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PROLOGUE


The night before . . .

Liam Cavanaugh grinned at the corrugated lines marking his cousin’s lifted brows. It wasn’t often that Northcliff Bromley, the Duke of Vale and renowned genius, showed astonishment.

Bending his dark head, Vale peered closer at the marble heads within the crates. “Remarkable. Even seeing them side by side, I hardly notice a difference. The fellows will be fascinated when you present this to the Royal Society at month’s end.”

“It was pure luck that I had the original as well.” Liam shrugged as if he’d merely stumbled upon the differences between a genuine article and an imposter.

Vale turned, and his obsidian eyes sharpened on Liam. “No need to play the simpleton with me. You forget that I know your secret.”

Liam cast a hasty glance around the sconce-lit, cluttered ballroom of Wolford House, ensuring they were alone. Fortunately, the vast space was empty aside from the two of them and a dozen or more large crates filled with artifacts. “By definition, a secret is that of which we do not speak. So lower your voice, if you please.”

No one needed to know that he actually studied each piece of his collection in detail—enough that he’d learned how to spot a forgery in an instant.

“Afraid the servants will tell the ton your collection isn’t merely a frivolous venture? Or that your housekeeper’s complaints of dusty urns and statues crowding each room would suddenly fall silent?” Vale flashed a smile that bracketed his mouth with deep creases.

Liam pretended to consider his answer, pursing his lips. “It would be cruel of me to render Mrs. Brasher mute when she finds such enjoyment in haranguing me.”

“She may have a point,” Vale said, skirting in between two crates when a wayward nail snagged his coat, issuing a sharp rip of rending fabric. He stopped to examine the hole and shook his head. “Your collection has grown by leaps and bounds in the past few months. So much so that you were forced to purchase another property to house it all.”

“The curse of immense wealth and boredom, I’m afraid.”

His cousin’s quick glower revealed that he was not amused by Liam’s insouciant guise. Then, as if to punish him for it, he issued the foulest epithet known to man. “You should marry.”

Not wanting to reveal the discomfort slowly clawing up his spine, Liam chuckled. “As a cure for boredom?”

Vale said nothing. He merely crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

It was a standoff now. They were nearly equal in regard to observation skills, but apparently Vale thought he had the upper hand.

Liam knew differently. He crossed his arms as well and smirked.

If anyone were to peer into the room at this moment, they might wonder if they were staring at matching wax figures. The two of them looked enough alike in build and coloring to be brothers, but with subtle differences. Vale’s features were blunter, while Liam’s were angular. And Vale’s dark eyes were full of intellect, while Liam’s green eyes tended to reveal the streak of mischief within.

“Marriage would do you good,” Vale said.

Liam disagreed. “You’re starting to sound like Thayne, always hinting of ways to improve my social standing.”

The Marquess of Thayne was determined to reform Liam into the ton’s favorite pet—the Season’s Original. In fact, Thayne had been so confident in success that he’d wagered on the outcome. What a fool.

“I never hint,” Vale said.

Liam offered his cousin a nod. “True. You are a forthright, scientific gentleman, and I appreciate that about you. Therefore, I will give you the courtesy of answering in kind: No. I should not marry. I like my life just as it is.” He lifted his hands in a gesture to encompass his collection within this room. “Besides, I could never respect a woman who would have me.”

Vale scoffed. “Respect?”

“Very well. I could never trust a woman who desired to marry me. Not with my reputation. Such a woman would either be mad or conniving, and I want neither for a wife.”

He’d nearly succumbed once, falling for the worst of all deceptions. After that narrow escape, he’d vowed never to be tricked again.

“Come now. There are many who care nothing for your reputation.”

That statement only served to cement his belief. If his despoiled reputation were the only thing keeping him far afield of the ton’s conniving matchmakers, then he would make the most of it. And the perfect place to add the crème de la crème to his list of scandalous exploits would be at Lady Forester’s masquerade tonight.

After all, he had a carefully crafted reputation of unrepentant debauchery to uphold.

