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Ella

I watched the realtor drive away, clutching the key in the palm of my hand. When her car disappeared around the corner, I turned back to the small house I’d just signed the papers for—a rent-to-own contract for one year, and then a decision would have to be made. But that one year would give me time to determine if the new beginning I sought in a new town would become my permanent home. A place where I could set down roots. I hoped so, because what I’d seen so far of Georgetown, Maine—population just over a thousand—was exactly what I’d been looking for.

The location of my small house was ideal. What had once been a rustic summer camp had been converted into a year-round dwelling. It was situated on a lakefront lot surrounded by plenty of mature trees that offered some seclusion. There were houses on either side of me, I could see them through the trees, but we were spaced far enough apart that privacy wouldn’t be an issue. I had my own, private little beachline, complete with a wharf. But what really held my interest about the house was the glass-enclosed back porch that overlooked the lake. That was where I planned to work.

Nothing like a peaceful setting, and maybe the call of a loon or two, to get the creative juices flowing. As a writer, that was important.

I took a deep breath and turned back to my SUV, opened the hatchback, and reached for the first box. I’d known that it would be late afternoon when I arrived, so I’d made sure the box with the bedroom linens had been placed for easy access at the rear. Everything I owned was in my vehicle. I was thankful that the owners of the house had left a few pieces of furniture to get me started, a bed being one. With a smile I swung around to walk to the front door, suddenly coming to an abrupt halt and dropping the box in my arms with a light scream.

The biggest, ugliest, most frightening dog I’d ever seen in my life was standing there, watching me with a menacing stare that caused a chill to run through me. He’d just breached the trees that divided my property from the house on the other side, and while I would have liked to believe that he was just as surprised to see me as I was him, and that this was why he was frozen, I wasn’t about to assume anything. For what seemed like eternity we stood there sizing each other up, barely blinking, much less breathing. Somewhere in my subconscious I recalled someone telling me once that you shouldn’t show fear when you came across a dog you don’t know. But that was hard to do when being confronted by a huge, black beast that looked like a demon who’d come straight from hell.

I glanced toward my neighbor’s house but didn’t see anyone outside. I swallowed nervously, and that’s when I noticed it—movement coming from the back end of the dog. He had a tiny stub for a tail, and it was wagging just as fast as it could go. Did a wagging tail always imply a friendly dog? In my book it did. I crouched down slowly and held my hand out toward him. “Hello, boy. Are you a nice little doggie, or are you going to eat me for dinner?” If he charged, I could always jump into the back of my car.

At the slightest encouragement, the beast bolted toward me, and it was all I could do not to turn and run in a panic. He nearly knocked me over when he threw his weight against me and began to lick my face as if I were his long-lost best friend. All the while, his tiny tail continued to wag.

“You’re a big, old softie, aren’t you baby?” I laughed, rubbing his head and neck down as he continued to bathe my cheeks and beneath my chin. “You scared the dickens out of me! What’s your name, huh?” I reached for the tag that hung from the collar that was wrapped around his muscular throat. Just as I read his name on the large silver motorcycle tag, I heard someone call out for him. 

“Demo! Where the fuck are you, boy?”

I glanced up to see the branches of a tree pushed aside and the most gorgeous male specimen I’d ever seen sauntering into my yard, looking just as dangerous and threatening as his dog had. He was big and tall. Like, Paul Bunyan big. Heavy with muscle, his thick thighs filled out his faded jeans nicely, tapering down to the big, chunky boots he had on. His t-shirt was stretched across his massive chest and emphasized the definition of his hard pecs. The short sleeves fit snug around his bulging biceps, and I couldn’t stop my gaze from wandering down the beautiful veins in his tanned arms. I’d always been a sucker for muscular arms and big hands.

Intense, chocolate-coated eyes zeroed in on me and Demo. His square jawboned expression was neutral so I couldn’t tell what he thought about finding what was probably his dog and me on the ground together. For all I knew, he was looking for a friend named Demo. A sexy scruff showcased a mouth pressed with displeasure at what he was seeing.

“Hi,” I smiled, getting to my feet and brushing off the back of my pants. “Demo and I are getting acquainted.”

“I see that,” he responded in the kind of raspy voice that made me think of whiskey and early mornings, and caused a mild stir in my lower region. “Demo’s usually like me and doesn’t make friends very easily.”

