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      Who’s the easiest mark in any room? That’s easy. It’s the one who looks desperate.

      Desperation makes a man—or woman…but mostly a man—vulnerable to manipulation. And the dude she was looking at right now?

      Desperate. As. Fuck.

      Tenley Taylor eyed her mark like a starving woman eyed a four-course dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant. He was better than she ever could’ve hoped for.

      He was about her age, in his mid-30s, and tall. Probably six-two or six-three if she hadn’t missed her guess. Muscle-y, too. Not like a bodybuilder, but lean and rangy with the kind of hard strength that came from manual labor, not from being a gym rat.

      His clothes were…sad. The black T-shirt he was wearing looked like it had waged war with a bottle of bleach and lost. It was also tight across his chest, as if he’d once had a much smaller frame than he did now, but he’d never bothered to buy new clothes.

      His jeans were no better. They were at least a decade out of style and faded with age. So were his tennis shoes.

      Nice butt, though.

      Which was so not relevant.

      Tenley shifted her focus to his hair. It was thick, dark, lustrous, shaggy, and curled over his ears a little. Way overdue for a cut.

      He wasn’t looking in her direction as he leaned against his car (a Honda that looked like he’d have to fold himself in two to fit in the driver’s seat), talking on a burner phone. Like most men, he had absolutely zero situational awareness. A woman totally would’ve noticed someone sizing her up the way she was sizing this man up.

      He was, of course, oblivious.

      Whitehall wasn’t a huge town, but it was large enough that there were at least twenty or thirty people on Main Street right now window shopping—men, women, and children—while this guy was parallel parked in a highly desirable spot in front of the Chinese restaurant. He didn’t seem to notice any of them.

      In his defense, he was in the middle of what seemed to be a very contentious conversation. The way he was gesturing and shoving his hand through his hair told her he was arguing with someone and losing. Big time.

      And given the way he held himself—tensed, ready for a fight—coupled with the unkempt appearance and outdated clothes, she’d bet anything he was fresh out of prison.

      She’d probably even bet her pocketful of stolen diamonds on it. That’s how sure she was.

      All in all, this man was the very picture of a perfect mark.

      She needed a quick ride out of town that wouldn’t leave a paper trail, and Mr. Desperate Jailbird over there was her ticket to freedom. Hell, if he was freshly released, she could probably get this guy to smuggle her across the border if she wanted. Easy, peasy, lemon squeeze—

      That’s when he turned around.

      Yowza.

      Her new mark was hot. Brutally hot. Kind of pornographic in his hotness, really.

      That could be a problem.

      Being attracted to a mark—even just liking them too much—was the fastest way to ruin a good con and get yourself busted. And this guy had distraction written all over his knife-edged cheekbones, pouty, kissable lips, flawless olive complexion, and pale blue eyes.

      She sighed. Maybe he wasn’t so perfect after all.

      A screeching alarm two streets over made her change her mind with a quickness. Damn it. She figured she’d have at least an hour before Jerry figured out she’d emptied the safe. She’d been working for the jerk for the past two weeks under a false identity as she cased his business, and he hadn’t seemed to notice anything other than her ass the whole time. But today, of course, the stupid fucker decided to be observant.

      Waiting for a less attractive mark was out of the question. It was time to get the hell out of Dodge.

      Tenley took a deep breath, straightened to her full height (which was, sadly, only about 5’2”, because it was just her unfortunate luck that attitude didn’t manifest physically) and moved toward Mr. Cheekbones like a hungry lion stalking a hapless gazelle on the Serengeti.

      She pretended to be looking through her bag and let out a “shocked” gasp when her shoulder connected with his arm, knocking the burner phone right out of his hand. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t—”

      Whatever she was going to say next was cut off (quite literally) when his muscle-y forearm wrapped around her throat. He yanked her back against his chest and hissed in her ear, “Get in the car. Now. And don’t make a fucking sound.”

      Well…Hell’s Bells.

      This was going to be even easier than she thought.
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      The thing no one ever tells you about rock bottom? There’s a basement.

