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      “Nice boat.”

      I’d been watching the guy since he pulled into the marina parking lot with a surfboard on the roof of his SUV. After all, this wasn’t the area for surfing, so he seemed out of place. “Nice surfboard,” I commented with a nod as he began to board the yacht in the slip beside mine.

      The guy smiled and paused. “Thanks.” I had the sense he was trying to get a feel for me, for whether or not I was being a dick.

      Sometimes I was. I couldn’t help it. The Marines made me that way. Being in the toughest branch of the military means that we walk with an earned swagger.

      “Bodhi, get up here!” A man in a suit leaned over the railing of the yacht and snapped at the guy I’d been talking to.

      “You got it, Max.” Bodhi rolled his eyes with a grin. “Hey, do you have a brother?”

      I paused momentarily before shaking my head. Everyone in the Corps was my brother, but I knew he was referring to the more common meaning of the word. “Nope.”

      “Want mine?” He grinned as he boarded the vessel.

      “Pass,” I mumbled as I stretched and decided to get back to work. Pulling my shirt over my head, I started cleaning the boat. This was my house and the place I stored all of my worldly possessions, which at the moment didn’t amount to much. I’d saved every penny while I was enlisted. When I left, I thought I was going to use it to buy my girl a ring, but she’d moved on while I was in Afghanistan, so I bought this boat instead. At least I was living debt-free, even if my nest egg was non-existent.

      The wind was too light today for me to justify going sailing. If I ran out of excuses, I might actually have to go get a job. Apparently, man could not live on bread alone and PB&Js had become a staple on my budget. I’d almost kill for a steak. Not a stretch. I’d been trained to do it. Hell, I’d been forced to do it more times than I cared to admit.

      I started spraying the fiberglass cleaner and grabbed my sponge. Above me, I could hear Bodhi and Max talking. They were mildly amusing. I’d been here for a couple of days and had decided to give it a month before I decided whether or not to move on. I’d already paid my slip fees, and as marinas went, this one was pretty nice.

      “We’re getting closer to opening Brewery on the Bay,” Max announced. “We need to get serious about hiring staff. We should start having people come by. Bartenders need to prove their abilities. Waitstaff needs to pass muster, that kind of thing. Oh, and I have no idea where we’re going to find bouncers.” He sighed. “I don’t suppose you know anyone?”

      “I have some friends…” Bodhi began quietly.

      “I’ve seen your scrawny-ass friends. Nope. Nothing scary about those surfer dude types.” Max chuckled. “Get serious.”

      “So, you’re saying we need someone big and completely badass, huh?” There was a note in Bodhi’s voice that made me pause. I could tell he was leaning over the railing, probably watching me.

      I’d been trained to always be aware of my environment and everyone in it. In the Corps, there was always someone to watch my six. Now, I had to watch my own.

      “Yeah, badass is a general prerequisite,” Max agreed.

      “Then how about that guy?”

      I froze and turned to glance up at the yacht. Sure enough, Bodhi was pointing at me and waving. “You talking about me?” I crossed my arms over my chest, aware that my muscles rippled threateningly as I stood with my feet a good eighteen inches apart.

      “Yeah. Come here. My brother wants to talk to you,” Bodhi urged. Then he looked at his brother. “Seriously, if I ran into this guy in the dark, I’d need new boxers.”

      I snorted. “Let me get a shirt on. I doubt you’re packing extra undies at the moment,” I joked. After I set my crap down on the built-in bench seat and pulled on my black tank, I climbed over the side of the boat, walked the dock separating the slips and almost reluctantly boarded the yacht. The brothers were sitting at a table waiting for me. “I’m Hawk,” I announced as I held out my hand to shake.

      Max shook first. “Hawk? Did you have one of those earthy moms?”

      I chuckled. “No, my name is Logan Hawkins, but everyone calls me Hawk.”

      “He’s hired! He already has a cool, threatening name.” Bodhi clapped his hands together. “Now let’s go to the bar and try out one of our new beers.” He started to push his chair back, but Max held out a hand to stop him.

      “Seriously?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m entrusting this business to you.” Max turned to me. “Have a seat. Let’s talk about your qualifications.”

      I licked my lips and grinned. “My experience? Why I should be your bouncer?”

      “Yes, precisely.” He reclined in his seat and watched me.

      “Okay, I’ll play.” I chuckled. “I spent eight years in the military.”

      Max nodded. “Which branch?”

