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Introduction

Three alpha heroes. Triple the trouble.

From a USA Today Bestselling author comes a bundle with three first-in-series contemporary romances: friends to lovers, forbidden love, unrequited love, a pinch of suspense and danger, and handsome military men.

Sexy Shenanigans includes:

Innocent Next Door, Military Men 1

Special Air Services soldier Nikolai Tarei owes his neighbor and friend a favor, but looking out for his twenty-two-year-old niece is stretching friendship too far. Summer is young, but her sex appeal, sassiness, and brazen disregard for safety have Nikolai scrambling to protect both her and his battered heart.

Protection, Fancy Free 1

It's not every day a girl inherits a condom company, and to say accountant Alice Beasley is astonished and out of her depth is putting it mildly. She needs a quick education in all things condom because her inheritance is in danger. Help comes from the charismatic factory manager, but is she now in even greater peril? Only time will tell...

Secret Lovers, Friendship Chronicles 1

Maggie is cautious when her male friend offers to become her lover. But they're both unattached, so why shouldn't they enjoy themselves? She agrees, but soon she's juggling half-truths, friendship, and sensual delights. Her job is in jeopardy, and she’s falling in love. A fun relationship that should've been easy has become VERY complicated...

You’ll love this contemporary romance box set because it contains sassy women who know what they want and strong, alpha men who will protect them to the end. Oh, and a little humor, a few secrets, and some danger and suspense to keep things interesting.


Author Note

Welcome to Sexy Shenanigans, a collection featuring three first-in-series romances full of New Zealand small town love and excitement.

Don’t want to miss my next release? Or the book after that? Sign up for my entertaining newsletter at my website to keep up with my news.

Happy reading!

Shelley


INNOCENT NEXT DOOR

Shelley Munro

Book 1, Military Men
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Introduction

Adventure is Summer William's mission!

Life in a small town is comfortable, but living with her loving and overprotective family means it lacks adventure. And forget romance with two interfering army brothers around. It's time to leave the cozy nest. Her grandiose plans come to a grinding halt when she becomes innocently involved with a crime boss, then she bumps heads and lips with her uncle's sexy but very bossy neighbor.

Special Air Services soldier Nikolai Tarei owes his neighbor a favor, but looking out for his twenty-two year old niece is stretching friendship too far. She’s a virgin and her sex appeal, sassiness and brazen disregard for safety have Nikolai scrambling to protect both her and his battered heart.

Summer is a librarian who's a whiz at research. Now she's ready to try out the sex toys and sexual positions she's researched. The woman is tying Nikolai in sensual knots and driving him crazy—in and out of bed. But he’s enjoying the journey, and suddenly he's thinking about making his Summer babysitting assignment a full time commitment—if only he can persuade her to see things his way.

Warning: Contains an alpha army hero and a virgin, BBW heroine. Mix and see the sparks fly!


Chapter One

“I’m not telling him. You tell him.”

“It was your fault. You left the book in the taxi,” Marty snarled back at Ross. His hands curled to fists, and it looked as if he’d straighten the kink in his brother’s nose with a hairsbreadth more provocation.

Dare Martin had heard enough of their crap. He strode into his Auckland office and shut the door behind him. The soft thud of wood sliding home muted the chatter from the early dinner crowd in his restaurant and acted like a bomb explosion on his cousins. They whirled to face him, their familiar features bearing uneasiness and trepidation and a smidge of outright fear. He stepped away to halt his urge to grab their dumb-ass heads and bang them together.

“I hope you’re fooling around.” Dare growled, not bothering to hide his irritation, the reaction mild, considering the touchy subject. He dropped into the high-tech leather chair that sat behind the rimu-veneer desk and leaned back. They’d better be kidding, or he’d give them old-fashioned cement boots and drop them in the blue waters of the Hauraki Gulf. The book held an important place in his plans to take over the Ngataki family business, or a good portion of their trade. Their main competition when it came to profiting from drugs, the Ngataki men—especially Josiah—liked to mess with him and turn his life to chaos. Time for payback.

Hell, important be damned.

The book was bloody essential. Josiah had stolen his girlfriend—a woman he’d genuinely liked. He didn’t intend to lose out to Josiah again.

“Where’s the book?” His normal lazy drawl flattened to crisp and no-nonsense.

Marty backed up and edged to the door, his chubby face paling to reveal a mug full of freckles. “Ross left it in the cab. We realized we’d lost…ah…left it and grabbed another taxi to follow. When we caught up with the driver, he said there was nothing left on his backseat.”

Ross nodded in emphasis, reminding Dare of a wooden puppet. “Yeah, it wasn’t there.”

Marty glared at his brother then continued. “We’d followed the vehicle and saw him drop off at the library on Wellesley Street. A woman got out with a loada parcels. I think she thought our package belonged to her and took it with her.”

Pissed yielded swiftly to fury, but apart from lifting his hands to grip the edge of the desk, Dare kept his expression impassive. “I want that book.”

Marty scratched his head. “We couldn’t find her in the library, but turns out the bird works there. We saw her leave and followed her home to Bottle Top Bay, boss.”

“Yeah, young bird. Nice tits.” Ross’ brows waggled up and down, and he smirked the dopey grin that never failed to prod Dare’s temper.

“If you know where she lives, then get the friggin’ book back!” Dare roared, letting rip with his frustration. Goddamn bloody relatives. “I don’t give a rat’s arse how you do it. Just get it back.”

“Sure, boss.” Marty’s beefy hand reached for the wooden doorknob. “The house is isolated—just the one next door. Breaking in won’t be a problem.” His words ran together, a sure sign he sensed how close they stepped to bodily harm.

“Yeah, no problem, boss,” Ross said, stroking his bearded chin.

Dare sucked in a deep breath. A bloody farce, that was what this was. No wonder he’d discovered a gray hair this morning. After another calming inhalation, he flipped a red hardbound book open and reached for his engraved silver pen to add a notation to the margin. A soft shuffle of shoes made his head jerk up. “You still here?”

“Need a car,” Ross muttered.

“Steal one.” Dare seethed as he delivered the obvious answer. The blow his cousin had copped during that brawl last year had left him two sandwiches short of a picnic. “And don’t get caught because I won’t bail you out.”

Dare gripped his pen and concentrated on his coded notes. Lumbering footsteps followed by a click as the door shut indicated his cousins’ departure. Dare tossed the pen down in disgust and leaned back. His chair slid smoothly into a reclining position.

He had a goal, a vision of power and his future.

Nothing would derail his dream.


Chapter Two

“I want you to look after Summer.”

