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A Note from Melissa


Hunter Lacroux has got quite an edge to him. I knew he needed a strong, passionate woman who could not only stand up to him, but also stand by his side in good times and bad, and Jana Garner is his perfect match. I hope you enjoy their super-sexy love story as much as I enjoyed writing it!

The best way to keep up to date with new releases, sales, and exclusive content is to sign up for my newsletter.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter
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About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection


Seaside Summers is just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. If this is your first Love in Bloom novel, you have many more loving, loyal heroes and sexy, sassy heroines waiting for you!

Download a free Love in Bloom series checklist here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/SO

Get free first-in-series ebooks and see my current sales here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/LIBFree

Visit the Love in Bloom Reader Goodies page for downloadable checklists, family trees, and more!

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com


Chapter One


THE SCENT OF patchouli and sex hung in the air as Jana Garner slid silently from the sheets in the unfamiliar room. A thin glow from the streetlights seeped between the heavy curtains, cutting a path across Hunter Lacroux’s bare ass. God, he had a perfect ass: firm and squeezable at once. The kind of butt that Jana knew would defy gravity and still be pure perfection well into his graying years. She couldn’t help but admire his powerful physique one last time. Something to draw upon later when she would surely berate herself for hooking up yet again with the unfairly irresistible pigheaded man.

One beautifully sculpted arm arched across his forehead, and the other stretched across the pillow on which she’d slept, revealing the tattoo of the four essential life elements wrapping around his bicep. She’d asked him about it once, and he’d said he was an earthy guy. She didn’t linger on his tattoo for long. His broad chest was too tantalizing, and it led to ripped abs. Abs that, even when he was sleeping, were perfectly defined and lickable. And oh so delicious. Her gaze drifted lower, to hips that held the secrets of perfect thrusts, and—lucky for her—never seemed to tire. The sheets were bunched across his danger zone, which was an ideal location for them, because there were two things about Hunter Lacroux that drove Jana wild: his wickedly dark eyes that made her forget all the reasons why she should never touch him and that trouser snake of his that brought such immense pleasure, it kept her coming back for more.

Hunter was the one man on the planet she should stay away from and the only one she seemed unable to deny. She tiptoed around the bed and picked up her miniskirt and top, searching for her bra and panties and wondering how she’d ended up here again. She’d been out with her sister, Harper, her friend Sky, and Sky’s fiancée, Sawyer, at a bar in Provincetown, when Sky’s brothers Hunter and Grayson and their friend Clark had shown up. She vaguely remembered getting into a heated debate with Hunter. Don’t we always? Hunter knew Jana had been training under her brother Brock, a local boxing champ, for almost three years, and he’d been intent on giving her shit about women infiltrating a man’s sport.

Asshole.

The next thing she knew they were several shots of tequila to the wind and stumbling along Commercial Street to…? She looked around the room. This place, wherever that was. It looked like a motel bedroom, but in reality, knowing Hunter, it could have been a friend’s house where they’d crashed for the night.

Tequila. It was always her undoing. She should know better than to do shots of it anytime—but especially when he was around. She momentarily wondered why her sister hadn’t dragged her ass away from him. Harper knew she had fallen into bed with him before and had sworn off him. Damn her.

She glanced at her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. Her long blond hair was knotted and tangled, and her eyes were bloodshot. She definitely had that recently fucked look. I really need to stop doing this. Her eyes dropped to the reflection of Hunter. Especially with you.

If she were honest with herself, she’d admit that she needed to stop blaming Harper, too, and take some responsibility for her actions. She was twenty-five, for goodness’ sake, not sixteen.

She stole another glance at Hunter, remembering the way he’d fisted his hands in her hair, tugging until her scalp stung, and nearly growled her name as he found his release. The man was an animal in the sack, better than any man she’d ever been with. She didn’t do relationships, not after a string of horrible breakups and hurt feelings. She’d sampled enough men over the years to be certain of two things. Men as talented in bed as Hunter were hard to come by—although, she mused, easy to come with—and if she were looking to settle into a monogamous relationship, which she definitely wasn’t, it wouldn’t be with a player like him.

She pulled on her clothes and sank down to her knees, looking under the furniture for her panties. Where the hell were they? She checked the bathroom and remembered the feel of the cold marble against her bare ass.

Nope. Panties wouldn’t be in there.

She tiptoed back into the bedroom, grabbed her purse from the chair and picked up her flip-flops. She glossed over his jeans lying by the foot of the bed and his T-shirt by the door in one last search for her lingerie. Her eyes danced over the chair in the corner, the dresser, the…Ohmygod.

