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      Finding love in a small town where everyone knows your business is never easy…

      

      But when your enemy turns out to be the only person you can trust, things heat up fast. Two enemies to lovers, small town romances with plenty of humor and spice.

      

      A Long Way Home (Lake Howling Series)

      

      She challenges his control.

      

      All he’d wanted was a drink after the day from hell. Instead, Paul Theodore Newman ends up with a black eye and his enemy in his arms.

      His life is usually exactly where he wants it. Organized and on track, and then Hope Lawrence makes a reappearance. Naturalist and lover of every cause, the woman wouldn’t know a fashion label if it was taped to her forehead.

      She is chaos.

      By the time he realizes the threat she’s facing is real, Newman knows he’s in way too deep to pull back. Can he help Hope clear her name and convince her to take a chance on them?

      

      Love Me Tender (Ryker Falls Series)

      

      He'll fight for her to stay

      

      Jack Trainer likes women, he just has no intention of loving one.

      Life taught him to guard his heart, and when Rory Haldane, (daughter of the most hated family in town) walks back into Ryker Falls, he doesn’t see that changing.

      The problem starts when his town turn on her.

      Jack’s not the stuff heroes are made of, but he also doesn’t believe a person should pay for their father’s sins. When someone threatens Rory, he is determined to protect her, even if she fights him every step of the way.

      He soon wants more from her than a night between the sheets, but will Rory drop her guard enough to trust him?

      

      Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for Lani’s newsletter

      www.laniblake.com/connect
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      Denver

      Newman’s week had been a clusterfuck. There was no other way to describe it. He’d been guilted by his mother’s friend into looking at the failing PR firm. Bribery had included cookies and a pot roast, and sucker that he was for food, added to the fact he couldn’t say no to anyone, he’d agreed. That was his first mistake. The second was he’d forgotten just what an arrogant son of a bitch Mrs. Marla’s son actually was.

      Newman had hit a wall with every suggestion he’d offered. The thickheaded idiot and his colleagues on the board had vetoed each one. Today, he’d packed up his briefcase while the idiots watched, and then left. His parting shot had been “when you get real, call me.” His cell phone had rung five times since, but he’d ignored it.

      Day had drifted into night while he sat in his hotel room and continued to read through files and try to work out how to do something for those stubborn fuckers. When frustration started to turn him mean, he decided on a walk to clear his head.

      The problem was, Newman didn’t like failing, and he didn’t like letting people down. It was a fault, there was no doubting that, and one that had cost him dearly in his lifetime. It started when he was old enough to realize just how much he owed his parents, and had never diminished. People’s expectations had always weighed heavily on him, and so he did what he could in life to live up to them. Not this time, however. This time he’d walked away. A rarity, but it had either been that or maim someone.

      “Let them simmer,” Newman muttered, looking at the sign up ahead. Beer and naked dancing girls. Seriously, who the hell could ask for more. In his current state of mind, he could spend a few happy hours drinking a buzz on, then head back to his hotel and fall into slumber.

      The flashing neon sign said Come in for a eer. Which suggested someone needed to change the bulbs on the B. It didn’t look like a place you’d take your mom, but was perfect if you wanted to sulk in a dark corner.

      Opening the door, Newman winced as a loud screeching noise assaulted his eardrums. Looking around the dark interior he searched for the culprit. A cat, maybe? Was someone torturing the poor animal? He hoped not, because he was a sucker for cats, and didn’t feel like getting into it with someone tonight. He wasn’t sure he would stop.

      Moving through the dark recesses of the bar, Newman saw a group of men clustered around a chair. On top stood a woman. She had her back to Newman and appeared to be dancing and singing. He realized it was her making the god-awful noise.

      She wore a tartan skirt that stopped above her knees, torn black tights, and a black tank top with two diagonal zips. Her boots were for shit kicking, black with laces up to the ankles. Not the kind of outfit to inspire lust while exotic dancing, Newman didn’t think, but then it took all kinds. Having said that, when she turned, she did a move with her hips that was quite something, and he had to admit, that was a fine ass. He believed the term for her moves was twerking, and the men watching seemed appreciative, but he hadn’t come here for that. He wanted beer.

      Moving to the bar, he sat.

      “What can I do you for?”

      Newman gave his order and tried to block out the screeching still going on behind him.

      “Seriously, man, she may have a fine ass, and seems to move well, but she can’t sing worth a damn,” Newman said, wincing as she hit a high note… wrong.

      The man had that bored expression that said he’d been there too long, and while he wasn’t looking, life had passed him by.

      “Never seen her before. She wandered in a few hours ago, started drinking bourbon. After three, ended up on the chair. She has the moves, and I don’t think those guys are worried about her voice. It’s the rack that’s the drawcard, and that ass.”

      The barman said the words with no emotion, suggesting he’d seen too many of each and was immune.

      “Not a heavy drinker then.”

      “Lightweight,” the man said, looking disgusted. “And as the entertainment’s taking a break, I’m letting her keep the crowd happy. In fact, with those moves, I’d look at hiring her if she wanted work.”

      “Hell of a crowd,” Newman said beneath his breath. There were a total of five men in the room, seven counting him and the barman.

      Newman had just taken a mouthful of beer when the woman, who had her back to him, did some kind of shimmy that made his eyes cross, then turned to the front. The smile on his face froze as he got his first clear look at her. Sure it was dark, and he was some distance away, but he knew that face. What the hell was Hope Lawrence doing here? The woman was a serious nature freak, straight as they came, and he could add geeky to the mix. Other than that one embarrassing moment with his friend Buster, he didn’t think he’d ever seen her drink alcohol. Not that he’d seen her in years, but still, he didn’t think she’d have changed that much… or had she? Newman was on his feet before he realized it, and heading her way.

      “Show us what you got, sweetheart!”

      The men who ringed Hope were encouraging her to get her clothes off with whistles and calls of encouragement, and soon they were all chanting their demands.

      Newman had nearly reached her when one of the men slid his hand up the outside of one long leg, and under the hem of her skirt. Hope looked down, and Newman could tell she was struggling to focus. She tried to slap the hand aside, but missed and nearly tumbled off the chair.

      “How about you back off and give the lady some room?”

      “Get lost!” one of the men said, not even bothering to look at Newman, who now stood behind the group. “She’s no lady.”

      Newman was one of those people who took a while to anger, but when he got there it was best you stand clear. A slow burner, his friends called him. The combination of those idiots who’d been pushing his buttons all week, tiredness, and a longing to be home contributed to his current dark mood. And now some idiot was telling him to get lost.

      “No,” Newman said, forcing his way through the ring of men all getting an eyeful of Hope’s breasts as she bent at the waist to shimmy her hips. “Now back off, or I’ll make you.”

      Someone grabbed his shoulder, so he started swinging. The first blow got a guy on the jaw and sent him backward. He took a shot to the eye that had him seeing stars. Newman lived in a small town with several friends, all of whom kept fit like he did. They sparred often. He was grateful for that now. Swinging, he took the man down.

