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            FLATIRON FIVE FITNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa

      

        

      
        7. Just Home for the Holidays

        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom

        Coming April 2022
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            WHEN ANNIKA MET THOM

          

          FLATIRON FIVE FITNESS #10

        

      

    

    
      Annika is done with waiting…

      She’s known since kindergarten that Leo is the one and as soon as she gets to New York, their shared future will begin. But she arrives to find out that Leo is avoiding her and has to make a deal with Leo’s grumpy but hot roommate, Thom. It’s amazing that he can make her simmer with just a glance—never mind that she forgets all about Leo in Thom’s presence. When she learns that Leo has dumped her for someone else, Annika realizes she has no tears to shed. Seducing Thom seems like the ideal way to make up for lost time—but can she persuade him that all she wants is to feel alive again?

      

      Thom is prepared to wait for the good stuff…

      He’s learned the hard way that romance on the rebound never works—and he won’t be burned again. He never would have expected to even like Leo’s fiancée, much less to find Annika just about perfect. Temptation is impossible to resist: not only are they sharing a small apartment, but they’re working together at F5F for the same two weeks—and Annika makes steady progress over his objections. Just when Thom realizes he’s falling fast, Leo tries for a reconciliation. It’s the same story all over again—but this time, can he convince Annika to choose a future with him?
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 9, 2022—New Jersey

      

      

      

      New Jersey. Meesha came out of the train station and looked around, certain she’d arrived at the end of the world.

      Maybe it was the suburban lifestyle or the comparatively empty sidewalks. Either way, the only thing New Jersey did for her was make her yearn for the energy of a big city.

      And yet she was here. Willingly. She’d even volunteered.

      It was impressive to realize how much she’d do for Flatiron Five Fitness and the team there.

      She could see Manhattan in the distance, taunting her with its proximity, like the Emerald City and its big promises. The thing was that she didn’t even love Manhattan anymore. Had the pandemic stolen all the joy from her life? She couldn’t be sure, but she felt a lot less energetic, and much less enthused. Maybe she just missed the infusion of enthusiasm from people like Kyle on a regular basis.

      Maybe it was because everyone she knew was married or about to be. Two of her cousins were getting married, as well as her sister. Her favorite auntie was remarrying. One of her roommates was getting married and the other was moving in with her boyfriend. Even the whole team at F5F were married.

      Meesha was abandoned in the wasteland of singledom.

      Which had always been a place she really liked. Being alone there kind of spoiled the fun, though. There was no one to conspire with, no one to club with, no one to dissect conversations and relationships with. Not anymore.

      She had to mix things up, somehow, and rediscover her joy.

      That was unlikely to happen in New Jersey.

      Of course, there were no cabs and, of course, it was starting to rain. Meesha held her rose pink laptop bag protectively close and stepped away from the station, determined to get this assignment behind her as soon as possible. She heard the roar of a motorcycle but didn’t look up. She was too busy making sure she avoided the growing puddles. The bike’s engine revved at the curb, as if the driver was showing off.

      Meesha could do without the macho display. She was in a mood and didn’t care who knew it. She kept walking, knowing it wasn’t far.

      “Want a ride?”

      She wouldn’t have turned, but that voice was familiar. Sure enough, it was Thom on the bike, Thom she was coming to interview, Thom whose expression revealed that he understood her mood a bit too well.

      “You’ll kill yourself walking six blocks in those boots.” Thom was a big guy, really big, who could usually be found instructing on the rock-climbing wall at Flatiron Five Fitness. He had dark hair and dark eyes, a whole lot of tattoos and tended to be quiet. A gentle giant, but imposing all the same.

      Meesha propped a hand on her hip. “You don’t put a gloss on it, do you?” She held out a foot, admiring her own very retro pink platform boots. “I think they’re hot.”

      “They look uncomfortable.”

      “I don’t think they come in your size.”

      “I’m inconsolable.” He offered a helmet.

      She smiled despite herself and indicated the helmet. “For six blocks? Don’t you like to live dangerously out here?”