Her stomach dipped as she plucked her bra from the top of the lampshade in the corner of the room, where he must have tossed it last night. He was definitely an aggressive and fun lover. Two admirable traits—if they weren’t attached to bullheaded Hunter. She didn’t know what it was about him that pissed her off, but every time they were together they clashed like oil and water, then tangled in the sheets like starving castaways fed for the first time in years.

One last sweep of the room confirmed that her panties were a lost cause. It wasn’t the first time she’d left panties behind—and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

She opened the door as quietly as she could and stepped into the brightly lit hallway, tiptoeing out the front door. The sign out front read, WE RENT ROOMS BY THE HOUR! GRAB A DATE AND COME ON IN!

Holy crap. That was a new low, even for her. She ducked her head and continued on her thankfully short walk of shame to her car, where she found a piece of paper shoved in the crack of the door. She recognized Harper’s perfectly scripted writing.

J, I tried to dissuade you. Call me later, you big ho! Xox, H

Jana climbed into her car and closed her eyes, letting her head fall back against the headrest. She probably should have thought about the busy day she had today before she’d picked up the first shot last night. She had boxing practice at seven with Brock, and she’d agreed to help out this week at Undercover, her brother Colton’s bar. She started the car, and a quick glance at the clock told her she had four hours until she was supposed to meet Brock, which meant she might be able to catch two hours of shut-eye if she was lucky.

Her cell phone vibrated with a text. Caller ID revealed the name DO NOT RESPOND! She cringed, remembering that she’d programmed that in after the last time she’d slept with Hunter. She opened and read the text anyway. You snuck out again? Seriously? At least when I do that I remember my underwear.

The smiley face at the end of the text told her that she’d now officially hooked up with Hunter too many times. He was getting comfortable, and that was the last thing she needed.

[image: * * *]

HUNTER PULLED UP in front of Grunter’s Ironworks at ten after eight and parked his younger brother’s truck. He and Grayson had been in the metalworking business together for years, and he still never tired of seeing the Grunter’s Ironworks emblem on the building.

He climbed from the truck and checked his phone one last time. He hadn’t expected Jana to respond to his text, but that didn’t stop his gut from knotting at the thought of the saucy little blonde ignoring his message. She was a spitfire of annoyance and sensuality that was hard to ignore. He shoved his phone into his front pocket, chuckling to himself about the little package he’d left for her on his way in to work, and headed into his shop.

Clark Shelton was sitting at his desk with his back to the door, talking on the phone. Hunter and Grayson had grown up with Clark, and they’d hired him to run their business after college. Hunter headed to the back of the shop to begin work on a sculpture he was designing for a local competition. He’d been trying to conceptualize the project for a week, and nothing felt right. But the competition was too big to walk away from. The winner would not only have their work featured in a community beautification project, but would also be awarded a major art contract with a national children’s foundation.

The beautification project, and the competition, were funded by Parker Collins, an actress who was building a summer home in Wellfleet. The project was her way of appeasing local residents who were dismayed over the size of her sprawling summer home. The project included creating massive gardens and a gazebo for outdoor concerts across from the harbor. Hunter was designing a sculpture for the competition, and Grayson was working on designs for the gazebo.

Grayson was leaning over the drafting table. He lifted serious eyes to Hunter.

“Jana get home okay last night?”

“I assume so. Why?”

“You assume so?” Grayson smirked. “She left before you woke up again, didn’t she?”

Hunter scoffed. “Why do you care?”

“Maybe because she’s like a sister to Sawyer, our sister’s fiancé, remember? I don’t want you to fuck up their relationship.”

“Let me worry about that, little brother. Trust me, she was all in. It’s not like I took her against her will.” Hell, she’d been all over him, tearing at his clothes before they’d even made it into the rented room.

“A’right, but if you hurt her, you know Sawyer will go crazy on your ass, and I’m not protecting you.” Grayson laughed. He and Hunter were both over six feet tall, with athletic physiques, but unlike their other brothers, Pete and Matt, they’d spent their lives out alphaing each other. While their brothers seemed to morph into responsible adults the day they became teenagers, Hunter and Grayson had accepted that role in their professional lives, but their personal lives were a different story altogether.

“Yeah, I’ll remember that.” He laughed at the idea of Grayson protecting him, but he knew his brother was right. Not only had Sky become close with both Jana and her sister, Harper, but she brought them to almost all their get-togethers, too. It seemed like Jana was always around, and she was the last person he should be hooking up with, considering he usually banged a woman a few times at most, then closed that door. But flames ignited every time he and Jana were in the same room, and she had some kind of crazy hold over him that he’d been unable to escape.

