another searching look then unlocked and opened the bathroom door.

Once he disappeared down the aisle, I closed myself back into the restroom. No way I was going to be seen leaving at the same time. Leaning against the sink for a second, I laughed incredulously.

Did that seriously happen? Did he really think I’d hook up with him because I’d stared at him? Something told me that wasn’t his first attempt at joining the mile high club—just the latest.

But maybe it was his first rejection.

Just when I thought this week couldn’t get any crazier, the universe had to prove me wrong.

Apparently there was always a new low for me. Yay.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Malcolm Holt

Taveuni, Fiji

Fiji was made up of hundreds of islands, so what was the chance she’d be at the same tiny, privately owned resort island as me?

But she’d been doggedly at my heels through customs, baggage claim, and then on the connecting flight on the puddle jumper.

It was hella awkward.

But seriously, what was I supposed to think when she’d looked at me like that? So many women had over the years—groupies, in particular. The number of women who would’ve been swooning at the same opportunity were plentiful.

It was her loss, actually.

But then she got off the puddle jumper at the Taveuni island airport.

“Mister and Missus Hale! Ni sa bula!” An island man wearing a baby blue Ring Gold t-shirt and board shorts shouted ebulliently. He crossed the distance between us and anointed us with flowered leis. “Welcome to Fiji.”

“We’re not—” I started but was cut off by Mystery Woman.

“I’m not a Hale, and neither is he. I mean, I would’ve been a Hale if the wedding happened, but it didn’t, so I’m not.”

Both the resort escort and I stared at her with wide eyes for a moment.

That was…a lot.

“Err, sorry to hear that.” The resort employee blinked a few times. “How would you like to be called?”

“Saylor is just fine. Saylor Tate.”

The resort employee nodded. “Got it. Saylor. Miss Tate.” The color in his cheeks probably had little to do with the heat. He nodded and turned to me. “Shit, you’re Malcolm Holt.”

I ducked my head and rubbed the back of my neck. He hadn’t said it loud enough for anyone to hear, but I didn’t want to take the chance. “I think you have a reservation for me under Logan Ecchols.”

My assistant was a pain in my ass who thought it was funny to book my reservations under character names from her girlie shows. Last time it’d been Jess Marino from something called Gilmore Girls.

I didn’t see the humor.

The resort employee nodded. “Right. Right. I think we were expecting you. I’m sorry, I’m new. Let me check.” He pulled out his cell phone and tapped away at the screen. “Ah, we had you down for the later flight. But you’re here now, so let’s head to the van and then the boat.”

“Boat?” Saylor repeated timidly.

“Yes, it’s about a twenty-minute boat ride to the island and then your honey—er, vacation can begin. Let me grab your bags.”

I hefted my backpack onto my shoulder and grabbed my roller. “I got these.”

“Sure, sure.” He bent over Saylor’s two bags and arranged them so he could pull them. “Can I grab your other bag, miss?”

Saylor shook her head. “I’m good. I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“It’s Vili.”

Saylor smiled. “Nice to meet you, Vili. Thanks for the help.”

“Sega na leqa.” A hint of interest darkened his tone, and I gritted my teeth. He’d literally just found out about her heartbreak and was already signaling his interest?

Asshole.

I planned on giving her a day—or two at most—before…shit, I’d already forgotten how she’d turned me down on the plane.

Fuck.

It was an awkward ride across the island to the dock where a fishing boat with a canopy bobbed against the current.

I’d stayed at Ring Gold Island before, so it wasn’t a surprise to me. But judging by the look on her face, Saylor had been expecting something…different.

I swallowed my chuckle and watched as Vili helped her aboard, then I helped him stow our luggage.

A few minutes later, we were bouncing across the water, a faint mist spraying our faces. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and just let the peace of the moment wash over me. Something about the water here just felt different. I might have a house on the beach in Cali, but nothing felt like the pristine beauty of the water in the South Pacific.

Saylor felt differently, judging by her shriek and the way she scrambled to get out of the spray.

My chuckle was lost in the roar of the outboard engine and the wind.




Since I’d been at the resort a year ago—for almost a month—I was welcomed by every employee we passed with back slaps and promises of great fishing.

I waved off an escort to my bungalow. “Same one, right? I know the way.”

“Err actually, the Hales uh, I mean Miss Tate has booked that treehouse. We have you in the other one.”

The other, lesser one he meant. I tried to hide my snarl of disappointment. I loved that treehouse. It had the most privacy. And a private plunge pool.

Vili gestured helplessly. “When the call came for your reservation, that one was already booked. Had been for almost a year. I’m so sorry.”

Saylor studiously avoided looking in my direction.

