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  Chapter 1
Mascots on Parade
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Drew Foster sank into the shadows of his hosts’ deck, blinking falling snowflakes from his lashes. The night sky was churning with them, but he preferred the bad weather outside to being inside making small talk and pretending to be as happy as the other guests while bearing the brunt of his ludicrous Halloween costume. He wasn’t that good of an actor. And what had possessed him to wear the ridiculous getup in the first place? He couldn’t blame it on alcohol or drugs because he hadn’t been under the influence of anything except extremely poor judgment—something he normally didn’t indulge in—when he’d declared his intention to wear it to his mass murderer of a brother-in-law. No backing out after flapping his gums in front of Mankiller. 
Of course, if he’d acted more like Mankiller and less like boring, predictable Drew, he might have owned the costume and rocked it as he walked into the party, instead of slinking off to the deck.
His current location yielded one consolation: the barrel six feet away from him that held endless iced long necks. He had all he needed to party alone for the requisite “polite period.” Now if only the deck had a staircase that would allow him an escape before his brother-in-law noticed he was gone ...
Peeling up the banana-yellow screen hiding his face, he tipped back the bottle he clutched like his favorite hockey stick and downed half the flavorless beer it contained. Flavorless because his taste buds, like his other senses, had been hijacked after learning he might not land the sweetheart of a consulting gig he’d been working on for months. No, scratch that. Frustration was a civilized way of describing the anger bubbling inside him. Like nice guys everywhere, he was in last place, and it pissed him the hell off. It was time he got over being courteous to people like the scumbag trying to steal the opportunity and the jackasses who were aiding and abetting.
Great. Between the costume and his possibly imploding business, he was a double loser.
He guzzled the ice-cold brew until a mere inch remained and let loose a sigh that billowed, cloud-like, in the frigid air.
If luck was on his side—and that wish was a stretch considering luck didn’t even like being in the same room with him lately—the night’s inkiness would swallow him whole and spit him out in his own house. In the sanctity that was home, he could shuck his ridiculous getup and stew in his juices of discontentment while getting properly hammered with a bottle of tequila.
The French door leading from the celebration inside the huge-ass mansion opened, and raucous laughter rolled out of its confines, disrupting his self-pity party. Unfurling the opaque mask, he tucked it back into place to hide his identity—per his hosts’ strict instructions. He hauled in a breath and held it, praying a guest had simply stuck their head out to sniff the snow before returning to the shindig. The hysterics from inside were cut off as the door slammed shut, and his hopes were dashed when the deck boards creaked under the weight of shuffling footsteps. He folded himself deeper into the shadows even as the futility of hiding his six-foot-three frame—and the costume that extended it to seven feet—smacked him in the head.
The footsteps stopped, and a voice squeaked in the stillness. “Who … who’s there?” Next came a gasp. “Omigod! What are you?”
Just kill me now.
Drew straightened his shoulders and emerged. Let’s just get it over with. He stopped short as the sight in front of him came into full view under the deck’s floodlights. He blinked several times, but the sight didn’t waver.
“What the hell are you?” he blurted out. Even his analytical brain couldn’t make sense of what his eyes reported.
Human fists perched themselves on dusky blue saddle bags that presumably draped human hips.
“I am a mascot,” the unmistakably feminine voice sniffed with indignation.
“Yeah, well, aren’t we all.” The price of admission to this exclusive party he hadn’t wanted to attend had been to dress up in a sports mascot costume that masked one’s face until the big reveal late into the evening. A grand prize would be awarded for the best costume—as long as the winner had kept his or her identity hidden behind said mask throughout the duration. The prize wasn’t too shabby—a weekend stay at the hosts’ mountain retreat, complete with gourmet chef and in-house massages.
He narrowed his eyes—not that she could see them. “So exactly what mascot are you? You look like a giant—”
“Is that a case of Corona you’re guarding over there?” She pointed to the dark corner where his very own stash awaited consumption and, without waiting for his answer, hefted her hulking self toward the barrel of beer.
She stumbled, and instinct had him shooting out his hand to steady her. His fingers closed around her upper arm, which was deceptively lean—not skinny, but way thinner than the squishy costume made it appear. He could practically touch his fingertip to his thumb.
