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            Prologue

         
         
            #OhPluckIt

         

         Colbie Albright stood in the crowded LaGuardia Airport staring up at the flight departure board. Her chest was tight and her
            throat felt like it was closing in.
         

         
         Classic anxiety, she told herself. Just breathe right through it.

         
         Not that her body listened to her brain. Her body rarely listened to good sense.

         
         In any case, it was December 1 and people were rushing all around her like chickens without their heads, while she stood still
            trying to figure out her choice of destination. Her only requirements were warm and tropical. An exotic beach would fit the
            bill perfectly.
         

         
         Aruba.

         
         Jamaica.

         
         Oooh, I wanna take you . . .

         
         Great, and now the Beach Boys song was stuck in her head. Doing her best to shake it off, she eyed the board again. So many
            choices for a twenty-eight-year-old runaway with a packed bag and no regrets.
         

         
         From inside her purse her phone vibrated and she grimaced. Okay, so there were regrets. Buckets of them that made her suitcase
            feel like a thousand pounds and sucked the air from her lungs, but she refused to let herself turn tail and go back.
         

         
         She was doing this.

         
         But even as she thought it, the board changed and a bunch of the flights—all the southbound ones—blinked off and came back
            on . . . showing as delayed or cancelled.
         

         
         “A surprise late season hurricane,” someone said in disgust next to her. “Of course.”

         
         Okay, so she wasn’t going south. There was a flight to Toronto in twenty minutes but Toronto was the opposite of warm and
            tropical, and plus it wouldn’t give her enough time to grab some breakfast. Apparently running away really ramped up a girl’s
            appetite . . .
         

         
         That’s when her gaze locked on a flight leaving for San Francisco in an hour. Huh. California, the land of celebrities, avocados,
            surfer dudes. She’d never really had a chance to enjoy any of those things. In fact, LaGuardia was the furthest she’d been
            from home in three years. But hey, there was a first time for everything, right?
         

         
         Right.

         
         She nodded, psyching herself up for this. After years of taking care of her family and working herself half to death, she
            deserved this. She needed this.
         

         
         So . . . San Francisco or bust.

         
         It would work, she assured herself. Getting away would allow her to find her muse again, her love for the writing. And so,
            convinced, she strode to the ticket counter.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, she hit the very long, very slow-moving security line. Surrounded by people complaining about the wait,
            she was in the process of removing her laptop, her sweater, her shoes, her watch, and her bracelet and was patting herself
            down to make sure she’d gotten everything out of her pockets when a TSA agent pulled her aside.
         

         
         “Oh,” she said, “I’m not carrying any liquids over three ounces.”

         
         The guy shrugged. “Random female,” he said. “That your bag?”

         
         “Yes.” This was what she got for buying a last-minute one-way ticket and she bit her lower lip as the agent started to go
            through her things. She favored layers, especially tees and sweaters with loose skirts or yoga pants—even though she’d never
            been to a yoga class in her life. He pawed through everything, pausing at the sight of her bunny slippers—which, hey, totally
            completed her favorite writing uniform.
         

         
         “My three-year-old kid has these,” he said and then kept going, alternately looking up at the X-ray monitor and down at her
            bag, clearly seeking something specific. He moved aside a lightweight jersey dress and she grimaced as some lacy, silky things
            were exposed. Maybe her clothes were nothing special but she did have a thing about what she wore beneath them, her one concession
            to feeling sexy in this crazy life she’d built where she didn’t have time to actually be sexy . . .
         

         
         Luckily for his health, the agent’s stoic expression never changed. No doubt he’d seen it all and couldn’t care less as he
            dug past her favorite peach lace bra-and-panty set, a box of tampons, and . . .
         

         
         “Ah,” he said, holding up an apple.

         
         “Are apples a problem?” Colbie asked.

         
         “They sometimes look weird on the screen.”

         
         “No weirdness here,” she said. “Just a morning snack. It’s not even poisonous.” She added a harmless smile.

         
         He didn’t return it, because he was staring at some papers she’d paper-clipped and shoved in her bag to read on the plane.
            “How to murder people by poison without detection,” he read aloud.
         

         
         The woman behind Colbie gasped in horror.

         
         “Okay,” Colbie said, pointing to them. “That’s not what it looks like.”

         
         The woman behind her, cradling a leopard-print cat carrier, had turned and was frantically whispering to the people behind
            her.
         

         
         “Really,” Colbie said. “It’s a funny story, actually.”

         
         But the TSA guy was flipping through her notes, not even remotely interested in her funny story. He didn’t need to read aloud
            what he was looking at, because she knew exactly what was there—other Google searches, such as how to get away with murder
            using a variety of different everyday products that weren’t considered weapons. “It’s research,” she said to the room.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s probably what I’d say too,” a guy said from somewhere behind her.

         
         Colbie didn’t look back; she just kept her gaze on the TSA agent, trying to look nonthreatening as she said something she
            rarely if ever said aloud. “I’m a writer.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.” He pulled out his radio now with an ominous “Female agent, please.”

         
         “Oh, pluck it!” she snapped.

         
         The agent narrowed his gaze. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         
         “Nothing bad,” she said. “That’s the point. See, we’ve got this swear jar at home, which means I’ve gone broke swearing, so
            I say other stuff instead of bad words. Stuff that sounds like bad words but isn’t. I don’t lose any money that way, and—”
            She broke off because he didn’t appear impressed. “Look, never mind that,” she said. “Just believe me, I’m not a problem.
            You saw the bunny slippers, right?”
         

         
         “Ma’am,” he said, pulling her bag aside. “I’m going to need you to come with me.”

         
         “No, really! If you look in my purse, you’ll see it’s filled with scraps of paper, napkins, whatever, all with handwritten
            notes on them. I write notes for my books all the time. Plot points. Characterization stuff. Just little things, really. For
            instance . . .” She looked around and gestured to the woman behind her. “‘Crazy cat lady with a leopard-print cat carrier—’”
         

         
         “Hey,” the crazy cat lady with the leopard-print cat carrier said.