Summer’s bare feet froze outside the door to her Uncle Henry’s study. Her hand slid from the brass doorknob. A babysitter? Indignation stabbed her mind, robbing her of the sense of accomplishment she’d experienced seconds earlier.

At age twenty-two, why did they think she needed a babysitter? Her eyes narrowed as she placed her package on a wooden pedestal table and pressed closer to eavesdrop.

“Do I look like a babysitter?” a masculine voice snapped. “Try the yellow pages.”

Summer nodded emphatically, giving a silent cheer for the owner of the low, husky voice. Way to go, mister. But while she waited for Uncle Henry’s comeback, she fumed.

She knew exactly where the idea had originated—her family, or more specifically, her mother who thought danger lurked behind every corner in sinful Auckland City.

After weeks of discussion, her mother had reluctantly agreed to her departure on the stipulation that she stay with Henry, her mother’s younger brother, while she attended her course.

“Think of it as a favor.”

“No.”

The blunt, uncompromising answer pushed a smile to the surface. She liked this man. And she agreed with him one hundred percent. Yes, she’d been a sickly child, but she’d outgrown the bad asthma attacks. As long as she used her preventer, there was nothing wrong with her health. She glanced down at her bust and hips, her expression turning rueful. Thanks to her mother’s excellent cooking, her body—well, the polite word was “curvaceous”.

“Nikolai.” Uncle Henry gave a heartfelt groan—one designed to raise sympathy. “My sister will make my life miserable. She’ll hunt me down on my honeymoon.”

Summer suppressed a snort as she flipped the end of her French braid over her shoulder. Why did Uncle Henry think she’d come to Auckland? Although her mother meant well, she was overprotective when it came to the baby of the family. And now she was doing the smothering thing by remote control, all the way from Eketahuna.

If she allowed this, her bid for freedom would end before it started. It was time her family let her make her own mistakes, let her fix any stuff-ups by herself. Let her live.

When her boss at the Eketahuna Library had suggested further training in Auckland, the possibilities had made her breathless. Eager. At last, a chance to spread her fledgling wings. Despite her parents’ protests, she’d seized the opportunity with both hands.

And she wasn’t about to allow anyone to take away the experience.

“Tell someone who cares. With my track record, I’m the last person you should ask.”

A shiver goose-stepped down her spine. That voice… His decisive tone did things to her. She considered easing the door open a little farther to check out the body that matched the sexy rumble. Meeting men was high on her to-do list. No time like the present.

“I hate to do this,” Uncle Henry said, “but I’m a desperate man. You owe me. That time I saved you from the broad in—”

The heartfelt curse lifted Summer’s brows toward her hairline. She hadn’t heard her brothers use that oath before, and they spilled some original ones if they thought they were alone.

“All right, dammit. I’ll check on her now and then, but if I see one girly tear, I’m outta there. And our debt is square once you get back.”

“That should do it,” Uncle Henry hastily agreed. “Just check to make sure her car is there and get a visual every couple of days.”

Get a visual? Good grief. Nikolai was one of Uncle Henry’s military friends. He’d take his duties seriously. This was not good.

“All I want is a peaceful honeymoon.”

“All you want is to get laid,” Nikolai muttered.

Uncle Henry chuckled—a smug masculine sound that made Summer ache to deck him on Veronica’s behalf. “Yeah, that too.”

Right, that did it. If she allowed this, she’d never escape her family’s well-meaning influence. Yeah, she loved them, knew they loved her in return, but enough was enough.

Summer shoved the door open and strode through. “I’m back. Oh—” She stopped in front of her uncle’s large wooden desk. Her hand fluttered to her left breast in pretend surprise while she studied her uncle’s tan face. Handsome and burly, his recent happiness seemed dimmed by a hint of guilt or maybe that was her imagination. “You have a visitor.”

“Summer, this is Nikolai Tarei. He’s my closest neighbor.”

Summer’s gaze had already snapped to the man with the sexy voice. Physical awareness floored her, made her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth. Luckily, her brain continued to function and nothing impaired her twenty-twenty vision. Oh, boy. Tall, dark and sinfully sexy was welcome to guard her body any time.

Her uncle stood and rounded the desk to stand at her side. “Nikolai, my niece Summer. She’s up in Auckland to do a six-month course at the Central Library.”

Nikolai shoved away from the wall and stepped across the faded blue carpet. “Pleased to meet you.” He held out his hand in greeting.

Summer realized her mouth gaped and snapped it shut. She stuck out her hand, and instantly it was engulfed in his warm grasp. Her heart tap-danced, did a jig—the whole works. She fought the urge to jerk from the contact. One thing stood out in her mind. Miranda’s Tips to Flirting could come in handy with him around.

He released her hand and stepped back. Summer’s avid gaze followed as if attached by an umbilical cord. Big. Actually, make that huge. He towered over her by a good six inches. Broad shoulders gave his black T-shirt quite a workout. She took in his ruffled black hair, the stubble shading his jaw, his sensual mouth. Under no circumstances would she call him tame. Dark eyes that reminded her of the richest, most expensive chocolate skimmed her face, her body, then settled back on her uncle.

Stupidly, Summer felt the sting of rejection, but she told herself it didn’t matter. Nikolai Tarei reminded her of her two brothers—extremely capable and overprotective. And one look told her it was likely he bore the bossy gene. She didn’t require another brother-figure looking over her shoulder, vetting boyfriends, putting a dampener on her quest for independence. Not when she intended to let loose and live a little.

“I wanted you to meet Nikolai before I left. If you have any problems, you can call on him.”

Uncle Henry’s cheerful, gruff voice made her stiffen. Trying too hard. Did they think she was stupid?

“Most people would call that babysitting.” She bared her teeth in a smile and intercepted the brief glance the two men exchanged—the quirk of brow, the silent grimace that said, “You deal with her”.

Oh, for goodness sake. “I’m not expecting any problems. I’ll be too busy.” She paused a beat. “Going out on the town.”

Uncle Henry spluttered. His mouth opened and closed several times.

“I have to go. I’m expecting a call,” Nikolai said.

Summer choked back a laugh. In military terms that qualified as a strategic retreat. Wise man. She watched him saunter to the door and frowned. What should have been a loose-limbed stride had a distinct hitch, but his black jeans covered any evidence of an injury.

“Coward,” Uncle Henry muttered.

Summer turned her gaze on her uncle. “Did you say something?”

“No.”

Summer heard a distinct snicker and whipped her head around.

Nikolai’s face displayed polite farewell. “Henry, see you when you get back. Give my love to Veronica.”

“Right.” The two men shook hands. “Thanks.”

The silent communication thing again. She watched Nikolai exit and limp down the passage. Appreciation bloomed along with a grin at his mighty fine rear end. He might be her babysitter, her jailer, but she still appreciated the view.

