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Chapter One


WITH HER PHONE pressed to her ear, Tiffany Winters ducked out of the rain and into the Kiss, an eclectic Manhattan bar, to return calls and take care of a mountain of text messages that had piled up during her dinner meeting. She listened to her client’s wife explain why she didn’t want her husband traveling too often to endorse a hotel chain Tiffany was planning on pitching to him next week. Her client had already nixed any mention of his family in the advertisements, and reducing his travel would make it an even harder sell.

“I hear your concern, Allison,” she said as she sat on a barstool. “If you and Matt decide this isn’t the right thing for your family, we’ll turn our efforts in another direction.” As a sports agent, dealing with significant others was part of the job, a part Tiffany enjoyed and other agents rued. Sure, some wives assumed their husband’s success granted them the power to be overly demanding. Ass kissing was part of the game. Sometimes she wished she could give the meeker wives lessons in how to be tough. Teach them to have balls as big as their husbands’ and come right out and say what they meant instead of beating around the bush with bullshit hypotheticals. She reminded herself often that not every woman grew up in a testosterone-laden house with two competitive older brothers and a father who won the Heisman in college and went on to play pro sports—a house where mincing words didn’t cut the mustard.

“You missed the wedding.”

The deep male voice drew Tiffany’s attention from her phone call to the fine specimen of a man standing behind the bar. He looked like he’d just stepped off a Hot Guys in Suits Pinterest page. His tie hung loosely around the collar of his white dress shirt, which was open three buttons deep, revealing a smattering of dark chest hair, a rarity nowadays, when so many men manscaped every inch of their bodies. Tiffany preferred a man to look like a man, which included hair in all the right places. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing heavily corded forearms, and his jacket hung casually from two fingers over his left shoulder. Her fingers itched to send the last few buttons—and that jacket—flying to the floor. The guy’s chiseled jaw and dark eyes were movie-star classic, and his dark hair was thick enough to hang on to. She’d had a long, hard day, and he looked like he could provide a long, hard, pleasure-filled night.

Perfect.

Holding his gaze, she spoke into the phone as he laid his jacket across the bar, giving her the impression he wasn’t the bartender, but rather a guest who’d happened to wander back there. “Allison, I’ll see what else I can come up with and get back to you. Right. Okay, hon. Thank you.” After ending the call, she responded to the stud behind the bar. “Wedding? Who gets married at a bar?”

“My brother, for one.” He nodded across the room to a group of men and women who were holding their glasses up in a toast.

She zeroed in on one she recognized as her tall, dark colleague. “Mick Bad is married?” The high-powered attorney was a workaholic like her, and he’d been unattached two months earlier, when they’d worked together on a deal for one of her clients. She’d never understand couples who claimed to fall in love practically overnight. Love was a crutch for weak people who needed someone else to lean on. Except Mick Bad had never needed anyone to lean on. She wondered if his new bride was pregnant.

“The one and only.” Hot guy’s eyes took a long, luxurious stroll down her body, lingered on her breasts, then roamed north, hovering around her mouth, before finally meeting her gaze. He flashed a wolfish grin full of sinful promises.

“Dylan Bad at your service.”

Pushing thoughts of her newly married colleague’s expedient nuptials aside, she focused on his very available brother. A definite player, which was fine with her. She had no time—or interest—in anything but a quick hookup, and the six-two or -three stud had already shot to the top of tonight’s fantasy list.

“What’s your pleasure?” he asked with more than a hint of innuendo.

You. Naked, with your head buried between my legs, to start.

“Surprise me.” She watched him turn to prepare her drink and checked out the way his dark slacks hugged his perfect ass. It had been a long time since she’d found a man this attractive. But Mick Bad’s brother? That spelled trouble.

A minute later he slid two drinks across the bar. A cocky smile spread across his handsome face. “One Leg Spreader and one All Night Long.” He dragged out each seduction-laden word.

“A little overly confident, aren’t you?” She had no qualms about taking what she wanted—in a boardroom or a bedroom—and Dylan’s confidence was a definite turn-on.

He leaned across the bar, and the temperature around them spiked. “I was going to add a Blow Job, but I wasn’t sure how much you could handle.”

She held his challenging gaze. “I think the question is, can you keep up?”

“Dylan!” a guy called from across the room.

Dylan held up a finger in the guy’s direction, his eyes never leaving Tiffany’s. He leaned in so close she could smell alcohol on his breath—and God help her, she wanted to suck the taste off his tongue.

“Mark my words, gorgeous, you’ll be leaving here with me tonight.”

