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      Inhaling a shaky breath, Isabella cupped some of the cool water from under the tap and splashed it on the back of her neck. The icy water grounded her. She would have put it on her cheeks, but she’d actually done her makeup and dressed up for the first time in a few years—except for Robert’s funeral. But that was six months ago.

      Isabella dried her hands quickly and left the bathroom, her gaze sweeping over the tent that was bustling with wedding activity under the soft Edison bulb lighting.

      “Whiskey, double,” a deep bass voice carried over the upbeat music playing through the venue. His shoulders hunched over as he sat at the bar to her right, so only one side was visible to her.

      Tingles spiraled over her skull. Her lungs seized. Tufts of wild curls stuck out of the top of his hair like the wild break of a crashing wave. Sharp cheekbones slashed towards a wide, strong nose. Serious, thick eyebrows slanted together with a deep crease between them as if he perpetually frowned.

      His wide shoulders flexed as he moved to accept the drink the bartender slid across to him. Two long, thick umber fingers wrapped around the glass before he tipped it to his full brown lips, his pink tongue darting out as if savoring every drop. The move shouldn’t have been sexy, but Isabella’s blood turned molten just the same.

      Her gaze roamed over his veined, tattooed forearms to the white dress shirt rolled up at his elbows and farther to the material stretched taut across his broad shoulders, tapering in at his waist. Black dress pants wrapped around his thick thighs. The man looked as if Poseidon himself had crafted him from the depths of the sea in his image.

      Isabella tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. Wow.

      Someone bumped into her, drawing her out of her lust-induced daze.

      “Sorry,” they apologized.

      She shook her head, forcing herself towards the table with her waiting friends. She’d never been affected that way by someone—had her very breath stolen and held captive.

      Isabella weaved around a few people, grabbing a fresh glass of champagne from a passing server, eyes zoned in on the table her close friend Tessa sat at.

      “Did you get cake yet?” She flopped into the seat next to Tessa before taking a gulp of the bubbly beverage.

      “Not yet.”

      “Dios, there was a long line to use the restroom.”

      Tessa chuckled. “Isn’t there always?”

      “True.”

      “So . . . how is it being back in your hometown?” Tessa asked, picking up her glass and taking a sip.

      Isabella sighed. “Honestly, it’s good to be back. I feel like I’ve made the right decision. Eli is having a blast with his grandparents. I think it will be good for him—for us.”

      Tessa’s eyes flashed with sympathy. “So you’re gonna go with one of the apartments we looked at this weekend?”

      Isabella shook her head. “No, I’ll move back in with Mom and Dad and see what I can find later around here. I think they need more help at the marina than they’re letting on, and it’s not like I have much to occupy my time with right now anyways.”

      Tessa gasped. “Now? I thought you weren’t leaving me in Colorado until the end of May. I’m supposed to get another month with you at the shop.”

      Isabella pulled her into a hug, not sure how she’d be able to start over without her one constant—her best friend. “I don’t mean right now. I’m sticking around for a little while. Same plan. I still have to finish going through Robert’s things.” Her eyes stung with the reminder.

      Tessa took Isabella’s hand in hers. “Do you need help?”

      Isabella shook her head. “No. We had most of it done before things got too bad—as he insisted. But it’s the second to last thing on his list for me to do.”

      “What’s the last item?”

      Isabella’s cheeks flushed. “To move on with someone new . . . actually, he specifically said a one-night stand. It’s crazy that even in death, he was trying to take care of me.”

      Tessa’s eyes widened. “Seriously? That sounds like Robert. He wanted you to be happy. It makes sense that despite his ALS, he made sure you had this last gift to give you a sort of compass while everything was so . . . hard.”

      Isabella nodded, a soft smile turning her lips up as memories of the man who was once her best friend flitted through her mind.

      “Do you think you’re ready for that?” Tessa asked, her voice soft and free of judgment. If anyone knew how to seize the day, it was Tessa.

      Her reaction to the stranger at the bar was still thrumming through her veins. “I . . . do. For something fun—definitely not something serious. A one-night stand . . . well, that has potential.” Not that I’ve ever had one. But maybe the new Isabella could do it. The Isabella who was moving halfway across the country. She lifted her drink to her lips.

      “A wedding is the perfect place to find that.” Tessa scanned the room. “Anyone caught your eye?”

      Isabella pressed a cool hand to one of her flushed cheeks. “I did see a man by the bar when I went to the bathrooms. He was alone and . . . I don’t know, he looked . . . well, hotter than Hades, actually.” And just as mysterious too.

      Tessa’s attention focused on the bar. “Him?”

      Bella turned to look in the same direction, her attention catching on the isolated man in question. What made him so sullen at a wedding? “Yeah. There’s just something about him . . .” The people around him gave him a wide berth, as if afraid whatever weight he carried on those broad shoulders would rub off on them.

      “Go for it,” Tessa said.

      Isabella spun back to her, chewing on her bottom lip. “I don’t know. It’s been so long since I had to do something like this.”

      “You don’t have to have sex with the guy if you don’t want. But you could try and talk to him. Ease yourself into it,” Tessa pushed.

