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  Chapter One

Angel


“This was your idea. You’re the one who thought it would be fun,” I mutter to myself as I take the stage, but it does nothing to help the flood of nerves threatening to drown me. 
“And, best for last,” my mom announces, throwing her hands out wide. “Angel!”
The crowd cheers and I plaster a smile on my face before I saunter out.
I scan the crowd. My sisters are gone. Holly is off somewhere with our dad’s best friends—I’ll have to figure out what the hell that’s about later. Noelle was bid on by our brother’s best friends and left the second I prodded her to go find them. I’m happy for them, truly, but a little support would be nice.
My eyes lock on my best friend, Harper, and relief nudges the nerves out of the way.
She grins and waves, holding up a paddle like she’s going to bid on me.
Now that I’ve seen some of the shadier characters who showed up for our auction, I’m ready to take whatever she bids. But she’s dating three guys who would all have a vested interest in restoring the old house for different reasons, and I’m tired of people getting involved.
Two of her guys—Rhett and Owen—are lifelong Jasmine Hollow residents and firmly on my side. The third, Mason, is one of the most vocal investors and an out-of-towner. 
I look over the crowd again, annoyed when I home in on the three men he’s in business with. They sent me an email yesterday saying they were happy to attend and meet me in person. I gave Mason an earful when I realized he told them about the auction.
If they think they can intimidate me into handing over the Whitmore House, they have a rude awakening awaiting them. And if they think they can come to the auction and watch me fail, the joke’s on them! We set out to raise fifty thousand dollars, and my sisters have already raised more than double that. Now I’m up and anything I win will just be a cherry on top of our glorious spoils.
Just thinking about those guys has my blood boiling, evaporating most of my remaining nerves. They act all innocent, like they just want to restore the old house, but I know the truth. The second I let down my guard, they’ll swoop in, demolish the house, and put up a strip mall. They’re just in it for the money.
Jasmine Hollow is one of the last towns in the area that doesn’t have big box stores or chain restaurants. We want to keep it that way.
So, I’m up on stage in a little elf costume, getting as much money as I can. Do I want to lose my virginity to whoever bids on me?
Depends.
Harper?
No. I grin to myself as my joke relieves the rest of my nerves.
Some guy from Jasmine Hollow?
I accidentally let my thoughts slip out onto my face and bite the inside of my cheek to help me return to something more neutral.
No. I don’t want to have sex with any of the guys here. Some of them are great, I’m sure, but I don’t know. I’ve never met anyone who really made me feel anything.
“Ten thousand,” a voice calls, and I snap my attention to my mother, following her gaze out to the crowd.
There they are again.
Those damn investors.
The blood drains from my legs.
I’ve seen their pictures a million times and thought they were kind of cute, but holy shit. In the flesh, they’re beautiful. What business do they have trying to ruin small towns when they could be lighting up the screen with those smiles?
I clench my hands into fists, resisting the urge to fan myself.
This is what they want. They want to see me lose my cool so they can undermine me.
I won’t let them.
I put my hand on my hip, jutting it out just enough to tease at what I’ve got under my skirt—nothing—and make eye contact with the tallest guy. He has bright blue eyes and a smile that has my knees weak, but I match his stare and shake my head.
“Higher,” I mouth.
His delicious lips curl into a devastating smirk and he raises his paddle. “Make that twenty thousand.”
I shake my head again and point upward, this time locking eyes with the blonde man next to him who has a delightfully cheery smile and dimples. 
The crowd laughs, but I’m only focused on the three of them.
The blonde man’s smile grows, revealing perfect movie star teeth. “Forty thousand.”
I shake my head, this time giving them a pouty, disappointed look as I take the mic from my mom. “You can do better than that.”
The third man narrows his brown eyes, his black eyebrows framing his face in a mysterious, tantalizing taunt. “Seventy.”
The crowd goes silent, their attention volleying back to the stage.
I could mess with them more. Hell, I think they’ll bid even higher if I press them, and it is tempting. They seem like smart men, even if they’re playing easy. They’ve got to realize that any money they bid will go directly to the town’s restoration fund, and they won’t have any say in it.
They claim they just want to restore the old house?
Time to put their money where their mouth is.