      “Hope!”

      She looked down at him, her dark eyes squinting as she tried to focus.

      “N-Newman?”

      He was pulled away, and got into it with another guy. Turning back seconds later, he lunged for Hope’s backpack and slung it over his shoulder. Taking one of her hands in his, he tugged her down until she fell over his shoulder, then made a run for the door. Someone barred his way, so he swung out with his foot and sent the man stumbling backward. He’d thank Katie McBride for that move when he saw her.

      Noise erupted behind him, but he didn’t stop to look. Reaching the door, he threw it open and ran out into the night air, heading left. He kept moving at pace, with Hope jostling up and down on his shoulder. He only stopped when he was a safe distance from the bar, raising a hand as a cab cruised past. He opened the door after it had stopped, and lowered Hope into it.

      “She pukes, you pay to have it cleaned.”

      “Sure, whatever.” Newman got in beside Hope.

      “Wuss ya doing?” she slurred.

      “Taking you home. Where are you staying?”

      “What?”

      “Where are you staying?”

      She frowned. “Ah, nnnot sure.”

      Newman gave the driver directions to his hotel.

      “I-I know you.”

      Hope grabbed a handful of his shirt, and with a surprisingly firm grip, hauled him closer. She then squinted as she tried to focus in on him. Her eyes crossed.

      “P-paul, Pr-pretty Boy Newman.”

      “We’ve talked about you calling me pretty boy, Hope. Remember what happens? I counter with Hope Loco Lawrence, and you get all bent out of shape.”

      He eased her back as she nearly tumbled into his lap.

      “Ssshe sent you to fffind me.”

      “Who?”

      “My m-mother.”

      “Your mother has no idea I’m even here, Hope. In fact, I had no idea you were here until I walked into that bar and heard you screeching, and saw you giving those patrons an eyeful.”

      She slapped a hand on her chest. “I-I can sssing.”

      “No, honey, you can’t. However, you can dance, which is a hell of a surprise to me. But it’ll take weeks for that bar to get its patrons back after your little vocal performance.”

      She blinked again, then leaned forward. Newman braced a hand on her shoulder as she peered at him.

      “Y-you’re wwway too good looking.”

      A flash of street lights allowed him to see her golden skin and lovely dark-chocolate-brown eyes. As Newman studied her he realized that Hope Lawrence had grown into an attractive woman.

      For years they had verbally sparred, each giving as good as they got, but there had always been something about her that unsettled him. Like his shoes were laced up too tight when she was around. Hope would give him a certain look and he’d feel exposed, almost as if she could see what others couldn’t. The dark, vulnerable places inside him that he kept hidden. He hoped not; that was some heavy shit.

      The soft arch of her brows framed those amazing eyes. The curves and angles of her face were the same, but refined. To his surprise, she was now one beautiful woman, or maybe she always had been, and he’d never taken the time to notice because she’d annoyed him so much. Hope had worn baggy clothes and tried to blend silently into the scenery. Unless he was around, then she’d snarl and snap. She’d made no waves, studied hard, and didn’t speak unless absolutely necessary. In fact, she’d been the ideal child as far as he could tell. He wondered if when she sobered up that would still be the case.

      “Thanks… I think.”

      She moved closer, and he saw the soft pout of her lower lip.

      “I-I always thought you were the m-most hanshome of them all.”

      He almost felt sorry for her then. Sorry that she was giving him plenty of ammunition for when she sobered up and annoyed him again. Because that was how things worked between him and Hope Lawrence.

      “You think I’m hot, Hope?”

      She closed the distance between them, and he smelled the alcohol.

      “Ssssseriously hot. Thash why I always annoyed you.”

      “What’s my best feature?” he said, enjoying himself way too much, even though his eye throbbed like a bitch.

      “Ffface is good, but your b-body….” She made a humming noise that went straight through Newman and settled in his groin. Weird. He’d never, not once felt a spark of interest for this woman.

      “I-I shometimes wanted to messss you up.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Neat,” Hope said, squinting at him. “Wwway too neat and matching.”

      “You wanted to mess me up because my clothes are coordinated?”

      She nodded.

      “Not everyone has your flair for 1980s punk, Hope.”

      Her eyes crossed as she looked at his nose.

      “I can’t believe you only had a few drinks. You’re a lightweight.”

      “I-I can h-handle it.”

      “Sure you can. A real trooper is what you are,” Newman said as she slumped forward into his lap.

      When the cab stopped he paid the driver, hauled Hope out, and stood her upright.

      “D-don’t f-feel good.”

      “You being such a hardened drinker and all,” Neman muttered, swinging her up and into his arms.

      He walked through the lobby to the elevator, ignoring the curious looks. Juggling her weight, he freed a hand and slapped the elevator buttons.

      “F-feel sick.”

      “No you don’t,” Newman said seconds later as he stepped out of the elevator. “You throw up on me and we’re going to have trouble.” Finding his key, he let himself into his room and kicked the door shut behind him.

      Lowering Hope to the bed, he looked down at her. She did have a green tinge, and was sweating. “Bathroom,” he said, reaching for her. As the word left his mouth, she threw up… all over him.

      “Well fuck.” Newman walked them into his bathroom and stripped down to his shorts. Then he stripped her, as she smelled no better. Turning the shower on, he marched her inside.

      “Just as well you didn’t get down to those, you’d have incited a frenzy of lust in those guys then,” Newman muttered. She wore men’s stretchy white boxer shorts and a shabby gray bra with a strap just hanging on by a couple of threads.

      “Stay still,” Newman ordered as she started to wriggle.

      He washed them both, then shut off the water and wrapped her in a towel. Lifting her into his arms, he took her back to the bed and laid her on it. Then got himself dressed into shorts and a T-shirt.

      “I-I ssh-should have known h-he did-n’t want me. He ruined my l-life!”

      She sat upright and grabbed his hand as Newman returned to the bed with one of his shirts for her.

      “Who didn’t want you? Who ruined you?”

      He wrestled his shirt onto her over the towel. Her underwear was wet, but he wasn’t going there.

      “That sssnake, Jay Herald.”

      Dismissing her ramblings as those of a crazed drunk woman, he laid her back on the bed.

      “You want to be sick again, you do it on this.” He spread out a towel because there was nothing else, then pulled up the duvet as she was shivering.

      “C-cold.”

      “Take off your underwear, it’s wet.”

      He watched as she fumbled around for several seconds, then with a sigh that was totally wasted on her, he stuck his hands under the shirt and stripped her shorts and bra off. He then tucked her in.

      “Now be quiet and sleep, you’ve caused me enough trouble.”

      He called room service for ice, coffee, and food. His eye was pounding. He could only imagine the fun his friends were going to have at his expense when he got back to Lake Howling, his hometown.

      “N-Newman?”

