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            Chapter 1

         
         
            #Suits

         

         Sadie Lane walked through the day spa, closing up for the night, alone as usual. Her coworkers had left, but even if they
            hadn’t, they’d just be milling around with their expensive teas, complaining about how hard this job was.
         

         
         They had no idea how ridiculous that was to her, but as the lowest person on the ladder, she’d managed to keep her opinions
            to herself. She was sure it’d only be a matter of time before her mouth overtook her good sense.
         

         
         Moving around shutting down the computers and dimming the lights, she fantasized about going home and stripping out of her
            daytime yoga pants and replacing them with her nighttime yoga pants. Unfortunately, even after eight hours on her feet, that
            wasn’t in the cards for her.
         

         
         Her phone buzzed an incoming call and a glance at the screen gave her an eye twitch. “Hey, Mom.”

         
         “You always forget to call me back. I’ve been trying to discuss your sister’s wedding details with you for weeks now, and . . .”

         
         Sadie listened with half her brain, the other half wandering off. Did she have time to grab an order of sliders and crispy
            fries from O’Riley’s, the pub across the courtyard, before heading to her other job? Lunch had been eons ago . . .
         

         
         “Mercedes Alyssa Lane, are you even listening to me?” her mom asked.

         
         Being full-named always got her back up. It wasn’t that she had anything against her name—okay, so she sort of did because
            who named a kid after the car where that kid had been conceived?—but more than anything, she had a whole lot against her mother’s
            tone. “Of course I’m listening.”
         

         
         She wasn’t. She was thinking about dessert after the sliders. Maybe cookies, maybe a brownie. Maybe both.

         
         “Honey,” her mom said, her voice going tentative. “You’re not feeling . . . sad again, are you?” She whispered sad as if it was a bad word.
         

         
         And to be fair, for most of Sadie’s teenage years it had been a bad word, along with angry, misunderstood, sullen, and unhappy. To say that she and her mom had a complicated relationship was pretty much the understatement of the year.
         

         
         “Nope,” Sadie said. “I’m fine.” This was an automated response because she didn’t want to deal with the all you have to do to get over the blues is think positively speech again, well-meaning as it was. But her mom was winding up for the big finish, so Sadie braced herself because in three,
            two, one—
         

         
         “Remember what Dr. Evans always told you. To get over the blues, all you have to do is think positively.”

         
         Resisting the urge to smack her phone into her own forehead, Sadie drew a deep breath and sank into the cushy chair in her
            station, where her clients sat while she applied permanent makeup. This was her bread-and-butter job, seeing as the love-of-her-heart
            job—working as a tattoo artist in the Canvas Shop right next door—didn’t pay enough yet. And call it silly and frivolous,
            but she’d grown fond of eating.
         

         
         The problem was, all the time on her feet working way too many hours a day left her exhausted. And maybe the teeniest bit
            cranky. But not, it should be noted, sad. At least not at the moment. “Mom, you know it’s not that easy, right?”
         

         
         “To think positively? Of course it is. You just do it. Take your sister, for instance . . .”

         
         Sadie closed her eyes and caught a few z’s while her mom went on about Clara, whom Sadie loved and adored even if she was annoyingly perfect—
         

         
         “Sadie? Yes or no?”

         
         “Hmm?” She sat upright, opening her eyes. She’d missed a question, but pretending she knew what was going on at all times
            was her MO. If she couldn’t blow her family away with her brilliance, plan B was always to baffle them with her bullshit.
            “Sure,” she said. “Whatever you guys decide.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s very . . . sweet of you,” her mom said, sounding surprised. “And very unlike you.”

         
         Hoping she hadn’t just agreed to wear a frothy Little Bo-Peep bridesmaid dress, Sadie let her gaze shift to the window. Over
            a hundred years ago, the Pacific Pier Building had been built around a beautiful cobblestoned courtyard that each of the ground
            floor shops and businesses opened onto, making it convenient for people watching.
         

         
         One of Sadie’s favorite pastimes.

         
         Seeing as it was February in San Francisco, specifically the Cow Hollow District, a thick icy fog had descended over the dark
            evening with the promise of rain. She loved a good storm, the darker the better, and figured that love came from her own dark,
            stormy heart.
         

         
         The lights had all come on, strung from potted tree to potted tree and along the wrought-iron benches around the water fountain.
            The area was usually a hub of activity. But tonight only the faint glow of the lights was visible behind the wall of fog,
            and there was no one in sight. Except . . . wait a minute. A form appeared out of the fog. A tall, leanly muscled form, his
            overcoat billowing out behind him like he was some sort of superhero.
         

         
         Sadie called him Suits.

         
         He had a real name, she knew. Caleb Parker. But she’d never said it out loud, preferring her nickname for him, since with
            the exception of the few times she’d run into him at a gym on the other side of Cow Hollow near the marina, she’d never seen
            him in anything but a suit. And though she herself wasn’t a suit kind of girl, she could admit there was something about watching
            him move in gorgeous clothes that had probably cost more than her entire year’s rent.
         

         
         “Mercedes?” her mother said in her ear. “You still there?”

         
         “Yep.” She searched her brain for the conversation she’d just missed. “Don’t worry, I’ll be on time for Clara’s wedding dress
            fitting appointment.”
         

         
         “Did you get a date for the wedding yet?”

         
         Sadie sighed.

         
         “It’s a wedding,” her mom said firmly. “You’ll need a date. And anyway, you’re past due to find your Prince Charming. Way past due.”
         

         
         “Mom, I don’t need a Prince Charming. Forest animals who clean, yes, but it’s a hard pass for me on Prince Charming.”

         
         “Everyone needs romance,” her mom said. “My book club just read the Fifty Shades trilogy and—”

         
         “Those books aren’t romance, they’re erotica.”

         
         “Actually, they were very romantic. Christian Grey’s a bazillionaire who falls in love with a regular girl. It’s like a Cinderella
            story.”
         

         
         Sadie sighed. “Fifty Shades of Grey is only romantic because the guy’s a billionaire. If he was living in a trailer, it’d be a Criminal Minds episode.”
         

         
         Her mom sighed. “I just don’t know what you have against love.”