Grayson lowered his gaze to the designs again. “I drew up the plans for the detail around the arches.” While neither Grayson nor Hunter was interested in settling down in their personal lives, when it came to their business, they had a whole different attitude. They’d worked hard to build a reputable business that they could be proud of. Their love of their craft showed in their exceptional designs, and that kept them in high demand.

“Cool.” Hunter came around the table to check out the designs. The competition required only designs and a small scale model of the gazebo, while the sculptures were expected to be full-size and ready for display by the competition date, which was a little more than five weeks away.

They had gone back and forth about the finite details for the gazebo, initially thinking about using a seashell theme, then moving to more of an overall oceanic theme, until finally they’d agreed on something more naturalistic. When Hunter had presented the idea of tangled vines interspersed with fish and shells, as well as clusters of berries and leaves, Grayson had loved it.

“You any closer on the sculpture?” Grayson asked.

“I’m working on something, but it still doesn’t feel right. I figured I’d fabricate some of the pieces and see if I start to feel good about it.”

He needed to get on the ball, but for some reason his creativity was at a standstill. Hunter was a perfectionist. This carried over to his clients to the nth degree. He sometimes spent hours laboring over the slightest angles or twists of metal.

The fact that Hunter did not go to the same lengths for a relationship wasn’t lost on him.


Chapter Two


BY SEVEN THIRTY Jana’s arms felt like wet noodles. She’d arrived at Cape Boxing right on time, and like always, Brock was waiting for her. Her eldest brother was never late to anything, and when he’d agreed to coach Jana, he’d drilled it into her head that she’d be treated like all his other clients. That usually wasn’t a problem, but lately these early-morning workouts were hindered by her all-too-often late nights with Hunter. He was definitely a distraction she didn’t need. Not while her schedule was already so full with boxing and dancing. She loved boxing as much as she loved dancing, but ever since her boss at Cape Dance, the studio where she’d taught for the last two years, left town to open another studio, leaving her to handle all the administrative and marketing work as well as teaching, she’d felt as though she were racing just to keep up with her responsibilities.

“Jana? You sort of spaced out for a minute.” Brock slapped the heavy bag with his palm. “Focus.”

“Right. Sorry.” Focusing was more difficult this morning, when every move made her thighs ache, bringing Hunter, and their latest hookup, to the forefront of her mind.

“Lack of focus leads to—”

“I know. I know. Openings for my opponent,” she said. Brock was known as “the Beast” for his status as a local boxing champion, and Jana appreciated the time and attention he gave to coaching her. She’d spent a lot of time in fight clubs. Their mother used to drag her and her siblings to Brock’s practices and sparring matches. Harper and Colton had never been enamored of the sport, but Jana had been awestruck from the moment she’d walked into the club until the very second they’d left.

For years she’d fought the urge to train, putting her energy into her dance and theater work, where girls were supposed to be involved, at least according to her parents. But the very essence of the sport spoke to her, from the smell of sweat and conviction that permeated every boxing club to the boxers’ grunting and visceral sounds. Having made her mark as a dancer and an actor, she felt as though she’d fulfilled her parents’ need for her to be a stereotypical girl, and she’d finally given in to her love of boxing and began training. She related to the look of determination that not only filled a fighter’s eyes, but took over their body, plumping up their veins and ripening their muscles. But it was more than the scents and energy of the sport that drew her in. It was the sense of control and power that came along with it. Boxing instilled a different type of confidence than dance had always given her. Dancing made her feel beautiful and feminine, graceful in ways that nothing else ever could. Boxing was all about strength and escaping fear. She had to climb out of her head when she fought, and climbing out of her head was always a good thing.

She focused on the bag as she nailed it with one hard strike after another. She needed a good workout today just to get Hunter off her mind. She hadn’t been able to sleep after she’d arrived home in the wee hours of the morning. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the sensual look in Hunter’s dark eyes, felt the strength of his hands as they moved over her skin. When she’d showered, she’d seen the abrasions on her inner thighs from the scruff on his jaw and had to wear her long exercise pants to cover the evidence of their tryst. She punched the bag harder, faster, trying to escape the shiver racing down her spine with the thought. But just like the last time they’d hooked up, she knew it was going to take a lot more than a few punches to outrun the memory of those delicious hours spent in Hunter’s arms.