“Damn it!” she blasted. “I can’t see in this stupid thing!” Wrenching herself from his grip, she nearly continued her tumble but recovered and straightened herself with as much dignity as one could when dressed like a monstrous … No, he was seeing this costume all wrong. Had to be. There was no such mascot.
Wordlessly, he set his own bottle aside, plucked two cold ones from the barrel, and twisted off their caps. He handed her one. “You look like you could use this.”
She grunted a “thanks” and slid the end of the bottle into a tiny gap in her mask that revealed generous, pink lips. The baser part of his mind recorded and appreciated how those full lips closed around that bottle, telegraphing possibilities to the region below his belt. Sixteen years ago, when his fifteen-year-old self had been a seething testosterone factory, those two parts of him had established a direct line of communication that bypassed his frontal lobes. As a mature thirty-one-year-old man, he had wrestled the two delinquents into running these messages through the proper channels—in other words, his logical brain. Usually. Apparently, they had just shot past his carefully constructed decision tree, sniggering at the image of smooth skin over hollowed cheeks and a moist, red mouth sucking on a long neck. With an inner curse, he shook the image free while admonishing his neglected libido’s stellar timing. Said libido shouted back that it was Drew’s fault—he’d been between girlfriends way too long. One huge—and maybe the only—downside to being single.
His neglected condition probably explained why he thought the woman was dressed as a man-sized, flesh-colored penis—complete with appropriately placed veinage and saddle bags on her hips doubling as huge blue balls.
What. The. Fuck?
He couldn’t hold back any longer. “Are you … are you dressed as a dick?”
“What if I am?” she huffed. “Afraid of the competition?”
“Meaning …?”
“Meaning there might be two dicks on this deck.” She dipped the grotesque crown toward him with a muffled laugh. “Bite me, banana.”
Amusement coiled in Drew’s belly, even as he flinched, alarmed the tip might actually touch him … which was ridiculous. It was only a costume. A very strange costume, but made of fabric, not human flesh.
He burst out in unbridled laughter. “Omigod, and I thought I had the most embarrassing costume. What happened? Bad case of penis envy? You’re a runaway prop from the set of A Clockwork Orange? Or did you lose a bet?”
“Shut. Up,” the giant dick growled, taking another pull from her bottle.
“Who held a gun to your head, and can I watch you extract your pound of flesh? Er, make that several pounds.”
She returned her free hand to her blue-testicle hip. “What are you anyway? A neon yellow tube person with antennae? I guess that would make you the alien version.”
“Hey, I’m a real mascot.” He lifted his chin several inches, though the effect was entirely lost in the stifling costume.
“I’m a real mascot too.”
“Since when is a giant dick a mascot?” he scoffed.
“Since two thousand one. Scrotie is the Rhode Island School of Design’s hockey team mascot, and the school happens to be my alma mater.” He could have sworn her chin rose an inch or two.
“Scrotie?” he guffawed. “You have got to be fucking kidding—I mean, you have got to be kidding me.” Wait. Why was he worried about hurling an f-bomb when this woman obviously had no filter herself? Probably because no matter whether he was three or thirty-one, his mother’s voice would forever tsk in his head for using foul language, and he hated to do anything that might upset her. She had programmed his sister and him well, even if that programming lapsed when they weren’t within earshot of her.
“I am not kidding,” Scrotie snorted. “He’s a real mascot with real teams. The hockey team is called the Nads, and the school’s basketball squad is named the Balls. Look it up.”
He nearly dropped his beer.
The Nads’s mascot twirled a pointer finger at him. “While we’re on the subject of real mascots, the invite specified a legit mascot in order to get in, not some last-minute invention put together with bolts of fabric languishing in Hobby Lobby’s bargain bin. How did you sneak past the bouncers in that thing?” She took another swig of her beer, and his eyes were yanked to those intriguing pink lips of hers—no, more of a deep rose color and so full they could have been swollen by a bee sting. There was something sexy as hell about talking to a woman where the only part you could see was her luscious, borderline-dirty mouth.
“Bouncers? What bouncers?”
