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Mitch Harris, American music manager, confirmed bachelor and mocker of marriage, fell in love at nine fourteen p.m. on the twelfth of July, in a small Highland town. The emotion hit him like a tornado, whirling him around until he didn’t know up from down. It levelled all his previously held beliefs, leaving only the foundations of his character under the debris of his life.

The force of the emotional blow brought him to his knees—literally. He crouched on his heels and hung his head while he struggled to breathe.

“If you’re going to puke,” his best friend, Josh, said, “go outside and aim for the bushes. These shoes are new.”

Mitch looked up at the woman standing beside the town’s mayor on the platform at the front of the crowded room. He felt lightheaded.

“Get a grip.” Josh tugged him to his feet. “People are watching.”

With a shaky hand, Mitch adjusted his tie and leaned back against the wall. He’d been late arriving at the town meeting, and there was standing room only in the pub. Dougal, the town’s unofficial mayor and pub owner, had decided to have the emergency meeting in his pub because he thought it was a dumb meeting and also because he was running a special on burgers.

“Who is she?” Mitch found it difficult to get the words past his rapidly drying mouth.

“Jodie Miller. Owner of the new spa. She’s the reason for the meeting, dumbass.”

Jodie Miller. Even her name was perfect. Mitch focused on the woman whose very presence was stealing the air from the room. She wore head to toe black—jeans, tank top and black high-heeled boots. Her long, straight black hair was tied in a high ponytail. Her skin glowed, her lips were full, her legs were long, her curves were lush and her dark eyes blazed.

“Okay, Archie,” Dougal called from his position at the microphone. “You got your meeting. The floor is yours. State your concern clearly and concisely.”

“Try saying that five times fast,” Josh mumbled.

Archie McPherson, one of the old men who got together to play dominoes daily, strode to the microphone set up in the middle of the room.

“My concern is this.” Archie attempted to stare Jodie down. She was clearly unintimidated. “The spa is sexist. We want the issue sorted before it opens, otherwise we’re prepared to picket the building until you lot see reason. This is the twenty-first century; you can’t have a business in town that only allows one sex into it. We want equal access for all the sexes.”

“Exactly how many does he think there are?” Josh muttered.

Mitch didn’t answer—unlike everyone else in the room, he wasn’t watching Archie. He was watching Jodie. And he saw the second her eyes flashed with ire.

“Let me get this straight,” Dougal boomed, louder than usual over the sound system. “You think the men of this town should be allowed to get facials and pedicures?”

Dougal looked a little bewildered, which, considering he was dressed in his usual ensemble of Elton John-style glitter and neon-coloured clothes, was in itself bewildering. The man looked like he knew his way around a bottle of nail polish.

“Damn straight we want equal access.” Archie waved a fist. “The men in this town deserve access to every business. We’re fed up being second-class citizens. Women’s lib has gone too far and now men are being oppressed. We won’t stand for it anymore. It’s discrimination.”

There was a loud cheer, mainly from the more drunken members of the audience, which made Mitch wonder if the pub was the best venue for a town meeting.

“It isn’t discrimination, it’s codswallop.” Margaret Cameron shot to her feet. “Don’t even get me started on how far women have still got to go to get equal rights. Men are oppressed?” She scoffed loudly. “In your dreams. And another thing: you don’t even know what a pedicure is and yet you have a sudden need to get one? Who do you think you’re fooling, Archie McPherson? This has nothing to do with the spa and everything to do with sour grapes over women winning access to the bowling club in the eighties. You need to get over that before you make a complete fool of yourself.”

The women sitting at Margaret’s table nodded along with her. The group of retired women were wearing matching t-shirts with Knit or Die emblazoned on the front and Women Rule on the back.

“I do too know what a pedicure is,” Archie shouted back. “It’s nail polish on your toes. So there.”

“Well.” Margaret put her fists on her hips and glared. “If you’re so keen on equality, how about letting some women play dominoes with your all-boy crowd?”

The Domino Boys gasped in outrage. For a second Mitch stopped staring at Jodie to check if one of the geriatric men was having a heart attack. It was a false alarm.

“Aye.” Archie’s eyes narrowed until they were hidden by his bushy white eyebrows. “We can do that, if you let men into your knitting club.”

It was the women’s turn to gasp. Dougal held up his hands as Jodie folded her arms and began tapping her toe. Mitch wondered why no one else in the room could see her impatience and recognise it as a danger sign.

“Enough,” Dougal snapped. “Archie, make your point then sit down. Margaret, if you have something to say, wait until the mic is free.”

Margaret sat down in an obvious snit, while Archie flashed a smug smile at her before looking back to the platform. “The men of this town are fed up with being second-class citizens. We won’t stand for being shut out of a new business.”

“No more bossy women!” a younger guy at the back of the room shouted.

“Men need to be on top again!” one of his mates shouted, and they all snickered.

“Rab McKintyre, that’s enough out of you.” Dougal pointed at the ringleader, and the guys glared back at him.

“I was in the pub last week when Dougal banned that moron,” Josh said. “If this wasn’t an official public meeting, he wouldn’t be allowed in. He’s a grade-A asshole.”

Mitch really didn’t care about the local trash; he was more interested in using telepathy to get Dougal to end the damn meeting so he could introduce himself to his future wife.

“You got anything else to say, Archie? Because I want this meeting done,” Dougal said to the old domino player, although he was still keeping a close eye on the troublemakers at the back of the room.

“No, nothing new to add. Just that we want the same rights as the women in town. The Highlands is no place for segregation. We want all businesses to be forced to be inclusive.”

