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        Dane

      

      

      

      I survey the old building rising up from the sand, a testament to the past. It looks out of place in between the sleekly modern builds flanking it on either side.

      It’s an eyesore.

      That’s okay. It won’t be that way much longer.

      I recently acquired this property when the previous owner got in over his head and needed a buy-out. I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse because beachfront condos are what I deal in, and this building is standing right in between two of my other developments.

      I’m going to bulldoze this piece of shit down and build something new from the ashes. Something modern and contemporary and luxurious like everything else in my portfolio.

      It’s going to be glorious, and it’s going to make me a ton of money like every other development I’ve done.

      I get out of my Bentley and walk around to the back of the building to check out the view from the back.

      The building looks just as shabby from the backside as it does from the front, but the ocean view behind it is breathtaking.

      The crystal blue of the Atlantic Ocean twinkles in the summer sunlight as the waves roll up and crash onto the shore, diffusing into a spray of white foam.

      Umbrellas, coolers, beach towels, and lounge chairs sprinkle the white sand with flashes of color. People play in the ocean and lay in the sand. It’s a nightmare for the locals—filled with tourists.

      It’s a condo developer’s wet dream.

      But that’s not what causes my pulse to race and my chest to constrict almost painfully in a reaction unlike any I’ve ever experienced in my entire life.

      It’s when a girl in a simple white bikini throws back her head and laughs. It’s not the bikini that has me stopping in my tracks. Living in Florida, bikini-clad forms are a dime a dozen, though her body is definitely enough to tempt a man. She’s slim with just enough curves in all the right places. I like that her tits aren’t overly full where they’re falling out of her bikini top, but they’re not so flat she can’t fill out of her top. She’s got just enough rise to the mounds of her breasts, and the cheeks of her perfectly tanned ass barely peek out of the sides of her bikini bottoms—just enough to tease. I find myself wishing her bottoms were thongs so that I could see what I can already tell is a perfectly perky round butt.

      It’s not her body that grabs my attention and has me rooted to the spot, though. It’s the sound of her laughter. It’s like the musical tinkling of bells. It’s pure and unadulterated, and her face looks so angelic, even from here.

      Long blonde hair flows down her back to her waist. It’s wavy and messy in that carefree, beach-blown way. She’s with a group of friends, and I wonder who said what to make her laugh like that.

      She bends to pick up the volleyball that fell down by her feet, and I watch in fascination as she holds it in one hand and then pops it from below with the other, serving it over the net.

      The group on the other side scrambles to hit it back over the net, but the hit goes awry and the ball goes sailing sideways toward where I’m standing.

      She says something to her friends with a toss of her head over her shoulder as she’s already walking my way to retrieve the ball.

      I’m not really close enough to the volleyball to warrant picking it up, but I find myself crossing the few steps over to it anyway.

      I pick the ball up and wait as she approaches me, and then I damn near can’t breathe when my eyes lock onto hers.

      They’re a light blue-green, the color of seafoam. The tan on her skin and the light blonde color of her hair make them stand out even more.

      They’re vibrant with youth and innocence and mirth, and I can’t stop staring at them—at her.

      The closer she gets, the more I make out other details I couldn’t see from a distance, like the rosy pink hue to her puffy lips, the spikes of her dark lashes, her high cheekbones.

      She licks her lips and then smiles up at me, and my nostrils flare.

      I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me, but this girl has me feeling like I’ll die if I look away from her.

      I don’t say a word. Instead, I just hold out the ball as she finally reaches me, and I stare down at her, drinking in the sight of her up close like I’ve never seen a woman before in my life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Summer

      

      

      I don’t know who this guy is, but he’s staring at me more intensely than anyone has ever looked at me in my entire life.

      He looks completely out of place too here on the beach in a full suit complete with a tie and everything. He’s got to be swelteringly hot. I’ve got next to nothing on—just enough to cover my lady parts—and I’m hot.

      But sweet baby Jesus can he fill out a suit. His shoulders are full, and I can tell he’s packing some muscles under that shirt and jacket. He looks like one of those supermodels you see on magazine covers that all the women drool over.