      He came back to the bed. She looked pretty pathetic. Eyes bloodshot, hair a tangled mess, covers up to her chin. Pathetic, but there was something there. Good bones, his friend Willow would say.

      “What?”

      “I-I thought he loved me.”

      She’d whispered the words, and he wanted to dismiss them as dramatic drunk-girl speak, but he looked down into her eyes and saw the sadness. Plus, Hope was many things, but dramatic had never been one of them.

      “Who? This Jay Herald?” Newman dragged a chair closer so he could sit and look at her. “Guy’s probably got a small pecker, forget him.”

      “He lied to me… and then r-ruined me.”

      “In what way did he ruin you?” Newman took the hand she held out to him. Another first. Hope never touched or reached for people. She’d been raised by a mother most of Howling called Militant and who could double as Medusa. The woman was about as warm as a frozen Twinkie.

      “H-he set me up. He incriminations me!”

      Newman watched her grapple with the words. “Incriminated?”

      She nodded.

      “He took my job, money, and ruined my reputation.”

      Leaning closer, he pushed her hair off her face.

      “What did he do?”

      She had her eyes closed and he could see she was falling asleep. He’d have to wait till morning for the answers.

      “D-don’t do dr... drinks or drugs.”

      “Oh now, I beg to differ,” Newman said, backing off as she puffed out an alcohol-laden breath.

      “H-he lied about everything.”

      She whispered the words and then a tear rolled down her cheek, and the sight affected him way more than it should.

      “It’s all right now, Hope.”

      She didn’t respond and he realized she was under. Or so he thought. Her eyes sprang open and she tried to focus on him once more.

      “I-I wanted to h-help the whooping crane.”

      “Who wouldn’t,” Newman said, clueless as to what she was talking about but wanting to keep her calm. Seconds later her eyes closed again.

      Newman pulled up the covers, then got out his laptop. Firing it up, he searched for Jay Herald. Who knew there were so many? He found one that had possibilities. Jay Herald, member of Wildlife. This was the organization he knew Hope was part of, because her mother had told Jake’s mother, who’d told him. Digging deeper, he soon had more of a picture of the man who had supposedly ruined Hope. Young, ambitious, he was now one of the head photographers for Wildlife. A position Hope had once held, but he didn’t see her name on their site anywhere.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Thousands of tiny, sharp needles were piercing her scalp. Hope forced her heavy lids open, then inhaled a shaky breath. God, the pain was fierce. She slowly scanned the room from left to right, but nothing was familiar. She tried to move her arm, and encountered an obstruction. Rolling over, she found a man lying beside her on the bed.

      Mother of God, it all came back to her with painful clarity.

      Paul Theodore Newman slumbered, his big, solid body relaxed on top of the covers. Hope eased herself upright. The movement caused her stomach to roll, but it steadied enough for her to look at his face. One of his eyes was black and swollen, and Hope knew she was the reason why.

      She’d gone into that bar to get drunk, and ended up singing on a chair. Things were a bit vague after that, but she knew this man had arrived at some point and carried her out. What happened before and after, however, was unclear.

      What she did know was that this was bad… very, very bad. Easing herself out of bed, she looked at the shirt she wore. It was Newman’s. Pulling the front forward, she saw her underwear was gone.

      A shower, she remembered that part too. She walked into the bathroom, the smell hit her, and shame washed over her. She’d thrown up all over Newman. Closing the door, she slumped onto the toilet.

      “You are a disgrace, Hope Lawrence. Jobless, penniless, and now you can add drunk to your outstanding credentials.”

      Standing, she gritted her teeth as pain stabbed viciously through her head.

      “No more than you deserve,” she muttered. Picking up the pile of stinking clothing on the floor, she threw it in the bottom of the shower, and turned it on. Stripping off the shirt she wore, she stepped in and scrubbed everything. The bathroom was thick with steam when she’d finished. Drying herself, she pulled Newman’s shirt back on and then hung her clothes on the heated towel rail. Newman’s very expensive shirt and trousers, she put over the shower.

      “Pretty boy.”

      They’d not seen a great deal of each after Hope left Howling to pursue her dream of becoming a wildlife photographer, and Newman became some kind of troubleshooter for failing businesses. They had nothing in common, and if she was honest, they never had. Even at school his sandwiches had been perfectly cut diagonals, and as fresh as when his mother had lovingly put them into his lunch box, and hers had usually ended mushed in the bottom of her bag, where she’d thrust them after making them hurriedly that morning.

      Looking at the door, she wondered how long she could stay in there. Maybe he’d be gone by the time she left?

      “You’ve never been a coward, Hope.” But now would be a good time to start, she thought, looking in the mirror.

      She squeezed some of his toothpaste onto her finger and ran it around her teeth, then used his brush to attack her hair. She had no band to tie it up, so it had to be left to go wild and curly.

      “I should just cut it and be done with it.”

      The problem was, if she cut it short it frizzed out. It hung to her shoulders and was better long, so she could tie it up and get it out of her way.

      Searching through Newman’s expensive leather toilet bag, she found his deodorant and used it. At least she was clean now. Ignoring the rock band playing inside her head, she inhaled deeply four times, then left the bathroom.

      He was awake, and sitting against the headboard, blond curls mussed, one pale blue eye clear and focused on her, the other swollen nearly shut. He wore a gray T-shirt and jeans, big body seemingly relaxed, when he must be pissed off as all hell with her.

      Newman always had that the ability to roll with whatever life threw at him, unlike her. He handled the notoriety of his name by shrugging at the taunts and letting his friends defend him. He was rarely riled unless she was nearby, and that rankled Hope, as some things deserved getting riled up over. She doubted he’d ever been passionate enough about anything to stand up for it. He was a serial people pleaser too, which was the exact opposite of her nature, and just another black mark against him as far as she was concerned.

      “Morning,” he drawled.

      Hope nodded. He’d been one of the cool kids in school, and as an adult he was still in that league. He and the others who lived in Howling. Good-looking, athletic, and damned annoying. She’d never been cool, more a nerd and uncool, not that Hope cared. Fashion and wearing the latest trends had never been a big deal in her household. Possibly because they couldn’t afford new stuff, but more likely because their mother had hammered home the fact that there were plenty of people in the world worse off than you, so be grateful for what you had.

      “How’s the head?”

      “I’m sorry,” Hope said quickly. “Shall I get you some ice?”

      “Done that already, didn’t seem to do much good. Thanks anyway.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      “I… ah, thanks.”

      “For?” He raised a brow, then winced.

      “Ah, well for things,” Hope said, unsure where to start.

      “Which ‘things’ do you remember?”

      “Most of them.”

      “I’m guessing by the green tinge to your face that you’re probably suffering enough.”

      “I-I didn’t need help anyway.” Hope wished she’d kept those words in her mouth. But he’d always made her react this way, like she was still ten. The need to be defiant rose inside her, just like the need to see those blue eyes cloud with anger had often had her tormenting him.