      Am I really ready for this? It’s just a conversation—just one small step into the new me. And the new Isabella is confident. Fake it ’til you make it, right? “If I do, will you finally ask Roy about doing that tattoo you’ve wanted?”

      Panic flashed through her friend’s gaze before she turned her focus to the very man they were speaking of. He wasn’t hard to find, with his blue-tipped hair and several face piercings. He was down on one knee, speaking to Joshua, the bride’s son.

      “I—”

      “Come on. What are you so worried about?” Tessa and Roy had been dancing around each other for so long.

      Tessa shrugged.

      “You ask him for the tattoo and I’ll go talk to the man at the bar. Deal?” Isabella asked, holding out her pinky finger and trying to act like the idea didn’t terrify her.

      “Deal.” Tessa hooked her pinky finger in Bella’s.

      “What are you two troublemakers up to now?” Roy’s voice lilted with his Irish accent. Isabella smiled to herself as her best friend tried to make it seem like she wasn’t affected by the man, but her shiver gave her away.

      “Cold?” he asked Tessa.

      “A little.” She reached for her sweater, but he’d already picked it up off the chair and held it out for her arms, anticipating her needs.

      Isabella wanted someone to do that for her. To have a man look at her like she was the sun and moon as Roy did to Tessa. She hadn’t found it with Robert, but maybe someday she would discover it with someone else.

      Though Robert was a great man, and best friend, he had not been her person. The next time she agreed to marry, it would be because she’d found the kind of love that she’d only read about in books or witnessed in a few lucky friends. But she’d learned her lesson. Isabella would never settle for less again.

      “Well, wish me luck.” Bella stood, smoothing her glittering gold dress over her plentiful curves. “I’m so nervous.”

      “’Bout what?” Roy asked.

      “Stepping into tomorrow.” Isabella took a deep breath. Using the phrase she and Robert had shared bolstered her confidence.

      “Do I look okay?” Bella plucked the fabric from her belly and rolled her shoulders back.

      “You look grand,” Roy assured her.

      Bella smiled and turned to Tessa, nodding towards Roy. “Well?”

      “Well, what?” Roy asked.

      Isabella cut her friend a warning look. They’d made a deal, after all.

      Tessa stood abruptly. “I wanted to know if you’d dance with me?”

      “Of course. That’d make me right delira.”

      Tessa’s eyebrows drew together. “Delira?”

      He smiled. “Deliriously happy, as you Americans say.”

      Isabella laughed.

      Tessa slipped her hand in Roy’s before focusing on Isabella. “A deal’s a deal. Get your cute ass over there and say hello.”

      Nerves swirled in Isabella’s stomach. She bit her lip and nodded. Her chest rose as she took one last deep breath. “Don’t wait up for me.” She spun around and walked towards the bar with her head held high.

      Legs trembling, Isabella moved to the empty seat next to the intimidating man. The energy around him shifted as she got closer like he was a whirlpool, ready to swallow up anything and anyone around him. A slow song drifted through the speakers as the bartender moved to the opposite end of the drinks station, filling orders. I should have downed my champagne before coming over.

      She turned to her right, putting on her friendliest smile. “So, are you here for the groom or the bride?”

      It wasn’t the best icebreaker, but she thought she’d at least get a response. Instead, awkward silence pressed between them like stagnant air.

      Her belly squeezed. His only reaction was a subtle tightening of his shoulders as if he could make himself smaller and stay invisible. The thought was ludicrous, not just because of his sheer size but because he was so handsome. Something about him made her want to crack him open and see what lay inside.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked, wiping down the space in front of her.

      “Tequila, please.”

      He got to work, filling a shot glass and plating a lime before setting the salt shaker beside her drink in front of her.

      “Are you from around here?” the bartender asked. At least someone was talking to her.

      She sipped the tequila, savoring the flavor on her tongue. “I flew in from Colorado.”

      His eyes widened with interest. “That’s cool. Always wanted to go skiing there.”

      “You should do it, then.”

      “Someday.” He smiled before moving to the other end of the bar to help another guest.

      Isabella took another sip of her drink before picking up the salt and shaking it over the lime wedge. She set down the shaker and retrieved her drink, savoring another small sip before sucking on the end of the salty fruit. A burst of citrus flooded her mouth, the tang mixing with the salt and liquor, warming her.

      “I believe the salt is supposed to come before the liquor, then the lime.” The mystery man’s voice was as deep and rich as the whiskey he drank.

      She turned to him, her breath stuttering. “So he speaks.”

      The corner of his lips twitched before they flattened back into a thin line. He grunted. “You here for the groom or the bride?”

      A small puff of air left his nose, a subtle scoff. “Not too many here for the bride. She has a history. The fact that you don’t know that makes me think you’re a plus-one.”

      “Subtle.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Trying to see if I’m here alone and single?” she added, just a little bit hopeful.

      “Was I right?” He ran a massive hand over his neatly trimmed beard.

      “My friend Roy is Maddy’s cousin. I came with him and my best friend, Tessa.” She turned, finding the very couple mentioned on the dance floor, moving close to each other.