      “Maybe I don’t want to take chances with you.”

      “Because I’ll blow up the internet if I get stuck out here, never mind if I get hurt,” Meesha agreed. She narrowed her eyes when he didn’t seem to take that seriously. “That’s a promise not a threat.”

      “I know it.” He glanced at the helmet pointedly. “And Kyle would kick my butt.”

      “He couldn’t take you.”

      “He could fire me.”

      There was that. She considered the helmet and thought about the hour she’d spent on her hair. “It’ll crush my do.”

      He shrugged. “Fashionably dead, if you prefer.”

      Meesha exhaled, handed over her laptop bag and pulled on the helmet, then fastened the strap beneath her chin. She got on the back of the bike behind him, securing her bag in front of herself, then crushing it between them. Thom checked on her, then lowered his visor and pulled back into traffic as she hung on.

      He was a good driver, which let Meesha relax. It also gave her time to realize that he was rock-hard, despite being in his thirties, when she was sure all men’s bodies went to pot. She ran her hands over him and he growled a warning that came through the headset loud and clear. “Don’t wrinkle the material.”

      Meesha laughed and gave him a squeeze anyway. “Gotta love those rock-hard abs.”

      “Comes with the territory.”

      “Annika does that to you?” Meesha asked innocently.

      “The job, Meesha, and you know it.”

      “The job, the job. If there’s one great thing about F5F, it’s the eye candy.”

      Thom grunted agreement as he drove into a parking garage. Meesha blinked at the sudden darkness but he was already pulling into a numbered spot. It really hadn’t been far, but still, she was glad she hadn’t walked it in the rain.

      He held her hand as she got off, then swung off the bike himself, towering over her as he removed his helmet. She wiped the rainwater off her boots, admiring them again, then straightened to consider him.

      “You seem taller here,” Meesha said with suspicion.

      “Pretty sure I’m not.”

      “It must be the leathers. They make you look more imposing.”

      “Thought I had that covered at six foot six,” he said beneath his breath, then gestured toward the elevator. “Maybe you’re smaller in New Jersey.”

      Meesha could believe that given her current mood.

      Maybe she was smaller everywhere. Depressing thought.

      “Why don’t they call you ‘Fridge’?” she asked when the elevator was rising to the seventh floor.

      “I don’t like it.” He granted her a look that convinced Meesha not to give that nickname a try.

      And that was it. The sum of conversation. Thom wasn’t chatty at the best of times and she knew he hadn’t been thrilled about doing this interview.

      Still, she hadn’t expected it to be this tough.

      They continued in silence down the corridor and Meesha thought about thirty minutes of dead airtime. That wouldn’t make for a compelling video. If he was going to be his usual taciturn self, getting the right interview would be like pulling teeth. Maybe Annika was more chatty and they had a yin-yang thing going on.

      Meesha knew what she needed: a sparkly, positive piece about the first romance at the downtown fitness club, a story that made happily-ever-after seem not just possible but inescapable, a cameo of a happy couple whose adoration for each other would bring out new members in droves.

      She stole a glance at Thom, who looked about as happy as her cat ever did, and felt a shadow of dread. Kyle had challenged Cassie over the creation of the most successful strategy to promote F5F’s relaunch and reopening. The two partners were each determined to win—not just for the good of the club—and Kyle had chosen Meesha for his team-mate. It was Meesha’s chance to prove that she could outshine Cassie’s marketing chops, and at first, she’d been sure of their triumph. Now, she was feeling like she’d drawn the short straw.

      The story had seemed like such a gimme.

      She sighed as Thom led her down the hall then stopped at a door. It wasn’t a bad apartment from the common areas. It smelled better than hers did, since someone was baking. Maybe chocolate chip cookies. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she’d skipped breakfast.

      Thom gave her another of his trademark inscrutable glances, then turned his key in the lock. The barking began inside the apartment immediately. A big deep bark, like the dog responsible was going to gobble up everyone in the vicinity.

      Meesha took a step back in alarm. “I don’t like dogs,” she said.