         
         “I don’t have anything against it.” Sadie hoped her nose wasn’t growing at the lie. “I just don’t need it right now.” Or ever.

         
         “But you haven’t dated anyone since Wes, and that was three years ago. He was a good man.”

         
         An attorney, Wes had been sure of himself. Sexy, with an edge. Sadie was long past being hurt over what had happened between
            them, but she still wasn’t feeling the need to let someone new in, mostly because she simply hadn’t been attracted to anyone.
         

         
         What about Suits? a voice inside her head whispered as she made her way from one window to the next in order to keep him in her sights. It
            was misting now and his dark hair shimmered with droplets every time he passed beneath a lamppost. Like Wes had been, he too
            was sure of himself. Sexy, with an edge . . .
         

         
         He was everything she no longer let herself want.

         
         Suddenly, he abruptly stopped between the day spa and the Canvas Shop. Crouching low in the now pouring rain, he stared at
            something she couldn’t see. “I’ve gotta go, Mom. I’ll call you back.”
         

         
         “You always say that, but you’re fibbing. You’re not supposed to fib to family.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” Sadie said dryly. “Tooth fairy, Santa Claus, and the Easter bunny . . .” And at her mother’s gasp, she gently disconnected,
            squelching a wince because she’d most definitely pay for that later. Her mom had a lot of talents, and one of them was being
            able to hold a grudge for a hundred years.
         

         
         Sadie had a few talents herself, such as not sleeping at night and enjoying chocolate just a little too much. And okay, so
            she also was talented at drinking tequila, preferably in the form of a frosty lime margarita.
         

         
         Slipping her phone into her back pocket, she went back to window-gazing to see what Suits was up to. He was still balanced
            on the balls of his feet, the wind and now rain pummeling his back, seemingly unnoticed.
         

         
         What the actual hell?

         
         She knew a few things about him. Such as the fact that he had lean muscles everywhere you might want a man to have lean muscles,
            and that women tended to fall over themselves when he smiled. His eyes were a beautiful caramel, with flecks of gold that
            sparkled when he laughed. He was some sort of tech genius and used to work at a government think tank. He’d invented a bunch
            of stuff including a series of apps that he and his business partner had sold to Google. More recently the two of them had
            created a way of getting meds and medical care into remote developing nations via unmanned drones. He was innovative and inventive
            on a large scale, smart, charismatic . . .
         

         
         Oh, and there was one more thing—he and Sadie rubbed each other the wrong way by just breathing. She wasn’t even sure how
            it’d started, but there was an energy between the two of them she didn’t understand. At best it made her squirm. At worst,
            it sometimes kept her up at night.
         

         
         Sadie’s best friend, Ivy, who ran The Taco Truck parked outside the building, had decided that she and Caleb Parker shared
            an unrequited animalistic lust and nothing could convince her she was wrong.
         

         
         But it wasn’t lust, because Sadie no longer gave in to lust, animalistic or otherwise. Yes, he was fun, flirty, and charming,
            but she was highly suspicious of all those things. Her idea of fun, flirty, and charming meant being as sarcastic as possible.
            It’d done the trick too, scaring men off for years. But oddly, Suits seemed to be able to handle her sarcasm without so much
            as blinking an eye.
         

         
         She had no idea what to make of that.

         
         And what was he doing still all hunkered down like that in the rain? Was he hurt?

         
         Driven by curiosity and the inability she had of letting anything go, she unlocked and opened the front door of the day spa
            and stuck her head out. “Hey.”
         

         
         Staring at the brick wall, he didn’t turn her way or even glance over. He didn’t do anything except to say “shh.”

         
         Oh, no. No, he did not, and she stepped outside to tell him what she thought of him and his “shh” and where he could put it. Sideways.
         

         
         But with his gaze still on whatever was in front of him, he held up a hand, silently ordering her to stop where she was.

         
         It was like he wanted her to lose her temper.
         

         
         But then he was reaching out to the wall, and she realized over the noise of the storm that he was talking quietly to something.

         
         Something that was growling at him fiercely.

         
         “Don’t be scared,” he said softly. “I’m not going to hurt you, I promise.”

         
         The growling got a little louder, but Suits didn’t back away, he just held eye contact with what sounded like a huge dog that
            Sadie still couldn’t see in the dark shadows.
         

         
         “Okay,” Suits said. “Come here. Slowly.”

         
         Sadie realized with a start that he was talking to her. “What? No way. What is it?”
         

         
         “Come closer and you’ll see.”

         
         Damn him. And damn her insatiable curiosity because she stepped out from beneath the spa’s overhang and immediately got wind
            and rain in her face for her efforts. Pulling out her cell phone, she accessed her flashlight app and aimed it at the wall.
         

         
         “Don’t,” he said, wrapping his hand around her wrist, bringing the phone down to her side. “You’ll scare it.”

         
         “Better that than getting eaten.” She shrugged off his warm hand but went still when the growling upped a notch.

         
         “I think it’s hurt,” Suits said. “Come here, baby,” he coaxed gently. “Let me see.”

         
         Sadie bet that voice worked for him in the bedroom, but no way would it work here. And yet . . . the matted, drenched shadow
            scooted away from the wall, not nearly as large as she’d thought. Not a young puppy but not a grown dog either. Its tan-colored
            body was way too skinny, and amber eyes stared out from a black face. “Aw, looks like a young oversize pug,” she murmured.
         

         
         Suits shook his head. “Too big for a pug. It’s probably got some bullmastiff in it though.”

         
         A skin-and-bones bullmastiff with only three legs, Sadie realized as it shifted closer, and her entire heart melted. “Oh my
            God.” Moving toward it now without hesitation, she got only a few steps before the dog scrambled to escape her approach like
            a cat on linoleum, heading right at Suits.
         

         
         With a surprised grunt, he fell to his ass on the wet cobblestones. “Okay,” he said, hands up, backing up on those fine butt
            cheeks as if suddenly terrified of the dog trying to get into his lap. “Okay, see? You’re safe now, right? Stay. Stay and
            sit.”
         

         
         The dog didn’t stay. Or sit, for that matter. Instead, it leaned on Suits’s bent legs, leaving dirty beige fur sticking to
            his pants.
         