I could tell that he wasn’t kidding. Most people would crack a smile after saying something like that, to show you that they were joking, but not Mr. Sexy. There was nothing friendly in the eyes moving over me. Nothing sexual, either. I wondered what he found about me that was lacking. My red corkscrew curls? My freckles? Maybe he didn’t find curvy chicks appealing.

I decided to not let his indifference bother me and kept the smile on my face. “Well, I’m glad he finds me worthy enough to break the mold.”

“Demo, come!” he demanded, and the dog immediately obeyed. 

He turned to go back the way he’d come, and for a second my mouth dropped in astonishment. Okay, he might be a sexy, give-the-girl-an-orgasm-with-just-a-look-God, but he was the world’s biggest jerk. “Nice to meet you!” I called after him as he disappeared through the trees. “Asshole,” I finished beneath my breath. What was wrong with me anyway? Frig that, what was wrong with him?

I picked up the box of bedroom linens and headed inside.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Wolfe

I relaxed back in my lawn chair with a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Demo was lying underneath the big maple tree off to the side of me, watching the activity in the water. He was used to it. I’d invited my brothers and some friends over for a Fourth of July cookout, something I did every year. Actually, we didn’t have an official clubhouse, though we talked about it we just hadn’t gotten around to doing something about it. Most weekends my brothers were here. 

The sun glistened off the lake, but I was still able to make out Bear and Hannah going at it beneath the branches of a tree growing over the water. Bear was my VP and best friend. We’d grown up together, had gone to school together—hell, we’d even enlisted in the Marines together. We’d gone in as boys straight out of high school and returned home toughened men full of bitterness and unrest. Let’s face it, it hadn’t been summer camp. Most who were lucky enough to return home were different than they’d been when they’d left.

Hannah was one of our club women. We had three, and referred to them as “sweet tarts” because it was nicer than calling them club whores. She was young, but not so young that she didn’t know what she was doing, and as the newest sweet tart she was a favorite with my brothers. Especially with Bear, who couldn’t seem to keep his hands off the redhead. If my brother wasn’t careful, he’d find himself with an old lady, because these bitches were crafty and deceitful once they thought they’d gotten their hooks into you.

Bear should have known by now not to single out any of the girls. I only wish I’d been smart enough to follow my own advice when I’d hooked up with Teresa.

Their vigorous movements produced waves in the water and drew the attention of some of the others. It wouldn’t be long before there would be more than one couple going at it, thanks to the cover of the water. I smirked as I brought my beer to my lips and downed a healthy swallow. I saw Ginger give me “the look” and shook my head. I wasn’t in the mood for a sweet tart right now. She shrugged and turned to Tank. 

“Hey, Prez, you see the hottie living next door?”

I followed Eagle with my eyes as he came around my chair and sank down into the one next to me. I’d been wondering where he was. He had to be talking about the redhead who’d moved in next door two weeks before. “I hadn’t noticed,” I lied. I had noticed. Who the hell wouldn’t? She had a pair of tits on her that drew a man’s eye quicker than lightning. But the fact that I’d been completely bowled over by her cuteness and her full curves that first day had been enough to scare me into ignoring her. 

I didn’t do cuteness. 

He scoffed. “Then you better get your eyes checked, Brother.”

I decided to change the subject. “Where the hell you been?” Eagle was the enforcer of the club. At six-feet tall he was lean yet muscular and could go lethal in the blink of an eye. He kept his hair short like the black scruff on his jaw, and he had a full throat tattoo the girls all loved. 

He took a breath, the corners of his mouth twisting with disgust. “Mandy.” 

One word. That was all. And it was enough to explain everything. Mandy, his ex, had been a viper in the disguise of a sweet school teacher. Eagle was lucky he’d videotaped the destruction she’d done to his house in a drunken rant that had injured her face when glass from a shattered vase had cut her. The charges she’d filed against him in retaliation for breaking up with her had been quickly dropped when Mandy had realized the video would ruin her reputation. 

“She still harassing you?” I took a long drag of my smoke and then crushed it out in the dirt next to my chair. I was in the process of trying to quit the nasty habit and was down to five cigarettes a day from a two-pack a day habit. 

He nodded. “Yup. Showed up at my house last night, drunk and crying. I had to let her in, she was so fucking loud. Didn’t want trouble with the neighbors again.”