      “Wrong place, then,” Thom said easily, so untroubled that she wanted to poke him. “How about ferrets?”

      She’d forgotten the ferrets. How many did they have now?

      Meesha had time to grimace, then Thom opened the door and the largest dog she’d ever seen in her life lunged forward. She squeaked and retreated until her back was against the wall on the other side of the hall, but the dog stopped cold on the line of the threshold.

      Eying her and growling.

      The dog had short fur of a bronze shade with darker stripes, kind of like a tiger, but not. The dog was huge, so big that its head was level with the girls. Its eyes were dark and it didn’t seem to blink as it stared at her. Meesha was sure the hair was standing up on the back of its neck.

      And those teeth. They were enormous and looked sharp.

      “Easy, Hellhound,” Thom said and the dog sat down. “Be nice.”

      “Don’t eat me,” Meesha said to the dog who licked its chops.

      Hellhound. What kind of name was that for a dog?

      “She won’t,” Annika assured her cheerfully, appearing behind the dog. Meesha knew that Thom’s partner was an engineer and had liked her the few times they’d met. Her smile was particularly reassuring on this day. Annika had long red hair, a lot of freckles and was very pretty. She’d photograph well, and the contrast of coloring between the two of them would make for striking images. Annika wasn’t short but she looked petite compared to Thom, and she was certainly garrulous in comparison.

      Thank God.

      “Come on in.” Annika offered her hand. “It’s so good of you to come out here for the interview. I promise to defend you from Helena.”

      “Helena?” Meesha echoed.

      “Thom named her Hellhound when we got her, and not without justification.” Annika shook her head. “She was wild.”

      “And then some,” Thom agreed. They looked at each other and seemed to get lost in each other’s eyes. They seemed to be crazy about each other, which was a good thing in every way.

      Meesha gave them a moment. She took a quick survey of the apartment, which was bright despite the weather. It was a combination of the colors and the minimalist décor at work. The furniture was all mid-century modern, a lot of teak, with yellow and lime upholstery. There was ample space for the big dog and the hardwood floors gleamed. She’d be able to take some good pictures here, even without sunlight. There was a big cage at the end of the dining room, with at least three ferrets zipping around inside. One was in a hamster wheel, which squeaked as the ferret ran.

      Something brown moved like lightning across the floor, vanishing before Meesha could get a good look at it. She stifled a shudder, thinking of rats.

      “I insisted that couldn’t be her real name, so she’s Helena, Hellhound to some, Hell for short.” Annika explained. The dog sat, still watching Meesha as Thom took her raincoat.

      Meesha clutched her laptop bag in front of herself like a shield and edged toward the chair Annika had indicated. Where had the brown thing gone?

      “Coffee? Tea? Soda?” Annika asked.

      “Nothing, thanks. I just want to get the interview done.”

      “And escape New Jersey as soon as possible,” Thom said solemnly. Only the glint in his dark eyes revealed that he was teasing her. She’d learned to look for that clue.

      “It’s not a joke.” Meesha responded without thinking, hearing that her tone was defensive.

      “Sure, it is,” he said easily. “All you Manhattanites act like it’s the end of the world when you cross a bridge.”

      “The train came through the tunnel.”

      “Either way.” He indicated the large window with its view to the east over the other buildings. Manhattan’s silhouette was a little hazy but unmistakable. “You can still see the fabled city from here. What would you do in Des Moines?”

      “Run for Chicago,” Meesha said, opening her bag and pulling out her laptop. “Obviously.”

      The dog, to Meesha’s relief, slid down to the floor, still watching her.

      “So would I,” Annika confessed with a smile. Something brown popped up behind the dog, then vanished. Only Meesha seemed to have noticed. “What do you need from us today?”

      “I want to hear the story of how you met at F5F and fell in love. It’s the foundation myth for so much of our social media. And you’re getting married at the club in two weeks, too. Kyle wants to make a huge event out of it and make it part of the club’s relaunch.”

      Thom folded his arms across his chest and looked grumpy. “It’s a private ceremony.”