      “Really? So I should have just left you up there on that chair, singing like a scalded cat, with those men yelling, ‘show us your tits’?”

      “I could have handled it.”

      “How exactly?”

      “All right!” she exploded. “I needed help because I was inebriated and out of my depth. Happy now?”

      “I’m not sure that happy describes my state of mind, but your apology, if that was what it was, helped a little.”

      Hoped stomped to the bed, then wished she’d walked softly as pain vibrated through her skull.

      “God, you are an annoying man!”

      “Let me get this straight,” he said, lifting a hand as she opened her mouth to continue. “I’m annoying, when it was me who had to fight his way out of that bar, then have you puke your guts up all over me. And let’s not mention the fact that my eye is throbbing like fuck!”

      Definitely riled now. Interesting, Hope thought as she tried to dial back her own anger.

      “That shirt was tailor-made, as are those pants. You owe me a shitload of money, because they’re ruined.”

      “I washed them,” Hope muttered.

      “With hotel soap? Are you shitting me?”

      His voice was definitely raised now.

      “They’re just clothes, Newman. You’re so shallow.”

      “I’m shallow because I like to dress nice! Unlike you, who is still going for that grandma-meets-bag-lady look. Which, by the way, you should have grown out of by now.”

      “Oooh, sorry, I’ll just nip down to Alexander McQueen and charge up a nice little suit and bag.” Hope used a snooty voice. “I have more important stuff to spend my money on.”

      That eye was definitely narrowed now. He climbed off the bed and came toward her, and before she could stop herself she’d stepped back. But he bypassed her and headed to the bathroom. The door slammed behind him.

      Damn, her clothes were in there, and she didn’t have the money anymore to replace them, or she’d leave.

      When he came out minutes later, his hair was wet, and dressed in jeans and no T-shirt. Hope dragged her eyes from his broad chest. Muscles defined, six-pack front and center.

      “You need to take better care of yourself, Newman.” It was sarcasm pure and simple, but at that moment it wasn’t beneath her.

      Ignoring her, he asked a question of his own.

      “So last night you told me that someone named Jay Herald set you up somehow. You then rambled about his duping you, after using you. Mind clarifying?”

      Hope had no time to hide her horrified expression. How could she not remember saying all that?

      “Wh-what?”

      “You said this limp dick made you lose your job and your reputation. How?”

      Suddenly he was calm again. The nonbloodshot eye stared at her intently.

      “Limp dick… really? Surely you’ve grown out of words like that?” She turned away and reached for her bag.

      “Hope, talk to me.”

      He was beside her suddenly. His hand was on her arm, turning her to face him. Hope made herself look up at him. Made herself ignore the fierce tug of attraction she’d always felt for him.

      “There is nothing to say. I was drunk and rambling. So don’t try your Mary Poppins act on me.”

      “Mary Poppins act?”

      “Do-gooding. Always being polite and helping people. What’s with that anyway?” Hope said, wanting to deflect. “You didn’t get enough attention at home, you have to make up for it by being Mr. Nice Guy? The go-to man?”

      She’d been attempting to distract him from the subject of Jay and how because of him her life had imploded, and maybe she was also needling him a little. After all, that was how they worked. Never miss an opportunity to poke at each other. She hadn’t meant be cruel, but the look on his face told her she had hit a nerve. His face tightened and he looked troubled, and then it was gone.

      “Newman—”

      He cut through her words. “Helping people makes you feel good, you should give it a shot sometime.”

      The quiet words were more cutting than if he’d yelled at her.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude after everything you’ve done for me. It’s just that I don’t usually….” Her words fell away because she wasn’t entirely sure how to finish the sentence.

      “Don’t usually have people around who help you? Don’t have friends? Don’t communicate with anyone like a normal human?”

      “I’m normal!” His words stung, and Hope thought payback was a bitch. It seemed they could no longer just fire barbs at each other like they once had, and remain unscathed.

      “I’m sorry, that was unfair. Of course you’re normal.”

      She didn’t answer that, but saw by his look that she hadn’t needed to. Hope hated pity, hated it more than anything, because she’d had enough growing up to last her through this lifetime and the next.

      “So tell me about this Herald? I know you were scared and telling the truth when you talked about him and what he’s done to you. Even if I could only make out every second or third word. You don’t make a good drunk, FYI.”

      She shook her arm free.

      “My life. My business.”

      “Try again,” he said.

      “I have to go.” Hope went into the bathroom and closed the door, then locked it in case he decided to follow her. She pulled on her underwear, then wriggled into her wet clothes, which was unpleasant as they stuck to her like a second skin. Bracing her hands on the vanity, she looked in the mirror. You can do this. Walk out there, collect your things, and leave. Tough girl act, remember. It’s what you do best.

      He’d pulled on his loafers, and was strapping on an expensive-looking watch.

      “That would probably feed a third world country.” Hope went on the defensive when she was off-balance.

      “Nah, not this one. But the gold one, now that would probably feed two third world countries,” he drawled.

      “It’s important to care,” Hope snapped. “There are so many issues we are dealing with that need funds. This is the only planet we have, you should want to save it.”

      “I read that on a billboard the other day.” He was pushing his wallet and phone into the back pocket of his jeans. Jeans that sat low on his hips, and hugged all the right places, Hope couldn’t help but notice.

      “How can you be so cavalier about this, Newman? The issues are real.”

      “I do my bit, Hope, so get off my case. I reckon you owe me breakfast after last night. Let’s go.”

      “I don’t have time for breakfast.” Hope pulled the strap of her backpack over her shoulder. “See you round, Newman.”

      “Nope.” He opened the door and grabbed her arm. Towing her he headed for the elevator, her bag now on his shoulder.

      “Give me that back and let me go, or I’ll scream.”

      “I carried you through here drunk last night. I doubt anyone’s going to care much if you scream this morning.”

      “Y-you carried me?” The thought was a humiliating one.

      “Yup, and everyone saw your boy panties.”

      “They’re not boy panties,” Hope hissed as he urged her into the lift.

      “Well they sure as hell are not girlie ones.”

      “Not everyone is consumed with how they look.”

      Hope was subjected to a look up and down her body. He then grabbed a handful of her skirt.

      “That’s dripping wet and you’re shivering!”

      “Well excuse me, I didn’t have a change.”

      “You,” he said, backing her into the wall, “should be nicer to me, considering what I did last night. I could have left you in that place with those men.”

      He caged her in with both hands braced on either side of her.

      “I don’t do nice, you know that.” Hope felt the breath lodge in her throat as he leaned closer. She felt that little zing in her belly as he crowded her.

      “You’re an adult, maybe it’s time you tried.”

      The problem was she’d grown up with men like Newman. Men who had been raised to look after women, especially those they knew. Just because none of the people who had come into her life since she’d left Howling gave a damn about her, which was probably more her fault than theirs, it shouldn’t surprise her when others did. Leaving her in that bar would have gone against every belief in Newman’s body. Howling menfolk were ridiculously well-mannered. Hope was sure there were others outside Howling like that too, she just hadn’t come across that many.

