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      “What?” There is no way this man just said what Elle thought she heard.

      “Voluptuous is not the same as obese,” Paul repeated. “From a strictly medical standpoint. No offense.”

      No offense? He called her fat and expected her not to be offended?

      Fuck that shit.

      The sharp intake of breath from the waiter, followed by silence at the tables on either side of them let Elle know she hadn’t kept that thought to herself.

      Oh, well. Scooting the chair back she rose happy to put an end to this date.

      “I’d like a new table with my original order.” Elle smiled at the waiter, who looked as though he couldn’t be out of high school yet, making her wonder if she would see him once the school year started. “I don’t know if you think it’s a thing to demean a woman by picking at her flaws,” she started, turning her attention back to Paul. “And I’m not even going to get into the fact that there are several full body photos on my profile so my curves or height should not have been a surprise to you. If I wanted to tear down your self-esteem, I could comment on the obvious way you are trying to overcompensate your lack of height.” Which was being kind, considering his profile listed him as six foot and he was only chest height and her heels were not that tall.

      “I like myself. I’m healthy. Sure, I have extra meat on my bones and it’s cool if that isn’t your thing.” Leaning down, Elle smiled but it was all teeth. “But pointing it out and telling me I’m too fat for bread, steak, or a beer is just being a dick. If I wanted a salad and water, I would have stayed at home, not come to a restaurant known for their beef.”

      “I wasn’t trying to come off rude,” Paul stammered, red faced. “Just from a medical standpoint, your order wasn’t very healthy.”

      “You’re a personal trainer, not a doctor, and I hope you have more sensitivity with clients.” Grabbing her purse, she turned her focus back on the waiter. Poor kid. Hopefully he would learn what not to do from this interaction. “Any table away from here please.”

      “Will the bar be okay?”

      “The bar would be perfect.” Elle gave him a nod and a wide smile.

      The restaurant was a mix of exposed stone, supple leather, bright white table linens, and soft lighting that gave off the feel of sophistication but homey at the same time. If the food was half as good as the reviews said, this might become her favorite place.

      “The Japanese Wagyu cooked rare, baked potato with butter and sour cream on the side, extra rolls and the house draft?” She pulled back a stool, admiring the shine on the bar. Despite the dents and dings in the wood, it was obvious that someone had taken the time to refinish the worn oak, giving it new life. Her own house was an eclectic mix of old things she'd found at antique shops and newer pieces from the swanky boutiques her aunts loved back home.

      “Yes. And water. It would be unhealthy not to stay hydrated.” Elle winked as she offered him a sly grin.

      “I’ll have everything right out.”

      Pulling out her phone as the waiter left, Elle opened the dating app and blocked Paul’s profile. She had a zero-tolerance policy for liars. Even if he hadn’t been a complete douche canoe, lying about his height would have prevented a second date. Someone who is willing to lie about the small things would be willing to lie about big things later.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot.” Paul stood next to the empty stool beside her but made no move to sit. Moving her gaze from her phone to the mirror behind the bar, Elle raised her eyebrow. It was rude to refuse him direct attention and generally something she would never do. Good manners and keeping things polite in public had been drilled into her since birth, but she’d exceeded her limit at playing nice for the day.

      “Don’t waste your time. It’s obvious we are not going to get along.” Tapping out a quick message to let her bestie know it was time to take a break from the dating pool, she felt a twinge of homesickness. Taylor would keep her upbeat about moving here and getting on with her life. He wouldn’t let her dwell on the fact that out of the last five dates she’d been on in the last month, only one lasted longer than an hour. So none got to progress to any naked time.

      Elle missed naked time.

      “The draft is on the house,” the bartender said, placing a full pilsner in front of her, the light smell of malted grain filling her nose. “Your food should be out soon. The manager wants to make sure your experience here is great, despite the bad date.”

      Before she could reply, the waiter was back with a basket of rolls that smelled even better than the beer repeating the same sentiment.

      “Thank you. Please use this as a learning experience of how not to treat a date.”

      “I have two sisters. I’m sure they would have cried and skipped dinner,” the waiter confessed.

      “That’s a shame.” Sure, she has some jiggly bits in places that could be firmer, but she’d long ago given up trying to make her body fit someone else’s version of perfect.

      “My wife would have gone ballistic if I ever tried to pull anything like that on her, and I’m sure her brothers would have come looking for me after.” The bartender chuckled. “Is there anything else we can get you?”

      “This should take care of me until my food is ready.”