         
         Colbie ignored her. “—or ‘friendly, sweet, kind TSA agent with a heart of gold . . .’” she said, and added a flirty, hopefully
            innocent-looking smile. “I use the notes in my books. It adds color and heart to the story and all that.”
         

         
         The agent’s eyes were still suspicious, but at least he opened her purse to check her story. And just as she’d said, it was
            filled with what probably looked like trash but were in fact little treasures to be revisited and added to her manuscript.
         

         
         “What do you write?” he asked, unraveling a small square bar napkin and staring at the words she’d scribbled on it: Icicle—the perfect weapon. It melts and vanishes!

         
         The agent lifted his gaze and leveled it on her.

         
         “Cheese and rice!” she exclaimed and drew a deep, calming breath. It didn’t help. “Okay, listen,” she said. “It’s not what it looks like. I
            write young adult action-adventure. Postapocalyptic world.” She was hoping to not have to go further than that, but the expression
            on his face told her she was on borrowed time. “The characters are teenagers with powers they acquired in the radioactive
            war,” she added.
         

         
         “And these teenagers, they . . . kill people?”

         
         “No,” she said. “But the bad guys do. And it’s fiction. You know, made-up stuff.” She pointed to her brain and shook her head, like, See? Harmless. “And so really, all this is for naught. It’s not like I’ve got a bomb in my bag or anything.”
         

         
         In hindsight, she probably shouldn’t have mentioned the word bomb. She missed her flight and almost the next one, instead becoming intimate, very intimate, with a pair of female TSA agents.
         

         
         She also missed breakfast.

         
         And lunch.

         
         And the nap she’d been counting on since she hadn’t slept more than a few hours in so long she couldn’t remember what a good
            night’s sleep felt like.
         

         
         Not exactly an auspicious beginning to her vacation from life, but hopefully all her trouble was behind her now and the rest
            of the trip would be perfect.
         

         
         A girl could dream anyway . . .

         
         Eight hours later, she pressed her face to the window of her plane as it banked and came in for a landing at SFO International.
            They’d been diverted twice for too much air traffic, which turned out to be a blessing because they came in from the north,
            giving her a view of the Golden Gate Bridge glowing red in the late afternoon sun. The bay was a gorgeous sparkling blue,
            all of it looking like a postcard, and something in her tight chest loosened. It seemed like the entire world was laid out
            in front of her and she brought a hand up to the window as if she could actually touch the sight.
         

         
         This, she told herself. This was exactly what the doctor had ordered—if she’d actually gone to a doctor for her anxiety and crippling writer’s block. Here she would
            find herself, so that by the time she went back home in three weeks for Christmas Eve, she’d be happy again.
         

         
         She was sure of it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            #SonOfABeanbagChair

         

         “Spencer Baldwin?” an unfamiliar female voice asked.

         
         Shit. Anyone who used his full name was most definitely not someone he wanted to speak with. After the past few months, he knew better than to answer his phone without looking at the
            screen, but with both hands busy directing a drone around the room, he’d answered on voice command without thinking about
            it.
         

         
         “Wrong number,” he said, the drone hovering with perfect precision—and engineering—above his head. Then, to prevent a repeat
            call while he was working, he took one hand off the controls and chucked his phone out the high, narrow window of the basement.
         

         
         Which felt great.

         
         Directing the drone to continue hovering, he moved to the far wall of the huge basement below the Pacific Pier Building and
            climbed the three-foot ladder that was against the window for just this sort of situation.
         

         
         Yep. His cell phone had landed directly in the fountain in the center of the courtyard. “Three points,” he murmured just as
            the elevator doors opened and Elle entered.
         

         
         “Are you kidding me?” she asked in a tone that only she could get away with and not die. “You killed another one? Why don’t
            you just stop answering to the damn reporters—wouldn’t that be easier?”
         

         
         He turned his attention back to his drone, impressed with the changes he’d made in the flight software. “Am I paying you to
            bitch at me?” he asked mildly.
         

         
         “As a matter of fact, yes,” she said. “You’re actually paying me a hell of a lot of money to bitch at you. Why don’t I just
            change your phone number again?”
         

         
         “He can’t,” Joe said from the other side of the room. He wore only a pair of knit boxers and stood in front of one of the
            three commercial-grade washer-dryers, waiting for his clothes. “Me and the guys like it when he gets all the marriage proposals.”
         

         
         “You mean you like the nudie pics that come with the proposals,” Elle said.
         

         
         “They send him presents sometimes too,” Joe said. “Junk food and panties. That’s always fun.”

         
         Elle rolled her eyes. “Why are you in just your underwear?”

         
         Joe was an IT wizard who worked at Hunt Investigations two floors up. He was second in charge there, a master finder and fixer
            of . . . well, just about anything, and fairly badass while he was at it. And although Elle terrified almost everyone on the
            planet, Joe just grinned at her. “Had a little tussle earlier on the job,” he said. “Spence let me in down here to use the
            machines.”
         

         
         Elle was not impressed. “If by tussle you mean a takedown went bad and you got blood all over yourself again, you best not be using those machines.”
         

         
         “Hey, at least it’s not my blood. And I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

         
         Elle went hands on hips. She managed this building for the owner, who happened to be Spence—and she often mistook her job
            for actual world domination, trying to run his personal life as well.
         

         
         But Spence had nixed his personal life a long time ago. It was the Baldwin curse. He could be successful in his business life
            or his personal life—pick one—but not both. Since he objected on a very base level to going back to abject poverty, he’d long
            ago decided business was a safer bet than love.
         

         
         Although, to be honest, he’d made a few forays into attempting both and had failed spectacularly.

         
         “Oh, and did you hear that Spence here is rumored to be one of the top ten nominees for San Francisco’s most eligible bachelor?”
            Joe asked Elle, giving a snort as if this was hysterical.
         

         
         Spence leaned forward and banged his head against the wall a few times.

         
         “Don’t bother,” Elle said. “Your head’s harder than the concrete. And yes,” she told Joe. “I know. I figure that’s part of
            the reason he just threw his phone out the window?”
         

         
         “I could just scare everyone off your ass for you,” Joe said to Spence.