      Bodhi jerked his thumb toward my boat. “I’m guessing Navy.”

      I smirked. “Actually…Marines.”

      “Oorah!” Bodhi shouted.

      I grinned. “Right. Oorah.”

      “Okay, so what did you do in the Corps?” Max asked, obviously not even remotely impressed.

      “I started out guarding overseas embassies. Then I was deployed to Afghanistan. There, I was infantry. My sharpshooting abilities really bit me in the ass.” I blew out a breath and looked away. “Then, because I’d survived that, I re-enlisted for another four years. Less action; I was in Japan and finally back here, guarding bases.”

      Max nodded. “I’m impressed. So, you’ve experienced hand-to-hand combat. I’m sure you know how to take care of yourself. Maybe you’ll want to see the place and tell me if my plan for staffing is adequate from a security standpoint.”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      He grinned. “Max will suffice. Sir is for my father, may you never have to meet him. Oh, and since he’s the one you’ll work with day-to-day, call him Bodhi, even when asshole is more tempting.”

      “He struck me as more of a dick turnip,” I joked.

      Bodhi laughed. “We’re going to get along just fine.”
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      I had a tendency to be late. Ask me about what to write off on your taxes, or the best marketing techniques for your business, and I could write a book. Oh, but ask that I show up on time for anything and I could leave an extra half hour early only to show up fifteen minutes late. I liked to think of it as a talent.

      My brothers? Not so much.

      When Max invited me down to a sleepy little beach town I had never even heard of, because he planned to marry a woman I had also never heard of, my natural inclination was to laugh, until Bodhi, my twin, confirmed the plan. Apparently, my commitment-phobe big brother was taking the plunge and getting married, and for once, he and Bodhi were actually on good terms. Not only that, but Max - Mr. Straitlaced with the desire to please my father just for fun rather than any gain - was planning on renovating some house down there and living there the majority of the time. Which meant he was going to work from home. Which was something I never expected from him.

      This was too much. What was in the water down in Westport? First, I hear Bodhi - the guy who couldn’t settle down with a house plant, let alone an actual job - was planning to run a bar, and now Max needed a coordinator for his wedding?

      I had to check this place out. And I had every intention of showing up to our first meeting regarding that coordinator job - one given to me out of pity, I was sure - especially since it would be my first meeting with Victoria.

      I wanted to be as low-key as possible so I drove my Mustang instead of my Mercedes. I actually liked being on my own, driving down the 5, the wind in my hair. It was nice, considering no one in my family trusted me on my own even though Bodhi and I were the same age. Somehow, Bodhi could be on his own at fourteen while I actually had a bodyguard following me around on my father’s - and Max’s – orders.

      It took me just over two hours to find this place. I could smell the salt in the air and the cool ocean breeze tousled my straight brown hair. It felt...nice. Peaceful. Completely unlike the fast Seattle pace. I always thought I liked fast-paced. Now, though, I was starting to realize it wasn’t all it cracked up to be.

      I saw cute little houses, couples holding hands as they walked down the street. There was no honking, no yelling. The women didn’t look afraid of being harassed if they made eye contact with someone. “Not bad, Max,” I murmured to myself. Really, I should be giving kudos to Bodhi since he was the one who ran off. My father sent Max to go grab him. Looked like the opposite happened.

      I managed to find parking just out front of the bar. It was early May, so I understood why, and apparently the contractor was practically finished. In fact, Max mentioned that he had already scheduled a photographer to take photos of the bar for their website in a couple of weeks. The plan was to open the bar in June, just as tourist season hit. It was actually a smart move, especially considering there were no other bars in Westport.

      I emerged from my car and slid my aviators to rest on the top of my head, looking at the bold red letters of the bar. I crossed my arms over my chest and breathed in the sea air. Already my muscles were easing, the knots working out of my system. It felt...good. I walked up to the doors, ready to head inside, when a man with arm muscles the size of my face sidestepped so I nearly ran into his chest. The monster was a head taller than I was and his chest was as solid as the cement beneath my feet.

      “Uh, excuse me?” I said, squinting because the sun was high in the sky and shining down. I probably should have dropped my aviators down but I forgot I even had them.

      This guy would do that to you. Not only was he tall and broad and muscled, he had an angled, masculine face, crisp sky-blue eyes and blond hair that went to his chin. And those eyes were on me, a questioning look on that chiseled face. He reminded me of perfection, of one of those flawless statues in Rome carved from marble come to life. But just because he was beautiful didn’t mean he could block me from going to my brother’s bar. “Yes,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice. “Excuse you.”