“I see Tequila Girl made it in.” Sawyer grinned as he joined them by the heavy bag. Sawyer had been the East Coast Boxing Federation cruiserweight titleholder and ranked number three in the Northeast Boxing Association. He’d retired after his doctor told him that one more blow to the head could lead to permanent damage.

“Tequila Girl?” Brock crossed his arms over his broad chest and cocked a brow.

“You’re my brother.” She grunted as she punched the bag. “Not my babysitter.”

“Did Hunter get you home okay?” Sawyer asked.

Jana scowled at him. She’d known him so long that he was like an older brother. The last thing she needed was another lecture from either him or Brock about self-confidence, treating her body like a temple, and the rest of the garbage they deemed important.

“Hunter? Why would Hunter have to get you home?” Brock asked.

“I got myself home.” She put more effort into each punch. “Thank.” Punch. “You.” Punch, punch. “Very much.”

She stepped out from beneath their overbearing presence and moved to the speed bag.

“I’ll leave y’all to your workout,” Sawyer said.

Jana turned with a narrow-eyed gaze. “Gee, thanks, Sawyer.”

He shrugged. “Hey, he’s my fiancée’s brother. I’ve got nothing but good things to say about him.” He nodded at Brock. “But he might have a different opinion.”

He and Brock high-fived as Sawyer headed over to the ring.

“Before you give me crap, I’m a big girl, Brock. I can handle myself.” And according to the look on Hunter’s face last night, she handled herself very well.

“I have no doubt you can, but Hunter? You know he’s gone out with half the girls who hang out at Undercover.”

“So?” She began punching the speed bag again.

“So? Jana, hasn’t anything I’ve said to you over the years sunk in? Why would you hook up with a guy who’s been around that much?”

She turned to face him and wiped the sweat from her brow. “Brock, look who you’re talking to.”

He winced and held up a hand. “Let’s not go there, please. You know how I feel about your choices.”

“What? It’s not like you’re a prude or anything.” She wasn’t embarrassed that she didn’t do relationships. Why should she be? Most guys didn’t care about relationships. Why should women be looked at sideways for doing the same?

“No, but you are my little sister.” He took a step back, as if just the thought of her having sex repulsed him.

“Good. That’s exactly what I was going for. Stay out of my personal life. ’Kay?”

“Point taken. Just be careful. Hunter’s a nice guy, but…”

“Don’t worry, Brock. I know exactly what he is. Arrogant. Annoying. Bullheaded.” Tension riddled her body just thinking about their debate over boxing. She turned back to the bag and said, “Obnoxiously loud with his opinions,” and then spent the rest of her training period purposely not thinking about Hunter.

After practice, she showered and dressed in the locker room, feeling bad about snapping at Brock. He was a great brother. Macho, protective, funny. How could she fault him for caring?

On her way out she stopped by the front desk and found him working on the computer.

“Hey.” She peered at the computer screen. “Working on schedules?”

“Mm-hm.” Brock glanced at her outfit. “You look cute.”

“Thanks. I’m trying to get a good price on advertising for the studio. I figured a cute outfit couldn’t hurt, and besides, I’m waitressing for Colton tonight. This outfit earns great tips.” She twirled in her short skirt, which luckily covered her inner thighs. “Hoping for huge tips to help offset the new boxing gloves I want.”

That earned her one of his heart-melting, brotherly smiles, which made her feel better. She didn’t want him to think she was slutty, even if she believed in enjoying life to the fullest.

“Cool,” he said. Then his eyes turned serious, and she knew she was in for one of his lectures. “Look, Jana. What happened with you and Spencer, that was ages ago. It’s time to get over it and treat yourself like you deserve to be treated.”

Just hearing her last boyfriend’s name made her feel guilty and angry. He’d wanted marriage, and she hadn’t been anywhere near wanting to settle down. She’d tried to break up with him for weeks, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer. She’d done the only thing she knew would finally end his efforts once and for all—she’d made sure he’d found her with his best friend. Hurting him hadn’t been her intent, but after a string of broken promises by men before him, she’d been at her wit’s end. Hurting him had been an unavoidable outcome, but his revenge had been humiliating, and from that day forward, she swore she’d never put herself in that position again. She pushed those thoughts away, unable to deal with them right now.

No, she was never going to change her ways. She’d only hurt someone else, and that wasn’t something she ever wanted to do again.

“I know you care, Brock. I get it, and I appreciate your concern, but there’s nothing between Hunter and me. It was a onetime thing.”

He shrugged. “Even if there was, you’re right. It’s not my place to get involved. But I swear, Jana, if he hurts you, I’ll lay him out flat on his ass and I won’t feel bad about it. Got it?”