Heat streaked down her spine. “Cocky. I like that. Tell Mick I said congratulations.” She dropped her eyes as if she weren’t hanging on the very thought of devouring him, but couldn’t resist stealing another peek at the tempting beefcake as he walked away. Okay, maybe several long glimpses, of which he caught two or three and returned with an I-can’t-wait-to-fuck-you grin that had her insides igniting.

She answered another call and a few text messages, and a short while later, Dylan’s voice spilled like warm cognac over her shoulder.

“You know what they say about wedding hookups?”

She lifted her gaze as he sat on the stool beside her. “What do they say?”

“They say they can’t happen if you don’t put your phone away.” Dylan boldly placed his hand on her thigh. Long, strong fingers pressed into her flesh, sending rivers of desire to the apex of her thighs.

She wondered how big other parts of his anatomy were, and couldn’t help stealing a quick glance. Oh yeah, he was packing major heat. A whiff of his spicy, masculine scent brought all her best parts pulsing to life. His scent alone probably brought more women to their knees than the Pope, but coupled with the sinful promises in his dark eyes, the guy was lethal.

“I don’t put my phone down for just anyone,” she answered, still holding his gaze. His hungry eyes dropped to her mouth, lingering there long enough to make her salivate. “Are you as good in the bedroom as you are behind the bar?”

“I’ll let you be the judge of that.” He leaned closer, placing his mouth beside her ear. “I’ll even let you hold your phone until you’re sure I’m worth it.”

Now, that was a plan she could get on board with, except for one minor worry. “You’re my colleague’s brother. I’m not sure you’re the smartest choice for me tonight.”

He flashed a wicked grin that she was sure opened many bedroom doors. “A gentleman never tells.”

“You might just be the perfect man.” Her phone vibrated again. She glanced at it, noting a follow-up email from Allison, and the time. It was nearly midnight. Dylan’s hand traveled further up her thigh, his fingertips sneaking beneath her skirt. He was brazen, and she liked that in a man.

He eyed her phone with a smirk and pressed his large hand to her cheek. His thumb moved over her lower lip and hooked behind her front teeth. Her entire body electrified as he delved deeper, brushing the tip over her tongue.

“When I get done with you, you will have forgotten what that thing in your hand is.”

He was smooth, practiced, and knew exactly what he was doing. Thank God. She had so little time for sex, she couldn’t afford to waste it with a guy who needed to be shown. Sliding her purse over her shoulder and still clutching her phone, she turned to step off the stool. His hand traveled even higher up her leg, a fingertip away from brushing over her sex, and she felt herself go damp. Her pulse accelerated with the urge to slide forward on her barstool and let him feel what he was doing to her, but she wasn’t ready to give him the upper hand.

She casually moved his hand and rose to her feet.

He spoke in a greedy voice directly into her ear. “We’re going to have to change your name.” He swung his jacket over his shoulder and guided her toward the door.

“You’re far too hot for Winters.” He pushed the door open and lowered his mouth to her neck, grazing his teeth along the base—the absolute most sensitive spot on her entire body—and sending shivers down her spine. “From now on, you’re my Summers.”

As her body flamed and her insides melted, her mind struggled to figure out how he knew her name and to deny what he’d just said. She was no man’s anything. She turned to tell him just that, and he backed her up against the brick wall. A cool breeze sailed over her skin as he grabbed her wrists and pinned them beside her head, trapping her between the wall and his hard body. He claimed her mouth with fierce domination. The way he ate at her mouth and his hips gyrated against hers with no care about being out in public should have had her fighting harder to regain the upper hand. But the harder she fought to reclaim her rational thoughts, the more she craved him. Every part of her tingled and burned for more. Her nipples tightened to painful peaks, her sex throbbed, and her knees weakened. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d encountered someone so potently male, if ever, and she fucking loved it. Shocked at her own hungry response to his ravishment, she gave in to the unfamiliar thrills racing through her and returned his efforts with reckless abandon. But the more she gave, the softer the kisses became, until his lips were brushing lightly over hers, taunting her. He pulled back with every crane of her neck as she sought more. Still restraining her arms, he put space between their bodies. Cool air whooshed between them, causing her nipples to prickle even more painfully with the need to be touched.

“Oh, yes,” he said with a territorial look in his eyes. “You’re my Summers, all right.”

As blood began to flow to her brain again, the realization of her loss of control was staggering. She lifted her chin and wrenched her hands free. Holding his challenging and so-fucking-hot gaze, she grabbed hold of his loosened tie and tugged him in for another scorching kiss. When she felt his muscles relax, she spun him against the wall with a thud, grinning at the shock registering in his gorgeous eyes.