      “We don’t want to invade your privacy. We just want to celebrate your happiness.”

      “And use it,” Thom said.

      “It’s hardly private since we accepted the club’s offer to host our wedding,” Annika pointed out, chiding Thom gently.

      “You talked me into it.”

      Annika rolled her eyes and smiled. “Somebody has to drag you out of your cave once in a while.”

      Thom smiled wickedly and Meesha didn’t want to even think about how Annika changed his mind about anything.

      The brown possibly-rat appeared on top of the dog then, its eyes bright with curiosity. Definitely a ferret, but this one was on the loose. Meesha watched it warily. It moved down to settle between the dog’s paws though, staring straight back at her.

      “To give the club more media attention for the reopening,” Annika said to him. “Thom, we talked about this. We both want the club to thrive again. If you and I can help, we need to do it.”

      “No reporters,” Thom said.

      “Just me,” Meesha agreed with a smile. She opened a new document, preparing to take notes. She kept an eye on both pets all the while.

      “No names,” he stipulated.

      “When Annika met Thom. That’s it,” she said.

      He sat down on the couch beside Annika. The dog stretched out and put her head on his foot, then closed her eyes with a blissful sigh. The ferret scampered away when the dog moved, appearing on the arm of the couch beside Thom. “Hey, Soot.” He put it on his shoulder and it immediately vanished down the neck of his T-shirt. Meesha was silently horrified. “But we didn’t meet at F5F. Not really.”

      “Do not shit me,” Meesha said sternly. “That’s the story. It can’t be wrong.”

      “Well, it isn’t. Not really,” Annika said to her relief. She put her hand on Thom’s thigh. The ferret appeared from behind his back and she laughed as she picked it up. She stroked the little creature, which settled in her lap, at least for the moment. “It was because of the club that we came together, but when we actually met, we didn’t know that.”

      “Not until we got to F5F,” Thom agreed.

      Meesha blinked. “Tell me that makes sense.”

      “It does when you hear the story,” Annika said.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “You tell her,” Thom said to Annika. “You’re better with stories.”

      Annika nodded agreement and Meesha murmured a prayer of thanks under her breath. Maybe she could save this yet.

      So long as both dog and ferret stayed put.

      “It all started ten years ago,” Annika said, settling back against Thom as she patted the ferret. His arm closed protectively around her and Meesha felt a little lonely at the sight. Was she the last hot single left on the planet? She bent over her computer and typed quickly as Annika continued.

      “When I came to New York for the first time…”
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        April 2012—New York City

      

      

      
      “You have to tell her,” Thom insisted as his roommate, Leo, packed. Thom wasn’t at all disappointed to see Leo move out, but he knew what was right.

      Vanishing without explanation just before your fiancée arrived for a visit wasn’t right, no matter how he looked at it.

      “No, I don’t,’ Leo insisted. “It won’t even matter. She never has to know.” He flashed a confident smile at Thom, obviously assuming—as usual—that everything would go his way.

      That was the thing Thom found most annoying about Leo. Not that the other guy was tall, dark and handsome; not that he came from money or even that he was going to med school; not even that he’d be matching Thom’s annual salary every month in a year or two—if not exceeding it.

      What bit the wall was Leo’s assumption that everyone in the world would do what he wanted, and that every single thing would go his way—and worse, it did. Like fucking clockwork.

      That was what drove Thom nuts. He’d never met anyone so lucky who deserved it so little.

      Nothing ever went Thom’s way and he knew better than to expect otherwise.

      He folded his arms across his chest and glowered at Leo, his bad feeling about this particular situation meaning that he couldn’t let it go. “Your fiancée doesn’t have to know that you’re dating another woman,” he repeated, his voice heavy with skepticism. He’d never met Annika but he’d heard a lot about her in the two months that he’d shared quarters with Leo. She sounded like the most unlikely match for Leo, but maybe she was gorgeous. Maybe she had money. Maybe he was never going to understand Leo and that was just fine.

      “Annika isn’t my fiancée. Not exactly.”

