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  Devoted


Ethan Riggs is in love with a woman he can’t have, and it’s driving him out of his mind.She’s his best friend’s secret crush and his adopted family’s adored baby sister, which locks her in the look-but-don’t-touch category. It was easy to deny his attraction while she was away at veterinary school. But now that she’s back, the temptation’s growing stronger, and a man can only resist for so long before he finally claims what he wants. 
Doctor Louise Phillips doesn’t have time for a man. Between her work at the animal hospital and helping her sister on the family farm, she barely has time for sleep. But when a rare night out turns into an evening in the slammer, it’s Ethan she calls for help. He’s a great guy—and seriously hot—but he’s never shown any interest in her beyond friendship. But now that he’s agreed to help her beat the charges, working closely with him is giving her ideas. Sexy, sweaty ideas. 
But Ethan has secrets buried deep in his past, and he hates the thought of Louise looking at him with pity—or worse, disappointment. Unfortunately, secrets have a nasty habit of coming out when they’re least expected. When Louise learns the truth, will she stand by her man or kick him to the curb?
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  Chapter 1


Ethan Riggs glanced down at his watch and scowled when he realized less than two minutes had passed since he’d last checked the time. This wasn’t the way he’d expected to spend his Friday night. What was taking so damn long? Granted, he didn’t bail many people out of jail, but the last time it happened the process went a lot more smoothly. 
Tired of pacing, he sat on one of the cheap plastic chairs in the waiting area and ran a hand through his short, blond hair. The place reeked of stale cigarettes and disinfectant, but the other dozen or so people in the room didn’t seem to mind. Most of them were messing around with their phones, while an old man watched an infomercial playing on the television mounted on the wall.
When in Rome, he thought as he switched on his phone and opened his Inbox. There was an email from the legal team in the Dublin office—something about historical preservation issues regarding a building his friend and boss, Mason Falco, was in the process of acquiring in County Cork. Just what he needed, more red tape, but he’d handle it in the exact same manner he handled every other obstacle thrown in his path: quickly, efficiently, and with as little drama as possible. It’s why he got paid the big bucks. Tomorrow, he’d contact his legal team in Ireland to determine the precise nature of the problem and the fastest way around it.
Once he finished checking his messages, he stuffed his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. That chewed up a whole two minutes. Now what? Edgy and impatient, he tapped his fingers against his knee as his eyes searched the room for something—anything—to take his mind off the woman he’d driven across county lines to help.
After what felt like hours but in reality was only ten minutes, the side door buzzed and then clicked open, and there she was, looking gorgeous as always, even though she’d spent the last five hours in a jail cell. Then again, Louise Phillips could wear a garbage bag and flip-flops and still command the attention of every red-blooded man in sight.
As soon as she saw him, her blue eyes brightened, and that made getting up in the middle of the night to bail her out of jail worthwhile.
“Thanks for coming,” she said after the security door slapped shut behind her. Tonight she wore low-slung, tight-fitting jeans and a rumpled black shirt with the words “Real Doctors Treat More Than One Species” written across the front in fancy script lettering. It was fitting for a woman who graduated earlier that year with her degree in veterinary medicine. “I’m sorry for calling so late, but I couldn’t think of anyone else to contact.”
The fact he was the only person she considered contacting touched him in a way he couldn’t put into words. His pulse sped up, as it always did whenever she was near. “Don’t be sorry, Doc. I’m glad I could help.”
He’d known her for about five years, the younger sister of Mason’s wife, which locked her in the look-but-don’t-touch category. Not that he hadn’t thought about it. He did, often and in great detail. But his ties to Mason ran deeper than business, and the last thing he wanted was to screw up the closest thing he ever had to a normal family.
With her chin held high, Louise strode toward him, and he couldn’t help but notice the slight quiver in her jaw and the unshed tears glistening in her eyes. Oh, God, he couldn’t handle it if she cried. Lightly, he placed his hand at the small of her back and ushered her through the exit.
Sure enough, as soon as they made it outside, big fat teardrops spilled down her cheeks, and she let out a strangled sob.
“Oh, honey.” Ethan pulled her into his arms, trying hard not to think about how great her lush curves felt against the hard planes of his body. “Please don’t cry.”
