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Spin the Bottle

				Zane has his sights set on the odd little woman with her funny rules. When their first kiss doesn’t end well, he can’t understand why she won’t give him a second chance. Now he’s seriously determined to make her see they can be explosive together.

				Lettie has always believed a kiss will determine how the relationship will go. Her disastrous lip-lock with Zane is a strong indication she’s not moving forward with him. He won’t take no for an answer, though, and does the sweetest things to change her mind, including opening his home to over fifty animals while she cleans up the smoke damage at the local shelter.

				Sparks fly as Zane and Lettie they do their level best to extinguish their attraction to one another.
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Chapter One

				Zane wasn’t part of the photo shoot today but couldn’t resist popping by the station to see how things were going. Sure enough, Hollywood—a rookie dipshit who looked like some Bollywood fantasy and had no sense of humor—was posing by the ladder truck with a bunch of kittens inside his hat.

				And he was oily.

				Zane thought this whole thing was crazy. He was all for helping out with these fundraisers the fire department was doing, and splitting the proceeds with the local animal shelter was super cool. But the calendar shoot was such a cliché. While he thought the idea of his image being hung up in offices all over town was interesting, it was hard to wrap his head around. It was him. He’d been looking at his body his entire life and had yet to pop a boner at the image.

				Zane couldn’t resist the guffaw that escaped his mouth at the sight of Hollywood, even though he knew he was up tomorrow. But still, he wolf-whistled and catcalled with the rest of the guys, a little jealous of Hollywood’s composure.

				If Zane were standing there—all oily and shit—holding a handful of kittens, with all the guys standing around making fun of him, he’d be firing off one-liners with the best of them. Well, he would get his chance. 

				There were light reflectors and flashing things set up all over the place to improve the lighting in the garage, and the kittens were cute, all wide eyes and calico. Zane could definitely see how this would be a great money maker for the department, as well as the shelter.

				And he didn’t mind being objectified.

				“What do you think about all this?” his buddy and teammate, Jude, whispered in his ear, which he barely heard over the barking of the puppies in the corner. His gaze followed the noise, and he watched the woman, Lettie, as she fretted over the animals in cages.

				Lettie was a study in contradictions, and he found himself leaning against a truck and crossing his arms to watch her. Definitely a more interesting sight than oily Hollywood.

				“It’s interesting, for sure,” he said, even as he watched the woman who clearly didn’t want any part of the limelight. Dressed in jeans and a plain white t-shirt, she stood out to him like a beacon, and he was reminded of his reaction to her in the kitchen a week ago when she’d come by.

				He’d about lost his mind.

				Even hunched in her seat in the kitchen, she’d exuded something he couldn’t resist. Some sort of attitude, unapologetically awkward. She wasn’t the type of woman Zane was used to—a woman who made herself up to look great all the time or the weathered outdoorsy types who favored the sunshine to any makeup whatsoever. Nope. This woman shyly drew attention to all the things she didn’t want people to notice—biting her lips, tugging at her shirt, crossing and uncrossing her legs.

				Her hair was in a messy up-do that made him think of all sorts of naughty things. Her rounded hips called to him to grab them and hold on for some sexy times. And her lips …

				Currently, they were in a vague smile as she cooed to the puppies, but last week, they’d been pressed into a thin line of discomfort. Either way, they’d look amazing wrapped around his cock.

				“You ready for tomorrow? It’s your turn, right?” Jude’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts.

				“Huh?” Zane turned to his friend, trying to put thoughts of the woman out of his head but failing. “Yeah, I am. You?” His eyes drifted back to Lettie as he wondered if she’d talk to him.

				What the fuck was wrong with him? Of course she would talk to him. All the women talked to him, but something about Lettie screamed at him to do it all differently. She was not like other women.

				“Adjust yourself and go talk to her, man. You’re being creepy right now.” Zane snapped his neck around to look at his friend. “Not that I’m looking or anything, but you’re pitching a tent.” 

				He looked down, and sure enough, the semi he thought he’d been subtly sporting was totally poking straight out in his gym shorts.

				“Yeah, whatever. Your mama loves my tent,” Zane tossed over his shoulder stupidly before rolling his eyes. Adjusting himself, he walked over to the woman who’d totally captivated his libido.

				Lettie was sitting Indian-style on the concrete floor, singing softly to the dog in her lap while she had her hand stuck through the bars of one of the cages petting another.

				She was singing something old. Nat King Cole? He wasn’t sure, but her voice was deep, husky, and sent a shock of untamable desire straight to his groin, his balls tightening as he got nearer.

				“Hey.” He’d intended to try for nonchalant, but his voice was so deep with need he felt like he just sounded horny as fuck.

				Lettie’s singing stopped abruptly as she snapped her gaze up to him, making the puppy in her lap squirm. Zane was jealous … of a puppy.

				“Hi. Zane, right?” Her eyes held a humor he was unaccustomed to. 

				He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. My mom was a Harlequin Romance fan. You’re Lettie?”

				She bowed her head back down to the puppy, clearly uninviting him to the private moment with the animal. “Yeah.” 

				And she was done.

				Realizing he’d have to make more of an effort to get her to talk to him, he squatted down and opted for gaining her favor through the dog. Zane held out a hand for the pup to sniff, and it started licking his knuckle.

				“He likes you. That’s good.” Without preamble, Lettie passed the dog over to him, and he sat cross-legged across from her to take it. It was a fluffy puppy, white with brown ears and brown circles around its eyes.

				“What’s his name?” He tried to scratch behind the puppy’s ears, but it was so intent on chewing his knuckles, he couldn’t do it. He settled for being a chew toy.

				“Otis. He’s a St. Bernard and a total mess, but he’s cuter than shit. That’s why he’s here. Wanda told me to bring the cute ones.”

				Wanda was the photographer in charge of the shoot. The woman was mean as hell but was doing it for free for some reason.

				Lettie pulled another puppy out of a cage. “They don’t like the flashing lights. It’s freaking them out. And the noise is different too. They’re used to barking at the pound, but all these voices aren’t really helping.” She held the tiniest puppy Zane had ever seen up to her face and started cooing. “Isn’t it? All these lights and men talking are just freaking you out, aren’t they?” The cutesy voice she was using on the puppies would normally get on his nerves, but now it wasn’t. He wanted this woman to pay that much attention to him. It was nice to see a woman not be self-conscious around him and give zero fucks whether he cared if she spoke baby talk to a dog.

				Heat bloomed inside him as a sudden desire to help overcame him.

				Zane had an idea. “Would a blanket over their cage help? It might muffle the noise and lights a little.”

				“You have extra blankets?”

				He shrugged. “Yeah, in the first aid closet.”

				Otis whimpered when he made a move to put him down, so he stood with the enormous puppy in his arms and went to retrieve some blankets.

				Zane managed to grab a handful of blankets while balancing Otis on his hip, but the maneuver earned him licks in the face while his hands were otherwise occupied.

				“I don’t typically put out on the first date, Otis,” he lied as he made his way back to Lettie, who was holding the tiny puppy while holding her hand out to help with the blankets. He managed to brush her hand with his, but she jerked at the contact, making it impossible for him to relish it like he’d planned to.

				She was so skittish.

				“Thanks.” She put the puppy back in the cage with a bunch of other equally tiny puppies and draped a blanket over it. The yapping bark turned down a notch, and as she squatted down to soothe them, it disappeared altogether. Her shoulders visibly relaxed, and Zane smiled at the fact his idea had worked.

				“Tomorrow, I want my picture with this one. I think we’re bonding.” Otis was washing his face with his tongue, actually, but the smile on her face as she looked adoringly at the dog made Zane return the grin. Even as Otis stuck his tongue inside Zane’s open mouth.

				Ewww …

				Lettie reached over and scratched Otis as Zane took a step closer to allow the contact. “He does seem to like you a lot. He growled at that guy.” She jerked her chin toward Hollywood, and Zane laughed.

				“Then I want to take him home with me. It’s clear he has taste.”

				Her eyes widened with surprise, her mouth falling open in a perfect “o” that almost made him groan. “You want to adopt him?”

				Zane saw his in. He’d certainly done worse things for a date with a woman, and he knew this woman was worth this. Plus, he’d get a companion out of the deal. Lord knew he got lonely at home off shift. Maybe a puppy would help? As if in agreement, Otis barked in his arms, and Zane grinned at the pooch. “Yeah, I do.”

				“Oh, well … I-I didn’t bring any adoption paperwork with me, but I can bring it tomorrow,” she stuttered, and he relished her discomfort. Something in his chest swelled up, and he couldn’t help picking on her a little more. She was adorable.

				“Is it so surprising I would want a puppy?”

				“Well, no. I see all sorts of people wanting puppies. But I wouldn’t have thought you’d need a companion, honestly.” A bright-red flush colored her cheeks after her admission, and Zane thought he might pass out from the redirection of his blood flow. This woman had no damn idea how hot she was.

				“Maybe I can get the paperwork some other way? Like, over dinner?” He was more hopeful than he realized. When her face shuttered, her eyebrows slammed down, her mouth tightened, and the word “no” left her lips, he felt more than just deflated. He felt bereft—almost. And that was weird.

				Zane hadn’t been told no in a long time. He’d thought for sure she would say yes just to make him leave her alone.

				He could ask her why not but didn’t want to hear her stammer out excuses. Instead, he’d just go home and lick his wounds and come up with a plan for tomorrow. He passed Otis back to her. 

				“Well, you bring the paperwork tomorrow, and I’ll totally take the little booger.” Even without the date I really wanted. Otis whined as he turned and walked away.

				He wasn’t going to beg, that was for damn sure, but he would be back.

				


Chapter Two

				The scent of fake cinnamon flavoring overwhelmed Lettie the next morning while she was unloading the puppies from the truck. Without turning around, she knew it was Zane. He seemed to be constantly chewing gum, his jaws working effortlessly when he wasn’t talking. She usually thought gum was gross, a lazy person’s habit for bad breath, hiding a bad habit of smoking, or just a youth thing. But she’d found herself engrossed in watching his jaws square and then soften with the movement, his temples flexing with each chew, and his mouth was more than a little distracting as she’d caught herself imagining what his tongue was doing.

				So when she smelled his cinnamon looming, she gave herself a mental slap. She’d done well with his obvious interest yesterday. She could totally keep it up.

				Men like Zane—attractive, easy-going, effortlessly fun—wanted one thing from women: to consume them and spit them out. If she gave him what he wanted, she would be a husk of herself when he was finished. Lettie liked her awkward issues just fine the way they were, thank you very much. 

				She would be polite and aloof, like yesterday, and get out of this madness unscathed. 

				But then she turned to look at his approach, and her “good morning” got stuck in her throat. He was so freaking beautiful. One man had no right to all those good looks. Seriously.

				Wearing the navy cargo pants and the Pamona Gulch Fire Department t-shirt, he was dressed exactly the same as the first time she’d seen him—those cargo pants fit over his ass as if putting it on display. With dark, Mediterranean looks, his eyes glistened with interest while his thick hair was just short of too long. He was taller than she was, with broad shoulders, lean hips, and a crooked nose that gave him an appealing charm.

				Zane probably had a woman in his bed for every night of the week, and she wouldn’t be another conquest. Barring that, she knew from past experience that the more self-assured a man was, the more he demanded of his relationships. 

				And she wasn’t down for that either.

				“Hey there, Lettie.” His gum popped in his mouth, and she ignored the flutter in her belly as she wrangled the stray images in her mind. He grinned at her, exposing a dimple in one cheek she also ignored.

				“Morning.” Her back safely to him once again, she concentrated on getting Otis out of his carrier in the back of the truck. Zane’s arms came across her line of vision with a leash in his hands, and he clamped it around the furball’s neck before she could protest. 

				“Here’s my little buddy.” His voice lowered as he spoke to the dog, and something unfurled inside Lettie at the sound. He stood next to her while he fussed over the puppy, cooing to it.

				Cooing. He fucking cooed, his voice all low and grumbly. She had a hard time tearing her eyes away from the man and his throat as it worked, making all those sexy noises at a puppy. 

				Lettie cleared her throat. “I brought your adoption paperwork. As soon as I get these guys all settled, I’ll get it for you.”

				Zane looked at her and smiled, his teeth sparkling and his gum peeking out between his incisors. “Awesome. I’m up first this morning for the shoot, so I’ll be able to fill it out at some point.” He lowered his face to Otis’s. “You’d love to come home with me, wouldn’t you?” 

				As he rubbed the dog’s nose with his, a pang of something hit Lettie as she watched. He seemed genuine in his affection for the puppy, and the puppy undoubtedly had something for Zane. Apparently, he tasted delicious, as Otis’s tongue lolled out and swiped up Zane’s face.

				Zane laughed, and Lettie ignored it all, desperate to get the rest of the barking puppies out of their enclosures.

				“If you want to help, there’s a stack of folded crates behind the cab. You can bring those inside.” She needed him to do something besides distract her mercilessly.

				A half-hour later, all the animals were inside and set up in the corner of the garage with the soothing blankets on the cages of the most jittery. 

				Wanda rushed up to them. “Okay, I need you,” she pointed to Zane, “in the pants, suspenders, and hat.” She thrust a bottle of baby oil in his hands. “Glistening, please.” Turning on Lettie, she continued. “Find me someone fluffy and get him or her brushed out so he’s all shiny and stuff.”

				“I’ve got just the one.” She pulled Otis out of Zane’s arms and started brushing him. Wanda murmured her approval before going to the cameras and adjusting the light reflectors. Thankfully, Zane went to the other end of the room, where the lockers were, and began disrobing. She didn’t look. Much.

				Who the hell was she kidding? Arranging herself so she could see Zane while watching the animals, Lettie picked a smallish Doberman-mix puppy to groom in case Wanda wanted something different. She’d initially chosen Otis so he could bond with Zane before the adoption. The mostly white puppy with the brown spots was a nice contrast to his dark skin, but the Doberman would complement it. 

				And holy cow, was there a lot of skin on display.

				She tried not to gawk as his smooth skin was exposed, but she couldn’t help it. Her tongue suddenly too big for her mouth, she tried to swallow as Zane undressed to his underwear, completely immodest. He tugged on the pants and pulled up his suspenders, muscles flexing and clenching. The pants were baggy and hung low, only held up by the suspender straps. He turned to reach for his hat, and Lettie stopped looking at the “V” and started looking at the rounded top of his ass. She dragged her eyes up to something more appropriate and saw Zane had a tattoo of what looked like a cross or something on his shoulder, but she couldn’t tell from this distance.

				And watching him oil up felt just sinful.

				Her body was reacting to the display in ways she didn’t fully appreciate. Her breasts got heavy, and her nipples puckered and tingled as he ran his hands across his torso, leaving a glistening trail behind. There was something about it. She wanted to help him, and when Wanda went over and pointed out spots he’d missed, he struggled to reach them, and Lettie almost jumped up and offered herself as tribute.

				No. She wouldn’t do that.

				Lettie outlined, yet again, the reasons she wasn’t going to get involved with Zane. But as the puppies calmed and got used to their surroundings, she got lost in watching Zane pose for the camera. 

				For the most part, he ignored the hoots and hollers from the other guys, which spoke to a self-confidence that terrified her. Thomas, her last boyfriend, was charming, but he was so broke and had managed to convince her to let him borrow her credit cards. Lettie still had no idea how that had all happened, but instead of helping her pay them back—like he’d spelled out in his hedgehog-breeding scheme—he’d maxed them out and disappeared for a month and a half, leaving her with a mountain of debt and ruined credit. Then, to make matters worse, he’d come back—all smiles and shit, like nothing had happened—and acted like they were still a couple. It was her own damn fault. She’d forgotten he was part of testing the theory she had, and that had been an expensive lesson learned.

				She smiled as Zane casually flipped the bird to an especially vocal group of men standing off to one side. When his gaze landed on her, he caught her smiling in his direction, and something heated in his gaze.

				“Hold that. Right there, that’s perfect. I just heard panties exploding.” Lettie couldn’t tell who exactly Wanda was talking to. It should have been Zane but sounded like it was herself. Apparently, it was everybody because the hoots and hollers got even louder.

				Her face fired with heat, and Zane’s got even more sinister-looking. At least that’s what she told herself. In actuality, his eyes had darkened to near coal-black, and he licked his bottom lip as he stared at her. In a move that should have been super-cheesy but made her panties disintegrate instead, he bit his bottom lip and just stared at her while Wanda clicked away with the camera.

				Her smile long gone, Lettie dropped her face into the puppy’s fur. The Doberman-mix had fallen asleep in her arms, and she inhaled the clean puppy smell hoping to get her libido under control. She couldn’t find the prior feelings of indignation she’d just had while she’d been trying to enumerate all the reasons she couldn’t do this. All she could imagine was what Zane would feel like when they kissed.

				Because now she had to.

				Lettie had a theory about men. So far, the theory had served her well. All she had to do was kiss Zane, and however he kissed was what sort of boyfriend he would be. She had ignored Thomas’s lackluster kiss. The carelessness of it should have been a warning for her because that’s exactly what sort of boyfriend he’d been.

				The theory had developed in high school. It was a good theory, but she’d had to test it out and actually date the guys she’d kissed to carry the experiment through. Thomas had been a careless kisser, as well as a careless lover, and had certainly been careless with her financial well-being. She wasn’t even going to think about her emotional stuff during their relationship.

				Before Thomas had been Cedric. He’d been a sloppy kisser. And a sloppy man. She’d never had sex with him but could only assume he was an equally sloppy lover.

				Before Cedric was Ian. Ian’s kisses had been prim and proper, his hands never straying far. As they’d done in all things.

				The list didn’t go on forever because it was exhausting, and she was Lettie and hadn’t tested it as extensively as a more outgoing woman would have. Since Thomas, she’d vowed to let the kiss do the telling, so how Zane kissed would be how he would be. And she wouldn’t do the dating thing to figure it out this time. She would save herself the trouble.

				If she ended up with his damn chewing gum in her mouth, she was done. There was no way. 

				After Zane’s shoot was finished, he went to a meeting in some back room and was gone for most of the day. By the time they were finished, Lettie was packing up the dogs and cats to go put them back for the day.

				“Sorry. You got the paperwork for Otis?” He jogged back to where she was, making it look effortless. It made her a little sick. If she’d jogged through this building, her face would be red, her hair would be flying out of her bun, and she’d have sweat stains in her pits. As it was, Zane just looked gorgeous.

				“Yeah.” Lettie dug around in her backpack and came out with a clipboard and an attached pen before looking away. “Fill out the top three pages, and then the bottom two are yours to keep. I’ve got his shot record in my truck. We can get that after I get these guys taken care of.” Which was now. She gathered the remaining dogs’ leashes, having already put the cats and half the puppies in the truck.

				It was awkward, walking five dogs at once, but she’d almost made it when Zane met her outside. He took three leashes from her, relieving her burden.

				“Can I ask you out again? I really want to take you to dinner.” The heat from earlier was gone from his face, replaced with an earnestness. It was hard to say no.

				She sighed. “One thing first.” It was now or never. Raising herself on her tiptoes, she leaned forward, resting one hand with the leashes wrapped around her wrist on his shoulder. His eyes lit up and he lowered his head but stayed still, clearly wanting her to broach the distance.

				Strike one. He was making her do the work. It was pretty obvious she was coming in for a kiss, so the least he could do was meet her halfway.

				She gently caressed his lips with hers, his cinnamon gum overwhelming her with spicy sweetness. That sort of undid his strike of making her make this move. Hygiene was super important, and Zane seemed to take care of himself. He certainly tasted good. 

				Lettie went to back up to end the kiss, but Zane’s hand went to the back of her head, holding her in place.

				Strike one. Again. Since the first strike was erased with the nice breath, this was the first strike. Right? 

				Now she didn’t have control over the kiss anymore. So yeah. Strike one. Definitely.

				His soft lips molded perfectly to hers as he moved his mouth across hers. That was nice. It might undo the first strike again. He angled her head so he could slant his mouth over hers, and his tongue pressed against her lips.

				Pushy. Strike two.

				But her body didn’t seem to agree. Her breasts were doing that tingly thing again, and Lettie realized she was pressing against him. Or were the leashes wrapping around them, pressing them together?

				He licked the seam of her lips, and Lettie gasped. Taking advantage, Zane swept his tongue in effortlessly. That would be another strike, except Lettie couldn’t think anymore. His cinnamon flavor was spicy and sweet and completely overwhelming. She’d lost count of which strikes had been overridden and which ones stuck, and what were the strikes for anyway?

				His tongue was doing unspeakable things to her mouth, and Lettie realized she was clutching his hair as if it were a lifeline. They were tangled in leashes as the dogs danced around them, but neither of them seemed to care. His mouth closed around her bottom lip and suckled, nipping it softly with his sharp teeth.

				This was a nice kiss. Better than nice. Her insides were completely exploding, and she was tempted to wrap her legs around him and grind until she got off. She was surprised. Nobody had ever made her lose it like this. 

				She pressed against him, a gurgle of approval sounding in the back of her throat at the impressive length against her hip. Lettie couldn’t help herself. She squirmed, his answering groan making her skin erupt in gooseflesh.

				And then, as if they were reenacting the scene from 101 Dalmatians, the dogs tightened the leashes at the same time someone yelled, “This isn’t the goddamn Love Boat, Romeo!”

				Zane’s head snapped back, and they both lost their balance, crashing to the ground in a tangle of arms, legs, dogs, and leashes. Their heads banged together, and Zane crushed Lettie underneath his massive body.

				“Jesus! Sorry!”

				That was three strikes in one move.

				If the kiss was anything to go by, and it was—she had vowed to make it so—it didn’t matter how great their relationship/dates/sex/whatever was, it would hurt her.

				Very telling. Zane would start out nice, explosive even, but anything Lettie started with him would end up a disaster of epic proportions.

				

				


Chapter Three

				Zane felt like he’d blown any chances with Lettie and couldn’t quite figure out why. Sure, the kiss hadn’t ended well—with the head conking and the tangling of dogs—but that really hadn’t been his fault. Had it? 

				She had kissed him first, and it had blown his mind. Even still, the memory gave him a hard-on that could totally cut steel.

				And he now had Otis, who had zero car manners, walking all over his crotch in an effort to get to the open window.

				He managed to get home without having an accident and put Otis inside with a bowl of water before going back out to hit up the store for dog stuff. He’d adopted the puppy but hadn’t planned for it. He needed food, a bed, dog toys, shit like that, and he had none of it.

				One hundred fifty-seven dollars later, he thought he was set and on his way back home. Pulling up in his driveway, the phone rang.

				It was his brother, Rafe.

				“Hey, man. It’s time to come back. Grandpa died this morning.”

				“Shit.” Zane had opened his door to find his sofa innards strewn all over the living room, but the sentiment fit with the phone conversation as well. Grandpa had been sick for a while and on hospice for the last two weeks. Zane had gone to his parents’ house a couple of weekends ago to say his goodbyes, but now it was time to go back. He should have thought of this before he jumped to adopt Otis, who was looking at him with an ear cocked, as if wondering what he was supposed to do.

				“Yeah. Mom’s pretty upset. I’m not sure why though. It’s not like we didn’t know this was coming.”

				“Dude, you didn’t say that to her, did you?” Zane was picking through cushion stuffing, wondering how something so damn cute could be so destructive. At least he hadn’t been super-fond of this couch.

				“Fuck no. But I’d like to tell her you’ll be here tonight.”

				“No can do. But I can be there tomorrow.” He added calling the chief to his list of things to do. He had some vacation time.

				“Close enough. Bring your suit.”

				“Give her a hug for me and tell her I’ll be there by lunchtime.” Zane hung up and heaved a sigh. He couldn’t take the dog, and he clearly couldn’t leave him here alone.

				Which left his buddies. He called Jude.

				“Not now. Annette and I are going to the cabin for a couple of days. I wasn’t planning on taking care of a puppy, if you know what I mean.”

				Joey wasn’t much better. In fact, even if he had said yes, Zane was pretty sure Carly would spoil the dog mercilessly and he’d never have a chance to get him back.

				And he wasn’t calling Logan—the taciturn dude barely tolerated Zane on a good day. He wouldn’t bend over backward to do anything for him.

				Which left one other person.

				“Pamona Gulch Animal Shelter, Becca speaking.”

				“Uh, is Lettie still there?” Zane looked at his watch, realizing it was dinnertime. She might have gone home already.

				“As a matter of fact, you just caught her. Hang on.” There was clatter as the girl dropped the receiver and then yelled, “Lettie! Phone!”

				“What have I told you about yelling?” Zane smiled at Lettie’s irritated tone directed at someone else for once. “Yes?”

				“Hi, it’s Zane. I need a favor.”

				“I won’t go out to dinner with you. I’m sorry, but that’s a no-go.”

				“No. It’s not that, actually.” He deflected his hurt feelings. He had no idea why she’d been so adamant with her rejection after the kiss that could have gone better. “My grandpa died and I have to go out of town. I can’t take Otis with me.”

				“You want us to take him back?” She didn’t even try to hide the disgust in her voice.

				“No. I want to hire you to housesit for me while I’m gone. You can do your regular stuff, just come home and stay with him at night. I tried getting some of my buddies to do it, but they can’t with such short notice. You’re really my only shot here, unless I board him, and I don’t want to do that. He doesn’t realize I’m his forever guy yet, and I want him to smell me and all my stuff while I’m gone.” He heard the words come out of his mouth and knew exactly how stupid they sounded.

				“That’s actually sweet, Zane.”

				Okay, maybe not so stupid. His chest puffed up with pride, and he couldn’t stop the ridiculousness from spewing forth. “You want to go out to dinner and discuss things?”

				“No. Just give me your address and leave a note. I can figure it out.”

				But he heard the smile in her voice. Maybe it wasn’t a lost cause.

				

				


Chapter Four

				Lettie,

				Thank you so much for taking care of Otis while I’m gone. The dog food is in the pantry. He’s got a basket of toys in the living room, but I’m pretty sure he likes my sofa better. We haven’t established a routine yet, so I can’t tell you anything regarding that. I fed him this morning, so if you’ll feed him again tonight and then twice a day, that would be great.

				I’ll be calling to Skype with him, so be home around 6:30. That’s after my parents’ dinnertime because they eat at old people o’clock. They go to bed shortly after that, so I’ll be bored and wanting to play with my dog.

				There’s a brush and grooming supplies on the kitchen window, but I haven’t used any of them yet. If you need to buy anything for Otis, save receipts and I’ll pay you back.

				Have fun with my little dude.

				Zane




				Lettie smiled to herself as she read the note he’d written, even as she picked her way through the stuffing on the floor. The sofa was destroyed with Otis having chewed it down to the wood frame, which he was attempting to make short work of.

				Her first purchase would be a crate. Zane hadn’t mentioned anything about a crate for the puppy, but he needed one, desperately. 

				After greeting Otis, feeding him, and taking him outside to the spacious backyard Zane had, she went back in to pick up the remains of the couch from the living room. Throughout it all, Otis followed her around dutifully, eating, pooping, peeing, and acting like he was a complete innocent in the destruction of Zane’s sofa.

				Zane’s kitchen was stocked. As in, ridiculously so. Dude clearly cooked. There was enough meat and vegetables in the fridge to tell her he cooked for himself regularly and had probably gone shopping right before finding out he had to go out of town. There was no way she knew what to do with all this food with her limited culinary skills. The hotplate she had in her tiny apartment in the boarding house didn’t lend itself to actual cooking, and before that, in Gainesville, she hadn’t been much better. Her grandma had done all the cooking when she’d been home. Maybe something rubbed off on her?