      Thom rolled his eyes. He felt protective of this woman he didn’t even know, because he knew Leo’s slippery relationship with the truth. He was pretty sure Annika had no idea that Leo was acting as if he was a single guy. “I thought that was what you called the woman you planned to marry.”

      “That’s so traditional.”

      “Then what is she? Your pet cat?”

      Leo laughed. His quick glance at Thom revealed that he was nervous, though. It was true that Thom could have easily snapped him in half. What he didn’t possess in luck and charm, Thom had in sheer size and power. Of course, he worked out hard to get his rock-hard abs.

      Leo, in contrast, was tall and slender. He looked like a bookish nerd with his glasses, but on the road to romance—with someone other than his fiancée—he’d chosen to wear his contacts.

      “We have an agreement. We’ll get married someday. It’s not the same thing.”

      “I’m going to guess she’d disagree. Women are like that.”

      “There’s no ring.”

      “Still.”

      “But men need some action in the intervals. She’d understand. Annika’s smart.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “This isn’t a thing,” Leo insisted, as if he was talking to a stupid child. He took that tone often with Thom. “It’s a hook-up. It’s temporary. It doesn’t have anything to do with Annika.”

      “I can’t think of a single woman who would see it that way. They’re possessive like that.”

      “Advice from the monk,” Leo said with a shake of his head. “Sorry I’m not going to take it. Trust me. I know Annika. It will be fine.” He jammed a sweatshirt into his bag and forced the zipper to close.

      “I have two sisters,” Thom said. “Maddy would cut your balls off. Tessa would go for another part of your anatomy, ensuring you could never repeat your crime.”

      “Remind me never to date your sisters. Thank God Annika’s not like that.”

      Thom remained skeptical. He stood in the middle of the main room of the one-bedroom apartment as Leo did a final survey. The apartment was on the third floor of an old building in the East Village and it faced a little park with a community garden. The much larger East River Park was half a dozen blocks away, and the subway was just a few blocks north. It wasn’t the greatest neighborhood, but it was cheap for Manhattan. Thom had answered an ad Leo had placed in the local paper and had been sleeping on the couch ever since. Leo had taken over a sub-let from another guy at med school and the furniture apparently stayed with the apartment. It wasn’t very big, but they made it work—mostly because their schedules often meant they were home at different times.

      Thom could get to his part-time job at Flatiron Five Fitness in ten minutes or less, there was a space to park his motorcycle in comparative safety, and there was that park across the street for Cerberus. He’d even gotten a second part-time job at a parking garage nearby, detailing cars. It wasn’t all bad, although life would be simpler with just one good job.

      Cerberus was sitting beside him now, watching, her ears cocked with curiosity.

      “Annika knows me. She understands me. She loves me, just the way I am.”

      Thom wondered who Leo was trying to convince and kept silent.

      Leo kept talking. Fast. “That’s the secret to a happy partnership.” He surveyed the bedroom he’d occupied for as long as Thom had shared the apartment with him and picked up a stray charger cable. “Got it all. I’m out of here.”

      “And you’ll be back before Annika arrives.” Thom had major doubts about that.

      “Of course.” Leo shook his head. “These things burn hot, but not for long. Cerise and I will exhaust each other in less than forty-eight hours, then wake up and simultaneously wonder what the hell we’re doing together.” He laughed then loaded up with his gear, his anticipation obvious. He had his laptop bag, a big duffle bag and a smaller backpack. It took some effort for him to carry it all, but Thom wasn’t going to help.

      “She’ll be here in two days,” he reminded Leo.

      “And I’ll be back. Just chill.”

      Thom didn’t feel in the least bit like chilling. “And if she shows up early?”

      Leo paused on the threshold and grinned. “Call me.”

      “And you’ll leave Cerise?”

      “Of course!” Leo’s tone was tinged with insincerity. He strode out the door in a hurry, as if he wanted to escape their conversation.

      Thom leaned out the door to call after him. “And if you’re not coming back, you’ll tell her, right?”

      “Right!” Leo said, waving as he lugged his stuff down the corridor. “Don’t worry!”