She turned to her uncle. “What’s wrong with Nikolai’s leg?”

“Knee injury.”

“On active duty?”

“Yeah.”

Suspicion made her narrow her eyes. “Do Dillon and Josh know him?”

“Your brothers? Maybe.”

A tight sensation gripped her chest. “Don’t tell me he’s Special Air Service.”

“Okay.” Uncle Henry blinked, his steady blue gaze not fooling her one bit. “I won’t.”

* * * * *

Nikolai limped down the uneven front path, heading for the gate in the boundary fence between his and Henry’s property. He would’ve stomped if not for his blasted knee.

A babysitter.

Hell, he didn’t need that sort of responsibility.

His foot skidded on a pile of damp grass clippings. Pain, sharp and jagged, lanced from his knee up his thigh. Nikolai glared at the green hose that spurted water into Henry’s rose garden. He sucked in a pained breath, cursed and staggered to the gate, leaning his weight against it while he rode out the discomfort.

Babysitting. Hell, Henry should know better. Incapacitated the way he was now, he was about as useful as a gun without bullets.

Nikolai tested a little weight on his knee and decided he could make his kitchen without keeling over. The gate creaked open. He should have taken that damn painkiller before he went to Henry’s. At least then, he might have an excuse for agreeing to Henry’s blackmail. But no, he’d been drug-free, clear of mind and in total control, yet he’d still managed to find himself looking after a green country girl just out of high school.

He gritted his teeth as he hobbled the last few steps to his front door. Nikolai shouldered it open and headed straight for the kitchen and the bottle of pills. Five minutes later, he dropped into his recliner chair and stared out at his overgrown garden, past the knee-high grass and the scraggy shrubs.

He watched Henry carry a suitcase from the house and toss it into the rear of the car. Summer followed with a smaller bag and a suit in a protective cover. Nikolai saw her say something, heard Henry’s booming laugh through the open window. His throat constricted with a feeling he hated to analyze as Henry swept his niece into a bone-crushing hug.

Hard to believe his friend and mentor was married after years of the single life. Nikolai snorted. That was the kicker. Henry had sworn to remain a bachelor then taken one look at Veronica and fallen hard. They’d married quietly yesterday and were off on a cruise this evening, leaving from Veronica’s apartment in the city. Hopefully, marriage would work for Henry. It sure as hell hadn’t for him.

Nikolai thrust aside bitter memories to study Summer. Average height, long brown hair in a plait, on the chubby side, and a dazzling smile that made a man look twice despite the god-awful gray sack thing she was wearing.

His charge until Henry returned. Nikolai leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. Hopefully, once a week would work. It couldn’t be that bad.

* * * * *

A noise woke Summer. One moment she was dreaming of playing rugby with the All Blacks and the next her eyes sprang open, the fine hairs on her arms prickling in silent alarm. She froze, exhaling in a measured manner, while she listened.

There it was again—a muted creak. A footstep? She slid from bed, knowing she’d have to investigate or risk lying awake all night.

Whispers carried down the passage outside her room. A light flashed briefly and shut off.

“Must be in one of the bedrooms.”

The guttural whisper snapped her to action. She crept to the window. The shutter clicked as she lifted the latch—loud enough for her to freeze in place.

“I’ll check this room and the bathroom. You take the other two rooms.”

“What about the girl?”

“You heard the boss. Do whatever’s necessary to get the goods.”

“Right.”

Two of them. Healthy fear had her springing to action. She shoved the window open wide, no longer caring about attracting attention. Footsteps sounded outside her bedroom. The door handle grated as it turned, and she slithered feetfirst out the window. The sill dug into her stomach while her feet dangled two feet above Uncle Henry’s prized rose garden. Not the best position, but not as bad as getting accosted by strange men in the middle of the night. She wriggled farther over the windowsill and let go.

Rose thorns sliced at her calves, her thighs. She bit her bottom lip. Shit! That hurt. Well, that would teach her to wear a skimpy nightgown rather than the flannelette pajamas her mother had packed. She extricated herself from the grip of Tom Thumb, Uncle Henry’s favorite rosebush, and limped toward Nikolai’s house. Pique made her grimace and think in curses. Just her luck. Her first night alone, and she needed help. A great start to her bid for independence.

“She’s not here.”

Summer glanced over her shoulder and once again cursed her nightgown. The pale material stuck out like a Jersey bull in her mother’s vegetable garden.

“She must be here.”

She changed direction, heading to the rear of Nikolai’s house. She stepped onto the verandah and almost fell through a broken board. Damn and blast.

“The window’s open. Check the garden.” The intruders’ voices carried on the night air.

An open window beckoned, the sheer net curtains fluttering in the soft breeze. The voices moved closer, and panicked, Summer dived through the opening.

Something tackled her, sending her flying. She landed on her back in the middle of a mattress. The air hissed from her lungs as someone pinned her in place.

“Don’t move,” a harsh voice gritted next to her ear. A hand moved down her arm and across her chest, freezing when it came into contact with her breast. This time, the succinct curse didn’t raise so much as an eyebrow. The body pressing her into the bed moved, but not enough for her to draw a good lungful of air. A bedside lamp switched on, and she blinked at the bright light.

“You.” Nikolai glared down at her. “What the devil are you doing in my bedroom?”

She swallowed. His hand was warm, and she felt her nipple hardening under his touch. Humiliation at her body’s betrayal made her tense even as she savored the spike of sensation.

“Um…would you mind taking your hand off my breast?” The way her nipple was cozying into his palm—talk about a newsflash. Nikolai this close was unnerving, especially since he was the enemy. She refused to imagine how good it would feel if he rearranged their bodies a fraction. Nope, she wasn’t going there.

The furrow between his brows deepened. “Isn’t that what you’re here for?”

The innuendo made her stiffen even more. “Someone’s broken into Uncle Henry’s house.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” To Summer’s intense relief, he released her. “Have you rung the police?”

“No. I…” Summer’s voice trailed off as she took in the broad expanse of his naked chest. Oops, naked all over. Her gaze jumped northward, but the vision of masculinity remained seared to her retinas. He looked so much better without clothes.

Nikolai rolled his eyes with the same masculine impatience her brothers exhibited whenever they thought her behavior stupid. “Never mind. Get in bed and stay warm. I’ll take care of things.”

He yanked on a pair of jeans and limped from the room before she could tell him what she thought of his verbal pat on the head. The rumble of his voice from the other room told her he was ringing the cops. No way was she staying in his bed and missing out on the excitement. She sprang off the mattress. This was more adventure than she’d ever imagined, and it was only her second day in Auckland.