“And to serve whisky with every transaction!” Findlay shouted.

There was a resounding cheer from the men in the room. Mitch had missed this during the months he’d been away, taking care of business. There was nowhere on the planet as insane as Invertary.

“If Caroline was here,” Josh said of his wife, “she’d have this mess sorted out by now. She sure as hell wouldn’t let people shout out of turn.”

Caroline was the town council member that no one dared mess with. Unfortunately, she was also four months pregnant, while running after a wild two-year-old, and was too tired to make the meeting.

“Order. Order,” Dougal shouted, and was ignored. Yeah, they definitely needed Caroline, before this degenerated into a fistfight.

Mitch watched as Jodie looked up at the ceiling for a minute, as though searching for patience. Coming to a decision, she snapped to attention and grabbed the mic from Dougal before he could say anything else.

“Knock it off,” she shouted at the crowd. There was instant silence.

“Whoa,” Josh muttered. “I can see why Caroline likes her.”

Mitch was barely listening. His whole world had reduced to the woman glaring from the stage.

“So, you men want to use my spa?” Jodie’s voice was deep, rich and kind of husky. It was the voice of a sexy radio presenter, whispering through the dark hours of the early morning. It was a voice that would haunt Mitch’s dreams for the rest of his life.

“You think the spa should be an equal opportunity business?” Her arched eyebrow should have been a warning to the crowd. They were too far gone to notice.

“Fine,” she said. “You win. It will now cater to men.”

There were cheers, grins and congratulatory pats on the back. She ignored it all, and Mitch wondered why no one else could see the huge warning sign flashing over her head. She was toying with them, and it was the biggest turn-on Mitch had ever experienced. She was sexy, smart and slightly evil. Mitch had always thought he’d want a nice, demure woman for a wife, but one look at Jodie Miller and he knew he’d been wrong. He needed someone like her, someone strong, wicked and sexy as hell.

“At this point in time,” she said, “I’m only offering one service for men—waxing.”

Jodie paused to let her words sink in. If Mitch wasn’t paralyzed by the thought that he’d found his soulmate, he would have cheered her genius.

“What the hell is waxing?” a male voice shouted.

Jodie’s smile was feral. “It’s when we pour hot wax onto your body, then rip it off to remove the hair.”

There were gasps from the older men before they turned green at the thought.

Wicked glee made Jodie’s eyes sparkle. “The technique is particularly good for getting rid of unwanted pubic hair.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Archie said.

“So,” Jodie shouted above the shocked complaints of the old men, “if you want your body waxed, step on up. Oh, I should also say that this service will be provided by my new apprentice.” She glanced around the room before grinning. It was pure evil and sent shivers up Mitch’s spine. “Betty, come on up here.”

There were shouts of outrage and one glee-filled cackle as eighty-nine-year-old Betty MacLeod climbed the stairs to the platform. She was wearing her usual tartan tent and hairnet. Even in his lust-filled stupor, Mitch noted that she at least had her teeth in.

“I’m sure no introductions are necessary.” Jodie wrapped an arm around the shoulders of the town’s most reviled gnome. “Betty is now in charge of the male side of this business. If you would like your body waxed, please make an appointment with her.”

“Hot damn.” The tiny cuboid-shaped woman fist-pumped the air.

“There you have it, gentlemen,” Jodie said. “You won your protest. The spa now caters to all of the sexes.”

Jodie stepped away from the microphone, dusted her hands and relaxed back into her chair with her long legs crossed.

The crowd erupted. Dougal tried to calm the outrage and quieten the shouts of protest. An argument broke out between the Domino Boys and the women of Knit or Die. Mitch looked past all of it to the spectacular woman who had just stolen his heart with her intelligence, sexy body and wicked smile.

“She’s the one,” Mitch said, never taking his eyes off Jodie.

“Who?”

“Jodie.”

“One what?”

Seriously, some days it was clearer than others that Mitch had all the brains in their partnership. “My woman. My future wife. The mother of my children. That one.”

There was a moment of silence before Josh opened his mouth and inserted his feet—as usual. “Have you totally lost the plot? This is about the stabbing, isn’t it? You haven’t been right since it happened. I’m pretty sure you’re suffering from PTSD. You need professional help, dude. Caroline looked this up and she has a list of psychiatrists waiting for you.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“I’ve spent my life listening to you tell me that you’re staying single forever, and now you’re suddenly talking about marrying a woman you just saw for the first time. You can’t tell me that’s normal. There’s something seriously wrong going on in your head.”

“I wanted to stay single because I hadn’t met Jodie. Now that I have, I’m going to re-evaluate.”

“Dude, I feel I should point out that you still haven’t met Jodie.”

“Will you stop calling me dude? What are you? Twelve?”

“Yeah, I’m twelve, and I’m still the mature one in this conversation. Think about that for a minute.”

“Look.” Mitch was fast losing patience with his friend. “I told you years ago that I’d know the woman for me when I saw her. That’s her.”

“I’m pretty sure we were teenagers when you said that and we might have been bombed at the time. You also told me your wife had to be shy and malleable.” Josh stretched out an arm and pointed at the platform. “That woman is nowhere near malleable.”

Mitch grabbed Josh’s arm and pushed it back down. “I never said malleable.”

“Whatever,” Josh said. “Seriously, I think the anaesthetic from your surgery after the knife attack might have messed with your brain. I’ve heard that can happen. Sometimes the effects don’t manifest until months later. Like now. Like picking a woman at random and deciding she’s the one. Dude, you can’t do that shit.”

“Why the hell not? You did.”

