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      Thank you to Lisa Vasas for naming the character Aiden Liam Cavanaugh, defenseman for the Boston Brawlers. Aiden is “fiery,” Liam is “protector,” and isn’t that what you want in a hockey player?

      A fiery protector of your team—a pirate defenseman.
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Allie “Pink” Pinkerton

        

      

    

    
      I get it, the whole bride thing. Chelsea and Ryan’s wedding weekend was out-of-orbit romantic and fun. Even if it was my third time playing bridesmaid this year at a sorority sister’s wedding. But I don’t see myself in the white dress anytime this decade. I’m only twenty-five, for the love of wine and chocolate.

      Besides, my life is short on Prince Charmings, which is a major requirement for walking down the aisle. More importantly, my career is stoked and shooting for the moon right now. It’s hotter than the wedding couple I’m sitting with—which is pretty damn hot.

      No way can I concentrate on anything but my fledgling business right now. No time- and energy-sucking romantic relationships for me. I barely got away for this wedding weekend on Nantucket and only because I brought work with me.

      Romance is not a priority. I’m more serious about my career than I am about any man I’ve met so far—and I don’t see that changing. Not anytime soon.

      Why should it? I have flannel PJs to keep me warm at night and a vibrator to get me hot. Who needs a man, right?

      I’ve dated casually in the past, but the effort wasn’t worth the trouble and one-night stands aren’t my thing.

      So maybe my sex life is a little off.

      Small price to pay to become one of the top five women to watch according to Boston Business Magazine, in the running for entrepreneur of the year with my new company. My parents are proud and my older sister and brother who are into cybersecurity start-ups are almost impressed.

      One shiny gold star for Pink.

      Now if I can just keep that rebel streak in me suppressed, I’ll make it to millionaire status before my next birthday, number twenty-six, and there’ll be no looking back. Not my father nor either of my siblings made it to a million before twenty-seven.

      The race is on.

      Even Mom agrees that when opportunity not only knocks, it grabs you by the hand and yanks you forward with gusto, you have to go with it.

      So I’m running with it like a frenzied Usain Bolt in girl accountant’s clothing. End of story. Period. I mean it.

      I don’t miss parties at all.

      Or I didn’t until this weekend because I swear I forgot how irresistibly fun it could be to drink and dance like a maniac, letting loose among my best friends.

      And now I’m paying the piper with a distracting headache the day after. I’m more than a little irritable as I sit at the crowded table with the bridal party at Cru while we wait for the ferry to take us from Nantucket back to real life in Boston.
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Aiden

        

      

    

    
      Cru is a fucking loud bar for a quiet island like Nantucket. I’m waiting here with most of the bridal party for the ferry back to the mainland—Hyannis on Cape Cod. Rather than try to talk, I doodle on my standard-issue Cru napkin. My drawing of a suspension bridge isn’t half bad, but I doubt anyone would build a suspension bridge to span a river this narrow. I need to scale it up, but my fucking team captain and his new bride are distracting as hell. They discuss in high volume what to do with their dogs next weekend when they’re gone. It’s not my problem—or it wouldn’t be if they weren’t so loud about it. So I feel justified in butting in. It’s either that or move to a different table.

      “If you two shut the fuck up and stop the bickering, I’ll dog-sit for you,” I say without looking up from my napkin.

      Ryan gives me the finger. I see the offending digit in my peripheral vision. He warns me, “Don’t say that twice—”

      “You’re on,” Chelsea interrupts. She grabs my hand—the one with the pen in it—and shakes it. “It’s a deal. Be here on Friday by ten.”

      “No fucking way,” Ryan says, kicking me under the table. “This guy knows nothing about dogs.”

      “How hard could it be?” I ask, mildly insulted. “You feed ‘em, water ‘em, and walk ‘em. Job done.” I don’t bother with any real reassurance. I happened to grow up with dogs, but what the hell. Let’s see how desperate they are.

      “You idiot,” Pink—Allie Pinkerton—mutters from her seat beside me. I don’t think she meant me to hear her, or at least I hope not because she doesn’t generally insult people. Allie is serious as fuck and hotter than that in a blonde, ice-princess way. But she’s a nice girl. Off-limits to a not-so-nice guy like me. So I’m told.

      “What’s that?” I ask, looking at her as she scrolls her phone.

      She shakes her head. “Never mind. You don’t know anything about dogs. Or anything.”

      “What the—?” I’m about to take issue with the or anything crack, but Chelsea grabs my pen and napkin.

      “I’ll write down instructions, Aiden. You’ll be fine.”

      “Hey, not on my bridge.” I reach to take the napkin back from her.

      Ryan snorts, snatching the napkin from Chelsea before I can. “Dude takes his bridge doodles seriously.” He waves it around, then examines it, nodding. “Why don’t you draw hockey sticks or something, like a real hockey player?”

      Chelsea jumps in before I can respond to the legit star of the NHL who I love trading insults with almost as much as winning games.

      “I’ll send you a text with instructions,” she says, smiling. She throws her arms around me. “Thank you for stepping up.”

      “I’m glad to. It’ll be fun coming back to Nantucket for another weekend. Me and the pups will have a last hurrah party before the season starts.”

      Pink slams her phone onto the table and we all look at her. She blushes and I’m thinking maybe this is why she got her nickname, not because her last name is Pinkerton. Fuck that. The blush is perfect and lights up my dick.

      “Sorry. It’s just a headache. I’m not used to partying.”

      “You’re working too hard, Pink,” Chelsea says. “You should get away more often.”

      Pink waves a hand. “You kidding? I’m fine. Having a ball being an entrepreneur. Nothing’s more fun than walking into my office suite with my company name on the door.”

      “Cha-cha-cha,” I say, unimpressed with the fun meter of an office suite. I don’t care who the fuck’s name is on the door. “Does your office door say Pink on it?” I don’t mind needling her.

      “My company name is AP Accounting.” She glares at me. Then she turns to Chelsea. “I can’t believe you’re letting this guy take care of your dogs. He needs more than a text to help him.”

      “Maybe you’re right, Pink,” Ryan says. “I think he needs you to help him.”

      Chelsea says, “That’s right—you grew up with dogs. You’d be perfect. The both of you. Three puppies would be hard for one person to handle alone for a three-day weekend.” She’s earnest as shit and so I decide to go along. Why not? Pink can be fun. Or she used to be fun before she started her own business, back when she used to come out with us after games last season.

      “Sounds like a great plan to me,” I say. “A last hurrah with Pink and the pups.”

      Pink shakes her head with more violence than necessary to get her point across. So I take it to mean she’s on the fence. It’s human nature to overcompensate. I nudge her with my elbow.

      “Come on—what are you afraid of? Me?”

      She gives me a look that should insult me down to my sneakers, but I grin because it’s another overreaction and that’s encouraging. She must like me deep down, but she’s repressing it in the name of serious business.

      “It would mean a lot to us, Pink,” Chelsea goes in for the kill. She gives me a look like we’re coconspirators in some game. Not sure what the game is except to get Pink to ease up a little. Seems like more than that, though. But whatever.

      “Are you serious? I have so much work.”

      “Bring it with you.” I nudge her again with my elbow. She’s a small thing and moves easily. “They have Internet and running water here on the island,” I say, enjoying my role as instigator more than usual. She glares again and the look makes me giddy, like I’m winning the game. Still not sure what game it is, but it’s fucking fun.

      “You’re incorrigible,” she says. Predictably. She scowls at Chelsea and Ryan. Ryan doesn’t give a shit, but Chelsea looks apologetic and reaches past me to hold Pink’s hand.

      “Allie, seriously. You need to take it easy. I know you love the puppies and even though Aiden’s heart’s in the right place, he really could use the help.”

      “You can hire someone.”

      Ryan says, “No fucking way. I’m not sending my pups to a kennel. They don’t like strangers.”

      “I can’t believe you. What are you going to do when you have children?” Pink says, frustration showing because she’s realizing she’s losing this game.

      “She has a point,” I say because it’s true. Plus I like making Ryan nervous about fatherhood. “With that attitude, you’ll never go anywhere again once you have kids.”

      Chelsea pinches my arm. Pink slides her phone from the table and gives me a wary look like she’s wondering whose side I’m on. To clarify, I capitulate.

      “It’s settled then, I don’t dog-sit unless Pink is in. I don’t want to take responsibility for your precious spoiled pets by myself.”

      Pink kicks me under the table. Or I assume it’s Pink. I hope it’s Pink.

      “Oh my God, you’re all terrible. All right. Damn you, I’ll do it.”

      “Hot dog,” I say. She gives me a look like I’ve sprouted hot dogs from my head.

      “Are you for real?” She turns to Ryan and says, “You’re sending me to watch your dogs and your friend. I’ll be the only adult there.”

      He laughs. I give him the finger. Chelsea pats my arm in consolation. She’s the only one who gets me.

      But on the bright side, I’ll have all next weekend to win Allie Pink over, to convert her to an Aiden the Conqueror fan.
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Pink

        

      

    

    
      It’s noon already. I was supposed to be here two hours ago, but that was unrealistic and even though I hate being late, I did warn Chelsea. I’m hoping she brings Ryan with her to pick me up. My stack of bags sitting at the curb would be a lot for us to wrestle into the car. I told her I’d be waiting at the front entrance of the Nantucket airport .

      This weekend will be all work interrupted by dog walks and dog feeding. I’m not even sure I’ll come out of my room to eat dinner with Aiden. The big lug sent me texts all week like he had nothing else to do but harass a girl.

      Apparently the season starts next week and this is his last free weekend for the duration. The guy is excitable like an eight-year-old boy. Except he looks nothing like an eight-year-old. He’s all man-muscle, edgy stubble and longish wavy hair with those deep blue soulful eyes and thick lashes wasted on such an oaf.

      I can’t believe I even think he’s attractive—albeit only on an objective basis. He’s so not my type. I’m into suit-and-tie guys. Though Aiden did look hot in his tux at the wedding last weekend, he didn’t manage to carry off the sophistication. He’s too class-clown, too not-serious. About anything. Certainly not dog-sitting. He raised his hand for this job without a second thought, without considering what’s involved.

      Where the heck is Chelsea? I’m standing in my heels and pencil skirt, my suit jacket over my arm and new Gucci bag slung over my shoulder. I know it’s been at least twenty minutes because that’s the limit of how long I can stand comfortably in these shoes. I’m about to pull out my phone to call Chelsea, when a car races around the curve of the arrival driveway and stops short with a beep.

      It’s Chelsea’s car—a Land Rover with a mesh screen across the back seat and three puppies that look like a cross between wolf and sheep. In truth, they’re adorable rescue mutts. My eyes settle on the driver and I’m not surprised. It’s not Chelsea driving. Not even Ryan.

      It’s Aiden Liam Cavanaugh. Or Aiden the Conqueror, one of the suggested nicknames that he mentioned in one of his many text messages. He jumps out of the car and my gut slams as I’m treated to a massive man chest replete with rippling muscles under an extremely tight T-shirt, as if he’s wearing his kid brother’s clothes by mistake. The dogs bark and he bangs on the roof as he comes around the back. To my surprise the dogs shut up. And here he is, standing in front of me with that shit-eating grin and distracting deep blue eyes.

      “What happened to Chelsea and Ryan?” I swallow a gulp as he gives me a Big Bad Wolf stare. But it’s not as if I haven’t seen that before—mostly he’s aimed it at other women, like puck bunnies, when we went out after games last season.

      “They had to leave. It’s just you and me, kid. And three crazy puppies. They’re great, though.”

      He eyes my pile of luggage and raises his eyebrows up under his shaggy hairline.

      “You get we’re only staying the weekend, right?”

      “Ha, ha. You get that I brought my work with me, right?” The incorrigible man smirks as if I’ve challenged him to a duel or slapped him with a white glove or waved a red cape. Take your pick. He responds elementally, like a pirate, all high-seas adventure boldness. Not a serious or cautious bone in his body. Like a man who plays hockey for a living.

      “We’ll see about that,” he says. “As I recall, you were supposed to back off from work. Something about burnout.” He opens the back door and proceeds to toss everything inside. I grab my laptop before he can do any damage. Meanwhile I notice those rippling muscles again and I can’t help an internal sigh.

      It’s been way too long. But I’ve brought my favorite vibrator along. I call him Bixby. I have no idea why. But he works wonders, so I have nothing to worry about. Aiden opens the passenger door for me and, as I pass by him, I get a whiff of his all-male scent and it hits me like a whirlwind. I’m almost dizzy as I get inside. Maybe I’ll change Bixby’s name to The Conqueror before the weekend’s out.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to the house, Aiden takes all my bags, except the laptop I’m carrying, without being asked and I follow him from the garage into the familiar kitchen. I’ve been to Ryan and Chelsea’s Nantucket cottage on the sea a few times. It’s small with only five rooms. But the kitchen and living areas are open and spacious, yet still cozy and livable with pine paneling, high beams, a stone fireplace taking up one wall, and glass taking up the wall facing the ocean.

      With Aiden instigating them, the pups jump and frolic their way to their feeding station in the kitchen.

      “You can’t have a meal yet, but how about a snack?” He talks to them like he’s expecting an answer, wrestling and playing and petting each of them. They’re all grinning like kids at an amusement park.

      “Are you allowed to give them snacks?” I have to ask because I know puppies need their meals scheduled to set expectations. “And don’t they need their worm meds?”

      I join him and the puppies, bending to pet the smallest of the three, Curly. She’s the girl, but she holds her own with her brothers and I feel a natural affinity with her.

      Picking her up, I laugh when she licks my face. “You can come with me and keep me company while I work. You’re so adorable. I can’t believe Chelsea named you after a Stooge.”

      “One of the three all-time best comic actors, you mean.” Aiden stands, towering over me. I stand too, but he’s close to a foot taller than I am even in my heels. I throw my shoulders back and put my free hand on my hip, spread my legs, and take the Wonder Woman power stance.

      It doesn’t help. He rakes me with his eyes and lets his dimples loose and his teeth flash.

      “You going for a toothpaste commercial?” I scowl. Curly squirms in my arms, so I return my attention to her.

      “I’m done with commercial shoots until the end of the season.”

      I roll my eyes. “It wasn’t a serious question—never mind.” I turn to take the puppy with me to the master bedroom where there’s a desk with a nice view. Chelsea insisted I make myself at home there.

      “Where you going?”

      “I have work to do.”

      “Now? What about lunch? I’m grilling burgers. We’ll save the steak for dinner.”

      I shake my head. “Unlike you, I don’t need to eat six pounds of meat a day to keep up my strength. I’ll survive. Meanwhile, if I want my new business to survive, I need to get to work.”

      “You work every day?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you do it, Pink? Why did you leave your job to start a business? It’s ruining your life.”

      I heave a sigh. “What are you talking about? It’s not ruining my life. It’s a dream come true. You worked hard to get to where you are, didn’t you?” I stop and lean against the end of the kitchen island, petting Curly’s abundant soft fur. Why I’m indulging this man’s questions, I have no idea. I should ignore him and get on with onboarding my new client. I promised a full financial and tax prospective by Monday.

      He scoffs. “I love my so-called work. I’d play hockey every day even if they didn’t pay me.”

      “Ah. But they do pay you. You’re a freaking millionaire. So what’s wrong with me wanting to join the millionaire club?”

      “That’s why you do it? For the money?”

      “Duh-uh?”

      “I never pegged you for the mercenary type, Pink.” His forehead pinches together like he’s really disturbed and I can’t help laughing.

      “What the fuck, Aiden? I’m an accountant—of course I’m in it for the money. It’s all about the money.”

      “Didn’t you ever want to be something else? Didn’t you dream of being a ballerina when you were a girl?”

      Shock hits me and it shows on my face before I can hide it. He didn’t know. He was only talking little girl dream stereotypes. He has no way of knowing I once wanted to be a ballerina. But he’s far too observant and the insufferable grin tells me he caught me.

      “You did want to be a ballerina. You took lessons. How long?”

      I lift my chin, refusing to be shamed, I own my ballerina dreams. “Eight years. There’s nothing wrong with girlhood aspirations and I worked my ass off.”

      “I’ll bet you did,” he says, sounding real, admiration peppering his voice. He leans into me, too close. Close enough to smell the mint of his toothpaste and the spice of his aftershave and the heady male sweat of his stupidly muscled body.

      “Why didn’t you pursue it?”

      I wave a hand and back away. “Understudy ballerinas don’t earn enough money to pay the bills let alone become millionaires.”

      “Money. Why don’t you just find yourself some rich—”

      I throw my hands up though I’d rather smack him. “That’s it. I’m through with this conversation.” I turn away fuming and mutter, “Male chauvinist.”

      “What’s that?” He follows me.

      Stopping abruptly, I turn. “You’re a male chauvinist. Did it occur to you that I might want to earn my own money?” Unlike my mother. Not that she isn’t worth her weight in gold. Guilt explodes in me. My skin heats up and the creep of blushing warmth rises up my neck. Fuck.

      “Weren’t you earning a good living at that big accounting firm you worked at?”

      “Not millionaire money.” Why am I bothering with this conversation? Why is he?

      “So is it worth it to give up all the fun in your life to—”

      “Did Chelsea and Maggs put you up to this?” Curly squeaks in my arms and I realize I’m squeezing the poor puppy. I take a big breath and release her to the floor, holding onto my computer. I need to get to work to meet my deadline.

      “No,” he says. “I figured it all out on my own. One good look at your pale skin and I know you haven’t been out all summer.”

      “Is that right? Well so what. I’ve been inside my new office with my executive assistant and two accountants at 60 State Street in Boston.” Did I just say that? As if I’m trying to compete like a kid on the playground bragging that my bike is better than his?

      He grins. Of course he does.

      “Never mind. Go have your lunch.” I turn.

      “I’ll wait till you’re hungry. The pups and I will take a walk while we’re waiting.”

