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Prologue:

	Samantha (A few months earlier)

	I stretched and yawned. Something was different. I smiled as realization came to me. Makenna was safe and sound, and in the next bedroom. I listened and could hear her stirring. Well, she was never one to sleep late.

	And she was an engaged woman now. I knew Nash was the man who would make her happy. I was so excited for her.

	I sat straight up in bed. Damn, there was so much that needed to be done. They had to set a date. We had to go shopping for a wedding dress. It didn’t matter that she had worn a pretty white dress when she married Eric the Loser. It had been a quickie wedding. Nothing fancy. Eric probably hadn’t wanted her to spend any of his newfound wealth on something as frivolous as a wedding.

	Yes, Makenna was filthy rich, but so was the guy she was marrying, even though you’d never know it by the way they acted. I would make sure Makenna did this wedding right. This wouldn’t be a quickie wedding.

	I jumped out of bed and hurried to the connecting door, flinging it open. “We have so got to talk.”

	But it wasn’t Makenna standing in the middle of the room. Nope, it was a very naked man with a dragon tattoo curling around one arm. My gaze drifted over him, stopping below the waist. The guy was hung like a stallion and built as solid as a brick wall, with bulging biceps and washboard abs. He was a tanned Zeus with eyes that burned into me and quickly turned my legs to the consistency of melting butter.

	“I can think of a lot better things to do than talk.” His words were raspy, scraping over my body. 

	Good Lord, I’d almost had an orgasm, and he was a good eight feet away from me. I mentally shook my head as my gaze jerked back to his eyes. The last few days suddenly slammed into me. Makenna getting kidnapped, me being attacked…

	“You’re not Makenna. What the hell did you do to Makenna? If you’ve hurt her, I’ll…I’ll…”

	He grinned and my heart skipped a beat.

	No, no, no! Do not fall for his male magnetism. He might be a killer. A fucking hot killer, though. I had to stay focused. I glared at him.

	“You’re sexy as hell when you’re mad, especially wearing that see-through nightie.”

	I glanced down. Well, fuck. My nightie was see-through. My eyes narrowed. “I’ll be right back.” I turned on my heel, but at the last moment, glanced over my shoulder. “Put some clothes on. When I come back, I’ll want answers.” I marched back into the bedroom, slamming the door behind me.

	I thought about just grabbing a robe, but at the last minute decided I needed body armor against this guy and pulled on underclothes, then sweats, and a t-shirt. I slipped on my tennis shoes then marched back to the adjoining bathroom. I was just about to open the bedroom door when I changed my mind and knocked instead.

	“Come in.”

	I heard the amusement in his words. He was laughing at me. Now I was pissed. I flung the door open and gave him my fiercest look. At least he had the decency to wipe the cocky-ass smile off his face. And he was dressed. That was a good thing. Right? It didn’t feel like a good thing.

	“Maybe we should start over,” he said. “I’m Ryder. Ryder Hayes, Nash’s brother. We flew in to help him search for Makenna.”

	I felt as if I’d had the wind knocked out of me. “Nash’s brother?”

	He nodded. “Makenna moved to his room last night, so I took this one.”

	It was too damn early in the morning for all this crap. “I need coffee,” I mumbled as I turned and left the room. I felt like such an idiot. I didn’t even want to know what Ryder thought about the crazy woman who’d barged into his room. Nope, not just a crazy woman. A crazy woman wearing a see-through nightie.

	I came to a dead stop as I entered the kitchen. I assumed these were the other two brothers, along with Nash and Makenna. How could I not have guessed Ryder was Nash’s brother? The resemblance between them was too strong.

	Makenna smiled. “Good morning, Sam. I hope you slept well. These are Nash’s brothers, Layne and Jaxson.”

	My smile was weak at best as they came to their feet and offered me a chair at the table. I slid in between them, suddenly feeling very tiny, even though I was five feet, eight inches. Ryder chose that moment to enter the kitchen.

	“It’s about time you were getting up,” Nash told his brother. “I think you know everyone except Samantha, Makenna’s business partner.”

	Ryder grinned. “We met briefly upstairs.”