      He was walking more quickly than Thom had ever seen him move.

      Worse, he started to whistle when the elevator came.

      Funny how tastes differed. Cerise was attractive, but Thom wouldn’t have turned his back on her for an instant. There was an insincerity about her.

      Maybe she and Leo suited each other.

      It was not his problem.

      He looked around the main room. The apartment felt a lot bigger without Leo’s ego filling all the corners. It was a bit dingy and if it had been his, he’d have made a trip to the thrift store for some new furnishings.

      But it was Leo’s. Still.

      Thom didn’t believe for a minute that Leo would be back soon or at all, regardless of his so-called promise. Cerise and Leo had already been at it for a week, with no signs of diminished interest.

      At least they’d stopped doing it at the apartment. Thom patted Cerberus, knowing her enthusiastic and unscheduled interruptions had been a major contributing factor in that decision. She had a big cold nose and a healthy curiosity.

      “He’s got to call Annika and tell her,” Thom said to his black Great Dane and best buddy. Cerberus jumped onto the couch—well, actually, she stepped onto the couch—and collapsed, putting her head on the armrest with such obvious satisfaction that Thom smiled. “You’d like it just fine if it was the two of us,” he said to her and she sighed contentment as her eyes closed. She’d never liked Leo much, and the feeling had been mutual.

      What if Leo didn’t come back? Thom liked the place well enough and the rent was paid. He could afford to have it to himself. It was a tempting possibility but he knew better than to hope for it.

      He checked out the bedroom, surprised to see that Leo really had taken everything. There wasn’t so much as a pack of gum left.

      He wasn’t coming back.

      It was hard not to be glad about that.

      Maybe Thom’s luck was finally changing.

      Thom began to move his stuff into the bedroom, more than looking forward to the luxury of sleeping in an actual bed—even with a Great Dane pushing him out one side.

      Little did he know that his satisfaction with the new situation was destined to last just twenty-four hours.
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        * * *

      

      Annika’s first experience of Manhattan didn’t win her over. The train got into Penn Station a bit late and she was momentarily disoriented by how complicated the station was—and how filthy it was. Leo wasn’t there to meet her, which he hadn’t promised to do but she’d had hopes. She wrangled her luggage alone, glad that she’d packed lightly, but didn’t have the patience to work out the subway map. Instead, she went up to the street—hauling Percival’s cage up about a zillion stairs—and tried to hail a cab.

      She failed her first Manhattan test. They all drove right past her, as if she was invisible. A guy in a suit strode to the curb and raised his hand. A cab cut across two lanes of traffic to squeal to a halt before him. Annika tried to figure out what he’d done differently and switched the cage to her other hand to try again.

      “Just take this one,” the guy said with a smile.

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. Welcome to New York.” He put her suitcase on the floor in the back while she maneuvered the cage onto the seat. When she turned to thank him, he was stepping into another cab.

      “Thank you!” she shouted and he waved to her again.

      “Meter’s running,” the driver reminded her and she got in, liking the city a bit more than she had a few minutes previously. She gave him the address and he sighed mightily.

      Before she could ask, the screen mounted on the back of his seat—behind the iron grill—began to play a safety reminder about seatbelts.

      Annika was busy looking out the windows for her first glimpse of the glittering city she’d always wanted to visit. It wasn’t glittering on this spring day. The rain was pouring down and the pedestrians looked as if they shared her cabbie’s mood as they navigated their way around large dark puddles. The buildings stretched high into the sky, their higher floors lost in the fog, their windows sleek with water.

      “New in town?” he asked finally, probably noticing how she was rubbernecking.

      “First time.”

      “You’ll love it. It’s the best city in the world,” he said with conviction, then leaned on his horn.

      The traffic was incredible, the streets clogged with yellow cabs that honked a lot. They made slow but steady progress, stopping for red lights, then surging around slower cars to get a better position. There was a lot of construction and Annika was curious about the pits that opened into the street. In one of her college courses, they’d learned about the rock beneath the city, the Manhattan schist, upon which every skyscraper’s foundation rested. They’d learned about the tunnels and myriad services buried beneath the metropolis, a feat of engineering that delivered water and electricity to ten million, and transported them daily. Annika wanted an underground tour as well as a visit to all the tourist sites.

