
  ABOUT THIS BOOK


   This bad boy’s attention shouldn’t feel so very, very good…




Former Navy SEAL Max Braun dives head first into whatever he’s passionate about and Lina Elliot is no exception. When the town’s matchmaker gives them both love predictions that say they’re fated for each other, he’s all in. For now. Love never lasts, right?




Lina Elliot followed her sister to Superstition Springs in hopes of finding her own happily ever after. But she never expected a rollercoaster ride named Max to immediately pursue her. His teammates call him Maximum and it’s no mystery why—he’s over the top about everything. Including her. 




When they’re assigned as co-organizers for an art festival benefiting the new veteran’s center, things get intense fast. How can she give in to what may be the greatest adventure of her life when fate has always ripped away everything she’s ever cared about?




Tropes

•	Bad boy

•	Working together/same project

•	Soulmates

•	Matchmaker

•	Alpha cinnamon roll SEAL hero

•	Wounded warrior (his scars are on the inside)

•	Found family

•	Slow burn

•	Closed door/kissing only








  One


Everyone who had ever met Maximillian Braun started calling him Maximum at
    some point. How fast that happened depended on a number of factors, namely
    whether he felt like exposing said individual to the extremes of his
    personality right away or chose to shield them from reality for a bit; just
    to ease them into the idea that being around him usually left a body
    breathless and reaching for the brakes.



    The moment he'd seen Nikolina Elliot standing in Ruby's Diner next to her
    sister, a strange sense of inevitability had settled deep in his bones, as
    if he had no say in how things between them were going to go. As if he'd be
    the one chained to the windshield of a bullet train and he'd soon be
    screaming for the escape hatch.



    But that didn't stop him from climbing right up on that transparent piece
    of polycarbonate and digging in with all ten fingernails as he waited for
    the train to hit full velocity. After all, what was the point of life if
    you weren't living it at a million miles an hour? And yes, people called
    him an adrenaline junky and impulsive often.



    It was always worth whatever trouble he found. And Lina would be no
    exception. Despite the fact that she might drive him off the rails before
    they ever got to the good stuff.



    The woman had stepped all over his plan to organize a community event to
    raise awareness for the new veteran's center in Superstition Springs, the
    tiny little town he'd somehow landed in after a well-earned honorable
    discharge from the Navy. The suggested art festival was right up Max's
    alley, and as a vet himself, he genuinely wanted to help. But for some
    reason, Lina seemed to think that because she had a fancy art degree, that
    meant she got the job.



    Max did not agree.



    That's why Rowe Hardy had called a powwow between himself, Max, Lina and
    Lina's sister, Aurora, the consultant Hardy had hired to get the veteran's
    center up and running. The art festival had been Aurora's brain child, and
    it was no secret that she'd handpicked her sister to run the thing. Max had
    gone straight to Hardy, who helmed the veteran's center, and should get to
    call the shots when it came to who would be named head of the project.



    Plus they were both former SEALs. That should have counted for something.



    But apparently that wasn't the case, or so Max had gathered after being
    cordially invited to hash it out this afternoon. The four of them had taken
    seats at a table in the main conference room of the veteran's center.



    Max leaned back in his chair, all the way up on the tips, which didn't
    change his comfort level any, no shock since he hadn't fit in regular sized
    furniture since the summer before ninth grade. The sooner they got this
    show on the road, the better.



    "You have the floor," he said to Hardy who was currently not speaking
    despite being the one to call the meeting.



    All of Max's attention was on Lina anyway, who was ignoring the daylights
    out of him. Or at least she was pretending to. What was it about her that
    got him so revved up? She was pretty but in that girl-next-door way that he
    would never have said was his type, with this clean and shiny vibe about
    her that meant she'd never seen the seamy underbelly of society—which oddly
    made him want to protect her from ever learning about it.



    Hardy scrubbed at his beard and glanced at Aurora, who sat opposite him on
    the other side of the round table. She nodded with an encouraging smile, so
    Hardy cleared his throat. "We'd like you and Lina to work together to
    organize the art festival."



