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            Chapter One

         
         For as long as August Cates could remember, his dick had ruined everything.

         
         In seventh grade, he’d gotten a hard-on during a pep rally while standing in front of the entire school in football pants.
            Since his classmates couldn’t openly call him Woody in the presence of their teachers, they’d called him Tom Hanks, instead.
            It stuck all through high school. To this day, he cringed at the very mention of Toy Story.
         

         
         Trust your gut, son.

         
         His navy commander father had always said that to him. In fact, that was pretty much all he’d ever said, by way of advice. Everything else constituted a direct order. Problem was, August tended to need a little more instruction.
            A diagram, if possible. He wasn’t a get-it-right-on-the-first-try type of man. Which was probably why he’d mistaken his “gut”
            for his dick.
         

         
         Meaning, he’d translated his father’s advice into . . .

         
         Trust your dick, son.

         
         August straightened the wineglass in front of him in order to forgo adjusting the appendage in question. The glass sat on a silver tray, seconds from being carried to the panel of judges. Currently, the three smug elitists were sipping a Cabernet offering that had been entered into the Bouquets and Beginners competition by another local vintner. The crowd of Napa Valley wine snobs leaned forward in their folding chairs to hear the critique from one judge in particular. 

         
         Natalie Vos.

         
         The daughter of a legendary winemaker.

         
         Vos Vineyard heiress and all-around plague on his fucking sanity.

         
         August watched her full lips perch on the edge of the glass. They were painted a kind of lush plum color today. They matched
            the silk blouse she wore tucked into a leather skirt and he swore to God, he could feel the crush of that leather in his palms.
            Could feel his fingertips raking down her bare legs to remove those high heels with spikes on the toes. Not for the first
            time—no, incredibly far from the first time—he mentally kicked himself in the ass for sabotaging his chances of taking Natalie
            Vos to bed. She wouldn’t touch him through a hazmat suit now, and she’d told him as much umpteen times.
         

         
         His chances of winning this contest didn’t bode well.

         
         Not only because he and Natalie Vos were enemies, but because his wine sucked big sweaty donkey balls. Everyone knew it. Hell,
            August knew it. The only one to call him out on it, however, was preparing to deliver her verdict to the audience.
         

         
         “Color is rich, if a bit light. Notes of tobacco in front. Citrus aftertaste. Veering toward acidic, but . . .” She held the
            wine up to the sun and studied it through the glass. “Overall very enjoyable. Admirable for a two-year-old winery.”
         

         
         Murmurs and golf claps all around from the audience.

         
         The winemaker thanked the judges. He actually bowed to Natalie while retrieving his glass and August couldn’t stifle an eye roll to save his life. Unfortunately, Natalie caught the action and raised a perfect black brow, signaling August forward for his turn at the judging table, like a princess summoning a commoner—and didn’t that fit their roles to a T? 

         
         August didn’t belong in this sunny five-star resort and spa courtyard on a Saturday afternoon ferrying wine on a silver tray
            to these wealthy birdbrains who overinflated the importance of wine so much it felt like satire. He didn’t belong in sophisticated
            St. Helena. Wasn’t cut out to select the best bunch of grapes at the grocery store, let alone cultivate soil and grow them
            from scratch to make his very own brand of wine.
         

         
         I tried, Sammy.

         
         He’d really fucking tried. This contest had a grand prize of ten thousand dollars and that money was August’s last hope to
            keep the operation alive. If given another chance, he would be more hands-on during the fermentation process. He’d learned
            the hard way that “set it and forget it” didn’t work for shit with wine. It required constant tasting, correcting, and rebalancing
            to prevent spoilage. He might do better if given another season to prove himself.
         

         
         For that, he needed money. And he had a better chance of getting Natalie in the sack than winning this competition, which
            was to say, he had no chance whatsoever—because, yeah. His wine blew chunks. He’d be lucky if they managed to let it rest
            on their taste buds for three seconds, let alone declare him the winner. But August would try to the bitter end, so he would
            never look back and wonder if he could have done more to bring this secondhand dream to life.
         

         
         August strode to the judge’s table and set the glasses of wine in front of Natalie with a lot less ceremony than his competitors had, sniffed, and stepped back, crossing his arms. Disdain stared back at him in the form of the two most annoyingly beautiful eyes he’d ever seen. Sort of a whiskey gold, ringed in a darker brown. He could still remember the moment the expression in those eyes had gone from take-me-to-bed-daddy to please-drink-poison.
         

         
         Witch.

         
         This was her domain, however. Not his. At six-foot-three and with a body still honed for the battles of his past life as a
            Navy SEAL, he fit into this panorama about as well as Rambo at a bake sale. The shirt the entrants had been asked to wear
            for the competition didn’t fit, so he’d hung it from the back pocket of his jeans. Maybe he could use it to clean up the wine
            when the judges spit it out.
         

         
         “August Cates of Zelnick Cellar,” Natalie said smoothly, handing glasses of wine to her fellow judges. Outwardly, she appeared
            cool as ever, her unflappable New York demeanor on full display, but he could see her breath coming faster as she geared herself
            up to drink what amounted to sludge in a glass. Of the three judges, Natalie was the only one who knew what was coming, because
            she’d tasted his wine once before—and had promptly compared it to demon piss. That occasion was also known as the night he’d
            blown his one and only chance to sweat up the sheets with Princess Vos herself.
         

         
         Since that ill-fated evening, their relationship had been nothing short of contentious. If they happened to see each other
            on Grapevine Way or at a local wine event, she liked to discreetly scratch her eyebrow with a middle finger, while August
            usually inquired how many glasses of wine she’d plowed through since nine a.m.
         

         
         In theory, he hated her. They hated each other.

         
         Dammit, though, he couldn’t seem to actually do it. Not all the way.
         

         
         And it all went back to August’s mistaking his gut for his dick as a youngster.

         
         As in, Trust your dick, son.
         

         
         And that part of his anatomy might as well be married to Natalie Vos. Married with six kids and living in the Viennese countryside
            wearing matching playclothes fashioned out of curtains, à la The Sound of Music. If all of August’s decisions were up to his downstairs brain, he would have apologized the night of their first argument
            and asked for another shot to supply her with wall-to-wall orgasms. But it was too late now. He had no choice but to return
            the loathing she radiated at him, because his upstairs brain knew all too well why their relationship would never have gone
            past a single night.
         