      Given the fact she had always annoyed Newman, he was right, she should be nicer.

      “All right, I’m sorry… again. How many more times do I have to say it?”

      “Another ten should do. How about adding, ‘thank you, Newman, you big strong hunk, for coming to my rescue.’” He was laughing at her now.

      “Don’t push it.”

      “Are you wearing my deodorant?”

      He leaned in and sniffed.

      “I didn’t have mine.” Lord, he smelled good. How was that possible, when he wore what she did?

      “So you just used mine, and my brush, because I found a long black witch’s hair in it.”

      “Stuff you, now move back. I can’t breathe with you all up in my face.”

      He leaned closer, his chest brushing hers, and suddenly she couldn’t draw a breath in.

      “I think the problem here is you’ve always secretly fancied me.”

      “Ha.” Hope’s word came out a squeak. “Who even says fancy these days?”

      “All the hip kids,” he mocked her, and then his smile fell away as he studied her, his eyes running over her face and settling on her lips.

      “Wh—”

      He kissed the words from her. Soft, sweet, and devastating, his lips obliterated every thought from Hope’s head but one. More!
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      Newman had been messing with Hope, and then suddenly he’d looked at her. Really looked, and seen the creamy soft skin, and pouty, pink lips. Her eyes were darker than any he’d ever seen, the pupils almost invisible, wide and uncertain at the moment, and he was shocked to realize he wanted to kiss her. The shock should have been enough to make him step away from her; instead he’d stepped closer and kissed her.

      Mistake! She had soft lips, lips a man could get used to kissing. Cupping her cheek, he stroked his thumb over her skin, holding her face still while he took her mouth deeper. His head spun, his body was hard in seconds, and he needed to stop. His brain wasn’t about to follow that order.

      “No!”

      She broke the contact, turning her head away. Newman stepped back, shocked that what they had just shared was one of the most arousing kisses he’d ever experienced.

      “Hope—”

      “W-we…. That should not have happened.”

      “Agreed, but it did,” Newman said.

      “Well, forget it. Pretend it didn’t.” She looked desperate now, hands wringing, eyes avoiding his.

      “Not sure I can forget something that felt as good as that.” Newman believed in honesty—unless lying got him out of a sticky situation, then he was all over it.

      “What? No… it didn’t.”

      “In order to lie convincingly, you need to keep eye contact, Hope.”

      She snapped her teeth together, and as the elevator stopped, Newman didn’t pursue the subject. The hell of it was, he wanted to. In fact, all of a sudden, Hope Lawrence had just escalated from pain in his butt, to sexy, disturbing, and hell yes, arousing pain in his butt.

      Weird how things happen, he thought, taking her hand in his and dragging her through the hotel lobby.

      “Let me go.” She said the words softly, but her fingers were clawing at his hand for release. “Why are we going into the hotel boutique? I thought you wanted feeding?”

      “You need dry clothes.”

      He dragged her to a rack, then using one hand, he browsed through it, selecting a dress. He handed it to her.

      “Get some underwear, and then go in there and put them on. If they fit, I’ll buy them for you.”

      “You’re not buying me clothes,” she spluttered, clutching the dress. “What the hell is wrong with you?” Her eyes shot left and right. “Y-you can’t buy me underwear either!”

      “Yes, because you’re so selective,” he muttered, leading her to another rack. He took down a bra and looked at the size, then a pair of panties.

      “Go and try them on, and hurry. I’m hungry.”

      When she didn’t move, he turned her, placed a hand on her spine, and nudged her forward and into a cubicle, then pulled the curtain.

      “I’m not doing this!”

      “You’re shivering, and an offence to look at. Seriously, where the hell do you shop? Chez dumpster?” Newman leaned on a shelf that held shoes while he riled Hope up some more.

      “Everything all right, sir?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Newman said to the saleswoman, who was giving him the eye—at least she was until he turned and she got a look at his black eye. Then she scurried away.

      “You done in there?”

      “It’s too revealing. I don’t wear clothes that show this much of my skin. I must have hit my head last night to be even trying this stuff on. How did you know my underwear size, anyway?”

      As a child, Hope had rambled when she was nervous. It seemed she still did.

      He pulled the curtain back.

      “Well hell, who knew you actually had a body like that.” Christ, she was sexy. The dress stopped midthigh, and had long sleeves, and fitted everywhere it touched. It was a simple knit fabric in dark blue, because he’d thought anything too bright, stylish, and/or modern may be pushing it with Hope. She had lovely breasts, he realized, and a flat stomach and killer legs. The word mistake roared inside his head. He should have left her dressed like a bag lady. With all that glorious hair around her, she looked like a sexy rock chick, especially with those boots and the scowl on her face.

      “Jesus, Hope, you almost look human.” He made himself tease her, because if he actually said what was in his head, she’d run for the hills. One thing he knew about Hope Lawrence was that she may play the tough girl, but she wasn’t.

      She’d championed everyone who was slightly different, like her, and any animal that needed a home ended up at her place. She had a soft heart, it was just framed in steel.

      “I’m not wearing this! I’d rather get frostbite than actually walk about dressed like a runway model.”

      Newman swallowed his smile. “Actually, I don’t think a runway model would be seen dead in that. In fact, my mother would struggle to wear it, it’s so dowdy.”

      She looked down her body. “It’s not dowdy.”

      “Excellent, so wear it, and don’t get frostbite. You still have your shitkickers on, so stop fussing.”

      “I really don’t think—”

      “There you go thinking again. Any chance I can see how the underwear fits, seeing as I’m paying for it?”

      She bared her teeth at him.

      Newman gathered up her clothes and left the cubicle, in case she was tempted to put them back on. He reached the counter and asked the lady to bag them. Hope arrived as he was pulling out his credit card.

      “I shouldn’t let you do this.”

      Her backpack was clasped in front of her, and she looked nervous. Newman felt something move inside him at the vulnerability that was clearly written all over her. Hope liked to be in control, and he’d just wrestled it from her. He was also certain that something more than him buying her clothes was riding her, and he was going to find out what.

      Howlers looked after each other. She may annoy him, and they were often like two rabid dogs circling each other, but she was still one of his people, which meant he watched out for her when she needed watching.

      “Let’s go, I need food.”

      “I don’t know why I let you do that?” she sounded confused. “I never let people buy me things. I also don’t let people tell me what to do.”

      “Why did you?” He nudged her through the door to the restaurant, and followed.

      “I was cold. Plus, there’s that thing you guys have.”

      “Thing?” He held up two fingers to the hostess to indicate they wanted a table.

      “You Howling men, you just take charge, and I forget to stop you sometimes. It won’t happen again.”

      “It’s called manners and courtesy, Hope, you should give it a shot sometime. Belligerence lost its cuteness many years ago.”

