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Chapter One

 


The rain fell in sheets, saturating
everything within seconds. There was no build to the storm, no
indication that the weather would shift. There was only a single
gust of icy wind, a quick flash of lightning, and a boom of
thunder. The monsoon arrived seconds later.

Malia Prince shoved the bar’s door
open angrily, stalking in like a wet rat that immediately drew the
attention of the patrons. Her black hair was slicked to her head,
her jacket hung limply off her shoulders, and her jeans clung to
her legs, dragging and smacking against the floor with wet thwacks
as she approached the bartender. The little makeup she’d worn that
night hadn’t decided to take a trip down her face in the rain, but
with her porcelain complexion framed by deeply-colored hair, it was
hard for her to escape the ghoul-like appearance
regardless.

“I need a phone, the
number to a tow company, and three shots of whiskey.” Malia barked
the orders crueler than she meant to, harsher and meaner than she
usually was, but it’d been a long walk to reach the bar in the
first place, and her generally kind demeanor suffered for
it.

The young woman behind the bar eyed
her, but nodded. “No problem,” she said with a level of uncertainty
that wasn’t lost on the newcomer.

While she searched for the items
requested, Malia peeled her jacket off. Without a care as to how
rude it would be, she wrung it out onto the floor, and threw it
over the back of the nearest stool. She scowled at her shirt. It
clung tightly to her body, slicked down around the globes of her
breasts, the curve of her waist, and the slope of her hips by
gallons of water. Her jacket offered no protection from the
elements, and it left her entirely on display as result.

With her fingertips, Malia tugged the
thin cotton away until it was no longer a second skin. She was
cold, borderline trembling, and wished to hell she had another
jacket to wrap herself in, but she didn’t.

“Here,” the bartender
said.

Malia glanced to the bar’s surface
briefly. The house phone sat beside a Post-it with a scribbled
number, and three empty shot glasses. While the woman behind the
bar poured the deliciously amber-colored liquor into each, Malia
bent forward. She threw her hair over and worked it away from her
scalp, separating the mass into manageable tendrils. When she was
finally satisfied, in true Little Mermaid fashion, she flipped it
back over her head where it landed against her back with a thud.
The weight of her waist-length hair nearly forced her to back a
step, but she held her ground.

With a heavy sigh, she offered the
young woman behind the bar a light, albeit sarcastic, smile.
“Thanks.”

“Sure,” the bartender
smiled. “Rough night?”

Malia took a deep breath and rolled
her head from side to side. A painless chorus of cracks echoed loud
enough the blonde behind the bar scowled and winced.

“You can say that.” Malia
nodded.

She threw back the first in a line of
shots and delighted in the way it burned her throat. The heat of
it, the sting, radiated through her body. It offered a false
warmth, but one she welcomed, given the hour she’d just
endured.

The fucking radiator went out in her
fucking truck on the highway in the middle of fucking nowhere, and
on her walk to find anywhere with a phone, it began to rain. And it
wasn’t simple rain, either. Malia was fairly certain there was a
guy named Noah somewhere with Ark 2.0 awaiting God’s
word.

Never again would she allow her shitty
cell phone to die.

“I’m Stacey,” the
bartender said. “Just let me know if you need anything
else.”

“Thanks.” Malia gave her a
brisk nod. She downed the second shot, then choked out, “A
refill’ll work for now.”

With a smile, Stacey
obliged.

Malia grabbed the phone and quickly
dialed the tow company to schedule her pick up. She wasn’t
surprised the bar had the number to one. In fact, she had bet on
it. Most of the bars she’d ever been to had the number to a local
tow yard. It was the best way for them to get rid of drunkards’
cars when they were too blitzed to drive, or were
arrested.

After relaying her location to the
dispatcher, and receiving the ETA, Malia hung up, and let her head
fall.

“Here,” Stacey said as she
filled the three shot glasses again.

“Mmm, thank you.” She
groaned.

It would be an hour before the driver
reached her car. The timeframe didn’t surprise her, in truth. It
was the cost she could do without. “Out of pocket” was the name of
the game, whether insurance was involved or not. From the moment
those chains were connected, Malia knew she’d owe that tow driver
cash to get her truck back. It would carve a decent hole into her
travel expenses, as would the inevitable parts, labor, and room and
board.

