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This one is for you, Val.

Thanks for being my biggest cheerleader,

and the most patient reader on earth.
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Was it possible to be so irritated with someone, it made you blind? Physically blind?

Matt Nunzio looked over at the woman sitting next to him in the cab of the truck, and he knew it was true. He was blind.

His logical mind told him that this woman was beautiful. Her hair was silky and midnight black. Her cheekbones were high, her nose was straight (unlike his), her lips were full, and she had a body that would make a Victoria's Secret model weep with envy.

When he pulled up at her place and she came to the door, he couldn't believe his luck. Usually, his trucking runs were boring at best, and when he found out the cargo he was supposed to be transporting was her . . . well, he wanted to throw his arms in the air and fist pump a few times. He made a mental note that he owed Kai Vand big time for setting him up with this.

Oh yeah. He owed him, all right. One knuckle sandwich, right in the kisser. Vand should have known better than to piss off a former MMA fighter.

“We need to pull over.” Her voice was calm, and somehow, that grated on his nerves even more. He hadn't spent twelve hours with the woman, but it felt like a month.

“Again? Lady, we've barely gone two hours since the last time!”

“I told you there would be frequent stops.”

Matt rubbed his hand across the back of his neck, fighting valiantly to keep his temper in check.

“There's frequent, and then there's frequent,” he said. “We are never gonna get back to Atlanta at this pace.”

Manni gave him a condescending smile. “Did Kai give you a date that I had to be in Atlanta? An exact date?”

“No,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Then what's the problem? I just need—”

“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted. “You just need to feel the earth under your feet. We've established that.”

“If you pull off up there,” she said, pointing off to the right, just before a bend in the road, “there's a field of bluebonnets.”

“Bluebonnets.” His voice was resigned.

“We need more flowers in here,” she said, with a simple shrug. “Cars and trucks always smell like fuel and metal. You have to admit it's been much easier to breathe since I added some green in here.”

Matt looked over his shoulder at Wash, his border collie, who was currently snoring on the cab bunk between a potted fern and a large basket of drying, picked flowers and greenery.

“Are you sayin’ my truck stinks?” He demanded.

“It smells like a truck,” Manni said smoothly. “I can't even smell you over the smell of it. Now pull over.”

“Smell me?” He barked with laughter as he brought the truck to a stop. Manni reached for the handle on the door, bringing Wash to immediate wakefulness.

“You got a thing for sweaty men?” Matt asked, still laughing.

Manni opened the door, then stood to the side to allow the dog to follow her out. She looked up at Matt.

“Depends on why they're sweaty,” she said, looking him straight in the eye. Then she turned to follow Wash as he ran through the knee-high grass on the side of the road, toward the field of bluebonnets. Matt watched the sway of her hips and the shift of her shapely behind beneath that short sundress, and decided his vision was definitely improving.

“You know, we’re stopping for the night in Fort Smith,” he called out. “That’s a couple of hours yet.”

“I know.” She didn’t bother looking back, just kept on picking flowers, and Wash, the traitor, was running circles around her like she was the center of the goddammed universe.

“Well, we ain’t gonna make it tonight if we don’t get a move on,” Matt said. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like a decent meal and a shower sometime this century.”

She straightened, clutching a fistful of bluebonnets and holding them to her nose. She inhaled deeply once, then again before she lowered them to glare at him.

“You don’t have to snap my head off. And I’m done here.”

He started to call out to Wash, but she patted her leg lightly and the dog ran up next to her, pushing his nose into her hand.

“I know,” she said. “You told me he’d get cranky.”

“Quit talkin’ to my dog,” Matt griped.

“Yup,” she said, passing him to climb up into the truck. “Cranky.”

She held the door open for Wash, who leaped up into her lap before moving on to find a spot on the back bunk. Manni closed her door and settled the flowers around the border collie, close to his head.

“There. Nice, fresh and green. That’s the stuff, right, Wash?” She scratched him between the ears and Wash, still in full-traitor mode, rolled onto his back and showed her his belly.

Matt climbed in, slammed his door, revved up the truck and pulled it back onto the road.

“Why Fort Smith?” Manni asked.

“Huh?”

“Why are we stopping at Fort Smith? Do you know someone there?”

“No. It’s just across the border, is all. I like to feel like I put another state behind me when I climb into bed at night.”

“Ah.” Manni nodded. “It’s a man thing. You like to feel like you busted ass.”