“I’m no man’s anything. But you can be my stress relief for the next hour.” She dragged her hand down his impressively broad chest and over his taut abs, still clutching her phone, and cupped the formidable bulge in his trousers.

“That is, if you can keep it up that long.”

[image: * * *]

MICK HAD WARNED Dylan that beyond her gorgeous good looks and curvaceous figure, Tiffany Winters was a cutthroat negotiator who ate men for breakfast—and not at all the type of woman Dylan usually went for. He had a thing for needy, submissive women. Taking care of their every whim gave him great pleasure, and they usually returned his efforts threefold in the bedroom. Give him a night with a damsel in distress and he’d turn her into a very gratified Princess Orgasm in no time. But Tiffany had challenge written all over her, and Dylan never backed down from a challenge. Especially not from a gorgeous blonde with a sassy mouth whose lip-lock left him harder than steel. He’d felt all those lush curves arching into him, begging for more.

He went to hail a cab. Tiffany stepped out in front of him, waving her long, slender fingers, and hailed one first. Oh yeah, this hot little number was all about control. Tonight just got a whole lot more interesting.

He reached the cab door before she did, holding it open as she slid her fine ass onto the seat. Her tight black skirt inched up her thighs. Just the way I like it. Dylan took the seat beside her, leaving no space between them. Before he could tell the driver his address, she rattled it off.

Reclaiming the thigh he’d enjoyed inside the bar, he wrapped his other arm around her and gathered her hair in his hand, holding on tight. “Did Mick tell you where I live?”

Her green eyes filled with amusement. “Why? Do you live someplace impressive? Are you neighbors with Leonardo DiCaprio? Because if you are, I have a bone to pick with him for bidding against one of my clients.”

Sassy, sexy, and a sense of humor? Tonight was his lucky night. He realized she must live in his building. Not that he cared if they were neighbors. Hell, if tonight went well, that would make it easier to hook up on busy nights.

“No. Because I live at the address you just gave the driver.”

Concern slowly tightened all her beautiful features as she realized what that meant. He distracted her the best way he knew how, by pushing his hand beneath her skirt and over her hip as she processed his response. Her eyes widened, then quickly narrowed.

“Don’t worry, Summers. I’m not a stalker. The question is: Are you?”

As his mouth came down over hers, she breathed a little harder. Her phone buzzed in her hand, and he felt her breathing hitch as if she might break the kiss to check the message. He refused to release her, kissing her until she went soft in his arms again. As the cab slowed, she shifted her hips, allowing him to push his hand over the thin layer of lace covering her ass. His cock twitched with anticipation. Lace, soft, supple curves, and the needy moan escaping her lungs were three of Dylan’s favorite things. When she grabbed his collar with two hands, still clutching the damn phone, and took the kiss deeper, he thought he’d died and gone to heaven. And when she spread her legs and angled her body, giving him access to her sweet, hot center, he moved aside her panties and buried his fingers three knuckles deep.

She moaned again, a long, low crooning sound filling his mouth. She clung to his shirt with one hand, dropping the phone to her lap, and palmed him through his pants. This woman didn’t care that they were in a cab, and he sure as fuck didn’t either. He crooked his finger, seeking the spot that would take her over the edge, and she wiggled and shifted, guiding his efforts until a long, relieved breath sailed from her lungs into his. He drew back from their kiss, desperate to see Little Miss Control giving it up. Her lips were swollen from the force of their kisses, her breathing shallow, and the flush on her skin made him want to tear off her pretty white blouse and taste every inch of her aroused flesh.

A sinful smile formed across her beautiful face, and he took her in another ravenous kiss, unleashing the wild, hungry beast in both of them. He tugged her long hair, angling her head back so he could claim that luscious neck of hers. He kissed and sucked, still teasing her down below. His thumb moved over her clit as his fingers moved in and out of her slick heat. She sucked in a multitude of sharp breaths and gripped his cock so tight he groaned. And then her hips bucked off the seat and she cried out. He smothered her cries with another kiss, swallowing her moans and reveling in the tight clenching of her sex. He wanted to bury his mouth between her long, lean legs and devour her.

As she came down from the peak, he trailed kisses over her lips, loving the sweet sighs escaping them. He withdrew his fingers, and she squeezed her thighs together with a sexy whimper. He couldn’t suppress a grin at her neediness. He swiped his glistening fingers over her lower lip, then sucked that pink, plump lip between his teeth. She was still palming his cock, rubbing it with tight, even strokes, but she was barely breathing, and there was so much lust brimming in her eyes he wondered if she even realized she was doing it. He couldn’t resist kissing her again, hard and rough, pushing the limits, testing her boundaries, and earning another seductive sound of appreciation.