“I did not. You vetted Caroline for me before I even met her. I thought I was getting into a business arrangement. I didn’t think I’d fall for her as soon as I set eyes on her. It might have been an instant reaction, but it was a vetted one.” He pointed at Jodie again. “You don’t know anything about her. You haven’t even had a background check run. At least I did that. Explain to me what’s happening here, because one look at that woman and you’re acting like a teenager with his first boner.”

“Did you even hear what you just said? Nothing about that is normal. You are the last person I’d take advice from about my love life.”

“Love life? Dude, you’re having a psychotic break. This is all happening in your head. You haven’t even met the woman.”

“I don’t need to meet her to know she’s the one,” Mitch said, again in awe. “My heart knows it.”

There was a sharp smack to the back of his head. “What the hell?” He glared at his best friend.

“Snap out of it. I didn’t just hear you say something sappy like ‘my heart knows it.’ That was just me hallucinating from lack of food, because Caroline has me on another diet. It had to be a hallucination, otherwise I would have to call in some professional help to deal with your issues. There’s no such thing as love at first sight. You’re in lust, dude. You’re thinking with your dick, not your brain.”

“It amazes me that you can make a lifetime career out of singing about love, yet know absolutely nothing about it.” Mitch waved a dismissive hand. “I’m going over there to introduce myself to my future wife.”

“You’re about to make an ass of yourself. I know that look on your face. I’ve seen it before. I’m calling Caroline. She’ll talk some sense into you.” He dug out his phone. “I’m pretty sure this is PTSD talking. Caroline told me this might happen. I should have listened.”

“Whatever.” Mitch left Josh to whine at his wife while he went to introduce himself to Jodie.

It was going to be the most important conversation of his life.

♦♦♦
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Jodie was fast losing patience. With two weeks until the spa and restaurant opened, and about a million things to do, she did not need the extra hassle of dealing with a bunch of bored old men.

Betty had produced a notebook and pencil from one of the pockets of her tartan mu-mu. She licked the tip of the pencil before glaring at the crowd.

“Right,” she shouted. “Who’s going tae sign up first? James, your eyebrows could do with a waxing.”

Jodie couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her lips. Betty was a hoot. Jodie had no idea why the townsfolk called the old woman Satan. She was just high-spirited and had a strong personality. Jodie snorted at the thought. Men were always so intimidated by strong women. Okay, so Betty’s moral compass might need a readjustment, but apart from that, the woman was pretty damn impressive. When Jodie grew up, she wanted to be just like her.

“Settle down,” Dougal shouted, before banging the wooden lectern with a gavel.

Jodie was distracted from the crowd’s outrage by the vibration of her phone. Pulling it from her pocket, she wasn’t surprised to find a text from her brother, and business partner, Deke.

Did you sort it?

Jodie looked around but no one was watching her. I think so.

A few seconds later, Deke replied, I hope so, Jo. We can’t afford this kind of attention.

Talk about stating the obvious. It would be better for all concerned if their new business ran under the radar and they were just left to get on with it. One of the reasons they’d picked Invertary was that it was a tiny, quiet town—close enough to Fort William for them to draw in business from there, but far enough away from everything else to ensure a modicum of safety.

She scanned the crowd, relieved to see their focus was firmly on Dougal. With the exception of one set of eyes. Jodie’s breath stopped as she spotted the man staring at her from the back of the room. As soon as her eyes hit his, it was as though an electric current shot through her body. She couldn’t look away. His gaze was filled with hunger, need and knowledge. It was as though he knew her intimately. As though he could see something inside of her that no one else could see.

Jodie felt heat rush up her neck to her cheeks. Her heartbeat accelerated. She suddenly became aware of sensation racing across her body. The air around her had become charged. Her skin tingled and became hypersensitive. The clothes brushing against her skin felt abrasive. She licked her suddenly dry lips and knew that, even from that distance, the move had the mystery man’s full attention.

In the more rational part of her brain—the part that wasn’t suddenly flooded with endorphins just by looking at the guy—she recognised that she’d experienced this phenomenon before. Once before. It was the day she’d set eyes on her ex-husband. Alarm bells were sounding in her head, telling her to run and not make the same mistake twice, reminding her how this same struck-by-lightning feeling had turned out the last time. Unfortunately, her body didn’t want to listen to those alarms. Her body was leaning towards the man who had her in his sights.

The air seemed to pause between them. Noise faded. People disappeared. There was only the two of them. And then he took a step towards her. Jodie’s heart accelerated, but she didn’t take her eyes off him. She watched him move with the easy grace and contained power of a big cat. A cheetah, she decided. He had a predator’s confidence that made the crowd part before him. He was stalking his prey. He was stalking her.

He wore a charcoal suit, white shirt and pale blue tie that had been loosened and hung crooked. Wavy, honey-coloured hair was finger-tousled. His eyes were dark, framed by thick lashes. His lips were sensual, his bone structure defined. He was lean and muscular, with broad shoulders and plenty of height. Slowly, he climbed the stage towards her—keeping his eyes locked on hers, as though he was afraid she’d bolt if he broke the connection. He came to a stop in front of her, and at once Jodie felt at a disadvantage sitting in his presence. She stood, but the height difference meant he still loomed over her. A wicked smile, that promised sensual delight, curved his lips and let her know he was aware of her reason for standing. His eyes, caramel-coloured, she now knew, sparkled at her.

“Have a drink with me.” His American drawl was warm honey.

“Are you asking or ordering?” She was surprised that her own voice wasn’t a croak. Instead it came out as a seductive tease.

