
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Christmas in Blackwood

    

    




      
        Celia Aaron

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Celia Aaron]
          [image: Celia Aaron]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Christmas in Blackwood

      

      

      
        
        Celia Aaron

        Copyright © 2019 Celia Aaron

      

      

      All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the original purchaser of this e-book only. No part of this e-book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission from Celia Aaron. This e-book is a work of fiction. While reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      WARNING: This e-book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Christmas in Blackwood

      

      
        Accidental Santa

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Also by Celia Aaron

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas in Blackwood

          

          by Celia Aaron

        

      

    

    
      Azalea Attorney Ella King has a case. Browerton Attorney Hart Blackwood does, too. Too bad they’re adversaries. When Ella and Hart clash, sparks fly in and out of the courtroom. But with the holidays approaching, the judge wants their troublesome case off his docket. Despite the giving season, Hart and Ella’s clients can’t agree on anything, and Ella and Hart are locked in a head-to-head battle. It would take a Christmas miracle to thaw relations between the parties. But could the memory of one night years ago reignite an even bigger flame between Hart and Ella?
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      In the mood for More Christmas cheer? I’ve got you covered.
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      Lindsay

      Working as an elf during the holidays isn't exactly what I had in mind when I moved to the big city to be an actress, but when a job at Marley's Department Store opens up, I take it. The only problem? I find out I've got bigger shoes to fill when I discover Santa passed out drunk right as the kids are lining up to see him. Someone has to play Santa. That someone is me. But when I meet the 'mean' Crane Marley, will I be able to keep up the holiday charade?

      Crane

      This company is a chain around my neck, but at least I've found one jewel in it. Lindsay, a new holiday hire, is making me feel things other than my usual greed, disdain, and irritation. She's my employee, but the moment I see her mouth-watering curves and get a taste of her quick wit and charm, I ignore the handbook and do everything I can to get her under the mistletoe.

      Has the mean Mr. Marley finally met his match?

      
        
        Download Accidental Santa now.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Hart

        

      

    

    
      She’s done it again.

      I rub my eyes and skim through the most recent filing.

      It’s just shy of midnight. We have court tomorrow at nine. And she’s over in Azalea, probably drinking coffee, definitely in Christmas pajamas, and filing a motion to try and win this case. She’s clever. Too damn clever.

      She should be asleep. Instead, she’s churning out court documents so fast it’ll take me all day just to draft a response, and another day if I want to respond coherently.

      “Fuck.” I lean back and sip my bourbon. A cold breeze pushes through my open window and rustles the papers on my desk. December in Mississippi is the time for sleeping in, taking half days, and enjoying all the four-day weekends. But here we are, set for court in the morning, and now she’s added another pleading to the stack.

      Her digital signature is perfect, her name in loops and swirls. Ella King. Has she ever made a mistake? From her prim courtroom attire to the way she ignores every bit of my Southern charm—she’s been an obsession of mine from the moment I met her. How could she not be? It doesn’t help that on top of all her smarts, she has a figure that I want to trace with my tongue. Maybe I turned out more like my brother than I’ve cared to admit, because when I see her, I want her so badly that chasing her down doesn’t seem like a bad idea. Doesn’t seem crazy in the least.

      Yeah, this case is clearly driving me over the edge.

      Why did I take this on? I ponder it over another sip of bourbon. Because I’m a sap. Because defending Bonnie’s Diner from a ridiculous lawsuit seemed like a fun change from my usual drudgery of wills and estates. Because it’s time for the Blackwood brothers to clear the air and rehab their reputation in this town. And maybe because I saw her name on the complaint filing. Ella King. I had to know if she remembered me.

      I close the pleading, then go to one of the other tabs on my desktop. Ella’s brown eyes flash from the screen, her neat black skirt suit effectively summing her up. She’s not messy. She’s got her life all straightened out. But then again, she’s missing something. I have what she needs. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      Her photo taunts me the same way her knee-length skirts do in the courtroom. It’s funny. She thinks her longer skirts are so demure, but she fails to realize the way the fabric hugs her ass. I don’t fail to realize it. Not even a little. Every time she heads up to the bench, I sit back at my counsel table and enjoy the view. Am I a dog? Definitely. Will that stop me? No.

      The clock strikes midnight, and I finish my drink.

      I won’t respond to her motion. Not tonight. But I’ll definitely give her my thoughts on it in the morning. Sparring with her in the courtroom has quickly become my favorite pastime. When she gets those little pink blooms in her cheeks, I know I’ve got her riled. I want to see those up close when she’s riled in an entirely different way. Preferably while she’s beneath me.

      All the same, she’s ruining my lazy December. Judge Houston is in knots over all these briefs. His docket should be quiet, not a single case needing attention. But like me, he didn’t account for Ella King tearing up the Mississippi roads to make court appearances over here in the Delta. She belongs back in Azalea at her brother’s firm, not haunting Browerton. She’s a pain in the ass.

      Once I beat her in this case, I’ll show her just how much of a pain in the ass I can be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The small town of Browerton wakes up with the sun. Log trucks pass me on the road as I drive to the courthouse. Bonnie’s Diner is already serving up their usual fare, the tiny gravel parking lot crowded. My stomach rumbles, but I can’t set foot inside. Not when the owners are on the receiving end of my client’s lawsuit. So, instead, I pull over at the small gas station closer to the town square and grab a pack of powdered donuts and a coffee.

      “Court again?” Carl asks with a lopsided smile, one side lumpy from a wad of snuff next to his gum.

      Browerton is just like Azalea—everyone knows everyone, and everyone knows everyone else’s business, and Carl knows more than most.

      I nod and add a little more sugar to the tar he calls coffee. “Could be the last time for a while. Maybe I can win this thing and never darken your doorstep again.”

      “Well, that’d be a damn shame, Ms. King. I like having new folks come around. Learn new things that way.” He scratches his gray stubble. “Like with you. I had no idea someone could steal a recipe. That seems bonkers, but here you are suing for it. This case been going on for months, so I guess there’s something to it, eh? I read up on it.” He points at a beat-up laptop behind the counter, car-grease fingerprints on the scratched silver case. “Intellectual property, patents, trademarks and all that. I went and looked up eggnog recipes at the county library, because that’s the point, isn’t it? The recipe. I remember when Ty and Rayford’s mama died. I went by the house to drop off some grape Fantas—she loved them, you know? And I can get them at a discount on account of the station. We used to spark back in the day.” He smiles, the lump in his cheek even more obvious. “But I don’t tell nobody about all that, now. Water under the bridge. Anyway, I was taking her them Fantas, and she was feeling poorly, and she talked about how, more than anything, she wanted her sons to reconcile. To love each other. And then she bummed some of my snuff, and we sat and talked about the good old days.” He nods. “She wouldn’t understand this trademark and patent business between her sons. Nope. But I do. I been reading and—”

      “It’s intellectual property, not trademark or patent, but yes, there’s an issue that I think my client has a right to raise.” I’m almost caught in Carl’s chit-chat trap. He’s gotten me a few times before, but I’ve been pretty good at escaping the past handful of times. He reads constantly, knows about a million different facts, and has a story about everyone in this town. On top of that, he loves to talk. He’s like the loquacious gas station savant of Browerton.

      “Christmas is almost here.” He rings me up on an old-timey cash register, though there’s a credit card scanner right next to it. “I expect Judge Houston wants to get on down to his place in Destin, especially now that snow’s in the forecast.”

      “It doesn’t snow here.” I wave away his offered receipt. “Too far south.”

      He tilts his head back, the wrinkles in his neck like lines in old leather. “Let’s see. Let’s see here now. I’d have to say that it ain’t snowed a lick here since 2007, I believe it was. And then it was just a dusting. About like them powdered donuts you like so much.”

      “Right. I remember trying to make a snowman and only getting as far as a snow-egg.” I take the little roll of sweetness and turn toward the door. “So, no snow. Global warming and all that.”

      “Actually, if you read the science, you’d know that global warming actually increases precipitation, even in winter time. So, there’ll be more snow. Can you believe that? Science, I tell ya. They come up with some crazy stuff.”

      “Thanks, Carl.” I push through the door and into the chilly air.

      “Bye, Miss King,” he calls.

      A black sedan pulls up next to my white SUV, and I wrinkle my nose when I see who steps out of it. He is, without a doubt, one of the most handsome men I’ve ever met. I’ve been secretly drooling over him for months. But I can’t let that show. Not when I have a case on the line. Maybe if I hurry, he won’t see me, and I can—

      “For staying up so late, you sure look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning.” Hart’s sunglasses hide his green eyes as he strolls toward the glass doors.

      It’s not a compliment, so I won’t thank him. “You aren’t filing an opposition, I take it?”

      “I’ll file one verbally first thing, Ms. King. Don’t you worry.” His arrogance makes me itch. He only graduated law school three years ago, and he already acts like he’s some hot shit trial attorney. His confidence is definitely not a turn-on. Not at all. I want to strangle him every time he drawls “Ms. King” at me across the courtroom. It’s like “Miss Kaang” the way he says it. I’m from Mississippi, too, but these Delta boys have ridiculously sexy accents. And it’s not just the accent, he says it like he knows me. No, like he knows secrets about me. It’s like a dark sort of… Jeez, what am I doing? Shaking my head, I start my car and back out, then get on the road to the courthouse.

      I don’t need to spend any more time thinking about opposing counsel. Doesn’t matter how he talks, how he looks, how his suits fit his broad frame, or how much I wish that night four years ago had turned out differently. I’m here to win this case. That’s what I get paid for. As soon as that’s done, I’ll finally be rid of Hart Blackwood.
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          Hart

        

      

    

    
      Rayford is standing outside the courthouse, a cigarette dangling from his mouth, when I walk up.

      “Mornin’, Counsellor.” He pulls the cigarette from his lips and flicks the ash.

      I keep walking. No good can come of engaging with Ella’s client.

      The marble courthouse is decorated with wreaths and garlands, some of them faded from the sun and well worn, others newer, likely purchased from the shiny Target over in Jackson. Taxpayer money is always the easiest to come by.

      “Beverly.” I greet the clerk.

      She gives me the same suspicious glare she always does. The Blackwood name has a long way to go around here, if Beverly is any indication. Our bad reputation is stickier than pine pitch, but I’m going to keep doing what I can to change that. I’ve even gotten Garrett to come to town more, convince everyone he’s not Boo Radley hiding out at the Blackwood house. Thank heavens his wife Elise took our last name. She’s the only Blackwood people seem to care for in Browerton.

      I take the marble steps two-at-a-time, then head down the short hallway to the oak double doors leading to Judge Houston’s court. The faintest click-clack sounds from the rotunda behind me, and I smile. It’s her. I’d know those sensible heels anywhere. Hesitating outside the door, I check my phone for a moment. Or at least I pretend to. The click-clack grows louder until I see her at the top of the stairs. I walked away from her at the gas station, but here, I’m more than happy to let her go in ahead of me.

      She looks up, her glasses perched perfectly on her nose. I can tell she’s trying to keep her face neutral, but her disdain for me isn’t a secret. Like everyone else, she’s not a Blackwood fan. Not yet, anyway.

      Rayford slinks along behind her, his gray hair and watery blue eyes a testament to a life lived too hard. He and Ty may be brothers, but Ty got the good genes. Or maybe he was just smart enough to stay off meth, stay out of the lumber mill, and marry a good woman.

      “Ms. King.” I open the door for her.

      She looks up at me, her big brown eyes sparkling even in the shitty courthouse lighting. “Thank you, Mr. Blackwood.”

      Rayford snorts. “Yeah, thanks, Blackwood.” He pushes past me and follows her in. The dipshit is blocking my view. But at least I catch her scent. I don’t know the perfume she wears—or even if it is perfume—but she always smells so, so good. I breathe her in as we file down the center aisle, the worn wooden pews empty on either side of us. She sets her neat legal pad on her table and asks Rayford to take his seat beside her.

      Ty and Bonnie sit on the front row and rise when I approach. I point to the jury room at the side of the court and lead them in there, closing the door behind us.

      “Good morning.” I shake Ty’s hand, then Bonnie gives me a warm hug.

      “Morning, Hart.” Bonnie sits in one of the twelve black rolling chairs at the table as Ty crosses his arms and starts pacing—his usual.

      I perch on the corner of the table. “They filed something last night. A brief that was several pages. I forwarded it to you and have a copy for you in my briefcase.”

      “Will the judge want to talk about it today?” Ty runs a hand through his brown hair. I have to confess it’s still somewhat odd to see him in person. He never comes out front at the diner, and until this case, I’d never actually met him, just heard his voice through the window as Bonnie called out orders. But he’s a good-looking man. Then again, to snare a woman like Bonnie, he’d have to be.

      “That pleading was heavy on argument and thin on case law, but he’ll probably bring it up, yeah, and I can argue it on the fly. But Judge Houston will most likely give me time to draft a reply. Likely won’t need to do that until after the holidays. In a nutshell, Rayford argues for half share in the eggnog sales you’ve made for the past three years. He’s reduced his claim to half, so that’s good. But given the fact you don’t feel you owe him anything—”

      “No.” Ty paces away. “Not happening. Bonnie put everything into creating that side business.” He turns and puts a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “She is the one who deserves the profits. Not me. Not Rayford. Just because it’s from our mom’s recipe doesn’t give Rayford the right to try and take what we’ve created with it.” His voice rises high enough for Rayford and Ella to hear. “Hell, he didn’t even go see Ma in the nursing home before she died. Didn’t pay a dime for her. Didn’t even care enough to come to the funeral.”

      Bonnie pats his hand, then presses her dark brown cheek to it. “Ty, don’t get worked up again. We have Hart. He’s going to figure this out for us.”

      He leans down and kisses her crown. “Right.” He sighs. “You’re always right.”

      Bonnie lifts her gaze to me. “I hope you recorded that.”

      I smile. “Nope, but I’ll happily testify to what he just said.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “To sum up, your honor, Rayford was ostracized by his family because of his addiction. He admits that he’s not been wise in his life, but he’s also been clean for the past two years. Now that he’s turned his back on the things that got him into trouble, he wants to make a fresh start. Half the money from the eggnog business will allow him to do that.” She stands directly in front of the judge, giving me an excellent view of her backside. “And now, especially with Christmas coming up next week, the spirit of the season lends itself to adjudicating this matter in favor of Mr. Rayford Hawk. This is even more pressing given the fact that Bonnie and Ty Hawk have expanded their distribution of Bonnie’s Eggnog this year. It’s available in stores as far away as Birmingham and Dallas. Half of what they’re making on these sales rightfully belongs to Rayford according to their mother’s will. Assets are to be divided between them, and that family recipe is an asset.”

      Judge Houston looks at her over his reading glasses, his gray eyebrows highlighted against his dark skin. “This is why I’m here? This argument? I don’t see why you asked for an emergency hearing the week before Christmas. Maybe they do things differently over in Azalea, but here, we take a break for the holidays. That’s what the season lends itself to.”

      She opens her mouth to respond, but he takes off his glasses, gives her a stern look, and waves her back to her table. Wisely, she takes his direction and sits down.

      Turning to me, he asks, “Hart, you have a response to all that?”

      “Of course. After all, I get paid to talk, so the more words I can throw, the better I’m doing.”

      Judge Houston nods and waves his glasses at me. “Get on with it. I’m heading to Destin before the snow sets in.”

      “Is it really going to snow?” I’d heard the weather report and figured the radio personalities were just messing around.

      He swivels to the court reporter. “Put that in the record, Mr. Graham. Hart Blackwood thinks the court is a meteorologist.”

      “Yes, sir.” The court reporter taps his keys.

      Ella looks down to hide her smile. A shame, because she has a beautiful one.

