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Prologue

 


I am never having anal sex
again. Temperance Lerner looked in the
mirror and wiped away the black mascara on her tear-streaked face.
She’d be lucky if she could walk tomorrow.

“Hey, Temper, you okay?”
Jenny’s voice preceded her into the dressing room. Well, dressing
room was saying a lot, but the large bathroom at Caliente Studios
served as the main hub for all the girls who were
filming.

Temperance turned to look at Jenny. “I’m not
doing that again. Ever.”

“Have sex with someone
dressed up like Darth Vader?” Jenny asked, her blue eyes wide with
confusion.

Temperance tried to
contain her eye roll. “No. Anal sex. I am never having anal sex
again. That hurt like a motherfucker. And did you see what he tried
to do with that light saber? I am done, Jenny. This is the final
straw.” She turned back to the mirror, wiping off the rest of her
makeup in angry swipes.

It was bad enough that she had to turn to
making money in the adult film industry after her mother had stolen
her identity and maxed out her credit cards. Temper had searched
for an honest job until the day she was kicked out of her
apartment. After one night on the street, she'd turned to porn. She
enjoyed sex a great deal, so why not look for a legal way of making
money at it? At least, that's what she was still telling herself a
year later.

“Oh, it’s not so bad.”
Jenny plopped down on a worn cushioned chair that had seen better
days. She surveyed herself in the full-length mirror and
finger-combed her honey-blonde beach waves.

Two more worn cushioned chairs and a bench
sat in front of a row of lockers, which was ironic, considering
they didn't have locks on them. The full-length mirror that covered
the whole of one wall had seen things that would probably make
Temper shiver in disgust.

Jenny’s eyes met hers in the mirror, and her
friend shrugged. “You get used to it after a while.”

Shifting her weight from
one foot to the other, Temper cringed at the soreness between her
legs. She abandoned her ruined makeup as she walked over to the
lockers. “I don’t want to get used to it. I can’t do this anymore, Jenny.” She began
fiddling with the fickle latch, anxious to collect her things and
get out of the building as fast as she could. She certainly didn’t
want to face her boss, Javier.

“But you’re one of the
biggest names Javi has.” Jenny’s brows knitted together as she
frowned. “You get paid more than any of the other girls for their
scenes.”

​ Yanking her locker open, Temper began pulling out clothes and
shoving them into her backpack. She’d change later. “I don’t want
to be a porn star, Jenny.” She picked up a DVD that sat in her
locker and looked at the cover. Her own face stared up at her. She
was naked except for a ridiculous helmet perched on her platinum
blonde head. Temper Jazz in Star Whores:
The Phantom Penis.

“I never wanted to be a
porn star. I was just trying to make ends meet.”

The door opened, and a large man with a
mustache stuck his head inside. He hadn’t bothered to knock. “Five
minutes, Jenny.”

“I’ll be right there,
Rich.” After the door closed, Jenny looked back to her. “Don’t
leave yet, Temper. Just think about it. You don’t have any more
scenes today, and you’re not scheduled for anal again until next
week. It’s good money. Think about it.”

Jenny waited a beat, but when Temper didn’t
respond, her friend stood, straightened the sequin-covered onesie
she wore, and breezed out of the room.

Temper looked again at the DVD cover.
Somewhere along the line, Temperance Lerner had become Temper Jazz.
She thought briefly about her father. He’d always called her Tessa.
He was the only one who’d called her that. She often wondered what
her life would have been like if he hadn't died. Would she be
living a normal life as Tessa Lerner?

She’d wanted to study business and library
science. Many of her days were still spent at the library, inhaling
books. Thank God that one joy in life didn't cost anything. Her
love of books was something even her drugged-out mother couldn't
take away from her.

She slammed the locker shut, then winced
again as she moved toward the door. Her life sure had taken a turn.
Yanking her mini-dress down to ensure it covered her ass, she
hooked her backpack over one shoulder and pulled the door open. She
just wanted to get home to her small studio apartment, sink into
her second-hand futon that served as couch and bed, and drown her
self-pity in a pint of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream.

Walking down the hall toward the exit,
Temper was so lost in thought that she didn’t see the
barrel-chested man right in front of her until she collided with
him. Strong arms were around her in an instant, steadying her as
she wobbled backward.

Temper looked up, and her heart skittered in
her chest. Golden amber eyes stared back at her, the most unusual
color of eyes she'd ever seen. They softened the hard lines of the
rugged face.

“Sorry about that.” Arch
Stevens was one of Javi’s right-hand men. She should be scared of
him, but she had the bad habit of not being scared of
much.

Besides, even though she’d heard brutality
in Arch’s voice when he spoke to the other men in the studio, he’d
been nothing but kind to her.

Several nights, she'd fallen asleep with his
face floating through her head, his perfectly chiseled face with
his whiskey eyes and caramel-colored hair. Maybe she equated his
appearance to food because he looked good enough to eat. In another
time, maybe, another place…

She backed away. “My fault. Sorry, Arch. I
wasn’t paying attention.” Taking a deep breath, she tried to move
around him so she could head for the exit, but he stepped in front
of her.

