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      “C’mon. Don’t be a chicken.” Mel took a sip of her margarita. “I thought this was the beginning of the new Sadie⁠—”

      “Dee,” she corrected.

      “What?”

      “The new me is Dee not Sadie.” A new name, a new woman. Or at least that was the plan.

      Shame the name change hadn’t boosted her confidence. It seemed she was still the same nerdy wallflower she’d always been—too shy to say hello to the hot guy across the room.

      Mel waved her hand, her drink sloshing up the sides of her glass. “Sadie, Dee, whatever. Just go over there and say hi.”

      “You only want me to go so you can have a shot with one of the other guys.”

      “Well duh! Have you seen them?” Mel downed the rest of her cocktail then fanned her face. “That’s some seriously smokin’-hot man perfection over there.”

      Sadie sighed. Dammit. She couldn’t even think of herself as Dee. So much for reinventing herself.

      She glanced over Mel’s shoulder at the group of men on the far side of the dimly lit club and murmured, “Comes with their profession I guess.” Her eyes snagged on one man in particular. Tall, dark, and every woman’s wet dream.

      “What?” Mel leaned closer, hand cupping her ear. “You’ll have to speak up, the music’s loud in here.”

      Her friend wasn’t wrong. Sadie’s ears were ringing, and the thumping beat vibrated up through her feet and rattled her bones. She was pretty sure they could hear the music two counties over. “Never mind.”

      Mel reached for the pitcher and topped off her glass. Sadie quickly placed her hand over her own empty glass to stop Mel from getting her any more drunk than she was. Already she feared she was in for one hell of a hangover.

      “I’m good.”

      “If you were, you’d go over there. You’re not drunk enough if you’re still sitting here with me.” Mel attempted to kick her under the table—the six inch stiletto her friend wore barely skimmed Sadie’s leg—and almost toppled off her chair.

      Laughing, Sadie righted her. “Watch it.”

      Swaying a little, Mel gripped the edge of the table with both hands to steady herself. “Like you, I’m good.”

      Sadie arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “No. Actually, I’m not. I need a strong, strapping hunk of man to take my drunk ass home, where he’ll take complete advantage of my intoxicated state and deliver me to the stars.”

      “There’s just one flaw in your plan.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Mel sighed. Exaggerated a pout. “My best friend won’t introduce me to the man in question.”

      Sadie laughed. “Besides that.”

      “Oh, you’re just a ray of sunshine raining all over my parade tonight.”

      “You won’t remember any of it come morning.”

      “With any luck I’ll still be coming in the morning.”

      Sadie shook her head. After six years, she was still amazed by her friendship with Mel. They were opposites in every way. Mel was outgoing and the life of the party, while Sadie preferred to skip the party altogether. “Why are we friends again?”

      “Because you need me to push you out of your shell. Force you to be social.” Mel stood on wobbly legs and tried to drag Sadie out of her seat. “Now get over there so we can both get lucky.”

      “Fine.” Sadie allowed herself to be pushed to her feet. “But I’m going to the bathroom first. These stupid contacts are killing me. I can’t believe I let you talk me into getting them.” The smoky air of the club had gotten in her eyes and dried them out. Not only did they hurt but she couldn’t see clearly either.

      “Excellent.” Mel flopped back into her chair. “I’ll wait here for my knight in shining armor.”

      Sadie watched Mel gulp the remainder of her margarita and top up her glass again. “You might want to slow down or you’ll pass out before your knight arrives.”

      Her friend frowned at her drink. “Good point.” She pushed the full glass across the table to Sadie. “You drink it.”

      She turned away but Mel grabbed her arm and spun her back.

      “What have you got to lose? This time next week you’ll be in Winter Lake, New York. At best you’ll have a hot one-night-stand memory to take with you. At worst a bad one or none at all. Either way, you’ll never have to see the guy again.”

      “But—”

      Mel gave her arm a shake. “No. No buts. You can do this. You need to do this. Cut loose, Sadie. Be daring. For once, take life by the throat and give it a shake, go after what you want.”

      She was already doing that by walking away from the only life she’d ever known in the city to do what she’d always dreamed of doing. Live in a small town where she knew her neighbors and her life didn’t make her head spin.

      If she could find the courage to do that, she could manage a little more to take her across the room to say high to her college crush, right?

      “You can do it,” Mel encouraged.

      Nodding, Sadie broke free of Mel’s hold. “You’re right. Dee Emerson, CFO of the Economic Development Board of Winter Lake, wouldn’t blink at going over there.” She could be Dee. She needed to be Dee. Her dream future depended on it.