      “Third wheel, huh?” the man asked.

      She shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

      Isabella turned away from the couples moving on the dance floor to the man next to her and gasped. Two dark eyes stared at her, fathomless and magnetic. Something akin to sympathy flashed in his gaze before it was gone, hiding behind the shadows of secrets kept in those eclipsed orbs. She recognized the pain though—this man was grieving. That was the weight he carried.

      Her lungs strained with the need to breathe. Isabella sucked in a ragged breath, her heart racing.

      “I made a deal with my friend that she would do something she’d been too scared to do, and so would I.”

      His eyes flashed as he leaned closer. The whiskey scent on his breath wrapped around her like silk ties binding her in place.

      “What is it you had to do?” He cocked his head to the side.

      “I had to come talk to you.”

      He grunted, but still, his attention burned her flesh.

      “Why do I scare you?” he asked.

      “You don’t. Not like that. Just talking to a man, putting myself out there for the first time.” Heat burned her skin. Good Lord. Does he think I mean I’m a virgin? The liquor loosened her tongue. “First time in a long time, I mean.”

      “So why do it at all?” he pressed.

      She sighed. “Because sometimes to move forward you have to do something scary and uncomfortable. And I need to do something different. Because what I’ve been doing has led me to a place I don’t want to be in anymore.”

      He blinked as if she’d surprised him. Silence passed as the wedding guests laughed and spoke around them. It was as if they were in their own little bubble, separate from everyone else. She was held in the trance of his perceptive gaze.

      Maybe it was the mixture of champagne and tequila. Or maybe it was the fact that after today, she’d most likely never see this man again. But for once, her inhibitions were lowered. What did she have to lose?

      “I’m ready to get out of here.” She left the invitation hanging in the air, hoping he’d make a move.

      His jaw tensed, his eyes clouding over as if fighting a war with himself—to accept her invitation or not.

      She was already committed to this—what was one more step? One last try?

      If she’d learned anything during the last twelve years, it was that her pride could take a hit and she’d survive. Still, her stomach tipped and her hands grew clammy with sweat as she readied herself to ask the question. Here goes nothing. “You want to join me?”
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      Several emotions flitted through those midnight pools. Desire. Fear. Guilt. And finally, resolve. “Don’t think that’s a good idea.” His voice was raw, like he’d swallowed a bucket of saltwater—his rejection just as bitter.

      “Oh. Okay.” She tried to not react to the sting. Here she was, offering a night of no-strings fun, and she’d been turned down. Wasn’t that what most guys wanted?

      Just not with her apparently.

      Stop. I am good enough. There is someone out there for me. And I’ll find him someday.

      “Well, you have a good night.” She spun off the seat and moved towards the restrooms once more, hoping to hide the burn of her humiliation. She rushed inside, heading straight for the sink to run her hands under the cold water once more. She peeked at the mirror. Her tan cheeks were flushed from a mixture of tequila and embarrassment.

      The door opened and a young woman rushed in, barely giving Isabella a second glance before she rushed to one of the stalls.

      Isabella gave one last look at her reflection, brushing back her dark hair and the curls that Tessa had helped her do. She pulled out the red lipstick from her clutch and applied a fresh coat, finishing up as the young woman sidled up to the counter near her to wash her hands.

      Isabella smoothed her hand down her stomach self-consciously, as if she could hide some of her cellulite that way.

      “I love that dress,” the young woman next to her said.

      Isabella smiled, meeting her gaze in the mirror. “Thank you.” Familiarity prickled at the base of her skull. “Nova?”

      Nova dried her hands on a paper towel. “Yes?”

      “It’s me, Isabella Noveas.” She introduced herself using her maiden name.

      Nova’s eyes widened. “Oh my goodness. It’s so great to see you. Are you just in town for the wedding?”

      “Yes—well, at least for now. I’m moving back in a couple months with my son, Eli.”

      “Wow, how many years has it been?” Nova asked.

      “Twelve or so.”

      “You look great. I heard you got married and moved out west.”

      Isabella nodded. “Yes, Colorado actually.”

      The door opened and a frazzled-looking server leaned in, relief painting her face as soon as she spotted Nova. “We can’t find the extra champagne.”

      “I’ll show you where we keep it,” Nova answered before turning back to Isabella. “I’d love to catch up once you’re in town for good.”

      “Me too,” Isabella agreed, following the two women out of the bathroom into the soft-lit tent. She pointedly avoided gazing at the bar, focusing instead at the couples dancing and laughing through the tent to the night beyond. Tessa and Roy weren’t dancing anymore, and their seats were empty. Had they left? She steered towards the back of the tent, walking out to the darkness. Nova chatted animatedly with one of the servers on the corner. It would be good for her to have a friend here. What had little Nova Emerson been up to since Isabella had been gone?

      Hopefully, her life had been easier than Isabella’s.

      Isabella gave one more scan of the room for her friends, but it seemed she was alone. Good for Tessa.

      “Do you want another?” The bartender’s voice drew her attention back to the handsome stranger shaking his head.

      What was I thinking asking him out?