Liam squared his shoulders and walked with his cousin to the door. “If the Fates have it in mind to see me married before I turn sixty, then they will have to knock me over the head and drag me to the altar.”





CHAPTER ONE


The moment Adeline Pimm saw the body slumped against the doorway, she knew that London was a city full of adventure. Oh . . . and, of course, danger.

A series of indrawn breaths followed.

Father’s gasp was more of a wordless exclamation as the man beneath the narrow portico of their rented townhouse tipped over the threshold and crumbled into his arms. Mother’s accompanied a jolt of her limbs, an ever-preparedness to manage any given situation. While Adeline’s stalled in her throat. Tiny grains of gooseflesh rose on her arms. Her skin tingled. And some strange force clutched her heart.

Her own response made little sense to her. After having been shielded from . . . well . . . everything for her entire life, a more understandable reaction might have been to faint, perhaps. Yet instead, she felt compelled to rush across the foyer to offer aid.

Her body answered this urge. Automatically she took a step forward. Unfortunately, so did her mother, effectively blocking her path.

Hildebrand Pimm—Bunny to all those who knew her—clapped a hand over her daughter’s eyes. “Adeline, hasten to your room. This sight is too troubling for your eyes.”

Not just any young woman’s eyes, Adeline noted, but hers and hers alone.

She knew her parents loved her. They wanted to protect her. They wanted what—they believed—was best for her. And for the majority of the past twenty-two years, Adeline had rarely put up a fuss. Usually, she followed her mother’s instruction without question. There had never been an ounce of discord between them, and even less rebellion from Adeline. However, since the last year or two, easy acceptance of the way her life always had been and always would be—so it seemed—had become unsatisfactory.

She wanted to take risks. She wanted adventure. Instead, she was cosseted and safeguarded from morning till night. Yet, as she had explained to them not long ago, if she was old enough for the marriage mart, then it was past time for her to stand on her own two feet. Or rather, in her case, stand firmly on one foot, while the other balanced on tiptoe.

Gently, Adeline lowered her mother’s hand. “You promised not to coddle me any longer, remember?”

Beneath a frilled cap and a mass of light brown hair, much like her own, Mother’s indigo gaze darted down to the tip of Adeline’s shoe—the one with the extra inches of cork added to correct her limp, caused by an accident at birth. “Dearest, now is not the time to assert your independence. There is a man at our door, and we do not even know if he is alive.”

“Aye. He’s alive enough for now,” Serge Pimm said, supporting the stranger’s head against his barrel chest, his arms curled beneath the stranger’s as he pulled him into the foyer. “Bunny, could you see to the door? And Adeline—”

“I am a grown woman, Father,” she interjected before he could order her to her room as well. “I can help. And since the servants are not here, you need me.”

After leaving their quiet country village, the family had arrived last night, a full day earlier than expected. Their coachman, Gladwin, had made a point of setting out before a storm had swept through Boswickshire. Unfortunately, the carriage filled with a half dozen of their servants had been delayed because of it. Not only that but, at first light, Mother had sent Gladwin and their tiger, Sean, to market with a list.

Normally, the absence of servants wouldn’t have caused issue. Her parents, the Baron and Baroness Boswick, made a point of being models of self-sufficiency, unlike other aristocrats. In this particular moment, however, there was an unconscious man on the foyer floor.

Father glanced at her, a hank of thick salt-and-pepper hair falling over his forehead. His burly brows furrowed, and the spray of lines beside his brown eyes drew tight. “There’s blood. A good deal of it.”

In that instant, she realized he was not ordering her to leave. He was not shielding her as he’d always done. Instead, he was offering her a choice.

Without hesitation, she took a step forward. “I’m certain the blood won’t bother me.” After all, young women were no strangers to it.

Mother saw to the door and scurried over to the sideboard for a lamp. She had an uncanny ability to anticipate a need before it became apparent. Adeline wished she’d thought of it, because at first, all she could see was the top of the stranger’s dark head, the sleeves of his blue coat, two long, immobile legs in speckled gray trousers, and a pair of muddied boots.