“They deloused me,” she said between sobs, her head tucked beneath his chin. “A big, burly woman strip-searched me…” Her body shook from another sob. “And put her hands in places I don’t even want to talk about.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.” Truth be told, he was dying to know more about the events leading up to her arrest. She’d been charged with battery for allegedly slugging a guy at one of the local bars. But the details could wait until she’d regained her composure. Right now, his goal was to get her far away from the county lockup. He pressed a kiss against the crown of her head, not paying any attention to the heavy medicinal scent to her long, wavy blonde hair. “Come on. My car’s this way.”
She didn’t say anything while he led her to his Jaguar, or when she dropped onto the leather passenger seat and buckled herself in. She looked pale, diminished, and he hated to see her that way.
The Louise he knew and adored was confident, vibrant. Didn’t take crap from anybody. Although he suspected the last part was probably why she’d been booked and fingerprinted.
“You want to talk about it?” He put the car into gear and pulled onto the main road.
She stared straight ahead, her lips pressed together. The streetlights played over the soft angles of her face. “There isn’t much to say. Some guy grabbed my ass, so I hauled off and belted him.”
He couldn’t say that he blamed her. Ethan hit the gas to make it through an intersection before the yellow light turned red. “And they arrested you for that?”
“Well, not quite.” She wrapped her arms around herself as if to ward off a chill. Now that she wasn’t crying, her soft Southern accent had seeped back into her voice. “It wasn’t really a matter of what I did to him. I think it had more to do with who he is.”
This couldn’t be good. “Go ahead, I’m waiting. Who was he?”
“Tom Newton.”
Ethan nearly drove off the road. “You’re kidding, right?”
Still staring straight ahead, she shook her head. “I might have broken his nose when I punched him.”
“Aw, shit.” A vehicle honked behind him as he veered across two lanes of traffic and hooked a sharp right into a vacant parking lot. He slammed on the brakes and twisted in his seat to face her.
“You’re telling me that you broke the nose of Tom Newton, son of Speaker of the House Michael Newton?”
Ethan had the displeasure of meeting the jerk three or four years ago at the grand opening of one of Falco Enterprises’s projects in downtown Miami. Simply put, the man was a blowhard and a bully. He was also well-connected, the youngest member of a political dynasty and one of the largest general contractors in the state of Florida. If he remembered correctly, Mason had used his company for a couple of projects, but he wasn’t satisfied with the quality of work, so he hadn’t asked Newton to bid on any more contracts.
Louise made a low sound of disgust. “He had it coming. I was out with my friends, minding my own business, when that asshole groped me from behind. How the hell was I supposed to know who he was, and why should that even matter?”
“Christ.” Closing his eyes, Ethan thumped his head against the rest. She was right, of course. Any guy who did something like that deserved a hard shot to the nose, at a minimum. If he’d been there to see it, he probably would have beaten the jerk to a bloody pulp. But this wasn’t just any guy. He’d heard stories about Newton, of his petty, vindictive nature, and it wasn’t a secret that his family was connected to a lot of powerful—and dangerous—individuals. He’d ruined people for far less than a bruised ego and a broken nose.
“It’s that bad?” Louise’s voice sounded soft and unsure.
“Let’s just say he has a lot of friends in high places.” He spared her a glance before he put the car back into gear and merged with traffic. At this hour, there weren’t many cars on the road, so he got behind a minivan and took the entrance ramp to I-4. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I would have been disappointed if you’d let him get away with putting his hands on you.”
That got a weak smile out of her. “What should I do?”
He ran a hand along the stubble lining his jaw. “I know a couple of excellent defense attorneys. I’ll make some calls tomorrow morn—”
“You won’t handle my case?” She sounded genuinely distressed.
He shook his head, and for the first time in his career he regretted going into corporate litigation. “I’d love to, but I don’t specialize in criminal law. My handling your case would be like your dentist performing open-heart surgery.”
“Oh. Well, when you put it that way, I understand,” she said, although her forehead creased with disappointment. A shuddering breath pushed past her lips as she leaned her head against the passenger side window.
Needing to console her, to touch her, he reached across the gearshift and patted her denim-clad leg. “Don’t worry. We’ll find a way to make the charges go away. Other people witnessed him groping you, right?”