      Isabella turned and headed out of the back of the tent into the night. Her head tipped towards the sky lit up by a million stars. She moved farther from the tent, letting the cool spring air compete with the heat of humiliation still scalding her cheeks. Her heels sunk into the wet long grass, and the voices of the guests blurred with the peeping sound of the frogs.

      “At least I took a chance. I tried, Robert,” Isabella whispered, continuing to walk down a path by the fence posts. Her heartbeat returned to normal.

      A tiny meow drew her attention to the ground ahead of her. She narrowed her eyes in search of the noise. Another little meow sounded just ahead. She bent low to find a little kitten writhing on the ground. A piece of white string highlighted by the moonlight was wrapped around its paw.

      “Are you stuck, sweetheart?” Isabella reached out carefully to grab the kitten and find the knot. “How did you get so twisted up in this, huh?”

      After a little maneuvering, the kitten was freed. She tucked it against her chest and petted it while it meowed and nuzzled against her.

      “You’re welcome.” She set it down and the little black thing scampered off into the tall grass.

      “You still want to get out of here?” the deep bass from behind her asked.

      Isabella jumped and spun around, her hand on her heart. The mystery man from the bar stood with his hands in his pockets just a few feet away. How had she not heard him approach? He was stealthy for a lumberjack of a man, and God, so much taller than she’d thought. She searched the area around them, gauging how far away everyone else was. Would anyone be able to hear what they were talking about?

      “What did you have in mind?” Her voice was all breath.

      For the first time, his lips parted, curving up into a smile so sexy it was almost sinister. “Ever been fishin’ on the ocean?”

      Isabella blinked. That had honestly been the last thing she’d expected to come out of his mouth. But somehow, it fit her mystery man—unexpected and a little bit risky.

      “I got rods we can use,” he continued.

      Was he . . . was that a euphemism? Was that how dating went nowadays?

      “Rods?”

      “And a boat at the marina.”

      He was serious. He wanted to take her fishing? She must be more rusty than she’d thought if he’d confused her offer for a midnight fishing trip.

      She laughed, free and uninhibited for the first time since . . . she didn’t know when. It was bittersweet knowing she’d been so lost in the sadness of grief for so long.

      He was looking at her like she’d had one tequila too many. Maybe she had. Because she was going to go fishing with a stranger in a sparkly gold cocktail gown. “I’ve been fishing once or twice.”

      “So is that a yes?”

      “Okay, but first, I need to know your name.”

      “Nash.”

      She held out her hand to him. “Nice to meet you, Nash. I’m Bella.”

      He hesitated and then took her hand. His palm enveloped hers, big and rough with calluses. How would they feel on my skin? Brushing over my breasts, or dipping between my thighs . . . She shivered.

      He dropped his arm and stepped back, his mouth set in a grim line. “I’ll pull the truck around.”

      “I’ll just grab my purse and meet you out front.”

      He nodded and turned around, walking towards the gravel parking lot, filled with cars.

      Isabella tipped her head back to the sky.  “Okay, I’m doing it. I’m stepping into tomorrow.”

      Maybe then she would be able to figure out what the hell to do next.
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      Nash opened the door to his truck as the chilly ocean breeze blew over him. The marina always smelled like brine, what had fast become one of his favorite smells. The fact that it cleaned his senses of the sweet rose hip blossoms the woman in his passenger seat wore was a bonus. How long has it been since someone made me look twice?

      It was that lost look in her eyes that pulled at something familiar inside him. Nothing and no one evoked so much of a spark of emotion in him these days—and that was just the way he liked it. Simple. Clean. No attachments.

      The passenger-side door opened and she climbed out, her sexy heels clicking on the pavement as she shivered in the salty air. He took his time, studying her while her focus was preoccupied by their surroundings. Her toned calves led up her long legs to the shimmering dress that hugged her curves. His mouth watered. God, he wanted to get his hands under that fabric and see if she was just as juicy as she looked. Wide hips and an ass he’d only ever dreamed about sashayed as she walked. But she didn’t seem to be conscious of just how fucking sexy she was, which made her all the more enticing.

      “So, this is where your boat is?” she asked.

      His focus drifted up her stomach to her ample breasts and farther until he met her electric gaze. “Yup.”

      A few strands of dark brown hair blew over her round face as she scanned the marina again, starting with the bait and tackle shop behind them and moving back to the docks. Her pert little nose crinkled and those full red lips that begged him to bite pursed. Bella tucked her arms against herself, shivering slightly.

      “You still want to do this?”

      Her attention shot to him as she rubbed her hands over the too-thin sweater covering her arms. “Of course.” Her voice cracked, the only tell that she wasn’t as confident as she seemed.

      He locked the truck and headed towards the boat. The floodlight outside the store flashed on, temporarily blinding him as they headed for the docks.

      Bella gasped and ducked, moving closer to his side, but not touching him.

      “It’s motion-activated.”

      “Right.” She sighed.

      His boat was farther down, inky-black water lapping at the floating docks as he walked just a little slower than normal for his guest.

      Bella stumbled. His hand shot out to grab her before she ended up in the bay. He tugged her against his side, his hand firmly planted on her lower back. Energy pulsed between them. Her chest heaved as her liquid amber eyes—the color of his favorite whiskey—flicked to him, wide and unsure.