      His hair is dark and styled in a way that suggests careless perfection like he doesn’t have to try too hard to make it fall that way.

      And his eyes are a verdant green, but the sun shining on them reminds me of what I imagine a forest to look like with the sun shining down on it through the trees.

      The guy reeks of money and power and influence, and I don’t have a clue what he’s doing out here. He looks like he belongs in a perfectly air conditioned penthouse suite with central heat and air and not the cheap window unit air conditioners that the apartment I live in with my mom has.

      He towers over me as he holds out the volleyball that Stephanie and Maria hit too hard, waiting for me to take it. I notice that his huge hand palms darn near half of the ball.

      I feel my cheeks color, realizing that I’ve come to a stop in front of him and am just standing there stupidly staring back at him. Luckily, I can blame any redness on my face on the summer heat, so he shouldn’t be able to distinguish my blush from a sunburn.

      “Thanks,” I tell him as brightly as I can, flashing him a smile as I pluck the ball from his hands.

      He opens his mouth as if he’s going to speak but then snaps it shut when his phone begins ringing.

      He pulls it out of his pocket and answers it with a curt, “Talk to me,” before turning his back on me, effectively dismissing me.

      I don’t know why I’m disappointed and feeling a little hurt and pissed. I don’t know the guy at all. He could be a serial killer for all I know, and I mean, if anyone would be a psychopath, it’d be someone who wears full suits on the beach in the Florida sunshine, right?

      But, my god, if he’s a serial killer, there are worse ways for a girl to die.

      I mentally check myself. What the hell is wrong with me? So the guy’s hot. There are tons of hot guys on the beach.

      It’s just the way he was staring at me all intense-like that has me all aflutter.

      I turn and begin walking back to where my friends are waiting for me. I hazard a glance over my shoulder and am surprised to find dark-suit-guy’s eyes trained on me as he talks with his phone up to his ear.

      I quickly turn back around, feeling the sting of more than the noonday sun on my cheeks.

      I feel his gaze burning into my back the whole way back to the volleyball net, but I refuse to turn around again.

      When I get back to my friends, I serve the ball again and then chance a quick glance over to where I left him to find him gone.

      Poof. Completely disappeared. Like I just imagined the whole thing.
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        * * *

      

      I bounce through the door of the apartment like I do every afternoon after spending time on the beach with my friends.

      I know Mom’s home from her cleaning job by now. She works as a maid at one of the ritzy condos within walking distance of our apartment. She doesn’t make much, but it’s enough to keep a roof over our heads and put a bit of food on the table. I work there part-time too. I wanted to get a full-time position when I turned eighteen so I could help Mom pay the bills, but they didn’t have any openings for anything but part-time, so I took what I could get.

      I’m expecting Mom to scold me for dragging sand into the apartment again, but I find her sitting on our raggedly old couch with her face in her hands and shoulders shaking, crying.

      My good mood fades, and my steps falter. I can count on one finger all the times I’ve seen my mom cry.

      It was once. When my dad ran off and left us when I was six years old.

      Mom’s not a crier unless something major happens. So I know if she’s sobbing like this, something definitely major has happened.

      “Mom?” my voice sounds small and weak, as I’m bracing myself for the worst. “What’s wrong?” We don’t have any relatives who could have died. It’s just me and Mom alone in this world, so I know it’s nothing like that.

      She looks up at me with red-rimmed eyes and shakes her head before she begins crying in even more earnest when she sees me.

      I feel a ball of dread form in the pit of my stomach.

      I walk over to where she sits on the couch and sit next to her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her against me like she’s done me so many times over my adolescent and teenage years.

      “What is it, Mom?” I ask her again, softly.

      She finally pulls back and sniffs before taking a deep breath.

      “Summer,” her voice breaks when she says my name, “I just don’t know what we’re going to do, baby. I can barely make ends meet as it is.”

      Guilt floods me that my mom has this burden on her. I’ve been looking for another job in addition to my part-time one to help out, but I haven’t been spending every spare moment job hunting like I should have been doing. Wasn’t I just now playing volleyball on the beach with my friends like we’re all still in high school?

