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      Take my best friend’s sister out for her birthday.

      How hard can that be?

      My best friend is deployed and he worries about his little sister being alone. But I don’t mind taking her out for her birthday. I just have to remember one thing.

      1) Keep my hands off her ridiculously curvy body.

      There’s just one problem. Mara has her own ideas about what we should do.

      And it turns out she wants to taste a hell of a lot more than just birthday cake.
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      “Just keep your hands to yourself and you’ll be fine.”

      Trent Townsend climbed the steps to the second floor landing of an older townhouse and knocked a fine layer of snow off his boots. Virginia winters were usually mild, but this year Mother Nature apparently had PMS. It had been snowing for the past three days and more was on the way. He was inordinately happy to be out of his house even if he knew the evening would be one step short of erotic torture.

      “Anything is better than being stuck in the house watching reality TV.” Cabin fever was like a disease. He couldn’t eat any more cereal or watch another HGTV marathon without losing his mind. He patted his pocket, feeling the rustle of the tiny wrapped package. This was also his first chance to give Mara her birthday present since he’d been too busy last weekend.

      Too busy coming up with reasons he should stay away from her.

      Seeing Mara always made him hard enough to poke a hole through his pants, and he’d promised his best friend Matt that he’d take care of his sister, not drool all over her.

      They’d become entirely too close over the past year. Something that had to stop when Matt’s tour of duty ended next month.

      “You just have to get through dinner. Keep your hands to yourself and it’ll be fine.”

      The door in front of Trent flung open. Mara Simmons stood on the other side regarding him warily. Warm, amber eyes with long, inky lashes narrowed as she leaned against the doorframe. Her thick dark hair was twisted back from her face and left to fall loose and curly on the sides. She looked like a warrior princess ready to do battle. He groaned as his body immediately responded with a salute of its own.

      “Are you still wearing your pajamas?” He cursed under his breath as he took in the sight of Mara in a curve-hugging tank top and the tiniest pair of cotton shorts he'd ever seen.

      “These are my exercise clothes. I'm doing yoga.” She put one hand on her hip. The top stretched across her chest in just the right way, emphasizing her petite figure. “I saw you as I was passing the window. I wasn't expecting you to come so early.”

      He grimaced at her choice of words. He was about to come all right. Her shorts were practically nonexistent. There were miles, just miles of smooth, creamy skin on display. His nails dug into his palm.

      She even smelled good.

      She’s Matt’s little sister. Keep your hands to yourself.

      Trent sucked in another deep breath. He needed more than a weak mantra reminding him who would kick his ass if he screwed this up. What he needed was a bucket of ice down his pants and a blindfold.

      “Why are you just standing out here talking to yourself anyway?” Mara shook her head and grabbed him by the arm. She pulled him across the threshold and closed the door behind him.

      “Just thinking out loud. I do that sometimes.” Trent felt oddly defensive. Having a raging boner could do that to a guy.

      “What, think?” She chuckled as he glowered at her.

      “Ha ha, smart ass. I’ll remember that the next time you need my help with something.”

      He turned to watch her flip the deadbolt, his eyes taking in her long legs and bare feet. She wore bright purple polish and had a little silver ring on the second to last toe of her right foot. A wave of heat almost forced him to his knees. The girl even had sexy feet. Good thing she wasn’t in the habit of going barefoot.

      He turned away and busied himself with removing his jacket. He needed to focus on something else or he’d never get through the night.

      Damn Matt for putting him in this position. It was just like him to join the military and play the hero overseas. His college buddy was that type of guy and someone Trent felt proud to know. Matt had come through for him more times than he could count, and the only thing he’d ever asked in return was for Trent to keep an eye on his twin sister Mara during his deployment. He wished he’d known in the beginning how hard it would be to keep that promise.

      And how hard it would be to keep my frickin’ hands to myself.

      “So, how fast can you get ready to go?” Trent folded his coat over the arm of the couch. He looked around her place curiously. She changed things often, bringing home stray furniture found at a thrift store or adding weird knickknacks picked up on eBay.

      Her place reflected her eclectic spirit. Bright, wildly patterned furniture clashed with the mint green wall behind the couch. He’d helped her paint the crazy color just a few months ago. She’d said she was going for “energetic.” He thought it looked like a bag of skittles exploded all over the place.

      “Well, I was thinking maybe we could just stay in.” Mara flopped down on the couch and curled up with her legs tucked under her. In that position, her top stretched tight across her breasts. He could see tiny indentations where her nipples pressed against the fabric.

      Fuck, he was so screwed.

      “I know you had something planned but I really don’t feel like going out. Do you mind?”

      Trent blinked a few times and then dragged his gaze away. He glanced around desperately. There was a yoga video playing on her TV and the lamp on the side table next to the couch cast a soft amber glow across the room. A warm smell emanated from the kitchen, making his mouth water.

      “You cooked?”

      She sat up and threw one of the fluffy green pillows on the couch at him. “Yes, I cooked. You don’t have to sound so surprised. I made some lasagna. I figured we could eat here. You know, Netflix and chill.”

      His eyes swung to hers. She smiled innocently. Did she… not know what Netflix and chill meant? His mouth was instantly dry as dust at the thought of pushing her down on that couch and pulling those little shorts off with his teeth.

      But no, she was watching him with a completely calm expression.

      Jesus, she probably thought Netflix and chill actually meant watch a movie and relax. And he wasn’t going to be the perverted ass who enlightened her. So he just nodded.

      A smile spread across her face and his heart turned over a little. He looked away and tucked his hands in his pockets. If something as simple as staying in put that look on her face, he’d gladly do it.

      Trent sat on the edge of a dainty wing chair. Somewhere in the kitchen there was a soft ding and Mara hopped up.

      “The oven’s warmed up. I need to put the lasagna in the oven. Do you want a beer while we wait?”

      His gaze followed the sway of her hips as she rushed to the kitchen.

      “Trent? Hello, earth to Trent.” Mara stood in the doorway to the kitchen, waving her hands back and forth like an air traffic controller.

      He looked up, heat flooding his cheeks as he met her gaze. “Huh?”

      “A beer. You. Want. One?” She said the words slowly.

      Great, now she thought he was an idiot.

      He gulped and nodded furiously. “Sure. A beer. Right.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him before turning into the kitchen. As soon as she was out of sight, Trent’s strained smile fell.

      It was Matt’s first year in the service and he worried about Mara being alone so much, especially on their birthday. Their parents weren’t keen on traveling from Florida again so soon after the holidays and Mara couldn’t get the vacation time to fly down to them. Trent no longer had a girlfriend so it hadn’t been any imposition to spend a little time with Mara. He’d arranged a perfectly safe birthday dinner in a public restaurant. They’d eat, dance a little and head home, end of story.

      The plan did not include a cozy dinner for two, followed by a movie on the couch with only a remote control as chaperone.

      And it definitely didn't include licking her from the top of her head to her pretty little purple-painted toes.

      Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “So I hope you don't mind if I finish my exercise routine. The food will be ready in about an hour.” Mara returned from the kitchen and set the beer down on the side table next to Trent. He was perched on the edge of a wing chair looking uncomfortable as hell. His dark blond hair was spiked up at the top like he'd been running his hands through it.