         
         Natalie Vos had privilege and polish—not to mention money—coming out of her ears.

         
         At thirty-five, August was broker than a fingerless mime.

         
         He’d dumped all of his life savings into opening a winery, with no experience or guidance, and losing this contest would be
            the death blow to Zelnick Cellar.
         

         
         August’s chest tightened like he was being strapped to a gurney, but he refused to break eye contact with the heiress. The
            growing ache below his throat must have been visible on his face because, slowly, Natalie’s smug expression melted away and
            she frowned at him. Leaned in and whispered for his ears alone, “What’s going on with you? Are you missing WrestleMania to
            be here or something?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t miss WrestleMania for my own funeral.” He snorted. “Just taste the wine, compare it to moldy garbage, and get it over with, princess.” 

         
         “Actually, I was going to ordain it as something like . . . rat bathwater.” She gestured at him with fluttery fingers. “Seriously,
            what’s up? You have more asshole energy than usual.”
         

         
         He sighed, looking out at the rows of expectant spectators who were either in tennis whites or leisure wear that probably
            cost more than his truck. “Maybe because I’m trapped in an episode of Succession.” Time to change the channel. Not that he had a choice. “Do your worst, Natalie.”
         

         
         She wrinkled her nose at his wine. “But you’re already so good at being the worst.”

         
         August huffed a laugh. “Too bad they’re not giving out a prize for sharpest fangs. You’d be unmatched.”

         
         “Are you comparing me to a vampire? Because your wine is what sucks.”
         

         
         “Just down the whole glass without tasting it, like you usually do.”

         
         Was that hurt that flashed in her eyes before she hid it?

         
         Certainly not. “You are an—” she started.

         
         “Ready to begin, Miss Vos?” asked one of the other judges, a silver-haired man in his fifties who wrote for Wine Enthusiast magazine.
         

         
         “Y-yes. Ready.” She shook herself and pulled back, regaining her poise and sliding her fingers around the stem of the wineglass containing August’s most recent Cabernet. A groove remained between her brows as she swirled the glass clockwise and lifted it to her nose to inhale the bouquet. The other judges were already coughing, looking at each other in confusion. Had they accidentally been served vinegar? 

         
         They spat it out into the provided silver buckets almost in tandem.

         
         Natalie, however, seemed determined to hold off as long as possible.

         
         Her face turned red, tears forming in her eyes.

         
         But to his shock, the swallow went down her throat, followed by a gasp for air.

         
         “I’m afraid . . . ” began one of the judges, visibly flustered. The crowd whispered behind August. “I’m afraid something must
            have gone terribly wrong during your process.”
         

         
         “Yes . . .” The other judge laughed behind his wrist. “Or a step was left out entirely.”

         
         The rows of people behind him chuckled, and Natalie’s attention strayed in that direction. She opened her mouth to say something
            and closed it again. Normally, she wouldn’t hesitate to cut him off at the knees, so what was this? Pity? She’d chosen this moment? This moment, when he needed to walk out of here with some semblance of pride, to go easy on him?
         

         
         Nah. Not having it.

         
         He didn’t need this spoiled, trust-fund brat to pull her punches. He’d seen shit during combat that people on this well-manicured
            lawn couldn’t even fathom in their wildest dreams. He’d jumped out of planes into pitch-black skies. Existed on pure stubbornness
            for weeks on end in the desert. Suffered losses that still felt as though they’d happened yesterday.
         

         
         And yet you couldn’t even make decent wine.

         
         He’d failed Sam.

         
         Again.

         
         A fact that hurt a damn sight more than this rich girl judging him harshly in front of these people he’d probably never see
            again after today. In fact, he needed Natalie to just drop the hammer already, so he could show her how little he cared about
            her opinion. It was his friend’s dream never being realized that should hurt. Not her verdict.
         

         
         August propped his hands on the judging table and leaned forward, seeing nothing but the beautiful, black-haired dream haunter
            and watching her golden eyes go wide at his audacity. “You’re not waiting for a bribe, are you? Not with a last name like
            Vos.” He winked at her and leaned down until only Natalie could hear the way he dropped his voice. “Unless you’re hoping for
            a different kind of bribe, princess, because that can be arranged.”
         

         
         She threw wine in his face.

         
         For the second time.

         
         Honestly, he couldn’t even blame her.

         
         He was lashing out over his failure and Natalie was a convenient target. But he wasn’t going to apologize. What good would
            it do? She already hated him and he’d just found a way to strengthen that feeling. The best thing he could do to make up for
            the insult to Natalie was to leave town—and that’s exactly what he planned to do. He’d been given no choice.
         

         
         With wine dripping from his five-o’clock shadow, August pushed off the table, swiped a sleeve over his damp face, and stormed
            across the lawn to the parking lot, failure like a thorn stuck dead in the center of his chest. He was almost to his truck
            when a familiar voice called out behind him. Natalie. Was she actually following him after the shit he’d said?
         

         
         “Wait!”

         
         Fully expecting to turn around and find a twelve-gauge shotgun leveled at his head, August turned on a booted heel and watched warily as the gorgeous witch approached. Why did he have the ridiculous urge to move in a fast clip back in her direction and catch her up in a kiss? She’d break his fucking jaw if he tried, but God help him, his dick/gut insisted it was the right thing to do. “Yeah? You got something else you want to throw in my face?” 

         
         “My fist. Among other, sharper objects. But . . .” She jerked a shoulder, appearing to search for the right words. “Look,
            we’re not friends, August. I get that. I insulted your wine the night we were going to hook up and you’ve resented me ever
            since, but what you said back there? Implying my last name makes me superior? You’re wrong.” She took a step closer, her heels
            leaving the grass and finding the asphalt of the parking lot. “You don’t know anything about me.”
         

         
         He chuckled. “Go ahead, tell me all about your pain and suffering, rich girl.”

         
         She threw him a withering sigh. “I didn’t say I’ve suffered. But I haven’t exactly coasted along on my last name, as you seem
            to believe. I’ve been back in St. Helena for only a few months. The last name Vos means nothing in New York.”
         

         
         August leaned against the hood of his truck and crossed his arms. “I bet the money that comes with it does.”