      “If this is just about money, Mom, don’t worry. I’ll get another job and help ease some of the burden.” I stroke up and down her back soothingly.

      My mom is thin like me, but her hair is more of a dirty blonde than the light blonde I’ve got. She looks tired and worn down by life. I know being a single mother is hard on her, and I just wish there was more I could do to help.

      She shakes her head. “No, you don’t get it, Summer. It’s not just money. It’s our home. We’ve got thirty days to get out. The whole building does. Our landlord sold the building, and the new owner is gonna bulldoze the place down, and I don’t know where we’re going to go. We could barely afford this place, and rents are so high everywhere.”

      She lets out a big, shaky sigh before continuing, “And this place is within walking distance of my job, and we don’t have a car, and I know there’s no way we’re going to find something this close to my work, which means I’ll have to start spending money to get to work if we can even find somewhere to move to.”

      That little ball of dread drops within my stomach and settles there heavily. This might be a crummy little apartment, but it’s our crummy little apartment. It’s our home. It’s where I’ve lived all my life with the beach as my backyard.

      I don’t want to think about moving somewhere else. About what that will mean for us. Yeah, we’re just scraping by, but that’s better than some people do. We’re making it, even if we’re living paycheck to paycheck.

      I shake my head in denial. “What?” I ask her like I don’t understand what she’s saying. I’m praying I misheard her, but I know I didn’t.

      Thirty days. We have thirty days to get a whole new life. The landlord sold the building, and we’re all just casualties of cutthroat business dealings. The new owner is going to uproot our entire lives like we don’t matter at all.

      “This can’t be happening,” I mutter.

      “Oh, honey,” Mom lays her hand on my check. It’s her turn to comfort me now. She pulls me into a hug and then begins crying again.

      I sit stiff in her arms, a whirl of emotions flooding through me. Disbelief, dread, fear, worry, anger, then a stubborn hope.

      That stubborn hope is what I choose to cling to.

      We can’t just give up. Not yet. Not without trying everything within our power to try.
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        Summer

      

      

      

      My heart is pounding so hard in my chest I’m surprised everyone I walk past doesn’t hear it.

      When I started a petition for everyone who lived in the apartment to sign, everyone thought it was a great idea. I could tell that most of them didn’t really have any hope that our petition would amount to much, but they gave me their signatures anyway.

      They also thought it’d be a great idea if I was the one who delivered it to the asshole who bought the building. I don’t really want to be the one to take it to him personally. I’d been hoping someone more experienced in the business world, like maybe Mr. Mulligan from the third floor, would do it.

      But nope, everyone who lived in the building voted for me to be the one to do it.

      I’m not experienced in these matters at all. I just hope—no, pray—that there’s a shred of decency in the new owner and that once he finds out how many lives will be upset by his plans that maybe—just maybe—he’ll be a decent human being and refrain from leveling the building.

      Feeling distinctly out of place in my pale yellow sundress and with my flip flops flopping against the gleaming marble floor of Rushing Holdings, I realize now that it’s a long shot.

      But it was all I could come up with.

      Although I took extra care with my appearance today and brushed my long tresses out until they gleamed, I still feel shabby walking through the building filled with people in designer suits and dresses and shoes that cost more than three months of rent for us.

      I finally make my way up to the receptionist’s desk, and my cheeks burn at the dressing down the woman behind the desk gives me with her eyes that sweep me from head to toe with disdain.

      It’s obvious I don’t belong here, and her eyes and tone let me know that when she raises a perfectly waxed eyebrow and asks, “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” I lift my shoulders and try not to shift from foot to foot, “I need to see Mr. Rushing.”

      If possible, her raised eyebrow arches even further into her hairline. “Do you have an appointment, dear?”

      The way she calls me dear is condescending to say the least, but I can’t hide the slight slump of my shoulders at her question.

      Of course I have to have an appointment. Did I really think I’d be able to walk in off the street and talk to the owner of this huge corporation? And how would I even manage to get one? By the looks of this place, people are probably vying for this guy’s attention.

      I cling to that stubborn bit of hope I’m known for and hope that I can reason with her. “No, but⁠—“

      No sooner is the ‘no’ out of my mouth than she dismisses me with a fake smile, “I’m sorry, hon, but you can’t see Mr. Rushing without an appointment.”

