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      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          FALCON

        

      

    

    
      The place is a dive.

      Funny.

      Before, I’d never have considered entering such a bar, but now?

      Now, I’m different.

      I’ve seen how the other half lives.

      I’ve been part of the other half.

      And this dive? It called to me, so I went in.

      The bar stools are covered in red vinyl, and the one I choose has a couple of rips in it. Seems appropriate. It’s early—only eight p.m.—so there’s no crowd yet, if there ever is one. Maybe these old bars on the edge of towns don’t do much business. Not that I’d know.

      A neon Old Milwaukee sign hangs on the wall behind the bar, above the shelves of bottles with names I don’t recognize. Probably all rotgut.

      I’m not used to rotgut, but nearly a decade has passed since I’ve tasted alcohol that wasn’t fermented in a toilet tank, so I’m pretty sure the well brands here will taste like fucking Pappy’s.

      No one else sits at the bar, but the barkeep on duty—a middle-aged woman who seems intent on wiping lowball glasses—doesn’t seem in any hurry to offer me a libation.

      I clear my throat. “Ma’am?”

      “Be with you in a minute,” she says, her voice low and raspy. A smoker, no doubt.

      A couple tables are occupied with young men wearing T-shirts and orange vests. Construction workers, probably, just getting off duty. In the background, headbanger music plays softly over the intercom. Ironic. An old juke sits in one corner, but it’s not lit. Probably just for show. The tables and the bar are crafted from some kind of dark wood. The bar itself is full of scratches and needs revarnishing.

      “What’ll it be?” the barkeep finally says to me.

      “Bourbon. Neat.”

      “You got it. Brand?”

      “The shittiest you’ve got.”

      She laughs, and it sounds kind of like a frog croaking. “Been that kind of day, huh?”

      I look down at the scratched surface of the bar. “You don’t even know.”

      She turns, grabs a bottle without a label, and pours a shot into a lowball glass.

      “Better make it a double,” I say.

      “You got it.”

      She adds another fingerful and slides the glass to me, along with a napkin that says “Ruthie’s Roadies” on it.

      “You Ruthie?” I ask.

      Another low laugh. “Hell, no. I’m Iris. We get these napkins at a discount. Buy up leftover stock from other places.”

      “Ah. Got it.” I pick up the glass. Take a sniff. Whew! Harsh stuff. A little woodsy, a touch of caramel, and a whole lot of battery acid.

      “What’s your name, cowboy?” Iris asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Do I look like a cowboy to you?”

      She eyes the tats on my knuckles. My shaggy dark hair that nearly touches my shoulders. My black stubble. “Not so much. What are you, then?”

      “Not sure.” I shoot the bourbon, letting it crawl down my throat in a slow burn. I slide the glass back to her. “One more.”

      She nods, pours me a refill, and hands it back. “You going to tell me your name?”

      I hold up my glass, swirl the light brown liquid in the glass, the way I used to swirl wine. I used to appreciate fine wine. My mother taught me about wine when I was sixteen years old. She loves the stuff, used to have it shipped from Napa Valley, Burgundy, Tuscany—you name it—to our Summer Creek, Texas ranch. I enjoyed the stuff, and not just because I was only sixteen and it was a thrill to drink. No. I enjoyed the nuances, the colors and aromas, the flavor as it trickled over my tongue and then the finish as I swallowed. Mom said I had the same knack for wine that she did. We talked about going to Europe on a wine tour once I finished college. We’d planned to do it after graduation and before I joined the Navy with my best friend, Leif.

      None of that happened, of course.

      It couldn’t.

      I polish off the second drink and exhale. “It’s Falcon.”

      “Say what?”

      “You asked my name. It’s Falcon.”

      “You’re shittin’ me.”

      “Nope. I’d show you my driver’s license, except I have to get a new one.”

      Iris frowns. “No driver’s license? Good thing I didn’t ID you. How’d you get here?”

      “Cab.”

      “Yeah? What have you been doin’?”

      I push the glass toward her, motioning for another. “Time.”
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      “Who picked this place?” I ask Gert.

      It’s our monthly ladies’ night, and somehow we ended up at this dive with no name somewhere between San Antonio and Summer Creek. It’s picking up now. When we got here ten minutes ago, only a few guys sat at a table and one guy at the bar.

      Not that I’m here to meet guys. That’s not what ladies’ night is about. Gert, Jordan, Ashley, and I decided back in college that we wouldn’t lose touch like so many college besties do. Since we all live in the same area, we’ve kept up the monthly tradition of ladies’ night for six years now. Sure, we’ve missed a few months here and there, but for the most part we’ve been good about keeping the date.

