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Chapter One
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Dax Coleman propped his cue stick on the floor and wrapped both hands around it. He watched while Kelcey Ewing studied the table, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Obviously new at playing pool, she overlooked a shot he could have easily made. He almost pointed to it, but stopped before saying anything. Kelcey hadn’t exactly been friendly toward him. She answered when he spoke to her, but didn’t put forth any effort to get closer to him. Alaina—his brother Rye’s girlfriend—told him his reputation as a womanizer turned Kelcey off completely.

The reputation exaggerated the number of females he’d dated. Yeah, he enjoyed sex. He went out with women who enjoyed sex, too, who wanted nothing more than an orgasm, which had always worked for him. That didn’t mean he didn’t know how to romance a date.

It wouldn’t be a hardship for him to slowly wear down Kelcey’s resistance. She wasn’t as voluptuous as Alaina, or as make-your-tongue-hang-out sexy as Emma, his brother Griff’s girlfriend. Still, at about five-eight and slim with shoulder-length, ash-blond hair and blue eyes, Kelcey had been blessed with good looks. Small breasts and narrow hips gave her a gentle, sensual appeal. She made him think of moonlit nights, gentle kisses, and soft caresses instead of fast sex.

Maybe the moonlit nights and soft caresses would be nice for a change.

Kelcey took her shot. Her ball hit the rim several inches from the pocket. Blowing out a heavy breath, she looked at him. “I missed.”

“I noticed.”

Her eyebrows drew together in a frown. “I suppose you’ll run the table now.”

“Maybe.” Unless he played the gentleman and purposely missed a shot, which he should do so Kelcey wouldn’t feel bad. She was still learning how to play pool, unlike Emma who beat him half the time they played.

Dax leaned over the table and lined up his shot. “Eleven in the corner.” The cue ball tapped the eleven, sent it sailing toward the corner pocket. It slid in without even bumping the sides.

“Why can’t I do that?” Kelcey asked.

“You will,” Emma said. She sat in one of the oversized theater seats next to Alaina in Rye’s game room. “You just need more practice.” She patted Griff’s thigh. He sat on the chair’s arm next to her. “This is the guy to give you lessons.”

“Excuse me.” Dax straightened before he took his next shot. “Griff isn’t any better than I am.”

“Griff never loses,” Emma said with a smirk. “You can’t say that.”

“I don’t believe this abuse,” Dax muttered.

She grinned at him. Dax fought to keep from grinning back. He and Emma teased each other the way brothers and sisters would. She’d been involved with Griff less than six weeks and it already seemed as if she belonged in their family. His parents adored her, partly because she was smart and clever and fun, but mostly because she’d brought Griff back from the edge of darkness after he’d lost his wife. Jana’s death eleven months ago had almost destroyed his brother. Now, he laughed the way he used to. Emma’s incredible cooking had helped put on a little of the weight he’d lost. Once again, he enjoyed life.

He’d returned to being a brother again.

Only two more striped balls plus the eight to sink and Dax would win. He lined up his shot. “Ten in the side.” At the last moment, he pulled back so the cue barely bumped the ten. The ball stopped a few inches from the pocket.

He glanced at Emma. She winked at him. She knew he’d missed on purpose.

Kelcey smiled. “Reprieve!” She leaned over the table to make her shot. “Seven in the side.”

She made it, but missed her next try. Dax had to admit Kelcey got better every time they played. He could easily make the rest of his shots, but decided to give her another chance. Besides, looking at her ass in those tight jeans when she bent over the table made his hormones very happy.

He sank the ten, but missed the thirteen. He stepped back while she lined up her next shot. The faded denim molded to her cheeks and thighs. He imagined tugging down that denim until he could nibble on her ass...

Oh, yeah, very happy.

When she missed her next shot, Dax decided to end the game. He sank the thirteen, then the eight.

“Well, piffle.” Kelcey laid her stick on the table. “Losing makes me hungry. I need chocolate.”

“I’ll second that.” Alaina rose from her chair, quickly followed by Emma. “We have tons of miniature Snickers since we didn’t get any trick-or-treaters tonight.”