When their mouths parted, she lifted her chin, narrowed her gorgeous green eyes, and flashed a haughty grin, as if she’d flicked a switch from vixen to assessor.

“I’d say that was a solid seven and a half. I hope you can perform better than that.”

Oh, you little minx. He liked her sharp wit almost as much as he liked that sassy mouth of hers on his. “Don’t you worry, summer girl. Now that I know what you’re used to, I’ll give more than ten percent effort.”

He lifted her hand from his lap and kissed the back of it. That earned him a slightly uncomfortable smile, which was more telling than her aggressive sensuality. He had a feeling his summer girl was far more complex than he’d originally thought, and that made her even more intriguing.

Her phone sounded with a shrill ringtone and her face blanched. She grabbed it from her lap and answered with frantic urgency. “Hello?”

A deep voice rumbled through the phone loud enough for Dylan to hear. “Where are you?”

Dylan cringed inwardly at the tone that sounded suspiciously like a jealous boyfriend. Mick hadn’t said anything about her seeing anyone. He’d have to remember to give his eldest brother hell when he returned from his honeymoon.

“In a cab,” she said hastily. “Going home.”

Dylan liked no-strings-attached sex as much as the next guy, but he prided himself on not touching another man’s woman. He had too much self-respect to be a cheating son of a bitch, and he had too much respect for relationships in general to be someone’s excuse to ruin one. Hell, a real relationship was high on his list of priorities, but he had yet to find the right woman to share his life with.

Gritting his teeth, he moved over, putting space between them, and took a quick glance at her left hand. No ring. No tan lines. At least he hadn’t missed any obvious signs. Ignoring her curious expression, he stared out the window, wondering if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.


Chapter Two


WITH THE PHONE still pressed to her ear, Tiffany instructed the cabdriver, “New York–Presbyterian Hospital, please. As fast as you can.” She looked around as they sped down the road, trying to get a handle on where they were. “I’ll be there in less than ten minutes,” she said into the phone. God, where was her head? She’d just been finger-fucked in the back of a cab. That was so not her. She never let a guy take control like that. Her long work hours must be catching up to her. She really needed to find a better way to relieve stress.

She tried to concentrate on what her eldest brother, Rocco, was saying, but blood was rushing through her ears, and when Dylan turned toward her with a compassionate expression, her heart stumbled. She wasn’t losing her mind after all. There wasn’t a woman alive who could resist that chiseled, handsome face, those eyes that promised mind-numbing orgasms, and in a single blink turned heartwarmingly compassionate, or a mouth that should come with a warning label that read, PANTY BURNER AHEAD. The man had superpowers, and she needed full-body armor to resist him. She was in the midst of transitioning her sports agency from L.A. to New York, while dealing with an ailing father. She had zero time for distractions. She could not afford for her hormones to suddenly go all girly on her.

She held up a finger in answer to his curious expression, catching about every other thing her brother said.

Her father had been diagnosed with kidney disease a few months ago, caused by his high blood pressure, which was why she’d decided it was time to move back to New York, where she was from and where her father still resided. His symptoms were well controlled with medication, but apparently he’d been rushed to the hospital about an hour ago in tremendous pain.

“He’s undergoing tests.” Rocco went on to explain that he’d spoken to the doctor and would fill her in when she arrived. “I’ll wait for you in the emergency room lobby.”

She ended the call as they pulled up in front of the hospital, and threw open the cab door. “Sorry! Rain check,” she called over her shoulder as she ran inside. She spotted Rocco pacing, his head hanging between his shoulders, one large hand rubbing the back of his neck. He was completely oblivious to half the females in the place watching him.

“How is he?” she asked.

He lifted dark, brooding eyes that looked so much like her father’s it always gave her pause. “Not sure yet, but hopefully we’ll know soon.”

He ran his eyes over her, and she smoothed her blouse and skirt, hoping she didn’t look guilty of making out in the back of a frigging cab.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

No. My heart is racing. I just did something I will never do again, and I’m not sure why I did it. Her brother didn’t need to know any of that.

Usually a master at hiding her emotions, she hoped her inner ice queen wouldn’t fail her now. “Yes, of course.”

He looked past her, his brows slanted in confusion as a heavy but gentle hand landed on her shoulder.

She spun around, surprised to see Dylan.