“Oh, yeah. My girlfriends saw the whole thing. One of them was yelling at the cop while he cuffed me and put me in the back of the police car.”
“And they’d be willing to testify to that?”
She shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We all went to vet school together. After four years of that, we’re tighter than a pair of skinny jeans.”
If that was the case, it shouldn’t take much for a skilled defense attorney to get the charges reduced, or perhaps dropped altogether. The realization had Ethan’s tense muscles relaxing for the first time in hours, and he let out a mental sigh of relief. He flicked a quick glance at the rearview mirror before easing into the lane that exited onto the expressway.
“Where are we going?” Louise asked.
“I assumed you wanted to go home.” Now that she wasn’t a full-time student, home was the Whispering Oaks Equestrian Farm just outside the Orlando city limits. Her sister, Kayla, owned and operated the farm that had been in their family for generations.
Genuine panic formed on her face. “If I come home this late, Kayla’s going to know something’s wrong, especially if she sees you dropping me off. Can I crash at your place? Just for tonight?”
Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. Louise Phillips. In his penthouse suite. And he couldn’t lay a finger on her. Talk about torture. But he wasn’t about to tell her no. How could he? He’d suck it up and keep his hands to himself, even if it gave him the biggest case of blue balls known to man. “Sure, no problem.”
After exiting the interstate, he drove to downtown Orlando and used his remote access to enter the parking garage for his building. Most of the floors were leased for commercial use, but the top level was occupied by penthouse suites, and one of those belonged to him. It was one of the executive privileges of working for Falco Enterprises, and his view of the city was spectacular.
“This way,” he said after they both got out of the car. He placed his palm at the small of her back, one last little indulgence he’d allow himself in exchange for behaving like a gentleman for the rest of the evening. Once inside the elevators, he placed his key in the access panel that allowed them to reach the twenty-fourth floor.
“I think my ears just popped,” Louise said right before the elevator reached its destination. The doors swished open, revealing tasteful art on pale beige walls and intricate trim work. The floor was marble, freshly polished, with an elaborate pattern running the entire length of the hall.
“This way.” He led her toward his suite. He waved his access card in front of the security panel, typed in a code, and pushed the heavy door open.
“Whoa.” Her eyes got all big and wide over something he saw so frequently he didn’t think anything about it, at least not anymore. She walked past the bar and overstuffed brown leather couch, her lips parting as she approached the concert grand piano by the floor-to-ceiling windows. “I didn’t know you played.”
Heat crept up his neck. “It’s just a hobby. I’m not very good.” That was a lie. He’d been playing for most of his life. His mother—and he used the term loosely—had insisted on him taking lessons as soon as he was old enough to reach the keys. It was one of the few things from his childhood that evoked pleasant memories. But it was also a private indulgence, and over a decade had passed since the last time he’d played in front of an audience.
Her lips tipped up a fraction. “If you went through the trouble of putting a piano in your house, I’m assuming you play pretty well. Maybe you’ll show me sometime?”
“Yeah, maybe. Sometime.” Smooth, Riggs. Real smooth. He coughed to clear his throat and then gestured toward the master bedroom. “You can sleep in my room tonight. There’s a connecting bathroom if you’d like to take a shower.”
She looked at him as if he’d just spoken in a foreign language. “Don’t be silly. I can’t take your room.”
He appreciated her concern and consideration, but if she thought he was going to let her sleep on the smaller bed in the guest room, she had another think coming. “Sure you can. I insist. Besides, I’m getting up in a couple hours, and this way you can sleep in without being disturbed.”
Clearly torn, she caught her bottom lip between her teeth in a way that made his mouth go dry. Did she have any idea how inherently sexual she was? How much she turned him on? No, of course not. If she did, she probably wouldn’t come within a quarter mile of him. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right, taking your room.”
“After the night you’ve had, you deserve the bigger bed.” Reaching up, he tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and the simple contact made his body rev. “Please. I won’t feel right if you don’t.”
For a few long moments, she simply stared at him, and he could have sworn he saw a flicker of heat in the depths of her beautiful eyes. But then she blinked, and a reluctant smile softened the lines of stress on her face. “Well. Thank you. I couldn’t have made it through tonight without you.”