      “Uh, sure. No problem.” He took a sip of his beer and rubbed his hands together. He was looking everywhere but at her.

      She picked up the remote control and navigated the yoga workout to the place she wanted to start. Not that she really needed the video. She'd practiced how to tease him all week and fantasized about it for years.

      Tonight she would finally seduce Trent.

      They’d gotten closer than ever since Matt’s deployment. She knew her brother was behind Trent’s sudden interest in keeping her company but she didn’t mind at all. She was a big girl, despite what her brother seemed to think. It was ironic; her overprotective twin was actually pushing the object of her interest right in her path. If she had her way, she’d get a lot more for her birthday than a Hallmark card.

      “Namaste. Let's breathe deeply and reach for the sky.”

      Following the instructions of the melodic voice, Mara stretched her hands over her head, knowing her tank top would rise and reveal several inches of belly.

      “Now swan dive; touch the ground.”

      Mara bent slowly and touched her fingertips to the polished hardwood. She peeked at Trent from the corner of her eye. He held his beer with a death grip. His sky blue eyes stood out in stark relief against the blush on his cheeks.

      “Reach for the sky again. Sun Salutations.”

      Mara turned so her profile faced Trent. This way he got the full effect when she bent over. She was a little curvier than what was in fashion, but more than one of her ex-boyfriends had commented that her back view could bring a man to his knees. She bent slowly, keeping her legs straight, her bottom pert as she touched the floor. A strangled sound came from behind her.

      “You okay Trent?”

      He cleared his throat a few times. “Wow. You're, uh … really flexible.”

      She arched her back a little as she reached toward the ceiling again. “Yeah, well, I do yoga regularly and I also jog a few times a week.”

      He made a soft sound that could have been anything from “Working out is great” to “Come take my clothes off.”

      “Downward Facing Dog. Spread those fingers. Sink your heels to the floor.”

      Mara smiled a little as she transitioned into Downward Facing Dog pose. It was one of her favorite positions anyway but it had the added bonus of letting her wiggle her ass in Trent's face.

      “Would you mind spotting me?” She smiled up at him brightly. Hopefully he wouldn’t know enough about yoga to realize that people didn't normally use spotters.

      “Sure, what do you need me to do?” He hopped up and stood next to her. She looked up in time to catch his eyes dart away from her ass guiltily.

      Gotcha.

      “I’ve been having some back pain so I think I just need you to steady me as I come back up.”

      He moved a little closer and tentatively touched her waist. “Here?”

      She stood up straight and then pulled him behind her. “Right behind me actually. We're about to do more Sun Salutations and I need a little help when I bend.”

      Sure enough, the instructor's soothing voice told them to reach for the sky again. Mara stretched her hands up, feeling Trent's fingers clench uncertainly against her skin as she moved. She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. “Are you ready?”

      He shook his head slowly, as if in a daze. “Not really but go ahead. I wouldn't want you to hurt yourself.”

      “Now swan dive; touch the ground.”

      Mara bent over slowly, angling her back so she pressed against Trent from hip to thigh.

      “Oh the universe hates me …” Trent muttered.
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      Well, there was no way Mara didn’t know exactly how much he wanted her now. The evidence of that was currently trying to poke its way through her itty-bitty shorts. He'd never thought of exercise as sensual before but he wasn't sure if he would survive this yoga session.

      He looked at where her ass snuggled up against his groin. Full and heart-shaped, it was more than enough to fill his hands just the way he liked. His fingers flexed at her waist and she made a soft sound.

      “Are you okay? Do you need any help getting up?” He hoped he hadn't gripped her too hard in the midst of his fantasizing. He was supposed to help her with her stretches, not imagine her stretched out on top of him.

      “I’m fine. I just have a leg cramp.” She sat down on the floor abruptly.

      “Well at least that's something I have some experience with. I used to get them when I played football. Let me see.” Trent kneeled beside her and helped her stretch her leg out. “Lie back and let me massage it out.”

      As soon as she stretched out on her back, Trent realized this was an incredibly stupid idea. He was supposed to look at her on her back while he massaged her thigh without being visibly turned on?

      Right.

      Well, if he did this carefully maybe she wouldn’t know. He could hold her leg and stretch it out without her getting a glimpse of the Olympic-sized pole vault in his pants.

      Mara startled slightly when Trent lifted her right leg and placed it on his shoulder. She looked up, and their gazes caught and held. For a long moment, Trent wondered if they were imagining the same thing.

      Him holding her leg on his shoulder while he thrust deep inside.

      Trent glanced away. “I’m just going to apply a little pressure and you can press back against me.” He leaned forward, forcing her thigh to press into her chest. “That's it. That's not too much pressure, is it? How does that feel?”

      How does that feel? You like that baby?

      The echo of all the dirty things he could say to her hung in the air between them. Trent closed his eyes as the erotic images played out in his mind. He opened them to find Mara watching him. She raised a hand and ran it gently over his hair.

      A loud ding came from the kitchen and Mara jumped. Trent released her leg and moved back, appalled at what he'd almost done. Another second and he'd have hooked a finger in those little shorts and tugged them to the side. Another second after that, he'd have been massaging her from the inside out right in the middle of her living room.

      “You should go get the food, Mara.” He moved away from her and ran a hand over his face. She looked hurt for a second before sitting up straight.

      “Sorry. I'm just in a bad mood today. I don’t mean to take it out on you, princess.” He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the forehead before sitting on the couch.

      “No problem. Thanks for taking care of my leg.” She rose in a graceful motion and grabbed the remote. The screen went black for a few moments before the words An Affair to Remember rolled across the screen.

      “You're going to torture me with a chick flick now? Isn’t that something girls only do to their boyfriends?”

      Mara looked over her shoulder and stuck her tongue out. “You're practically my boyfriend anyway. You take me out to dinner, you fix stuff when it breaks and you're the one I call when I see a bug. The only thing you don’t do is…” She quickly looked away. Her cheeks flushed pink.

      “I’ll just go get the food now.” She rushed into the kitchen.

      The only thing you don't do is make love to me.

      The thought hung in the air as palpably as if she'd spoken it aloud. Trent dropped his head into his hands and sighed. He really hoped Mara wasn't in a chatty mood. Because if their conversation went back to boyfriend duties, he feared he'd give her a demonstration of exactly what he’d do if he was her man.
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      Mara pulled the bread from the oven and placed it carefully on top of the stove. She looked over at the uncorked wine and the lasagna she’d already arranged on her best plates. Everything was ready to go — except her confidence.

      Get it together girl. It’s time to go after what you want.

      “You need any help?” Trent’s voice floated in from the living room.

      Sure thing big boy. Just strip your clothes off for me. It’ll save time later.

      “No thanks. I’ve got it.” Mara chuckled and blew out a breath, rolling her head from side to side. She'd already gotten a leg cramp and put her foot in her mouth by calling him her boyfriend. Being a seductress was hard work. Especially when she wasn't even sure if it was working.

      Whatever the outcome, I have to see this through.

      The unresolved sexual tension between them had gone on for too long. Ever since freshman year in college when she'd walked into Matt’s dorm room and come face to face with a shirtless Trent, she'd known.