“Sister, I’ve been busting ass all day,” Matt sniped. “If you haven’t noticed, we’ve put damn near six hundred miles in today, despite the pit stops.”

“I’ve never stopped us for more than a few minutes at a time,” Manni pointed out. “And you were told to expect it.”

“Whatever. I just think we’re both ready for some time outta the cab.”

“Definitely. That’s why we’re stopping in Silo.”

Matt turned his head to look at her. “Silo? Sister, there ain’t nothin’ in Silo.”

“Actually, there’s an active archaeological dig and Native American Heritage Center. But I’m guessing you’re not much for the culture thing.”

“I happen to know that,” he said, clearly irked. “But other than that—and it’s pretty impressive by the way—there ain’t nothin’ in Silo.”

“I have a friend who can put us up for the night,” Manni said. “And I know Vand told you he wanted this trip off the radar. So we go to Silo.”

“Vand didn’t mention side trips.”

“It’s not a side trip. Silo is right off of three-seventy-seven.”

“I know where it is.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Manni looked at him blandly.

“The problem is you’ve been giving orders since you climbed into my truck, acting like you’re taking over my business and my dog.”

“Taking over your dog?” Manni asked sarcastically. “What, I’m an animal brainwasher now?”

“I don’t know! I ain’t never seen him with anybody like he is with you!”

She turned to face him more fully. “Let me get this straight: you’re pissed because your dog likes me?”

“No. I’m pissed because you want to stay the night in the middle of fuckin’ nowhere.”

“Just drive,” she said. “The sooner—”

“I know, I know,” he said. “The sooner you get some earth beneath your feet, the better. Right?”

“Right.”

“Give me strength . . .” Matt muttered, turning the truck off the interstate.
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The phone rang and Matt made a rude sound as he answered it.

“You owe me a big fuckin’ drink, Vand.”

Kai Vand chuckled on the other end of the line. “I know, I know. But if I’d told you what Manni was really like, you would have never taken the job.”

Matt glanced out the window of the truck to where Manni stood.

“You figured I wouldn’t notice, right? She’s a prime piece of real estate but damn . . .”

“I know. Where are you?”

“Silo, Oklahoma. Middle of podunk nowhere. Manni knows somebody here.”

“Good. Try to stay off the grid if you can—stay with friends or sleep in the truck—forget the major hotel chains.”

“Are you serious?” Matt objected “I ain’t sleeping in the truck with her. We’re going to kill each other if we don’t get some space soon.”

“Is she being difficult?”

“She’s got a smart mouth. And she wants to stop all the time. I mean all the damn time.”

Kai let out a sigh. “I’ll talk to her. Guess I should have mentioned she had some quirks.”

Matt made another rude noise. “I’ll say.”

“Listen, once you make it to Georgia, call me with this phone. And only at this number.”

“Stealth mode. Got it. Oh, and thanks for the new phone.”

“No problem. See you in a few days.”

“Later.”

Matt stuffed the phone back into his pocket as Manni stepped out of the office of the motel they’d pulled into. Trailing behind her was a man that Matt instantly categorized under don’t turn your back on him. Whoever he was, he was, he didn’t look friendly. 

Manni motioned for Matt to join her, so he swung down out of the cab, with Wash jumping down behind him.

“Come on,” she said. “We’re hooked up for the night.”

“Vand just called. He told us to steer clear of motels.”

“I know the owner,” she said as he approached. “Matt, this is Keb.”

Matt stepped forward to shake the man’s hand, giving him a wary once-over. This guy was six feet of solid muscle and looked like he modeled for Versace. His collar-length hair fell in artless midnight waves over his flawless face that heralded an angular jaw, prominent cheekbones and eyes the color of steel. He was dressed all in black and his shirt was open far enough you could practically see his six pack. How the hell was he the owner of budget motel in back-ass nowhere?

“Nice to meet you,” Keb answered, and the quirk of his lip said he knew exactly what Matt was thinking.

“Keb here is setting us up with his house for the night” Manni said. “He lives just outside of town.”

Matt raised an eyebrow. “You don’t live at your motel?”

Keb’s lip twitched again. “I own several.”

“Oh. Sorry,” Matt said sheepishly. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Keb replied. “I keep my personal life out of the spotlight.”

“See what happens when you make snap judgements?” Manni snarked. “Sorry, Keb. You know how it is with them.”