      “It was Ashley’s turn,” Gert says. “She wanted to choose something closer to your new place.”

      Ashley’s turn. Now I get it.

      I moved last week from Austin to the town of Summer Creek, Texas, near Del Rio on the border. It’s a ranching town for the most part—not my jam so much, but I was looking for a way out of my previous situation, so when the job offer came through, I couldn’t refuse. I don’t know the area very well yet, but surely there was a better place than this for our monthly outing.

      I scan the old movie posters on the walls. “I told you all that I’ll happily drive up to Austin or San Antonio once a month. I just need a place to crash.”

      “Absolutely.” Gert pushes a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “You know you can stay with me. But Ash wanted to do this for you, and Jordy and I agreed.”

      Ashley wanted to do this for me. Right.

      Ashley and Jordan excused themselves to go to the bathroom a few moments ago. I hope I don’t need to go anytime soon. I don’t want to touch anything in this place. The tabletop shines with grime. Decision made. I’m keeping myself to one drink tonight.

      A middle-aged woman ambles to our table, her blond hair pulled up in a knot. “What can I get you ladies this evening?”

      “I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay,” Gert says. “A nice oaky one.”

      “Ernest and Julio okay?” the waitress asks in her low voice.

      Gert’s cheek redden. “Uh…sure. Whatever you have is fine.”

      She turns to me. “You?”

      “Something red.”

      “Wine? Or a vodka cranberry?”

      I cock my head. “I was thinking wine, but you know? A vodka cran sounds good. Refreshing.”

      “Got it.”

      “Our friends are in the bathroom,” Gert says. “Wait, here they come now.”

      Ashley and Jordan take their seats at our small table.

      “Oh, good.” Ashley eyes the server. “I feel like tying one on tonight.”

      “What’ll it be?” the woman asks them.

      “A cosmo,” Ashley says.

      She raises her eyebrows. “What’s that?”

      Ashley drops her jaw. “A vodka martini sans the vermouth with cranberry, lime, and Cointreau.”

      The server wrinkles her forehead. “Sans?”

      “It’s French,” Ashley says. “It means without.”

      “Then why don’t you just say ‘without?’”

      “Could I just get my cosmo please?”

      The server looks to me. “Isn’t she describing what you’re having with a few fancy words thrown in?”

      Ashley rolls her eyes. “Just get me what she’s having, then.”

      “Vodka cranberry,” I say.

      Gert’s been telling Ashley that cosmopolitans are passé. Maybe this will convince her. Or maybe this lady truly doesn’t know what the cocktail is.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      “And you?” The waitress nods to Jordan.

      “The same.”

      “Good enough.” She slides her pencil behind her ear and makes her way back to the bar.

      “What kind of place is this?” Ashley shakes her head. “Who doesn’t know what a cosmo is?”

      “You picked the place,” Gert reminds her.

      “I just looked for a bar in Summer Creek,” Ashley says.

      “And this is the best you could do?” Jordan raises her eyebrows.

      “Let’s go, then.” Ashley rises. “We can find somewhere else.”

      “We already ordered our drinks,” I say. “It would be rude to take off.”

      “So?” Ashley never cares about being rude.

      “So we’re staying.” I glance down at my phone.

      “Sav, you’re such a goody two shoes.” Ashley rolls her eyes.

      I’m far from a goody two shoes, but they don’t know that. No one outside my family knows that.

      “One day, Ash, your eyes are going to get stuck in the back of your head.” Gert laughs.

      Ashley ignores Gert. “When’s the last time you got laid?” she asks me.

      I tighten my lips. “Around the fifth of none of your fucking business.”

      Ash and I are ancillary friends at best. I’m close to Gert and Jordan, and she’s close to Gert and Jordan, but the two of us? We don’t mesh, which explains why, out of what must be myriad bars between San Antonio and Summer Creek, she chose this dive. She’s no doubt thinking better of it now since our server didn’t know what a cosmo is.

      “That long, huh?” Ashley giggles.

      “Give it a rest,” Gert chides.

      “Ladies, this is our mission tonight,” Ashley goes on, continuing to ignore Gert. “We’re going to find Savvy here⁠—”

      I hate it when she calls me Savvy.

      “—a man. I mean, you’re new in town, right? You haven’t had the chance to meet anyone yet.”

      “I don’t want to meet anyone in this place,” I say dryly.