Thank God he didn’t know about the other times they’d hooked up. He’d probably have already killed him.
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HUNTER WORKED INTO the evening, surrounded by sounds of torches hissing, the forge and the blowers creating an underlying hum, mallets clanging, metal twisting, and machines cutting. The potent aroma of smoldering metal centered him. He loved the hard hands-on work, but it was the creative aspect that came from somewhere deep inside his soul that made him feel as though he was adding something of value to the world. He and Grayson both enjoyed designing, and they both excelled at getting the details on paper. But while Grayson was known for creating larger, solid pieces like hibachis and furniture, Hunter was all about finite intricacies and the melding together of delicate lines and bold statements.

He was busy working through a few ideas on the whiteboard when Clark entered the shop.

“I thought you took off hours ago?” Hunter had assumed Clark had left when Grayson had, although he’d noticed that Clark had been staying later at the shop over the last few weeks.

“Nah. Not tonight. I thought we could go out and grab a beer.”

“Sure. Let me just get this thought down on the board.” Clark and Hunter had been each other’s wingmen until Clark had begun dating Nina, whom he’d eventually married, and now they had a one-year-old son, Billy. They rarely went out anymore.

“Give me ten minutes?” Hunter asked.

Clark pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll head over to Undercover and grab us a table.”

Hunter had been hanging out at Undercover long before Jana’s brother Colton bought the place. As he stepped from his truck in the parking lot, he caught sight of Jana’s red VW Bug, and his thoughts turned to last night. He couldn’t stop the smile tugging at his lips, or the twitch in his pants at the memory of Jana riding him hard and fast. She was the sexiest woman he’d ever been with, the way she owned her sexuality. She was confident and aggressive and somehow still excruciatingly feminine. And that opinionated mouth of hers was immensely talented. He might just have to give her another shot.

The bar was dimly lit and, like most nights, every table was full. Hunter made his way around the dance floor, eyeing a group of women who were clearly checking him out. He flashed a grin, nodded, earning himself a round of giggles and flirtatious smiles.

“Hunter!”

He turned at the sound of Clark’s voice, and his eyes locked on the hot blonde serving his buddy’s drink. He’d know that body anywhere. She looked damn fine in a black miniskirt and peach-colored top that clung to her lush curves like a second skin. Jana wasn’t very tall, maybe five three or four, but those enticing dancer’s legs of hers looked long and lean, and Hunter couldn’t help but remember them wrapped around his waist as he’d taken her over the edge for a third time last night.

“Hey there, handsome.”

He shook his head to clear his mind and turned at the familiar, yet not, voice. He couldn’t place the smiling brunette’s name.

“I haven’t heard from you in weeks.”

Laura? Lisa? Yes! Lisa! “Lisa, hi. Sorry about that. We had a good time, but uh…work’s been busy.” Hunter didn’t often go out with women more than once, and this particular woman had seemed clingy. A definite turnoff. His eyes drifted back to Jana just as she turned, and their gazes collided. Hunter’s pulse sped up like he’d just downed a can of Red Bull.

“Mine, too,” Lisa said. “I’m not busy tonight. Are you?” She touched his arm, bringing his attention back to her.

“Uh…” He watched Jana roll her eyes as she walked away from the table. “Yeah, actually. I’m here with a buddy. Sorry.” Without giving her time to say more, he headed across the room.

“Sorry I took so long,” he said as he slid onto the chair across from Clark.

“No big deal. I ordered a pitcher when I saw you come in.”

“Thanks.” Hunter saw Jana heading back their way, carrying a tray with their pitcher. A guy reached out to stop her as she walked by. She smiled at him, said something Hunter couldn’t hear, and then she laughed. Hunter didn’t know why that made his gut feel funky, but it definitely did.

He shifted his eyes away when she brought the pitcher to the table.

“Hunter,” she said not unkindly, but with no hint that he’d been buried balls deep inside her last night.

“Helping Colton out again?” he asked.

She glanced at the guy who had stopped her moments ago and smiled when he noticed her looking over. “Yeah,” she said absentmindedly. She reached into the apron around her waist and took out an order pad, returning her attention to Hunter and Clark. “Can I get you guys something to eat?”

“I had a pretty memorable meal last night,” Hunter said, enjoying the flush rising on her cheeks. “It might be hard to top that.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Hm. I’m always up for a challenge. Maybe you should try the filet mignon. I hear it’s pretty juicy tonight.” She settled a hand on her hip and smirked as her eyes moved over his chest, down his stomach, lingered on his groin for a beat, then moved slowly back up to his face again. “Although, it might be too much for you.”