In the bright hospital lights Dylan looked even taller and broader, his five-o’clock shadow more prominent over his sharp, masculine features. But it was his warm bedroom eyes that had her stomach doing dips and flips, making her feel out of control once again. Her eyes darted to Rocco, whose curious gaze moved between the two of them. At twenty-nine she could count the number of times her brothers had met men she’d gone out with. Exactly zero since college.

“Rocco, this is—”

“Dylan, my man.” Rocco pulled him into a manly embrace and swatted him on the back.

Oh shit. Seriously? She’d lost control with her brother’s friend? This had to be the worst night ever. So much for hooking up with the incredible kisser with the talented fingers. This had to end. Now.

“Hey, Winters. Good to see you.” Dylan looked at Tiffany and his smile faded fast. “Wait, you’re married?”

“What?” she said at the same time her brother said, “Dude!”

“No, we’re not married. He’s my brother,” she explained.

Relief swept over Dylan’s face. “Christ, for a minute there I thought…”

Rocco turned a hand palm up. “Dude, you’ve seen me out with women. What kind of guy do you think I am?”

“Sorry, man.” Dylan waved a hand dismissively. “I just had trouble putting the two of you together.”

“How do you guys know each other?” Tiffany asked.

“From NightCaps.” Dylan handed Tiffany her purse. “You left this in the cab. Is everything okay?”

NightCaps? The bar? “I, um, our father’s not well.” The pit of her stomach sank. Between seeing Dylan and the shock of him knowing her brother, her father had fallen to the back of her mind. She hated herself for that, and it was proof that she was not wired to function well when things were out of her control. Suddenly the weight of where they were, and what it meant, hit her. She turned away so Dylan wouldn’t see the tears burning in her eyes, and a moment later, he folded her into his arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

She bristled at the intimate embrace. He ran a hand gently down her back, holding her against all his hard muscles, safe and—Holy shit. It was happening again. She pushed from his arms. The embrace had lasted only a few seconds, but like his kisses, it shattered her guard. Where was kryptonite when she needed it?

He shifted his eyes to Rocco, who was now looking at her with an even bigger question in his eyes.

The last thing she wanted to do was answer questions about that embrace. That stupid, heartwarming, thoughtful embrace.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Dylan offered. “Do you want me to call someone for you? To stick around in case you need someone to lean on?”

She folded her arms over her stomach, hating the fluttery feelings his kindness stirred. She was used to having to fight for everything: returned phone calls, meetings, coffee at the damn café. Air. Sidewalk space. What didn’t she have to fight for in New York City?

“Thanks,” she finally managed. “But I’m fine, really.”

“We’re good, man. Thanks for…” Rocco raised a brow at Tiffany.

“Bringing my purse,” she said stiffly. “Thank you.”

Dylan leaned down, and his masculine scent made her stomach quiver anew. He kissed her cheek and whispered, “Looking forward to that rain check, Summers, but I’m also a hell of a good listener. If you need an ear, I’m in apartment 801. You can even bring your phone.”

With a flirtatious smile and a cocky wink aimed at her, then a friendly nod toward her brother, he turned to leave. Of course, now she was staring at his hot-as-sin ass as he walked away.

She groaned and spun on her heel, realizing then that nearly every woman within fifty feet was also enjoying the view.

Rocco draped an arm over her shoulder. “So, baby sister. You and my man Bad?”

“No.” She felt a strange pang of disappointment and fought the urge to turn and take one last peek at Dylan, because damn, she’d never been kissed like that before, and Lord have mercy, the man’s fingers were beyond talented. But it was the compassion in his voice, the tenderness of that single embrace, that had her mind wondering, What if…?

“Must have been an illusion,” Rocco said as they approached the nurses’ station.

“What?” She stole a glance at the exit, disappointed that Dylan was already gone.

“I could have sworn the ice queen melted a little when you were in his arms.”

She socked him in the arm, fighting a smile at the well-earned nickname he’d given her in high school.

“Dylan’s a nice guy,” Rocco said lightly. “You should give him a chance. Enjoy yourself a little.”

I already enjoyed myself way more than a little.

“Who has time for that?” Certainly not me. Rocco’s comment didn’t really surprise her. She’d never been a girl whose brothers needed to protect her. They taught her to play sports, be tough, and even throw solid punches. He knew she could handle herself.

“You’re already one of the best sports agents around. How much more can you want?” He gave her the look he’d been giving her his whole life, the look that said, You’re already keeping up with the big boys; give it a rest.

As she had her whole life, she ignored that look, because she knew, as did her professional rugby-playing brother, that when you let your guard down, when you sat back and enjoyed what you had, that was when you got blindsided.