He studied her face carefully. “You okay?”
he finally asked.

Her hand went up to run through her hair.
She must look a mess. “I’m fine. I was just leaving. I’m done
filming for the day.”

His jaw tightened, and for a moment, he
looked almost scary. “Yeah, I heard about that.”

She cast her gaze
downward, not wanting him to see her eyes. She wasn’t ashamed of
what she did. She wasn’t. She did what she had to do.
She just didn’t want to do it anymore.

“Well, I’ll see you
later.” She stepped around Arch, but he reached out to put a hand
on her arm. His grip was gentle but firm.

“I’m leaving too,
actually. Let me walk you out.”

"You really don't have to—"

"I insist." His tone told her he wasn't in
the mood to argue. His hand slid to her lower back. A comforting
warmth radiated from him, and Temper had to fight the urge to lean
into him.

Arch guided her out of the large warehouse
that served as the home of Caliente Studios. She really hoped he
didn’t notice that she was hobbling a bit. She hoped after a long
soak in a hot tub, her ass wouldn't feel like it had been ripped
apart.

It was already nightfall, and the parking
lot was dark. One lone bulb lit up the concrete steps that led from
the warehouse door into the lot. Once down the steps, Temper turned
to Arch before walking to her car.

He was frowning at her. “Let me take you
home.” He didn’t bother to make it a question.

She shook her head. “No, Arch, I don’t live
far. Besides,” she gestured to her beat-up Chevy sitting in the
corner of the lot, “I have my car.”

“Look, I want—” Arch
stopped mid-sentence when the phone attached to his belt rang. He
unclipped it from his waist, and Temper's eyes were drawn to the
noticeable bulge in the crotch of his snug jeans. It made her mouth
water.

Arch looked at the display on his phone and
cursed under his breath. Punching a button on the screen, he held
the phone to his ear. “Yeah … yeah … on it.” He punched a button to
end the brief call and looked down at her. “Look, I’ll uh, I’ll
check on you later, just to make sure you got home okay.”

Temper smiled at him. She liked Arch. It
wasn't just the fact that he was about the most gorgeous man she'd
ever seen, but he was kind. And there wasn't much kindness in this
industry.

He gave her a brief nod and headed to his
car. Temper waited until he pulled out and gave him a finger wave
before she turned and walked to her Chevy. She wondered if Arch
really would call her later.

Her car was partially hidden from view. She
always parked under the giant oak tree at the edge of the lot
because it provided her car a bit of shade from the scorching
California sun. Of course, it was after nightfall, making the dark
blue car harder to spot. The lone bulb by the studio door didn't
provide much light, and it took her eyes a moment to adjust once
she reached the side of the lot that was completely dark.

She pulled open the unlocked door of her
car. The lock had stopped working long ago, not that she needed it.
She doubted anyone would be interested in stealing her meager
belongings. After rummaging around in her backpack for the keys,
Temper finally dumped the contents of the pack out on the passenger
seat.

Hair dangled in front of her face, and she
scooped it out of the way. “Shit.” She had let Jenny take her car
earlier to grab something from In-and-Out Burger. Jenny probably
still had her keys.

A screech in the parking
lot behind her drew her attention. Temper turned to look out the
back window and saw three men get out of a long, black car. As the
men stepped closer to the studio door, she recognized one of them
as the owner of Caliente Studios, Ricardo Moreno.
What the hell is he doing here?
He hardly ever came around. The other two giant,
hulking men she didn’t know. Their car had screeched to a halt in
front of the studio door, and they all walked up to the building
with purpose inside.

Yikes! That doesn’t look
good. She sure hoped Javi wasn’t in
trouble. The man had a lot of flaws, but he wasn’t a bad
guy.

Tapping a finger on the steering wheel,
Temper pondered her options. She certainly didn’t want to face
whatever was going on inside, but her keys were in there, and she
really wanted to get them so she could go home. Maybe she could
just sneak back into the dressing room without anyone seeing her.
Jenny should be shooting a scene, so Temper’s keys would most
likely be in Jenny’s locker anyway.

With a resigned sigh, she stepped out of her
car and hobbled up to the building. When she entered, she heard
male voices coming from the area near where the shoot was going on.
Since it was late in the day, the only people there were the actors
involved in the scene, the director, and the cameraman. She should
easily be able to get in and out without being seen.

The hallway that led to the dressing room
was dark. Once she hustled to the room, she opened Jenny’s locker.
She smiled when she saw the tattered picture of her and Jenny
standing in front of the Hollywood sign. Her heart warmed. Jenny
had been a good friend to her. In fact, Temper didn't know if the
last year would have been bearable without her.

The rest of the locker was filled with
clothes, makeup, a small purse, and a large leather bag that Temper
hadn’t seen Jenny carrying before.

She ran her fingers over the buttery
leather. That bag looked awfully expensive. How could Jenny afford
something like that? She vowed to have a talk with her friend, but
at the moment, she didn’t have time to stand around and contemplate
Jenny’s ability, or lack thereof, to afford a designer bag.