He seriously doubted that was the case, but it still felt good to hear her say it.
Rising to her tiptoes, she pressed a kiss to his cheek, and every muscle in his body contracted. Whoa, down, boy. This wasn’t the time or the place to get grabby. He shoved his hands into his pants pockets so he wouldn’t give in to the urge to reach for her.
“Get some sleep. We’ll talk about your case in the morning.” It took damn near everything he had to force the words from his mouth. Jaw tight, he watched as she walked across the living area and disappeared behind his bedroom door.


      [image: ]Louise leaned against the closed bedroom door, still reeling over how a fun night with her friends had ended in the back of a police car. When the whole mess started, she hadn’t imagined getting in trouble for smacking a guy who’d palmed her ass like he owned it. But then someone called the cops, and a sickening feeling had taken root in her stomach when the two officers who arrived started talking to Newton as though he was their frigging boss. 
Thank God for Ethan. If it wasn’t for him, she didn’t know what she would have done. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. More likely than not, she would have sucked it up, called one of her siblings, and dealt with the rash of grief that was sure to follow. When they bailed her out, they would have given her that look, the one that said she was reckless and irresponsible.
She hated that look.
Yeah, she’d been a little wild in her youth, but those days were long behind her. She was a new Louise now: a doctor of veterinary medicine, working for an organization that rescued and rehabilitated wildlife along the Indian River. Maybe in a few years, she’d open her own private veterinary practice, but for now she felt this was her calling.
She blew out a heavy sigh as a wave of fatigue washed over her. What time was it, four in the morning? She didn’t know; one of her friends had her phone, and she hadn’t bothered to wear a watch.
Her gaze tracked over to the king-sized bed where Ethan normally slept, with its plush pillows and chocolate-brown comforter, and all the bones in her body felt like they’d just turned into rubber. But before she crawled under the covers, she wanted a long, hot shower to wash the memories of jail off her body and the reek of delousing medication from her hair.
As she crossed to the bathroom, she flipped on the lights and shut the door behind her. The room was marble and stone, in rich earthy tones, with a tub the size of a Jacuzzi and a glassed-in shower with multiple showerheads. A stack of white, fluffy towels sat on the corner of the polished vanity. She stripped her clothes off, only realizing when she was completely naked that she had nothing to change into. Shit. After scrubbing herself clean, she sure as hell didn’t want to get back into her grubby jail clothes.
Maybe Ethan had something she could borrow, like an old T-shirt and sweatpants. She grabbed a blue robe from the hook on the door and shrugged it over her shoulders, ignoring the case of warm fuzzies she got from wearing something of Ethan’s. Crossing to the bedroom, she opened the door to the rest of the penthouse. No sign of Ethan, and the lights were all off, cloaking everything in darkness.
So much for that idea.
Screw it. She returned to the bathroom and put the robe back on its hook. She’d ask in the morning, after she’d gotten a few hours’ rest and her brain wasn’t quite so wonky.
It took a few tries before she figured out how to work the controls in the shower. At last, the multiple jets turned on, shooting streams of steaming-hot water from every direction.
A girl could definitely get used to this, she thought as she stepped into the middle of the sprays. For a long moment, she simply closed her eyes and let the hot pulsing water work its magic on her frazzled nerves and tired muscles. Dual dispensers were mounted on the wall, and when she placed her hand under the one on the left, a dollop of shampoo poured onto her palm. The scent reminded her of Ethan, masculine and rich, and she lathered it into her hair, washing away the sharp, medicinal odor.
By the time she stepped out of the shower, her skin was bright pink and her entire body smelled of Ethan’s delicious shampoo and body wash. Mentally drained and physically exhausted, she toweled her body dry and crawled naked beneath the covers. Tomorrow, she’d figure a way out of this mess, but tonight she needed to rest.
The pillow felt soft and cool against her cheek, with Ethan’s scent trapped in the fibers. Breathing deep, she drank in the soothing smell of him, feeling safe and secure for the first time in hours as she closed her eyes and slipped into a dark, dreamless sleep.






  
  Chapter 2


Three cups of coffee, and Ethan still couldn’t pass for human. 