         
         She gave August a look. One that suggested he was truly in the dark—and he didn’t like that. Didn’t like the possibility that
            he was wrong about this woman. Mainly because it was too late to change his actions now. He’d always have to wonder what the
            hell he could have done differently with Natalie Vos. But at least he could walk away from this phase of his life knowing
            he’d done his best for Sam. That’s all he had.
         

         
         “Did you ever want to get to know me? Or was it just . . .” Her attention dropped fleetingly to his zipper, then away, but it was enough to make him feel like he was back in that middle school pep rally trying not to get excited. “Just about sex?” 

         
         What the hell was he supposed to say?

         
         That he’d seen her across the room at that stupid Wine Down Napa event and felt like he’d had an arrow shot into his chest
            by a flying baby? That his palms had sweat because of a woman for the first time ever that night? He’d already been in that
            Viennese countryside holding a picnic basket in one hand and an acoustic guitar in the other. God, she was so beautiful and
            interesting and fucking hilarious. Where had she been all his life?
         

         
         Oh, but then somehow it all went to shit. He’d let his pride get in the way of . . . what? What would have happened if he’d
            just taken her verbal disapproval of his wine on the chin and moved forward? What if he hadn’t equated it to disapproval of
            his best friend’s aspirations? Was there any use wondering about any of this shit now?
         

         
         No.

         
         He’d run out of capital. The winery was an unmitigated disaster. He was the laughingstock of St. Helena, and he’d dragged
            his best friend’s name with him into the mud.
         

         
         Time to go, man.

         
         “Oh, Natalie.” He slapped a hand over his chest. “Obviously I wanted to twirl you around on a mountaintop in Vienna while
            our children frolicked and harmonized in curtain clothes. Didn’t you know?”
         

         
         She blinked a few times and her expression flattened as she stepped back into the grass. August had to fist his hands to prevent
            himself from reaching for her.
         

         
         “Well,” she said, her voice sounding a little rusty. Dammit. “Have a lovely evening at home with your Sound of Music references and cozy nest of wine rats. I hope you’re paying them a living wage.”
         

         
         “It won’t be my home much longer.” He threw a hand toward the event that was still in full swing behind them, the judges taking
            pictures with the audience members, more wine being served on silver trays. “This contest was it for me. I’m moving on.”
         

         
         She laughed as if he was joking, sobering slightly when he just stared back. “Wow. You really can’t take a little constructive
            criticism, can you?”
         

         
         August scoffed. “Is that what it was? Constructive?”

         
         “I thought SEALs were supposed to be tough. You’re letting winemaking take you down?”

         
         “I don’t have a bottomless bank account like some people in this town. In case it wasn’t clear, I’m talking about you.”

         
         For some reason, that made her laugh. A beat of silence passed, then she said, “You’ve got me all figured out, August. Congratulations.”
            She turned on the toe of her high heel and breezed away, moving that leather skirt side to side in the world’s cruelest parting
            shot. “My sincere condolences to the town where you end up next,” she called back over her shoulder. “Especially to the women.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t be saying that if you dropped the disgusted act and came home with me.” For some reason, every step she took
            in the opposite direction made his stomach lurch with more and more severity. “It’s not too late, Natalie.”
         

         
         She stopped walking and he held his breath, not fully aware until this very moment how badly he actually wanted her. Maybe even needed. The continued flow of his blood seemed to hinge on her response. “You’re right, it’s not too late,” she said, turning, chewing her lip, eyes vulnerable in a manner that stuck a swallow in his throat. I’ll never be mean to her again. “It’s way too late,” she concluded with a pinkie wave, her expression going from defenseless to venomous. “Go to hell, August Cates.”
         

         
         His stomach bottomed out, leaving him almost too winded for a reply. “Hell, huh? Your old stomping grounds, right?”

         
         “Yup!” She didn’t even bother turning around. “That’s where I met your mom. She said she’d rather live in hell than drink
            your wine.”
         

         
         A crank turned in his rib cage as she moved out of earshot. Too far to hear him over the event music that had started up.
            Definitely too far to touch, so why were his fingers itching for her skin? His chances with Natalie were subzero now. Just
            like his chance at succeeding as a vintner. With a final long look at the one who got away, August cursed, climbed into his
            truck, and tore out of the parking lot, ignoring the strong sense of leaving something undone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Natalie searched blindly in the dark for the button on her sound machine, cranking the symphony of rain and bullfrogs to the
            maximum level. Julian and Hallie tried to be quiet. They really did. But bedsprings creak at four o’clock in the morning for
            only one reason—and creak they did. Natalie covered her face with a pillow for good measure and rolled back into the sheets,
            employing what she called the State Capitals Method. On the occasions her brother and his new girlfriend decided to make love
            down the hallway in the guest house they all shared, Natalie avoided that troubling imagery by naming state capitals.
         

         
         Montgomery, Juneau, Phoenix . . .

         
         Squeak squeak squeak.

         
         That was it.

         
         Natalie sat up in bed and pushed off her sleep mask, giving the wine dizziness a moment to dissipate. No more excuses. It
            was time to bite the bullet and go talk to her mother. It was time to get the hell out of Napa. She’d been licking her wounds
            far too long, and while she was happy beyond words for Julian to have found the love of his life, she didn’t need to witness
            it in surround sound.
         

         
         She threw off the covers and stood, her hip bumping into the nightstand and knocking over an empty wineglass. One of four—as if she needed another sign that she’d turned into a lush in the name of avoiding her problems.
         

         
         Life had ground to a standstill.

         
         Looking out the window of the back bedroom, she could see the main house where she’d grown up and Corinne, her mother, currently
            lived. That was her destination in the morning. Asking her mother for money was going to sting like a thousand wasps, but
            what choice did she have? If she was going to return to New York and open her own investment firm, she needed capital.
         

         
         Her mother wasn’t going to make it easy. No, she was probably waiting right now in front of a roaring fire, dressed in all
            her finery, having sensed that Natalie was on the verge of humbling herself. Sure, they’d had a few softer moments since Natalie’s
            return to St. Helena, but just under the surface, she’d always be the Embarrassment to Corinne.
         

         
         Natalie tossed her eye mask in the direction of the sad, empty wineglass quartet and plodded into the en suite bathroom. Might
            as well get the talk over with early, right? That way if Corinne said no to Natalie’s proposal, at least she’d have the whole
            day to wallow. And this was Napa, so wallowing could be made very fashionable. She’d find a wine tasting and charm everyone
            in attendance. People who had no idea she’d been asked to step down as a partner of her finance firm for a wildly massive
            trade blunder that cost, oh, a cool billion.
         