Temper rummaged through
the small purse in the locker but didn’t find her keys.
Crap. She reached for
the leather bag and unzipped it. What she saw took her breath
away.

“Holy shit,” she breathed.
She ran her hand over stack after stack of money. “Jenny, what did
you do?” she whispered to herself.

Before she could wrap her
brain around what a giant bag of money was doing in Jenny's locker,
a loud crack startled her.

Temper’s eyes jerked toward the door. She
was all too familiar with what gunshots sounded like. She heard
them in her neighborhood way too often. Frantically, she looked
around and thought briefly of hiding, cowering in a bathroom stall
until she was sure the coast was clear. But what if someone needed
her help?

Sweat dampened her palms,
and she wiped them shakily down her short skirt. Tiptoeing to the
door, Temper felt as if her heart were going to race out of her
chest. Opening the door quietly, she strained to listen, only
hearing muffled voices. Taking a deep breath, she slowly crept into
the hallway, the whole time ignoring the voice in her head
screaming Run.

Jenny was out there. She had to make sure
Jenny was okay.

As silently as possible, Temper inched down
the darkened hallway on tiptoes, moving closer to the room where
Jenny was shooting a scene. The male voices became louder.

“Where is it?” a voice
boomed.

Floodlights in the staged bedroom area were
so bright that Temper could easily make out all the faces as she
got closer. Ricardo Moreno stood there, utterly calm except for his
face that was reddened in anger. Javi stood facing him, trembling
despite his attempt to look tough. The other two men, Gigantor and
Gigantor Junior, who had entered the building with Moreno both held
guns. One of them had a gun pressed to the head of the cameraman,
Rich, and one of them had a gun pointed at Jenny, who sat on the
bed, crying.

“You didn’t have to kill
him,” she sobbed.

Temper looked down and gritted her teeth in
a combination of fear and disbelief. Peter, the Darth Vader
impersonator who had reamed her ass into next week, lay at Jenny’s
feet. A bullet hole was in the center of his head, blood drooling
from the wound, down his face and neck. His eyes were fixed and
glazed.

“I told you what would
happen if you ever stole from me.” Moreno spoke in a calm voice.
“Now, where’s my money?”

Javi’s eyes flicked to Jenny. “I don’t know,
Ricky. I’m telling you, I don’t have any more of your money. I sold
thirty-seven kilos, and I gave you the money for all of them.” Javi
was not a good liar. The nervous shifting of his eyes gave him away
every time.

“Bullshit. You must think
I’m stupid. Is that it, Javi? You think I can’t count?” When Javi
didn’t answer, Moreno nodded at the man standing by
Jenny.

No! Temper wanted to run to protect her friend, but it was too
late. The shot rang out in the small room. She flinched as Jenny
slumped, her small frame falling forward, landing across Peter’s
body. Blood poured from the wound in the back of her
head.

Temper clamped a hand over
her mouth to stifle the scream that rose in her throat.
Jenny!

“Shit,” Javi said. “You
really shouldn’t have done that because I don’t know where the fuck
she hid the money.”

“Her?” Moreno asked in
disbelief. “You gave my two hundred fifty thousand to that
whore? Fuck.” He
turned to Rich, who stood shaking. “Do you know
anything?”

Rich shook his head. “No. Please, Mr.
Moreno, let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this. I—I can help you
look for your money.”

Moreno nodded at the man behind Rich, who
silently squeezed the trigger. Temper flinched instinctively at the
shot and watched in horror as Rich fell on the camera in front of
him, sending it crashing to the floor with him on top of it.

The gunshot seemed to clear Temper’s senses.
She had to get out of there. She was hidden by the darkness in the
hallway, but the men would be coming this way any second.

She turned and shuffled
down the hall as quickly and as quietly as she could back toward
the dressing room. She still didn’t have her keys, and she needed
to get out of there as fast as possible. She got back to the locker
room and dug around in Jenny’s large leather bag of money. Her
hands were trembling so badly. Her fingers finally clasped around
something round and metal in the bottom of the bag.
My key ring! Yes!

She pulled out her keys and backed up, still
holding the bag full of money. She looked at the picture of her and
Jenny, then plucked it off the locker door. The large bag of money
was a heavy weight in her hand.

What are you doing, Tessa? Put it back.

What little moral compass she had told her
this was a bad idea. But she was holding two hundred fifty thousand
dollars. She could leave and start a new life where no one knew
her. No more porn. No more Temper Jazz.

The voices were getting louder again. After
only a moment’s hesitation, Temper shoved the picture of her and
Jenny into the large bag of money and headed for the door, gripping
the bag tightly. She walked out into the darkened hallway again.
The men were yelling now. When she reached the outer door, she
heard one final shot, most likely signaling the end of Javier.

Tears pricked her eyes, but she couldn’t cry
now. There was no time to process this now. She didn’t let the pain
between her legs stop her this time. Hugging the bag to her chest
with both arms, she ran.

 



Chapter One

 


One year later

 


Milo Livingston set a gin and tonic down in
front of the blonde sitting near the front window.

She winked at him then batted her heavily
made-up lashes as she sat up straighter in her chair, leaning
forward to give him a good view of her cleavage. “It doesn’t look
busy in here. Why don’t you join me in a drink?”