Clark stifled a laugh, covering it with a cough.

“Bring it on. In fact, bring me two. I’m ravenous.” He crossed his arms and leaned back in the chair.

“Hope your eyes aren’t bigger than your appetite.” She turned to Clark and said in an overtly sensual tone, “A handsome guy like you must have a hearty appetite, too.”

Clark raked his eyes over Jana’s breasts, sending an unfamiliar streak of jealousy through Hunter. “You have no idea. I could eat all night.”

She leaned one palm on the table, glancing quickly at Hunter before setting a hot stare on Clark. “I bet you could. I’ll bring you the same, then?”

Hunter’s blood boiled. Even if they were only hooking up, she shouldn’t be flirting with his buddy. His married buddy.

When she walked away, Clark shook his head and laughed. “Christ, man. That chick wanted it bad. I’d like to—”

“Dude!” Hunter didn’t want to hear what Clark wanted to do to Jana. Hell, he didn’t want to think about anyone with her. “You’re married.”

“Yeah, about that…” Clark took a drink of his beer and shifted his eyes away. His face turned solemn as he sighed. “Nina and I…” He looked at Hunter and his voice went soft. “We’re separating. I actually wanted to ask you if you’d mind if I stayed at your place for a while. Not long. Just until I figure out where I’m going to rent.”

“Rent? What about Billy? Why are you separating?” Hunter had been the best man at their wedding. He’d been the first person outside the family to hold Billy after he was born. He’d never seen this coming.

“Man, you have no idea what it’s like.” Clark rubbed the back of his neck.

Hunter focused all of his attention on his friend and felt like he was seeing him for the first time in a very long time. His sandy hair was longer than usual. Worry lines mapped his forehead, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved—or slept—in a few days. He’d noticed his friend had looked more tired after Billy was born. Had he just gotten used to seeing him look exhausted?

“Of course you can stay at my place, but what happened?”

“All I do anymore is go to work, go home, and take care of Billy.” Clark’s tone was heavy, exasperated.

“Yeah, it’s called being a parent.” Hunter took a drink of his beer, wondering what was really going on.

“Right, but I’m also a man. I have needs. Nina stays home all day with him, and when I see her, she’s tired. Half the time she hasn’t even showered, and she’s…” He shook his head. “She’s so wrapped up in Billy that she never even notices me anymore. She barely even looks at me, and we never talk. Hell, Hunter, we haven’t had sex in months, man. It sucks.”

“Months?” Hunter couldn’t imagine going without sex for two weeks, much less a month. But still…

“Months, and even then, it’s like she’s always listening for Billy.” He sucked back more beer, then leaned forward across the table. “Remember back in high school, how you had to do it fast so you didn’t get caught?”

Hunter nodded.

“It’s like that. Only getting caught is ten times worse, because it means walking the halls with Billy while he’s crying his little heart out. I love him, man. You know I do. But…” His eyes skirted over the bar. “I miss this. I miss being a man. Making out and wondering where it will lead. The thrill of the chase.”

“You’re married, Clark. Married.” He wasn’t sure how to handle this. On the one hand, having Clark to hang out with again would be awesome, but Clark was being selfish, and the idea of him busting up his family didn’t sit right with Hunter.

“Yeah. Mistake of a lifetime.” He held Hunter’s steady gaze. “Don’t ever get married. That’s all I can say.”

“You can’t mean that. What about Nina? She loves you. She relies on you.”

“She doesn’t even notice me, except to pay the bills and take care of our son.” He took another swig of his drink. “Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe we can work it out, maybe not. But I need this, man. I need your support. I need to be out, talk some shit with pretty women.”

Talk some shit with pretty women, well, that was the script of Hunter’s life, but Clark was married, and there was a big difference between being single and being married—even if they weren’t living in the same house.

But Clark had always been there for Hunter. When Hunter’s father was in rehab for falling into the bottle after Hunter’s mother died, Clark was there to talk him through his pain. When Sky fell apart around the same time and Hunter nearly went crazy with worry, it was Clark who helped him realize that being there for Sky was doing something. Of course he would be there for Clark, and he’d go one further. He’d make him see the error of his ways before he got too far away from the life he knew his confused friend desperately wanted, even if he was out of sorts right now.

“Yeah, I get it.” He stretched a hand across the table and fist bumped in confirmation.

“Bros before hos, man. Bros before hos.”

Jana returned to the table with their food. “Don’t let me down now, boys. Show me that you’re not all talk and no action.”