“I told you I don’t get any out here,” Rye said. “Harvest Fest was on the square today. It’s always held on the Saturday before Halloween. The kids go there and hit the businesses for candy.”

“I wanted to have some candy on hand just in case.”

“You wanted an excuse to buy Snickers.”

“You know me so well.” She gave him a quick kiss. “We’ll bring some back for y’all.”

As soon as the women left the room, Dax faced Rye. “Did you get it yet?”

“Yeah. I picked it up this morning. Hardy called me as soon as he finished it.”

“It’s hard to believe Hardy is still making jewelry. What is he now, early seventies?”

“At least.” Rye reached behind a section of books in the bookcase and removed a dark-blue, velvet box. “I told him I wanted it a little different, but similar to the ring he made for Mom when Dad proposed to her.” He opened the box to reveal a two-carat, round diamond on a gold band. A spray of smaller diamonds arced along one side of the center stone.

Griff released a long whistle. “Damn, bro, that’s gorgeous. Mom will be jealous. Her diamond isn’t that big.”

“Do you think Alaina will like it?”

“Hell, yes, she’ll like it. She’ll probably cry.”

“Crying is okay, as long as they’re happy tears.”

“When are you gonna pop the question?” Dax asked.

“I don’t know. It has to be the right time. Maybe I’ll take her out to dinner at a really nice restaurant and ask her there.”

Voices getting louder signaled the women’s return to the game room. Rye quickly closed the ring box and replaced it in the bookcase.

“I don’t know yet,” Alaina said as she walked into the room.

“Don’t you think you should decide soon?” Emma asked.

Alaina set the bowl of Snickers on the small table between two of the loungers. “I’m open to suggestions.”

“Suggestions for what?” Griff asked.

“A name for the B-and-B. I can’t call it Stevens House forever.”

“She’s rejected every name I’ve suggested,” Rye told his brothers.

“That’s because none of them worked.” She returned to her lounger. Emma took the chair on her left, Kelcey on her right. “Give me a good name and I’ll take it.”

“What about May House?” Kelcey suggested.

Alaina wiggled her mouth back and forth. “I thought about that. Do y’all think it would be okay?”

“I don’t,” Rye said.

She turned her head toward him. “Why not? It is my last name.”

Forget about the fancy restaurant. This was the perfect time for Rye to propose to Alaina. Dax looked at Rye and nodded. Rye glanced at Griff, who nodded, too. A look of panic crossed Rye’s face for a moment, but disappeared when he took a deep breath. Dax doubted if Rye had anything to worry about. Alaina adored his older brother. She wouldn’t possibly say no.

Rye removed the ring box from its hiding place again. “I’m hoping May won’t be your last name for long.” Crossing to her chair, he dropped to one knee and opened the box. “Will you marry me?”

Alaina’s mouth fell open. She covered it with one hand while tears filled her eyes. An unfamiliar tightness gripped Dax’s chest as his future sister-in-law smiled, touched Rye’s cheek, and whispered, “Yes.”

Rye slipped the ring on Alaina’s finger. With tears flowing down her cheeks, she cradled his face in her hands and kissed him tenderly.

Chaos reigned after that, so Dax didn’t have the chance to examine that strange feeling. Emma and Kelcey also cried when they grabbed Alaina for hugs, then Rye. Griff drew Alaina into his arms for a huge hug. When he released her, Alaina turned to Dax. Smiling, he hugged her tightly and kissed her cheek.

“Welcome to the family, Alaina.”

“Thank you, Dax.”

Emma clapped her hands once. “We need champagne.”

“You’ll have to settle for white wine,” Rye said. “I don’t have any champagne.”

“You’re as bad as Griff. He didn’t have any either until I taught him how to stock his liquor.”

“What else did you teach my brother?” Dax asked, grinning.

A devilish light shone in her eyes. “That’s none of your business.”

Dax laughed. Emma was as good for Griff as Alaina was for Rye. Even though Griff loved Emma, Dax knew it was too soon after Jana’s death for him to think of marriage. Someday, though, Dax wouldn’t be surprised to see a ring on Emma’s finger.

“I’ll get the wine and glasses,” Kelcey said.