      “Don’t be silly. Those two aren’t bad.” She gestures toward a table by the wall.

      One of the guys is blond and sort of handsome, but the other is balding with a beer belly.

      “For you, maybe,” I say snidely.

      “Fine.” She huffs. “How about that guy at the bar?”

      I look toward the bar and frown. “His back is to us.”

      “So? Go have a look. If you don’t like what you see, just ignore him and come back to the table.”

      “Yeah. No thanks.” I glance down at my phone again, wishing for an email or text or even something interesting on Instagram to take my attention away from Ashley and her desire to get me in bed with a stranger.

      I don’t do stuff like that.

      Funny thing is, neither does Ashley. Of the four of us, Jordan is the most indiscriminate, but she’d draw the line at anyone from this place.

      Ashley rises. “Then I’ll go.”

      Oh hell, no.

      I stand and shove my phone into the back pocket of my jeans. “Fine. I’ll go. You sit down.”

      Ashley drops back into her chair, smiling. Bitch got her way, as usual.

      I walk to the bar and sit one stool away from the man in question. I slyly glance toward him.

      And nearly lose my breath.

      He’s not just good looking.

      He’s magnificent, in a rough and rugged way. Wavy dark hair that’s unruly, high sculpted cheekbones, and black stubble that graces a granite jawline. Muscles, too. His forearms are corded and sexy with a perfect smattering of dark hair. His biceps bulge, making the simple white T-shirt he wears stretch around them. The sleeve hides all but a bit of a tattoo, so I can’t see what it is.

      The server, who’s now tending bar, glances at me. “I’ll have your drinks in a minute, honey.”

      Good save. Gives me a reason to be up here. “Great. Thanks. I just need to make a slight change.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d like a red wine instead of the vodka cranberry, if that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine, but we don’t exactly have any French stuff here. You know, for your friend who thinks it’s cute to use French words.”

      “The wine’s for me, not for her. What do you have?”

      She slides a piece of paper toward me. “Our wine list.”

      I take a look.

      Chardonnay

      Merlot

      Red Blend

      White Blend

      I can’t help a giggle.

      “What’s funny?” she asks.

      “Nothing. I’ll have the Merlot, I guess.”

      The man a chair away glances up at me. God, his eyes are so big and dark with lashes to die for. Gorgeous.

      “Could I see that?”

      “Sure.” I hand him the paper.

      He laughs. “Now that’s damned funny.”

      The server glares at him. “You got a problem, Falcon?”

      Falcon? Interesting name. It seems to fit him. A bird of prey—a solitary hunter with speed, agility, and heightened senses. A hunter. This man looks like he could take anyone down.

      Already I’m pretty sure I know what that tattoo must be.

      “Hell no, Iris, but come on.” He holds up the paper. “You call this a wine list?”

      Iris sets her hands on her hips. “That’s what it is, ain’t it?”

      “If you say so.” He shoves it back at her and turns to me. “You want some advice?”

      “Uh…sure.”

      “Switch to the red blend. Blends are almost always a better bet with cheap wine. Less expensive varietals are always better when they’re blended.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I used to know something about wine.”

      I lift my brow. “And you don’t anymore?”

      He looks down. “Let’s just say it’s been a long time.”

      An empty lowball glass sits in front of him.

      “Can I get you another?” I ask boldly. “You know, as a thank you for the wine advice.”

      “That was hardly wine advice. But I appreciate the thought.”

      “So…?”

      “Thank you, but no. Three’s my limit for cheap bourbon.”

      “What are you calling cheap?” Iris asks.

      “Come on,” the guy—Falcon—says. “It’s not an insult, Iris. It’s simple fact.” He rises, pulls a wallet from his back pocket, grabs some bills, and shoves them toward Iris.

      So much for that.

      He’s leaving.

      At least it will get Ashley off my back.

      But Falcon doesn’t leave. He stays put, and in a moment I realize he’s staring.

      At me.
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      Her beauty isn’t obvious.

      Light brown hair and a spray of freckles across her nose. Light brown eyes and full pink lips.

      Maybe it is obvious.

      It’s the freckles that threw me off. I see freckles and I think girl next door. But this woman is far from a girl next door. Granted, it’s been a while for me, but she’s gorgeous. It’s the eyes and the lips. And the tight little body with a fucking luscious rack.

      I didn’t come here to pick up a bedwarmer, but now that she’s here…

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      She pauses a moment, clearing her throat. “Vannah.”

      “Like Vanna White?”