The last thing he’d let Clark do was take action on any woman other than Nina. Flirting? Maybe. Touching? No fucking way.

And definitely not with Jana.


Chapter Three


JANA WAS DOING all she could to hold it together. She hadn’t expected to see Hunter, and she definitely hadn’t expected to flirt with his friend, but what else could she do? She practically lost her mind every time Hunter was near. After finding her panties stuffed in an envelope on her windshield at the gym with a note that said, I don’t like to hold on to evidence, what was she supposed to think? She’d thought he was just as done with her as she was with him. She’d even called Harper to get her take on it. After all, Harper was far more reasonable when it came to men. After giving Jana an earful for sleeping with Hunter again, she’d judged his note as an outsider, with no emotions involved, and she’d come up with the same interpretation. No evidence equated to no further interest.

Apparently they’d both deciphered it wrong.

And why didn’t her body get the message about being over him? Her pulse had been racing from the moment she’d seen the brunette approach him when he’d first arrived. Not only that, but he and his friend had moved to the bar half an hour ago, and they’d been flirting with every woman who walked by. She should be oblivious, not annoyingly hoping for something more.

“You okay, sis?” Colton gently touched her shoulder as he moved behind her to grab a bottle of liquor from the shelf. He was a year older than Jana and quieter than either Harper or Brock, more thoughtful and less opinionated. He and Jana had always been close. She was the first family member he’d trusted when he came out, and he was the first one she’d trusted with her decision to never have another boyfriend.

“Yeah. I just need to hit the ladies’ room.” She whipped around the corner to the narrow hallway and was glad to find the restroom empty. She ran her hands under cold water, fixed her hair, and then leaned against the sink and gave herself a pep talk. Hunter Lacroux was just messing with her head tonight. The same way she was messing with his. They were too alike, and that was what was making her head spin.

She needed to move past him once and for all.

She drew her shoulders back, lifted her chin, then headed back out the bathroom door—and ran directly into Hunter’s incredibly hard chest. His large hands landed on her arms, sending a shock of electricity straight to her toes.

“Whoa. Slow down, beautiful.” He gazed down at her with those smoldering dark eyes of his, and her pulse went crazy again. “Why are you in such a hurry?”

“Some of us are working, not flirting.” Take that.

“Really?” He squeezed her arms a little tighter. “It sure seemed like you were flirting with Clark.” He leaned in closer, his scruff brushed against her cheek as he said in a low, gravelly voice, “Did you get the silk panties I was kind enough to return?”

Why did hearing such a big, strong man say the word panties turn her on?

She pulled her shoulders back and leaned away from the massive dose of masculinity that was slowly stealing her will to remain distant.

“I did. Thank you. The last thing I want is for you to have anything to hold over my head.”

His hand slid to her lower back, and he pressed his hips forward, holding her against his impressive erection. She stifled an embarrassing whimper of desire.

“Baby, I want to do a lot of things with you, but the only things I’m interested in holding over your head are your wrists. Bound in silk. While I bury my face between those glorious thighs of yours.” He ran his tongue over the shell of her ear and whispered, “And I promise you, when that happens, you’ll be thanking me—and begging for more.”

She had no idea how she managed to remain upright, much less speak, but she pulled a lie right out of thin air and said with a feigned air of confidence, “Been there. Done that.”

“Yeah?” he snapped gruffly. “Well, not with me.”

She scoffed, even though the image of Hunter, naked and holding her bound wrists above her head, was making it hard for her to remember exactly why she shouldn’t partake in him just one more time. But some thread of rationality told her that if she didn’t end this now, she’d never gain control over the rampant lust between them, and she actually liked Hunter as a friend, despite his arrogance. She didn’t need to put him in an uncomfortable situation with her brother, or with Sky and Sawyer. And, if she were honest with herself, she didn’t want to lose his friendship, either.

She clung to those thoughts and managed, “Like that’s anything special?”

He stepped impossibly closer, trapping her against the wall with his powerful thighs. “Have you already forgotten how good it feels when we’re together?”

God, no. Not one blessed second of it.

“Women line up to be with me. I’m successful, in great shape, and”—he reached behind her and gripped her ass, then slid one hand beneath her skirt and brushed his fingers between her legs—“pretty damn good at knowing what you like.”

She pushed from his grip, teetering on the edge of sanity. “Don’t forget obstinate as the day is long.” She took a step away, intending to get back to work…just as soon as her body cooled down and her legs worked again.