No offer to switch.

No conciliary shrug of apology.

I might as well not exist.

I tipped my head at Vili. “I understand. I guess I’ll take that escort after all. Don’t wanna take a wrong turn.”

“Great, great. Let’s just get—” he gestured to one of the guys lingering near the dining area. “Jone! You mind helping Logan to his bure?”

Leaving Vili to escort Saylor? Oh hell no.

“Jone looks busy to me.” I jerked my chin at the broom Jone clutched. “How about we all go together and drop Saylor off first?” My words might’ve been in the form of a question, but my tone definitely was not.

No way in hell was I leaving her to Vili and his leering

For the first time since we’d arrived, Saylor turned to me. She gave me a relieved look, and I nodded at her.

Our introduction might’ve ended awkwardly, but no way in hell did that mean I was going to hang her out to dry. Cleary, the woman had some heartache to work through. She didn’t need me or Vili circling her when she was so vulnerable.

And then we were off to our bungalows with the promise of someone bringing our luggage to us later.

I waited at the top of the steps as Vili showed her around her treehouse bure—not present for the tour but still close enough to hear if she needed some help. But Vili was solicitous and stayed in his lane.

Then Saylor and her curves and wounded eyes were forgotten after we crossed the beach and climbed the stairs to my treehouse. This one might not have all the amenities as the other treehouse, but the deck was stellar.

I leaned against the railing and stared at the endless ocean as the sound of the gentle waves lapped against the sandy beach below, and that sense of peace I’d been chasing washed over me. Closing my eyes, I soaked it in.

Ten months, nineteen countries, and so much jet lag.

I hadn’t been able to convince any of the guys to come with me. They thought I was nuts to immediately get on another plane and fly however many hours to get here. But this was something I just couldn’t find anywhere else.

Peace.

“Would you like me to go through the amenities with you, sir?”

I jolted at Vili’s voice. I’d forgotten he was here. Shaking my head, I answered, “No, I’m good, Vili.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out my wallet.

Vili held up a hand. “You should include all gratuities in your final bill at checkout, sir.”

I nodded as I opened my wallet and pulled out a mix of euros, Brazilian reais, and Canadian dollars. “But see, this isn’t a gratuity.” I folded the clutch of bills, grabbed Vili’s hand, and pushed them into his hand. Stepping into his space, I dropped my tone into a menacing hiss as I stared directly into his eyes. “This is a promise that no one is to fuck with Saylor. Spread it around. Let everyone know she’s off limits.”

Vili visibly flinched then sprang back and batted at the bills spilling from his hands. “Lo, I…um, yes, sir. Enjoy your stay.”

I didn’t watch him flee.

I turned back to the view beyond the railing and soaked in all the peace I’d been missing for so long. It was everything.

After my luggage arrived, I changed into some board shorts and a tee and laid out on the lounger on my front deck. I could’ve reached for the book I’d been reading on the plane or my phone to check in to see what the guys were up to, but none of it sounded interesting.

I stared through the slats of the railing at the ocean beyond and thought about what had sent me running to Fiji in the first place. That restlessness I’d felt in all the guys toward the end of our tour. I mean, we all got sick of each other after a while, but something about this time felt different.

Heavier.

Gio had been hanging all over his new girl. Leif had been secretive and not around much. Ryker had been on the phone constantly with his mom and her doctors. Beau’s new wife had been all over the greenrooms commanding everyone around her—including Beau.

And don’t even get me started on the party scene. It’d been so intense the last few weeks, I had to retreat in defense of my sobriety. Even Beau’s wife had snorted something in the greenroom right in front of me.

They were all either deep in their own business or crazy partying in a way I just couldn’t anymore.

None of them had been interested in talking to me, let alone coming to Fiji to relax.

It just felt like everything was splintering.

Like maybe this was the beginning of the end of the Long Licks.

It was the kind of thing that in the past would make me reach for a drink or a hit of something to make it all go away and bring back the calm, but I was eight years sober, so that was out.

I’d talked it over with my sponsor, actor Caden Dawson, and he thought a solo trip was what I needed. Some time alone to decompress and just commune with nature. He was into all that chakra/crystal bullshit and more spiritual than me, but maybe he’d been onto something because this right here was pretty damn awesome.




We’d come here a year ago for Beau’s wedding, and it’d been so awesome we’d stayed almost a month. Of course, for that trip we’d rented out the entire island, so being here with other guests was strange. There were appointed dinner times and no room service, which meant I was forced to head back to the main bungalow for dinner.

Most of the people here seemed to be couples on their honeymoon.

Which was…awkward.

Maybe I should’ve put more thought into my destination than I had.