“Hello? The contingent of huge hockey players inside. Have you ever heard of T.J. Shanstrom, the Blizzard enforcer? He’s as big as a bus and as solid as one too. They may not be paid bouncers, but if anyone doesn’t toe the center line, you can bet your sweet ass those guys will take care of the troublemaker.” She air-quoted the last five words. “Posthaste.”
Huh. Maybe Drew had “slid past the bouncers” because the bus-sized one was married to his sister, Natalie. T.J. also happened to be the mass-murdering brother-in-law who had made Drew follow through on the costume with one antagonizing dip of his dark Mankiller brow.
Drew cleared his parched throat. “Well, Scrotie, I’m legit. Ever heard of Sammy, UCSC’s mascot?”
“UCSC?”
“University of California, Santa Cruz.” He inched up his own mask, ready to polish off his remaining beer, when she let out a happy squeal.
“You’re … you’re the banana slug! Omigod, that’s priceless!”
He paused mid-tilt. “It is?”
“I’ve always wanted to meet Sammy. You must have gone to school there.”
“Because that’s the only reason I’d be caught dead dressed up like this?”
“At least you’re not a giant dick,” she muttered. “Scratch that. I don’t know you well enough to know for sure, although I’m seeing hints of it.” Though he couldn’t see her face, he definitely picked up the smirk in her tone.
“I’ve been accused once or twice and was probably guilty.” He finished his beer and picked up the fresh bottle. “As for this mascot getup, I never attended the school. The only reason I’m wearing it is because I lost a bet to my brother-in-law, and I pay my debts.” And I have a strong survival instinct. “Now if I’m not mistaken, I detected a less than enthusiastic note just then about your, ah, costume choice. Are you dissatisfied being a big dick? The way I see it, you’re a shoo-in for first prize.”
She threw back more of the beer. “Not nearly as satisfied as I thought I’d be. It sounded like such a good idea in my head, but between not being able to fit in my car and the howls I got when I walked in, well, let’s just say I’m having second thoughts about revealing my true identity to this crowd. Thank God for the mask.”
He barked a laugh and raised his bottle in salute. “Took the words right out of my head, sister.”
“Really? You too?”
“Why do you think I’m hiding out here?”
“I thought you had cleverly commandeered one of Paige’s many stashes.”
“She has stashes?” Paige Miller and her husband, Beckett, were tonight’s Halloween hosts. Drew still wasn’t sure how he’d gotten roped into being here, other than Beckett and T.J. being best buds and Natalie continually trying to set Drew up with any available female she happened on. Each attempt ended in an epic fail because, duh, the women who hung out at these things were either hooked up with a pro hockey player or hoping to hook up with one. And while Drew played hockey, he was strictly beer-league. These guys were the cream, the elite, with bank accounts to match. His own bank balance didn’t suck, but it had a few less commas.
A pang of envy gave him a poke in the sternum, taunting him with a reminder of the big-deal consulting job he’d thought was his until the douche canoe of an IT director had announced there was a new player the company was considering. He rubbed at the sharp jab, smoothing it into submission.
Scrotie let out a wry laugh, pulling Drew back to the deck now dusted in snow. “Of course she does. Paige is the type of host who would be crushed if any guests had to go without for a nanosecond.” The statement held absolutely no snark. “I deemed this the only beer supply no one else would venture out here to tap. As it turns out, raiding it was my plan. Imagine my surprise at finding a banana slug guarding it.”
“I’m happy to share my bounty.” He waved his free hand toward the barrel and eyed her nearly empty bottle. “In fact, you look like you could use a refill.” He pointed at the icy beers. “May I offer you one?”
“Please.”
He twisted off the cap and handed her the frosty bottle, only to pull it back as she reached for it. “Wait. If I’m going to share my treasure trove with you, I can’t do ‘Scrotie.’ Do you go by any other names?”
“Understandable, but we’re not supposed to reveal our true identities until the end of the party.”
“I don’t much care if the name you use is real or fake, as long as it doesn’t remind me of a dude’s junk from Gulliver’s Travels.”
Her laugh turned husky, striking a warm chord inside him. “And using a cutesy name while talking to six feet of man member doesn’t remind you?”