         
         He was kidding. Probably. And actually, Spence was more than a little tempted. This mess was his own fault, for trusting someone
            he shouldn’t have. As a result, the press had been having a field day with his success in a very large way, threatening his
            privacy and also his sanity.
         

         
         Just thinking about the “most eligible bachelor” thing had him groaning.

         
         “Listen,” Elle said more kindly now. “Go take a break, okay? Then you can come back and shut out the world and work.”

         
         It was a well-known fact that Spence’s ability to hyper-focus and ignore everything around him was both a strength and a giant
            flaw. Great asset for an engineer/inventor, not so great for anything else, like, say, relationships. But truthfully, he was
            hungry, so a break sounded good. He headed toward the elevator.
         

         
         “Uh,” Elle said, gesturing to his clothes. “You might want to . . .”

         
         “What?” he asked, looking down at himself. So he hadn’t shaved in a few days—so what? And okay, maybe he lived out of his
            dryer, grabbing clean but wrinkled clothes from there in the mornings when he got dressed. Whatever. There were worse things.
            “Joe’s in his underwear.”
         

         
         “Hey, at least I was wearing some today,” Joe said.

         
         Elle took in the guy’s nearly naked form, clearly appreciating the view in spite of her being very much taken in the relationship
            department by Joe’s boss Archer Hunt. She finally shook it off and turned back to Spence. “You know damn well when you walk
            across the courtyard talking to yourself, hair standing up thanks to your fingers, all stubbly because you forgot to shave,
            and those black-rimmed glasses slipping down your annoyingly perfect nose, women come out of the woodwork.”
         

         
         “They do?” Joe asked.

         
         “It’s the hot geek look,” Elle said.

         
         “Huh.” Joe rubbed his jaw, where he too had stubble. “Maybe I should try that sometime.”

         
         “No,” Elle said. “You can’t pull off hot geek. Your looks say sexy badass, not geek, which apparently is like a siren call
            to crazy women everywhere.”
         

         
         Joe looked pleased. “I’m okay with that.”

         
         Elle ignored this and looked at Spence.  “After your last romantic fiasco, you vowed to take a break, remember? So all I’m
            saying is that you might want to change up your look.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she said. “Slouch. Get a beer gut. Fart. Whatever it is that guys do to organically turn us off.”

         
         “Wait,” Joe said. “You gave up sex after Clarissa dumped you, what, two years ago now? Like, willingly?”
         

         
         “Something you should try sometime,” Elle said to him.

         
         “Woman, bite your tongue.”

         
         “No, really,” she said. “How do you even keep all their names straight?”

         
         “Easy,” Joe said with a smile. “If I forget their name, I just take them to Starbucks in the morning and wait until the barista
            asks their name for their cup.”
         

         
         Elle rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

         
         “Hey, you know I run on caffeine, sarcasm, and inappropriate thoughts at all times.”

         
         “I didn’t give up sex,” Spence said. Okay, yes, his latest project required his 24–7 attention and he hadn’t had time to connect
            with anyone. But quick hookups weren’t really his thing anyway. What was his thing at the moment was creating a system for
            getting meds to people via drones, in far-flung areas where they were nearly nonexistent. Meds and also medical care through
            camera-equipped drones, allowing doctors to remotely diagnose and monitor patients.
         

         
         He’d had problems. Accommodating for the atmosphere and varying weather patterns, for one. The security, for another—making
            sure pirates couldn’t intercept and steal the meds and equipment was a high-stakes priority. And then there was the ratio
            of the changing weight of the cargo to getting enough battery charge to make the long flights, not to mention limited battery
            life and the struggle to stay connected no matter the conditions. But he was getting close, very close. All he needed was
            time, uninterrupted time, a rare commodity. He moved toward the door. “I’m going after my phone.”
         

         
         “The one you just killed dead?” Elle asked.

         
         “I’ll bring it back to life.”

         
         “You’re a genius, Spence, not a miracle maker.”

         
         When he kept going, he heard Elle mutter “great” to Joe. “Now I’ve issued some sort of challenge to his manhood and he has
            to prove me wrong.”
         

         
         The truth was, Spence could rebuild his phone in his damn sleep. What he wished he could do in his sleep was get this project
            up and running. Maybe a part of his problem was that it happened to be for Clarissa’s One-World charity and he’d promised
            her.
         

         
         And Spence no longer broke promises.

         
         He took the stairs because he hated the elevator, and when he stepped out into the courtyard, he stilled for a beat. He’d
            grown up hard and fast and without a home. This building had changed all that for him, and normally the sight of the fountain,
            the cobblestones, the building itself with its amazing old corbel brick architecture, all worked together to lighten his day.
         

         
         But when he hadn’t been looking, Christmas had taken over the place. There were garlands of evergreen entwined with twinkling
            white lights in every doorway and window frame. On top of that, all the potted trees that lined the walkways had been done
            up like Christmas trees.
         

         
         This being winter in San Francisco, specifically the district of Cow Hollow, the foggy afternoon air burned his lungs like
            ice. He grabbed his phone from the coin-filled fountain, dried it off on his pants, and shoved it into one of his pockets
            to restore later.
         

         
         “Spence!” Willa called out from the pet shop that opened into the courtyard. She ran a pet day care out of her shop and sometimes
            when Spence needed to think, he often did so while walking her clients for her.
         

         
         She gestured to the large dog snoozing in the sunspot with a cat on either side of him. “Got time to help me out?” she asked.

         
         “Sure.” The dog was a regular client named Daisy Duke, and she came out of a dead sleep at Spence’s voice, leaping over the
            cats in sheer joy as she headed right for him. When she got to him, she jumped up and down in place, attempting to lick his
            face. Spence calmed her down somewhat, hooked her up to the leash, and hit the courtyard with her, heading toward the wrought-iron
            gates so he could walk her to doggy Disneyland—the park.
         

         
         But Daisy Duke wasn’t a walker. She was a runner. More accurately, she was a 125-pound bunny, bounding with enthusiastic energy,
            tugging at the leash.
         