				She tried to think of some things her grandma had cooked and set out planning a menu for the week, hoping the food wouldn’t go to waste. Speaking of her grandma, she owed her a phone call.

				Lettie had some time before the Skype call with Zane, so she picked up her cell phone and punched the number attached to the gray-headed lady typically smiling between a cigarette and a flamingo-shaped margarita glass.

				“Hey, Grandma.”

				“Lettie! Long time, no hear! You found a husband yet?” That was her familiar greeting, and it annoyed Lettie every time. 

				She understood Grandma was from a different generation, but she wasn’t that damn old. It pissed her off she couldn’t be her own person without a man in her life, like her existence was defined by whether or not she was married. Since Grandpa’s death, Grandma had struggled, bringing it up more and more often. So she let the comment slide, even if it rankled. 

				“No husband. Just calling to check in.”

				“How about friends? Have you made any of those? Or are you just being your normal, sullen self?”

				Another barb. Thanks, Grandma. Was it so strange to enjoy your own company more than other people? Relationships, whether platonic or not, meant she had people to impress, do for, and care about. Caring inevitably ended in hurt feelings due to misappropriated expectations.

				“Normal, sullen self. How’s Bingo? Have you won the jackpot yet?” Desperate to change the subject, Lettie laid down a barb of her own. She’d been making fun of her grandma’s Bingo nights for years.

				“Nope, but the Bingo caller asked me out two weeks ago. I told him he was crazy because he’s ten years younger than me, but it felt good to know I’m not completely repulsive.”

				Lettie laughed, the familiarity of her last living relative’s voice soothing her nerves.

				“I’m housesitting for someone, and I wanted to know what to make with chicken breasts? He’s got a stocked fridge, and I thought I would cook some stuff before it spoils, but it’s been so long since I cooked anything. He had to go out of town unexpectedly.”

				“I can send you some recipes. I’ve got a good chicken bake you used to eat the hell out of when I made it for you and Vern.” A coughing fit had her missing part of the rest of what Grandma said as Lettie held the phone out at arm’s length. “… by yourself.”

				“What?”

				“I said, you shouldn’t be so solitary. It’s not good to be by yourself.”

				Lettie liked solitary. She had always been a bit of a loner because she couldn’t abide by the fakeness of some people and it was exhausting to find the real ones amongst all the pretenders.

				“Am I weird?” Might as well ask. Grandma was one of the most honest people she knew.

				“Yes. Yes, you are. But I love you anyway. You just need to get out and meet some people. You’ll eventually find your tribe and be so much happier.”

				Lettie didn’t necessarily agree with that. Why would she need to depend on other people to make her happy? But she also knew something was missing from her life. Maybe it was friends?

				“Look, you’re a lovely person, Lettie, you know that. But you hold yourself to higher standards than most, and I guess that’s admirable, but you really need to cut loose sometimes and have some fun.”

				“I should lower my standards?” Lettie’s voice rose on the question.

				“No. Just go out and have some fun and see what happens. I bet you haven’t even been to a bar up there.”

				She hadn’t, but she wasn’t about to admit that to her grandma, who had weekly social hours in the yard behind her double-wide in the mobile home park outside Gainesville. A dozen drunk senior citizens telling stories so loud they could be heard over Jimmy Buffet’s Caribbean guitar wasn’t really her idea of a great time.

				However, Grandma did have a point. Lettie needed some friends. She wouldn’t lower her standards for men because she valued her self-worth and had lowered them plenty with the idea of experimenting with her kissing theory. But she was finished with that. She knew what she wanted, for the most part, and it wasn’t something explosive that would end in pain.

				Why were her thoughts suddenly overwhelmed with Zane?

				“Hello?”

				“Oh, sorry. Uh, I have an appointment at 6:30, can I let you go?”

				“You young people … They’re called dates.”

				She laughed. “It’s not a date, it’s an appointment. For work. Talk to you later?”

				“Is he good-looking?”

				“Goodnight, Grandma. It was nice talking to you.”

				“Goodnight.”

				[image: break]

				At 6:30, Lettie was ready for his Skype call.

				More or less.

				She wasn’t sure she could look at Zane every night like this, but he was paying her to do a job and seemed to be taking her professionalism seriously. For that, she’d give him a chance—a chance at what, she wasn’t sure. She certainly wasn’t letting him into her pants, not after that kiss. But maybe they could be friends? Lettie scoffed at herself. She didn’t do friends, and if she did, they would be women because that’s how friends worked, right?

				So the word “chance” was wrong, but he was being professional. In the note, he hadn’t hit on her at all, so she was giving him another shot to have a professional relationship. There. That sounded better in her head. He was rescuing one of her puppies, and she was helping him out with the dog sitting while he was having a family emergency.

				Wow. That sounded an awful lot like friendship, but she didn’t have a whole lot to go on. Maybe she should make some actual friends—women friends—to compare?

				[image: break]

				The funeral was tomorrow, and everyone was at Zane’s parents’ house. At least, all his brothers were there. He had his laptop in his childhood bedroom which had been turned into his mom’s hobby room. He considered himself lucky to be surrounded with sewing and scrapbooking junk. Rafe and Dirk’s room had been turned into a rosy guest room which looked exactly like a French whorehouse had barfed all over it.

				He found the least offensive corner and sat on the floor, his laptop open, and called Lettie. When she answered, her face was larger than life on the screen, along with Otis, the giant furball. After the hectic day full of family and well-wishers, their faces were welcome.

				“Hey,” he said, and she actually smiled at him. “Otis! You see me?” He wasn’t sure if the dog could actually see him, but he reacted, cocking his head at the computer screen and wagging his tail, whipping Lettie on the face. Good-naturedly, she batted it away, giggling. Zane wouldn’t say what the sound of her giggle did to him. It was wholly inappropriate to be thinking thoughts like that amongst his mother’s quilting things.

				“Everything okay up there?” Her earnest question gave him hope she didn’t hate him, even though he knew she was just being nice.

				“Yeah. Tomorrow’s the funeral, and everyone’s just gathering right now.” He wondered if she could hear all the noise downstairs.

				“How many kids in your family?”

				“Seven, all boys. My mom’s a saint to put up with all of us.”

				“No shit.”

				“How were things when you got there tonight? Did Otis eat anything else?”

				“Um, I don’t think your sofa can be saved, honestly. I’m going to go out after this and get him a crate. That’s what he needs for your lifestyle. If you can’t stay home with him twenty-four/seven, he’s going to need one or else he’s going to eat your entire house, piece by piece.”

				“Just save me the receipt.”

				“Will do.”

				“Yo, Z! Movie time! Mom made us all some popcorn and brownies.” A loud bang on his door caused Lettie to jump and Otis to lick the screen.

				“Brother?” She quirked up a brow.

				“Yup. That’s Alreck.”

				“Alreck, Zane …” She didn’t ask, but the amusement was obvious.

				“Yup. There’s also Dirk, Colt, Rafe, Lucas, and Roark.” He grinned at her, daring her to say it.

				“Payback for never getting a daughter?” She was barely holding in her laughter.

				“Nope. She is a huge romance reader. We are all Harlequin heroes.” That did it. She laughed hard. Big, loud belly laughs that had him grinning like a loon at her, wanting her to do it more.

				“Okay. I have some things to say to Otis, man-to-man, so can you leave the room for a minute?”

				“Uh, sure.” Lettie got up and left the laptop on the floor where she’d been sitting in front of his destroyed sofa. Otis started to follow her until Zane called his name, and he plopped his hind end down on the floor in front of the laptop. 

				“Hey, man, quit eating my couch, okay? I wasn’t fond of it, it was just something a roommate left two years ago, but I need something for company to sit on, and I don’t think all that stuffing is good for your digestive system. I can’t imagine what your shit is looking like, dude.” He only felt marginally stupid for talking to Otis like he could understand him. “And if you wouldn’t mind, do what Lettie says. She’s there to take care of you, and I like her, so don’t fuck that up for me, okay? I’m pretty sure I’m fucking it all up just fine on my own.”

				Lettie lived up to expectations by coming back on screen just as he was finishing, letting him know she had been listening in the whole time. They said their goodbyes, and he told her he’d call again tomorrow, probably around nine since he had no idea when everyone would leave their house.

				And then he spent the rest of the night not sleeping, imagining her showering in his bathroom and sleeping in his bed. 

				

				


Chapter Five 

				Zane was cooking steaks on the massive grill in his parents’ outdoor cooking area. Having a dad in the construction business had served his mom well. She got every single add-on a woman could want, and Zane had to admit the outdoor kitchen area was pretty sweet. 

				His brothers had been bitching about not having enough red meat—never mind the million different salads and casseroles in the fridge inside—and Zane decided to take care of it. 

				The funeral was yesterday, and people still crawled all over his house: well-wishers from the community, his mom’s friends and family, as well as his brothers’ families and girlfriends. It was hot as balls outside, and nobody was out there, so Zane was doing what he could to find some peace.

				He flipped the ribeyes, mentally noting the two on the end needed to be the rarest—one for him and one for Alreck—while he pushed his tongs into the rest to test doneness.

				“What are you doing?” His mom offered him an icy longneck with a small smile. She was holding together pretty well, but he sensed all the company was getting to her. She loved her family but had also been a sort of solitary person. He knew she would prefer to mourn her father’s passing with her husband and sons, but the community who’d lost a paragon wasn’t letting her.

				“Cooking,” he answered with a grin. “We’re sick of chicken salad. Need some iron.” He took the proffered longneck, guzzling a mouthful of icy yeastiness.

				“There’s pasta salad, too, you know.” His mother actually grinned as she sank into a seat next to him.

				“Salad, salad everywhere, nary a steak in sight,” he sing-songed. “We’re growing boys. Need some meat. There’s potato salad, right?”

				“Yup. Three kinds.”

				“It’s nice of everyone. We’re not complaining. I just needed something to do.” Zane wanted to make sure she knew he didn’t hate this. Didn’t need anything from her. She was doing enough to hold herself together; she didn’t need to do it for him too.

				“I know.” His mother was quiet a while. “Tell me something good, Zane. Who’s the girl you’ve been doing that computer stuff with every night?”

				He pulled his and Alreck’s steaks off before turning to his mom. She needed to talk about something besides Grandpa, and while he would usually rather pluck out his armpit hairs than talk to his mom about women, he figured he could give her this.

				“Lettie. She’s nice. Different.” He ducked his head sheepishly at the question in her eyes. “She isn’t falling for my usual charm, so I guess she’s smart.”

				His mother laughed. “If she’s worth it, you’ll fight for her.” His mom took a dainty sip of her beer. “I want her to be worth it. You need a woman. I need more grandbabies.”

				Zane grumbled, flipping the steaks just to have something to do. “It’s Rafe’s turn.”

				“I can’t go by age or I’ll die before I see another grandchild. Rafe isn’t mature enough for a woman right now.” His mother was getting into it, and Zane felt his insides crumble. Sure, he was helping her get her mind off her dad’s death, but it was at his own expense. Seriously. She could talk about this shit for hours.

				“Alreck! Get the guys and tell them their steaks are done!” he hollered toward the kitchen window, where he hoped like hell someone heard him. His mother settled in, propping her feet up on the table and taking another slug of beer.

				Zane checked his watch. Two more hours before he could Skype with Lettie. He could do this. His mom fucking deserved it.

				He sighed, turning off the grill and sinking into the seat across from his mom with his steak. He’d hoped Alreck would serve as a distraction, but the douchebag merrily danced outside, whistling as nonchalantly as someone who’d been listening at the door could, and grabbed the plate of steaks to run away back inside.

				Traitor.

				[image: break]

				Lettie had come to the conclusion—with the help of her grandma—she needed to make some friends. She had lived in Pamona Gulch for nearly two months, having moved here last April, and had focused on her job and getting the shelter up to snuff. But now, with Zane becoming an ever-increasing presence in her life, she knew she needed someone else to diffuse his attentions. Because she thought about them too much.

				There was a dive bar on the outskirts of town. There were lots of bars in town, but most of them were upper-end places with eight-dollar drinks—she couldn’t afford that madness. She needed a drink, and if there were other women there to talk to, that would be even better.

				She was going to a bar to pick up a friend. And yeah, she knew that was weird, but whatever. There were lots of other places to make friends, but Lettie was awkward on a good day and needed a drink or two to soften her brashness. She knew this. 

				Becca came to mind as potential friend fodder. Co-workers counted, right? If nothing else, having Becca there with her might help dull her sharp edges—a wingwoman of sorts while she picked up friends.

				Lettie wasn’t sure if she was looking at this the right way, but after the conversation with her grandma the other night, she realized she needed to be less weird. Grandma said it wasn’t good to be so alone all the time, and some tiny, itty-bitty part of Lettie knew Grandma was right.

				She called Becca, inviting her out for girls’ night, and agreed to meet her at Mo’s. Sucking up her hermitness, Lettie vowed to go meet people in this town she’d lived in for months.

				The bar was indeed seedy. The floor was made of scarred wood, dusty and well-scuffed. The tables and chairs were some throwback from 1972—heavy, oak captain’s chairs and round tables that probably weighed a hundred pounds each. The curtains over the windows probably hadn’t been washed in a decade, and the fact it even had curtains was a little bit gross. 

				And it was filled with firefighters. She rolled her eyes at her choice.

				Figures. 

				Zane was gone to his parents’ house, and her first foray into the real world since she’d moved here was probably his favorite hangout.

				She looked around at all the familiar faces from the shoots she’d been watching this week. A few of the men nodded and smiled at her, but most of them were drinking and letting loose.

				Working at the fire station in the weird capacity of animal-handler had given her an insider’s glimpse into the world of the first responders. They joked, teased, and cut-up brutally, but as soon as that alarm bell rang, everything was put on hold while they got serious and suited up. She’d seen these very men catcall and wolfwhistle each other, then turn serious and work as a team to get their job done at least twice a day since this had started.

				Becca’s face lit up from a table full of men close to the front of the bar. Her friend bounced up and spoke loudly enough the entire bar could hear her. “Lettie! I’m so glad you invited me out tonight!” Becca was turning heads and wearing a skirt as tight and clingy as a second skin, her boobs swaying with her walk. Lettie made a mental note to never let Becca dress her. Girls did that, right? They did in movies. She would not be participating in that particular friend ritual.

				“Hey.” 

				Yeah, so they were night and day, with Lettie in jeans and a t-shirt. Clearly, she hadn’t received the memo that Lettie wasn’t trolling for men, which was obviously what Becca was doing. 

				Becca tugged her hand. “These guys are really nice.” Her whisper-shout was laughable, and Lettie shook her head even as her stomach dropped. 

				“I’m just gonna sit over here for a minute. Get my bearings.” That was as close to the truth as she was going to go right now. Becca had gotten the wrong idea about tonight, and if she was planning to pick up men, Lettie wasn’t having anything to do with it. Even so, just having her here helped her resolve. Just knowing she had one friend in town, in this bar, boosted her confidence to meet more.

				Lettie sank into a bar stool and waited for the bartender to come over. A girl next to her smiled brightly.

				“Hiya! You new around here?” She held out her hand to shake, and Lettie took it, marveling at the ease of her mission.

				“Yeah, I’m Lettie. I run the animal shelter.”

				“I’m Katie. I own the lingerie store on the square, Hidden Intimacies.” She grinned wickedly, and Lettie cringed inwardly. “What sort of trouble are you trying to get into tonight?”

				“Uh, none. I was just a little bored. I’m housesitting for a friend.” Those words sounded weird coming out of her mouth. Sure, Zane was a friend, but it was obvious he wanted to be more. She was holding him at arm’s length for reasons of her own, but how upfront should she be about them? Some part of her didn’t want to have to explain herself. If she said no, it should mean just that. But she was afraid she was putting out mixed signals and didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Her head said one thing, but her body was clearly saying something else.

				“Yeah? Who’s the friend?” Katie stirred her drink absently with her straw. Lettie’s white wine had come, and she took a sip, grateful for something to do with her hands.

				“Zane Wilkinson.”

				A cackle of laughter left Katie’s mouth. “Girl, that boy hasn’t ever had a friend. I’m guessing the friend thing,” she used air quotes as she spoke, “is your idea?”

				Lettie nodded, gobsmacked at the revelation. Sure, she could tell Zane was used to getting what he wanted with women and wasn’t used to hearing no, but Lettie had no idea random people would be bringing up his proclivities in random conversation. That gave him an all new status of “playa” in her mind. He probably had rap songs written about him. Not that she listened to rap, so she wouldn’t know, but she could totally see a song named “Zane’s Bitches” or something like that.

				“I didn’t realize he had a reputation.” Lettie took another sip of the crisp wine. “Have you—” She couldn’t finish the question, realizing she was about to ask a total stranger about her sexual history.

				“Gawd, no! But I would if I weren’t otherwise occupied.” Her eyes were focused on someone over Lettie’s shoulder, but she didn’t look, still thinking about Zane’s reputation.

				She reminded herself of the proper rules of etiquette when meeting someone new. Reciprocation of conversational tactics.

				“Oh, so you have a boyfriend?” People generally liked talking about their significant others, right? But her new acquaintance simply stared into her glass, shaking her head.

				“Nope. He doesn’t see me as anything like that.” 

				So Lettie was free to go on about her previous line of thought. Men were stupid, as were relationships.

				“Yeah, men suck.”

				She was a conquest. A challenge. Someone who’d actually told Zane no. She wasn’t sure whether to be mad or laugh at the hilarity of it all. He was pulling out all the stops, trying to charm the pants off her. He couldn’t be taken seriously.

				That made this all so much easier.

				Lettie changed the subject, desperate to talk about anything but Zane. “So you sell panties?” Okay, this was why she was awkward.

				Katie didn’t seem to mind though. They chatted while Lettie drank her glass of wine, and Lettie found talking and interacting didn’t hurt. By the time her wine was finished, she knew Katie lived with her younger brother who was out with friends tonight. She was always looking for girls to hang out with to escape the testosterone exuded by living with a teenage boy. Eventually, Lettie made her excuses to get up to leave.

				“Aw, so soon?”

				“Yeah. As long as Zane’s out of town, I have a standing Skype date with him. Gotta go or he’ll think his house burned to the ground with his dog inside or something.”

				Katie’s face turned pensive. “We should do something.”

				“Yeah, we should. See you around?”

				Lettie waved to Becca to say goodbye, and the woman bounced up off a guy’s lap who looked familiar—another firefighter she recognized from the shoot.

				“You leaving already? You seriously just got here.” Becca’s disappointment was obvious.

				“Yeah. I have to get back to Otis before Zane Skypes me tonight.”

				Becca sat on Lettie’s vacated stool and raised her eyebrows at Katie. “O-ka-ay. Talk to you tomorrow.”

				“Yeah.”

				Leaving, Lettie felt good about her first foray into friend-making. This might not be such a shitty gig. 

				[image: break]

				“So … what happened the other day? With the exception of the dogs and falling down and stuff, I thought we were hitting it off.” Zane had been calling her for three days now, and for two of those days, he’d called late enough to find Lettie in his bed.

				His. Fucking. Bed.

				He couldn’t take just watching her lying there like she owned the damn thing, with every right to be there. Of course she did. He didn’t have a guest bed, and his couch was chewed to smithereens by now, so there was no place else for her to sleep.

				“I have a theory about kissing men. That’s why I allowed it in the first place.” Lettie was blushing, which told Zane this would be good. 

				He raised his eyebrows expectantly. “Allowed it? You kissed me,” he pointed out, but she ignored him.

				“Guys’ kisses tell a lot about their personalities and the way the relationship would be. Your kiss told me everything I needed to know to see we won’t be compatible.” She sat back on his pillows with her hands entwined across her stomach. She was hotter than she intended. 

				Zane couldn’t take his eyes off of her as he sat on the floor in the corner of his old bedroom and watched her. With wide, innocent brown eyes, dark hair falling around her shoulders, she wore pajamas—the old man kind, with stripes and big buttons. She looked sleepy and, with his pillows propped up behind her, hot as fuck. It was the first time he’d seen her with her hair down, and it made her look different, more carefree, softer.

				“What do you mean? That was a great kiss!” He was hard just thinking about it.

				“Exactly. But it ended disastrously. Which, based on my experience, is exactly how the relationship will go. I’m telling you. I’ve been testing this theory for a while.”

				“How many guys?”

				“What?”

				“How many guys have you tested it with? How long did you test the theory?”

				“Enough, and long enough to know I’m right. I didn’t need to go any further with you.”

				“Sweetheart, you have no idea the gauntlet you just threw down.” He lowered his voice in a seductive move and watched for her reaction. 

				She paled, her hands going from the laidback, entwined position over her stomach to clenching the sheets. “What do you mean?” 

				He grinned wickedly and opened his mouth to answer.

				At that moment, Lettie cocked her head to the side and Zane watched, helpless, as a man came into his bedroom and set down a stereo. She shifted in the bed, and it moved the laptop so he saw it was fucking Hollywood.

				“Hollywood? What the fuck are you doing there?” Hollywood was the pretty boy of the fire station. They weren’t really friends, but everyone knew the guy picked up spare change moonlighting as a stripper. And the doctor’s outfit he currently wore had Zane seeing red.

				“What the fuck is that dipshit doing in my house?” he demanded, even as his eyes took in the details. “In my bedroom!”

				Following Hollywood, came Katie and another girl who Zane thought worked at the animal shelter, but wasn’t sure. “Hey, chica! I told you we’d do something!” Zane watched as Katie waltzed over to the laptop, the booming bass of Snoop Dog’s “Wet” filling his ears. 

				Hollywood started gyrating in his fucking bedroom, using the post on his bed for what-the-fuck-ever he was doing. The girls piled up on the bed, and Zane was forgotten—stuck in hell as he listened to the gasps of shock as Hollywood stripped off the doctor’s coat to reveal he wore nothing but a pair of scrub pants underneath it. Snoop Dogg rapped about being a doctor and promising to get someone wet, while Zane suddenly had massive plans to disinfect his bed post. Then Katie looked over at the laptop.

				She gave Zane a wicked grin, but her words were spoken to Lettie. “Say goodbye to your cockblock for the evening.”

				“Oh, hell no!” But it was too late. The screen had gone dark. “FUCK!”

				

				


Chapter Six

				“What in the ever-loving hell are y’all doing in here?” Lettie was more than a little weirded out about her “friend” Katie just showing up with Becca, letting herself in, and bringing a— She turned to the man with her. “Are you a fucking stripper? Or are y’all just trying to piss me off?”

				He waggled his eyebrows and started messing with his pants. He looked familiar, but she had never in her life paid for a stripper and couldn’t imagine how she would know him. She held out her hand as if that would stop him. “No. Just no.” She turned to Katie, who was grinning brightly, like she was hosting a surprise baby shower or something. And Becca wasn’t any better, not taking her eyes off the guy, as if willing him to rip his pants off.

				Lettie should have felt more than annoyance. Granted, this was a little creepy, but it wasn’t her house, and for all she knew this was how Zane was with his friends. If that were the case, she would happily go back to her hermit-like existence. People were weird.

				“Okay.” Katie plopped herself on the bed next to Lettie like this was a slumber party. “I read between the lines with you and Zane. I might have read wrong, but I figured getting Hollywood to show up while y’all were Skyping would piss him off and force him to make a stronger move. Something not like his old standbys, which clearly aren’t working with you. You’re a woman of substance and need better wooing than he’s working on you.” Katie gestured to Hollywood, whom she belatedly realized was one of the firefighters from the shoot the first day. 

				Lettie recognized him now. She didn’t know how to tell Katie she wasn’t trying to make Zane take anything up a few notches. Any notches. Notches were bad. 

				“Besides, leaving Mo’s with him was a twofer. We got to piss Zane off, and I was trying to make Logan jealous. Becca and me hanging all over him when we left might have made him see red.”

				Hollywood blanched and took a step backward. “You used me to make Logan jealous? Seriously, Katie? I was all about playing with Zane, but nobody tries to manipulate Logan. Do you have any idea what you’ve done? I have to work with him!”

				His voice had gotten all high-pitched and whiny, and as visually attractive the guy was, Lettie couldn’t help the smile that came with his rant. He suddenly sounded like a scared brat, and his attractiveness lost a few points.

				Katie stared after him as he started out the door. “Okay, he’s our ride. I guess my work here is done. Drinks tomorrow night?”

				“We’ll see.” Lettie suddenly wasn’t sure about this friendship at all. It felt it would be more self-destructive than anything.

				“When is Zane coming home?”

				“The end of the week. He wanted to make sure his mom was gonna be okay after the funeral.”

				“Well, good luck!” Katie crossed her arms and fingers in a move reminiscent of The Parent Trap with Haley Mills. Lettie had no idea if the remake had that gesture—she had never seen it. Principles and all that. Why all the remakes when the original was perfectly fine?

				“I don’t need luck! I’m not dating him!” Lettie was trying not to be exasperated as she followed her “friends” out of the house and locked the door behind them.

				Back in the bedroom, she got under the covers and sighed.

				That was weird, but it had pissed Zane off. She giggled into the comforter as she rolled over and went to sleep.

				And, of course, Lettie dreamed of Zane all night long. Sexy dreams. The kind of dreams that had her waking throughout the night with sweat coating her body and then huffing at herself and rolling her eyes before finding a cool spot on the bed and going back to sleep.

				She slept a fitful, dream-filled slumber where Zane’s rough, scarred hands would caress her heated skin. Where he knew exactly how to touch her. Where he would swallow her moans right before branding her body with his mouth. The kind of sleep where the dreams overrode everything else.

				[image: break]

				Zane drove almost all night. He apologized to his mom, promised to come visit as soon as he could, and had gotten the hell out of dodge. His brothers were staying through the weekend—she’d be fine. But after seeing Hollywood in his fucking bedroom, with Lettie in his fucking bed and Katie calling him a cockblock, his blood was boiling. Was Lettie playing him? Was she manipulating him? Was that what all this was about? It didn’t make sense, but he was getting to the bottom of it.

				Now.

				He couldn’t understand this pull to her, but it was undeniable. There was no way he was giving up on her without a fight, and if Hollywood was the ass he needed to kick, he was down for that.

				By the time Zane pulled into his driveway, it was almost three in the morning. Quietly, he opened his door, noting it was locked and wondering about that. Had it been locked when Hollywood had come over? Had she left it unlocked for them?

				Did it being locked mean they were finished with their orgy or whatever and had left? Or did it mean they didn’t want anyone else busting in and interrupting them?

				He tiptoed to his bedroom, ready to kick some major Hollywood ass, and let out an exhale of relief when he found Lettie in bed alone.

				In those sexy fucking pajamas.

				Jesus. She slept like a starfish.

				Her face to the ceiling, her arms and legs spread wide, he saw the outline of her body under his covers. Her deep breaths were even and strong, and he leaned on the doorjamb to watch her for a little while.

				Torn. He was torn.

				Was this the sleep of the recently satiated? Or was this the sleep of the righteous, who’d kicked the culprits out and salvaged her purity? Not that he thought she was a virgin.

				He’d hired her to housesit so he could have some sort of future with her, not for fucking Hollywood and some random chicks from the bar to go jumping in his bed.

				He stopped leaning and stood in his doorway. Like getting struck by lightning, he realized that’s what this was about. He was jealous. His every nerve was on fire at the realization and its implications. He cared more about this chick than he’d admitted to himself. Now, it was clear as day. He was fucking jealous. His plan—to get to know her, to appear human in her eyes, to make her like him—totally backfired. Because now he had to deal with the green-eyed monster inside him rearing its ugly head.

				Zane nodded to himself. Yeah, jealousy was gross. It was a little bit of a foreign emotion for him—one he didn’t fucking like. It left an acidic taste on his tongue. He stared at the woman, making a herculean effort to stop imagining what might have happened with Hollywood to make her appear so sated. 