Being the lone guy on an island of honeymooners was getting me more attention than I’d planned.

Until I saw Saylor sitting all alone on the edge of the dining room and the pitying looks she was getting from all the couples around her.

Talk about awkward. She was so uncomfortable, I could visibly see her tension as she tapped at her phone’s screen.

Fuck that.

I jerked my chin at Jone at the entrance then crossed the room to Saylor’s table, pulled out the empty chair opposite her, and sat. “Sorry I’m late.”

She jerked in surprise and looked up from her phone. “What…?”

I tipped my head at the couple nearest us then asked, “Did you order already, baby girl?”

“Um, yeah.” Her eyes flicked between the table and me before settling on me with more warmth than I’d seen before. “But I didn’t know how long you’d be, so I didn’t order anything for you.”

“Sorry, baby. I’ll do better.” Lifting a hand at a nearby waitress in a floral top and skirt, I gestured to my empty end of the table.

She smiled at me then hustled back into the kitchen. A few seconds later, she returned with a place setting and wine glass. “Bula, Mr. Holt. Would you like wine like Ms. Tate or something else to drink?”

“No alcohol. Sparkling water, please.”

“Yes, of course. I’m so sorry, I forgot. And for dinner tonight, you have a choice between a chicken tagine or a spicy tuna rice bowl. I believe Samu and some guests caught the tuna today.”

“The tuna.”

“Vinaka.” She bowed her head and left the table.

“So…” Saylor stared at me then shook her head like she couldn’t believe I was sitting there. “This is awkward.”

I tipped my head. “Awkward was what I walked in on here. Can’t believe they don’t have room service.”

“Not true. You can get dessert delivered to your room.” Saylor laughed.

I laughed with her, watching the way her eyes sparkled with life. Blue eyes had always been my weakness.

“Yeah, but considering I’ve only had airplane food for the last eighteen hours, I couldn’t survive on chocolate alone. Although it has gotten me through the last few days.”

I tipped my head. But before I could comment our waitress came back with my water. “Thanks.”

She smiled and set my glass down. “Your meals will be out in just a few moments.”

“Thanks.”

Once she left, I turned back to Saylor. “So where are you from?”

She rolled her eyes. “Las Vegas. And I’m guessing from the way everyone welcomed you here, you’re someone famous.”

“You didn’t look me up?”

She hitched a shoulder. That she had more important things on her mind was implied.

I mimicked her shrug. “I have a few fans.”

She nodded but didn’t press for more information. “Thank you for earlier. I didn’t really think about traveling as a single woman. I haven’t been single for…forever. High school really.”

“You don’t look like you’re long in the tooth exactly.” I smiled. “Be honest—how long ago was high school?”

“I’ll have you know I just finished my bachelor’s in education.”

I muffled a groan. “So you’re—what? Twenty-two?”

She nodded and raised her eyebrows as merriment danced in her eyes.

“Fuck me,” I mumbled through my fingers as I rubbed my hands over my face. “I didn’t think you were that young. I’m old enough to be your daddy.”

She snickered. “I mean, I’ve never had a daddy kink, but if ever there was a guy made for it…”

I dropped my hands from my face and stared at her with wide eyes.

Her light blue eyes sparkled back at me and she tipped her head. “Oh, come on. You’ve never wanted to hear a girl call you daddy while you held her hair from behind while you…you know?”

I struggled for a second time to muffle my groan. I was uncomfortably hard in the middle of the dining room with her innocent eyes twinkling at me.

Maybe not that innocent…








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Saylor

I mean, I wasn’t lying. I’d never had a daddy kink—but I was starting to see the appeal.

Malcolm was gorgeous. He had that whole scruffy surfer vibe down pat. His clearly toned body was beyond hot. And I’d always been a fan of a guy with a dimple. The combination had me flirting outrageously with this stranger.

Flirting that was clearly welcome, judging by the warmth in his dark blue eyes.

“Chicken tagine for the lady.” A large bowl of stew-y chicken slid to a rest in front of me. “And a spicy tuna bowl for the gentleman. Kana vinaka. And we have a few choices for dessert later if you’re interested.” Our waitress melted into the background.

“And now I have meal envy.” Malcolm nodded at my bowl.

“There’s more than enough here. Feel free to help yourself.”

He raised his eyebrows and gave me a smoldering look. “Noted.”

My cheeks burned as I dug into my dinner. I hadn’t meant that.

Or had I?

What had my bestie, Jayne, told me before I left? ‘The best way to get over a guy is to get under another. Enjoy your trip.’ Complete with eyebrow wiggle.

I’d rolled my eyes at her, but now I was thinking her advice might just come in handy.