         
         “Hold your horses, Daze,” he said. “Save it for the park.” He muscled her to his side, his mind miles away on his drone problems.
            Lost in thought, he wasn’t exactly on his game when a black cat appeared out of nowhere.
         

         
         With an excited bark, Daisy Duke broke free to charge after it, heading back toward the fountain and the woman now standing
            there, suitcase at her side, arm primed to throw a coin into the water.
         

         
         The cat managed to dodge the woman, but Daisy Duke wasn’t nearly as dexterous. Barreling forward at warp speed, she clearly
            saw the problem at the last minute because she let out a bark of surprise. She was probably mostly Irish setter, but Spence
            was pretty sure she was also part Wookiee. She was huge and uncoordinated, and a few crayons short of a full box. She did
            drop her head and try to stop, but her forward momentum was too much. Her back end slid out from beneath her and she flipped
            onto her back, plowing headlong into the woman and toppling her over.
         

         
         Right into the water.

         
         Jesus. “Stay,” Spence said to Daisy and lurched forward as the woman pushed up to her hands and knees in the water, coughing
            and sputtering. “Are you okay?”

         
         Gesturing that she didn’t need his assistance, she swiped a hand down her face, muttering what sounded like “I should’ve gone
            to Toronto.”
         

         
         She was completely drenched thanks to him, and yet she wasn’t yelling. She got serious points for that, he thought. And because
            she was wearing one of those flowy dresses that gave a man thoughts about what might or might not be under said dress, along
            with a denim jacket and boots—all of which were now clinging to her and fighting her efforts—he stepped into the fountain
            to help her.
         

         
         “The water’s . . . warm,” she said in surprise. “It’s freezing out. How is the water warm?”

         
         He looked down at the water. Green. He could feel coins beneath the soles of his shoes. “That can’t be good.”

         
         She choked and he did a mental grimace. He deserved the tears. Hell, he deserved fury. But when she lifted her face, he realized
            she was laughing?

         
         She’d found humor in this shitty situation.

         
         He felt something shift in his chest at that, a zing of attraction maybe, which he hadn’t seen coming. In fact, he actually
            wasn’t seeing too much at all, since he was now nearly as wet as she, including his glasses. He took them off to wipe the
            lenses on his equally wet shirt and eye contact was made.
         

         
         She had big green eyes. Big, green, smiling eyes. “I’m a mess,” she said.

         
         That wasn’t what he was thinking. Her clothes were plastered to her body. Her very nice, curvy body. He forced his gaze back
            to her face, then stepped out of the fountain and turned back for her, offering a hand.
         

         
         She took it but still fumbled because her dress had shrink-wrapped itself to her legs, making moving all but impossible. They
            struggled a moment, hands grappling for purchase on each other until finally he just wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted
            her out, then set her down on the cobblestoned ground.
         

         
         “Wuff!” Daisy had flopped around on her back for a few seconds, trying to right herself. Eventually she’d given up and stayed
            down, tail wagging like crazy, her tongue hanging out the side of her mouth.
         

         
         That is, until she eyed something in one of the big potted trees lining the courtyard, now decorated to within an inch of
            their lives with lights and ornaments.
         

         
         The black cat.

         
         “Stay,” Spence warned the dog and turned back to the woman.

         
         “Thanks,” she said, her voice matching her husky laugh. “Appreciate the help . . .” She paused, clearly waiting for him to
            fill in his name.
         

         
         “Spence,” he said, purposely skipping his last name. Anonymity was hard to come by lately, but he’d made a habit of keeping
            up the effort.
         

         
         “Well,” she said. “Thanks for the help, Spence.” And then she . . . turned to walk away.

         
         “Wait—” He’d gotten her soaked and he felt terrible about that. He wanted to make sure she was okay, that he got her dry and
            warm. “You didn’t tell me your name.”
         

         
         She looked back, seeming oddly reluctant. “Colbie,” she said. “My name is Colbie.”

         
         “Colbie, I can’t let you just walk away. You’ve got to be freezing cold. At the very least I owe you dry clothes and a warm
            drink.”
         

         
         “No, really. It’s okay.” She started to wring out her long, dark hair and paused. “You might want to stand back. My hair needs
            its own zip code when it’s wet.”
         

         
         This made him smile.

         
         “Oh, I’m not kidding,” she said.

         
         Out of all the women Spence had known in his life, he couldn’t think of a single one who’d be taking this so well, and shit,
            he realized she was absently rubbing her elbow. Gently, he pushed up the sleeve of her denim jacket and found an abrasion
            along with an already blooming bruise.
         

         
         “It’s nothing,” she said.

         
         Maybe, but her skin was broken and he had no idea what was in that water. “We need to clean that cut and ice your elbow. And
            I want to pay for your clothes to be cleaned or replaced—”
         

         
         “Wuff!”

         
         He shot the impatient Daisy a long look that promised no cookies today just as Elle came out of the elevator into the courtyard,
            striding toward them with a concerned look on her face. “Hi,” she said to Colbie. “I’m Elle Wheaten, the building manager.
            What happened? Are you okay?”
         

         
         “She took a header into the water,” Spence said. “Daisy’s fault.”

         
         They all looked at Daisy, who was sitting there smiling wide, not a concern in this world.

         
         “I’m taking Colbie upstairs,” he said. “To clean out her cut and get her some dry clothes.”

         
         Elle turned to him in shock.

         
         Spence understood the surprise. He usually avoided dealing with people, especially people he didn’t know. And then there was
            the fact that his penthouse apartment was an inner sanctum that he didn’t let just anyone into. “The gym,” he clarified, which
            was on the top floor next to his apartment. It had its own entrance, separate from his living quarters and office.
         

         
         “I’ll take her,” Elle offered, doing as she always did, which was keeping herself between Spence and the rest of the world.

         
         “Really,” Colbie said, her voice firm if not a little shaky. “Not necessary. I’m fine.”

         
         Spence didn’t claim to know all that much about women, but even he knew that fine didn’t mean fine. The scale went great, good, okay, not okay, I hate you, fine. And as a bonus, she was beginning to tremble
            from the cold as she gripped her suitcase and tried to walk off—not that her dress was having it.
         