				He didn’t want anyone else to touch her.

				Now he just needed to make her realize she was his.

				It sounded domineering and control-freakish, but it was the truth. Zane didn’t want anyone else touching her, kissing her, anything with her. Lettie needed to realize he was serious about her, and he didn’t know how to make her see that.

				She shifted in the bed and let out a soft moan, her breathing getting a bit ragged. His cock twitched at the noise that sounded exactly like sex in his room.

				Without another thought about the repercussions, he stalked over to his bed, toeing off his shoes as he went. Crawling up from the foot of it, he lingered over her body as her head turned to the side, exposing a long, elegant neck as if in offering.

				He would accept it.

				Zane dipped his head and inhaled, smelling her scent. He’d missed this in all the Skyping. He hadn’t been able to smell her. She had an earthy scent which reminded him of something feral and female and all the things he wanted to do to her.

				Now that they were both in his bed, she was at his mercy and didn’t even realize it.

				God. Damn. That was heady.

				He stuck out his tongue and raked it up the side of her neck, and she let out a long, low moan that went straight to his dick. He hovered above her, and with her words in his head, he looked at her lips.

				Soft, kissable lips just waiting for him to claim them.

				With a groan of his own, he lowered his head to taste her.

				Unable to hold back, Zane eased the weight of his body on hers and kissed her for all he was worth. She may not be awake, but she clearly believed her theory about kissing was valid, and nothing was going to make this kiss go up in destructive flames. Zane saw this as another chance, and he was going to take it.

				Zane tasted her tongue. Her flavor was so sleepy-sweet, unlike the way she smelled yet sort of similar. Lettie tasted light and sweet, like lemonade in the summertime, with an earthy, feminine undertone. As he explored the recesses of her mouth, he pinned her body to the mattress, unable to let her escape.

				“Zane,” she breathed out as she kissed him, and he renewed his efforts.

				And she actually kissed him back. She clutched his biceps before tangling her hands in his hair and tugging as she slanted her head for better access. She tasted like sleepy sunshine—a flavor he couldn’t get enough of.

				She squirmed underneath him, her soft warmth spurning him on, and he couldn’t help but to rock his hips into the juncture of her thighs. A gasp escaped her mouth, and she opened her eyes, first in a dazed way, then widening with alarm.

				“Get the fuck off me!”

				She was awake now, but Zane wasn’t moving. He did stop kissing her though. With his elbows propped on the pillow on either side of her head, he rested his face on his hands and looked down at her.

				Her pushes against him were weak at best, and he felt like he might be getting a little aggressive, but this was important. He’d stopped kissing her, and she was in his bed, so he didn’t think he was doing anything wrong.

				“Go to dinner with me.” Zane wasn’t asking because he didn’t want to hear the word no come out of her mouth.

				“You drove back? You’re here?” She was still sleepy, not noticing his fingers as they roamed around in her hair.

				He grinned at her. “Yup. Dinner?” He twisted a tendril of her hair around his finger and pulled it lightly.

				“What about your mom?”

				“This is why she had so many boys. Their wives can help take care of her in her time of need. She doesn’t even miss me. Dinner?” He tugged affectionately, relishing the softness of her hair. It was smooth and silky and just one more thing he liked about her.

				Zane lowered his face to her neck, where it had all started, and inhaled her scent again before laying a row of kisses across her collarbone. More things to like: her scent, her soft skin, and the noise she was making in the back of her throat.

				“If I agree to dinner, will you go somewhere else for a minute? I’ll go home so you can rest.” Her hands had stopped pushing and started gripping again. She pushed her pelvis up against his, and the sensation of a rutting teenager overwhelmed him.

				“Yes, but stay. I’ll sleep on the floor in the living room.” He sucked the skin of her neck into his mouth, wanting to leave a mark and ignoring the twitch of his cock her groan incited.

				“Don’t have to do that. Your house.” It seemed she was trying to talk in complete sentences, but the more he focused on her the less she was able to, and he loved the fact he had that effect on her.

				He ground his pelvis into hers, the half-dozen layers of clothing and bedding making it super frustrating. The noise she made was worth it though.

				“I’ll do it. I like knowing you’re in my bed.” Zane planted one more kiss on her lips and rose, jauntily leaping from the bed with more energy than he felt. He wanted to stay there all night but knew the longer he stayed, the harder it would be to leave. Besides, he thought he’d gotten his point across. “I’ll pick you up at seven.” He winked as he forced himself out of the room.

				Grabbing a pillow and blanket out of the hall closet, he walked into the living room and made a pallet next to Otis’s crate. Damn dog hadn’t barked once since he’d been here. He could see where he may have to do some guard dog training. He didn’t want random people walking into his house like Hollywood, Katie, and that other girl had earlier.

				Wait. He hadn’t even asked her about that shit. He’d gotten all distracted with her scent and taste and …

				Zane rolled over and adjusted his erection, trying not to think about the fact that tomorrow, when he went to bed, it would smell like her.

				

				


Chapter Seven

				Okay, so Lettie couldn’t remember when she’d gone out on a date. Men these days were just pure lazy with the dating game. It was all “Netflix and Chill.” For the most part, her boyfriends had all just wanted to hang out and watch movies, eat, and have sex. Thomas was the exception. He’d made her think they would be together forever, and for some reason she had bought it all. Every line.

				She’d bought him an Xbox, too, among other things. She could have taken it all when they broke up, but why the fuck would she want an Xbox? Or shit to breed hedgehogs? Oh God. She’d become the new owner of twenty cages, countless bags of cat food, and more hedgehogs than she cared to count. Lettie had managed to find an exotic animal rescue that would take them all. At the time, she didn’t want anything else to do with the bastard who’d broken her heart. She saw her foolishness now. She could have sold the stuff she’d bought him and recouped some of her losses. It seemed like so much trouble at the time, and she didn’t want trouble. She wanted out. Besides, the bonfire had been so satisfying, even if her grandma had stood over it with a fire extinguisher in one hand, a margarita in the other, and a cigarette dangling from her lips.

				Lettie had sworn she was done, but look at her now. What had she gotten herself into? Clearly, she’d gotten into something she didn’t understand.

				Now she had a date with the one guy she’d been trying to push away. The harder she pushed, the more he pushed back and the less she remembered why she was pushing him away to begin with.

				Because she had agreed to a date with him. A date. She couldn’t remember the last date she’d been on.

				Now, while she was getting ready—showering, shaving, moisturizing, blow-drying, putting on makeup, and all the things she hated doing for other people—she made herself a mental list:

				First, that kiss. It was amazing but ended badly. That’s exactly how the relationship will be too. I know it. My theory is tried and tested, so I will ignore that kiss no matter how much I don’t want to.

				Second, Katie had alluded to Zane being a player. I’m no more than a conquest for him. The longer I say no, the harder he will try. That’s all this is.

				Third, my history with men. That should be enough right there.

				She couldn’t think of more, but those were really big reasons. Repeating them to herself over and over again, like a mantra, she continued to blow-dry her hair.

				Why was she putting so much effort into her appearance? She had no intention of doing anything with him.

				But what if … What if she just let him have her? Then his conquest would be over, he would stop trying, and she could go on to live her life, right?

				But did she want to be just one more in the long list of women who’d had sex with Zane?

				Lettie deflated at the thought and realized she was getting attached to him. She knew if she had to watch Zane with another woman after she’d had sex with him, it wouldn’t be fun. In fact, it would hurt.

				Why did she say yes to the date?

				That’s right. Because he was kissing her silly after driving for hours when the Skype call had blown up.

				He was ridiculously sexy—and he knew it.

				She had to get out of this. There was no way she could say no to sex if he kissed her again. He’d gotten her so horny and left her that way last night. She’d snuck out of his house like a thief in the night, only stopping to stare at him as he slept on his living room floor. Otis had moved to the edge of his crate, as close to Zane as he could get, and they’d both been snoring softly in the darkened room. She didn’t want to remember the feelings of fondness she’d felt as she watched the two of them. 

				Biting her lip, she tried to think of an excuse to get out of this date. Zane was going to hurt her, probably without even thinking about it, and she had to stop it before it started.

				A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

				Tugging her robe around her, she went to answer the door and found the devil standing on her doorstep.

				“You’re early,” she said, pointing out the obvious.

				“You were trying to get out of it.” He cocked an eyebrow at her, his jaw gnashing away at the gum in his mouth.

				“Yes, I was.” He strode into her apartment and looked around while Lettie pressed her body against the wall. It was a vain attempt to get away from his space, his scent, his body, his very presence. But she could still see him, his massive body taking up precious emptiness in her apartment. It was suddenly full, looking tiny as he stood there, his back to her while he observed the nothingness of her surroundings. 

				“Why?” He appeared like he was uninterested in the answer, but when he turned and his gaze finally landed on her, the intensity in his eyes struck her dumb. “Why are you trying to get out of our date?”

				She looked down and fiddled with the belt of her robe. “Because I don’t want to date anybody. You tricked me into this.” She wondered if he could see her lie.

				“Anybody? Or me?” Her eyes still downcast, she saw his feet move closer, one step, then two. In her tiny apartment, that was like crossing half the living room, so she squeezed her eyes shut.

				Finally, she sighed and looked up at him. “You. You’re trouble for me, Zane. I didn’t come here looking for trouble.”

				“Okay, let’s make a deal. Since I’m already here, you go get dressed and let me take you to dinner. I’ve really been looking forward to this all damn day. Since last night, actually.” His eyes took on a pleading look. “Please. I won’t try anything funny.” He held his hand up in a mock Boy Scout salute, and the seriousness in his eyes gave her pause. And then it turned heated, feral almost, and a shiver of something intense ran up her spine. “Unless you want me to. Because,” his voice dropped to a whisper, “I can be real funny.”

				Yeah, funny wasn’t the word she was thinking of, but his meaning was perfectly clear.

				Lettie dropped her gaze from him because it was too intense. Looking at her hands helped.

				What harm could one date do? She was a big girl. She could say no to his advances, right?

				“I’m going to regret this,” she mumbled as she turned. “Where are we going? What do I need to wear?”

				“You got a dress?”

				“Uh … yeah.” 

				He was dressed up. She hadn’t noticed at first because she’d been trying to ignore the fact he was here, but she peeked out her door and saw he wore black slacks and a black button-down shirt with silver cuff links. With his hair slicked back and his dark looks, he definitely had some danger going on. She was so fucked.

				“Wear it.” His voice was husky, as if he were imagining her in a dress, and she knew he was going to be disappointed.

				“Fine.” She exhaled hard. “Give me ten minutes.” Lettie spun around and stomped to her bedroom like a four-year-old who was forced to get dressed so she could go watch the Iran-Contra Hearings.

				It wouldn’t be that bad, would it?

				Going to her closet, she pulled her jeans and shirts to the side to look at her three dresses.

				One was long and flowy and rather formal. She’d bought it for a fundraiser for the shelter in Gainesville back when her credit cards hadn’t been maxed out. Another was bright-green and something she’d worn to her grandma’s Easter party last year. And the last one was short and black and tight and something she had never worn. Asshole had bought it for her, but she refused to wear it after she’d seen how much it cost. On her credit card.

				Okay. So Zane wanted sexy? Taking a deep breath, she nodded to herself. She forwent more motivating self-talks. They were pointless. She would do this, and hopefully, she would get some great fucking out of it. Then she would be done.

				[image: break]

				Zane almost choked on his tongue when Lettie came out of her room. He’d told her to wear a dress, so that’s what he was expecting, but when he saw her, she was so much more.

				He didn’t know where to look first. Her tits looked fantastic, with just the right amount of cleavage to be tasteful but a glimpse of something more. That something more was something he’d imagined more than he cared to admit. And then there were her legs. Holy shit. They went on for miles and looked fabulous in the strappy heels with a band around slim ankles and a jewel on one side.

				The dress was tight and fit her form perfectly. 

				Zane was aware he was gawking but couldn’t stop himself. All he could do was stare at her like the present she was, imagining all the ways he could unwrap her.

				And he’d told her he wouldn’t make any moves. He’d basically screwed himself.

				“You’re fucking stunning, Lettie.” 

				The blush creeping across her face was gorgeous and drew his eyes back to her tits, which were now covered with a crimson hue. He knew right then and there he would do anything for this woman. She’d knocked him on his ass with just one costume change.

				Holding out his elbow, he offered, “You ready?” He felt inadequate. He hadn’t brought her flowers or candy or anything. Zane had shown up like he would with anyone else, and she’d rendered him speechless.

				He had planned to take her to the fanciest place in town, around the other side of the mountain from the regular haunts. It also had a diner-like place, but he wanted to show off for her—and show her off. 

				It was a quiet drive, and he searched for something to say to break the oppressive silence because it wasn’t comfortable. Zane needed her to be comfortable with him; this skittishness between them had to stop. He wanted her and was pretty sure she wanted him. He couldn’t understand what was holding her back from this, but he knew he needed to tread carefully.

				So he talked about the fire department. It seemed like a nice, neutral topic. He talked about a couple pranks they’d played on Hollywood when he first started: Kool-Aid packets in his bunk that dyed his feet various colors, glitter in the air conditioning vents of the truck so he was bombed when he started it. Zane moved on to the fundraising efforts they’d been dealing with because the city bond issue hadn’t passed and they’d been sued at the same time.

				He didn’t talk about the arsons. Those weren’t supposed to be common knowledge, and because the fire investigator hadn’t told them anything, he really didn’t have any facts to convey anyway. Whatever he told her would be construed as gossip, so he held off.

				Soon enough, they were up the mountain.

				“Wait here,” Zane ordered as he got out. A quirked eyebrow and amused uptick of her lips was her only response. She hadn’t talked much at all, actually.

				Zane went around to open her door, and thankfully, she allowed it. He rested his hand on her lower back in a caveman show of possessiveness as they entered the restaurant and didn’t give a flying fuck what anyone thought about it. Zane didn’t do stuff like this, but whatever.

				They were seated and given menus before the maître d’ left them alone. Lettie’s eyes widened when she opened the menu.

				“Are you serious?” She looked at him like he’d done something wrong, and Zane was a bit confused.

				“Um, yeah. I wanted to take you somewhere nice for helping me with Otis.”

				“You’re paying me to help with Otis. You’re bringing me here to get into my panties.”

				That was a loaded statement. On one hand, the word panties on her lips very nearly undid him. On the other, he was getting the impression she was thinking something totally different than he was, and it sort of made him mad.

				He was mad at himself more than anything. Of course she would think this was just about sex. The whole way he’d gotten her to go on this date with him had been sexual extortion, minimum. But she didn’t know—couldn’t know—how he was feeling right now. Mostly because he didn’t understand it completely himself.

				“Partially true. I am paying you to help me with Otis, but money doesn’t seem like it’s sufficient. I brought you here because I want to impress you. I have the feeling you have the wrong idea of me. Talk to me. What’s going through your head?”

				Lettie took a sip of water before speaking.

				“I heard you were a player. I really don’t want to be just another of your conquests. I feel like I’m a challenge to you, one you can’t ignore. So, for now, I’m going along with it. But I’m worth more than a fuck, and for some godforsaken reason, I want people to see that.” She looked surprised at her admission. Straightening her shoulders, she lifted her chin. “I’m worth a hell of a lot more.” 

				Shit yes, she was more than a fuck, but Zane couldn’t tell her how much more. It was too soon in whatever budding relationship they had right now. He didn’t want to be that guy, the one who talked about soulmates and shit on the first date. All he truly knew was they shared something he’d never shared with a woman before. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. The whole time he was at his parents’ house for Grandpa’s funeral, he’d been going over each and every interaction they’d had together. He’d made up interactions for them, wondering if she would like his family.

				He’d never had those thoughts about a woman.

				They laughed together. They shared a love for Otis. She saw past his façade, which, if he were honest, was just that: a façade. No other girl had cared to see beyond what he showed them.

				And that kiss.

				Zane reached across the table hoping she would put her hand in his, but she just looked at it. Feeling impotent, he started talking.

				“I can tell you’re worth more. I don’t know how to prove to you that you’re different because I don’t completely understand it myself. That’s why I wanted dinner with you. I wanted to see what was different about you. While the idea of a fuck is making it hard to concentrate on anything else, I made a promise to myself.” 

				When have I ever promised myself anything? 

				Zane couldn’t remember, but he carried on making his point. “I’m not making a move until you’re on board with it because that’s important to me.” He reached for his water glass but didn’t drink from it, just toyed with the stem, spinning it in circles. “Ask my ‘conquests’ how many of them I brought here. None. I don’t wine and dine and shit.” He lowered his voice. “When I fuck, I fuck.” 

				Her pupils dilated at those words. Reaching for her water glass, she drank long and deep, as if she were suddenly parched. 

				Zane almost took the words back. Instead, he continued. “But I don’t want to just fuck you.”

				The sommelier chose that moment to approach their table.

				“Would you like a bottle of wine?” 

				Lettie simply nodded. The red flush he’d admired at her apartment was back, and Zane was insanely jealous of the man who got to stand over her and peek at her cleavage pinkened by his words. Zane chose a bottle, and the staff member scurried off.

				He managed to impress her with his understanding of the intricacies of wine tasting. Well, he wasn’t sure if she was impressed or shocked. He didn’t let people know he had money. Not immediately anyway.

				But Lettie wasn’t just anybody, and he was pulling out all the stops. When the wine was poured, their food ordered, and they were alone again, she opened the conversation.

				“Okay, so you’re rich or something?”

				He smiled, glad to get this out of the way and hoping for a little quid pro quo. He’d give a little, maybe she’d give a little, and then he could figure out why she was so awesome.

				“Not really. My parents are.” He sipped his wine, enjoying the fruity crispness, even though he preferred beer. “When my brothers and I moved out and started living on our own, they helped out by buying us all houses, what they called starter homes, but you’ve seen my house. It’s fucking massive for this area, if you’re not a tourist.” She nodded her agreement. “They’re hopeful we will have huge families. My folks are from big families, wanted big families for themselves and for all of us. They just want to be surrounded by grandbabies.”

				“Do your brothers have families?” Lettie’s words sounded choked, and he hoped this wasn’t a deal breaker for her. He wanted kids, but not now. Eventually though. 

				“Most of them are working on it.” Zane shrugged, hoping for indifference, but the butterflies in his belly said differently.

				“What about you? What do you want?”

				Hoping he wasn’t about to ruin anything, Zane went for honesty. “I want kids. I don’t have a particular number in mind, but I came from a big family, obviously, and I think just one or two kids would be lonely. There’s just nothing like having to fight off four or five brothers for your morning shower,” he said with a chuckle, attempting to lighten things up. Turn things around. “What about you? What’s your family like?”

				Her hands fell to the table, lying flat on either side of her bread plate. “Mom left when I was four, and Dad’s been in prison since I was twelve. I lived with my grandparents until Grandpa died, and then I moved out and started doing my own thing.” She looked squarely at him, as if daring him to judge her.

				He couldn’t imagine that sort of life but didn’t feel sorry for her—much. He was trying to wrap his head around such a solitary existence though. Moving out on his own had been the hardest thing he’d ever done, not because he was suddenly responsible for himself but because he was so damn lonely. That’s probably why he fucked around so much. But this was something completely different.

				“You pity me, don’t you?” Lettie’s voice had a hard edge to it, and he knew he had to tread lightly now.

				“No, I don’t. I may feel some pity for the child you were, the one who lost both parents, but mostly I just can’t imagine it. I’m trying to wrap my head around it.” He reached for her hand again, and this time she put her palm in his. 

				Entwining their fingers, Zane rubbed her hand with his thumb. Her fingers were dainty, her nails short, but they looked strong. The warmth of her hand flowed up his arm, and he knew there was something about this girl.

				“Why Pamona Gulch? What brought you here?”

				She sighed, flipping their hands over as she took a sip of her wine. The waiter chose that moment to bring over the appetizer—a grilled asparagus bruschetta—and she picked one up, still holding his hand.

				“I was transferred from Gainesville, Florida. I had an ugly breakup and needed to get as far away as possible.”

				Lettie was back to not looking at him, choosing to focus on her meal. She was still holding his hand, and he took that as a good sign. He didn’t want to ask this question but couldn’t stop it from spilling forth.

				“What was his first kiss like?”

				“It was careless, sloppy. He was a selfish kisser, much like he was in real life.” She was looking at him now. The entire dinner, she’d vacillated between daring him to challenge her to not looking at him. Right now was the daring look.

				Zane wasn’t about to do that. He was too busy trying to imagine what she meant.

				“Did he hurt you? Like, how did you get attached to someone who was selfish like that?”

				She chewed slowly, clearly thinking about her answer. He took the opportunity to eat a bit, too, but didn’t taste anything, too intent on her answer. If she’d been with a man who was so obviously wrong for her, why was she so intent on pushing him away when he could see they were so damn right for each other?

				“Not physically, no. In retrospect, I think he was trying to be psychologically abusive, demeaning me and being all jealous and stuff, but he mostly just racked up a bunch of debt in my name and ruined my credit.” She shrugged.

				“Did you love him?”

				“What does that even mean? If it means did I do too much for him? Then the answer is yes. He was needy, and I fulfilled his needs because I thought that’s what girlfriends do.” 

				Zane saw the need to retreat from the topic. She was getting angry, and he couldn’t tell who the anger was directed toward. But her voice was shriller, and her body had tensed like she was ready to flee at any moment.

				“I see now why you like animals so damn much.” With Zane’s attempt to lighten the mood, she laughed, so he declared it a success.

				“So what happened that gave you a scar?” She rubbed her shoulder where his scar was, illustrating what she was talking about. “I saw it the other day when you were doing the shoot.

				 “You saw that, huh?” He grinned at her, unable to stop himself. A ripple of pride went through him. He’d thought she was studiously ignoring him that day, but clearly she hadn’t been.

				Ducking her head, she smiled back, even if she wasn’t looking at him. “Yeah. You covered it with a tattoo, but I didn’t get a close enough look to see what it was.”

				“But you were looking?”

				She slapped the tabletop in frustration. “You know I was. Now, stop changing the subject. How did you get it?”

				“I got a little hot being careless with my brother.” He’d fucked up is what had happened. The scar was a reminder he was human. “The tattoo was so I would remember what I did,” he admitted. “The scar was fading, and I needed to be reminded that life is short. People make mistakes, and mistakes can end things faster than a blink.”

				Lettie blinked at him and opened her mouth, probably in shock at his sudden sensitivity, but whatever. He knew he would shock her soon enough.

				“So what does it actually say?”

				He grinned again. “Find it hot, leave it wet.”

				“Oh. My. God.” Her shock transformed to humor as a smile lit her face. “It does not.”

				“I’ll show you. That’s exactly what it says.”

				“You are too much.”

				“I’ve been told.”

				All the tension from when they’d first sat down had dissipated, and they talked more. When the meal got there, they ate and talked even more. Zane found himself enraptured in almost everything she said, her mannerisms, and the way she held herself.

				He really liked her.

				But when dessert came and Lettie bit into the chocolate raspberry tart and moaned, he had to remind himself he wasn’t going to make any moves. Not unless she did first.

				And that would be hard to do.

				“So, uh … about last night …” Zane didn’t want to start a fight, but he had to know what had happened with the impromptu party the other night at his house. “Why did they come over?”

				She swallowed, making a throaty noise that went straight to his dick. “Well, I had been to Mo’s earlier in the evening, trying to make friends. I took Becca with me as sort of a buffer in case it was a total bust.” The blush was back, and it wasn’t doing a damn thing to keep his cock quiet. If it could talk, it would be yelling at her to look at it. “I met Katie, and we started talking about you.” Now he knew how she’d gotten the playboy idea, but he didn’t say anything. “I guess she knew I would be Skyping with you and was trying to make you jealous of me and Hollywood. I did not instigate that, and they left almost as soon as they got there.”

				“Really? So no wild orgies?” Zane tried to sound half-hearted but was pretty sure he sounded like a jealous asshole.

				She barked out a laugh. “Absolutely not. She’s not my type.”

				It took him a minute, but when her words registered, he did a double-take. “Oh yeah?” He lowered his voice to a threatening growl. “And Hollywood is?”

				“Pretty boy? Firefighter? Too cocky for his own good?” Lettie took another bite of her tart and then pressed the tines of the fork into the crumbs like it was the most interesting thing in the restaurant. “That hasn’t been my type in the past …” She looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes. The coy look made him realize she was teasing him. “But it seems to be now.” She put the forkful of crumbs in her mouth, dragging the tines through her lips painfully slow. “At least, there’s one I’m sort of interested in who’s like that.”

				Zane leaned back in his seat, crossing his ankle over his knee, trying to shift to alleviate the suddenly painful hard-on. He’d been aware of his cock’s twitchiness all damn night, but now it was full staff, ready to throw down. He brought his finger to his lips, rubbing them in pretend thought. Truth was, he wasn’t thinking much besides caveman thoughts, grunts, and monosyllabic words.

				He was pretty sure tossing her over his shoulder and towing her out of this place would be a strike against him.

				“Coffee?” he muttered, pleased he didn’t say something like “Blowjob?” which was more along the lines of what he was thinking.

				Lettie looked over at his dessert, which was mostly finished. “You’re not going to finish your crème brûlée ?” 

				Zane wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to watch her enjoy another dessert, so he eagerly pushed his plate over to her.

				As her plump lips closed over the spoon and it slid out of her mouth, Zane barely controlled himself. Instead, he straightened his leg and brushed his foot against hers under the table. No reason. He just wanted to touch her. He didn’t want to distract her from eating, but at the same time, he didn’t want her to forget he was here either.

				Her moan at the super-rich dessert went to dark places, singing to desires unworthy of this restaurant. Zane wanted her with a need he’d never felt before. His foot was teasing him more than anything as he ran it along her shapely calf under the table. She studiously ignored it, and he didn’t know what to do with that. It was clear he didn’t affect her the way she affected him.

				He didn’t care.

				Lettie finished eating, set the spoon on the edge of her plate, and looked at him, her hands primly in her lap.

				“You finished?” Finally, he managed to keep to himself.

				“You done rubbing my leg like a cat in heat? You ready to fulfill the promise your foot has been making for the last ten minutes?” The taunt in that sexy, throaty voice of hers only made things worse, the heat inside him taking over. 

				He pulled out his wallet and tossed a handful of bills on the table before standing abruptly. He had to get her out of here. Zane needed to know what game she was playing. Now.

				“Are we leaving?” she asked innocently, her smile teasing him as she took his arm while he marched her out of the restaurant.

				“Yes. I’m taking you home, unless you want something else.” 

				She was torturing him, and his previous promise was an all-new fresh hell.

				“I think I do.” His insides leapt at her words, and he very nearly choked on nothing before he was able to school himself.

				They were outside the doors, the summer evening a bit cool. Spinning her around, Zane put his hands on her shoulders, telling himself this was chaste. He was being good.

				“What do you want, Lettie?”

				“You said you don’t wine and dine women. That when you fuck, you fuck. I’m curious what would happen to a woman you do wine and dine. What happens next?” She blinked and swallowed, the column of her elegant neck working tantalizingly. “If you could have your way, do you fuck?” 

				“Seriously?” His voice sounded funny to his own ears. She nodded, clearly having zero idea what seeing her lips form that word was doing to him. “You want to fuck?” God, that sounded crass, but she didn’t even flinch at his words. 

				She stood there, resolutely watching him, giving him that slow nod. Offering his arm once again, she took it. The gesture was as innocent as he could make it, but the way her fingers curled around his bicep and stroked lightly had all the blood in his head rushing south, dimming his vision. 

