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      “March your uptight ass over to the bar and have a guy buy you a drink,” Savannah said, crossing her arms and cocking an eyebrow at me. “If you don’t, I’ll make you sing karaoke tomorrow night.”

      Nope. No fucking way. My brother might’ve had the voice of an angel, but I sounded like a cat being skinned alive, and the little pain in my ass knew it. Savannah and her stupid bets.

      “How—I mean—I’ve never…” I didn’t know the first thing about getting a guy to buy me a drink.

      My friends thought my lack of experience with the opposite sex was funny. I found it annoying. It wasn’t purposeful, per se, but I’d spent the last eight years focused on school. I’d been in a couple of relationships, but I hadn’t had time or the opportunity to do the whole single and dating thing.

      Savannah laughed and shook her head before raising her shot glass in the air. “Here’s to getting laid tonight.”

      She winked, and I struggled to remember why we were best friends as she tossed back her shot and slammed the glass down on the table.

      I rolled my eyes at her before throwing back my own shot. It burned more than I thought it would.

      “You might be getting laid tonight. I will not be.”

      A shiver ran through me as a chilly gust of air blew in from the lake. Even the heat lamps scattered between the tables didn’t stop the cool wind from breaking through.

      Savannah’s gaze flitted back inside, scanning the patrons that milled around the bar. “Maybe some good dick is what you need to loosen up.”

      Rachel, a friend I worked with at the PR firm, giggled from the other side of our high-top table. We were seated at the edge of the patio, closest to the water. I couldn’t argue with the need to loosen up. It was why I was here at The Silver Lining bar in Lake Tahoe. With my current stressful work situation, getting away was exactly what I needed. What I didn’t need was casual, mediocre sex.

      “I don’t do random hookups. You know that. Sex is awkward enough. I can’t imagine what it would be like with someone I don’t even know.”

      “If sex is awkward, you aren’t doing it right.” Savannah shook her head at me. “I probably wasted a wish on you.”

      “What?” My gaze trailed over her shoulder to the bar inside. It was surrounded by walls covered with dollar bills. The idea reminded me of wishing on dandelions as a kid, putting a wish out into the universe and hoping somehow it came true. According to Savannah, a person puts a wish on a dollar bill and then pins it to the wall. When it falls, the magic of the universe will make it come true.

      Yeah, okay.

      Savannah was many things, and although sappy wasn’t one of them, she was always rooting for the impossible. So believing in rare miracles was right up her alley. Me? I thought life was what a person chose to make it. The universe and magic had nothing to do with it.

      “I was just telling Shawn—” Savannah started.

      “Wait, who’s Shawn?” Rachel glanced around, her attention darting from one man to another, reminding me of one of those bobble heads.

      Savannah rolled her eyes in her usual dramatic fashion before running one hand through her short blond locks. “The bartender.” She nodded over at a dark-haired man leaning over the bar talking to a guy in a suit. “I was telling him that Brittney really needs to get out of her head, let go, and have fun for a change, so maybe he could put my dollar up there gingerly.”

      “Hey, I have fun.” Even as I said the words, I knew that in the last year or so, my life had been far from fun.

      I’d skipped a bachelorette weekend last month because of work. And Savannah would not let me forget how much fun I’d missed while they celebrated her sister-in-law’s final days as a single woman. Honestly, if Savannah hadn’t planned for us to fly out on a Friday and fly back on Sunday evening, she probably wouldn’t have talked me into this trip either. My job was more than demanding at times, and with the recent implosion of our owner’s relationship, it was even more so. It had been hard enough taking the afternoon off to travel today.

      Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Since you’re so good at having fun, you’ll agree to my fun bet, right?”

      “Bets with you never work out in my favor.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, ’cause you’re lame. But if you win, I’ll let you drag me on one of those hiking trails you wouldn’t shut up about on the plane.”

      “Who comes to Lake Tahoe and doesn’t want to take in the beautiful scenery?”

      “Someone who wants to drink, gamble, relax, and maybe have no-strings-attached sex. That’s who. If I wanted to hike, I’d stay home and do that with one of my three siblings who likes that shit.”

      Savannah knew someone who’d rented a house here, and she got us a deal for the weekend. That was why we were here. She had no interest in taking in any sights.

      We were different in so many ways, but she had been my lifeline when I’d had to start over in a new place and at a new school. My parents moved my brother and me from New York City to Half Moon Lake, North Carolina, when I was ten. Savannah was the first kid to befriend me on the playground. Her carefree personality helped me feel braver. She had a knack for pushing me out of my comfort zone.

      Despite her best efforts, I always found a way back into that comfort zone. When was the last time I did something crazy? Something fun?