         
         Colbie stopped fighting it, sighed, and tilted her head back. “Really? Are we serious with today?”

         
         Both Spence and Elle glanced up at the sky. Nothing but clouds. He looked over at Elle, who was brows up, giving him a slow
            shake of her head. And while it was true that Elle was one of his best friends and he trusted her with his life, he didn’t
            agree with her silent opinion to just let the woman go.
         

         
         He couldn’t. There was just something about the very wet, cute-yet-sexy Colbie No-Last-Name that appealed to him in a way
            that nothing else had in a long time. So when she tripped over her dress yet again and swore with a low, muttered “Son of a beach!” he grabbed for her, keeping her upright.
         

         
         “Please,” he said as her clothes began to soak his. “Please let me help you.”
         

         
         At his other side, Elle’s mouth fell open. She wasn’t used to hearing the word please from him. Ignoring her, he kept his gaze on Colbie.
         

         
         Wary, she rolled her eyes, but gave a slight nod. She’d let him help her out but she wasn’t happy about it.

         
         Fair enough.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            #H-E-Double-Hockey-Sticks

         

         Colbie kept a grip of Spence’s forearms and it wasn’t because she hadn’t touched a man in so long she’d forgotten how much
            she’d missed the tactile feel of hard, sinewy muscle beneath her fingers. Nope, she kept a grip on him because her damn dress
            was holding her prisoner, making it nearly impossible to move with an ounce of grace.
         

         
         As if she had any ounces of grace even on good days, of which this wasn’t one. In fact, it was a rough day. She’d even venture
            to say it’d been a rough year, but that wasn’t strictly true. The fact that she could suddenly pay her bills without using credit cards and racking up more
            on her mounting debt had truly changed her life in that she no longer was constantly stressed about money. But as hard as
            it was for her to believe, money hadn’t solved all her problems.
         

         
         Later. She’d obsess later. For now she stared up at the man who was tall, leanly muscled, and sturdy as a tree, or so it seemed,
            given that he was holding the both of them upright.
         

         
         His hair was every shade of brown under the sun, on the wrong side of needing a cut, and seemed to have a mind of its own.
            His eyes behind the glasses were a warm whiskey brown, eyes that were somehow amused and kind and enigmatic all at the same
            time. Fascinating, she thought, and fought the urge to find a pen from in her purse and make a note. But if she could have
            done so without looking silly, she’d totally have done it and written tall, dark, and yummy stranger with an overly exuberant dog the size of a VW Bug.

         
         Said dog was panting with happiness at Spence, who shook his head at her as he picked up her leash. “Next time, it’s the glue
            factory for you.”
         

         
         The dog’s expression went sheepish and contrite, and Colbie felt her amusement fade. She knew from raising siblings with their
            far too many pets to count that the bad behavior never came from the animals but their owners. She tried very hard not to
            let her admittedly crazy personal life dictate her feelings but she had a thing, a big thing, against people who didn’t take
            responsibility for their actions. Like her father. Nothing had ever been his fault either. He’d always been the victim.
         

         
         “Don’t you worry,” she told Daisy. “It wasn’t your fault.” Then she hiked her wet dress up to her thighs and again tried to
            walk away.
         

         
         “I’d really feel better if you let us help you,” the woman named Elle said to her back.

         
         She was probably worried that Colbie was a lawsuit walking. Elle herself was dressed to rule the world in a badass, gorgeous
            black and white suit dress with heels to die for. She’d said she was the building’s manager, and given the easy affection
            between her and Spence, and the shorthand way they had of communicating, there was at least some sort of relationship between
            them. Maybe they were a couple and Elle was feeling threatened.
         

         
         Except . . . no one looking at Colbie now or even before she’d gone for a swim would consider her a threat standing next to
            Elle.
         

         
         Maybe . . . maybe Spence was a serial killer and Elle was worried that she’d have yet another body to dispose of. Okay, yeah,
            so now she was letting her inner writer take over. But at least she still had an inner writer somewhere deep, deep, deep down . . .
         

         
         Still, serial killer or no, she needed to let someone from home know where she was, and that’s when it hit her. Her phone.
            With sudden panic, she fished through the pockets of her drenched denim jacket and . . . yep . . . pulled out her equally
            drenched cell phone, still turned off from her flight. She went to turn it on but Spence put his hand over hers. “Wait. Let
            me dry it out for you first or you’ll fry it.”
         

         
         Thinking of all the information in it, information that linked her to her pen name and a huge career she still hadn’t gotten
            comfortable with—so much that she’d literally run away from it—she hugged the phone to her chest. “I’ve got it.”
         

         
         Spence and Elle glanced at each other again with unspoken questions that Colbie didn’t intend to answer. She thought of the
            e-mails she’d left, none telling anyone exactly where she was, just that she needed to be alone and unplugged for a few weeks.
         

         
         Getting out of New York had been huge for her, and nothing short of miraculous. For five straight years she’d worked twelve
            to fourteen hours a day without a single break—longer if on deadline—trying to keep everyone in her life happy and taken care
            of. She’d begun to dream about her prepublished days when she’d been a writer by night, an eager waitress by day, soaking
            up everything around her like a sponge, shamelessly eavesdropping on customers, studying people, making up stories about them
            in her head.
         

         
         She’d lost that joy and in doing so lost her ability to write at all. If she wanted to save her burgeoning career, she needed
            this break, needed the time away to refill her well or she’d be back to waitressing. There was nothing wrong with that but
            she was hoping instead to find her love of writing.
         

         
         Then she’d go home in time for Christmas, at which point she’d plaster a smile on her face and get on with the insanity of
            her life.
         

         
         “Here. You’re cold.” Spence handed Daisy’s leash to Elle and shrugged out of his own jacket and wrapped it around Colbie’s
            shoulders, careful not to actually touch her as his fingers drew it closed in front of her. It was blessedly warm from his
            body heat and she had to fight not to inhale his scent, which was some glorious guy smell.
         

         
         Now that the shock of the trip and her unexpected dip into the fountain was wearing off, she realized Spence was right—she
            was seriously cold. Trembling with it, including chattering teeth.
         