“Big fucking mistake, Brother,” I smirked, thinking about my ex, Teresa. Once I was done I was done. “You know she’s unstable, right?” She was a crazy bitch.

He sighed heavily. “Yup.” There was regret in his tone. “Ended up fucking half the night away, and come morning she was convinced we were back together. Spent an hour trying to get rid of her ass. Finally had to kick her out.”

I shook my head. “You stupid fuck. That was your second mistake,” I snorted. “Never should have fucked her.” 

“Don’t I know.” There was deep regret in his tone. “But I loved her once, bro. And she’s a good fuck. She caught me at a weak moment. If it hadn’t been for her drinking, and her lying ...” He shrugged.

I’d never asked Eagle what she’d lied about that had ended their relationship. I didn’t delve into the personal lives of my brothers unless it affected the club in some way. “Move on, Brother. Find someone else, and life will be good again.”

Jesus, I sounded like a fucking shrink. I snorted. Eagle moved to get out of his chair. “Where you going?” He wasn’t heading toward the lake.

He gave me the eyebrow wiggle and a suggestive grin. “Next door. Think I’ll invite that pretty

little redhead over here. Maybe I can get a piece of her.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to warn him away from her, but I clenched my jaw and kept quiet. That would only show Eagle that I was interested in her myself. I’d purposely kept away from her, stopped myself from welcoming her to the area, and getting to know her because I was already fucking attracted to her. 

Maybe she wouldn’t come.
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Wolfe

She came. 

Christ. I lit another cigarette. I was on my third one of the day, and it was only eleven o’clock in the fucking morning. I’d tried to keep my eyes off her, but when she walked in front of me and blocked my view of the lake, it was damned near impossible. All of a sudden she was standing there, smiling down at me as if we were fucking besties, with all that fucking curly hair surrounding her like a red cloud of softness and the brightest green eyes I’d ever seen. Beautiful, cat-shaped eyes filled with a bright, outgoing light that was surrounded by thick, long lashes.

Since when had I ever noticed a woman’s eyelashes before?

Eagle’s ear-to-ear smile was smug as hell and told me that he thought he’d hit pay dirt. “Hey, Prez, this is Ella.”

“Hi again,” she said in a friendly tone. 

Her heart-shaped face was damned pretty with those smattering of freckles across her upturned little nose and cheeks. She had a cupid’s bow mouth that was full and lush and made me want to find out how good my lips fit against them. I wanted a taste. No, fuck that, I wanted to suck on those lips until nightfall. 

“Let me get you a beer, sweetheart.” Eagle rushed over to where the cooler sat on the ground next to the grills. He paused to talk to John and Tyler, our two prospects, who oversaw the cooking. 

“Thank you for inviting me over.” She seemed a little nervous. “If I’d known, I would have brought a dish.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I kept my eyes hard and my expression harder. It wasn’t easy. I wanted to soak up those fucking curves that were even now teasing my dick into hardness. I reached for the sunglasses on top of my head and slid them down to shield my eyes. That way I could look at the way those full tits stretched out the cropped top she was wearing for as long as I liked. There was a strip of pale flesh showing between the top and her daisy dukes, which were just low enough to reveal the sparkle of her belly button piercing.

Fuck me. I was a sucker for a pierced bellybutton. She didn’t look the type, but then what the hell did I know? I hadn’t bothered to find out what kind of woman she was. I let my gaze continue down her body. Taking my time. Her full curves were exactly what I liked in a woman, and the sudden image of her naked ass in my hands as I squeezed those sweet cheeks caused my dick to jerk.

“Hey, baby, come on in!” Buck called out from the water. He was standing near Lynx, and judging by their expressions, I could just imagine what trash they were talking about her. 

“She’s with me!” Eagle yelled back, rejoining us. He handed Ella a beer. “You want to go in for a dip?”

I watched Ella turn her smile on Eagle and fought down the urge to punch him in the mouth. 

“Of course!” she said enthusiastically. “I swim every day.” 

I knew she did because I’d seen her. She popped the top to her beer, took a sip, and finally, thank fuck, moved out of my direct line of sight. 

“Demo!”

I turned my head just enough to see her scoot over to my dog. The faithless bastard greeted her with a puppy’s enthusiasm for an overgrown, six-year-old Pitbull. I couldn’t believe how comfortable Ella was around him, because he was scary as fuck on a good day. He’d been abused the first two years of his life, hence the stub for a tail and lack of ears. His jaw was crooked from being broken, and there were visible scars around his neck and chest.

