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        I notice him as soon as he walks into my chic new Los Angeles restaurant. Of course I do. He’s tall and built, with tattoos and a dark, pirate-king vibe. According to rumors, he’s also an investment genius who happens to be a billionaire.

      

        

      
        But this is no fairy tale. He’s wearing one of those criminal cuffs on one wrist and a Rolex on the other.

      

        

      
        Just what I don’t need. A rich bad boy with rage issues. It’s scary enough that one of my customers has been stalking me.

      

        

      
        But when the stalker follows me home one night, it’s Max who saves me—the gorgeous blue-eyed stranger who could be either the devil or a saint.

      

        

      
        He’s dangerous, but I’ve never felt so safe. He’s a sinner who saves me in every possible way. He becomes my haven, my protector, my paradox.

      

        

      
        And he’s the love story I never saw coming…

      

        

      
        Max is a spin-off from the I Love You series and is a sexy standalone story.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To keep up with new releases, giveaways, sales and to get my free bonus content, join my VIP reader club!
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      I’ve held back my rage for a long time but today I feel like pummeling someone—anyone—into next goddamn week. When I find out who screwed me over…I just hope I can control myself long enough not to kill the fucker and end up in a goddamn jail cell. Then again, getting convicted for a crime I actually did commit might be a whole lot more satisfying than getting burned for one I didn’t.

      I walk through the door of my penthouse office and shut the door. What I feel like doing is slamming it, smashing the place up and hunting down the asshole who put me in this mess. But those days are long gone. I’m not an amped-up punk anymore. I’m a level-headed over-achiever with an Ivy League degree under my belt, five luxury properties to my name and a net worth of more than four hundred million dollars. I am—was, until earlier this afternoon—CFO of a Fortune 500 investment company and Chairman of the Goddamn Board of Directors.

      I make a point of keeping my cool.

      Barely.

      I run a hand through my hair. I need a haircut. Hell, maybe I won’t even bother. I won’t be seeing the inside of a boardroom anytime soon. I stuff my $5,000 Armani jacket into one of the cardboard boxes now sitting in my office. Usually I don’t show my tats at work but who gives a fuck? Today it doesn’t matter. I roll up my sleeves and yank off my tie. My shirt feels too tight, possibly because I’ve been working out like a goddamn maniac lately. I start packing a few things from the shelves into the boxes.

      My phone rings.

      I almost don’t answer it, but my brother’s name flashes up on the screen. We have a deal: we always answer. No matter how shitty our day might’ve been. And today pretty much takes the cake.

      Rafe launches straight into it. “Home detention’s no reason to bail on me. Come out to dinner with us tonight.”

      “No. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Max,” he says. “I’m getting married in two days. I need my best man there tonight to help me celebrate. Besides, Lexi found a place that’s right around the corner from your office. We’re heading down there now to meet Lexi’s maid of honor, Tess. You met her the other night.”

      I got convicted of insider trading today and my brother bailed me out on the spot. Instead of a jail sentence, I’ll be serving a three-month stint of home detention. I’ve been fitted with an electronic bracelet which, if I happen to step outside my jurisdiction, will blow my fucking head off. Okay, maybe it won’t. But it might as well. I’ve been ordered by the judge not to leave the three-block square where my apartment and my office are located. I can walk between the two, or drive my Ducati, or any of the other six cars or twelve motorcycles parked in my private garage. If I get caught outside the zone I’ll get thrown in jail for at least three years with no possibility of parole. I’ve also been “asked” by the Board of Directors to take a break from my job as CFO of my brother’s largest investment company.

      I don’t really feel like dinner but, hell, I owe him one. In fact I owe him a lot more than one. Six fucking million, to be exact. “Shit. All right,” I say.

      The only reason I’m agreeing to meet my brother and his fiancée is because they’re about to get married. I want to see them. But I wish it could be the three of us and not a foursome with some over-eager friend who’s guaranteed to drool over me all night. I’m really not in the mood.

      I haven’t been in the mood for a while.

      “I didn’t do it, by the way,” I say. “And I’ll deposit the six mil into your Bahamas account later tonight.”