				“Then, by all means, let’s go fuck.”

				Just breathe, motherfucker, and don’t screw this up.

				

				


Chapter Eight

				What the hell am I getting into?

				Lettie would love to say she was messing with Zane, trying to see how far he would take this “Let’s go fuck” business, but in actuality, she wanted it. She hadn’t had good sex in a long time, and everything about Zane screamed he knew what he was doing. She didn’t want to be a conquest, but she was a big girl. She knew what the stakes here were. She could do this and walk away in the morning.

				Lettie believed it was genetically ingrained for the man to say and do what was necessary to procreate with the female. It was a phenomenon that crossed species. Apes brought prospective mates food, as did birds. Just because it involved food and words didn’t mean Zane didn’t want to toss her on the pavement outside the restaurant and have his way with her. Men had a drive to make babies, to fuck as many women as possible, it was innate, and they couldn’t help it. They were engineered that way.

				Sure, he said all the right things, but men had been telling her all the right things to get into her pants for years. She was under no illusions this would be different, no matter how serious he seemed. He probably even thought he was serious. She couldn’t fault him for that. After all, he was just a man. Men did things differently.

				And she was dying to see just how different he would be.

				The ride to his house was silent, and the air inside his truck was thick with anticipation as Zane silently maneuvered the streets of the small town. When he finally pulled up in front of his house and turned off the truck, she was a wreck and had almost chickened out at least four times.

				But she hadn’t. Lettie was going to do this. With Zane. Never mind she’d expected it to all end in a fiery disaster. As long as she knew what to expect, she wouldn’t be blindsided and end up heartbroken, right? Maybe the journey to the fiery ending would make everything worth it? Besides, the looks he was throwing her way promised some of the hottest sex she could imagine. For fuck’s sake, she needed that, had never really had it, and deserved it.

				Lettie didn’t know what to expect from the sex though. She’d imagined all sorts of scenarios. Him pushing her against the front door as soon as it was closed and fucking her against the wall. On the kitchen countertops. On the hall floor. In her head, he wouldn’t be able to restrain himself and would just rip off her panties as soon as the front door was closed to the public.

				But what she didn’t expect was the level of restraint he showed when he turned to her in the truck.

				“I love the idea of you in my bed. As much as I want to do this as soon as possible, I really want the scent of us on my sheets, so we’re going to do this like civilized people. Well, I’ll try to be as civilized as a man who’s wanted to fuck you since he saw you.” Zane motioned for her to stay in her seat while he went around and opened the door for her, which was fine because she was frozen by his words. Her mouth worked, but no sound came out since she wasn’t breathing. She looked like a damn fish.

				Well, that’s sexy.

				Lettie managed to get out of the car, and he held her around the waist as they walked up to his house. His grip was tight, evidence of his desire, his fingers digging into her side. Instead of hurting, though, it excited her.

				They paused inside the door as if Zane were ready to shove her against it and fuck her brains out right here, but a glance at Otis sleeping in his crate had him loosening his grip a bit. As he tugged her into his room, she ignored her disappointment because fucking against a door sounded hot. He turned on a lamp that emitted a soft glow. It was just enough light to see his eyes, the heat and intensity in them causing her to stop breathing when he turned to her.

				“Take your dress off. If I do it, it’ll tear.” His hands were fists at his side, his jaw ticking. His stark gaze froze Lettie to the carpet, unable to process his words. “Lettie …” His voice was a warning growl, and it jerked her into motion.

				She pulled the dress up, exposing the one pair of relatively sexy underwear she owned and her bare breasts. When she’d gotten the fabric over her head, Zane had his eyes closed and head tilted back to the ceiling as if praying to the sex deity. She giggled softly at the thought of a sex deity and the idea of Zane praying to him or her. But when he straightened his neck and looked at her, the giggle died in her throat.

				“Your turn,” she prodded, uncomfortable yet forcing her hands to stay at her sides. She wanted to cross them over her chest but knew that would just make him tell her not to. Instead, she kept them at her thighs and clenched them into fists so hard she lost feeling in her fingertips.

				“Help me.”

				Wordless, she took a step forward and fumbled with his shirt buttons while Zane undid his belt. The clinking noise and rasping of the belt going through the loops filled the room before he pushed the button through the hole and unzipped his zipper. Meanwhile, she continued fumbling with the buttons on his shirt with numb fingers, slowly exposing skin. Beautiful, smooth, muscled skin.

				With his shirt open, Lettie ran her suddenly sensitive hands over his chest, marveling at how everything felt. She’d never actually touched a man who looked like Zane, and as she touched his chest, she grazed an erect nipple, making him exhale harshly.

				Even though she was practically naked, and he was still mostly dressed, she felt unbelievably powerful. It was clear he was more than a little bit turned on by her, and she wanted to see how far she could take this.

				She pushed his sleeves off his shoulders, exposing his tattoo. While he fumbled with his cufflinks, she traced it with her fingertip. Find Them Hot, Leave Them Wet. The look on his face when he’d told her it was a moment of carelessness with his brother told her he was trying to downplay the seriousness. As she moved closer to get a better look, her breasts brushed against his chest and broke his restraint. 

				Before she could examine the scar and start asking questions, Zane grabbed her hips and spun them both around, pushing her back onto the bed. He stood over her, shucking the rest of his clothes quickly, his eyes never leaving her body.

				Lettie simply watched him exude power and restraint. It was intoxicating, his eyes raking across her body. She could practically feel where they landed as they scraped across her face, down her neck to her breasts and even lower, then popping back up to her face. His gaze was an abrasion across her flesh, the roughness of his eyes leaving goose bumps in their wake. The look was something physical, a touch that scorched her skin. She was so hot she could barely lie still while he stood there and scrutinized her as if memorizing every curve of skin.

				Zane reached down to her ankles, bringing them up. He kissed first one, then the other, right below the strap of her shoes. She had never experienced a man’s lips on her feet like that and was surprised at how sensual it felt. His stubble rasping against her flesh, the tip of his tongue slipping out across her skin.

				“These shoes have been driving me crazy all damn night.”

				“The shoes?” She knew guys liked shoes more than they let on, but really? If she hadn’t been so damn turned on right now, Lettie would be cackling. But the look in his eyes told her this was no laughing matter.

				“The shoes … that dress … you,” Zane whispered as he dragged his hands up her legs, wrapping them around his hips where she could see the outline of an enormous erection through his boxer briefs. “Unwrapping the present is now at the top of my list of favorite things to do.”

				Grasping the edges of her panties, he pulled them off, leaving her a puddle of sensations as the fabric stroked her skin. Trailing his fingers down her legs, he grabbed her calves and adjusted them back around his hips. Her heat pressing tightly against his erection, she couldn’t help herself and rubbed against it, watching his eyes roll back into his head as he lowered himself over her. When his lids raised again, he stared into her eyes. It was off putting—the intensity of him being so close to her—but there was absolutely no way to escape. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

				“This is better than I expected.”

				“We haven’t done anything yet,” she pointed out, a little alarmed at how her voice sounded. 

				Zane kissed her, his tongue delving inside her mouth like a marauding invader, and she was a willing captive. It was a slow kiss but didn’t lack any intensity as he made his wishes clear. Her body was on fire, with his warmth surrounding her, and his weight a comforting presence on top of her. When he pulled back, he bit her bottom lip, sucking it into his mouth with a groan before moving down to her neck.

				“You should see yourself. You’re fucking gorgeous. The most amazing thing I’ve seen.” He spoke between kisses—hot, wet, brands on her skin—leaving a trail down to her breasts.

				Zane moved between her thighs, his hot length pressing against her as he kept mumbling words every woman wanted to hear. That’s what she told herself. He was skilled in the art of seduction, and she was no different than any other girl. When he reached for her breasts, though, Lettie arched her back, trying to get him to touch the right places. What the right places were, she had no idea. She had to trust him to find them. Judging by the feel of his strong fingers as he plumped up the mounds for him to kiss, he would do the job marvelously. She would let him get what he wanted and would not get hurt in the process. She would enjoy his skillful loving and then move on. That’s what he wanted. Even if he didn’t know it.

				He said he wanted more, but that was his inherent maleness speaking, saying whatever was necessary so he could procreate. She was going into this with eyes wide open. Lettie wouldn’t get hurt.

				Zane dipped his head into the valley of her cleavage and inhaled deeply, as if she were the most decadent dessert to savor. With his eyes closed, his long, dark lashes rested on his cheeks, and he was a picture of sultry desire. But when he closed his lips around one nipple while he twisted the other between his fingers, Lettie very nearly came off the bed.

				She had been vacillating between arching her back and pushing up her hips, an uncontrollable writhing on his bed. But when he started sucking hard on her nipple, she arched her back so much she almost did something unnatural, as if that would get more sensations where she wanted them. Lettie had no idea, but this felt good. She let her instincts take over.

				Each pull of his mouth on her as he sucked made everything more intense. Each twist of his fingers on her other nipple sent shocks of sensations straight to her core, where his stomach rested, and she couldn’t stop alternating arching her back and pressing her pelvis into him.

				Nothing was working.

				She moaned, hoping that would get her needs across. Lettie tangled her fingers in his hair, pressing him harder onto her breasts, hoping for relief.

				“What do you need, baby? Talk to me. Tell me what you want. How you like it?” Zane muttered against her skin, his voice sounding hoarse and guttural, sending yet another shot of need coursing through her veins.

				“I don’t know,” she admitted. “More. Harder. More.” Jesus, she didn’t know what she needed or how to say it.

				Zane scooted down on the bed, moving his mouth down to her belly, giving Lettie a bit of respite. Her breaths echoed through the air of the room, ragged and harsh, as Zane continued branding a trail down her belly with his tongue. He reached her pussy and Lettie didn’t even care. This had never been her favorite part of intimacy, and thankfully, none of her exes had done much down there. But for Christ’s sake, she wanted Zane to do something, and hopefully this would be the thing that would help her insides uncoil.

				Lettie lifted her head as he tossed her legs over his shoulder and watched her while he blew a breath of air over her clit and folds. The contrast in temperatures raised goose bumps on her skin, and Lettie squirmed a little. Zane wrapped one of his hands around her thighs and clamped down, holding her still.

				With his other hand, he slowly pushed into the folds of her pussy while his eyes went to his work, deep in concentration. “Fuck,” he murmured as he pulled his finger out, no doubt covered in slime or whatever went on down there. As grossed out as Lettie was by what he was doing, he seemed to be enjoying himself, and it felt incredible. Her eyes widened as Zane put his finger in his mouth and sucked off the juice with a low moan.

				She’d never done that. Lettie had masturbated. A lot. She even had toys and watched porn to get off, but she’d always washed up at the sink afterward, cleaning her things carefully. She would never in her wildest dreams imagine the grin that spread across Zane’s face after he’d tasted her.

				“You enjoy that?” she couldn’t help but ask.

				“You have no clue, do you? I’ve never seen a pussy this gorgeous. Or tasted anything this amazing. And I’m going to spend all night destroying it so no one else will get to enjoy it like me.”

				Alarmed, Lettie pushed herself up to her elbows. “What the fuck does that mean? Destroy it? Don’t do that. I like my pussy the way it is.” The words were out of her mouth before she could try to come up with alternate meanings for them, but with Zane’s wicked grin as an answer—right before he buried his face between her legs—Lettie didn’t have much time for thoughts of any kind.

				He raked his tongue across her clit, back and forth, rapidly bringing her to a precipice. It was like he’d pressed a magic button.

				She needed more. Her hands went back to his hair, pressing him to her, closer, harder. But as soon as she did, he stopped his tonguing and sucked.

				The sensation was so sharp, ricocheting all through her body, she practically jackknifed off the bed and couldn’t be still. Her legs were spread-eagle, pressing into the mattress, no longer on his shoulders where he’d put them. Zane raised his face.

				“Have you never done this before?” he questioned, but she didn’t want him to stop.

				“Not this fucking good. Don’t stop!”

				“Okay. You hold your legs back … like this.” He lifted her legs and pushed them against her chest. As she wrapped her arms around them, Zane lowered his head again, redoubling his efforts.

				He sucked her clit between his lips, bit down with his teeth, and flicked it with his tongue. As if that wasn’t enough, he pushed two fingers back inside her and pumped them in and out until he found her g-spot. If he hadn’t already been making her feel so amazing, Lettie would have been shocked because no guy had ever been there before. She had begun to wonder if the g-spot was no-man’s land or something.

				Zane had found it and pressed against it, curling his fingers to push against that part of her inner walls.

				Lettie went blind for a minute.

				Gray surrounded her vision while every synapse in her body fired. She screamed her release as it wet Zane’s face. Incoherent blubbering fell out of her mouth as he continued his motions while she came down, releasing first his teeth, then stopping his tongue, then easing up on the suction, and finally, removing his fingers.

				Meanwhile, Lettie’s body had turned to jelly, and her breathing was almost a breathy, moaning noise in the room. Zane kissed the insides of her thighs as he rose from the floor where he’d been kneeling.

				Okay. Okay. He could totally destroy her pussy. She would allow it.

				And she had the presence of mind to realize how hard he was. Outlined by the jersey fabric, his erection straining against his boxer briefs looked almost painful.

				He looked awfully proud of himself, though, as she lifted her gaze to his face. She managed to sit up and scoot to the edge of the bed, putting her hands on his hips.

				“My turn,” she said, sounding saucy and proud of herself for not falling apart like a schoolgirl after her first orgasm. Not that it was her first orgasm per se, but it was by far the best one ever. But he didn’t need to know that. She still trembled and quivered and knew she couldn’t stand. “Lie on the bed.”

				Zane complied, and his powerful frame practically dwarfed the king-sized mattress. Lettie had given blowjobs. In fact, she rather thought she was pretty good at getting guys off fast that way, and it had served her purposes, especially with the last one. The sex with him was so bad, she’d preferred to get him off quickly, and after he passed out, she’d get herself off.

				But something in the look Zane was giving her told her this was different from everything she would ever know. If he had gone down on her so well, would he think she wasn’t any good at it? A rare moment of self-doubt flashed through her, and he seemed to see it.

				“You don’t have to take a turn. I think coming inside your pussy will be just as amazing, if not more, than inside your mouth.” 

				“Can’t you do it both ways?” It was more of a taunt than a question, and she saw it for what it was: a desperate move toward self-preservation.

				“Baby, we’re going to do it all the ways before this is over.” 

				Oh, Zane … Promises, promises. 

				He’d be like the rest of the men she’d been with: promising a full night of pleasure yet falling asleep as soon as he blew his load. But after that oral work, she wouldn’t mind.

				Tugging his underwear down, Lettie admired his erection, holding it in her hands like she were measuring it. As if she could.

				Long and thick, it was heavy in her hand. His pubic hair was neatly groomed, and she was thankful for that. The thick rod jutting out of the nest of curls was nothing short of magnificent.

				Giving it a long lick, like a lollipop, she relished the reaction from Zane. He froze on the bed, his face a mask of tortured pleasure. It was an experimental lick, and the experiment was good. She did it again.

				And again.

				Wrapping her lips around the bulb at the top, she gave it an open-mouthed kiss, listening to the low hiss of pleasure from Zane before swirling her tongue around the tip. Lettie worked her mouth up and down the shaft, licking, kissing, and suckling little places all while Zane held perfectly still, blowing out hisses and groans.

				She’d decided she had teased him enough and went for it. His head propped on a pillow, he watched her every move as she took his length into her mouth.

				“Oh fuck, Lettie.” The noises he made were galvanizing, and she moved faster, sucking harder, taking him deeper. His moans got louder, his hisses piercing the room as noises of her slurps and sucks filled the air. He tangled his hands in her hair but didn’t take control. She still had the freedom of movement and the illusion of control as she wrapped her hand around his cock and used it to help. Her grip squeezed and tugged along with her mouth until she felt his feet push into the bed.

				“I’m coming,” Zane warned, and Lettie took all of him into her throat, pushing her nose against his belly while he tightened his hand in her hair. She felt the hot, ropy jets of cum as they hit the back of her throat, and pleasure and pride rippled through her. 

				She was sure he’d had a number of women do that, but the fact he’d announced he was about to come told her most women didn’t make the choice to swallow it. Maybe she had done something to stand out from the throngs.

				Of course, that thought immediately made her feel cheap and reminded her what this was. Lettie was a conquest, someone who had told him no a dozen times before finally relenting. So far, it was an amazing experience, and she knew she’d look at him fondly in the future—a future where he was with women who didn’t give head as good as she did.

				At least she would always have that.

				Zane was still breathing heavily, making light grunting sounds with each exhale, and she cleaned him with her mouth as best she could. His hands had loosened in her hair, but he still had them there, eventually tugging her up into his arms.

				“Goddammit,” he muttered against her mouth as he kissed her languidly. They savored the taste of each other, blending the flavors together. Her limbs were still pretty oatmealy from her previous orgasm, but making him come like that had turned her on again. She kissed him back, though, biding her time, hopeful he wouldn’t let her down and they could actually have all the fucking tonight. “I thought you’d be sweet, but after that, I know you like it a little dirty. What else is there to learn about you?”

				Breaking apart from their kiss to look up at her, his scrutiny told her everything she needed to know. All the fucking would be happening tonight.

				“You need to learn I’m a bit impatient.”

				“I think I already figured that out, Miss Harder, More.” 

				She slapped his chest playfully, sitting up to look down at him. “You ready to go again already?”

				He looked affronted. “I’m thirty, not sixty.” He rolled over on top of her. “Roll over and I’ll show you how ready I am.” His warning growl set her body in motion. Suddenly on fire, Lettie complied as his hands went to her hips and raised them.

				Okay, this wasn’t her favorite sexual position. The one time she’d done it with her ex, he’d acted like her jiggly ass turned him off, and even as often as he asked for it, she refused after the first time. But Zane acted like her jiggly ass was awesome, the way he was grabbing it and squeezing her ass cheeks together. 

				His hands drifted lower to her ankles. He kissed each ankle reverently, making her forget, briefly, the view he must be getting with her in this position. Then, he ever so slowly removed her shoes before his hands traveled back up her legs to her hips.

				“Lower your head, baby.” She rested her head on the mattress and felt Zane’s fingers pushing into her from behind. “Yeah. I think you like it a little dirty. A little rough. Am I right?”

				On a whimper, she closed her eyes and nodded, giving in to the sensations. There was absolutely nothing she could do from this angle, and the way he was pressing his hand on her shoulder, she couldn’t do anything if she wanted to.

				And then he started moving his fingers faster, stroking her g-spot with each pass in and out of her. A resounding smack filled the air, and then her ass was on fire.

				“Shit,” she moaned into the mattress.

				She’d unleashed a beast.

				

				


Chapter Nine

				Zane had never been with a woman like Lettie, and he knew right now, in this instant, he never would. She was unbelievable, and that was before she’d given him the blowjob to rival all blowjobs.

				Responsive. Check.

				Vocal. Check.

				Knew what she wanted. Check.

				No gag reflex. Check.

				And she was beautiful, sweet, sassy, funny, and loved animals. Zane couldn’t find anything wrong with her. Her pussy pulsed around his fingers as he slapped her ass, and he knew she liked it. She wasn’t a masochist that he could tell, which was great because he wasn’t a sadist. And even though he suspected Logan was, he didn’t think the dude would open up enough to tell him boo on the subject.

				She clearly liked a little sting with her pleasure if the gushing sounds his fingers made were anything to go by. Another smack across the other cheek. Another moaned curse from Lettie.

				He could see the little pink rosebud above his fingers, and he knew that would be his too—someday. He could introduce her to so many dark pleasures with that place, but not tonight. Although a little play wouldn’t be out of the question.

				Zane put his pinky finger in his mouth, wetting it, and circled her hole with it. She froze but didn’t move.

				“Have you ever been touched here?”

				“Uh, no. And you’re not fucking me there.” The indignation in her voice had him smiling. 

				“Nope. Not tonight, I’m not.” Slowly, he eased his pinky finger in to the first knuckle, and she hissed and cried out. “Just breathe, Lettie. This is all I’m going to do.” Christ, it was tight, hot, and slick. Her breathing evened out as he kept moving his fingers in and out of her pussy folds, the tight, pink lips gripping him, almost sucking him in.

				Zane was so hard he could pound goddamn nails. He needed inside this woman. Now.

				“How do you want to do this?” he asked, not caring which position she liked because he just knew they would all be awesome, but he wanted it to be good for her.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Do you have a favorite position?”

				“Jesus. Why all the questions, Zane? Just fuck me. Please. At this point I don’t even care how you do it. You can fuck me with your nose for all I care.”

				He smacked her ass once more for the back talk. Wondered if maybe some S&M play with her wouldn’t be amazing, he flipped her over and grabbed a pillow.

				“Put this under your hips. I want to watch myself coming inside you.”

				“Get a condom. I know you have a bowl full in your nightstand.” She smirked at him, and he realized she’d probably gone through every square inch of his life while he was at his parents’ house.

				“Of course. Hang on. I got carried away.”

				He reached over her and grabbed a condom from his bedside drawer while she was getting situated with the pillow. He would do this, but she would soon trust him enough to figure out some other method of contraception. 

				Fucking Christ. That was a heady thought, and he entertained it for a split second before realizing that was a conversation for later. Right now, he needed to be inside her.

				Zane put the condom on and lined himself up, watching her face. Lettie was truly gorgeous, her dark hair framing her flushed face, tits bright-red with the flush, her skin coated in perspiration. He reached up and grabbed her breast, tweaking the nipple between his thumb and forefinger until it reddened and distended.

				“Please …” she groaned at him, and he chuckled. 

				My little impatient woman.

				And then he slammed home.

				Zane froze and couldn’t move. She was too perfect. Her eyes had fallen closed, and part of him wanted to demand she look at him so he could see her eyes when she came. But the other part of him wanted her to just feel because that’s what he fully intended to do.

				She clenched around him, and his cock twitched. He pulled out and reveled at the sheen of her essence on his skin before looking back up at her face. 

				Her breathing had intensified, and Zane no longer had any control over his outward expressions. He just knew he had a grimace on his face as he pushed back in. Zero fucks given. He was wholly focused on his dick inside her and hoping it felt good for her because there wasn’t a damn thing that could ruin this for him.

				He slid in and out of her, watching her reactions as he staved off his own. He normally would last a little longer, especially since she’d just sucked him, but for fuck’s sake, she was unbelievable. The fact he was even here with her at all made him want to blow.

				So he paid more attention to her face, her reactions instead of his own, bringing one hand to her clit to stroke it in time with his thrusts while the other held one leg back up at her chest. Lettie made these whimpering, groaning noises that were his complete undoing, and when he found her spot inside—hopefully it was, he just had her face to go on—he went with it.

				Penises are highly sensitive, but not in the same way fingers are. He could tell the difference in texture of her inner walls with his fingers, but not his cock. So when he thought he’d hit that spot, she cried out a lovely-sounding “Oh!” as her eyes flew open.

				“Rightthererightthererightthere …” 

				Zane increased everything—his finger on her clit and the stroke intensity of his cock—and watched tears stream down her face as she climaxed in the most beautiful display he’d ever witnessed. He held still inside her while she pulsed around him, clenching him, and then he was done. He spilled his seed inside as she milked him with her orgasm.

				“Holy fuck,” he muttered before collapsing over her and tugging them both up to the pillows at the top of the bed. Wrapping his arms around her, Zane inhaled deeply of Lettie’s shampoo then quickly slipped into sleep, utterly satiated.

				

				


Chapter Ten

				Lettie had been right. Sex with Zane had been everything she’ thought it would be and more. He’d acted like she was the most amazing thing he’d ever fucked, and for her it had been the best ever. Maybe they’d get to do it again sometime, but now she had to get out of here before the awkwardness began.

				Slowly and gently, she lifted his arm off her waist and scooched out of the bed, lowering his arm back to the bed. She looked over at his face in repose, those long lashes resting on his cheeks, pouty-looking lips, stupid-chiseled cheekbones. Gah …

				He was so pretty.

				The scar his tattoo covered up on the front of his shoulder was clearly visible on his back, and she longed to trace it but was afraid she would wake him and things would get weird. So she looked at it instead.

				The burn scar went around his back to his front, covering most of his shoulder, part of his back and, from what she had seen, some of his torso as well. Lettie felt a pang of something painful hit her insides as his job and the inherent danger of it raced to the forefront of her mind. Zane was a man who knew danger—raced into it to save people and willingly sacrificed himself for the safety of others—even if he joked about it by a tattoo with such sexual undertones. 

				Lettie came to a realization, one she should have seen before. Zane joked about uncomfortable things. That was most likely human nature among the humorous people of the world. Lettie didn’t understand much about human nature, but it seemed to make sense.

				It took an extremely passionate man to do what he did for a living. Her mind wandered to last night. Zane worked hard and played hard. What did that make her?

				A plaything?

				No. She had to go. She couldn’t let her thoughts go down that road. Lettie had gone into this with eyes wide open. She would acknowledge she was worth more than a fuck, but she was also entitled to a good time. 

				That’s what this had been. A spectacular fucking time. Pun intended.

				Lettie tiptoed around, looking for her clothing. Sometime in the night, she’d lost her shoes, but she found them next to the bed. Holding them by the straps and dangling them from her fingers, she managed to get out without waking Zane.

				But Otis was another story. He heard her and started whimpering and wagging his tail against the cage.

				“Shhhh … I’ll take you out if you be quiet.” 

				It was almost like the pup understood her as he sat on his haunches while she unlocked his crate and let him out. The only sound was the clicking of his claws on Zane’s floor, but it was really loud in the silent house, and Lettie held her breath while they went outside.

				She called the only Uber in town and waited while Otis did his business and then started rolling in the grass on Zane’s lawn. Each minute that passed while she waited was another minute Zane could wake up and find her, and she wouldn’t exactly know what to say.

				Thanks for last night? Maybe we can do it again sometime?

				You were right. You fuck. And you fuck well. See you around?

				Or worse. He would wake up and be relieved he didn’t have to talk to her at all. Maybe he was awake now and was watching her from the window to make sure she’d left?

				Lettie sighed at her stupidity. This whole situation was a mess. She shouldn’t have even given in to him. Now she was at his mercy, waiting for his approval, and that sucked.

				When the small Accord pulled up, Lettie put Otis back inside the house and made her way to the car. She was relieved at getting away without a scene with Zane and a bit mortified she was obvious in her walk of shame.

				[image: break]

				Later that morning, after going home to shower and change, Lettie was back at the shelter trying to get a volunteer squared away.

				“We hose out the enclosure every night and every morning and if there’s an accident. Don’t hose the dogs though. I consider them all victims of circumstance, some abuse, and most hate the water. There are some who will try to play with the hose or the water, and that’s fine, but make sure this place is clean before you leave and when you get in. And it stays clean. People walk through this area looking for companions and we can’t have it disgusting. Got it?”

				The college-aged girl nodded, and if this had been Gainesville, Lettie wouldn’t have expected her to last. Because Gainesville was a college town, people mostly volunteered because they couldn’t have pets in the dorms, but as soon as things got gross at the shelter, they’d quit. They’d initially volunteered to play with puppies and kittens. When the real work started—either at the shelter or at school—they’d walked away. Hopefully, this girl would stick around. There weren’t as many distractions here in Pamona Gulch.

				Except Zane.

				Lettie had spent the last three hours trying to forget her night, but it was impossible.

				“Lettie! Phone!” Becca hollered from the front, and a resounding bay of barks and howls rose around Lettie as she rolled her eyes.