“As much as I can get,” she answered, more to herself than to him.

Turning her attention to the reason she was there, she squared her shoulders and put on her game face. The face that had pulled her through the past twenty-two years since her mother had abandoned them to be with another man, through too many male-dominated sports-related conferences to remember, and through countless other life-altering events where there was no room for weakness. That perfectly practiced mask greeted the elderly nurse behind the desk.

“Hi. Our father was brought in tonight. Gunner…I mean George Winters. Has he been given a room yet?” She was so used to hearing everyone call her father by the name he used during his football career, it felt strange to say his given name. But tonight was full of oddities, including the lingering sound of Dylan’s voice whispering through her mind. Looking forward to that rain check, Summers, but I’m also a hell of a good listener. If you need an ear, I’m in apartment 801. You can even bring your phone.


Chapter Three


“I DON’T KNOW, Dyl. You left flowers at her door and your phone number on the card this morning, and it’s”—Dylan’s youngest brother, Brett, checked his watch—“six o’clock. The chick is not going to call.”

Dylan climbed down from the ladder and set his tools on the workbench. It was Sunday evening, and they were working on his kitchen renovation. He chugged half a bottle of water and unhooked his tool belt, thinking about the way Tiffany had turned the tables on him in front of the bar last night. She was a fierce one, and he couldn’t wait to get to know her better. He’d thought about her all night, wondering what happened with her father and hoping she was doing okay. A quick glance at the mailboxes had revealed her apartment number, making it easy for him to leave her flowers.

“She’ll call.” He was sure of it. Their connection had been white-hot from the moment they’d first set eyes on each other, and he had a feeling there was a lot more to the hyper-vigilant phone-checker than her good looks and snappy wit. He’d been surprised to find out she was Rocco’s sister, but that wasn’t going to deter him from pursuing her. Hell, he wasn’t sure anything would at this point. One taste of Tiffany Winters wasn’t nearly enough.

Brett set his tool belt on the tarp covering the hardwood floor and took a swig of his beer. “You’re dreaming, bro. She reps a few of my clients, and I’m telling you, she has balls of steel. If you get her at all, it’ll be for a quick fuck, on her terms. Nothing more. And that’s not really you.”

Dylan met Brett’s knowing stare. Of his three brothers, Brett was the most like their father, sharing his square jaw and deep-set eyes that held an ever-present warning not to get too close, despite his flirtatious banter with every woman who crossed his path. He was an ex-cop and co-owner of an international security firm with their brother Carson. Where Carson was the strong, quiet type, Brett was a bull in a china shop, which made them the perfect team, since he loved playing the heavy hand.

“She’s ballsy,” Dylan agreed. “But trust me, Tiffany’s one hundred percent woman. And, by the way, this underscores how different we are. You’re like all the other guys out there. You see a hot woman and take her at face value. One day you’ll learn to see the real woman behind the facade, little brother. She wants you to see her as a hard-nosed businesswoman, which she is, no doubt. A fucking bulldog, according to Mick. And Christ, I fucking loved that aggressive side of her when we were making out in the cab. But I held her in my arms in the hospital, and I felt the restraint it took for her to keep her emotions in check.” He chugged his drink, the memory of her in his arms making his palms warm. “She’s got shit going on in her head, and a few nights in my bed might loosen her up. I’ll tell you what, bro. I sure as hell want to be the man who tries to shake her up. Besides, what’s the big deal? Everyone bottles shit up. That’s the way life works.”

Brett scoffed and finished his beer.

“You know I’m right, bro,” Dylan insisted. “You think you work out like a monkey on steroids for fun?”

All the Bad brothers were tall, strong, and broad, but Brett spent hours in the gym working out the rage left over from when their younger sister, Lorelei, died from leukemia at the tender age of eight. It was a loss that had significantly affected Dylan and each of his brothers, and had eventually cost their parents their marriage. The twentieth anniversary of her death had passed, terribly silent and gruelingly painful, a few weeks earlier.

“I do it to keep the old bod in prime shape for the ladies.” Brett patted his six-pack abs.

“Bullshit. You’d explode if you didn’t work out. Carson stifles every damn thing he feels. And Mick? He never let a woman into his life until Amanda broke through his barriers.”

Brett gnashed his teeth together, narrowing his dark eyes. “And you’re as touchy-feely as a chick.”

“Whatthefuckever. I’m just not burying my head in the sand. We all have our ways of dealing with it.” And by it, he meant the loss of their sister, which didn’t need spelling out. Especially to Brett, who hadn’t become a ticking time bomb until after they’d lost Lorelei.

