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      Whack! Whack!

      Lauren groaned as she rolled over and pulled a pillow over her head.

      Bang! Bang!

      Whack! Whack!

      A muffled curse came from under the pillow. It was too freaking early in the morning. Lauren tossed the pillow to the foot of the bed as she rolled onto her back and covered her eyes with her arm.

      Something banged hard against the wall behind her head. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. It was too early for the construction crew to be there, but that’s what it sounded like; a construction crew banging on her house.

      Lauren stretched out her arm and grabbed her cell phone off the corner of the nightstand. Pressing the button at the bottom, the screen lit up, almost blinding her in the semi-darkness of the room. She blinked several times to get her eyes to adjust.

      Lauren stared at the screen. Her eyes widened.

      Crap!

      The construction crew wasn’t early. She was late!

      With a groan, she flopped back onto the bed and covered her face with both of her arms. Oversleeping was not something she did, but then, her alarm had not gone off at seven. Unfortunately, she had no one to blame but herself.

      No, that wasn’t right; there was someone she could blame. A shiver ran down her spine.

      Moving her arms, she looked at the cell phone she was still holding. A few taps on the screen and a glance at the button on the side told her everything she needed to know. The alarm had gone off at seven, but she did not hear it. She turned off the sound after the fourth phone call at three a.m.

      Whoever was harassing her was now causing her more problems than lost sleep. Something had to be done about the problem. Sheriff Todd Anderson suggested she change her phone number. Yeah, that was a sensible solution, but not a practical one. She had too many clients. It would be chaos trying to get everyone the new number, and most likely, her phone stalker would get it, too. She couldn’t rule out any of her clients as suspects. The sheriff hadn’t said the words, but she knew he was thinking about them.

      Lauren pushed off the covers and rolled to the edge of the bed. She sat up and laid the cell phone on the nightstand. She yawned and stretched her arms up over her head.

      Caffeine.

      She rubbed her eyes. The coffee would not come to her. She was going to go downstairs and make it. With that thought, she hopped out of bed and walked across the room to the large antique dresser. After pulling out underwear and socks, she walked to the closet for a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt.

      Spring was around the corner, but the mornings and nights were still chilly enough for sweaters. Lauren sighed. She hated seeing winter go. It was her favorite time of the year, especially during the holidays, even though she didn’t have anyone to celebrate with.

      Lauren pushed aside the thoughts of loneliness. She knew from experience, being alone was better than being with an abusive, controlling jerk like her ex-boyfriend, Roger Mercer. A shiver raced down her spine at the thought of him. Lauren shook her head. She would not waste her time or energy on him. He wasn’t worth it. Besides, he was in jail with no chance of parole for a long time. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. Grabbing her favorite pair of jeans and a light blue sweatshirt, she walked to the bathroom.

      Fifteen minutes later, Lauren opened the door and stepped out of the bathroom. The hot shower helped get the kinks out of her muscles, but her brain was still fuzzy and demanding caffeine.

      She needed caffeine.

      Lots and lots of caffeine.

      Lauren picked up her cell phone and shoved it into a back pocket. She needed to check on the construction crew, but she needed the coffee even more.

      As Lauren walked downstairs, the sounds of hammers and saws grew louder. The noise didn’t help her brain, but she was glad the work on the roof and porch had started. It was going to be so nice sitting on the porch in the evenings and not having to worry about getting hurt when she stepped on a section of rotten wood or if she fell through the porch.

      Lauren paused at the bottom of the stairs. Curiosity gnawed at her. After a few seconds, she turned and entered to the kitchen. The need for caffeine won out over her curiosity.

      Ten minutes later, Lauren was halfway through her second cup of coffee, and feeling awake and ready to take on the day. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. She checked her emails. After deleting most of them, she moved to her voice mail. In seconds, Skylar Anderson’s deep voice filled the room.

      “I was checking on you to make sure everything was okay. You didn’t answer the door when I knocked this morning, and I was worried since you knew we were coming. I told the crew to start on the porch and the roof. Adam Anderson, my cousin, is the foreman. If you have questions, you can ask him or call me.”

      Lauren sighed. Abby Anderson was one lucky woman to have a man like Scott in her life. She deleted the voice mail and stared at the phone. She thought she had found that special someone. Lauren shook her head. She was lucky. Mercer hurt her, but he had not broken her.

      She still had hope.

      Hope that one day she would find a man like Skylar Anderson or Sheriff Todd Anderson. A man who would love her for her brains, her curves and everything else about her without trying to control or change her to something he thought she should be.

      Lauren smiled.