				“And don’t ever yell at me like that across this place,” she warned the volunteer. “I’ve told Becca over and over not to do it because it disturbs the animals.” She looked at her watch and started marching toward the front office. “Do me a favor and check on the puppies in the back room? Make sure they’re clean. I just wormed them this morning when I got in and they may need to be cleaned up.”

				The girl nodded, wide-eyed at all the instructions, but smiled. “Sure thing.”

				“Be sure to use gloves. Gross stuff is in poop, duh. And gloves are cheap.” She smiled at the girl to take the sting out of her words and the horror off her face. “Can’t have you getting worms, can we?”

				When Lettie got to the office, she gave Becca a dirty look. “Go help the new girl. I think she’s overwhelmed. The vet’s coming this afternoon to give parvo shots.” Grabbing the phone, she spoke absently, “This is Lettie.” 

				“Yes, I know. I would think we would have just had breakfast, but you were gone,” Zane growled at her, but his words and anger didn’t make sense.

				“What?” She picked up a calendar on the desk and made sure she wasn’t forgetting something.

				“I had plans for breakfast, but when Otis woke me up, you were gone.”

				“I had work.”

				“I could have gotten up earlier,” he countered.

				She sighed. “Look, let’s not pretend that was anything other than what it was.”

				“What was it, Lettie?” he challenged, his voice taking a threatening tone.

				“Sex,” she lowered her voice. “Fucking.” She looked out the wide picture window overlooking the pasture to the side of the building. “We both know that’s what you do. Now that I’m out of your system, we can move on.” A gray pallor eased in from behind the building, but the source was out of her sight. She took the phone and started walking out the front door to go around the building and see if she could see from there.

				As soon as she was outside, she could smell it, but she still walked around to see if she could get a visual. Meanwhile, Zane was talking her ear off, madder than a hornet.

				“Look, I thought I had made it perfectly clear you are different. I don’t know what the fuck happened last night with you, but I felt something. I don’t want to move on, I want to see what happens with us.”

				“I have to go. There’s a fire.” She hung up and stood, slack-jawed, staring at the brush fire behind the shelter. 

				And it was coming this way.

				“Shit.” Lettie turned and ran inside the building. She had to save these animals.

				


Chapter Eleven

				Zane was at the fire station when Lettie hung up on him, and he squashed the panic that rose at her words. Surely, it was a small fire or something or else she would have given him more details because fire was his fucking job.

				At that exact moment, the alarm went off, the clanging bells and flashing lights signaling everyone to get ready. The men around him automatically went into a silent flurry of motion, waiting for the dispatcher to give instructions. 

				Zane joined them, running to his locker to suit up. When the instructions came, it was worse than he thought. A brush fire in the woods behind the shelter.

				As dry as this summer had been, this was a nightmare they’d all been hoping wouldn’t happen. But they were prepared for it at any rate.

				What he wasn’t prepared for was the panic he felt—the pounding of his heart, the sudden shortness of breath—knowing the shelter was out in the middle of nowhere, a purposeful decision on the part of the city planners who knew how noisy and smelly the cohabitation of hundreds of animals could be. And Lettie would undoubtedly be endangering herself trying to save them all.

				Dammit.

				When the truck was loaded with men, they were off, sirens blaring with the pumper truck following. He called Lettie, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hear her.

				“Lettie, get the hell out of there. The grass is going to burn fast, and the building will be on fire before you realize it.” He couldn’t hear her response but could tell she was arguing with him. “Just fucking do it!”

				He hung up and desperately tried to get his head in the game. Pulling up to the shelter, they could see clouds of smoke and flames behind the building. The flames were about fifty yards off, but the smoke was already engulfing the building. 

				The chief got out and started barking orders, his white hat making him stand out from the crowd of uniforms. He read Zane right and assigned him and Joey to clear the building while the rest got back into the truck and traversed the terrain to get closer to the fire. There was a pond about two acres away where the pumper truck was going to try to get water to hit some interior flames.

				This one was going to be bad. They’d already called in some surrounding volunteer units for backup.

				And Lettie was right in the middle of it.

				He grabbed his oxygen and ran inside hoping Joey was on his tail. They found Lettie and two other women in the shelter working to crate up the animals.

				“Lettie, y’all have to get out of here!” Zane shouted.

				“I can’t! I have to get these guys out.”

				A young woman came running out of the room with a giant picture window in the side of it so people could look in at the various cats. She was struggling under the weight of a giant cage full of cats of various sizes hissing and growling their displeasure.

				Joey looked at Zane, who replied, “Fine. Help them as much as you can.” Turning to where he could see Lettie trying to herd a snarling shepherd mix on a leash, he said, “We’ve got five minutes tops. Where are they going?” He reached for the leash, cooed at the beautiful dog who was terrified out of his mind and reacting badly, and managed to get it out of Lettie’s grip.

				“My truck for now. I called animal control to bring over theirs. But this guy needs out so I can get the rest.” She was wholly focused on her task, and Zane got the dog out and tied to the back of her truck before going back in to help with the rest.

				Jesus.

				He’d saved animals from fires before, but this was insanity. There were probably a hundred cats and dogs and other animals inside this place. He was on his way back in the building when Lettie came back out with a giant cage with a …

				“What the fuck is that?”

				“It’s Samson. He needs to go inside my truck. Away from the dogs.” She passed him the cage before running back inside. The giant lizard was freaking out—whipping its massive tail back and forth—and Zane had never seen one move so fast. He put it in the passenger seat of Lettie’s truck and raced back inside.

				“You have to get the fuck out of here. This is my job!”

				“It’s my job!” The fire in her eyes was undeniable. The other woman had left, but there was still another inside with them.

				Turning to the woman, Zane barked, “Will you at least go so I only have her to worry about?” 

				The woman nodded and took the three dogs she had on leashes out with her.

				“I’m out of leashes. The rest need to be caged up.” Lettie efficiently pointed to a wall of cages filled with dogs. “Get those and double them up. I’ll get the puppies. Animal control should be here soon and we’ll divvy them all up then.” She was so intent on her task she wasn’t even looking at him. It was beautiful to see. Her compassion with these animals melted his anger at her leaving this morning and staying right now. 

				The fire outside was raging, and the smoke inside was getting thick, almost out of control. He passed her an oxygen tank. He could tell arguing with her wouldn’t do any good. He could get the police to arrest her, but that would be … Well, that would probably ruin any chances of a future relationship with her.

				Zane sighed. He was ready to stick to this woman like glue. If something happened to her, his job wouldn’t be the only thing on the line.

				“Here. At least put this fucking thing on. And if you see a flame inside, get the hell out. Understood?” 

				She finally looked him in the eyes, and hers were filled with determination. She nodded and put everything on before going to some room in the back. He hated to take his eyes off her but managed to get Joey to help him with the task of hauling the rest of the dogs outside. When they got there, they found Lettie standing next to cages of puppies in various stages of fear and untidiness.

				Every animal was out and now in the parking lot. Each one was freaking the fuck out.

				“Stay here, please,” he practically begged. Joey had gone off to help the others with the actual fire. Zane was desperate to do his job but couldn’t bring himself to leave Lettie if she was going to go running back into the building that stood directly in the path of this massive conflagration.

				She nodded, focused on the dogs and not him. That was okay, he guessed.

				She stopped him when he started to jog back to where the rest of the firefighters were.

				“I don’t know where to take them.” Her eyes were glassy with tears, and it was very nearly his undoing. He stalked back to her. “The animals. I don’t know where to take them.” 

				Zane looked around him and saw probably twenty crates on the ground. Another five or six—all filled with dogs and cats—were in the crew cab of her truck.

				He thought. Hard. There wasn’t another public or city building in town that would take them. And nobody he knew had a house with a yard big enough to accommodate so many. Except …

				“Take them to my house. We’ll get this under control, and y’all can work on getting the smoke smell out of the building and bring them back in a couple of days. It’s not like I have a couch or anything, and the guest rooms are currently vacant.”

				In actuality, he hadn’t ever really done anything with his house except buy a nice bed for it. It seemed like he never really spent much time there and had never had it filled with fancy shit or decorated or anything. He could maybe distribute some of the animals to other firefighters temporarily, to ease some of the strain, but he really was the only one with room.

				Lettie nodded, the relief evident in her eyes, and he was grateful to put that look on her face. He gave her a mock salute and turned, pride welling in his chest.

				He had a fire to get under control.

				[image: break]

				Animal control didn’t take long to get there. The man, Mr. Jenkins, who worked for the city of Pamona Gulch, was a guy who was close to retirement and didn’t stand for bullshit, but Lettie enjoyed her work with him. He knew how to take care of the dogs and cats he picked up and delivered to her without a lot of fanfare. Today was no different.

				“I’ve never really filled up the truck to take them away from the pound,” he said good-naturedly. “You got a place to take them yet?”

				“Yes, a friend is very generously giving us the use of this house for a couple of days.”

				“You shouldn’t even take that long with it. The building isn’t burning.” The words were spoken off-handedly over his shoulder as Mr. Jenkins started loading up animals.

				“The smoke smell is bothering them, and the actual smoke inside is probably bad for them. I’ll have to clean it up before I can bring them back.” Lettie felt like she was pointing out the obvious, but Mr. Jenkins was old-school with the animals. In his mind, as long as something wasn’t physically hurting them, there wasn’t a problem.

				“Whatever you say. You’re the boss.” 

				If only everyone had that opinion of her.

				“Thanks. Just put as many in each cage as you can. I will meet you over there as soon as I get enough food in my truck to feed them.” She smiled as she walked off.

				Grunting under the fifty-pound sack of dog food, Lettie coughed as she looked around the store room to see what else she might need to take to get through the night with these animals. If the fire came back this way, she needed to get some paperwork. Her insides tightened as her thoughts raced. If the building burned, there was medicine she needed for long-term stays somewhere. 

				And that brought a whole other host of issues. What if the fighters missed something and an ember reignited or something and the building burned to the ground while they were away?

				She sighed. She couldn’t take it all. That would take hours, and the animals needed her to help them get situated in the new place for a little while. Besides, Zane was just behind the building. She could hear him yelling as he kept the fire from spreading. If he caught her in here, he’d be pissed.

				Lettie managed to get the food into the truck and went back for another bag of dog food, a giant bag of cat food, a box of the canned food the older or sick ones were eating, a box of paperwork she deemed the most important, and a box of various medications for emergencies. She also got all the collars they had, as many toys as she could, and a few litter boxes.

				By the time they made it to Zane’s house, they were a tidy little caravan—Lettie, Mr. Jenkins, Becca, and the college-aged girl whom she really should learn the name of because she was being amazing. All of them had cars and trucks full of animals in a horrendous panic.

				Lettie jumped out of her truck and started barking orders. “Becca, start helping Mr. Jenkins unload so he can go on and do something else. What’s your name again? I’m so sorry, I’ve been trying not to panic,” she apologized to the new girl, who was looking at her with renewed trepidation. Was she really that hard to work with?

				“Amanda.”

				“Amanda, can you get a bag of each of the foods and we’ll make sure there is food and water wherever the animals go. You’re being amazing, by the way. I don’t know what we would have done today without you. If you have something else you need to do, you can go after the food is out.” Poor girl was only volunteering her time and didn’t need all this madness.

				“I don’t. I’ll stay and help you.”

				Lettie walked through Zane’s house. She mentally declared the kitchen and master bedroom off limits to the animals, but he had three extra bedrooms he didn’t sleep in. The home gym was outfitted with workout stuff and smelled of exertion and vinyl. Lettie ignored the primal urges that filled her as she imagined Zane shirtless and covered in glistening sweat while lifting weights. There was a room filled with game stuff and an extra refrigerator, where she imagined he had poker night or something else equally manly. The last room was nearly empty except for a few boxes. She decided the boxes could be moved to the living room and the empty room could be used for the cats. The mini-blinds would be destroyed, but the space didn’t have much else for them to tear up. 

				Lettie began to give Amanda instructions when the girl came back inside lugging a bag of food. “The backyard will be the staging area while I figure out which dogs go where, but this room is for the cats. Bring in a cage or two once they’re emptied of dogs and we’ll set them up in here. I think there’s a box of cat toys behind the driver’s side of my truck.” It wasn’t ideal, but they needed to be as comfortable as possible so they didn’t get sick. Some preferred the cages to anything else, but some liked to be free to play or whatever. 

				Going into the game room, Lettie tried to pile as much stuff on top of the pool table as she could. At least it wasn’t a super-nice pool table. Zane seemed to be down to earth about his stuff, as everything looked like it was from garage sales and thrift stores or maybe just hand-me-downs. She rearranged the room so the animals would hopefully not be able to destroy much before helping Becca and Amanda haul some dogs in. And then she repeated the process with the workout room. Most of that stuff was washable or metal, so she put all the puppies in there.

				Zane’s house would keep them safe, but it would just be a challenge keeping all the dogs and cats happy and healthy in these close quarters. The house was big compared to her apartment, but being filled with animals made the space feel cramped, giving her a sudden desire to make this stay as short as possible. Lettie had another two volunteers she could call to come help tomorrow while she cleaned up the smoke smell from the shelter so she could get these guys back to their homes.

				

				


Chapter Twelve

				It was almost dark when they’d managed to push the fire back, almost killing it. Zane had been relegated to the pond where the pumper truck had just refilled with his team while the other trucks had gone up the mountain to work it from the other side. At this point, they were turning over earth and making sure the ashes and embers were burned out in this area before moving up to help the others. So far, there were six departments, both volunteer and paid, working on this fire.

				It was almost over.

				Zane had been turning over the logs of snags that had been cut. The dead trees, if left standing, tended to add fuel to wildfires and were generally cut immediately. Zane was making sure the area around the pond was dead and had no live embers in it to flare back up.

				So far, so good. 

				He turned to look at the area, looking for glowing red, when he noticed something strange about twenty yards away, right next to the pond.

				A large spot of white ash, having burned hotter than the rest, was visible from this distance. He looked at the ground around it. It was singed, as if an explosion had occurred here.

				A fragment of orange caught his eye, and he walked over to it carefully. It was a piece of melted extension cord with wires coming from both ends. Another piece of plastic, melted beyond recognition, was across the way a little bit. Zane walked over and picked it up, turning it over. Rubbing it with his gloved hands, he exposed a small white spot and a barely recognizable Mr. Coffee logo on what looked like the back of it.

				Who the fuck would need a coffee maker in the middle of the woods?

				A goddamn camper who’d let his fire get out of control. 

				Why go to the trouble of camping, though, if you were bringing a generator to use your freaking coffee pot? Why not just use one over the camp fire? Tourists were fucking weird. He dropped the piece of plastic and made a mental note to tell the investigators about it when they arrived. This was undoubtedly where the fire had started, even though there was no evidence of a camp fire. But still, it made sense. Sort of, in a weird, hipster way. But hipsters drank fancy coffee and turned their noses up at Mr. Coffee coffee makers. Right?

				Zane was tired. He couldn’t put the pieces together to save his life, but he could fight this fucking fire. Hell, he could do that shit in his sleep, so he walked back toward the woods to continue his job before the next shift took over and he could go back to the station to rest.

				Zane thought of Lettie in his house with all those animals and hoped she was making good use of the place. Heavens knew he wasn’t going to make it home for a couple of days.

				[image: break]

				Lettie hadn’t slept for shit last night. Between all the scratching at doors, howling, barking, and meowing, she had been freaking out about the very real possibility that when Zane came home, he probably wouldn’t have an interior door left inside his house. And the fact he wasn’t there didn’t help matters either.

				She’d paid special attention to Otis because the poor puppy was just as stressed with all the strangers in his new home he hadn’t totally gotten used to. She’d moved his crate into Zane’s room but eventually just let the pup sleep with her in Zane’s bed last night, hoping he’d come home. But he hadn’t. And he hadn’t called either. 

				Lettie was trying to figure out if they had a relationship where she should call him or not. So far, nothing out of the ordinary had happened, unless you considered having forty-two animals inside your home extraordinary. This morning, a few of Zane’s friends from the department had showed up to grab a few to take home with them. One had taken the shepherd mix that was her biggest concern and a tom cat who fought with all the other cats, while one of the others had picked out a litter of puppies and their mama that had been dumped, and the other one had picked up three of the biggest dogs. They’d all laughed at the fact Zane’s house was a mess, and Lettie hadn’t bothered to point out theirs would be too, just give the animals time. But they were only temporary homes until she got the shelter cleaned up. She usually vetted people who did that, but if they were friends of Zane’s, they would have to do. She didn’t have time right now.

				And she couldn’t clean anything to get the animals home until tomorrow. She’d been informed the shelter itself was off limits for another twelve hours while they put fans up to get the smoke out. She could clean tomorrow.

				Which meant today was a day for helping Zane in any way she could to keep these animals from destroying his house.

				When her help arrived, she put them to work. Becca had the amazing job of walking as many dogs as she could around the neighborhood to tire them out. Amanda and her super sweet, super quiet, super agreeable boyfriend Troy were in charge of cleaning out kitty litter boxes, refilling water bowls, and playing with the dogs in the yard. Troy was quickly becoming Lettie’s hero. He should marry Amanda and they could become the nicest couple ever. 

				The dogs were being rotated every hour. Zane had a nice back yard, and it was roomy, so about a third of them at a time could stay outside. It was exhausting trying to clean up after the dogs inside while keeping as many as busy as possible outside so they would nap a lot and not destroy Zane’s home, but he was letting her use it—it was the least she could do.

				Meanwhile, Lettie couldn’t help but wonder why he wasn’t even calling to check on things. She tried not to think about it much but couldn’t keep the thoughts out of her head. They were all in his house, and it was impossible not to think about it.

				Last night, she’d had ten to fifteen dogs in each of the two spare rooms, with some of them outside. She’d let the older, smaller dogs just roam around Zane’s living room. Lettie had completely given up on keeping that part vacant of animals.

				There were fights breaking out all over the place, shows of dominance and superiority, and Lettie had sent Troy to the store for spray bottles for everyone to arm themselves with. She was just grateful Zane didn’t have carpet anywhere, but his wood floors looked really bad in some places.

				She let herself into the cat room and cringed at the mess. One of the walls was missing the baseboard and she found it across the room covered with teeth marks. The sheetrock by the floor had been clawed to pieces and would need to be replaced.

				She didn’t even want to go inside the room with the puppies.

				Lettie was pretty sure Zane would kill her when he saw his house.

				

				


Chapter Thirteen

				“Dude, your house is trashed. What the hell were you thinking?” Jude laughed at him around his beer bottle. They were in Mo’s, and Zane had half an eye out for Lettie but wasn’t expecting her to show up. She probably had her hands full. He felt guilty for not going by his house to check on her but couldn’t bring himself to have the conversation they needed to have.

				Zane sipped his beer, thinking. “I’m not sure I was. She needed help. It seemed like the thing to do at the time.” He should have stopped by, but he’d just gotten off his shift and needed a beer in the worst way. Now that he was listening to the guys talk, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go home. He’d offered it, yeah, and he wasn’t sorry for making Lettie feel better. But would seeing the destruction of his home put him in a better mood? Not likely, especially if Lettie was still being prickly.

				Logan actually smiled around his beer. “Well, I may keep that cat. He’s a lot like me. Old, grumpy, and fatter than shit. And not nearly as destructive as the fucking dog. My landlord’s gonna shit.”

				“You are not fat,” Joey pointed out at the same time Jude said, “Dude, you got a cat? I ended up with a half-dozen fucking puppies.”

				“Maybe not, but I’m the biggest guy at the station.” Logan turned to Jude. “I got a cat and some satanic dog. Didn’t you hear that part?”

				“Chief is the biggest.” Joey swirled his beer around in his mug, ignoring Logan’s last statement.

				“He’s the fattest,” Logan corrected with a raised eyebrow. As far as sheer mass went, Chief probably was bigger, but Logan could out-bench him in a heartbeat.

				“So give the cat to him,” Joey said, but no one was listening anymore. Logan’s raised brow had ended the topic of conversation.

				“Have you seen it?” Jude was talking to Zane, even as Zane was zoning out to the good-natured ribbing of his friends.

				“Seen what?” 

				“Your house, dude. Seriously.” Jude rolled his eyes.

				“No.” Zane finished his beer, not entirely sure he wanted to see what having all those animals in his house had done. Of course, it was his idea, and he would do it again in a heartbeat, but his only consolation was the fact he didn’t have a single really nice thing in his house except his mattress and his poker table. Hopefully, Lettie had taken precautions for those things, but since he hadn’t specifically told her to, he couldn’t get mad if she hadn’t.

				He lived on the side of a mountain—well, everyone here did—but he had an enormous back yard and hoped all the dogs were spending as much time out there as possible.

				Logan was glaring at someone over Zane’s shoulder, and he turned to see it was Katie, sitting at her usual spot at the bar watching Logan. She looked so forlorn, as if Logan had stomped all over her puppy. It was a normal look when he was around. When he wasn’t, she had this cheery disposition, but for some reason, she was clearly in love with Logan, and he acted like he hated her guts.

				“Man, why don’t you just fuck her out of your system? Or let her fuck you out of her system?” Zane had made the suggestion before, and as usual, Logan turned his dagger stare at him.

				“Why don’t you mind your own goddamn business?” His warning growl was enough to make a lesser man back down, but Zane had never had any sense.

				“I’m serious. She obviously has something for you. Throw the poor girl a bone.” He was full of the puppy analogies tonight.

				“Fuck off.”

				Jude, thankfully, changed the subject. “Annette’s been acting really weird lately, and I don’t know what’s up.” 

				Since Logan and Zane were in some weird stare-down, Joey answered. “Weird how?”

				Jude shrugged. “She’s quieter than normal, which means I haven’t heard her say more than two words in a week. And she’s started eating all this weird salad and shit. Not like just salad, but salad with pickle relish on it and this really gross homemade dressing. And she’s quit drinking. Like … completely. And she sleeps a lot, and this morning, she spent a stupid amount of time in the bathroom …” He blanched as his words trailed off. “Fuck. Me. Could she be pregnant? Why wouldn’t she fucking tell me that?”

				Joey leaned forward. “Would you want her to be? Maybe that’s why she’s acting weird. Because she doesn’t know how you’ll feel about it?”

				Zane laughed, glad Logan was finished staring him down. “Aren’t you Dr. Phil?”

				Jude stood and reached for his wallet, tossing some bills on the table. “I gotta go.”

				Zane called to his retreating form, “Catch you later, Daddy!”

				Joey slumped down in his seat. “I have a thing to do with Carly later this week. Her dad can’t make it to the Daddy/Daughter Dance at the KC Hall, and she asked me to take her.”

				Logan sat up. “Do you like that stuff?”

				Biting his lip in thought, Joey shrugged. “Yeah, I do. I mean, I like the firefighting business because I like helping people and making sure they’re safe. But it’s different with Vivian and Carly. The actually need me. Not like they can’t survive on their own, but Carly’s dad’s been in the picture a matter of months, and I feel great that I’m the one she comes to when she has a choice about it, you know? And V’s just fucking fantastic. I love everything about her, especially Carly.”

				“Then why the fuck are you here with us?” Logan finished off his beer and stood. “I’ve got shit to do. Catch you boys later.”

				Logan was standoffish on a good day, but he was the number-one man Zane wanted at his back on a job. The dude had skills and experience Zane didn’t completely understand. For the life of him, he couldn’t imagine what Katie saw in him, but love was weird. Look at him and Lettie.

				She’d turned him away at every turn, even after the mind-blowing night they’d shared, but he was still coming back for more. Glutton for punishment. Maybe he and Katie weren’t so different after all.

				Joey stood. “He’s right. I’m getting home to my girls. See you Thursday?”

				“Yeah, sure.” Zane could go home, see his house, and maybe spend some time with Lettie, but for some reason this made his stomach clench. He wasn’t sure he was up to seeing what sort of shape his house was in. 

				If he were being honest, though, all this shit about his house was just a front. He was terrified of Lettie rejecting him. Again.

				

				


Chapter Fourteen

				When Zane opened his front door, a lone pup let out a small growl, which quickly led to a cacophony of barks and howls announcing his entrance.

				“Shhhh,” he whispered with no effect. “I live here.” Shushing everything, even the ones he couldn’t see, he made his way to his bedroom, trying not to peer into the darkness at the damage to his house. He comforted himself knowing he had helped these mongrels. The shelter was fine. They could easily go back now.

				So why weren’t they back yet?

				He tiptoed around his own damn house, trying to quiet everyone, but he eventually just gave up and went into his room.

				Lettie and Otis were in Zane’s bed, asleep.

				Lettie was either sleeping through the ruckus or ignoring it and pretending to sleep so she didn’t have to talk to him. That last thought hit him hard, twisting his gut. Why was she avoiding him? This was exactly why he hadn’t come earlier and chose to stay at the station and work. Lettie was being weird about the sex.

				Zane stripped to his underwear and slipped under the covers next to Lettie. He couldn’t resist pulling her curves into his arms because they just felt right. As much as he would like to right now, he didn’t have to have sex with her, but he did need to hold her.

				Whether she liked it or not.

				Lettie kept up her ruse, pretending to sleep or whatever, but she didn’t protest when he pulled her into him. She even curled her body a bit to fit into his embrace. At least some part of her realized this is where she belonged.

				Zane had worked the wildfire all day yesterday, then spent last night in the bunks at the fire station. Today had been a full day, with various traffic accidents and one elderly man who’d gotten stuck in a tractor wheel, but other than that it had been a pretty slow day. Still, he was tired. He’d almost fallen asleep in his drink at Mo’s.

				And Lettie felt good in his arms.
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				Lettie was tired of not sleeping. She’d managed a little when Zane had come home, despite the noise level when he’d entered the house. The dogs had mostly settled down, though, by the time he’d gotten to his bedroom, but she’d pretended to sleep because she didn’t know what to say.

				What did you tell a guy who was bending over backward to accommodate your issues after you’d done the walk of shame from this very house?

				She’d dozed a little though. His arms and the heat off his chest against her back had just felt so damn good. But it wasn’t her usual sleeping position and she missed splaying across his fantastic mattress. But it was his mattress after all. And she’d displaced him. As long as they weren’t muddying things up with sex, she couldn’t turn him down when he wanted to spoon.

				Confused by her own conflicts and issues, Lettie snuck out of bed right before daylight. She tried not to think about how awesome Zane had felt wrapped around her body all night. She certainly didn’t remember how pissed he’d been last time she’d snuck out of his bed before the crack of dawn. Instead, she reminded herself of all the work she had to do to get the animals back in the shelter. 

				Today was the day she was allowed back in to clean and then work on straightening up the disaster that was Zane’s house. She would go and clean the smoke smell out so the dogs wouldn’t freak out, and then she’d start moving them back into their kennels. Surely, she could get that done today.

				And then she would be finished with this stuff with Zane and let him move on to someone else.

				She dressed as quickly as she could and let a batch of dogs outside. She wrote a note for Becca, who was supposed to be here at 7:30, then drove over to the shelter.

				She started in the dog kennel, opening the windows on either end, and began the hosing process. There were drains in this concrete room, and she figured if she could get this room finished—the largest one in the building—she would feel a sense of accomplishment.

				Lettie wasn’t there long before Katie showed up with reinforcements. Two women and a little girl Lettie had never seen before walked in behind her carrying buckets, brushes, and bags of cleaning supplies. Tears of gratitude came to her eyes at the sight.

				Katie introduced them all. “Lettie, this is Annette, Vivian, and Carly. My friends.”

				The tall blonde stepped forward and held out a hand. “Hi. I’m Annette, Jude’s girlfriend. He brought home a bunch of dogs I need to get back here,” she said, laughter in her voice. “I’m getting too attached, and we’re not in a place where we can have a bunch of dogs. One, yes, but it has to be good with babies soon.” She blushed as she said that last part, and Vivian—the petite, dark-haired woman—gasped.