He closed the distance between them until she could feel the heat coming from him. “Sugar, I’ll beg if you want me to.”

And just like that, the old Jodie she’d buried along with her marriage, raised her head and came to life all over again. A rush of adrenalin flowed through her and the spontaneous streak she thought had died, seized control.

“Lead the way,” she said.

“Now that, I’m happy to do.”

His large hand engulfed hers. The touch was hot, a brand to her senses. And Jodie, who never followed anyone, let herself be led across the bar by a stranger.
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Mitch’s senses felt as though they’d been supercharged. Everything within him was tuned to Jodie. The soft touch of her slender hand in his, the subtle scent of her fragrance, the rapid beat of her pulse under his thumb as he caressed her wrist—it all wove together to form a maelstrom of sensation that engulfed him. Through it all, his heart pounded out one word—a rhythm that was driving him insane—need, need, need, need... He was a monster, consumed by desire, driven by lust and out of his mind with need.

He led Jodie through the busy bar to the quieter restaurant area on the other side of the building, passing the stairs to the hotel rooms above the pub. The chatter of the townsfolk and the soft thud of music was nothing more than white noise. All of Mitch’s attention was centred on the woman at his side.

As they reached the dark wooden stairs, Jodie tugged on his hand to make him stop. Mitch turned to her, keeping hold of her hand, afraid she might run.

“Name.” She turned her face up to him. “I don’t even know your name.”

Just the sight of her flushed cheeks and desire-darkened eyes was a sucker punch that nearly brought Mitch to his knees. As though acting on its own, his hand reached out to cup her cheek. Her skin burned under his palm.

“Mitch Harris.”

She nodded and a tremble went through her. Mitch knew it wasn’t from nerves.

“Do you feel it too?” Her words confirmed his thoughts.

“Yeah.” There was an electrical storm building between them. Mitch had never experienced anything like it.

Jodie took a shaky breath before letting it out slowly. “This is crazy.”

“Yeah,” Mitch whispered.

It wasn’t only crazy, it was inevitable. Before even he knew what he intended, he was backing her into the alcove under the stairs. Her fingers flexed in his but she didn’t stop him. Her eyelids lowered and she pulled that lush bottom lip between her teeth. Mitch barely contained a groan at the sight. He released her hand to cup her face—one palm on her cheek, another curved around the nape of her neck. Her back was pressed to the wall, her breathing was fast, her heartbeat loud.

He stared into eyes that were mesmerising pools of desire and slowly lowered his mouth to hers. He gave her every opportunity to protest, to tell him no, to tell him he was going too fast. Instead, she licked her lips and held her breath as she stared at his mouth. He felt her hands slide under his jacket and her fingers curl into his shirt, holding him in place.

“Yes?” He breathed the word against her lips.

“Yes.” It was barely a sigh.

This time Mitch did groan. A split second later, his lips touched hers. Lightning struck. A jolt of pain that turned to pure, unadulterated pleasure. His lips brushed hers, once, twice. Satin-soft and full. Temptation in flesh. Jodie’s fingers tightened against his back, tugging him closer still. Body pressed against body. Hard against soft. Heat melding into heat. Heartbeats merging.

Mitch’s tongue slipped out to caress the spot she’d bitten earlier. Soothing. Tasting. A tiny gasp opened her mouth for him. Mitch took the invitation and swept his tongue in to meet hers. There was a groan. Her? Him? He couldn’t tell. He was flying. Free-falling through time and space with Jodie. Mitch angled his head and took the kiss deeper. Her taste was sugar and sin. An instant addiction. Mitch tugged the ponytail holder out of her hair and wove his fingers into the silken mass, holding her head exactly where he needed it to be.

The world had gone. There was nothing but Jodie. Nothing but this. Them together. His whole body vibrated with need for this woman. His woman.

“Get a room!” someone shouted. It sounded as though it was coming from far away.

There were giggles. And then other noises began to intrude—voices, glasses clinking, the low thrum of music. The world came into focus and he was suddenly, and rudely, aware of where they were standing.

Reluctantly, Mitch fought his way up from the daze of seduction that had engulfed him, to lean his forehead against Jodie’s. They clung to each other, gasping for air. Mitch struggled to think straight, when all he wanted to do was carry on where he’d left off and never stop.

“Do you have one?” Jodie’s voice was husky with need and Mitch felt a surge of pride and possession the likes of which he’d never felt before.

“Have what?” he managed to say.

She nudged him back so that she could look up into his eyes. Man, she was beautiful.

“Do you have a room in this hotel?”

The question stunned Mitch before a surge of hope hit him hard. “Yeah.”

She nodded, as though to herself, as her eyes closed briefly. When she looked back up at him, there was only resolve in them. “Let’s have our drink in your room.”

Mitch forgot how to breathe. He had to fight the need to rush her straight up the stairs. He took a minute, needing to be certain this was what she wanted.

“You’re sure, baby?”

“Yeah.” She let out a long breath. “This is nuts, but...” She hesitated, searching his face for confirmation. “But I need this.”

A whole brass band blasted in the back of Mitch’s mind. “I need you too.” It was no less than the raw, brutal truth.

His body was tense with the effort it took to control himself and the situation. Mitch took a step back, reached for her hand and headed for the stairs. He tried not to rush, not to push, but the drumbeat of his heart wouldn’t be silenced. It was a scream throughout his body—need, need, need... It was as though he was possessed. If this was lust, then he’d never experienced it before. This was something else, something that knocked him on his ass, stole his sense and made a slave of him.

As he glanced at the woman beside him, he knew exactly what to call this new experience. There was only one word for it. One word that could describe the power of what he felt for Jodie.