         
         He sucked in a breath and seemed to hold it. “I’d really like to be your person, but I can’t.”

         
         “Arf!” Translation: Too late, buddy, you’re totally my person.

         
         “No, you don’t understand,” Suits said. “I literally can’t.”
         

         
         Undeterred by this news, the dog continued to huddle close to his new human, even as that human shifted back, trying to avoid
            further contact.
         

         
         Finally, Suits lifted his head and looked at Sadie. “Help.”

         
         Fascinated by this unexpected show of weakness in the man who’d always come off as invincible, she shook her head. “I think
            it thinks you’re its mama.”
         

         
         He glanced around the courtyard as if to see who the dog might belong to, but there was no one.

         
         “Arf!” the dog repeated and sat on Suits’s foot.

         
         “Oh, I hear you, and we’re going to help you, I promise.”

         
         “I know you must mean you and the mouse in your pocket because we”—Sadie gestured with a finger between him and herself—“are most definitely not a we.”
         

         
         Ignoring that, he got to his feet, lifting his hands at the dog, giving the universal gesture for stay. But the minute Suits raised his hands, the dog squeaked in terror and leapt back as if he’d been shoved. Off-balance with
            only three legs, it fell to its back, exposing its underbelly and the fact that it was a she.
         

         
         Sadie didn’t easily attach. To anything. But right then and there, she fell in love with her. Not partially, but all the way
            in love, because neglected and mistreated meant they were soul mates. “I’m going to kill her owner.”
         

         
         “Not if I get to them first.” Suits’s eyes flashed absolute fury, though his voice remained calm as he once again squatted
            low, trying to get his six-foot-plus frame as nonthreateningly small as he could. “It’s okay, baby,” he crooned softly. “We’re
            together now, for better or worse, even if you’re going to kill me.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?” Sadie asked. “She wouldn’t hurt a damn fly, much less kill you.”

         
         Proving that, the dog slowly once again scooted toward Suits, head down, her hind end a little wiggly as she crawled close,
            trying to get into his lap.
         

         
         The sweet hope of it had Sadie’s heart pretty much exploding in her chest.

         
         With a sigh, Suits wrapped his arms around the dog and hugged her close. In response, the cutie-pie set her oversize head
            on his broad chest.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s some killer,” Sadie said, shoving her wet hair from her face.

         
         “I’m allergic.”

         
         Suits said this so nonchalantly that she blinked. “Is that some sort of a euphemism for ‘I hate dogs’?”

         
         “No,” he said. “Reach into my front left pocket.”

         
         She snorted. “You’re kidding me, right? Does anyone actually fall for that?”

         
         “If I pass out, you’ll need my keys to play Nurse Nightingale.”

         
         She paused, staring at his face. She saw no sign that he was teasing—very unusual for the charming, easygoing guy she knew
            him to be.
         

         
         “I’m trusting you to not let me die,” he said as if he was discussing the weather.

         
         “This isn’t funny.”

         
         He met her gaze, his own more serious than she’d ever seen him. “If I don’t make it, promise me you’ll at least make up something
            really good for my funeral, okay? Like, I died heroically saving your sexy ass, and not because a sweet dog like this one
            hugged me.”
         

         
         “Okay,” she said slowly, “I’m starting to think you’re really not joking.”

         
         “I never joke about dying.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            #DogDays

         

         Caleb Parker sat on the ground getting wetter by the second as the woman stared at him, her thoughts hooded. Rain had soaked
            through her gray sweater with the strategic cutouts, one across the top of her breasts and two others baring her shoulders,
            giving peekaboo hints of skin. Her jeans were jet-black and formfitting, hugged to her curves and tucked into a pair of high-heeled
            boots that gave a man ideas. Sexy-as-hell ideas. Her hair was half up and half down, the drenched strands teasing her cheeks,
            jaw, and shoulders. She wore enough earrings and bracelets to set off a metal detector.
         

         
         Her name was Sadie Lane and she was spirited and maybe also a little wild, but man. He never could take his eyes off of her.

         
         Tonight though, he was distracted with the dog hugged up so close to his face that he was breathing in wet matted fur with
            each inhale. “My EpiPen’s in my car,” he said. “In the computer case on the passenger seat. Come on, you know you’ve been
            waiting for the opportunity to legally stab me.”
         

         
         Sadie shifted a little closer, every bit as wary as the dog. “You’re making fun at a time like this?”

         
         “What’s the alternative?”

         
         She shook her head. “If this is some sort of stupid come-on or something—”

         
         “If this was a come-on, you’d know it.”

         
         She seemed massively unimpressed by this fact, her eyes deep and unreadable as always. And hey, maybe he’d only have an asthma
            attack. Maybe he wouldn’t go into complete anaphylactic shock, in which case he’d only need his inhaler—currently also residing
            in his computer case. Which reminded him, he wasn’t supposed to carry it in his case, it was supposed to be on his person.
            But it’d been years since he’d had any sort of serious asthma attack, even if the last one had landed him in the hospital
            practically on his deathbed. “I’m parked right out front,” he said.
         

         
         “You need more than an EpiPen if you think I’m going to reach into your pants pocket.”

         
         Rolling his eyes, he shifted the dog and pulled out the keys for her.

         
         “If I do this, where am I supposed to jab you?”

         
         “Upper thigh,” he said.

         
         “Not your ass?”

         
         “Definitely not my ass.”

         
         She lifted her face to his. Raindrops were clinging to her long, dark lashes and glinting off the myriad of pretty little
            mismatched sparkling earrings she had running up the shell of her ear.
         

         
         “Are you going to drop trou?” she asked.

         
         He couldn’t tell if she was asking with horror or fascination, and he let out a low laugh. “Not unless you take me to dinner
            first.”
         

         
         “Dream on, Suits.”

         
         And there it was, the reminder that she saw him as a know-it-all, a buttoned-up suit—literally—which he supposed was completely
            unappealing to the tattoo artist with the dark eyes, dark hair, and dark life. And he got it. They were polar opposites, not
            well suited, no pun intended.
         

         
         And to be honest, he wished it was anyone out here in this storm with him tonight rather than the cynical smartass who seemed
            to take personal pleasure in driving him nuts.
         