				“You’re pregnant? Congratulations! Life as you know it will never be the same.” The two women hugged, and Lettie just stood there awkwardly.

				“Um, well, I was going to use a bunch of bleach in here to get the smell out. The dogs are used to the bleach smell but not the smoke smell, so I don’t know if you’ll be able to work in here in that condition.”

				“No worries. I brought a ton of vinegar and baking soda. Katie said it was the smell we’re washing out and it works great and isn’t bad for the baby.”

				“Does Jude know?” Nobody cared about the work that had to get done today so she could give Zane’s house back to him. The help Katie had brought was too interested in what was apparently big news. Lettie tried not to roll her eyes as she busied herself and got to work. Truth was, she was overwhelmed these women had come to her rescue. That made them friends, and she’d never had that before.

				“Jude figured it out last night. He was pissed I didn’t tell him, but he’s happy about the baby, so we’re working it out.” Annette pulled a long-handled brush out of the bag she carried. “I think if we make a mixture and brush it on the walls, since they’re cinder block, that would work, yes?”

				“Or spray the vinegar and then put the baking soda on that so it will stick?” Katie offered, ever-helpful. Lettie tried not to let the Skype debacle color her good feelings about Katie’s support right now.

				They made a vague plan and got to work. Annette sprayed vinegar on the walls from a tank sprayer, Carly threw baking soda all over the walls, and Vivian used the brush to scrub. The reaction from the two elements was fun for Carly to watch, and she oohed and ahhed over the process. Katie went behind everyone and hosed it all off.

				After a while of working, Katie, who clearly couldn’t be serious about anything, decided they’d made enough progress.

				“You guys are too solemn.” Turning the hose on the girls in the group, she opened fire, drenching them all.

				“You are too freaking funny all the time.” Vivian turned her brush on Katie and swiped it down her front, leaving a foamy mess in her wake.

				In a matter of moments, they were in an all-out water war, fighting over the hose, laughing and giggling while Annette wrestled the brush from Vivian. They were all soaked, sudsy, and reeking of vinegar, their shrieks filling the air, when the door banged open and was suddenly filled with men.

				Familiar, slack-jawed, shocked men.

				Giant, muscle-bound men who had all been at her house to foster dogs and cats to take the load off Zane’s house. She’d met them but hadn’t really thought she would see them again. What were they doing here?

				“What the hell is going on here?” Jude yelled. “Annette, you’ll get hurt! It’s slippery as hell in here.”

				Zane had laughter in his eyes. “You girls shooting a porno?”

				Lettie looked down at herself and saw what he saw. Her white t-shirt—one out of a zillion packages of eight that she owned—was drenched, showing off everything she had. Puckered nipples from the cold air and her pink lace bra were all on display.

				Joey chuckled to himself before going over to Vivian and pinching Carly’s nose, taking the brush and continuing the work.

				Annette was spluttering excuses to Jude, who simply beamed at her.

				The way these two were looking at their women like they could do no wrong was startling to Lettie. But when she looked back at Zane, he was looking at her that way too.

				There was something else as well. His eyes held desire under the amusement and good humor that sent a warmth through her body. As if he could tell, his gaze intensified, all humor suddenly gone.

				He held out his hand.

				Lettie took the steps necessary to broach the distance. He’d offered his body, his house, and now his hand. What the fuck did that mean? She didn’t care. She was taking it.

				His grip tightened when she slipped her hand in his, and without a backward glance, Zane took her out of the doorway and into the only room without windows to the rest of the building. It was the “hospital” room, where the vet made her visits each week, shots, sterilizations, and check-ups. But now, the privacy the room afforded them was anything but clinical.

				“We need to talk.” He turned to her, dropped her hand, and absently picked up a random, half-filled water bottle.

				Lettie sat in the only chair in the small room and put her elbows on the operating table. “Okay. You’re probably right.”

				“My house is a disaster.” His eyes twinkled, but she heard the seriousness in his voice.

				“I’m sorry.” And she was. She was truly sorry about the damage done to his home. But she didn’t think that’s what this was about. His massive frame towered over hers, not because he was close or anything, but the office was so small. “I’ll go in tomorrow and start fixing what I can.”

				“I gave you my house for the animals because I was trying to make a gesture.” He spoke softly, and it confused her.

				“What gesture?” 

				“I was trying to show you this wasn’t just about the sex for me. But then, you never called. You’re sneaking out of my house while I’m sleeping, which tells me this is just about the sex for you.” He was absently spinning the water bottle on its side on the tabletop next to her as if he needed something to do with his hands. He chewed his gum, the cinnamon odor filling the small area and covering up the heavy smoke smell that permeated everything. “Or you’re scared.”

				But his words were heavier.

				Stupidly, Lettie focused on the only thing he’d said that made sense. “You never called me either.”

				The bottle stopped spinning, the lid pointing straight at her. Suddenly, images of the two of them together sprang to her mind, and she let them flow over her for a moment.

				Could this be more for him?

				“You said you judged men by how they kiss.”

				“My relationships with them, yes.”

				“And our first kiss ended badly, so you think we’ll end badly, is that right?” Her eyes were focused on the water bottle, the white, plastic lid glaring against the stainless steel tabletop. She could only nod. “Look at me, Lettie.”

				She did, and he was mad. Red splotches colored his cheeks and his eyes spat fire. “Give me a fucking chance here. Let me screw it up legitimately. I promise, I’ll do my damnedest not to, but if I do, I’ll do it spectacularly. Don’t just assume I’m going to mess things up and let it end in you not giving us a shot at something amazing.”

				Something amazing … 

				She knew they could be amazing in bed. Zane had been wonderful on their date and even gave up his house for all the animals to destroy. 

				She looked back at the bottle. It was pointing at her, as if it had chosen her. The old game, Spin the Bottle, came to mind, and she knew she was reaching. But if the bottle had chosen her for Zane, she had to kiss him, right?

				Instead of kissing him and making everything better, Lettie thought too hard, opened her mouth, and fucked it all up.

				“What about seeing you with other women when we break up? Because it will happen.” She understood the absurdity of the words as soon as they left her mouth, but it was a valid concern for her, especially after Katie practically called him a man-whore. There was no way a woman like her could satisfy a man like him for very long.

				Zane’s eyes darkened dangerously, and he yanked her up by her upper arms. Caging her in, he put his hands on the table behind her.

				“Let me explain a few things to you. That restaurant I took you to? I’ve never taken a woman there before. The night you came home with me? That’s never happened either. I’ve never brought a woman home with me. I’m not gonna lie and tell you I haven’t slept with my share, but I expect you have too, and I have yet to throw that shit back in your face. Now stop expecting me to do or not do something. Just let us be.” 

				He was right about that. There had been others, but there had never been anyone like Zane. Nobody like Zane.

				His mouth crashed down on hers before she could answer him, and suddenly everything changed. His words thundered in her head, louder than Katie’s. We could be amazing together. And with his mouth on hers, owning her, consuming her, she had no doubts.

				Let us be.

				Was that really what he wanted? Did he want to be with her? Like, for real? If she believed his words, then yes. And had he ever lied to her? Not that she knew of.

				As he kissed her, his lips moving over hers, his tongue tasting her as if she were a delicacy, she had to just let go. Lettie was tired of fighting him. She was tired of fighting this man who kissed her so gently, like she were precious, like they had something besides just sex between them.

				She was going to see what happened. She was worth this. She could do this. This could be big. Huge, even.

				Zane moved his hands to her hips, gripping them possessively, and she couldn’t deny the heat that flared between her legs.

				“Turn around,” he murmured between kisses, and she complied, utterly beholden to him. She would do whatever he said. Period. 

				His hands were at her pants, unbuttoning the button and unzipping the zipper. She helped him wrench the wet jeans to her ankles and stepped out of one leg, spreading herself wide.

				Zane bit her shoulder before plunging his fingers inside her depths. “You’re wet for me. That is so hot.”

				His fingers continued their work on her, bringing her places she didn’t realize he could in this tiny office space. When she finally heard the crinkle of the condom wrapper then felt his hands on her hips, tightening painfully, she knew he was right. About everything.

				They came together with a chorus of groans and it was amazing.

				He stretched her and started pounding in and out, and Lettie was lost to the sensations of the two of them together. The fire raged within her, spreading out from her pelvis, where Zane was smashing into her, through her thighs and belly and up higher. A knocking noise sounded somewhere, and she assumed it was the table he was banging her against.

				Zane reached around and grabbed her tit, squeezing it painfully. “See what we can be together? It’s not right for you to decide just because you’re scared or whatever.” He was grunting out the words, and she was helpless to deny them.

				“You’re right.” She clenched around his cock, and he groaned, his grip tightening. 

				“Say it again.”

				“You’re right!” she yelled breathlessly as a climax ripped through her. His hand at her hips clenched and the one at her breast went down. She would have bruises. It would be lovely. She thought she heard someone calling her name but couldn’t be sure. Her limbs were jelly, and Zane’s cock was still pounding into her.

				He leaned over and bit her shoulder again, soothing it with a lick. “You ignored me last night. You pretended to be asleep.” His whispered grunt was hot in her ear, sending heat flowing through her veins as her insides began to build the warmth of another climax.

				“I couldn’t sleep with you there.” Lettie’s voice hitched around the words as she tried to focus on what he was saying.

				“Yeah, me neither. Holding you just made me fucking horny for you, and I about died of blue balls.”

				He was still pounding into her as if punishing her for ignoring him. Each stroke into her depths brought a fresh wave of sensations. He snaked a hand around to her clit and started rubbing furiously. The knocking noise became a pounding, and she knew she was hearing her name now. Zane’s too. But she didn’t care as sensations zinged around her body.

				“I’m about to come. I want you right there with me.” He was louder this time, losing control as he slid in and out of her at an alarming rate.

				Lettie fell apart with a loud, low moan, and three thrusts later, Zane was there too.

				The pounding noise continued, followed by the scratch of a key at the lock. The key was in the drawer of the desk up front, and Lettie couldn’t figure out why in the world someone would need her so badly to search out the key when it was clear they were having sex. It wasn’t like they were being quiet about it. 

				“Miss Rose?” The door swung open to an irritated-looking man whose flushed face quickly turned to anger as he took in the scene. Behind him stood Zane’s friends, looking various shades of pissed off.

				“Joey, what the hell?” Zane was standing in front of Lettie, blocking the strange man’s view of her while he buttoned up his pants. But Lettie’s stomach dropped as she registered who the man was, and what he’d just seen.

				“Mr. Hodge,” the regional ASPCA community coordinator said as his eyes settled on Lettie with nothing short of disdain and a hint of smarmy heat. She’d met with him about the calendar, and before that, he’d been on the panel that had approved her transfer and promotion.

				Her boss.

				She was standing naked in front of him, and he’d undoubtedly just heard her have an orgasm.

				Twice.

				Fuck.

				“Where are all the animals?” he asked, as if Lettie weren’t standing pantless. 

				She bent to pick them up and put them on, Zane still standing in front of her, still blocking her from Mr. Hodge’s view. Not like he didn’t know what they’d been doing. Everyone within a half-mile radius had probably heard them.

				She was such a dumbass.

				“They’re at my house. There was a wildfire, and we were all trying to get the smoke smell out before we brought them back,” Zane explained through gritted teeth, clearly uncomfortable with the situation. “We can discuss it in the front office while Lettie gets situated.”

				God bless him. He was trying to help, but Mr. Hodge was oblivious—or acting like it anyway.

				“No need.” Looking straight at Lettie over Zane’s shoulder, his tone turned stone cold. “You’ll get them back here and clear out. You’re fired.”
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				Zane stayed with Lettie and helped her clean in guilty silence. Everybody else stayed too—her friends as well as his. They were also silent, knowing the time for laughter had passed.

				Then they all went to Zane’s house in a caravan and filled up their cars with dogs and cats to take them back. And that wasn’t easy.

				“That one’s mine.” Zane pointed at Otis. Logan had loaded him into a cage with his brothers and sisters to take back to the shelter. Lifting an eyebrow, he opened the door to let him out.

				“She’s gotten to you too, huh? You just managed to get one out of the deal?” Logan chuckled under his breath.

				“I adopted him right before the fire. I’m not sure he’s taking to all his new roommates well.” Zane managed a laugh, cutting his eyes to see Lettie, who was struggling with a cage full of cats. He couldn’t even go in the cat room. He’d looked in earlier and noticed the destruction to his sheetrock. He hated redoing sheetrock.

				As it was, he would be redoing a lot of the door moldings. Apparently, a dog took offense at them and wanted them all gone, as every door molding in his house had a set of teeth marks decorating the bases.

				Logan continued chuckling at him, and Zane wondered at his change of mood.

				“This just reminds me of a time when I was a kid and my dad bought out a nursery and filled our house and backyard with hundreds of thousands of plants. My mom did her best to kill them all, and they got into a huge fight. Not that these are plants, but it still reminds me of the same thing. Too much of something in a place where you usually only have a few is just funny to me.” Logan’s smile turned vague. “I haven’t thought of that in years,” he mused.

				Zane was having a standoff with a mama Chihuahua who was guarding a litter of puppies. She must have been part Cujo. “How old were you?”

				Logan shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe six or seven?” He crouched down and scooped up the mama dog effortlessly and stuck her in a smallish cage. “Grab those?” He nodded to the pile of puppies. The sound of high-pitched snarling, growling, and barking lightened everyone’s mood. Even as serious as the mama was about protecting her babies, she was cute as fuck, whether she liked it or not.

				They continued until all the dogs and cats were loaded, including the massive lizard Zane hadn’t noticed in his kitchen until now, Lettie’s volunteers helping along the way. Jude and Annette were suddenly being ridiculously loving. He wouldn’t allow Annette to carry anything larger than a puppy or a cat, certainly not a kennel or a cage. After a while, she was relegated to just moving accessories out to the various waiting trucks.

				Jude had just met her last fall. They hadn’t been together a year and she was already pregnant, but he was apparently happy about it. They would start a family, probably move into a house together, the works. They might even get married.

				A warm flush stole over Zane, and he tamped it down. Not that he hadn’t entertained the idea of kids someday, but the idea of this house being full of children suddenly took on new meaning. He was afraid if he entertained the idea of Lettie with him and a bunch of kids, it would be more appealing than she would like. At this point anyway.

				He stifled the weird feelings about Lettie and this house full of their kids that panged around in his heart along with a slight jealousy that Jude had something he didn’t. Something he hadn’t realized he wanted until now. Instead, he focused on loading up the dog food and the file boxes Lettie had thought would be damaged and got into his truck. It looked like just about everything else had been loaded. One of her volunteers had already taken a carload back, and the other two were about to leave. Lettie was right behind him with her friends.

				She was silent, her face a bit ashen, and he couldn’t wait to get her alone and talk. But now wasn’t the time. He knew other stuff would happen once they were alone, and having people around for that clearly wasn’t a good thing.

				Someone had loaded the crate full of cats in his truck, and the sounds of hissing, growling, meowing, and some other strange noises he didn’t realize cats were capable of filled his ears the entire drive. He grumbled at them under his breath about manners and rude houseguests. Thankfully, they’d been homed in his most empty room because Lettie clearly knew what she was doing with cats. But they’d still managed to wet the floors around the baseboards, making the sheetrock easier to chew into, and one entire panel of it was ripped to shreds about four feet up, exposing wiring, insulation, and some of the plumbing for the guest bathroom. He didn’t even want to think about what exactly had wet the material—be it slobber, piss, vomit, or just a dumped-over water bowl. Either way, it was destroyed.

				At the shelter, Logan was just hanging up his phone when Zane arrived. “The investigator wants to meet with us in the morning. He’s got a profile for us to look out for. It seems the wildfire this week was another arson, and he’s now convinced it’s not one of us, so he’s letting us in.” Logan rolled his eyes at that last part, but Zane knew as well as any of them that firemen were some of the biggest fire bugs out there. As much as they hated it, it was a safe bet they’d all be considered suspects in an arson investigation. That was why the investigators were part of the District Attorney’s office and not the fire department.

				“Gotcha.”

				“Beers afterward?”

				“Probably.” Zane nodded, looking for Lettie.

				He tossed his keys to Becca and went inside to find her.

				“I don’t know what you’ve got going on with these muscle-bound meatheads, but it’s over now. Not you, nor them, will be allowed back on these premises after that display this morning. What the hell is this?”

				Mr. Hodge stood in the middle of the front office where there was a small waiting room. Everyone helping was bringing in animal after animal, listening to Lettie’s soft, shell-shocked instructions about where to put everything, when Jude muscled in the giant cage with the iguana. The lizard clearly didn’t like being moved around so much. He was molting—huge sheets of skin coming off his body—and his tail was whipping around, slapping the sides of the cage while a low hissing sound came from the reptile.

				“This is sort of a mascot for the shelter. He’s been here for years. Samson.” Lettie’s voice was low, controlled, and if Mr. Hodge knew what was good for him, he’d shut the hell up and run like the wind. But he didn’t and continued to bluster, red-faced. “And these muscle-bound meatheads are the local fire department, volunteering their time for us. If you want them to leave so badly, they may pull their involvement with the calendar, the one we’ve all been working so hard to finish, including your office. You know, the big project that was supposed to show support and community involvement. I’m not sure you really want to ditch all the progress we’ve made just because of my stupidity. I get it, I fucked up. Now I’m fired. You’ve made your point. There is absolutely no need to punish the animals for it.”

				Her voice was thick, and Zane was afraid she was about to cry. Her face was bright-red and blotchy, but her strength awed him. He stood behind her in a show of support and put his hands on her shoulders. Squeezing gently to let her know he was there, he wanted to kick this guy’s ass for talking to her like this, but at the same time, he knew she had this.

				Lettie didn’t wait to hear Mr. Hodge’s response. She spun away from both of them and stalked out the door to her truck, swiping her hands across her face. Zane turned back to the man and took a deep breath to regain control.

				Mr. Hodge was muttering something under his breath that Zane couldn’t hear.

				“Look, I know you came in on something that I’m very sorry for. But the wildfire was scary and really stressful for the animals, as well as Lettie. The smoke scared the dogs and cats, and she was trying to be a good manager, getting them out while she could.”

				“Save it.” He looked Zane up and down. “I can’t say I blame you for getting a piece while you could, but she should have known better.” 

				Zane couldn’t help himself. He didn’t even realize he’d punched the man until the pain registered in his hand. But it felt amazing to see the blood pouring out of his nose and hear the man shrieking.

				“Get the hell out of here! I’m going to sue!”

				“I’ll just press charges against you for sexual harassment of my girlfriend. Those words were uncalled for, and you’re a jackass.”

				Okay. He couldn’t do that, and he knew he sounded lame, but he was pissed. When Zane got pissed, he didn’t think straight. He simply reacted.

				Impotently, he spun on his heels and ran straight into Jude and Annette. “Sorry, guys, I’ve got to jet before I kill this motherfucker.” 

				Jude nodded and clapped him on the back, promising to take care of things. Zane drove straight home, hoping that’s where he’d find Lettie.

				He grabbed some burgers and went home, where he found her sweeping a pile of chewed-up debris into a trash bag.

				She looked up, her hair coming undone from the ponytail she kept it in. He held up the bag, hoping to see her smile, even if it was weak.

				“I brought burgers.”

				Instead of smiling, she burst into tears and ran into his arms. He hated the crying part but loved how she fit in his arms, loved how she came to him for comfort, loved her.

				Yup. He thought it. He did. He L-worded the hell out of this woman. Someday, he was gonna wife her too. But he would tell her all that later. Right now, she needed him.

				He stroked her back and let her cry. “I’m s-sorry about your house.”

				“I’m not worried about the house. My family’s in construction. They would like nothing better than a weekend all up in my business fixing it up.” He led her into his bedroom, the only room with little damage done to it. “In fact, if I have a girlfriend when they come, they’re liable to add on all sorts of shit just for you.” He chuckled as he mumbled the last line into her hair. “You need a scrapbooking room or some shit? They’ll build it on for you.”

				Lettie looked up at him, alarm written all over her face. “Are we there? Did you just ask me to move in with you?” She broke out of his arms and started pacing the room, yanking out her ponytail and running her hands through her hair. Her legs were long, and her strides were huge, eating up the room like lunch. “I don’t have a job. I’d be a kept woman.” Looking at him, the alarm was not lessening. “You’d be my sugar daddy?” She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Jesus H. Christ. What the fuck would I have to do for that? I can’t do that. I’ve got to find a job. I have no qualifications if people are involved. That’s why this was so fucking perfect, and I fucked it up because of dick. Plain and simple. He dickmatized me. There’s no other explanation. And if I agree to this craziness, it’s just proof of the dickmatization.”

				She was talking to herself, and Zane was fascinated by how her train of thought was working. “Um, Lettie?” She froze and looked up at him, wide-eyed, as if she’d just remembered he was there. “What’s dickmatized?”

				She rolled her eyes. “Like pussy whipped … only,” she gestured to his crotch, “you know.”

				“Ah …” He sat on his bed and patted the side next to him. “Come sit and eat. Explain how my dick has caused you to go stupid. ‘Cause your pussy certainly has done a number on me.” He unwrapped her burger and handed it to her. “I didn’t mean to freak you out about my family, although my mom does believe every woman needs a scrapbooking room. Why the fuck you need a whole room for that shit is beyond me, but she’s got all my sisters-in-law into it.” He unwrapped his burger to find her staring at him. “I don’t want you to move in with me unless you would like to. I’m not gonna lie, the idea has a certain appeal, but I also know you’re skittish as shit. I don’t want to run you off because I talk out of my ass. Just relax and eat. We can keep cleaning up, then we can shower, I can fuck your brains out with my dickmatization skills, and you can go home. Or stay over. Either works for me.” 

				God, he wanted her to stay but didn’t know how to tell her that without her freaking out even more. Zane told himself he would wait until things calmed down. She’d just lost her job today, and this wasn’t the best time for declarations of love. The way Lettie was, she’d think it was pity speaking or some shit. He needed her to believe him.

				He’d gotten her to give him a shot at something between them. Now, he would have to just prove to her he was worth a chance at something serious.

				He just had no clue how to do that.

				

				


Chapter Fifteen

				The fire station was old. It had been in Pamona Gulch almost since the beginning of time but had been updated and redone constantly. An old structure made of brick and stone, it was multilevel, housing the standard firepoles to get from level to level, as well as stairs for those not in a hurry. The shifts took turns cleaning and maintaining it because, for most of the firemen, it was a home away from home due to the nature of the beast. Zane had always loved his firehouse, spending as much time there as possible. But now, with Lettie at home, he had reasons to go to his house and make it a home. He could only hope, with time, she would see it that way too.

				The arson investigator was there the next morning, and to Zane’s chagrin, everyone was waiting on him in the kitchen. The table was massive, and usually where they had their meetings, but with all hands on deck to hear the news the arson investigator had to impart, it was a crowded space. He squeezed in next to Jude in the corner with a muttered apology, even though he wasn’t late. The opposite end of the kitchen held a dropdown movie projector screen and the island of the space had a projector on it. Zane nodded at the inspector, who sat next to his laptop, ready and waiting.

				“Let’s get started. We don’t have a lot to go on, but I do have some things to work with. Now that I’ve figured out it probably isn’t one of you guys, I’ll share.” A retired firefighter with a beer gut and a gray handlebar mustache, Steve Wells was a nice guy who played everything strictly by the book. “We’ve determined the following incidents are all the work of one person, most likely a kid between the ages of fourteen and twenty. The randomness and different methods of operation tells us these are spur-of-the-moment things, most likely when he finds himself suddenly unsupervised.” A list of addresses and pictures, most of which Zane had worked, flashed up on the screen. “All of this has been put into notebooks for you guys to look over in your downtime. I want you all familiar with what we are working with.”

				Hollywood, standing across the room, raised his hand and spoke at the same time. Such an eager beaver. Zane wondered if he’d ever be able to look at the man and not hear Snoop Dogg in his head.

				Everyone knew Steve hated interruptions, but Hollywood needed to learn on his own. “Any suspects yet?”

				About half the room rolled their eyes. The other half just watched with bated breath, waiting for the chief to explode at him. Zane looked over and saw the chief was in the rolling eyes camp, and he smothered his grin.

				“No. And if there were, I wouldn’t share it. I just need you guys to be on the lookout for someone who fits the following profile and let me know. Period.” Steve clicked a button on his laptop and a new screen came up with a bulleted list, which he proceeded to read out loud for the dumbasses in the room. “This kid is an adolescent with poor interpersonal skills. He doesn’t get along with people at all and probably has issues with authority. He’s irresponsible, impulsive, and probably doesn’t do well in school. There’s likely been a traumatic event or an event he finds traumatic that he’s reacting to with these fires. This is his way of expressing himself. This profile states he has probably set fires at school, so I’m working with the principal on this as well. There was a string of trashcan fires in restrooms last year, but they were all contained before smoke alarms went off, so we weren’t made aware of them. This is something I’m looking to fix in their policy, by the way.” He clicked a button on his laptop and a new screen came up with a new bulleted list. “Now, this part is important, guys. No cowboys on this. Most likely, the kid will be embarrassed when he’s caught and will be receptive to punishment and stuff. Something caused him to do this. He’s not a psychopath. I know that’s hard for you guys to understand and relate to but, so far, he’s crying out for help with these fires. His guardians and parents have probably tried to help him straighten up, and when they figure out he’s behind these fires, a lot of embarrassment will happen for them as well. He’s peer dominated, not a leader in his group of friends, and possibly an outcast. He comes from a dysfunctional family and has inadequate supervision, which gives him all sorts of free time for this stuff. If you catch him in the act, apprehend him without fanfare. Don’t make a big deal. Just bring him in safely and quietly. Most likely, he won’t run.”

				Steve stood after clicking one more screen. “Now, he’s setting these fires using an unsophisticated method, but it appears to have been successful so far. He’s liable to hurt himself eventually because he’s been damn lucky up to this point. He’s using appliances, filling them with gasoline, and plugging them into extension cords. This one,” he leaned over and clicked to the next slide, showing an office building that had been burned late last year, “was a toaster. He almost got hurt here, and if we’d caught him, we’d have a lot less damage to downtown. After this, he started using longer extension cords so he’d be further away from the blast.” 

				Zane payed close attention, remembering each one of the fires and practically scrambling his brains to remember any kids hanging around that shouldn’t have been there. For each fire, there was a slide showing the evidence of arson and the method used. As firefighters, this should go against everything inside the men in this room. They were trained to fight fires. They lived to instill fire safety in people to prevent fires. Their blood ran thick with prevention. Period. To think someone in their town was purposely setting fires and putting people in danger was against everything they stood for.

				It was madness.

				Clearly, this was someone who didn’t understand the nature of the beast. Fire was practically a living, breathing thing in Zane’s eyes. When one was started, it wasn’t happy until it consumed everything in its path or was killed. Zane and the rest of the men surrounding him were the killers. To know there was somebody in the tiny town of Pamona Gulch giving life to the very thing they were trained and designed to kill gave him a new resolve. As the slouches in the room turned ramrod straight, he saw he wasn’t the only one.

				They were going to get this kid and string him and his parents up by meat hooks. 

				Zane didn’t know when he’d started it, but he realized he was now rubbing his shoulder where he’d been burned. The scar tingled sometimes, mostly when he remembered the dumb mistake he’d made when his brother had come home from college. They’d run out of gas in his 1972 Chevy truck, the ancient, growly beast that had been Alreck’s pride and joy. Zane had put a little bit of gas in the carburetor and, being the drunk he was at the time, had splashed just enough to flame up and catch his shirtsleeve on fire. He was too drunk to stop, drop, and roll like he’d been taught as a kid.