      “But what I need to talk to him about is really important,” I blurt out, sounding like a child. My face reddens even more, and I feel panic starting to rise up in me. Even if he doesn’t give a damn about our petition, I’ve come too far for him to not even see it.

      “I’m sure it is,” she patronizes me, “but I’m afraid without an appointment I can’t⁠—“

      I don’t hear another word she says, though, because the door behind her suddenly opens and a tall, imposing form in a dark suit takes up the whole doorway.

      Piercing, verdant green eyes stare into me, and I’m hit with a strong sense of deja vu.

      It’s him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dane

      

      

      It’s her.

      The girl from the beach.

      The one I haven’t been able to stop thinking about for three goddamn days. Ever since that day I saw her in her little white bikini and her seafoam eyes crashed into mine.

      I wanted to know her name, who she was, where she lived, anything about her, but a business call came in that I had to take and I lost my chance. I was pulled away by work and have been busy ever since.

      I thought about having one of my contacts find her, but I didn’t have a picture to give them or anything. No name or anything to go on. Just a description.

      The most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen with sunshine in her hair, the ocean in her eyes, and a laugh that makes a man believe there might really be a god out there somewhere.

      I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind. I’ve dreamed of her every night, seen her shimmering eyes every time I close my eyelids, wondered what the touch of her skin would feel like underneath my fingertips, what she smells like, tastes like.

      I’ve been fantasizing about the girl nonstop, my thoughts even drifting to her when I’m supposed to be working.

      And now here she is in my building by some fucking miracle, like an ethereal angel sent down to ease my tortured mind and grace me with her sunshine.

      “Victoria,” I address my secretary without ever taking my eyes off the girl from the beach, “who is this?” My eyes sweep over the girl that I’ve only ever seen in a white bikini. She’s wearing a pretty yellow sundress that I can’t help but think is perfect for her. It’s bright and cheery and light—just like her.

      “Well, sir,” my secretary trips over her words, “she, um, she wanted to speak with you, but she doesn’t have an appointment, and your schedule is already booked up as it is.”

      “Move everything back,” I tell her, still without looking away from the girl I was starting to believe I’d never see again. “Come in, miss…?” I leave the sentence hanging as I step back and motion for her to enter my office, dying to know her name.

      “Hatley,” she tells me as she looks up at me with wide eyes. “Summer Hatley.”

      She takes a few tentative steps forward before she walks past me into my office.

      I inhale her scent as she passes me. She smells like salt and sun and coconut and something sweetly citrusy. She’s smells like goddamned sunshine, and I want nothing more than to eat her up.

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me,” she says, looking up at me gratefully.

      She brightens up my whole office with her blonde hair and little yellow dress. I can’t get over how tiny is. She looks like a little doll, and my fingers itch to touch her.

      “Dane Rushing,” I extend a hand out to her as I tell her my name, not about to pass up the opportunity to touch her. “How can I help you?”

      She takes my proffered hand, and it’s like I’ve been electrocuted, the touch of her small hand sending a bolt of lightning throughout my entire body.

      She blushes and pulls her hand back quickly after I give hers a brief squeeze. Did she feel it too?

      She straightens her shoulders as if she remembers why she’s here and pulls a piece of paper from her purse. “Mr. Rushing,” she begins, but I interrupt her.

      “Call me Dane.”

      She pauses before she acquiesces to my request. “Dane,” she says, and I about come in my pants right then. Christ, the way she says my name…all I can think about is how much I’d like to hear her screaming it while I’m buried balls deep inside her.

      “I have a petition here from all the tenants who live in the building you just bought. We’re hoping that we can change your mind about tearing the place down.” I stare at her in confusion as I take the paper she’s holding out to me, my eyes barely flicking down to it before I raise them back up to her. Is she talking about the place on A1A? The building I was inspecting when I first saw her? She bites her lip and shuffles from foot to foot, her nerves obviously getting the better of her. God, all I can do is stare at the puffy lip that she’s only made pinker with her teeth. What I wouldn’t give to bite down on it, suckle it like a ripe peach.