      He whistles and they follow him to the back door. Even Curly runs after him. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s an overgrown kid and a natural playmate for the pups. I wonder if he really needs my help. Watching him rush out the door, leaving it open running with the dogs, I shake my head. Walking back to the door, I close it. The pups definitely need my help. Having fun with them isn’t the same thing as taking care of them. They need to be fed properly and be given their worm medicine. They need to be walked in the early morning.
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        * * *

      

      Working at the kitchen island where I can see the water—or I could if I looked up—I finish the first of the spreadsheets needed for the wealth analysis to optimize my client’s tax position. The wind whips the trees, loud and strong. Glancing at the sky, I notice dark clouds moving in along with booming waves. I haven’t checked the weather report all day, but I did hear the pilot of the small plane I took to the island earlier saying he was in a hurry to get back to the mainland due to a big storm coming.

      Aiden crashes inside the patio door with the pups on a whirl of cool air and raw energy. My heartbeat ramps up and my alertness spikes as if I’m anticipating danger. Or, based on the warm rumble at my core, maybe I’m anticipating a tantalizing appetizer for my session with Bixby.

      “You ready for lunch?” He’s talking to the pups, who race to their dishes. He promptly fills their dishes with food and water. My eyes follow him, riveted, all muscle and smooth motion. His graceful movements are not too unlike a ballet—albeit a raw and gritty version.

      What the hell am I thinking? Snap yourself out of it, Pink. He’s a hockey player. Furthest thing from graceful. Furthest thing from what I’m into. Except to look at. From afar.

      Finished with what he’s doing, he turns to me, aiming dark-fringed eyes and playful grin full throttle in my direction.

      “Now that Moe, Larry, and Curly are fed, what about you?”

      His messed hair, tight shirt and that stupid, not quite goofy but definitely boyish look that should be clownish except for his exceptional eyes, have me mesmerized. An uncomfortable feeling of attraction creeps in, but that’s ridiculous. He’s all raw animal sexy, sure, but that’s so not my type. My hormones must be starved and in need of serious attention. I definitely need to take care of that problem because the last thing I need is for Aiden’s raw manliness to distract me from work.

      “Okay. You make lunch. I’ll take my computer into the bedroom. I have a few emails to send.” And a few balance sheets to review and update. Plus I need to look at the files Brady Mack transferred over from his soon-to-be-prior accountant. A smile curves my lips as I pick up my laptop, ready to head to the master bedroom. I love it when I get new clients.

      “You got it,” he says, keeping his eyes on me.

      I turn away and walk down the short hall into the bedroom. When I glance around the room, the smile I was wearing disappears, turns past a frown, and heads straight to a scowl.

      “Aiden!” His stuff—an open Boston Brawlers duffel bag—is sprawled on the bed. My bags are neatly piled near the closet and his shaving things are spread on the desk near the patio door. What the hell is he thinking? That we’re going to sleep together?

      The door bangs open and he comes in accompanied by all three pups as if he’s playing Pied Piper.

      “What the hell? Get your stuff out of my room,” I say. My hands are on my hips and I feel like someone’s bitchy maiden aunt, but I don’t care.

      Okay, I care a little. He’s not a bad guy even if he isn’t my type, so I back off my scowl and drop my hands.

      “I need this room so I can work at the desk. You can stay in the guest room.” I don’t bother questioning his intention to stay with me in the same room because the notion is preposterous.

      “No can do.” He grins and passes close by me, then throws himself onto the bed with innate recklessness as if he’s flying into a corner after a loose puck. I shiver. The picture he makes with his arms up behind his head, his chest heaving with muscles and his biceps bulging from his shirtsleeves make a drool-worthy picture.

      “You posing for a condom commercial?” I ask. What the hell happened to my self-discipline? I’m not one to spit out the first words that pop into my mind, but that’s what I just did. His smiles goes from goofy grin to sexy come-on and I’m reminded that I’m playing with fire here. Aiden is a pro at more than hockey. He’s used to women drooling and knows what to do with flirtatious innuendo.

      My eyes dart automatically to his crotch. Damn. Am I this desperate? No. I’m only curious. I need to gauge his level of intent. He’s . . . bulging, but not too bad, not too hard. Not yet. My warped sex-starved mind whispers the challenge. But I feel it like a smack in the butt, spurring me on. Maybe bullying me on. My neglected pussy is a bully.

      “There’s no mattress in the guest room,” he says. “The pups ate it, I think. We’re all sleeping in here with you.” The dogs jump up onto the bed with him on cue and he scratches them each in return as a reward. “Is my fly open, Pink? You keep staring at my crotch.”

      The blush of heat blooms furiously on my cheeks and I resist touching them. Barely. I roll my eyes and look away. “You’re so ridiculous.” My words lack the intended punch.

      “You never explained—why do you need a million dollars?”

      “Why do you care anyway?”

      “Honestly?  I don’t know. You fascinate me. You’re different than other women I know.”

      I snort. “I’ll bet.”

      His grin widens. “You’re complicated. You have layers like—”

      “Don’t say an onion.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s too cliché.”

      “Right. Nothing like you. Your layers are more like a wedding cake.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “I bet you taste sweet and creamy.”

      Containing the heat that’s now bursting between my legs, I manage to keep my cool. “You’re wrong. I’m more like the onion because I’ll make you cry.”

      We lock eyes and I realize the truth of my statement with a stab of regret. His grin is gone and I squirm under the Full Monty stare of the serious Aiden. Eyes blazing and intense like he wants to eat me up right now, like he’d enjoy it. Immensely. My eyes flicker away from his. They go straight to his crotch again. There’s no doubt about that fiery intent in his eyes and the now bigger, harder bulge in his pants makes me suck in a quick breath as my heart jumps into that aroused gear it hasn’t tried for a while.

      I think of Bixby, but all of a sudden, with this male specimen staring me down like I’m his next meal, Bixby is out the window and nothing but real flesh and pulsing blood will do.

      Fuck. Stop the fantasy, Pink. He’s not your type. You’re not interested in a one-night stand. You don’t really want to make him cry.

      I don’t. But then, what makes me think he’s the crying type? He’s a big boy. He’s had lots of women. What makes me think I could make him cry? I’m nothing but a flirtation to him, just like every other woman. He’s not interested in any more than a hot fling like always, right?

      I don’t do hot flings. I have standards. Being a notch on a player’s belt isn’t me. I’m better than that.

      But my angry, weeping pussy yells back at me that no, I’m not better than that because right now I’m literally starving for what he has to offer. One night of passion will do nicely, thank you very much.

      No, no, no. I’d have to face him in the morning and ultimately reject him because work comes first. I don’t think I could stand that. I’d have to face him again and again every time I got together with my friends because he’s part of the group as much as I am.

      “You’re wrong.” When he finally speaks, his voice is hoarse and he clears his throat.

      “You’ll never know,” I say, because that’s the way it has to be. My pussy, the bully, protests with a sharp pain of longing and more juice than my panties can handle right now. I sit down on the desk chair and squirm. Oh God, please don’t let him see my discomfort. But he’s not blind.

      His eyebrows fly up and that grin that I want to slap from his face returns. Before he can throw a wise-ass remark at me, I speak up sharply.

      “Please leave—and take the dogs with you—so I can get some work done.” Then I turn to the desk to put my computer there and find I need to push his things aside, his shaving cream and such, the kinds of intimate male things that belong in the bathroom. The kinds of things I haven’t seen in a long while. My pussy sends another pang of suffering shuddering through me.

      “If you say so, Pink,” he says from behind me and I don’t turn. But I hear the bed sound relieved as he gets up, and the scratches of the puppies’ paws as they jump to the floor, and the gentle click of the door as he closes it behind him. Then I’m left in blessed silence so I can concentrate on my work.

      The only problem is, as I stare at my computer screen, that I can’t concentrate for shit now. I could be looking at War and Peace written in Chinese backwards and upside down and I’d have an easier time deciphering it.

      Or you could be looking at porn, my evil little pussy whispers.
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      I ought to be ashamed of myself for playing games with Pink. But damn it, she’s hot, and more than that she fucking provokes me with all that deep, complicated passion she has going on underneath her buttoned-up suit. Like she’s hiding something magical and precious.

      Plus I know she’s interested. Even if she’s the hands-off type and Chelsea’d kill me if I laid a hand on her. But damn.

      What if she laid a hand on me first? If she starts it—and there’s a distinct possibility she’s game—I’d be in the clear.

      The need to explore the depths of Pink overwhelms me. Physically, sure, that goes without saying. But the rest of that shit? What has me so intrigued? She’s so damn compelling. It’s like I’m stuck on her and it’s Lucy from tenth grade all over again. Pink is a puzzle I need to solve. I want to be her solution so bad I almost burn lunch.

      I manage to finish grilling up the burgers, feeding the burnt ones to the puppies. It’s really late for lunch and I’m starving. Eating outside would be a challenge with the wind whipping off the ocean. Instead we sit at the table inside and watch the waves through the window while we eat. We don’t talk much because I’m busy demolishing three burgers and Pink’s trying hard to be as unfriendly as possible. I think she’s still resentful that I’m riding her about all work and no play. Or maybe she’s resentful about the wild attraction between us. But she’ll get over it. I’ll see to it. She hardly eats a thing, but that’s okay because me and the pups share her leftovers.

      She wants to run back into the bedroom to work, but I insist it’s her turn to walk the dogs and the fresh air will do her good. It’s already late afternoon. Of course, I go with her.

      “I thought you said it was my turn?” she says over her shoulder as I jog to reach her side. She’s taken the pups out front to walk in the street and handling the three of them with no problem.

      “I don’t mind coming with.” I take the two leashes for Larry and Moe from her and let her keep Curly. Larry and Moe are all mine, big and tough and manly for a couple of fluffy puppies.

      She rolls her eyes at me but doesn’t stop walking or protest. The wind gusts and her hair flies up. I wish her skirt would fly up, but the damn thing is too tight.

      She’s overdressed, still wearing her buttoned-up white blouse and heels.

      “Interesting outfit for dog walking,” I say. I love getting a rise out of her, seeing that frustration heat up into that pretty pink blush she’s named for—because I’m convinced that’s the true root of her nickname. She’s so damn easy.

      “Oh, so now you’re a fashion expert?” She eyes my T-shirt with a meaningful glint under an arched brow. She probably doesn’t realize how adorable her suppressed grin looks, the dimple almost showing.

      Her blond hair flies into her face and she swipes at it. “Damn wind.”

      A branch blows into the street in front of us and Moe and Larry charge after it. I let go of the leash to give them some space, confident they’ll come back to me.

      “Are you crazy? Don’t let go of them. We’ll never catch them.”

      “They’re fine.” I watch them play tug-of-war over the small branch as we catch up to them. I turn to her and she glares.

      “Oh no, don’t run away puppies,” I say, heavy on the sarcasm as I stand over them. She swats my arm. I grin. She’s still swiping at her hair blowing around, making her look wild in spite of the tailored shirt. Maybe more so.

      “Don’t you dare say I told you so.” She waves her hand. “This proves nothing.”

      “It proves something.” She tries to swat me again, a smile escaping. I love teasing her. Love her sass, her refusal to bend.

      I lean over and join in the puppies’ fight over the branch, grabbing the leashes and pulling the animals back to the curb as a police car drives slowly up the street in our direction.

      The wind whips up around us in a gust as the police car stops along side us. I stand at Pink’s side, feeling protective, like I should block the assaulting gust.

      “You two live in this neighborhood?” the officer asks, a grim line to his mouth, his radio frantic with static inside the cruiser.

      “Yeah, a couple of doors down,” I say before Pink can correct him on the irrelevant detail that we’re only here for the weekend. Because I totally know she’s a stickler for details no matter what. I wonder how that applies in the bedroom, but I dismiss the untimely thought to concentrate on what the officer is saying.

      “Make sure you’re prepared for the storm to hit in a few hours. Power outages are possible. If you’re close to the ocean, you’ll need sandbags because the surge is expected to hit tomorrow morning. Ten to twelve feet. There’s a shelter at the high school inland if you need it.” He nods, gives us each a look to make sure we understand, and adds, “Finish your walk and then stay inside and have a safe night.” Then he drives on like he’s trolling the neighborhood for trouble.

      “Shit,” Pink says. “I hope he’s wrong about the power outage. I can’t afford to lose work time. I better make sure my phone and computer are charged. Does the house have a generator?” she asks me as if I should know. And I wish I could give her the right answer.

      I shrug, but I’m pretty sure it doesn’t. There’s not one in the garage or around the perimeter and it wouldn’t be in the basement, but I’ll check as soon as we get back.

      “We need to make sure we have water and candles and batteries,” she says, the pinch between her eyebrows deepening into a sexy librarian look. Another gust of wind whips around, but this time it’s sustained and the pups bark and whimper.

      She picks up Curly and I’m mesmerized by her cooing words of comfort almost as much as the way her skirt tightens across her perfect ass. The sky darkens as if time has sped up, bringing nightfall in a few minutes instead of hours.

      “We better get back before the rain soaks you,” I say. Because if it does, I’ll be able to see right through that white blouse and my dick will encourage me to seduce her before she has a chance to seduce me.

      She gives me a look like she can read my mind, but she says nothing. Instead of putting Curly down, she holds her while we run back to the house with the crazy wind and dark clouds threatening. She’s hampered by the heels, so I take it slow and keep her within arm’s length until we reach the front door. I let her crash inside first, huffing and puffing as if she’s crossed the finish line of a triathlon.

      “You’re out of shape, Pink. We’ll have to see about working you out—”

      “Don’t even think whatever you have in mind.” She goes for the couch and falls onto it with Curly and it takes everything in me not to sit right next to her, close enough to nuzzle the delicate shell of her ear and the pale white skin of her neck under the mess of silky blond hair. I watch her petting Curly, showering real affection and attention on the lucky little pup.

      Then the lights flicker and Pink gently tosses the puppy onto a cushion and jumps to her feet, real panic in her wide eyes. She runs past me into the bedroom and my heart picks up. I’m a die-hard optimist and right now even the idea of Pink in the bedroom in a panic and without me is enticing. A second later, she screams as if someone’s died. “The Internet is down!”

      The lights go out before I have a chance to shout back the amused taunt on the tip of my tongue. The pups bark and whimper, mostly whimpering, as they crowd around my legs. My eyes adjust enough to the semidarkness of the early evening when it should still be bright, to see Pink making her way back to me in the living room. Dejection looms on her face as I meet her eyes.

      “It’ll be fine. It’s temporary.” I have no cause to say the words except for my need to console her.

      “I’ll look for a flashlight,” she says, pulling her shit together. In spite of the dim light, she moves efficiently, with confidence, toward the kitchen, opening drawers. I sit on the ottoman near the pups’ bed, cajoling them into calm, scratching and petting them.

      “Or candles,” I call to her. “Candles would be nice.” I look at the fireplace and a smile takes hold from the inside out. A nice cozy fire, candlelight, and a stormy night would be the perfect setting for a seduction. Everything I need to instigate her to make the move.

      “Shit,” she says. “These flashlights don’t work. We need new batteries.”

      Using our cell phone flashlights, we search for candles. I find a couple of small ones. But they won’t be enough. Fuck, now I’ve used the last of my cell phone’s power.

      “We need provisions,” she says. “I’ll go into town and—”

      “No way. I’ll go.”

      “Why? Because you’re a big macho man—”

      “Exactly.”

      She rolls her eyes, standing with her hands on her hips, back to her true form. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “How about if we both go.” I’m not really asking, because I suddenly don’t want to leave her behind. I want her with me. The irrational imperative feels like some kind of immovable iron wall of need that can’t be defied. It’s like some primitive survival instinct in me’s been kicked up with the storm, surfacing in the form of protect the girl or perish. “We’ll take the pups too.”

      I sound normal, but I feel far from it. Raw instincts having nothing to do with seduction drive me, tangling with my rational brain in a losing battle. Fuck this shit.

      She stares me down then lets out a huff as if she’s giving in, as if she has a choice. “Fine.”

      At the supermarket, we join half the town in stocking up on necessities. We clearly should have come earlier because many of the shelves are empty. But we only need to worry about two days. Tops. Then we’re gone. A lurch of disappointment zings me.

      Finally in the checkout line with our chips and cookies, ice, bread and cheese and salami, we get to the cashier. Pink engages her in conversation.

      “Your husband looks familiar.”

      Pink snorts and says, “He’s not my husband. Not even close.”

      I don’t like it. I stand closer to her, a reminder that I’m her protector if not her husband or even her boyfriend. I don’t know if she gets it yet. That I’ve taken responsibility for her as if she’s in danger. I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me because likely the only danger to her is from me. I roll my shoulders and take a breath, trying to ease up on my internal battle whipped up by the storm.

      “You look familiar,” The checkout lady says again.

      “Maybe you’ve seen him in a used car commercial,” Pink says.

      She’s mocking me, but I like that she answers for me. Am I sick or what? I lean in, far closer than I know she’d like, and get a noseful of deliciousness. I want to nibble her earlobe, but instead I whisper, “You watch my commercials.”

      Her shiver and the eruption of gooseflesh along her neck set my dick straight up into begging posture. That’s more like it. Now we’re back on familiar ground, the kind of instincts I know all about, that make perfect sense. She tries shifting away from me, ignores me in favor of carrying on small talk with the cashier. But the genie’s out of this bottle and I can’t wait to get back to the cold, dark house. Her shivering response says she’s into me and it won’t take much to get her to go for the gusto.

      “So this is the worst of the storm, right?” she says to the cashier, who sports a pink name tag saying NELLIE. Nellie flicks her gaze at me intermittently and I give her a reassuring smile back.