      It was only after dinner—that had been almost good enough to make up for the lack of naked time—when Elle had to walk down the sloped sidewalk, that she regretted wearing heels and the tight pencil skirt. It made her ass look killer, but she was full of great food, and in the dim lighting, she kept stumbling over the uneven concrete.

      Reaching into her purse, she let her hand rest on the taser Gigi had given to her. Most grandparents would have gifted their grandkids money or something sentimental for their high school graduation, but that wasn’t Gigi. Elle had gotten a law enforcement grade taser.

      She palmed the keys to Gigi's latest gift in her other hand, as the glistening white SUV came into view. Her grandmother said it was going to waste sitting in the garage since her license had lapsed, but Elle knew better. Gigi hadn’t driven in decades, so when she’d decided she wanted to buy a new car, Elle knew it was a ruse to replace the old Honda she’d been driving since high school.

      Not that Elle was complaining. The Tesla was a huge upgrade from the Accord she’d had forever.

      Muted sounds coming from across the parking lot drew her attention. An older truck rocked in the shadows, a muffled moan echoing in the dark. Elle felt her cheeks heat as a wave of envy washed over her. Someone was getting naked time, and although she had been dating, she hadn’t found that spark of arousal with anyone. No attraction. Zip. Nada. Not since Flynn, and she wasn’t itching to drive off that cliff again.

      “This is a nice car.” Paul’s voice made her jump.

      “Holy fucksticks, what are you doing lurking out here?” Elle put the hand still holding her keys over her chest feeling the rapid beat of her heart.

      “The parking lot isn’t very well lit, I wanted to make sure you got to your car safely.” Paul smiled, making her uneasy. She fought her instincts to keep her feet rooted in place, not about to let him know he’d scared her.

      “You waited over an hour to make sure I made it to my car? Because that puts up more red flags than your behavior in the restaurant.” Elle shifted her body so she could pull the taser out of her purse and keep it out of sight. She’d learned in a self-defense class in college that some attackers could be deterred if they felt their target wouldn’t make an easy victim. Make eye contact, carry something that could be a weapon, be aware of your surroundings. Act confident and maintain a non-confrontational stance. Okay, she wasn’t doing the last one, but something told her he would like to see her retreat and she was too stubborn to give Paul any kind of satisfaction.

      “I went next door to kill some time—”

      “Not interested in your life story,” Elle cut him off as another loud moan, followed by a satisfied sigh drifted over the night air. “I’m going to watch you get into your car and drive off now, Paul. If you try to do anything creepy, like follow me home, I will shoot you.” Elle aimed the taser at his chest.

      “Whoa. I’m not trying to be creepy…” his words trailed off and his eyes went wide as he put his hands up in surrender.

      “There is literally no other way for me to take it. You’ve lingered around in a dark parking lot after a bad ten-minute date. Not the worst one I’ve had this month, but it was in the top three. Now, go to your car and drive away.” She hadn’t gotten any dangerous vibes from him, only douchey ones, but she wasn’t about to take any chances. Better safe than sorry. Trusting your gut was another self-defense lesson.

      “Crazy bitch,” Paul spat as he sulked back into the night like the creep he’d turned out to be.

      “Exactly the reason you should forget my phone number.” Her retort did nothing to slow her still racing heart. After watching him drive off, she noticed the odd angle of her car thanks to the flat back tire.

      “Perfect.” Letting her keys fall into her purse, she tried not to think about how much fun it wouldn’t be to change a tire in heels and a skirt that was snug before she had a full stomach, but now was downright tight. She’d been able to change the tire on her old car without a problem, but she wasn’t even sure where the spare tire was on this one. Thank god for Google.

      It only took a few minutes to learn the snazzy car that cost almost as much as her house, did not in fact have a spare tire. Closing her eyes, a defeated sigh slipped past her lips. So much for being self-reliant. Opening her eyes, she pulled up the app on her phone and requested roadside assistance. Now what was she supposed to do for the next hour?

      “Having some trouble?” a deep voice, that sounded like the embodiment of a good time, sent a jolt through her body. The man was big, burly, and screamed of rough kinky sex—just the kind Elle was missing. She’d bet her savings account he was responsible for the moans earlier. She would make a truck rock with this guy. It would be a fun way to pass the time.

      “I have a flat.”