      “Didn’t do what?”

      “Leak the info.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean someone framed me.” I could have told him before but there was no point. There’s zero evidence to back up my claims. A stack of emails written from my private account was presented to the court, making an airtight case against me. “Someone hacked into my account and sent the emails. I didn’t give out any insider information. I’m clean as a goddamn whistle.”

      Rafe’s silent for a couple of seconds, like he can’t believe what he’s hearing. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

      “Because I knew I didn’t stand a chance in court. And I didn’t want to draw it out.” I have a long list of criminal offenses. Mostly minor shit I did when I was younger. Even though I’ve spent the past ten years trying to make up for all that by working my ass off and heading several major companies, I have enough of a record to skew any judge’s opinion of me in the wrong direction. I know what I look like to a judge: a badass. A shady delinquent with a history. The kind of guy the law has a problem with.

      Rafe knows all this.

      “I have a few ideas about who might’ve framed me,” I tell him, “but there’s no point naming names until I have proof.”

      “You should’ve told me,” Rafe says again.

      “I didn’t want it to look like we were trying to cover something up. Then the whole company looks dirty. This way, it’s just me.”

      “Jesus, Max.”

      When you’re dealing with the kind of money we throw around on a daily basis, it’s dog-eat-dog, everyone knows that. I earn ten million dollars a year working for my brother, plus commission, which is usually double my salary, and sometimes more. Everyone who works with me wants my job and they all think the only reason I’m here is because my brother owns the company. Which used to be true. Not anymore. I’m good at building companies and I’m good at making money. It took me a while to get on track in life but these days I can spot a winner from a mile away.

      “Until then,” I add, “I’ll be taking a little hiatus from the office.”

      “I own the damn company, Max. If you want to stay you can stay.”

      “I can still advise the brokers from my home office. Don’t sweat it. I need a break anyway.”

      “I’ll fucking slam whoever did this.”

      “Yeah, you and me both.”

      “I’ll call an investigator I use,” Rafe says. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      Taking time out from my job doesn’t worry me. Letting my brother down does. Those days are over.

      His sigh is pissed-off. “At least let me buy you a drink.”

      “Fine, then. I’ll see you in twenty.” I end the call and set the phone on my desk, which is strewn with court orders and legal documents. Irate letters from clients questioning my ethics and calling for my dismissal.

      I’ll clear my name if it’s the last thing I do. I swore a long time ago I’d never get another criminal conviction, so this one stings a lot more than I’d like to admit.

      I pick up a pink envelope from my stack of mail. Another one? Hell, she just won’t quit. I get a lot of cards and letters from women. This one is from a girl I had dinner around six months ago. Or was it longer than that? I met her at a charity function, I remember that much. I’d donated a lot of money to a charity that helps down-and-out teens get into college. I was a down-and-out teen once so I understand how much of a difference the help of one person can make. So they sent me a free ticket to the event and I’d ended up going. She saw me from across the room and confessed she moved the seating arrangement so she could sit next to me. This happens to me all the time so I didn’t think much of it. The conversation had been almost entirely one-sided. She drank a lot and asked me back to her place. Even though she was sending all the wrong signals—overly needy, borderline stalkerish, the kind of woman who clings when it’s the very last thing you want them to do—I’d taken her home.

      A terrible decision, as it turned out, like so many are.

      It had played out the way it always does. For me, it was unfulfilling because no emotion or genuine interest was involved at all. She’d told me it was the best sex of her life, begged me to stay, then had a dramatic meltdown when I tried to leave. I hadn’t called or given her my number but she knows where I work and keeps sending me letters about how I broke her goddamn heart. I had to tell the door people to stop her from entering the building after she stormed up to my office once when I was in the middle of a meeting, crying and telling me she loves me.

      After one night. Which is crazy.

      Even so, it happens all the time. Go figure.

      I’m probably the least lovable person I know. I’m broken, and unfixable.

      I rip open the envelope.

      Max, please call me. Please!!! I need to see you one more time. I know I’ll be able to change your mind. I just want to talk to you. We’re meant to be together. It’s destiny, I can feel it. Please let me show you how much you mean to me. Please, Max. Call me back. All my love, Melanie.