“There any motels around
here?”

“There’s one off the
freeway, yeah.” Stacey nodded. “You’ll spot it easy about six or
seven miles down the road.”

“Awesome,” she
mumbled.

The drive to Nashville wasn’t for
leisure. It was for work, work that would now have to wait because
her ’77 Dodge decided to take a shit on her. Her night wasn’t going
the way she’d planned, and when a hand landed sharply across her
ass, Malia knew it would only get worse.

She shifted enough to see a tall man,
lanky and greasy in appearance, grinning drunkenly at her as he
awkwardly massaged her backside. He looked like he hadn’t bathed in
a few days, smelled like it, too, and was missing one of his two
front teeth. He was a winner, for sure.

She arched an annoyed brow.

“Hey, sexy.” His words
slurred, giving her even more proof that he was shit-faced. “Been a
long time since I grabbed somethin’ so sweet.”

“You don’t say,” she
replied sarcastically. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to touch a
lady unless she asks you to?”

“I couldn’t help it.” He
continued to cup her ass, shifting from one cheek to the other,
pawing at her like a starving man reaching for food. “Somethin’
like this just beggin’ for it.”

“Well.” Her voice was
laced with a seductive coo as she met his vacant, bloodshot eyes.
“If you don’t let go, I’m going to bounce your face off this
bar.”

He chuckled. The action sent waves of
his breath at her, the acrid stench of it curling her
nose.

“Sure ya will.”

She shook her head in disbelief. She
didn’t know if he was simply too drunk to take her warning
seriously, or if he didn’t believe her in the first place, but she
had warned him nonetheless.

Before the drunk could fathom the
action, she grabbed his wrist, wrenched his arm behind his back,
and used her leverage to slam his face into the bar. His head
bounced off it with a sickening crack. An instant later, he
slithered to the floor, his body limp and useless, with blood
trickling down from his freshly broken nose.

As though it were nothing, she went
back to her drinks, but the distinct shift in the atmosphere wasn’t
lost on her. The room had gone deathly silent. The air had become
oppressive, thick with the shock of what an outsider had done.
Malia wasn’t stupid enough to think she’d be “unpunished” for her
outburst, but she hoped the others she felt mobilizing behind her
would be more cautious. She’d demonstrated her willingness to use
force if needed, and with the mood she was in, she would be
unpredictable at best. It was a character flaw she was well aware
she possessed.

The deafening silence was finally
broken minutes later. The deep, echoing thuds of heavy boots met
her ears. She felt them vibrate through her feet, the determined
walk of someone sober, and who had something to say about what
she’d done. Her body began to vibrate with the anticipation of
another possible fight.

The overbearingly male presence
finally stopped only a few feet away. She could feel his eyes, his
agitation, and the undeniable desire to defend the drunk she’d
assaulted. It was palpable to her.

“That was uncalled
for.”

His voice sent an immediate jolt
racing through her body, igniting every nerve, and filling it with
something that was far from fear. His voice was so deep, so
guttural, and rustic that it stirred her insides, twisted them into
a fluttery mess. It was instant and powerful, a reaction that she
had never experienced before, and demanded her attention. Malia
spun on her heel to see the person it belonged to.

The man was a giant, much taller than
the first, and broad. Thick arms and a defined chest pulled at the
poor tank-top he’d chosen to wear that day under a worn, brown
leather vest. His skin was deliciously tanned, his jaw strong,
narrow, and covered with a short beard. Long, deep
chocolate-colored hair fell wildly around his handsome face,
twisted and windblown like it’d never been brushed. It fell into
amber-colored eyes that were fixed solely on her with uncertain
intent.

Her heart raced uncontrollably within
her chest, slamming against her ribs as though it were attempting
to escape. Heat saturated her body, and a particular twinge of need
pulsed between her thighs, but she kept her exterior
calm.

“He grabbed my ass,” she
said as strongly as she could manage, a task made all the more
difficult as he let his gaze drift over her. When she spoke,
however, she drew his eye and noticed him flinch, for some
reason.