      “Sure,” she says. “We’ll go with that.”

      “I’m Falcon.”

      “I know.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “How would you know?”

      “Iris called you Falcon.”

      “Oh. Right.” Way to go, Fal. Foot in mouth.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      “You too.” She glances over her shoulder.

      I follow her gaze to a table of three more women, all gorgeous—two blondes and a brunette. “Friends of yours?”

      “Yeah. It’s ladies’ night.”

      “Then what are you doing up here at the bar talking to me?”

      “I’m…making a change to my drink order.”

      “Right. The Merlot.”

      “You know? I’m going to take your advice and go with the blend.”

      I stare at her, and I almost want to smile, but I resist. “Vannah, if you were going to take my advice, you wouldn’t drink any of the wine here.”

      “You’re drinking here.”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      I know damned well why. This is the kind of place ex-cons are supposed to go to. Besides, until I get my new driver’s license and access my bank accounts, I can’t afford the kind of wine and bourbon I want to drink.

      Oh, and as a parolee, I’m not supposed to be drinking anyway.

      Soon, though. Fucking soon.

      “So…what do the letters on your knuckles mean?”

      I make two fists and look first at my right and then my left hand. On my right hand are the letters R, R, H, and E.

      On my left…

      A skull and a red ribbon, and the letters F and B.

      “Aren’t knuckle tattoos for prison inmates?” she asks.

      “No.”

      I was an inmate. But inmates aren’t the only ones with tattoos on their knuckles, although I did get mine in prison. My only other work is the falcon on my left arm and the word “savage” on my upper back. One of the best tattoo artists in Texas did my bird. I got “savage” on furlough. The ones on my knuckles? Done by Fargo in cell block C. About the best I can say about his ability is that I didn’t get an infection. Some of the guys he inked did, so I was lucky.

      “Then what do yours mean?”

      “On my right hand, they’re my siblings’ initials.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Eagle, Hawk, Robin, and Raven.”

      My voice automatically softens at Raven’s name. Damn…

      Vannah widens her eyes. “You all have bird names?”

      “Yup.”

      I got done being embarrassed over my name the day I grew over six feet tall at fourteen. No more need to take any shit from anyone. My brothers soon followed suit. We’re all over six three, with Hawk the tallest at six five.

      Robin and Raven are both five ten. We come from tall stock.

      “Is there a reason for that?” she asks.

      “Does there have to be?”

      “I guess not. I mean, you didn’t choose your name.”

      There is a reason. My mother’s name is Starling, and she loves birds. But that’s my business. I’m not looking to trade life stories with some barfly, no matter how hot she is.

      And she is fucking hot.

      “And the symbols on the other hand?” she prods.

      “F and B are my initials.”

      “Oh.”

      “And the skull and the ribbon mean savage.”

      She jerks backward just a touch. “Savage?”

      “Yup.”

      I got the nickname inside. Careers thought I’d be an easy mark because I came from an upstanding family. I proved them all wrong in a hurry. Vannah can’t see the ink on my back. I got that when I went on furlough last year to attend my grandmother’s funeral.

      “Why savage?”

      “Why do you think?” I burn her with my gaze.

      Her cheeks turn a rosier pink.

      Either she’s frightened or turned on. I’m hoping the latter, but a little of both won’t hurt either.

      “So”—she clears her throat—”why do you have your brothers’ and sisters’ initials?”

      “To remind me.”

      “Of what?”

      “That family is everything, sweetheart.”

      She blushes further at the endearment. I’m not sure why I said it. Just seemed like a sweetheart moment.

      At least that’s what I tell myself.

      Vannah takes a sip of the red blend that Iris served her, all while turning to regard her friends.

      They’re smiling, laughing, and one of them mouths something to her. I can’t make it out.

      She turns back to me, takes another sip. “Sure I can’t get you another?”

      “I’m sure.” I pull my wallet back out and throw a few more bills on the bar. “Yours is on me, though.”

      “I couldn’t,” she says.

      “Sure you can. I haven’t bought a gorgeous woman a drink in a long time.” Eight years to be exact. “Humor me.”

      “All right.” She takes another sip. “Well…thank you.”

      I rise, head to the back to the restroom, take care of business, and return. “Could I use your phone?” I ask Iris. “My cell’s dead and I need to call a cab.”

      I don’t have a cell yet. First order of business tomorrow. Well…second order of business.

      “Do you live near here?” Vannah asks.

      “Not too far.”

      “I can drop you off.”