“I have a confession. I’ve kept my eyes pointed elsewhere.” Looking at the monstrosity was proving a struggle, so he’d kept his gaze glued to her delicate hands, which were way more expressive than her mask anyway.
She let out a soft giggle. “Okay, then. Call me N. Cognito. Nan for short.” She extended her slender hand, and he engulfed it in his, surprised by how small and cold it was.
“Nice to meet you, N. Cognito. I’m—”
“Sammy. You’re Sammy, the banana slug.”
They clinked bottles and sipped. 
“So, Nan. What are you in for?”
“Excuse me?”
“How did you get roped into coming to this mascot costume party?” It occurred to him she might have come with a date, and surprisingly, disappointment thrummed in his chest.
“My boss would have fired me for skipping out.”
“Really?”
“No, not really, but she has this way of making you feel guilty for even thinking about letting her down, and she does it all so sweetly you don’t know you’re caught until it’s too late. Her strategy is brilliantly evil, actually.”
“So I take it she’s here tonight?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“What did she think of your choice in mascots?”
The penis crown bent, ramming Drew’s chest, as Nan looked down at herself. He stumbled back a step, which saved him from getting knocked on his ass when she swiftly brought the thing up again. “She fell over laughing. I think I can still hear her cackles in there. In fact, I couldn’t hear myself think with all the cackling that came my way. I mean, I knew it would be funny, but sheesh! They’re acting like a bunch of twelve-year-olds. At least we’re all supposed to keep our masks on until the big ‘reveal’ at the end. Thank God for small favors.”
This girl had some kick. Normally, Drew went for milder women—the safe versions—but he was enjoying her spice. It had heat and brought flavor to his colorless world.
She lifted the mask ever so slightly and took a long, pulsing pull, letting out a satisfied “Ah!” before slipping the mask back into place. “So what’s your excuse?”
“I’m here because my brother-in-law would have beat me to a pulp if I didn’t show. Sounds like you didn’t want to come either, huh?”
“Nope.”
“And no date, I take it?”
“No date. I live in the state of singlehood. Hallelujah!”
“Amen to that.” He held out his bottle, and she tapped it with a satisfying ring.
“Besides, I consider being here time on the clock.”
What did she mean by that? He shrugged it off, ridiculously relieved she was alone. “A banana slug and a dick. There’s something poetic there, though it may take me a while to figure it out.” A crazy idea sprouted. Instead of shoving it aside like he normally would, he opted for reckless and ran with it. “Want to blow this Popsicle stand with me? You can be my companion crusader in a runaway caper.” A grin she couldn’t see split his face.
“I can’t go out in public like this!” She swept a hand down her … torso.
“Aren’t you wearing regular clothes underneath all that … that fabric?”
“If you’re talking about a teddy, then yeah.”
Silk, lace, and the thin straps holding them in place cavorted through his brain. Dirty pictures of this mystery woman flickered on his mind’s movie screen, most of them featuring her in a provocative pose on a satin-covered bed in peek-a-boo pink. Or maybe the skimpy bit was red. Baby blue. Midnight black. Maybe she wore nothing at all but smooth olive skin and mahogany hair cascading down her back. Or skin as pale as milk and white-blond hair curling on shoulders he could run his tongue over.
His fertile imagination had fueled many fantasies this past year, keeping his right hand busy and his libido reined in so it didn’t die from starvation. But right now, that imagination was wreaking havoc inside his costume, stirring his cock’s interest in its surroundings. Jesus, if she looked close enough, she might see the effect his runaway thoughts were having on his body. A boner tent in a banana suit. When it struck him that the “she” in this scenario was kitted out as a penis, he choked back a laugh. They were quite the pair.
“I, ah, have a T-shirt and some sweats in my car. They might be a little big on you, but they’re clean. Easier to escape undetected if you’re dressed like you’re heading to a workout instead of … the way you’re dressed.” God, did he sound as lame to her as he did to himself? Maybe this was the reason his sister was always trying to set him up. Even his mother got in on the act from time to time. What his two favorite women didn’t understand was that he wasn’t “pathetically single.” Being single was a choice. Life was so much easier that way.
But this distraction in front him? Excellent for a single guy like him on so many levels.