Keb gave a negligent shrug. “He seems okay. Do I need to write down the alarm code for you?”

“I’ve got it.” Manni motioned for Matt as she walked toward the truck. He gave Keb another apologetic nod and then stomped off after her, whistling for Wash. Once they were back in the truck, he turned to Manni.

“Why you gotta do that?” he demanded.

“What?”

“How was I supposed to know the guy was loaded? I’m just tryin’ to do my job here! Vand said stay away from hotels.”

“Kai trusts me,” Manni reminded him. “And you need to do the same. Now quit bitching and get back on the highway.”

She waved out the window at Keb, who raised a hand in return. Then she turned back to Wash. 

“Here you go, gorgeous,” she said, giving him a scratch between the ears as she held out her hand, revealing a fistful of herbs. Wash wolfed it down like it was hamburger, making appreciative slurping and snuffling sounds as he finished.

“What the hell are you feeding him?”

“It’s just a little wild oregano,” Manni said, wiping her hand on the tattered blanket that Wash liked to sleep on. “It’s high in iron and he can use it. Whatever the crap food is that you’re feeding him, it’s not doing the trick.”

“I don’t feed my dog crap food!” Matt protested. “It’s the expensive stuff! The shit is nearly twenty bucks a bag!”

“He likes it fine,” Manni said. “But he still needs more. Throw him some red meat every now and again.”

“He’s been raised on a set diet.”

“I know. He told me.”

“He—” Matt took his eyes off the road to look at her. “He told you?”

“Yep.”

“So . . . what? You’re a dog whisperer?”

“He doesn’t whisper. And if you haven’t noticed, neither do I.”

“You can say that again. You don’t do anything that would put the brakes on that mouth.”

Manni chose to ignore that. “We’re nearly there,” she said, pointing to indicate the turn. “There’s no sense in picking a fight.”

Matt gave her a dismissive wave as he turned the truck onto the access road. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Wasting my breath.”

His hand went back to ruffle Wash’s ears, and the dog gave a playful bark. “Okay, buddy, okay. You’re getting spoiled with all this stopping. Don’t be expecting this on a regular basis.”

“Up there and to the left,” Manni said, indicating a private drive between a line of trees. “Keb says to pull the truck around behind the house. It won’t be seen back in here.”

“Got it.” Matt let out a low whistle as the house came into view. “Damn, what is this . . . thirty-five hundred, maybe four thousand square feet? Jesus.”

“It’s a nice place,” Manni agreed. “Keb’s staying at the motel tonight. We’ve got it all to ourselves.”

“Why the hell would he do that?”

“Because I asked him to.” Manni reached for the door as Matt pulled the truck around and cut the engine. “Come on, Wash,” she said, holding the door open for the dog. She reached inside for her basket of greenery and slung her bag over her shoulder. She was just reaching for her other bag when Matt grabbed it first.

“I got it,” he said.

“So, you can be a gentleman,” she remarked drily. “Nice to know.”

Matt’s hand tightened on the suitcase handle, and he had a vivid image of himself, hurling it smack into the back of her head—until he noticed the way her ass moved under that floaty little dress. Goddamit.

He needed a hot shower and then he needed a beer. And then he needed to sit in front of a TV as far away from this woman as the house could take him.

“Keb says there’s a ton of leftover Chinese in the fridge,” she said as she keyed in the alarm code. “and some grilled chicken for Wash.”

“And what are you gonna eat?”

“Huh?”

“Aren’t you one of those veggie types? You only eat plants and air, right? I mean, you packed nothing but fruit and tomato sandwiches to eat on the road.”

“I happen to like tomato sandwiches,” Manni answered. “And if you’d lay off the drive-throughs on the road and pack a little more roughage, you’d probably feel a lot less bloated and gassy when you reach your destination.”

“I ain’t gassy!”

“Wash would beg to disagree.”

She opened the door, and he and Wash followed her inside. Matt set their bags down in the large foyer that faced a grand staircase unlike anything he’d seen before. The steps were a translucent glass, ranging in color from deep blue to a frosty white, varying in thickness and pattern while still maintaining a uniform range between steps. The whole effect made it look like a waterfall. A slowly turning chandelier suspended from the ceiling gave the blue and white a dappled finish, aiding in the water effect. 

“Daaaaamn.” Matt’s voice was appreciative. “That is some impressive architecture.”