         
         Nor would they know she’d been kicked to the curb by her fiancé, who had been too embarrassed to meet her at the altar.

         
         Back in New York? Persona non grata.

         
         In St. Helena? Royalty.

         
         Snort. Natalie shed her sleepshirt and stepped beneath the hot shower spray. And if she thought her brother doing the deed constituted an unwanted image, it had nothing on the memory of August Cates yesterday afternoon in all his beefcake glory. 

         
         I don’t have a bottomless bank account like some people in this town.

         
         If only.

         
         Natalie didn’t have anything to complain about. She was living in a beautiful guest house on the grounds of a vineyard, for
            god’s sake. But she’d been living off her savings for more than a month now and she could barely open a lemonade stand, let
            alone launch a firm, with the amount left over. She had privilege, but financial freedom presented a challenge. One she could
            hopefully overcome this morning. All it would cost was her pride.
         

         
         The fact that August Cates planned to leave St. Helena imminently had nothing to do with her sudden urgency to leave, too.
            Nothing whatsoever. That big, incompetent buffoon and his decisions had no bearing on her life. So why the pit in her stomach?
            It had been there since he approached the table to have his wine judged yesterday. The man had a chip the size of Denver on
            his shoulder, but he always had kind of a . . . softness in his eyes. A relaxed, observant quality that said I’ve seen everything. I can handle anything.

         
         But it was missing yesterday.

         
         And it caught Natalie off guard how much it threw her.

         
         He’d looked resigned. Closed off.

         
         Now, drying her hair in front of the foggy bathroom mirror, she couldn’t pretend that hole in her belly wasn’t yawning wider.
            Where would August go? What would he do now that winemaking was off the table?
         

         
         Who was August Cates?
         

         
         Part of her—a part she would never admit to out loud—had wondered if she would find out eventually. In a weak moment. Or by accident. 

         
         Had she been looking forward to that?

         
         Natalie turned off the dryer with a snappy movement, ran the brush one final time through her long, black hair, and left the
            bathroom, crossing to her closet. She put on a sleeveless black sweaterdress and leather loafers, added a swipe of nude lipstick
            and some gold earrings. By the time she was finished, she could see through the guest room window that lights were on in the
            main house and she took a long breath, banishing the jitters.
         

         
         The worst Corinne could say was no, Natalie reminded herself on the way up the path that ran alongside the fragrant vineyard.
            The sun hadn’t risen yet, but the barest rim of gold outlined Mount St. Helena. She could almost feel the grapes waking up
            and turning toward the promise of warmth from above. Part of her truly loved this place. It was impossible not to. The smell
            of fertile earth, the tradition, the magic, the intricate process. Thousands of years ago, some industrious—and probably bored—people
            had buried bottles of grape juice underground for the winter and invented wine, which proved Natalie’s theory: where there
            is a will to get drunk, dammit, there is a way.
         

         
         She paused at the bottom of the porch steps leading to the main house. Old-world charm oozed from every inch of her childhood home. Greenery spilled over flower boxes beneath every window, rocking chairs urged people to sit and relax, and the trickle of the pool’s water fixture could be heard from the front of the house, even though it was located behind it. A gorgeous manor that never failed to make winery visitors swoon. The place was incredible. But she had more affection for the guest house than the manor where she’d lived from birth to college. And right now, all it represented was the obstacle ahead. 

         
         A moment later, she knocked on the door and heard the sound of footsteps approaching on the other side. The peephole darkened,
            the lock turned—and then she was looking at Corinne.
         

         
         “Seriously?” Natalie sighed, giving her stately mother a once-over, taking in the smoothed black-gray hair and perfect posture.
            Even her wrinkles were artful, allowed onto her face by invitation only. “You’re fully dressed at five o’clock in the morning?”
         

         
         “I could say the same about you,” Corinne replied without missing a beat.

         
         “True,” Natalie said, sliding into the house without an invitation. “But I don’t live here. Do you even own a bathrobe?”

         
         “Did you come here to discuss sleepwear?”

         
         “Nope. Humor me.”

         
         Corinne closed the door firmly, then locked it. “Of course I own a robe. Normally, I would be wearing it until at least seven,
            but I have virtual meetings this morning.” In an uncharacteristic move, her mother let a smile peek through before it was
            quickly quelled. “Your brother has negotiated a deal making us the official wine of several wedding venues down the California
            coast. He is really helping turn things around for us.”
         

         
         “Yeah, he is.” Natalie couldn’t help but feel a spark of pride in her brother. After all, he’d overcome his own baggage pertaining to this place and landed on the other side much better off. At the same time, however, Natalie couldn’t ignore the wistfulness drifting through her breast. God, just once, she’d love someone to talk about her like Corinne spoke about Julian. Like she was vital. Valued. Wanted and needed. “It’s hard to tell him no when he’s speaking in his stern professor voice. Takes people right back to seventh grade.”
         

         
         “Whatever he’s doing, it’s working.” Corinne squared her shoulders and moved farther into the foyer, gesturing for Natalie
            to precede her into the living space and to the right, overlooking the rambling vineyard and the mountains beyond. They took
            seats on opposite ends of the hard couch that had been there since Natalie’s childhood and was almost never used. Voses didn’t
            gather.
         

         
         They kept moving.

         
         So in the interest of family tradition, Natalie turned toward Corinne and folded her hands on one knee. “Mother.” If she’d
            learned anything from phase one in the finance industry, it was to look a person in the eye when asking for money, and she
            did so now. “I know you will agree—it’s time for me to go back to New York. I’ve been in contact with Claudia, one of my previous
            analysts, and she’s agreed to come on board with my new company. We’re going to be small, more of a boutique firm, but both
            of us have enough connections to facilitate steady growth. With a couple of smart plays—”
         

         
         “Wow.” Corinne framed her jaw with a thumb and index finger. “You’ve been making important phone calls in between wine binges.
            I had no idea.”
         

         
         Clang. A ding in the armor.

         
         Okay.

         
         She’d expected that and was prepared for it. Just keep going.

         
         Natalie kept her features composed in an attempt to disguise how fast her heart was now beating. Why was it that she could make million-dollar trades without her pulse skipping, but one barb from Corinne and she might as well be dangling from the side of a skyscraper by a pinkie, cold sweat breaking out beneath her dress? 