      He let his eyes run down the length of her spine. Who knew Loco Lawrence was so goddamned hot? Shaking his head, he wondered if the world had tilted slightly. Because he’d kissed her, and had lustful thoughts, and he’d known her for many years, and not once had he thought her anything but annoying and slightly crazy.

      “Don’t you own a handbag?” He watched as she unzipped the ugly camouflage backpack, pulled out her wallet, and stuffed in her clothes.

      She flipped him the bird and continued rummaging.

      “I have twenty dollars,” she said, opening her wallet. “So you can eat what you like, but if it’s more than that, you’ll have to do the dishes.”

      “How about you use that?” He pointed at a credit card.

      She looked suddenly shifty, and Newman, who was usually pretty quick to join the dots, said, “Because you’re maxed out, seeing as you’re unemployed?”

      “What? No!”

      “Liar.”

      She wouldn’t look at him, so instead he nudged her ahead to follow the waiter to their table.

      “What can I get you both to drink?” the young man said once they were seated.

      “Do you have chamomile and ginger tea?”

      Newman rolled his eyes as the waiter shook his head.

      “Perhaps jasmine then?”

      The waiter shook his head again.

      “Can’t you do anything like normal people?” Newman growled. “Drink tea, for pity’s sake. You know, milk, sugar, brews in a pot?”

      “I don’t like it because the bags are often bleached, and who drinks that stuff nowadays anyway?” she snapped back at him.

      “Normal people,” Newman said, sending the waiter an apologetic look. “You got any lemon and honey, bud?”

      The waiter nodded.

      “Throw a bit in a cup for her, will you.”

      “No worries.” The guy scratched on his pad, then sent Newman a smile.

      “How’s the other guy look?”

      “Missing two front teeth.”

      “Yeah? Nice work, man.” They slapped hands. “You guys ready to order food too?”

      “Whole wheat toast, thank you, with honey,” Hope said politely.

      “Sausage, bacon and eggs, toast, hash browns, and the pancakes, thanks. Heavy on the maple syrup, too.”

      “You can’t eat all of that!”

      “No, I really can, and as I’m paying I can eat what the hell I like.”

      The waiter left smiling, and returned minutes later with their drinks. Newman dumped sugar in his coffee and drank it black. He tried not to blink too hard. His eye was throbbing, like he was sure Hope’s head was.

      “Neanderthal,” she muttered. “Who appreciates someone losing their teeth, and a black eye. Seriously?”

      “Another Neanderthal,” Newman said.

      “And wanting to drink and eat so my arteries are not lined with fat is not a fault.” She bristled.

      “Don’t tell me you’re one of those non-meat or anything eaters, are you? Carrot sticks, lettuce, and fresh air only?”

      She ignored him, and sipped her drink.

      “So spill about this limp dick Jay.”

      She continued to ignore him, and looked out the window.

      “Here’s my take on it,” he added. “I think you and this creep had a thing, but that you didn’t know he was after your job, which by the way he now has. What I don’t know is what he did to you. “

      Across from him, what little color Hope had in her face was leeching away, which told Newman he was on the mark.

      “You’re one of the smartest people I know, Hope. Tell me how he forced you out of Wildlife, and on the run.”

      “I’m not running.”

      “Oh, so you went into the bar because your life is peachy, did you? You ended up giving those guys an eyeful because everything is coming up roses in your world?”

      She didn’t meet his eyes.

      “I wanted a change.”

      “So the queen of clean, green, and healthy eating suddenly wants a career in chair dancing?”

      She didn’t answer him.

      “Come on, Hope. I’m a friend.” She gave him a look. “We come from the same town. That makes us look out for each other. You know how this works.”

      “There’s nothing you can do about this, Newman. You can’t fix it like you do other things. You and your posse can’t help me. So let it go.”

      “Your mother is a pretty kick-ass lawyer, for all she’s a royal butt pain.”

      This made her smile, the left side of her mouth rising slightly, and her eyes softened. She was beautiful, he realized, looking at her. Really goddamn sweet. She’d just hidden it behind the attitude and clothes for years, and he’d been too stupid to see it.

      “She can’t help. I just need to ride this out for now, then when it dies down I’ll go back to work.”

      “Come on, spill, Hope. You need to talk to someone about this, because knowing you like I do, I know that so far you wouldn’t have unloaded on anyone.” He saw the flare of hope then, the need to unburden herself. “Even if you don’t want my help, it may help you get a better perspective if we talk it through.”

      “Why do you want me to?” She cradled her mug between her hands. “I mean, we don’t really like each other, and yes, while I get the part about Howlers, I’ve never really been part of that.”

      Her words made him sad. Had he and the others excluded her without realizing that she wanted to be included? The thought unsettled him. Newman didn’t like hurting people.

      “I’m sorry if you felt excluded, Hope. That was never our intention.”

      She waved a hand at him.

      “That’s over, and I never wanted to be part of it anyway.”

      But she had, he realized to his shame.

      “So talk.”

      The waiter arrived with their food, and he wondered if she was just going to stay silent. If in fact he’d leave her and know nothing about what had her running scared.

      He transferred some bacon to her plate.

      “I don’t need this.”

      He ignored her and started to eat. Newman was a great negotiator; it was his strength. Usually he just needed to get in front of a person, and he could talk them round. Hope, however, wasn’t budging. So he went the indirect route to get her to talk. He’d converse until she told him what he wanted without realizing it.

      “I saw your mom before I left Howling. She was ripping Buster a new one for not getting a piece of gum off the path outside his shop. It got stuck to her shoe.”

      Hope’s shoulders tensed, and her fingers snapped the crust of the toast she was holding. “I bet.”

      “She told me that if I saw you I was to tell you it was time to come home.”

      She choked on her toast. After coughing and spluttering, she drank a few mouthfuls of her lemon and honey, then glared at him.
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      “I know, she sent me a letter.” She looked at him. “Who does that these days, sends letters? I mean, she’s a lawyer, are you telling me she can’t use e-mail.”

      “Was a lawyer.”

      “Whatever. The point is she hasn’t been retired all that long, I can’t imagine she didn’t use e-mail.”

      “She told Macy she was worried about you ending up in a cult,” Newman said.

      “What’s with you people always knowing each other’s business? Seriously! People can’t change a light bulb without interference in Howling.”

      Newman smiled at her disgust.

      “You know what living in a small town is like. If Mrs. Heath burns her raspberry cobbler, we all hear about it. You take the good with the bad.”

      “It’s a good cobbler, to be fair. None better that I’ve ever tried, and I’ve tried a few.”

      Hope was eating the bacon now. More like devouring, and Newman wondered when she’d last eaten.

      “But”—she raised her fork when Newman opened his mouth to continue—“it doesn’t mean I have to enjoy everyone knowing my business.”

      “Your mother likes to talk about you. That should make you happy.”

      “My mother likes to lecture about me, note the difference?”