				The experience had left him scarred and with a new lease on life. He rarely got that drunk anymore, never tried to toss gasoline on a hot carburetor, and had developed a heady respect for fire in general. 

				As well as a career—one this arsonist was flaunting.

				Zane could have died that night in a drunken stupor and had used his seventeen-year-old stupidity to shape his adult life.

				He wasn’t the only man in this room with reasons for becoming a firefighter, and although his wasn’t even the most compelling reason, it was his reason.

				[image: break]

				That night, they gathered at Mo’s to discuss it, and they’d all invited their women for support. Clearly, Zane wasn’t the only one feeling betrayed by members of their community.

				“So … Elliot’s nephew fits the profile,” Joey muttered, almost hesitantly, cutting his eyes to Logan as he spoke. 

				Logan shrugged. “Yeah, that kid’s had some issues, but he seems to be adjusting here fine. At least, that’s what Elliot tells me, and that dude would come to me with problems. But I’ll ask.” Logan and Elliot were friends from way back, like brothers. But when Elliot moved here, he came with a ready-made family and hadn’t spent the time with Logan they’d all expected him to. Sure, he came out occasionally, but after one night where Elliot had gotten so drunk he didn’t even recognize London, his woman, he had pretty much stopped drinking.

				“Almost everyone has issues though,” Annette pointed out. “Half this town is only here to escape some aspect of their past, and the other half is starting from scratch. Kids included.”

				Logan grunted at Annette’s words, and everyone took that as agreement. 

				Jude pointed out the obvious. “That’s probably thirds or something, honey. There’s a portion of us born here.”

				“Okay, fine. Half the people in town are probably transplants, so half of that then. That still leaves a quarter of this town with issues.”

				Zane squeezed Lettie who was sitting on his lap. She hadn’t protested when he’d put her there. He wanted the guys and everyone else who was looking at them to know they were together. It was a claiming, yes, but it was also comfortable. He leaned his head on her back, thinking.

				He’d moved here, so that made him a transplant, but he hadn’t been escaping a torrid past nor trying to start over. He’d just moved on from his family and thought this was a nice place to live with a great fire department. Granted, it had its issues, like all towns and fire departments. But without the issues, he wouldn’t have met Lettie, and as far as he was concerned, that made this place perfect.

				Zane inhaled the warmth of her back, smelling the sweet scent that was just her. If someone could bottle that shit, they’d be millionaires. Her soft curves under his rough fingers were like a balm, soothing the beast that had been roaring for blood since the meeting. He settled his chin on her shoulder and watched the rest of the table.

				“Where’s Katie?” Lettie asked as she used her finger to swipe some salt off the rim of her margarita glass. Zane zeroed in on the motion, especially when she plucked her finger between her lips and sucked off the salt. He stifled a groan and she giggled, apparently feeling it through his chest.

				“She just left with a guy about an hour ago.”

				“Her brother fits the profile too,” Annette pointed out as Logan stood.

				“You guys can sit here and point fingers all night long, but it won’t get anywhere. I’m hitting it. Talk to y’all tomorrow.” Logan stormed out, his motions contradicting his words. He’d stiffened up at Vivian’s mention of Katie, and Zane chuckled into Lettie’s back.

				After he left, Zane peeked over Lettie’s shoulder. “Who wants to start a pot on when they finally get together? Dude’s got a hard-on for her the size of Texas.”

				Speaking of hard-ons. 

				He squeezed Lettie’s waist and made a subtle hip motion, telling her exactly what he had in mind. It wasn’t ten minutes and they’d made their excuses to leave.

				In the truck on the way to Lettie’s apartment, they were quiet. Zane knew Lettie was embarrassed about what had happened that made her lose her job, even though, in her words, “What’s done is done.” But he was conscious of the fact she suddenly had no cash, so he was driving her everywhere she would allow—so she could save gas—and doing all sorts of things to try to help her out.

				It would save so much more if she would just stay with him. He didn’t even have to bring it up to know she would veto the idea though.

				He opened her door when they got there, and she got out, leading the way to her apartment, which ironically didn’t allow pets. The animal whisperer didn’t even have a pet of her own. Zane followed her inside and looked around.

				Lettie was clearly nervous at having him in her surroundings. She twisted her hands together anxiously as he looked around her space.

				Then a loud rumble from her stomach filled the small room and he couldn’t help but chuckle.
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				Zane’s amusement was visible as he turned on his heel and went into her kitchen. Mortified, Lettie followed him, knowing her kitchen was lacking … well, everything.

				“Um. There’s a hotplate and a couple of pans, but I don’t have much else.”

				“I’ll make do.” Zane opened her lone cabinet, taking stock of its contents before moving on to her pantry, such as it was. Three shelves in the corner didn’t leave much room for things like food. And her refrigerator wasn’t much better.

				This apartment was supposed to be temporary, but Lettie had already stayed longer than she’d initially planned. When had she become so complacent? She looked around the tiny loft area and realized she hadn’t wanted to take any sort of chance. She’d come to this town after transferring across the country and considered she was finished taking chances. She’d survived the move and wasn’t going to take another chance on anything in the near future.

				She’d settled for the cheapest place she could find, never mind that it didn’t allow pets. That was the biggest downfall of the place because animals really were her only escape from people. She’d gone to work, worked a lot more than necessary, and come home, telling herself she needed to embrace her weirdness, she didn’t need people, and that was that.

				Lettie was supposed to move out of this apartment and into a bigger one as soon as the tourist season was over a month ago, but she hadn’t. She’d gotten comfortable in this shoebox, telling herself she didn’t deserve better, even as she used the “deserving better” excuse to not date.

				Zane was clanging around in her kitchen like he knew what he was doing, and she was in the living room, six feet away, having a mental breakdown.

				Zane had come into her life like an explosion, and suddenly, she was in a relationship, and he was hinting around for her to move in with him. Now that he’d seen where she lived, she didn’t doubt he would put the full-court press on her like he had after they’d slept together.

				At the bar earlier, she’d seen how Annette and Vivian had interacted with Jude and Joey. They seemed to really love and respect each other, and Lettie had to admit, she wanted a relationship like that. Would she get it with Zane?

				If she turned up pregnant tomorrow, would she be as happy about it as Annette and Jude seemed to be?

				Would Zane?

				How much of their lives had changed when they’d gotten together?

				How much had they given up for their men?

				Biting her lip, Lettie realized that was her main issue. She didn’t want to lose herself in Zane, and she knew it was an enormous possibility. He was larger than life, handsome, and his smile sucked all the air out of the room. It would be impossible to be with him and not get pulled into that energy. It was like they each had a separate energy, a fog, that swirled around them individually. But when they were with one another, the energy melded together and formed something completely different. Did Lettie want to be different?

				A shudder ran through her, and she couldn’t tell if it was excitement that this man was going to change her or revulsion that this man was going to change her.

				As it was, he was currently in her tiny kitchen trying to make her dinner because she was hungry. She’d been expecting sex. In fact, she’d put clean sheets on the bed during his meeting this morning before going to his house to continue the cleanup. And he was cooking for her.

				She watched him as he whistled an absent tune, moving around her space like he owned it. His efficiency of movements spoke of a comfort in her kitchen she didn’t even have. His broad shoulders flexed and moved as he jiggled the pan of something he’d found. Rice? There wasn’t even any water in it.

				Weird. 

				But Zane moved around her kitchen like he knew what he was doing, and that was more than she could say for herself. She barely even remembered her grandma’s recipes and she’d been raised around them.

				She tried to remember things her grandma and grandpa had told her about love, way back when she listened to them about that sort of thing.

				When she’d had her first date, her grandpa had taken her fishing that morning, which did so much for her jitters, even if the date was Bryan Fargo, a complete dud. He’d told her to always respect herself and he would respect her. He’d told her true love meant bringing out the best in someone in addition to the worst.

				Years later, after Grandpa had died, Grandma told her she’d lived for him, and now that he was dead, she could live for herself.

				Lettie had hated that.

				In the abstract, living for someone else sounded awful. And it was completely counterintuitive to what Grandpa had said about respecting yourself. How could you respect yourself and live for someone else?

				But that was in the abstract—words spoken to a teenager and then to a twenty-something who had never known love.

				She started, sitting up straight on the couch.

				Holy shit. Is that what this is? Love?

				She thought about it.

				Lettie totally respected herself around Zane. In fact, she’d probably respected herself so much she’d pushed him away at every turn until he’d worn down her defenses. She’d called it self-respect, but in actuality she’d been scared he would hurt her.

				Stupid kissing theory. 

				But the living for someone else? She didn’t think Grandma meant she had to do everything Zane told her to. That meant commitment—committing to another person and being there for them when they needed you. Like tonight, when they’d been talking about the arsonist at the bar.

				He’d needed her for that. She didn’t totally understand why, but he had, and she’d been there for him.

				As had Annette and Vivian for Jude and Joey.

				And he was bringing out some good things in her as well. Like the whole peopling thing. Lettie had made friends and actually hung out with them a few times. And she felt richer for it.

				And lighter.

				Lettie was quickly coming to the conclusion she loved Zane. Should she tell him? Or would he completely freak out?

				Whoops. There goes that fear thing again.

				Clenching her fists together at her thighs, Lettie stood and faced him, breathing deeply a couple of times.

				“Zane?”

				He turned, his face inquisitive, and his smile was bright. God, he was so stinking beautiful.

				“Yeah?” He put a lid on the pan on the stove and walked over to her. It took about two steps because he was massive, and her apartment was tiny, but those two steps seemed to take forever.

				“Nope. Don’t touch me. I need to say something, and if you touch … Yeah. Just … don’t.”

				“Okay.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets and devoured her with a suddenly serious expression on his face, his eyebrows hovering just above his dark eyes. “What’s up?”

				“I’m just gonna lay it all out there for you, okay? So just listen a minute.” She licked her lips and went for it. “I’m weird. And you’ve broken down all my walls, and now I have feelings for you, feelings that go beyond caring for you. But I’m weird, and I’m liable to do something weird and scare you off, but I won’t have a clue what it is, so you have to talk to me, okay? Tell me what I do? Just … don’t hurt me. I’ve been with guys, but you’re different, and I want to be with you. Like you want.”

				He stood there, silently watching her until she was finished speaking. And then he stood there some more. Silence—thick in the air—stretched between them. Zane looked at the ground, then back up to Lettie. 

				“Hang on a second.” He spun around and turned off the stove before returning to her. “I’m gonna kiss the hell out of you now. Then I’m gonna make love to you so soft and slow until you don’t remember who we are anymore. You okay with that? Because I’m a little weird too, and those are the sweetest words I’ve ever heard in my life.”

				And then, to Lettie’s satisfaction, he did all the things he promised.

				

				


Chapter Sixteen

				The next week with Zane was sweet. Since she didn’t have a job to go to, Lettie worked on making Zane’s house as close to what it was before the animals as she could. Lettie would work on his house during the day, then, on his days when he came home, they would visit, watch movies, eat, and then make out. One night, he’d worked and come home needy, and she’d opened herself to him, feeling glad she could offer him comfort that way, apparently the way he needed. He never asked her for anything, though, and Lettie was aware of that. Mostly because she didn’t have anything to give. But most nights, she went home to her apartment. Zane wanted her to stay the night, but she felt like she had to go home and be herself each night.

				Losing her job was gutting her. She’d really thought she’d found her niche with the animal shelter. Sure, she was organized and highly capable in management situations, but the people aspect was the problem. She just didn’t like them. She’d been applying to jobs for the last two weeks, but since Lettie’s realization about her feelings for Zane, she’d stuck with the local ones. Her job hunt had bitten her in the ass. The first week she’d looked, Lettie had found the perfect job and sent in her resume. It was a manager position at a no-kill shelter that wasn’t associated with the ASPCA so she didn’t have to worry about ever running into Mr. Hodge again.

				Of course, the job was in Austin. And she’d gotten it. No interview, nothing. Apparently, they didn’t need to talk to her, which reinforced the non-people part of things. If she’d gotten the job two weeks ago, she’d already be there without thinking twice about Zane.

				But as it was, things with Zane were fucking perfect. Which made it just peachy she’d gotten a job three states away.

				Lettie had found she was perfectly content puttering around Zane’s house and mopping, scrubbing, picking up hidden poop, and trying to set things right. Of course, now, on this last day, she was almost out of things to do. The scent of animal was gone, and aside from Otis, there wasn’t really anything to clean up after. 

				But Zane had been so nice throughout all of it, she felt like she had to give him something in return. That’s what relationships were all about, right? Give and take. She’d cleaned everything she could and tried to put his house back the way it was. And now she was cooking for him.

				Because she had to tell him about the job.

				Lettie kept herself busy because idleness only made her think about how she was screwing up. She’d had a nauseous feeling in her stomach all day—since she’d gotten the email from the shelter—and the scent of the food she was cooking wasn’t helping.

				Lettie was doing the pots and pans and cleaning up after meal prep when Zane came home. She was humming to herself. It was one of her favorites by Etta James, the original crooner, as far as she was concerned. She heard Zane’s keys clank in the bowl by the door and his heavy footsteps as he came into the kitchen. He snaked his massive forearms around hers and rested his head on her shoulder, inhaling deeply against her ear. She suppressed a shiver.

				“Something smells amazing,” he murmured into her ear.

				Lettie couldn’t help but laugh. It felt good to think about something besides the job. She’d done something wrong with the food she was cooking but had no idea what had happened. “I thought I was making this massive, weird-looking chicken I found in your freezer, but the more I cook it, the less it looks like a chicken. And the weirder it smells.”

				He chuckled. “It’s a duck. You like duck?”

				She nodded, his explanation making perfect sense. “I wish I would have known. I probably would have seasoned it differently.”

				“It’ll be delicious.” His arms were still around hers when she turned.

				“Then get it out of the oven, please. Everything else is ready to eat.” She gestured to the table, set and ready.

				His eyes lit up, but he placed a kiss on her lips before moving to the oven. Lettie had marveled before at how comfortable things were with Zane, but she did it again because marveling about Zane was quickly becoming her favorite past time. As they moved together to sit at the table—her filling water glasses and him bringing the pan of roasted bird to the table—she felt so damn comfortable. Even though she knew it would be short-lived.

				They started eating, and she ridiculed herself for not realizing this was duck and not chicken. She would have gotten up and gotten a jar of fig preserves she’d seen in the fridge, but Zane was eating like it was his last meal. No complaints, only grunts of satisfaction.

				She had to tell him. Waiting would only make it worse.

				“So … my mom left when I was four.” She began to tell him a story no one knew except her and her grandparents. “Dad blamed her for all his issues after that. I think he always did drugs, but things only got heavier and he started dealing after she left.” 

				For some reason, it felt right to tell Zane. She couldn’t give him much, but she could give him this part of herself. She twirled a green bean on her fork just to have something to look at besides him. 

				“It was a classic tale of addiction. They were both having fun until she ended up pregnant. He wanted her to quit the drugs then, but she didn’t. Then she couldn’t handle motherhood. Then he couldn’t handle being a single dad and supporting me on a mechanic’s salary, so he started dealing and was stupid about it and got caught. His parents took me in and raised me.” She shrugged. “They were okay with me not going out much with friends, content to have me stay home where they could make sure I didn’t make the same mistakes my dad did.” She stopped and took a deep breath, preparing herself to continue.

				Here was the hard part she really needed to tell him. 

				“I think that’s why I pushed you away so hard. I’ve never been enough, you know? I wasn’t enough for Mom to stay. I would have been happy with whatever Dad could provide. I didn’t need a fancy house to live in. The apartment we had together when I was little was fine because he was there. But when he got arrested, I didn’t realize it wasn’t me. I thought he wanted me to be different. In retrospect, he wanted to be different for me. I grew up thinking I wasn’t enough to keep him clean, that he needed to escape me and went to drugs. I had no idea how hard his life was. Fighting addiction with a kid at home couldn’t have been easy.”

				Zane was looking at her with nothing but compassion, and Lettie realized she had strayed way off topic.

				“Ahem. I’m not sure where I was going with all that. Except I never thought I would have to deal with addiction. I mean, I don’t do drugs, so it shouldn’t be a problem, right? Only …” She lowered her voice because it suddenly sounded stupid. “I’m addicted to you. Being with you. And it’s so opposite of everything I’ve ever felt.” She chugged the rest of her water, not looking at Zane at all. “That’s why, last week, I applied for a job. It’s a great job. And then I opened up to you, and we’ve been so much better since then. I got the job, and I don’t want to take it, but I have to because, if I don’t, I’ll just be giving in to the addiction.”

				There. She’d said it. Not well. But the words were out there.

				Lettie expelled a huge breath and looked up at Zane again, not feeling the least bit relieved. He looked … pissed.

				His face was turning red, his cheeks doing that ruddy thing they did when he was turned on, only the fire in his eyes and the slant of his mouth said he was fucking livid.

				“Tell me about the job.” His voice was low, practically a growl. Totally contradictory to the actual words spoken.

				“Um. It’s in Austin.” Did she mention that when she spewed forth her word vomit about the job? Zane tightened his grip on his water glass, and she was afraid he’d break it. “It’s a no-kill shelter, which I’ve actually been championing for here. I had been working on a proposal since I got here. They gave me the job without even an interview, citing my qualifications and stuff.” 

				He was quiet. Too quiet. Face still red, his temple popped as he gritted his teeth together, a vein in his forehead starting to bulge.

				His silence was uncomfortable, and Lettie started filling it with crap.

				“So I had to tell you this. I don’t want to take it, but I have to. It’s my dream job, Zane. It totally sucks, because I really wanted this.” She made a futile gesture between them across the table.

				“What’s this?” He mimicked her gesture, pointing out its ridiculousness.

				“Us. I want there to be an us.” Lettie looked him straight in his eyes, falling into the brown depths a little. When she clawed her way out, her voice was gone, but she managed a whisper. “I love you.” It hadn’t been long, but she’d fallen in love with him as soon as he’d volunteered his house for her shelter animals. Even though it hurt to think about that day because it was the beginning of a string of bad choices which led to her losing the best job she’d ever had. Still, she still remembered how she felt about Zane when he’d told everyone—without a second thought—to take the dogs and cats to his house.

				Without another word, Zane stood and left the room. Lettie held her breath while she listened to him stomp to his room and slam the door.

				Finally, she exhaled.

				That hadn’t gone exactly the way she’d expected it to, although she had no idea what she’d expected. She didn’t really know how serious he was about her. She’d just poured her heart out and he’d stomped off. Her temper suddenly sparking, she jumped up and followed him.

				“You don’t get to walk away.”

				He was sitting on his bedside with his head in his hands. “Excuse me?”

				“I was baring my heart to you. And you walked away.”

				He stood, his height intimidating her, but she jutted out her chin and refused to back down.

				Zane took the steps necessary to get so close to her they were chest to chest. “That was you baring your heart to me?” At her nod, he scoffed. “You broke mine, Lettie.” He turned again and sat back down on the bed.

				“I told you I loved you,” Lettie pointed out, sounding dumber than she realized.

				“Right after you told me you were moving to Austin, Texas. So what the fuck does love matter?” He started peeling off his boots. “I need some time.”

				What the fuck does love matter? His words banged around in her head so loudly she couldn’t even acknowledge he was right about the other stuff. 

				Silently, she left.

				Lettie got as far as her truck before storming back into his house and into his bedroom.

				“No. You’re supposed to talk me out of the job. I don’t want to take it.”

				“Then don’t.” His words came from under his pillow, where he was obviously hiding from her.

				“What do you mean, don’t? Talk to me!” She grabbed the pillow and threw it across the room. Zane sat up, and Lettie had to control herself with the gasp she almost expelled at the sight of his chiseled chest on display.

				Focus.

				“You’ve already made your decision, Lettie. Obviously, you don’t want to hear what I have to say. You don’t give a shit that I will follow you to Austin, if that’s the job you want. You don’t care that I would do anything for you.” Once he started talking, she dragged her eyes up his chest and saw his face twisted into a tortured mask. For her? 

				“Wait. What?”

				“Yes. You bared your heart. Broke mine. But whatever. You don’t want to take the dream job. Don’t even let me be a part of the decision. Just make it. Tell me what to do. You’re under my skin, and God help me, I don’t want you out. I love you.”

				Her knees gave out, and she fell into the armchair piled high with clothes she had been standing next to.

				Zane was telling her to tell him what to do. Was this what her grandparents had been talking about? Was this the commitment she’d thought it was? Was he going to give up his dreams for hers?

				“Do we have to decide right now?”

				He didn’t answer but reached out a hand for her instead. Lettie joined him on the bed, and he tugged her to him fiercely.

				“We don’t have to do what you don’t want to do. Just fucking let me in. Don’t think you have to say goodbye to me just because you want to move. Woman, I would walk over coals for you.”

				Zane tightened his grip, and Lettie realized this was exactly where she wanted to be. Wherever this was. The job didn’t matter.

				

				


Chapter Seventeen

				The very next morning, Lettie was ready to kick Zane’s ass when the doorbell rang and it was his mom and dad, followed by carloads of brothers, their wives, and children. She thought there was even an aunt and cousin thrown into the mix, but she couldn’t tell because suddenly there were so many freaking people.

				She hid behind him. “I hate you,” she muttered into Zane’s shoulder.

				“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything. You were talking about your family, and after that it didn’t seem like the right time.”

				“Um … how about after?” Lettie poked him in the ribs. Hard.

				“While I was between your legs? I never thought about it, honestly. I typically don’t think of my mom while I’m eating pussy.”

				“I hate you,” she repeated before pasting a smile on her face and offering to help his mother with the mountain of groceries she’d brought. “Can I help with anything?”

				“No, but you can keep me company while I cook. I’m not very handy, but I can feed all the ones who are.” She pulled out all sorts of stuff for what looked like enchiladas for an army and got busy, Lettie feeling helpless. 

				After a while, Zane came in and kissed Lettie on the cheek, wrapping an arm around her waist. “You have to make her let you help her. If you want to, that is. She’s one of those strong, independent types who won’t ever admit to needing help.” He was speaking of his mother, but her as well, and the fact was not lost on her. He tossed her a wink before grabbing her hand. “Come on. Everyone’s working, so now is the perfect time to introduce you to everyone.” Mortified, Lettie followed him to the back of the house, where there were stacks of lumber, tools, and sheetrock. He pointed to two guys who looked like they could be twins. “Rafe and Alreck, the losers of the family.”

				One of them flipped Zane off without missing a beat while the other dropped the wood he was carrying on his brother and walked over, enveloping her in a hug. “So good to meet you.”

				Zane tugged her out of his grasp and walked her around them to where another small group of men was. “This is Lettie. Lettie, Cole and my dad.” His dad didn’t look up, but the others did.

				Cole said helpfully, “Don’t mind Dad. He’s so excited Zane finally let him come work on his house. He’s been trying to redo it since he bought the damn thing.”

				“Language,” a beautiful woman said as she walked up to Alreck and handed him a bottle of water from the cooler. “I’m Bethany.”

				Lettie’s mind was spinning as she was introduced to everyone. Like, twenty people. It was overwhelming, but she pasted a smile on her face and did her best. Her insides were twisted though. She had never had a family this big. Certainly not one that would drop everything and help fix up a house she’d willingly let a bunch of animals destroy.

				Zane looked incredibly happy to have his family here. The way he bounced from project to project to “oversee” things, and then came back to her to touch her or slap a peck on her mouth, told her he was enjoying himself immensely. He was showing her off to his family, and all the good-natured ribbing was fun.

				Lettie warmed at the memory of last night’s lovemaking pushing itself to the forefront of her mind, totally unbidden. She didn’t want to be standing in Zane’s kitchen, talking to his mom, while feeling the ghost of his cock in her ass. Never mind that the memory of the dark eroticism gave her goose bumps. She still felt her tender tissues stretched, full of him, while his mother ladled a delicious-looking sauce over the pans of enchiladas she’d rolled.

				Lettie was suddenly overcome with the memory of it all—his caring ministrations as he prepped her, her absolute trust and faith he wouldn’t hurt her, that it would be good. And it was. Lord help her, she had no idea how, but it really was.

				She’d decided about the job, too, even if she hadn’t told him. It was her dream job, but it wasn’t here. Which didn’t really make it her dream job. Zane wasn’t in Austin, and while he would follow her there, Katie wasn’t there, Annette and Vivian weren’t there, and Zane’s friends weren’t there. Sure, there were fire departments everywhere, and Austin’s was probably really good, but it wasn’t Pamona Gulch.

				Lettie might have gotten under Zane’s skin, but this place had gotten under hers.

				Zane’s mother was chattering away, oblivious to Lettie’s thoughts, when her phone rang. Grateful for something to distract her from the discomfort of Zane’s family and the inappropriate turn of her thoughts amid the awkwardness she was feeling, Lettie excused herself.

				“Hello?”

				The only response was sobbing on the other end of the line. 

				Lettie heard the alarm in her own voice as she practically shrieked into the phone. “Becca? Talk to me. What happened?”

				“I had to leave. But I-I can’t drive. I got as far as The Beestro. Can you come?”

				“I’ll be there in ten minutes. Are you okay?”

				“Physically, yes, but I think my eyeballs are going to rot and fall out.” Her attempt at levity was lost on Lettie through the tears the woman was still shedding.

				Zane’s mother had continued working on her enchiladas but was not being subtle about listening in on Lettie’s part of the conversation. As soon as she hung up, his mom hollered an earsplitting yell.

				“Zane!”

				He came running, maybe a Pavlovian throw back to his childhood. “Yeah, Mom?”

				“Lettie needs you to take her somewhere. We’ll be fine. If you don’t make dinner, call.” Her words were warm, her meddling subtle. 

				Zane turned his eyes on Lettie. “What happened?”

				“I don’t know, but its Becca. She’s at The Beestro.” Thankful he was there because she was suddenly shaking and still had no idea why, she grabbed his arm. “Let’s go.”

				Zane drove her to the small eatery named for the owner’s wife, Bee, on the picturesque square. It was probably short for Beatrice or something, but she manned the front while her husband was in charge of the kitchen. Filled with tiny tables and chairs, and famous for their brunches in town, it was a lovely spot for Becca’s mental breakdown. At least they could have some quiche. Watching Zane’s mother make all those enchiladas had made Lettie hungry.

				Delicious feelings about last night got heavier in the car, but Becca’s voice cracking on the phone as she sobbed dissipated all the sexy feelings. Especially when Lettie saw her. A pang in her gut hit her hard. Becca was her friend. She didn’t have many, especially throughout her lifetime, but Becca was definitely one of them. As her friend looked up at her from the small table in the corner, her blue eyes pierced Lettie, and suddenly the red-rimmed orbs filled with relief.

				“What happened?” Lettie rushed over and sank into the chair opposite Becca, and Zane lowered himself gingerly into another tiny chair. Surprisingly, it held his bulk, but that didn’t stop him from looking funny in the dainty, wrought iron thing.

				Becca sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. Zane reached into his pockets and came up with a rag he’d been working with. Sheepishly, he handed it to Becca. “You can keep it. Dad brought a whole bag of them. I haven’t used it for anything.” He looked at his hands. “Uh, I’ll go so y’all can do your thing.”

				Becca reached for him. “No, this concerns you too. I think.” Turning back to Lettie, she held out her hands after a very unladylike blowing of her nose, emptying its contents into the rag. 