      I toss the card into the shredder.

      I’ve tried to feel that spark. I want to feel that spark. The one that means you’re supposed to be with someone for more than one night. Maybe even for—I don’t know—a month, maybe. Or even a whole goddamn lifetime. People do that shit.

      The problem is, I never feel that spark and I always end up regretting everything.

      So I made a decision. Probably around six months ago. Soon after Melanie, as it turns out. I decided to take a break. It’s the reason I’ve been pumping iron like it’s going out of style. All that pent up energy has to be spent somehow.

      My pent up energy is on overdrive at this point. I feel like I’m about to fucking spontaneously combust.

      And I’m getting tired of being alone.

      It’s possibly what I deserve, after the way I’ve treated women. Dismissive. Disengaged. Non-committal to the extreme. They accuse me of using them, then walking away. Which is true enough.

      Anyway, there’s no point crying about it but I’m a lost cause as far as relationships go. I came to terms with all that a long time ago.

      I leave a note for my assistants to finish packing up my stuff and have it sent to my apartment. I close up my office and grab my worn black leather jacket. I walk down to the street. It’s a warm night for October. There are a lot of people strolling around.

      Even women who are arm-in-arm with their boyfriends or husbands check me out as I walk past.

      I don’t get it.

      Women love me, for some reason.

      Love me.

      I don’t dwell on it but it’s just one of those things.

      I’ve sometimes wondered what it is about me they’re so desperate to have. They seem to love my looks, for better or for worse. I’m built. I’m tall. And I have an edge, which is roughly equivalent to crack for women, fuck knows why.

      They even wanted me before I had money. Now, they’re practically rabid.

      Maybe I have the aura of someone who can do things to them no one else will. Or take them past some pleasure threshold no one else can. Who knows. Whatever it is, they watch me. They call me and pursue me relentlessly, which, lately, I’ve been doing my best to avoid.

      I know what all this sounds like: I’m ungrateful or I’m an arrogant prick.

      Not exactly.

      I catch up to Rafe and Lexi just as Lexi’s friend Tess is arriving, as they’re walking into the restaurant. Rafe slings his arm around me like he’s happy to see me. He’s always happy to see me. We have the kind of bond a lot of brothers don’t have. We’ve been through a lot together, me and him, and we know we’ve got each other’s backs. The truth is, he’s bailed me out more times than I can count but I feel like that’ll start to change.

      Lexi gives me a hug. My brother’s fiancée is a catch, no doubt about it. She’s gorgeous and is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. “Hey, sweetheart,” I say as she kisses my cheek. I laugh when Rafe eyeballs me. He’s got some control issues when it comes to Lexi but we’re cool.

      The friend, Tess, who I’ve met once before, does what they all do: checks me out. Stares. First at my face then my body. She moves to step forward but I read her intention and take a step back before she even notices. It’s something I’m well-practiced at. I don’t like to be touched.

      “Thanks for venturing into my jurisdiction,” I say.

      “For you?” Tess blushes. “Anything.”

      I return the smile but I’m so not in the mood for this. My muscles are clenched for no particular reason. Possibly because I’m still wound up from getting convicted of a federal offense a few hours ago and escaping a prolonged prison sentence by the skin of my goddamn teeth and six million dollars.

      “Tess, let’s go sit down,” Lexi says, thankfully steering Tess away. I exhale, releasing a minuscule shred of the ocean of tension and despair that hounds me.

      We walk further into the restaurant. “This place is so cute,” Tess says.

      I guess it is. It’s got a lot of exposed brick and wood and mirrors. The ceiling’s been decorated with yellow fairy lights and hanging bulbs, giving the place a festive atmosphere. And it’s busy. I have no doubt Rafe would’ve thrown plenty of money around to get us the prime table by the window.

      I take off my leather jacket and slide into my seat. The hostess appears and says something about getting us drinks. The bell-like tone of her voice makes me look up.

      Her hair is strawberry-blond, a warm, golden color with fiery copper highlights.