      My eyebrows shot straight up and my mouth dropped open. He did not just say that to me right now. I cleared my throat and tilted my head to the side. I knew I was barely five feet and petite, but I had a stare that could intimidate even the hardest of men. Too bad my father didn’t trust me enough to show it within his business. On account of my having a vagina and all.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” I asked, locking eyes with him, refusing to back down.

      “Hawk,” he said slowly. I could tell he wasn’t sure how to deal with me.

      “That’s an interesting name,” I said, though I wasn’t polite about it. “Hawk, you’re standing in my way.”

      “The bar is still under construction and won’t open until June twenty-second.”

      It was like he recited it.

      I clenched my teeth before asking, “Are you the bouncer?”

      He nodded. “I am.” Clearly not a man of many words.

      “Do you know who I am?” I asked. “I’m the sister of the men who hired you. So, unless you want them to hear you’re purposefully keeping their sister waiting when I’m already late, I would appreciate you opening the door and letting me in.” I watched as the blood drained from his face and smirked. I always knew how to get my way.
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      I’ll admit it. I froze for a second. After all, the job I so desperately needed was on the line. My belly was full of amazing food from the caterers. I’d met some people. Living next to a yacht wasn’t going to be nearly as bad as I imagined, unless I somehow blew this job. Then I’d have to move on again, and I had no idea where the fuck I’d go.

      “I’m going to need some identification,” I grumbled, even as I refused to step aside.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” The woman positively shrieked.

      Behind me, I heard a clatter and the door opened. Bodhi peeked around me. “I’d recognize that banshee anywhere. Good afternoon, Isla. We were expecting you hours ago, which means you must be right on time.”

      “I’d have been in there sooner, but this buffoon stopped me.” She huffed, her hands on her hips.

      Bodhi clapped me on my shoulder. “This man was doing his job. Be nice.” Then he turned to me. “She’s not all bad. We shared a womb. I have to have rubbed off on her a little, right?”

      I nodded numbly.

      “Is Max in there?” Isla asked.

      “Yeah. Go on in. I’ll be there in a minute.” Bodhi motioned for her to walk past him, then he came out and let the door shut before talking.

      I braced.

      “Okay, we’re going to work on more wedding stuff because every damn Rogers endeavor is a family affair. I’m going to take a break and drive you back to the marina, but I plan to be in time for the cake tasting because I’m all about some cake.” Bodhi laughed and motioned for me to follow him to the car.

      I was rather introspective on the drive. After all, I wasn’t convinced I was out of the woods yet. There could be some serious trouble once Isla whined to Max. And she definitely struck me as the kind of chick who’d whine to her big brother.

      “You’re worried,” Bodhi guessed.

      I shrugged. “What happens, happens. I did my job.”

      “You did. And I’m guessing my sister didn’t introduce herself before trying to storm past you like she was some damn duchess or something.” Bodhi laughed. “You gotta understand my little sister. My father has held her back from everything she cares about. She loves the business. She understands the business. She might be the female version of my father.” He gave an exaggerated full body shudder.

      “Right.” I had no idea what to say yet. I also had no idea why I had to understand some spoiled little rich girl who was absolutely accustomed to getting her own way.

      “Instead of encouraging my sister and offering her a place at the table, my father stuck her on a pedestal and sat me in the spot that should’ve been hers.” Bodhi sighed.

      “So, you were more the pedestal type?” I was trying to joke, but I feared my humor was currently falling flat.

      “Ha. Yeah. No, I was the peace-loving hippie type. I wanted nothing more than to travel, chase the waves, and chillax.” He groaned. “Of course, Daddy dearest threw a wrench into that. Luckily, Max is bailing me out. The bar is a compromise.”

      “And where’s the compromise for Isla?” I wondered.

      “I don’t know. I’ll leave that to Max. He’s great at figuring out stuff.” Bodhi smiled.

      “Don’t sell yourself short, man. You’re pretty good too. After all, you convinced Max to hire me.” I nodded his direction. The car stopped in front of the fence around the marina. I opened the door and stood. It felt nice after being crammed into Bodhi’s car.

      “Keep cool, Hawk. I got your back, bro.” He waved at me as I closed the door.