Nan tapped a finger against the side of her head, which happened to be close to … the head. The entire scene was hilarity on steroids. “Hmm, interesting offer, but let’s put a pin in it for now, shall we? I’d like to know a little bit more about the banana slug I’m contemplating taking on as my prison break buddy.”
“Good call. My parents always warned my sister not to trust just any old banana slug.”
A laugh rolled from deep in her belly, and the fact that he had caused it shot warm tingles through his bloodstream.
He chuckled. “Tell you what. Hit me with twenty questions—no holds barred—so you can get to know me better.”
“All right. Cats or dogs?”
“Definitely dogs.”
“Vanilla or cookies and cream?”
“Mint chocolate chip.”
“Thinking outside the box. I like that, Sammy. Beach or mountains?”
“Mountains. That’s why I live here.”
She paused a beat. “Women, men, both, or none of the above?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Women. Always.”
“Hockey or baseball?”
“No contest. Hockey.”
“Favorite season?”
“Fall.”
“Missionary or reverse cowgirl?” Her voice was suddenly breathy, sultry, and it made his dick go from semi to full mast in a nanosecond.
“You just got more interesting.”
“Clever, but that doesn’t answer my question,” she said in a schoolteacher voice. “Your go-to position?”
“All of the above. In all variations. I’m flexible that way.”
“Phew! It’s getting hot out here.”
The snowflakes were turning to virtual bursts of steam as they hit the atmosphere sizzling between them. “Keep going. You have eleven more questions by my count.” And he couldn’t wait to hear every single one.
“That would be twelve, since two of those questions were on the same subject. But honestly, you had me at dogs. Let me take one last sip of my beer, and let’s scoot.”
Oh, wow! Did Drewbert just score one?
He didn’t school his surprise. “You don’t want to stick around and see if you win the prize?”
“Nuh-uh. Let ’em keep their prize. They can give it to the devil dragging his fat tail and prancing around with his pitchfork in there. He’s the host anyway. Unless you want to see if you can win.”
Pretty sure I just did. “No, I’m good. Let’s go.”






  
  Chapter 2
The Great Escape
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Dogs. He was a dog guy. 
Katie Denning reminded herself that he was nevertheless a guy, and she had sworn off them because they were all liars and cheats. What was wrong with her that tingles were streaking up and down her spine? She reprimanded herself for her racing pulse and fought to slow it down. Despite her inner warnings, her stomach had been fizzing like a shaken soda ever since she’d started firing questions at her strange companion. This banana slug casually parried everything she threw at him, oozing masculine confidence—a dangerous combination that was addictive and irresistible to a recovering manaholic like her.
And mama! When his deep, whiskey voice had enthusiastically rumbled his answer to her ridiculous query about his favorite position, the bubbles in her traitorous tummy had ballooned and popped.
She had had to refrain from fanning herself when his words surfaced and bobbed in her lust-addled brain. “All of the above. In all variations. I’m flexible that way.”
What kind of “flexible” had he been referring to? A muscled male body, naked from the waist up, swinging slowly on a trapeze, made a sudden appearance in her mind, and her heart lurched into a higher gear.
No, no, no!
Why had she blurted out the sexually charged question to begin with? She wasn’t that girl. But apparently her alter ego, Nan Cognito, was, and Nan had wanted to know. Was it because she had wanted to throw him off? Or was it because she’d been thinking so hard about what was hidden beneath the tall banana slug exterior that her mind had whipped around like a kid’s carousel spinning out of control on the playground? She had recognized most everyone attending the party by their voices, but she had no clue who Sammy really was, which made her neglected lady parts nearly combust at the thought of leaving with him. Maybe they’d end up having anonymous, torrid sex and go about their merry ways never knowing each other’s identities. Wow, that was hot! A good old mysterious-stranger fantasy, like making it with the motorcycle guy who kept his helmet on and his dark visor down.
One minor detail bumped her logical brain: where could a giant banana slug and a monster cock actually engage in sex without being noticed?
“Stranger danger,” her inner voice warned.