      “Be more careful.” His voice came out much gruffer than he’d intended.

      She gave him a curt nod, but relaxed against him as he gently ushered her to the boat. He grabbed the edge, pulling it closer to the dock, and slid a leg over until he was safely on board. There was no way she was going to make it in that sexy-as-fuck dress. He was half tempted to let her try, just to see if her cheeks got pink.

      She clasped her hands on the metal railing on the side of his boat, determination lighting her expression. He slipped his hands under her arms. She gave a surprised squeak as he lifted her onto the boat and deposited her in front of him.

      She swallowed. “Th-thank you.”

      He grumbled and headed for the door leading below deck to the small kitchen/bedroom. Grabbing a sweatshirt from the hook, he smelled it to make sure it wasn’t too fishy. Thankfully, it wasn’t. He grabbed a pair of extra rubber boots and returned to the top deck. Bella had turned towards the full moon, her whispers floating on the wind, but he couldn’t be sure what she was saying. Was she talking to herself?

      “Here.” He handed over the sweatshirt. She’d probably swim in it, but it would keep her warm.

      She swiveled around, blinking at the material in his hands before tentatively reaching for it. A small appreciative smile curved her lips upwards. Some of the ice around his heart melted.

      “Thank you.” She pulled it on and zipped it up. “What about you?” She motioned to his thin dress shirt.

      “I’ll be fine. You’ll be safer in these.” He held out the waterproof shoes to her.

      She looked down to her heels and then back to him. “I guess I’m not really wearing the right footwear for fishing, am I?” She giggled and accepted the shoes, leaning against the side of the boat for support while she changed them out.

      There was something about the sight of Bella in his clothes that made his rib cage squeeze tight.

      He grabbed a life vest from the storage under one of the seats. “Put this on and we’re ready to go.”

      Her brows drew together. “Is that really necessary? I can swim.”

      “Captain’s rules.” Safety was the number one priority.

      “If you insist.” She pulled it on, trying to zip it up and failing. Her breasts were too big for the vest he usually reserved for his teenage help, Anthony.

      “Here.” He loosened the straps on the side, pulled it together with one hand, and zipped it with the other. The movement jerked her closer so that her scent melded with the sea air in a way that became intoxicating. His abs clenched as his blood heated. It had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. He’d only indulged in quick fucks once in a while. He’d not spent this much time with someone he was attracted to since . . .

      “Nash?” A hand just as soft as the voice that had spoken landed on his arm. “You okay?”

      He pulled away, unhooking the ropes from the dock. “Fine. You ready to go?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      He headed towards the cabin and the steering wheel. She followed close behind.

      Nash pointed to the seat on the other side of the walkway that led down to the cabin. “You can sit there.”

      He started the engine, waiting until she was settled before guiding them through the no-wake zone out of the marina, through the bay, and into open water. The wind wasn’t strong, but the sea wasn’t calm either. The up and down of the waves lulled him as it always did.

      He turned to his guest, her head tipped towards the window, pointed towards the blackness of the night. The moon glinted off the water, their only source of light save for the few dim lights on the boat. He kept the cabin illuminated enough to see, but not too bright. Her skin glowed under the soft bulbs. A few stray curls of her hair danced in the sea air.

      “Do you do this often?” she asked, turning to face him.

      “Take women I’ve just met night fishing? Never.” Not even Ana.

      Guilt weighed down his shoulders. He was used to the burden. He deserved it.

      “Well, I meant night fishing, but that’s nice to know too,” Bella said.

      “Sometimes when I can’t sleep, I come out here.” Offering that personal information was like removing an infected sliver—painful and yet necessary.

      “Is this a hobby or a profession?”

      He slowed the boat before cutting the engine. “Both I suppose.”

      “Why did you change your mind?” Her voice wavered.

      Because I’m trying to move on—little by little. Nash leveled his gaze on her, repeating the same words she’d used at the wedding. “Because sometimes to move forward you have to do something scary and uncomfortable. And I need to do something different. Because what I’ve been doing has led me to a place I don’t want to be anymore.”

      She blinked studying him closely.

      Nash stood, flicking the bright light on that aimed towards the back of the thirty-foot boat, making the once black water turn green under its illumination.

      He set up the first rod in silence under her perceptive gaze. The satisfying whine of the line releasing was his reward for casting it as far as he could. He picked up the second pole.

      “Can I bait it?” she asked.

      He stopped short. She wanted to get her hands dirty? Bella didn’t stop surprising him. “If you want.”

      She smiled triumphantly, rolling up one of the sleeves on the oversized jacket before dunking her hand in the bait tank. Her pink tongue darted out as she concentrated on catching one of the smaller fish. She pulled her arm out, water splashing onto the deck.

      “Got it!” She laughed, and it shot straight through his frigid heart. The joy that lit her face was magnetic, pulling him in until he wanted to make her release that throaty expression of giddiness again and again. He couldn’t be happy, but tonight, he could live vicariously through her.

      “Here’s the hook,” he said.