      Knox Wilder was currently standing in that basement.  And with the way his day was going, there was a pit in that basement somewhere that went directly to hell.

      But he didn’t have time for metaphors. Apparently, he didn’t have time for logical or rational thought, either. Because he’d just kidnapped a woman…about two hours after being released from a five-year stint in prison.

      Yeah. No one had ever accused him of being the sharpest crayon in the box.

      He was out of options, though. If he didn’t show up in his hometown with proof that he was settling down and becoming a contributing member of society, the inheritance his father had kept in trust for him until his thirty-fifth birthday, which was—he glanced at his watch—one week from now, his asshole of a stepbrother was going to get every penny.

      Then, Knox would be a thirty-five-year-old ex-con with a spotty (and questionable) work history, no skills, and no chance of building a decent future for himself.

      His lawyer’s advice had been less than helpful. Get married, he’d said. What better way to prove your life is on the straight and narrow than to show up with a new bride, ready to put down roots and start a family?

      Yeah, sure. The only woman he’d even seen in the last five years was Agatha in the infirmary, and he doubted the eighty-two-year-old retired Army nurse wanted anything to do with his sorry ass. Finding a wife on short notice seemed highly unlikely.

      So, when the little redhead with the expensive-looking clothes and bag bumped into him, he’d seen it as an opportunity. A sign from fate—or whoever—that she was the path to what was rightfully his. Why else would the universe have seen fit to throw a woman his way (literally) moments after his lawyer told him he needed one?

      Now he was seriously starting to doubt fate—or whoever. And not only because he’d committed a huge, glaring felony hours after being released.

      There was something…off about this woman.

      First of all, short of one shocked gasp, she hadn’t made a sound. Not when he shoved her into the car, and not when he told her that if she cooperated, he wouldn’t hurt her.

      She just sat there. Breathing normally, casually watching the city disappear behind them. Was she in shock or something?

      Shit, he hoped she wasn’t going to panic and pass out when the reality of what had happened hit her. Dragging her into his car was criminal enough. He sure as hell didn’t want to carry her unconscious body anywhere.

      He side-eyed her as she lifted her hands to the passenger side visor, flipped the little mirror down, and checked her teeth for lipstick and smoothed her hair. When she was seemingly satisfied with her appearance, she glanced over at him and said, “So, where are we headed, Cheekbones?”

      OK, now she was giving him the creeps.  What kind of person was concerned about their hair and lipstick when they’d just been kidnapped off the street? “Look, I might’ve made a mistake,” he admitted, still eyeing her like she might stab him with a pair of cuticle scissors from her purse or something, because honestly, it seemed like a good possibility.

      She snorted. “You think?”

      If he didn’t have a white-knuckled death grip on the steering wheel, he would’ve pinched the bridge of his nose in consternation. He frowned at her.  “I’ve been under some stress lately and I reacted…badly, OK?”

      Her lips twitched as if he’d just told the most hilarious joke ever and she was doing her best to hold in a belly laugh. She reached over and patted his forearm. “Hey, I get it. We’ve all been there, right?”

      He frowned. We’ve all been there? Was she comforting him? And more importantly, why the hell was it working?

      “There’s a truck stop a few miles down the road,” he said. “I’ll let you out there.”

      “No.”

      Wait…what? “Maybe I accidentally phrased that as a question.” He let his voice drop to its lowest, most menacing tone when he added, “You’re getting out of this car at the truck stop.”

      She raised a brow at him. Just one. Which was annoying, but still kind of impressive. “Or else what?”

      “What the hell do you mean, ‘or else what’?”

      “It’s not a trick question,” she said reasonably. “What are you going to do to me if I refuse to get out of the car at the truck stop?”

      He actually had no idea because he’d never hurt a woman in his life. He’d beaten the shit out of plenty of men and had never lost any sleep over it. But women? No fucking way. Men who hit women were worthless scumbags.

      Knox knew he was worthless at the moment, but he wasn’t a scumbag.