      I clear my throat and jump in before I piss him off even more. “Look, Ty and Bonnie started the eggnog business on the side after their customers at the diner told them how much they enjoyed it. As we’ve stated in our briefs, the recipe they use is based on the one created by Ty and Rayford’s mother. However, ‘based on’ doesn’t mean ‘the same.’ On top of that, Ms. King has presented exactly zero case law on point with this set of facts. On the contrary, a case out of Minnesota seems to suggest that recipes aren’t sacrosanct. They aren’t property. And they can be reproduced, shared, and disseminated with no claim of ownership from the original creator. We maintain that Rayford has no case, that this suit should be dismissed, and that attorney’s fees should be assessed against him.”

      “Mmhmm.” Judge Houston is still giving me “the look” over his glasses. “Have you and Ms. King engaged in a settlement conference since your last appearance before me?”

      “We had it scheduled but couldn’t get it done on account of—”

      “Hart, the last order in this case clearly set forth the requirement that you engage in at least three settlement conferences prior to bringing this family squabble before the court again.”

      “If I may, your honor.” Ella stands. “I’m the one who was unable to make the conference. Mr. Blackwood tried to set it up, but I had a matter with my brother come up, so I couldn’t leave town on the scheduled day for the first one.”

      Judge Houston starts smiling. “Which brother?”

      Her cheeks begin to turn pink. “Logan.”

      “Sheriff Logan King.” He leans back and crosses his arms, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Oh, I heard about the trouble he got into a month ago. I sure did. Something about impounding a load of fireworks during a raid on a meth lab, locking them in the back of his—” He’s laughing now “—sheriff SUV, forgetting about them, putting a perp back there, and then kaboom.” He’s full on guffawing, then holds his hand out like he’s reading a marquee. “Sheriff lights up the night on Route 43. The people who lived out that way thought—” Choking laughter “—they thought it was aliens or maybe some sort of power junction issue, it was so bright and loud. But it was just the sheriff giving a Fourth of July salute that ruined his entire vehicle.”

      Her lips press into a thin line, and she looks down at her table.

      Shit. I should be going for the throat and laughing along with the judge. But I can’t. Not when she’s so uncomfortable.

      “I’m glad no one was hurt.” I throw it out there. “I heard it would have been bad if Logan hadn’t saved the guy who’d lit them. He got burned rescuing the idiot.”

      The judge finally begins to sober. She looks over at me and faintly dips her chin in acknowledgement. Look who’s scoring points with opposing counsel. The no-good Blackwood, that’s who.

      “I didn’t know about the burns.” He puts his glasses back on. “Is he all right?”

      “He is.” She straightens her back. “But that incident happened the evening before the first conference was set, so I had to look after Logan and couldn’t get over to Browerton.”

      “I understand.” He opens his palms. “But I still need those conferences to take place. And since you noted that the ‘spirit of the season’ is upon us, I want you to get them conducted sooner rather than later. Now—” He reaches for the zipper at the top of his black robe. “Laura-Ann and the grandkids are waiting for me out back. We’re all packed up for the beach, and now that I know this hearing isn’t an emergency, I am leaving this in your hands.” He stands and drapes his robe across the back of his chair, the clothes underneath ridiculously summery with shorts and a t-shirt. “I expect the conferences to be completed within the week. I’ll be checking in from the beach after Christmas, so make sure it’s done.” He waves to the court reporter and his bailiff. “I’m out. Merry Christmas. Get this settled and have an agreement on my desk when I return.”

      “But judge, what if we can’t come to an agreement?” Ella steps toward him as he retreats behind the bench.

      “You can.” He opens the door to his chambers. “I have faith in you.”

      Then the door slams, and he’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      Christmas in Browerton. Not so bad, right? A log truck rumbles down the road outside the Motel 6, and chunks of sawdust and bark fly off and land on my car in the parking lot.

      I cringe as I hit Benton’s contact number in my phone. He picks up on the second ring. “A storm’s coming. You on the road home?”

      “It’s not going to snow. That’s a load of crap. You know it never snows this far south except that one time forever ago. It’ll just be some rain.”

      “Mmhmm.” I hate his skeptical mmhmms. “What are you trying to avoid telling me? Did you lose the case?”

      “No!” I peel back the flowery bedspread and toss it to the floor, then sit on the bed.

      “Good. I can—hang on. Your secretary is ringing me—”

      “Wait. No. Let me explain before—” I hear the line go quiet, and I lie back on the scratchy sheet. “Shit.”

      He clicks back over so quickly I jump when I hear his voice. “Why is Candace bringing you case files and clothes?”

      I try to sound confident. “I’m staying here for Christmas. Judge said that we need to have the three conferences before he gets back from Destin so—”

      “Three conferences during the holidays? I’ll call Judge Houston right this second. You sit tight.”

      “No.” I sit up. “Don’t. I can handle this myself, Benton.”

      “I know you can, but we want you home for Christmas. This is ridiculous. He can’t require you to—”

      “He can. You know how judges are. This isn’t even the most outlandish demand one’s ever made from me. Remember the horse case? Where I had to personally make a video for the judge pointing out the horse’s missing ball and explaining that the accident that led to its loss was compensable at law?”

      He snorts a small laugh. “Yeah, Logan came up with your closing argument. Sometimes you feel like a nut. Sometimes—”

      “Stop.” I’m smiling. I can’t help it. Logan certainly had us all howling at the firm that day.

      He sighs. “Is this you trying to prove that you can handle this case on your own?”

      “I know I can. You do, too.”

      “Tell her she’s got this and that we’ll see her once the conferences are over.” A quiet voice comes through.

      “Arabella?”

      “She’s here, meddling like she does.” Benton tries to sound stern but fails. Arabella is his kryptonite.

      “Love you, Ella. You got this,” she calls. “Show that Hart what he’s missing.”

      I kind of want to die. Why did I tell her about that one drunken evening?

      “Wait, she knows Hart?” Benton is, as usual, in the dark.

      “Girl talk.” Arabella shuts him down. “Dunk in that little boy’s face, Ella.”

      “Thanks.” I clench my eyes shut. “I’ll call every day. Save me some pie.”

      “Pumpkin or sweet potato.”

      I scoff. “Sweet potato, obviously.”

      “That’s my girl,” Arabella says. “Now, Benton, leave her be. She’s got it handled.”

      “Fine.” He grumbles, “Can’t get any work done around here with you two all in my business anyway.”

      “You don’t want me in your business?” Arabella’s voice turns sultry. “I thought you liked it when I gave your business special attention.”

      I can hear him swallow. “Gotta go. Call every day. We love you. Bye.”

      The call ends, and I can’t tell if I want to laugh or cringe.

      Maybe both.

      I tap on my contacts again and dial Hart’s law firm. After a quick moment with the receptionist, he answers. “Hi, Ms. King.”

      “Hi. I wanted to know when we could schedule the first conference.”

      “You really are staying in town, huh?”

      “Yes.” I stare at the water stain on the ceiling. At least I hope it’s from water.

      “Where you staying?”

      Why does my body tingle when he asks where I’m staying? Get it together, Ella. “That’s none of your concern.”

      He makes a sound. Sort of like he’s sucking on a toothpick. “Let’s see here. You’re gonna be holed up at the Motel 6 over on the highway. It’s economical and close to the courthouse. Am I warm?”

      I frown at the phone. “If you have a point, please make it. Otherwise, let’s set a conference so we can get the ball rolling.”

      “You think we can settle it?”

      “Sure. If your clients give mine what’s he’s owed.”

      “So, that’s a no.” He laughs. “Okay then. Let’s have the first conference this afternoon, somewhere in neutral territory.”

      “This afternoon?”

      “You got something better to do? Or maybe you enjoy listening to the log trucks tearing up the road right outside your window.” His voice drops a little. “Or, if you’d rather I come to your room at the Motel 6 and—”

      “Excuse me?” I put every ounce of indignation I have into the words, but I’m fanning myself with my hand.

      “Don’t get excited, Ms. King. I was only offering to pick you up and valet you over to the firm to talk.”

      “Oh.” I don’t think my cheeks can get redder. “Oh, sorry …”

      “It’s fine. I want to get you home as soon as possible. It can’t be easy on your family for you to be gone over the holidays. I have some business to attend to at my brother’s house after lunch today. Could you meet me there? You know the way, I take it, given how you helped the district attorney with that whole mess a few years back.”

      I chew my lip. “I thought you said we could have neutral territory.”

      “Oh, well if you want to wait longer, that’s fine. I just wanted to give you the option to get the first conference over with. We know what our clients want. Maybe we can agree to split the baby somehow, or at least come to some preliminary agreement.”

      He’s right. And he’s smart. I think he’s been planning to set this trap from the moment we left the courthouse. He wants me on my heels, surrounded by Blackwood, and totally out of my element.

      “Sure. I can do that. Meet there at say two o’clock?”

      “Yes.” He sounds a smidge surprised. “That’ll work great.”

      “Good. See you then.” I end the call and spring up from the bed. Maybe he thinks he’s got me where he wants me, but I’ll show him it doesn’t matter where we are—I’m going to win this case, and I don’t care if his entire family sees the ass-kicking I intend to deliver.
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          Hart

        

      

    

    
      Ella rolls up in her sensible car and steps out. I peek at her like a total stalker, though it’s difficult to see around the big red Christmas bow Elise has put on all the windows. It’s wise to keep Ella in my sights. We’re about to begin a pitched battle. I’ll need every advantage I can get. Not to mention the fact that I fucking love the way her blue sweater clings to her curves. And she’s in jeans. I can’t see her ass, but I just know it looks amazing.

      “Creeper.” Elise walks by and smacks me with a worn pair of gardening gloves.

      “He learned from the best.” Garrett follows her, his gaze on her ass.

      Yeah, we’re brothers. He’s older, only a half-inch taller, and much more well-endowed in the facial hair arena. But our mom always said I was the handsome one, so he can eat a dick.

      “Is she going to come in or just stare?” Elise leans next to me and peers down at Ella.

      “You stared when you first got here.” Garret grabs her wrist and pulls her toward the stairs, the little bells on the Christmas tree in the foyer jingling. “Remember?”

      “Yeah, but the house looks amazing now. All I have to do is finish the work on the spare bedrooms, and it’ll be perfect.” She gives him some fierce side-eye. “Back when it was just you, it was like something from a slasher flick.”

      “Does that make me the slasher?” He gives her a predatory grin.

      “Please take your weird sex-play upstairs. I don’t want to make a bad impression.” I’m suddenly hot, so I strip off my suitcoat.

      Elise and Garrett exchange a look.

      “What?” I yank my already-loose tie free.

      “Nothing.” Elise shrugs. “And I want to meet her.” She turns toward the front door, but Garrett grabs her hand. “No, Mrs. Blackwood. We have some ‘weird sex-play’ to attend to upstairs.”

      “Oh, come on, I want to meet her.” She steps toward the door.

      With a growl, Garrett grabs her, throws her over his shoulder, and—ignoring her protests—carries her upstairs like a caveman. Sickos. But I love them.

      “Keep it down up there!” I yell right as the doorbell rings.

      I stride for the door. When I pull it open, Ella stares up at me with those big brown eyes.

      “This house is beautiful.” She looks at the front porch swing and the potted pansies by the door. “Last time I was here—when all that trouble happened—it looked so … different.”

      “From slasher flick to Southern Living, right?”

      She nods. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Elise and Garrett have spent every free moment repairing, repainting, and bringing the house back to its old glory. I pitch in when I can, but I like to take on more of a ‘supervisory’ role.”

      “Is that so?” Her skepticism isn’t misplaced. My idea of supervising is cracking open a beer and falling asleep in the porch swing.

      I step back as a chilly wind rushes past, scattering the crinkly leaves on the driveway. “Sorry, come in. Cold out there. Was the drive okay?”

      “Sure.” She walks in, and I close the door behind her. “My secretary met me out where the highway branches off toward Azalea. She dropped off my stuff, then high-tailed it back home to get milk and bread for the snowstorm.” She wrinkles her nose. “I kept telling her it doesn’t snow here.”

      “Not usually, no.” I lead her through the foyer and into the living room. “In here okay? I mean, we can sit at the dining room table if you want to be more formal, but I thought this might be a better fit.”

      She glances around at the cozy furniture and the low flames in the fireplace. “This is … nice. Yeah, it’ll work.”

      “Great.”

      My eyes wander as she turns and surveys the room. I was right. Her ass is a revelation in these jeans. Pear? Is that what they say her shape is? Because that’s perfect, a luscious pear is just what she is. I pull my gaze free when she turns back around. “Want something to drink? We’ve got white, red, beer, and I can make a mean mojito or a mint julep if you’re feeling fancy.”

      “Water is fine.” She sits primly on the leather couch, then opens her black briefcase and pulls out a legal pad.

      “Water. Got it.” I head to the kitchen and then back with our drinks. Sitting across from her, I kick back on the loveseat and take a pull of my beer.

      She tucks her dark blonde hair behind her ears. “Rayford is available by phone should we come close to any sort of agreement. I assume Bonnie and Ty are, as well?”

      “They’re working at the diner, but yeah, I can get ahold of them whenever I need them.”

      “Good.” She sips her water and carefully sets it on a coaster before adjusting her glasses and grabbing a pen. “I think we should find some common ground with a brief refresher of the facts and go from there.”

      “Okay, shoot.” I knit my hands together in front of me.

      She takes a breath and begins reciting her side of the story. I watch her mouth, the way her upper lip forms a perfect cupid’s bow. Her sweater has a rounded sort of neckline that drops away from her throat. I see a pretty little strawberry mole on her collarbone. Lower, the sweater hugs the line of her breasts, then narrows at her waist and flares wider at her hips. She must look like a Greek goddess when she’s naked. Just the thought sends a jolt to parts south. Shit. My mind really needs to slow down. Hang on. She just stuck the pen in her mouth, her straight, white teeth nibbling at it. Is she trying to kill me? I take a bigger swig from my bottle.

      “Hart?” She looks at me expectantly.

      “Yeah?”

      She cocks her head to the side. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      “Yeah.” No. “Look, you and I both know Rayford is a damn leech who’s after the money that Ty and Bonnie worked hard for, okay? He’s not going to win this case.”

      “I think he is,” she fires right back. “Ty and Bonnie took something that belonged to Ty and Rayford and profited from it. Case law says that the proceeds are also half Rayford’s. Look it up. Morrison versus Lewis, a 2012 Mississippi Supreme Court decision.”

      “Case law.” I shake my head. “That’s great and all, but I have something better.”

      “Like what?” She crosses her arms, but instead of looking tough, it just makes her look extra kissable. As if she’s daring me to come for her. And fuck if I don’t want to.

      “I have facts that you don’t have.”

      Her eyes narrow. “You were supposed to turn over everything in discovery. You told the court that you had, but now you’re saying you’ve held back and there’s more evidence? That is unaccep—”

      “Judge Houston used to visit the diner every Wednesday for lunch.”

      “What?” The way her eyebrows rise, she can’t have seen that coming. “So?”

      “So, Wednesday is fried catfish day. He hasn’t been able to visit for the past few months because of the conflict of interest. Do you have any idea how delicious catfish day is?” I almost groan at the thought of it. “It’s like if the Almighty himself breaded and fried the fish, okay? Perfectly seasoned, crispy, utterly delicious. And they serve it with a side of mac and cheese and some spicy collards. It is, in a word, heaven. And Judge Houston has been missing it for months because of Rayford.”

      Her stomach grumbles.

      “Exactly.” I throw my hands up. “I rest my case.”

      “Those are the all-important ‘facts’?” She relaxes a hair. “Catfish has nothing to do with this.”

      “This is a small town, Ms. King. You come from a small town. You should know that everything has to do with everything here. We’re all connected. So, yes, the catfish does have plenty to do with this.”

      “I don’t—”

      Something thumps upstairs, and I can’t mistake Elise’s squeal of pleasure, or possibly pain.

      “What was that?” Ella’s eyes are wide.

      “My brother and his wife. They’re, ah, they’re really into—” Another thump and a low groan make it through the timbers. “—kickboxing.”

      “Okay?” She looks up, and then her stomach grumbles again.

      I pause before finishing off my beer. “Did you skip lunch?”