      “Oh no. Haven’t you been watching the weather reports?” Nellie’s face goes all surprised and she practically clucks her admonishment. “The storm’s been upgraded to hurricane level—it has all the meteorologists in an excited tizzy because it hardly ever happens—and it’s coming close. They’re not sure how close.”

      “A hurricane?” Pink’s voice turns all soprano and hovers close to dog whistle. My arms go around her. She’s stiff, but I hold her steady. Fuck. My caveman protector instincts are back in spades.

      “It’s okay, babe. We can handle it. It’s only wind and rain for a night.”

      “Oh no.” Nellie shakes her head, frowning. “It’s a big one, covers a lot of ground. It won’t get past us for thirty-six to seventy-two hours. Depending.” She looks between us while my brain recalculates. My mind slips deep into reptile survival mode and fight-or-flight decision-making. Looking over the checkout display, I reach out and grab a handful of batteries, making sure I get at least one package of each size.

      “We’ll take these.” I drop the batteries onto the conveyer belt and Nellie gives me a nod of approval.

      “Are you kidding?” Pink says. “A few batteries? That’s your idea of a solution?” She takes out her phone and powers it up.

      “I thought your battery was dead?”

      “I saved my last five percent for an emergency. And this is it.” She taps the phone a few times and frowns. Nellie bags our stuff and I gather it all up in one hand, keeping my other firmly planted on the small of Pink’s back.

      For some reason, I think it’s important to maintain contact. Not sure if it’s because I need it or because she needs it. Maybe it’s that I need it because she needs it. I need to reassure her, be there for her. Allie Pinkerton may be serious and all business and all kinds of competent on the surface, but I sense a crack in her foundation and there’s no way I’ll let her come tumbling down without being there to catch her.

      Why? Who the hell knows. I’m no one’s idea of hero material. But I am developing some kind of thing for this girl—check that—woman.

      We walk out of the store with me steering her because her eyes are glued to the phone. The wind has picked up even more and it’s loud. But not loud enough to block out the pups’ frantic yapping. These are not playful barks. I crowd around Pink to block the violent weather.

      “We’re stuck here,” Pink says, shoving her phone back into her bag and looking up at me.

      I open the back of the Land Rover, prepared to catch Moe, Larry, and Curly before they can escape, but they hold steady and calm down as I reach in and pet each of them. Pink reaches in and takes Curly in her arms and kisses her on the head. I’m jealous and warmed to the core by the gesture.

      “Stuck?” I say, her words registering, but not making sense.

      “On the island. Airport is shut down until further notice. Same with the ferries. We just missed the last one. Our only hope would be a private boat, but—”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” I say. The decision to stay and fight has been made. “We can handle this. It’s a little weather. No prob.”

      “Of course we can handle it. We have our provisions.” She waves a hand at the bags I put on the ground while I ruffle the fur on Moe and Larry to calm them.

      “It’s just that . . .”

      “You don’t want to be stuck here with me?”

      She makes a face like that too and goes on. “We’re staying right on the ocean. You heard the lady. There will be waves. Big ones.”

      “We can move to high ground if we need to.” I close the back and heft the bags off the ground. Opening the back seat passenger door, I put the bags inside. Pink takes her seat in front, still holding Curly in her arms, and I’m not sure who’s comforting who.

      “With the dogs?” she says. Legit concern creases her brow.

      “You bet. Besides, the house is a good ten feet above the waterline. I estimate we’d need fifty-foot waves to reach the foundation.”

      “You estimate? What are you, an amateur meteorologist?”

      “No. Let’s just say I have an interest in bodies of water and staying above them.” I force a grin and start the car.

      “Bridges,” she says. I’m pleased as hell with her observation.

      Out of the blue, rain pelts the windshield in big fat drops, some of those drops hitting hard like hail. The pups whimper.

      “Shit,” she says.

      I turn the windshield wipers on full speed and the hail comes down heavier now so I can’t hear her when she says something. Shaking my head, I put on the high beams, pull out of the lot, and into the street. Luckily there’s no traffic as I inch the car forward, concentrating on seeing through the blur and fury of rain and hail and wind.

      The white-knuckle drive takes twenty minutes when it should have taken five. I glance at Pink now and then to see her nuzzling the pup, her eyes wide. We finally pull into the driveway and I press the remote to open the garage door.

      “Fuck,” I say aloud. “No power.”

      She looks at me. “It’s all right. Good job driving.” She reaches a hand over and touches my arm. “Thank you.”

      Embers everywhere inside me combust at once, sparking the banked desire I’ve been dancing around with since last weekend. I want this woman. For what, I’m not sure, but I know she’s not one-night-stand material. She’s made that perfectly clear.

      So what’s left? Go easy, Cav. Don’t get yourself into trouble over a hot nice girl in a storm. Just because we’re alone and trapped for the weekend. We have one or two nights before we get off the island. If it goes longer than that I’m fucked because preseason starts Tuesday and I need to be in Boston by Monday night and on the ice first thing Tuesday morning.

      “Oh my God, this is my worst nightmare,” she says.

      “Which part? Being trapped with me or—”

      She flaps her hand around dismissing my concern. It shouldn’t give me and my dick a jolt of thrill, but it does.

      “It’s not you—for once. I have so much work to do and I can’t contact anyone to let them know. I can’t believe we’re stuck here. With no Internet and no power.” She glares at me as if I’m the one who pulled the plug.

      “Hey, I thought you said it’s not about me?” I know I should hold in my amusement at her distress, because really, I’m just as fucked as she is, but it’s too much damn fun seeing her all undone.

      “Don’t you dare laugh.” She says more loudly than the noise of the rain and hail warrants. Then swats my arm for good measure. Of course I laugh. But I fully intend to fix things.

      “Look, tomorrow we’ll find a place to charge our phones or get one of those portable phone chargers from a drug store,” I say. “It’ll be fine babe.”

      “Don’t call me that.” She opens the car door as I turn into the drive, before we’re stopped. Once we get the pups and provisions inside, I watch her create order, putting things away, everything in its place, while I take care of drying the pups.

      Then she surprises me when she turns to me and says, “You’re right. Maybe the power will be restored by morning and we won’t need to worry about a thing. I’ll only have lost a day of work.” She scowls. “I can handle that. I’ll pull an all-nighter tomorrow.”

      Not if I can help it. I’m smart enough to keep that thought to myself. At least she’s moderately settled down. I watch her, looking around, at odds without her work.

      “Forget how to relax?” I ask.  She pulls her scowl together meaner and cuter than ever and aims it at me as if she could actually shoot lasers from her eyes. Not those eyes. There’s too much vulnerability just beneath the superficial gruff she tries to protect herself with.

      “Tell you what, I’ll make a fire. That’ll help get you in the mood.”

      “It’ll be good for light and heat,” she shoots back. “Good idea.”

      On an exploratory mission, I step outside to check on using the grill. Steak for dinner is out the window. Not that the grill isn’t working but the rain and wind make it impossible to use it. I wouldn’t mind standing out here, but the meat would be drenched before I could turn it.

      “Umbrellas are fucking useless in this wind,” I say. Coming back inside with the mangled umbrella, I take off the soaking wet jacket I found in the closet—the only one that I could squeeze into.

      She snorts. “No kidding.”

      I laugh at her taunt.

      We eat sandwiches in front of the fire. Hers are peanut butter and mine are salami. We sit on the floor with the dogs around us. I have her exactly where I’ve wanted her—in a position to seduce me.

      So why am I more worried about her feeling safe than sexy?
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      I wish he wasn’t being so nice and reasonable and calming. Fuck if I don’t need all that right now. The way the firelight flicks across his playboy features tweaks me right between my legs like he’s a violinist bowing my strings. If watching him and his fucking eyelashes and his rippling muscles and that dark stubble gets me wet, imagine if—no, do not imagine him touching me or those lips of his on mine, or on me anywhere. Do. Not.

      Searching for something safe to talk about as I take a sip of pinot noir to wash down my peanut butter and lust, I strike on it.

      “What’s with you and bridge doodles?” I say. Relaxing a fraction, I can’t wait to hear the explanation for this. It should help throw a bucket of water on my oversexed libido.

      “I’ve always wanted to build bridges. And dams.”

      “Why?” I laugh-snort, then take another quick sip of my wine.

      With his usual sexy smirk and a negligent shrug, he says, “The dream started when we took a family vacation to visit the Hoover Dam and the Golden Gate Bridge.”

      “So you gave up the dream for hockey?” A spark of intrigue tightens my chest, having nothing to do with my over-sexed libido and maybe posing a more serious risk. Stop it. Stop it now. I compress my lips as if the act is some kind of defense against the onslaught of whatever the hell emotion fills me. Or maybe it’s the wine. It better be the fucking wine or I may be in trouble.

      “Not exactly. I still may do it,” he says and for a second I’ve forgotten what the hell he’s talking about. I take a deep breath to clear my foggy brain. It has to be the wine.

      “Bridges and dams,” I say. That’s what we’re talking about. Tilting my wine glass all the way up, I sip the last of the too-tempting drink and let it roll around in my mouth in spite of my smarter self, who’s warning me to slow down.

      He gives me a calculating look and adds. “Secret?”

      He wants to share a secret and I nod automatically, well past my ability to resist the tantalizing prospect in spite of how it smacks of intimacy, the exact kind of thing I need to avoid with him. Or any man. Right? For the sake of my career and the quest for a million bucks. I figuratively pinch myself with the reminder as I swallow my wine.

      “I was a civil engineering major at Cornell,” he says.

      I almost choke as I cough.

      “Are you shitting me? Cornell? University? Fucking engineering?” My disbelief may be permanent.

      “No shitting. You didn’t know I went to Cornell? Top-notch hockey program.” He takes a nonchalant sip of his drink while I sputter my way to recovering my usual aplomb.

      “I’m sorry, but I may need to see a copy of your diploma before I believe you. And even then I may need to have it authenticated.”

      He laughs. “I should be insulted.”

      He doesn’t look the least bit insulted as he downs the last of his whiskey or scotch or some such shit. It’s all poison as far as I’m concerned. Like him. He’s a devilish temptation, the way he eyes me over the rim of his glass, swirling the golden liquid. The darkening of his pupils and drooping eyelids make my mouth go dry and my pussy crying wet. Damn, damn, damn. I clear my throat.

      “But you’re not insulted. Why not?” It’s a stupid question, bordering on deep, and stretching the intimacy meter. Why do I care, anyway? I do not. But I watch him, waiting for his answer, not even pouring another glass of wine. Possibly not even breathing.

      “Because I know you’re not serious. You know I’m not a liar or a poser.”

      “I do?” I do, but I’m not ready to admit that to him, possibly not to myself either.

      He nods.

      “You’re ridiculously confident, aren’t you? Does that come from being smart or from being a hockey star?”

      “Neither. It comes from being a chick magnet.”

      “Oh my God.” I can’t help the burst of laughter. I shouldn’t hoot and snort with such amusement, I should be outraged. But I’m not. Because I know he’s not serious.

      I reach out and smack his shin because his legs are stretched out near me as we sit across from each other on the plush rug. I’m leaning against an ottoman and he leans into the puppys’ massive bed, propped on an elbow, absently stroking Moe’s fur. My pussy gulps with thirst and I can sense an urgent protest coming on, so I search for a distraction.

      My hand has other ideas as I rest it on his solid shin, the soft bristle of his leg hair tickling my palm, taunting me to slide up higher, to—WTF? I lift my hand with scorched quickness and then pretend to push hair from my face, as if that had anything to do with my inexplicable jerky move.

      The slow smirk he levels at me, though predictable, does nothing to calm my nerves and I shift.

      “Don’t be afraid to touch me, Pink. I’m all yours. Take what you want.” His words are quiet, his voice deep with meaning and truth and a good measure of arousal. Not quite enough to match my own, I calculate, but unmistakable to my overwrought pussy.

      He sits still and controlled while I’m all squirmy excitable nerve endings. I clear my throat.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I’m well aware that I’m the one being ridiculous, but I lift my chin and force a change to serious business.

      “I’m going to bed,” I say. Maybe it’s the wrong thing to say, but the words are out and I push myself to a stand. He stands with me, with all the grace of the ballerina I used to be. I feel clumsy and shaky, uncomfortable with the truth that my shakiness is due to him, not the wine.

      “Good idea,” he says, close to my ear, his body heat warming me, my skin tingling with his nearness, and my willpower to separate from him, to put any distance between us, too weak for the task.

      “I didn’t mean—” I say, not even having the willpower to lie about my body’s intentions as they win out over my sensible smart mind. Foolish me.

      But any reprimand I might have coming to myself evaporates when he touches me. A light touch on the small of my back, no force, nothing but that powerful animal magnetism that defines Aiden the Conqueror, the MVP of players. I’m lost—maybe even conquered. And I don’t care.

      We move to the bedroom as if on a cloud of lust until we open the door and step inside, the lantern I left earlier lighting our way. Before he closes the door behind us, the puppies, all three of them, chase us inside, scrambling through the door and leaping onto the bed, panting with sudden life from their naps an instant ago, the pick up in wind and rain must have disturbed them.

      He laughs at the same time as I groan, but I’m ladylike enough to keep the groan to myself.
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      Puppies make excellent chaperones. Even as I sweep them off the bed, Pink complains, her bleeding heart showing through loud and clear.

      “Hey, be nice,” she says and scoops up her favorite little girl pup, Curly. Pink’s softness hits a spot inside me, weakens me.

      “If we don’t shove them to the floor, where do you suppose we’ll be sleeping?” I point out. The mood is lost as I watch her stroke the puppy in her arms, wistful and wishing for the same attention. But in truth, any disappointment is banked, because how can I complain if we sleep together in the same bed, even with all the puppies?

      She sits on the edge, peeking up at me over the puppy’s head. Her expression apologizes for something not her fault. Because of course that’s the kind of woman she is. Responsible even when she shouldn’t be.

      Pulling down my shorts—because no way I’m sleeping in my clothes—I watch her eyes widen in shock. My cock is at half-mast, but even so, it makes an impressive tent in my boxers.

      “What are you doing?” She rakes her eyes over me and I don’t miss the extra pause at my hard-on.

      “Undressing for bed. How about it, Pink? You going to lose the skirt and blouse or do you sleep buttoned up too?” I give her my best overly confident wise-ass grin.

      She narrows her eyes at me, puts aside Curly, who cuddles into the covers. The other pups jump back up onto the bed and I don’t bother shoving them off again. They’d turn it into an all-night game.

      “You sleep in boxers?” she asks. Wind rattles the windows and she shivers, but I know it’s not the cold that shakes her.

      “Relax. I came prepared to sleep with puppies. Ryan warned me.” I go to my duffel and pull out my flannel sleep pants. I don’t tell her I normally sleep naked.

      Taking a small bag with her, she shuts herself in the bathroom and I settle on the bed under the covers, managing to keep the puppies at the foot of the king-size bed—on her side. Waiting for her to emerge gives me time to regroup, cool off, and it’s a shame. But the night is long—hell, the weekend is long—and I have patience.

      I never had patience before with a woman. Never had to. Putting off the reward has never been a thing I’ve had to deal with. Now I savor it like a scintillating challenge unlike any other I’ve been up against.

      When Pink emerges, I’m treated to the sweetest polka-dot baby doll PJs, long shapely legs and lush untethered breasts showing clearly under the silky fabric. My dick swells back up to full manhood while I suck in one long intake of breath.

      “This is all I had with me. I didn’t know I . . .” She sweeps her hand over the bed, encompassing the pups and me, her eyes settling on the new and larger tent in my flannels. In the low light of the room I can still see the blush coloring her cheeks, or maybe it’s my imagination, which is currently running wild, I have to admit. I pat the bed next to me.

      “Come on in. I won’t bite. I can’t speak for Moe, Larry, and Curly though.”

      She rolls her eyes and my dick gets harder, bigger. This will be a long night. I give the pups a dirty look.

      “If I end up with blue balls tonight, it’ll be all your fault,” I say to the three innocent furry faces. They appear to be grinning back.

      Pink laughs and slides onto the bed next to me.

      “Just because we . . . flirted before, doesn’t mean anything is going to happen here tonight,” she says.

      “Of course not,” I agree because I like to be agreeable. “Puppies make excellent chaperones,” saying aloud what I was thinking earlier. She pulls the comforter up over us and turns to me. I can barely breathe with her closeness and it’s all I can do not to take my cock into my own hands—so to speak—and relieve myself of the tension.

      But I’m a glutton for punishment because I’m enjoying the tension, even as my jaw muscle tics at the warm expression on her soft, sleepy face.

      “You’re a good guy, Aiden.”

      My chest tightens. I don’t get that kind of compliment much, except maybe from my mother or Aunt Tilly. But from Pink, it feels like a whole other category of compliment, the kind that revs my heart, makes me soft on the inside and hard as diamonds where it counts. Fuck.

      What the fuck am I supposed to do with that? How the fuck am I supposed to sleep now?

      “Good enough to kiss good night?” I finally ask.

      She smiles and raises up on an elbow while I lie flat on my back watching her lean in, holding my breath like I’m a teenager waiting for my first kiss. Her lips feather against mine, soft and moist and lush, toying with me, pressing and nibbling, moving from one corner to the other of my mouth. I let her play, let her adorn me with affection while I soak it in, helpless.

      Because I’m falling, spiraling in my descent, flipping head over heels for this woman.

      I groan and clutch a fistful of her silky hair, pressing her close, opening my mouth to ravage hers. My other arm comes around her body, clamping onto her sweet ass, crushing her to me so that my dick is cradled by the vee in her thighs. She squirms and grinds against me, saying my name in a sensual moan against my mouth, her breathing ragged.

      The pent-up lust bursts from the bindings of my patience, goodwill, and reason. Holding her in two arms, I flip us over, fully prepared to take her all the way, for the full ride, when the puppies bark and yip, then jump on top of me as if it’s all a game and they have no intentions of being left out.