      She felt her anticipation rise. Leo was going to be thrilled when she surprised him with the news that she’d be moving east instead of just working on a two-week assignment. The future they’d envisioned for years was going to start and she couldn’t wait. Her firm was opening an office here to serve the east coast and she was first in line to transfer. It wasn’t a done deal yet, but she trusted in the future.

      After all, she and Leo were destined to be together. It was kismet that this opportunity even existed. Of course, she’d get the job. With that confidence, she’d brought Percival to get him settled here first.

      The ferret was fussing, but he’d been in the cage for a while. She knew he needed a bit of exercise, and probably something to eat.

      Soon.

      They drove down Broadway and she practically had her nose pressed to the glass as the buildings began to look familiar. It was like she’d stepped into a movie.

      “Is this the Flatiron district?” she asked the driver, guessing the answer from the architecture.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He pointed through the windshield. “And there’s the building it’s named after.”

      Annika had recognized the triangular Flatiron Building already and was peering down the side streets. She knew the buildings had steel frames in this neighborhood and were among Manhattan’s first skyscrapers: many of the older structures dated from the turn of the last century. They were shorter, because the schist was deeper beneath the surface, but she loved the more human scale. She couldn’t wait to explore.

      They turned on Houston, which was wide and lined on each side with big stores. There were pedestrians everywhere she looked, which was exciting, too. She loved walking in cities, people-watching and window shopping.

      When they finally turned down a narrower avenue lined with apartment buildings, she was on the edge of her seat in anticipation.

      Minutes to Leo! She had been envisioning a sex-filled reunion for weeks and was impatient to arrive.

      The cab stopped in front of an older building, one that wasn’t as ornate as some of its neighbors. It was maybe six stories high and there was a park across the street. The street was lined with parked cars on one side and Annika could see that there were shops and restaurants on the street level of many of the buildings. They weren’t as fancy as the ones on Houston, but she liked that it looked like a neighborhood. A car behind honked as she was getting her bags out, and the cabbie waved his hand dismissively at the other driver.

      He did the same when she thanked him, but he smiled and wished her a good trip.

      The rain seemed to be falling harder. She was soaked by the time she got to the door of the building and she couldn’t help noticing that the entrance was distinctly grimy. The security door was propped open with a cinder block, which couldn’t be very safe but it made her life easier in the short term. She carried everything to the elevator and pressed the button, heaving a sigh of relief. Almost there. She could hear voices and smell cooking but there was no one around.

      It made her realize how hungry she was.

      She had to jam her weight against the elevator door to have time to get everything out, since it had been programmed for very quick stops. By the time she’d located the apartment door, then gotten her suitcase and Percival’s cage down the corridor, she was ready for a nap.

      A kiss.

      A great meal.

      And truly awesome sex. Lots of it. That would be the perfect welcome to the Big Apple.

      She knocked crisply on the door, anticipation high.

      There was no answer.

      Percival ran around his cage in a manic burst of energy and she wished he’d be quiet.

      She checked the number and knocked again, harder.

      A door opened down the hall and someone looked out. Annika ignored the curious neighbor because she heard the deadbolt on Leo’s door. She smiled as the door swung inward.

      “Surprise! I’m a day early!” She spoke before she realized that Leo wasn’t the one who had opened the door.

      And then she blushed, because the guy who had answered the door didn’t say anything. He just looked at her.

      Leo had said his latest roommate was a big guy, but that description hadn’t prepared Annika for the truth. This guy was massive. He was like an upright refrigerator and looked just as likely to move out of the way. He only opened the door a few inches but his size was obvious. Did he have to duck to go through the door? Turn sideways? It was also easy to remember Leo’s jokes about how stupid Thom was.

      Funny but Annika didn’t have the sense that this guy was dumb. Cautious, certainly, but there was an intensity in his expression that made Annika wonder whether he let people underestimate him.