      She shrugs and pulls her legal pad back into her lap. “We should get back to work, catfish notwithstanding.”

      “You skipped lunch.” I stand. “And it’s damn near suppertime. Come on. I can whip you up something nice.” And I can get you away from my brother’s kink.

      “No, I’m fine. We should just get this conference over with, then I can grab something on the way back to town.”

      “Come on.” I hold my hand out to her.

      She eyes it like it might bite her.

      “Please?”

      With an aggrieved sigh, she sets her pad down and takes my hand.

      God, I love the feel of her skin. Something so simple. How many hands do I shake a day? Plenty. But hers is something magical. Mainly because of who it’s attached to.

      I let her go, though I don’t want to, and lead her to the kitchen. “What are you into, Ms. King. I can make—”

      She peers at the piled wood in the back hall. “Please, call me Ella.”

      Sweet, sweet victory. “All right, Ella.” I smile. “Don’t mind the construction stuff. Elise is in the middle of redoing the two bedrooms on this floor. And, by the way, I think I said you could call me Hart when we first got onto this case together, but you wouldn’t.”

      “I like the formality. Makes everything seem more official in court and in front of clients. But we’re here now.” She looks around the remodeled kitchen. “In this gorgeous place. My goodness. This marble is so nice.” She runs her hand down the island.

      “It’s Alabama white. There’s a quarry south of Birmingham. Can you imagine that? It’s like Italian marble but dug up by Bubba instead of Benizio.” I point to one of the island seats. “Get comfortable. I’m ready to work for you.”

      “Are you sure? I could just snack on whatever’s handy or—”

      “Sit.” I point.

      She does. It thrills me when she complies, maybe a little too much. I add a “please” too late, but she seems not to mind.

      “Okay.” I walk into the pantry. “I can make spaghetti, chicken salad sandwiches, some sort of egg salad if you’re freaky.” I head to the fridge and see what’s on hand. “There’s a Christmas turkey in here. Okay, so not that. Or I can do a shrimp linguine with a hint of citrus.”

      “Ooh.”

      “Yeah?” I turn and look at her.

      She nods. “That sounds amazing, but I don’t want to put you out.”

      “Not at all. This is all part of my winning strategy.” I pull out the Gulf shrimp and some cream and set them on my side of the island. “Gonna feed you into submission.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” She’s smiling.

      I want to see that smile so much more. “Thank you.” I melt some butter in a pan and put some salted water on to boil. Her eyes are on me the whole time, and I like the feeling. It’s comfortable with her somehow.

      When I turn around and catch her staring, she clears her throat. “I, um, don’t see why we can’t work while you cook.”

      “Sure.” Work is the last thing I want to do, but I’ll humor her. “How do you suggest we resolve this matter?”

      “A full split of—”

      “Realistically, Ella.” I peel and devein the shrimp. “Sure, Rayford wants the pie in the sky, but he doesn’t deserve it, and Judge Houston won’t give it to him.”

      “He deserves to be compensated.”

      “For what? He hasn’t done a lick of work to create this eggnog side business. Ty and Bonnie invested their savings to get it started, and it’s frankly a miracle that it’s turning a profit at all.” I toss the shrimp into the pan. The sizzle tells me I timed it right, so I add the garlic and a few splashes of lemon juice.

      “That smells amazing.” She stands and walks around the island to peer into the pan. “What did you put in there?”

      She’s at my elbow, her warmth lighting up my side. I toss the linguine into the boiling water. “Your staples are present—salt, pepper, onion, and garlic—I call those the Royal Quartet. And then I’ve added the lemon juice. I’ll put the zest in once I’ve added the cream for the sauce. If you add it too early, it’s liable to burn.”

      “I can cook a few things, but nothing like this.”

      “If you can read, you can cook.” I point to a shelf next to the pantry full of cookbooks, most of them old. “And the Internet has some recipes so good that they’ll definitely make you want to slap your mama.”

      She gives me a wry smile. “I bet you could charm a Yankee with that kind of talk.”

      “I’m not charming you?” I stir the shrimp. “I did once.” I hold my breath. Does she remember?

      She groans and retreats back to her seat.

      Damnit.

      “I was sort of hoping you didn’t remember that night. You hadn’t mentioned it this whole time, so I thought I was safe.”

      “Safe?” With me? Not a chance.

      She taps her glass, her cheeks getting those pink blooms in them. “I think I’ll have some wine after all.”

      “Was it that bad?” I pour her a white and grab myself another beer.

      “Thanks.” She takes a small gulp. “Not bad. It’s just, I want you to know I’m not the sort that goes out partying with law school grads and tries to pick up one of them, okay?” She continues, her words coming so fast they’re almost stuck together. “That night I was celebrating with one of my friends who’d passed the bar with you, and I was just intending to get a drink with her and then get home. I didn’t realize half the law school would be at that bar to party. And then I let Orchid give me way too much to drink. I mean, it wasn’t a lot for a social drinker, but back then I was a total lightweight, so it all went to my head, and then I saw you, and you were so handsome and smelled so good—” She takes a bigger gulp.

      At this point, I’ve turned off the stove and given her my full attention, which somehow makes her talk even faster in an utterly adorable way.

      “And so then I was buzzed and you were there and I got a little out of hand.”

      “You crawled into my lap and kissed me in front of the entire bar.”

      She clenches her eyes shut. “I know.”

      “And asked me to take you home.” I plate her food.

      “Oh, God.” She hangs her head.

      “But I didn’t because you were so trashed.”

      “Thank you.” Her hair drapes in a curtain in front of her face. “I really thought you’d forgotten.”

      “Forget you?” I serve up her food. “Not possible.”

      She lifts her head. “I was that embarrassing?”

      “You were that memorable.” I take the seat next to her. “The next day, I managed to track you down through Orchid, but she told me you were mortified, hungover, and had zero interest in a newly-minted lawyer with no job prospects and the Blackwood name.”

      “She said that?” She picks up her fork.

      “Yeah. I couldn’t blame her.” I shrug and watch as she takes her first bite. “That was after the whole Blackwood thing blew up. The papers didn’t exactly paint us in a positive light, and you saw what it was like out here. Not good.”

      She makes an ‘mmm’ noise. “This is so good, Hart.”

      “Thanks.” I clink my beer with her wine glass. “And please don’t be embarrassed.”

      “I can’t help it. It was so out-of-character for me to act that way. I mean, I pretty much pawed at you in public.”

      To be accurate, she dry-humped me in public, but there’s no need to put so fine a point on it at the moment. “Maybe you didn’t notice I was more than happy to have you on top of me?”

      She takes a big bite and chews, using the food as a shield.

      “Seriously. Why do you think I tried to find you the next day? I wanted to get to know you. But, like I said, Orchid made it clear I wasn’t the guy for you.”

      “Sorry about that.” She turns toward me, finally. “Orchid can be pushy. But, I mean, she was right. I was busy with my career. You were just starting out.” She shrugs.

      “And my name?”

      “I didn’t care about your name. I learned a long time ago that what people say about you and the truth are two entirely separate concepts. The King name carries a lot of water in Azalea. Or, it used to. But then my father’s history came to light.” She spears the last shrimp. “So no, names don’t mean a thing.”

      “Sorry about your dad.”

      “Thanks.” She drops her chin a little. “I know he wasn’t a good man, but I still miss him.”

      “I understand.” I take a swig of my beer.

      She eats in silence for a moment.

      I can’t let the mood stay heavy. Not when I finally have her feeling comfortable around me. “So, that night. You don’t remember dry-humping me?”

      She stops mid-chew and gives me a sideways glance.

      I laugh. “You do!”

      Her laugh meets mine, and god, she’s absolutely beautiful when she smiles. I reach over and wipe a bit of sauce from the edge of her bottom lip, then lick my thumb. She follows the movement but quickly drops her eyes. Clearing her throat a little, she says, “This really is delicious.”

      I lean closer. “So were you.”

      She snorts. “Is this you making a pass at me?”

      “You can’t tell?” I try not to grin, though I’m feeling particularly wolfish. She remembers. And not just vaguely. She knows every detail of our kiss that night, of straddling my lap, of how we instantly connected the moment we locked eyes across the bar.

      “Nope.” She drinks more of her wine. “And it won’t work anyway. That night was a fluke. We’re opposing counsel. This—” She waves her fork between us. “Isn’t happening.”

      “Why not?”

      She puts her fork down. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m serious.” I pick it back up and hand it to her. “You missed a bite.”

      She quirks her lips but takes the fork. “It doesn’t matter if you’re serious. We’re opposing counsel. You and I seeing each other?” She takes the last bite and washes it down with her wine. “That’s a state bar complaint waiting to happen.”

      “Then we need to get this case settled.”

      “Great.” She wipes her mouth. “I’m glad we agree. Your clients can pay Rayford the—”

      I kiss her. It’s impulsive and rash. But I’ve never been known for having an even temperament. She freezes at first, and I think I’ve misjudged her. Then she lets out the softest sigh and melts into me. Her lips are so soft, even better than I remember. The kiss becomes more as I cup her cheek and angle her head.

      Maybe I’m going too far, too fast for her, but I’ve been thinking about doing this very thing for years. So, I do it. And I don’t hold back. I swipe my tongue along the seam of her lips, and she opens. I take everything she offers with silent thanks. I can’t get enough. She turns more toward me and presses her palms to my chest. I wonder if she can feel how fast my heart is beating. I want her to know what she does to me—what she’s been doing to me every single time I see her in that courtroom.

      I put one hand at her lower back and pull her closer, my legs outside of hers as we continue kissing, the dance of our tongues sending pools of pleasure shooting through my veins. I want to lift her onto this counter, to feel the heat between her thighs as I kiss down her chest. Just the thought has me running my palm lower until I’m cupping her ass.

      She makes a soft, feminine sound, then pulls back. I chase her and catch her mouth again, kissing her until we’re both breathless. When she pulls away again, I let her, though I want to drag her back into my arms.

      “Hart, we shouldn’t.” She can’t hide the way her eyes are still on my lips. “We’re on the same case. The bar would—”

      “Kissing isn’t an ethics violation.”

      “It is when you’re opposing counsel.” She rises and steps back. “Is there a powder room I might use?”

      “Sure, turn left, first door on your right.” I itch to follow her, to try to convince her that this is right, that we’ve been waltzing toward this moment ever since we first met. But I stay put as she walks into the hall.

      She’s spooked. I need to give her space.

      Just a little.

      Just for now.
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      I stare at the mirror with the gray frame and the hand-painted accents. Rain tinkles against the small window at my back. The sink basin is a raised glass bowl with river rocks around the drain. This house really is a showplace these days. Too bad my reflection is more of a mess than its surroundings. I shake my head at myself. Getting involved with opposing counsel isn’t something I can do.

      Tucking my hair behind my ears, I ignore the electric excitement rattling through my veins, the particular thrill of Hart’s mouth on mine, the way his hands felt in my hair, the way he lit up every pleasure receptor in my mind from nothing more than a kiss. If he can do that with his mouth, what would the rest of him—No. Not going there.

      I stand up straight and give myself a stern look. Not happening. It can’t. Would I still be loyal to my client? Sure. But the state bar won’t see it that way. They’ll see me putting my interests ahead of my client’s. I can’t do that. So, it’s settled. “Right?” I ask my reflection.

      The woman in the mirror doesn’t seem so sure. Damn.

      Maybe I should leave. I mean, the conference is pretty much done, we aren’t going to come to an agreement today, and I can spend the rest of the evening writing up some more briefs in my motel room. This is a good plan, I tell myself.

      I step into the hall and almost bump into a woman. “Oh.”

      “Hi.” She turns, her hazel eyes widening. “Sorry, didn’t know you were in there. I’m Elise.”

      I’d seen her from a distance when the entire Blackwood mess blew up, but up close I realize she’s got a warmth to her—the same warmth that’s in every decorative touch added to the house.

      “I’m Ella.” I hold out my hand.

      She takes it and shakes, her grip strong. “Nice to meet you. Has Hart been treating you well? He can be a bit of a scamp.”

      “He’s fine.” I shrug. “I mean, we are on opposite ends of a dispute, after all. I think that calls for some disagreement.”

      “Sure.” She shrugs, her eyes lingering on the pink in my cheeks. “He can get heated.” A mischievous smile tickles at the corners of her mouth. “He’s more like his brother than he realizes.”

      I don’t know much about the elder Blackwood, just rumors, really. But that’s enough. Then again, Elise seems perfectly kind and friendly, and she married him. Maybe the rumors are just that—rumors.

      “Did he feed you?” She points toward the kitchen. “I was just going to find a snack. Need to refuel after—” She stops herself with a wave of her hand. “After, you know, working in the yard and such.”

      “He fed me, yep.” She does look a bit flushed, I think. But something tells me it’s not from yard work.

      “Great.” She walks past. “Well, I hope you all can come to an agreement. We love Bonnie and Ty, so I’m on their team, of course. But I’m sure they want what’s fair, just like you. It was great to meet you, and if you need anything, I’m always around.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” I’m already beginning to like her, the spunky little walk and the way she talks with me as if we’ve known each other for a while—it’s all so comfortable.

      She gives me a wave. “Good luck with Hart. He’s back in the living room.”

      “Thanks.” I turn and retrace my steps toward the front of the house.

      “You okay?” Hart is flipping through a mottled legal pad on his lap.

      “Yeah. I met Elise.”

      “I thought I heard you two talking.” He leans back, his slow smile like sweet molasses. “She tell you how awesome I am?”

      “Not quite.” I gather my legal pad.

      “Hey.” He leans forward. “Are you leaving?”

      “I probably should. We aren’t getting anywhere.” I mean, we were getting somewhere in the kitchen, but in the completely wrong direction.

      “Is this because I kissed you?”

      “No,” I answer too quickly. Where is my poker face?

      “You don’t have to go.” He reaches out, then stops and pulls his hand back. “We should probably talk numbers, right?”

      “Numbers?” I’m a numbers person. Does he know that somehow? I like to know definite amounts and put a figure to any damages. It’s the best place to start when dealing with two warring parties. If I can narrow the dispute down to nothing more than a dollar amount—no emotions, no subterfuge—that’s my sweet spot. “What numbers do you have?”

      “Well.” He flips through his worn legal pad as I take the seat across from him. “From discovery documents, it seems to me that Bonnie and Ty made a profit last year of—”

      “Fifteen-thousand, twenty-one dollars and eleven cents.” I grab my pen. “Split between the parties, that would give my client $7,510.55.”

      “I mean, look.” He tosses his pad to the side. “We’re not talking big money here.”

      “No, it’s not to us. But to Rayford, it could mean a better life.”

      “Sure, because he’s done such a great job with his life so far.” He gives me a searching look. “Do you really want Rayford to come out on top in this?”

      “Of course.” I know Rayford isn’t the nicest, cleanest client, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve representation. “He should get his day in court. He has solid claims.”

      “I don’t see it that way. And I think the jury will agree with me that Rayford is a piss-poor brother who wants to glom onto Ty and Bonnie’s success.”

      “We are getting nowhere.” I sigh.

      “Okay.” He holds his hands up, palms toward me. “Let’s go back to the numbers. Rayford wants $7,510.55 despite the fact he didn’t do a lick of work to earn it.”

      “That recipe—”

      “Isn’t a basis for monetary relief, and you know it.”

      “I know no such thing.” I lean forward. “And if there was no basis at all, Judge Houston would’ve granted your motion to dismiss. He didn’t. So, try again, Hart.” God, arguing with him gets my blood up, and not in a professional sort of way.

      He leans closer, bridging the divide between us. “He didn’t grant my motion because he wanted to make it look like he was giving you and Rayford a chance. He’s up for re-election next year. He knows you don’t have a leg to stand on but wanted to show the community that he’s even-handed.”

      “Bullshit.” I pin him with a glare—one that I hope doesn’t give away the hot blood pumping in my veins. “I have a case. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting here arguing with me.”