      “I can change it for you. Where is the spare?” he offered, and she felt his deep voice resonate through her body and settle low in her core. The sizzle of desire caught her off guard as she took him in. He was taller than her, and bigger than her ex that had been a lacrosse player in college. His long hair was pulled back into a bun, which he pulled off with a defiant biker vibe, not like a hipster. His beard was shaggy, like someone had been running their fingers through it. Elle had never dated a man with a beard before. She’d never kissed one either.

      “I don’t have a spare, but the tow truck will be here soon.”

      “You going to just wait around in a dark parking lot alone until then?” Maybe it was the fact that Paul had her inner bitch on red alert, but the condescension in his tone stamped out any attraction she had felt and set her temper ablaze.

      “I’m not sure. I might go investigate some strange noise over there or take some candy from strangers. Maybe see if some random hitchhiker wants some company,” Elle snapped, but the man remained unfazed by her temper. She could up her game.

      “I’m just looking out for your safety. There was a guy lurking around earlier tonight.” The man kept his distance, keeping his hands at his sides and standing in as much light as the one lonely dim streetlamp offered the small parking lot.

      Elle was willing to bet the lurker was Paul.

      “I think I’ll check out the bar across the road. Would you like me to walk you to your truck? You know, just to watch out for your safety? A defenseless man like yourself could probably get into all kinds of peril alone in the dark.” This man, that was oozing sex appeal, was the one having sex in his truck before. She just knew it, and that thought made her thighs clench as a twinge of jealousy seared the pit of her stomach.

      “I’m going back inside. I’ll walk you.” He motioned toward the bar. It was too dim to make out the designs inked on his hands, but she imagined how great they would look against her fair skin. Or how her boobs would fill them.

      “Oh, thank you so much, I’m not sure I could walk across the parking lot without incident. I’m so lucky to have such a big strong man to accompany me to safety.” Rolling her eyes, her voice full of snark and fully aware she was acting like a bratty child, she started across the parking lot. Somehow, this man she didn’t even know had gotten under her skin. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to smack him or hump his leg. Distracted by thinking of the latter, her heel caught a crack in the pavement, causing her to twist her ankle. Stumbling, she hit the ground hard, hearing the rip of her skirt at the same time as the man in front of her groaned out a sharp curse.

      Once he stopped convulsing, Elle realized she’d pulled the trigger to the taser she was still holding as she’d tried to catch herself. The two corded prongs stuck into his side.

      “Oh shit.” Her words were so low she barely heard them. “Are you all right?” So much for making it across the parking lot without incident. Biting down on her lip, she tried swallowing the nervous laughter trying to escape without luck.

      “Sorry. It’s not funny. I mean, it is kind of funny from my point of view, but for you it isn’t funny.” She kept her finger away from the trigger.

      Elle always wanted to see what it was like to use the taser. She’d never had an opportunity before, as she wasn’t someone who walked into dangerous situations.

      The man groaned again, before climbing to his hands and knees, and reaching down to his side.

      “Don’t—” The warning came too late. The man let out another curse as he pulled the prongs from his skin, then climbed to his feet, towering over her.

      Somewhere in her mind it registered that she should be worried. This man was huge. Elle wasn’t used to having to look up to people. She’d spent most of her life being called an Amazon. Even Flynn was her height unless she was wearing heels. If she were to ever be intimidated by a man’s size, it would be the one in front of her now. And she’d just used her best line of defense. She had another set of prongs somewhere in her bag, probably buried at the bottom. Nothing about him was threatening, even though everything about his look said danger. His body language was relaxed. Or as relaxed as a man could be after fifty thousand volts.

      “So,” she started as her lips broke into a wide grin, the kind she always got when she felt awkward. “That needs medical attention.”

      “You shot me with a taser?” The shock in his voice was mixed with something else. Regret? Hurt? Maybe if she knew him, she would be able to tell. Another nervous bubble of laughter tried popping out of her mouth, but she swallowed it down.

      “It was an accident. I was getting ready to put it away, then I tripped and, well, you know the rest.” Elle ejected the used cartridge and began fumbling in her purse. She knew the spare was in there. Gigi was going to love hearing this story.

      “I scared you enough that you tased me?” The emotion in his deep voice pulled at her chest.

      “No, you didn’t scare me at all. Aggravate me? Yes. But it was an accident.” She couldn’t keep the slightly smug tone out of her voice, wondering if he was going to act all protective alpha male on her now. After all, she hadn’t been the one that ended up face down in the parking lot.

      “So, I aggravated you enough to tase me then?”

      “It was an accident,” Elle huffed as her fingers found what she was looking for.