         
         She’d been in the city for all of an hour. She hadn’t even found a place to stay yet. She couldn’t imagine how many texts
            and voice mails were waiting for her from her mom, her brothers, her two staff members, Janeen and Tracy, and her agent, Jackson—not
            that she could get to them anyway with her phone possibly destroyed.
         

         
         Which, actually, had its upside . . .

         
         “I’ve got hot tea,” Elle said.

         
         The thought of hot tea appealed to Colbie on every single level and she bit her lower lip in indecision.

         
         “She’s got a million different kinds too,” Spence said, watching her with a hint of humor, like he knew she was arguing with
            herself. “She specializes in flowery and fruity shit.”
         

         
         Elle sighed.

         
         Colbie laughed but . . . “I don’t know you,” she blurted out. Embarrassed, she grimaced. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I came
            here to be alone.”
         

         
         Elle nodded. “I get that. And so does Spence, more than anyone I know. He’d be a complete shut-in if we let him. We routinely
            have to drag him around with us and force him to be social.”
         

         
         Spence looked pained. “I’m not that bad.”

         
         “Wanna bet?”

         
         He shook his head but didn’t take his gaze from Colbie. “I want you to know that you’re safe here in this building. I promise
            you that.”
         

         
         He had incredible eyes and that combined with a killer smile, and she was sucked right in. Her problem was simple. The promises
            of people she loved had never meant jackshit, so she certainly couldn’t accept a promise from a stranger. And yet, her gaze
            locked with Spence’s, she found that she somehow wanted to.
         

         
         “This way—follow me,” Elle said and started walking, Daisy trotting along after her.

         
         Colbie stared at them. “Do people always just do what she says?”

         
         “Always,” Spence said. “Resistance is futile. Come on, I’ve got ya.” He took her stuff and led her past the wrought-iron gate
            that would’ve taken her back to the street.
         

         
         The irony was that she’d come into the courtyard on her way to the hotel she’d Googled only because of the fountain. The one
            with the crazy love legend that had appealed to the writer deep down inside her.
         

         
         Ahead of them, Elle and Daisy took the stairs, which was impressive because Elle was wearing some seriously kickass heels.

         
         Thankfully, Spence bypassed the stairwell and hit the button for the elevator.

         
         “Your girlfriend—” she started.

         
         “Not my girlfriend.”

         
         “Okay, then,” she said, not sure why that sent a thrill through her. “Your dog is taking the stairs.”

         
         “Because she’s not in danger of hypothermia. And she’s not mine either. A friend owns South Bark Pet Shop on the farside of
            the courtyard. To clear my head, I sometimes help her out and walk her day care clients.”
         

         
         So Daisy wasn’t even his, a fact that oddly relieved Colbie. He hadn’t been shirking responsibility of his own pet.

         
         Which meant she’d jumped to conclusions about him and she didn’t like what that said about herself. “So . . . you’re a professional
            dog walker?”
         

         
         He laughed as the elevator doors opened. “No.”

         
         They stepped on and he pulled out a special keycard, sliding it across the card reader as she looked at him. “Dog walking
            is a perfectly respectable profession,” she said.
         

         
         “Of course it is. But that’s not what I do.”

         
         She waited, but he didn’t say what he did do—and that’s when she caught sight of herself in the mirrored walls of the elevator and did her best not to gasp in horror.
            Her hair was so much worse than she’d imagined, and she’d imagined it pretty bad. The waves had exploded around her face and
            shoulders like she’d stuck her finger into an electrical socket. Letting out a shaky breath, she turned her back to the wall
            so she couldn’t see herself. Better.
         

         
         “So where you visiting from?” Spence asked, his hair also tousled but looking ridiculously effortlessly sexy.

         
         Where was she from? “Another planet entirely,” she said.

         
         He did that brow arch again, which somehow with his glasses and those piercing light brown eyes was hot as hell and loosened
            her tongue. “I mean a life that seems like another planet from here,” she clarified.
         

         
         He studied her a moment, leaning back against the elevator wall like he didn’t want to crowd her. “And you . . . ran away.”

         
         “Sort of.”

         
         “Are you in trouble, Colbie?”

         
         The way he said her name did something to her low in her belly. “No.” Yes. Most definitely, yes. Her deadline was barreling
            down on her and instead of working on her book, she was three thousand–plus miles from home. “There were . . . things I couldn’t
            control in my life, so I decided instead to control the way I responded to it all. It’s my superpower.”
         

         
         He smiled, and oh boy did he have a nice smile, so she returned it. “New York,” she said. “I’m from New York.”

         
         “That’s a long way to run.”

         
         Hopefully long enough. As the oldest sister to twins Kent and Kurt, the two brothers she’d mostly raised herself, both of
            whom had so far refused to grow up, she’d have liked to go even farther. And then there was Jackson, the agent who’d single-handedly
            put her on the map in her career. Until not too long ago, he’d been one of the most important people in her life. So important
            that she’d fallen for him hard, and she’d believed he was doing the same.
         

         
         Oh how woefully, pathetically wrong she’d been. Remembering her humiliation over what had happened, she felt her face burn.

         
         So yeah, she’d desperately needed to get away, and far away. After a lifetime of taking care of everyone around her, she just
            needed to be left alone for a little bit, needed that quite badly. Just her and her laptop and her thankfully vivid imagination.
         

         
         Except it wasn’t so vivid lately, was it. Not since she’d become an entire huge franchise that she alone maintained. The pressure
            was killing her. Her brothers and their incessant neediness were killing her. Jackson was killing her.
         

         
         Everything was killing her and she’d lost it. Lost herself.

         
         “I’m going to ask you again,” he said very gently. “Are you in some kind of trouble? Do you need help?”

         
         “No,” she said and repeated it when he didn’t look like he believed her. “No,” she said more firmly. “I’m really not in trouble.
            I’m . . .” She sighed. “Well, what the H-E-double-hockey-sticks. I’m a fiction writer,” she admitted.
         

         
         His mouth twitched. “H-E-double-hockey-sticks?”

         
         She shook her head. “Don’t ask. It involves a swear jar and me going broke.”