It had to be love.

––––––––
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Jodie wasn’t sure how they made it to Mitch’s room, but suddenly they were there and he was unlocking his door. It swung wide, showing a tasteful room decorated in cream with a red tartan accent. A room dominated by a huge bed.

Mitch tugged her hand to get her attention, making her realise she’d been staring at the bed. “You don’t have to come inside. We can go back downstairs, order some food, get to know each other.”

She was pretty sure he broke out in a sweat just making the offer. No, Mitch Harris wasn’t going to get out of this now. She’d been his prey downstairs. Now it was his turn to be hers.

She reached up, cupped the back of his head and tugged his mouth down to her. With a growl of approval, he wrapped his arms around her. Their kiss was a desperate battle. Not for dominance, but for fulfilment. Something inside Jodie could only be eased by Mitch. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name.

She was vaguely aware of the door slamming shut before her back pressed against it. Lips. Tongues. Teeth. Hands clawing at clothes. Her tank top was yanked over her head and went flying. Mitch’s shirt buttons popped off when she ripped it open. Her teeth sank into the tense muscle over his heart.

“Hell yeah.” His head fell back.

Jodie smiled against his skin, the salty taste of his flesh an aphrodisiac. She hooked her ankle behind his knee and toppled him to the floor. They landed with a thud. Jodie sat astride the man.

“Bit of warning next time?” He didn’t sound like he minded the harsh landing.

He did an ab curl, reaching behind her and unclasping her bra. Jodie arched her back, grabbing handfuls of his hair and guiding him to her breast. She felt him smile against her nipple before he sucked it deep.

“Yes!” Jodie felt herself go liquid.

Strong hands pressed against her back kept her upright as her eyes closed. All she had to do was concentrate on the feeling of him suckling her. It was heaven.

“Harder,” she ordered.

He did as he was told, adding a tiny nip of his teeth. Fireworks went off behind her eyelids, and she felt like she was floating away. She wasn’t even aware she was moving until her back hit the thick carpet. She forced her heavy eyelids open to see Mitch scramble out of his trashed shirt and knotted tie.

Yum. Jodie reached up to run her nails down his abs. Each ridge perfection. Her fingertip traced over a puckered scar low on his abdomen, but there was no time for curiosity, because he was kissing her. His kiss went on forever, until her lips felt bruised and swollen and the room began to spin. Then he moved down her body, trailing tongue and teeth. Tasting, biting, kissing. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, but it wasn’t enough. She needed more of him.

She wrapped her legs around him, pressed up off the floor and flipped them so that she was on top. Her breasts were instantly in his hands as they explored each other. He was a work of art. Every promise his body had made while fully clothed, was kept now that he was naked. She looked down at his trousers. Nearly naked.

Jodie leaned back on her heels, making him whine in complaint. She smiled and knew it was wicked. Fast fingers unfastened his trousers and unzipped him. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of the trousers and his underpants and dragged them both down to his thighs.

He sprang free. Long, thick, hard. A delicious temptation. She bent her head to taste him. One lick was all she managed before Mitch’s hands clamped on her hips and she was moving again. She found herself on her back on the soft bed. Mitch kicked off the rest of his clothes and pounced on her, making fast work of removing her jeans and panties. They went flying over his shoulder, his eyes never leaving her body.

Before he could climb onto the bed with her, she was on her knees. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, her mouth on his. She swallowed his groan of approval as his hands explored her body. They soothed, teased, tantalised until she was breathless for more. He crawled onto the bed, pushing her down beneath him. Jodie slung a leg over his hip as her hand worked between them. She held him. Hard. Yet silken soft.

Damn, she needed him.

She pressed her hips up and angled him into her. His arms and legs locked, keeping him above her, just out of reach.

“I want to taste you first,” he said. His eyes so dark they were almost black.

“Later.” She tumbled him onto the bed beside her and straddled him.

A second later she was sinking onto him. His hands clasped her hips. His neck arched. A low, guttural cry came from his throat. And then his heels dug into the bed and he pushed up into her. Jodie lost all sense of time. Her world had reduced to this man and how he made her feel.

He cursed, threaded his hand through her hair and pulled her down for a punishing kiss. His other arm kept her in place as he pummelled into her. It was too much. Jodie felt everything within her coil tight and then explode. She shattered above him as Mitch chased his own release.

As they floated back down to earth, Jodie found herself lying on top of Mitch, her cheek to his chest, his heartbeat a drum in her ear. His big hand soothed up and down her back.

In that moment, Jodie wished it wasn’t just a one-night stand. She wished Mitch wasn’t a tourist who’d go back to America as soon as his vacation was over. She wished he was hers and they could keep exploring each other until exhaustion claimed them completely—say, in twenty or thirty years.

The desire to keep him was so strong that she almost forgot she’d learned her lesson where men were concerned. They might say they liked a strong woman, but once the dust settled, they just felt intimidated. And Jodie was tired of being to blame for someone else’s damaged self-esteem. She was better off on her own. It was good Mitch didn’t live in Invertary. It was good that there was a limit on their time together. She was perfectly fine with the fact he’d be gone soon. Honest.

Jodie shifted her position and licked across his chest. There was no doubt in her mind that she’d miss him once he was gone. But first she would enjoy their time together. No matter how short.
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Jodie woke with a start and the words “Oh hell no!” screaming in her head. Even though it was pitch black, she knew instantly where she was and what she’d done. Even if she hadn’t, the fact she was lying on her stomach in the middle of the bed with a large hand on her backside would have been a clue. Slowly, silently, Jodie turned her head to see Mitch lying on his back beside her, one arm thrown over his eyes, the other resting on her back as he cupped her rear. He was breathing deeply, steadily, sound asleep. Relief flooded Jodie, followed closely by resolve—she had to get out of there.