Dax fell into step behind her. “I’ll help you.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder, a look in her eyes that clearly said she didn’t want or need his help. He simply winked and followed her. She’d have to get used to having him around, now that she’d moved in with Alaina and Rye until she found her own place to live. In a small town like Lanville with scarce rentals, that might take her awhile.

“It’s great about Rye and Alaina, isn’t it?” he asked once they stood in the kitchen.

“Very. I’m happy for them.”

Dax removed a round tray from the pantry. “He really loves her. She’s so different from her sister.”

Kelcey took six wineglasses from the cabinet and set them on the tray. “From what I’ve heard, I’d rather not ever meet her.”

“You wouldn’t miss anything. She really did a number on Rye. Her betrayal hurt him for a long time.” Locating the corkscrew in a drawer, he accepted the bottle of Chardonnay Kelcey had taken from the refrigerator and opened it. “Are you all settled here?”

“I’ve unpacked, if that’s what you mean by settled.”

“Are you going to sell your house in Dallas?”

“Someday. I’m not in a hurry. My neighbors on both sides of my house offered to watch it for me.”

As Dax splashed the cold wine into the glasses, he realized this must be the longest conversation he and Kelcey had shared so far. He didn’t know her well yet, but he enjoyed talking with her.

He’d enjoy her in his bed even more.

He hadn’t asked her out yet, but he’d hinted about showing her around the area. Perhaps he should stop hinting and be more direct.

“Now that you’re living in Lanville, I’ll be happy to show you around. I’m a great tour guide.”

That cute little nose of hers lifted an inch. “I’m sure Alaina and Emma can show me whatever I need to know.”

She walked out of the kitchen, leaving him stinging from her rejection. Women didn’t usually reject him.

Eyes narrowed in determination, Dax lifted the tray of wineglasses. So she’d decided to play hard to get. No problem. He enjoyed a challenge.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Kelcey thought of Dax as walking sin. With that tall, buff body, brown eyes and long, brown hair, he reminded her of a pillager from many years ago. She imagined him riding into a village on a black horse, long hair flying behind him, leading a group of bandits to rob the men and rape the women.

No, that wasn’t true. She couldn’t picture Dax ever hurting a woman. Not like...

Kelcey shook her head to clear it of any bad thoughts. She wouldn’t let anything—or anyone—intrude tonight. One of her best friends had just become engaged to the man she’d loved for most of her life. That’s the only thing Kelcey wanted to think about tonight.

She felt Dax’s presence behind her as she stepped into the game room. His closeness rattled her. Being triplets only minutes apart in age, Rye and Griff were just as handsome as Dax. They didn’t rattle her. She didn’t like that feeling. She liked being in control. Structure and routine made her happy.

There wasn’t anything routine about Dax Coleman.

Everyone accepted a glass from the tray. Dax raised his wineglass toward Rye and Alaina. “To my brother, who was smart enough to fall in love with a very special lady. We all wish you many years of happiness.”

Crystal clinked together. Kelcey watched the newly engaged couple as she sipped her wine. Rye dropped a tender kiss on Alaina’s temple. She smiled at him, her eyes shimmering with tears.

A lump formed in Kelcey’s throat at the obvious love between Alaina and Rye. She glanced at Emma in time to see Griff kiss her lips softly. Both couples were so much in love. Kelcey was truly happy for her friends, yet couldn’t help feeling like the ugly stepchild.

Warning—self-pity alert. Snap out of it!

Straightening her spine, Kelcey took another sip of the cold liquid. It didn’t matter that she’d never have a man look at her the way Rye and Griff looked at her friends. She’d accepted a long time ago that she’d be alone the rest of her life. The few disastrous dates she’d tried had quickly taught her that.

Hate roiled inside her, no matter how hard she tried to stop it. She’d always hate the men who had ruined her life...and the mother who hadn’t protected her child.
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“When?” Emma asked as Dax poured more wine into her glass.

“When what?” Alaina asked.

“When are y’all getting married? You have to set a date. Not too soon. I want the reception to be in the restaurant.”

“That won’t be finished for months.”

“It’ll be worth the wait. You won’t believe how gorgeous I’ll make everything.”