“He’s got some nice touches,” Manni agreed. Keb does have a certain style.”

She traced her hand along the rock walls as they moved into the kitchen, and Matt stifled a growl as he wondered if Keb had ever felt those fingers wandering over his body. Not that it mattered to him. The girl was a pain in the ass. A complete pain in the ass.

They ate their warmed-up Chinese food amongst half a dozen large, potted trees that made the kitchen look like a forest. Who the hell lived like this? Somebody who made bank, that’s who. Between the mysterious Keb and Kai Vand, Manni certainly had a type. She must be seriously pissed at Vand for sticking her with a blue-collar chump like him.

Manni found an entire shelf of local micro-brewed beer in the fridge that was among the best Matt had ever tasted, and to his surprise, Manni slammed two back before he could even finish his first. 

She might be Satan in a sundress, but she was full of surprises.

Once they’d cleaned up, Matt gave a weary glance at the clock and decided against checking out Keb’s home theater setup. They had another long day on the road tomorrow that was going to be even longer with Miss Stop-I-Need-To-Smell-The-Flowers along for the ride. Another day on the road with her in her flippy little sundresses and her conversations with his dog.  

He made a grumpy noise as he stretched.

“Did he say which rooms we’re supposed to use?” Matt asked. “I imagine from the size of the place, there are a few.”

“He’s got five,” Manni answered as they walked toward the staircase. “And we’ll be using the guest suite.”

“What about me?”

“We’ll be using the guest suite,” Manni repeated, heading up the stairs.

Matt looked at her in confusion. “You want to share a room?” 

She turned back with a negligent shrug. “I feel like having sex. Bring the bags.”









[image: Earthsinger-3]





He followed her into the bedroom in a daze, dropping the bags near the doorway. Manni continued on to the large, attached bathroom, and Matt waited for her to close the door. She didn’t. Instead, she peeked her head around the door frame.

“You want to get cleaned up first? Or should we just get right to it?”

Matt wondered for one brief moment if this was some kind of test.

“Right to it?” he asked cautiously.

“Sounds good to me,” she replied, taking his question as an agreement. “We’ll just need another shower after, anyway.”

She pulled her dress off and tossed it to the side as all of the saliva instantly dried up in Matt’s mouth. Holy God. He knew she was hot—come on, he wasn’t blind—but damn. She reached behind her, unhooking her bra as she called out to Wash, who was settling down by the door.

“Do you mind?” she asked. “We’d like some privacy.”

Matt’s eyes widened as the dog pushed up to his feet, giving Manni a look of pure indignation.

“I’ll let you back in when we’re done, okay?” she offered, tossing the bra on the floor next to her dress and peeling off her panties. She straightened up, giving Matt an impatient look as Wash walked out the door.

“Come on,” she said, waving an impatient hand. “Get naked.”

“Get . . . naked.” Matt repeated slowly. His brain was just not capable of processing this. It had to be a trick of some kind.

“Don’t tell me you’re gay,” Manni said, rolling her eyes. “I can usually pick up on that and your eyes have been all over me.”

“Gay?” Matt looked at her incredulously. “I am not gay.”

“Good. So let’s get busy.”

“Wait. I—just wait.” Matt shook his head. “I’m not sure what’s going on here.”

“You really are thick, aren’t you?” Manni said, with her hands on her hips. 

Matt was doing his best not to stare at those perfect breasts and those long, tanned legs, moving up to – how was she tanned all over? Sure, she was native, but you’d think she’d have a tan line somewhere.

“Hey!” Manni snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Keep it together, will you? Are you trying to tell me you have no interest in this?” She gestured down at her body—which was perfection—and Matt shook his head vigorously.

“No. Hell no! Of course, I’m interested.” He forced himself to look her in the eye. “I’m just surprised, is all. I mean—you gotta admit we haven’t been on the friendliest terms all day.”

“No kidding,” Manni said drily. “I figured some action might mellow you out a little. And you’re pretty easy on the eyes, so what the hell.”

Matt couldn’t help his pleased grin. “Really? I think you’re amazing hot.”

“I know.”

“My tattoos don’t bother you?”

“I’m native. Ritual marking of the skin is no big deal. And you’re talking too much. Get naked.”

Matt clumsily shuffled off his shoes, peeled off his jeans and pulled his shirt over his head. Something told him this was crazy and probably not a great idea considering they had a few more days of travel, but damn if he was going to pass this up if she was offering.