	Makenna looked at us as if she suspected something was going on between me and Ryder. I gave a little shake of my head. Nash set a cup of coffee down in front of me. I was grateful for something to do. I couldn’t meet Ryder’s gaze. I didn’t think I was ever going to be able to meet Ryder’s gaze. Not after seeing him naked.

	“You know,” Nash turned to me. “Makenna told me that you want to build a house in the country. You won’t find a better contractor and designer than my brother. The two of you should get together and talk about it.”

	I almost choked on my coffee.

	“I think that’s a great idea,” Ryder said. “I would love to see more of Samantha and show her some of my ideas.”

	I think I was the only one who understood his double entendre. The guy was an ass, and I had no intention of ever hiring him to build my home. It just wasn’t going to happen.

	


Chapter 1

	Samantha  (Present Day)

	“I really thought you and Ryder would hit it off,” Makenna said with a shake of her head as she fingered the lace on one of the wedding dresses on display.

	 Oh no, she was bringing up Ryder again. I really didn’t want to discuss him. “Oh, look at this dress. Isn’t it beautiful?” Bad choice! The dress was all ruffles and lace. Way too frou-frou.

	Makenna looked as if she’d just bit into a lemon. “Too frilly. I know you don’t really like it. I think you’re trying to change the subject. What happened between you two? You were acting funny when you joined us in the kitchen. Then Ryder came in looking all cocky. What gives?”

	He’d definitely been all cock. I closed my eyes tight against that mental image and desperately searched for a plausible answer. When I opened my eyes, one of Makenna’s eyebrows shot upward.

	Oh hell, the only thing I could do was confess. She wasn’t just my business partner, she was also my best friend. I took a deep breath and began. “Do you remember the night that you came back to Nash’s cabin? It was when Nash rescued you from Eric’s kidnapping attempt.”

	She frowned. “Yeah, right. For one thing, he didn’t rescue me. I rescued me.”

	 I rolled my eyes. Whatever. Makenna could be so damned independent. To the point it had almost gotten her killed a few times. “Anyway, you know the night I’m talking about.”

	“Yes, I don’t think I’ll forget it for a very long time.” She chuckled. “I don’t think Eric will either. I hear that he hates the color orange. I tried to tell him that he wouldn’t like prison. He never listened.”

	She must’ve noticed my impatient look.

	“Go on with your story of why you and Ryder don’t get along,” she said.

	“Well, some of what happened between us is your fault,” I told her.

	She looked surprised. “My fault?”

	“Yes! You’re partly to blame that Ryder and I are at odds with each other.”

	“Me? How am I to blame?”

	“Because when you left my bedroom, you went to the adjoining bedroom to go to bed. It was only natural that I would think you were in there the next morning. When I heard someone moving around, I jumped out of bed and hurried across to your room.”

	She shook her head. “But I wasn’t in there. I realized I should be with Nash. I went to his bedroom and was in his bed when he returned.”

	“Yes, I figured that out quick enough when I rushed into your room, but rather than you, Ryder was standing there completely naked.”

	Makenna immediately clamped her lips closed.

	I tilted my head to the side. “If you start laughing, you can find yourself another maid of honor.”

	“I’m sorry,” she quickly sobered. “The situation isn’t funny at all.”

	“You’re damn right it’s not.” I studied her for a moment, making sure she didn’t laugh. Her eyes were twinkling, though.

	In a very serious voice, she asked, “So, does he look just as good naked as he does with clothes on?”

	“You’re getting married in a few days,” I reminded her.

	She shrugged. “I was just curious.”

	Did he look as good naked? The wedding dresses faded away, and all I saw was Ryder standing in the middle of the room without a stitch of clothes on. Did he look just as good? Oh yeah, better than good. “He’s tanned all over. I mean all over. The guy must be a nudist or something. And he has a wickedly sexy dragon tattoo down one arm.” I traced my fingers down the side of my arm and then around. “The guy is fucking hot, and big, I mean really big if you get my drift.” I suddenly realized I’d said too much. I could feel the heat rising up my face.

	“I don’t see what the problem is then,” Makenna said.

	What was the problem? Oh yes, now I remembered. “He’s also a smart ass.”

	“So are you. I still don’t see the problem. It’s a match made in heaven.”

	“More like hell. It’s obvious the guy is a player.”