Summer crept down the passage, feeling her way cautiously through the dark and unfamiliar house.

“I told you to stay in bed.”

She jerked as his warm breath tickled her ear. Oh, boy. Who’d have thought an ear was an erogenous zone? She bit her bottom lip, frowned then grinned as a brainwave struck. “I heard a noise outside the window.”

Luckily, it was dark since she couldn’t lie to save herself. And her body was broadcasting lustful messages a blind man could decipher. Full participation in this adventure would distract her, help her gain a semblance of control—she hoped.

“All right. Stay with me.” He slid through the darkness with the ease of a soldier on night maneuvers.

She blundered after him and kicked a table leg. The clatter and her squeak of pain made him curse. Huh, another new one to save for later—wait until the next time her brothers tried to tell her how to live her life. Her brilliance would stun them into silence.

“Can’t you be quiet?”

“I can’t see.”

Another muttered curse. “Here.” He seized her hand. “Hold on to me and keep up.”

Summer felt a royal salute coming on until he attached her hand to the waistband of his jeans. When she touched warm skin, every militant urge stalled. Her fingers curled over the body-warmed denim, her senses reeling, her body humming—from toe-tips to the top of her head. Bits in between tingled and plunged and swooped like a high-speed lift traveling to the ground floor. Oh, boy.

He opened the front door and slid outside. She stumbled after him, her mind engaged on sensation, the way her silk nightgown caressed her curves, rather than the need to reconnoiter.

He stopped without warning. Summer plowed into his back and her nose jabbed his shoulder blade. A whoosh of air escaped her parted lips.

His hands snaked out, steadying and preventing her from falling. “Mind the step. I haven’t got ’round to fixing it yet.”

The step? Her next intake of breath was a mistake. It was full of him. Sandalwood soap and Nikolai. A very combustible combination. Who’d have thought?

In the distance, a siren sounded.

“Help is on the way.” Satisfaction oozed from his voice. “They’ve managed to get here quicker than I thought they would. The siren is a nice touch.”

Huh? She shook away her confusion to focus on the important things. “Are the intruders still in Uncle Henry’s house?”

“Can’t you hear them?”

Um, no. She couldn’t register anything except the thud of her heart. It was a wonder he didn’t pick up the rapid tattoo with him standing so close and all. Her breath stalled. Did he realize his hand had slid down to her butt? It wasn’t her most attractive feature and frankly, she possessed better places if he wanted to explore.

“Damn, they’ve heard the siren.”

Summer turned her head in the direction he was looking. Two shadowy figures sprinted across her uncle’s lawn, past the fishpond out front and disappeared around the corner of the house. Seconds later, a car engine roared.

“Smart,” Nikolai muttered. “Look, they’re going to drive back down the road as if they have every right. If they sped off, that would appear suspicious.”

A car pulled into Nikolai’s driveway. The siren stopped.

“Stay there.”

Another order. Summer considered then decided she refused to take orders. The police would want to interview her. After avoiding the hole, she stepped off the wooden deck.

Two men leapt from the car, and the three of them indulged in a complicated handshake followed by a round of shoulder clapping that would’ve flattened a normal person.

Nikolai grinned. “That was quick.”

“I was at Jake’s place,” one of the guys said.

Summer came to a screeching halt. Her eyes narrowed on the group, and she must’ve made a sound. The two strangers whirled and their faces, tight and ready for action, gave them away.

They were not policemen.

Both tall. Both muscular. Both with dark hair and military bearing, they screamed SAS mates.

“Who’s the babe?” Although the voice was soft, the words carried.

Nikolai sighed heavily. “I thought I told you to stay put?” He limped up the path and tugged her by the arm until she stood in front of him. Summer felt his body heat sear the length of her back. His arm wrapped around her as if he thought she might attempt an escape. Pressed to his body and with his arm weighing down on her breasts, she could hardly breathe. “This is Henry’s niece.”

There was a moment’s silence before one of the men whistled. “Not a babe then?”

Nikolai’s limbs tensed, his grasp tightening.

Summer struggled for freedom, and he released her the instant she wriggled. Enough. They couldn’t pretend she was invisible. She was right in front of their eyes. “Are the two mutually exclusive?” she demanded, clicking her fingers.

“Of course not, ma’am,” one of the men said.

She glared and stuck out her hand. “Summer, not ma’am.”

“Jake,” the man replied.

Interesting. His hand was as warm as Nikolai’s but didn’t produce the same tingles. A soft growl came from behind her, and Jake grinned as he liberated her hand.

The other man beside Jake claimed it almost instantly. “Louie. Pleased to meet you, Summer.” Louie’s low drawl held flirtation, and she felt an answering grin gather momentum.

“Louie.”

Startled, her gaze snapped to Nikolai. His face bore a feral warning while his tone promised reprisal. Against what she didn’t know, but Louie did and he heeded the caution.

“Shirt,” Nikolai snapped.

Jake and Louie grinned at each other. They did the silent communication thing then Jake shrugged, whipped off his cotton shirt and held it out to her. She stared in confusion. What did they want her to do with it? Wash it?

“Hell.” Nikolai grabbed the garment and thrust it against her chest. “Put it on before we drown in the drool.” A snicker drew his wrath. “What?”

“Nothing,” Jake said.

Nikolai nailed her with a glare. “We’ll go and check Henry’s house. Make sure they’ve gone.”

Summer nodded, and once they moved off, followed them.

“Stay,” Nikolai ordered.

She halted and frowned at the departing men before glancing over her shoulder. Nope, Nikolai didn’t own a dog.

And she didn’t have fur.

She crept down the footpath after the three men, careful where she placed her bare feet. Her body ached in interesting places, but no way was she missing a single bit of this adventure.


Chapter Three

The woman would drive a sane man to drink if she didn’t entice him into bed first. How the hell had he ever thought her unremarkable? Jake and Louie hadn’t missed a trick. He was the one slow on the uptake, which made this babysitting assignment a trickier proposition than his original suppositions. Especially, when he had the urge to run his hands over her breasts and down her body in a one-on-one investigation.

His cock twitched in agreement. He cast a furtive glance over his shoulder and cursed. Jake and Louie stilled.

“Problem?” Louie demanded in an undertone.

Nikolai sighed. “Nothing. You two go ahead. I’ll handle it.”

Jake glanced back, the ever-present humor turning up into a flagrant grin. “The babe?”

“Henry’s niece,” he gritted out. The plan was to look after the girl, not get down and dirty as his cock was so busily ordering. He was a babysitter.

Louie smirked. “Whatever.”

They slid away, blending into the darkness without another word while he backtracked to deal with Summer Williams.