      She wrapped her hand around the metal and looped the bait on before rinsing her hand off in the water.

      “You’ve done this before,” he noted.

      She shrugged with a shy grin. “A time or two. Been a while though.”

      “Ready to cast?” he asked.

      She glanced around the boat nervously. “Okay, I’ll be honest. I enjoy fishing. I don’t mind touching fish or worms. But I suck at casting. And I usually get the hook stuck in a tree, power lines, or on a piece of the boat. One time I even got it in my dad’s ear.” She winced. “After that, I was forbidden to do my own casting.” She chuckled.

      His mouth twitched as he fought the urge to smile. It was the most unnatural feeling. “Sounds like it’s better if you sit this one out, then.”

      He cast the line on the other side of the boat and set it into the rod mount.

      “Now we wait?” she asked.

      He grunted his agreement.

      There was no sound out here except for the waves lapping at the boat. The silence was one reason why he loved the sea. It was calming. Bella’s presence didn’t seem to change that.

      “If you could have anything in the world, what would you want?” Bella asked.

      He turned his attention towards her, the moonlight shining in her eyes. There was something about those whiskey orbs that sucked him in and made him throw his usual caution to the wind.

      “A second chance.” To make things right.

      She nodded as if understanding, but that was impossible. Still, it loosened some of the pressure in his chest.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      She chewed on her bottom lip. Nash got the urge to reach out and pluck it from her mouth. He fisted his hands by his sides instead.

      “Honestly, I want to figure out who I am, and then . . . find my own happily ever after.”

      He didn’t mean for the sound rumbling in his chest to come out, half scoff, half grumble.

      She tipped her head to the side studying him, eyes narrowed. “Too cliché for you?”

      “It isn’t that.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest as if that would somehow protect her from his cynicism. “What is it, then?”

      “Nothing. A woman like you? You deserve to find that happiness.”

      “But you don’t?” She hit the nail on the head, seeing more than he’d intended.

      He sucked in a gulp of fresh sea-laced air and focused back on the water. “I had my shot and blew it.” Understatement of the century.

      “Oh.” Something a lot like sympathy edged her voice.

      He didn’t want her pity.

      The rod whined as something tugged on the line, bowing the pole.

      “We got a bite.” He picked up the rod, swiftly shoving it into Bella’s unsuspecting hands.

      She gasped, clinging to the pole as he moved behind her, his front to her back, and yanked the rod.

      “Oh my God!” she exclaimed, reeling it in.

      The fish tugged the line, but Nash held on. His hands kept the pole from slipping through Bella’s small palms.

      Her ass rubbed against his groin as she wiggled in excitement, making his cock stiffen. He tried to not be a dick and give her some space, but it was impossible to hold on to the rod around her voluptuous curves without getting up close and personal. That was one of the things that had drawn him to her when he’d first turned to her, second to those amber eyes. Nash was a big man; he needed a woman with something to grip. A woman he wouldn’t be afraid to break as he fucked her three ways to Sunday.

      There was another hard tug and then the line snapped, sending them both careening backwards. Nash would have been able to stabilize himself if not for the fact that Bella lost her balance and fell on top of him.

      He dropped the pole in favor of wrapping his arms tighter around her to soften her fall.

      “Oomf.” He grunted as they hit the deck.

      She spun around in his arms, her hair kissing his chest. “Dios, are you okay?”

      The Spanish falling off her lips was like an aphrodisiac. Shadows of the night played on her soft skin, highlighting her beautiful round face. She bit those red full lips he wanted to taste. Her thighs spread over his, the heat of her pussy hovering over his cock.

      “Fuck,” he breathed.

      “Where are you hurt?” she asked, lines of concern marring her brows.

      “Not that kinda ache.”

      She blinked and then, as if realizing that the hardness under her was not in fact a flashlight in his pocket, her eyes widened, her mouth forming an O.

      “Oh. I . . . you . . . you like me?”

      A hoarse bark of the closest sound he’d made to laughter in years escaped his throat. “I wouldn’t have invited you on my boat if I didn’t.”

      She smiled. “So this was all a plan to lure me away so you could, what? Have your wicked way with me?”

      “If you want that,” Nash said. It was scary, taking a risk like this, but she wasn’t a local, so there would be no harm done. He could take this one small step, and then maybe someday he’d fully be able to move on—as long as she wanted this as well. “If not, you still got your night of fun, fishing under the moonlight.”

      Her expression softened, her voice a hoarse whisper. “And if I do want more?”

      “Then you’ll get your one night of fun with me. I’ll make you come at least twice, and then we’ll go our separate ways.” There, he’d laid out his rules. One night. No future.

      “One night,” she confirmed.

      “One nigh⁠—“

      Bella’s lips slanted over his. Colors and sensations burst in his mind’s eye. He groaned, running one hand up her spine to cup the back of her neck, the other settling on her lower back as he rolled them so that she was below him. He sucked her bottom lip into his mouth and tugged with his teeth. A tiny mewl escaped her, shooting straight to his cock. Want blinded him. Desire rocketed through his body, sending all his blood rushing south. She tasted so good—like sweet rose hips and champagne.