He grinned. “Well, for one thing, I don’t
think we’d both fit.”

The woman stared at him, and her brow
crinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?”

He shook his head and stifled a sigh. “Never
mind.”

Tessa would have laughed at that. He
imagined her tossing her head back as she let out a throaty laugh,
her chocolate brown eyes dancing. Then she would have countered
with her own joke before she ordered a Buttery Nipple, or maybe a
Long Sloe Screw. He loved hearing all the drinks she managed to
come up with.

“So are you going to join
me or not?” the blonde asked impatiently.

“Huh?” He pulled himself
back to the present. “Oh, sorry, ma’am. I’m not allowed to drink
when I’m working.”

Her lower lip jutted out in a pout. “Too
bad. Well, maybe later then?”

He just grinned and winked at her before
turning and heading back behind the bar. He used to be such a big
flirt. That had changed so much in the last year. Only one woman
drew his attention now.

Months had passed since he’d made the
one-hour drive south to Calico, the private BDSM club he’d once
frequented every weekend. Nope, no matter how much he tried to act
like his old self, he couldn’t walk into the damn club without
picturing Tessa tied to a St. Andrew’s Cross, pretty red stripes
from his lash crisscrossing her back.

Taking a deep breath, Milo
steadied himself. Focus on work. What the
fuck has happened to you?

Tessa Lawson, that’s what had happened. It
didn’t take a genius to figure that out. He hadn’t been the same
since the brunette had strolled into town with her short skirt,
high heels, and a voice that could have made her millions as a
phone sex operator.

He reached to adjust his khaki pants, glad
that the bar apron he wore covered his massive erection. That’s all
it took, thinking about Tessa’s husky voice, and his cock got so
hard, he could pound nails with it. Too bad she didn’t want
anything to do with him.

“You’re pathetic,
Livingston,” he muttered as he turned to pull a large bag of party
mix out of the cabinet behind the bar.

Back in his younger days, he hadn’t just
been a flirt, but he’d fucked his way through the better part of
the Midwest. Then, he’d been recruited to Special Forces, and his
life had changed in an instant.

Maybe that’s why Tessa would never be his.
Karma. He’d ruined too many lives to find happiness in his own.
Karma wouldn’t let him be happy. But sometimes, he’d almost prefer
to give karma the finger, throw Tessa over his shoulder, take some
of his family’s money, and go live with her on an island somewhere.
It could work. He’d just tie her up and give her so many orgasms,
she’d never want to leave.

The thought was much more appealing than
holing up by himself somewhere and shutting out the world, which
had been his first instinct after returning to Magic. Luckily, his
friends had stopped him. Reed Lockhart had kicked his ass,
literally, and made him go see Dr. James Murphy. The psychiatrist
had helped him deal with a lot of his issues from his days in
Special Forces. But even though he was grateful to the doctor, he
didn’t know if he’d ever be completely whole again.

“Surprise,” a soft voice
said.

Milo’s head popped up from filling bowls of
party mix. “Andi!”

Andrea Lockhart Milton had worked with him
at the Lakewood for a couple of years. The two had gotten as close
as siblings before she’d quit after all the commotion last fall.
She stood across from him with Izzy, the owner of the Lakewood
Resort, and the two women grinned at him.

Milo walked around the bar and gathered
Andrea in his arms. “It’s so good to see you.”

“I told you how much
you’ve been missed,” Izzy said to Andrea.

“Just tell me you’re here
to stay,” he said, pulling back from her. He clenched his jaw to
keep from making a disparaging remark about her asshole of a
husband who’d forced her to quit her job at the
Lakewood.

“Well, actually,” a flush
crept up her pretty face, “I told Izzy that I was all hers if she’d
have me back. I’m just lucky she still had a manager position open
for me.”

Milo let out a whoop of joy and scooped
Andrea up again, making her giggle in response as he spun her
around. “Hon, you have just made my day.”

He set Andrea back on her feet, enjoying the
smile on her face. It had been a long time since he’d seen her look
happy.

Izzy leaned over, nudging Andrea with a
petite shoulder. “Like anyone could ever replace you.” She winked
at Milo. “At least she only made me beg a little.”

“I did not.” Andrea
laughed, swatting Izzy’s arm lightly.

“This calls for a
celebration.” Milo walked back around the bar.

“Tell me about it.” Izzy
propped herself on a barstool. “Andi’s going to work the early
shift, and Sarah’s going to work the late shift. Graham and Chris
were so happy I wouldn’t be here late at night anymore, they just
about scared Andi to death with their excitement.”

Andi put a hand to her
chest as she slid onto a barstool. “They can be very intense when they get
excited.”

Izzy winked. “You have no idea.”

Milo chuckled as he grabbed the pitcher of
margaritas he’d just mixed up, pouring each woman a glass.

“Wait until Tessa finds
out I knew something before she did.” Izzy clapped her hands
together. “That doesn’t happen very often.”

Pausing mid-pour at the sound of her name,
Milo tried to keep his face even. “How is Tessa? Have you talked to
her recently?”