“You going in?”

I returned my attention to Eagle. He’d removed his shirt and was working his pants down his legs. A lot of my brothers went in naked or wearing only their boxers. The sweet tarts would have gone in naked, too, but I didn’t want the hassle of the neighbors complaining of naked chicks in the lake, so I made them wear suits. They were skimpy as fuck, but at least their nipples and pussies were covered.

When Ella was done lovin’ on Demo, she walked back to us and sat her beer down on the ground. “You have the sweetest dog,” she gushed, her comment directed at me.

I responded with a grunt. If she only knew. Demo was dangerous, just like his master. Her pretty mouth pressed tight, and I could tell that she hadn’t liked the lack of a verbal response. If she knew me, then she’d have known that I wasn’t much of a talker anyway. As the president of a motorcycle club, people were surprised to learn I was a quiet man. 

Movement drew my gaze back to her. I almost swallowed my tongue when I watched her pull her crop top up and over her head and then set it on the chair Eagle had been sitting in earlier. Her tits filled out the swimsuit top she was wearing. It was emerald green and crocheted. The cups showcased the fullness of her tits and cleavage without being indecent like the ones the sweet tarts were wearing. 

I held my breath and waited for her to remove her shorts, disappointed when she didn’t. 

She turned to Eagle. “Ready to get wet?” 

Shit, her comment brought a different kind of image to my mind. Of something way too filthy. Her husky laugh ran down my spine like the pierced tongue of a lover.

Eagle took her hand and they sprinted to the water’s edge with Demo running close behind them. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


Ella

I didn’t know what it was about me that Prez didn’t like, but it was starting to bug me. And what kind of name was Prez anyway? It must be short for something else. He wasn’t very friendly. In fact, I thought he was a Neanderthal, the way he grunted out his responses as if it took too much effort to open his freakin’ mouth. 

I’d been his neighbor for two weeks now, and he hadn’t so much as returned a single wave when we saw each other in our driveways or passed each other on the road. I wasn’t sure what he did for a living, but he was gone most nights. I could hear his motorcycle leave around dinner time, and sometimes it woke me up when he returned home early in the morning. 

I could tell when his friends came around, too, because they all rode bikes. And then it would get loud at his house, because they were a partying bunch. They liked their music loud. Like today, coupled with drinking, cooking—I could smell it—and just hanging out together. Thank goodness that had only happened on the weekends so far. 

Eagle dragged me into the water and didn’t let my hand go until we started to swim. There was a floating deck a little way off where his friends had congregated. Two women in skimpy bikinis were sunbathing on top. Two men were sitting along the edge with their legs dangling in the water. The others were hanging onto the side. 

I wondered why Prez wasn’t in the water and glanced back to where he’d been sitting. My eyes almost bugged out of my head when I saw a woman straddling his lap. Two tiny strips of material visible around her back and at her hips revealed that she wasn’t completely naked. Her brown hair was wet and hanging to her shoulders. I could make out Prez’s hands on her hips while she moved suggestively against him.

Were they fucking in public? Totally disgusting! I turned back to finish my swim. We reached the floating deck and joined the three men who were talking and treading water. When they noticed us, their interest in me was immediate and friendly. Their eyes dropped to my breasts with wolfish gleams of appreciation.

I was used to that response from men and didn’t let it bother me.

“Ella, these are my brothers, Buck, Lynx, and Tank.” 

We exchanged smiles. 

“Bear and Knuckles,” he continued with a nod to the two men sitting on top of the deck with the women. Bear winked at me. Knuckles raised his chin in acknowledgement. “The sweet tarts are Hannah and Jezzie.” They crooked their heads long enough to give me a disinterested look and mumble, “hi.” And then they started screaming with indignation when Demo managed to claw his way onto the deck and shook the water off him like dogs will do.

I laughed, gaining a glare from the girls, but it wasn’t what Demo had done to them that had struck my funny bone. “Some of you have the names of animals or birds. Were your parents’ wildlife enthusiasts?”

More than one man chuckled, but it was Eagle who explained. “Those are our road names, sweetheart. We don’t have the same parents.”

“Oh.” I frowned, totally confused. “I was sure Eagle had said that you were his brothers.”