      “Fuck.” I shove Larry off my back, shielding Pink from the assault of their prancing paws and playful nips. “Get the hell off me. Off the bed.” I wave my arm, shoving the puppies aside.

      They of course, come back for more, fully engaged in the game now. Pink laughs.

      I look down at her, the candlelight flickering against the classic features of her pale face, soft and sensual in this aroused state, all stern seriousness gone. The tightness returns to my chest like she owns the vise that grips me, turning the screws. Because she does.

      I smile back at her in spite of that because I’m a fool and I don’t care. I’ve never been foolish over a woman before, but so far I like it. A lot.

      “I think it’s a losing battle,” she says.

      “Miss Obvious.”

      She laughs. I turn over onto my back and shove the dogs down to the foot of the bed on her side again where they belong, below her feet in the corner.

      “Stay.” I sit halfway up and speak sternly to the animals while I hear Pink snicker, mocking me. My gut tumbles like I’m a kid on a whirling amusement park ride. Fucking A. I am so gone.

      Lying back down next to her, I gather her into my side so that her head nestles against my shoulder and I can feel every part of me touching her somewhere.

      “I wish we weren’t wearing these fucking pajamas,” I whisper. She giggles. a giddy zap shoots through me, and I think I understand the whole concept of Cupid’s arrow.

      “Another time,” she says, her voice sleepy. Then I do something I’ve never done before to a woman I’ve been with, I kiss the top of her head. I want her, but I’m willing to wait because there’s so much promise.

      Quiet bliss permeates me, bringing on peace and sleep.

      No matter that there’s a storm raging outside.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning is clear with some sun, though there are clouds on the horizon and the wind is still strong. Maybe the storm is over and it’s turned out to sea. A good sign.

      It’s early. I can tell from where the sun peeks through on the horizon. Pink is still asleep, so I sneak out of bed to feed the pups in a blatant attempt to keep them busy and get some morning alone time with my girl. Because I’m thinking Pink is definitely my girl.

      Locking the door behind me, I slide back under the covers with her, stroking a hand down her side, into the dip of her waist and up over the curve of her hips and down her elegant thigh. She squirms and emits a delicious, boner-inducing sigh. I lean in and nuzzle the delicate skin of her neck, the fine hair tickling my nostrils, her scent intoxicating.

      Pink’s eyes flutter to life, opening up wide and staring straight at me. An initial smile fades as she looks around and then out the window.

      “Sunshine?” she says. Then she bolts upright, pushing me away. “The storm’s over.” Shoving the covers aside, she jumps from bed before I can stop her. She hurries to the desk and flips open her laptop without sitting in the chair.

      “What the hell, Pink? Where are your priorities, girl?”

      Staring at the screen and clacking the keyboard, she says, “Exactly where they need to be. With any luck the Internet is up again and I can get some work done.”

      She slams the computer shut. “Shit. It’s still down.” Spinning around in her chair, she says, “I wonder what’s going on with this storm. This radio silence is killing me. Since there’s a lull maybe it’s possible to get a ferry off the island.”

      “We can try that. You might need to dress, though.” I give her an appreciative smirk. She rolls her eyes.

      We dress and go to the kitchen to let the dogs outside and get something to eat.

      “How about if we pack up the car and take the dogs with us in case we can catch the ferry?”

      “Ryan and Chelsea won’t be back until Monday. My condo has a strict no dogs rule. Are you going to keep them with you? You live in a fancy building downtown. I bet they don’t allow dogs.” She scowls and I grin. “Now who’s the practical one?” She throws a dog biscuit at me.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you have a violent streak?” I ask.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re a brat?”

      “No. Pretty much ‘dickhead’ is the preferred label.”

      “It suits you.” She opens the refrigerator a crack to preserve the cold and pulls out the orange juice. It’s weird that I have mixed feelings about leaving the island. I need to get back to Boston as much as she does, but Monday night is soon enough for me.

      “Why do you want to leave so much when we’re having such a good time?”

      “Good time? Hah. We’re making the best of the situation, I’ll give you that. But we don’t even have hot coffee.” She smiles and pats my cheek as she rummages through the food choices in the cabinet. “Seriously, I have work to do and the Internet is down for who knows how long. That’s just unacceptable.”

      I let the puppies back inside. My stomach growls and I’m hungry, but more for her than food. She’s standing at the counter unwrapping a protein bar or some such shit as I move up behind her. Putting my hands on her hips, I relish the sweet heat and swell of her ass against my rising dick.

      “Maybe the universe is trying to tell you something,” I say into her ear.

      She snorts and turns in my arms, pushing me away. I try to hold onto my smile. I know she likes me, know she’s hot for me, but her refusal to give in to it is fucking disappointing.

      Hell. What’s the matter with me? I’m no quitter.

      “The universe is telling me to leave the island,” she says. “It’s telling you too. In a very loud voice.” She does a double take like she’s had a lightbulb moment. “You can take the dogs to your place. I know they allow pets.”

      “How the hell would you know that?”

      “Finn had a kitten. I know he did.”

      Her eyes gleam with excitement now as she grabs for the leashes. I don’t bother telling my building  doesn’t allow dogs. I watch in fascination as she starts clipping them on even while the puppies are scarfing down some treats laced with medication I added to their dishes.

      “Watch out they don’t bite you for interrupting their meal.”

      She spins around, her face lit up in triumph like she’s just won the Cup.

      “Let’s go. Let’s pack up the car just in case we can get on the next boat out of here.” She moves to go by me and I grab her arm to slow her down.

      “Hold on there. I can’t believe I’m accusing you of this, but don’t you think you’re being a little impulsive? I never agreed to take the pups to my place.”

      She scowls and tugs her arm, but doesn’t move away from me. Fuck. Now I’m all aware of her and my dick notices her proximity and jumps for joy.

      “You can’t say no.” Her face loses the scowl, all the edge disappears, and I don’t know when I’ve seen her this vulnerable—or vulnerable at all. She licks her lips and I stare at the pink tongue and the glossy wetness of her lips. My dick reminds me how much I want her. Fuck.

      She says in a whispery voice, “Hell, Aiden, can’t you see I’m desperate here?”

      And just like that, she has me. I’ll do anything she asks. I’d swim back to Boston with her and the pups on my back to give her what she wants. Never mind that I’ll probably get fined up the wazoo if the association manager ever discovers I have three puppies in my condo. But who cares when this woman needs me to do her this favor?

      “Okay. I can do it. Let’s go.”

      She throws herself into me, her arms wrapped around my neck, and kisses me—on the cheek—but hell, I’ll take it. My arms automatically go around her, pressing into the enticing curve of her waist. It takes an act of iron will not to slide my hands up her rib cage to capture her perfect pert breasts in my hands. Gritting my teeth, I step back before my will melts under her heat.

      We pack up the car with all our stuff—mostly hers—and the puppies and their gear in back. The road to the wharf is littered with random tree branches. I pull into a nearly empty lot at the island’s ferry services. It doesn’t look good, but I don’t say this because I know Pink needs to hold onto the hope of finding a way home.

      The wind whips up as we dash to the small office of the high-speed ferry. But before we get there, we see the bold red CLOSED sign on the door.

      “Shit.” Pink looks around, her brow furrowed.

      “Let’s check with the Steamship Authority office, because that one has to be open,” I say. “They’ll let us know when ferries will be running.”

      A smile splits her face as she grabs my arm and she runs, tugging me behind her, and I admire the view. It’s not far and we slow down to go inside, breathing a little heavy.

      The manager at the Steamship Authority tells us there will be no ferry service because this is a short lull. The storm isn’t far out and is swinging back around, joining with a storm cell coming in from the west. I’m no meteorologist, but it doesn’t sound good to me.

      “There’s a shelter at the high school if you have no power,” he says.

      “We’ll be fine where we are,” Pink says and I salute him. I recognize the appreciation as his eyes follow her walking out the door. I’m right behind her, but this time I catch up. Flinging an arm around her shoulder, I’m prepared to console her, but she’s ahead of me.

      “Maybe the airport is open,” she says. “We could get a flight. But then there’s the dogs and what are the chances they’d let us take three puppies even if we paid for their seats? Maybe I could . . . but that wouldn’t be fair for me to leave you with the dogs.” She stops walking and her face collapses in disappointment.

      “Don’t worry about me, Pink. Go if you need to go. In fact, I insist.” Anything to wipe that tragic look from her face. She bites her lips, those perfect kissable lips that I’m dying to suck into my mouth again—along with all kinds of other body parts.

      “Are you sure? I—that’s really decent of you.” She looks at me with the kind of look that makes my heart race, the kind that says my hero but without being cheesy.

      When we get back to the car, I drive her straight to the airport only three miles away, although I’m hoping the whole time she’ll change her mind. She has Curly in her lap and she’s talking to the puppy, consoling her when I’m the one she ought to be consoling. But she doesn’t know that. Or does she?

      She knows I’m into her since I’ve made that perfectly clear. But she doesn’t realize how much. Maybe I’m not sure either. All I know is I don’t want her to go, but I can’t stop her, wouldn’t want to get in her way.

      I pull into the front end of the main parking lot, which is almost empty. After giving the pups a brief bathroom break, we leave them to amuse themselves. We go inside and, even in her heels, she rushes to the only open counter and I’m right there with her, barely.

      The friendly lady from Cape Air gives us good news and bad news. Pink can catch a plane, the last one cleared to take off today, but it leaves in thirty minutes. Her face lights up and she gives me a brief squeeze-hug, taking some of the sting off the good news of her impending sudden departure. We run back out to the car. She’s ahead of me, all excited that she’ll have working Internet and outlets where she can charge her phone and computer.

      “I have just enough time before my flight to send some crucial emails,” she says as we reach the car. My chest tightens with each word she says because it becomes clear she’s forgotten about me already, about our night and the promise of more. I’m already a memory to her and it’s not clear if it’s a pleasant one or just a minor annoyance in her scheme to take over the Boston business world. I get inside the car and grip the wheel. Taking a deep breath, I release it and get a grip on my head, on how I feel.

      I’m happy for her. I really am. Not even kidding and it’s fucking weird because I don’t want her to go.

      “I’ll miss you,” I say. I don’t think she’ll miss me. Which is also weird. She’s standing on the other side of the car and bends forward into the open passenger seat window.

      She reaches in and pets the dogs because I’m letting them travel out of their cage to keep me company. She says nothing.

      “It’s just me and Moe, Larry, and Curly for the duration,” I say, forcing good cheer. “We’re gonna bond over the storm.” Clouds darken the daylight and small sporadic drops of rain spit from the sky.

      “I owe you, Aiden,” she says. “Let’s get together. I’ll call you.” She smiles and I see some reluctance as she lifts one of her bags through the window. “I can only take one bag on the plane. So I guess I’m asking another favor.”

      “I’ll see that the rest of your stuff gets back to you.”

      Her face lights up with that too rare playfulness. “Then I will see you. Sometime this week when you deliver my luggage.” She doesn’t move away from the car.

      I nod, enjoying the sudden difficulty she’s having with her departure when she was so excited to leave a minute ago. She stands there petting Curly through the window and stalling.

      “Make sure you give Curly her due attention when I’m gone.”

      “I will.”

      The wind lifts her hair, whipping it across her face. She shakes her head, removing shiny blond strands from her mouth. She looks reckless and wild and something swells in me—not my dick, something in my chest, making me hurt with longing. I thought I was fine with her leaving. Thought I was okay with letting her get away with so much promise unfulfilled. Figuring I’d make sure there’d be another time. But now . . .

      “Guess I should go. Get some work done finally.” Still leaning on the window she reaches inside with both hands to pick up Curly and give her the hug and kiss that rightly belong to me. A stab of regret shoots through me, but I keep my smile fixed and nod at her when she waves goodbye, then blows me a kiss.

      She turns and runs between the raindrops back inside the toy airport, disappearing behind the closing glass door.

      “Well this sucks,” I say to the puppies. May as well get started with my new one-sided conversations. Curly bounds onto my lap and licks my face.

      “Leave it to the girl dog to understand a broken heart,” I say. Moe barks. Or it could have been Larry. Truthfully, I’m not always clear who’s who, but they know their names so it all sorts itself out in the end.

      On the way back to the house, I stop at a drugstore and buy a portable cell phone charger that operates on battery power, dog biscuits, and a box of Funny Bones because that shit is perfect consolation food. I also buy the last big-ass battery-powered lantern in the store, some extra batteries, and the latest Jack Reacher thriller novel to go with it. Then I head back to the empty dark house.

      The pups maintain their energy, though, so it’s impossible to stay down. I was prepared to spend the weekend alone with them in the first place, wasn’t I? It hadn’t been my idea to invite Pink to join the fun. She’s not my type. Never was. How could I have thought I was so into her, even for a few lost moments last night?

      Why the fuck am I all if only she was still here? What’s that shit about? She was a pain in my ass.

      A hot fun pain in my ass. A never boring pain. Oddly intriguing.

      Fuck. She’s my girl.

      I pull into the driveway, grab the leashes, and open the door. Moe, Larry, and Curly are thrilled to be home, yanking good and hard on my arm, leading me to the front door. Once we get inside the dark space, I set up the lantern, light a couple of candles, feed the dogs. Then light the fireplace.

      The stage is set for a seduction if I only had the one missing piece of the production. The seductee. I’m not going to bother wasting a bottle of wine on my solitary evening.

      “Guess it’s you, me, and the book tonight guys—and girl.” Talking to the pups doesn’t feel weird at all.

      My phone, which I’d set up on the new charger, surprises me with a revitalized ring. I jump to get it, more excited than a phone call deserves. Before I check the caller my heart leaps and announces its anticipation. Please be Pink.

      Fuck. One glance tells me it’s the opposite of Pink. It’s Jillian, the girl I made the mistake of dating three times over the summer.  Once should have been enough, but I got shamed into date two, and date three shouldn’t count because she followed me and got me drunk enough to take her home. I think for a second about not answering as the phone goes into its third hearty ring, but hell, I have no one else to talk to right now.

      “Hello, Jillian.” I’m standing in the middle of the great room looking into the fire as she launches into a monologue about her life since I last saw her, when the front door opens with a whoosh.

      I turn, the phone to my ear, to see Pink walk inside and coming for me, smile beaming.

      “Pink,” I say, the phone still against my ear.

      “What?” Jillian says as Pink about reaches me. Then she stops short, smile gone, mouth open in shock and her pale face getting even paler. Fuck. Pink can hear Jillian’s voice as she continues talking.

      “Are you with someone, Aiden? Who are you talking to? What the hell is going on?”

      “I have to go,” I say into the phone, voice tight. Then I automatically add, “Call you later.”

      Mistake. Big mistake.
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      Pink flinches. Even as I click the phone off and slip it in my pocket, I know I’ve inflicted pain, that she thinks the worst and I need to make it right.

      “That was Jillian,” I say. “She called out of the blue. She’s no one—”

      “No one? I’m sure she’d be thrilled to hear you say that. Is that what you’re going to say about me next week when you’re with someone else?” Pink shoves past me, not waiting for any further explanation.

      No fucking way I’m letting her think the wrong thing, so I follow her as she carries her bag into the guest room. She spins around.

      “You told me there was no mattress in here.” She points accusingly at the bed with a mostly intact mattress. “And to think, I came back here because I changed my mind about leaving you. Clearly I shouldn’t have bothered. You’re nothing but a lying man-whore.”

      “I didn’t lie. I exaggerated. There is a chunk missing.” I point out the corner where the puppies chewed, compromising the exterior covering down to the foam and then some. No springs are exposed, but Chelsea didn’t bother making it up for sleeping. But I know the mattress isn’t the real issue.

      Pink snorts, unimpressed. Her eyes glitter. She’s hurt. And I hurt her. My gut roils and I rake my hands through my hair, not knowing what to say, how to explain that she’s nothing like Jillian, nothing like any woman I’ve ever been with, or not quite been with, to be exact.

      “Look, Pink—Allie,” I start.

      She looks up at me, surprise softens her expression, and I proceed with caution.

      “There’s nothing between Jillian and me. I was never into her the way she’s into me. But apparently I haven’t done a good job of communicating that to her because she called out of the blue. Unprovoked, I promise.” I sigh. “And I have no plans to ever call her back.”

      “Of course not,” she says, derisiveness back in her tone of voice and twisting her mouth, even as the glittering sadness still haunts her eyes. “Because you’re a liar. You’re the kind of dickhead who promises to call and then doesn’t.”

      She’s right. “I guess I am,” I confess on a long, resigned breath, not liking the self-image. “Or I was. But I promise I’m not anymore. I think of you differently, Allie.”

      She stares at me in silence. Then she opens a drawer, takes out some sheets and proceeds to make up the bed while I watch. Searching my head for what to say next, I’m at a loss. I have no experience with real relationships with women I care about.

      Words, even if I could find them, will mean little now. I have a lot to prove. Now I need to figure out how to prove to Pink and myself that I’m capable of committing to a relationship and that I’m worthy of her.

      “Go,” she says. “Just because you call me Allie doesn’t mean I should take you seriously.”

      Her voice drips with disdain making it perfectly clear that she’s not taking me seriously. Not now or anytime soon.

      But I’m no quitter and I smile as I leave the room. It’s an evil smile, but with good intent behind it. The stubborn determination in me takes over, that streak I have that doesn’t listen to what other people say, that ignores good sense and reason. My instincts tell me I can win this game, because now I know what the game is and, more importantly, what’s at stake.

      I need to win Allie Pink’s affection and respect.

      Spending the rest of the afternoon cleaning the yard as much as I can with the dogs helping and hampering me alternately, the rush of wind and rain refreshes me until the intensity picks up and the pelts of water sting my face. I would have stayed outside in spite of that, to give Pink space, but the pups start whining and I take mercy on them.