His brother’s eyes sailed over his torn-apart kitchen. “Like renovating your kitchen every few years? You know, most guys hire contractors to do this shit.”

Most guys didn’t have the same demons as Dylan. He was twelve when they’d lost Lorelei, which was old enough to have loads of treasured memories and young enough to be confused and devastated at losing one of the people he loved most. His sharpest memories were of baking with Lorelei after everyone else was asleep. They’d sneak out of bed and make cupcakes. Always cupcakes. They were all protective as hell over her, and he, like his brothers, would have done anything for her. Lorelei had the type of sweet and trusting personality that made you want to see her smile. If she wanted cupcakes, he baked the damn cupcakes. No matter what time it was. Why she chose him as her personal fucking baker, he had no clue, but after they’d lost her, he was glad they’d had that time together. Their parents knew of their midnight baking fun. How could they not, with fresh cupcakes left on the kitchen table along with silly notes from the cupcake fairies? Before Lorelei died they were a close-knit, loud, loving family, and their midnight fun was seen as Dylan and Lorelei’s thing. After they lost her, their family was never the same.

“I like the physical labor.” He needed a change of subject. He had too much to do to get mired down in memories this evening. “I’ve got to clean up and get out of here. Bethany’s waiting.” Bethany Weaver was one of the kids he spent time with at the Ronald McDonald House, where he’d volunteered since college. She had Hodgkin’s lymphoma and was about halfway through her treatments.

Brett’s expression softened. “How’s she doing?”

“Good. She’s got another few treatments, but she’s a pistol.” Dylan had never been able to mask his awe over the courage of the children he visited, and he heard it in his own voice now. “Remember I told you she was crazy about Anika Bouchert, the professional snowboarder?”

“Yeah. Have you been able to reach her?”

“Not yet. Mick reached out, but he hadn’t heard back before his honeymoon. Hopefully Sophie will hear back while he’s gone and we’ll be able to connect.” Sophie was Mick’s assistant, and one of the women Brett was constantly trying to hook up with.

Brett got a hungry look in his eyes, and Dylan waved his finger at him. “Back off. She doesn’t need you bugging her. Anyway, I found an autographed picture of Anika on eBay and had it framed for Bethany. I think she’ll like it.”

“That’s great. I’m glad she’s doing well. Are we still on for planning the fundraiser after your kitchen is done?”

Dylan had hosted an annual fundraiser to benefit the Ronald McDonald House for the past ten years. Although Dylan’s brothers found it too painful to talk about Lorelei, they all helped plan the event. The first few years he’d held it at NightCaps, the bar Dylan owned, but the event had grown too big for the space. This year they were holding it at the Ultimate, a hotel owned by their friend Phoebe Nice.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. I should have the new cabinet fronts in place next weekend. Then we can begin planning.”

Brett glanced around the kitchen. They’d done less renovating this year, only removing the cabinet faces, the dishwasher, and sink. The space still resembled a construction site with tarps, old cabinet faces, and tools strewn across their work area. “Want me to run a few loads down to the trash area before I take off?”

“Nah. I’ve got it. Thanks. Poker Thursday night?” He and his brothers, along with a couple of their buddies they’d grown up with, the Wilds, got together every so often to play poker. This week Dylan was hosting.

“You know it.” Brett eyed the mess again. “You sure you don’t want me to get that?”

“Nope. I’ll get it. Bring lots of cash for the game. I’m feeling lucky.”

After his brother left and he cleaned up, his mind traveled back to last night and the all-too-brief—and scorching-hot—cab ride he’d shared with Tiffany. Dylan had always been lucky in cards and with women, but he wasn’t about to leave seeing Tiffany again up to luck.

[image: * * *]

IF TIFFANY NEVER stepped foot in another hospital she would be a happy woman. Between her clients landing in them with on-field injuries, jeopardizing contracts and causing media uproars, and her father’s recent diagnosis, she’d spent far too much time within the confines of the sterile buildings.

As her father’s eyes fluttered open, she zipped off the email she’d been typing and rose from the chair beside his bed, where she’d been for most of Sunday afternoon and evening. Every day was a blur of meetings, schmoozing, and negotiating. Luckily, she’d had in-person meetings for only half the day, and she’d been able to handle the rest of her business via her phone and laptop.

“Daddy?” She touched his hand, which was warm and felt oddly frail. What was it about the stark walls, white sheets, and generic hospital gowns that seemed to diminish even the most formidable men? Her father was a large man at six four, and if she had to guess, he was a solid two hundred and eighty pounds. After working with professional athletes for so long, she was fairly certain her guess was accurate, but it was hard to tell, as athletes were all muscle, and her father was not. He didn’t take the best care of himself, and seeing him lying there, weakened and pale, made her heart ache.