“Danger be damned!” the little devil on her shoulder hollered back. It continued, reasoning that Paige and Beckett Miller wouldn’t invite any psychos into their home. Hockey players were all psychotic—that went without saying—but they didn’t count. And this guy was definitely not one of the Blizzard boys, or he’d have had at least one woman attached to his banana body—and Katie would have picked out his voice.
She needed this adventure, damn it! She needed to cut loose. Since breaking up with Mr. Forever—who had transformed into Mr. Fling—she had needed that push to break out of her shell and drink from the fountain of life, or so a psychic had recently told her. What if that fountain was filled with alcohol, though?
Who cares? She was going to take some of that advice she’d paid a pretty penny to get, even if she hadn’t believed most of it. Maybe she could turn the karma tables and break this guy’s heart, have him take one for the “All Men” team and level her playing field once more.
Ah, sweet revenge!
To her consternation, she reveled in the feel of Sammy’s warm, rough paw closing around hers as they crept through the front yard of the Millers’ stone-and-stucco mini-castle. Like the interior, the exterior of the place reminded her of Disney’s Haunted Mansion, complete with spooky lighting, gravestones, and gigantic spiderwebs. Valets dressed as ghouls and skeletons prowled the sidewalk, waiting for stragglers to pull up so they could whisk their wheels away. Katie ducked behind an enormous blue spruce, hauling Sammy down with her when the ghouls swept their gazes toward them.
He stumbled and hit the ground. “Oof!”
“Oh my God! I’m so sorry,” she hissed, running her hands over him. “Are you all right?”
Chuckling, he rolled to his back and flung his arms wide. “I’m fine. But there’s a chance I hurt something, so by all means, continue checking me for injuries.”
She reluctantly yanked her hands from some seriously hardbody planes she wanted to explore. Bad Nan! “Let’s go through the neighbor’s yard so the valets don’t see us and circle back to … Wait. Where are you parked?”
“Two streets over, in the direction you’re headed.” He hoisted himself to his elbows. “Let’s do this, Ethan Hunt!”
She smirked at his reference to Tom Cruise’s Mission: Impossible character, one of her all-time favorite pieces of man candy. Before she could rein it in, her body hummed with delicious anticipation—this escapade was way more fun than the Halloween party, and it was getting hotter by the second. Maybe Sammy didn’t belong in the “All Men” category.
They belly-crawled beneath the spruce’s low-lying limbs, and Katie battled giggles the entire way. Her damn crown continually rammed against branches, and her “balls” snagged every foot she moved. Sammy seemed to fight his own laughter whenever he stopped to help her, though his antennae were tangling in the branches too. Finally, they cleared the massive tree’s spread, and he hopped to his feet with unexpected agility and helped her up. Then it was a mad dash across the neighbor’s yard to the sidewalk. Sammy broke into an impossible sprint as she huffed and puffed behind him.
If she’d known she’d be chasing a big banana slug, she would have chosen a lighter costume. Hell, she should have chosen any costume but the one she was wearing.
He came to a stop and spun, presumably so she could catch up. Soon he was doubled over, his hands on his thighs, and peals of laughter rolled off him.
“What?” she gasped when she caught up to him.
“You’re … you’re … Omigod, your damn head and balls were bobbing so hard,” he wheezed, “I thought you might fall over!”
She planted her fists on the tops of her hips, the only part not covered by the side bags. “It’s hard to run with all this extra baggage. And some help you are! What if I’d fallen?” Typical man.
He splayed his palm over his chest as if to hold in his hysterics. “I-I w-would have helped you get back to y-your stiffie state.” He could barely get the words out between his guffaws. “I-I’m sorry, b-but watching you b-b-bounce is too d-damn funny!”
“Glad to be the source of your entertainment,” she huffed.
An ear-splitting “Whoop, whoop!” made them both jump. Katie groaned when bright red-and-blue strobes lit them up.
Sammy brought his banana self upright. “Oh fuck!”
“Oh shit!” Katie echoed. “I will never live this down. Wait. We haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Well, one of us has exposed herself,” he chortled.
“This isn’t funny!” she gritted out. She was a good girl. She didn’t get stopped by law enforcement. Ever!
“No, you’re right. It’s not,” he mumbled. He straightened to his full slug height as a pear-shaped policeman approached. “Officer?”
The officer held
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