Jodie inched out from under Mitch’s hand and let herself fall off the edge of the bed onto the floor, making sure she landed softly. The shade curtains were drawn, but the bedside clock told her it was almost seven a.m. On hands and knees, she crawled around the bed, trying to find her clothes. Her hands hit jeans and she pulled them to her. Her heart was beating so loudly that she could hardly hear Mitch’s breathing over the noise. Her phone was in the pocket of her jeans. She switched it on. The light from it helped her to find one boot and her underpants before it cut out again. Several more times hitting the on button, while wishing she’d downloaded a flashlight app, let her find her tank top. There was no sign of her bra or the other boot. She would just have to sacrifice them to the god of stupid, slutty women who slept with strange American men.

Slowly, she pulled on her jeans. The material made a loud, rasping sound that she’d never noticed before. It rang out like an alarm in the darkness. She wobbled as she tugged them over her thighs. Inside her head she cursed the invention of skinny jeans, swearing that if she got out of this situation she was going to hunt down the inventor and make them pay. It took ten years to inch the damn jeans up over her hips. Even then she didn’t dare pull up the zip.

In the blackness, she bent down to grab her tank from the floor and hit her head on the coffee table. The dull thud echoed through the room. She froze, standing there topless, with her throbbing forehead resting on the table, her backside in the air, waiting to be caught. Mitch turned, but kept sleeping. Jodie waited, counting his breaths until she was sure it was safe to move and then stood. Wearing one boot was pointless, but it didn’t seem right to deliberately leave it behind. She tucked it into the back of her jeans so that her hands were free.

Using the light from the phone, she tiptoed to the door. Mitch made a noise as she turned the handle. Jodie quickly killed the light and rushed through the door—straight into the closet.

She hung her head in disgust.

And that was when her phone went off. In Jodie’s panicked state, she couldn’t remember how to switch the sound off. She wedged the phone between her thighs to muffle it, and waited until whoever the hell it was stopped calling.

She’d aged fifty years by the time her ringtone—Gaga’s “Bad Romance”—stopped playing. Quickly, she grabbed her phone and switched it to silent. The screen told her she’d missed a call from her brother. As she stared at it, a text came through. The vibration echoed through the closet, making the sound seem much louder than it should have been to her oversensitive ears. Jodie stared up at the dark ceiling and silently begged God to put her out of her misery. It didn’t happen, so she read the message that was so important Deke had to once again conquer his fear of texting. Or as he put it, “real men don’t text, they pick up the damn phone and make the call.”

Where the hell are you? You need to get back here. We have a problem.

Jodie typed fast. Bk sn. Stp frkn.

The reply took a minute to come back, as Deke insisted on typing every single word properly.

Stop freaking? Some dickhead painted the building with graffiti.

Jodie jerked up straight. Graffiti?

They spray-painted crap about the spa being women-only.

Jodie closed her eyes. The town meeting had stirred up the underbelly. Prbly kds. At least, she hoped it was. They really didn’t need this sort of attention. Tell cops?

I’ll call them. It would look suspicious if we didn’t. And use proper bloody English. Words have vowels. Sentences have joining words!

Jodie leaned her head against the hanging shirts and took a deep breath. A bad idea, because the scent that was uniquely Mitch engulfed her and made her thought process wobble. This was not happening. She was not thirty-six and stuck in a hotel closet while having a text argument about grammar with her younger brother. It was all a dream brought on by too much stress and not enough sleep.

Fine, you deal with the cops, Jodie typed fast, making sure she used full words. I’ll be back soon.

Where the hell are you, anyway?

None of your business!

Jodie switched the phone off. She’d had enough of her brother for one morning, and she had more important things to deal with. Like getting out of the closet, and room, without alerting her one-night stand. She reached for the door handle just as it turned. It slowly swung open, revealing a very naked Mitch in a dimly lit room.

“Baby,” he drawled sleepily, “you’re in the closet.”

Jodie did the only thing she could under the circumstances: she straightened her shoulders and rose above the situation—at least, that’s what she was aiming for.

“I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just leaving.”

Mitch looked behind her at the closet full of clothes. “To Narnia?”

Jodie scowled at him before striding into the room, aware of how ridiculous she must look.

Mitch rubbed his chin, obviously uncaring that he was stark naked. “You’ve got a boot hanging out the back of your jeans and your tank is on inside out.” He seemed bewildered.

Jodie ignored the comment, because really, what could she say to make her situation seem less ridiculous? Nothing, that’s what.

She strode straight to what she hoped was the correct door, put her hand on the handle and worked at being gracious. “Thank you for a lovely night. I hope you have a nice visit to Scotland and safe travel when you fly back home.”

Mitch’s lips twitched as though he was fighting back laughter. He sauntered over to her and casually leaned a shoulder against the door to stop her escape. He crossed his arms and ankles. Her eyes flickered down over his body before fixing on his face. How could he stand there so relaxed about being naked when she was freaking out because she was braless? Just looking at him made her hormones riot. Her brain was demanding she leave with at least some dignity intact, while her body was screaming, “Come to Mama!”

“I’m hoping you had a better time than just lovely, Jodie,” he drawled. “I know I did.”

Her traitorous cheeks began to burn, but she still managed an icy stare. “Do I need to stroke your ego before I go, Mitch?”