         
         He laughed. “Creative swearing. I like it. So you’re a writer. Who ran away from New York.”

         
         “I hit a wall. I need some inspiration. I was thinking a tropical beach, but then a surprise hurricane thwarted me, so here
            I am. And so far it’s been the right call. On the cab ride here, I saw a gorgeous bridge, a sparkling bay, and streets lined
            with elegant Victorian houses.”
         

         
         “And then a horse of a dog and a fountain up close and personal,” he said with a smile. “With all that inspiration, I bet
            your first book flies right out of you.”
         

         
         She opened her mouth to correct the notion that this would be her first book. In fact, she’d written three, the first of which
            had a movie coming out on Christmas Day. In her mind, she’d finished off the series, but her publisher wanted to add a fourth
            book and they wanted it by the first of the year.
         

         
         One month from now.

         
         As a result, she felt like there was an elephant sitting on her chest. “That’d be great,” she said.

         
         “So what do you do to support yourself while writing?”

         
         “Waitress,” she said, citing what she’d done all through college and up until the day she’d gotten her first big deal. See?
            She wasn’t a complete liar. She was merely an omitter, and that was totally allowed with perfect strangers, no matter how hot they were.
         

         
         Look at her learning something from Jackson after all . . .

         
         “Do you live or work in this building?” she asked.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She smiled at his vague answer. She wasn’t the only secret keeper.

         
         “So why Cow Hollow?” Spence asked. He was still leaning against the far wall, giving her as much space as he could. Not that
            it mattered. He was tall, broad shouldered, and long legged. He alone nearly filled up the elevator.
         

         
         “I’ve never been to San Francisco before,” she said. “And when the cabbie at the airport asked me where to, I told him to
            surprise me.”
         

         
         This got a bark of laughter from Spence.

         
         “True story,” she said, smiling in spite of herself because he had a nice laugh too. Contagious really, even if she could
            tell he didn’t do it very often. “With a name like Cow Hollow, how could I resist checking this area out? Plus he told me
            more about the myth of the fountain in the courtyard, that if you wish for true love with a true heart, you’ll find it.”
         

         
         “Is that what you were wishing for when Daisy Duke knocked you into the water?” he asked. “True love?”

         
         Actually, the opposite. She wanted to never be hurt by love again, but that was way too personal to admit. “I was wishing
            for peace and quiet for as many days as I could get. I figured any fountain with such a good reputation wouldn’t mind granting
            such an innocuous wish, right?”
         

         
         He smiled, and like the other times, something fluttered deep in her belly. Something most definitely not peaceful or quiet.
            She might be cold and drenched and completely exhausted, but she wasn’t sorry. About any of it. The truth was, something about
            this building energized her, gave her a sense of an adventure that had been missing from her life. And that gave her a piece of what she just realized she’d been missing—hope.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            #Motherforker

         

         The elevator doors opened onto the fifth floor, Spence’s private floor. He guided Colbie off the elevator into a lobby with
            four doors. One led to the stairwell—which Elle came out of with Daisy Duke in tow, perfectly behaved now, of course.
         

         
         Two more doors led to Spence’s private penthouse apartment and office. The last one opened directly into his gym. They went
            through that door, and while Elle flicked on lights and hit the alarm pad to enter his code, Spence heard Colbie gasp. He
            turned back quickly to find her staring in awe out the windows at the sun setting over the bay.
         

         
         “Wow,” she breathed, still shaking but taking the time to eye the 180-degree vista of the city as she hugged herself in his
            jacket. He knew that from where she stood, she could see the rest of Cow Hollow, and past that, Fort Mason Park, the Marina
            Green, and the bay.
         

         
         And he thought it was pretty wow too. He loved this view. It was one of the many reasons he’d bought the building in the first
            place.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be able to work out to this view,” she said.

         
         “Never gets old for me either.” Spence pulled out his phone to crank up the heat from his app before remembering he hadn’t
            dried the phone out yet. He had to actually use the control panel on the wall before going to her at the window. When he was
            stuck in his own head and unable to get anywhere with his work, he liked to stare out at the city that was more home to him
            than anywhere else had ever been.
         

         
         “I love it,” she breathed. “I feel like from right here I can see all the way to the ends of the Earth.”

         
         He knew what she meant. Out beyond the bay stretched the Pacific Ocean in all its deep-blue majesticness, clear to the gently
            curved horizon.
         

         
         “I could so write to this view,” she went on in a hushed, amazed voice and turned to Elle, who was working out her thumbs—on
            her phone. “This is such a great building. I saw the pub downstairs. And the coffee shop and that cute reclaimed-wood furniture
            place. What else is there?”
         

         
         “More shops and businesses,” Elle said, her thumbs still going, Daisy Duke at her side falling asleep standing up. “An eclectic
            mix on the first and second floors. Residential apartments on three and four.”
         

         
         “I don’t suppose you have any apartments available for a short-term rental?” Colbie asked hopefully. “I’m only going to be
            here until Christmas Eve but would happily pay for the whole month to stay here.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” Elle said. “But no.”

         
         Spence met Elle’s gaze. She was the mother figure he didn’t need, the bossy-as-hell sister he’d never asked for, and his favorite
            and most important employee, but she was also a colossal pain in his ass. “What Elle means,” he said, “is that she doesn’t
            know of anything offhand but I’m sure she could check it out for you.”
         

         
         “Hmm,” Elle said and nudged a trembling Colbie toward the shower area. “The restroom’s through that door. Fresh towels under
            the sink. Go get warmed up.”
         

         
         Colbie, apparently too cold to further argue, nodded. She shut the door behind herself and they heard the lock click into
            place.
         

         
         Cute, sexy, and smart.
         

         
         “Are you kidding me?” Elle asked him, keeping her voice low.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Don’t ‘what’ me. You know what. You’re in the middle of saving the world right now for Clarissa, remember? So please tell
            me what the hell you think you’re doing.”
         

         
         They heard the shower come on from inside the bathroom. “Look,” he said, trying to not picture Colbie stripping out of her
            clothes. “I got her into this mess. This is the least I can do.”
         