“I’m not in the SAS so I don’t have to follow orders.” She folded her arms across her chest, and Nikolai couldn’t help but notice her spectacular curves. The girl obviously ate well—no lettuce leaves for her. She’d look great decked out as a fifties movie star, but naked— Whoa!

“Button up the shirt,” he ordered, averting his gaze and mentally ordering his body to cool it. Henry’s niece was way out of his league. Too young. Too naïve. And probably a virgin to boot. “You’ll catch a cold.”

“I’m not in the army. I’m not part of your unit.” Her blue eyes shot heavy artillery fire.

“Who said I’m SAS?”

“Uncle Henry.”

Nikolai glided closer, right into her personal space, intimidation on his mind. He sucked in a deep breath while striving for calm. Mistake. Her delicate feminine scent teased him, distracted him.

Flowers.

Woman.

Bad move.

The boys were right. He was thinking babe. He struggled with concentration, resisting the urge to shuffle in the manner of a raw recruit. Damn, his jeans were starting to feel like a suit of armor. Think cold showers.

“Henry wouldn’t tell you that.” Shit, if he carried on like this for much longer she’d notice his body’s reaction. In a desperate act of self-preservation, Nikolai pictured the gruff, no-nonsense Henry. It didn’t help. He took a hurried step away from temptation.

“My brothers are SAS. I can spot a military man from a hundred feet away.”

She sounded so ferocious she piqued his curiosity. He might be SAS, but he wasn’t contagious. “What’s wrong with the army? Henry’s military.”

“Don’t you mean what’s right with them? Military men are bossy, opinionated, macho, pigheaded, think their way is the sole way, shoot first and ask questions later, scare away boyfriends— Did I mention bossy? All for my own good, of course.”

Nikolai watched her impassioned face and couldn’t prevent a laugh. “Why don’t you save the character assassination for your brothers and Henry? Remember me? The man you ran to for help.” Since she’d made her opinion clear, he’d keep out of her way, apart from the promised weekly check for Henry.

Yeah, he could do that. Better for both of them that way. Besides, Henry wouldn’t appreciate the thoughts running through his head. Hell, any guy who dared to think of his niece like this—if he had one. His jaw flexed. That included Jake and Louie.

Hell, especially Jake and Louie.

She planted her hands on her hips, dragging his reluctant gaze to her curvy body. “The two men are gone. I want to see the damage then go to bed. I have a busy day tomorrow.”

Disappointment surged through him as quick as machine gun fire. He’d liked the look of her in his bed. The feel of her…hell! Preservation kicked in big time. The girl was young—too young. How many times did he have to tell himself before the facts sank into his thick head? Besides, he’d failed with Laura. He’d lost both her and their baby.

No point making the same mistake twice.

He was committed to his job, and that didn’t leave room for anything else. Once this bum knee mended, he’d be back in the thick of the latest war brewing.

“All right. We’ll check the house then leave you on your own.” He took her arm and guided her down the footpath to Henry’s house.

The front door stood wide open. Nikolai heard Jake and Louie murmuring in low voices near Henry’s study, so he knew it was safe for her to enter.

Nikolai directed her to Henry’s study, which had been ransacked. Books dotted the carpet, ripped from shelves and tossed haphazardly to the floor. Broken glass from picture frames crunched underfoot, and a coffee table and chairs lay at drunken angles, carelessly overturned.

He halted in the doorway. “Your feet are bare. Watch the glass. I need to know if anything is missing.”

“How can I tell with this mess?”

“Thieves usually take portable valuables. Electrical goods. Jewelry. Money. Do the best you can. Take one room at a time.”

She wandered off so he limped over to Jake and Louie, skirting glass and a broken chair. “Point of entry?”

Jake eyed the direction in which Summer had disappeared. “They forced the laundry window.”

Nikolai’s nod was curt. “I doubt Henry keeps anything of military value here, but we can’t dismiss it totally.”

“Nothing obvious missing.” Louie shrugged. “They’ve tossed the study and the bedrooms. Kitchen and dining room are intact. You gonna contact Henry?”

“Nah.” Ribald amusement surfaced at the idea. He could hear Henry’s curses already, and none of the language sounded printable. “I know better than to interrupt a man on his honeymoon. Once he gets back is soon enough.”

Jake righted a chair and straddled it. “You want us to stay?”

The glint in his friend’s eyes made Nikolai sober and edginess seep into his muscles. He straightened to face off with his mate. The attempt at intimidation didn’t shift Jake’s smirk. Finally, he decided to pretend ignorance. “You might as well head off. I doubt they’ll be back tonight.”

Louie leapt in to pick up the gauntlet. “You and the babe be okay on your own? You don’t need chaperones?”

Jake chortled.

Nikolai bared his teeth but there was no amusement involved. “Thanks for coming. Appreciate the help.”

The three men walked to the door together, his two friends still chuckling loud enough to scrape him the wrong way. Never mind that he’d lead the joking if it were one of them in the same position.

“How’s the knee?” Jake asked.

“Better. I start physio next week.”

The phone rang, and all three men froze.

Louie scowled. “Damn funny time for the phone to ring.”

Nikolai headed inside at a jog, ignoring the pain signals traveling from his knee. The ringing ceased.

Louie followed. “Too late. She’s answered it.”

“Summer!” Nikolai hollered.

She appeared at the end of the passage, and he saw her pallor even with the distance between them. When she saw him, she ran toward him. An instant later, he held her trembling body in his arms.

“Who was it?” he asked, already suspecting the answer.

She shivered. “I don’t know. They told me they’d be back.”

Nikolai tightened his hold as if he could stop the shaking by sheer willpower. “Anything else?”

“He told me I wouldn’t have guard dogs all the time.”

Nikolai waved off his hovering mates. “Catch ya tomorrow.”

Louie nodded. “Ring if you need us.”

“I think Nikolai has things under control,” Jake said deadpan.

Stone-faced, Nikolai indicated the door with a jerk of his head. “Good night.”

Summer pulled away from him. “Thanks for the help.”

Jake winked, his pretty face wreathed in a babe-mag smile. “Anytime.”

Nikolai growled, and Louie chuckled without restraint.

Summer glanced at him, her eyes wide and blue. They shimmered in the light, and seeing that, he braced for an emotional outpouring. Hell, he hated weeping females. Laura used to excel at tears on demand. It’d taken him a while to catch on, but experience still hadn’t taught him how to cope with the feminine emotion.

“Where did they get in?” she demanded.

He did a double take. Not a tear in evidence. Instead, fury vibrated through her, rage making her glow with an inner fire. “Laundry window.”