      “You’ve got nothing but some smart pleadings and clever arguments. All of that will fall flat in front of a jury.” His tone verges on mocking, but his eyes say something else. He looks hungry. For me.

      “We’re done here.” I stand and pull my briefcase strap over my shoulder.

      “Not by a long shot.” He jumps to his feet.

      My heart jumps right along with him as he closes the distance between us.

      He leans down. “Your client needs to give it up. He’s not getting a dime.”

      “And your clients need to stop being stingy jerks.”

      His gaze slips to my mouth, and I’m right back into the fire, my desire for him smoking up my vision.

      “I’m leaving.” I turn toward the door.

      He takes my arm and pulls me back to him, his forehead furrowed. “You know what you need?”

      “Smarter opposing counsel?”

      He pulls me in for a kiss that lights a blaze through my entire being. One of his arms goes around my waist. I lean back but can’t get away. And heaven help me, I don’t want to. My briefcase slips from my shoulder as he pushes me onto the couch. I wrap my arms around his neck as he follows me down, our mouths a mess of lips and teeth and desire.

      I know we should stop. I know it. But his tongue feels so good, and his body is hard on top of mine, fitting against me perfectly. I lift my hips, and he slides a knee between my thighs as we deepen our kiss. He puts one hand in my hair, and I moan when he pulls on the strands. Sensation washes through me, and I’m pulled under by how much I love his touch.

      Breaking our kiss, he fastens his lips to my throat, sucking and licking.

      His name darts across my lips, and he answers by pulling my sweater down and running his teeth along my collarbone. When he presses his hard length against me, all the same filthy thoughts I had about him years ago come rushing back. I have to stop this, to get control of the situation. But I can’t seem to do anything except writhe as he rocks his hips against mine and drops his kisses lower across my chest.

      I run my fingers through his hair, then gasp as he returns to my mouth, his hand under my shirt and cupping my breast through my bra. My nipples are so hard they tingle, and when he brushes his thumb over one, I arch my back.

      “I need you naked.” He rests one palm at my throat.

      I’m not going that far. I’m not. Am I? When he rakes his fingers down my breast to get past the lace of my bra, I bite his lip. Yes, I’m going that far.

      He yanks my top down. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.” He fastens his mouth to my aching nipple. I can’t breathe as he nips at me with his teeth, then sucks hard, sending a shockwave of need through me.

      “Hart, I can’t—mmmmm.” I bite my own lip as he cups my other breast.

      A board creaks in the hall.

      Hart yanks my sweater back into place as a dark-haired, bearded man strolls into the room. He stops, his blue eyes widening. “Well, fuck me.”
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      “Garrett.” I want to strangle him, to just punch him right in his beard. Instead, I make sure Ella is covered, then I sit up. “You could knock, asshole.”

      “It’s my house.” He shrugs.

      “Our house,” I correct. “Ours.”

      He doesn’t leave. “I thought you two were fighting?”

      “We are.” Ella arranges her sweater, her ruffled feathers beyond adorable. “This was a mistake. I’d appreciate it if you could keep this to yourself.” She stands as Garrett gives her an amused glance.

      “I’m the number one secret keeper in the county. Have been for years. Just ask around in town. They’ll tell you.” He leans against the doorframe.

      “You don’t have to go.” I rise as Ella shoulders her briefcase again.

      “I do.” She kicks her chin up. “I need to work on this case without distraction. I’m heading back to my motel. I’d appreciate it if we set the next conference in your office or a more formal space.”

      “We don’t have to—”

      “Thank you for lunch.” She turns to stride past a still-amused Garrett.

      I glare at the cockblock, which only makes him smirk.

      Then he follows Ella into the foyer. “Uh, hang on a second, miss. That’s what I was coming to tell you. Deputy Nabors called and said the bridges between here and town have iced over, and that the county has already closed the roads ahead of the storm.”

      “Storm?” Ella crosses her arms over her stomach. “It’s not going to snow.” Her exasperation covers the earlier embarrassment. If she only knew what kind of kinky shenanigans Garrett got up to, she wouldn’t be the least bit worried about him seeing us together.

      “Already started in the northwest section of the county.” Elise walks up next to Garrett. “Looks like you’ll be staying here for the night.” She smiles.

      “No. I can drive back.” Ella heads for the front door and opens it.

      “Ella, wait.” I catch up to her just as she stops and stares at the old oaks that ring the estate.

      “Look at the trees.” She points to the crystalline branches. In the falling night, the nearest trees are coated with a layer of ice, and a keen wind blows along the eaves. The limbs lean toward us, and a popping sound tells me that a pine tree just exploded nearby from freezing sap.

      “Yeah, that’s why the roads are closed. The rain’s turned to ice ahead of the snow front.” Garrett strides toward the kitchen and calls over his shoulder, “Best settle in. I’ll make dinner.”

      “I’ll watch.” Elise follows him.

      Another gust whips past, and Ella steps into the foyer and closes the door.

      “I’m glad you’re staying.” I move closer to her, and she turns around.

      “Not intentionally.” She doesn’t meet my gaze.

      “Hey.” I gently grip her chin. “Hey.” When her warm eyes meet mine, I continue, “I can tell you’re worrying. Don’t.”

      “Of course I’m worrying.” She pushes past me. “This is bad.” Turning, she points at me and then herself. “This thing. It isn’t happening.”

      “Honey, it started happening all those years ago with you on my lap.”

      She throws up her hands and almost hits the Christmas tree behind her. “This is ridiculous.”

      “Is it, though?” I take her hands. They’re warm. “We met before, and we felt it then.”

      “Lust. That’s what we felt.” Despite her defiant tone, she doesn’t pull away.

      “Definitely, but I think there was more to it than that. I think you know it, too. And now fate throws us together again? Seems like more than just a fluke to me. More than just attraction.” I look down at her lips. “Though, trust me, the attraction part is almost more than I can stand.”

      She swallows hard. “I need to call my client.”

      I crowd her. I have to. My heart is thumping. “You can call him. After we’re finished talking.”

      “Hart.” She presses her palm to my chest. “Please.”

      I cover her hand with mine and lean closer. Her eyelashes flutter closed as I press my lips to hers. Softly, this time. Almost as if I’m asking permission.

      She sighs and takes my kiss, then answers it. Her tongue slides against mine, all of her protests drowned out by the connection between us, this insatiable need that began in a bar years ago and held strong ever since.

      “Just pretend, okay? Pretend we don’t have a case.” I press my forehead to hers. “It’s just me and you. What do you want?”

      She clutches my shirt and lets out a breathy sigh. Fuck, she’s sexy.

      “I want …” She bites her bottom lip.

      “Just you and me, Ella. No case. No distractions. Nothing between us. Tell me what you want.” I know the words I’m dying to hear, but will she give them to me? Because if she will, I’ll give her so much more.

      “I want you.” Her voice is so soft I almost miss it.

      But I don’t. I hear the words that set me on fire, and I scoop her up and carry her toward the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      How does he have this effect on me? A few kisses and I’m gone. He carries me up the stairs two-at-a-time, and I hold onto him as he rushes down the hall, into a bedroom, and then slams the door behind us.

      “Hart!” I squeak as he sits me on his bed, then climbs on top of me. His mouth returns, and I’m drugged again, each caress like a hint of ecstasy that keeps me coming back for more. I run my hands to his broad shoulders, feeling how tense he is. I dig my nails in. He groans against my mouth and runs one hand down to my hip.

      I thought I was burning up before. Now, alone with him in this bedroom, I’m engulfed. Each touch, each kiss, each low rumble from his chest—I give myself over to it. Kissing him is so easy, so delicious that it’s almost scary, and I fear that the wrongness of it all just serves to make it more appealing. I want to do the wrong thing, as long as it’s with him.

      He settles between my thighs, and I rock my hips when I feel him pressing against me. His grip on my hip tightens, then he runs his hand up my sweater. With a hard push, he sits up and pulls my sweater completely off as I scrabble at his buttons.

      “You know what this calls for?” He grabs his shirt and rips it open, buttons flying as he dives back down to me, his mouth on my chest as he reaches between me and the bed to undo my bra. He gets it with ease, and I would put in a snarky comment at his skill, but when he fastens his mouth to my breast, I can’t seem to string any words together.

      He stops for two seconds to strip his undershirt away, giving me a glimpse of taut muscles and smooth skin. When he returns to my breast, he uses his teeth on my nipple, and I arch into him.

      Kissing down my stomach, he stops at my jeans, pops them loose, then undoes the zipper. I take a deep breath as he pulls them down to my ankles, then yanks them completely off.

      “Sensible panties, Ms. King.” He nuzzles against my stomach, his lips grazing me as I sit up. With an easy push, he puts me on my back again. “Let me help you out of them.” He hooks the sides of my cotton panties and pulls them down. When he spreads my legs, I can’t tell if I’m awkward or turned on or awkwardly turned on. All I know is that I want more.

      “You saved this for me?” He kisses my mound, and down the sensitive crease of my thigh. “It’s perfect.”

      “Hart.” I grab his hair.

      He takes my wrist. “Touch your tits. I want to watch you while I eat your cunt.”

      He’s filthy. Utterly filthy. But my hands find their way to my breasts, just as he instructed. And I run my fingers along my hard nipples.

      “Just like that.” His green eyes never leave me as he runs his tongue along my pussy.

      My body tingles all over, and when he fastens his mouth to me and pushes his tongue inside, I gasp. He doesn’t stop, his mouth so hot and perfect along my fevered skin. When he moves to my clit, I think I stop breathing. He pushes closer, my legs thrown over his shoulder as he watches me. I grind my hips to his rhythm, all modesty gone as I chase my release. My body tightens, everything twisting smaller and deeper inside me.

      Then he stops.

      “Hart!” I will beg if I have to. “Please.”

      “I’m going to give it to you. Don’t you worry.” He strips his pants down, his cock springing free. My mouth waters as I see the bead of wetness at the tip, the way the shaft is so straight and hard. “You want it, right?” He grips it, giving it one erotic stroke. “It’s all for you.”

      “Yes.” I clutch the sheets as he leans over and pulls a condom from his bedside table.

      He rolls it on quickly, then settles on top of me. “I’ve been dreaming about this for years. Did you know that?” His mouth is insistent, almost rough, and I find I want more of it. I wrap my arms around his neck and bite his bottom lip.

      “Fuck.” He palms one breast and rests his cock at my entrance. “You’re going to break me, woman.”

      “Yes.” I thrust my hips up so his cock teases at my opening.

      He groans and pushes inside me. “God-fucking-dammit-to-hell.” His arms tremble as he holds himself on his elbows. “You feel so good.”

      My breath catches as he fills me, his body fitting mine perfectly, his cock hitting me deep and so, so right.

      “More.” I bite his shoulder as he pulls back and pushes deep again, and my toes curl as he starts a slow rhythm. This moment consumes me, and I’m utterly his, giving myself over to every bit of pleasure he can share. That connection he spoke about—he was right. This is real, and I’ve never felt it with anyone else.

      I spread wider, and he grunts as he leans back. Looking down at me, he licks his lips. “You’re gorgeous. So fucking sexy.” He palms my breasts then catches my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers while thrusting slowly, deeply.

      I reach above me and brace myself against the headboard as his movements grow rougher, each jarring impact sending a wave of sparks through me.

      “Like this?” He grabs my hips and lifts me, grinding my pussy against him as he takes what he wants.

      “Yes.” I flatten my palms against the headboard.

      With a groan, he pulls out, then flips me onto my knees. Before I can get a word out, he slams into me from behind. My moan is low and long as he starts fucking me harder, then reaches around my thigh and presses his fingers to my clit.

      “Hart!” I buck at the sensation, the pure arousal that shoots through me.

      “I want you to come all over my cock.” He pistons me, the slapping sounds of our skin ricocheting around his room. “Can you do that for me?”

      I press my forehead into the bed as he leans over me, his back sliding against me as we writhe and rock together.

      A hard slap on my ass makes me squeal. “Can you come for me?”

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “That’s it.” He covers my body with his, one hand on my clit, the other supporting his weight.

      I shove back against him, his cock sliding deeper inside as he rides me. This is lust. This is possession. And I don’t want it to end. Each stroke sends me higher, and every masculine noise he makes is an added spark to my flames.

      On and on, he masters me, his teeth nipping at my shoulder as he pounds inside me. My hips seize, my body going still and taking every impact until my orgasm bursts through me, pleasure erupting in waves as I moan into the bed.

      “Fuck!” He shoves hard and deep as I roll under the sea of pleasure, each quake turning my insides molten and my mind to mush.

      His cock kicks inside me, and he grinds deep as he climaxes, his groans a porn soundtrack that could get me off just from listening to it.

      I sink into the bed, my knees spreading even more as I go limp.

      He pants on top of me, his cock still buried deep, and drops kisses on my back. “I think I may have blacked out when I came.”

      I snort. “Is that common?”

      “Just you. Only with you.” He kisses down my spine.

      We breathe for a while, falling back down to earth like an errant leaf. My mind starts to clear as he keeps pressing kisses to my back and shoulders, as if he can’t help himself.

      “I can’t believe we did that.” I turn my head and breathe in deeply. The bed smells like him, that hint of cologne mixed with some sort of fabric softener.

      “That has been coming for years.” He pulls out gently and hurries to the en suite. “You know that, right?” he calls. “Ever since that night at the bar.”

      I roll over and snuggle under the sheets. I should go pee. I don’t. Because I’m comfortable right where I am.

      He hurries back to bed and climbs in beside me. “Would it be cliché for you to …” He pats his chest and gives me the most disarmingly hopeful look I’ve ever seen.

      Why is he trying to melt my heart? He already melted my panties. I scoot over to him, and he wraps his arm around me as I nestle against his chest. Maybe it’s cliché. But it’s also perfect, and I love the feel of his heart beating beneath my cheek.

      “Do you think your brother and Elise heard that?” I whisper.

      “Pfft.” He runs his hand up and down my back. “He’s probably got her bent over that Alabama white marble as we speak.”

      I laugh. “Seriously?”

      “They have a thing.” He shrugs. “And now we have a thing.” He kisses my forehead.

      But this can’t be a thing. I close my eyes and let realization hit me full in the face. This is a huge complication. One that I brought on myself. Now, my case is at stake. Should I tell Rayford that I can’t be his lawyer anymore? Or should I go on as if nothing’s happened?

      “Don’t do that.” He hugs me tighter. “I can hear you thinking and worrying.”

      I drape my knee across his thigh. “You know why I’m worrying.”

      “Look, maybe this will make the settlement happen faster, right? We’re both on the same team now?”

      I shake my head. “We are most certainly not on the same team.”

      “Is that so?” He rolls over on top of me, his cock resting between my legs and tickling my already-too-sensitive spot.

      “Hart.”

      “What?” He leans down and claims my mouth.

      I’m almost under his spell again. But then I think of what Judge Houston would say if he knew, and how Rayford would feel, and what would happen to my reputation.

      I turn away and scoot from his embrace. “I should, um … I should—”

      “Stay here with me,” he offers.

      “That’s exactly what I shouldn’t do.” I snatch my panties from the floor and pull them on, then finish getting dressed as he watches every move I make.

      “Disagree.”

      “Exactly. We disagree.” I stand and tuck my hair behind my ears. “That’s what we do.”

      He gives me a smirk that threatens to pull me right back into his clutches. “We disagree, but we do other things, too.”

      “Stop.” I turn toward the door. “This was a one-time mistake. Not a thing that’s going to happen again.” I spin to meet his gaze as I try to put certainty into my words. “I just got … carried away. That’s all. I guess maybe it had been building up between us or, I don’t know.”

      “We aren’t a mistake, sweetheart. This is real.” He throws the sheet off and stands. No shame in his game. It takes all I have not to look down. But then I do it anyway. He’s already hard again. My thighs clench.

      “You can run away this time, Ella.” He walks over to me, his green eyes intense. “But I’ll be coming for you.”