      Why would anyone do that?

      His eyes were dark and his hair was dark brown and wavy, a little too long. He had a bushy beard that was darker than his hair and his gaze was piercing. He was wearing a black T-shirt and she could see extensive tattoos on his arms that continued beneath the shirt sleeves. There were Celtic knots winding up his arm from wrist to elbow, as if he was wearing the Book of Kells. The T-shirt was also tight enough to reveal that he was completely ripped. His expression was impassive or maybe inscrutable. If she’d had to cast someone as the leader of a notorious motorcycle club, he’d get her vote.

      Actually, he’d get her vote for more than that. She could cast him as an action hero, the taciturn guy who always got the job done, no matter the price. She could see him in a movie, as the heroine’s unlikely ally, the gruff one who never said much—let alone the right thing—and ran off with the heroine’s heart. She could imagine him peeling off that T-shirt, gaze smoldering, then making love to a woman so thoroughly that she forgot her own name.

      Annika wanted to lean forward and take a deep breath of testosterone, maybe run her hands over him, maybe follow her fingers with her tongue. Annika blinked. She wasn’t going to be attracted to Leo’s hulk of a roommate, no matter what he looked like, no matter how welcome his obvious masculinity was. She straightened, reining in her thoughts. It would be a bad idea to surrender to impulse, no matter how desperate for intimacy she felt in this moment.

      Leo. She was minutes away from being with Leo.

      In the back of her mind, she acknowledged that Leo wasn’t half this hot and she’d never wanted to run her tongue over him.

      She was losing her mind out of sexual deprivation.

      Meanwhile, this guy was staring at her, like he’d never seen a woman before.

      Maybe he was mute.

      On the other hand, she wasn’t saying much either.

      “Hi. Leo’s expecting me.” She smiled and put down her suitcase, then switched the cage to her left hand so she could offer her hand. “I’m Annika.”

      He looked her up and down, his gaze lingering on Percival’s cage. He didn’t take her hand and he didn’t open the door any wider. “Tomorrow,” he said firmly, as if it was non-negotiable. His voice was low and rumbly, like he was a mountain surrendering a secret. Annika felt her body respond to the sound in a most unwelcome way. He spared a glance over his shoulder and closed the door a bit, as if to hide her from view. From whose view? “Leo said you’d be here tomorrow.”

      “Yes, that was the plan. But I was able to leave Tuesday instead of Wednesday, so I’m here a day early.” Her smile was beginning to feel stiff. “Can I come in and put these down, please?”

      “Tuesday? It’s Saturday.”

      “I didn’t fly,” Annika explained, understanding his confusion. Few people liked the train as much as she did. She lifted Percival’s cage. “I took the train. It was easier.”

      “Slower.”

      “I like that about the train. There’s time to see where you are, instead of just zooming over it.”

      “Portland,” he murmured finally, proving that he did know about her.

      “Portland, Oregon,” she agreed wearily. “Portland to Chicago, Chicago to Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh to New York. And here I am.” She eased a little closer to the door but he still didn’t budge.

      “He said tomorrow.”

      Maybe he was stupid. “We’ve been over that,” Annika reminded him.

      “Leo was going to call you.” His voice had dropped lower, so deadly soft that Annika felt prickles rise on her skin. That rumble was incredibly sexy and her reaction made her obvious that it had been way too long since she’d seen Leo.

      Touched Leo.

      Had Leo touch her.

      Even though Leo did not have a low sexy rumble of a voice.

      Hmm.

      A bit late, she realized what he’d said. Annika felt the first twinge of alarm. “Why would Leo call me? He gave me his address. He told me to come here. Isn’t he home?”

      The huge guy shook his head slowly. “You should go.”

      “Go where?” Annika demanded but he began to shut the door.

      It appeared that he thought the matter was resolved and thus undeserving of further comment.

      Annika thought otherwise.

      “No. Wait! I could come in,” she said again. “I could put this down and wait for him...” There was a snort from the apartment, then the sound
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