         
         Parents. Man, they truly messed up their kids.
         

         
         “Yes, I have been making calls,” Natalie replied calmly. She didn’t deny the wine binges, because, yeah. She’d definitely
            done that. “Claudia is working on lining up an investor right now, but before anyone in their right mind gives us money, we’ll
            need to register a new business name. We need an office and some skin in the investment game, however light.” She tried not
            to be obvious about taking a bracing breath. “Bottom line, I need capital.”
         

         
         Not even the slightest reaction from her mother. She’d seen this coming and it burned, even though they’d both been aware
            this talk was on the horizon.
         

         
         “Surely you’ve saved some money,” Corinne said smoothly, a gray-black eyebrow lifting gracefully toward her hairline. “You were a partner in a very
            lucrative investment fund.”
         

         
         “Yes. I was. Unfortunately, there is a certain lifestyle that has to be maintained for people to trust financiers with their
            money.”
         

         
         “That is a fancy way of saying you lived above your means.”

         
         “Perhaps. Yes.” Oh boy, keeping her irritation at bay was going to be even harder than she thought. Corinne had come locked
            and loaded for this conversation. “The excess is necessary, however. Parties and designer clothing and vacations and expensive
            rounds of golf with clients. Morrison and I had an apartment on Park Avenue. Not to mention, we’d put down a nonrefundable
            deposit on our wedding venue.”
         

         
         That last part burned. Of course it did.

         
         She’d been offloaded by a man who’d claimed to love her.

         
         But for some reason, Morrison’s face didn’t materialize. No, instead she saw August. Wondered what he would say about a six-figure deposit on Tribeca Rooftop. He would look so out of place among the wedding guests. He’d probably show up in jeans, a ballcap, and that faded gray navy T-shirt. He would crush her ex in an arm-wrestling match, too. Why did that make her feel better enough to continue? 

         
         “In short, yes, I do have some money. If I was simply going back to New York, I could afford to find an apartment and live
            comfortably for a few months. But that is not what I want to do.” The kick of adrenaline in her bloodstream felt good. It
            had been a long time. Or maybe while getting lit to mourn the loss of everything she’d worked for, she’d accidentally numbed
            her ambition, too. Right now, in this moment, she had it back. She was the woman who used to look down at rows of analysts
            from her glass office and demand they eat their competition’s balls for breakfast. “I want to return better than ever. I want
            my former colleagues to realize they made a mistake . . .”
         

         
         “You want to rub it in their faces,” Corinne supplied.

         
         “Maybe a little,” Natalie admitted. “I might have made one huge mistake, but I know if Morrison Talbot the Third had made
            that bad call instead of me, excuses would have been made. He probably would have been given a promotion for being a risk-taker.
            They met in secret and voted to oust me. My partners. My fiancé.” She closed her eyes briefly to beat back the memory of her shock. Betrayal. “If you were me, Mother, you would want a shot
            to go back and prove yourself.”
         

         
         Corinne stared at her for several beats. “Perhaps I would.”

         
         Natalie released a breath.

         
         “Unfortunately, I don’t have the money to loan you,” Corinne continued, her face deepening ever so slightly with color. “As you are aware, the vineyard has been declining in profitability. With your brother’s unexpected help, we’re turning it around, but it could be years before we’re back in the black. All I have is this house, Natalie.” 

         
         “My trust fund,” Natalie said firmly, forcing it out into the open. “I’m asking for my trust fund to be released.”

         
         “My, times have changed,” Corinne said with a laugh. “When you graduated from Cornell, what was it that you said at your postceremony
            dinner? You would never take a dime from us as long as you lived?”
         

         
         “I’m thirty years old now. Please don’t throw something in my face that I said when I was twenty-two.”

         
         Corinne sighed and refolded her hands in her lap. “You are well aware of the terms of your trust fund, Natalie. Your father
            might be racing cars in Italy and parading around with women half his age like a fool, but he set forth the language of the
            trust and as far as the bank is concerned, he’s still in control.”
         

         
         Natalie lunged to her feet. “The language in that contract is archaic. How can it even be legal in this day and age? There
            has to be something you can do.”
         

         
         Her mother let a breath seep out. “Naturally, I agree with you. But your father would have to sign off on the change.”

         
         “I am not going groveling to that man. Not after he just blew us off and pretends like we don’t exist. Not when he left you to do damage
            control after the fire four years ago.”
         

         
         Corinne’s attention shot to the vineyard, which was lightening in the path of the sun. “I wasn’t aware you cared.”

         
         “Of course I care. You asked me to leave.”
         

         
         “Oh please. You couldn’t have made it more clear you wanted to get back to the almighty rat race of New York,” her mother scoffed. 

         
         They obviously remembered that period after the fire very differently. Getting into the semantics of the last time she’d been
            in St. Helena wouldn’t do her cause any good now. “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that.”
         

         
         Corinne appeared poised to argue, but visibly changed course. “My hands are tied, Natalie. The terms of the trust are set
            in stone. The recipient must be gainfully employed and married for the money to be released. I realize that sounds like something out of Regency England, not modern-day California,
            but your father is old-school Italian. His parents’ marriage was arranged. It’s glamorous to him. It’s tradition.”
         

         
         “It’s sexist.”

         
         “Normally I would agree, but the terms of Julian’s trust are the same. When the contract was set forth, your father had some
            grand vision in his mind. You and Julian with your flourishing families taking over the winery. Grandchildren everywhere.
            Success.” She made an absent gesture. “When you both left without any intention of joining the family business, it broke something
            inside of him. The fire was the final straw. I’m not making excuses for him, I’m just trying to give you a different perspective.”
         

         
         Natalie lowered herself back down to the couch and implored her mother with a look. “Please, there has to be something we
            can do. I can’t stay here forever.”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m so sorry that staying in your family home feels like exile.”

         
         “You try waking up every morning to the sound of Julian and Hallie trying and failing to stifle their sex noises down the
            hall.”
         

         
         “Jesus Christ.”

         
         “Yes. They call for the son of God, too, sometimes when they think I’m not home.”