      A pleasant chill tiptoes down my spine. Are his words a threat or an aphrodisiac? I clear my throat. “Well, I’m stuck here.”

      “You know what I mean.” He takes my hand and kisses it. “I’ll be here when you realize I’m the one for you.”

      “The one?” I push the thought away, right along with all the feelings that threaten to overwhelm me. “As in you love me?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?” He cocks his head to the side and strokes my cheek. “Why?”

      “We don’t know each other.”

      “We don’t? I’m pretty sure you’re an uptight rule follower who graduated the top of her class and pushes away meaningful relationships because of daddy issues and a thirst to prove herself. Underneath all that is a level-headed woman who is the perfect complement to a rash man with family issues, overconfidence, and the same need to push people away.”

      I blink. Then I blink some more. “You’ve put thought into this.”

      “Into you and me? Of course I have.”

      “This is …” I back away and into the hall. “This is too much.”

      “No, it’s just right.” He doesn’t pursue me. Not this time.

      But I can feel his gaze on me until I hurtle down the stairs and out into the cold night.
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          Hart

        

      

    

    
      “I spooked her.” I sit at the island as Garrett checks on his cornbread.

      “I noticed. She sat on the porch for a while before that cold wind got to her and she came back in. What did you do?” He stares at the buttery-looking top, then closes the oven again. “Needs three more minutes.”

      “I just told her how I feel about her.”

      “And she didn’t feel it, too?” He drops some catfish fillets into his giant frying pot. They hiss and bubble on their way to fried perfection.

      “I think she does, but she doesn’t do anything rash. Not like me. And she’s worried about the case. And the state bar. And everything in between.”

      His caveman grunt is the only sign that he’s considering what I said.

      The truth is, yeah, I can see where she’s worried that it’s too fast. But sometimes things just feel right. That’s what she is to me.

      “Have you tried, I don’t know, chasing her down?” He looks over his shoulder.

      “You’re hopeless.” I take my beer and wander back into the foyer. Ella is standing at one of the sitting room windows and looking out at the falling snow.

      “I can’t believe it.” Elise stands next to her. “It’s really snowing. A Christmas miracle.”

      “So, yeah, I guess I really do have to stay the night.”

      “Don’t worry. All those ghost stories about the Blackwoods aren’t true. And maybe the ice will thaw tomorrow so you can get back to town.” She lowers her voice. “Hart is pretty much obsessed with you. Did you know that?”

      Dammit, Elise. I almost bust up in the room, but I force myself to stay put. Eavesdropping isn’t so bad, right?

      “Obsessed?” Ella asks.

      “Not in a bad way. He’s just mentioned you here and there ever since you two first met. He never talks about anyone else. Not his style. But he’s remembered you. Followed your career. He even wanted to come to Azalea when that stuff with your dad happened, but he was stuck here with the rest of us dealing with our own mess.”

      Not in a bad way—at least she qualified my obsession.

      “Oh.” Ella isn’t running away. That’s a good sign. Right?

      “He’s not a bad guy. Trust me, I’d kick his ass if I thought he was up to no good.” Elise shrugs. “But yeah, he’s talked about you nonstop ever since Bonnie’s case started. He thinks you’re super smart. You should hear his bitching when he sees you’ve filed a new brief.” Elise laughs. “He curses you half the time, then says how impressed he is the other half. Oh, and he adds in a sprinkle of ‘she keeps making more work for me, ugh.’”

      I can’t see Ella’s face, but I hear the smile in her voice. “I’m glad I keep him on his toes.”

      “Definitely.” Elise stretches. “I’m glad you’ll be here for a bit, and I may selfishly hope that you get to stay for Christmas. We bought that enormous turkey, so we’ll have plenty of grub, and our liquor cabinet is well stocked—a necessity for any holiday with these guys.”

      “They’re that bad, huh?”

      “They can get up to some stuff, especially when they’re together. Boys. Ugh.”

      “I know the feeling. My brother Logan can’t seem to stop getting into trouble, and he’s the county sheriff.”

      “He’d fit right in with Garret and Hart.” Elise shakes her head. “I guess I should get back to the kitchen and help Garrett. He’s turned into a great cook, but sometimes he likes to boss me around for fun, and I kind of like it when he hits me with the spatula just right.” She and Ella laugh together.

      I back into the library as Elise passes by, then creep out and play it cool as I approach Ella. “Hey.”

      She turns and meets my gaze. “Hi.” At least she doesn’t seem upset anymore. A strawberry hickey graces her throat, and I look at it with pride, because I guess I’m a caveman, too, just like Garrett.

      I wrap my arms around her from behind, and we look out at the impossible snow.

      “Why does this feel so good?” She grips my forearms.

      I nuzzle her neck. “Because it’s right.”

      She relaxes against me, though her silence tells me she’s working through all her worries again. We stand there for a long time and just watch as the ground becomes coated in a thin layer of white. Clangs and voices emerge from the kitchen along with the delicious scent of roasted meat.

      “It’s beautiful here. So much different than I remember it.” She reaches out and traces the outline of the red holiday bow.

      “You should visit more often.” I kiss her earlobe. I want her in my bed more often than not. I want to pick her brain over my cases. I want so much from her. But I know I can’t say all of that. Not now. Not when she’s worrying away on the inside. “Listen, Ella. I know you’re sort of turned around and confused about all this.”

      “Confused? No. I mean, I knew what I wanted, and I went for it.”

      “Was it worth it?” I hold my breath. Because this is it. This will tell me if I moved too fast or if she feels it, too.

      She rests her head against my shoulder. “Yes.”

      My overconfidence meter tops out so hard it blows to pieces. I grin. “So, you’re saying my sexual skills have convinced you that we should be more than just opposing counsel?”

      “Ground rules. Don’t go throwing the l-word at me, okay? And don’t expect me to drop this case. And don’t think that just because you and I are seeing each other that I’m going to change—”

      I whirl her around. “I don’t want you to change. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I want you.”

      Her maelstrom of caveats falls silent as she stares up at me. “Just me?”

      “Just you.”

      “Even if I make more work for you, beat you in court, and make you look like a fool in front of your clients?” The mischief in her eyes turns my blood to lava.

      “I guess I’m not the only overconfident one.” I can’t go another second without a taste of her, so I take it, slowly sampling her lips in front of the Christmas tree. No mistletoe necessary.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so just one more.” Elise crawls to the back of the Christmas tree and plucks out a package wrapped in red and green paper with a lopsided bow on top.

      I sit cross-legged on the floor, a warm cup of coffee in my hands. Christmas morning dawned cold and bright, the sun streaming through the bedecked windows. The roads finally thawed, but Hart talked me into staying through Christmas. He’s good at that. I lean back into his arms as he sits behind me, his legs splayed out on either side of me.

      “It says ‘Ella’ on it.” Elise has mischief in her smile as she hands it to me.

      “Huh. I guess Santa knew you were here?” Garrett sips his black coffee and inspects one of his gifts—new running shoes.

      I take the package and recognize Hart’s scrawl across the legal-pad-yellow tag taped by the red bow.

      “How did you manage a gift for me when we’ve been stuck here this whole time?” I turn, and he kisses my cheek.

      “Christmas miracle.” He drops another kiss on my lips. “Just open it.”

      I turn it over and pull at the haphazardly taped seams.

      “I wrapped it myself,” he whispers in my ear.

      “I can tell.” I mouth the words but don’t say them out loud. After all, it’s a gift.

      With a rip, I pull the paper free. It’s a book. I flip it over and run my fingers along the leathery cover. Pride and Prejudice.

      Hart clears his throat. “It’s not a first edition or anything, but it’s a restored collector’s edition from the 1930s.”

      “1937,” Garrett grunts as Elise wraps a red tartan scarf around his neck.

      “Right, 1937. I thought you might like it.” Hart leans forward, peering over my shoulder as I open the book. He’s nervous. Why does he do things like worry about whether I like my gift? It just makes me fall even harder for him. The scoundrel.

      “Wow.” I run my fingers down the smooth page. “It’s beautiful.”

      “You like it?”

      “I love it. It’s one of my favorites.” I turn and kiss him, thanking him with my whole heart for all the gifts he’s given me this Christmas, the least of which is the book.
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          Ella

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you.” I take the waiver from Rayford and file it in my briefcase.

      “So, you and that Blackwood fella, huh?” Rayford kicks back in his seat and rests his dirty boots on the counsel table.

      “Yes, as we discussed. Thank you for agreeing to keep me on as your counsel and for signing the waiver. And I can promise you my relationship with him will not affect my performance.”

      “None of my business. Not really.” He sucks a tooth as Ty and Bonnie walk in, though his gaze lingers the longest on Bonnie.

      I watch him watching her. Then it hits me. How did I miss it? He’s got a thing for Bonnie. Is that why he’s suing his brother? Jealousy?

      “All rise.” The bailiff announces, then goes back to playing on his phone.

      Judge Houston waves us all to our seats as he takes his place on the bench. “Everyone have some good holidays?”

      “Yes, your honor.” Good? No. The best? Yes.

      “Ms. King, ready for a new year?” He shoots me a piercing look. “Heard there’s been a change in counsel’s status.”

      “Your honor?”

      He grins. “Heard you and that no-good Blackwood boy are seeing each other.”

      “Guilty as charged.” Hart pushes through the doors into the courtroom. After dropping a powdered donut bag on my table along with a coffee, he shakes Ty’s hand and gives Bonnie a hug. They don’t care that we’re dating. In fact, no one seems to care. Not even Judge Houston. Maybe I worry too much?

      “Well, let’s get this show on the road.” Judge Houston searches around on his desk. “We doing a jury?”

      Hart stands. “Yes, your honor. There’ll be a panel available in half an hour. I checked with the clerk on the way in.”

      “She been any nicer to you?” Judge Houston doesn’t look up.

      “Nope.”

      “Heh.” Judge Houston scratches his nose. “Well, the clerks love Ms. King here. Maybe she’ll rub off on you.”

      Hart gives me a mouth-open gawk.

      I nod. “It’s true.”

      He grumbles and sits beside Ty.

      I glance at Rayford. His gaze is still on Bonnie. An idea strikes me. It’s probably foolish and hopeless, but I may as well try it. “Your honor, can we take a brief recess for one last settlement conference?”

      “Granted.” He waves us toward the jury room. “Get in there and solve this before I waste my whole day on it. I got things to do.”

      “I need to make a phone call first.” I turn to Hart. “And I need to speak with Bonnie. Alone.”

      “No.” Hart leans against his table. “No can do.”

      “Bonnie, if you speak with me, I think maybe we can work this out.” I speak past a baffled Rayford.

      Bonnie looks at Ty, then Hart.

      “I’d be a fool to agree to letting you speak to my client without me, Ella.” Hart’s chastising tone verges on cute.

      “I’ll talk to you.” Bonnie stands.

      “Bonnie.” Hart stiffens. “I’d advise against—”

      “I can handle myself, Hart. I think you know that. After all, if you recall, it wasn’t so long ago that I chased after you with a rolling pin for eating an entire chocolate pie that was meant for your mama and daddy.”

      I can’t stop the laugh that chirps out of me.

      Hart blushes. “Jeez, Bonnie. You remember that?”

      “And more. I’m happy to share the rest of my stories about you with Ms. King here, if that’s what you—”

      “You can talk to her.” He runs a hand through his hair, irritation sparking in his green eyes. “But five minutes only. And you can stop talking to her whenever you like.”

      “Understood.” Bonnie nods and squeezes Ty’s hand.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What’s the plan?” Rayford pulls out a cigarette and lights it up as we stand outside the courthouse in the cold morning.

      I stand in front of him and clasp my hands. “I think I may have found a solution.”

      “Huh? Was that what you and Bonnie were talking about?” He takes a drag and offers the cigarette to me.

      “No, thanks.” I pace back and forth. “I think the way to solve this is to go at it from a totally different angle.”

      “What angle is that?” His eyes are tired, and he’s always struck me as a sad man. Maybe a little bitter, sure. But sad more than anything else. And my conversation with Bonnie reinforced that fact.

      “The collaborative one.”

      “The what?” He takes the biggest drag, whittling the end of the cigarette down by half as he fills his lungs.

      An old clunker pulls up in front of us, the exhaust alone probably drilling a hole in the ozone layer. But Carl steps out and waves. “Can’t stay long. I got my cousin Barney watching the station, but he can’t think too good sometimes. So it’s best I get back.”

      “Won’t take long.” I smile and lead him into the courthouse with a baffled Rayford on our heels.
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        * * *

      

      “Carl, remember what we talked about last time I was in the gas station?”

      Carl scratches his graying beard. “Was that the asteroid thing I told you about? They say it was bigger than the Empire State Building, but the chances of it hitting Earth were 1 in about 400 million or so—”

      “No, Carl. What you said about Ty and Rayford’s mother.”

      “Oh, yeah. That part. Let’s see here.” He cuts me a sideways glance. “I said that me and Geraldine were friends. Just friends.” He coughs into his hand. “And, ah, I reckon I told you she wanted Ray and Ty to get along. That’s right.” Carl points at Rayford and Ty. “Geraldine told me that right before she died. I was delivering Fanta. Y’all remember how much she loved grape Fanta?”

      Rayford laughs a little. “Yeah, that and some snuff were her version of heaven.”

      Ty nods.

      “Well, I’m happy to tell you what she said, seeing as how me and her were friends. Just good friends, mind you. Anyway, Ty, you were at the diner that day, and Rayford, you were, uh, I believe you were in the state pen at that time.”

      “Sounds like me.” Rayford nods. “I was in lockup when she died.” He stops abruptly and wipes his eyes.

      “Shit.” Ty kicks at the floor.

      “Sugar.” Bonnie covers his hand with hers. “It’s all right.”

      Rayford watches the movement.

      Hart gives me a confused look. “Okay, but how does that settle anything?”

      “Ray, I’d like to offer you a job, if you want it.” Bonnie’s voice is strong. “We need someone to oversee the eggnog business for the next holiday season. It’s taken too much of our time away from the diner.”

      Ty opens his mouth.

      Bonnie holds up a hand. “You know it’s true. No sense arguing. We need help.” She turns back to Rayford. “Now, we’ll be happy to bring you on and have you work with us for fair pay. That will keep the eggnog business in the family, and I think more than that, it’ll give us all a chance to start over. After all, you two boys are all Geraldine had. And she loved you both so much. She wouldn’t want you to be fighting like this.”

      Rayford looks at me, his gaze questioning. “You think I should take that?”

      I’m here to fight for him, but I also have to give him my honest assessment. “I think if we put our cards on the table, we all know that this dispute can be solved right here. But it’s up to you. I’m ready to go to trial if that’s what you want.”

      He taps his fingers on the table for a few moments. “Well, all I wanted was a chance. I been saying that this whole time. And that sure sounds like one.” He looks up at Ty. “I know I ain’t been there for you, and I wasn’t there for Mama when she passed. I know that. And I know you’re mad at me for suing. But you wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t give me a chance to show you I’ve changed. I’m clean. Ain’t got no involvement with any kind of illegal dealings anymore. I’m too old for that shit. I’ll work hard every day, if you’ll let me. I’ll show you I mean it.” He nods. “And yes, I’ll take that deal if that’s okay with y’all.”

      “Ty, are you okay with Bonnie’s offer?” Hart asks with a markedly skeptical tone.

      “If she says it, it’s gold.” Ty squeezes her hand. “What do you think, Hart?”

      Hart taps his index finger on the table for a moment, then looks up at me. “All right, then.” Then he looks at Rayford. “We’d need you to agree in front of the judge that you’re dropping your suit and won’t be filing again for any of the money on previous sales. But, as long as that’s done, I don’t see why not. If that’s what Ty and Bonnie want.”

      “Sure.” He looks Ty in the eye for the first time since this case began. “Maybe I’m still a no-good asshole, but I sure hope that ain’t the case. I want to be someone Mama would have been proud of.”

      “This is your chance.” Bonnie reaches over and pats his arm. “And I believe in you.”