      Not that he could tell her that. Not when she was threatening to stick to him like a damn barnacle instead of running in the opposite direction like she should.

      “Don’t fucking test me,” he growled at her. “You can get out willingly, or I’ll make you get out. Maybe even before the car stops moving.”

      She was silent for all of three seconds before she burst out laughing. “Yeah, right. Sorry, Cheekbones, not buying it. You’re not the violent type.”

      “The wardens at Midfield would disagree,” he said with a sneer.

      She rolled her eyes. “Am I supposed to be shocked you were in prison? Because I’m not. It’s written all over your face. And your clothes. But I’d bet everything I have that you weren’t in for a violent crime.” Her gaze flicked over him in an assessing manner that made him distinctly uncomfortable. “If I had to guess, I’d say…liquor store robbery? No. Too low brow. You’re obviously prone to moments of rash stupidity, but you’re not an idiot. You sound well educated, too.” Then she snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “Embezzlement. You definitely have the face of someone who’d embezzle.”

      Knox wasn’t sure what bothered him more. The fact that he had indeed been incarcerated for embezzlement, or that she thought he had the face of an embezzler. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      She chuckled softly. “I know enough. And I know you’re not going to hurt me. So, look. I need a ride out of town. The truck stop isn’t far enough. Take me with you to wherever you’re going.”

      “Or else what?” he asked, tossing her own words back at her, only way sharper.

      A delicate shrug. “If I get out at the truck stop, I’ll be calling every law enforcement agency in the world to tell them the story of my horrific kidnapping. A scary ex-con like you kidnapping a pretty, innocent-looking young thing like me?” She tsked. “One look into my teary eyes and they’ll hunt you down like a dog. Or…you can take me wherever you’re going. And if you’re well behaved, I’ll let you go when I’m done with you.”

      And now this was officially the weirdest day of his entire fucked up life. The woman he’d kidnapped was trying to blackmail him into keeping her. “Lady, did you miss the part where I kidnapped you? I was there. Trust me, it didn’t happen the other way around. You might think you’re in charge here, but you’re not.”

      She patted his forearm again. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Cheekbones. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      Seriously, though…what the fuck was happening here?
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      “Son of a bitch!”

      Tenley jolted out of her catnap. “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Cops.”

      She followed his narrowed eyes to the flashing lights at the checkpoint ahead. “Relax. They’re probably just looking for drunks. If we play it cool, we’ll be fine.”

      “I’m turning around.” He started to cut the wheel to make a sharp turn, but she grabbed his wrist.

      “You can’t,” she said. “We’re too close. There’s cars behind us now. If you make a big deal out of going back, you’ll only be drawing unwanted attention to us. We can make it through the checkpoint. We haven’t been drinking.”

      He shot her a look like she was the dumbest creature on the planet. “You think they let me renew my driver’s license in Midfield? This isn’t even my car. My lawyer is a friend and he let me borrow it.”

      She groaned. “Fuck.”

      “Welcome to the conversation,” he snapped.

      “Well, how was I supposed to know any of that? But calm down. It’s going to be fine.”

      He turned to face her fully, and the effect was no less gut-punching than the first time she’d seen him head-on. Damn. He might whine like a panicky little bitch, but he was undeniably the hottest little bitch she’d ever met.

      But as usual, he ruined all that spectacular male beauty by speaking.

      He shoved a hand through his already wild hair. “I’m a felon without a driver’s license in a borrowed car with a kidnapped crazy woman in the passenger seat. Lady, what part of that says, ‘it’s going to be fine’ to you?”

      She gave him her best pout. “That’s hurtful, Cheekbones. But crazy or not, I can handle this. Switch me places.”

      His brow furrowed. “Why would you—”

      “Oh, my God, does everything have to be a discussion? Look, you don’t have a choice. Crawl over here so I can slip into the driver’s seat. We can share all our hopes and dreams and feelings once we make it through this checkpoint.”