If I could ever find my courage to make a move.

But then again, maybe I wouldn’t be the one making the move.

“Uh, how long are you staying on the island, Malcolm?” I asked before forking some of the tender chicken into my mouth.

He winced. “Call me Mal. Please.”

I nodded.

“I think my booking is for two weeks. I need to doublecheck though. Last time I stayed here, I came with a group, and we had the run of the place. The whole couple-y vibe took me by surprise.”

I bit my lip and dragged my fork through the sauce in my bowl. “I’m assuming from your solo attendance here and that little scene on the plane that you’re single?”

He tipped his head. “No, I’m in a relationship. With myself. It’s going really great.”

I laughed. “I’ll have to remember that one.”

“But yes, I’m single.” He shrugged. “Have been for a long time. By choice, of course.”

“Clearly.” My eyes widened as I realized how transparent I was being.

But Mal just smiled and then took a drink from his water glass.

And I might’ve watched him a beat longer than was socially acceptable.

Yeah, definitely going to have to learn some new social skills.

Clearing my throat, I picked up my fork and pretended to be interested in my meal when really I was just watching Mal out of the corner of my eye.

“So you’re not going to even ask?” Mal asked me as he stabbed at his bowl with his chopsticks, leaving the conventional utensils on the table.

I watched, impressed, as he deftly carried rice and tuna to his mouth. His luscious lips parted and he made a growl-humming sound that had me clenching my thighs together.

“Ask what?” I murmured, spellbound and so freaking turned on. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this way with my ex, if ever. He’d been more of a lights off and under the covers kinda guy. Something told me Mal wasn’t about that. He probably preferred an audience.

I shivered at the thought.

He chewed and swallowed before reaching for his water glass. “About what I do. You’re not curious?”

I lifted a shoulder. “We can talk about it if you want.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I mean, I don’t want to. It’s why I’m here. To get away from that. From everything, really.”

His babbling was endearing. I smiled at him.

He shrugged. “I’m just surprised. Most girls want to know what’s up. Exploit it if they can. Get what they want from me—sex, clout, money.” He shrugged again, staring down at his tuna bowl. “Can’t remember the last time someone didn’t look at me and mentally catalogue what I was worth.”

“Well, that’s sad.”

He snorted in agreement and tipped his head. “It’s the sad truth.”

“If it’s a contest—I can see your sad story and raise you an even sadder one. I guarantee you, I’ll win by a mile.” I sighed and traced my fork through my bowl. Just thinking about the whole scene I fled back home made my stomach knot. “But like you, I’m here trying to get away from everything.”

“It’s good to leave the heaviness of life behind and just be in the moment, huh?”

I nodded. “You have no idea.”

“No, you have no idea, but thank you. I like you, Saylor Tate.”

“Thanks.” I smiled back at him. “I like you, Mal Whatever-Your-Last-Name-Is-Again.”

He chuckled lightly then picked up his chopsticks and dug into his tuna bowl.

The earlier sexual tension fell away, and I felt a companionable warmth just being in Mal’s company. It was hard to be annoyed at that.

Maybe I’d get a handle on this whole being single thing.

Eventually.


Once we’d stuffed ourselves with tuna, chicken, and a delicious chocolate cake, we stumbled across the dark beach, lit only by torches lining the path.

“Thank you for rescuing me back there.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at the dining space we’d just left. “This whole being single thing is going to take some getting used to.”

Mal nodded. “I think it’s important to be okay with yourself before you try being part of a couple.”

I groaned. “I’m not nearly drunk enough to get philosophical tonight.”

“Noted.” Mal laughed lightly. “Although if that was an invitation to have a drink back at your place, I should tell you that I’m sober.”

“Really?”

“Yup. Going on eight years now.”

“Wow. Congrats. That’s a feat. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Thanks.”

“Is this a bad time to point out that eight years ago I was fourteen?”

Mal groaned and clutched at his chest. “You’re killing me here, baby girl.”

I snickered. Looking up at him, I was relieved to see that he was smiling back at me. I didn’t want him to think the age difference was a deterrent in any way.

“First rule of dating an older man: do not continually point out what an old fart he is.”

“I can safely say that I would never use those words to describe you.” We stopped at the staircase leading up to my treehouse.

The words asking him to come up for a drink were on the tip of my tongue, but I bit them back because—one, he was sober so it was a horrible question, and two, despite my bravado, I wasn’t ready for that just yet.

But hopefully I would be before the end of our two-week stay.

“Thanks again for dinner.” I climbed the first step then turned back to face him. “How about I buy dinner tomorrow night?”

The resort was all-inclusive, but that wasn’t the point.