      Jesus.

      “We realize that it’s just another investment property to you, but we were hoping that you might be persuaded to change your mind if you saw that it’s more than just an old building to us. It’s,” she stumbles over her words before she finishes, “It’s our home, and if you kick us out, some of us have nowhere else to go. Some of us are barely making ends meet right now as it is,” she adds.

      I notice the way she says “we” and “us.” My god, does this girl live in one of my properties? It makes perfect sense, though. That’s where I first saw her—on the beach behind my newly acquired property. It never occurred to me that she was one of the tenants of that shitty building I planned on leveling the first opportunity I got.

      All this time, she was literally right under my nose…

      “So that’s why you were there…” I muse out loud.

      She looks shocked. “You remember me?”

      My eyes take in the halter top of her dress. A quick flick of the wrist to untie where it’s knotted in place around her neck and the dress would come tumbling down to reveal her little tits, ripe for the sucking.

      I feel my cock stiffen within my slacks. “Of course I remember you,” I answer her honestly. “I’ve thought of nothing else but you since that day.”

      Her mouth drops open into a little “o” before she snaps it shut and blushes prettily.

      Then, she suddenly straightens her shoulders and attempts to look all business-like as she says, “So, Mr. Rushing, do you think you’ll consider our petition?”

      My lips twitch. She’s adorable. “Dane,” I correct her again. “Call me Dane.”

      She tucks a strand of that long, golden hair behind her ear. “Dane,” she implores, “will you consider our petition?”

      Her eyes are wide and pleading. She looks so innocent and young.

      “How old are you?” I ask her.

      Somehow her eyes get even wider. She looks confused, but she answers anyway, “Eighteen.”

      Thank fuck. She’s legal. Barely legal but legal.

      “Go out with me,” I don’t present it as a question. I don’t want to give her the chance to say no. No isn’t an option. I need to be near her, learn more about her. It’s not an option or a want. It’s a need, like I’ll die if I don’t continue looking at her. I’ve already spent three days in hell wondering if I’d ever see her again or if she was a mirage my mind had somehow conjured up. I’m sure as hell not going to let her slip away from me again.

      I don’t know where the hell all this is coming from, but I’m not a man who’s used to denying himself anything he wants, and I’ve never wanted anything in my life like I want her.

      Her little brow furrows in further confusion. “What?”

      “Have dinner with me tonight, and we’ll talk further about your proposal.” I slowly take measured steps toward her, closing the distance between us.

      I notice how she takes a step back from me, but then she stops and lifts her chin almost defiantly like she refuses to show any weakness. My blood surges through my veins. I like her bravado. It shows she’s got fire, and fuck if it doesn’t make my cock even harder.

      I’m so hard I could fucking break and I haven’t even kissed her yet.

      “But I already gave you our proposal,” she counters.

      “You gave me a petition,” I correct her. “You merely asked me not to bulldoze the building down because of the circumstances of the tenants who live there. You haven’t presented me with your proposal on what I should do to increase the value of the property instead. The building’s an eyesore and a liability. It can’t stay standing as it is,” I finish.

      I see her face fall. Did she really think should would simply show up here with a few signatures and that would be enough to change plans that have already been set into motion?

      One look at her youthful face, and I know that’s what she’d hoped. Somehow that innocence and naiveté pull at my heartstrings.

      “But,” she sputters, “but you’re the developer. You know better than I do what to do with the property.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her and fight back a smirk. Of course, I know the best thing to do investment-wise. The best thing to do is to raze the place to the ground.

      She scowls as she realizes what she’s just confessed.

      She’s endearingly flustered, and I fight back my grin as I reach out and lift her chin with two fingers, forcing her to meet my gaze.

      “Have dinner with me tonight, and we’ll discuss it.”

      She stares up at me, her eyes wide pools I could drown in.

      She doesn’t say anything. I can see the war in her face. She doesn’t really want to fraternize with the enemy—me—but she’s starting to see that she doesn’t really have a choice if she wants a chance at saving the building.

      Maybe I’m an ass for exploiting her this way, but no one has ever accused me of playing fair. I’m a businessman. I see an opportunity, and I take it.