      He was the one.

      He’d tutored her in chemistry, cheered her on at volleyball games and helped Matt intimidate her ex-boyfriends. He’d been right there with her twin brother as her biggest supporter or shoulder to cry on, whichever she needed most.

      All the while not knowing she was in love with him.

      Mara picked up the two plates of lasagna and carried them out to the coffee table. Trent sat up straight when she approached, moving to allow her room to maneuver. He wouldn’t meet her eyes but his gaze lingered on the swells of her breasts when she bent over to place the food on the table.

      Good.

      Now she just had to get him to relax. Much easier said than done. After her yoga torture session, the poor guy was strung tighter than her grandma’s clothesline.

      She bustled back to the kitchen and scooped up the bread basket and the bottle of wine. That didn’t leave much room for her to hold the two empty wine glasses but she managed to hook them into the cradle of her arm. A second later, she deposited it all on the coffee table with a distinctive clank.

      “Mara, all you had to do was ask for help.” Trent sounded faintly amused. She wrinkled her nose at him. He treated her like a cross between a friend and an annoying little sister. Something she hoped would change this weekend.

      “It’s okay. I got it all. Wine?” She poured two glasses before he answered and took a healthy gulp of hers.

      She was nervous as hell and the wary look on his face didn’t help any.

      They settled on the couch and picked up their plates, the silence between them comfortable. She loved when they just spent casual time together like this. Trent didn’t need to fill the silence with meaningless chatter. The night only had a few awkward moments, such as when she caught Trent staring at her mouth while she ate. She'd licked her fork and his eyes had widened.

      After that, he didn’t look up anymore.

      He ate his lasagna with hearty appreciation. It was nice to see him enjoying something she’d cooked. She didn’t get to pamper him nearly enough.

      When he finished, he set his plate down and stretched out, resting his arms on the back of the couch. “That was great. I haven’t had good home-cooked lasagna in forever.”

      Mara sent him a sly look. “Didn’t what’s-her-name ever cook for you?” She couldn’t help the sneer in her voice. Trent’s last girlfriend had been a bona fide bitch.

      Trent didn’t answer right away but the corners of his lips turned up. “I’m going to plead the Fifth on that one. I know better than to incriminate myself.”

      “Uh huh. I’ll take that as a no, then.” Mara cleared their plates and then refilled both their wine glasses. The movie on the screen had ended and the credits were rolling. She’d been so focused on Trent’s thigh rubbing up against hers that she’d barely paid any attention to the plot.

      When she leaned across him to place his wine glass on the side table next to him, their arms touched. He stiffened but didn’t move. When she turned to look at him, their faces were so close they were almost kissing.

      It’s now or never. Just do something.

      Mara leaned closer and brushed her lips against his. He stilled, his dark eyes going soft and slumberous as he regarded her from beneath lowered lashes.

      “Mara? What are you doing?” he whispered.

      She leaned forward and captured his lips in another soft kiss before nipping his lower lip gently. “I’m kissing you.” Then she swung her leg up and settled into his lap.

      Their mouths merged in a kiss so deep and wet Mara forgot her surroundings. Trent tunneled a hand into her hair and steadied her as he took control of the kiss, the little bite of pain as he gripped her hair a complete turn-on. He licked into her mouth and sucked her bottom lip gently. She let out a soft sigh as she settled against an impressive erection.

      Where’s he been hiding that?

      “Whoa, wait a minute.” Trent pulled back suddenly and deposited her none too gently on the couch next to him.

      “What’s the matter? Why’d you stop?” Mara pulled her knees up to her chest, feeling suddenly vulnerable. When Trent turned to her with guilt-stricken eyes, she felt even worse.

      “Oh, I get it. I’m not your type or whatever.” Mara resisted the urge to point out his continued erection. She knew all too well a guy could get turned on by a woman he didn't even particularly like.

      “It’s not that, Mara. You’re gorgeous. You’re any man’s type. But this is not a good idea. For a lot of reasons.” Trent ran his hands through his hair until the ends stood up in wild disarray. “You're Matt’s little sister for Christ's sake.”

      “What does that have to do with anything. I’m his sister, not yours.” Mara looked at the half empty wine glasses on the table, watching the way the lamplight glowed on the edges of the glass. Anything was better than looking into his eyes as he figured out a way to let her down easy. She had more pride than that.

      “You know what I mean. I’m supposed to look out for you, not take advantage.Look, I should probably take off.” Trent made a show of going over to the window to look outside. Mara watched the steady snowfall from her seat on the couch.

      Her stomach clenched. He’d really have to leave soon or risk being caught out in a blizzard. Some birthday this turned out to be. A little wine, an old movie and … a big fat rejection. Her plan for seduction had failed miserably. Even worse, now they would act all awkward around each other.

      “Well, thanks for coming by so I didn’t have to celebrate alone.” She tried not to let her disappointment come through in her voice. It wasn’t his fault that she’d expected more from the evening.

      “I’ll just use your bathroom before I go. It looks like it might be a slow ride getting home.” Trent flashed a quick grin before ducking down the hall.

      Mara carried their wine glasses to the kitchen and loaded the dishwasher before coming back to sit on the couch. She leaned forward and peered at the bathroom door, noting that the light remained on. Ten more minutes passed before she got up and stood by the door.

      “What the hell is he doing in there?” she muttered. She almost knocked before realizing how embarrassing that could be.

      She paced back and forth a few times before deciding to change clothes while she waited. Her attempt at sexiness hadn’t worked anyway. She might as well be comfortable. After being rejected she didn’t care if Trent saw her favorite pair of ratty old sweatpants.

      The door to her room was slightly ajar, so she pushed it open. The connecting door that led from the bathroom into her bedroom was wide open and bright fluorescent light spilled into the room.

      “I don’t remember leaving that door open … ” She stopped talking mid-sentence.

      Trent was in her room. Standing next to her bed.

      Holding her cotton candy pink vibrator.
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      Trent now knew what hitting the lottery felt like. It was a little bit of I’m so lucky mixed with a lot of are you kidding me? all topped off with what the hell? icing. Plus an orgasm. He was pretty sure he’d already had one of those.

      Mara, his sweet little Mara, owned a vibrator. A big ass vibrator. Plus an entire drawer of other things he was shocked she even knew about.

      The door to the bedroom burst open and Mara stopped in her tracks when she saw him. His brain sent the order to move or at least explain that he hadn’t been snooping but just trying to leave her birthday present on the nightstand. But no, he just stood there with his mouth hanging open.

      “What are you doing with all these … ” he stopped, at a loss to describe the contents of the drawer he’d found hanging open.

      “Sex toys?” Mara offered innocently.

      He was instantly hard as a rock just hearing the words leave her mouth. The silence stretched between them as he thought of all the things in her drawer. He looked over at the purple down comforter on her bed. An image of her nude, reclining on the comforter, her long legs spread while she worked herself with the vibrator filled his mind. He groaned and closed his eyes.

      “Yes. Sex toys, if you can even call them that.” He held up the rhinestone encrusted nipple clamps. Mara didn’t even look embarrassed. He, on the other hand, was embarrassingly interested to know if she’d ever worn them.