				“Hodge fired me because I wouldn’t give him a blowjob on the office desk. He just … whipped it out and actually expected me to suck it right there. He said there had been a lot of it going on between you and them, meaning the other firefighters doing the calendar,” she gestured toward Zane as if he encompassed all that was masculine and feral, which he sort of did. “And he said he wouldn’t be surprised if it was an after-hours prostitution ring. It was like he was suddenly delusional.” 

				She wiped her nose once again before crumpling the rag up and stuffing it into the pocket of her jeans. 

				“He told me if I wanted to keep my job, I had to blow him like I did the rest of y’all.” She looked back at Zane, giving him the once over. “As if.” She snorted a little, trying to bring a little humor back to the situation, but Lettie was livid.

				“He actually showed you his penis?”

				Zane was clenching his fists on the table, holding himself rigid. As soon as Becca nodded the affirmative, he rose. “Stay here. I’ll take care of this.”

				Lettie didn’t want him to. He looked like he was ready to kill Mr. Hodge, and she didn’t want him to go to jail. Or get hurt. Or anything.

				But he was gone before she could say anything.

				[image: break]

				Zane’s mind was spinning. This douchebag had fired Lettie already. Wasn’t that enough? He felt guilty enough about that, even though she didn’t seem to be blaming him for it. Lettie had loved her job, even if this asshat was her boss, albeit a remote position. But to go around telling people she was a whore and using that rumor to try to get something out of the other women working there showed predatory tendencies. Zane didn’t know much about that, but it rattled around in his brain nonetheless.

				He made a quick call.

				“Did you get that stuff I asked if you could get?”

				“Absolutely. I even got some women to come forward and sue.” London’s voice was music to Zane’s ears.

				“Perfect. Can you have him served in twenty minutes or so?”

				“I’ll do you one better. See you.” She hung up. Zane and Logan didn’t get along super well, but Logan’s friend Elliot was married to London, and she was a fucking Godsend. Zane had given her a small fortune to hire a PI to investigate Hodge.

				[image: break]

				When Zane got there, he forced a calm into his body he didn’t feel. He wasn’t planning on starting out beating the shit out of this guy, but he wasn’t taking that off the table either.

				Mr. Hodge was on the floor under the desk in the reception area, cursing under his breath. Ass in the air, his suit pants were dusty, and when Zane cleared his throat to get the man’s attention, he bumped his head on the way up. Zane got an insane amount of satisfaction from that.

				“Sorry. I don’t even know why we have an iguana here. We don’t take iguanas,” he muttered to himself, rubbing the back of his head when he recognized Zane. A slow smile spread across his face. “Hi there. Can I help you? I doubt it, but do you want to adopt a companion?” The snark in his voice was palpable. 

				Again, Zane breathed deeply and counted backward from ten.

				“I wanted to come by and explain some things to you.” Okay, that sounded more threatening than he wanted it to, so he took another deep breath. “Two weeks ago, you walked in on me and Lettie making up from a fight we’d had. We needed to talk, and things went way further than either of us realized. That won’t happen again.” 

				Hodge’s smile had turned to a smirk, and Zane really wanted to punch the fucker’s face in, but he continued. 

				“The girls and volunteers here have worked hard for this shelter and the animals. Becca’s a good girl, and neither one of them deserve whatever it is you’re thinking about them. They deserve their jobs back.”

				Hodge yanked on his pants, straightening them, but he didn’t do anything to dust his dirty knees off. Zane enjoyed the fourteen-year-old boy inside his head’s reasonings for why the dirt was on his knees and didn’t point it out. Instead, he allowed the dude to look like he was doing exactly what he’d been accusing and expecting Becca and Lettie to have been doing.

				Hodge sat on the corner of his desk and leaned his elbows on his knees as if they were about to have a heart to heart. “Can I be frank?” Without waiting for a response, he continued. “After the inappropriateness of everything I walked in on, the first time anybody’s brought it up is now. That tells me it’s a pretty regular thing, am I right?” He tossed Zane a smarmy wink, and Zane was speechless. “I just want to get in on a little action, you know? There’s nothing wrong with that. What does a guy need to do?”

				Suddenly, Zane saw the guy as a caricature. He was the guy who could never make it in any crowd, so he pretended, became something he thought people would like, but it failed, so he ended up pretending to be what he thought people wanted. And clearly, he thought Zane wanted him to act like the used car salesman, frat boy he never was.

				“I don’t know, act like a human being?” Zane took a step closer, and Hodge’s demeanor dropped. “Do you even like animals, or did you just get some desk job out of college? Have the requests for sexual favors been going on long?” When he didn’t get an answer, Zane continued. “Let me tell you what you’re about to do. You’re about to call the corporate office you work for and get Lettie and Becca back their jobs, and then you’re going to quit. I’m going to stand here and watch you do it.” He bent down and got in the man’s spluttering face. “Got it?”

				“Why the hell would I do that? Why would I quit my job?”

				“Because, if you don’t, we’re going to start with me ripping your asshole out through your nose. After that, Lettie will be filing charges against you, as will Becca. Listening to us have sex while we’re in a relatively private situation? That could be some sex offender bullshit, but we won’t know until we give it a try. And the sexual harassment stuff with Becca? That goes on a permanent record. And if she comes forward, how many others are there? How many others will say you did the same to them? Do you really want to find out?” A sleek sedan pulled into the parking lot. “Oh, wait. Maybe we’re about to.”

				London stalked in wearing her city-slicker lawyer outfit, complete with heels, and smacked Hodge in the chest with a manila envelope. “I don’t get to do this very often, but it is with my pleasure to tell you, Mr. Hodge, you’ve been served.”

				

				


Chapter Eighteen

				Lettie hadn’t yet had the time to actually visit the Gulch for which Pamona was named. Zane practically had a conniption fit when he found out about six weeks into her living with him, and he promptly bundled her into the car for a picnic.

				It was stunning. A wide, shallow feature on the side of a mountain, it held enough water to cool off. Although, for the Florida native, Lettie was accustomed to a humidity that made everything hotter than it actually was, and she totally reveled in the sunshine glittering across the water as she reclined between Zane’s legs. It was crowded, but not too much so.

				“In the winter, this is all full of snow, and it’s sort of a pipe for the snowboarders. We call this the casual side of the mountain.” Zane’s voice rumbled in her ear, lending the moment an air of intimacy. Or maybe that was his finger trailing along the skin just under her shirt.

				She and Zane were getting along surprisingly well after she’d moved in with him. Otis kept her company while he worked his two-day shifts, calming her down when she thought too much about the danger of his profession. Once, he’d worked a two-day shift and hadn’t gotten any sleep because he was constantly out on calls the entire time. The lackadaisical explanation, right before he fell across his bed and went to sleep, made her think it was a relatively regular occurrence. 

				Of course, it wasn’t, but it happened. That particular shift hadn’t been inherently dangerous. No brush fires, no house conflagrations. No arson. 

				His job was dangerous, no doubt about it. And she was coming to terms with it with the help of Otis. Lettie had always felt dogs provided a level of emotional support to their humans the owners didn’t even grasp. In the weeks she’s been living with Zane, Otis had helped her more than anybody could ever know.

				Lettie still didn’t have a job though. Zane had been supportive of that, promising sexual favors until she found the perfect job. The Austin job had been great, but she realized it wasn’t perfect. Zane’s willingness to move with her was sweet, but their relationship was too new, and she knew the stress would put strain on the love she felt.

				She never wanted to be the cause of Zane’s resentment.

				So, with a lot of soul searching, she’d managed to find some patience and wait it out. She hated it, but Zane never made her feel bad for not working. She was learning some new recipes, and his house was spotless. Otis was healthy and happy.

				It was working.

				They had a routine—a lovely routine that involved together time, apart time, and sex. Lettie had time to hang out with her friends at Mo’s, with and without Zane. She’d heard all the pregnancy stories she could handle in the last couple of weeks, with Annette starting to show signs and Vivian giving her advice and “I’ve been there” speeches.

				“I brought you something.” Zane was leaning back against a rock outcropping and reached behind him for his backpack. “I want you to see it.”

				Out of the backpack, where he had stowed Tupperware containers for their lunch, he brought out a packet of papers.

				She bit her tongue against the Mary Poppins comment she was about to make when Lettie saw the name of the Pamona Gulch Animal Shelter.

				Lettie stifled the sudden surge of emotions she felt. She had purposely put all thoughts of the place out of her head. There was a lawsuit in place against her former supervisor, but she hadn’t wanted her job back, even though it had been offered. One douchebag would only lead the way for a douchebag replacement, and she already had rotten memories ruining her time there.

				“What is this?” She was terrified she was about to read something else about the lawsuit. She really didn’t want to do that. Today was too perfect to ruin it.

				“Just read it.”

				Sitting up, she leaned away from Zane in case this was awful. He continued lazily trailing circles on her back, leaving behind goose bumps and erotic thoughts about his hands. But she focused.

				And then she dropped the papers.

				Zane smiled, his even teeth a stark contrast to his dark skin, as he stomped his foot on the papers to keep them from blowing in the breeze.

				“What is this?”

				“A surprise.”

				“Your parents bought the shelter?” Lettie was gobsmacked, still trying to process what the papers said.

				“Yes. They want to make it a no-kill facility, not beholden to state and national funding. And they want you to get it up and running. Manage it. Carte blanche.”

				“Really?” Words were failing her. Left stupid, she tried to control the thoughts railing around in her brain. She would be working for his parents. What would happen if they broke up? Did this make her a kept woman anyway? But wasn’t she a kept woman now? What the hell would she owe his parents if she took this job?

				Zane’s parents would be her bosses.

				“Really. Mom was truly taken with your idea about the no-kill shelter. We never could have pets growing up because the twins were allergic to dander or some shit. But she’s always been an animal lover. Since they’ve moved out of the house, she’s brought home every animal known to man as a rescue. I think this is just an excuse to make that ‘hobby’ into something professional.”

				“Zane … I don’t know what to say.” Would his mother be underfoot? Holy shit. She did not want that.

				But she didn’t know how to tell Zane that.

				“Think about it, but stop thinking too hard. This was something they wanted to do and they can do. Mom already promised not to be up your ass while you’re doing this.”

				“Holy shit.” It was like he was reading her damn mind.

				And kind of freaky.

				How bad could it be? It was a job. A good job. Her dream job. And with his parents being the boss, she already had an open line of communication and minimal red tape since it wasn’t a national organization. Lettie took a deep breath and closed her eyes, hoping she wasn’t fucking things up. Zane looked ridiculously hopeful.

				“Okay,” she breathed.

				“Okay?” His eyebrows raised, and that fucking grin lit up his face again.

				“Yeah. Okay. This can be good, right?”

				“Baby, this is gonna be great.”

				It had all the trappings of perfection. Hopefully, it would live up to expectations.

				[image: break]

				Zane could see the wheels turning in her head, even with her back to him. It was almost like smoke was coming out of her ears. He would laugh at it, but he knew the seriousness of the situation.

				As it was, her back was stiff, and even as he urged her to relax into his body once more, he could still feel the tension in her shoulders.

				As with everything Lettie had resisted since they’d met, Zane knew she would love this if she would give it a chance. His parents had wanted to just buy the shelter for her, but he’d talked them out of that, knowing she would balk at it. As it stood, they would give it to her as a wedding present.

				A wedding present.

				His parents, his mom specifically, were convinced they would be married. But Zane saw the doubt and fear in Lettie’s eyes when she didn’t know he was looking. He knew if he rushed things, she would run back to Florida.

				But he had a plan. He’d said it before, and he’d say it again. Zane was gonna wife her. She was his. She just didn’t realize it yet. As soon as she did, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. But the timing wasn’t right.

				Wolf spiders had a thing. The female would build a nest, and the male entered it. Once he got inside, she was his, and they’d mate and do the spider thing. The only catch was, the male couldn’t do things too fast, or else she would kill and eat him.

				That’s where Zane was. He was at the entrance, trying not to move too fast. If he did, Lettie would eat him. Not literally.

				He didn’t think.

				Anyway, he had to bide his time. If she would agree to work at the shelter until he proposed, then his parents could give it to her, and she would have everything she wanted.

				And so would he.

				“You know how happy I am, right?” he whispered in her ear, feeling her relax incrementally against him.

				“I guess so.” She shrugged. 

				Classic Lettie, not seeing what was clearly in front of her. That was okay. He didn’t mind spelling it out for her.

				“I am. You make me incredibly happy, Lettie. I didn’t know I could do this with someone.” He wasn’t going to explain what this was—back to that wolf spider thing—but he wanted to say the words anyway.

				Because she made his life perfect, and she would continue to, even when things got hard.

				And he couldn’t wait.

				

				


Epilogue 

				Two months later

				Lettie was officially declaring summertime over. It had been hotter than Hades, even though New Mexico’s arid heat was different from the mild temperatures she dealt with in her part of Florida. However, when the weather changed here, it changed.

				Overnight, it seemed, the temperature had plummeted, and everyone’s talk about an early autumn had her excited for actual seasons. And holy cow, were there seasons. Currently, it was almost as cold as winter in Gainesville, and it was only September. 

				She was currently working on paperwork for adoptions. Since this was now a no-kill shelter, lots of things had to be implemented to help with overcrowding. Lettie was working on an expansion project and was trying to open up advertising adoptions to places out of the county. There was a lot involved with this: targeted home inspectors to make sure the animals were being cared for, veterinary partnerships for reduced cost shots and sterilizations, advertising, the list went on and on.

				And she loved every bit of it.

				True to her word, Zane’s mother had only come in at the beginning to help paint everything a soothing blue color, helping Lettie do away with the sanitarium green that had adorned the walls. And she was planning to return when the expansion was complete to help with that as well. She’d made drapes and slip covers for the waiting area and had shopped for cushions for the dogs to sleep on at night. They were all worthwhile endeavors and things Lettie wasn’t super fond of doing. She’d even let Becca help with picking out colors and materials.

				So far, it was a great gig. And the animals seemed as happy as they could be in the circumstances. The calendar was supposed to come out soon, and she really hoped it would garner some business. Zane said presales were rocking, so there was that, at least.

				The bell over the door tinkled, and Lettie raised her head to greet whoever came in, but she didn’t see anybody. She stood and looked over the counter to see Otis trotting over to her.

				Otis had really turned into a great dog. He’d grown into the massive St. Bernard mix she’d suspected he would, and he was Zane’s best friend. They adored each other, and it was actually perfect for Lettie to watch. When she didn’t feel like talking after work, Zane contented himself with talking to his dog, and Lettie swore the dog communicated back to him.

				Right now, the dog was making his way around the counter, and Lettie noticed something rolled up and attached to his collar. It looked like a newspaper, but as the dog plopped his front paws in her lap and licked her face in greeting, Lettie saw it was something wrapped in butcher paper.

				She slipped it out of the hair tie it was in and unrolled it, pushing Otis off her lap.

				“You’re too big for that, Otis,” she managed to wheeze out because the dog weighed a hundred pounds. He gave her a low woof and sat back on his haunches.

				Unwrapping the parcel, Lettie squealed in delight, earning her a round of barks from the room where the dogs were caged.

				“Sorry, guys,” she soothed, and most of them quieted down.

				“What’s that?” Becca looked over her shoulder. She had been in the bathing room cleaning up a couple of puppies and had snuck up on her. 

				Lettie really should have been sitting at this desk to greet potential customers, but she still wasn’t comfortable with that. Instead, she’d been buried in paperwork, doing her best impersonation of a Honey Badger as she pretended she was in a burrow and not out in the open. This was the best desk in the place for paperwork, big and cleanish. When she got the package open, she exhaled hard.

				“It’s the calendar.”

				She started at the beginning, marveling at the photographer’s skill in catching these guys she’d come to know and like. They looked like sex gods, mostly because they were cuddling—in all their manly virility—with these cute little furballs.

				When she got to Zane, Mr. July, her breath caught. He looked magnificent and oily and muscular and … She swallowed past the sudden dry mouth she had. If she didn’t love the guy, she would totally make fun of all the baby oil slathered on his torso. But she remembered him putting it on and the way she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him. She had to admit this photographer was a genius. She could hear ovaries exploding across the country.

				Wearing the pants, suspenders, and hat, his dark, god-like looks contrasted against the yellow and red uniform pieces. He was standing in front of the rusted lockers—decorated with stickers for various fire departments across the nation—holding Otis, who was licking his face.

				While he smoldered.

				Jesus God, that look on his face. Lettie licked her lips, trying to swallow the pool of saliva cropping up in her mouth, a desperate attempt not to drool all over the new calendar.

				That’s when she noticed the ring taped to the bottom of the calendar. It was taped onto July 30th, the day of this shoot.

				A gasp filled the room, and she looked up to see Zane on one knee in front of her. 

				When had he snuck in? How the hell had Becca stayed quiet?

				She was gone. That was how.

				Her hand flew to her mouth and her head shook. Hell, her entire body was shaking.

				Zane took her hand in his, leaning over her lap.

				“Lettie, your grandma told me you don’t like sappy stuff, but bear with me a minute. I’ll make this as sappyless as I can, but there’s gonna be some sap.” His eyes beseeched her, his face leaning in to hers, his eyebrows wide and tall. It was the expression she’d learned to associate with his earnestness. He really wanted her to listen to his words when all she could think was “What the fuck is he doing?”

				“You talked to my grandma?”

				He grinned. “I had to ask someone for permission.”

				“What did she say? Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

				“Okay, I won’t tell you. Can I continue?”

				“Just not too sappy.” She didn’t want to cry. Sappy shit made her cry, and Lettie hated people to see that part of her.

				“I love you so much. I never realized what love was until I met you.” He paused, biting his lip in a rare moment of what appeared to be self-doubt. “I can’t imagine my life without you in it. You’ve got me whipped, babe. I’ll do anything for you. And I want to do it all for you because of you, in spite of you. And with you. I want to wife you. That’s what this is about. I want you, Lettie. Forever. Please?”

				He clutched her hand as if she would float away without his touch, and she was okay with that.

				“Wife me?”

				“Yeah. Make you my wife. Marry you. Whatever word you want to use. I want you to be my bride.”

				His hands shook as he tried to untape the ring from the calendar, and it took a while, but Lettie couldn’t move to help. She was frozen.

				“You’re proposing to me?”

				Zane had gotten the ring loose and was slipping it onto her finger.

				“Um … duh.”

				He was proposing to her. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Did Lettie want to wake up every morning with his body entangled with hers, obstructing her starfish pose? Did she want to eat his cooking every night or have him pretending to like hers? Did she want Otis underfoot 24/7? Did she want his parents building her a scrapbooking room whether she actually scrapbooked or not?

				When she tried to imagine her life without these things, her chest hurt. That’s when she remembered her grandparents’ words about love. Her grandpa saying loving someone meant they brought the best and worst out in you. And her grandma’s words about living for the person you love. It wasn’t until just now that she realized those statements complemented each other. That you lived for the person because they brought out the best in you.

				Zane started to pull the ring off her finger. “Never mind. I did this too soon. You’re freaking out. I’ll save this and do it on our one-year anniversary or something.” He was muttering about being stupid and scaring Lettie, and she squeezed her hand into a fist so he couldn’t get to the ring.

				“Let’s do this.”

				The look on his face was priceless, as if he didn’t believe his ears. “Yeah?”

				She nodded. “Yes.”

				Zane tugged her up into his arms and pushed her against the desk, kissing the hell out of her. Becca, who’d obviously been watching from somewhere, let out a loud “Whoop!” and all the dogs started howling and barking.

				And Lettie wouldn’t have it any other way.

				

				


Looking Forward

				Want to know what happens with the arson? 
Read on to book three: Hot Lava!

				

				

				


Chapter One

				“Hey, we need to talk.”

				Not the first words Logan wanted to hear when he woke up, even if Katie’s voice did more for his morning wood than his hand ever could. Although the twenty-pound furball on his head did a little bit to wilt it.

				But not much.

				“What about?” Logan batted the massive cat away as he sat up. He had his suspicions but wasn’t willing to voice them over the phone. Especially when her husky voice made his cock twitch. He palmed it, wanting a release, relief from the sudden ache in his balls, a cold shower, something.

				Hella Kitty, the cat he’d taken home from the pound a few months ago as a favor but couldn’t seem to part with, stretched on the bed between his feet, his tail straight up in the air. It was a demure move for such a crotchety old thing. And then it growled, his tell for farting, and Logan sneered at the animal.

				“Stuff. Lots of things. Just … can you meet me at The Beestro? In an hour?”

				Public. Sure, he could do that. Right after he did something with this erection he was palming. Something involving his shower, her husky voice, and memories he’d unsuccessfully tried to suppress for years.

				Logan grunted an affirmative and rolled out of bed, still clutching his dick like a lifeline.

				Two years ago—

				Logan sat in the leatherette booth of the diner in Albuquerque, waiting for this morning’s appointment, his excitement about tonight letting loose in the jerking of his knee. He really loved this, the anticipation, almost as much as the actual deeds done. Choosing a woman, meeting with her, discovering her needs, making a plan to fulfill them, matching his skill set with the woman. One time. Then he got to do it all again with a new woman. It was a heady feeling, one that bolstered his confidence more than almost anything in the world, with the possible exception of actually saving someone from a fire.

				When she walked in the door, it was like a breeze followed her into the stuffy, greasy-smelling diner. Her red curls were tucked into a hat and scarf, begging to be free. Porcelain skin, with a light smattering of freckles across her nose, made Logan wonder if she had a few on her shoulders. Petite, tiny even, she looked ready to collapse under the weight of her expensive jacket. The heels on her boots didn’t look like they could support anyone, but she walked in them like she was born in five-inch heels.

				The woman was gorgeous. Logan inhaled sharply as she looked around, her eyes locking on his and dropping automatically.

				Nice.

				Strutting over to him, her hips swaying with the movements, she slid into the seat across from him and tugged a small sheaf of papers from her pocket.

				“Logan, right, Sir?” 

				She slid the papers across to him at his nod, and he busied himself with looking them over. This was what he did. He picked up a woman online, met with her, and played once. It provided variety, excitement, and then he was finished. 

				The papers were revealing, his questions designed to tell him more than the basics. He perused the answers she’d provided. She’d never had a pet, as her parents wouldn’t allow them in the house. She was taking care of her brother so her parents could travel, a circumstance that had started out temporarily—ten years ago. She was now the legal guardian of her little brother.

				As Logan looked over the documents, he made a profile. She was used to obeying, but as her newfound adulthood infringed upon her, her life had taken on more and more responsibilities.

				Katherine needed to let loose.

				He scanned her limits, noting there weren’t many.

				“Have you done this before?” 

				She had been watching him look over the papers, not fidgeting, her hands still and flat on the table top in front of her.

				“Not like this. I’ve tried to do something with some partners but haven’t had any luck.” She shrugged, and Logan bit back the questions about her partners. He told himself he didn’t give a shit about her past beyond what he needed to know to be a good partner for tonight. But something about this woman just seemed …

				Perfect.

				Stupid. He’d met her twenty minutes ago, and eighteen of those minutes he’d been reading and re-reading this questionnaire. Her answers were different. She gave way more information than the question asked, which was nice. It gave him a clearer understanding of what her expectations were.

				He looked again at the question about limits. They were all clear, but the explanations for one of them made him reexamine it.

				“Your parents forgot about you and you stayed locked in a closet overnight?”

				She laughed, a sound that had no business with this particular story. “Yeah. They were packing for a trip and didn’t realize I’d been hiding in the closet under the stairs. Didn’t think to look for me until the next morning. Anyway, I don’t do closed spaces, and blindfolds are iffy. I have to know I’m in an open space to be blindfolded, if that makes sense?”

				It wasn’t the saddest story he’d ever heard, but it was the saddest story he could imagine associating with this effervescent fairy sitting in front of him, wearing the expensive clothes.

				It explained some things about her. With her neglected youth, her parents probably threw money at her to make her feel loved. She took care of her little brother and was starting a new business venture, probably a bid for independence to get out from under her parents’ money.

				The perfect canvas for someone needing submission. Her profile said she liked pain too. That could be fun. Excitement built inside him, and a plan started to form.

				But the images in his head of her other partners had something rearing to life inside him. Something he tamped down before it became recognizable.

				[image: break]

				At The Beestro, Logan shut off his truck, hoping this would be quick. He wasn’t in the mood to fight with Katie today. Honestly. He just wanted to go to work, do his shift, and tomorrow night have a couple of drinks with the guys before going home and working in his spare room.

				But Katie had been insistent, he’d been horny, and her voice had done something obscene to him, and he’d agreed without thinking.

				So here he was.

				He walked inside and easily found her sitting in one of those wire chairs he hated. He gingerly lowered himself into the one across from her and waited to see what this was all about.

				“So … we need to talk about us,” she began after taking a huge breath as if this were hard.

				He could simplify things. “There is no us.”

				“I know, but things are weird. You have to realize that.” Her eyes were sad, and it pissed Logan off because he knew it was his fault.

				Physically, she hadn’t changed one iota since their first meeting. She still had the long red curls, the impossible blue eyes, the tiny, petite figure with the lithe legs. She still dressed like a million bucks, but now that he knew her, he knew the clothes weren’t brand-new and were worn season after season. Like this particular sundress, one of his favorites. To have lasted this long, it was probably designer, but the yellow flowers on the green background and the bright colors soothed Logan in spite of his lusty thoughts of slipping his hands up her creamy thighs to see what sort of sin she wore underneath.

				The look in her eyes had changed. She used to look so innocent and free—just needing her release to get through the stresses of her days. These days, she looked harder, more disappointed in life. It was subtle, not something the average person would notice, but Logan was pretty sure he was a main ingredient in that recipe.

				“Our friends are dating, and we’re going to be thrust together in certain situations. We have to figure out how to be around each other without fighting all the time.”

				“We don’t fight,” Logan argued, even though he knew what she meant. He probably  always looked at her like he hated her, even though it was just the opposite. He hated himself.

				“Well, I want to rip your testicles off and shove them down your throat half the time.” Fire sparked in her eyes as they shot daggers at him. She clenched her tiny fingers around her cup of tea and leaned forward so far, her tits were on the table.

				“Oh.” His impotent response in the face of her anger seemed to soothe her a little, even if it inflamed him. “I didn’t realize you hated me so much.” That was louder than intended, but he didn’t care. “It’s not like you didn’t realize how this would be.”

				[image: break]

				He’d gone over everything with Katherine—her limits, her expectations—and he had a vague plan for what he would give her tonight. Meanwhile, Logan had watched her pack away more pancakes and bacon than any woman had ever eaten in his presence. Everything about her turned him on, and he knew tonight would be awesome.

				“I will do everything tonight for you. There is one thing I require from all this.” The eyes that met his widened with expectation. “We won’t see each other again. I do this once. You’ll get to have as many orgasms as you can handle, and when we’re done, we’re done. I won’t call you. I won’t profess my undying love. I’m not that guy. I’m not a white knight looking for more than one night. You have to understand this. This is what I need from the experience. To go home and relive it without you.”

				Katherine deflated under his words, her eyes shuttering into a look he would find alarmingly familiar in a couple of years. But she nodded, her back still.

				“I understand, Sir. One-time thing.” She sipped her coffee, which he noticed was black. “You just really like first dates or something?” She smile softly, probably trying for levity, and he appreciated it.

				“Or something.” At least she understood. That made this so much easier. “Make sure I have your hotel room key before we start, so I can get you back to your room safely. After tonight, you won’t see me again.”

				She slid a card across the table to him. “They gave me an extra. I’m going to be so nervous, I’ll probably forget.”

				He smiled at her. “It’s my job to make sure you don’t. But this is fine too. Thank you, Katherine.” Logan liked the old-fashioned name coming out of his mouth. It was nice, like velvet. He could say it over and over again.

				“Thank you, Sir.”
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