Izzy’s sympathetic smile made him want to
curse. The look said it all. Tessa was fine, but she still didn’t
want to have anything to do with him.

“She should be in soon.”
Izzy glanced at the clock. “It’s afternoon. Isn’t this about the
time she comes in and orders a Blow Job Shot or
something?”

“Is it?” He tried not to
act like he knew Tessa’s schedule, or that he looked forward to her
visits every Wednesday and Friday afternoon. No, he wouldn’t act
like he lived for those two days a week when he knew he would see
her, the two days where she would sit and flirt mildly with him,
and he could pretend that they still had a chance
together.

“Hey, barkeep! I hear you
make a mean Tom Collins.” The familiar deep voice made Milo look up
and both Izzy and Andrea turn around.

Archer Collins stood there, a grin on his
boyish face.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”
Milo burst into a grin at the sight of the friend he hadn’t seen
since his days in the military. “What the hell are you doing in
Magic?”

****

Glancing at the address
label, Tessa sliced open the large box that Sam, the mailman, had
dropped off for her. Tessa Lawson.
That name was so much better than Temperance
Lerner … and way better than Temper Jazz. She should have changed
it long ago. Too bad it took being on the run from drug lords to
change her idiotic name.

She poked up her glasses and opened up the
box. When she saw the contents, she clapped her hands with
glee.

The double doors in front of the main desk
swished open, and Jillian Wright sashayed into the media
center.

“What has you so excited?”
Jillian’s red curls brushed the top of the box as she leaned
forward to peer inside. “Are those what I think they are?” She
grinned widely.

Tessa bounced up and down. Not much excited
her like books did. “Oh, they sure are. This is the next book in
the series we’re reading. Book club is tonight, and I was so
worried the books were going to be late.” She picked up a paperback
and leafed through it.

Jillian frowned. “It looks like it has
werewolves on the cover. What’s this one about?”

A broad grin spread across
Tessa’s face as she held up a copy of Claiming Their Mate. “It’s a
shapeshifter romance. The men are also a pack of wolves, and they
have to, well, claim a mate. There are six of them.”

“Six?” Jillian’s loud
exclamation earned a “shhh” from Tessa even though she was
giggling.

“This is still a library,
loudmouth.” She laughed when Jillian shot her the middle
finger.

Her friend studied the
cover for a few moments before a mischievous glint lit her green
eyes. “Any chance you chose this book because you mentioned that a
certain someone reminds you of that wolf guy from
True Blood.”

Tessa gave a dramatic eye
roll. “Oh. My. Gawd. Jilly, come on. Alcide in True
Blood is a werewolf, and if you would
binge-watch it like I told you to, you would totally see that Milo
and Joe Manganiello could be fucking twins. Twins!” She huffed as
she reached up to smooth her dark hair which was pulled up into its
usual chignon and then push up her glasses. “And that is not why I
chose the book.”

Jillian’s lips curved into a knowing smile.
“Whatever, sweetie.”

“Maybe I just wanted to
see what one woman would do with six hot male slash wolf
penises.”

Red curls bounced as Jillian shook her head.
“Sometimes erotic book club scares me.”

“Oh, that reminds me!
Tonight is the night we vote on a name for the book club.” Tessa
pulled a few copies of the book out of the large box before closing
it back up and sliding it under the desk.

“I know,” Jillian said
with a sassy grin. “I have an idea. Are you ready?”

Tessa raised her eyebrows in question and
had to bite her lip to keep from laughing as Jillian lifted up her
hands and spread them out in the air above her as if signifying a
marquee. “Pusstacular,” she said as if it were the most wonderful
word ever uttered.

A giggle bubbled up. “Jilly, that sounds
like a Disney movie … or a porn movie. It could really go either
way.”

The redhead pursed her lips in thought.
“Humph, well I’d like to see what other people come up with.”

Tessa pulled her red, suitcase-sized purse
out from a large drawer. “I don’t know. I’ve heard Graham’s mom has
some ideas. Lily Nolan just might give you a run for your money.”
She chuckled as Jillian crossed her arms and frowned. “Hey, I
promised Izzy I would bring her a copy of the new book as soon as
it came in. Do you want yours now?”

Jilly snatched the book out of Tessa’s hand.
“Oh, most definitely.” Her face lit with glee.

“I was going to close up
for lunch soon.” Tessa cut her eyes to the lone teenager sitting at
a computer in the corner. “As soon as it clears out. You wanna grab
something at Roxy’s Diner?”

Jillian shook her head. “I can’t. Graham has
someone coming in this afternoon from the energy department to talk
about those gas explosions that happened out south of town. They
think it might be caused by the oil drilling or whatever doing
something to the gas lines.” She waved a hand in the air. “I don’t
know. Anyway, I’m not sure when this guy’s going to be there, so I
need to get back just in case.”

As the sheriff’s right hand, Jillian took
her job seriously. Graham was the best sheriff Magic had ever seen,
but he was horribly disorganized. Jillian kept things running
smoothly. She referred to herself as Catwoman to Graham’s Batman.
Tessa never really remembered Catwoman ordering office supplies and
making coffee, but she certainly wasn’t going to argue.