      “No, she wouldn’t.” Mel’s lips curled in a smug smile. “Now drink that glass of courage.”

      Doing something she never did, Sadie picked up the margarita and drained it in one go.

      She shuddered as the cold liquid slid down her throat, through her chest, and into her stomach, where it hit the pool of alcohol already in her belly.

      Setting the empty glass down, she took a deep breath and turned to look at the group of men fifty feet away.

      Her vision was blurred due to the new contacts irritating her eyes but she could still see—if a little fuzzily—Alec Dane and his group of friends with their usual entourage of women. She had tutored most of the guys in college—knew them by name; she shouldn’t be afraid to go over there and say hello.

      Sadie straightened her shoulders.

      She wouldn’t be afraid. Not tonight.

      She’d go to the bathroom and remove the contacts then she’d wander past and pretend to notice them for the first time. Then she’d smile and talk like any other sexy, confident twenty-six-year-old, and maybe, just maybe, Sadie would get to live out her ultimate fantasy.

      One night with Alec Dane.
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      Alex Dean watched the blonde he’d had his eye on all night weave her way through the crowd toward the bathrooms. Putting his beer down, he walked away from the redhead who’d been giving him the come-on for the better part of an hour without a backward glance.

      He’d made it clear he wasn’t interested except Red was either too drunk to register his brush-off or figured she could change his mind.

      She might have had a chance if he hadn’t already spotted the blonde.

      Red wasn’t the first to mistake him for his friend Alec Dane. Not only did they share a similar name, but they looked so alike they could pass for brothers, and during their rowdy college days, had on more than one occasion.

      He kept his eye on the back of the blonde’s head as he followed her through the crush of bodies. She was tall—taller than his usual type, anyway—so it wasn’t hard to keep her in sight.

      Something about her had struck a chord the second he’d laid eyes on her. He’d been staring at her for a good portion of the night and he still couldn’t work out what it was that held him enthralled.

      She disappeared into the women’s restroom and he glanced around for a spot to wait. A small section of wall tucked around the corner from the club’s main room formed an out-of-the-way alcove and the shadows meant he could watch her unseen when she finally emerged. Get a gauge of what it was—other than her being a knockout—that had his insides tight and his cock stretching to full length.

      He settled in for the long haul—in his experience, women took forever in the bathroom—but it was only a couple of minutes before she stepped back into the hall.

      She propped the door open for another woman to pass through and the bright light from inside gave him a clear view of her face.

      Alex pushed off the wall.

      Sadie Emerson.

      No wonder he’d been captivated. Alex hadn’t seen her in three—no—four years.

      She’d been the football team’s math tutor his senior year of college and he’d had all sorts of fantasies woven around the studious sexy glasses wearing Sadie Emerson. And in his opinion, she’d only gotten hotter.

      Before she could pass him, he moved into her path. “Hey.”

      “Oh.” She pressed a hand to her chest. Took a half-step back. “Sorry. I didn’t see you.”

      “My fault.” He smiled down at her. Estimated she was around four inches short of his six-two.

      “Alec?” She squinted, leaned closer and peered up at him. “Alec Dane?”

      Alex’s gut cramped. “Ah…”

      “Wow. I haven’t seen you in years. How have you been?”

      He’d never objected to being mistaken for his friend before, but there was no ignoring the ball of acid currently burning a hole in his stomach. He couldn’t say why he didn’t correct her though.

      “I’m good. How have you been?”

      “Great. I’m great.” She smiled.

      They stared at each other for long seconds.

      “Well. I, um, should get back,” she said, indicating the noisy club behind him.

      He stepped to the side and blocked her when she went to move around him. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “Oh.” She licked her lips. Looked away. Glanced back. “Y-yes. Sure.”

      Alex put his hand on her lower back and steered her out of the hallway. Bending down, he brought his mouth close to her ear and pointed to the far end of the bar near the entrance to the club. Away from his friends—from hers. “Let’s go over there.”

      Sadie nodded and headed in that direction.

      The crowd thinned the farther away from the dance floor they went. He could have backed off, given her more room, but he liked the feel of her in front of him. The way his chest brushed her back, her ass against his groin every few steps. The scent of her hair as it floated around him—the heat of her so close.

      Fantasies stored in the back of his mind came rushing forward. Lust-infused blood pounded in his veins and drummed in his ears, throbbed in his balls. His cock hardened, pressing against the fly of his jeans, the thick denim a rough caress over his bare shaft.

      “This okay?” Sadie stopped at the end of the bar.