      For a moment, I stood watching him drive away. This all felt unfinished. I needed some kind of closure. The sun was beating down. I also needed a swim and maybe a nap. I walked the dock until I reached my slip, then I boarded the boat, unlocked the hatch and climbed down the steep ladder to my berth below. There was a bit of sun coming down through the opaque windows above. The humidity was stifling, so I hit the AC and flopped down on the mattress.

      I’m not sure how long I slept, but the sun was still out and I decided to check topside for any sign of Max. The need to apologize for my behavior was strong. When I reached the deck, I heard nothing from the yacht. Peering out into the parking lot, I discovered a familiar Mustang. I swallowed hard. Maybe begging forgiveness should begin at the source. Slowly, I made my way from my sailboat to the yacht. I walked up the gangway and glanced over the side. Isla was on a lounge chair, face down. Obviously, she planned to sunbathe for a while. She had a drink and her earbuds in. So, while it was customary to ask for permission to come aboard, it wasn’t going to do me a bit of good. I’d have to get closer.

      I began to wander over to her. Everything happened really fast. She seemed to have felt the vibrations of my footsteps or something. Isla saw me and jumped up. In that instant, I realized her bikini top wasn’t hooked, since it was still lying on the chair while she was sitting straight up.

      Her hair had been in a bun on the top of her head, but she undid it and long brown hair cascaded over her shoulders. My jaw dropped open at the sight of her smooth bare skin, impossibly flat stomach, and all too perfect yet completely natural breasts.

      “I’m sorry,” I blathered. “I just wanted to apologize for earlier.”

      “So now you’re going to have to apologize for your apology?” Isla giggled. “Oh, and by the way…you’re still staring.”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I whipped around so she could cover herself, only to find Max and Bodhi standing there. My shoulders drooped, my stomach sank, and I shook my head feeling completely defeated.

      “Wrap up in a towel, Isla,” Max growled. “No one wants to see you naked around here.”

      Bodhi elbowed him and grinned. “I don’t know. I think Hawk might.”
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      Max did not find Bodhi's comment amusing. Honestly, I didn’t either, but I wasn’t going to say anything.

      Bodhi was the type of brother who gave me shit and treated me like one of the guys. He took me seriously as a businesswoman and didn’t censor his jokes or colorful commentary just because I was a woman, which I appreciated.

      Max, on the other hand, treated me like all big brothers treated their little sisters: like I was a precious porcelain doll who needed protecting. Max, too, took me seriously as a businesswoman and he would ask me for advice if he needed any, not that he needed any ever, which made me feel needed. He respected my mind and my independence. But he was not as easygoing as Bodhi was about my dating history and, to be honest, it felt nice to be protected. Daddy didn’t really care what I did with my life because he was always going to see me as his little girl, and Mom, I think, resented me too much to put a vested interest in it. It wasn’t my fault Bodhi and I were the spitting image of Dad while Max had more of her features.  She never let us forget it, either.

      “What’s he doing here anyway?” Max growled as he glanced over at Muscles, who still stood awkwardly on the deck. I wasn’t sure why he was still lingering there, his hands behind his back, but he looked like a little puppy dog, waiting for someone to throw him a bone.

      “For one thing, he lives right there,” Bodhi noted, pointing to the sailboat in the next slip, “I drove him back here hours ago. It wasn’t like anyone knew princess was going to sunbathe topless.”

      “I wasn’t topless,” I interjected. “I had the bikini top. It just wasn’t tied because I was sunbathing. So, when I sat up…”

      “You’re wearing a string bikini,” Max pointed out flatly. “Why do you need to untie the things anyway?”

      “I would still get tan lines, Maxi,” I told him. “If no one cares about me having a mind for business, then I might as well make the most of my body.”

      He rolled his eyes and wiped his face with his palm.

      “So,” Muscles asked quietly, “am I fired?”

      “I’m debating,” Max responded flatly.

      “No.” Bodhi shook his head. “Just because my brother owns the bar doesn’t mean he dictates my hiring process. I’m managing the place. You’re still hired, Hawk.”

      “Hawk?” I gave the gorgeous specimen an odd look. “Is that your real name?”

      “Hawkins,” he explained. “Logan Hawkins.”

      Hmm. Not a bad name. Masculine. Kind of sexy, if I was being honest. Not that I would admit that to him.

      “Rogers,” I told him. “Isla Rogers. Which I was trying to explain to you before you treated me like some trespasser. If I was trespassing, why would I go to a bar that hadn’t even officially opened anyway? That makes zero sense.”