         
         With a withering eye roll, Corinne pushed to her feet and strode to the front window. “You would think your father’s hasty
            departure would bruise the loyalty of his local friends and associates, but I assure you, it has not. They still have him
            up on a pedestal—and that includes Ingram Meyer.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Ingram Meyer, an old friend of your father’s. He’s the loan officer at the St. Helena Credit Union, but more importantly,
            he’s the trustee of yours and Julian’s trust funds. Believe me, he will follow your father’s instructions to the letter.”
         

         
         Natalie’s jaw had to be touching the floor. “Some man I’ve never heard of—or met—holds my future in his hands?”

         
         “I’m sorry, Natalie. The bottom line is that . . . short of convincing your father to amend the terms, there is nothing I
            can do.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t ask you to do that.” Natalie sighed. “Not after how he left.”

         
         Corinne was silent a moment. “Thank you.”

         
         That was it. The end of the conversation. There was nothing more to be said. Currently, Natalie was the furthest thing from
            gainfully employed. And even further from being married. The patriarchy wins again. She’d have to return to New York with
            her tail between her legs and ask for a low-level position at one of the firms she’d once called rivals. They would eat up
            her humility with a spoon and she’d . . . grin and bear it. Pulling together enough money to open her own business would probably
            take a decade, but she would do it. She’d do it on her own.
         

         
         “Okay.” Resigned, hollow, Natalie stood on shaky legs and smoothed the skirt of her dress. “Good luck with your meetings this morning.” 

         
         Corinne said nothing as Natalie left the house, closing the door behind her and descending the steps with her chin up. This
            morning, she would head into town, get her hair and nails done. At the very least, she could look good when she landed back
            in New York, right?
         

         
         But everything changed on the way back from getting that balayage—and like some weird nursery rhyme from hell, it involved
            a cat, a rat . . . and a SEAL.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         He should have closed the front door.

         
         Now the goddamn cat was gone. She’d flown the coop in protest of his preliminary stages of packing. Very preliminary. He’d only taken the suitcase out of the closet and opened it on his bed. After sniffing it, climbing inside,
            and taking a few laps around his luggage, Menace had slunk off to the kitchen. August assumed she couldn’t care less about
            his packing activities, but he forgot the cardinal rule about cats.
         

         
         Change equaled assault. And they were casual in their revenge.

         
         Now here he was, jogging along the path between his disastrous winery and the road, calling out for a deaf cat. How had it
            come to this?
         

         
         Menace never left the house. August knew that firsthand because after she’d shown up one day out of the blue and declared him her new
            caretaker, he’d spent two weeks trying to coax her furry ass back outside. Apparently he should have tried packing.
         

         
         “Menace,” he boomed, hands cupped around his mouth. Maybe she could hear the vibrations of his voice in the air? “Do you think
            because I’m packing that I’m going to leave you here? Do you need to be reminded that I spent eight hundred dollars at the vet last week? That’s long-term shit. I didn’t even know cats could get gingivitis.” 

         
         Silence.

         
         Obviously.

         
         His unlikely companion meowed on occasion, but it usually happened in the middle of the night for absolutely no reason that
            he could figure out. He’d always considered himself a dog person. No, he was a dog person. He just liked this one cat.
         

         
         Famous last words.

         
         Up ahead near the road, there was a flash of orange. There she is.

         
         August picked up the pace of his jog, starting to get a little nervous upon realizing how close they were to the road. And
            when he noticed the distinct rumble of an approaching vehicle, he started to sprint, sweat breaking out along his spine.
         

         
         “Menace,” he barked, cursing himself for taking out the suitcase. A few months back, he’d moved her litter box down to the
            laundry room and she’d stopped eating for three days. Apparently he hadn’t learned his lesson. Dogs didn’t behave in nonsensical
            ways like this, but he didn’t have a dog. He had a deaf cat who was two seconds from being flattened by a car. She was moving
            at too fast a clip and he wouldn’t make it in time. Maybe the driver would see her and slow down? Menace was bright fucking
            orange for crying out loud.
         

         
         August’s mouth went dry at the screech of tires on the road and a moment later, he broke through the trees . . .

         
         Only to find his temperamental feline rolled over onto her back, preening, two inches from the front bumper of a blue hatchback.
            Totally unconcerned about her brush with death. Just another day wrecking the lives of humans and getting away with it because
            of her pink nose and toe beans. Unbelievable.
         

         
         August started to step onto the road so he could scoop up the cat and thank the driver for being extra vigilant, but a husky cry stopped him in his tracks. 

         
         Natalie?

         
         He’d never heard her make that sound before—no, his dreams didn’t count—but August knew instantly that she was the driver
            of the car. As a result, his body went on high alert. The kind of alert that came from tossing and turning last night, cursing
            himself for not being able to stop thinking about this woman he disliked, while also oddly conflicted about simply leaving
            her in the rearview. He hadn’t expected to see her again, but there she was.
         

         
         Picking up his cat and cradling the animal to her chest in a flurry of apologies and nuzzling and chin scratching. As he watched
            dumbfounded, the cat leaned all the way back in Natalie’s arms and locked eyes with him from her upside-down position. Telling
            him in no uncertain terms with her bland expression that she had other options. And those options would be pursued if he made
            another false move, like brushing his teeth at the wrong time of day.
         

         
         He should let Natalie know he was standing there. Right.

         
         But it wouldn’t hurt to take a few seconds to admire the woman from behind. Hell, it was his favorite pastime. Noticing those
            legs, especially in the dress she was wearing. The pointy shoes that had just enough elevation to keep her calves flexed.
            Sweet Lord, those legs went on forever. On his deathbed, his final regret would be missing his chance to feel them glued to
            his hips. Thrashing around when she got close, then wrapping him back up again for the finale.
         

         
         “Poor baby,” Natalie crooned to the cat, rocking her like an infant. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Where is your owner?” she murmured. 

         
         “Right here, princess,” August called. Natalie spun around and he gulped. Damn. She always looked hot, but there was something extra special about her today. “You’ve got a bunch of black shit on your eyes.”
         

         
         Her whole body sort of deflated at the sight of him. Complete exasperation in human form. “It’s eyeliner, caveman.”

         
         “Why are you wearing so much of it?”

         
         Her shoulder bounced up and down. “Maybe I had a date.”

         
         Rudely, his esophagus tied itself into a knot. “With who?”

         
         God, he hated the idea of her on a date more than he hated . . . anything. Just because they weren’t dating didn’t mean she could just date anyone else, willy-nilly. Because that wasn’t irrational or anything, right?
         