“Not blood brothers, but brothers all the same,” Lynx explained with a grin. “We’re members of the Soldiers of Retribution MC.” 

A lightbulb went off as it all started to make sense to me now. The motorcycles, the tattoos, the long hair, their tough and rugged looks. And while they had some of the same traits, like the muscles they were sporting, they were each eye-catching in their own and different way. But none were as sexy to me as Prez was. There was just something about him that intrigued me.

A squeal from the beach drew my attention back to Prez. The woman that had been straddling him was now on the ground at his feet and glaring up at him. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but it was obvious by her movements that she was angry.

“Ginger must have put the moves on Prez again,” Bear smirked. 

“So what’s up with him anyway?” I asked no one in particular. “He’s not very friendly. Any time I try to talk to him he just grunts.” Laughter followed my comment.

“Really?” There was mild surprise in Tank’s voice. He exchanged a significant look with more than one of his brothers, which more than piqued my interest. There was a story there.

“Never known Prez to ignore a pretty woman,” Lynx quipped. 

“The grunting sounds about right, though,” Eagle laughed. His brothers responded in like.

The women didn’t weigh in, but as more comments were brandished about between the guys, bits and pieces of their words began to take root. Moody, hard to get to know, didn’t trust easily, bad breakup, good food. Good food? That one stuck and gave me an idea. I’d always heard the best way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Another one I’d heard my mom use all my life was “kill them with kindness”. 

The memory put an interesting thought in my head. I wanted to be friends with Prez. I mean, we were neighbors after all. Maybe I should invite him over for a get-to-know-you-dinner. No, I scratched that idea almost immediately. It was too soon for that. And I didn’t want to come across as desperate. But I had a problem I had to fix. It killed me when I knew that someone didn’t like me.

Then it became my mission to win them over. I couldn’t help it. I’d always been like that. Back in high school, I’d had a crush on a guy who wouldn’t give me the time of day. My mom’s words came back to me. “Not everyone is going to like you, Ella, just like you’re not going to like everyone you meet.” 

I hadn’t wanted to believe that. I wanted to be liked by everyone.

I looked back toward the beachline. Prez was gone, and so was the woman. I was hit by something unpleasant, but quickly brushed it off. We weren’t even friends yet, and here I was feeling jealous that he might be inside his house that very moment screwing that woman?

Reality check, Ella! He could screw whoever he wanted. I just wanted to be his friend.
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Wolfe

I padded barefoot through my living room as I made my way to the kitchen for that much needed first cup of coffee. I hit the start button and as I stood blinking the sleep from my eyes, I noticed the sound of music filtering over from Ella’s house. Jesus. It had been a week since the cookout, and the woman had been fucking with me ever since.

She was driving me bat shit crazy with her attempts to get me to notice her antics. They were subtle little things, like the day I’d walked outside the back of the house to find her deliciously displayed, sunbathing on my floating deck; the way she always seemed to be coming and going when I was coming and going, so that we saw each other in our driveways or on the road. Then there was the day she’d lured Demo over with homemade dog biscuits, and I’d had to go retrieve him. Now the music. Adele was not my favorite, but I supposed that it accomplished what Ella wanted it to—make me think about her. 

I thought about her too fucking much. Thought about all the filthy things I wanted to do to her. If she only knew what she was inviting by bringing attention to herself. She didn’t want a man like me coming after her. And maybe if she didn’t have that fresh, innocent look about her, the kind that warned me she wasn’t a one-time fuck, I would have made a move on her that first day. 

I’d just broken things off with Teresa, and I didn’t have the time or the inclination to get a new side piece. It was too much work and required too much time, and there was too much shit going on in the club right now. It was best to stick with the sweet tarts. 

The Soldiers for Retribution weren’t one percenters, but we did go after the bad guys. We did a lot of unsolicited work for the local officials, for which they were grateful. Most of the time. Georgetown was our town, and we fought hard to keep it clean and safe. We tried to stay on the right side of the law, but occasionally, due to the nature of the circumstances we found ourselves in, we were forced to cross over the line. 

Bear and Tank had been working at Bath Iron Works a few months now to gain information about an illegal dog-fighting ring. Knuckles and Buck were bounty hunters on a job up in Caribou. Eagle and Lynx were private investigators working on a child disappearance case where the mother might be involved. No matter what we were involved in, the rule was that we went in pairs. We wore our cuts, and not everyone welcomed our interference with open arms. But we were proud of who we were and what we stood for.