    "That's fine," Max said, even though it was far from it, as Lina nodded.



    "I'm totally on board with that," Lina said in her ultra-feminine voice
    that had been lacing Max's dreams for days. "As long as it's clear that I'm
    the final decision maker."



    Max grinned at the diminutive blonde seated as far away from him as
    physically possible, which had been no accident on her part, he suspected,
    though why she'd started putting distance between them, he had yet to
    figure out. "Well, the problem here is that you're not the final decision
    maker."



    Lina smiled back, showing her teeth. "I see we brought our attitude to the
    meeting."



"If by we, you mean to include yourself in the category of    has attitude, will travel, then yes. We did," he acknowledged.



    She didn't flinch when he locked gazes with her. She never did, even as the
    ever present tension between them grew so taut, it could cut metal. Her
    eyes were so blue, the color of the Persian Gulf on a sunny day. He could
    willingly drown in them for an eon, would sign up for an instant to be her
    lackey, if only someone—Lina preferably—would explain why she'd suddenly
    turned a cold shoulder.



    They'd been flirting up a storm for days, and the chemistry—hooo boy. Off
    the charts. And then bam. She'd backed off as if the vibe between them
    didn't exist, even though it was totally obvious she still felt it. It was
    making him batty. And maybe a tiny bit combative. So what?


    "Guys," Hardy interjected and threw up his hands, traffic cop style, as if
    that might lessen the swirl between Max and Lina. "What are you, four years
    old?"



    Max had to laugh at that. "I'm five, thank you very much."



    Lina didn't so much as crack a smile at his joke, but she did shoot him a
    glare that she must think had some kind of implied threat behind it. She
    was so cute.



    "Apologies," she said pointedly. "We're being rude."



    That was a fact. Crossing his arms, Max nodded and mimed zipping his lips
    closed, then made good on it by not opening his mouth again. Even though he
    wanted to lay into Lina something fierce, if for no other reason than to
    force her to look at him dead in the eye again.



    Hardy shook his head. "When we said work together, we meant exactly that.
    You can be co-chairs on the festival. Co-organizers. Whatever you want to
    call it. Just put your heads together and make it work."



    "No," Max said at the same time Lina chimed in with her own rejection of
    that ridiculous plan. "Not happening."



    Aurora's gaze cut between the two of them, concern and maybe some confusion
    mixed in as well, most of it aimed at her sister. "Is there some reason why
    you can't work together?"



    Lifting his brows in Lina's direction, he turned his palm out to indicate
    it was her turn to provide details and lots of them. Hopefully along with
    the tidbit of why she suddenly found Max so objectionable.



    "You know why," Lina hissed at her sister while pointedly not looking at
    Max.



    Ah. So that was it. Aurora had gotten the lowdown on Max's illustrious past
    from her fiancé, no doubt, the guy Max had served with in the Navy—Blake
    Keller. The same guy Max would have called his best friend up until that
    moment, but who now owed him a very long explanation as to why more than
    one female in this town knew he had a former career as an art thief.



    Emphasis on former.



    "Maybe you should spell it out for those of us who are unclear on the
    issue," Hardy suggested mildly, which Max emphatically applauded.



    "Lina has some…concerns about Max's contacts in the art world," Aurora said
    with marked delicacy. "Which is why we thought it would be best for you to
    work together."



    This she directed at her sister, who scowled back at Aurora. There was
    something to the undercurrent that Max couldn't put his finger on but there
    was definitely more to this story than what had been said aloud.



    "Hear that, Nikolina?" Max drawled. "Your job is to keep me on the straight
    and narrow. If you think you're not up for it—"



    "I'm up for anything, Maximillian," she stressed as if mimicking
    his use of her full name was supposed to be some kind of one up, when in
    reality, he loved it when she wrapped her warm voice around all those
    syllables.



    That's why he called her Nikolina as much as possible.