When Jillian’s eyes widened as she stopped
on a page in the book, Tessa snatched it out of her hand. “Hey, no
reading ahead. If you didn’t come here to go out to lunch, then
what brings you by?”

“Oh, I had to tell you in
person because I wanted to see your face.” Jillian looked very
excited with her piece of gossip. “Are you ready?”

Tessa crossed her arms over her hefty
breasts and regarded Jillian. “That depends. Is this something good
or bad?”

“Oh, it’s something good.
It’s something very good.” Jillian bounced with excitement. “Guess
who’s coming to book club tomorrow night?”

“Who?”

“Andi! And not only that,
she came back to the Lakewood this morning, asking Izzy if she
could have her old job back!”

Tessa’s jaw dropped. They’d barely seen
Andrea for the past six months. After the unfortunate incidents of
last fall—that’s how Izzy referred to them anyway—Andrea’s husband,
Brian, had made her quit her job. He’d seemed very touchy about the
fact that Andi had been working so closely with a guy who had
turned out to be a murderer.

Tessa still didn’t understand what Brian’s
deal was. She and Izzy were the ones who had been shot before
everything was said and done. With the added security, it seemed as
though the Lakewood was now the safest place to be.

Andi had come to visit Tessa in the hospital
when she was recovering from her gunshot wound, but she hadn’t done
anything with them socially since then.

“What about her infantile
douche clown of a husband?” she asked. “I didn’t think he’d ever
let her near the Lakewood again.”

Jillian shrugged. “I have no idea. Graham
just said that Andi called Izzy this morning before he left for
work. I guess they were all pretty shocked.”

“Well, now I definitely
need to get out to the Lakewood.” Tessa had a reputation for being
the center of all information in town. If there was something going
on in Magic, or anywhere in the lake area for that matter, then
Tessa knew about it.

She looked at the teen, who was still camped
out at the computer in the corner. “Hey, Mark, what is so
interesting on that computer? You’ve been here three hours.”

The boy’s face reddened. “Uh, nothing.”

Narrowing her eyes at him, Tessa stepped
around the desk and headed in his direction. “If I find out you’ve
been trying to get around my firewall again to access porn sites,
I’m totally calling your mother.”

Mark clicked off of something on the screen
and quickly logged off. “I was actually just finishing up. I need
to get home.” His face was flaming. “Thanks, Ms. Lawson.” He picked
up the books he’d checked out and held them over the front of his
pants as he scurried through the front doors.

Tessa let out an annoyed sigh. “Ah, hell, he
got around my firewall again. Kids are too damn smart these
days.”

Jillian giggled. “Maybe you should give him
an advance copy of one of our books.” She waved around the
paperback in her hand. “He could do his business at home
instead.”

Tessa walked back over to the desk. “Nah,
men are too visual. Besides, his mother threatened to start
picketing our book club. Poor kid. His parents are such prudes.
That’s hard on seventeen-year-old hormones.” She bit her lip. She
needed to make damn sure no one could access porn here. She would
die if someone recognized her from her previous life. Sometimes,
that life seemed a million miles away, but sometimes, it got all
too close.

Gathering
up her purse and her books, she reminded herself
to breathe. Chances were no one would even recognize that Temper
Jazz was the same person as Tessa Lawson. In addition to dyeing her
hair, her curvy body had expanded to a size sixteen in the last
year. She smoothed her blouse down over her hefty breasts as she
walked Jillian to the door. “Well, that means I can close up and
head out to the Lakewood. Except maybe instead of getting food, I
should take Izzy up on her offer to use the resort’s
gym.”

Red curls bobbed as Jillian shook her head
and laughed. “Whatever. You look amazing.” She glanced down the
street in the direction of the station. “I gotta head back. See you
later.” She leaned in to give Tessa a quick hug before she headed
out.

Tessa pulled out her keys and locked the
double doors before heading down the big stone stairs to the
parking lot. She really hoped to see Andrea at the hotel. She
missed her friend. And maybe, if she was lucky, she could order a
quick drink from Milo. She grinned as she thought of the burly
bartender. Something with tequila sounded good. Tessa licked her
lips as she started her car, wondering what Milo’s reaction would
be when she told him she really needed a Leg Spreader. A giggle
bubbled up as she thought of the way one corner of his mouth
quirked up when he was amused.

On the ten-minute drive to the Lakewood, she
thought of nothing but Milo. He wanted her. That much he’d made
very clear. At first, she’d thought it was just lust between them.
She was used to getting a lot of attention for her large breasts
and rounded butt. She’d never been skinny. But whereas she’d always
considered herself overweight, men seemed to salivate over her
curves.

Milo was no different …
except, he was different. She remembered how he’d held her when she’d been
shot. She’d lain on the terrace of the Lakewood, bleeding until the
ambulance had arrived. She could still feel how warm his body had
felt cradling hers, could still smell the piney, woodsy scent of
his aftershave. She’d barely been conscious when they’d loaded her
into the ambulance, but she remembered how they’d had to almost pry
her out of Milo’s arms. He’d come to sit with her every single day
when she’d been in the hospital.