“Yeah.” A smirk tugged at
his full lips, but he seemed unwilling to allow it full form. An
odd desire to taste them struck her quickly and suddenly, demanding
attention no matter how she beat it into submission. “I saw
that.”

“I warned him.”

“Saw that, too,” he
replied smoothly.

“Then what’s the
problem?”

His smile broadened just a bit,
revealing a pair of dimples barely hidden by facial hair.
Apparently, she amused him, or at least, the situation
did.

“He’s one of my guys,” he
said. “So, it’s my problem.”

“Hm.” She nodded and
feigned thought. In truth, she was using any chance she could to
regain the composure the stranger had stolen from her. “Well, like
I said, I warned him, and I’ll warn you, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” He cocked a
thick brow, still grinning the smile that made her body flutter.
Who was this guy, and why the hell did he have any power over her?
She wasn’t some simpering debutante.

“Yeah.” Malia was more
than willing to continue their banter. Speaking gave her something
to focus on beyond her childish crush. “Anyone else grabs me when I
don’t want them to, I’m going to take them to the
ground.”

A chuckle echoed deep in his throat, a
low rumbling sound that mirrored the thunder still booming
outside.

Malia turned her back to him and did
her best to move on, but he made it incredibly difficult,
especially when he didn’t seem as willing to put an end to their
conversation as she did. Instead of leaving her alone, he moved
closer. Her breath was stolen as the heat of his body radiated
against her back. He leaned just far enough forward he could speak
into her ear.

“And what if
I grabbed you?” he asked
in a low voice.

Malia didn’t offer an answer. That
seemed to be all the door the stranger needed to step through to
test her reserve and dedication to her threat. Her body electrified
as he moved even closer. His broad chest pressed firmly against her
back and his arms encircled her as he placed his bear-paw-sized
hands on the bar’s surface on either side of her.

She looked down at them, her mind
flashing with how he could use them on her body. Malia knew she had
to focus, to find an anchor in reality before fantasy swept her
away. She chose to pick at every small detail of him she
could.

He wore jewelry. Two giant silver
rings that were large enough to cover the space between his
knuckles drew her eyes immediately. A wolf’s head, angry and
howling, rested on his right ring finger. A skull of matching
intensity sat on his left ring finger. Both of them were meant to
be intimidating, to be fearsome and show off his masculinity. She
doubted he needed the help.

A thick leather cuff was tied to his
left wrist, barely shielding the oddly geometric tattoos that
climbed to his elbow. A single rope of braided metal wrapped around
his right wrist, rounding out his added decorations.

His fingers were thick, but refined,
not brutish like most men’s hands, yet his knuckles were dotted
with thin scars a few shades lighter than his caramel skin tone.
She took to counting the scars, examining the way they sliced
across each knuckle to avoid reality, but reality was hell-bent on
imposing.

The stranger blatantly pushed himself
against her. He secured her to the bar, ensuring every inch of her
body was tight to his. She could feel his breath trailing along
what little skin was exposed through her hair, and an unyieldingly
hard bulge against her lower back. Her throat went dry when she
realized he was rock hard with little prompting on her
part.

“You gonna take me down,
too?” He purred the words, sending another shockwave of want
through her.

“Try it,” she dared
him.

He let out an amused sound that wasn’t
quite a laugh, but something close. His right hand withdrew from
her line of sight, disappearing to somewhere else. Malia felt it a
moment later, felt the back of a curled finger glide down the slope
of her ass. She heard his low, satisfied growl. It made the skin
all over her body prickle, and her nipples bead within her
bra.

“Now what?” he asked. His
voice was even deeper than before, if possible, and it caused her
insides to quiver. Her longing for the stranger threatened to
consume her, and Malia was almost willing to let it. She wanted it
and him to devour her, and he seemed to sense it, too.

The hand that touched her continued
its languid journey down and around the curve of her backside, but
it didn’t stop. He twisted his grip and plunged his hand between
her legs, pressing his fingers up, and digging her jeans into her
dampening sex. Malia couldn’t keep a whimper of surprise from
escaping her lips.

He nuzzled his nose into the crook
behind her ear, gently pushing her hair aside. “Maybe you’re just
full of shit,” he said. “Cause I’m pretty sure your clothes aren’t
the only thing that’s wet anymore, are they?” He growled lightly,
longingly, in her ear. “Maybe you just want it to be me that grabs
you?”