      “I’m not some little kid, Trent. I’m a grown woman.” She crossed her arms and stuck out her chin.

      Trent clenched his fists. “Believe me, princess, I know that. I’ve been trying to keep my mind off just how grown you are for the past year.”

      Mara uncrossed her arms and marched over to him. She barely reached his chin. “Well, if you think about me that way, why’d you stop earlier? And how come you've never said anything?”

      “Mara, I’m not the settling down type. You know that.”

      Mara stared at him for a long moment. He cringed under her scrutiny but at least he’d been honest. The two of them together was a bad idea for a lot of reasons, beginning with the beat down he’d get from her brother and ending with the simple fact that she deserved better. Period.

      “You’re worried about me getting too attached?” Mara chuckled. Then she broke down into another fit of giggles.

      “I fail to see the humor in this.” Trent felt the scowl on his face growing the longer she laughed.

      “Who said I’m looking to settle down?” Mara hopped up on the bed and crossed her legs. When he managed to rip his eyes away from the view, she raised her eyebrows.

      “You don’t think I have needs just like any other woman? You don’t think I need someone to take care of them?”

      “Needs?” he parroted, his throat instantly going dry when she trailed a hand down her thigh and rested it there. He gulped and turned around. He took a deep breath and then another.

      “Why are you telling me all of this?” He was angry but he didn’t know who to blame, Mara or himself.

      “Because I want it to be you, Trent.” Her voice wavered a little at the end and he turned slightly to see her sit up. She leaned forward until she entered his line of sight. He squeezed his eyes shut. Looking at her on the bed wasn’t helping the situation.

      “But if I can't have you, I have my vibrator and my imagination. It’s the next best thing.” Mara’s voice moved closer. When he opened his eyes, she stood directly before him.

      “I can't think about that right now. It's hard enough not to think about you that way without the mental image of you …” He backed up as she came even closer.

      “Maybe I want you to think about me that way. Maybe I've wanted that for a long time.” Her hands toyed with the waistband of her shorts, revealing the top of her black lace panties.

      Trent broke out into a sweat. “Sweet Jesus, Mara. You’re killing me here. I won’t even blame Matt for kicking my ass if we do this.”

      Mara stood on tiptoe and pressed her mouth against his. “If you don’t want me that way then just say so, but don’t use my brother as an excuse. He has nothing to do with this.” Her breath came in little pants that washed softly over his cheek.

      Trent laughed, a hard crack that carried no amusement. “He won’t see it that way. But damn if I don't care about that now.”

      She leaned against him, her breasts pressing against his chest. He held out for all of two seconds before he scooped her up and held her captive for his crushing kiss.

      It was like drowning, with her long legs wrapped around his waist and her thick dark hair falling over his face. She tasted sweet and rich like the red wine they’d had earlier. Trent swallowed her shocked moan as he absorbed her taste. She melted against him, her body molding to his as she clawed at his chest, fighting to get closer. She shifted in his arms and he soon found his hands filled with her soft bottom as he leaned against the wall to steady them.

      “Damn, you’re a sexy handful.”

      He took her mouth again, angling her head back so he could penetrate her mouth the way he wanted to penetrate her body. She accepted the movement with a little sigh in the back of her throat. God, that sound turned him on. He could just imagine she’d sound like that while he was inside her.

      “Are you sure, Mara?” He kissed his way down her throat, sucking on the soft skin at the curve of her shoulder. “There’s no going back if we do this.”

      Mara looked up at him, her brown eyes languid and soft. “God, you talk too much.” Then she reached down and captured his erection in a firm grip.

      All thought fled his mind then and he turned blindly toward the bed. He stumbled when he reached the edge and they tumbled on top of the covers. With one hand, Mara tugged her shirt over her head and dropped it on the floor. Her shorts and black lace thong soon followed. She gave him a saucy look as she scooted back until she reclined into the soft fluffy pillows at the head of the bed.

      “I’m going to hell for this.” He pulled his shirt over his head and stepped out of his shoes. Bending over, he quickly shucked his jeans and briefs. The longer he looked at Mara lying quietly, her hand trailing up and down her bare thigh, the faster he moved.

      He crawled over the bed until he hovered above her. He skimmed his hands over the diamond-tight tips of her breasts, enjoying the way her breath hitched when he continued past them down to the skin of her belly.

      “Don’t tease me, Trent.” Mara whimpered when he circled her navel with the tip of his finger, dipping into the sensitive indentation a few times before continuing his exploration downward. Her mound was shaved except for a small patch of dark curls on the top.

      “I’m not the one who’s the tease here. Did you do this for me?” He brushed his knuckles over the small thatch of curls, satisfied when she let out a hoarse cry. He repeated the motion, bumping against the small knot of sensitive nerves at the top. Her legs fell open as she shuddered.

      “Yes, I did it for you. I was hoping you’d like it.”

      He leaned down and licked her. She moaned and arched upward, her body stretching in one long, sinuous line.

      “I definitely like it, princess.” He nipped at her, drawing the lips of her sex through his teeth gently.

      “Oh my god, Trent.” Her fingers curled into the bed linen next to his head until she had a fistful of the sheets. He pressed her thighs up as he licked into her repeatedly, his tongue searching out her unique flavor. She moaned and trembled in his grip. He thrust two long fingers inside her and smiled in triumph when she cried out and shuddered beneath his mouth.

      “I really hope you have some protection in your bag of tricks, princess.” He reached over and pulled open the night table drawer. He let out a breath when he saw a box of condoms in the back.

      He ripped open one of the small packets and rolled the protection on quickly. Her scent still clung to his lips, teasing his nostrils. The urge to get inside her, to press her legs up and take her, roared through his blood. A primal call he couldn’t ignore.

      He rested his damp forehead against hers and looked down into her eyes. He swallowed her gasps of pleasure as he sipped at her mouth, his gaze on hers the entire time.

      “Trent, I’ve been dreaming about this for so long.” Her voice broke as he surged inside her in a sudden hard thrust. She was so tight he could barely move. Her eyes drifted closed.

      “Look at me. Look at me as I take you.”

      Her eyes widened at his command. It was such a rush, being inside her tight sheath, feeling her tremble as he worked himself deeper and deeper. Every fantasy he’d ever had about her paled in comparison to the reality. He was here, with his Mara, her legs around his waist, her nails digging into his shoulders.

      It was a wet dream come to life.

      “I love being inside you. I don’t plan to let you out of this bed for a while.” He lifted her legs up and hooked them over his shoulders, angling deeper, rubbing himself against her with every thrust. It was amazingly erotic to watch her round breasts bounce in time with his strokes. He held them in the palm of his hands and rolled the tips between his fingers.

      “Oh my god!” Mara screamed. Her eyes fluttered shut as she came and she clamped down so hard Trent shuddered at the force of her pleasure. She sobbed as he continued to move within her, raising himself up onto his knees so he could pump faster, harder.

      “I’ve been dreaming about this for years…”

      His words were muffled against her neck as he clutched her tighter against his chest and roared as he came. He slumped against her for a moment before he gathered the strength to pull out and roll to the side. He threw a heavy arm over her middle and pulled her back until she nestled against him.