      I raise my eyebrow at her. I’m not any danger to her…but what the hell is she thinking? I just told her my nickname is Savage.

      “Thank you, sweetheart, but I can’t impose.”

      “It’s no imposition.”

      I sit down, this time on the stool right next to hers. “I have two sisters, both a year younger than I am—twins—and I’d never let either of them get into a car with a man they just met. So I’m not letting you do it, either.”

      “Are you a threat to me?”

      I burn her with my gaze. “What do you think?”

      She takes a sip of her wine, her lips trembling. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay. I wish I could take you up on your offer, but I’m a gentleman.”

      Yeah, that’s a fucking lie. But I was once. Prison changes things.

      “You still need the phone?” Iris asks.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “There’s one in the back by the kitchen. It’s a pay phone. You need change?”

      “You still have a pay phone?”

      “Yeah. Never got rid of it.”

      I root around in my pocket and pull out a couple quarters. “I should be good.”

      Then I rise. “Bye, Vannah.”

      “Bye”—she smiles—“Savage.”

      Damn. Her soft voice hits me right in the groin. But I don’t want her calling me Savage. I’m no longer that guy. I’m Falcon Bellamy, out on parole, and I’m never going back inside.

      Hell, no.

      Still…I feel like Savage. Part of me will always be Savage.

      “It’s Falcon,” I say.

      “But you said⁠—”

      “I know what I said, but that part of my life is over.” I walk back to the door by the kitchen and find the pay phone in a small alcove. I insert both quarters, listen for a dial tone⁠—

      “I’m sorry.”

      I turn at Vannah’s voice. She stands, looking beautiful in her black leggings, leather boots, and forest-green tunic.

      “For what?”

      “For calling you Savage. For offering to drive you home. You’re right. I wasn’t thinking, and thank you for looking out for me.”

      “No thanks needed.”

      She smiles. “Well, I appreciate it. More than you know.”

      My fingers itch. They itch to reach out. To touch the milky skin of her cheek, the soft silk of her hair. Already I’m hard as a rock just thinking about it.

      Of course I am. It’s been eight fucking years, unless you count the one-nighter on furlough. The alcove is private enough.

      I look around.

      No. Can’t do it. Besides, she’s not offering.

      “You’re welcome. Now do me a favor. Get the hell away from me before I pin you up against this wall and fuck you.”
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      Oh God…

      I squirm. I can’t help it. He’s so tall, so broad, so amazingly sexy with his knuckle tats and all that dark hair.

      And those eyes…

      Those eyes are the sexiest of all.

      They’re so dark, and his lashes are long, thick, and black, longer than most women’s. He’s staring at me with such intensity, and I feel it everywhere…especially between my legs.

      I followed him back here to apologize, sure, but also because I didn’t want to say goodbye just yet.

      Something about him pulls at me, and it’s not just his raw masculinity. Sure, it’s been a while for me, but I don’t normally offer a guy, no matter how gorgeous, a ride home. Of course I know better. For a moment I considered that it was a reaction to Ashley’s cajoling, but it wasn’t. Ashley’s a pain in my ass, but I don’t let her dictate what I do. Not ever.

      No.

      This is something else.

      Something physical that I’ve never felt before.

      Something that’s pulling me.

      Making me ache.

      I should go.

      I should take his advice and go, because I’m not the kind of woman who lets a stranger take her up against a wall in a public place.

      Those words, coming from any other man, would be a total turnoff.

      But coming from this man?

      Oh. My. God.

      I gulp. “Not here.”

      “Fuck that.” He pulls me to his body and smashes his mouth to mine.

      I part my lips without thinking, and he sweeps his tongue between them, a low growl emanating from his chest and into mine.

      Our lips slide together, our teeth clash, and thank God for his big, muscular body because my legs have turned to gelatin. His arms steady me, and I wrap my own around his neck, tugging on his hair and sliding my hands over his broad shoulders.

      He deepens the kiss with another feral growl, and I glide my tongue against his. He tastes of the bourbon he was drinking, of spice and mint, of burly man. Intoxicating.

      He slides one hand down my back and grabs my ass, pulling me against the hard bulge in his jeans.

      Warm tingles shoot through me, and I grip his hair at the back of his neck to keep my balance. His kiss has me on fire, hot blue flames, and I’m powerless against it.

      And that’s okay. In this moment, I relish that powerlessness.

      I’ll let him fuck me up against this wall. No questions asked.

      I’m ready, grinding into him, his hard bulge tantalizing my clit through all our layers of clothing.