         
         They had some friends in common, so they ran into each other occasionally, and every time it was the same—an odd instant wariness
            he couldn’t explain. There was also a healthy dose of irritation, at least on her end.
         

         
         On his, it was mostly bafflement.

         
         She stood there, hands on hips, probably waiting for him to stroke out. “You do realize that Lollipop’s rubbing up against
            you and you’re not sneezing or wheezing or anything, right?” she said.
         

         
         “Lollipop?”

         
         “It’s the last thing I ate a very long time ago, and she seems as sweet as one,” she said, still watching him carefully. “It fits. Are you or are you not dying?”
         

         
         “You’re hoping you get to use the EpiPen, aren’t you?”

         
         “Little bit,” she said lightly, but her expression was still assessing, and actually, something else as well.

         
         “You’re worried about me,” he said, surprised enough to smile. “Cute.”

         
         “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not worried, I just don’t need you keeling over. I’d have to call Emergency Services and I’m
            not a fan of hospitals.”
         

         
         Well, they were in sync there. “I’m fine,” he said, a little shocked that it was true. Other than being drenched through and
            unable to feel his own frozen ass, he wasn’t exhibiting any of the allergic reactions he’d been told all his life by his mom
            and four sisters he’d get if he allowed a dog to get too close.
         

         
         Lollipop shivered and stared up at him with an expression that said she was maybe counting on him, which got him right in
            the feels. Interesting since he’d been utterly devoid of feels for longer than he could remember.
         

         
         The thing was, he’d spent way too many of his own formative years as undersized, scared, weak, and vulnerable as Lollipop.
            Plus, of all the things he hated, including but not limited to tailgate drivers, loud chewers, and spam mail, people who abused
            animals were at the top of his list. He stood, still holding on to the dog. She was big enough to weigh at least fifty pounds,
            but skin and bones, she couldn’t have been more than thirty. “Maybe I’m wearing too many clothes to get an allergic reaction.”
         

         
         “Your bare hands are on her and you have some fur stuck to your stubble,” Sadie said. “Here, let me take her.”

         
         “No, I’ve got her. I’m feeling fine.” For some reason, Sadie was the only woman on the planet who could set his head spinning
            without even trying. Some of it was a good spin, but most of it was a different sort of spin altogether, one that left him
            baffled and confused—two things he’d worked hard at never feeling. He pulled out his phone and snapped a pic of Lollipop that
            he could send to his contacts to see if anyone had any knowledge of her, before returning it to his pocket.
         

         
         “I can’t believe she just let you pick her up,” Sadie said. “My boss, Rocco, said he’d seen a stray around, so I’ve been leaving
            out a bowl of water and food, but she must be waiting until we’re gone to get to it. She doesn’t trust humans.” She cocked
            her head. “This would be a good time to tell me you’re Batman or something.”
         

         
         “Batman’s human.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “My point is that you seem to have the touch.” She sounded insultingly shocked at this.

         
         “Hey,” he said. “I have the touch in spades.”

         
         She laughed.

         
         “Wow, you’re judgy. I didn’t see that coming.”

         
         “Excuse me?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m the most un-judgy person on this entire planet.”

         
         He snorted and she looked taken aback for a quick beat, holding his gaze. Tendrils of her long, dark hair had slipped from
            her ponytail to cling to her face and throat. She had some blue streaks in it that matched her striking dark blue eyes. Yesterday,
            the streaks had been purple. The month before they’d been red. Her sparkling earrings caught the light and softened her edginess
            slightly—a fact he was sure she wouldn’t appreciate. He knew this because all his life he’d soaked up the details of everything
            around him, categorizing the tidbits into his brain’s filing system. Most people thought this trait defined him as a nerd
            at best, a weirdo at worst. He’d never cared much what people thought, although if he was being honest, he wouldn’t mind his
            early childhood tormentors and bullies seeing his current placement on the Forbes Top 100.
         

         
         But whatever Sadie thought of him, he knew she had to be drawn to him on some level because she always seemed to run into
            him.
         

         
         Although that might’ve been wishful thinking on his part.

         
         “Look, it seems like Lollipop’s claimed you. I’m just surprised by that since . . .”

         
         “Since . . . ?”

         
         “Since you don’t seem the maternal type. Or the kind of man who’d get emotionally attached.” Her words hung in the suddenly
            tension-filled air.
         

         
         “You think I don’t have emotions or the ability to attach?” he asked.

         
         “Maybe it takes one to know one.”

         
         His phone had been having a seizure in his pocket as the dog huddled up against his chest, eyes revealing a haunted hollowness
            that said she’d been through hell. And then there was the woman standing in front of him with . . . damn . . . the same haunted
            hollowness.
         

         
         Uncomfortable with both, he shifted closer, hoping he wasn’t risking certain death. “I’ve got to go.” Soon as he figured out
            how to bring the dog to a business dinner with his attorney and not croak at the table.
         

         
         Sadie held out her hands. “I’ll take her.”

         
         Here was the thing. Caleb was more allergic to accepting help than he was to dogs and that went way back, deeply ingrained from a time he hated to revisit. The women in his life considered
            this a huge flaw in his system. He considered it just good sense. When he hesitated to let go, Sadie gave him a long look.
         

         
         “You’ve gotta go,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her, dry her off, check for injuries, feed her, keep her
            warm. And anyway, if you’re ‘allergic’”—she put the word in air quotes—“you don’t need the hassle. Have you ever even had
            a pet?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Not even a family pet?”

         
         He shook his head, and he’d have sworn she actually felt sorry for him at that. He looked down at the dog, still staring up
            at him with those sweet amber eyes as if she totally trusted him, and again something pinched inside his chest.
         

         
         “She’ll be fine with me for the night,” Sadie said. “You have stuff to do, like world domination or something.”

         
         He opened his mouth to protest, which made no sense at all, but she took Lollipop, and with a look he wasn’t equipped to read,
            she vanished inside the day spa.
         

         
          

         Sadie walked through the darkened spa, holding Lollipop as close as the thing would allow. “That was a close call,” she murmured
            softly. “You almost had to go home with a boy.”
         