	She shrugged. “Then play with him.”

	 “Believe me, we did not hit it off at all. Besides, I’m sick of short-term relationships.”

	She raised her eyebrows again. “Are you thinking marriage?”

	I shrugged. I didn’t really know what I was thinking. “I don’t know. Maybe. I just want to meet the guy who turns my insides to mush. You know, a relationship like you and Nash.”

	“Hmm, well, it wasn’t like that for us in the beginning. We were at each other’s throats.”

	“Well, I’m pretty sure the guy I’m looking for isn’t Ryder.”

	She sighed. “Well, it’s a shame. I was hoping you two would hit it off. I really like Ryder.”

	“As soon as the wedding is over, we’ll probably never see each other again,” I said.

	“Nash said he’s a crazy good contractor. I really think you should put your differences aside and hire him to build your house.”

	I thought about it for a moment. I would probably see him every day because I wanted to be involved with every aspect of building my new home. No, I couldn’t see that working out. “I’m sure there are other contractors just as qualified.”

	She sighed. “I suppose so.”

	“I know so. Besides, anyone can see he’s a player. Women are an open field and he’s a John Deere tractor ready to plow through us.”

	Makenna chuckled. “When did you get into farming? I thought you were a city girl.”

	I frowned. “My grandparents had a farm. Remember? I loved going to their house. I don’t guess that was a very good metaphor, but it got my point across.”

	“And you don’t want a player, you like nerds.”

	“Exactly. We have more in common, and they’re a hell of a lot more reliable. When I go on a date, I want to know the guy is with me, and not every beautiful woman who walks into the room.”

	“Yes, but…”

	I pointed to a wedding dress on a mannequin. “What do you think about that one? It would look gorgeous on you.” I held my breath, hoping she would move on to another subject. And it was a gorgeous dress. In fact, it was perfect. I glanced toward Makenna. She looked as if someone had sprinkled glitter over her. She practically sparkled when her gaze landed on the dress.

	“That’s the one,” she whispered with awe.

	I turned to the saleswoman who hovered nearby. “She wants to try on that one.”

	It was the saleswoman’s turn to light up like a Christmas tree.

	When I saw the twelve thousand, four hundred dollar price tag, I knew why the saleswoman was so excited. I was pretty sure she would make a good commission. While Makenna went inside the dressing room, the saleswoman and her assistant took the dress off the mannequin and carried it to her.

	I came out of the dressing room after I helped slip the dress over Makenna’s head. Makenna wanted me to get the full picture of her in the dress. I was beginning to wonder if it might not have fit her, when the saleswoman pulled the curtain back and stepped out. She was in front of Makenna, blocking my view of her. When the saleswoman stepped away, my mouth dropped open. She looked just like Cinderella.

	“This is the one, isn’t it?” Makenna asked.

	“It’s definitely the one. You look like a princess.”

	The white satin dress was formfitting to just below her hips, then the dress flared out. The bodice was embroidered with delicate lace, tiny pearls, and clear Swarovski crystals that looked like twinkling diamonds in the overhead lights. After searching for a dress, since what seemed like forever, this was the one.

	“You don’t think it’s too girly, do you?” Makenna asked.

	I shook my head. “I hate to tell you this, but you are a female. It’s not as though you’re going to be mountain climbing in the dress. I know you’re an outdoors person, but just for this day, it’s okay to be feminine.”

	She suddenly grinned. “You’re right.”

	“Have you ever doubted me? Of course I’m right. I’m always right.” I tempered my words with a smile.

	The saleswoman clapped her hands and two young girls magically appeared. She pulled out a narrow tape measure and began to rattle off numbers while the two girls jotted them down, then they helped Makenna out of the dress.

	We chose a veil and shoes before we left the store. By then, we were starving. Makenna chose a restaurant and we got in her car. On the way, we discussed the wedding and other things that still needed to be done. By the time she was parking, I had relaxed. There had been no more mention of Ryder. Right before we got out, Makenna turned to me.

	“By the way, what were you wearing when you rushed into the bedroom that morning?”

	And just like that morning, I could feel that heat rise up my face. “My nightie,” I mumbled.

	“The sheer one?”

	“Yes. I was practically naked.”