She pulled her car into the parking lot of
the Lakewood and leaned her head against the steering wheel. As
much as she wanted him, it wouldn’t be fair to start any sort of
relationship with him. He didn’t know anything about her real past,
and she couldn’t start a relationship with anyone by lying to him.
And in the back of her mind, she knew a time would come when she’d
have to run. But Milo was getting harder and harder to resist.

More than once, she’d been tempted to tell
him the truth. He’d asked about her family before, and she’d given
him a few details about her father, the only person she’d ever had
who offered her the love and support she craved. But he was gone
way too young. Then her mom had taken away everything she’d worked
for. The money she’d saved—gone. The credit cards Tessa had
discovered that had been fraudulently opened in her name were
already maxed out before she even knew they existed.

Her hands gripped the steering wheel in
frustration. She couldn’t live on the streets again. And she sure
as hell couldn’t do porn again.

Things had gone downhill so quickly. But
now, it almost seemed as though that had happened to a different
person. It’s not that she’d tried to hide the truth from her
friends. She just really liked being Tessa Lawson and was perfectly
content for her past to stay in the past.

She looked up at the large stone building in
front of her. Milo deserved to know the truth… She just didn’t know
if she was ready for that.

Letting out a sigh, she reached for the door
handle. “That’s a debate for another time,” she mumbled. Right now,
she was just going to go track down Izzy.

Voices filled the lobby as families lined up
to check in. The smell of sage and citrus made Tessa smile. Vivian
and her anti-ghost concoctions. At least they smelled good.

Izzy wasn’t at the front desk, but Sarah
Taylor greeted Tessa with a smile and a wave from the concierge
desk. The pretty young woman grinned as she walked up. “Hi, Tessa.
What are you going to order today in the bar?”

Her orders
were legendary. She
laughed. “I’m actually looking for Izzy. Have you seen
her?”

“Yeah, she’s in The Lounge
with Andi. I think they’re talking to Milo.”

Tessa would swear she must have heart
problems. No way in hell could it be normal for her heartbeat to
speed up every time someone mentioned Milo’s name. She should just
turn around and go back to the media center. She could text Izzy
later. Yes, that would be the logical thing to do. Yet she still
found her eyes wandering in the direction of The Lounge.

“Hey, thanks for inviting
me to book club tonight. I’m really excited.” Sarah’s enthusiasm
made Tessa turn back to her with a grin. Sarah and her sister had
been in town for several months, but hadn’t done much to make
friends.

Tessa opened her big purse to grab one of
the paperbacks she’d brought with her. “I hope you’re going to
bring Brynn.” Sarah’s younger sister was such a wallflower, but
Tessa was determined to get both women out to have some fun.

“Um, I’m not sure if that
would really be her thing.” Sarah bit her lip, and Tessa wondered
if she just didn’t want her little sister reading a sex
book.

She pulled out one of the paperbacks from
the depths of her purse. “You two are young. Live a little. Here.”
She handed her the book, which had a superhot picture of six
half-naked men on the cover. “It’s our next selection. You can get
a jump on it.” She had to stifle a laugh when Sarah looked at the
cover and gasped.

“Exactly,” Tessa said,
waggling her eyebrows. “See you tonight.” With a wink, she turned
and headed toward the bar. One drink couldn’t hurt. Besides, she
was thirsty. The butterflies that had taken up residence in her
stomach did not mean she was excited to see Milo.

Those butterflies did a dance when she
walked in and spotted him behind the bar. But it wasn’t Milo who
caused her to come to a sudden halt, a sense of dread washing over
her. The sight of the man sitting at the bar talking to Milo caused
her mouth to drop open.

Arch’s caramel-colored hair was shaggier
than it had been the last time she’d seen him. But the rest of his
strong, muscular build looked the same. Well, almost the same. It
looked as though he had spent a little time in the gym over the
last year. His muscles bulged more than they used to, straining
against the white button-down he wore. She wondered if his eyes
would still hold the same heat when they looked at her.

With a little shake of her head, she stepped
back. She wasn’t thinking straight. He’d worked with the men who’d
killed Javi, who’d killed Jenny. Arch was dangerous. And there was
only one reason he could possibly be there.

He’d found her.

****

“I was in town on business
so I thought I’d look your ass up.” Archer reached for a handful of
party mix and popped it into his mouth. “I have to say, I was
surprised to learn you were a bartender.” His eyebrow raised in an
unspoken question.

“The best bartender,” Izzy
said. “His signature drinks are legendary.”

“Really?” He tried to hide
his amusement. “Well, whatever he says, don’t let him make you a
Tom Collins. It’s not gin and lemonade no matter what he
says.”

Andrea shivered. “That doesn’t even sound
good.”

Arch’s mouth tipped up in a smirk.
“Exactly.”

“Bite me, Archer,” Milo
quipped good-naturedly.

Arch hadn’t realized just how much he’d
missed his friend. Too much time had passed since he’d seen
Milo.

Sliding off her barstool, Izzy held out a
hand. “Well, I have to get back to work, but it was nice to meet
you, Mr. Collins.”