      Her face is angelic. More than that. Exquisite. She’s cute but also gorgeous. She radiates a sweet, dazzling glow that is quite literally lighting up the room.

      I realize I’m staring.

      She’s waiting for me and her expression is intrigued but slightly hassled. They’re busy tonight and I’m holding her up. She has other things to do besides stand here and wait for me.

      But I take my time. I can’t help it. I want to watch her a little more. Check out the soft, bright colors of her. The deep blue shade of her eyes and her long eyelashes that blink at me as she waits. The sprinkling of freckles across her nose reminds me of summer. The mesmerizing pinkness of her lips and her pale, clear skin is fascinating me.

      I’m stunned. More than that. I’m slayed.

      I want to spend some time just watching her and drinking in every detail.

      This is not something that’s ever happened to me before.

      But I can’t pull my eyes away.

      She’s slim but curvy in all the right places. Damn. All the right places. Maybe I’ve just gone too long without and I’m suddenly suffering the hellish consequences of my self-imposed monk-like existence. My chest feels tight and my heart’s pumping fast. She’s so fucking beautiful. My cock—fuck—goes instantly rock hard.

      Damn it.

      Max. Calm the fuck down.

      The combination of her glow and her sweet, hot, completely-unaware-of-it cuteness quite literally hits me like a ton of bricks.

      I won’t act on it. Of course I won’t. I’m a guy who ruins people’s lives. A loose cannon, they call me. A rebel who never toes the line. A guy who uses women and breaks their hearts.

      She’s way too pure for the likes of me.

      I’d dirty her with all my darkness. I’d rain all over her glowing sunny day.

      I can’t help fantasizing, though, just for a minute. What would it be like? To ask her out? On a real date. I honestly don’t know if I’ve ever been on one.

      I try to picture it. A wholesome, glorious, strawberry blond, blue-eyed, spectacularly dazzling date.

      Or maybe two.

      Or ten.

      Ten thousand.

      Ten fucking million, all strung together so there’s no separation between them.

      Fuck.
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      I notice him as soon as he steps inside the door. Of course I do. He’s too gorgeous not to notice. He’s tall and muscular but lean and gold-lit, like a renegade gypsy someone dressed up in business clothes and tried to disguise as one of their own.

      The restaurant is busy tonight. If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t have waited. I would have left the menus and come back once they’d had a chance to decide. But something about him holds my attention—very persuasively. Like he’s insisting on it.

      “We’re out of shrimp,” says Sophie, as she glides past with a full tray of plates.

      “The asshole at table seven says his steak is too rare,” mutters Jessie, precariously balancing four glasses of white wine.

      “Someone at the bar wants to order five blueberry pies to go and we only have three left,” says Louis, the busboy.

      It’s one of those insane nights. Two of my waitstaff called in sick and I’m covering four tables as well as hostessing and serving drinks. I’d been baking since five a.m., cooking and organizing orders all day, and working the floor since the dinner service started at six. And I haven’t been sleeping well for reasons I don’t even want to think about. 

      But that’s what it takes to make it work in this industry. Mostly I love it.

      We’ve only been open for three months and already my business is booming and the orders for pies are pouring in. I never planned for the pies to become such a big part of the business, but once people taste them, they just keep on coming back for more. It’s nothing new. I baked my first pie when I was five years old, back home in Georgia. It wasn’t long before people started asking for them and placing orders. When I was seven, I charged a dollar a pie. In high school, I charged ten. I cooked for pocket money, then put myself through cooking school. Then, four months ago, I moved to L.A. with what was left of my savings, plus a small loan from Grandma Bea—which, if business continues to be as good as it’s been, I’ll be able to pay back sooner than I’d planned.

      I scouted around and found the perfect location for the restaurant, upmarket enough but two blocks off the main tourist shopping trails so rent is still pretty reasonable. I redecorated it to look exactly like I dreamed it would. And all that hard work is finally paying off. Three months ago I’d hung out my sign—Peach’s—and never looked back.

      Each day is just a little busier than the last. I need to hire more staff. Every one of us is being run off our feet tonight, not that I can complain.