    "I don't get it," Hardy said with a frown. "Max is a decorated SEAL with an
    exemplary service record. I must have missed something, sorry. My hearing
    loss rears its ugly head occasionally."



    The reminder took some wind out of Max's sails. Hardy had also been a SEAL,
    but his team had been assigned a covert mission in Syria that had gone
    horribly wrong, ending with Hardy buried beneath the rubble of a building.
    His recovery hadn't been pretty and he still dealt with the fallout, which
    was why he'd started this veteran's center to help other wounded vets.



    The least Max could do was honor that.



    "You didn't miss anything," Max assured him. "Lina and I need to have a
    private chat, that's all. Clear the air. Then we can see about working
    together as co-whatevers. We'll figure out the right label for it later."



    That was a plan he could get behind. There were several things he'd like to
    say to her, none of which were fit for mixed company.



    "No chat needed," she ground out through clenched teeth. "We can work
    together. It's fine."



    Oh, they still needed to talk. A lot. Behind closed doors with no one to
    interrupt. That was still happening whether she liked it or not.



    "Fine," Max said and stuck out his hand for her to shake.



    Predictably, she shot him a withering glare and ignored the olive branch.
    Likely because she knew what would happen if she touched him—all of their
    chemistry would catch fire and spontaneously combust everyone in the room.



    It had been a test, just to see if she'd do it, but she'd disappointed him.



    She used to touch him on purpose, a stray hand to his elbow, a casual,
    innocent brush of her shoulder. But not lately, and he'd bet money it had
    to do with Aurora spilling the beans about his criminal past. Geez. It was
    past time to put that to rest too.



    Couldn't a guy move on? It seemed he'd never get to the other side of
    paying for his decisions. There was always one more step to go before he
    could count himself fully redeemed, his obligations done and over. It was
    getting old.



    But that didn't change the fact that he had made decisions that had cost
    him. Would continue to cost him. The price of admission, unfortunately.



    Maybe he should let the art festival go to Lina. Just to make sure no one
    had any concerns. Especially not Rowe Hardy, who was himself an artist with
    mad skills that Max wholly respected. And might be a little jealous of.



    The meeting broke up before Max could hash through the right move. Aurora
    hustled her sister out of the room, presumably for their own version of a
    private chat, though it still didn't compute why Aurora and Hardy had asked
    him and Lina to work together.



    Why not just put Lina in charge? No one had any obligation to Max. Though
    he appreciated that neither of the people making the calls seemed to have
    an issue with him. Only Lina had that distinction. Which he still needed to
    straighten out, but she'd vanished for the moment.



    As he left the veteran's center, Max noticed Keller coming from the hotel
    next door where the rest of the team lived. If it wasn't the traitor
    himself.



    "I was just looking for you," Keller called.



    "Same," Max responded with a smirk and crossed his arms. "Someone has been
    a chatterbox about my sticky fingers."



    Keller didn't bother to act surprised or apologetic or really much of
    anything other than matter of fact. "I tell Aurora everything. There are no
    secrets between us."



    Except it was Max's secret to share with whomever he wished and he was also
    allowed to be mad about having that choice taken from him. "Well, it seems
    to have put a black mark next to my name as far as Lina is concerned. She
    made her displeasure known, especially when it comes to working with me on
    the art festival."



Keller ran a hand through his dark hair, mussing it up as his    ooops face made an appearance. "Yeah, sorry about that. That's
    what I was going to tell you actually."



    "Really," he drawled. "So not only did you know I was walking into an
    ambush, you somehow managed to arrive after letting the enemy take a few
    shots at me."



    "Dude, that is not what happened." Keller scowled. "I got stuck at the
    resort. I tried to get here as soon as I could, but I do have a job."



    Yeah, as the head of a security company that split its time between the
    veteran's center and the resort being built near the river, a job Max had
    made more difficult by bailing on his oldest friend. But being part of
    Keller's security staff had hurt Max's soul at a deep level and he'd done
    it as long as he physically could without losing bits of himself.