         
         “No,” she said. “The least you could do is give her a hundred bucks for her trouble and send her on her way.”

         
         “Cold, Elle, even for you.”

         
         “Did you even get a last name on her? Or what she does for a living? Did you vet her in any way?”

         
         “For what?” he asked. “I’m the one who ruined her day, not the other way around.”
         

         
         “And how about the way she reacted to you even thinking about touching her phone? Did you notice that little red flag?”

         
         “Of course. And I wouldn’t have let a stranger touch my phone either,” he said. “Hell, I barely let you touch it.”

         
         “You know what I’m getting at,” she said. “Maybe she has something to hide, Spence.”

         
         Or maybe she was in trouble. She’d denied that but he couldn’t help but think of her sweet eyes and the haunted depths he’d
            seen in them. “She needs a place to stay. Give her the empty furnished apartment I’m holding on the third floor.”
         

         
         “We don’t do short-term rentals here. By your own decree.”

         
         “We do today.”

         
         There was a beat of silence. Since Elle was never silent, it had to be shock.

         
         “You hold that open for a reason,” she finally said.

         
         “Yeah, and so far Eddie’s refused to come in off the streets, hasn’t he.” Yet another problem he hadn’t been able to solve,
            which tightened the ever-present knot in his chest. “Make the rent cheap because she’s a struggling writer—she probably doesn’t
            have much money.”
         

         
         Elle’s mouth fell open. “She’s a writer? Are you kidding me?”
         

         
         “Not a reporter,” he said. “A fiction writer.”

         
         Elle just continued to stare at him. “Are you even listening to yourself?”

         
         “Look, I got her knocked into the fountain and it’s butt-ass cold out there, and she rolled with it.” He remembered Colbie’s
            throaty laugh and it made him smile even now. “She’s been a really good sport about it.”
         

         
         “Maybe she had a good reason,” Elle said. “Maybe she was trying to get close to you. Hell, maybe she is a reporter and the whole thing’s a setup.”
         

         
         “Come on,” he said. “She couldn’t have known Daisy Duke would send her sprawling into the fountain. This happened on my property—I’m
            making it right, end of story.”
         

         
         “Fine.” Elle pulled out her phone, which had gone off four thousand times in the past four minutes. “But I’d like to remind
            your stubborn ass that you’ve not been yourself since this whole media thing. You need to be more cautious about connecting
            with a stranger who appeared basically out of nowhere.”
         

         
         “She’s not running a con on me.”

         
         “I’m not saying she is, but we both know you’ve been screwed over, twice if we’re counting, and you haven’t come to terms with the betrayal yet. So just be careful, okay? That’s all I’m saying.”
            She pointed at him. “And remember, you’re the smartest person in this building and probably the smartest person I’ll ever
            meet. Use your powers for good.”
         

         
         He had to laugh. “Ditto.”

         
         She blew out a sigh, gave him a quick hug, and then she and Daisy Duke were gone.

         
         Spence let his smile slip as he walked across the room to check the thermostat again. He’d heard what Elle had to say, and
            he got it. He was still stinging, and he wasn’t himself. Added to that was the project for Clarissa. The unfinished project. It was critical work, more important than anything he’d ever done, and it was kicking his ass. He was on a deadline
            and could feel it breathing down his neck every single day that passed. He could afford no break in his concentration and
            efforts.
         

         
         A problem now that 99 percent of his brain had short-circuited over the thought of Colbie naked in his shower . . .

         
         He heard the water go off and he pictured her wrapping herself in his towel. Dripping wet . . . Shoving his hands in his pockets,
            he moved to the window and looked out at the view that had so impressed her. Once upon a time he couldn’t have imagined living
            in a place like this, much less owning it. But he’d conquered the shitty hand that life had dealt him.
         

         
         And he’d do it again if he had to.

         
         The bathroom door opened, and even better than his fantasy, Colbie emerged from a cloud of steam, her willowy body wrapped
            in one of his towels, her exposed skin gleaming and dewy damp. Her hair had been piled on top of her head, but wavy strands
            had escaped, clinging to her neck and shoulders.
         

         
         He couldn’t tear his gaze off of her. There was just something so uncalculated about her, so . . . natural and easy. She was
            like a beacon to him, which was both crazy and more than a little terrifying.
         

         
         Clearly not seeing him against the wall, she moved with an effortless grace to the suitcase she’d left at the door. Bending
            low enough to give him a near heart attack, she rifled through her things, mumbling to herself that she should’ve researched
            more about how to be a normal person instead of how to kill someone with an everyday object.
         

         
         “Do you kill a lot of people, then?” Spence asked.

         
         “Motherforker!” she said with a startled squeak of surprise, whirling to face him, almost losing her grip on the towel.

         
         Five days a week, Spence worked out hard in this gym. Mostly to outrun his demons, but the upside was he could run miles without
            losing his breath. But he lost his breath now.
         

         
         And that wasn’t his body’s only reaction.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            #ShiitakeMushrooms

         

         At the unexpected sight of Spence, Colbie startled hard. How was it that he was the one who needed glasses and yet she’d not
            seen him standing against the window? “No, I don’t kill a lot of people,” she said cautiously because she was wearing only
            a towel in front of a strange man. “But I’m happy to make an exception.”
         

         
         He laughed, a rough rumble that was more than a little contagious but she controlled herself because, hello, she was once
            again dripping wet before the man who seemed to make her knees forget to hold her up.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said and pushed off the wall to come close.

         
         She froze, but he held up his hands like, I come in peace, and crouched at her feet to scoop up the clothes she hadn’t realized she’d dropped.
         

         
         Leggings, a long forgiving tee, and the peach silk bra-and-panty set that hadn’t gotten so much as a blink from the TSA guy.

         
         But it got one out of Spence. He also swallowed hard as she snatched them back from him.

         
         “Hold on,” he said and caught her arm, pulling it toward him to look at her bleeding elbow.

         
         “Sit,” he said and gently pushed her down to a weight bench. He vanished into the bathroom and came back out with a first
            aid kit.
         

         
         It took him less than two minutes to clean and bandage the scrape. Then
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