My time as president of the club was spent being accessible to my brothers, assisting when necessary, and running the jobs that came across my desk. I also ran the bar and the garage that we owned. The bar doubled as our clubhouse when necessary, and the garage was located on the lot across from it. The prospects worked the garage, the sweet tarts worked in the bar. We had a pretty sweet set up.

I exhaled a deep breath and ran my hands over my face as the muted sounds of Adele’s popular song “Rolling in the Deep” reached me. What the fuck did Ella do for work that she was home all the damned time? Had she won a lottery or something? I ignored the little voice in my head telling me that this was the reason why you got to know people. 

I reached for my favorite chipped mug next to the maker and poured a cup of coffee. I liked it black and bitter. Just as I’d taken that first cautious sip, there was a knock at the door. I knew right off that it wasn’t any of my brothers because they would have just walked in and made themselves to home. I set the cup down and walked to the door, opening it without checking first to see who it was.

Big mistake. Because standing there with a big, bright smile on her glowing face was my pain in the ass neighbor, looking like a fresh spring flower in her white shorts and floral blouse with the cutouts at the top. You know the kind. Where it showed plenty of creamy skin and was sexy as hell. She’d pulled her hair up on top of her head, leaving the smooth column of her neck visible, but some of the wild curls had escaped. One long corkscrew hung just behind her ear and another smaller one decorated her temple. 

I stood there blinking stupidly for a moment, mesmerized by her nose piercing. Was that new?

Her green eyes moved over me, and I realized my error in opening the door in nothing but my grey sweats. Fucking hell. I was naked from the waist up, but it was what was happening south that made me aware of just how much this woman affected me. My low-hanging sweats couldn’t begin to disguise the hard-on I was getting.

“What?” I barked in a less than welcoming tone, angry at myself for a reaction I couldn’t control.

Her smile never wavered. It was as if she were determined to ignore my bad manners. “Good morning, Prez. I, um, thought you might like some homemade brownies.” 

Brownies? I frowned, noticing the plate in her hand for the first time. I stared at the perfectly cut brownie squares, which were frosted, as if I’d never seen a brownie before. “Why the fuck would you think that?”

She looked slightly taken aback. “Because most people like brownies. And since I can’t afford to eat them all, I thought it would be neighborly to share them with you.” 

I took a deep breath and released it in irritation. “It’s Wolfe.” 

Her brows furrowed. 

“Not Prez. My brothers call me that. You call me Wolfe.” I folded my arms and parted my stance as if I were a soldier guarding the doorway.

“Is that your road name?” she asked, still holding the plate out to me.

Apparently, she’d been given an education from my brothers that day at the cookout. Or maybe she’d caught an episode of Sons of Anarchy. I nodded, getting the feeling that she wasn’t going to leave until I took the plate. I snatched it out of her hand, desperate to get her out of my sight, because my blood had caught fire for her. I couldn’t remember ever reacting so strongly to a woman before. All I could think about was dragging her inside and fucking her up against the wall.

She’d look good plastered against my wall with my dick shoved inside her.

As we stood staring at each other a gentle breeze picked up, blowing over Ella and surrounding me with her sweet, enticing fragrance. Fuck.

“So, where’s Demo?” Her gaze moved past me further into my house as she looked for him.  

Demo sometimes went on the hunt with Knuckles and Buck when they were on a job. He had the fucking skills of a bloodhound. “With one of my brothers, and I’d appreciate you leaving my dog alone. Gettin’ fucking tired of having to fetch him.” I started to close the door. “Thanks for the brownies,” I added as an afterthought.

“Can I ask you a question?” she rushed out, causing me to pause from shutting the door. 

I looked back at her reluctantly and raised a brow indicating for her to go on. 

“Why are you such an asshole?” 

I recognize the slight hurt in her eyes, but I had to give her credit for the tilt of her chin, which indicated her resolve to stay strong. I felt my face crack into an unwilling grin at her boldness to call me out. “I ask myself that all the time.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God, you can smile!” Her eyes danced with amusement. “I was beginning to think that perpetual scowl was painted on your face.”

My scowl returned as I was reminded of why I was going out of my way to not like her.

“You should smile more often.” 

She bit down on the corner of her bottom lip, drawing my eyes there. My dick punched forward and I grunted. I was within five seconds of grabbing her and doing something stupid. Thank fuck I was holding the plate. It kept me grounded.