    "Well, I was supposed to have a job too," Max muttered. As the coordinator
    of the art festival. It had been something to pass the time, at least as
    far as everyone else knew.



    No one else had to know how much he missed being around artwork, feeling it
    in his hands, soaking in the colors and the power, the aching emotion. How
    he'd already planned out displays for some of the pieces. How it felt like
    this might be a turning point for him, a pivotal moment in his life when he
    could finally focus on something he wanted to do, instead of putting aside
    his dreams for another day, another year, while he fulfilled yet another
    obligation.



    Not so much apparently. That's why he'd stopped dreaming a long time ago.
    It was never his turn to dream.



    "I know. I talked to Hardy about including you, and he's on board. This art
    festival is important to Aurora, and more so to Hardy. I need you to make
    it happen," Keller said in that tone that meant it was also important to
    him.



    "I'm not so sure that's a possibility," he allowed as some of his ire
    drained. He never could stay mad at anyone for long. "It's probably better
    if Lina manages it."



    "Aurora is worried she won't be able to."



    Keller had just commanded Max's full attention. "Why not?"



    "Well, that's better coming from her or Lina," he said, his expression
    growing edgy.



    "Sure, you can tell Aurora all of my secrets, but the second it needs to
    flow in the other direction, no bueno," Max said and elbowed his friend.
    "You can't lay something like that on a guy and then bail."



    Raising a brow, Keller stared him down. "Like you did to me?"



    Cheap shot. Yes, Max had gotten into the car to come to Texas with Keller
    and yes, he'd told Keller he would be a member of his security staff.
    They'd served together for over a decade. Max would follow Blake Keller
    into the fires of Hades itself. Keller had saved his life, more than once.
    They were brothers in arms, always, even after leaving the Navy.



    But even that bond had its limits.



    "I told you I was sorry about that," Max mumbled. "I did the security guard
    thing as long as I could."



    Which didn't excuse the fact that he had bailed on Keller. And
    that Max owed his friend. For that and a hundred other things.



    "It's cool, man." Keller clapped him on the arm, his smile genuine and
    forgiving. "That's why it's critical that I have you on the art festival. I
    need you to work with Lina. As a favor, a personal one."



    Because of whatever this mysterious issue was that made Aurora nervous
    about Lina's involvement. This got more and more interesting. If he wanted
    to solve that mystery, he'd best get himself firmly entrenched at Lina's
    side. At least the view would be nice.



    "Sure, I get it."



    Keller's gaze burned with unsaid stuff. "I hope you do. This is important.
    Don't screw it up."



    A million and five non-verbal cues passed between them. They had history
    that was bigger than just being friends and teammates. After being held
    captive together in a Taliban stronghold in the pit of the Middle East,
    they had a lot of practice communicating without talking, had organized
    more than one escape attempt with zero words spoken.



    Keller needed Max to do this and do it well. One more obligation in a long
    line of them, but he couldn't do anything else except nod. His life hadn't
    been his own since a month after his sixteenth birthday.



    "Do I look like I plan to screw it up?"



    And with that, he'd committed. When Max committed, nothing could pry him
    away. Maximum overdrive, twenty-four seven.



    It was way past time to have that chat with Lina.



  Two


  Bad boys did not do it for Lina Elliot. She'd never understood the appeal.
    Until Maximillian Braun had crashed into her life.



    She got it now. This scary, exhilarating rollercoaster of a ride, skin on
    fire, brain a bowl of oatmeal as you braced for the next hit—it was
    addictive. He was addictive.



    She had no defenses against a man like that.



    It wasn't just that Max had "A Past," a criminal past no less. It was that
    he dripped passion and sensuality and promise to deliver on both that
    bothered her the most. Everyone knew what bad boys were like, and he was
    the baddest of the bad.



