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      “Don't you think for one minute that just because Jace is back with a little money in his pocket and a rodeo title, that it changes a damn thing.”

      I stare at Emily with sharp, darkened eyes, the usually oceanic blue of them now tainted a cloudy shadowed color due to my obvious frustration at the mere mention of Jace Andrews.

      “Call me crazy,” Emily says with an amused grin. “But I'd say by your immediate defensive stance that Jace Andrews has you exactly where he's always wanted you...flustered and wrapped around his little finger.”

      The coffee pot I'm holding begins to shake slightly, betraying the trembling of my fingers. “You take that back right now,” I snap at my best friend of over twenty years. “I'm not flustered. I'm just ticked off that everyone I see seems to have only one thing on their minds; Jace and his goddamn PBR win.” I set the coffee pot down, which is obviously easier to do than getting my hands to stop shaking. “I'm not saying I don't wish him the best of luck, or that I wouldn't congratulate him on his win if he walked through that door, but I think people around here need to realize that there ain't nothing between Jace and me anymore, so the last thing I need to hear about is him.”

      “Yeah,” Emily says with a roll of her eyes. “You're not flustered at all.” She shuffles her way out of the booth she's sitting in—the booth we always sit in when we come to Edna's Diner.

      The only difference between our usual evenings spent drinking copious amounts of coffee at Edna's and today is that I'm working, and my shift is due to end in a half hour. “Where are you going?” I ask, unable to see her face now that her hair has fallen like a veil, masking her expression from my view. “I'll be out of here in less than half an hour, if you want to wait.”

      I take a quick glance around the diner, but it's almost two o’clock, and the lunch rush has subsided, leaving only the regulars and a few latecomers scattered around the room. Nobody seems to be trying to flag me down for a coffee top-up or to complain about god-knows-what, so I turn my attention back to Emily, which is more important seeing as I can't decide whether she's internally laughing at me or starting to get pissed off because I'm snapping at her.

      She lifts her head up and rises to her feet, and immediately I know it's the former. “I'm just going to run over to Dan's Auto down the street. I want to see how they're making out with changing that wheel bearing on my car. Having to walk everywhere is total bullshit,” she chuckles, pushing her severely straight-ironed chestnut hair back behind her ears. “Besides,” she adds, suddenly grinning mischievously as she tilts her head toward the entrance door. “It looks like you’re going to have your hands full for that last half an hour, and frankly, I don't want to be around to witness it.”

      My eyebrows arch up, confused, and I whirl around to follow her gaze. “What the hell are you jabbering on⁠—”

      That's when I saw him.

      Jace Andrews has just strolled into the diner, accompanied by Blake and Rodney, his two best friends. They’ve known each other since childhood, too. Hell, we all have.

      And just like Emily and I, they've lived here in Brooksville their entire lives.

      But unlike Emily and I, they still believe the sun shines out Jace's ass, and I don't think there's a damn thing Jace could do to ever make them think differently.

      Unfortunately, I don't have time to contemplate that or anything else, because Jace has already glanced in my direction and his eyes are locked on me.

      I don't want to see him, but I can't seem to look away. And the sight of his chiseled jaw and broad shoulders has me instantly tingling in places I shouldn’t be.

      He's certainly not trying to hide the crooked grin on his face at the sight of me, either.

      “Looks like he's got you in his sights now, Izzy,” Emily says under her breath. “Lord help you now, girl.”

      “Oh, please,” I mutter back. I know she's just trying to be funny, but there's a shred of truth to her words. “Even God can’t help me now.”
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      I make sure that Jace and his buddies are seated and that Emily has left the diner before I make my way over to the booth they've chosen. “What can I get you?” I ask in the most professional tone I can muster. I hate that he can inflict such pain in me—and such fucking desire—just by being here.

      “Well, hey. I thought that was you over there.” Jace's eyes are alight with humor. He knows damn well I would avoid approaching this table if I could.

      Hell, he knows me better than almost anyone, even Emily. Maybe even better than I know myself.

      “It's me,” I reply with an edge. “Just like you're still you. Now, what can I get you guys?”

      “Feisty,” Blake mutters under his breath, and both Jace and Rodney try to stifle their muted laughter.

      “I will toss your ass out of this place,” I advise him venomously, my eyes burning into him while he tries to compose himself.

      “That’s enough, Blake,” Jace speaks up, but there’s still amusement tainting his words, and I hate him for it. “We’ll just have coffee for now, Izzy.”

      His use of my nickname brings me up short. I don’t have a good poker face, and I know the fact that it’s affecting me is written all over it. I want to curse at him, tell him he has no fucking right to use that name when addressing me, that he’s a complete and utter asshole for hurting me the way he did.