         
         Lollipop licked her chin.

         
         “Aw, thank you. I bet you’re chilly. It’s a cold night already.” Sadie grabbed her discarded scarf from the employee room
            and wrapped it around the too-skinny dog, holding her to her chest for extra warmth. “There, how’s that?”
         

         
         Lollipop blinked slow as an owl, remaining a little stiff in Sadie’s arms, and she had to laugh. “You wanted to stay with Suits, didn’t you?” She shook her head. “Trust me on this, a hot-looking package like that who’s too smart for
            his own good and who’s never had a single taste of failure . . .” She shook her head. “He’s pedigree. A purebred. And you
            and me, we’re mutts.”
         

         
         Lollipop sighed and Sadie could hear the disappointment. “Fine. You liked him better than me. I get it.” There’d definitely
            been something about the way his arms had so carefully and gently held the dog that had opened Sadie up to him for a moment.
            But only for a moment.
         

         
         She startled at the sound of a knock on the front door. Peering out into the stormy night, she saw the tall, dark, and drenched
            Caleb Parker and reluctantly opened up. “What?”
         

         
         He smiled, and this disconcerted her until she realized he was smiling at Lollipop.

         
         Not her.

         
         And Lollipop was bicycling her three paws like crazy, trying to ride the air over to him.

         
         “Can I?” he asked, but then reached out and took Lollipop without waiting for a response.

         
         The dog immediately set her head on Caleb’s shoulder and Sadie saw something she had never seen before.

         
         Caleb Parker softening.

         
         She was shocked. She’d never seen any sign of softness from him, ever. Amusement, yes. Cynicism, yes. Charm, yes. And on top
            of all of that, there was also always a sense of impenetrable . . . maleness. He was at the top of the food chain and he knew
            it. Since she had no idea what that was like, it put her at a disadvantage, which in turn made her feel on edge. “Maybe she’s
            drawn to your perfume,” she said.
         

         
         “I don’t wear perfume.”

         
         “You sure?” She sniffed. “Because you definitely smell like . . .”

         
         A very sexy guy, dammit. No matter what she told herself, she was not indifferent to him, not even close. In fact, she was
            hugely attracted and didn’t know what to do with the unexpected rush of heat he always caused.
         

         
         He gave her a look, silently daring her to speak her thoughts. As if she would. “Expensive,” she finally said.

         
         He laughed. Laughed. “Don’t judge me by my clothes,” he said mildly and snuggled the dog close.
         

         
         Snuggled. The dog. Close.

         
         A phone buzzed. Hers this time. Thinking it was just her mom, she pulled the phone from her pocket to hit ignore but it wasn’t
            her mom. It was a text from her first tattoo client of the night. She was letting Sadie know she was nearly at the Canvas
            Shop. She shrugged. “Having a job’s great until you actually have to go,” she quipped, tucking her phone back into her pocket.
         

         
         Caleb kissed the top of Lollipop’s bedraggled head. “You’re going to be okay.”

         
         She licked his nose. “Ruining your breed’s badass image,” he teased. “Remember to guard the pretty lady for me, okay?”

         
         “The pretty lady guards herself,” Sadie said.

         
         Caleb, still looking into Lollipop’s eyes, smiled. “Yeah, she’s as badass as you are and I’ve got no doubt she can take care
            of herself, but have her six anyway, alright?” He ruffled Lollipop’s fur. “I’m counting on you.”
         

         
         “Hand her over,” she said. “We both have to go.” When he hesitated, she leaned in. “Is that a rash on your neck?” She pretended
            to take a closer look, when instead she was trying to inhale that unique scent that might as well be orgasm in a damn bottle.
            “Yeah,” she murmured, “it is. Is your tongue getting thick? Are you breathing funny? You are, right? Gimme your keys.”
         

         
         Caleb gave her an impressive eye roll and handed her Lollipop.

         
         “Why did you come back anyway?” she asked.

         
         He pulled money from one of his pockets and handed it over to her.

         
         “Whoa,” she said, taking a step back. “What the actual hell?”

         
         “For Lollipop. Food, bed, whatever.”

         
         “I don’t need your money.”

         
         Taking advantage of her full hands, he stuffed the money into one of her front jeans pockets. The sensation of his fingers
            sliding in made her go utterly still as their gazes met.
         

         
         And held.

         
         And then, with a self-mocking half smile, as if he was in on a joke that she’d missed, he turned and vanished into the night.

         
         Several hours later, Sadie had finished with her clients and was curled up with Lollipop in the Canvas Shop with a bag of
            popcorn she’d nuked in the back room. Nothing said self-care more than absurd amounts of ranch-flavored popcorn with extra
            butter. She was happily munching through it when she got a text from a number that wasn’t recognized by her phone. It said:
         

         
         
            Proof of life pic?

         

         Suits. Wanting to finish her How I Met Your Mother episode on her laptop first, she ignored him. The problem was that TV shows like this often made her feel as if everyone
            could come clean with their real feelings, but in reality people swallowed their feelings and let them rot them from the inside
            out.
         

         
         So she switched it up to a murder documentary. “Nothing better than cuddling with your dog and watching stories about people
            getting their heads cut off with a steak knife,” she told Lollipop.
         

         
         Ten minutes later she got another text.

         
         
            When someone doesn’t text me back within five minutes, I assume they’re dead and will send out the proper authorities.

         

         Sadie snorted, snapped a pic of a freshly bathed and fed and sleeping Lollipop, and texted it back to him. She then entered
            him into her contacts as Do Not Even Think About Falling For This Guy.
         

         
         Not thirty minutes later she was scrolling through Instagram when she saw a pic that Ivy had liked. It’d been posted by one
            Caleb Parker. It was the one he’d taken of Lollipop in the courtyard earlier with the caption: Was mugged tonight by this vicious killer and fell for her hard. Not sure what I’ve gotten myself into . . .

         
         Sadie found herself smiling and ordered herself to stop it. Because the truth was, she wasn’t sure what she’d gotten herself
            into either.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            #TemptationWalking

         

         Since he wasn’t dying, at least not tonight, Caleb made his dinner meeting at a restaurant in the financial district with
            his attorney, who also happened to be one of his four sisters. The restaurant had a view of the bay and great food, but his
            mind wasn’t on either.
         