Yet as soon as Mother lowered the lamp to the floor, Adeline realized it wasn’t mud on his boots. It was blood. A good deal of it. The speckles on his trousers were not mud either. Nor were the puddle-shaped stains on his waistcoat. And his face . . .

Adeline felt herself sway, the room spinning beneath her feet. She sank to her knees beside him. Crimson smudges covered his flesh, matting in the black slashes of his brows. All that she could see of his eyes were two swollen folds of flesh. Bloated and raw, the left side of his face looked as if it took the worst of the beating.

Her stomach roiled, though not in sickness. In anger. A surge of it gripped her lungs, turning each breath so hot that it scorched her throat. She glared at the gash splitting his bottom lip near the corner and yanked a lace handkerchief from her sleeve. “Who would do this to him?”

Father shrugged off his coat and tucked it beneath the man’s head. “By the cut of his clothes, he appears to be a gentleman. Perhaps he was set upon by ruffians or thieves. Though with his gold watch chain in plain sight, I doubt it was the latter. Whatever the reason, they meant to be thorough.”

She gently dabbed at the stranger’s face, but the blood was sticky, like red quince jelly, and the handkerchief too dry for her ministrations to be effective. Thankfully, Mother brought a white glazed pitcher into view and handed it to Father.

“Thank you, Bunny. And see if there’s a bottle of spirits in the—”

But Mother already had a bottle of honey-colored liquor in her other hand. Then, setting it down on the floor, she hastened up the stairs, likely preparing for the next unforeseen necessity.

Father poured a few drops of water onto Adeline’s handkerchief before withdrawing his own. “Be gentle, child. We don’t know how broken he is yet. When Gladwin returns, I’ll send a missive to my Uncle Peirce and see if he is in town. When I was a lad, he was the best leech in three counties.”

Father also had a knack for healing. Adeline had always wondered if she possessed that trait as well. Yet each time she’d attempted to assist a maid or footman who might have a cut finger or twisted ankle, they’d ended up trying to take care of her instead. As if her limp made her an invalid.

But she wasn’t. She just needed a chance to prove it.

Beside her, the stranger’s chest rose and fell in hitched, shallow breaths as if each one pained him. She settled her hand over his heart. Hard, labored beats met her palm.

Peculiarly, she already felt an inexplicable fondness for this stranger. As she tenderly cleansed his face, she felt somehow tethered to him. She didn’t know where the abrupt, fledgling feeling came from. All she knew was that he needed help.

Right now, in this moment, he needed her.

“It will all be better soon,” she promised on a whisper, a sense of certainty washing through her. “You were meant to find our door.”

Since they’d arrived at such a late hour, they hadn’t had an opportunity to see the façade of their temporary lodgings. With the first rays of dawn coming through the transom windows, they were just going outside when they’d found him instead.

“I’ve no doubt he was.” Father carefully sifted through the blood and matted hair as he continued his examination. “Not many would have discovered him on their doorsteps for hours yet to come. Divine providence deals a fine hand when we least expect it, and likely when we need it most.”

As Adeline nodded in agreement, an odd sensation occurred beneath her breast. Her heart wavered out of rhythm. It sped up for a moment, pounding hard and heavy, then slowed, but not to its original tempo. Instead, it matched beat for beat with the organ beneath her fingertips.

She lifted her hand and stared down at it as if it were a foreign limb. Then, like one pole of a magnet being drawn to another, she settled it over the man’s bloodstained waistcoat once more.

“What is it?” Father asked, placing his own hand beside hers. “Is his heart fading?”

She swallowed. “I don’t know how to explain it, but just now I thought I . . . Well, my own heart did the strangest thing.”

Her gaze darted to her father and saw that his was equally startled. Then a knowing smile, of sorts, lined his countenance, appearing more worried and wistful than glad. “Then we will do all that is in our power to heal him.”

She was close enough to her parents that she understood this expression. She knew their story. Knew a similar malady had struck her father when he first laid eyes on her mother.