Hunter lifted his eyes, and she followed his gaze to a couple standing at the edge of the hallway kissing. He lowered his voice and said, “You expect me to believe you don’t want me?” Wrapping his hand gently around her arm, he tugged her in close again. “Because I happen to think you do.”

God, why did his confidence turn her on so much? “You know, even if I did want to get laid—”

“Which you do,” he reminded her.

“Jesus.” He was too much. “See? That assumption is why I don’t want a relationship with any man. Least of all you!” She spun on her heel, and he pulled her against him again.

“Don’t fool yourself, Jana. You’re just like me. You don’t want a relationship. But you want me.”

“Dream on,” she said with a smirk. “You wouldn’t know how to romance a girl if your life depended on it.”

“Is that what you think?” His eyes bored into her.

She held his stare, hating herself for getting even more turned on by the tightening of his jaw and the determination in his eyes. Knowing he wanted her that badly made her stomach flip and dip like a schoolgirl’s. His pecs brushed against her erect nipples—stupid nipples. And damn it to hell, she loved that, too.

She’d let Hunter get to her again, and when he lowered his lips to hers—the arrogant bastard—she got lost in the deliciousness of his savory mouth, and forgetting Hunter Lacroux went out the door. He didn’t just kiss her. He claimed her with powerful strokes of his tongue as it slid over hers, laying claim to every inch of her mouth. When his hands encircled her, holding them so close she could barely breathe, he breathed air into her lungs, never breaking their connection. And when his knee slid between her thighs and he backed her up against the wall, she was powerless to deny herself the pleasures she knew he’d give. Her hands glided up his back, over the hard muscle, then down over the curve of his perfect ass, as his lips left hers and he kissed the corner of her mouth. With one final press of his hips to hers, he cupped her face between his hands and she had no choice but to look into his hungry eyes.

His lips were pink from the intensity of their kiss, and she knew hers were probably worse. She could feel the abrasions from his whiskers.

“Don’t fool yourself, pretty girl. There’s nothing I can’t do.”

[image: * * *]

HUNTER NEVER BACKED down from a challenge, and Jana Garner was looking up at him with a combination of lust and anger in her eyes—the biggest challenge of all. She felt so good in his arms, and every single thing she said made his insides simmer. It pissed him off to hear her say she didn’t want him when he knew he was her sexual match in every way. Even if they didn’t want a relationship, what harm was there in hooking up again? Why was she fighting the obvious chemistry between them?

“Neither one of us wants a relationship. I’ll give you that. But you kiss me like you want me.” He brushed his thumb over her cheek, trying not to think about how soft her skin was against his rough hands. “You might not want to admit it, pretty girl, but one day you won’t be able to keep from telling me just how much you want me.”

She opened her mouth to speak and he pressed his finger over her lips, gently shushing her.

“Every word out of your mouth either sets my body on fire or pisses me off. How about we play it safe and you keep whatever it is to yourself?” He paused, giving her body time to stop trembling and for the lust to wash away from those beautiful eyes of hers. She had to get back to work. What felt like an hour had in fact been only a matter of minutes, but he didn’t want to keep her from doing her job.

Okay, maybe he did. He wanted to lift her into his arms and carry her to a bed—any bed—and have his way with her until she was screaming his name in the throes of passion, like she had last night. But since that couldn’t happen, and he had a friend waiting at the bar whom he had to babysit, he lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to the back of her fingers, then said, “Until next time.”

As he passed the kissing couple and reentered the bar, he drew his shoulders back, the Prove Jana Wrong Plan already forming in his mind.


Chapter Four


JANA HAD CONVINCED herself that Hunter’s goal last night had solely been to mess with her head, but when she’d come out to her car in the morning to go to the dance studio, she’d found a handful of tiger lilies that looked like they’d been picked from the side of the road beneath her windshield wiper with a card from Hunter. She was pretty sure he’d gotten a free card in the mail with those return address labels that were mass-marketed right before the holidays, because it had a picture of a cute white puppy wearing a Santa hat—and it was only June. Inside, he’d written, How’s this for romance? Hunter.

At the time she’d laughed it off as him messing with her again, but now, as she had discussed it with Harper over lunch during her break from work, she had to wonder why he’d go to such lengths.

“Want to know what I think?” Harper asked. They were sitting on the Wellfleet Pier eating lobster rolls from Mac’s Seafood and watching a family with three young boys fish a few feet away. Well, that and checking out the hot guys docking the boat at the end of the pier.

“Sure.” Jana picked at her lobster roll.

“I think when you go to the bonfire tonight you should ask him. Right there in front of everyone you should bring it up. Call him out on it.” Harper
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