      Rayford looks down at his hands. “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to get on back to the store if that’s all right.” Carl stands.

      “Sure thing. Thanks for coming down.” Hart opens the door to the courtroom. “Let me speak with opposing counsel for a moment, and then we’ll take it up with Judge Houston.”

      Ty, Bonnie, Carl, and Rayford file out, and when the door shuts, Hart whirls on me. “What the hell kind of voodoo are you up to?”

      I shrug as he strides up to me and grabs my hips, lifting me onto the table with ease. “Hart!”

      “What?” He’s so close now, his scent still all over me from last night. “You don’t like my methods?” He smiles and kisses me, his mouth commanding and erotic. I push at his chest, but it’s halfhearted. After all, I want his touches. More and more, I can’t get enough.

      When he finally pulls back, he lets out a huff. “How in the hell did you pull that off?”

      I take his tie and straighten it. “I had a feeling. I acted on it.”

      “Since when does the prim and proper Ella King go off half-cocked?”

      I lean up and drop one more kiss on his lips. “Better get used to it. I talked to Benton about setting up a satellite office here in Browerton. Looks like we’re going to have plenty of cases together.”

      When his face lights up, my heart does, too. God, how can this man make me so happy?

      “Seriously?” He grips my ass and pulls me against him, my pencil skirt hiking up as my legs open.

      “Yes.”

      “I know I’m not supposed to say it, because it’s too soon, and you’re too careful.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “But I love you, Ella. And I’m going to show you soon enough just how much.”

      I smile as he kisses my throat. “I love you, too.”

      He freezes and returns his gaze to mine. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve only been obsessing about you for years.”

      He grins.

      “Don’t let it go to your head.” I dig my heels into his calves.

      He reaches between us and unbuckles his belt.

      “Hart.” I glance at the door.

      “Pull your panties to the side. I want to seal this deal.” He slides one hand up my thigh. “I know you’re wet for me.”

      “What deal?” I can’t deny the heat that surges through me at his lewd command.

      “The one where we’re in love.” He frees his cock, then pulls my panties aside himself.

      When he plunges inside me, it’s all I can do not to moan.

      “Keep it quiet, Ms. King. Courtroom decorum is a must.” He nibbles my throat as he surges forward, the table scooting across the tile floor a little bit each time.

      Licking his thumb, he presses it to my clit, rubbing me in a circle as I skyrocket into arousal. The whole ‘getting caught’ thing really is a turn-on, because it only takes a few more strokes until I’m at the edge.

      “Hart, I’m close.”

      He presses his palm over my mouth, then thrusts harder, hitting me just right. I moan into his hand as he embeds himself deep inside, his cock hardening even more as he barely stifles his groan of pleasure. My orgasm hits hard but fast, lightning that exhilarates even as it disappears.

      Taking in a gulp of air, he pulls out and rearranges my panties. With a cocky grin, he says, “Justice is served.”

      I roll my eyes but pull him in for another kiss. Because I can’t get enough. And I know I never will.
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        Want Garrett and Elise’s story? Read Blackwood Now!

      

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      The grand house rose from the ground as if it grew in that one spot, nurtured for years by the sun and rain. Trees encroached from all sides, their branches leaning toward it, as if seeking to gain some of the same sun and air. Despite time and neglect, the building remained strong, the corners sharp and the roofs perfectly angled. Whoever had built the Victorian masterpiece in the woods had done so with painstaking precision. It was meant to last.

      The Blackwood Estate was the last stop on my survey, and I intended to get permission to search the extensive grounds and do a few digs. Acres and acres of woods, unused farmland, and various creeks and river branches would provide months—if not years—of interest. But my main focus at that moment was the immense home hidden in the dark forest.

      I’d pushed the main gate open, the hinges screeching in disrepair. The driveway was mostly clear, the cracks in the concrete streaking like dark lightning. I’d rolled steadily forward, eyeing the gentle hills and wondering what archaeological treasures lay buried beneath the fertile Mississippi Delta dirt.

      At the end of the drive, I’d found the faded mansion, vines growing along the sides and a front porch swing rocking in the breeze. Despite its strong bones, time had worn away much of the home’s superficial beauty—the gray and white paint peeled, dark green shutters along the first floor hung askew, and the windows carried a film of dirt, making it hard to tell if someone lurked inside, watching.

      A shiver ran through me at the prospect. Slowing, I took in the house’s worn façade and maneuvered around a fallen limb. I eyed the second floor windows, but nothing moved. It was as if the house was holding its breath, waiting for something. For me?

      I drove to the side of the structure, the driveway continuing further into the dark property. Gathering my notepad, I climbed out of the car and took the full brunt of the winter wind. Fall had come and gone, leaves littering the ground and crunching beneath my feet. A surprisingly cold winter had followed in its wake, the low temperatures often the first subject of any conversation I’d had with the locals.

      The sun flirted with the tops of the trees to my left, throwing dappled shadows against the turret that rose three stories along the side of the house. A weather vane sat atop it, though it seemed frozen, the direction signifying nothing.

      Pulling my red pea coat closed, I climbed the front steps and knocked on the dark brown front door with as much authority as I could muster. The wood was too thick and seemed to absorb the sound from my knuckles so that only someone standing right next to it would even hear it.

      “Hello?” I banged on the door with the side of my fist. A solid thunk of flesh on wood was my only reward.

      I glanced around for a doorbell or a knocker. Nothing.

      The wind picked up again, whistling along the eaves of the house like an unruly ghost.

      I swore under my breath and knocked again. “Is anyone home? I’m Elise Vale from the university. I just have a few questions.”

      No luck. The house remained silent, watching me. Turning, I walked along the front porch, past the rusted swing, and to a set of dusty windows. I bent over to peek inside.

      The interior was so dark that what little sunlight filtered through the surrounding trees was still too much. The gold reflection blinded more than it illuminated. I dropped my note pad onto the swing and cupped my hands on the chilly glass to peer inside.

      When I saw a face only inches away from mine, I shrieked and stumbled backwards, falling on my ass with a thump.

      

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      The front door creaked open, but not enough for me to enter or the man to come out. Relief flooded my veins. The man I saw through the window wasn’t someone I wanted to meet face to face, not when I was out in the boonies alone.

      I scrambled to my feet and clutched my notebook. The county records indicated the land was still in the Blackwood family, now owned by Garrett Blackwood, thirty-two years old. Could this be the same man? Surely not.

      “Mr. Blackwood?”

      “What do you want?” The voice was low and gruff, scratchy from disuse.

      “I’m Elise Vale from the university.” I brushed off my pants.

      “I’m not deaf, Red.” His voice boomed through the crack in the door. “I heard that part. What do you want?”

      I took a few hesitant steps closer. “I’m working on my Ph.D. in archaeology, and my focus is on Choctaw culture.” Usually that was enough to shake loose a question or an expression of interest from the landowners I spoke with. Not this one. I continued, “The woods and fields here in the Delta are littered with artifacts, and the university has made some great finds over the past few years in several of the areas near here. I was hoping you’d allow me to survey your land and perform a few digs—all with your express permission, of course. I wouldn’t do anything or dig anywhere without first gaining your approval.”

      A few beats went by. I tried to see into the dim interior of the house, but the darkness was all-consuming. Only his voice and the tips of his fingers—the nails dirty and black—along the edge of the door proved that a man stood just inside.

      “Go.” He pushed the door, closing the narrow pathway between us.

      I put my hand out and stopped the door before it closed all the way, only a sliver of space left. “Please. I’m counting on this to finish my Ph.D. Most of the land around here has already been searched and studied. The Blackwood”—I gestured to the skeletal forest encroaching on the house—“is the only untouched site in this part of the eastern Delta.”

      A harsh laugh cut through the air. “Untouched? Nothing here is untouched. Everything is spoiled, ruined. You want to hunt for remains of a murdered civilization? Look around; you’re surrounded by ghosts. No digging necessary.” He pushed the door all the way shut, and the clink of a lock sounded from within the thick wood. “Leave.” His voice barely made it to my ears, though I suspected he leaned against the door when he spoke. It was as if I could feel him through the surface, the fibers separating at microscopic levels to carry his cruel voice to my ears. “Stay off my land or I’ll call the sheriff.”

      My stomach sank. I needed to dig on this property.

      And not just for my Ph.D. project.

      “Please reconsider, Mr. Blackwood. I’ll leave the papers in the letterbox out here if you change your mind.” I opened the rusted letterbox next to the door, the hinges squeaking angrily, then slid the permission documents inside. “My phone number is on the first page, and you can call my thesis advisor, Dr. Stallings, if you have any questions. His number is there, too.”

      “Go!”

      I jumped as the door rattled and boomed. He must have banged his fists on it.

      The sun hid behind the trees as the chill wind picked up again. I turned, disheartened, and trudged down the stairs and back out to my car. After one more glance at the faded mansion in the woods, I backed up and headed down the driveway toward the road. The windows remained empty in my rear view, no sign of life or hope to light any of them.

      I gripped the steering wheel hard, too hard, and came to a stop at the main road. This had been my chance, my one chance to find the truth. I stared into the woods ahead of me, my headlights barely penetrating the surface of their shaded depths.

      Blackwood had taken the truth away from me, along with so much more. I knew without a doubt those documents would rot in the letterbox, and I would never be allowed to dig on the property.

      I was so close. I looked at my stack of signed permission papers in the passenger seat and chewed my lip. I had to have express approval from each landowner before Dr. Stallings would release funds for my digs. I’d hyped up the Blackwood site so much—too much—that it was pivotal for me. Dr. Stallings warned me that the university wouldn’t pay for me to dig in tracts that had already been surveyed unless I had something fresh to investigate.

      It was Blackwood or nothing. I slapped my palm on the steering wheel, the resulting ache in my hand letting me know I was still alive, still in the game, and still able to continue my search.

      I pulled a copy of the Blackwood permission papers from my stack and took a pen from my bag. Putting pen to paper, the name “Garrett Blackwood” flowed out easily in black ink. His property was expansive. I could dig without him ever knowing, Professor Stallings would have his paperwork, and I would finally be able to discover the truth about my father’s disappearance.

      

      
        
        Chapter 3

      

      

      Dr. Stallings flipped through my approval papers, his sandy blond eyebrows drawn down as he checked each signature.

      “They’re all there.” I tucked my hair behind my ear and tried to calm my skittering nerves.

      “I see.” He glanced at the last page—Blackwood’s page—then leaned back in his chair. “I see you got the Blackwood permission.”

      “Yes.” I dropped my gaze to my sensible flats. “I think I’ll start there.”

      “I’ve tried for years to get permission to dig out there. No dice.” He gave me a half-smile. “I should have realized all I had to do was send a sexy student to ask.” His light brown eyes scanned me with a cursory sweep. I used to think they were the color of honey, and the man who owned them just as sweet. Not anymore. “Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you on some of the scouting?”

      “And interrupt your classes?” I shook my head. “No. I can handle this.”

      He narrowed his gaze and motioned toward the door, silently telling me to close it. I stood and pushed it shut, even though acid began to rise in my throat. Even though I knew what was coming next.

      “Are you okay?” He crossed his arms over his chest as he asked, the buttons on his light blue dress shirt straining.

      “Yes.” I sank into the leather chair in front of his desk and silently prayed he wouldn’t ask me to chat with him on the couch. I’d heard too many stories about that couch.

      The wrinkles around his eyes tripled as he gave me a look of faux concern. “I wish you’d let me take you to dinner where we could talk quietly.” He glanced at the door. “More privately. I know it’s hard for you to share your feelings in this setting.”

      I had to play this carefully. One wrong move and he’d think I was interested in his advances. A move too far in the other direction and he’d threaten funding for my digs again. Subtlety wasn’t his strong suit.

      “I’m still not ready. I’m sorry.” I sank into my chair with a sigh.

      He stood and walked around his desk. The skin on the back of my neck crawled as he hovered behind me. “Your mother would want you to be happy.”

      Don’t you dare talk about her. “You’re right.”

      “I can make you happy.” He slid his hands onto my shoulders, the fingers digging into my flesh like tenterhooks.

      “Doctor—”

      “Call me Frank. You know you can talk to me.”

      I remembered the last time he wanted to “talk.” The memory of his hot breath on my neck made me shudder. “Frank—”

      “Come sit with me.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, the sting of pain keeping me grounded. “I’m fine here.”

      He squeezed my shoulders hard, too hard. “Come on. You’ll feel better.”

      I bit my lip and rose as he released me. He sank onto his couch, one arm slung along the back. He was handsome, his sandy hair and clean-cut features screaming “All-American guy.” I’d never seen him with so much as a shadow along his jaw. Never a hair out of place, his clothes always perfectly pressed. He wore a uniform, a costume designed to lull me into a false sense of security. It failed to hide the fact that he was forty, married, and a known student-fucker.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get close to me. But I’d heard plenty of stories about his conquests, and I wouldn’t be the next. All the same, I had to do this. For Dad. One last gauntlet before I could investigate his disappearance.

      I eased down next to him, but not close enough to touch. “It’s going to take time. I still think about her a lot.”

      “I know.” He grabbed my upper arm and pulled me into his side. “Shh.” He kissed my hair. “I know it hurts.”

      I stared at the door, willing someone to knock. “I think getting out and doing the surveying will help me. Maybe once I get back…” I shrugged and let the carrot dangle in the air.

      He ran his hand through my hair, then down to my waist. “You think you’d be ready to talk about it then?” His thumb stroked the bare patch of skin between my pants and my shirt.

      I swallowed hard. “I think so, yes. Doing the legwork will help me clear my head.”

      “But that will be months.” He sighed and slid his fingers under my shirt.

      I froze. “I know.”

      “I just thought I’d have the chance to help you through your mother’s passing while it’s still fresh. It’s only been a few months. Is being alone really the best thing for you right now?” He inched his fingers along my skin, sliding up my stomach.

      I pulled out my last card. Bursting into tears, I buried my face in his chest. “I just can’t stop thinking about her. Time alone would help me let her go, you know?”

      “Shhh.” He rubbed my back, and I could almost feel him smiling. “I’ve got you.”

      Not even close. I fake cried with hiccupping sobs as he wrapped his other arm around me.

      “I understand.” He kissed my hair. “I can wait. How long will your surveys take? A month?”

      “I’ll need at least three.” I could do it in one, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Three?” The frown in his voice iced my insides.

      “I want to be thorough, especially since my Ph.D. is riding on this. I hope that’s all right?” I kept my voice meek.

      “Well, I suppose that could work. Three months is a long time, but if that’s what you need to get your head clear so that I can help you, then I can live with it.”

      I nodded and blinked hard so a tear would wet my cheek, then looked into his eyes. “Thank you.”

      His gaze flicked to my lips. “Once the surveying is done—”

      “I’ll be back.”

      He leaned forward, and I let him brush his lips across mine. Then I buried my face against his shirt again. I hoped my nose would run and leave snot all along the designer check pattern.

      “Good.” He held me close. “I want to help you as soon as I can. I care about you so much.”

      I sniffled. “I know. You’re so good to me, Frank.”

      “That’s my job.” His chest puffed up. “Caring about students and their personal wellbeing is part of it.”

      “Thank you.” I lay my head on his shoulder. “I owe you so much.”

      “My pleasure.” His erection poked against his khaki pants, fanning out the pleats. He seemed to have no qualms about it. “I’ll get the funds all set up this afternoon. The sooner you get the surveying done, the better. Once it’s all laid out, you can come back. We can…talk through it all until you’re feeling better. Then we’ll both go out and oversee the undergrads on the digs.”

      The mental image of him grunting and grinding all over me in a pup tent was a particularly disturbing visual.

      I forced a wan smile. “That sounds perfect. I can’t wait.”

      “Good.” He stood and pulled me up with him. “I have to prepare for class.” He snagged a box of tissues sitting on a side table. Of course he kept tissue next to the love seat.

      “Sure, no problem.” I grabbed my bag and walked to the door.