      Newman conceded that she was probably right, but only silently. He watched as she ate more bacon, and then more toast. He then forked two pancakes onto her plate.

      “I don’t need that, or you feeding me.”

      “So, I’ve seen a lot of your pictures in magazines, they’re really good. When do you start work again?”

      She looked shifty once more, her eyes searching the room, as if to check no one was watching. Odd, Newman thought. Most people liked praise, yet she was clearly uncomfortable with his comments.

      “I’m taking a break?”

      “Okay, so that explains why you were in that bar with five random men doing an exotic dance.”

      She frowned.

      “Come clean, Hope. You know I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

      “This is not like third grade, pretty boy. You can’t bribe me with your mom’s chocolate cake.”

      “I miss that cake.” He sighed.

      “Where are your parents and why are they not baking for you?” Hope had a fierce frown that drew her brows together, and made her look like her mother. Newman wasn’t telling her that.

      “My father had a heart attack and had to change his diet, and Mom thinks chocolate cake, and anything that has sugar, butter, or is fried, is bad for us now. It’s a sad day when you go to your parents’ home to raid the fridge and you can only get a celery stick.”

      She snorted. Not a laugh, or a giggle, just a snort.

      “I’m sorry about your dad. Is he okay?”

      Even as an adult, Newman still tensed when someone mentioned his father. “Sure. He has a list of instructions, which Mom makes him obey. But he comes to my house to eat something bad now and again.” And to remind me how much I owe him. “They’re heading to my aunt’s because she’s had an operation.”

      “I wish my mom would travel.”

      “What happened to your dad?” Newman had never asked before, and now he thought about it, no one ever mentioned the man.

      She shrugged.

      “Dead or alive?”

      “Why do you need to know?”

      Newman’s sigh was loud. “It’s called conversation, Hope.”

      “You didn’t want to know about him before, why now?”

      “I never wanted to know before, now I do.”

      “You’re weird.”

      “I’m weird, when you dress like a thrift shop model? When you snap and snarl all the time if anyone wants to converse with you. And don’t get me started on your inability to understand the nuances of living in a community. Basic stuff like greeting people has always been beyond you.”

      “Bite me,” she muttered.

      Newman looked at the soft skin on the lobe of her ear, and thought it would be a nice place to gently sink his teeth.

      This has to stop.

      “So, your dad?”

      “Left when I was six.”

      “That has to be tough.”

      Hope shrugged, but he wasn’t fooled.

      “So did you keep in touch?”

      “I was six.”

      “Right, so he kept in touch then.”

      She shrugged again. “For a bit, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Newman went for another question. “So where are you going now?”

      “Back to my room to sleep.”

      “And after that?” Newman said with exaggerated politeness. “Because even you can’t sleep in your room 24/7.”

      She shrugged again, and he battled down his anger.

      “Tell me about limp dick Jay, or I’ll shadow you until you do.”

      They glared at each other across the table.

      “Ryan’s in London. His band has just scored an excellent gig as warm-up act for a major band. It could be his big break.”

      “I’m pleased for him, now spill.” Ryan was Hope’s big brother, who unlike his sister, had manners and for a time had hung out with Newman and his friends.

      “No.”

      “Fine, I have all day. The idiots I came here to help don’t want to implement anything I say, so I’m done trying. I now have two days left here twiddling my thumbs until my flight out. Trailing you around will soak up some time.”

      Newman forked in a mouthful of pancake, his eyes on Hope.

      “So, in the cab on the way home from your foray into exotic dancing, you told me you thought I was hot.”

      “I did not!” She was blushing now.

      “You said you’ve always wanted to mess me up a bit.”

      “I would never say that!”

      “You said you liked my body best, but my face was something special.” Newman laughed as her mouth fell open. “You seriously didn’t expect me to not use that against you, Hope. If the roles had been reversed, you wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      “I hate you.” Her words had no sting.

      “Ouch,” Newman drawled.

      “I’m going, and I can lose you easily.”

      Newman grabbed her hand as she tried to stand, and held her still. “You can try.”

      “Why are you doing this, Newman?”

      “Because you may be awkward, prickly, belligerent, and those are your good qualities. However, you are also a friend from home who is in trouble. Howlers always help each other, Hope. You know the code.”

      She muttered something unflattering about the code and sat again.

      “Another coffee please,” he said, releasing her as the waiter appeared. “And another honey and lemon beverage for the child.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Sticks and stones.”

      Her eyes shot to the door behind him.

      “Go on, try it, see how far you get.”

      “You won’t make a scene.”

      Newman smiled, and it wasn’t pleasant, more a curling up of his lip to expose his teeth. Which, admittedly, were white and straight, and according to his mother, one of the best smiles in Lake Howling.

      “If I tell you, you can’t do anything about it. It’s done, nothing can change that.”

      “Okay. And, Hope… don’t lie to me, because I’ll know. Your eye twitches. It always has.”

      They may not have been tight as kids, but when you lived in a small town and spent enough time with someone, you got to know things about them. Hope Lawrence couldn’t lie worth shit.

      “I was part of this project studying the whooping crane.”

      “That’s actually a thing? I thought you were shitting me.”

      She glared at him. “Seriously? Become more aware, Newman. You need to know that we are losing many species because people like you don’t care, and you should!”

      “Right, I’ll try and do better, I promise,” he said, to appease her so she’d continue.

      “The whooping crane is the tallest North American bird. It lives to its midtwenties.”

      “Tough,” Newman said, but she ignored him.

      Her eyes suddenly came to life as she talked about her work. This was her passion, taking photos of wildlife, and had always been her thing.

      “Unregulated hunting and diminishing habitat had reduced the numbers dramatically to just sixteen birds in 1941. As of 2015, there were 603.”

      “Nice.”

      “It really is.” She nodded. Her hands were waving about, long fingers fanning as she talked. It was a different look from the usual one she wore, where she hid herself away from people. This one was open and natural, and damn if it didn’t make her look sexy.

      Shut it down, Newman.

      “They mate for life, Newman. Did you know that?”

      “Really, that’s pretty cool.”

      “It is, and if one dies, they find another mate and stay with that one.”

      “A bit like humans then.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And this Jay was on the Wildlife team looking into this bird on stilts?”

      And just like that Hope shut down. Her face closed, hands settled into her lap.

      “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      Newman searched his memory about Herald.

      “It says he’s pretty good at his job, so good they promoted him to your job.”

      She didn’t say anything, but it was there. Something flashed across her face before she could stop it. Anguish.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not getting into this with you.”

      “And yet I want to hear all about it.”

      

      Hope ignored him and picked up her fork. She wasn’t sure when she’d eat again, seeing as that rat Jay had taken her savings. She’d leave Denver tonight, and get back on the road. Looking at her breakfast companion, she wondered when she’d see him again.