      He looked past her and his gaze landed on a framed picture of her and Matt. His friend had an arm around Mara and stared at the camera as if daring anyone to come too close.

      Well, Trent had gotten as close as anyone could get and he'd be damned if he would regret it.
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      “Stop thinking so hard.” Mara peeked over her shoulder and snuggled deeper into Trent's embrace. “I can almost hear the thoughts banging around in that brain of yours. Just turn it off for a little while.”

      Trent sighed but at least he stopped scowling. “That's easier said than done. Every action carries consequences.”

      Mara pushed up onto her elbow until they were face to face. “There is nothing wrong with us being together. It’s nobody’s business but our own. However, if this is just a one-time thing for you, I understand. I won’t hold it against you if you move on.”

      She sat up and pulled the sheet up to cover her naked breasts. “Just like I’m sure you won’t hold it against me if I go out with your friend, Jackson. We ran into each other at the post office the other day and he asked me out.”

      The words were barely out of her mouth before she was flat on her back with Trent hovering over her.

      “I’ll be damned if I've kept my hands off you the past few years just to see you with a pig like Jackson,” he growled.

      Mara shoved at his shoulders. “Why do you even care? This is just a one night stand, right?”

      He stilled and looked down at her. His eyes held hers until she stopped struggling beneath him.

      “This isn't a one night anything. You're mine, Mara. I fell for you somewhere between helping you with your chemistry labs and that time you dressed up as a burrito on Halloween to cheer me up.”

      He slid an arm beneath her and held her to his heart. She felt it beating so strongly it was like a hand rapping against her chest.

      “I’ve loved you for so long and I'm done resisting it. Let the chips fall where they may.”

      Mara blinked back the tears that welled in her eyes. She was finally hearing the man of her dreams say “I love you” and she didn’t want to be a sobbing mess as it happened.

      “I’ve loved you for a long time too, Trent. It just took me a while to work up the nerve to do anything about it.”

      He leered down at her. “Well, thank god for that. If you'd decided to tease me while we were in school, I might not have graduated. That was the skimpiest yoga outfit I've ever seen.”

      Mara covered her mouth with the back of her hand as she laughed. “So I guess it’s not a one night stand after all, then?” she joked.

      He shook his head, smiling down at her affectionately. “Hardly. I don’t think there are enough nights left in my lifetime for me to do all the things to you I’ve imagined doing.”

      “I guess you’d better stick around then. And from now on, we need to be honest with each other. No more pushing me away because you think it's best for me. Okay?” She pinched his arm to make her point.

      Trent laughed, the sound rumbling over her skin where his mouth pressed against her shoulders. “I guess you told me, huh?”

      Mara grinned up at him and wrapped her legs around him, holding him in the cradle of her thighs. His erection poked her belly like a hard spike. She sucked in an appreciative breath as he ground against her.

      “That’s right. You know I don’t take any crap off anyone. Even the man I love.”

      She sighed and angled her head, giving him greater access to her neck. He trailed soft little kisses along her skin until he reached her ear. She whimpered when he nibbled on her earlobe.

      “Your skin is so soft.” Trent bit down on the lobe gently and Mara clenched her thighs around him. Too much longer and she wouldn't know what they were talking about anymore.

      “Well, I’m glad it all worked out because otherwise I was going to resort to Plan B.” He looked up at her in surprise.

      She smirked and leaned over to rummage in her drawer. It took a few minutes of rooting around before she found what she’d ordered off the internet the previous week.

      She dropped the maroon colored velvet rope on the bed. Trent picked it up and raised his eyebrows.

      “Maybe you should proceed with Plan B, anyway. Just in case I need further convincing.” His breathing was coming noticeably faster now.

      Mara crawled up his chest and pushed him back until he lay flat. She stretched his arms above his head and tied them loosely to the rungs of her wrought iron headboard with the rope. Trent tugged gently, his eyes widening slightly when she swatted his arm.

      “Don't move.” She leaned over and took one of his tiny brown nipples between her lips. He swelled beneath her.

      “Yes ma’am.” He groaned when she ground down on his erection.

      His chest was like a playground, with his well-developed pecs and the indentations of his abdominals. No one would ever guess he worked behind a desk doing something as boring as statistical models. He had the physique of a man who worked outside all day. Something she knew he worked hard to maintain.

      “I want to be in control for a little while. I want to take you.” She slid down his body, feeling his muscles tense and contract under her hands. She took her time, rubbing his arms and the strong muscles of his thighs as she went.

      “Whatever you want, princess.” When her nails grazed his inner thighs, he groaned and jerked under her hands.

      She chuckled. “Good to know you appreciate a strong woman.”

      The evidence of his arousal was right in front of her face and she took a moment to admire every inch. She brushed her nose against the base and lapped several long strokes up to the head. When she finally took him in her mouth, Trent reared up, straining against the velvet tie.

      “That’s it … damn, Mara.” He looked down at her with an expression akin to amazement as she sucked him back into the cavern of her mouth, using her hands to steady herself on his thighs. Before long, she had the perfect rhythm, bobbing down on him repeatedly until he hit the back of her throat with every stroke.

      “I’m going to come,” Trent warned. His hands curled into fists and his hips pumped up to meet her mouth. He gritted his teeth and watched her as she swirled her tongue around the head, as if he couldn’t tear his eyes away. His eyes widened when she increased her pace, pulling his flesh through her lips gently, over and over.

      “Oh my god…” He swelled in her mouth as he came, his hips ramming up with an awkward rhythm. She stayed with him through each pulse of his release, swallowing eagerly, sucking gently on his softening shaft.

      “Mara.” Her name fell from his lips like a prayer. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      She kissed her way up from his thigh to the tight muscles of his stomach. “I wanted to, believe me.” His heart rapped unevenly beneath her hands as she settled against his chest. She reached up and tugged on the end of the rope, releasing his hands. His arm came down and stroked the nape of her neck.

      “I am really glad you forgot to close that drawer.” His chest jumped from the force of his silent laughter.

      Mara pushed up so she could see his face. “Not that it matters now, but what were you doing anyway? I was starting to think you flushed yourself down the toilet.”

      Trent snorted. “I was being a chicken shit. I figured if I left your birthday present on your nightstand, you’d find it later and I wouldn’t have to actually give it to you. It’s kind of awkward giving a gift to someone that you’ve just …”

      “Rejected?” Mara winked as he scowled.

      “I didn’t reject you. I was trying to be the voice of reason. For once, I was being the responsible one.”

      Mara rolled over and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Well, from now on, don’t bother. I'm not interested in you being responsible.”

      She sashayed over to the connecting door of the bathroom. “I am interested in you taking me from behind in the shower. Unless you’re too tired.” She walked into the bathroom without waiting to see if he would follow.

      A second later, the door to the bathroom banged open. Trent stood in the doorway watching her sheepishly.

      “I’ll wash your back if you wash mine.”
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      The steam in the air was so thick he could hardly see his hand in front of his face but Trent clearly saw Mara. With her head thrown back and water cascading over her shoulders and breasts, she looked like a naughty mermaid.

      “This is amazing,” she purred, rolling her shoulders beneath the hot spray. Trent agreed for reasons that had nothing to do with the water temperature. Showering with her was one of his favorite X-rated fantasies. Complete with sound effects.