      “I don’t know—I just have to get a guy to buy me a drink, right?” I asked, determined to feed off her sense of adventure. I could let loose for one night, couldn’t I? It was times like this when I envied her ability to let everything go and just be.

      Her eyes lit up like it was Christmas morning.

      Shit. What had I gotten myself into? “It can’t be sex with a stranger. That’s never gonna be me.”

      Her face fell, and she turned to look back inside the bar.

      “Okay, fine.” Her attention landed back on me. “You see tall, dark, and handsome in a suit at the bar? The one who’s looking over here?”

      I glanced that way, heat creeping up my neck and into my cheeks when I locked eyes with the gorgeous stranger. I nodded at my friend, wishing I could run away.

      “Oh, yum,” Rachel said as she too took in the sexy guy who continued to hold my gaze. “I’ll take your place if you chicken out.”

      I sent her a glare. Why was I friends with these two again?

      My stomach flipped, and my nerves ratcheted up a notch. What if the guy at the bar wasn’t interested? Goodness, I’d gone up against my fair share of male clients, judges, and other attorneys. Surely, I could do this. And so what if he wasn’t interested?

      The cranberry and vodka I’d been sipping since we got here scraped across the tabletop as Savannah moved it closer to me.

      “Liquid courage.” She smirked.

      I wrapped my fingers around the glass and downed the rest of the drink, this time savoring the burn.

      I could do this. It was just a drink. And with a guy I’d never see again.
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      The dark-haired beauty who held my gaze intrigued me. Most people tended to shy away from eye contact nowadays, their attention locked on screens more often than not. But not this girl. I was unabashedly checking her out, and still, she didn’t look away.

      She had an alluring look about her. Dark features and a tiny body that screamed to be touched. I licked my bottom lip and discreetly adjusted myself. I had finished up with my client today and wasn’t due to fly out until early tomorrow, so I could indulge in a little pleasure.

      I trailed my gaze from her black stilettos to her skinny jeans and a tight black tank with thin straps. The top was sparkly and scooped low, giving a nice peek of her tits. It probably did nothing to combat the chilly September air.

      She brought the glass of pinkish liquid to her mouth and threw it back in one gulp. Something about her had caught my attention the minute she walked in an hour ago, and I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her since. She zeroed in on me again as she moved away from her table and walked in my direction. I’d never prayed to a god before, but damn did I want to fall to my knees and pray her intended destination was me.

      I brought my drink to my mouth as she shimmied up to the bar next to me.

      “Hi,” she said and finally broke eye contact by glancing down between us. Was she nervous? Or maybe shy? She’d kept her focus fixed on my face the whole way over, but now she was looking anywhere but at me. That intrigued me even more.

      Women who approached me at bars typically did it with an air of self-confidence, some even offering to buy me the drink. It made it easy. Two people looking for nothing but a shared night of pleasure. It didn’t always end up that way, one of us walking away for whatever reason, but the cards were usually on the table and intentions were clear. But I had no clue what this girl’s intentions were. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to be inside her, which was usually the only thing I cared enough to work for.

      I’d tried the dating and relationship thing a handful of times, and I didn’t have the energy to do it again, so over the last year or so, I’d stuck to casual hookups. For some reason, I attracted high-maintenance women. I was convinced the type of woman I needed didn’t exist. Why was it so hard to find a woman who wanted an equal partner rather than someone to take care of her?

      “Hey.” I couldn’t explain why I didn’t mind the idea of just talking to this chick. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Her eyes widened, and I had to bite back a laugh. She obviously didn’t know what to do or how to respond. But she squared her shoulders and nodded. It was refreshing how easy she was to read.

      I flagged the bartender over, ordering each of us one of their signature rum runners.

      “So…do you come here often?” she said before she cringed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Wow, I suck at this. That was totally cliché.” An awkward chuckle escaped her kissable lips.

      I threw my head back and laughed. “Well, I did start with the classic ‘can I buy you a drink?’”

      She relaxed a bit, and her smile grew. “Yeah, you did.”

      The bartender delivered our drinks, fighting back a laugh of his own, if the grin on his face was any indication.

      “How about we start over?” I handed over her drink and watched as she brought the straw to her lips and took a sip, her eyebrows rising. “Hi, I’m Derek.”

      “I’m Brittney, and my friends are right. I’m lame,” she pouted.

      I fixated on that plush bottom lip, wondering what it would taste like. “I doubt you’re lame. You’re so gorgeous you must spend all your time fighting off the advances of every man you come into contact with. I bet you rarely need to make the first move. And frankly, if you hadn’t come over to me when you did, I would have walked over to
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