    Which might be what fascinated her about him the most. Lina's experience
    with men started with her college boyfriend who'd had asthma and preferred
    books to most people and ended with Ricardo, an accountant who had
    literally put her to sleep during one of his long-winded stories about a
    spreadsheet mishap.



    Never had she been in any danger of getting over excited with either of
    them, which worked for her on many levels, especially as she retreated
    further and further into the numbness that had become her life. Bland men
    didn't expect her to participate in their relationship.



    Max, on the other hand, scared her. She scared herself when she was with
    him. Gaga over a guy was not a phrase she'd ever uttered in her
    life but she could easily see slapping that label over Max's picture.



    She had to put a large, solid barrier between them, like yesterday. Before
    he pulled her out of her numb cocoon and made her start feeling things
    again. Feeling things hurt.



    Maximillian Braun was not in the master plan. Getting her life back on
    track, yes, totally the plan. Earning redemption for that mistake with the
    Renoir—also in the plan. Resetting her relationship with Aurora? Top of the
    list.



    All of these things could be easily accomplished by organizing the living
    daylights out of an art festival. Lina would put on the best dang art
    festival these people had ever seen. As soon as she solved her Max problem.



    Which had quickly fragmented into an Aurora problem as well.



    What was her sister thinking by asking Lina to work with Max? The
    same person she was trying to avoid!



    Well, she'd have to figure it out. If she wanted to fix all the things
    wrong with her life, she had to navigate this very sticky web her sister
    had just dropped her into, made more complicated by the fact that their
    relationship was one of the things that needed fixing.



    Step one: get ahead of the art festival game before she had to deal with
    Max.



    That turned out to be easier than she'd expected when she ran into Aria
    Nixon West at Ruby's Diner after fleeing Aurora's post-meeting Big Sister
    Talk. Aria ran a successful PR company with her husband, Isaiah, and there
    was literally no better sounding board for Lina's art festival plans. The
    glowing redhead sat at a table, chair pushed back in deference to her
    enormous stomach that everyone in town knew held a very overdue baby.



    "Hey, lady," Lina called to the woman she'd met at a house warming party a
    while back and had bonded with immediately since they were both the
    youngest of three sisters. "If you don't have that baby soon, you'll be
    teaching it to walk in utero."



    Aria grinned and rolled her eyes. "No! Bite your tongue. I'm birthing this
    baby tomorrow come hyacinths or high water. My doctor finally scheduled an
    induction, which Serenity says is a sure fire way to get it to come
    naturally."



    Serenity was Aria's aunt, who also owned the hotel where Lina was staying.
    Everyone was related to each other in Superstition Springs, a small town
    distinction that Lina loved. She loved everything about this place.
    Following her sister here from Houston had been one of the smartest
    decisions she'd made lately.



    "You alone?" Lina asked hopefully, though the odds were slim.



    Aria shook her head. "Waiting on Isaiah, but he's running late. Join me."



    Grateful for the opportunity to bend the ear of the woman who had helped
    organize an art show featuring Rowe Hardy's drawings, Lina sank into the
    next chair.



    Before she could open her mouth, the door to Ruby's opened behind her and
    she didn't even have to turn around to know that Hurricane Max stood at the
    threshold. The man's presence walloped her the moment he stepped into any
    room. She could feel him in her bones, between her shoulder blades as his
    gaze landed on her.



    There was less than zero chance he'd come to Ruby's for any other reason
    besides Lina. He was looking for her. So much for ditching the veteran's
    center in hopes of avoiding him for a little while longer.



    Oh, she didn't have any illusions about whether she'd eventually have to
    face him, but was it so bad to have angled for a few minutes reprieve? A
    chance to catch her breath before facing down the dragon himself?



    "Looks like your boyfriend is hot about something," Aria murmured as she
    glanced at the door, her smile halfway to becoming a smirk. "Are you two
    fighting?"



    "He's not my boyfriend," Lina shot back at an unfortunately high volume
    because of course Max had whirled in her direction and heard every word.