He’d slept until seven, an hour later than usual, but considering he hadn’t gone to bed until half past four, he felt as though he’d been run over by a truck.
Bleary-eyed and yawning, he glanced at his closed bedroom door for what had to be the hundredth time. Something primal tightened in his chest. It was so damn tempting to peek inside, but he didn’t want to disturb Louise’s sleep, not after what she’d gone through last night. Not to mention, there was the issue of what she might or might not be wearing. Like an ass, he’d forgotten to give her something to sleep in, so who knew what she’d worn to bed.
The possibility of her wearing nothing slipped into his mind, and the urge to peek grew stronger while half the blood in his brain headed south. Christ, what the hell was wrong with him? He shook his head, disgusted with himself for thinking like a horny teenager. No, he’d wait until she woke on her own, and then he’d tell her about the defense attorney who owed him a favor and might be able to get the battery charge dropped. Then, despite what he really wanted to do, he’d drive her back to her car and move on with his life.
Just thinking about it darkened his mood.
After refilling his mug, he made a couple of calls, then powered up his laptop and opened his Inbox, intent on dealing with the issue regarding the Ireland acquisition. He was in the middle of typing out a response when he heard the front doorknob rattle.
A smile formed on his face at the sound of Shane Falco swearing on the other side of the door. His close friend, co-worker, and next-door neighbor didn’t have a lot of respect for personal boundaries, which was why Ethan had installed the deadbolt lock. Not because he had anything he didn’t want his buddy to see, but because he considered his home his sanctuary and didn’t appreciate the unannounced intrusions.
Shane knocked, and for an instant, Ethan considered not responding, but he knew Shane well enough to understand his friend wouldn’t stop until he let him in. Crossing the room in a half-dozen strides, he unlocked the bolt and pulled the door open.
“You’ve got issues, man,” Shane said as he walked inside. Because it was the weekend, he was dressed in cargo shorts and a T-shirt with a pair of sunglasses hanging from the collar.
“It’s called privacy. Ever heard of it?”
Shane scoffed. “Not where I grew up.” He stopped, his brown eyes narrowing as he gave Ethan a thorough once-over. “No offense, but you look like shit.”
“Long night.”
His friend grinned. “Oh? Who’s the lucky lady?”
“It’s not like that. I’ll explain later.” Ethan knew it was the wrong answer to give the instant it left his mouth.
Shane’s grin broadened to a smile. “Come on, spill. Who, how, where, and why? You know I’ll find out sooner or later.”
“Let’s go with later. Don’t you have someplace to go?”
“Yeah. The game.”
Aw, shit. He’d forgotten all about it. The Knights were playing at noon, and he and Shane had season tickets on the fifty-yard line. He checked his watch. “It’s not even nine.”
Shane stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Yeah, but the tailgating’s already started. If we leave soon, we can still get a good spot.”
On any other Saturday, he’d be chomping at the bit for beer, brats, and football, but not with Louise fast asleep in his bedroom. “Sorry, man, but I’ve got to bail on the game. Why don’t you see if Mason wants my ticket?”
Shane’s eyebrows shot so high they nearly disappeared beneath his dark-brown bangs. “Are you shitting me? If the Knights win this game, they’ve got a shot at the play-offs—” He stopped talking at the sound of a door closing in Ethan’s bedroom. He glanced toward the room, and then his mouth crooked up on one side. “Ah, I get it. No wonder you’re so tired. You could have just told me the lucky lady was still here. Anyone I know?”
Yeah, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to admit it. “I’ll explain everything later, but right now you’ve got to go.” He jerked his head toward the front door for emphasis.
Shane raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “All right, all right, I’m going. But I want a full report later.”
No way. “You got it.”
He almost had Shane out of the penthouse when the bedroom door clicked open and Louise stuck her head out. She looked incredibly sexy even though she had bed head, her makeup was long gone, and her eyes were heavy-lidded as if she’d just woken up. “Ethan, do you have any clothes I can borrow? I don’t want to wear what I had on last night.”
Shane froze where he stood, his jaw dropped open, while Ethan mentally cringed. His friend recovered quickly, skirting around Ethan and into Louise’s line of vision. His deep voice sounded as cocky as usual when he said, “Morning, Louise. I didn’t realize you two were having a sleepover.”