	“Ahh…”

	I might as well put an end to this once and for all. “I was almost as naked as him. Yes, it pissed me off. I’m not usually an exhibitionist. Now, can we talk about something else?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Good.”

	“Did I mention we’re meeting Nash and Ryder at the restaurant?”

	I groaned. “No, you left that part out.” It was bad enough that Ryder was Nash’s brother, and his best man. It seemed I was in his company way too much. There was something about the way he looked at me. Like he could devour me in one bite. 

	I didn’t like men that came on strong. I wanted to be in control of the situation. I had a feeling with him, I’d lose all control.

	*  *  *

	Ryder

	I hated wearing a tux. The only thing worse would be a straightjacket. “You know, you could have saved us all a lot of trouble and just eloped.”

	Nash looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Seriously? Think about it. If our positions were reversed would you want to face Mom and tell her there wouldn’t be a wedding because you eloped?”

	I thought about his words for a moment. That’s all it took, one millisecond, actually. Our mother was hot apple pie fresh from the oven and warm hugs. Until you upset her, that is. Her sons were all over six feet tall, while she was a tiny five feet, four inches, but when she turned an icy, green-eyed stare your way, you looked for cover. You didn’t waste any time either.

	I met my brother’s gaze. “You’re right, eloping isn’t an option.” I looked down at the monkey suit I was wearing. “So, what do you think about this one? Good enough?” It looked fine to me. I wasn’t the one getting married, though. Nash was. But it was a nice fit.

	Nash critically studied me for a moment. He finally nodded. “I think so. How do I look? I’m not sure about this green color for a tux.”

	I studied him for a moment, then cocked an eyebrow as I looked over his shoulder at the twitching anorexic, young, salesclerk. What the hell had he been thinking letting Nash try on this tux? It was bright green and shiny. I was just about to tell him it was a terrible choice when I thought about the last time he’d pranked me.

	Nash loved to hike. In fact, when he wasn’t in one of the coffee shops we owned, you could bet your last dollar that he was doing something outdoors. I loved the outdoors, just not in the same way he did. He’d finally convinced me to go camping one weekend. I agreed. I figured we could bond. Do brotherly crap and stuff.

	It all went well until the bear came into our camp. Nash had run into my tent asking for my gun. Hell, I didn’t know I was supposed to bring a fucking gun. I could see the shadow of the bear coming toward the tent. I figured only one of us had to die, so I pushed Nash out of my way, yelling at him to run, and I rushed out of the tent, knocking the bear to the ground.

	It took a moment for me to realize the bear was laughing. I still owed baby brother for dressing up like a bear, and Nash for convincing him it would be great fun.

	So yes, I didn’t bat an eye as I turned a serious expression on my brother. “Well, you both love the outdoors. There’s a lot of green outside,” I said, keeping my expression serious.

	I glanced down at the white cuffs on his shirt. They were about two inches longer than the jacket. Nash might know the outdoors better than anyone I knew, but he didn’t know shit about men’s fashion. I don’t know how I kept from laughing. Of course, I wasn’t about to let him walk down the aisle looking like a big green smurf, but I could have fun for a little while.

	Nash looked unsure. “I don’t know. The only time I wore a tux was to Jaxson’s wedding. I didn’t like it then, and I don’t like it now.”

	He did have a point. “Then why are you wearing a tux? This is Dallas, Texas. Western attire would’ve worked.” Jeans were a hell of a lot more comfortable, too. White dress shirt, boots, and a cowboy hat. All done.

	His expression softened for just a moment. “Have you looked at Makenna? I mean, really looked at her? She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Sam is determined to give her friend a fairytale wedding that she’ll never forget. If it makes Makenna happy, then I want to give it to her, too.”

	At the mention of Samantha (everyone called her Sam, except me), my gut tightened. The woman was quickly becoming a thorn in my side. She was overbearing and didn’t give a damn what she said. She definitely didn’t have a filter. Problem was, when she’d ran into my bedroom wearing a skimpy, see-through nightie that morning, I’d only had one thing on my mind: fucking her. I was pretty sure the sex would be fantastic, but for some reason, she didn’t want to have anything to do with me. She’d taken an instant disliking, in fact. Maybe because I saw her almost naked. Hell, I should be the one pissed off. She’d seen me completely naked.