      He gave her a look sharp enough to filet a girl alive, but he finally did as he was told. It was just her unfortunate luck that swapping seats with a giant man in a tiny car was a logistical nightmare.

      Somewhere over the center console, her back got really acquainted with his chest, which was broad and hard and just delightful. Meanwhile, her butt was introducing itself to his… “Whoa, is that the gear shift, or are you just happy to see me?”

      “Jesus Christ,” he grumbled as he grabbed her waist, lifted her off him like she was weightless, and deposited her (none too gently) in the driver’s seat. “It’s been a while, OK? Ignore it.”

      Not likely. For a hot second there, she’d really thought it was the gear shift she’d been grinding on. If it wasn’t, then her kidnapper/captive was broad and hard and delightful all over.

      Except his personality, of course. That was grumpy with a side of assholery.

      Tenley adjusted the seat so she could actually reach the gas and brake (Cheekbones was practically driving from the back seat) and inched the Honda forward as two cars ahead of them in line were waved  through the checkpoint. Then she grabbed her go-bag and pulled out her rubber-banded stack of driver’s licenses.

      Thumbing through the first few, she finally settled on one of her old favorites. “I’m feeling Southern today,” she said.

      Cheekbones was eyeing the stack of IDs like she’d just pulled a spitting cobra out of her bag. When his eyes lifted to hers, she asked, “Where’s the registration?” He popped the glovebox open and produced what she needed.

      Poor guy looked like he might puke. She booped his nose with her index finger. “I got this. Trust me.”

      He looked her dead in the eye and said, “No fucking way.”

      She smiled until her cheeks hurt. “I guess you’re more than just pretty face, after all.”
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      He was going to die at a drunk driving checkpoint.

      If the cops didn’t drag him out the car and beat his ass before sending what was left of him back to prison, his heart was going to give out. It could only pound like it was currently pounding for so long before it either burst out of his chest or exploded.

      And at this point, he wasn’t sure what the damn thing was pumping because all his blood was currently in his dick.

      Jesus. How had his dick noticed how pretty his crazy new co-pilot was before his brain or eyes had registered that data?

      Honestly, pretty didn’t even begin to describe her.

      She was tiny, but felt lean and strong in his arms. And her skirt was hiked up to mid-thigh, giving him a glimpse of bare, toned and tanned skin that looked like it’d be heaven to touch. Or taste.

      But that was just her body. There was also that face to consider. High cheekbones, full, pouty red lips, stormy gray eyes…she was a stunner.

      And now, she was all that stood between him and a one-way trip back to hell.

      Beautifully dangerous. That’s what she was. Like a venomous snake. All bright colors and flawless beauty that you admired right before she sank her fangs into you.

      The cop noticed her beauty much faster than Knox had. He strolled up the car with his stone cop-face in place, until he got a good look at the woman in the driver’s seat. His eyes lit up like the 4th of July.

      She grinned up at him and said, “Well, hey, there, Officer. What are y’all doin’ out here tonight?”

      Knox blinked over at her. Gone was the raspy-voiced, sharp-tongued woman he’d dragged into his car. In her place was a Southern belle with a lilting, musical voice so sweet it gave him a toothache just contemplating it. And that in combination with the angelic face, shampoo-commercial hair, doe eyes and lush mouth was damn near lethal. Officer Whoever was a goner.

      “Just a sobriety checkpoint, ma’am. License and registration, please,” he said with a warm half-smile.

      Knox had met way too many cops in his life, and he’d never seen one offer anyone a smile that friendly. But it wasn’t genuinely friendly. It was a predatory kind of friendly. The dumb bastard actually thought this woman was easy pickings.

      Sucker.

      She handed him the registration and let her fingertips linger on his skin a moment longer than was necessary. If she was anyone else, Knox would think it was an accidental brushing of hands. But he doubted this woman did anything without purpose.

      “Here’s my license, Officer…” she paused, and Knox assumed she was reading the name tag on his uniform, “Knowles. But I need to warn you, this car is registered to my attorney.”