      The scene is noisy and the bar is crowded with that perfect L.A. mix of hipsters, fashion types, Hollywood wannabes, tourists and suits. So different to Georgia. It’s just before eight p.m. and the crowd is happily buzzed and relaxed after a hard day of working or dreaming of the big time or sightseeing or shopping. I tuck a stray curl behind my ear as I walk up to the new arrivals who’d called ahead to reserve the best table. And offered three hundred dollars for the privilege. Fine by me.

      The menu here at Peach’s is good, I make sure of that. It’s also expensive. They get what they pay for. And so far our reviews have been nothing but glowing.

      Despite the noise, the crowd, the demands from both the customers and the kitchen, I can’t help but come to a quiet stop after I lead the group of four to their table and wait for them to take their seats. 

      Their party consists of two men and two women. The two men look like brothers. Brothers that just so happened to have stepped off of a pirate-themed Ralph Lauren shoot. They’re that ruggedly glamorous, but it’s the younger one who holds my attention. He’s ridiculously good-looking. It’s the kind of over-the-top good looks that stop traffic. But his looks aren’t the only thing I notice. His brooding charisma colors everything about him. He has dark hair that curls in loose flicks over his collar. He’s wearing a leather jacket. The day’s stubble darkens his square jaw, and there are pronounced shadows under his very-blue eyes.

      He shrugs off the jacket and his hard-looking and bulked-up muscles—it would be impossible not to notice them—strain under the cotton of his expensive-looking business shirt. His sleeves are rolled up and he’s not wearing a tie. He has tattoos on his lower arms and the base of his tanned, corded neck. He slides into his seat.

      Wow.

      I have a weird urge to just stand there and appreciate him for a while, like he’s a work of art or something.

      He’s probably one of those playboys who thinks he’s God’s gift to womankind. A subdued, perceptive arrogance is practically radiating off him.

      He’s staring right at me, watching me with his jungle-cat eyes like he knows how beautiful he is. Like he’s challenging me to look away.

      I don’t.

      I can’t, more accurately.

      His alert attention burns into me and I feel the heat of him, weirdly. In my racing heartbeat and in the low pit of my stomach. And lower.

      Jesus, Peach. Calm down, girl.

      Strangely, though, under his burly, tough-guy looks, there’s something else, too. A deep-rooted vulnerability that would be easy to miss. Under all that masculine overconfidence, there’s a spark of something much harder to read.

      I find myself wondering what it would feel like to touch a strand of his hair, to see if it’s as thick as it looks. Or to talk to him in a quiet moment and find out what caused those bruise-like shadows under his eyes. To feed him some of my homemade Georgia pie and gently coax from him a confession about what kind of past could possibly spark that haunted look that fringes somewhere behind the dark light of his eyes.

      Of course I’ll never find out. He’s a paying customer on what appears to be a double date.

      The only ring he’s wearing is a gold band on his left pinkie. There’s a chunky silver cuff around his wrist with illuminated red lights on it.

      It looks like one of those home-detention cuffs you see on crime TV.

      Jesus H. He’s a criminal! Probably newly released from jail or something. Definitely one to steer well clear of.

      Another one to steer very well clear of.

      Even if he is drop-dead beautiful in a danger-edged kind of way.

      Even if he is staring at me with an expression that makes my stomach do a funny little flip. I’m only human, after all. A thoroughly female human who’s witnessing in its purest form that wild, rare phenomenon: sexy, roughed-up alpha male perfection.

      No effing way, Peach, my common sense insists. Serve him politely then get your ass back to work. He’s got trouble written all over him.

      So I smile and begin my little intro. I pride myself on handling any unforeseen situation that crops up in my restaurant and I can handle this one. “Hi, and welcome to Peach’s. Your waitress will be with you in just a minute with our specials list for this evening. Can I get ya’ll started with a drink from the bar?”

      The two women are seated further back in the booth, preoccupied, talking, showing each other pictures on their phones. Working in restaurants and bars for the past six years, and now owning one, I’ve become pretty good at reading people. I guess at a glance that the older brother and the blond girl are together. Something about their body language, even though they aren’t touching, communicates an intimate bond. And she’s wearing a ring. Not just any ring, but a gigantic Mount Everest of an engagement ring.