“Hiya, kiddo.” His lips curved up, and he blinked several times. They’d medicated him to keep the pain from the kidney stones at bay, and he’d gone in and out of sleep for most of her visit. He turned his hand over and curled his fingers around hers. “How’s my girl?”

She was so used to his booming voice she had to work hard at masking the ache of reality. Her father was aging, and no matter how much she tried to ignore it, it was happening right before her eyes. She was glad she’d moved back to New York. She’d been in Los Angeles since college, and had been so busy building her agency even visits home were spent primarily working. Moving to New York meant a few weeks of working from home while she found an office, but at least she was closer to her father. Hopefully she could squeeze in visits more often.

“I’m great, Dad, but how are you feeling? Can I get you anything?”

“I’ll take a new body. Younger, stronger. Think you can do that?” He squeezed her hand.

“I wish I could do that for you.” She leaned down and kissed his cheek. “Rocco was here all day. Perry called to check on you twice. He sends his love and said he’d fly in tomorrow.” Perry played for the New York Jets and was traveling with his team.

Her father waved a hand. “No need for him to mess with his schedule. I’ll be out of here as soon as I pass these stones. I’m fine, kiddo. You get on that vibrating phone of yours and tell him to stick with his team.” Gunner was retired now, but he was determined not to be seen as a retiree who needed taking care of. He still pushed his three children to be the best they could and take care of themselves and their work first.

The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. She glanced down at the phone vibrating in her hand. It was such a constant in her life she didn’t even realize she was holding it most of the time. She’d become adept at doing everything with a phone in her hand, from making coffee, to getting dressed, and even going to the bathroom. And she chalked up a nice chunk of her success to her constant availability.

“I’ll text him,” she reassured him.

“Do it now, kiddo, before you get another call and forget.” He nodded toward her phone.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes, but a smile spread across her face. She’d learned how to be successful from the most ruthless mentor of all. After her father’s injury, he’d gone on to coach college football, taught a quarterback clinic, and remained in the thick of the industry, often being asked to work directly with players one-on-one. Until he retired, he’d worked closely with scouts, team managers, and players seven days a week, pounding into Tiffany’s head the importance of being not only available, but head and shoulders above the competition. He had taught Tiffany much of what she knew about negotiations and how to deal with industry professionals before she ever left for college. He’d also introduced her to just about everyone under the sports-industry sun, which made her transition into sports management a natural one.

“And what’s with the flowers?” her father asked with a sour look on his face. “Don’t waste your money on flowers. They’ll just die.”

No kidding. As she texted her brother, she glanced at the beautiful arrangement Dylan had left at her apartment early that morning. It was a sweet sentiment, she supposed. At least that’s what most women would think. But like her father, she didn’t see the sense in sending flowers. And it didn’t stop there. She found most things guys did were shallow or a means to an end, which were just two of the many reasons she didn’t put a lot of stock in relationships. Maybe that was because her mother had left their family when she was seven without so much as a goodbye. Or maybe it was because she’d found her ex-boyfriend and bestie in bed together right before college graduation. She knew both of those things had steered her away from forging meaningful relationships, and until last night, hookups were all she’d ever had—or wanted. But she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Dylan’s kisses, his cocky smile, and witty banter. Or, more troubling, how nice it felt to be in his arms during his surprising—and comforting—embrace.

“Kiddo? You okay?” Her father looked at her with a puzzled expression and she realized she was still staring at the flowers.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” She zipped off the text to Perry. “The flowers? I got them from a client and thought the nurses would enjoy them.” A client. Surely she’d be struck by lightning for lying to her father.

“One of these days you’ll land a client who will know what it takes to win over the heart of a Winters.”

In her head she heard Dylan’s voice. From now on, you’re my Summers. The only people who had ever given her nicknames were her father and brothers. She liked that about Dylan, too. She should at least thank him for the flowers. And maybe a rain check isn’t such a bad idea after all. One night of stress relief. God knew she was under enough stress on a daily basis to earn more than a battery-driven orgasm—and last night’s had been sheer perfection. Despite the fact that the cabdriver probably got off thinking about us later.

Oh God…

“You’re not yourself today, Tiffany,” her father said as her phone lit up with another email. “Are you working too hard?”

“No, Dad. I’m fine.” Just thinking about going home and banging on apartment 801—or rather, banging the guy in apartment 801.
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