      Changing into the last of my dry clothes, I check my phone and send a text to Ryan. I know he won’t see it tonight, but he should know about the storm. Then I call my coach.

      “What do you mean you’re stuck on Nantucket?” Predictable response.

      “I mean the hurricane has shut down transportation off the island. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to get off by tomorrow night, but I wanted to let you know—”

      “You’d damn better get back here by Tuesday morning and I don’t care about the fucking storm.”

      “Got it, Coach. Will do.” I end the call. His bark is worse than his bite, but I probably should have texted him. He got the message either way. It’s funny that I have no anxiety about getting back for the season. Maybe I should be worried, but right now all my worrying space is taken up with Pink and winning her back. Not that I ever had her. But we had promise and I want that again.

      Heading through the kitchen to the great room, it looks like nothing’s been touched, like Pink hasn’t come out of her room all afternoon. It’s almost dark now, so I start a fire while the pups try to eat the last of the dry wood in the box. Once I get the fire going, I contemplate my next move.

      “Maybe I ought to bring her a snack. What do you think of that idea, Curly?”

      “Still talking to the dogs?” Pink’s voice sneaks up behind me and I turn, my heart lurching to life like it was smacked with electronic paddles.

      I try to hold my grin back without smirking, but I’ve totally lost my cool.

      “How about s’mores? We’ll do an indoor marshmallow roast.”

      She nods. “Sounds like a dessert I can look forward to after a cold sandwich for supper.” No smile. She’s cool, taking a book with her to her spot in front of the fire.

      “All right then, cold sandwiches coming up.”

      She doesn’t respond, but I don’t mind the ice queen act or playing servant to her princess. She has it coming. Going to the cooler for the cold cuts and cheese we picked up, I put together the sandwiches and assemble the ingredients for the s’mores, including the sticks I gathered from the yard to roast the marshmallows.

      Remaining quiet with only a nod of acknowledgment when I deliver the sandwiches, she keeps her eyes on whatever she’s reading. She’s cool until I impale the marshmallows on the ends of the sticks and wave one over the top of her book. I set the plate of graham crackers and chocolate squares on the coffee table and open the glass doors of the fireplace to expose the open flames. Then I take a seat on the rug and extend my marshmallow into the fire.

      “So tell me,” she says, leaning against the couch, sitting close to the fire and holding her marshmallow stick over the flames. I’m sitting near the dog bed where the puppies are all curled up sleeping. It’s the same way we were last night, except tonight it’s all wrong.

      I hold my breath waiting to hear what she wants me to tell her, knowing I’ll reveal just about anything to her right now as I watch her golden hair in the flickering firelight, the pale perfection of her skin. She seems so delicate, yet she’s tougher than nails. Must be the ballerina training she had early on.

      “What?” I say in a hoarse whisper.

      “When you’re done being a hockey player, will you build bridges?” She turns her eyes from the fire and levels them at me, serious and intense, like I’m a screwed-up column of numbers on her ledger.

      The answer is an unqualified yes, but I hold back. She’s testing me—no, she’s judging me.

      “Why? You think playing hockey isn’t a real job?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Her tone says she’s on defense.

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      “I don’t have to answer you.” That was mean. She flinches at the lash and I feel like the shit I am.

      “I’m sorry, Pink. I meant that—”

      “I know exactly what you mean. I have no business asking you because I’m no one to you—”

      “That’s not true. You’re a friend.”

      “A friend?” Her voice squeaks with anger and hurt and then anger again.

      “You’re right. You’re more than a friend. I want you in a way that’s way past friendly,” I say, moving closer to her.

      She snorts, one of her many amusing habits. “No doubt. Get in line,” she says.

      I laugh. “No doubt. You’re a prize, Pink.”

      “I’m no one’s prize,” she says with a lift of her chin.

      “I didn’t mean it that way.” Real cool, Cavanaugh. Way to win her over. She rolls her eyes. Yet again. And I deserve it yet again.

      “Did I mention I’m focused on my new business? I’m not interested in romantic relationships right now.” She picks up her book and that sparks something like panic in me. I don’t want to lose her interest, however disdainful it may be, so I take her wrist to stop her from going anywhere.

      “We have chemistry, Pink.” Holding her gaze, for a split second I see the hesitation, the acknowledgment of that spark between us. My body heats up until she yanks her arm away from me, shutting me down.

      Ignoring my assertion, she says, “I think I’ll turn in early.” She lifts herself from the floor in a graceful ballerina glide and my mouth goes dry with disappointment.

      Fuck. Get over yourself, Cavanaugh. A few s’mores doesn’t make up for being a dickhead the way I handled the phone call from Jillian. She takes the last bite of her cracker and picks up the plate, ready for clean-up duty like the good girl she is and heads to the kitchen area. I stand, shoving my hands through my hair.

      “Look, don’t sleep in the guest room. You can have the master bedroom,” I say. I have a lot to make up for.

      “With the puppies? No thank you,” she says. “I’ll never get a good night’s sleep with them and I need one.” She doesn’t add after last night, but I hear it on her mind all the same.

      “I’ll keep the dogs out here with me and sleep on the couch.”

      “You will?” She looks skeptical and I nod.

      She doesn’t thank me, but she retreats to the master bedroom with her book. Fuck. I go back to the fire and stare at the dancing flames, trying to puzzle a way to redeem myself. I’m surprised when she brings back a pillow and blanket for me.

      “You’ll need these things if you’re going to get any sleep out here with the dogs.” Her tone makes it clear she thinks this is where I belong. No thank you in sight for the sacrifice.

      “Is that what you think of me? That I’m like a dog?”

      “No you’re not like a dog. You are a dog.” She flashes a sassy smile, challenging me to disagree, but I don’t bother. Then she turns on her heel and retreats to the bedroom again. This time I know it’s for good when I hear the door shut behind her and the click of the latch loud and clear.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I should be angry, right? That Pink’s not cutting me slack? But I’m not because I know I deserve her skepticism. I have a well-deserved reputation for amusing myself with puck bunnies and I know I have a long way to go to redeem myself even if I haven’t done anything douchey lately. Aside from telling Jillian I’d call her when I had no intention of calling her.

      It had been an automatic response, a thoughtless throwaway line. One that feels nasty now that I’m seeing it from Pink’s perspective. She had a front-row seat to my dickhead behavior with women and I know better. Puck bunnies are women and deserve respect. More than me.

      Pink is giving me the amount of respect I deserve. Shit.
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      What an idiot I am. I can’t believe I jeopardized my fledgling business to spend time with this man-whore. Why did I think for a damn minute that there might be something between me and him? The big dick-head. I pace around the master bedroom, glancing at the stupid computer taunting me from the desk. I finished doing all the work on the financial statements that I can do without Internet or files from my office. I could be back there by now. I should be back home in my own bedroom right now.

      But I have only myself to blame. He’s being who he is, true to form, the MVP of players, named so by puck bunnies everywhere. Especially the slutty Jillian.

      Okay, I’m just being a bitch now. I don’t know Jillian very well. Besides, I’m no better than she, am I? Pacing around the room, I’m too worked up by my stupidity and lack of work ethic when it counts to settle down to bed.

      “Everything all right in there?” Aiden calls. I can tell that he’s near my door. I should open it up and slap his face. That might help me sleep.

      But if I touch him, even with a slap, I know I’ll want him. Besides, I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how agitated he has me.

      “I’m fine. Go away. What do you care anyway?” I shout back at him through the door. So not cool. I hear him sigh deeply on the other side.

      “Open up, Pink.” It’s not a shout, but I can hear his deep, caring voice clearly. It’s not a command, but I feel compelled by it all the same. Fuck that. I lost two days and nights of work over him.

      “Back off, Aiden.” I stare at the door, waiting, holding my breath, knowing my voice has too much emotional vibration in it, as if I’m barely holding back tears. But that’s crazy because I’m not about to cry. Why would I?

      Then I hear him move away, the sound of his bare feet padding on the hardwood floor, faint and falling off until there’s no sound of him. No sound except the ever-present wind in the trees outside.

      Turning back to the oversize cold bed, I throw myself onto it and swipe at my cheek. Because, damn it, I’m crying after all. For no good reason.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Let’s call a truce,” he says, the minute I come out of the bedroom to the great room the next morning.

      I nod because I’m not the dickhead around here. Or at least I don’t want to be.

      I’m cool and he’s contrite. I think that’s as far as our truce is going to go. Until he stands out on the deck in the rain and brews me coffee on an old Coleman stove he found in the basement. He’s soaked through when he comes inside with the old dented-up coffee pot. He gets out of his wet clothes and sets a fire and we both wonder what’s going on with the weather and when we’ll get off the island.

      “The season starts Tuesday morning. I need to get back tomorrow,” he says, serious and for the first time, tense.

      I’m well aware of my earlier bitchiness about his career. I lick my lips, his eyes follow my tongue, and that does all kinds of tingly things to my insides. But I manage to stay focused on contrition.

      “I’m sorry I implied your hockey career isn’t serious. I know it’s important to you. And of course it’s a legitimate job. You bring joy and inspire excellence and a strong work ethic, reaching all kinds of young people who might not otherwise be reached. Your job is important, Aiden, and I had no right to hint otherwise.”

      I don’t know where the hell the words came from. I hadn’t formed the thoughts before speaking. They literally came fully formed from my heart.

      He nods. “Thank you.” He shrugs. “Hockey is just a game, but it’s my game. I love it and I’m protective of it like it’s my mistress. I think all the guys are like that to some degree or other.”

      “I get it.” I smile. “Maybe that’s how I am with my new business, AP Accounting.”

      “Touché.”

      Moe, Larry, and Curly dance around and whine in a chorus and it’s time for them to go out for a bathroom break. I get up from the chair where I’ve been lounging, but Aiden stops me.

      “I got this.” He whistles and the dogs line up and follow him to the back door where he throws on a jacket and pushes outside into the rain.
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      I go with the pups when I let them out to make sure they don’t go far. Though I doubt they will in this weather. The rain and wind have gotten steadily worse, gusts whipping up now and then to scary velocities. They don’t wander far off the deck, not going as far as the sandy beach. Until a squirrel dashes from under the deck, catching Curly’s attention. She chases the squirrel in spite of my shouted command to stop. When she chases the squirrel around the side of the house, I know I need to run after her. Taking a quick look inside to see if Pink is watching, I see her staring and waving frantically. Shit.

      As I run, I hear a door slam. Moe and Larry scoot inside and Pink is out, shouting after me. I look over my shoulder to see her running in my direction. She has no coat or jacket or anything except a damn white blouse, leggings, and bare feet. Fuck.

      Waving her hands, she shouts, “Don’t stop, don’t let her get away. Go after her.”

      Rounding the corner of the house, I catch sight of Curly in the vision-blurring rain just as she disappears into the trees across the street. It’s a small forest. Fuck. The sky is dark and I’ll never see anything in those woods without a flashlight.

      Hesitating, I turn to go back to the house, running at a sprint toward the front door. Pink cuts me off, catching my arm, her hand shaky and her face a picture of fear.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Curly ran into the woods. We’ll need a flashlight.” I take her hand and drag her with me. “And you need to get back inside.” It’s too late for her to bother with a jacket. She’s soaked through already and even though the temperature isn’t cold, the wind and driving rain are chilling.

      Pink digs in her heels and tugs her hand from me as I get us to the front door.

      “You get the flashlight. I’ll meet you there. Those woods run deep, she could get lost.”

      Before I have a chance to yell at her that she’s the one who’ll get lost, she takes off at a sprint and man she’s fast. “Fuck.”

      I dash into the house, zeroing in on the exact spot where I left the flashlight and then taking it with me as I slam out the front door, running full tilt like my fucking pants are on fire. Once I reach the edge of the trees, I turn on the light and slow down. Spreading the beam around where I saw both Curly and Pink enter the tree line, I spot Pink and she turns around. She makes her way back do me as I look for signs of a small dog trampling through the underbrush. But I’m no tracker.

      “Aiden, I don’t see her anywhere.” Pink’s practically in tears now and I pull her in close to me because she’s shivering like mad.

      “Stick to me. We don’t want to lose you too.” Moving forward, I flash the beam of light from right to left looking for any movement. After we’re a few feet in, the storm’s fury is muffled and I shout for the dog. Pink does the same, adding an impressive whistle.

      We get further into the woods, about the distance of two ice rinks, when I see a movement.

      “There,” Pink says, “I think I see her.” I aim the beam as she takes off in the direction of the movement and when I hear the muffled bark I know we’ve hit pay dirt, thank fuck.

      “Curly, you poor bad little girl.” Pink’s voice is happy and angry and shaky all at once, but mostly happy, as she picks up the puppy and hugs the little beast to her body. They look like a pair of bedraggled orphans, hair and fur soaked and dripping.

      “Let’s get you home,” I say, just as the flashlight flickers. “Fuck.” I grab Pink’s arm and haul ass in the direction we came from, the path somewhat identifiable by the trampled bushes here and there.

      “I should have left breadcrumbs or something,” I say, trying to stay calm and move fast.

      “If they were glow-in-the-dark breadcrumbs,” she says, her teeth chattering now.

      I turn and look at her gorgeous rain-streaked face, just as the flashlight beam goes dark.

      “Fuck,” she says.

      I tug her closer to my side.

      “It’ll be all right. It’s not much further. Our eyes will adjust.” I’m lying my ass off because I have no idea if that’s true, but I keep us moving in the same direction with one hand out in front of me and my feet aimed where I think we should be headed.

      Curly yips and squirms in Pink’s arms.

      “Do not let her go,” I say, slowing down, becoming less sure of our direction as we nearly run into a large tree and my eyes strain to see past a few feet in front of us. Fuck.

      “Maybe Curly can find the way,” Pink says.

      “Do you have her leash?” I ask, hating to be the practical one. “Because if we let her go, she’ll take off without us and even if she does find her way back—”

      “Now who’s the one with no faith in the puppies’ loyalty? She won’t run off.”

      “As long as there’s not another squirrel,” I say. “You’re probably right.” We stop walking. “Okay, put her down. But let me talk to her first.”

      Pink snorts a laugh. “This I’ve got to hear.”

      It’s good to see Pink’s teeth flash in a smile, though it’s barely visible in the gloom of the rainy forest. I take the puppy from her and talk, telling her she needs to find her way back home. Telling her not to leave us behind. “Make sure you bark, so we don’t lose track of you.” I squat down and put her on the ground, still holding onto her.

      “And whatever you do, keep us in your sights.” I let go of her and she barks at me, then sniffs around. She takes off at a trot and I grab Pink’s hand and follow. We reach the edge of the woods within five minutes and Curly darts ahead, beating us to the front door in a race.

      Once we get inside, I go for the blanket on the couch and drape it over Pink’s shoulders, wrapping her in it and holding her.

      “You need to get warmed up.”

      “I-I need to get dry,” she says through chattering teeth. I feel the shuddering go through me and clamp down. She’s right, but I’m reluctant to let her go. I want to be the one to dry her off with a towel so bad, to attend to every corner of her body, to worship it and care for her, make her warm. And then make her hot.

      But I know better than to offer my services at this juncture. According to my calculations, another rejection from Pink will feel like a puck to my groin. Without a cup. So I walk her to the master bedroom.

      “I’ll take care of drying Curly. You get yourself into dry clothes and—” I’ll keep you warm. I want to say the words so bad, but I can’t. I don’t. She meets my eyes and I see them flicker with promise. Or I think I do. But the light is dim and it could be wishful thinking.

      “Okay,” she says. Clenching her teeth against the chattering, she manages a smile.

      I let her go through the door and close it behind her and wait. But there’s no sound of the latch clicking into place. My heart lurches with a spark of hope and a grin finds its way to my face. That’s all I need to get me going again, to make me say fuck you to the storm.

      After I dry Curly vigorously with a towel, I find a too small T-shirt and gym shorts in the guest room closet and change. Back in the great room, I know we need a fire, but the wood pile in the box is low and I know there’s nothing dry outside, so I put it off. Time to conserve.

      Turning to the master bedroom door, I will Pink to open it, to come out and join me. Or better yet, to invite me in. But I shake my head and attend to the puppies, settling them down.

      It doesn’t take long before the dogs are curled up in their bed by the cold fireplace and I put a blanket over them as they sleep in a huddle. Looking around, I decide against finding something to eat. I’m not hungry. Not for food. I look back to the bedroom again, to where Pink is and I wonder if she’s asleep.

      Tiptoeing—something I’m not used to doing—I glide to the bedroom door, feeling like a stealthy jungle cat on the prowl. Listening, I don’t hear anything. She’s probably asleep, but I need confirmation. Or that’s what I tell myself as I push the door open slow and easy, without a sound.

      Candlelight flickers on the dresser, reflected in the mirror. But my eyes are drawn to something else reflected in the mirror, the lithe form of a naked female body, perfect in its balance and grace. Pink turns to me. My mouth is open and dry and silent.

      “There’s no hot water for the shower,” she says.

      “Sorry, I—” I turn away but she stops me with her words.

      “It’s okay. I was about to invite you in. To warm me.”

      Spinning back around, I look hard at her, my dick hearing her perfectly, though my ears might need her to say it twice.

      “You want me naked.” It’s not a question because I don’t want her to say no, but I need her to confirm. Everything in me is seized up with anticipation.

      She nods her head.

      That’s all I need to shut the door behind me. Then I lift the shirt over my head and, watching for her reaction, because I’m more ready for her invitation than I have a right to be, I drop my shorts.

    

  







            Chapter 9

          

          

      

    

    






Pink

        

      

    

    
      I ought to be afraid of his giant hard cock that springs free, pulsing and aimed at me. I ought to be more afraid of the overgrown man-child attached to it. Except he’s better than that, more than that. He’s a full-grown man who would chase a dog for me, who would brew me coffee in the driving rain, and who would let me leave him stuck with three puppies alone—

      But that’s where my dream man falls apart, where the real Aiden makes it clear I shouldn’t be romanticizing him. He wasn’t left alone. He had Jillian waiting in the wings. Even if she was the one to call him, even if I believe him that he wants nothing to do with her, it’s the idea that there are dozens of Jillians out there relentlessly tempting him, and that he could be taken with one of them at any minute because he’s all man. That’s what I’m afraid of.