Every drop of color drained from her face. “We—we’re not—I just—”
“Louise ran into some trouble last night,” Ethan said, inserting himself between the two. “I let her crash here for the night. She slept in my room while I took the guest bedroom. Nothing. Happened.”
Clearly skeptical, Shane’s gaze darted from Louise to Ethan and back to Louise again. “What kind of trouble?”
“I got arrested,” Louise said before Ethan had the chance to think up a good lie.
She stepped into the room wearing Ethan’s blue robe, the fabric hanging down past her knees. Clearly, she wasn’t wearing much—if anything—underneath, and the knowledge was enough to make him crazy. It also made him feel territorial, something he had no business feeling.
A delicate tattoo snaked around her left ankle, but he was too far away to make out what it was. She lifted her chin higher, as if daring Shane to make some kind of smartass remark. “By the time Ethan bailed me out, it was too late to go home.”
“Not a word to Mason,” Ethan added, the warning thick in his voice. “If she wants to tell her family, it’s her choice.”
“Relax, I won’t say a thing.” Shane stepped toward her, and his tone adopted an unusually sympathetic quality. “What did you get arrested for?”
She must have sensed he wouldn’t leave until he learned the truth, because she leaned against the doorframe, drew a deep inhale, and told him the whole sordid story.
“Newton, that asshole,” Shane said when she finished.
“You know him?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah.” The disgust in his voice made his opinion of Newton obvious. “Mason’s used him a couple times for coastal jobs. His crew did such a shitty job on the last one Mason swore he’d never use him again.” That meant there was absolutely no way of utilizing the business angle to convince Newton to drop the charges. Once Mason decided not to employ a particular contractor, not even an act of God could change the man’s mind.
Remembering Louise’s earlier question, Ethan turned his gaze in her direction. “I’ve got some sweats and T-shirts in the bottom two drawers of my dresser. Help yourself.”
“Thanks.”
The bedroom door clicked shut behind her, and a heavy silence blanketed the room. He could feel Shane’s gaze boring into his back as he waited for the question that he knew would eventually come.
“Seriously, nothing happened?” The way Shane said it made it obvious that he wasn’t convinced.
“Nothing.” He turned to face his friend, the closest thing he ever had to a brother. “She was pretty upset when I bailed her out of jail. She cried, man. Full-on, snot-bubble crying.”
Shane’s face scrunched up, which was exactly the reaction Ethan was going for. “You know how protective Mason is when it comes to Kayla’s sister. And that brother of hers…” His upper lip peeled back.
He didn’t need Shane to finish the sentence to know exactly what he meant. When Shane started making moves on Louise a few years back, her brother, a big badass former Marine, had threatened to remove Shane’s internal organs in alphabetical order. In the end, Shane backed off, Louise returned to vet school when the fall semester started, and nothing more ever came of it. At the time, Shane said she wasn’t worth the hassle, but Ethan still saw interest in his friend’s brown eyes every time they ran into her at a family event.
That was another reason Ethan hadn’t tried anything with Louise. Each of them knew the other man was interested, and for the sake of their friendship, they had an unspoken agreement to keep her locked in the designated friend zone.
“So what are her chances of beating the charges?” Shane asked.
“Pretty good, as long as her friends are willing to testify on her behalf. I talked with a friend who’s a criminal defense attorney about an hour ago. He’s checking with his contacts in the sheriff’s department to see if he can get a copy of the arrest report.”
“Anything I can do on my end?”
“No, I’ve got this. Go on, enjoy the game. If you can get Mason to go with you, that’s one less person who might grill her when she goes home.”
“All right.” But Shane didn’t look all right. He looked as if he wanted to hang around but couldn’t think of a good enough excuse. “After the game, I’ll see what I can dig up on Newton. Maybe there’s something we can use as leverage to convince him not to prosecute.”
If anyone could find dirt on Newton, it was Shane. A computer hacker during his college years, he now served as Mason’s right-hand man, doing anything and everything to keep the wheels of Mason’s corporate empire running smoothly. And sometimes that meant accessing information that was buried beneath layers of cyber security.
“Thanks. Let me know if you find anything.” Ethan watched as Shane crossed the room. His friend’s gaze tracked to the closed bedroom door one last time before he walked out.