  
  Chapter Two

Luther


“She got a hundred thousand out of us.” Jackson’s dumbfounded, repeating himself for the third time. 
“She’s good,” I admit, my chest tightening with something like pride as I think about the way she worked the crowd—or really just the three of us.
“I think we’re about to get even more taken advantage of, boys,” William says, nodding to the table where our friend Mason’s girlfriend is waiting for us to pay.
But she’s not alone.
Angel is waiting, arms crossed, watching us. She got off the stage and over to the table while we were bickering. A smile spreads across my face as she scowls our direction. She’s beautiful and feisty and believes in saving this house as much as we do. 
The only problem? 
She doesn’t believe we’re telling the truth.
I’m not sure what a hundred grand gets us, but if we finally have a chance to talk to her today, I’ll be happy. I just want her to see that we’re on the same side. We all want to see the Whitmore House restored to its former glory. 
“God. I’d love to bend her over my knee—”
I smack William’s arm. “Shut up. You can’t just talk like that in public.”
He raises his brow and sighs, his eyes glued to Angel. “Too bad. She looks like a lot of fun.”
“We’re here for the Whitmore House,” I remind him.
“I’m here for the house and—”
“Quiet. She’ll be able to hear us,” I hiss just before we get to the table.
“I’ve been thinking,” Angel starts before we can say anything, and William gives me an I-told-you-so look. “My sisters raised a hundred and ten thousand dollars. Why not up your bid a teeny tiny bit and let us double their bid? I mean, you want to be the true winners, right? Right now you’re just behind them.”
I snort, but don’t question her logic. I see what she’s doing.
“What happened to not wanting our help?” William asks, leaning on the table and smirking.
She leans from the other side, her face inches from his, and a fire burns through me. All she’s done is issue challenge after challenge since the first time we ever talked. Through the computer and over the phone, it was fun. A way to get to know her as we tried to convey how we felt about the house. In person, though? She’s hot as hell and her taunting looks a hell of a lot more like flirting.
“You must be William,” she says without blinking when he leans closer. “And there’s a big difference between a group of investors swooping in and buying something themselves versus bidding in an auction where all the money goes directly into the funds for restoring the house. Funds they can’t touch.”
“True,” he murmurs, leaning even farther.
She doesn’t back down, keeping his stare as she grabs a clipboard from Harper and shoves it toward him. “One hundred and ten thousand.”
William takes the clipboard, and her eyes fly down to the edge of it, where his hand is covering hers. “Thanks, Angel.”
Her eyes widen and her cheeks match the red on her costume as she mutters, “You’re welcome.”
“So,” I rub my hands together, fighting the overwhelming urge to help William throw her over his knee and do unspeakable things to her. “Should we go check out the house?”
She stands up to her full height. Taller than I expected, but a full head shorter than William. Shorter than me, too, but not as dramatic. 
“No. It’s not open for tours.”
I tilt my head, even more intrigued by her. She has no reason to hate us, but she thinks we’re the enemy, so she’s as defiant as some post-apocalyptic survivor going head-to-head with the people who decimated her village. I love the passion, but I’m pretty sure if I tell her that, I’ll be sporting a shiner that will last until Christmas.
“What about dinner?” Jackson asks.
“Dinner?” Angel repeats back.
Harper clears her throat, issuing Angel a warning glare, and I smile at her. “Hey, Harper.”
“Hi Luther.” She smiles back, warm and open, unlike the fireball of a friend she has standing next to her. “Mason should be around here somewhere—”
“Ouch!” Angel grimaces.
“What was that?” Another sweet smile from Harper.
“I was going to say I think dinner sounds great,” Angel grinds out and I’m pretty sure innocent-looking Harper just dug her heel into Angel’s toes.
“Dinner does sound great,” William says, his voice rough as he tries to act calm while no doubt still picturing all the things he wants to do to her.
And then, like some supernatural being who can’t be taken down, she cracks her neck and smiles. “Oh, wait. All the restaurants downtown are probably filled to the brim now that the auction’s over.”
William plants his palms on the table, his smile wolfish. “I think we forked over a lot more than whatever bullshit ten percent those restaurants are offering up—”
“You will be adding an additional ten grand then? Fantastic.” She points to the clipboard in his hand. “I’ve already filled it in for you.”
William grabs a pen and signs the paper. “Who said anything about eating in town, anyway?”
“Yeah, the next town over had a fun-looking place that was like part restaurant, part amusement park—”
“Watson’s?” Angel asks, like the name is sour on her tongue.
“Yep. The very one.” William hands the clipboard to Harper. “Tell Mason we said hi. We’ll catch up with him while we’re in town.”
Harper grins. “Will do. Have fun at Watson’s.” She shoves Angel toward us, and I see why our friend loves her. 
“Watson’s
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