      Nash stood, taking her with him, not breaking the kiss. His tongue slid into her welcoming mouth, tasting, seeking, conquering. Each stroke only made him crave more. He reached for the zipper on her life vest, removing it and tossing it onto the deck. Her small hand fisted his dress shirt as she leaned in, rubbing herself against him, stoking the fire raging within him. God, he wanted to feel her everywhere. Strip her down until every inch was laid bare.

      “I have a bed in the cabin below deck.”

      Her lips, swollen from his kiss, glistened under the moon. “What about the other fishing pole?”

      “Forget it.” Nash took her hand and tugged her down the walkway to the cabin. He hadn’t felt this alive in so long. He stepped down into the small space, turning back to her. Bella’s chest rose and fell almost as rapidly as his. Heart drumming in his chest, he checked one more time with her. “You sure you want this?”

      Her heated gaze never wavered from his. “It’s the only thing I’m sure about right now.”

      His self-control snapped. His lips crashed against hers as his hands worked to remove his sweatshirt from her body. His mind reeled, overcome with her scent and feel under his hands. She felt like goddamned heaven. And he was the devil who would consume her light under the shadows until the sun came up.
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      Goose bumps prickled Isabella’s flesh as the sweatshirt fell to the ground. Hot sweet lips delved between hers, feeding the wildfire blazing through her bloodstream. Calloused, working man’s hands slid over her shoulders, forcing her thin sweater to the floor. Her head spun from his touch, his taste, and his sea and cedar scent, spinning her up on already unsteady feet. Knees weak, she leaned against him. The boat rocked in the waves, but Nash was immoveable. Like he commanded the very sea. Her Poseidon.

      She gripped the buttons on his shirt, undoing them as his teeth raked over her lip, a bite of pain only melding with her excitement. Her skin flashed with heat. Her dress was too tight and suffocating all of a sudden.

      She opened his shirt, placing her hands on his abs. Good God, was any part of this man not perfection?

      A warm chuckle rumbled in his chest. Had she said that aloud?

      “Turn around.” His deep voice made her thighs clench.

      She obeyed, facing the door. Deft fingers pulled her hair off her neck and over one shoulder before the scrape of his beard tickled her nape. He pressed open-mouthed kisses behind her ear, trailing down to her shoulder. She closed her eyes, a small moan leaving her lips. Had she ever been this savored before? Were all one-night stands like this?

      The sound of the zipper sent a rush of self-consciousness crashing through her. She tensed as he pushed the dress to her feet revealing the spandex hip-and-tummy-control garment she was wearing.

      Dios, this is probably the least sexy thing I could have worn.

      Nash placed two big hands on her shoulders, shifting her to face him. She licked her lips nervously, flicking her attention to him as nerves skittered through her body.

      The lust in his dark eyes made her gasp.

      “Take it off,” he commanded, his hands fisting at his sides as if he was barely in control.

      She slipped the boots off first. Then she fumbled with the elastic waist, pulling the spandex from her skin, which wasn’t easy in a rocking boat. She stood before him in her black lace bra and matching panties, glad she’d chosen something to make her feel sexy, even though she hadn’t expected anyone to see it. She took a deep breath as he studied her. Isabella was a plus-size woman. Standing in front of Nash, with his open, untucked dress shirt, showing off his barrel chest and muscles, she couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. But the way his heated gaze worshiped her flesh filled her with a heady sense of sensual power.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      His compliment warmed her, snuffing out most of her insecurities. She wasn’t thin by any stretch of the imagination.

      “Take the rest off.” Nash raised his shirt up and over his head, showing off the tattoo sleeves on both arms.

      She unhooked her bra, tossing it to the ground before pushing her fingers under the elastic of her panties and shimmying them down her legs, holding the small table to her left for balance.

      The clink of his belt seemed magnified in the small cabin. It hung undone as he unzipped his pants, his focus never leaving her.

      Stepping out of his pants, he reached for her once again. His fingers threaded through her hair as he brought his mouth to hers. He devoured her mouth as his palms skated down to cup her breasts.

      “I’ve been thinking of tasting every inch of this body since I laid eyes on you,” he confessed.

      “Is it . . . I mean . . . I hope it’s what you wanted.” She bit her lip.

      Nash pulled back, his penetrating gaze leveled on hers. All that power directed at her made her knees wobble. “You seriously have no idea, do you?”

      Her brows drew together in question.

      “Do you own a mirror?”

      She nodded.

      “Has no one told you how fucking perfect you are?”

      She shook her head.

      “That’s a tragedy.” He pinched her nipple.

      “Ah.”

      His hot mouth closed around the other, sucking and licking before he dragged his teeth over the peak. His other hand massaged the other breast, spilling from his giant palms.

      “These tits have me so spellbound I’m not sure whether to lick, bite, or fuck them.”

      “Oh, Dios.” She blinked lazily, arousal pooling in her pussy. A steady throb of need built deep within her.

      He bent on his knee, wet kisses trailing down her soft stomach, paying special attention to the stretch marks.

      “So soft.” He rubbed his beard over her sensitive flesh, pouring gasoline onto her already blazing inferno.