Dax didn’t doubt that. Emma had offered some great suggestions for the old Victorian that Alaina had purchased to remodel into a bed-and-breakfast. Stevens House had been ready to collapse until Alaina hired Coleman Construction to refurbish it. In one more month, Alaina would have her grand opening. Then everyone in the area would see how the old, dilapidated house had been turned into a mansion.

The restaurant Alaina decided to build would be as beautiful as the B-and-B. She had moments of panic that she’d committed to a restaurant next door to Stevens House, but he had no doubt she’d be magnificent at running both. Especially since Emma would be the chef.

Alaina looked at Rye. “What do you think? Should we wait until spring? The restaurant is scheduled to be finished by March first.”

“That’s if we don’t get any bad weather that causes delays.”

“Then maybe we should have the wedding in the early summer.”

He shrugged. “It’s up to you. Tell me when and where and I’ll be there.”

She frowned. “It doesn’t work that way. I need a little more input from you.”

“It’s the bride’s day.” He leaned closer and spoke into her ear. “I’ll be happy with the wedding night.”

Dax chuckled as a lovely blush filled Alaina’s cheeks. She’d lived with Rye since April, yet still blushed when he teased her about sex.

Emma rolled her eyes. “Men. They always think with their cocks.”

“I don’t hear any complaints about that when we’re in bed,” Griff said before nipping her neck.

Still chuckling, Dax glanced at Kelcey to see if she enjoyed the playful banter as much as he did. She held her glass with both hands, staring into the last drops of wine. She seemed lost, alone, instead of part of the group. He wondered what went through her mind right now.

Dax set his empty glass on the pool table behind him. “I have an idea.”

“Uh oh,” Emma said. “That means trouble.”

“Actually, I’m going to be nice to my brother and his new fiancée and give them some alone time tonight. Kelcey, you should come home with me.”

That comment lifted her head in a hurry. Her eyes widened. He thought he saw apprehension flash through them before they narrowed. Her nose tilted up and she released a snort of laughter. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious. I have two extra bedrooms. One of them has its own bath. You’ll have it all to yourself. Rye and Alaina should have some private time to celebrate their engagement.”

“You’re very sweet to offer, Dax,” Alaina said, “but it isn’t necessary for Kelcey to leave. She just moved in here yesterday.”

“I know that. I also know y’all can be alone in your bedroom no matter who is in the house. But if you and Rye are completely alone, y’all can run around the house naked and you can scream as loud as you want.”

Alaina punched Rye’s arm. “You told him I scream?”

“Ow.” Rye rubbed the spot she’d hit. “I didn’t tell him. He probably heard you at his house.”

She blushed again as everyone laughed—everyone but Kelcey. Her cheeks as red as Alaina’s, she lowered her head and stared into her wineglass.

“It’s only for one night. I’ll bring Kelcey back tomorrow in plenty of time to watch the Cowboys’ game.”

Rye and Griff looked at each other. Dax knew what that look meant—they figured he’d make a move on Kelcey when he got her alone in his house. While the idea tempted him, he hadn’t made the suggestion to get Kelcey alone. He honestly wanted to do something nice for Rye and Alaina.

He faced Kelcey. “The bedroom has a lock on the door. I won’t bother you.”

“I’m not worried about that.”

“Is there something you are worried about?”

Her gaze touched everyone in the room before she looked at him again. “Of course not.”

“Okay, so it’s settled.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s almost eleven. If you’ll get whatever you want to take with you, we’ll head out.”

“I’ll help you, Kelc,” Emma said, standing.

“Me, too.” Alaina also rose from her chair.

The three women left the room, Kelcey leading the way. Dax enjoyed the back view of them, then turned his head toward his brothers. Neither of them smiled.

“What are you doing, Dax?” Griff asked.

“I’m doing something nice for Rye. Why is that a bad thing?”

“It isn’t a bad thing, if that’s really what you’re doing and not trying to get in Kelcey’s panties.”

Dax grinned. “That wouldn’t be a bad thing either.”

His teasing didn’t earn him the slightest chuckle from his brothers. “Hey, I’m joking. I’m not making a move on Kelcey.”