“Would you mind boarding it up while I finish checking the rooms for missing items?”

“No problem.” Bemusement shaded his tone.

Her head dipped in a no-nonsense nod as she headed for the lounge.

A flash of tanned limbs drew his gaze. “What happened to your legs?”

She slowed and glanced down with indifference. “I jumped out my bedroom window. Uncle Henry’s rose garden is below.”

Nikolai swallowed. He was trained to deal with medical emergencies in the field, but it was different, worse somehow, seeing her injured. Angry scratches marred the creamy perfection of her calves. The right leg appeared worse. The scratches went all the way up her thigh, disappearing beneath the flimsy hem of her nightgown. Closer scrutiny showed protruding thorns. “That must hurt. Why didn’t you say something?”

She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I’ll live.”

“Where does Henry keep the first-aid kit?”

“You sound like my mother. Stop fussing. I’ll grab the kit when I’ve finished checking the rooms.”

He didn’t know whether to laugh or groan. The lady had enough prickles to rival a rose bush without borrowing from nature. “How are you going to remove the thorns by yourself?”

“I’ll look in the mirror.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier if I did it?”

She eyed him with clear mistrust. “I am not letting you look at my butt.”

Her trepidation fed his determination to follow through. “Seen one butt, you’ve seen them all.”

“This is a stupid discussion.” She took three steps into the lounge. “Let yourself out when you’ve finished in the laundry.”

He blinked at her retreating form. It had been a long time since anyone dismissed him that way. “How do you know I wasn’t involved in the break-in?” he asked in a soft voice.

She whirled to glare at him. “That’s not funny.”

“You don’t know me.”

“Is this a lecture? A life lesson? I might come from the country, but I’m not stupid. Uncle Henry trusts you, and that’s good enough for me.” She stormed past the den.

Nikolai stalked her, admiring the feminine roll of hips as she stomped. His gaze drifted to her stiff shoulders and returned to her butt. Nope. Nothing wrong with her curvy figure.

She paused to right a stool, and as she reached for the chrome leg, Jake’s shirt and the nightgown rode up. Nikolai’s breath hissed through his teeth.

“Right, that does it.” He tore his gaze away and fixed it on her indignant expression. “Where’s the first-aid box? Those scratches go all the way up your leg. They’ll get infected if they’re not treated.”

She huffed hard enough to blow a lock of hair from her eyes. “You’re not going to leave without a fight, are you?”

“Nope.”

Stubborn, stubborn man. “I heard Uncle Henry ask you to watch me. Are you going to boss me around the entire time he’s away? Personally, I think this is an extreme plan to see my naked butt.”

She caught his blink and watched his mouth curve in a sensual grin. Her heart sped up without warning, and her face heated. She wanted to fan her cheeks but kept her hands clenched at her sides. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine, almost thirty.”

Good, another black mark to add to the dreaded bossy factor. He was way too old for her. The article in Miranda magazine suggested a five-year age gap was good, and she agreed. Besides, she didn’t want to tie herself to one man, and the more her family interfered, the more determined she was to have fun and make up for lost time. Clear relief at his advanced age made her chirp, “I’m twenty-two.”

“Is the first-aid stuff in the bathroom?”

Stuck record. Clearly, he wasn’t going to back down. “Yeah, in the bathroom cabinet. I’ll get it.”

“You’ll need to lie down. Your bedroom is the best place.”

No. Definitely not, especially when she pictured her single bed and the lineup of stuffed bears. She imagined Nikolai touching her, gazing at her rear end. She shuddered. That was a big fat no. Dirty laundry covered the floor, still lying where she’d tossed it earlier. Underwear… She shook her head emphatically. “I don’t think so.”

“God, you’re stubborn. Just like Henry. No more arguing or I’ll paddle your butt.”

Right, that did it—underhand tactics required. She spun around and fluttered her lashes. “Oh, kinky. Sounds like fun.”

They stared at each other until he cleared his throat, breaking the silent challenge flaring between them. “I’d be gentle with you.”

A shiver rippled through her, and it had absolutely nothing to do with the temperature in the dimly lit passage. “Yeah, but would you respect me in the morning?”

A bark of laughter escaped him, changing the harsh angles of his face to handsome. “I thought we’d established I’m too old for you to hone your skills on.”

She forced herself to move. What the heck was wrong with her? She wasn’t usually susceptible to a military man. “We discussed it, but I wasn’t aware we’d come to an agreement.” Oops, what had happened to the naïve country girl from Eketahuna? And the decision that he was too old for her?

Nikolai brushed past her, heading for the bathroom. She heard the bang of a cupboard as it closed, the slide of the medicine cabinet and the hitch of careful footsteps as he limped back. Her insides clenched in anticipation.

“This your room?”

She nodded, eyeing him warily. She wasn’t going to let him look at her butt, was she?

“On the bed.”

An order. She remained in the bedroom doorway. The room seemed smaller than she remembered and a lot messier. Her gaze darted to the filmy underwear littering the floor. The piles of bright, in-your-face colors lying on the green carpet reminded her of wildflowers. Not one pair of plain white granny pants in sight. She tried to take comfort from that fact.

“I wonder what they were looking for,” she mumbled. Conversation. That was what she required—something to distract both of them. “Do you think they were after goods to sell, because I haven’t found anything missing yet? And ‘they’ll be back’ sounds like a line from a second-rate movie.”

Nikolai stepped over a turquoise-colored bra with barely a pause. “Don’t try to change the subject. On the bed.”

The unyielding jaw suggested it was useless to argue, while her innate common sense suggested she close her eyes and think of…England.

While she hesitated, he straightened the covers and gestured impatiently. She hesitated until he quirked a challenging brow in her direction. Finally, she huffed out a put-upon sigh and stretched out, facedown on the bed, her pulse rate racing.

Silence fell, and her senses jump-started into hyperdrive. The groan of the first-aid box snapped like rifle fire when Nikolai opened it, the rustle of plasters and bandages, the return volley. The mattress depressed on one side as he sat beside her. Heat gathered in her face.

He was staring at her butt.

She just knew it.

The silk of her nightgown rustled as he raised the hem. Cool air brushed across the tops of her thighs.

“Hell, why didn’t you say something earlier? That must hurt.”

He was looking at her legs. Fingers curled into the duvet cover while she bit back a moan. Beneath the silk fabric of the nightgown bodice, her nipples tightened while liquid warmth between her legs made her heart stutter in distinct alarm.

His fingers trailed over her left calf and up her thigh. The emotion in her face sprinted downward and spread until her body burned with unrelenting heat. She squirmed inwardly. Thank goodness, he couldn’t see her expression or witness how turned-on she was, how much she wanted to explore his delectable body in return. Despite her virginal state, she lacked nothing in the imagination department.