      “Perfect.” He leaned into the bar and angled his hips to hide his hard-on. Now they were here, Alex had no idea what to say to her. Glancing away, he tried to get the barman’s attention.

      “So…do you come here often?”

      Alex turned back to Sadie. “No.” He’d never been in this club before. It hadn’t been around when he’d lived in the city for the four years he was in college.

      “This is my first time.” She looked around them. “Not sure it’s really my thing.”

      “Oh? What made you come tonight?” He leaned closer so he could hear her over the music and her scent surrounded him. Filled him.

      Her mouth kicked up in a half smile and Alex’s gaze was drawn to her lips. They glistened under the bar lights but it wasn’t gloss. She must have licked them recently. The thought almost made him miss her next words.

      “My best friend. She can be pretty persuasive.”

      “Is that a good or bad thing?”

      Sadie laughed, the sound a deep throaty rumble that came from true humor, not the fake kind Red had been dropping earlier. “Both?”

      He couldn’t tear his gaze from her mouth. Her lips were full, but not that bee-stung look a lot of women went for. Sadie’s didn’t appear medically enhanced at all and he wondered how soft they’d be, whether they’d open willingly if he pressed his tongue against the seam…

      He gave himself a mental shake to clear the X-rated thoughts from his mind. “Ah, one of those friends.”

      She nodded. “Yep. But she means well.”

      “Most of them do.” Alex noticed a barman working his way toward them. “What will you have?”

      “A bottle of water.”

      Alex arched an eyebrow. “Water?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “I’ve had one too many margaritas already.”

      “You’re drunk?” She didn’t appear intoxicated to him, except he wasn’t exactly an expert on Sadie Emerson.

      “Let’s say a little tipsy and leave it at that.”

      He moved closer and before he could engage his brain, lust was taking over and words were pouring out his mouth. “So I could take advantage of your tipsy state and steal a kiss?”

      His eyes tracked the movement of her tongue as she licked her lips. Fire and need shot through his groin.

      “No need to steal one,” she murmured, looking up at him through lowered lashes, the action shy, not practiced.

      It was all the invitation he needed. Alex didn’t wait for her to say anything else. He reduced the distance between them and pressed his mouth to hers.

      He flicked his tongue out and traced her lips before increasing the pressure along the seam like he’d imagined. She opened on a small gasp and he took advantage, thrusting deep to taste her heat, to stroke her tongue with his.

      She moaned into his mouth, her arms going around his neck, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her fully against him.

      Pressed together, mouths joined, the club—the music, the people—faded away, leaving nothing but the sweet taste of hot woman and urgent need. Her breasts were crushed between them, her nipples hardening by degrees as the kiss went deeper.

      Alex couldn’t stop himself from grinding his cock against her. His hips rocked forward and Sadie had to know what he wanted. Where this was leading.

      He slid a hand up her spine and gripped the back of her head, tangled his fingers in her hair. With the other, he palmed her ass, pressed her closer.

      She melted into him.

      A groan rumbled in his chest. They fit in a way that left him reeling. He’d never experienced such intense need from a kiss. He had to have more. More of her.

      All of her.

      Pulling back, he spoke against her lips. “Come home with me.”

      “Oh…” Her hot breath fanned over his mouth, her eyelids fluttering open to reveal her lust-dazed hazel eyes. “Y-yes.”
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      Sadie didn’t know how she’d found the courage to go home with Alec. But she had. And here she was in the foyer of his building, waiting for the elevator.

      She’d almost hyperventilated in the cab. But as usual, her best friend picked the perfect moment to encourage her to break out of her shell.

      Receiving the message from Mel had been a timely reminder of why she was here. She was taking charge of her life—going after what she wanted. And what she wanted was a night of pleasure with the man standing beside her.

      When the elevator arrived, they stepped inside and Alec punched the top button on the control panel. The doors slid closed with a soft whoosh, enclosing them in the small space.

      “I’m between places so I’m staying with a friend,” he offered.

      She wasn’t sure why he felt the need to explain his living arrangements but she added her own. “Me too. I’m sleeping on Mel’s couch until I leave next week.”

      “Leave? Mel?” Alec turned and crowded her into the wall, seeming to take up all available breathing space as he did.

      “Um…”

      “I’m hoping Mel is short for Melanie or Melissa or some other female’s name.” He pressed into her, his body hard and hot. “I don’t share. And I’m definitely not interested in being the other guy.”

      “Oh. No. I’m not⁠—”

      “Good.”

      Sadie didn’t get a
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