      “I never knew you were such a noisy thing.” He chuckled when her eyes popped open mid-moan.

      “I can’t help it.” She ducked her head and smiled up at him shyly. “Besides, you’re not exactly quiet yourself.”

      “Mmm, hmm.” Trent was barely listening, too involved in tracing her earlobe with his tongue. He turned her back to him and held her flush with his body. Her slick, wet skin felt butter soft. No wonder he couldn't keep his tongue away from her.

      “Let’s see if I can give you something else to scream about.” He placed her hands against the cool tile and angled her forward. The position tilted her bottom up to him like an offering.

      Now that’s what I'm talking about.

      “Trent? What are you doing?” Her voice wavered but it was clear she wasn't afraid. Her breaths came in shallow pants and, when she peeked over her shoulder, her eyes glittered with anticipation.

      “I’m just doing an experiment. I was wondering if I can make you sing for me.”

      Her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Sing?”

      “Yeah, just a few notes. Maybe this will do it.” He eased one finger into her from behind. Her eyes fluttered shut and she let out a long, low moan.

      “That was nice but I think you need to try it again. Maybe a higher note this time.” He thrust two fingers inside this time and she squealed and clamped down hard.

      “Trent! Please …”

      He played her like an instrument, his fingers circling and teasing the opening to her body until she cried out in one long, continuous wail. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he reached down and teased her with his erection, dipping the head inside her a few times before he finally thrust home.

      “I’m coming! Don’t stop.” She shuddered in his arms, her internal muscles tightening and releasing with so much force he wouldn't be surprised if he had bruises later.

      “Damn you feel good, Mara. Like you were made for me. Made to take this.” He spread her legs opening her further for his possession. The water streaming over them beat down on his back as he pumped faster, slamming into her like a madman. Only Mara could make him like this, so crazed to have her he forgot his senses. The only thought he could hold on to was branding her with his mark.

      “Trent, it’s so good. I can’t take it,” she sobbed.

      He felt her shake with another release just as the familiar lightning raced up his spine. As he braced one hand on the wall over her head, he craned his head back and growled as he shook all over, riding the wave of pleasure that flowed between them.

      He opened his eyes a few moments later and blinked through the curtain of water falling over his face. Mara slumped forward into the tile with one leg propped up onto the ledge of the tub. If he could, he would have taken a picture and labeled it “perfect satisfaction.” It was only when he pulled out that he realized what he’d forgotten.

      Protection.

      “Oh, hell!” He ran his hands through his wet hair as the implications of it hit him. Not only had he just thoroughly debauched his best friend's sister but he might also have just gotten her pregnant.

      “I am such an ass.” He pulled Mara into his arms and kissed her softly on the cheek. “I didn’t use protection. Is there any chance you're on the pill?”

      Mara's eyes widened before she shook her head slowly. “No, I always had weird reactions to the pill. But I’m pretty sure the timing is wrong, anyway.”

      Trent flipped the water off with a twist of his wrist and then scooped her up in his arms. “Let's get you dried off and in bed. Then I can give you the birthday present that started it all.”

      She allowed him to lift her, resting her head gently on his shoulder. It was stupid but the gesture instantly made him feel stronger. The hidden caveman inside him wanted to carry her off, kill her something with his bare hands and then feed it to her. He wanted to protect her and make love to her.

      And one day watch her grow round with their child.

      “Man, you are one sick bastard,” he muttered to himself as he stepped over the threshold of the tub into the cooler air of the bathroom.

      “What’s that?” Mara blinked up at him sleepily.

      He cuddled her against him for a moment before snagging one of the thick towels on the rack. “Nothing, princess.” He set her gently on her feet and toweled her off quickly. He rubbed most of the water off his own body before folding the towel and placing it neatly back on the rack.

      He followed Mara back into her bedroom and watched as she straightened the bed covers before climbing in. She scooted over and made room for him. He slid beneath the covers. She crawled over and plastered herself to him.

      “I’m so tired. You wore me out.” Her voice sounded deeper, heavy with fatigue. Her hand trailed gently over his chest until it suddenly stopped. He looked down.

      She was asleep.

      Trent took a moment to reflect back on the day, aware of just how lucky he was that everything had turned out well. It could have just as easily been a fiasco from their ill-timed kiss on the couch, to him being found looking at her vibrator, to his forgetting the condom.

      He’d never had such a disaster of a day turn into one of the best nights of his life. But at the end, he was cuddled up in bed, warm and cozy with the woman he loved.

      It just didn’t get any better than this.

      The sudden sound of the phone ringing jolted Trent out of a deep sleep. He dragged a rough hand over his face and shook his head hard. Who the hell would call at this hour? Unless something had happened to one of his parents? Or Mara?

      His hand rooted around until he pulled the phone out of its cradle.

      “Hello?” His voice sounded about two octaves deeper, rusty with sleep. Next to him, someone stirred and he remembered where he was. And that he wasn’t answering his own phone.

      “Who the hell is this?”

      He'd know the gravelly voice anywhere. Matt had always sounded like a drill sergeant, even before he’d become one.

      “Shit.” For a moment, Trent panicked and, the next thing he knew, he heard the dial tone.

      “Crap. Mara, I just hung up on your brother.”

      Her head popped up, her wild curls flying around her face in a swirl. “You did what?”

      Before he could answer, the phone rang again. He handed it to Mara wordlessly. Not that she needed the headset. Matt’s voice could probably be heard in the next county.

      “Tell your new boyfriend that I’m going to rip him a new one if he ever hangs up on me again. Who the hell is that, Mara?”

      Mara sat up straight and her eyes went to Trent. “It was an accident, Matty. I was trying to grab the phone.”

      “And why is he answering your phone at this time of night anyway?”

      Mara rolled her eyes. “I love you too, Matt. I’m so glad you called. How are you?”

      The rest of their conversation was too muffled for Trent to hear but he could imagine it wasn’t good. Mara didn’t look too happy when she hung up.

      “Sorry about that. Sometimes he calls in the middle of the night. He knows I’d rather lose sleep than wait to hear from him. I should have thought of that. Should have warned you.”

      Trent sat up and pulled her against his chest. “You shouldn’t have to do any of that. You shouldn’t have to hide who you’re dating from Matt.”

      Mara sighed. “I know. But still.”

      He chuckled. “I knew I was getting off too easy. Now I’ve pissed him off and he doesn’t even know it’s me. I have no idea how to tell him.”

      “It’ll be another month before he’s back home so we don’t need to worry about it right now. Let’s go back to sleep.”

      They slid back beneath the covers and Mara settled against his chest. But it was a long time before either of them fell asleep.
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      Mara was floating, her body tethered to a cloud. Soft tendrils of mist swirled over her arms and legs, tickling her belly, sliding over her nipples. She whimpered as the mist-like fingers danced between her thighs, avoiding the place she needed them most.

      She opened her eyes to the image of Trent kneeling over her, his eyes darkening when he saw she was awake. His tongue darted out, flicking over the lips of her sex. Mara gripped the sheets between her fists as she struggled not to come.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she panted. She was rewarded with another deep, sensuous tongue lashing. The man was a maestro with that thing and she was more than happy to be the instrument he practiced on.