      So ready… So ready⁠—

      He rips his mouth from mine, wipes his own with his hand. “Fuck.”

      I swallow, biting my lower lip. His lips are even fuller and pinker now from our passionate kiss. His eyes are narrowed, and he’s burning me with his gaze.

      “You need to leave,” he says. “Now.”

      “What if I don’t want to leave?” I say boldly.

      “Vannah, I’m serious.” He gazes at me, all over me, making me even hotter. “I want you. I want you as much as I’ve ever wanted anyone. More, even. But you’re too good for this. You deserve better than a quick fuck in a public place. I can’t do that to you. I won’t do that to you.”

      His words only make me want him more.

      But he’s right. This isn’t me.

      I break free quickly and rejoin the others at the table.

      “Where were you?” Ashley asks. “Did you get some?”

      “Your lips are swollen,” Gert says dryly.

      “Nothing happened.” Warmth bubbles under my skin. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “There he goes.” Jordan motions to the entrance. “You can still catch him.”

      “He’s…not my type.”

      “Sav,” Gert says, “that guy is everyone’s type. He’s masculinity personified. Unless you’re looking for a beta.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not looking for anyone. He’s a nice guy. We kissed a little, and that was it.”

      Ashley stands. “If you don’t want him, I’m going after him.”

      Jealousy spears through me, but what can I do? He had to call a cab, so he’s probably still outside.

      Once Ashley’s out the door, Gert turns to me. “You’re not going to let her do that to you, are you?”

      “She’s not doing anything to me.”

      The words are bitter on my tongue. Already I feel like Falcon is mine. Apparently he didn’t feel what I felt, though, as it seemed only too easy for him to stop that soul-wrenching kiss and walk away.

      Just as well.

      I don’t need a one-time thing. Sure, they can be fun, but I’m twenty-seven years old, and it’s time to start thinking about long-term choices, not quick rolls in the hay.

      Ashley is blond and gorgeous, and she will catch Falcon’s eye.

      Or will she?

      He turned and looked at my friends more than once while we were sitting at the bar.

      When Ashley doesn’t return right away, though, I know the truth.

      The kiss was just a kiss to him. And that fuck up against the wall that didn’t happen? It would have been just a fuck.

      Ashley is no doubt inside his cab right now, going…well, somewhere. To his place, I guess, since Ashley lives in San Antonio.

      “You can still go,” Gert reminds me.

      I shake my head just as Ashley walks back into the bar.

      A concrete block rises from my shoulders. I don’t know why it should matter, but I’m giddy that Ashley isn’t with Falcon in his cab.

      “How’d it go?” Jordan asks.

      Ashley shrugs. “He’s not my type.”

      “Right, Ash,” Gert says. “That’s why you hightailed it out there after him.”

      “I’m thinking maybe you’re not his type,” Jordan cajoles. “Your lips aren’t swollen like Sav’s are.”

      I absently bring my finger to my still burning lips.

      “What’d he say?” Gert asks.

      Good. She asked. I sure wasn’t going to.

      “Said he had to go. Had an appointment first thing tomorrow.”

      “Oh? What kind of appointment?” I ask.

      “You mean he didn’t tell you?” Ashley scoffs softly.

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “Oh…so you’re really not interested in him?”

      I simply shrug. Whether I am—and I am—or not doesn’t matter. Falcon is gone now, and I have no way of getting in touch with him. One thing’s for sure, though. If I say I am interested, Ashley will go out of her way to find him and seduce him.

      Though she didn’t seem to have much luck tonight.

      “How about another round, ladies,” Jordan says. “This one’s on me.”

      “Yes, please.” Ashley draws in a breath. “Make mine a double this time.”

      Ashley was outside for over ten minutes, and though I’m dying to know what she and Falcon talked about, I will not ask. Not in this lifetime.

      “What else did you talk about?” Gert asks Ashley.

      Good old Gert. Always dependable. I nudge her thigh under the table.

      “Not much. He’s not real talkative.”

      I resist raising my eyebrows. He seemed talkative to me. He told me about his tattoos. Of course, I asked.

      He did seem preoccupied, though. Perhaps he does have an appointment tomorrow, and whatever it is must be weighing on his mind.

      But that kiss…

      That was not a kiss of someone who was thinking about something else.

      Not until he broke it, anyway.

      No.

      That kiss was rabid. Primal. A kiss of yearning and of need.

      It was far from one-sided.

      I sigh and paste on a smile.

      “Well, ladies,” I say, picking up my wine glass. “Here’s to another night out.”
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