      The Anderson men were hot, and even though they didn’t realize it, the Anderson men she had met were good for her bruised ego. They proved to her what she believed in her heart. There were gorgeous men in the world who cared for and loved the curvy women in their lives. She saw how the Anderson men looked at and treated their wives, and she wanted that for herself.

      One day, she would find a man like them. Lauren hoped she wasn’t too old to enjoy him. She snorted. Even if she were old and wrinkled, she would still jump his body, especially if he looked like one of the Anderson men. Too bad they were all taken.

      Lauren rolled her eyes as she skimmed through her contacts and tapped on Anderson Construction. She waited as it started ringing.

      “Anderson Construction. Skylar Anderson speaking.”

      “Skylar, this is Lauren Masters.”

      “I’m glad you called. Is everything okay? I was worried when you didn’t answer the door.” He didn’t tell her how close he came to breaking into her house to check on her. Todd had told him to keep an eye out for anything suspicious and to fix any potential security defects he saw. Todd had not gone into any details. He couldn’t, but it wasn’t only Todd. Abby was worried about her, too. Besides, Skylar thought of Lauren as a sister.

      Lauren heard the concern in his voice. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I overslept. I turned off the sound on my phone, so I didn’t hear the alarm this morning.”

      “I’ve done that a time or two.”

      Lauren chuckled. “I feel a little stupid.”

      “Don’t think that. It happens to everyone.”

      Loren sighed. Yeah, but everyone doesn’t have a phone stalker who likes to call in the early hours of the morning, she thought.

       “I want to apologize and let you know nothing was wrong, other than my oversleeping.” Lauren felt her cheeks warm. She was glad Skylar could not see her.

      “I’m glad everything’s okay with you. I cannot afford to let anything happen to my web designer. Have you met Adam yet?”

      “No, I haven’t been outside.”

      “If you have questions, you can ask him or call me.”

      “Thanks. I understand you’re busy, so I’ll let you go. Thank you for being concerned about me.”

      “No problem. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Lauren ended the call and slipped the phone into her back pocket. She looked around the kitchen and spotted the boxes of muffins and cookies she bought yesterday for the workers. It was as good a time as any to make amends for her tardiness. She grabbed the boxes and headed for the front door.

      Lauren juggled the boxes as she opened the front door, only to have a blast of cold air greet her. She shivered, but was glad she had put on a sweatshirt. Lauren, out of habit, looked down before she took a step. She stopped and jumped back, almost dropping the boxes. She stared wide-eyed at the enormous gaping hole where her front porch was supposed to be. “Guess it was a good thing I looked before I made that first step. That would have left a mark.”

      “And a broken limb or two.”

      Lauren looked up and stared at the most gorgeous man she had ever seen. He was tall—over six feet tall. He was muscular, with broad shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist. There had to be a set of washboard abs hidden under his shirt. Her hands itched to find out. She bit her bottom lip.

      Her eyes traveled up to his face, and she stared into the most beautiful gray eyes she had ever seen. It was like looking into a swirling thunderstorm. Lauren felt a jolt of electricity shoot through her body, causing her panties to dampen.

      “It would be safer if you went back inside the house.”

      “Huh?” The deep voice was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. Lauren licked her lips.

      “If you need to come outside, the back porch is still intact. We will have the front ready for paint or stain before we leave today.”

      “Okay.” Lauren couldn’t get the word out, and she couldn’t move. She stared at the gorgeous hunk of male flesh. She was sure her IQ had dropped several points, but she didn’t care.

      The man took a step toward her. “Are you all right?” He sniffed the air.

      Lauren blinked. She had seen both the sheriff and Skylar do the same thing.

      “Go back inside,” growled the man, causing Lauren to jump.

      “I—it’s just that—” Lauren stuttered.

      “Go inside,” the man ordered again with a louder growl.

      Lauren’s eyes widened. “Did you growl at me?”

      “Go inside before you get hurt.”

      She blinked. It was not possible. She blinked again and frowned. Lauren could have sworn the man’s eyes had changed from gray to red. She shook her head. It was not possible. Human eyes did not change colors like that. Not without the help of contacts, and he didn’t look like the male who would wear crazy contacts to get people’s attention.

      “Now!”

      The man’s order caused Lauren to jump. She backed up a couple of steps. Without a word to him, she closed the door, and leaned against it and listened to the pounding of her heart. She wondered what was wrong with her.

      Lauren looked at the boxes she was still holding. She frowned again before she pushed herself off the door, took the boxes back to the kitchen, and set them on the counter by the coffee pot. She turned and stared at the front door.