      When I see the resign settle in her eyes, I feel a stroke of victory. “I’ll have my driver pick you up at eight,” I tell her.

      She opens her mouth as if she’s going to deny me, but then she things better of it, snaps it back shut, and finally nods in acceptance.

      I can’t stop the chuckle that leaves my lips as I stare down at her, allowing my fingers to trace across the curve of her neck as I remove them from underneath her chin. I watch the goosebumps rise up on her flesh and have to physically refrain from pulling her into my arms right then and there.

      “I’ll see you tonight, Summer,” I promise her, watching her lips part before she pulls in a shaky breath and leaves my office.

      I watch her go, smiling, already strategizing how I’m going to keep her.
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      I don’t know why he’s so insistent I have dinner with him.

      Then, I remember the way he looked at me, and a little voice in the back of my mind says, Don’t you?

      I’m not experienced with men by any means. I’ve never even had a real kiss, but I’ve seen movies, and I know enough to know that Dane wants me.

      Either that or he’s just toying with me like a cat toys with a mouse before it goes in for the kill. Surely he doesn’t just get some sick pleasure out of stringing me along, making me think that he might consider our petition when he knows he won’t.

      Even though I’m alone in our apartment since Mom is still at work, my cheeks flush with the memory of how his eyes raked over me, taking in every detail of me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Although I was wearing more than I was the first time I saw him at the beach, I’d somehow felt even more exposed, like he could see right through my clothing.

      I shake my head and try to push all those thoughts aside. I need to be thinking of my “proposal,” as he put it. He wants me to tell him my ideas of what he should do with the building instead.

      I have no idea. Maybe I should suggest that he fix up the building he currently has. Maybe expand on it to create even more apartments so he can get more tenants. Maybe that would work? Is that the kind of proposal he wants to hear?

      I have no idea, and my head is starting to hurt just thinking about it. I feel so young and out of my league. I’m not a confident businesswoman who knows how to do proposals or pitches.

      I’m just silly little Summer, a teenager who still plays in the sand and swims in the ocean as much as she can.

      I get up and walk over to my meager closet, despairing over what I’m going to wear to dinner with Mr. Rushing tonight. God, the man owns half of the boardwalk, and I’m a penniless nobody. The sad truth of the matter is the yellow dress I wore to his office today is the fanciest thing I own. I have no idea where he plans on taking me for dinner, but something tells me a man who wears the types of suits he does won’t be taking me to the local diner where you can get fish and chips for five bucks a plate.

      My eyes flick over my cut-off jean shorts, tube tops, and tanks. Those or bikinis with a pair of flip flops are all I ever really wear.

      Just as I’m getting ready to say to hell with it and wear my yellow sundress again, there’s a knock at the door.

      I open the door and frown when I see a man holding a white box tied with a black bow.

      Before I can ask what in the world he’s doing here of all places, he speaks.

      “I have a delivery for a Ms. Summer Hatley.”

      I gape at him. Mom and I never get deliveries. I mean, never. We can hardly afford stuff at the store, much less stuff that you have to pay for shipping to get.

      The man is still standing there, waiting for an answer. I finally manage to respond, “That’s me.”

      He holds the package out to me. I take it with numb fingers and vaguely hear him wish me a good day before he spins around and takes off promptly down the hall.

      I stand indecisively in the hall for a minute, eyeing the package in my hands like it’s a snake about to bite me.

      I walk back into the apartment and open the package, gasping when I move aside the tissue paper and see the garment laying in it.

      I lift it gingerly from the box, eyeing the expensive-looking red fabric. It has to be the most beautiful red dress I’ve ever seen. It’s sleeveless with a fitted, corseted waist and a skirt that flares out prettily in contrast. There’s a pair of matching red kitten heels in the box, and I already know who sent it before I read the note.

      Wear this tonight. - D

      I’m totally unsurprised to see that he issued another command instead of asking me—just like he did with this dinner. He didn’t ask me to go to dinner with him. He commanded it. Like it was inconceivable anyone would disobey him. He simply decrees something, and that’s the way it’s going to be.