         
         She swayed with the cat, as if trying to lull the animal to sleep. “I wasn’t out with anyone,” she muttered. “I went to buy
            foundation and ended up in a chair getting made over.”
         

         
         He hid his relief. “They saw that high-limit credit card coming a mile away.”

         
         A bright smile. “Shouldn’t you be out clubbing a wooly mammoth or something?”

         
         August smirked. “I should be packing, but my cat ran off.”
         

         
         Natalie adjusted her stance to jut that shapely hip out. “You expect me to believe this is your cat? She’s your pet?”
         

         
         “More accurately, I’m her pet.”
         

         
         She scrutinized the animal, lifting it up and leaning in closer. “Why isn’t she wearing a collar?”

         
         “Look, I don’t know what cats allow collars around their necks, but Menace”—he jabbed a finger in the animal’s direction—“isn’t one of them. She’d probably pretend to like it for an hour and then I’d wake up to find a death threat written in blood on my bathroom mirror, signed with a paw print.” 

         
         Did Natalie’s lips jump a little or was that wishful thinking?

         
         Because yeah, the woman had a gorgeous smile. He’d seen a lot of it up close. He’d tasted it. Months had passed since that night and the knowledge that he’d never taste it again wasn’t getting any easier. At least
            not as long as he continued to run into her in St. Helena. This attraction he’d been burdened with for Natalie was a motherfucker.
            Once again, his dick ruined everything—and it was ruining his getaway right now. He should be packing, starting the journey to forgetting about what might have been if he’d just been less of an asshole. Or if she
            was less of a spoiled brat.
         

         
         “Awww. You were just trying to escape the smell of farts and stale beer, weren’t you, precious?” Natalie crooned to the cat,
            laying the baby talk on thick.
         

         
         “If you’re trying to turn my cat against me, I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed.”

         
         “She hates you?” For a moment, Natalie seemed surprised, but she quickly backpedaled. “I mean . . . she hates you. Obviously.”

         
         “It’s minute to minute. I never know what’s coming.”

         
         “What pissed her off this time?”

         
         Why did he hesitate before answering? No clue. “Packing. I took out my suitcase and she lit out on a death mission.”

         
         Her expression seemed to freeze itself on. She was probably restraining herself from calling him a quitter again. “Oh.” A
            few seconds ticked by, then she started toward him, obviously intending to hand over the cat. “Well, the last thing I want
            to do is delay your long overdue exit from Napa. I’ll let you get back to it.”
         

         
         August’s smile was brittle. “Can’t wait to never look back.”

         
         “The wine gods are certainly rejoicing this day.”

         
         “You would know, since the wine gods are your parents.”

         
         “Please. They’re not wine gods.” Natalie started to hand the cat into his outstretched arms, but the feline’s claws were dug
            into the black sweater material of her dress. She tried again. No luck. Menace wasn’t letting go. “Oh! I don’t want to hurt
            her claws.”
         

         
         He pushed a hand through his hair. “She’s punishing me.”

         
         “She’s showing favoritism to your least favorite person. I’m beginning to think you’re not exaggerating about this cat’s diabolical
            side.”
         

         
         Natalie Vos was far from his least favorite person, but he kept that to himself. In fact, up close like this, her smoky floral
            scent was taking jabs at his brain, making him forget what he ever had against her in the first place. Who could hold a grudge
            against a woman this beautiful and soft looking, and so much shorter than him that he started to feel like an ogre? At least
            until she said, “Are you going to help me? Or just stand there with your hairy knuckles on the ground?”
         

         
         “My apologies, princess. You’re used to people snapping to attention to assist you.”

         
         “Oh shut up, August. Not today.”
         

         
         Worry snuck in and took hold. “Why? What happened today?”

         
         Before she could answer, a car approached on the road, maneuvering its way around Natalie’s vehicle, which was still idling
            in the lane headed toward Vos Vineyard. Of course, Menace didn’t hear the approach of the oncoming traffic, so when she caught
            the unexpected movement from the corner of her eye, she tensed, digging her claws into Natalie’s chest.
         

         
         Natalie cried out in pain.

         
         August experienced panic the likes of which he hadn’t seen since combat, his throat dropping down into his stomach so he couldn’t swallow. 

         
         “Jesus, princess. Okay.” His hands were useless objects, reaching for the cat’s paws and tugging, but somehow making it worse.
            “I’m a dog person. I don’t know what to do about this.”
         

         
         “Soothe her.” Natalie gasped when the cat clung harder. “Calm her down.”

         
         “She’s hard of hearing. And petting her is really a mood-based activity. Sometimes she likes it, sometimes she becomes possessed
            by Satan. I don’t want to make it worse.”
         

         
         “Oh, come on, you’re loving this.”

         
         “I’m not loving this, Natalie.” No longer able to stand the sight of the claws digging into Natalie’s body, he pulled the cat off her,
            unfortunately tearing her dress in the process—and revealing several bleeding scratches below her collarbone. “Christ.”
         

         
         She looked down at the injuries and winced. “It’s fine.”

         
         “It’s not fine.” He stormed toward her car, seeing the claw marks every time he blinked. “Don’t move.”

         
         “Don’t order me around.”

         
         August ignored that while throwing open the door of Natalie’s car, a growling—yes, growling—Menace wedged beneath one arm.
            Thanks to the height difference, he was jammed up against the steering wheel until he slid the seat all the way back. He threw
            the vehicle into drive and pulled it onto the shoulder, trying and failing not to notice the way her scent laced the air.
            What was in those shopping bags? The contents were wrapped in tissue paper, meaning her purchases had to be fancy. Of course
            they were.
         

         
         So why was her car the most basic of rentals?

         
         Couldn’t she afford a Mercedes or something equally high-end?

         
         Telling himself to mind his own business and focus on the task at hand, August removed the keys from the ignition, took one
            last whiff of the air, and climbed out.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” Natalie demanded to know, her arms crossed over her ripped dress. “I need to get home.”

         
         “Not until I put something on those wounds.” He walked past her with the hissing feline. “Let’s go.”

         
         “No way. Give me my keys back.”

         
         “Not happening.”

         
         “You expect me to go through the woods and into your home with you? Alone with a man who would have nominated me for the Salem
            witch trials in a heartbeat?”
         