      Staring at the evidence of his manhood, stiff and proud, desire crowds the hesitation from my mind. The too long denied need takes over thoroughly and completely with a surge of heat.

      “I want your cock in my mouth,” I say.

      The shock of my words shows on his face, shows even more in the wild twitch of his cock. I stand still. I’ve made the first move and I hold my breath, waiting. My heart pumps like I’m running for my life, like the world might end. My wait is short.

      He gives me a delicious, devilish smirk and, in his naked splendor, he closes the distance between us until his hard, hot body touches mine. The shock of his skin against mine makes me shudder, makes my breath come in a heaving rush. I’m so far past questions and hesitations that I reach down between us and grip his silky hard cock in my hand. Closing his eyes and throwing his head back, he groans like a wild animal.

      “Pink . . .”

      A sizzle of excitement runs through me. With my mind turned off, I run solely on instinct as I touch my lips to his taut, muscled chest and I lick.

      “Jesus.” Aiden’s rough quiet voice sets off a flashfire between my thighs. He wraps his chiseled arms around me, pressing his cock between us. He strokes his hands down my back then cups my ass, thrusting against me until I move my hand so that I can feel his massive hard-on against my pussy.

      “Bed. We need—” I say until he bites into the flesh of my lower lip in a gentle reprimand in favor of silence.

      Then he lifts me and I find myself back down on the bed, his hot sensual mouth on mine, ravishing and making me senseless with pleasure like he’s transformed me into a sex-crazed animal. My hands rake the rippling meat of his back, pressing him to me. I want to feel the full pressure of his body over mine, but he holds himself above me.

      Releasing my ravaged mouth, he raises himself up, kneeling over me, his hard pulsing manhood dangling above me. I reach up and grip it in my hand and, raising my head up, I take the sticky salty delicious tip into my mouth, running my tongue over the smooth head.

      His groan of pleasure makes me arch up and I can’t resist bringing one hand down to dip into the folds to find my throbbing wet clit, round and smooth and swollen. I shut my eyes as everything in me clenches to mindless pleasure and I suck hard on the pulsing cock in my mouth.

      Aiden’s breath comes on a ragged deep growl so that I barely recognize my name. “Allie . . .”  The strain of need in his voice sends me over the top and I let him go, his cock popping from my mouth.

      “I need you.” He says.

      His eyes are dark, glassy pools, intense mirrors of my desperation to have him, to possess him, to join with him. There’s no thought, no judgment, no indecision, no decision, only raw craving so desperate and strong as if the world might end, as if my existence requires him inside me. The answer on his face sends a torrent of heat and deep satisfaction shuddering through me as he lowers himself, skimming his hot mouth across my skin, laving each nipple with a tease of his tongue. I grip his hair and arch into him, but he pulls from me, unrelenting and strong, as he lowers his head down my body, knowing what I need.

      “Aiden, please,” I beg, clutching his hair, pushing his head as his wet mouth closes in on my pussy. Then he licks in one long stroke, penetrating his tongue deep into my folds, sweeping over my throbbing swollen clit and I cry out. As I buck into him, he takes my hips into his shaking hands and holds me until I vibrate. He sucks my clit into his mouth whole and swirls his tongue around it, then flicks it hard and fast.

      I scream in mindless bliss as a throng of pinpricks coalesce into one intense vortex of hot convulsing pain-pleasure until everything goes black for an impossible instant.

      Then the universe explodes into a million stars behind my eyelids, my body quivering, clenched tight, sweat and tears streaming down my temples and running together.

      Aiden raises his head and his warmth and energy leave my pussy. My eyes fly open to see him, his face, those eyes, hovering above me. I reach out and pull his head down until his lips, glistening with my cum, cover my mouth and I drink him in, drink us in, that pleasure filling me. He half moans, half groans into my mouth and shame floods me at my sheer selfishness.

      My hand shoots down to take his throbbing cock with its creamy tip into my grip and I squeeze. Then, opening my legs, I pull his tip to my opening, blindly needing him there, knowing his need, feeling it in the jump of his cock in my hand as I urge him inside me.

      Aiden pushes himself up off me, his voice tight. “Babe. Condom.” He pulls himself upright with a pained groan as if he’s being torn in two. And he leaves me. As I watch him reach for his pants, horror floods me. Shame sobers me and I sit up.

      “Fuck. I-I don’t know—”

      “Shh. Babe, it’s okay. I got it.” He returns to me, hands shaky as he kneels on the bed over me, in between my legs. I watch him slide the condom over his impressive straining cock as it protests, making the job difficult, making the anything-but-clumsy Aiden Liam Cavanaugh look clumsy and uncoordinated, as if this were his first time.

      But it’s our first time and I welcome him into my arms as he lowers himself to blanket me with his magnificent body, his cock lying heavy between my legs. I arch into him, my pussy demanding to be filled, impatient and salivating.

      He reaches down between us, taking his cock, moving it to tease my swollen folds.

      “You ready?” he whispers in that lust-drunk rasp of a voice that sends another shiver of anticipation through me. My heart taps at my chest wall like a frantic dancer stuck in an endless loop, waiting for the end of the song to explode into a shattering crescendo.

      I clutch his sinewy ass, desperate to force him inside me, and he smiles like a rakish pirate debauching a willing maiden. Removing his hand from his cock, he runs a finger through the wet folds of my pussy. He brings it up to his mouth and as he licks the glistening juices from it, he thrusts in one long smooth slow glide inside me.

      My epic moan of pleasure comes from my soul. “Aiden . . . oh, Aiden.” He moves inside me as I arch up and his cock hits the farthest spot, my most sensitive place. Dizziness swirls my mind and I close my eyes, holding onto him as he pulls out to the tip. Then I arch up to meet him as he thrusts in again, strong and steady and swift, to the hilt. The dizzy pleasure in me shoots through my body, more intense than before. I can feel the quiver in his arms as he holds himself  above me, taking the brunt of his weight, yet covering me.

      “I want more.” I’m not aware of saying the words, but I hear myself.

      “You’re so hot and tight, Allie. I’m going to lose it fast.” He rasps the words as he moves in and out again, quicker, but under control. I bring a hand up to his face and hold his cheek as I kiss him. He darts his tongue into my mouth as he moves his cock in and out of me, faster now.

      The movement, filling and emptying me, plunging and hitting that wildly dizzying spot deep inside, heats me. Incinerates me. I hear his growl, feel his tension, and as he slams into me hard, I hold him inside, forcing his eruption to mingle with my explosion, that final blinding eclipse where all I see is red and all I feel is him and the ultimate ecstasy of orgasmic pleasure.

      He bursts, repeated spasms releasing all he has as he says my name over and over like a prayer of thanks. My own voice is lost in a silent breathless scream of joy. Until I hear it, loud and clear.

      “Aiden, my love . . .” And there’s nothing to stop me from spilling what I feel from my soul.

      It takes a long time for the shaking to stop, for the passionate tension to uncoil. Aiden holds me, kisses me, tells me how magnificent I am. His words are soft, tickling my ear, but I want to see his face, so I gently release him and nudge him off me. He slips one arm under my back and holds me to him and I throw an arm over his still heaving chest, feeling his heart thud wild with excitement.

      We say nothing as our hearts slow, but not because it’s awkward. I feel more satisfied, more comfortable than I ever have with a man. Am I ready to confess that to the Boston Brawlers’ MVP? No. I haven’t lost my mind completely. Not yet. But I know it wouldn’t take much from here. He gets to me when he shouldn’t. He’s too goofy, and yet he’s not. He’s funny and strong as hell and responsible and confident to a fault. And even though words uttered in the throes of passion can and are routinely easily dismissed, I spoke the word love. It’s more surprising than alarming. Because right now, I’m too blissful to be alarmed. Not even by the increasing assault of the wind against the trees and house.
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      The rattle of the windows does nothing to rattle me and, more surprisingly, Pink doesn’t even flinch. But to be fair, I don’t think she has the ability to move because I’m pretty sure I sucked the last ounce of energy from her with that last orgasm. We’re tangled together, warm and breathing normally now. Contentment travels through me as I stroke the soft pliable skin of her breast for no reason except that I can.

      “Why did you agree to puppy-sit with me this weekend?” It’s an odd thing to say, but I ask because we both know she didn’t need to do it. She didn’t need to cave so easily to Chelsea’s mild pressure.

      She licks her lips. I think it’s my favorite horrible habit that she has. Or at least it tortures me the most. Except now that I’m lying in bed with her and we’re sated and naked, I don’t need to hold back. So I don’t.

      Rolling to my side, I face her. Then I caress her cheek and kiss her with all the tenderness in my heart. Slow and gentle with our passion spent, I explore her mouth, like I’m exploring the gateway to her soul, like I’m testing how I feel. I don’t know what the connection is that we have, where the chemistry comes from, only that it exists. Ending the kiss on a sigh, I can’t let her get away without answering my question.

      “Why did you agree when you knew I’d be here? You knew I could handle it on my own.”

      “You ask a good question,” she whispers, her mouth a breath from mine. “What if I don’t know the answer? Truly? What if I can’t even figure out my own head, my motives? Because it’s so unlike me to act impulsively.”

      “Maybe you wanted to do your friend a favor.” I need to hear her deny it.

      She snorts a laugh. My second favorite terrible habit of hers.

      “I’ve been doing Chelsea favors for years. Ever since I’ve known her. She owes me her first, second and third-born child by now. But who’s keeping track?” She shrugs one pale shoulder, that little tease curving one side of her well-kissed mouth. Not quite a smile, more like a smirk, like she’s been hanging out with me too long or that she can’t allow herself too many smiles. “I love her like a sister,” she says finally. “I don’t mean sorority sister, though we started out that way. More than that. Neither of us has a real sister. Maggs too. We were like the three Musketeerettes, bound forever as the sisterless sisters, all beset by brothers. Except Chelsea’s brother died and that makes me grateful for mine and protective of her.”

      I nod. The notion of her giving freely to her friend sends a shaft of pain through my chest. I recognize the feeling. Longing. It’s never been so strong, so specific to one woman. But there’s no way to shove it aside, ignore it or pretend it away. She looks at me, brushes her hair from her face, all her heart on display in those serious eyes turned tender.

      “I know I’m rambling, not making any sense.” She waves a hand like she always does. Another lovable habit. “Maybe I came because I love dogs,” she says, a teasing note in her voice accompanying the taunt on her lips. Those juicy lips. My dick loves her lips so much it jumps.

      “Some people have called me a dog,” I say.

      She laughs out loud. And then she pushes up on her elbow, her face over mine, and kisses me like she means it. More than lust infuses the mingling of her lips with mine. There’s no keeping track of time as it travels from the evening dark to the blank of full night in this storm. I only know I fight sleep as long as possible, drinking up every bit of her passion and giving everything I have until we slip into that half dream state.  And then just before oblivion settles, I remember the prediction of tidal waves in the morning. I’ll need to get up early to get out the sand bags.
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      I sit up abruptly. Monday morning comes with the sound of surf thundering like the water’s crashing close by. Aiden is gone from his spot next to me in bed. The downdraft of emotion sucks the air out of me. I shiver.

      When I try to stand I almost fall to the floor, the muscles in my legs screaming for mercy. Every muscle in me complains and other parts too, awakened by the all-night-sex marathon. And in case my mind is too fuzzy on the details, my body reminds me as I walk across the room. The full dawning of my shameless passion from last night colors me as I rush to throw on clothes.

      Did I actually have a one-night stand with Aiden Liam Cavanaugh? It didn’t feel like a one-night stand, but his absence this morning begs to differ. He’s a Brawlers hockey player. Notorious. The MVP. Player as in heartbreaker. Man-whore. Playboy. Lothario. Whatever other label fits. Pirate. He’s the least likely guy on the team for a relationship. Not that I’m looking for a relationship, but I’m not into being a notch on someone’s belt  and I’m not into collecting my own notches.

      Maybe that’s a good thing after all. He won’t take this seriously. One night in bed is business as usual for him. And a one-time excusable mistake for me.

      Right?

      Wrong. This is why I don’t do one-night stands. I’m not built this way. I can’t help feeling tenderness toward him no matter how much I try to hide it from myself. I’m not sure if he can tell but I hope to hell not. Probably not. He’s too used to the women who throw themselves at him every time he goes out with no expectation beyond a night to brag about.

      This is the reason the guys on the Brawlers are off-limits no matter how hunky they look. They’re shallow and easy. The players take home puck bunnies on a routine basis—a practice I wouldn’t have believed if I hadn’t witnessed it firsthand for the past couple of years since we’ve all been hanging out. It’s been easy to call them off-limits. They’re hounds. Every last one of the single guys on the Brawlers and Aiden has been king of the bed-‘em-and-leave-‘em crowd.

      For fuck’s sake, he was already on the phone with another woman when I came back from the ferry not an hour later. What was I thinking last night?

      I was thinking about how he told me about Jillian, that she meant nothing, that she was a puck-fuck chaser. A puck bunny, a disgusting turn of phrase that makes me shudder, unsure what that makes me right now.

      But mostly I wasn’t thinking at all last night. I was feeling. All that pleasure I’d been lacking I got in spades. Time to give myself a break. Time to get rid of any notions of more of the same. Time for distance from the hunky man who’s exploited my weakness.

      That’s not fair. In truth, he’s been a perfect gentleman and I’ve been weak without much provocation at all. But no more. I’ve had my fun, broken the drought. Exploded the fucking dam of man-induced orgasms in spectacular Technicolor fireworks.

      Throwing open the patio door, I rush outside and look around. It’s still windy, but the rain has stopped. The sky has some brightness and I hope that means an end to this weekend, finally.

      Mostly. Looking around, I see Aiden at the edge of the patio lifting a giant bag and straining. I rush down to him, remembering. High tide. Fifty-foot waves. Didn’t he say if the waves got to fifty feet they could compromise the rock seawall?

      I rush toward him. The crashing surf is already close to the wall and the tide is coming in. There’s a stack of bags on a hand truck and he’s already laid some of them to shore up the patio wall against the alarming surf. The bags look impossibly heavy, but there must be some way I can help. He’s been working while I slept.

      “How long have you been out here?” I shout over the clamor of the wild ocean, guilt rising above any dismay about last night.

      He looks up at me and a big smile, the kind where his eyes squint with true pleasure, transforms his face from the serious concentration that held it a second ago. His eyes travel down the length of me and his brows crease. I forgot, in my rush to join him, that I’m barefoot and wearing nothing but an oversize shirt and panties.

      “What the fuck, Pink? Go put on some proper clothes.”

      “This is no time to worry about my wardrobe. It’s high tide. We were warned about the possible storm surge this morning and it’s here and then some. We can’t let the water get into the house.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not going to argue with you. I’ll lift the bags off the truck and you see if you can position them.”

      We work to drag the sandbags into place and get out more from the storage room, further shoring up the patio wall against the waves. Cold sea water splashes over the wall, soaking us.

      “Go inside and put some dry clothes on,” he says again, his breath heaving. I shout back.

      “If you can stand it, I can. It’s now or never to get these bags out there.” I heft the end of a bag up and into place against the stones.

      Wiping seawater or sweat or both from his brow, he comes closer. “You’re stronger than you look.” He’s serious and the look in his eyes sends a shot of desire through my gut right down to my amazingly resilient pussy. There’s seriously something wrong with me. I’ve had my fun, quenched my thirst for passion and then some last night. I couldn’t possibly need more. But maybe I want more.

      I was once a ballerina,” I joke, deflecting his scintillating look, the admiration too real, too disturbing. “Plus I work out when I’m not working.”

      He goes back to the job, lifting the last bag from the truck. He grunts and I’m not sure if it’s derision or the weight of the fifty-pound bag he’s just tossed on top of the wall. He’s already dragged more than two dozen bags out here and I can see the sweat mingling with the ocean spray on his bare chest. The clouds on the horizon swirl darkly, signaling that it may rain again.

      “I think the brunt of the storm is past us. I can tell,” I say watching him straighten and push the hand truck back up toward the house.

      “You an amateur meteorologist?” he says as I follow him.

      I’m not. But I’ve seen storms come and go before, haven’t I? I wave a hand.

      “Are we finished? Do you think it’ll hold?” I look back at the wall and the waves splashing up against it where we were standing a minute ago.

      “It’ll have to do. We’ve used all the sandbags they had.” He stops and looks at the waves, probably thinking the same thing I am.

      “The storm is over,” I reiterate.

      Okay, so it’s wishful thinking. I have no clue because we’ve been cut off from all communication here since late last night. A cell tower must be down. But if the last reports were right, this should all be over in a few hours. Right after the storm surge of these ungodly high waves subside.

      “Okay, Pollyanna,” he says. Then he looks me up and down with that appreciative wolfish way he has, those panty-melting eyes sending all kinds of tingles wherever they fall as if he’s shooting sex-rays from them. “How about if we get out of these wet clothes?” There’s nothing subtle about his suggestion and my body is all-in, twitching and swelling and ready even after a night like I’ve never had before.

      “We need to get ready to leave at the first opportunity. Time’s run out to get off this island. For both of us,” I remind him. Based on the sobering look on his face, I hit my mark. He nods and pushes the truck ahead with renewed vigor.

      Shit. Disappointment hits me like unexpected collateral damage.
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      Relegated to dressing in the guest room into the clothing I wore three days and a lifetime ago when I got here, I’m not sure how to read Pink today. I’d expected major softening in her attitude toward me after last night. Maybe it was a mistake to get up early and leave her. But I knew I needed to get those sandbags out at the wall. No way I’d be able to look O’Rourke in the eye if I didn’t at least make the effort to prevent water damage.