         
         Hannah looked at him in shock. “Why are you all wet?”

         
         “Because it’s raining.”

         
         “Smartass.” She handed him a stack of files and ate his nachos while he signed several new contracts for various partnership
            and new venture agreements.
         

         
         “Could’ve done this in the office in the morning,” he said, pushing the files back to her.

         
         “But then I couldn’t have eaten your nachos.”

         
         “I pay you a fortune. You can buy your own nachos anytime.”

         
         She shook her head. “My own nachos would come with calories. If I eat yours, the calories don’t count because they’re yours.
            You see?”
         

         
         He stared at her. “Where did you get your law degree again? Online?”

         
         “You know where. Stanford. Because you paid for it.” She scooped his last chip, stuck it in her mouth, and licked the cheese
            off her thumb. “Thanks for that, by the way. How’s Naoki?”
         

         
         “Going to see him after this.”

         
         “Long day,” she murmured.

         
         “They all are. I’m fine,” he added when she started to open her mouth again.

         
         “But—”

         
         “Hannah.” He put his hand over hers. “We dreamed of this, remember? Of not living week to week? And here we are.”

         
         She let the worry drain from her eyes and smiled. “And here we are.”

         
         Thirty minutes later, Caleb hit his last stop of the day. This one was personal, and something he did as often as he could.
            The steep streets were no joke in the Russian Hill neighborhood, not that he could get a spot on the street if he wanted one.
            He pulled into the small alley spot reserved for him next to a Victorian building, took a deep breath, and headed inside.
         

         
         The woman at the reception counter smiled in welcome. “Mr. Parker, he’s waiting up for you.”

         
         “Caleb,” he said, as he did every time. “How’s he doing?”

         
         Her smile faded a little. “Depends on the day. You got today’s doctor’s report?”

         
         “Yes.” And it hadn’t been good. “He’s comfortable?”

         
         “Absolutely,” she said with conviction and he nodded with relief and headed down the hall.

         
         The old mansion had been renovated several times in the past hundred years, most recently about five years ago, and turned
            into a very cushy top-notch retirement home.
         

         
         One of the night nurses met him in the hallway. “Just brought him his tea,” she reported. “Thanks for having it sent special
            from the UK, since we couldn’t find it here for him.” She patted his arm. “Don’t worry, it came in anonymously. Your secret’s
            safe, Mr. Parker.”
         

         
         “Caleb,” he said. “And how did you know I’d sent the tea?”

         
         “Because I’ve seen you with him. You’d do anything for him.” She paused. “Including buying this facility and renovating it
            to higher specs for specific needs so you could ensure the best possible home in which to keep him safe.” She smiled. “He’s
            lucky to have you.”
         

         
         Actually, she had that backward. Caleb had been lucky to have Naoki in his life. When the nurse continued on her way down
            the hallway, he entered the room.
         

         
         The old man was sitting in the chair in front of the window, a throw blanket across his legs. He turned and eyed Caleb with
            suspicion. “Who are you?”
         

         
         A pang pierced through Caleb, the same pang he got every single time at that question. Why, he had no idea. Naoki hadn’t remembered
            him at first sight in at least two years.
         

         
         Caleb stepped into the room. He’d left his still-wet suit jacket and tie in the car. He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it
            off.
         

         
         The old man’s gaze dropped to Caleb’s torso, slowly taking in the tattoos. Naoki had many himself, a lot more than Caleb,
            but the living trees on the backs of their left shoulders were a near-identical match. So was the Japanese character just
            beneath them. Naoki, whose name literally meant tree, smiled at the sight of it, which cut through the barriers of dementia and age-battered memories.
         

         
         Caleb returned the smile and shrugged back into his shirt, covering his own family emblem on the inside of his left bicep
            and the lettering down his right side that read Carpe Diem. He took one of the chairs at the small table near the bed and brought it to the window, then turned it around to straddle
            it as he eyed his old sensei.
         

         
         “I know you?” Naoki asked, his voice tremulous with age.

         
         Caleb nodded. Once upon a time, Naoki had saved his life. Actually, he’d saved Caleb’s life many times over if he was keeping
            count. And Caleb always kept count.
         

         
         “You have some of the same tattoos as I do,” Naoki said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “You’re . . .” The old man’s eyes crinkled with a smile. “You’re the boy who ran into my dojo because other boys, bigger and
            meaner boys, were chasing him.”
         

         
         Hating the memory, Caleb nodded.

         
         “You were beat all to shit,” Naoki remembered. “You had no idea how to defend yourself.”

         
         Caleb nodded again. “Beat all to shit” was putting it mildly given that he’d had a broken arm, a battered face, and a concussion—that time.
         

         
         “I taught you to fight,” Naoki said.

         
         “You did. It took a while.” He’d been small. And asthmatic. And weak.

         
         “You’re big and strong now,” Naoki said, eyeing Caleb’s build. “I bet no one messes with you anymore.” He seemed pleased by
            this. “What became of you? I never saw you again.”
         

         
         This wasn’t true. Caleb had gone to that dojo every single day that year. And the next year. And the year after that. He’d
            learned discipline, he’d learned self-control, he’d learned so damn much from this very small, very frail man that it hurt
            his heart to be here.
         

         
         But he came anyway. Because once upon a time, this man had been everything in Caleb’s small life, and now for the rest of
            his, he’d want for nothing. “Do you need another blanket?” Caleb asked. “Are you warm enough?”
         

         
         Naoki waved this off. “Tell me about my dojo. No one here can tell me anything about my life, and—” He shook his head. “I
            can’t remember. The dojo’s still there, yes?”
         

         
         “Yes, and it’s very successful.” Only a partial lie. Naoki had been forced to sell the dojo back when Caleb had been seventeen
            due to financial problems in a downturned market and shitty economy. The place had been turned into a gym and gone through
            many owners before Caleb had been able to buy it back almost a decade ago.
         

         
         Naoki yawned. His eyes drifted shut and his head fell forward.

         
         Caleb watched him sleep for a few minutes and then stood up to help him into bed. The minute he moved, Naoki’s eyes flew open
            and once again narrowed on him.
         