      [image: ]Thank goodness for drawstrings. 
Louise cinched the waistband of the black cotton sweatpants so it wouldn’t fall past her hips. The legs were about six inches too long, and the T-shirt she wore hung halfway to her knees. Considering their differences in height, the baggy fit wasn’t much of a surprise. At five foot nine, she was tall for a woman, but Ethan still had her by five or six inches.
With no makeup on and her hair tucked behind her ears, she frowned at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. To say that she wasn’t looking her best was an exercise in understatement, but it wasn’t like she had a lot to work with. Her overnight bag was at her friend Yolanda’s house, and she wasn’t about to get back into the clothes she’d worn to jail last night. And even though it sounded silly, there was something about wearing Ethan’s clothes that made her feel better.
She owed him big time for bailing her out. And if he found a way to get the charges reduced or dropped? She didn’t know how she’d ever repay him. Maybe she could ask Shane for suggestions, although the idea made her uncomfortable.
She and Shane had circled each other awhile back. Nothing serious, mostly flirting—okay, maybe a bit more—but she had no intention of taking things any further. As the brother of her brother-in-law, he was a member of her extended family, and even though that didn’t technically make him off-limits, it made things kind of weird.
Plus, the guy had a reputation around town as a man whore, and she didn’t feel like becoming another entry on his mile-long list of conquests.
She rinsed her mouth, using the mouthwash she found in the cabinet by the sink, and smoothed her hands over her hair. Crossing to the bedroom, she paused at the door and listened for sounds on the other side. Hearing none, she turned the knob, and the rich aroma of freshly-brewed coffee awakened her senses. Her stomach gurgled, reminding her of how many hours it had been since she’d last had anything to eat or drink.
Ethan was seated at the bar, his forearms resting on the polished granite, his head bent over something he was reading on a tablet. He wore the same clothes he’d had on last night and his hair appeared a little mussed, as if he’d been running his hands through it. He seemed so intense, his gaze so focused, and she found herself charmed by the sight.
“I didn’t know you wore glasses,” she said, and his head jerked in her direction.
“Huh? Oh, I only use them for reading.” His expression softened as his pale eyes moved over her, and when he smiled, it warmed her in a way that caught her completely off guard. “I’m glad you found something that fits…more or less. You look good.”
No, she didn’t. She looked like hell, but the compliment still pleased her. “Thanks. I’ll get them back to you as soon as I can.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Shane?”
“He’s on his way to the UCF football game. If everything goes according to plan, he’ll be taking Mason along with him.”
She felt a twinge of guilt when it occurred to her that Ethan was probably a part of those plans. “Shit, I’m sorry. You were supposed to go, weren’t you?”
He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. The Knights suck this season. You’re doing me a favor by giving me an excuse not to go.”
Last she heard, the Knights were on a four-game winning streak, but she didn’t see the point of calling him out on it, especially when he was being so sweet. She did feel the need to make it up to him, though. But how?
“Would you like some coffee?” Ethan asked, pulling her from her thoughts. He pushed back his chair and started to stand but she motioned for him to stay put.
“Don’t get up; I can pour my own coffee. Just tell me where to find a mug.”
He didn’t seem happy about it, but he sank back down in his chair. “Top cabinet by the fridge.”
“Thanks.” She went to the kitchen and poured a tall mug, the rich aroma teasing her senses. She opened the refrigerator in search of milk, and when she reached for the carton, her stomach growled at the sight of so much food. “Have you eaten breakfast?”
“No, not yet. I thought you might want to stop somewhere to eat when I drive you to your car.”
An idea popped into her mind. “Why don’t you let me cook breakfast? It’s the least I can do after everything you’ve done for me.”
Judging by the expression on his face, her offer had taken him completely by surprise. He set the tablet down. “Louise, I couldn’t possibly expect you to—”
“You’re not expecting anything. I’m offering.” She cocked one hand on her hip and threw some attitude into her voice. “And it might be considered rude for you to refuse my generous offer.”
His lips twitched at that. “Well…if you insist…a home-cooked breakfast does sound kind of nice.”
“Good, then it’s settled. Where’s your frying pan?”
“Bottom cabinet by the stove.”
While he showered and changed, she got busy
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