Mitch grinned widely and looked down his body. “She named you ego,” he said to his cock. “If she’s naming you, it must mean she wants to keep you.”

To her disgust, Jodie had to fight a smile.

“We had a great time.” Mitch’s hazel eyes captured hers. “Stay for a while. Have breakfast, get to know me.”

The man was walking, talking temptation.

“I can’t, Mitch. I’m in the middle of setting up a new business and there’s a lot to get done before we open. Plus”—she took a deep breath—“this was a one-night thing. There’s really no point in getting to know each other. You have your life in America and I have my life here. I think it’s best if we walk away before it gets too complicated, each of us with a fantastic memory.”

His smile was dazzling. “Jodie, baby, I live here. In Invertary.”

Her brain stuttered. He couldn’t mean...? She looked behind him at the dishevelled room. “You live in a hotel?”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve been meaning to look for a place, but I travel a lot and haven’t gotten round to it yet.”

“You live in Invertary? Permanently? This is your permanent home?”

“Yep, this is my permanent home.”

“But you’re American.” She felt her cheeks flush again and wished she could gain control of her traitorous body.

“Don’t tell the locals. They think I’m one of them.” He stepped forward, backing her up until she was pressed against the wall beside the door. He placed his hands flat against the wall on either side of her head. His body didn’t touch hers, but she could feel the heat coming off him. His musky scent surrounded her. It was drugging her senses, making her feel dazed.

“But I haven’t seen you around.” Jodie just could not stop the idiocy coming out of her mouth.

This could not be happening. He was supposed to be a tourist. There should have been no repercussions from her one night of sin. She should have known better; Catholic school taught her that there were always consequences—especially when you enjoyed committing the sin in the first place.

Mitch pointed at the puckered red scar low on his right side. “I’ve been recuperating. I had a run-in with the pointy end of a knife. Then I had to travel for work. I only got back into town yesterday.”

Jodie felt the colour drain from her face. Now she knew exactly who this guy was. “You’re Josh McInnes’ manager.”

“Guilty as charged,” he said, clearly amused.

He leaned forward and placed a tiny kiss on the corner of her mouth. She felt it zing through her body and knew she was in trouble. The man was fast becoming her addiction. She held up her hands to ward him off and her palms met his solid flesh. Then, of course, her traitorous fingers kneaded muscle.

“Stay and have breakfast with me, Jodie.” Oh, that voice could lead anyone into sin.

And she had to resist. “I can’t. This was a one-night thing. I didn’t follow you to your room wanting a relationship. I came up here because I thought it would only be one night. That’s all I can do. It’s all I want to do. If you want something else, then you’ll have to look elsewhere. I was inoculated against relationships when I got divorced.”

“Okay, you don’t do relationships. What do you do?” His fingertips trailed, feather-light, down her neck to her shoulder. She shivered under his touch.

“What do you mean?” Her voice was husky, her brain already losing in the fight between hormones and sense.

“This thing between us. It’s combustible. I’ve never experienced anything like it.” He stared at her for a moment as though reading her face, and then gave her a small smile. “Neither have you. I don’t want it to stop.”

No! Don’t stop! her body screamed at her. It wanted to rub against him like a cat in heat.

“I don’t do romance, relationships, marriage, togetherness—any of that stuff.” Oh, why didn’t she sound convinced?

“I’ll take whatever you’ll give me. I’ll take whatever I can get.” His voice, though soft, was steel, and she knew he wasn’t going to let this go—let her go. The crazy thing was that instead of making her want to run, his determination only made her want him more.

“You mean friends with benefits? Is that what you’re talking about?”

“If that’s what you want.” He inclined his head and placed a kiss on her neck at the curve of her shoulder.

Jodie felt her body melt.

“No strings?” She fought to get the words out.

“No strings,” he confirmed as he kissed his way up to her earlobe.

A little moan escaped. She wasn’t proud of the fact, but she couldn’t stop it. His skin was hot under her hands and his lips were driving her mad.

“So, we’ll just get together to, what? Have sex?”

“Whatever you want, Jodie.” His voice was pure seduction. Low and sensuous. It promised dark nights and endless pleasure. “I’ll give you whatever you want.”

Her eyes closed as her body began to writhe against him. She wanted to give in to temptation. She wanted everything he promised. She wanted him. Even though her fear of getting entangled in another relationship was strong. Even though she knew she’d never survive another heartbreak. His was a teasing seduction that slipped past her common sense and dared her to indulge.

“No relationship.” Her surrender came in a rush of words. “No dating. We don’t tell anyone. It’s just between us. No expectations. No long-term planning. No public displays of affection. No soppy, romantic gestures. Either one of us can call a stop to things without the other questioning it. And when it stops we part on good terms.”

“Agreed.” The word was a rumble against her ear as his hands threaded into the hair at the back of her head.

She was dizzy from his touch. Desperate for more. The world was shifting beneath her, but she felt safe in the cocoon of his arms.

“This is a purely physical thing. Nothing more.” Yeah, that probably would have sounded more convincing if she wasn’t so breathless with need. “Are you sure you want to get into this knowing that?”

“I just want you, Jodie. Any way I can have you.” His words were a vow and then his mouth slammed against hers and Jodie’s brain conceded defeat to her body. In the back of her mind, that little Catholic voice was reminding her that every action came with a consequence, and she wouldn’t like it when the consequences of this decision caught up with her.

Like she’d done right through school, Jodie ignored the voice in her head.

Consequences be damned.
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“No points for originality,” Brenda Smith said as she considered the graffiti spray-painted across the front of the old church building. She looked up at the stony-faced man beside her. “Do you think they drew the penis because they couldn’t spell the word?”