      “What are you doing now?” He touched his side, giving a slight wince that eradicated the small amount of returning aggravation she felt.

      “Oh.” Looking down, Elle realized how this could look. “Well, I can be forgetful, so I was going to load the spare cartridge. You know, the night is young, I might need to shoot more unsuspecting men for cheap thrills.” Her joke was answered by silence as he stared, apparently not a fan of her sense of humor.

      “You tase men regularly?” Crap, he was taking her seriously, so she looked like a total wacko.

      “Oh, no. Actually, you’re my first. Congratulations. I should have had a button, or something, made for this moment.” She couldn’t hold back her smile which widened when she noticed his lips twitch under his facial hair. Maybe he wasn’t such a critic of her humor.

      “Go ahead. Load it. It’s better to be prepared than to be sorry later. I’ll get out of the way next time you fall.” Under his full beard she could see the smirk on his face. Would it be soft or scratchy against her skin if they kissed? Why was she thinking about this? Tasing was not a suitable foreplay tactic, although someone needed to tell that to her lady bits. She may be out of practice, but she wasn’t that out of practice.

      “Right.” Grinning, Elle snapped it into place before letting it drop into her purse. “I am sorry. I would offer you a ride to the hospital but my car, well…” She pointed to the flat tire. “I can call an Uber?”

      “You can’t be from around here. We don’t have many Ubers in the country.” He grimaced. “I’m fine to drive. Did you still want to have a drink?”

      “You should get that looked at.” Elle motioned to his side.

      “Are you offering?” Amusement warmed his tone and the smirk still on his lips let her know she was busted.

      “I’m not a doctor, but I have a first aid kit in my car.” There were worse ways to spend the time before the tow truck came. Getting the chance to see more of his tattooed skin wasn’t a bad idea, and she promised to file it all over in her spank bank for later use.

      “A first aid kit? And you don’t make it a habit of injuring people?” His chuckle echoed in the surrounding silence. This man’s voice might be enough to get her off. Which meant she needed to get laid or buy new batteries.

      “Yes. It’s in the back.” Elle opened the rear hatch of her car, grabbing the red canvas pack before sitting on the back bumper. “You need to lose the shirt so I can see.”

      With an ease that made her jealous, he pulled the shirt over his head. Elle knew from personal experience, if she tried that, she’d get her arms or head stuck in some ridiculous fashion. Ducking under the lift gate to sit beside her, his big body took up most of the space, letting her feel the heat radiating from his body. He smelled like antiseptic, citrus, and something rich and earthy.

      Her hungry gaze took in every detail of his muscled torso, fighting the urge to reach out and count his abs by touch, as she squeezed her hands into sterile gloves, cursing her sweaty palms that made the blue nitrile more difficult. Guilt flooded her system for ogling him when her eyes found the damage she’d inflicted. There were two fingertip sized holes in his side, each slowly bleeding, and the torn skin around them was red and angry.

      “I think you should go to the hospital. You aren’t supposed to pull the barbs out by yourself. It tore your skin. I don’t think bandages and ointment will be enough.” The first aid kit sitting on her lap seemed inadequate, and her bravado started to slip once she’d seen the damage. At least her libido was in check now though.

      “I don't like hospitals. It’s small and should heal without stitches. Just clean it up and use a bandage. Or I can do it when I get home.” He shrugged like it was no big deal, the movement causing his shoulder to brush hers in the cramped space. Their legs touched, the rough feel of denim against her skirt. Elle looked up into his blue eyes to find them dilated, filling her with a sense of satisfaction. Either he was affected by her, or she’d given him a concussion. For the sake of her ego, she was going to assume it was the former.

      “My name is Elle.” Her hands shook as she made small talk to ease her nerves. “It’s short for Noelle because I was born on Christmas, but don’t even get me started on how that screws me out of a gift giving holiday. Everyone wants to combine birthday and Christmas gifts. I know it’s something I’m not supposed to say because it makes me sound greedy and ungrateful, but it's not about the presents. It’s about the thought behind it, and when someone combines them—”

      “It sort of kills the point.” His words finished her thought, making her grateful she didn’t have to.

      “Exactly. Everyone should have a day that celebrates them. Life is too short not to.” Their easy conversation steadied her hands.

      “Ran. Short for Randall.” Each word came out in a lazy draw as if he was debating on saying them, making those four words seem like a confession. “I’m named after a villain in a time travel book my mom read once. Or I think she only said she read the book, but really just watched the TV show.” He paused, bringing his tattooed hand up to rub the hair on
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