      “When I woke, you were in the most interesting position. I couldn't resist.” He groaned when she clenched around his tongue. She took her breasts in her hands and rolled the tips through her fingers.

      “Damn, you're a hot little thing. You trying to tease me again?” Trent substituted a finger for his tongue and Mara cried out.

      “Is it working?” Mara lifted her hips and rode his finger, her eyes fluttering closed when he slid another inside.

      “Hell yeah, it’s working.” He rolled over and pulled another condom from her bedside drawer. She sat up to watch him roll it on. It was fascinating. If she'd known what he'd kept hidden in his pants all this time, she probably wouldn't have waited so long to approach him.

      “I want you on top of me. Ride me, Mara.” He lay back and pulled her on top of him.

      She spread her legs and took him deep.

      “Damn, you feel good.” Trent cradled her full breasts in his hands, holding them as she rocked steadily on top of him. He plucked at her nipples until she whimpered. Every time he pinched, it sent a zing straight to her core.

      “Ride me harder. Bounce on me.”

      Mara shivered as he looked down at where their bodies joined, the intensity of his stare providing her with the bravado she needed. She lifted up on her knees and slammed herself down, taking him so deep she felt it in her throat.

      “Yes, like that. Again.” His rough order raced through her and she repeated the motion, taking every inch of his length as deep as it could go. Soon she had a rhythm: lift, drop, grind. When he started tweaking her nipples in time with the motion of her hips, she lost it.

      “Trent. Trent!” She collapsed on his chest as she shuddered in pleasure. He held her hips as he rocked up. He pumped again and then called out her name.

      They lay for a few minutes, breathing heavily together. Mara didn’t really want to get up but she figured she had to be kind of heavy. Considering the workouts she’d given him over the past twenty-four hours, the poor guy surely needed all the oxygen he could get.

      She rolled to the side just as a loud knock sounded on the front door. “Oh, what now? I don’t need my snow shoveled for crying out loud!”

      Trent looked at her strangely so she propped herself up on her elbow. “Whenever it snows here, all the neighborhood kids knock on doors and ask if you need your walk shoveled.”

      She got up and walked over to her dresser. She ripped a piece of paper out of a small notebook. “It’s cute the first two times it snows. After that, it’s just annoying.” She scribbled something and then handed it to Trent. “Could you put this on the door so they’ll stop knocking? Otherwise we’ll never get any peace.”

      Trent pulled on the pair of jeans he’d left on the floor the night before. He accepted the piece of paper and the small roll of tape she handed him.

      “I suppose I could, if you don’t mind making breakfast. You know what my cooking is like.”

      She laughed and swatted his arm. “Yeah, food poisoning waiting to happen. I suppose bacon and eggs isn’t too much to ask. But don’t think I’m cooking for you every morning buster.”

      Trent was still smiling as he went downstairs. He watched Mara’s bottom as she trotted into the kitchen. He was pretty sure they wouldn’t get through breakfast without him spreading her out on the table. It was going to be a major adjustment when Matt came home. He was planning to stay with Mara while he looked for a place. Trent couldn’t imagine not seeing Mara, but he also couldn’t imagine dating her while her brother lived with her either.

      He turned and walked to the door, holding Mara’s “No Shoveling Needed” sign in one hand. He could see a shadow on the other side of the door as he approached. Judging by the height, it was probably one of the college kids looking to earn some spending money. Trent pulled the door open …

      … and got a fist in the face.
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      Mara hummed to herself as she pulled her favorite skillet from the cabinet beneath the sink. The thick layer of snow made her backyard look like a giant cotton ball. It would be great if Trent stayed around for a while. They could make a snowman or just sip hot chocolate and hang out.

      Would it be weird if she asked him to stay the day? She didn't want him to feel like she was getting clingy already, but there was nothing she’d rather do than spend a snow day with him.

      She heard a dull thud and then a crash.

      “Trent? Are you okay?” Her heart in her throat, she crept around the corner. When her mind finally made sense of what she was seeing, she threw the frying pan she still held with all her might.

      “Matt! What did you do?” Mara raced over and kneeled by Trent, who wasn’t knocked out but just dazed. He shook his head hard and sat up.

      “This is between us, Mara.” Trent stood up and flexed his jaw. “Your brother has every right to be pissed.”

      Mara crossed her arms. “No, he doesn’t.” She turned to Matt and punched him in the arm. He barely flinched. “You don’t have a right to be an ass. Especially since I didn’t even know you were coming home early. You deserve to be shocked.”

      Matt shrugged. “I was trying to tell you when I called last night but I got distracted.” His eyes moved back to Trent and he grinned. “Besides, I was swinging before my brain processed who it was. So, this is who hung up on me?”

      Trent eyed him warily but nodded. “I really didn’t mean to do that but I was half asleep.”

      Matt pursed his lips. “Well, I’m glad I punched you then. You deserve it for letting me think my sister was shacking up with someone else.” Then he shoved past them and threw his duffel bag on the couch.

      Mara looked at Trent, unsure what to think. She followed after Matt and watched as he shrugged out of his camouflaged jacket. “Wait, so you’re not mad that Trent and I, well, that is, we’re …”

      “Dating.” Trent came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her.

      Matt crossed his arms and grinned. “Dating. More like in love with each other but too dense to know it.”

      Mara giggled and looked over her shoulder at Trent. He looked like he’d just been caught outside with his pants down.

      “I guess I was kind of obvious over the years, asking you what Trent was up to.” Mara blushed when Matt rolled his eyes.

      “The two of you are pathetic. You’ve been making moon eyes at each other since college and, meanwhile, I’ve had to hear it from both ends. I hoped that while I was off, you know, serving our country, that the two of you could just get over yourselves and fall in love already. Not that I want to hear about it.” He sent them a look that Mara was sure had boot camp recruits wishing for their mommies.

      “No sir, Sergeant Big Brother.” She launched herself into his arms, laughing when he tugged the end of her ponytail. “You’re kind of awesome, you know that?”

      He looked over her shoulder at Trent. After a long moment, he stuck out his hand. Trent walked over and they shook hands and then bumped shoulders.

      “You're already like a brother to me. Just don’t hurt my sister or I really will rip you a new one.”

      They grinned. Then Matt looked over at her and said, “Any chance you can go get that frying pan? I'm starving.”

      Mara looked at the men she loved and shook her head, torn between hugging them and smacking them upside the head.

      But she did go get her pan.
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      Matt Simmons is over Army doctors poking him. But when his sister won’t stop nagging him to see their old babysitter, now a sought-after physical therapist, he gives in just to get some peace. He’s not used to asking for help but he won’t qualify for the Special Forces unless he does something drastic. Like calling in a favor from the girl he used to play hide-and-go-seek with.  

      Penny is finally putting down roots after a lifetime of moving around. She’s got everything she wants, except the settled suburban life she longs for. All she needs is the perfect guy, which means NO military men.

      When Matt realizes that his old babysitter is h-o-t, he’s suddenly seeing the benefits of therapy. But Penny still sees him as the bratty kid she used to babysit.