      “I’m not paying him to make sense,” Bodhi reminded me. “I’m paying to protect the place.”

      “I can hear you, you know,” he said. “I actually have my bachelor’s degree.”

      My brows shot up.

      “Why is that surprising?” he asked.

      I giggled before I could stop myself. Luckily, it didn’t appear as though he heard, but it wasn’t him I was worried about.

      “Did you just giggle?” Max asked, shooting me a look.

      “Uh oh,” Bodhi whispered.

      “I did no such thing.” I pursed my lips angrily and arched a brow in challenge.

      “Stop lying,” Max grumbled. “You giggled.” He looked at Bodhi. “That’s it. You heard it. She giggled. You need to fire Hawk.” He looked down at the guy. “No offense.”

      Hawk tilted his head. “None taken?” He looked genuinely confused.

      “Here we go,” Bodhi muttered under his breath.

      I chuckled.

      Max’s eyes widened. “Twice.” He held up two fingers. “Twice, Bodhi. That’s twice she’s giggled. You need to fix this.”

      “You know I’m right here,” I huffed.

      “Why are giggles the reason I’m getting fired?” Hawk asked. He looked cute with his face squinted in the sun and his arm raised, his hand shielding his face from the blinding light. “I’m not trying to make her giggle, if that makes any difference.”

      I bit my bottom lip to keep myself from giggling again. Oh, God. I was in serious trouble.

      “Bodhi,” Max snapped.

      Bodhi gave max a long look. “No, bro.” He shook his head. “How is it Hawk’s fault that he came upon princess over here sunbathing topless?”

      “It doesn’t explain why he’s here,” Max pointed out.

      “I can explain that!” Hawk exclaimed. “I came to apologize for what happened today. With not letting her in. I was just doing my job.”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself, bro,” Bodhi called down to him. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Bodhi,” Max growled. “Do you really want to work with someone who has seen your sister topless?”

      I shot Bodhi a look, already knowing how he was going to answer that. “Don’t be cute, Bo,” I snapped.

      “I can’t help something I was born with,” he said with a shrug. “Any more than you can help your need for attention by flashing your boobs.”

      I smacked his arm.

      “So,” Hawk said slowly. “I’m still slightly confused. Am I fired?”

      “Absolutely not,” Bodhi cut in, ignoring the glare Max was shooting him. “In fact, you’re getting a raise for not letting a little brat like Isla push you around and use her feminine wiles to woo you into letting her in.”

      “Feminine wiles?” Max and I questioned in unison.

      Bodhi ignored us. “What are you doing just standing over there, bro?” he asked, waving Hawk toward the table. “Come hang out for a bit. We’re talking fascinating wedding bullshit and it would be cool if you could rescue me from that colossal waste of time.”

      “My wedding is not a waste of time.” Max growled.

      “Let’s get a drink.” Bodhi clapped his hands together, turning away from his older brother, and focusing strictly on Hawk. “You a beer man? You look like a beer man.”

      Hawk hesitated, but he nodded slowly. “What does a beer man look like, exactly?” he asked.

      I giggled a fourth time and my eyes opened wide. I slapped my hand over my face, my eyes now bulging. I was in deep shit if I didn’t watch it. The problem was, Hawk was nice to watch. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him if I tried.
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      “So, what brings you to Westport?” Bodhi asked me.

      I stretched and folded my hands behind my head while I tried to decide how much to share with him. It didn’t help that Isla was at the end of the table, staring at me like I was dessert and she hadn’t eaten in days. I swear, the more aloof I acted, the more the ladies loved me. Finally, I mumbled, “I’ve been looking for someplace I felt at home ever since I left the Corps.” Then I sat and waited to see if they’d let that ride.

      “Where are you from?” Max asked quietly. The guy had been practically glaring at me ever since he found me with his topless sister.

      I cleared my throat. “I’ve been moving my whole life.” I leaned forward, balanced my elbows on my knees and rubbed my palms together. “I was born in Idaho. My parents split up and my mom moved me and my little sister to Arizona.” I glanced at Max. “I understand what it’s like to be a big brother, too, man.”

      He nodded tersely, but said nothing.