      “Nash,” she pleaded.

      “And these thick juicy thighs. I knew they’d be gorgeous, hidden under that dress.” He cupped the back of her calves and nipped her inner leg.

      “Oh!” He’d bitten her. And she’d liked it.

      “Now bend over that table, sweetness.” He got to his feet and pointed to her left.

      Isabella turned, anticipation winding through her, the tension in the air making it hard to breathe. She placed two shaking palms over the built-in table. Her heart thudded, and her ears rang. What was he going to⁠—

      “Ahhh,” she moaned as his thick fingers parted her folds.

      Slap!

      “Nash!”

      “Fuck, this ass is incredible.” He kneaded the sore spot with bruising fingers while his other hand cupped her pussy.

      Her legs trembled. The ache built like the returning tide.

      “Please,” she said.

      “You even beg so pretty.”

      “Gah, Nash. I need⁠—”

      “Need what, sweetness?” He slid a finger inside her, stealing her breath.

      “More. You.” She was unable to form sentences as his digit worked her, curling and hitting a sensitive spot inside her. She clenched her inner walls.

      “You’re so wet. Need to taste this gorgeous cunt.” Wide palms stretched her thighs farther apart as he licked through her folds.

      “Ahhhhh! Fuck. Santa mierda de mierda!” She squeezed her eyes closed, every muscle in her body tensing. Need unfurled in her womb. Pressure exploded through her until she was at the brink of orgasm.

      Nash added another finger as he lapped at her clit. She’d never experienced this before. And now she knew what she’d been missing. She rocked her hips shamelessly against his mouth.

      “I’m gonna⁠—”

      “That’s it, sweetness. Come for me. Come on my tongue.”

      “Naaash!” She screamed as her orgasm shattered through her. Black spots filled her vision as everything inside her tensed and pulsed. Warm, soul-deep pleasure crashed over her like a rogue wave, more powerful than she’d ever experienced.

      With her chest heaving, she tried to catch her breath as he pulled his hands out of her with one last lick to her already sensitive nub. She hissed.

      “Come here,” he said.

      She pushed off the table, turning to face him. Her knees gave out, but his strong arms were there to catch her.

      “Lie on the bed.” He ushered her to the full-size mattress that took up most of the space in the small cabin.

      She crawled onto the bed, lying on her back. Nash slipped off his black briefs, his long, thick cock slightly curved towards his belly. The tip gleamed with pre-cum. She licked her lips.

      Nash reached for his discarded pants, pulled a condom from his pocket. He ripped it open and slid it onto his shaft.

      “You don’t want me to suck—” She pointed towards his groin.

      “Oh, I very much want those red lips wrapped around my cock. But I’m so close to coming already, and I want to feel that pussy clench my dick like it did my fingers.”

      “Oh.”

      He crawled over her, settling his weight on his arms pinned on either side of her. For the first time in her life, she felt small with a man. She couldn’t help but roam her hands over his inked muscles. Her mouth was dry and her pussy, aching for him.

      He kissed her, hungry and yet gentle. “You okay?”

      “Mmmmm.” She nodded, kissing under his jaw.

      “You want to keep going?”

      She pulled back to look in his eyes. “Do you?”

      “Abso-fuckin’-lutely.”

      Isabella smiled. “Then yes. But you should know . . . it’s been a while for me.”

      “Me too.”

      Her eyes widened.

      Nash’s lips slanted across hers as his tattooed hips settled between her thighs. She widened them to accommodate him.

      The tip of his cock slid in the first couple of inches. She closed her eyes and hissed from the stretch.

      His thumb brushed her cheek as he stilled. “Does it hurt?”

      She opened her eyes. “Just a little uncomfortable. I think I need you to move.”

      He kissed her lips. “Tell me to stop if it’s too much.”

      She nodded.

      He rocked his hips in and out. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. There was some pain, but pleasure soon took over.

      “Yes,” she encouraged him.

      He thrust harder, spinning her up in desire once again.

      “You feel so good.” Her voice came out breathless.

      He grunted. “This pussy was made for me. So wet and tight.”

      “Nash, I’m so close. Harder.” She’d never had multiple orgasms—not unless they were self-induced with a vibrator. It seemed tonight could be a night of many firsts.

      “That’s it, baby. God, you’re so fucking sexy like this, laid out under me.” His gaze never left hers as Nash slammed his cock deeper and faster into her. His palm splayed over her breast, plucking the nipple and pinching it between his fingers.

      Her ears rang, pleasure raking through her. A surge of bliss rammed through her as she soared over the cliff into her second orgasm. She dug her nails into his broad shoulders, her eyes wide, her senses sharpening. A keening cry left her lips as his expression morphed into one of carnal ecstasy. His heated gaze flashed. As his cock pulsed and emptied inside her, he roared. All his walls crashed down for one brief flicker.

      His hips slowed. His chest rose and fell against hers as he stared down at her in a half-lidded haze.

      She gave him a satisfied smile. “That was amazing.” The best sex of her life actually. I guess that’s what happens when you sleep with a man who’s actually attracted to women.

      The open expression on Nash’s face flashed with fear
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