      Before I could turn the handle, he was behind me, his erection pressing against my ass. “I can’t wait for you to get back.” He dropped a kiss on my shoulder.

      “Me neither.” I let my breath out on a silent sigh as he backed away.

      I pulled the door open and strode down the hall. Once I rounded the corner, I leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. Students passed, completely unaware of the wank session I was certain Dr. Stallings was engaging in just down the hall. Despite the fact that my skin still crawled, and I’d have to shower to get rid of the smell of his overpowering cologne on me, I smiled. I had the funding and the go-ahead to start my search.

      Blackwood’s secrets were mine to discover, and I would find them all before my three months were up.

      

      
        
        Chapter 4

      

      

      I settled in at the counter of the small-town greasy spoon. Browerton was the closest spot of semi-civilization to the Blackwood Estate. It had a smaller population than my university, but was a big enough town to be the Millwood County seat.

      I’d spent a week back at school getting everything prepared and avoiding any more run-ins with Dr. Stallings. I was prepared to spend my entire three months at Blackwood, flying under Garrett Blackwood’s radar the entire time.

      “Usual?” Bonnie sidled up and poured me a cup of coffee.

      “Please.”

      She turned and shouted through the window to the kitchen. “Ty, two over easy, side of bacon extra crispy, and cheese grits.”

      “Heard.” A male voice called back, though I’d never actually laid eyes on “Ty,” and I’d eaten at the diner three times.

      I turned my head to the left and studied the cork board at the end of the counter. Livestock for sale, work at a lumber mill, and several faded missing persons’ posters. My father could have been up there, a staple through his description and zero chance of being found.

      “So, where you been?” Bonnie leaned on the counter and watched the county road outside through the wide windows. Farm trucks bumped along on the potholes under her curious gaze.

      She looked about forty and had a friendly demeanor. I suspected she and Ty were married. Her Southern lilt had more of a twangy tinge to it than I was used to, but I found it familiar and enjoyable all the same. Sometimes I wondered if she’d known my father. I never asked. Stirring up the past too soon would lead to disaster.

      “I had to go back to school and get all my permits and funding lined up.” I sipped my coffee, singeing my tongue as the caffeine worked its way into me.

      “You think you’ll find anything out there in the woods?”

      The sizzle of bacon and the smell of grease and butter wafted in the air. I warmed my cool hands around the coffee cup and looked up into her thoughtful brown eyes.

      “I hope so.”

      “Aren’t you scared to be out there all alone? What if something gets you? You know there was this kid from the county high school that swears he’s seen Bigfoot tracks out in the woods. He makes these plaster cast things—”

      The door behind me opened, and Bonnie straightened, throwing her shoulders back to maximize her curves. “Sheriff Crow.”

      “Mornin’, Bonnie.” The sheriff sauntered in and dropped his hat on the counter next to me before sliding onto the stool to my left. “Mornin’, miss.”

      “Hi.” I glanced into his light blue eyes. Intelligence sparkled in them, and I hated the feeling of a pink blush creeping into my cheeks.

      He gave me a friendly smile. “I’m going to go ahead and hazard a guess that you’re the girl, I mean woman—” He shook his head at himself. “Sensitivity training clearly didn’t take, sorry about that—from the university looking for Choctaw artifacts?”

      “That’s me.” I tucked a lock of brown hair behind my ear. “How’d you know?”

      He arranged a napkin in his lap as Bonnie poured his coffee. “Everybody talks in a small place like this. A mosquito can’t sneeze on one end of town without me hearing a ‘bless you’ on the other.”

      “I see.” I had the irrational fear he’d ask to see my permission papers and somehow know I’d forged Garrett Blackwood’s signature. My stomach churned, suddenly angry at my order of coffee with a side of subterfuge.

      “Where you from?” He held up his hand to stop Bonnie’s steady pour of sugar into his cup. “That’s good, thanks.”

      “Stewartville.”

      “Up near Tupelo?”

      “That’s right.” I pressed my hands against my cup so hard I feared it would break. Revealing too much about myself wasn’t an option, but lying to the sheriff wasn’t high up on my list of priorities, either.

      “And getting a degree in something?”

      “Ph.D. in archaeology.” I nodded.

      “Makes me wish I’d gone to get some actual schooling.” He gave me a wistful look.

      “And leave us here with old Sheriff Pennington?” Bonnie crossed her arms over her chest. “God forbid.”

      “He wasn’t so bad.” The sheriff shrugged.

      “Yeah, back when he was a younger man, he was fine. But when he got the fits those last few years.” She shuddered. “That was a mess. We were lucky you were here to carry on his duties, even though you were just a deputy.”

      He grinned. “You’re just trying to flatter me into a bigger tip.”

      She fought a smile and lost. “If you say so.”

      He turned back to me. “Be careful out in the woods. The snakes will be hibernating, but there are other nasties out there. It’s turkey season, first of all. So there will be hunters out and about. Then wild boars that could skewer you clean through. I’ve heard about panthers from hunters here and there. Never seen one though. And don’t wear white. We don’t want someone mistaking you for a white-tail deer and taking a shot. You have a cell phone, right?” He took a drink as Bonnie put in his order.

      “Yes.” I studied him as he spoke, the clean line of his jaw, the slight salt mixed into the dark pepper of his hair. He was handsome, and the allure of men in uniform wasn’t lost on me. Early forties, but still had the verve of a younger man, the same sort of twinkle in his eye and easy smile. I knew from scouring newspapers that he’d become sheriff two years prior, after the then-sheriff died.

      “Good service?” He glanced to the cell phone I drew from my pocket.

      “So far, but I haven’t been off the main road much.”

      “It might get dicey if you get deep into the woods. Here.” He snagged a napkin and wrote down a phone number. “This is my direct line. If you get into anything you can’t handle, give me a call. If you lose service, I suggest you go back the way you came. There’s no need to take risks.”

      “Are you going to Blackwood?” Bonnie slid my plate in front of me, the yellow egg yolks jiggling as the plate came to rest.

      “Yes.” I didn’t want to share too much of my plans. There was no way to know who to trust. “There and a few surrounding homesteads.”

      “Any spots in particular?” Bonnie took her usual spot against the counter, her eyes on the road. “Those woods are haunted, you know?”

      “Bonnie.” Sheriff Crow shook his head and laughed lightly. “Nothing’s haunted. Don’t try to scare her.”

      Bonnie drew her expertly arched brows together and put her hands on her hips. “Then how do you explain the screams? People all over say they hear screams in those woods at night. If you see that Garrett Blackwood, run. Understand?”

      “Why?”

      She crossed herself, her neon pink fingernail scratching across her starched top.

      “Bonnie, you aren’t Catholic.” The sheriff quirked his lip up in amusement.

      “Doesn’t matter. That man is bad news. Steer clear of him. Him and that Blackwood are cursed, if you ask me.”

      I conjured the limited image of Garrett Blackwood in my mind—the wild eyes through the window and the dirty fingernails on the door. Other than our brief run-in, I knew nothing about him other than what I’d found out in my research, which was enough to place a shroud of suspicion over him.

      He’d gone to my university, graduating with top marks in history and ancient cultures. I found a picture of him in the school yearbook. Deep blue eyes and dark brown hair—he smiled at someone off camera when the photo was snapped. I couldn’t reconcile that smiling face with the glimpse of the man I’d gotten at the Blackwood estate.

      After graduation, he’d taught for a few years at a university in Alabama on a tenure-track position. Something happened in his sixth year, though, and he abruptly left school. Rumors were that he’d been embroiled in a scandal with a married female professor, but other than hazy rumors, I had nothing to go on. What did interest me was that he’d returned to Blackwood at around the same time as my father’s disappearance.

      “What makes you think Blackwood’s cursed?” I leaned forward, desperate for more of the urban legends that might shed some light on my father’s fate. Bonnie wasn’t the first person who mentioned screams in the woods near the Blackwood Estate.

      Sheriff Crow huffed out a breath. “Superstitious nonsense. Wind in the trees or some kind of animal. There aren’t any ghosts, Bonnie. And Garrett is just a quiet guy who likes his space. That’s all.”

      She leveled her gaze at me. “I wouldn’t be caught in Blackwood after dark, and neither should you.”

      “That’s good advice.” He arched a brow at Bonnie. “Even if we’re giving it for different reasons. The ghost talk is ridiculous, and Garrett isn’t a bad guy. You should be out of the woods by sunset because you don’t want to get lost or stay out in these temperatures. Always know where the road is. You got a compass?”

      I pulled one from my pocket. “Sure do.” I had two others stowed in my backpack.

      “Good. Always check it when you get out of the car.”

      I wanted to tell him I could survive in the woods for days, that I’d prepared for handling anything that came my way, that my dad had taught me how to shoot, skin rabbits, read a compass, and build a fire by the time I was twelve. That I had a knife and a gun, and knew how to use both. Instead, I nodded and smiled along like he was giving me the keys to the kingdom.

      “How do you even know where to look?” Bonnie still didn’t seem too keen on me exploring alone.

      “The Choctaw generally preferred level spots near strong water sources, so I’ll scope those out first.”

      “So along rivers and such?” Bonnie crinkled her nose.

      “Right. I’m going to start surveying in those areas, see what I can see. All the history I’ve managed to dig up points to a possible Choctaw village at the southwest edge of Blackwood where the trees open up onto a grassy field.”

      Sheriff Crow scratched his chin. “I think I know where you mean. It’s a flood plain, more or less. Dark dirt there, good for growing, but I’ve never really dug down. Garrett gave you permission to dig?”

      My mouth went dry and I took a sip of coffee before responding. “Yes, well, he gave permission for me to survey. I won’t start digging until the spring when I’ll have undergraduates out here to help me. But, of course, I have to find something first. Some sort of clue to point me in the right direction. If I can find some arrowheads or pottery—any artifacts, really—at a few spots, then I’ll be able to start digging.” I swallowed hard. “With Mr. Blackwood’s permission, naturally.”

      “Right.” He thanked Bonnie as she set his plate in front of him, the grits swimming in butter. “Like I said, if you need anything or get into any issues out there, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

      Though I felt more than prepared for my task, it was comforting to know I had backup if I ran into any trouble. “Will do.”

      “Eat your breakfast. I’ve interrupted you for long enough.” He gave me another smile, the wrinkles around his eyes barely making an appearance. “Bonnie might take my head off if I talk until your food gets cold.”

      “You do like to talk, Sheriff.” She grinned and twirled a lock of hair around her finger, the flirtation obvious and only slightly awkward. “Good thing I don’t mind listening.”

      “Bonnie,” Ty called from the back.

      She rolled her eyes, then disappeared through the narrow door into the kitchen.

      I sliced through my eggs and scooped them onto my toast as two men from a logging truck walked into the diner. They exchanged bleary-eyed “good mornings” and sat down at the bar. I’d only taken a few more bites when the door opened again.

      A man in an ill-fitting navy suit hustled in. His collar hung loose around his neck, as if he’d lost a great deal of weight but still felt he could wear the super-size clothes. He gave me a lopsided smiled and plunked down next to Sheriff Crow. Something about his gray hair and sagging face seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

      “Sheriff.”

      “Mayor.” Sheriff Crow took a long pull from his cup. “You aren’t going to the winter market opening?”

      Mayor. I’d seen him before in news clippings, but he’d been a much larger man. He must have dropped the weight recently. He was only forty-five but looked more like a shrunken sixty.

      “Of course.” He shot a glance to the kitchen door. “Where’s Bonnie, and who do we have here?” He turned to me.

      “This is Elise from the university. She’s doing the—”

      “Digging. Right?” The mayor leaned backward so he could see me past the sheriff. “Out on the western side of the county?”

      “Yes.” I took a bite of cheese grits. “I’m surveying out there and digging if the property owners agree.”

      He drew his gray brows together. “Just don’t bother anyone. I have enough complaints to deal with around here.”

      “Len.” Sheriff Crow clapped him on the back. “Come on. She may bring more visitors to the county. Money, too. What if she finds some sort of, I don’t know, village or something? Good press.”

      I took a swig of my coffee to try and fight off the awkward the mayor’s words had created.

      “Bonnie!” he called. “I need my regular to go.”

      “Heard.” Ty’s voice floated across the pass-through, and I was beginning to suspect he was a ghost.

      “Good press.” The harried mayor pinned me with his dark eyes. “I like good press. More visitors, more tourist dollars. That’s what we need.”

      “I can’t promise any of that.” I shrugged. “I’m just doing research.”

      He sighed and drummed his thick fingers on the countertop. “Well, keep it out on the west side of the county at least.”

      I returned his stare. He wouldn’t spook me from my investigation, and I wasn’t the type to let anyone—mayor or otherwise—push me around. I took a big bite of my eggs and spoke around the mouthful. “That’s my focus.”

      “Good.” He scowled.

      The sizzle in the kitchen did all the talking for a while until Bonnie appeared with a to-go box.

      “Got it all for you, Mayor Freeman. You going to the winter market?”

      The mayor swiped the Styrofoam coffee cup from Bonnie and snagged the box of food. “Yep, and I’m late. Put it on my tab.”

      “Sure thing.” She gave him a thin smile, one that didn’t reach her eyes.

      He slid off his stool, gave the sheriff a nod, then headed out into the cold.

      Bonnie frowned as soon as the door closed. “Old sourpuss.”

      “Charming.” I nodded and bit into my toast. “Really got a way with people.”

      Sheriff Crow laughed. “Go easy on Len. He’s been crabby ever since he started the Lodge. Too much work.”

      I finished my eggs. “The Lodge?”

      “You haven’t heard of it?” Bonnie threaded a yellow dish towel over her shoulder. “It’s a swanky retreat. I hear you can get massages there.” She leaned closer to me and cupped her hands around my ear. “It’s for men only. I hear they get happy endings there and do crazy nude dancing around bonfires.”

      Sheriff Crow chuckled as my eyes widened at Bonnie’s revelations. “Not true. None of it true.” He shook his head at Bonnie. “Don’t go lying to her about it and scaring her off. It’s just a hunting club. Len’s been trying to get the governor to visit. Did you know that, Bonnie? It’s not a massage parlor or nudist colony. I’ve been a few times. Ty’s going to visit sometime soon. Right, Ty?”

      “Sure, if I ever get out of this hellhole!” Something clanged in the kitchen. Ty was definitely not a ghost.

      The radio attached to the sheriff’s shoulder crackled. “Sheriff, Danny is making trouble at the Quick Mart again.”

      He clicked the radio. “I’m eating at Bonnie’s. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “Carl says he’s screaming about the lights in the woods. Won’t stop. Scaring off customers.”

      The sheriff pinched the bridge of his nose. “Bonnie, can you put mine in a to-go box for me?”

      “Sure thing, hon.” She swiped up his plate.

      “Viola, tell Carl to keep Danny there. I’m on my way.”

      “Will do.” The radio crackled once more and fell silent.

      Sheriff Crow ran a hand through his hair and plopped the hat on, snugging it down as he stood. “I guess I forgot to mention it’s not just the woods you have to watch out for around here.” He leaned over, his clean, masculine scent washing over me. “I was serious about calling me. Safety is important, especially since you aren’t from here. I want you going back to that school of yours singing the praises of country hospitality. The mayor will have my ass otherwise.”

      I bit into my extra-crispy bacon. “If the food is any indication, I’ll be able to give a glowing recommendation.”

      “Great.” He leaned away and took his breakfast box from Bonnie. “In that case, I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      I smiled to myself. “So do I.”

      

      
        
        Chapter 5

      

      

      I hefted my pack onto my back and slammed my trunk closed. Dirt and gravel crunched beneath my boots as I studied the small slope to my left. I’d parked on an old logging road to the west of Blackwood near the site I’d described to the sheriff. Instead of heading south toward the clearing, I consulted my map and walked into the woods toward the northeast.

      I’d studied aerials and satellite data from the area and marked sites of interest—sites where I might find some trace of my father. I would hike to the Choctaw field after I checked the first spot, an area where something glinted from beneath the trees on the aerials. If I was lucky, I might find something of interest concerning my father or my dig along the way.