“Only if you let me buy breakfast tomorrow morning.” Mal tipped his head.

My lips quirked as I fought to hide my smile. “Sounds like a plan. Us silly singles have to stick together at this couple-y resort.”

Mal closed the distance between us and stared straight into my eyes despite me standing one step up. “I plan on sticking as close as you’ll let me, baby girl. Sleep tight.”

I swayed toward him, but he sighed and took a step backward. He waited there a beat, still staring into my eyes. I held my breath at their smoldering promise. He inclined his head again and nodded at the stairs behind me, clearly waiting for me to go up.

I released a shuddering breath, turned, and climbed, aware of his eyes on my rear the whole way up.

No pressure.

My mind was a tangle of confusion as I got ready for bed—alone. All the new feelings Mal had brought out in me warred with my anger about my ex. I was still pissed at him, and as I took my makeup off, the vivid, yellowish-green bruise on my cheek was a stark reminder of why.

But underlying it all was a new sense of hope.


* * *


“You tell your fiancé, Trent Hale, that we’re serious.” His thick, accented words puffed so close to my face I could smell the nicotine on his breath as he bent next to me. “He doesn’t want me showing up at his wedding Saturday with extra guests. Screwing over the Aslanov Bratva is a serious fucking mistake. One his loved ones will pay in blood and pain.”

His hand threaded through my hair and yanked until I fell to my knees.

A pained whimper left me, and then everything froze as I felt something large, cold, and metallic press into my uninjured cheek.


I woke up with a muffled scream.

Because this time the gun went off.

Only I wasn’t in my apartment building’s garage.

Sunny skies highlighted the grass cloth wallpaper I spied through the wispy mosquito netting. The gentle sound of waves lapping at the beach below me came from the open window on my right.

It was so surreal. Just all quiet and peaceful.

So very different from my dream.

I slumped into my soft mattress with a groan.

And then my phone alerted with a new text message, piercing the calm.


Mom: I can’t believe you just left. It’s so irresponsible.


I sighed. I couldn’t believe she was taking his side in this whole thing.

Actually, I could totally believe it.

Groaning, I staggered out of bed and padded to the bathroom to take care of business. I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror as I washed my hands and brushed my teeth.

Shame was a weird beast. I hadn’t done anything to be ashamed of. But this cloud had hovered over me since I’d found out what Trent had been up to. When the police showed up, and I answered the door holding an icepack to my face. When I had to tell my parents I was canceling the wedding.

When I showed up here alone.

I sighed.

I really just wanted to hole up in my bed and mope, but the siren song of coffee called for me, and I didn’t know how to operate the fancy espresso machine in my room. And really, I was too damn exhausted to try.

Throwing my hair into a messy bun, I pulled on some shorts and a tee. Pausing in my doorway, I tried to shake off the gloom of my mom’s text and that fucking memory that continued to haunt me.

This was supposed to be a fun escape.

Leave that shit behind, Saylor.

I forced a skip to my step as I closed the door and headed for the stairs

“What the fuck happened to your face!” The words came from ten feet away, at the bottom of my treehouse stairs.

I froze, teetering about six steps from the bottom.

Shit. I forgot my concealer.

And that cloud of shame came roaring back.

Throwing a hand up to cover my cheek, I pivoted and tried to run back upstairs, but Mal’s hand on my arm stopped me.

Without a thought, I cowered away from him, clutching my face in my free hand. “Don’t!”

The hand on my arm disappeared, and a muffled curse came from behind me.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Saylor. I’m sorry I scared you.”

My shoulders hunched up to my ears as I realized what I’d done—what I’d revealed.

Shaking my head mutely, I ran back up the stairs and slammed the door behind me. I flipped the two locks and dropped down onto my butt, covering my face with my hands.

And I cried.

It hurt. I hated that this was what I’d turned into. That I let him and that shitty situation scar me.

But it did.

And it hurt so much.

I should be stronger. I should be smarter than this.

But I wasn’t.

And I was starting to think I might never be.

Once my tears slowed, I headed for the bathroom to do damage control.

It was probably twenty minutes later when I left my treehouse a second time, but it felt like an eon, judging by my grumbling stomach.

I didn’t expect to see him sitting on my bottom step, waiting for me.

I paused in my open door and seriously contemplated calling the front desk and begging them to send me food.

Or sending someone to eject Mal.

But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

Sighing heavily, I pulled the door closed behind me and headed down the stairs.

Mal must’ve heard my approach as he stood up and turned to watch my progression. His eyes danced over my now concealed cheek before surveying the rest of my body—no doubt looking for more bruises. Oh god. He’d probably come up with a logical assumption of why I had
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