“Maybe if I wasn’t being bothered by my neighbors I’d have more to smile about.”

Slowly her smile disappeared and her face fell as the hurt returned to her eyes. I felt instant regret, and then anger at myself for being an ass. My mom would have hit me upside the head for my actions if she could see me right now. I’d have deserved it.

When I saw Ella’s luscious bottom lip quiver, I wanted to take it all back, but reminded myself that it was all for a good reason. She sucked in a deep breath, and I knew the second before she opened her mouth that she was going to let me have it.

“You know what?” She grabbed the plate out of my hand so hard that one of her brownies flew off onto the ground. “You don’t deserve these brownies. Which, by the way, happen to be my grandmother’s secret recipe, and are probably better than anything you’ve ever eaten. Better than sex, maybe. I won’t bother you again, Prez. I won’t waste any more of your time. You don’t deserve my friendship. I love Demo, but you can eat shit and die.”

Too shocked to do anything else, I stood there and watched her cute ass sashay home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6


[image: ]


Ella

I hit send and sat back with a loud sigh of relief and accomplishment. I could afford to take a break now that my latest book was off to my editor. And I needed it. I’d been writing non-stop for two weeks to finish A River of Tears. The ache in my neck and shoulders could attest to that. With an unladylike noise, I stretched my aching muscles and thought about what I could do to celebrate.

Normally I would go nightclubbing with Val and Steffy after indulging in an overpriced meal at an expensive restaurant. I wondered if I could talk them into making the drive from Waterville for the night. The three of us had been roomies until I’d felt compelled to move away and put distance between me and my stalking ex. 

I grabbed my cell and checked the time. With any luck I’d catch Val on her lunchbreak. Even though she worked mostly from home, she kept a strict office schedule of eight to five during the week to retain what she called balance in her life. She picked up almost immediately.

Her voice came across in the cheery tone she always seemed to have. “Hey, deserter, what do you want? I have five minutes left before I have to go back to work.”

I laughed and rolled my eyes at her not-so-subtle hint that I had her attention for five minutes. “I just sent my latest book off to Babs, so I’m celebrating. How much groveling will it take to get you and Steffy here for the night?”

“No can do.” Her tone sounded genuinely disappointed. “I have my own deadline to make and will be putting in extra hours tonight.” 

I gasped, because that wasn’t like her at all. 

“I know, I know, but it can’t be helped this time.” She was a contributor to several newspapers and magazines, focusing on beauty and fashion. “And I know Steffy can’t make it.”

“Why?”

“Her brother’s in town—”

“Say no more.” I knew what that meant. Steffy’s parents liked the family to spend as much time together as they could when Ben was able to make it home from the Air Force. I released a sad sigh. “Guess I can celebrate by myself.”

“Poor baby.” I could tell that Val didn’t feel sorry for me in the least. “If you hadn’t moved away...” 

I grunted at her go-to excuse. 

She laughed. “What about this weekend? I doubt Ben will still be around, and even if Steffy can’t come, I will.”

Her comment perked me right up. I missed my friends. “Okay! Let’s make plans for this Saturday then. And plan to spend the night.”

“Okay, one or both of us will be there by noon. See ya then, sista.”

I got off the phone feeling good. I had something to look forward to this weekend. Steffy and Val had been my best friends since grade school. I’d hated leaving them, but Cory had begun to make my life a living hell. His obsession with getting back together had begun to scare me. I hadn’t told the girls half of what that asshole was doing because I hadn’t wanted them to worry about me. Apart from my family, they were the only people who knew where I’d moved. 

After hanging up, I took a quick glance at the clock. It was six, and I hadn’t eaten anything all day. No wonder I was hungry. I didn’t really feel like cooking, but I also didn’t feel like going out alone. I pulled up Uber Eats to see what my options were. As I was skimming down the list there was a hard knock at my door.

I wondered who it was, but didn’t bother to check before opening the door. I caught my breath with shock. Prez stood there, looking formidable in his cut, jeans, and boots. The expression on his whiskered face seemed almost hostile, as if he’d rather be anywhere but here. I met his eyes, slightly surprised to see a mild flicker of humor trying to work its way through them.

“Eat shit and die?” he said, repeating my last words to him. There was a smirk on his sexy mouth.