This was why they’d been so understanding when Adeline had refused Mr. Wittingham’s proposal. They knew she hadn’t been thunderstruck by anyone yet. They even feared that, because of her deformity, she never would be, and that was the main reason they had agreed to let her come to the treacherous city of London in the first place.

“No.” She shook her head, answering Father’s unspoken assumption. She had no plans to fall in love and refused to resign herself to a life of more coddling. Which was precisely what any marriage would do. Her reaction was the result of eating her breakfast porridge too quickly. That was all.

But wouldn’t it be just her luck if the only trait she’d inherited from her parents was a tendency toward overblown romantic notions?

A sense of panic flooded her. All Adeline had wanted was an adventure—to experience London as if she were just any other debutante, not a pitiable, feeble creature. Now, this strange feeling put that in jeopardy. She felt cornered, almost as if this man were threatening to take it all away from her.

Wanting distance, she scrambled to her feet. When her corrective shoe caught the hem of her morning dress, she stumbled back.

Righting herself, she reached out a shaky hand and waved it in his direction. “Perhaps we should send him away instead. H-he isn’t well. And, well,”—she swallowed—“he should be at home. His home. Wherever . . . that . . . may . . . be.”

“Oh dear, I feared this would happen,” Mother said, rushing down the stairs to her side and placing a hand against her forehead. “This is too much of a shock.”

A shock, indeed. And an unwelcome one at that. Though she wasn’t entirely sure if her mother was referring to the man’s injuries or to the fact that Adeline was experiencing the most peculiar sensation of . . . of . . .

Indigestion. That was all this was. Adeline couldn’t acknowledge that it might be anything else, even if only to herself. Once was enough. And she would never admit that she had felt anything for the man lying supine on the foyer floor—not aloud, at any rate.

She would much rather pretend that the past five minutes had never occurred.

Yes. That thought calmed her.

Adeline slowly exhaled, forcing herself to relax. After all, once the stranger recuperated, then she need never see him again. Gradually, her breath came easier. Yet that uncomfortable pinching around her heart remained.

She shook her head, gently dislodging her mother’s hand. “I am perfectly well. The stranger is our main concern. I should fetch more cloths . . .” Her excuse stalled the moment she saw the neat pile of fresh cloths her mother had brought. “Or perhaps a basin”—but there was one on the floor next to Father now too.

During her smallish bout of hysteria, Father had cleaned the blood from the stranger’s head and face. Then he’d shifted, hovering over the body with his back to Adeline and Mother.

“His fingers are distended,” Father said, proceeding with his examination, his movements concealed from their vantage point. “He gave back as much as he got, I imagine. There are no visible signs of broken bones. His arms appear sturdy. His ribs, however . . . A wealth of bruises tells me that he took quite a few blows to the left side, and”—Father hissed—“at least one in the shape of a man’s boot.”

The stranger issued a low moan. Heedless of the fear that caught her off guard minutes ago, Adeline rushed forward. Again, she sank to her knees beside him. When she took his hand in hers, a warm, comforting feeling washed over her, as if this gesture were a habit of many years instead of a first touch.

She chose to ignore the sensation. “What can I do, Father?”

“Even if we knew where he lived, we could not send him away in his condition,” he said, gazing at her with a measure of caution and worry.

She could see the struggle within him—the desire to protect her, competing with the desire to honor his promise of not coddling her. As always, she was grateful for his well-meant affection. However, she had a choice to make. Did she want to remain the cosseted, helpless girl that her parents saw? Or was she ready to prove herself capable of facing any circumstance?

It didn’t take long to come to a decision. Adeline squeezed the stranger’s hand. “Then we shall see to his care. All of us.”

Liam Cavanaugh’s cranial bones seemed to shift and throb like rock over magma. The flesh surrounding his skull and the pulpy gray matter beneath pulsed in a constant hellish fire of searing, unending pain.

What had happened to him?

He tried to remember, but consciousness was limited and somewhat hazy.