      “We stayed there all of two years before she moved us to Texas. That time, she stuck it out with a guy who worked on one of those oil rigs.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I spent a lot of time on the water, but I still chose the Marines over the Navy.” I chuckled, but stopped when I realized no one else was laughing. I shrugged. “The Corps had me all over, but after a few tours in Afghanistan, I decided I was done killing people.” From the corner of my eye, I saw Isla’s eyes widen. Good. Maybe now she’d stay away.

      “Sounds intense, dude,” Bodhi commented. “You need another beer.”

      He disappeared below deck to grab me another one from the galley, leaving me alone with Max and Isla. I watched Max carefully, trying to figure out how I could soothe his fears. Before I could come up with anything, A woman showed up with a kid in tow. Max nearly jumped to his feet in his eagerness to greet her. “Victoria,” he murmured as he kissed her on the cheek.

      Bodhi returned and greeted her daughter first. “Tater tot! Come with me. We’ll go grab you a Kool-Aid pouch.” He passed me the beer and then disappeared with the little girl.

      “Hey, can we go to your cabin and talk?” Victoria asked coyly, which had me thinking there would be very little actual talking taking place.

      I had cracked my beer and taken several gulps. Max was hesitating and no doubt the reason was his reluctance to leave me alone with Isla. I decided to make it easy on him. “I’m gonna go. You have family stuff. You have my number if you need me.” I shrugged. “Or you could just shout over the side of the boat.” I jerked my head towards my slip. Then I set down my partial beer and wandered back to my boat without even glancing at Isla.

      As soon as I boarded, I ripped off my shirt, pulled everything out of the pockets of my swim trunks, and dove off the back of the boat. No, this wasn’t the safest place to decide to swim, but I needed to cool down after sitting in the sun on the yacht. And as long as I stayed close to the back of the boats, I should be safe from boats entering the marina.

      I’d swum a few laps back and forth from one end of our row of docks to day dock and back. Climbing onto the back of the boat, I realized I hadn’t exactly worked out all my tension. Time to pull out the big guns. Or in this case, time to sail. I checked the engine and added gasoline. Then I checked the weather. Finding it pretty perfect for an evening sail, I untied from the dock, wound up all the ropes, pulled in the bumpers, and began backing out of the slip, mindful of the current.

      Soon, I was driving out of the marina and into the main channel where I could unfurl my main and my jib. I loved watching them fill with wind, loved the sound, the way it felt when I caught it and ran on wind power alone. This was my happy. This was relaxing. I could actually feel the tension melting away.

      “Shit! We’re moving!”

      I stiffened. It couldn’t be. I glanced down below. “Oh goody. A stowaway. You’re determined to get me fired, aren’t you?” I grumbled as she made her way up the ladder.

      “Listen, I came aboard…”

      “You’re supposed to ask permission.” I glared at her, which was a bit of challenge since she looked so damn cute.

      “Oh, like you asked permission when you boarded the yacht?” she countered, her hands on her hips, until she started to fall backwards off the ladder and caught herself.

      “I asked permission. You had on the earphones and didn’t hear me. Completely different.” I huffed. “Or I would’ve asked permission if you’d have responded when I called your name,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Okay, so maybe I didn’t want to give you a chance to say no to me.” Isla pouted.

      “Listen, little sister, I’ve done nothing but say no to you since we’ve known each other,” I reminded her.

      Isla tilted her head. “You know what? You’re right.”

      “Holy shit.” I grabbed at my chest.

      “What?” Her eyes widened in alarm.

      I smirked. “You admitted you were wrong.”

      She shook her head, her lips twitching playfully. “I did no such thing.”

      “You said I was right!” I reminded her.

      “Yes, but does that necessarily make me wrong?” She stared at me innocently and I wanted to get lost in those eyes.

      I shook my head, determined to focus. “Are you trying to fuck with my mind?” I cringed. I’d just sworn in front of a lady.

      “Not at all, but if you wanted to fuck my body, I’m all in, sexy.” Isla batted her eyelashes at me.

      With her acting like this, I had no idea whether or not to take her seriously, but for the first time in forever, I wanted a woman. And I hadn’t wanted anyone for longer than I could remember. I stared at her a moment, unsure of what to say next.

      “Are you at least considering it?” she murmured shyly.

      I sensed I might have actually wounded her ego. “I’m more than considering it,” I replied. “In fact, I’d actually take you up on it if I didn’t think Max would castrate me.”
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      I nearly rolled my eyes at the mention of Max. Max was definitely going to be a problem. I went over to him and without hesitating, I dragged my fingers up his abdomen. He was as solid as he felt and I lost myself in the ridges of his toned torso. I wanted to feel it pressed against my naked chest. I felt my mouth go dry just thinking about it. I cleared my throat so I could speak again. “Well, Max doesn’t need to know.” I raised my brow.