    "And that's a crying shame," Max drawled in his sexy voice dripping with
    Southern charm that would make Luke Bryan jealous. "Why is that again?"



    "Because," Lina said with a scowl that bounced right off Max's thick hide.
    "You've never even asked me on a date, for one. Two—"



    "That is true," he cut in, his expression growing vaguely crafty. "We'll
    have dinner tonight and throw that excuse right out the window."



    Lina gave him a tight lipped smile. "Aaaaand you still haven't
    asked me. I may end up eating dinner with you at some point since
    apparently Aurora and Rowe hate me, but it will not be a date."



    "Aww, come on," Max crooned with one of his lazy smiles that made Lina's
    skin feel like he'd run over it with a hot iron. "Is the idea of being in
    my company long enough to eat really that bad? I can behave. SEAL's honor."



    He held up three fingers like the Boy Scout symbol, looking all the world
    like an innocent bystander who had been painted with the wrong brush. But
    Lina wasn't fooled.



    In all the movies, the bad boys lived to corner their prey in shadowy
    places, keeping you out past curfew and generally upending your life with
    fleeting glimpses of paradise and a string of broken promises. Max was no
    different.



    So far, she'd managed to keep things civilized between them by never being
    alone with him. How she'd managed that, she wasn't quite sure. And neither
    did she think that would continue much longer. He'd find a way to get her
    alone and then she'd dissolve under his onslaught like sugar in hot oil.



    That scared her even more than he did—that she'd be completely unable to
    resist him.



    "Is there such a thing," she managed to get out around her suddenly
    non-functional lungs as she imagined how Max would dissolve her, "as some
    kind of SEAL code?"



    Which mattered not at all, since she had no doubt a guy his friends all
    called Maximum would chuck it out the window with no qualms whatsoever.



    Max just shrugged nonchalantly. "Maybe. Have dinner with me and find out."



    Oh, he'd like that, wouldn't he? If she gave him the slightest opening,
    Maximillian Braun would take it, then her heart, her soul and probably
    anything else she'd willfully offer up—and she would. She had zero spine
    when it came to pleasing other people. It was her kryptonite, her fatal
    flaw, the sole reason she'd screwed up with the Renoir back in Houston and
    now had no career and no life.



    Well, the no life part had happened because she'd finally gotten the nerve
    to break up with Ricardo. But to be fair, at the time, she'd assumed she'd
    have her career and that it would be enough. So much for the best laid
    plans.



    "Oh!" Aria cried out and stood up so fast, her chair slid back and topped
    over, but then she leaned heavily on the table, her expression wracked with
    pain. "Oh, my. I think my water broke but something is wrong. It's not
    supposed to be this painful."



    Before Lina could even register that she'd forgotten all about Aria's
    existence, Max materialized at the pregnant woman's side, looping an arm
    around her waist to keep her steady, his expression even and controlled.



    "You'll be fine, Ms. West," he told her. "Hold on to me."



    She clung to him, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "Where's Isaiah? Why
    isn't he here?"



    "He's on his way," Max said with authority, though how he knew that
    remained a mystery. "We're going to walk a bit and see if that eases the
    pain. Ready?"



    She nodded and Lina watched along with ten or twelve other fascinated
    patrons as Max took complete command of the situation, issuing instructions
    to Aria in a measured tone, calming her down.



    Ruby, the diner's owner and also Aurora's birth mother as everyone had
    recently learned, dashed out of the kitchen, pushing dark hair out of her
    face as she skidded to a halt near Lina. "I called everyone I could think
    of to track down Isaiah. Someone will find him and get him here soon."



    "I'm sure Aria appreciates that," Lina said, her eyes on Max. Against her
    will, but still.



    How was it possible for the man to be so good at managing a terrified
    pregnant woman? Most males wouldn't have jumped into that fray for a pile
    of money, but Max had done it willingly and masterfully. It was downright
    swoon-worthy. Not that he'd needed a boost in that department.