      The wind had died down, but the chill air remained. I started off through the pine woods, the ground sloping gently. The eastern edge of the Delta wasn’t as marshy as the lands closer to the Mississippi River, though wet patches and streams were frequent. The terrain remained almost flat, only rolling slightly, as alluvial soils fanned across the gentle slope down to the river. Preparing for the terrain and the weather was half the battle. I wore layers, jeans, waterproof boots, and carried another coat in my pack.

      The day had dawned bright and cloudless, and the sun helped me pick my way through the thickets and brambles. I snapped twigs and crunched pine cones as I trekked through the taciturn landscape. An hour of tramping later and I came to a wide stream, its surface placid in areas and gurgling over rock in others. I walked farther north, looking for an easy spot to cross.

      Cypress trees loomed overhead, their feathery branches leaning down to the water’s surface as the ground became boggier, my boots sinking with every step. I leaned against a twisting cypress root and grabbed my canteen. The woods remained silent around me, no summertime cicadas singing in the trees and the sun too high for the frogs to serenade me.

      After downing a few pulls of water, I stowed my canteen and stared down the path of the stream, looking for the easiest way across. A small outcrop about twenty feet ahead seemed like my best bet. I’d have to step through the stream to reach a dirt bank on the other side, but the water was shallower and clearer there.

      A twig snapped nearby. I whirled and peered through the trees, searching for movement. After staring for a solid thirty seconds, I relaxed against the cypress, the gray moss hanging from the low limbs forming a curtain around me. Whatever animal was out there likely caught my scent and fled.

      The stream crossing went smoothly, my boots keeping my feet warm and dry despite the frigid water swirling around them. Once I gained the opposite bank, I continued my trudge, checking my compass every so often to make sure I was still on track to find the spot of interest. Every so often, I thought I heard some sounds in the woods, more twigs cracking or the crunch of dead leaves. Whenever I stopped, the only sound was my breathing and the quiet gurgle of the nearby waterways.

      After another hour of hopping smaller streams and picking my way through the undergrowth, my stomach began to grumble.

      A clearing opened ahead of me, the brown grass absorbing the sun’s rays and storing them up for the green of spring. I recognized it from my satellite map. The shine in the woods wouldn’t be much farther ahead.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead where a fine sheen of sweat had grown during the journey. I’d spent hours on the treadmill getting ready for the arduous task of surveying the properties, but the actual hike—pack included—was proving more demanding than I’d thought.

      The sun hit my face with full force, warming my cold cheeks as I stepped into the small clearing, about fifty yards wide. Some of the grass was matted down, a sleeping area for deer or some other animals. I walked about twenty feet away and settled in a spot where the ground was dry and solid.

      My lunch consisted of a simple turkey sandwich and some chips. But food always tasted better when your senses were full of the palate-cleansing outdoors. Something about the clear air, or perhaps the cold and lonesome woods, made everything so much sweeter.

      I finished my food and stowed my trash in my bag. Before leaving the clearing, I unhooked my small spade from my pack and walked a few paces away, my eyes trained on the ground. When I found a slightly mounded section of ground at the edge of the plot, I dug down, turning a few shovelfuls of dark dirt onto the dormant grass.

      The smell of rich earth permeated the air, and I remembered why I loved archaeology—finding things, learning about the past, and trying to preserve whatever fleeting lessons the ghosts could teach us. I dug a layer deeper and found some particularly juicy earthworms, then changed position around the mound. I sank my spade deep, then hammered it further with my boot. Something hard clicked against the spade’s tip. Likely a rock, but maybe something else.

      I pulled the spade out, moved it back a few inches, then plunged it in again and pushed on the handle, leveraging the dirt up and over. Pottery pieces crumbled on top of the pile. My body buzzed with the thrill of discovery as I zeroed in on the find.

      Kneeling down, I picked up the biggest shard. Only a few inches across, it was a medium brown with scored lines across it in a repeating pattern—likely etched solely for decoration. I carefully turned it over and studied the inside. Made of clay and crushed ceramic, the piece was at least two-hundred years old. Yes.

      I returned to my pack and pulled out my map. With a charcoal pencil, I marked the spot for future exploration, but frowned when I remembered that I was still inside the bounds of Blackwood property. Did I have permission for future exploration, or even current exploration? No. But I decided to let future Elise worry about that tiny snag.

      After carefully stowing the artifact, I got to my feet and continued my trek. Renewed energy flowed through my limbs from my lunch and the pottery find. The trees thinned a bit as I crossed a boggy area and then climbed a small hill.

      I was getting close and kept scanning the trees for any sign of something other than vegetation. Cresting the rise, I pulled out my binoculars and studied everything I could see as I spun in a circle. I stopped when an odd break in the trees caught my eye. That was it, the anomaly on the satellite image.

      My breath grew short as I hurried toward the spot. My heart constricted, and I was drawn to the odd patch of woods like a hunting dog toward its quarry. Somehow, I just knew it would give a clue to my father’s disappearance.

      “I wouldn’t go that way if’n I was you.”

      I spun and froze. A man approached from about twenty feet behind me, his feet quiet on the pine needles as he chose his steps with care. He was tall with bushy eyebrows, an overgrown beard, and a smile that revealed crooked, yellow teeth.

      “Who are you?” I reached into my pocket, palming my knife.

      He spat out a stream of dark liquid and grinned, a lump in his cheek next to his gum.

      “Are you following me?” Fear slid down my spine like a runnel of ice water.

      “Yep.” He kept walking toward me, and I felt the urge to back away. Instead, I flicked my knife open, the blade locking into place with a quiet click inside my pocket.

      “Why?”

      He stopped a few feet away and looked at me with curiosity. His beard was matted, the hair reminiscent of steel wool. “You shouldn’t be out here, punkin.” He let his gaze slide down my body, then back to my eyes. “Not safe out here for a girly like you. No telling what kinda madman might take a shine to you and carry you off.”

      “Is that a threat?” I held my knife with a death grip.

      “Just a fact.” He spat again, the stream tangling in his beard and dripping down to his tatty t-shirt.

      “I’ll be sure to be careful.”

      “You do that, punkin.” He grinned again and walked past me.

      I turned as he went, keeping him in front of me. “Who are you?”

      “Nobody important. Nope, not important. I’ll tell you something, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I would turn around if I was you, punkin.” He disappeared behind a tree, reappeared on the other side, and continued along as if he knew exactly where he was headed. “Go back. Go back to whatever town you come from. Don’t come here ever again.”

      “You can’t scare me away.” I tipped my chin up, trying to speak the lie with conviction. “I have permission from Mr. Blackwood to be on this property.”

      He cackled but didn’t look back. “Mr. Blackwood, is it? He’s the one you should be afraid of the most.”

      “Why?”

      Another cackle, which faded as he wandered farther away. “I warned you, punkin. Don’t never say I didn’t warn you.”

      I stared after him for a long while until he was completely lost from view. His cryptic warnings only strengthened my resolve to keep digging. Whatever secrets these woods held wouldn’t stay secret for long.

      Keeping one eye on the direction he’d gone, I moved slowly toward my goal. There was nothing particularly different about the trees themselves, but something rested at the base of one of them just ahead. As I approached, I realized whatever it was had been covered in branches. Even so, the afternoon sun glinted off metal.

      My heart sped up as I took the final steps toward the biggest clue yet. There, under the canopy of trees and covered with rotten limbs sat my father’s green El Camino.
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        My name is Sebastian Lindstrom, and I’m the villain of this story.

        I’ve decided to lay myself bare. To tell the truth for once in my hollow life, no matter how dark it gets. And I can assure you, it will get so dark that you’ll find yourself feeling around the blackened corners of my mind, seeking a door handle that isn’t there.

        Don’t mistake this for a confession. I neither seek forgiveness nor would I accept it. My sins are my own. They keep me company. Instead, this is the true tale of how I found her, how I stole her, and how I lost her.

        She was a damsel, one who already had her white knight. But every fairy tale has a villain, someone waiting in the wings to rip it all down. A scoundrel who will set the world on fire if that means he gets what he wants. That’s me.

        I’m the bad guy.
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        I joined the Cloister to find the truth. But I've discovered so much more, and the darkness here is seducing me, pulling me down until all I can think of is him. Adam Monroe, the Prophet's son, a dark prince to an empire that grows by the day. He is tasked with keeping me safe from the wolves of the outside world. But the longer I stay at the Cloister, the more I realize the wolves are already inside and under the Prophet's control. If Adam discovers the real reason I'm here, he'll bay for my blood with the rest of them. Until then, I will be Delilah, an obedient servant of the Prophet during the day and Adam's Maiden at night.

      

      

      
        
        Counsellor, Magnate, & Sovereign

      

      

      
        
        Darkness lurks in the heart of the Louisiana elite, and only one will be able to rule them as Sovereign. Sinclair Vinemont will compete for the title, and has acquired Stella Rousseau for that very purpose. Breaking her is part of the game. Loving her is the most dangerous play of all.
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        I dig. It’s what I do. I’ll literally use a shovel to answer a question. Some answers, though, have been buried too deep for too long. But I’ll find those, too. And I know where to dig—the Blackwood Estate on the edge of the Mississippi Delta. Garrett Blackwood is the only thing standing between me and the truth. A broken man—one with desires that dance in the darkest part of my soul—he’s either my savior or my enemy. I’ll dig until I find all his secrets. Then I’ll run so he never finds mine. The only problem? He likes it when I run.
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        From the moment I saw her through the window of her flower shop, something other than darkness took root inside me. Charlie shone like a beacon in a world that had long since lost any light. But she was never meant for me, a man that killed without remorse and collected bounties drenched in blood.

        I thought staying away would keep her safe, would shield her from me. I was wrong. Danger followed in my wake like death at a slaughter house. I protected her from the threats that circled like black buzzards, kept her safe with kill after kill.

        But everything comes with a price, especially second chances for a man like me.

        Killing for her was easy. It was living for her that turned out to be the hard part.
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        I rescued Sabrina from a mafia bloodbath when she was 13. As the new head of the Philly syndicate, I sent her to the best schools to keep her as far away from the life--and me--as possible. It worked perfectly. Until she turned 18. Until she came home. Until I realized that the timid girl was gone and in her place lived a smart mouth and a body that demanded my attention. I promised myself I'd resist her, for her own good.

        I lied.
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        She's driving me crazy. Or am I the one driving myself crazy? I can't tell anymore. Ever since Scarlet Rocket showed up in the flesh, she's turned my structured world upside down. My neatly ordered life, my hand-painted Aliens versus Vampires figurines, my expertly curated comics collection--none of these things provide any shelter from her sexy, sassy onslaught. It's a disaster of my own making. She didn't exist until I created her. Now, I can't get her out of my mind, and all I want to do is get her into my bed. Never mind that she's a thief, a liar, a con-woman. Every step she takes leaves chaos in her wake. And damn if I don't want more of it.
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        Trent Carrington.

        Trent Mr. Perfect-Has-Everyone-Fooled Carrington.

        He’s the star quarterback, university scholar, and happens to be the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. He shines at any angle, and especially under the Saturday night stadium lights where I watch him from the sidelines. But I know the real him, the one who broke my heart and pretended I didn’t exist for the past two years.

        I’m the third-string kicker, the only woman on the team and nothing better than a mascot. Until I’m not. Until I get my chance to earn a full scholarship and join the team as first-string. The only way I'll make the cut is to accept help from the one man I swore never to trust again. The problem is, with each stolen glance and lingering touch, I begin to realize that trusting Trent isn’t the problem. It’s that I can’t trust myself when I’m around him.
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        A modern re-telling of Jane Eyre that will leave you breathless...

        Jack England

        Eden Rochester is a force. A whirlwind of intensity and thinly-veiled passion. Over the past few years, I’ve worked hard to avoid my passions, to lock them up so they can’t harm me—or anyone else—again. But Eden Rochester ignites every emotion I have. Every glance from her sharp eyes and each teasing word from her indulgent lips adds more fuel to the fire. Resisting her? Impossible. From the moment I held her in my arms, I had to have her. But tempting her into opening up could cost me my job and much, much more.

        Eden Rochester

        When Jack England crosses my path and knocks me off my high horse, something begins to shift. Imperceptible at first, the change grows each time he looks into my eyes or brushes against my skin. He’s my assistant, but everything about him calls to me, tempts me. And once I give in, he shows me who he really is—dominant, passionate, and with a dark past. After long days of work and several hot nights, I realize the two of us are bound together. But my secrets won’t stay buried, and they cut like a knife.
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      Bad Bitch Series, Book 1

      
        
        They call me the Bad Bitch. A lesser woman might get her panties in a twist over it, but me? I'm the one who does the twisting. Whether it's in the courtroom or in the bedroom, I've never let anyone - much less a man - get the upper hand.

        Except for that jerk attorney Lincoln Granade. He's dark, mysterious, smoking hot and sexy as hell. He's nothing but a bad, bad boy playing the part of an up and coming premiere attorney. I'm not worried about losing in a head to head battle with this guy. But he gets me all hot and bothered in a way no man has ever done before. I don't like a person being under my skin this much. It makes me want to let go of all control, makes me want to give in. This dangerous man makes me want to submit to him completely, again, and again, and again...
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      Bad Bitch Series, Book 2

      
        
        I cave in to no one. My hardass exterior is what makes me one of the hottest defense lawyers around. It's why I'm the perfect guy to defend the notorious Bayou Butcher serial killer - and why I'll come out on top.

        Except this new associate I've hired is unnaturally skilled at putting chinks in my well-constructed armor. Her brazen talk and fiery attitude make me want to take control of her and silence her - in ways that will keep both of us busy till dawn. She drives me absolutely 100% crazy, but I need her for this case. I need her in my bed. I need her to let loose the man within me who fights with rage and loves with scorching desire...
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      Bad Bitch Series, Book 3

      
        
        I’m your classic skirt chaser. A womanizer. A total d*ck. My reputation is dirtier than a New Orleans street after a Mardi Gras parade. I take unwinnable cases and win them. Where people see defeat, I see a big fat paycheck. And when most men see rejection, it’s because the sexiest woman at the bar has already promised to go home with me.

        But Scarlett Carmichael is the one person I can’t seem to conquer. This too-cool former debutante has it all—class, attitude, and a body that begs to be worshiped. I’ve never worked with a person like her before—hell, I’ve never played nice with anyone before in my life, and I’m not about to start with her. This woman wasn’t meant to be played nicely with. It’s going to be dirty. It’s going to be hot. She’s about to spend a lot of time with the biggest d*ck in town. And she’s going to love every minute of it…
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        An incubus who feeds off the sexual desires of others, Roth de Lis has never been denied the pleasure of a woman's body...until now. Lilah, once a warrior maiden in the service of a goddess, languishes on earth after being cast out from the slopes of Mount Olympus.

        Lilah will do anything to return home, including betraying Roth. As she spins her web of lies, Roth begins a slow, wicked seduction that eventually threatens to consume them both. But when Lilah's deceit comes to light, will their torrid love affair be able to overcome a pact with the darkest of gods?

      

      

      
        
        Blood Prince

      

      

      He's searched for her across centuries. But he's not the only one . . .

      Paris, heir to a vampire kingdom he has never claimed, is adrift on earth and in the Underworld. The bounty on his head keeps him on the run. When he realizes the woman whose death haunts his dreams could be alive, he will risk everything just to touch Helen again. But her past can't be erased, and neither can her old enemy--a demon who will destroy worlds just to possess her.
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      Celia Aaron is a recovering attorney and USA Today bestselling author who loves romance and erotic fiction. Dark to light, angsty to funny, real to fantasy—if it’s hot and strikes her fancy, she writes it. Thanks for reading.

      Sign up for my newsletter at celiaaaron.com to get information on new releases. (I would never spam you or sell your info, just send you book news and goodies sometimes). ;)
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