      His eyes narrowed a fraction as he eyed her license. “Mrs. Wyles?”

      “Oh, honey, call me Savannah.” She paused a moment before adding, “And before long, it’ll be Ms., not Mrs.”

      Judging by the way the guy’s eyes darkened, her message was received loud and clear. She was soon-to-be single and ready to mingle.

      “Savannah,” he said, his voice going low and husky. “Have you had anything to drink tonight?”

      “Oh, no, sir. But we were on our way to The Devil’s Door. Can’t guarantee we won’t have a few there.”

      Knox had no idea what was happening, but Officer Knowles’s eyes widened, and the look in them was way more interested than it had been a moment ago. And since he’d looked really interested a moment ago, Knox wondered if she’d somehow managed to flash cleavage at the guy.

      He wished her body wasn’t turned toward the cop. He wouldn’t mind seeing her cleavage.

      Shit. Who was he kidding? He’d arm wrestle a pissed off bear for a good look at her cleavage.

      Officer Knowles cleared his throat. “You’re going to The Devil’s Door?” He gestured to Knox . “And this is your…”

      She giggled. “He’s my…friend. For tonight, anyway. That’s why my divorce lawyer loaned me his car. Can’t afford to have the hubby finding out what I’m up to before the settlement, now can we?”

      This cop, who’d presumably been arresting criminals for years on the job, blushed. The fucker actually blushed, then stammered out a, “Well…uh…n-no. I guess not.”

      She turned and leaned out the open window a little, just enough so that her breasts rested on top of the cop’s hand on the car door. “When do you get off work? ‘Cause you should definitely join us there.”

      His eyes went from her breasts on his hand, over to Knox, and shockingly, he looked even more interested. “I just might do that, Savannah,” he said, his voice two octaves lower than it had been.

      She snatched her fake ID out of his limp fingers and tucked it into her bra. “You better now,” she purred in that sweet Southern drawl. “You’ll break my heart if you don’t.”

      He stuttered and stammered some more, but ultimately waved them through the checkpoint without even asking for a glance at Knox’s ID.

      When the lights from the cop cars were no longer visible in the rearview, Knox turned toward her with the fistful of IDs he’d snagged from her purse when she was busy lying to poor, dim Officer Knowles. “Who—and I can’t stress this enough—the fuck are you?”

      She checked her eye makeup in the mirror. “Tenley Taylor. Charmed, I’m sure.”

      Knox glanced back down at the IDs. “None of these say Tenley Taylor.”

      She snorted. “Right. Like I’d give the BMV my real name.”

      “And what the hell is The Devil’s Door?”

      “It’s the new sex club. Swingers, you know?”

      He blinked at her. “So, that cop thinks you want him to go to the swingers sex club with you?”

      She side-eyed him. “With us.”

      He shoved a hand through his hair. “Jesus Christ.”

      “What is it about this that bothered you—the fact that I used how pretty we both are to distract him from asking for your license, or that what really sold that cop on a three way was you?”

      Knox thought about it for a second. “I don’t even know anymore. Maybe the fact that he assumed I’d ever be willing to fuck a cop?”

      She laughed so hard she snorted. “Yeah. What an idiot. You’re way out of his league.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he decided to sit quietly for a moment and ponder all the mistakes he’d made in his life that had led him to this moment. There’d been a lot of them.

      Eventually, she said, “This is the part where someone would normally tell me their name. Unless you want me to keep calling you Cheekbones.”

      Well, this was a conundrum. Because he most assuredly did not want to be called Cheekbones. But letting her know his name also seemed ill advised. Ultimately, though, he decided being called that stupid nickname was worse than anything she could do to him, and told her, “Knox. Knox Wilder.”

      She shook her head as she snatched the stack of IDs out of his hand and shoved them back in her bag. “I should’ve known you’d have a book boyfriend name. Someone who looks like you with a name like that? Dangerous.”

      Now it was his turn to snort. He pointed to her. “Pot.” Then pointed to himself. “Kettle. Nice to meet you,” he said dryly.
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