When he concentrated, all he saw were blurry fists plunging through shadows, white light flashing behind his eyes, and a gritty voice growling in warning, “If you let her go, we could end this. Your choice, guvna.”

The effort caused agony to pummel him anew. He felt himself slipping away, falling into—what he hoped was—slumber. Though right this instant, death would not be unwelcome.

He didn’t know how long he drifted—a moment, an hour, an age—until he came to a semblance of awareness. A memory greeted him in this next place.

“Liam, come here. Take your father’s hand.”

In this vision, he saw a frail old man lying against a brace of pillows in a massive bed of thick corner posts and dark, carved wood. His face was ashen, his eyes dimmed from the luminous green of a forest glade to the pale, cloudy hue of peridot stones.

“My bright boy, do not be afraid,” he said, his voice nothing more than a rasp. “When I am gone, you will not be alone. Mr. Ipley and the others will remain until you reach your majority. I have seen to it.”

The vision turned watery just before a small voice answered, “But I don’t care if the servants stay, Father. I don’t want you to go.”

“Your mother is waiting for me. I can hear her call my name as if from the next room.” Father closed his eyes, his mouth faintly curling into a smile. “Come and give a kiss, son. Very soon, you will be the eighth Earl of Wolford. Be strong and promise you will remember all I have taught you.”

“I promise,” the small
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THE VIRGIN AND THE VISCOUNT

A Bachelor Lords of London Novel

By Charis Michaels

Lady Elisabeth Hamilton-Baythes has a painful secret. At fifteen, she was abducted by highwaymen and sold to a brothel. But two days later, she was rescued by a young lord, a man she’s never forgotten. Now, she’s devoted herself to save other innocents from a similar fate. 

Bryson Courtland, Viscount Rainsleigh, never breaks the rules. Well, once, but that was a long time ago. He’s finally escaped his unhappy past to become one of the wealthiest noblemen in Britain. The last thing he needs to complete his ideal life? A perfectly proper wife.




 

Bryse.

He had introduced himself as Bryson that night, so long ago, and despite her residual horror, she had clung to the sweet intimacy of that introduction. She’d devoted years of foolish fantasies to guessing whether those close to him referred to him as Bryson or Bryse or perhaps Court . . .

She looked up at him. Bryse. And now she knew. Now she was being invited to become one of those people close to him.

Cowardice compelled her to back away and retake her seat. “Forgive me, my lord.” She spoke to her knees. “I don’t know what to say, and that is a rare circumstance, indeed.”

“I would also speak to your aunt,” he assured her. “It felt appropriate to suggest the idea of a courtship to you first.”

She laughed, in spite of herself. “I’d say so. Unless you wish to court my aunt.”

“I wish for you,” he said abruptly, and Elisabeth’s head shot up. It was almost as if he knew she needed to hear it again, and again, and again.

I wish for you.

He crouched before her chair, spreading his arms, putting one hand on either side of her chair, caging her in. “How old are you, Elisabeth?” he asked.

“How old do you think I am?” A whisper.

“Twenty-six?” he guessed.

She shook her head. “No. I am the ripe old age of thirty. Far too old to be called upon by a bachelor viscount, rolling in money.”

“Or”—he arched an eyebrow—“exactly the right age.”

She laughed and finally looked away. And she thought he’d been handsome at nineteen. Her stomach dropped into a dip. She reminded herself to breathe.

“Why me?” she asked, looking out the window. “Why pay attention to me?”

His voice was so low she could barely discern the words. “Because I think you’d make an ideal viscountess.”

An ideal what? Hope became a living, pulsing thing in her chest. It became her very heart. She fell back in her seat and closed her eyes, but the room still swam before her.

He went on, “You are mature, and intelligent, and poised. And devoted to your charity, whatever it is.”

A thread of the old conversation. She sat up, determined to seize it before he could say another thing. “I’ve just told you what the charity is.”

“You spoke in vague generalities that could mean a great many things. I let it go because I hope for more opportunities to learn.”

Elisabeth breathed in and out, in and out. She bit her bottom lip again. She watched his gaze hone in on her mouth.