         
         “Who are you and what do you want?” he demanded.

         
         A nurse entered the room before Caleb could speak. Naoki pointed at him. “I told you, no male nurses!”

         
         She smiled easily at Naoki. “I’m sorry, sir, but he’s not—”

         
         “No worries.” Caleb moved to the door. “I’ll leave you in good hands. Sleep well.” He paused in the hallway, reminding himself
            he’d gotten a good five minutes this time. It was more than he’d had in months.
         

         
         Not ready to go home, he ended up at his offices, which occupied a ten-story building in the financial district. All was quiet
            and mostly dark. He encouraged his employees to go home after eight hours. It had nothing to do with paying overtime and everything
            to do with making sure his entire team had a life, which was hopefully made easier by generous benefits packages, including
            paid leave for philanthropy efforts.
         

         
         His office was on the tenth floor. He went straight to the tall windows overlooking the city and wondered where Sadie and
            Lollipop were now. Were they dry and fed?
         

         
         And why did he care?

         
         He was rubbing his aching forehead when he heard someone come into his office.

         
         “You look exhausted.”

         
         He turned to face his oldest sister, Sienne, who was his right hand when it came to work.

         
         And his left. “I’m fine,” he said, wondering how many times a day he told that to one sister or another. “And busy,” he said
            pointedly.
         

         
         She snorted and came in. “You’d say you were fine even if you had a limb falling off. When you were little and bullied all
            the way home from school, you’d stagger into the house bleeding at seven years old and say you were ‘fine.’ When you were
            so sick you couldn’t get enough air in your lungs, leaving you with black circles under your eyes and perpetually short of
            breath, you were ‘fine.’ And now, these days, with your world worth so much and a billion balls in the air at all times, you’re
            still ‘fine.’”
         

         
         “And I’m neither bleeding nor wheezing for breath,” he said.

         
         “I’ll call Mom if I have to.”

         
         He dropped his head and laughed while rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m thirty-two and you’re forty, and you’re really going
            to call Mom and tattle on me?”
         

         
         “Hey,” Sienne said, “I’m thirty-nine for two more months and you know it, so say forty again and die. And yeah, I’d call Mom. She’s the only one who could ever talk any sense into you.”
         

         
         “Mom’s on that cruise in Greece, the first vacation we’ve talked her into ever. Leave her out of this.”

         
         “You talked her into it by buying her the ticket and guilting her into going by saying you didn’t want the money to go to waste.”
            Sienne gave him a reluctant smile. “Which was incredibly deceptive of you. I feel so proud. It was also sweet, given that
            you spend a fortune supporting all of us these days.”
         

         
         “You earn your keep,” Caleb said. “But even if you didn’t, it’s my turn, remember? I was a hell of a burden on you guys.”
            For years. And he could say they’d all moved on without being scarred, but he’d be lying. He knew this was where his inability
            to accept help or let anyone take care of him in any way came from. He took care of himself these days, thank you very much.
            “I’ll never forget all you did for me.”
         

         
         She set her head on his shoulder and together they both stared out the large window at the San Francisco night. “You were
            never a burden, Caleb.”
         

         
         He shook his head. “The doctor and hospital bills said otherwise, as did Mom’s bankruptcy.”

         
         “You were a preemie with medical problems, and then an asthmatic little kid who wheezed for every breath and was beat up for
            it, and when I think about those days,” she said, fisting her hands, “I still want to murder people.”
         

         
         “Sienne.”

         
         “Well, I do,” she said fiercely, her hand entangling with his. “I know you work so hard because you want to give back to us.
            You think we sacrificed so much for you—”
         

         
         “You did.”

         
         “What we Parkers do for each other, we do out of love,” she said, voice still iron. “And don’t you dare taint it by suggesting
            you owe us.”
         

         
         “Sienne—”

         
         “No. And one more thing before I shut up. None of what happened when you were young, not you being sick and not us barely
            being able to afford your medical care, none of it was your fault.”
         

         
         He squeezed her fingers and met her gaze. “It wasn’t any of yours either, and yet you all put your life on hold for me.” They’d
            done whatever they’d had to, including working as many jobs as it took to keep them all together.
         

         
         Sienne opened her mouth, but he pointed at her. “You promised to shut up now.”

         
         “I lied.”

         
         “Knew it was too good to be true.”

         
         She smiled. “I’ll change the subject to work, how’s that? Two things. You’re updated with today’s progress and tomorrow’s
            meetings.” She nodded to the iPad on his desk. “Check your files for all the reports.”
         

         
         She was his director of operations. Not an easy job, and neither was working for him. But compared to some of the things they’d
            been through together, the job and his business were a walk in the park. “Thanks.”
         

         
         “Just trying to earn my ridiculously high paycheck,” she said. “Don’t want to be a burden, or have you sacrificing resources
            for your sister.”
         

         
         He slid her a glance. “Sarcasm?”

         
         “No. Irony. I don’t want to ever hear again that you feel guilty thinking we sacrificed for you. Are you going to tell me
            what’s wrong?”
         

         
         “Nothing’s wrong.”

         
         She studied him a beat. “I think you actually believe that.” She shook her head. “But I see a restlessness in you lately.
            You’re not happy.”
         

         
         He turned back to the window, uncomfortable that she could read him so well. “I’m not unhappy.”
         

         
         Her voice softened. “You’re working too hard. You logged something like eighty hours last week. You need to pass some of that
            work down to the rest of us. Take some time for yourself.”
         

         
         “I’ll think about it.”

         
         “You always say that,” she said. “You need to stop thinking and do.”

         
         “You need a life too.”

         
         “I’ve got one,” she said with a secret little smile that told him things were going well with her husband, Niles. “It’s your
            turn.”
         

         
         He thought of Sadie in the courtyard tonight, hair and clothes plastered to her with rain, her eyes holding all her secrets.
            She was as independent as they came, fiercely so, and didn’t need anyone. That was damn attractive to a man like himself.
            And then, as if he’d conjured her up, his phone buzzed with an incoming FaceTime call from her, making his heart leap. “I’ve
            got to take this.”
         