	I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Besides, what was there not to like about me? I thought I looked pretty debonair. Especially in a tux.

	“Maybe we should get another opinion,” Nash said.

	I guess it was time to tell him he looked like he was going to a prom rather than getting married, but before I could, a short, balding salesman came rushing toward us, stumbling just a bit the closer he got. His eyes grew round as he stopped behind us.

	Busted.

	“How do we look?” Nash asked him, turning around with a big smile plastered on his face.

	The clerk’s gaze slowly swept over us. He cupped his chin between his thumb and forefinger, and slowly began to nod his head.

	Yeah, I knew Nash thought he looked damned good. My brother was probably going to kill me.

	 He returned his gaze to ours. “He looks fine,” he said, nodding in my direction. “But I’m not sure about you. Are you planning to join the circus?”

	“The green doesn’t work?” Nash asked.

	He raised both eyebrows. “Not even a little.”

	Nash glared at me. I tried for an innocent expression, but I don’t think he bought it. He frowned at the salesclerk. “Then why do they make a tux in this color?”

	The clerk drew in an exasperated breath. “The green tux is usually worn by young men for proms. Did you not mention this was for a wedding?” He shook his head. “Never mind, I should’ve never gone to lunch and put you in the hands of one of the junior clerks.” His gaze turned on the young man who was hovering nearby.

	“He said he liked the green one,” he stuttered in his defense.

	“Then you should have told him the green would not work for a wedding and directed him toward more suitable attire.”

	“Yes, sir. I’ll remember that in the future.”

	“If you even have a future here,” he muttered, then waved the man away. “Go check to see if today’s shipment arrived.” As soon as he was gone, the sales clerk looked at us. “I apologize. I should’ve been the one who made sure you had the right tux. He’s my wife’s nephew. I’m not sure he has a working brain cell.”

	Nash soon discovered the cuffs of his white shirt were not supposed to be longer than the jacket. He pretty much lived in the outdoors, and didn’t have a clue.

	“You could’ve said something,” Nash practically growled.

	“I was having too much fun.” I chuckled. “Hey, I would’ve given you about five more minutes before I explained you looked like a bad gigolo on a Saturday night in a smoke-filled casino.”

	The clerk helped us find what we needed, and we were able to escape the store. I was still grinning. 

	My good mood didn’t last.

	“By the way, we’re meeting Makenna and Sam for lunch,” Nash casually told me as he started the car and pulled away. He must’ve noticed my grimace because he continued. “What is it with you two? I really like Sam. She has a great sense of humor.”

	“She has a sense of humor? I haven’t seen that yet.”

	“Now you’re the funny one in the family? I think you just need to give her a chance. Once you get to know her, I think you’ll like her.”

	“It’s not me, it’s her. She acts as if I have rabies or something.”

	“Do you?”

	“Very funny.”

	He chuckled, then quickly sobered. “So, what did you do to her to make her dislike you so much?”

	“Not a thing.”

	“You must have done something.”

	“I didn’t, but she did.”

	“Okay, so what did she do?”

	I was certain Nash wasn’t going to let this drop. I might as well tell him what happened. “Remember that morning when we were all at your cabin?” His cabin was more like a mansion in the woods. I should know, since I was the one who’d designed it, and oversaw the construction while it was being built.

	His forehead wrinkled. “I don’t remember anything out of the ordinary. We were all downstairs having coffee.”

	“Not all of us. I was still upstairs.” I paused for a moment. “You know I like sleeping in the buff.”

	His eyes narrowed. “What the hell did you do?”

	“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I didn’t do anything. I was standing in the middle of my bedroom when the door slams open and Samantha comes bounding inside. As soon as she saw me, she stopped dead in her tracks. I guess she sort of thought Makenna was sleeping in that room. She was afraid I’d done something to her. I figure she was still a little jumpy because of Makenna’s ex-husband kidnapping her. Anyway, she demanded to know where Makenna was.”

	“What did you do?”

	I frowned. “Well, she wasn’t wearing a whole lot. Just a sheer nightie. I might have made an offhand remark. She looked damn good, though.”

	“Geez, Ryder. She was a guest in my home.”