Deke looked down at her, quite a way down, as even in heels Brenda barely came up to his shoulder. “I don’t think that’s the word they would have written.”

“I’ve always wondered about the words we use for penis.” And she wasn’t lying. There was a lot Brenda wondered about. This was just the tip of the iceberg. “‘Cock’ sounds so aggressive and ‘dick’ makes me think of thick, as in dumb. And—”

Deke groaned. He seemed to do that a lot around her. “Please, stop talking.”

“Fine.” She pressed her lips together but couldn’t keep it in. She just couldn’t. He was a guy. The chances of him knowing the answer were high, so she had to ask. She had to. “Why do American men call it a Johnson?”

“Kill me now,” Deke said. His soft green eyes met hers and, as usual, her heart stuttered. His eyes were just too pretty. Especially in that oh-so-masculine face. In fact, his eyes were the only soft thing about Deke Miller. “Do I sound American? Why don’t you ask one of the Americans in town? We’re overrun with them. You shouldn’t be stuck for choices.”

Brenda was silent for as long as she could manage it. Which wasn’t very long. She couldn’t help it. She was curious by nature. It was one of the reasons she’d managed to get into so much trouble in such a short life. Okay, well, maybe twenty-seven wasn’t so short. If she lived until she was ninety, then she wouldn’t even have made it through a third of her lifespan yet. Which meant that there were still two-thirds left to screw up. Yay for her.

“Brenda!”

The name snapped her back to the world outside her head. Deke was staring at her, clearly irritated.

“Did you say something?” Brenda gave him her winning smile.

“I said why don’t you get back to sorting out the spa and I’ll deal with this mess?”

Yep, she should probably do that. Scurry away. No doubt Deke would feel a lot more relaxed if she wasn’t standing so close to him. She’d noticed, in the two weeks since she’d arrived at the spa, that whenever she got within two feet of the man, he stepped away from her. It had become a bit of a game. She’d deliberately get too close to see if she could get him to back into furniture. It was the small things in life that amused her.

“You’re doing it again.” The words broke through her thoughts.

She frowned up at the man. Honestly, it was hard not to drool around him. At over six foot tall, he towered over Brenda. He was broad and muscled and had the roundest backside. It made a woman want to pat it every time she passed him. Okay, maybe not all women, maybe just Brenda. His hair was military short, a covering of fluff over his scalp that teased you to touch and see if it was soft or bristled. And although he’d been out of the Army for a couple of years, he seemed to dress as though he was still in it. In the time she’d been living at the spa, she’d only ever seen him in combat trousers, boots and various army-green t-shirts.

He also seemed to be waiting for a reply. “Doing what?”

“Zoning out.”

“I don’t zone out. I think. Don’t be fooled, Deke. Just because this hair is blond doesn’t mean the head is empty.”

He looked at her like she was the crazy one. Just for that, Brenda took a step closer to him. And sure enough, he retreated. It took all of her self-control not to giggle.

“I’m happy to wash the wall,” she told him.

The spa was pretty much set up. That side of the business was opening before the restaurant because Deke and Jodie thought staggering the starting dates would mean fewer problems to deal with. For the past two weeks, Brenda had helped unpack and set up the spa equipment that Jodie had ordered. She now had a beautifully equipped treatment room ready for all her massage clientele, and very little to do until opening day.

“No. I’ll deal with this.” Deke looked immovable. Which made her want to move him. So she took another step towards him and watched his retreat.

His brow furrowed, as though he suspected she was doing it deliberately but wasn’t quite sure enough to call her on it. Brenda widened her blue eyes and aimed for innocence. She was a short, curvy blonde with blue eyes, which meant her innocent look had a ninety-eight per cent success rate.

“Okay then,” he said. “Why don’t you go set up the staff housing? Benson Security is finishing up the alarm installation today, which means you lot can move in tonight.”

“I suppose I could do that.” She took another step towards him and watched him back up. Inside she was laughing hysterically. Deke was so much fun. “Are you sure you don’t need any help in the kitchen? I hear you’re interviewing more wait staff today. I could sit in on the interviews.”

“Why the hell would I want that?”

“Because you scare them off.”

“If they’re too soft to deal with me during a half-hour interview, they’d be no good during an evening service.”

He had a point, but according to Robin, who worked front of house, Deke ran the kitchen like he was still in the Army. Carly, the pastry chef, said that half the time he told her to do something, she had to resist the urge to salute.

“Still.” She stepped closer, making him step back—into a bush. “I could help.”

Deke moved to the side of the bush and folded his bulging arms over his green tee. “I don’t need help. Go sort out the staff house. I need to go.” He spun round, almost tripping over the same bush he’d just sidestepped.

Muttering under his breath, he practically ran for the restaurant. Giving her a front-row seat for that fabulous backside.

“You are so mean to him,” came an amused voice.

Brenda looked over her shoulder to see Robin. Out of all the women Jodie and Deke had hired for the business, she’d known Robin the longest. They’d crossed paths a couple of times over the years. Although last time they’d met, Robin was going by the name Joanne.

“I’m just playing.” Brenda wished she wasn’t, but that was the state of things. A girl like her wasn’t attractive to a man like Deke. No matter how much she wished she was.

Robin came up beside her and together they stared at the awful writing on the wall.

Men Rule! Women Suck—followed by a huge, badly drawn penis.

Brenda knew the words didn’t have anything to do with them. It was fallout from the town meeting the evening before. Still, she couldn’t stop the
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