      Suddenly he has a new mission in life…

      

      Warning: The book contains an elderly lothario, a heroine who's not afraid to get in your face,  and the kind of sex therapy that med school doesn't teach.
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      EXCERPT of He's the Man

      © August 2013 M. Malone

      

      THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Penny could barely concentrate. Her cell phone rang and she picked it up. Scott’s picture flashed across the display. She ran her thumb over the screen. She really should answer. Scott didn’t call during the day often. But it seemed disloyal to talk to him when she was thinking about another guy.

      She ran her fingers through her hair, dislodging her ponytail. The loose hairstyle had been irritating her all day. She couldn’t believe she’d dressed up for a guy. She had to get Matt Simmons out of her mind. She couldn’t help someone who didn’t want to be helped.

      It was time to let it go.

      “Um, Penny? You have some visitors.” Georgia’s voice crackled over the intercom system.

      She snatched up her handset. “Georgia, I need a minute. Can you ask one of the other therapists to get the patient started? I’ll check in on them in a few.”

      “I would, but these aren’t patients. You have visitors. Scott is here.”

      “What? He’s here? I guess that’s what he was calling about.”

      “You have another visitor, too. Sergeant Simmons is here to speak with you as well.” By the clipped tone of her assistant’s voice, Penny could only assume one or both men were nearby.

      “They’re both here? Okay. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Penny dropped the phone in the cradle and then pushed her chair back. “Crap. I do not need this right now.” She pulled open her desk drawer and took out her handbag. There wasn’t a lot of damage control she could do in just a few minutes, but at least she could smooth her hair and make sure she didn’t have anything in her teeth.

      After her emergency primping session, she emerged from the patient corridor into the waiting room. Scott jumped up from his seat. He looked like he’d just come from court, his light brown hair lightly gelled back and his suit as crisp as the day he’d bought it.

      “Hey, there’s my girl.” Scott pulled her against him and kissed her passionately.

      “Whoa! Uh, hello to you, too.” Penny glanced around and several of the waiting patients averted their eyes. Her face burned as she turned around. She’d never been into public displays of affection and Scott wasn’t either. She put her hands on his chest to keep him at a proper distance. “What’s gotten into you? You’re awfully friendly.”

      “Just missed you. I’ve been calling you all morning. For a minute there, I thought you weren’t going to come out. I was hoping we could do lunch.”

      “Sorry. I’ve been a little preoccupied today.” Penny turned, startled to see Matt leaning against the reception desk watching her.

      The same feeling she’d experienced yesterday rolled through her, forcing the heat of another blush to her cheeks, picking up her pulse, and shortening her breath.

      Scott followed her line of vision. “Who is that?”

      She patted Scott on the arm. “That’s one of my patients. Can you give me a few minutes?”

      He nodded and wandered to one of the straight-backed chairs a few feet away. She turned back to Matt. He pushed away from the counter and walked over to her.

      “Is the suit your boyfriend?” Matt glanced over her shoulder at Scott. He seemed amused. For some reason, that annoyed her. Who was he to judge her relationships? Not every man could be a pumped-up, super-alpha testosterone factory like he was.

      “Why are you here, Matt?”

      His dark eyes never left her face as he answered. “To apologize and beg you for another chance.”

      “Apology accepted. However, I don’t know if we can work together.”

      When he opened his mouth to respond, she held up a finger. “Hang on. This isn’t exactly a waiting-room conversation. Um, I have some time between appointments, so we can talk. You can wait in my office.”

      Matt crossed his arms, his dark eyes inscrutable. “That’s okay. I’ll wait right here, thanks.” His lips curled up into his usual smirk.

      Fantastic. Penny rolled her eyes and walked over to Scott. When he saw her coming, he jumped up. She held up a hand to keep him from grabbing her again.

      “I wish I could do lunch but I have patients.” Technically Matt wasn’t a patient, but they still needed to talk. As excuses went, it would have to do.

      His voice dropped another octave. “That’s okay. I just wanted to see you since I have to work tonight and tomorrow. I have to get some work done so I can give you my undivided attention for our anniversary dinner this weekend. I’m really looking forward to it.”

      Penny stilled and then allowed him to pull her into another hug. “Of course. It’s our anniversary. How could I forget?” She bit her lip at his knowing chuckle.

      “It’s okay if you forgot. I know you’ve been busy.”

      She let out a relieved breath. “I’ve been working too hard. It’ll be nice for us to have a relaxing evening. So, where are we going?”

      “Uh uh. No questions. It’s a surprise. I have an entire romantic evening planned.”

      Penny wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Scott generally had a very different idea of what was “romantic” than she did. The door to the waiting room swung open and another patient entered, which reminded Penny where they were.

      “I bet. Okay, I have to run because my next patient is waiting. Where should I meet you?”

      “I’ll pick you up on Saturday. All you have to do is show up and look beautiful. It’s going to be a night to remember.”

      She glanced behind her. Matt leaned casually against the counter, staring at his feet. He wasn’t looking at her, but she had a feeling he was listening intently to their conversation. Just then he looked up, his black eyes fixed on hers. Her breath seized in her throat and heat rushed to her cheeks.

      She wanted him, she realized with a faint sense of horror. Wanted his intense eyes on her, his muscled body over hers. He was going to be her patient and she was hot for him. Worse, judging by the faint smile on his face, he knew it.

      She whirled around to face Scott. “Yes, okay. I’ll see you then.”

      Scott kissed her again and then walked out, flicking one last uncertain glance in Matt’s direction.

      As soon as the door closed behind him, Matt pushed off the wall and walked toward her. “So, you never answered my question. Is he your boyfriend?”

      Penny shrugged. “I don’t see how that’s relevant. Why are you here? I think we can both agree we aren’t a good fit.”

      “All we agree on was that I acted like an asshole. I’m sorry.”

      It wasn’t the most eloquent apology, but she had no doubt it was sincere.

      “I understand. That still doesn’t mean that we should work together. I’ve only had a few military patients. Most of the people who come to me are athletes or here after an accident. You have some emotional issues, understandably, that I’m not sure how to deal with. I have no problem admitting that I’m not quite sure what to do with you.”

      “Do whatever you have to do. I promise I’ll behave.” Matt spread his hands. “I’m putting myself at your mercy.”

      It was tempting to turn around and walk away. He was just too much. Too volatile, too arrogant and definitely too handsome for her peace of mind. The easy decision would be to turn him down. Then she could write this whole thing off and get back to her safe, ordered existence.

      But in the end, it came down to the same factors she always used to make her decisions. She believed he wanted to get better. And she believed she had the tools to help him.

      “Okay. I’ll help you. But be warned, I’m a pretty tough taskmaster. Come on back, Sergeant. We might as well figure out your treatment schedule.”

      “We’re back to being formal already? Do I need to remind you of the time I caught that snake and hid it in your backpack?” He stood close enough that she could feel the heat coming off his big body. “I thought we’d already established that you would call me Matt.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “Well? Let me hear it.” He leaned over until Penny could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes. “Go ahead, Penny. Say my name.”

      “Matt,” she whispered.

      His eyes lit with triumph.

      Penny gulped as the circus troupe in her stomach started performing again. The only thing they’d established was that Sergeant Simmons made her feel everything her boyfriend didn’t.
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