She opened her mouth to speak, but he
robbed her of her voice the instant he curled his fingers again.
The strength of his digits sent sparks of electricity flashing
through her body, sparks of pleasure and desire. He made her ache
with minimal effort.

Malia had never been so sexually
charged or needy in her life. She was proud of her ability to be
the aggressor, to be the one who rendered her chosen partners
senseless, but no more. Whoever he was, he owned her from the
moment he appeared, and she wasn’t willing for it to continue. She
needed to be the one on top, needed to be in control.

She turned her head to the side. He
withdrew just a little, illustrating how close he truly
was.

When she spoke, her voice sounded
foreign to her ears, and she prayed he or anyone else didn’t notice
the change. “I warned you,” she whispered.

Her reaction was fast, but he was
faster. When Malia tried to shove him away, he braced himself. When
she reached for his wrist, he grabbed hers. Every action was
countered, every maneuver thought of. For a few brief seconds of
fighting, she couldn’t land a single blow. It became clear quickly
that he was far more sober and talented than his compatriot, and it
did nothing more than fuel her attraction to him.

Somehow, Malia finally managed to get
his legs out from under him. The beast hit the floor hard and
grunted. She was on him in an instant, sprawled over him like a
contortionist. Her right knee pinned his left arm, her left foot
pressed firmly against his right wrist, and her hand was on his
throat.

She knew he had let her gain the upper
hand, a fact that was made even more apparent when he smiled wide,
and chuckled his amusement. But she would take it. She would take
the victory and show him what it was like for her to be in charge,
even if she hadn’t earned it.

Malia leaned forward and closed the
distance between them to the point their noses nearly touched. The
shift was powerful. Malia could practically taste the lust growing
between them. It was sweet, making her teeth tingle, and her clit
throb. She yearned for his touch again, for the briefest of contact
from the man beneath her. He overran her senses more so than
before.

“Trust me,” she said in a
sultry tone. He arched a brow, running his bottom lip through his
teeth in a seductive way that drove her insane. “Any other day, I’d
love to teach you a few tricks.”

“That a fact?”

“Oh, sweetie,” she cooed.
Malia released his throat and tenderly ran her hand up the side of
his neck, into his wild hair. As she raked her fingernails along
his scalp, his eyes drifted shut and he let out a satisfied groan.
The entire bar had disappeared to them both as Malia dipped forward
and whispered in his ear, “My pussy can make you forget your
name.”

When she drew back, his heavy-lidded
eyes were shades darker than normal. She was having the desired
effect on him, and it filled her with confidence. “Unfortunately,
tonight’s just not the night.” Her lips curled into a wicked smile.
“Maybe tomorrow.”

He smirked. “Tomorrow.”

Malia couldn’t help but linger. She
let her gaze drag over his beautiful face. He was rugged and
primal, a wild-man in every sense. He was just her type, and that
had the potential to be dangerous. Too bad she didn’t care. If
fully-clothed, minimal contact was so intense, she wanted to see
just how explosive it would be when they fucked. And they would.
She would make sure of it.

As she looked at his lips, Malia
decided that they were simply too delicious to not try at least
once. She dipped down and hesitated. She felt his lips part, his
hot breath grazing hers. He wanted her to kiss him, and she wanted
the same, but despite the urge screaming inside her, she didn’t.
Instead, her tongue darted forward and tenderly swept up his bottom
lip.

When she sat up, she saw him sucking
on it, trying to remove as much of her “flavor” as he could. She
grinned down at him, offered a wink, and abruptly stood. Malia paid
for her drinks, snatched her jacket off the stool, and left without
another word to him or anyone else.

As she walked through the
icy rain back to her truck, she welcomed the bitter cold of it.
Everything inside Malia begged to return, to take her wild man on
the beer-stained floor of some seedy bar, and fuck him until
they both forgot
their names. She didn’t care that there would have been an
audience, that some hillbillies would get their jollies watching.
She only wanted him.

Never had she felt such desire before.
It was overwhelming in every sense of the word, and left her
wanting.
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