I felt the heat of embarrassment travel up my neck. “Not my finest moment,” I admitted. I’d felt so ashamed when I’d left his house that day after uttering those nasty words. 

“I deserved it.” 

My brows shot up in disbelief, and then I lowered my eyes to the plate of brownies in his hand. “Is that a peace offering, or do I need to be worried about poisoning?” I half-joked.

His husky laughter moved over me like warm honey. The sound was deep and gravelly, making me think of early morning intimacy. My core clenched with all his manly sexiness. I reached for the plate he held out to me. 

“Don’t be disappointed.” Our eyes locked. “They’re from a box and won’t be better than sex.”

A puff of laughter escaped me. “That’s okay. I’ll take brownies any way I can get them. I haven’t had dinner, and I’m starved. Um, do you want to come in?” 

He hesitated before releasing a breath and saying, “Sure.” 

He didn’t sound sure to me. No, he sounded like a man who wanted to turn around and run. I turned away from him to take the brownies into the kitchen, expecting him to follow me. “So what’s going on, Prez? It’s obvious you don’t like me. Why the brownies? Feeling guilty?”

I caught his snort close behind me. “Fuck no, and it’s Wolfe,” he reminded me. “And what makes you think I don’t like you?”

I released a sound of disbelief. “You’re kidding, right? You’ve been mean to me since I moved in.” I set the brownies down and turned back to him. I couldn’t believe I had this hot, roughed-up version of Channing Tatum lookalike creature in my house. He literally took my breath away. “Did your brothers force you to be nice to me?”

He narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. “Why does it matter so much if I like you?”

I just stared at him and blinked for a minute. “Everyone likes me. I’m a likable person. Even lovable when you get to know me. You didn’t even give me a chance, Prez. Do you treat all women like that when you first meet them?”

His smirk warned me that I probably wouldn’t like his answer. “The women I meet I usually end up fucking before the day is over. Friendship is the last thing either of us are after. They don’t care if I’m sweet on them or give a fuck if I’m nice to them.”

Wow. His words caused a surge of intense heat to run through my body when they should have done just the opposite. I wasn’t used to someone speaking so vulgarly, and the image of the two of us naked and screwing our brains out came so fast that I caught my breath. I tried to swallow down my nervousness and pretend his words hadn’t affected me, but the humor in his eyes told me that he knew exactly what I was thinking. 

What was I supposed to say to that? I found it kind of sad that he only expected physical gratification from the women he hung around with. “You should try getting to know them first. You might meet that special someone you’re meant to spend your life with.”

There was no hesitation in his hard tone when he responded with, “Doubt it.” 

“You’re not looking?” 

He shook his head, his expression set in stone. “How about we change the fucking subject?”

I bit down on my bottom lip. Okaaay then. I decided not to piss him off, even though I was curious as to why Prez didn’t want to discuss it. My stomach grumbled loudly in my suddenly too-quiet kitchen. “Um, I was just about to order dinner in. Would you like to share a pizza with me?”

He tilted his head slightly and held my gaze captive. “Only if you let me buy.”

I smiled. That was fine by me. “Okay.” I went to where I’d left my computer on the counter and pulled up the closest pizza place. “What do you like on yours?”

“Order it the way you like it,” he responded. “No onions, though, in case I decide to kiss you later.”
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Wolfe

What the fuck had just come out of my mouth? The truth, that’s what. I’d been wondering what kissing my sexy little neighbor would be like since I’d first laid eyes on her. Now I was in a situation where I could make it happen. I could tell by her shocked, frozen-in-the-headlights stare that I’d caught her by surprise. The pretty blush coloring her cheeks brought a wolfish grin to my face.

She wasn’t immune to me.

It only took Ella seconds to regain her composure, and she went on to order us dinner. When I watched her take that plump bottom lip between her teeth, it was all I could do to remain standing where I was. Damn, she was beautiful. I let my eyes roam up and down her body like a fiend wanting to rob her of her clothes so I could see what they were covering. The bathing suit she’d had on the day she’d come over had covered way too much of her.

Jesus. I was getting hard. Truth was, I was horny as fuck over Ella, and forcing myself to ignore and avoid her since she’d moved in had only made it worse. I should have hit on her that first day and fucked her out of my system. That was my usual MO. Ella gave off good girl vibes, but I knew what I looked like. Add that to the biker persona, and most
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