      The urge to go look out a window in the living room was strong. She had to see the man again. Lauren shook her head. “I’m not making that mistake.” She wrapped her arms around her waist and squeezed her legs together. Never in her life had she ever felt the raw need she was now feeling.

      Lauren glanced back at the window as she chewed on her bottom lip and wondered what it would be like to have his hands on her body.
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      Adam stared at the door separating him from his mate. He ran his hand through his short hair. She wasn’t good looking. She was smoking hot with curves in all the right places, and not small curves. The full curves he dreamed about most of his life would spend years exploring and never tire of them.

      The sweet, faint scent of honey and oranges had teased him all morning. His bear wanted to go in and find the source of the scent, but Adam had kept a tight hold on him. Face-to-face with his beautiful mate had changed the game.

      His bear was clawing its way out of him. Adam did not know if he was going to keep the beast away from their gorgeous mate.

      There was the million-dollar question. Did he want to?

      It would be so easy to let his beast have its way. Adam knew the animal would charge into the house and claim the woman as their mate. It wasn’t afraid of the past repeating itself like the man was. The beast did not care about anything except the present and the smoking hot mate hidden in the house.

      She almost fell and killed herself, he told his animal.

      Our mate did not fall. Our mate wants us.

      Adam felt like his bear was using his spine to sharpen its claws. Would you quit clawing my insides? He was sure one of the beast’s claws was going to pop out of his side and rip open his skin.

      Go get our mate and I will stop clawing.

      Adam snorted. Blackmail won’t work.

      I am not blackmailing anyone.

      What do you call it? Adam raised an eyebrow.

      Getting what I want, declared his bear. It raked a claw across Adam’s ribcage.

      Adam flinched. I want her too. He tipped his head back and sniffed. The faint scent of honey and orange still hung in the cool air. He growled and tried adjusting his jeans, but it helped a little. If her scent caused this reaction to his body, what would it be like when he had her in his arms?

      We go find out.

      Adam drew in a deep breath and let it out. We have a job to do.

      His bear growled.

      We have to replace the front porch so our mate doesn’t fall and hurt herself. Tomorrow, we have to replace the back porch. Adam stared at the door separating him from his mate. The need to claim her threatened to consume him, but there was no way he was going to jump in headfirst. He had done that once before and was still paying the price for his mistake.

      Adam picked up a board and put it up on the sawhorse. He unclipped his measuring tape, measured and marked the board, cut it on the table saw. After tossing the scrap end into a pile behind him, he put the board in a pile with other boards waiting to become the new porch. He picked up another board and repeated the process.
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      Lauren poured another cup of coffee to give herself something to do. She took a sip as she leaned against the counter. The sound of a saw filtered into the house. She bit her lip again as she stared at the living room windows.

      The need to look out the window was driving her crazy. She tried telling herself it was because she wanted to see what the construction crew was doing. She was lying to herself. It wasn’t the construction crew she wanted to see. Lauren wanted to see the gorgeous man again.

      She sighed.

      The sound of his voice made her want things she couldn’t have. Why would a man, as good looking as him, want anything to do with a short, fat female?

      Nothing, she told herself.

      She didn’t think she was bad looking. She had all the right curves. They were padded a lot more than the curves of most women, but there was nothing wrong with that. It was the way she was built, and some men liked it. Maybe Mr. Gorgeous would like them too.

      Lauren touched her left cheek.

      Mercer had told her she was beautiful, but then the police department forced him to go on an extended leave of absence. For the first time in their relationship, Lauren saw the real Roger Mercer.

      At the beginning of his leave of absence, he complained about her work. He said it took up too much of her time, and therefore, she couldn’t give him the attention he deserved. She rearranged her schedule and for a short period, Roger was happy. At least he seemed happy.

      The complaints began again.

      Her cooking was not good enough. Her clothes were too tight. She flirted too much with other men. and she needed to lose a few pounds. She needed to give up her apartment and move in with him to take care of him full time like he deserved.

      Lauren tried convincing herself Roger’s behavior was due to stress and depression, but it didn’t work. It was time to step back. She saw no one as angry as he was when she told him they needed some time apart to re-evaluate their relationship and decide what they wanted out of it.

      Roger’s face turned purple. He yelled at her. Called her names and accused her of having an affair behind his back. Lauren grabbed her purse and keys, but before she left his apartment, Roger grabbed her arms and threw her against the kitchen counter. Pain radiated through her back. She gasped for air.

      She was stunned.

      How could Roger, a cop sworn to uphold the law, hurt her this way?

      When Lauren looked at Roger Mercer, her blood ran cold. She did not recognize the man standing between her and the door. She didn’t know if she was going to get away
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