She closed her eyes. “My lord.” She took a deep breath. “Rainsleigh . . . Bryson.” She opened her eyes. “If your far-reaching goal is to earn an esteemed spot in London society, you’re going about it entirely the wrong way. My charity is . . . unpopular, and no one has ever asked to court me before. It’s really not done.”

“Why is that?”

Because I have been waiting for you.

The thought floated, fully formed, in her brain, and she had to work to keep her hands from her cheeks, to keep from closing her eyes again, from squinting them shut against his beautiful face, just inches from her own, his low voice, his boldness.

“I’m very busy,” she said instead.

“Then I will make haste.”

“Is this because of last night? When I . . . challenged your dreadful neighbor?”

The corner of his mouth hitched up. “It did not hurt.”

“It’s very difficult for me to stand idly by when I hear a person misrepresented.”

“And to think I was under the impression that you could barely abide my company. Your defense came as a great ­surprise.”

“Oh . . . I am full of surprises.”

“Is that so?” His words were a whisper. He leaned in.

She had the fleeting thought: Dear God. He’s going to kiss me . . . 
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Tracey Livesay makes her Avon Impulse debut with a sparkling and sexy novel about a woman who will do anything to fulfill her dreams . . . but discovers that even the best laid plans can fail when love gets in the way.

 

Chelsea Grant couldn’t tear her gaze away from the train wreck on the screen.

She followed press conferences like most Americans followed sports. The spectacle thrilled her, watching speakers deftly deflect questions, state narrow political positions, or, in rare instances, exhibit honest emotions. The message might be scripted but the reactions were pure reality. If executed well, a press conference could be as engaging and dynamic as any athletic game.

But watching this one was akin to lions in the amphitheater, not tight ends on the football field. Her throat ached, impacting her ability to swallow. She squinted, hoping the action would lessen her visual absorption of the man’s public relations disaster.

He’d folded his arms across his chest, the gesture causing the gray cardigan he wore to pull across his broad shoulders. The collar of the black-and-blue plaid shirt he wore beneath it brushed the underside of his stubbled jaw.

When he’d first stepped onto the platform, she’d thought he was going for “geek chic.” All he’d lacked were black square frames and a leather cross-body satchel. Now she understood he wasn’t playing dress-up. These were his everyday clothes, and as such, they were inappropriate for a press conference, unless he was a lumberjack who’d just won the lottery.

Had someone advised him on how to handle a press conference? No, she didn’t think so. Any coaching would have helped with his demeanor. The man stared straight ahead. He didn’t look at the reporters seated before him. He didn’t look into the lenses. He appeared to look over the cameras, like there was someplace else he’d rather be. His discomfort crossed the media plane, and her fingers twitched where they rested next to her iPad on the acrylic conference table.

A female reporter from an entertainment news cable channel raised her hand. “Mr. Bennett?”

The man turned his head, and his gaze zeroed in on the reporter and narrowed into a glare. Chelsea inhaled audibly and leaned forward in her chair. His eyes were thickly lashed and dark, although she couldn’t determine their exact color. Brown? Black? He dropped his arms, and his long, slender fingers gripped the podium tightly. The bank of microphones jiggled and a loud piercing sound ripped through the air. He winced.

“How does it feel to be handed the title by David James?” the reporter asked, her voice louder as it came on the tail end of the noise feedback.

The camera zoomed in and caught his pinched expression. “Right now, I feel annoyed,” he responded sharply.

“Annoyed? Aren’t you honored?”

“Why should I be honored?”

“Because People Magazine has never named a non-actor as their sexiest man alive.”

“An award based on facial characteristics is not an honor. Especially since I have no control over the symmetry of my features. The National Medal of Technology. The Faraday Medal. The granting of those awards would be a true honor.”

The camera zoomed out, and hands holding phones with a smaller version of the man’s frustrated image filled the screen. Flashes flickered on the periphery, and he rubbed his brow, like Aladdin begging the genie for the power to disappear.

“How does one celebrate being deemed the most desirable man on the planet?” another reporter asked.