	“I hadn’t had coffee, and we’d gotten to bed late. I wasn’t awake yet. Then she comes storming into my room demanding a lot of shit and she was practically naked. All I said was, I thought we could find something better to do than talk. How the hell was I supposed to know that she would hold a grudge?”

	He released a painful sigh. “Well, just try to be nicer to her.”

	I sat a little straighter. “I’m not the one who got huffy, she did, too.”

	He pulled into a parking space and turned off the engine, but looked across the seat before opening his door. “Well, just try to be nicer toward her anyway.”

	“I’m always nice. Makenna thinks I’m nice. We get along great.” I didn’t add that Samantha just needed to take the cob out of her ass.

	But she was sexy as hell. I still hadn’t been able to get the vision of her practically naked out of my mind. Her nightgown had been a frosty blue shade, but there was nothing about her body that looked cold. Nope, she had high, pointy breasts, a slender waist, nicely rounded hips, and a thatch of dark curls that I’d really wanted to explore.

	Damn, she’d been something to look at. And pretty, too, even when she was frowning. She had dark hair that was tousled from sleep, bedroom eyes that sparkled like blue diamonds, and a cute little nose that turned up just a little. Yeah, I’d do her in a heartbeat.

	Except I had a feeling that cat scratched.

	Having her naked and under me might be worth a few scars.

	We got out of the car and went inside the restaurant. A cute little hostess came toward us. Her gaze slowly traveled over me, then Nash, before she met our eyes again.

	“Is there just the two of you?” Her words held a hopeful note.

	“We’re meeting two more people,” Nash quickly supplied. He glanced around the restaurant, stopping when his gaze found Sam and Makenna. “The two women over there.”

	She didn’t try to hide her disappointment. “Just let me get a couple of menus,” she said.

	“We’re the wedding party,” I told her as she led us to the table.

	She smiled at me. “Congratulations.”

	I immediately realized she thought I was the groom. Nope, not going there. “Not me. I’m single, and I plan to stay that way for a very long time. My brother is the one getting married. It’s his fiancé and her maid of honor that we’re meeting.”

	She immediately perked up. “So, you’re not dating or anything?”

	I shook my head.

	“Sorry we’re a little late,” Nash told the women as we got to the table.

	“We’ve only been here a few minutes,” Makenna said as Nash slid into the booth beside her.

	That only left one place for me. I slid in next to Samantha. She quickly scooted over as if I had a contagious disease. I turned toward her and smiled. “Hello, Samantha. How are you?”

	She cocked one finely arched eyebrow. “It’s Sam, and I’m fine.” She nodded toward the waitress that I hadn’t noticed was leaning in to hand me a menu.

	As I took it, I noticed the waitress was showing an abundance of cleavage. I hadn’t noticed her top button being undone when we first came into the restaurant. I took the menu from her and smiled. “Thanks.” My gaze traveled over her before returning to her face. “Is there anything you would recommend?” Yes, I knew I was intentionally irritating Samantha by flirting with the waitress. I could tell by the way she’d stiffened when the waitress flirted with me.

	The waitress suddenly became Marilyn Monroe and in a whispery, didn’t-quite-pull-it-off, seductive voice said, “I’d recommend the sirloin. It’s very tender.” She glanced toward Samantha, then turned back to me. “Hot and juicy.”

	“But it’s still a cow,” Samantha dryly told her.

	I covered my snort of laughter with a cough as the waitress quickly straightened. “I’ll give you a few minutes to decide.” She turned on her heel and left the table.

	“Did we miss something?” Makenna asked.

	“Nothing,” Samantha said.

	I inwardly grinned. I was having a hell of a time pushing Samantha’s buttons. I loved watching the way her eyes flashed when she was angry. I’d like to do a lot more than just push her buttons, but I knew if I kept this up, I wouldn’t have a chance with her.

	Did I even want a chance with her? Yeah, I think I did.

	Her leg pressed against mine. I had to wonder if it was intentional. Probably not since she moved hers away rather quickly. I was pretty sure we would be spending some time together until the wedding. My life had been rather boring lately. Until Samantha had entered it. Yeah, I kind of enjoyed being around her.

	

cover.jpeg
R
L= %
s |

Karen Kelleyh
USA