“Please call me Arch.”
Shaking the pretty blonde’s hand, Archer couldn’t help but notice
her giant engagement ring, not that he wanted to hit on her. For
the last year, he’d only been focused on one woman—one beautiful
woman with chocolate brown eyes and a smoky laugh. If he could only
find her before it was too late.

“I hope we see you
around,” Andrea said, pulling him out of his reverie. She offered
him a smile and a quick handshake before she followed Izzy out of
the room.

Archer let his eyes trail after them. “If
all of the women in this town are that pretty, I might have to
stick around for a while.”

Milo leaned forward, propping his elbows on
the bar. “Look, Arch.” He kept his voice low. “People around here …
well, let’s just say there’s a lot people who don’t know about
me.”

Archer watched Milo’s face tighten as he
looked up, and he turned to see a girl with long black hair walking
toward them.

“I would appreciate it if
you could keep my background to yourself,” Milo said in a low
voice.

He reached for another handful of party mix.
“You mean your time in Special Forces, or the fact that you have
more money than God?”

Milo pursed his lips, his eyes serious.
“Both,” he finally answered.

Archer’s raised a brow in surprise, but he
could think of a few reasons why Milo wouldn’t want to share pieces
of his life with everyone. He also remembered how much gossip
spread like wildfire in a small town. “Sure, man. I’m not here to
cause problems.”

The raven-haired beauty walked behind the
bar, looking at them curiously. He noticed how her eyes slid
appreciatively over him for a brief moment, and he smiled at the
girl who looked to be way too young for him. “Who’s your lovely
friend?” he asked Milo as he smiled at the girl.

A blush rose in her cheeks, and her eyes
slid away. How about that? In town less than an hour, and he’d
already found a woman that screamed submissive.

“This is Sarah. She’s one
of the managers at the hotel. Well, manager slash bartender, right,
Sarah?”

Her blush deepened. “Yeah, Milo’s been
teaching me well.”

Arch’s mouth tipped up. “Well, I certainly
hope he didn’t teach you how to make a Tom Collins.”

Milo frowned as Sarah crinkled her nose.
“Gin and lemonade? Yeah, I told him that’s not right.”

Archer let out a bark of laughter. “My point
exactly.”

“All right, all right,
aside from critiquing my abilities, what else brought you to
town?”

His easy smile faded as he pulled his wallet
out of his shirt pocket. He opened it so Milo could see his ID.
“Unfortunately, my visit really is work-related.”

“DEA? Well, this is a
surprise.” Milo filled a glass of water and sat it in front of him
“I can guarantee you, we’re not selling drugs out of the bar, so
I’m a little confused.”

Archer blew out a breath. “I’m looking for
someone. He pulled a picture out of his wallet. “I have reason to
believe she’s somewhere in this area.”

“She?”

He pulled the picture of Temper out of his
wallet and looked at her beautiful dark eyes and pouty lips before
he laid the picture flat on the counter. Archer studied Milo’s face
as he leaned over to look at it. The big man’s eyes flared
immediately in recognition before he seemed to make them carefully
blank.

His heart stopped. Milo knew her. The skin
was tanner than he’d seen it get. He glanced back at the photo.
Temper’s dark eyes that held secrets. They also held a sadness that
had always made Archer want to hold her and protect her from the
world.

Milo swallowed and took a shaky breath as
Archer’s eyes laser-focused on his face. “You know her.” He sat up
straight.

Clearing his throat, Milo’s eyes shifted
around, not looking directly at Archer. “Can I ask why exactly
you’re looking for her?” he asked slowly.

Sarah peered around his massive arm to look
at the picture. “Omigod, is that Tessa?”

Archer’s attention turned to her, his eyes
hardening to a sharp focus. “Tessa?”

“Yeah, Tessa Lawson. She
runs the media center.”

Milo turned to glare at Sarah, most likely
so she would stop talking. Archer was already sliding off his
barstool. “Where’s the media center?” His heart had begun pounding
furiously beneath his ribs.

“It’s downtown, but she’s
not there,” Sarah said.

“She’s not?” both men
asked her at once.

Finally, Sarah seemed to realize that
whatever was going on was serious. She took a step back.

Milo seemed to realize that two hulking men
demanding answers might be scaring her because his face softened.
His friend knew as well as he did that a little kindness and
flirtation went a long way to helping women lower their
defenses.

Milo took a deep breath. “Sarah, sweetie,
where do you think Tessa is this afternoon?”

“Well,” she drew out
slowly, “I don’t know where she is now, but she was here about ten
minutes ago.”

“Here?” Archer pressed his
lips together to hold in the tension that was ready to explode out
of him.

“Yeah, I saw her in the
lobby about ten minutes ago. She was just staring into the bar, and
then she turned around and nearly bowled me over on her way out the
door. She looked really pale. Said she wasn’t feeling
well.”

“Wait a second. She was
looking in here?”
When Sarah nodded, he asked, “Did she see me?”

“Well, you were sitting
right there,” Sarah said. “So I’m sure she did.”

He let out a
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