“One doesn’t.” His lips tightened into a white slash on his face.

“Is there a secret scientific formula for dating Victoria’s Secret models? Didn’t you used to be engaged to one?” A male reporter exchanged knowing looks with the colleagues around him. A smattering of chuckles followed his question.

“Didn’t she leave you for another model six weeks before the wedding?”

“So you’re single? Who’s your type?”

“What’s your perfect first date?”

“Can you create a sexbot?”

Questions pelted the poor man. The reporters had found his weakness: his inability or unwillingness to play the game. Now they would try to get a sound bite for their story teaser or a quote to increase their site’s click-through rate. The man drove his fingers through his black hair, a move so quick and natural she knew it was a gesture he repeated often. That, and not hair putty, probably explained the spikiness of the dark strands that were longer on the top, shorter on the sides.

“This has nothing to do with my project,” he snapped, then scowled at someone off-camera.

Chelsea glanced heavenward, grateful she wasn’t the ­recipient of that withering look.
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An Excerpt from

HERE AND NOW

An American Valor Novel

By Cheryl Etchison

Former Ranger Medic Lucky James feels right at home working long night shifts in the ER, but less so during the day, when his college classes are filled with flirtatious co-eds. When his 19-year-old chem lab partner shows up at his work with dinner for “her Lucky,” he quickly enlists the help of Rachel Dellinger, a nurse and fellow third shift “vampire.” From there a friendship is born between two people just trying to make it through the night. Neither are living in the past or planning for the future—until one day changes everything. 


When the phone kept ringing non-stop and the desk clerk asked her to take a set of scrubs to exam room seven, Rachel didn’t think much of it. It was, after all, an ER and she ­assumed they were for a patient whose clothes were ruined and was in need of something to wear home. She gave a light tap to the exam room door and pushed it opened further, expecting to find someone at least sitting on the exam table and requiring assistance. What she did not expect was to see a fine physical specimen, upright and most certainly able-bodied, whipping his shirt off over his head in one swift, fluid motion. Nor did she expect to be greeted by strong shoulders, a broad muscular back, and narrowed hips.

Holy moly.

This guy was by far the best looking man she’d seen in the flesh in a very long time. Maybe ever. And she hadn’t even seen his face.

She clutched the scrubs to her chest and stood silent and tongue-tied, watching, appreciating, as the muscles in his back and arms flexed and strained as he unfastened the leather belt around his waist and released the button. All those finely sculpted muscles worked in unison to create a stunning physical display of power and strength as he shoved his pants to the floor.

Wearing only white crew socks and gray boxer briefs, he turned to face her and she nearly forgot how to breathe. She thought the back was nice? The chest. The abs. The dark trail of hair that began just below his navel and disappeared beneath the waistband of his briefs.

“You could’ve dropped them on the table and left instead of just standing there.”

Her gaze shot upward to see one corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile and as dark brown eyes stared back at her she was immediately struck by the feeling she knew this guy. There was something so familiar about him, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

She swallowed hard in an effort to unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “You knew I was standing here?”

Instead of answering, he simply held out his hand, his eyes flicking to the scrubs she held in a stranglehold against her chest before lifting to meet hers once again.

“How?” She relaxed her grip, felt the blood rush back to her fingertips as she placed the scrubs in his hand. “How did you know?”

“Spatial awareness,” he said taking the clothes from her and immediately tossing the shirt onto the gurney. “That and you knocked on the door before you came in.” He flashed that half smile again before stepping into the pants and tying the drawstring. “Thanks for the clothes, Rachel. I can handle it from here.”

Immediately she looked down to see if he’d read the name from her badge, only to realize her crossed arms were covering her ID. Clearly, he knew her. So she looked harder this time, doing her best to ignore the chest—and abs and arms—and focus on his face. As she mentally stripped away the disheveled hair, the heavy scruff covering his face, the laugh lines around his eyes, the earlier feelings of lust were replaced by a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

There was little doubt the man standing in front of her was the one and only Lucky James.
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