      That stubborn, free-spirited part of myself wants to not wear the dress on principle alone, but then I think of how embarrassing it would be to show up in my ratty shorts and a tank top. Plus, I’m hoping to persuade him to not boot all of us out on our asses. Provoking him probably isn’t the way to do that.

      My eyes go back to the dress. Plus, it really is the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen.

      I go into the bathroom to take a shower and put on some light makeup before I slip on the dress.

      It’s a perfect fit. I don’t know how he managed to get my size so perfectly, but then I think of how closely his eyes had studied me and suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.

      I sweep my hair up into what I hope looks like a sophisticated updo. I’ve never been good at styling my hair. I usually just brush it out and wear it long and loose since I’m usually getting it wet in the ocean anyway. When I do pull it up, it’s usually just in a simple ponytail to keep it out of my face when I’m working.

      I glance in the mirror and don’t recognize the girl staring back at me. How can an article of clothing make such a huge difference?

      I glance at the time and realize it’s probably time for me to go outside and wait for the driver Dane’s supposed to be sending. I’m thankful my mom still isn’t home yet so I don’t have to explain this dress or where I’m going.

      I walk carefully down the stairs, silently saying a prayer of thanks that at least he didn’t send me a sky-high pair of stilettos. No doubt I’d have fallen and broken my neck in those.

      I suddenly wonder how I’m going to know the car he sent for me, but when I step out into the warm night air, I see that there’s no need.

      There’s a freaking limo waiting outside the doors. I see some of the other tenants gaping out their windows at the vehicle, no doubt wondering what it’s doing here, and I hurriedly walk over to the very conspicuous vehicle before anyone can question me.

      The driver gets out and opens up the door to the backseat for me. I murmur him a quick thanks before I slide in and then expel a shaky breath.

      “You look stunning,” a deep voice says, and I jump, startled.

      He chuckles, and I look across from where I’m sitting to see Dane’s huge figure taking up the seat across from me. How did I not notice him before? Granted, it’s dark in the limo, but still.

      “The dress suits you perfectly. I knew it would,” he comments while his eyes rove over me.

      My cheeks flush. “You didn’t have to send this stuff,” I tell him. “There was no need.”

      His lips quirk up in a devastatingly handsome smile. “I know there was no need, but I wanted to.”

      My heart does a pitter-patter at his smile, and that makes me angry with myself. This is the man who wants to destroy our apartment building without a thought to any of us who live there. So what if he’s the hottest guy I’ve ever seen before.

      “Well, I didn’t want you to,” I snap before I can think better of it.

      His raises an eyebrow at me, though his smile never fades. If anything, it gets even wider. “Then why are you wearing it?”

      My face flushes even further and I look away from his glittering green eyes.

      Thankfully, he doesn’t press the issue. It would be humiliating to admit to him that I don’t have anything else to wear, though I’m sure he already knows that.

      “There’s one thing wrong, though,” he says thoughtfully.

      I frown, wondering if I’ve put something on wrong. He leans forward, his hands reaching out to cup my head.

      My breath hitches in my chest as I stare up at him. His eyes are on my hair, though, and I feel his fingers push up into it, successfully dislodging the pins I painstakingly pushed into it to try to arrange it up on top of my head.

      He runs his fingers through my waves and shakes them loose until they fall down around my shoulders.

      I’m so shocked all I can do is gape at him.

      His eyes finally flick down to meet mine, and then I see them go to my open mouth. His gaze heats, and I snap my mouth shut, pressing my lips tightly together.

      “Much better,” he murmurs as he lets his hands fall from my hair, the backs of the fingers of one of his hands skimming over my cheek as he continues to regard me in that intense way of his.

      I open my mouth to protest what he just did, but the limo comes to a stop, and the door is being opened for us. It was a short drive to wherever he’s brought us.

      Dane steps out first and then offers me his hand.

      I consider getting out without taking his hand, but one look up into his eyes that are filled with amusement, and I know that somehow he knows that’s what I’m thinking.

      So I take his hand

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/bookbrushimage-2023-4-2-17-1413.jpg
USA Today Bestselling Author

STEAMY
BILLIONAIRE
ROMANCE