      His eye was angry, and every time she looked at it she felt guilty. He looked so steady sitting there consuming a large amount of food. Steady, handsome, and confident. Hope couldn’t remember a time she’d felt steady and confident. She knew she’d said those things last night, because she’d thought them many times. He was handsome, and yes, she’d often wanted to mess him up. The humiliation was that he now knew.

      “So, how long have you been on the run?”

      “I’m not running, just having a break as I told you.” She would just be polite now, and not let him get to her. After all, he’d rescued her from that bar, dressed and fed her.

      He swallowed another mouthful, and she watched his throat move. Newman had always represented everything she hadn’t had. He’d been raised by two loving, normal parents. Spoiled, and yet he seemed to inspire loyalty in his friends. Hope had a few friends, but none that really counted, or were for life.

      “Sounds like running to me.”

      “Whatever.” She was running, because as yet she had found no place to stop. She’d thought she loved Jay. Believed he was different and cared about conservation. Cared about her and the others on the project. Everything had been a lie.

      Newman carefully lowered his knife and fork, took a swallow of that mud he was drinking, then looked at her.

      “That must really hurt,” she felt compelled to say.

      “Like a bitch.”

      “I really am sorry, Newman, I never meant to get you hurt.”

      “I know, and I accept, so let’s leave that alone now, and discuss the mess that is your life.”

      “My life is not a mess,” Hope said softly. “I’m just transitioning.”

      “Nice. So where is it you think you’re heading on this transition?”

      “Eventually to London to see Ryan.” At least, she would when she could afford to.

      “Come back to Howling with me.”

      “No.” Her reply was instant, even though there had been a small jolt of longing at the thought of going home. Back to the familiar. A bed, and a roof over her head. But she couldn’t go back there now, she’d been gone too long, and more importantly, she’d have to explain to her mother that she was without a job.

      “Why not? If you’re at a loose end, it’s the perfect time, surely?”

      Hope shook her head. “Even if I wanted to, I don’t want to.”

      His smile was gentle, and she didn’t want that. She’d rather he was taking jabs at her, because gentle made her feel like crying, and Hope had long ago given up tears. They were just a waste of time, and never achieved anything.

      “That made no sense.”

      “My mother is there, and she takes inquisition to a whole new level.”

      “Sure, and others who you know and like. Hell, you could live in Macy’s cabin if you wanted to. It’s empty, and she won’t charge you until you’re on your feet. I’m sure with your skills behind the lens, you could get freelance work. Plenty of tourists come to Howling, you can take pictures of them.”

      She’d left her home as fast as she could when she was old enough, and had been searching for a place to land ever since. Funny how leaving was all Hope had ever wanted, and then after a while, home was somewhere that had constantly been in her thoughts.

      “No.” Hope shook her head. “I can’t go back now. Besides, I’m on my feet, and I told you, just transitioning.”

      He studied her through that lovely blue eye. He really is far too handsome, Hope thought. She exhaled as his cell phone rang.

      “Tex.”

      He listened as his friend talked. She knew who Tex was, because unlike her, Ryan had friends in Howling, and he kept in touch with a few of them. Tex was Ethan Gelderman, husband to a local, Annabelle.

      “That’s actually great timing, bud. All right if I bring someone with me? Yeah, yeah, I get it, first round’s on me, and then the second and third. What? How come you don’t want my firstborn?”

      He cut the call and smiled at Hope.

      “Good news, I can get you back home without having to pay a cent.”

      “I don’t want to go back.”

      “You’re at a loose end. Why not?”

      “No.” She would not allow herself to even contemplate it. Not until she had a job and money. Not until she had her respect back.

      He smiled, and Hope refused to acknowledge how cute he looked. She did not like this man, even if he’d rescued her from her own stupidity, and bought her clothes, washed her after she’d puked on him, and then paid for breakfast. The man was a damn saint.

      “That call was from a friend. His uncle’s plane is here, picking up some stuff. He’s then getting it delivered to Brook. He knew I was here, and offered me a ride if I was ready to go home. He said you could tag along.”

      “What? No. Who has friends with private planes? That’s just weird.”

      “Not to him and his family. Those Texans of his have money.”

      “No, I don’t want to go to Howling, Newman, and you’re not ignoring me on this and doing it anyway….” Her words fell away as he read a text that had just arrived on his phone.

      “Newman, I’m not going home.”

      “You got somewhere else to be? Because it sure doesn’t look like it, and you don’t have money, which has to suck. So why not come home?”

      “I don’t want to.” Hope’s heart was thudding hard. “And you have no idea if I’ve got money or not.”

      “Do you?”

      “What?”

      “Have money?”

      She didn’t actually, because most often she gave it away to good causes, and the rest Jay had stolen.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “You didn’t eat all the hotcakes.”

      “I don’t eat all that much, and that’s got nothing to do with anything. I’m not coming back, so don’t think you can steamroller me into this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m an adult who has been making her own decisions, however badly, for years, and I don’t want to go back home.”

      “No,” he said. “Why don’t you eat all that much?”

      “I don’t have the appetite of a small pachyderm.”

      “Elephant, Hope. It’s what we uneducated people call it,” he drawled.

      He got to his feet, which she guessed signaled that she should too.

      “Come on, we need to get your stuff. When Tex calls with a time, we have to be ready to leave.”

      “What? No, I told you I’m not doing that.”

      Ignoring her, he signaled the waiter.

      “I said I’d pay.”

      “With what? That meal will cost more than the twenty dollars you have.”

      “I’ll pay you back then,” Hope said.

      Ignoring her, he took her backpack and her hand, and then started walking.

      “Stop dragging me about the place.”

      “Then keep up and I won’t have to.”

      “Newman, I can look after myself.”

      “Sure you can, that’s why I found you pursuing a new career in a seedy bar.”
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      “Where are you staying?”

      “Somewhere.”

      He led her to the elevator. His phone rang as he hit the up button.

      “Tex.”

      “All organized, bud. Just head to the airstrip.” Newman listened to his friend.

      “Sweet, see you in Brook then,” he added.

      Looking at the corner of the elevator he’d backed Hope into, he felt it again, the pleasant zing of lust.

      Interesting.

      “So I’ll pack, then we’ll go to yours and pack you up, then head to the airstrip. They will drop us at Brook.”

      “That’s hardly a bus ride, Newman.”

      “Sure, but they’re dropping stuff to Tex in Brook, so not a detour after all.”

      “Why is it you’re not listening to me? How hard is it for you to understand that I don’t want or need your help? Seriously!”

      “No, I got that actually. But here’s the thing, Hope.” Newman turned her and gripped her shoulders. “Something’s off with you at the moment. I’m not sure what, but my take is creepy Jay has done you over good. So come back to Howling and regroup.”

      She blew out a breath in frustration and it smelled of lemon and honey, a surprisingly erotic combination. Who knew?

      “I’ve got this,” she said with very little strength in her words. “I’ve been handling my problems for years, I don’t need anyone’s help.”

      He found a small mole, just above her left eyebrow. It was barely noticeable
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