      With the gusts of wind getting wilder by the minute, I’m not sure if our efforts will work. I’m also not sure when or how we’re getting off the island, but today we have to. Pink was right about that. Throwing on my Brawlers zip-up hoodie over the T-shirt, I’m all packed and ready to go.

      Until I hear a sickening crack, loud and long, followed by the more sickening sound of a crash and crunching metal. The sound came from out front. I drop my duffel and run for the front door.

      “What was that?” Pink yells. Half dressed, buttoning up her shirt, she follows me in one of those half-runs hampered by her heels.

      Throwing the door open, I run outside and come stumbling to a stop when I see the source of the crashing sound.

      “Fuck.” I don’t care how loud my shout is. A gust whips around us as Pink comes to a stand next to me, one hand covering her mouth, her gorgeous expressive eyes showing the shock I feel.

      A tree limb had split away from the main trunk of a giant fifty-year old oak. The limb has to be twenty-five feet long and a foot in diameter, sporting several branches. And the fucking thing must weigh a ton. Literally. “Fuck,” I say again.

      The fallen limb lays across the now demolished hood of the Land Rover.

      Pink clutches my arm, eyes still wide, showing off the sparkling hazel depths. Only she could distract me from disaster right now, but she remains focused.

      “Do you think you can get the branch off the car? We need to get to the ferry. My phone’s not working—I just tried it—so we can’t call for an Uber or a taxi or whatever. If they’re even operating.” Wind whips her hair as her hands fly around and her voice rises in panic. Pink panic. A reasonable response for anyone else. I reach out and push the hair from her face. One thing I have to thank the storm for,  because I like doing it, touching the silky strands of her hair and the porcelain perfection of her skin.

      “Never fear, Pink. You have a civil engineer on the job.”

      She grins, sticks her tongue firmly in her cheek and says, “I don’t know, I think this might be a job for a big brawny hockey player.”

      “Let’s get to it.” I make my way through the smaller leafy branches to where the main mass of the limb hit the car. It looks bad, but I keep my suspicion to myself. There’s likely more than body damage done from the looks of the dent in the hood.

      Based on the size of it, it appears the limb will be too heavy to move, but you never know about hollow spots. So I test it, giving the wood a shove. Then with two hands gripping it securely and a foot wedged on the bumper for leverage, I tug at it with everything in me. Before I burst some blood vessels, I give up, panting with the exertion. Kind of reminds me of when I started weight lifting as a kid. Feeling weak and disappointed, I’m bent over catching my breath.

      “You all right, champ?” The irreverence doesn’t cover up her concern entirely. If she were one of the guys, I’d give her the finger. But Pink makes me laugh.

      “Time to rig up a rope and pulley system,” I say. “We can fling a line over that branch up there.” I point. “If you’re up for climbing the tree to help me out?” I’ll need her cooperation, but I’m not worried about her rising to the challenge and she doesn’t disappoint me.

      “Sure. It’s been a while, but I’ve been known to climb a tree or two.”

      “Yeah? That in the ballerina playbook?”

      She swats my arm and my dick lights up. Shit. She has me trained to enjoy her little slaps. Before the notion takes hold and robs me of the ability to think, I head for the garage and wave her to follow me.

      “Shouldn’t take long to set up. As long as we can find the materials we need.” After digging around, I assemble the materials and Pink changes her shoes before climbing up with a boost from me—my favorite part of the operation.

      We get the rope and pulley set up and leveraged against the tree’s main trunk, I pull, using all my muscle power and my weight. I manage to heft the limb off the car just enough, then shove it with my booted foot to the side until it crashes to the ground.

      “Obstacle number one down, now to deal with obstacle number two,” I say. A clock ticking in my head because we need to get off this island by tonight. Somehow. The team meeting in the morning is starting to loom larger in my mind.

      “Obstacle number two?” She says as she moves closer to the car, climbing over the leafy branches and letting out a breath. “Shit. Let me guess. Opening the hood could be a problem. Also,” she says turning to me, “I bet you my next client’s net worth that the engine is damaged under here.” She bangs on the already battered hood.

      “You definitely have a propensity for violence, you know that?”

      She rolls her eyes. “How do we open the hood?”

      “We need a either a blow torch or a metal cutter,” I say as I walk back to the garage.

      It was a long shot, so I’m not surprised when we find neither a blow torch or metal cutter,  anywhere on O’Rourke’s property. He has a lot of stuff, but the list falls shy of metal shop equipment. Note to self—when I buy my house it will have a big-ass outbuilding with a fully equipped shop.

      “What now?” Pink says as I help her from the tree after she goes back up to disassemble the pulley system. She lands on the ground, close to my arms. I want to wrap her up, but she quickly steps away like I have a disease. Maybe I do. It’s called incurable horniness and it shows up whenever I’m in her vicinity. Sometimes when she’s on my mind. Lately in my dreams. Fuck.

      She wipes tree bark debris from her pants. Or leggings or whatever the hell you call the formfitting material that tells no lies about her shape.

      “Now,” I say on a huff, refusing defeat, “We walk.”

      “What about our stuff? What about the dogs?” She pushes her hair from her face, leaving a smudge of dirt on her cheek and looking fucking adorable. Kissable. Like always.

      “Good idea. We can pack the stuff up and load it on the puppies. They can carry it like alpacas or donkeys.”

      I’m being a wise-ass partly to get a rise from her and partly because I’m frustrated as hell. About getting off this fucking island and away from this fucking nightmare aftermath of the storm, but mostly I’m frustrated that Pink is shutting me down as plain as if she were carrying a neon-lit stop sign and flashing it every time I get within a foot of her. Or if I look at her a certain way—like I want to kiss her and make wild fucking love with her. Which is probably the way I look every time I lay my eyes on her.

      “Don’t be a jerk.” She doesn’t have to say the words aloud. The look on her face tells me loud and clear what she thinks.

      “I’ll walk to town and see if I can get us out of here. The tide is going back out now, so the worst of the storm surge is over. You can wait here with the puppies.”

      She nods. I stand there watching her, hoping she’ll ask me to stay with her, but she doesn’t. She clearly can’t wait to get rid of me. I rub the back of my neck and survey the mess that Mother Nature made of Ryan and Chelsea’s beach haven on Nantucket. At least the waves didn’t reach the house. The patio wall took some hits, but it looks repairable.

      “Maybe you should get going,” she says. “It’s going to take a half hour to walk to town at least.” She licks her lips, her eyes wary.

      “Or I could stay and wait for the police to come by and patrol the neighborhood again.” Because I’m sure they will. Problem is I’m not one to sit around and wait for something to happen. So I move, heading into the house to find dry clothes and afraid it’ll be a matter of the least wet clothes that I’ll need to wear. She follows me inside and walks into the room while I’m putting on my last pair of dry socks. The day’s light dims. Already mid-afternoon. Shit.

      “I really appreciate your doing this,” she says, shrugging. “I could go instead if you want. You look tired.”

      A smile breaks out. “Not half as tired as you look, babe. I got this.”

      “Fine.” She bristles at the use of babe. It’s the reason I say it.

      “I’ll clean up as much as I can.” She waves a hand around. Of course she will. She’s the most industrious person I know. Oddly.

      I nod and pull on the old boots I’d found in Ryan’s closet. They’re a little big, but that’s better than small. Too bad none of the rest of the clothes he left behind fit me. Not surprising. I’m the biggest dude on the team. The enforcer. The MVP enforcer according to Pink.

      I’ll take it. I’ll take anything with MVP in it from her. Except MVP player in the pejorative sense. Too bad that’s the way she uses it with me. But that was before she got to know me.

      Brushing past her through the bedroom door, I hold my breath. She follows me to the front entrance and I stop with my hand on the handle, about to push it open.

      “I feel like I’m going off to war.” I smirk.

      She smiles back. “I know what you mean. It’s been a hell of a weekend.” The pups scurry over to us, ready to venture out.

      “How about a kiss goodbye?” I say before I lose the moment and my nerve. Which is crazy for me since one thing I’ve had in plentiful supply all my life has been nerve.

      She freezes, her eyes dart away, and she licks her lips like she’s dying to say yes, but afraid. So I let my boldness free and take her face in my hands, move in close, and lower my lips to hers nice and slow so she has plenty of chance to back out. But she doesn’t.

      My dick celebrates the win with a stand-up cheer and I plunder her mouth with abandon. It’s one of those kisses I feel down to my soul, the soft give of her lips as they part, the wet velvet interior of her mouth as my tongue explores, the raw need, my hungry emotions leaving nothing unspent. It’s the kind of kiss a guy gives a girl he’s not going to see for a long time, a gritty reluctant farewell to a beloved, a tormented wanting of what I’m about to leave behind.

      My hands slide down her neck and I nibble the corners of her mouth, leaving parting touches on the soft skin of her face. I lift my head, take a step back.

      Way too much for a guy taking a walk to town. Not too much for a guy wishing he could have more. But I get the feeling I’m not on Allie Pinkerton’s future dance card.

      “I’ll be back,” I say. Then, feeling stupid and melodramatic, I add a menacing look to mimic Arnold in Terminator. She smiles at my levity, thank God.
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      I walk the mile and a half to town in less than a half hour, even hampered by the obstacles—mostly tree branches—in the streets. The storm damage is impressive. As I skirt close to the water, one of the streets and some of the property is awash with seawater, sand, and rocks.

      Half expecting to find Jaws lying in the middle of the road flopping around, I keep going, not stopping to talk to people, which is hard for me. Instead, mindful of time running out and Pink with the pups back at the ranch counting on me, I head directly to the police office—right after I ask Nellie at the grocery store where it is. I can’t believe she’s still working there or that it’s open and I almost ask her if she slept there, but I’m on a mission, so I move on.

      The police officer requests my name right off the bat—part of their protocol—and he’s a Brawlers fan, so he does a double take and I confirm for him that, yes, I’m the guy—defenseman for the team.

      “I need to get back to Boston for preseason by tomorrow morning. Any way off the island, like right now?”

      “Shit—I mean, sorry, sir. But there’s no public transportation off the island yet. The ferry is shut down and so is the airport. I’m not sure when they’ll open up. Maybe later tonight.” Apology and concern crease his brow.

      “I get it,” I say, refraining from swearing a blue streak. “Maybe you can help me with another problem. My car—or rather my friend’s car—got zeroed by a tree limb and I could use the name of a garage. It’ll need a tow.”

      “That I can help you with. Come on, I’ll give you a ride over there.” He lets his captain know he’s performing a civic duty and gives me a ride to a garage less than a half mile away. He sticks with me a few minutes while I wait my turn. Maybe I should offer him tickets to a game, but the last thing I need is to be accused of bribing a police officer, so I stick to telling him thank you when he finally leaves.

      I hire a tow truck for the Land Rover and have no problem bribing the guy wearing a name patch that says ARNIE to do it in a hurry. The only reason he pushes me to the top of his list over the other dozen people in line is because I play for the Brawlers. He recognizes my name when I hand him my credit card.

      Normally I hate using my pro athlete status to get favors, but I’m desperate. The guilt forces me to offer him tickets to the season opener in a few weeks.

      “Hey doesn’t preseason start this week?” he says.

      I nod, not feeling happy. “Tomorrow.” It’s becoming a familiar theme and the constant reminder strains my optimism.

      “Shit. You’re in a ton of trouble. No way you’re gonna make it back to Boston in time.”

      “Never say never. I’m a determined guy.”

      “Only boats moving are Coast Guard and emergency cargo. Airport might open tomorrow.” He shakes his head. “Not looking good.”

      “How about private boats?” I say. Worth a shot. He gives me a look, then breaks out into a grin.

      “I never thought of that. But it might be possible.”

      “You know someone with a yacht who I can hitch a ride with?”

      He nods his head like a bobblehead puppy.

      Turns out some rich dude named Dane Blaise and his wife are on the island with their yacht and it’s the kind that could definitely hold up in rough seas. Apparently he’s a PI, an adventurous type and might consider giving me a ride to Boston.

      “He’s famous here and at the Vineyard. A war hero and into crazy espionage shit.”

      “Great. Hope he likes dogs,” I say and hop into the tow truck to swing by Dane and Shana Blaise’s place to negotiate some arrangements. If I can pull this off, it might go a long way toward thawing Pink’s attitude.

      That’s wishful thinking talking, I know. But I’m getting desperate.

      Which is not the same as giving up.

      The house we drive up to, not far from the main harbor and ferry, is a modest home with a deck spreading from the sides on two levels and an expanse of ocean wild with white water and roaring crashes meeting the beach. Arnie pulls the tow truck into the long crushed-shell drive.

      “You know this guy well?”

      “Well enough. He’s renting a house on the island. Visits here and there. Lost at cards to him last night.”

      I nod, knowing the feeling. Not that I’m a card player and I guess that’s the point. I wish my phone was charged right now because I’d flick a pick and send it to Pink with an update. And a shot of the house—a beach shack, really—set on a beauty of a sheltered bay.

      “Come on in,” Arnie says. This may take longer than either Pink or I expected. I’m anxious to get back to her, but since we need to get off the island and this guy Blaise has a boat and the guts to go out in this weather, I follow Arnie to the back door where he stops short and takes out his phone. Rather than knock or ring the bell, he calls this dude to let him know we’re at the door. Strange. I’m about to ask Arnie what the story is, when the door opens.

      The guy standing there isn’t tall or built like a wrestler or movie star handsome, but he strikes me all the same as someone powerful. Whatever aura or energy he has, it gives me the confidence that, yeah, we’re gonna get back in time.

      “Hockey player, right?” he says and flicks a look at Arnie as he shakes my hand.

      “And you’re a PI.?”

      He laughs then and steps aside, waving me in. “So you need to get back to Boston in a hurry?”

      “Pre-season starts first thing in the morning and Coach insists I be there for the meeting, storm be damned.”

      He snorts. “I had a boss like that once.”

      The place looks a little rundown in a quaint way, like it hasn’t been updated since my grandma’s time, maybe the sixties. But it’s clean and I like it. We walk through the kitchen into a great room and a knockout blonde with a dangerous smile stands to greet us.

      “Arnie, you brought us a passenger. I hope he knows what he’s getting into.”

      “He should be okay, Shana. He’s a hockey player.”

      I hope I can live up to the tough guy billing, but I need to make it clear I’m not traveling alone. “I’m bringing my . . . girl, Allie Pinkerton, with me. And three puppies. Mutts. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “I love dogs,” she says and gives Blaise a meaningful look, though only he knows the meaning.

      He turns to me. “As long as they don’t mind some rough water. The trip might take longer than the usual, but we’ll get there tonight. We have room for everyone.”

      “What do I owe you?” I say, taking out my wallet. He laughs.

      “I’m not running a ferry service, man.”

      Shana jumps in, a glint in her eye. “But, maybe you could get us some tickets to a few games. Rinkside.”

      I nod and sort of smile, maybe grimace. Seems game tickets are my new currency. Too bad I have more dollars than tickets.

      “Done.” I make the promise I have no business making.

      Blaise says, “Be ready to leave in one hour. We’ll pick you up.”

      With that Arnie and I leave the same way we came—in his tow truck. I plug my phone into his charger so I can send a text to O’Rourke. It’s about time he knew the sad situation. The phone rings in the middle of the text. It’s him. I look at Arnie, but he’s paying attention to the road, so I answer.

      “You and Pink okay? Moe, Larry, and Curly all right?” It’s not surprising that these are the first words out of O’Rourke’s mouth. I’m all worried about damage to his home and car and he’s all worried about us—and his dogs, of course.

      “We’re all fine. The property is a mess though. Nothing too major. The stone wall out back, some decking, a window, and… your Land Rover.”

      “The car?”

      “Tree fell on it.”

      “Shit. Glad you weren’t in it. How are you getting back? You have to make it here for tomorrow, man.”

      “I got a ride on a boat. We’re taking the dogs with us and we’ll keep them at my place tonight since I have no idea what time we’ll get back.”

      “Call me when you get in. I’ll pick the pups up before the team meeting in the morning.”

      “In the meantime, your car will be at Arnie’s auto shop. They’re fixing it up. Not sure how long it’ll take, but I figure you have a spare or two.”

      “Hey, I’m impressed. You didn’t have to take care of that.”

      “I got it. No worries.”

      “I owe you, man.”

      “Glad you said that. I may need a few extra game tickets. Long story.” He laughs.

      “You sure you can keep the puppies tonight?”

      “The pups will be fine at my place for one night.”

      Pink will be fine at my house, too, but I don’t mention that and we end the call.

      I’m determined to spend the night with Pink one more time. And another night, and one more time after that. And on and on until I can’t convince her to stay any more nights.

      We get back to the house in the tow truck and Arnie takes the Land Rover away.

      “Now what?” Pink asks, her serious-as-hell frown back, her face pale as moonlight under the cloudy sky. Her hair is combed sleek and held in place in a tight knot behind her neck, ballerina style. It should look severe, but I see the softness in her eyes and her mouth.

      I shrug. “Arnie will fix it up and deliver it back to the house when he’s finished. I gave them my credit card. O’Rourke’ll be pleased. He’ll owe me one.” I give her a wink.

      “You’re ridiculous,” she says, rolling her eyes. She shifts her feet and I see she’s back to wearing the designer boots she arrived in, tight pants and a soft sweater. Not hurricane clothes. Not Nantucket clothes. She’s wearing her Boston clothes.

      “I meant what about getting off the island? What about the ferry? Or the airport? When can we leave?” Her hands are wrapped in front of her like she’s holding herself together. There’s a desperate note in her voice, but not the same as before. Before it was all about practical considerations. Now, there’s a raw note to her desperation, like getting off the island—and away from me—is an elemental concern.