         
         That drew August up short. Frowning, he turned to face Natalie where she still hesitated at the top of the path. “Are you
            afraid to be alone with me?”
         

         
         She didn’t answer. In fact, she didn’t seem to know the answer.
         

         
         Whatever vitriol lay between them, August was not okay with that indecision. “Natalie, the sight of those scratches on you
            is absolutely killing me. I’d just as soon put a mark on you myself than I would pursue a ballet career.”
         

         
         Her mouth snapped shut. She blinked several times and flounced forward, moving past him on the path. “I didn’t know cat people
            were so dramatic,” she muttered.
         

         
         “Only when their integrity is in question,” he countered, following her.

         
         “Sorry. I’ll stick to questioning your intelligence.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Her shoulders shook a little bit. With laughter? Why now, when he couldn’t even see her face? “My only hope is that you are better at repairing wounds than you are at making wine.” 

         
         “Considering I’ve given myself stitches in a dust storm without painkillers—twice—I’d say I’m up for patching your kitty cat
            scratches.”
         

         
         It wasn’t that he was satisfied when her step faltered, it was that . . . well, he was sick and tired of this woman seeing
            him as incapable and hapless because he didn’t know how to ferment some fucking grapes. Was it important at this stage for
            Natalie to perceive him as capable? No. He was on the verge of leaving. And yet he couldn’t help wanting that approval from
            her. More than he had a right to.
         

         
         They walked in silence to the house. It was a small, California-style two-bedroom with a red tile roof and beige stucco exterior.
            His temporary home sat on the edge of the property, two barns in the near distance. One he’d been using for poorly attended
            tastings, the other for production and barrel storage. Spread out on all sides were rows of fragrant grapes stretching up
            toward the sun. He could still remember the feeling of stepping onto the property for the first time, hearing Sam whisper
            in his ear that it was perfect. And it was. A vibrant slice of heaven that he never would have been able to imagine during
            those countless days in the desert. But he wasn’t cut out for the process it took to make the vineyard run correctly.
         

         
         The woman waiting to be let into his house knew it better than anyone.

         
         He slid his key into the lock and their gazes met, held, the weight of a tire iron dropping low in his belly. This was what
            it would have been like, taking her home. Getting his hands on her. They would have shook this fucking town.
         

         
         “I’m just here for medical intervention,” she said, a suspicious scratch in her voice.

         
         “I’m well aware that’s all you want from me.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         “But you’re looking at my mouth pretty closely for someone who just needs a Band-Aid.” He pushed open the door. “No harm in
            pointing it out.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Natalie expected a mess. Pizza boxes and dirty gym clothes and beer bottles. Maybe a couple of suspicious tissues. But she
            could have eaten off the floor of August’s little house. It was that clean. Spices were lined up on the kitchen counter in
            front of a cutting board. The kitchen and living area were connected and the space was small, so a king-sized easy chair was
            his only piece of furniture, angled toward the television. He’d managed to make the scene inviting with a rug and a basket
            holding a blanket. It was . . . nice.
         

         
         Actually, it beat her wineglass graveyard of a guest room by a million miles.

         
         “Disappointed that I don’t have centerfolds taped to my wall?”

         
         “I’m sure they’re hidden in the closets, along with the rats,” she said breezily, watching the cat prance off with an air
            of superiority toward the rear of the house.
         

         
         August circled around to look at her face and let out a booming laugh. “Look at you. You’re shocked. You really expected me to live in a frat house, didn’t you?” He entered the bathroom, which was behind the sole door in the short hallway leading to the bedrooms, she guessed. Flipping on the light, he gestured for her to follow him into the tiny room. She started in that direction but paused on the threshold, unsure about being crowded into such a small amount of square footage with a man that large. A man she couldn’t seem to stop being attracted to, despite the fact that he was judgmental and rude and seemed to see the absolute worst in her. “Did you really give yourself stitches in a dust storm twice?” 

         
         August paused in the act of rooting through his medicine cabinet. His hand, holding a bottle of rubbing alcohol, dropped to
            the vanity. “Yeah.”
         

         
         “Where?”

         
         He turned slightly, propping a hip on the sink. “Why? You want to judge my handiwork before you deem me suitable to fix your
            royal boo-boo?”
         

         
         No. She was trying to delay the moment when they would be standing close enough to touch, because he scrambled her brain to
            the point where she started to debate the merits of sleeping with him even after over a month of insults and teasing. “It’s
            a good practice to ask for credentials.”
         

         
         “Even if those credentials are high on my inner thigh?”

         
         “Both of them?”

         
         “One of them.” He turned away and hoisted up his T-shirt, baring a profusely muscled back, devoid of ink, unlike his arms,
            one of which proudly bore the navy insignia. Not that she would have noticed a tattoo when his right shoulder was split in half by a puckered, painful-looking scar. “Here’s the other. Not my best work,
            but I didn’t have a mirror at the time.”
         

         
         “Yes.” She tried to swallow. Couldn’t. God, he was a human bulldozer. She’d have to hold on for dear life in bed with him.
            Sounded terrible. Just awful. “Best for you to stay away from mirrors.”
         

         
         He dropped his shirt with a snort. “Don’t act like you weren’t ready to climb me like a ladder, princess.”

         
         No lies detected. That was then, however. This was now. “Shame you had to open your mouth, isn’t it?”

         
         August dragged his tongue along his full bottom lip. “You would have loved my mouth.”

         
         Her skin was the temperature of the sun. “Can we get this over with or are you hoping I bleed to death?”

         
         In the space of a heartbeat, his expression went from arrogant to concerned. “Sorry. Come here.”

         
         The apology caught her off guard. So much so that she kind of lurched into the bathroom, too stunned to do anything but release
            the ripped edges of her dress and watch him apply rubbing alcohol to a cotton ball, trying not to notice his fresh, fruity
            scent while he did so. “Why do you smell like grapefruit?”
         

         
         “It’s this handmade soap I use,” he said absently, brow furrowed while he dabbed at her claw marks, his slow, warm breath
            stirring her hairline. “The one and only person who ever liked my wine is too broke to buy it, so she trades me soap for a
            bottle here and there.”
         

         
         “How did she lose her sense of taste? Hot sauce accident?”

         
         “Funny.”

         
         “Who is she?” The question was out before she could wrangle it back in her throat. She sounded
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