         
         Sienne nodded and headed for the door. Turning his back on her, he answered and found Lollipop staring at him through the
            screen. She was dry and her eyes were bright, tongue lolling. She seemed much happier than she had earlier.
         

         
         “She wanted to say goodnight,” came Sadie’s amused voice. “I told her that you were likely out on the town with a date, living
            the high life to match your suit, but she still wanted a goodnight kiss from Daddy.”
         

         
         Caleb smiled. “Are you using our child to ask if I’m seeing someone?”

         
         Sadie’s face appeared behind the dog’s. She too was dry, though she didn’t seem nearly as happy to see him as Lollipop. “I’m
            most definitely not asking,” she said.
         

         
         He smiled.

         
         “I’m not!” she exclaimed. “I don’t care if you’re seeing someone.”

         
         His smile widened.

         
         She pointed at him. “Knock it off. It’s absolutely none of my business who you’re with.”

         
         “Because you don’t like me, right?”

         
         “Oh good, you know. That makes it way less awkward.”

         
         He laughed, but at the sound behind him, he had to shake his head. He should’ve known nosy-as-hell Sienne wouldn’t actually
            leave.
         

         
         “Um, don’t look now,” Sadie said, eyes on something over his shoulder. “But there’s a woman behind you wearing an expression
            that says maybe you are on a date.”
         

         
         “Ignore her,” he said.

         
         “Don’t be rude.” Sienne pushed her way in closer to look at Sadie. “I’m Sienne Parker, Caleb’s sister. And you are . . . ?”

         
         “Now who’s being rude?” Caleb murmured. “Sadie, my sister Sienne. Sienne, this is Sadie, who works in the Pacific Pier Building.”

         
         “So this is about . . . work?” Sienne asked.

         
         “No,” Caleb said and didn’t further explain, hoping to cut off his sister’s curiosity at the knees. “And you were just leaving,
            remember?”
         

         
         “Yes, but I forgot to give you this.” Sienne handed him a food container and a fork. “My famous homemade baked mac and cheese.”

         
         He slid her a look. “You know I’m not ten anymore, right?”

         
         “Physically, no. Mentally?” She smiled. “There are whole days . . .”

         
         He snorted and took the container and the gesture for what it was. The mac and cheese was his comfort food, always had been. There’d been times when they’d lived
            off boxed mac and cheese because it’d been cheap. When things had gotten better, Sienne had learned to make it from scratch,
            though these days she usually had to be bribed to do so.
         

         
         Sienne gave him a long look he couldn’t quite decipher and left.

         
         “Arf!”

         
         Lollipop was back on the screen, demanding attention. Caleb certainly had enough women in his life demanding attention, but
            he felt a pinch in the region of his heart and smiled at her. “Hey, baby, how you doing?”
         

         
         Sadie poked her head around Lollipop’s. “We’d be doing better if someone had made us mac and cheese.”
         

         
         “I deliver,” he said without thinking and . . . the call disconnected and his screen went dark.

         
          

         Sadie grimaced and shoved her phone into her pocket. “He was going through a tunnel,” she told Lollipop. “Bad connection.”

         
         Her phone buzzed.

         
         Crap.

         
         She pulled the phone back out of her pocket and looked at the screen. Do Not Even Think About Falling For This Guy was FaceTiming.

         
         She bit her lower lip. “Dammit,” she said and answered. “I’ve got bad reception.”

         
         “Clearly,” Caleb said dryly.

         
         He was still in his office, a big-ass fancy one at that, with floor-to-ceiling windows behind him and an incredible view of
            the city at night. And he was kicked back in his chair, coat and tie gone, sleeves rolled up, eating the mac and cheese, and
            making her mouth water.
         

         
         “Wow,” she said, going for sarcasm rather than revealing how it’d felt to get a glimpse into his and his sister’s relationship,
            which seemed far more real and open and honest than she’d ever had with any of her family. “Spoiled much? I mean you can get
            a box of mac and cheese for what, a buck?”
         

         
         But her teasing quip had the very opposite effect than she’d imagined. Caleb’s face closed up to her, including his warm eyes
            and contagious smile. All gone in a blink.
         

         
         “You don’t know enough about me to go there,” he said lightly.

         
         “Go where exactly?” she asked. “I was just teasing.”

         
         “You were judging. Again.”

         
         Since that might very well be true, she shut her mouth and put Lollipop back in front of her. “Just say goodnight.”

         
         “Because, let me guess, you have to go.”

         
         Okay, so he was onto her. Still, she held his gaze and stood her ground because holding her ground, small as it might be,
            was what she did. “I do have to go, I’ve got an early morning. And . . .” She blew out a sigh. “I’m sorry. For hanging up
            on you.”
         

         
         “But not for the judging?”

         
         Dammit. “Maybe a little for the judging. But I’m not going to lie,” she said. “I’m probably not done judging you. I mean I’ll
            try to work on it, but it’ll be a process.”
         

         
         His mouth quirked. “Fair enough.”

         
         “And you’re sorry too, right?”

         
         “For . . . ?”

         
         “For assuming the worst of me when I was just kidding around.”

         
         He stared at her for a beat. “I do tend to assume the worst and then go to a dark place to mull that worst over.” He paused
            and some amusement came back into his eyes. “I’ll try to work on it.”
         

         
         She gave him a small smile of her own. “It’s okay. I’ve been to some pretty dark places myself.” An understatement. A huge
            understatement. And why she’d even told him such a thing about herself, she had no idea. It made her itchy because really,
            what the hell was she doing? Flirting with him? It sure felt a whole lot like exactly that and this made her even itchier.
         

         
         Flirting led to intimacy, even love. But she’d never been loved for who she really was and she was pretty sure she never would
            be. So she wasn’t about to go looking for it, and in fact she probably wouldn’t even recognize it if it hit her in the face.
            It was why she’d given up on men three years ago. And in those three years, she’d not found herself interested, not once.
            She’d promised herself she’d take a long break from hurting people and getting hurt. She’d needed to figure out her own shit.
         

         
         And yet here she was, tempted by a hot smile. “I’ve really gotta go.” And this time when she disconnected, she also turned
            off her phone to avoid any further temptation.
         

         
         A temptation she hadn’t seen coming.
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