“I hope not.” Griff set his empty glass on the table beside his chair. “Kelcey isn’t outgoing like Emma and Alaina. Emma told me Kelcey never dates, that she’d rather stay home and read than go out with a guy.”

Rye leaned back in his chair. “Sounds like someone hurt her.”

“I have no intention of hurting Kelcey. I’ll admit I’m attracted to her. Those blue eyes could drive a man to his knees. If I can charm her into my bed, I won’t complain.”

“She isn’t like the women you usually date, Dax,” Griff said. “She won’t fall into your arms the first time you snap your fingers.”

“Then I’ll have to work harder. I think she’ll be worth it.”

* * * * *
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Kelcey laid her toothbrush and toothpaste in the tote on top of her pajamas. “Guess that’s it.”

“Are you sure you want to go with Dax?” Alaina sat on the bed next to Emma. “You don’t have to leave. You won’t disturb Rye and me if you stay.”

“I agree with Dax.” Kelcey zipped her tote shut. “You and Rye should have the house to yourselves tonight so you can celebrate your engagement.”

“You can spend the night with Griff and me, if that would make you feel more comfortable.”

Kelcey caught herself before her mouth dropped open. Emma’s offer shocked her. Kelcey figured Emma would be the first one to tell her she should take advantage of being alone with Dax. Before she’d become involved with Griff, Emma had loved to party and went through a different lover almost every week. “You’re telling me to give up the chance to jump Dax’s bones?”

Emma shrugged. “You aren’t the type to jump his bones. Me? In a heartbeat, if I wasn’t so crazy about Griff.”

“You’re always nagging at me to date. Now, I have a handsome hunk inviting me to spend the night at his house and you aren’t telling me to go for it. What’s wrong with this picture?”

“Maybe I decided it wasn’t right for me to push you. When you’re ready, you’ll find a guy with the perfect bones to jump.”

I wish. Kelcey picked up her tote. “Dax said we’d be back before the Cowboys’ game. When is that?”

“Noon,” Alaina said. “Since the guys’ parents are out of town, we won’t go to their house tomorrow for dinner. Emma’s making pizza.”

Emma stood as Alaina did. “Perfect football food. We can talk about the wedding during commercials.”

“The wedding.” Alaina giggled like a girl half her age. “I’m getting married.”

“You bet you are.” Emma gave her a quick hug. “You’re going to have the most beautiful wedding this town has ever seen.”

A dull ache settled in the pit of Kelcey’s stomach. She’d never have the man who loved her, the engagement ring, the beautiful wedding. She’d never know how it felt to walk down the aisle toward the man who would be her partner for the rest of her life.

It hurt. Sometimes it hurt so much, she could barely draw a breath.

Kelcey tugged the tote straps over her shoulder. Thinking about what she didn’t have, instead of concentrating on all the good things she did have, would only make the pain worse. She walked out of the bedroom and met Dax in the hallway. He slipped the tote from her shoulder.

“I’ll carry that. Ready to go?”

“As soon as I get my jacket.”

She said her goodbyes to everyone and followed Dax outside. The air was crisp and cool with a strong feel of autumn. Though the calendar said it would be Halloween tomorrow, it had been unseasonably warm until a couple days ago. The high today was only seventy-three instead of in the high eighties. Now, it truly felt like autumn. She sniffed deeply of the clean air.

“Yeah, the weather is finally nice.” Dax opened the passenger door of his pickup for her. “I’m glad the heat is gone.”

“So am I.”

She slid onto the seat and watched him close the door, then circle around the hood. The truck smelled like Dax’s profession with the touch of paint and paint thinner. For a reason she didn’t understand, the scent tickled every feminine part of her each time she inhaled.

He was an incredibly attractive man, she couldn’t deny that. Strong hands gripped the steering wheel. A light dusting of dark hair covered his fingers, the back of his hand and his forearm. Her gaze slowly traveled up his arm. The dark-green T-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and chest. She continued down his flat stomach to the impressive bulge behind his fly. Part of her had no desire to know what existed behind the denim. Another part of her longed to explore that fascinating male flesh.

Moments later, Dax
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