“Can you hurry the process?” She wasn’t proud of the begging tone, but desperation left no room for dignity.

She heard him rummaging through the first-aid kit. A metallic clink.

“This will hurt,” he warned.

Not half as much as her pride. His fingers skimmed her thighs again. She trembled. Please let him hurry. She didn’t think she could take much more of this torture. Actually, the pain wasn’t too bad. At least it helped her concentrate on something other than his touch.

“All done.” The tweezers clattered against the kit as he put them down. “A little antiseptic and you’ll live. I’ll check the scratches for infection tomorrow.”

“I don’t think so. One free look at my butt is all you get.” She turned over and sat up, tugging the silk nightgown down as far as it would go. He had the gall to laugh—a low, sexy chortle that sucked at her insides.

“Will you be okay here for the rest of the night, or do you want to sleep at my house in case they decide to return?”

Her gaze shot to him. Exactly what was he offering? Sudden pressure in her lungs reminded her to breathe. “I’ll sleep here.” The flexing of his jaw indicated he intended to argue. “You gave me an option and I’ve answered. I’ll be fine. Despite the phone call, I doubt they’ll return tonight.”

His hesitation urged her to assert herself before he started pushing her around. “I’ll lock the windows and doors.”

“I’ll stay here tonight,” he informed her as if she hadn’t said a word.

“In my bed?” To her immense frustration, her sentence ended on a squeak.

Nikolai glanced at the bed and back at her. His lips kicked up in a faint smile. “Does it look as if we’d both fit in this sorry excuse for a bed?”

“There’s no need for sarcasm.”

“I’ll sleep in Henry’s room.”

“Fine. You’re going to do what you want no matter what I say.” She stalked to her bedroom door and arched her brows in a silent order for him to leave. He made no effort to depart, and she spelled it out bluntly. “Good night.”

The instant he cleared the doorway, she slammed her door shut. She heard a chuckle before his slow, uneven retreat. Good. He’s gone.

As she picked up a hairbrush and a tube of lipstick, she shoved Nikolai from her mind or tried to. Everywhere she looked, she was reminded of him. The first-aid kit still sat on her bed. Used pieces of cotton wool and a tube of antiseptic ointment were in plain sight, the impression his body had made on her duvet jolted her back in time. Lord, she could even smell the spicy scent of his soap.

Summer stomped around her bed and picked up a discarded drawer. She scooped up piles of silky lingerie and dumped them inside. She gathered a pile of books the intruders had tossed on the floor, along with the ring binder containing her study notes. Once the room looked more habitable, she decided to attempt sleep. She crawled under the covers and flicked off the bedside lamp.

Ten minutes later, she was still wide-awake. She reached over and turned on her lamp. She’d read. That was what she’d do. She checked the shelf where she’d left her parcel, frowned then fished inside the straw basket by her bed. Ah-ha! She extracted a package wrapped in brown paper from amongst two others and the rest of the junk in her basket. Ripping it open, she smiled and turned over the first book. Her satisfaction faded. She pulled the second book from the parcel and scanned the title, then the third.

This wasn’t her package.

These weren’t her books.

A frustrated scream lodged in her throat, but she bit down on her tongue and glared at a book on fly-fishing. She would’ve released the screech if it wasn’t for Nikolai’s presence.

A card fluttered free from one of the books. It read, Special order for Alistair Martin.

So much for the reading idea.

She groaned and hoped Alistair Martin appreciated her hot romances.


Chapter Four

Nikolai haunted her thoughts all day just as he’d inhabited her Technicolor dreams throughout the night. The naked visual in her memory combined with all the sexual how-to articles she’d read to produce a truly stunning fantasy.

Two people slow dancing, their arms wrapped around each other. She and the big, bad SAS man. Slowly undressing. Letting clothing fall to the carpet while they continued to move to the music, rubbing against each other, pausing to slide lips across each newly bared body part. Her breasts tingling as Nikolai slid his mouth across the upper slopes and curves then tugged at a straining nipple through the silky fabric of her lemon-colored bra. He pulled away, leaving a circle of wet fabric.

“Do you like that?”

Summer considered. “I’m not sure. You’d better do it again.”

Nikolai laughed, his dark eyes gleaming. “We can’t have that. A woman should have an opinion about something this important.” And he bent his dark head again, sucking the tip of her other fabric-covered nipple into his mouth.

A sensation of heat engulfed her entire body. She gripped his shoulder. “I need… It might be better if I took this off. I wouldn’t want you to get fluff-balls.”

Two dark brows shot toward his hairline as he released her nipple to stare at her. “Fluff-balls?”

“Like fur-balls in cats.”

“You know, I think you’re right.” His hand slid behind her back, and with a casual flick, her bra fell open. “While we’re at it, maybe we should get comfortable. How does the bed sound? We can try the kitchen table next time.”

Was he teasing? She tipped her head back to study his face, her pulse kicking up at the sensual promise in his slumberous eyes, his smiling lips.

The rest of their clothes dissolved. Suddenly, cool cotton sheets were at her back, and Nikolai leaned over her, his tanned fingers exploring her breasts. She stirred restlessly, her breasts aching for his touch. When he finally touched her nipples, he pinched them hard. The corresponding jolt between her legs made her cry out.

“I’m going to make you so hot for me you’ll beg,” he whispered against her belly. “I’m going to make you wet and hungry. Your pussy is going to weep for my possession.” He kissed her quivering belly and used his tongue to trace her belly button. “I’m going to lap your juices and tease your clit like this.” His tongue darted inside her navel then he licked around the rim.

His demonstration hiked her pulse rate. Excitement and anticipation warred as his hands alternatively soothed and plucked her breasts, and his mouth explored her belly button. The juncture of her thighs ached. She writhed and squirmed as her hips lifted. Liquid honey flowed from her cleft.

Her breath caught as Nikolai moved lower, his hot breath stirring the short hair on her mound. His tongue traced the heart-shaped thatch, leaving a gleaming wet path in his wake.

Summer’s legs splayed, and she lifted her hips shamelessly, silently begging for his intimate touch. She felt so wet. So needy.

Nikolai parted her legs even farther, baring her to his sight.

“You’re wet for me.” His breath washed against her swollen clit. He blew against the tiny nub, and an intense shiver racked her body. “But you haven’t begged yet. Ask, Summer. Ask me to give you pleasure. Tell me what you’d like. My mouth. My cock.” He looked up at her then, their gazes colliding. His dark eyes compelling, dominant and so heavy with heat and promise that another shudder swept her body. “Tell me you want me.”