    Since everyone else was staring at him too, she took full advantage because
    dang the man was easy on the eyes. And tall. So tall that the back
    of Aria's head hit him dead in the shoulder, and with his arm around her,
    he gave off this vibe like he could take care of anything you might
    possibly need and then some.



    Like cooking dinner! Not the other stuff that had just crowded into Lina's
    thoughts, things she had no business thinking about. But couldn't help
    herself, because of course he would know his way around a kiss. It was a
    bad boy requirement. And he could totally carry a woman over any threshold
    in existence, maybe even navigate stairs at the same time. Hold two babies
    at once.



    Her eyes slammed shut. Stop it. Just…don't even go there.



    There was nothing about Max that gave off a domestic vibe. Not one thing.
    And that's what she wanted—a man with kindness in his heart and a desire
    for a quiet home life with kids and a big backyard. Someone like Ricardo
    but maybe not quite so much on the bland side.



    Isaiah West hustled into Ruby's, equal parts awe, worry and love for his
    wife plastered all over his face and carriage as he crossed the worn
    linoleum. He sprinted over to Aria, carefully switched places with Max, and
    escorted her from the diner, murmuring to her as Max leaped ahead to open
    the door for the couple.



    The diner unpaused itself as the patrons went back to their lunches,
    chattering excitedly about the events, clearly excited about one of their
    own giving birth to a precious new life.



    Max turned and caught Lina staring at him. A slow smile spread across his
    face, the kind that made her super nervous. And when she got nervous, all
    kinds of things poured out of her mouth, most of them ill-advised.



    "I'm not pregnant," she chirped.



    "You don't say," Max said and crossed his arms, leaning a hip on the
    nearest unoccupied booth, which only drew attention to the fact that he
    moved like a runway model and wore clothes twice as well, as if everything
    he put on had been custom made for his lithe frame.



    Not that she'd been paying an excruciating amount of attention to all
    things Maximillian Braun for an eternity or anything. Except she had and
    she could write a book if asked.



    "Yeah," she said and cleared her throat. "So no need to hold me up."



    Max lifted a brow. "Because I did something that gave you the impression I
    was about to sling my arm around you?"



    "Well, you've done that before."



    In the very booth he was leaning against. The night they'd met. She could
    still feel the heat of his arm along her neck, even though he hadn't
    actually touched her, it had still been there along the back of the booth,
    close enough to remind her of his constant presence.



    "No, Nikolina. I haven't," he corrected her, his voice heavy with silk and
    chocolate tones that made a woman crave both all at once. "If I had, you'd
    still be in my arms and you'd never want to leave."



    "Stop calling me Nikolina."



    "Stop liking it so much."



    Her face flamed as she internalized that he did in fact 100% realize that
    was her primary objection to it. Here she thought she'd been so sly, when
    in reality, men like Max could read an uncomplicated woman of Lina's
    caliber as easily as a clickbait headline.



    "You don't know that's the reason," she countered primly. "I might be a
    woman of mystery, full of secrets and lies designed to slay every man in my
    path."



    Max had the gall to laugh. "If you can successfully lie to me, I'll give
    you a thousand dollars. How do you think I know you like it when I call you
    Nikolina? It's all over your face."



    She slapped both palms to her cheeks, which did nothing to cool them down.
    And then Max unwound from the booth and leaned into her space, sucking up
    all the oxygen at the same time.



    "Don't worry," he murmured, his longish hair sweeping down over one eye to
    double his devastating rakishness. "I like that about you. Most women have
    gold-medal-winning talent when it comes to lying about pretty much
    everything, and trust me when I say the fact that you don't is one of your
    top ten most attractive qualities."



    Top ten? As in she had more than that?



    Feeling faint, she slid into the booth before thinking better of her
    seating choices, which became a problem only when Max did the same, folding
    his hands on the table as he lounged against the vinyl, contemplating her.
    All of the former SEALs in this town preferred this round booth because of
    reasons that escaped her, but she'd never sat in it
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