      But I don’t. Not because I shouldn’t, but because all I can seem to focus on is how one corner of his mouth is still upturned in a sexy, devilish grin, and how those eyes of his are trained on me, undressing me. In front of everyone. It doesn’t make sense, but it’s how I feel.

      I leave the table without another word, shaking my head to try to rid myself of the erotic thoughts careening through my mind.

      I hate what he does to me. What he’s always done to me.

      Jace and I grew up across the street from each other. Inseparable since elementary school, everyone in this godforsaken town expected us to grow up and be...well, Jace and Izzy. Just as we’d always been. He was my first real fight as a kid, and he had the shiner to prove it (that’ll teach him for calling me names). He was also my first kiss, my first date, and my first...everything. We’d had it all—the connection, the passion, and the friendship that it was all built upon.

      No one ever thought there’d come a day we would go our separate ways.

      I didn’t, either.

      But Jace left me here without him three years ago, chasing his rodeo dream eight seconds at a time.

      Guess he didn’t think there was room for me in that equation. At least, that’s the impression I got when I received the fucking text message he used to break up with me.

      You deserve better than the life I can give you, Izzy...

      That’s it. Dot, dot, fucking, dot. Not even an I love you at the end, which is how we’d always ended every conversation, verbal or written. Which showed exactly what was more important to him.

      Now, three years later, I’ve had on-and-off boyfriends, but nothing serious. And Jack over at the Ford dealership that comes here for coffee every morning was nice enough to tell me he’d seen Jace with some bombshell-looking chick on his arm right before the rodeo event he’d attended last summer, wanting to see Jace, the hometown hero, live in action.

      Yeah, sounds like he was in action, all right. Getting some action is more like it.

      But I don’t care. At least, I shouldn’t. But fuck if it doesn’t eat me up inside just seeing him sitting there in that booth now, giving me fuck-me eyes and licking those lips of his I once loved so much.

      Damn it, I think. This isn’t going to end well.

      I place three mugs on a tray and pour coffee into them. I’m behind the counter, an employees-only area, so I don’t expect him to be there when I make to turn around. I gasp when his hands press into the counter on either side of me, blocking me in. “What the fuck are⁠—”

      “Put the tray down, and don’t turn around.” Jace’s hot breath caresses my ear as he whispers into it, and I feel liquid heat instantly pool within my core at the delicious sensation. I do as he says, something in his voice stopping me from arguing.

      “You shouldn’t be back here,” I advise him weakly. My heart is beating so fucking hard I can barely hear my own voice over it.

      “There are a lot of things I shouldn’t be,” he whispers. I can feel his mouth against my ear, and my knees are buckling in response to it. “For starters, I shouldn’t be over there, feeling like I’m a million miles away from you, Izzy.”

      “You...I’m not…” I can’t get the words out. Jace’s fingertips are now tracing painstakingly slow circles on the back of my hand, the one that’s pressed against the countertop to steady me. I’m about ready to combust when he drags his teeth against my earlobe, pressing himself into me to hold me upright.

      “When do you get off?”

      When only a squeak of sound emits from my throat, a suggestive chuckle sounds against my ear. “Work, Izzy. When do you get off work?”

      “S-soon,” I stammer. “Twenty minutes.”

      “Meet me in the ladies’ bathroom in twenty-one.”
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      I must admit, watching Izzy fumble her way through the remaining minutes of her shift is comical, even if it shouldn’t be. But, it only proves one thing.

      Not a damn thing’s changed between her and I.

      Izzy still loves me, even if I broke her heart by taking so fucking long to come back to her. It didn’t do my heart any fucking favors to find out she’d moved on and was dating Chad Easton within a month of me leaving, either, if I’m being honest. But, I get it. I left her here. Served me right to find out she was with someone else.

      Part of me really thought she’d wait for me. But seeing as it only took her a goddamn month to sweep me under the rug, she didn’t exactly give me a reason to come back before now.

      That said, I also saw the way she trembled and heard the way her breath caught in her throat when I pushed myself against her back and nipped at her ear. I’d say she didn’t do a very good job of ridding herself of me.

      Izzy still wants me, just as fucking bad as I want her.

      I won’t make the same mistake twice.

      I push my empty coffee cup away from me, sending a curt nod toward Blake and Rodney. “I’ll pay for ‘em, boys. Now, go on. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



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/everlust_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/roughride_ck_ecover.jpg
STEAMY ROMANCE NOVELL ‘

CASS KINCAID







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