“Please, Nikolai. I need you inside me. Please ease the sweet ache. Nikolai. Please.”

She’d woken tingling, shuddering and so hot that a slow, cruising finger across her engorged clitoris had thrown her headlong into a toe-tingling orgasm. Now she craved the real thing, with the original Nikolai instead of a dream figure.

Oh, yeah.

Flapping a hand in front of her hot face, she shoved a returned library book from her trolley onto the shelf. But she refused to replace her well-meaning family with a bossy boyfriend. She sighed in resignation. Perhaps she’d buy a copy of the magazine with the article about sex toys. Then she could make an informed choice in the adult shop she’d seen in Papakura. Sex toys were the way to go until she met a worthy man, one that wouldn’t boss her around and lay down the law.

“Wake up, Summer,” the head librarian snapped, appearing from behind the animal husbandry section. “You’ve shelved that book in the wrong place.”

The thin, dark-haired woman plucked the hardcover from the section on agriculture and thrust it at her. “Find its correct home then you may leave. I trust you’ll pay more attention tomorrow.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Ferguson.” Something else to blame on him. She shoved the tome on the science shelf and stomped off to grab her orange straw basket and car keys.

She hoped this Alistair Martin was home because she wanted her books. Needed them. It was enough to drive a girl to write her own romances. In fact, she’d started composing chapter one in her head last night. The idea would’ve worked if the hero hadn’t morphed into Nikolai. Her character had appeared with a distinctive bossy streak along with a hot body. Suffice to say, her sleep had become restless.

Summer fired up her rattle-trap car and backed from the parking space. She needed her hot and steamy romances. Fly-fishing just didn’t do it for her. After driving down Queen Street, she indicated and transferred to the lane heading for Parnell.

“Number fifty-five, fifty-seven… A restaurant? That can’t be right.” She glanced at the card again. Definitely fifty-nine. A vacant car park decided the situation. She zipped into the space, scooped up the books and exited her vehicle.

The restaurant was beautiful. Classy. At least to the eyes of a woman from small town Eketahuna. Her heels clicked over the mocha-colored tiles and intricate mosaic insets until she stood in a reception area. Over to her left, there was a bar area with plush chocolate carpets and built-in leather seating. Two couples sat in a booth, drinks before them, while four businessmen stood at the bar.

A stylish woman appeared in front of her. “Hello. Table for one?”

“Yes, please.” A drink was a good idea.

She followed the woman to a table in an outside courtyard. Cacti and succulents in ceramic planters were arranged around the cobbled patio. Red and green umbrellas provided shade while music with a Spanish vibe gave an exotic ambience. She half expected a man in a swirling black cape with a rose clamped between his teeth to appear from next door.

The woman seated her and produced a menu. “Your waitress will be with you shortly.”

“Thanks. Actually, you might be able to help. I’m looking for a man—” She paused at the expression on the woman’s face and laughed. “That didn’t quite come out the way I meant. I mean I’m looking for a particular man. Alistair Martin. I don’t suppose you know where I could find him? I wasn’t expecting a restaurant at this number.”

The frown on the woman’s brow cleared. “You mean Dare. You’re in luck. He’s in the office at the moment. Can I tell him your name?”

“Summer Williams.”

“I’ll let him know you’re here.”

A waitress took her order and reappeared with a plate of bread and dips along with Summer’s orange juice.

While she waited for Dare Martin to appear, she amused herself people watching. A group of university students over to her right were flirting with each other. A blonde girl flicked her hair over her shoulder and smoothed the nonexistent wrinkles in her tight-fitting red top.

Summer drew in a breath, enlightenment making her grin widen—lots of meaningful eye contact and mutual smiling happening there. So, that was what the article meant by body preening.

“Miss Williams?”

Summer started at the interruption. The man bore an amused yet quizzical expression on his handsome face. “Oops, caught me eavesdropping,” she said in chagrin. “Call me Summer.”

Of course, she’d appear a fool in front of an eligible man. At least she hoped he was single because he pushed her hot buttons—an excellent distraction from the big, bad SAS man. Her gaze darted down his suit-clad body to his left hand.

No ring.

Of course, the lack of ring didn’t mean he was free of feminine entanglements, but it was a step in the correct direction.

His teeth flashed, dazzling white, as he grinned. “I’m Dare Martin. May I join you?” He indicated the empty chair at her table.

“Of course.” Her fingers rose to press the embarrassment from her cheeks. “You weren’t meant to catch me doing something so uncouth. It’s put me at a distinct disadvantage.”

Dare’s gray eyes twinkled. “It’s refreshingly honest. I believe you wanted to see me. I hope you’re not after a job because I leave the hiring to my manager.”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that. I think I have something that belongs to you.” She bent to hunt through her basket, pulled out the brown paper bag containing Dare’s books and passed it to him. “I hope you have my books. It was a huge disappointment last night when I discovered I had the wrong parcel. I don’t know how it happened.”

Dare glanced inside the bag, a pleased expression on his face. “I think I could kiss you.”

Summer’s gaze traveled to his lips. He didn’t mean that, did he? Because she liked the idea.

“I rang the bookshop this morning, but they were adamant they gave me the right books.” He signaled a passing waiter and ordered a drink. “Would you like another drink?”

Summer nodded. “Thanks. I suppose it was rather a shock to get a parcel of romances when you expected fishing books.”

“You could say that. Look, I appreciate you taking the trouble to deliver my books in person. I’m afraid your books are at my home, and I’m busy tonight. Why don’t I deliver them to you tomorrow?”

Another night without a decent book. She groaned in frustration. Maybe it was time to purchase an e-reader, and she’d have to think of another activity to put Nikolai from her mind, even if that meant cleaning the oven.

“I don’t suppose you’re free tomorrow afternoon?” he asked, breaking into her thoughts. “I’d like to buy you lunch to repay your kindness.”

That should do the trick. A date to help push Nikolai out of her head. “You don’t need to do that.”

“Of course I don’t.” His gray eyes flittered across her lips and rose to meet her gaze. “But I’d like to. How does midday sound? Actually, you’d be doing me a favor. I want to scope out a competitor, and I won’t stick out as much if I have a dining companion.”

“You know how to turn a woman’s head.” Her stomach tingled pleasantly as his gaze drifted across her face again. It felt as if he were touching her, kissing her lips.

Dare burst into delighted laughter. “What I meant to say was that your beauty will dazzle the waiters, and they’ll be too mesmerized to pay attention to me in spy mode.”

“Smooth.” She flicked her French braid over her shoulder and grinned. Oh, this flirting thing was fun. “Very smooth. I’d love to have lunch with you. Where are we going?” Under the table
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