      Or maybe I’m imagining that because I can’t stand the notion that she’s all buttoned up and serious again and ready to leave. As if what we’ve had is no more than a one-night stand.

      It wasn’t. I should know. I’ve had hundreds of them in the past few years. And last night with Pink was nothing like any night I’ve had with another woman in . . . longer than the past four years I’ve been with the Brawlers. Maybe since my first crush back in high school.

      “Don’t worry. I hitched a boat ride off the island. Our car will be by to pick us up in about—” I check my phone for the time because I know that damn Dane Blaise wasn’t kidding when he said to be on time. He’d be a scary dude if I was one to be afraid of tough dudes. But how can I be when I’m one of them? “Twenty minutes,” I say. “Let’s get everything ready to go.”
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      “Who’s that?” I say under my breath to Aiden as some blond chick dressed in what looks like safari gear jumps from a beat-up old Jeep. Is that a gun tucked in the back of her pants? Shit. The jealous bubble turns to impressed and I move to greet her.

      “You must be Allie,” She says, extending a hand and a warm smile. But I see her sizing me up all the same.

      “This is Shana Blaise,” Aiden says. He smiles back and she nods.

      “We ready?” Shana doesn’t wait for a response and instead picks up the nearest bag—which isn’t a light one—filled with dog food and gear.

      Aiden doesn’t try and stop her, joining in, grabbing two bags. I hang onto the pups, picking up Curley. I’m a little worried about how they’re going to fare on a boat. Visions of one or more of them falling overboard has my nerves hopped up. Or maybe my nerves are fried because every time Aiden gets near me I want to reach out and touch him, hold him in my arms and not let him escape. Forcing myself to stay cool is so hard and so depressing.

      But we both need to get back to reality and I need to keep my business front and center in my head. Too bad it’s my heart that keeps tugging at me, fraying my nerves and my resolve.

      Once the Jeep’s loaded, Shana invites me to sit in front with her while Aiden takes care of the puppies in back.

      “Go,” he says, as if he’s in charge. Maybe he is because Shana salutes him in the rear view and steps on the gas.

      “This should be an adventurous boat ride,” she says. I grunt as the Jeep bumps over a stray tree limb.

      “Why do you need to get back to the mainland in such a hurry?” If I didn’t have a neglected business waiting for me I’d stay. “Important business?”

      She laughs. “You could say that. But honestly, Dane and I are only dabbling in the PI business these days. It’s my baby girl that I’m desperate to get back to. We chose the wrong weekend for our mini-retreat.”

      Unexpected warmth and understanding connects me to this woman and there’s no reason for it because I have no baby and nowhere near retirement from my business. And yet, seeing the tender look on her face when she mentions her baby girl pulls at me. Shit. I glance in the rearview at Aiden. He’s staring back at me, a smirk of understanding in his magical eyes. Turning away, I work on calming my heart and ignoring the sting of heat between my thighs.

      The bumpy in the springless Jeep is short, thang God. She pulls into the drive of a smallish beach house with a marina-sized dock out back and a forty-foot boat with its engine running.

      Aiden carries the bags and Shana and I take the dogs directly down to the water without going inside the house.

      “Hope you don’t mind if we leave straight away?”

      “No, I’m dying to get back.” I flash a look at Aiden, too aware that getting back means an end to our mini-affair. My chest tightens, but I have no choice, do I? It’ll be like ripping off a band-aid, necessary and best done quickly in spite of the massive sting.

      We follow Dane and Shana onto their boat which is big enough and comfortable, but more serviceable than plush.

      “You two can stay in here with your puppies,” Dane says. “Shana and I’ll be above in the wheelhouse. The head is below.” He points to the stairs with a grim warning on his face. “It’s going to be a rough ride.”

      It doesn’t take me long to understand first-hand how rough the ride is and how important getting to the head is. Within ten minutes, I’m clutching Aiden’s hand. Hard. He hauls me against him and whispers against my temple.

      “It’s okay, babe. I got you.” The blanket of calm and warmth settle my soul, but not my stomach.

      “I don’t feel so good…” I lurch to my feet and Aiden is right there with me, whisking me down the ladder to the head. Shoving the door aside I lunge inside the small space, barely holding on, and get sick over the toilet. Aiden follows me inside, closes the door and literally plasters himself to me, rubbing my back. I bristle, mortified that he’s here and soothed at the same time, wanting him to leave and needing him to stay.

      “Aiden,” I say, not sure what to add, whether I’m pleading or complaining or grateful. He pushes my hair back off my face and my stomach clenches again as I lean back over the toilet.

      His voice is quiet in my ear, like a background hum to quiet the noise, like the music in a dentist’s office waiting room meant to quell anxiety. He holds my hair back as I puke my guts out into the toilet.

      Only one other person in my life has held my hair back. That one failed relationship I had in college.

      With a hockey player.

      Although I haven’t thought of him in ages, memories come flooding back now. It’s not like he broke my heart. In fact, it was the opposite. Guilt stabs me every time I remember him—which is probably why I’ve buried his memory. He was sweet. He was hot. He wasn’t for me. I let him go. Maybe I should look him up so I could see he’s happily coupled up with some sweet young woman who adores him and stop feeling my guilt.

      But what I have with Aiden is so far from that experience that I shake my head, reminding myself to hold up my guard.

      “What is it, babe?” Aiden whispers, close to my ear, one strong arm around me, holding me against him, one hand holding my hair at the back of my neck, his knuckles brushing the fine hairs, making me shiver.

      “Nothing. It’s okay,” I manage to squeak out, not looking at him.

      The last thing I want to do is hurt Aiden. But I’m kidding myself, aren’t I? Because I’m so much more worried about hurting myself. Aiden isn’t going to be hurt if I push him away, if I tell him to hit the road.

      Right after he rescues me from a hurricane and gets me home safe and sound, right after he’s rocked my world with his passion and fucking awesomeness in bed. Right after he makes me feel warm and protected, makes me laugh, impresses me with his resourcefulness and intelligence. Right after he shows me his fucking serious side.

      There’s a lull in the rolling boat and I take a deep breath. The salty air that usually cleanses me, assaults my sensitive stomach and I clench my muscles. No not again.

      He circles his big warm hand on my back and I settle down. Splashing water on my face, I rinse my mouth, my hands shaky as he strokes my hair, holding it aside, gentle in spite of the size and strength he has at his disposal. Looking up at him I wonder aloud.

      “Why do you bother with me? I’m a nasty jerk.”

      He laughs. “I ask myself the same thing.” His tongue is in his cheek and I chortle, a weak and pathetic response to his humor. Not at all representative of the blossom of heat and affection that takes me.

      “Seriously,” I press because I need convincing. I need more of the warm and fuzzy comfort that he provokes unwanted. Well, maybe not so unwanted. But… do I? What about my career?

      “Seriously I can’t help myself,” he says, “It’s my instinctive response to you. Same way you’d pick up a stray adorable kitten in the road and protect it.”

      With my gaining strength, I choose to swat at his chest. Is it because I want to express my mock disdain or is it because I love the feel of his muscled chest, the warmth, the solid expanse of him, the strong beat of his heart?

      He looks at me, those eyelashes doing their magic, the smirky line of his sensual lips, the idea of those lips on me, everywhere, melting me like M&Ms held too tight in my hands. And I want to hold him in my hands.

      His eyes go glassy and I see the reflection of my want in them. What was it I’d been contemplating? Does it matter? Should I go with my feelings? Should I let my impulse have its way with me? Who am I kidding—my impulse to have him, to hold him—now and for as long as I can manage—overwhelms me, eliminates the quaint notion of choice.

      “You’re…” I say before my voice fails because his face closes in, his mouth with its slight tremor moving to mine, almost touching, breathing, bathing me in that spicy hot comfort that shouldn’t be possible.

      “Babe, I want you so much.” His whispered words send a thrilling fire through me like a lit fuse. A short fuse that explodes into me. I grab his face with both hands and press my mouth onto his. I taste him, test the lush firmness of his lips against mine, revel in the swirl of my insides rising to my chest. My heart flutters and beats like butterflies on fire. My whole body incinerates then and I don’t care that we’re in the tiny bathroom of some stranger’s yacht. I want this man right here and now, every single part of him, everything he has to offer.

      Reality crashes in the form of a loud alarming crashing noise above on deck. I jump and let out a yelp. Aiden holds onto me, caresses my back with his sure hands.

      “It’s okay. Normal boat noises,” he says.

      I chortle and say, “You can’t expect me to believe that?”

      “No,” he half smiles, “but you have me desperate to make everything right.” He shifts away from me with effort as if he’s a super magnet trying to pull away from an iron wall, but he manages and opens the door.

      “I’ll go check and see what’s going on. You be okay here?”

      I nod, happy not to be going anywhere when the boat tilts and my stomach lurches.

      Eventually the boat docks in Hyannis where the ocean swells with less violence. Dane and Shana give us a ride to Aiden’s car and he drives us back to Boston. I’m the worst company ever on the trip, dozing on and off while my stomach settles back to wherever it belongs deep in my gut and quietly behaving.

      He drives straight to his building, taking advantage of the fact that I’m groggy from sleeping and feeling a bit like a kidnap victim hijacked by a rakish pirate. Not feeling threatened at all. Feeling giddy in spite of everything, including the danger to my heart.

      It’s late, and he carries the bags, his and one for the dogs and I help to bring the dogs up without him asking. Predictably, he invites me in. Staring up into his face, desire in his hooded blue eyes causing a flip in my gut, I let out a breath.

      “I can’t, I have an early meeting and a lot of catching up to do. I need a good night’s sleep.” It’s all true, but I don’t sound convincing, don’t feel convinced.

      “I have a meeting too. then a morning skate.” He’s not pleading, but he’s so damn compelling. With a massive power of will that I resent and regret immediately, I step away.

      He picks up the keys because he has to drive me to my place.

      “I promise I’m going to call you.”

      “I’ll call you if you don’t.” The surprise is that it’s true. I will. I don’t move and neither does he.

      “This isn’t a casual fling,” he says. I shake my head in agreement and there goes my tummy again, gut this time the tumult is joyous.

      “I know. I don’t know what it is, but casual doesn’t cover it.”

      “Serious,” he says.

      “Who, me?” I say, the role reversal not lost on me. The smile he cracks has me in his arms again, covering his mouth with mine. He doesn’t resist my kiss. It’s long and filled with all the meaning in our hearts that we can’t name. He nibbles my lips in that heart-fluttery way I love, then separates our mouths, resting his forehead on mine.

      “Alright. You’ve convinced me. I’ll stay.”

      He chuckles, low and throaty and ready.

      “You won’t regret it,” he says.

      “You won’t regret it either,” I say. “I’ll set the alarm and make sure you get to the rink on time. I’ll take good care of you.”

      “I care about you too, Pink,” he says. My heart about flips out of my chest and my eyes tear up, everything in me goes hot and I’m vibrating with emotion.

      “I know. I can’t believe it, but it’s true.”

      “That makes no sense,” he says, his hot tense lips hovering over mine as he walks me backwards, unerringly toward a bedroom and it all seems familiar in spite of me never having been here before.

      “Exactly,” I say, barely a whisper. Then practicality strikes me. “What about my bag?”

      “I’ll get it in the morning.” He pushes the bedroom door open and backs me into his bed.

      I fall helplessly, giddy with the sensation. As he covers me with his solid sexy and warm body, I wonder if this is what it feels like to fall in love.

      Falling in love? A pinch of anxiety makes me put a hand on his chest between us. I can’t be falling in love, not by myself. Could I be okay with it if I weren’t alone?

      “In the morning,” I say. “Will we still be together then?”

      “We’ll be together as many mornings as I can keep you, Pink… Allie.” The way he says Allie, all reverent, would make my knees buckle if I were standing. He rains small kisses on my mouth and chin and cheeks and eyelids and that falling sensation hits again. Maybe I have no choice. I let out a deep sigh and he lifts his head.

      “What?” he says and I open my eyes to meet his. It’s a brave act to face those intense blue eyes fringed in those dark lashes, personifying sex in a devilish and angelic way both. Overcoming his spell, my bravery rises up from nowhere, gaining strength from his warmth.

      “What would you say if I told you I was falling for you?” I hold my breath.

      The suddenness of his smile, that crinkling of his eyes, the glint of pleasure there, would take my breath away if I wasn’t already holding it. As it is, the breath gushes from me and into his mouth as he covers mine. I laugh. He does too.

      “I would say—right after I kiss you—that I’ve already fallen. You’re slow, Pink. You need to catch up with the program.”

      I laugh-cry then as I swat his arm and he cradles my face in his hands, serious all over his expression now.

      “Allie, I want you, every part of you. I’m into like I’ve never been into a woman before. Say you’re mine.”

      I’m not sure if it’s a question, but I know the answer. “I’m yours if that makes you mine.” He breathes a heartfelt sigh and takes my mouth, possesses it like he means forever and I let myself fall, knowing I’m going to keep falling, all the way as far as we can go.

      “Of course you’re mine,” he says, that pirate grin banishing all seriousness. But I can go with that. I roll my eyes.

      “Of course. Everyone knows hockey players are pirates, ravishing and pillaging wherever they go,” I say. “Especially you. You’re the MVP. And you know MVP means Most Valuable Pirate, right.”

      He throws his head back and laughs and I swear he may as well have a patch over one eye and a scarf on his head.

      “The Ballerina and the Pirate,” he says, nodding his approval, sending a shiver of anticipation through me. The kind of shivering that anticipates a lifetime of ravaging by my dream pirate.
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      The realtor opens door number three to condo number three. This one is located at Long Wharf overlooking Boston Harbor with a knock out view. Pink rushes toward the window and I wink at the middle-aged realtor named Barbara. She knows her stuff, as all middle-aged women named Barbara do.

      We wouldn’t be here if we hadn’t had a knock-down drag-out fight about who’s place to move into. Finnegan Reed, goalie for the team, of all people, came up with the solution.

      “Stop your incessant bickering and go see my realtor,” he said one night after the last game before All Star break. He flicked Barbara’s business card at us. Then he took his wife left our table at Porter’s Bar & Grill and joined Ryan and Chelsea for a game of darts.

      That’s when I knew we were an official couple, right together. The moment our friends can’t stand to be around our bliss, we know we’re solid. More than solid enough to move in together.

      So Barbara sold our condos and now we’re ready to buy one together. As Pink spins, like only an ex-ballerina can, turning away from the absurdly stunning view to beam at me, I know we’ve found our new home.

      She lands in my arms and I struggle not to feel like the leading man, like prince charming, but hell, that’s exactly how I feel because I’ve captured myself a princess. But I’m more like a pirate and sometimes I worry my princess will wake up one day and discover she’s been kidnapped, that she doesn’t really belong.

      Then Pink looks up into my eyes, adoration clear in her features, open and vulnerable, making my chest clench, because then I’m reminded how all-in she is with me. That’s how she is, how we are, so close to the point of no-return.

      Barbara watches us and I wink at her over Pink’s head, then lower my face to kiss my girl, knowing we’re putting on a show for our realtor, and knowing Pink will be embarrassed. She tries to complain, squirms at first, until I hold her face in my hands, teasing her mouth with tender nibbles. Then I feel her relax into the moment, giving into the pleasure of where we are, ready to move in together.

      “Okay, you two. Time and place,” Barbara says, equal measures of censure and amusement in her words.

      We pop apart, or rather Pink pulls away and turns to Barbara, a hot blush crawling up her neck as I hold her to me, not letting her escape because I’m evil that way. Ever the pirate.

      “Can I assume this means you like the place enough to make an offer?” Barbara says, still not cracking a smile because she’s all business now.

      “Yes,” Pink says, nudging me with her elbow. “Right, Aiden?” She looks back at me.

      “Right.” I’m looking at her, infusing that one word with everything in me, all the feelings of rightness I have about us, our connection feeling unbreakable. Like forever.

      “Good,” the realtor says, nodding. “There’ll be enough time for celebrating the momentous occasion later. Let’s get this moving. All Star break doesn’t last forever.”

      I appreciate the woman’s hurry, I really do. Because the team’s All-Star break is the only time I have to house hunt until the end of the season. Pink never has time for anything but work—and me. Her two favorite pass-times, though she won’t admit which is number one, I know it’s me.

      Barbara says she’ll arrange everything from the packing to the move and our lawyer will handle the closing and all we have to do is show up and sign documents and have the key handed to us.

      “You’re the best,” I say.

      “Does that mean I get tickets to the next home game?”

      What is it with everyone wanting tickets to games as payment? I shrug.

      “Of course you can. Aiden will arrange it,” Pink says as if I’m a magician. But I’ll do it. I’ll do anything and everything for her.

      And she’ll do anything and everything for me. I know this is true because she’s already cut back to working six days a week. She’s already re-arranged her schedule so she could travel to an away game. Now she’s leaving her treasured condo to move in with me.

      Did I mention that she’s learning to cook? That I owe to my mom. Pink has a competitive streak and now she and my mom are in a cooking competition. For real. Am I lucky or what?

      Right now, though, what makes me lucky is getting to wake up every morning with that glowing face beside me, a woman so vibrant and full of energy, so full of everything I need that I feel like a Leprechaun who’s found the proverbial pot of gold—if the gold were named Pink.

      Not bad for a reformed Pirate.

      

      
        
        # The End #

      

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      I hope you’re heaving a contented sigh as you reach the end of Aiden and Pink’s story. I enjoyed creating this whirlwind courtship of enemies to lovers, who, of course, were not really enemies after all.

      If you enjoyed the story, please leave a review wherever you purchased the book or at Goodreads here.

      To make sure you hear about all my new releases

      
        
        Sign Up for My Newsletter Here

      

      

      Please feel free to drop me a note any time because I love hearing from readers and I promise I will reply!

      Warm Regards,

      Stephanie Queen
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