He looped his thumbs in the waistband of his boxer-briefs and Manni held up a hand.

“Just a sec,” she said, giving him a slow once-over from top to bottom. “Let me check out the muscles before I get distracted by the rest.”

She walked toward him, swatting his hands away as they reached for her so that she could walk a slow circle around him.

“Nice . . .” she said, almost to herself. He felt her hand as it smoothed the skin of his shoulder, her fingertips trailing across the back of his neck before sliding down his back to graze his taut buttocks. One finger traced the curve, making him even harder – almost painfully so.

“I will definitely enjoy this,” she murmured. “Never had a fighter before.”

“Uh—I’m not. Not anymore.” He was surprised he was capable of words.

“Yes, you are,” she said. “You just don’t do it for money anymore.” She reached over, grasping his hand, and pulled him toward the bed.

She sat down on the edge, and before he could gather his wits, she’d tugged his briefs down, and was now staring at the length of him with cool fascination.

“Very, very nice,” she said, leaning over to place a soft kiss right on the tip of his cock. Matt all but dove onto the bed, rolling her under him.

His mouth came down and his lips opened on hers. Manni's hands gripped his shoulders as she arched into him, her tongue dancing and sliding with his. Matt pulled back, only to delve in again with a series of voracious, greedy kisses that got deeper and longer. His hand was moving on her body, stroking her breasts, squeezing and cupping them as his mouth found one and then the other. Manni’s hands were all over him as well, rubbing his back, then sliding around front to touch him more intimately.

"Not so fast," Matt said, stopping her hand.

"Are you crazy?” Manni snapped. “I'm about to combust, here."

"No, you're not. Not yet." His lips claimed hers again, and he felt her legs come around him as he rubbed himself enticingly against her. She arched her hips up, searching for him, but he kept himself from entering her. He rubbed a calloused thumb across the underside of her breast as his mouth began to work its way over to find her nipple.

Her hips pushed against him again, hard, and she made frustrated sound. 

"Enough.”

Manni pulled his hair very hard, bucking against him and then suddenly Matt was being rolled onto his back. She was already sliding down on his length and moving before he could get his bearings. Then he was swept away in the heat of her around him and the sight of her as she rode him—the way her breasts pushed forward and the feel of her hair as it swept his thighs. She was biting her lips, her fingers digging into his chest and he knew they were both moments away from exploding.

His hands moved to her hips.

“Hey, slow down, babe. Let’s make it last.”

But Manni wouldn’t have it. Her fingers flexed against his chest, and he felt her tighten around him, her head tipping back and thighs trembling with the force of her pleasure. That same pleasure ripped through him in response as she threw her head back and rode him hard, draining him completely.

She slowed to a shuddering stop, carefully extricating her nails from where they’d dug into the beefy pectorals.

“Sorry about that,” she said, pushing her hair back off her face. “Looks like I drew blood.”

Matt was still trying to catch his breath, and only managed to gasp “’S’okay.”

Manni slid a shapely leg to the floor, and slid off him before getting gracefully to her feet, walking over to the bathroom. 

“I’m going to hit the shower. Then I’m grabbing another beer. Want one?”

Matt was staring at the ceiling, still not entirely sure what the hell had just happened. He turned his head to look at her, standing there naked in the doorway, glowing with perspiration and still flushed from her climax, and he nodded mutely.

“Good boy,” she said, and her smug smile as she closed the door made him simultaneously irritated and aroused again.

She might be a pain in the ass, but he’d never felt anything like that before. 


 


Manni unwrapped the towel from her hair and glanced over to where Matt was sleeping on his stomach. His face was turned on the pillow, and once again she was struck by how ungodly long his lashes were as they fanned his cheeks. He’d look almost boyish if it weren’t for the tattoos and the slightly crooked nose that betrayed his fighting past. 

She sat down gently on the bed, not touching him for fear of waking him up. They’d put in a long day, and he needed to sleep—especially after a rocking session or two in the sheets. She knew he felt the same fireworks that she did. He’d been good. Really, really good.

Not that she was surprised, mind you. She’d had a feeling about him from the moment she touched him. Something about him was solid. He was a strong combination of earthy lust and raw power. She was half-tempted to wake him up and start again, but that probably wasn’t a good idea.

Manni didn’t often
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