      The second woman seems to be there as a friend of the blond. Maybe the older brother and his fiancée are trying to set the younger brother up with the other girl. 

      But Hottie doesn’t seem all that interested in her. At all. 

      I could be wrong, of course. I don’t think I am, though. Partly because he’s still staring at me. And he’s not just looking at me like he’s thinking about what type of beer he wants to order. He’s staring at me with a sort of layered fascination that’s making me blush even more.

      The older brother, thankfully, breaks the trance we seem to be mired in. “We’ll have a bottle of Krug. 1998 if you have it. I’ll have a Jack Daniel’s on ice and…Max?”

      So his name is Max.

      He’s still watching me. He finally says, “What’s your name?” The low, husky sound of his voice hits me somewhere just below my navel.

      The older brother turns to watch him, like something about his question, or the way he asks it, is slightly out of character. 

      “Peach,” I tell him.

      “Peach,” he drawls, raising one perfect eyebrow, like he doesn’t quite believe me. It’s nowhere near a smile, but the barely-playful vibe softens the harder edges of him, which only adds to his beauty.

      Damn, is what I’m thinking.

      “Isn’t this restaurant called Peach’s?” That rasp to his deep voice unnerves me a little. There’s something borderline irresistible about the sound of it. Low, layered bass notes that make you wonder about things you shouldn’t be wondering about.

      “It’s my restaurant.” I make sure I smile, partly so I don’t come across as out-of-breath, which is how I almost feel. Almost.

      “You’re a chef?”

      “And a baker, a hostess and sometimes a bartender. I sort of do it all.”

      “A baker,” he repeats. I’m usually pretty good at figuring people out, but this guy’s got some serious layers going on. For a second I think I might have mistaken his interest for sarcasm, but when I glance at his brother’s face, I can see that he’s watching this play out, like there’s something going on here that he hasn’t witnessed before.

      “Best apple pie in the city, according to the Times,” comments the brother.

      This makes me smile. I appreciate that. My pie is, after all, my pride and joy. I framed the Times review and hung it in a special place at the entrance of the restaurant. It was the kind of review I dreamed about.

      “No shit,” says Hottie. “Do you make the apple pie?”

      “Sure do.”

      “What kind of name is Peach? Is that your real name?” Like he’s perfectly entitled to ask me the most personal questions imaginable. Never offend your customers, however, is Rule Number One, so I keep my tone chatty and fun.

      “Nope. My real name is Dixie May Rafferty Sutton. But most people have been calling me Peach since I was around five years old. Ever since I baked my first pie, actually. It was a peach pie, in case you’re wondering.”

      “Can’t get any more Southern than that,” says his brother.

      But Hottie—Max—has this mesmerized look on his face. “I was wondering, as a matter of fact.” Then he says something that makes me go cold. “What happened to your eye?”

      I feel that sick, lingering anger—and fear, even though I swore I wouldn’t be afraid of the asshole who did this. I’d tried to cover it up with make-up but the bruise must still be visible.

      “Oh, that?” I say, as breezily as I can muster, touching my cheek. “I walked into a door. Rushing around as much as I do, it happens.” I haven’t told a single person about the…incident, and I’m sure not about to tell this total stranger.

      The brothers glance at each other briefly before looking back up at me. I feel wildly uncomfortable being scrutinized by them like some kind of victim. I was actually hoping the whole situation would just go away by itself. That it was a one-off. The police put a restraining order in place but one of them commented that, unless you have a round-the-clock bodyguard, restraining orders aren’t all that effective.

      Either way, he hasn’t been back since.

      And no one’s noticed that I’ve been sleeping in the tiny closet-sized room I use as an office, so I don’t have to walk the three blocks back to my apartment alone at night, or even catch a ride. There’s a dark courtyard I have to walk through to get to my door, which is where it happened. I’m too terrified to go back there. I’d rather die than flee back to Georgia, even though I’ve thought about it. A lot. But I’ve worked too hard for this. And
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