      The wind started to pick up slightly, rustling my hair. I wished I had pulled it back but I decided to leave it down now. I kept my eyes on his, trying to decipher those baby blues. I could tell he had baggage, secrets he might not ever share with even those closest to him. I didn’t need that. I didn’t want that. I didn’t need warm words and support. I didn’t need commitment. I didn’t need any of the relationship things. I just wanted to feel his body on top of me, pinning me down, holding me hostage until I screamed his name. I felt myself get wet just thinking about it.

      Hawk took a step back, forcing my hand to drop to my side. I could see the desire cloud his eyes. I knew he wanted me too, knew from the way those eyes turned a shade of midnight. I could feel the way his muscles twitched in response to my touch and I knew I had power over him. I knew he wanted me. Why, then, would he fight it? Why would he step away?

      “I can’t,” he said. His eyes were suddenly guarded again and any possibility of us being together went out the window.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling my cheeks pinch with embarrassment. I didn’t throw myself at guys, but the few that I went after always responded. I wasn’t used to getting rejected and I hated the feeling I got from it. Shame. Embarrassment. I wanted to crawl underneath my sheets and never come out. I wanted to jump off this boat and swim back to the yacht where it was safe. I wanted to punch a pillow - better yet, a nice pair of abs - to vent my frustration.

      He swallowed. I watched his Adam’s apple bob. “You wouldn’t understand,” he said. I could hear the dismissal in his tone. I was being written off. Again. This reminded me of my father all over again.

      “Let me guess,” I said. I was defensive with him. I couldn’t help it and I didn’t particularly care. “You think, like most everyone else, that I’m a spoiled brat who’s used to getting my way.” The waves of the ocean were small but they pushed a little harder than I expected and I nearly lost my balance. “And you think that this falls into the same category as that.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow as though he didn’t quite understand what I meant. But then he shrugged those incredibly broad shoulders.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’m not going to lie and tell you spoiled little rich girl wasn’t one of my first impressions of you,” he replied. “You did use the ‘do you know who I am’ card, after all. But I can also appreciate that there’s more to you than I know, just like there is to everyone. Your brother, Max, looks at me like I’m going to steal you away from...I don’t know what, exactly. But I get it. I have a little sister too and I would probably feel the same way he does about you. I just need you to know that I see you.”

      I furrowed my brow. “And what does that mean?” I asked. I almost stomped my foot but that might play into my spoiled reputation and I didn’t want him to tell me so.

      “It means I know you’re hiding underneath your sexual confidence,” he said. “You’re just someone who wants to be loved. You want to be accepted. You want to know you’re good enough. It’s related to your daddy issues.”

      “Daddy issues?” I snapped.

      He nodded once. This time, he crossed his arms over his chest, causing his biceps to strain. I couldn’t stop staring at them. Which really hurt the attitude I was trying to give him.

      “Daddy issues,” he said. “Bodhi told me.”

      I clenched my teeth. Of course Bodhi would run his big mouth. That boy was more of a gossip than I could ever hope to be. “And what about you?” I asked, throwing my arm out to gesture at him. “You run away when things get too uncomfortable? You leave the yacht and try to swim and sail away? You’re in the Marines and yet a big brother scares you? Being alone scares you?” I scoffed. “Maybe I do want to feel loved, even if it’s just for a night. What do you expect, when even my brothers - God bless them - give me these pity jobs because my own father won’t trust me with his company? And you won’t trust me with your body. I can assure you, it would have been amazing. I could have made your toes curl and you’d forget everything, every bad thing you’ve ever experienced, just for a little bit. But now, it’s never going to happen. I want a man who isn’t afraid to be with me, be it for a night or forever.”

      I turned around, ready to stalk off, but he stopped me by grabbing my wrist. I turned, ready to go off on him, when he stopped me with one look. He reached out and tentatively curled a tendril of my hair behind my ear. I froze. My body shuddered under his touch. I wanted to feel it all over my body. Then, he dropped my wrist and stepped away once more, letting me go. When I did, he didn’t stop me. I wished he had.
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      Isla had nowhere to run. We were on a sailboat, out on the water, far from land. She was stuck with me until I was good and ready to go back. I wasn’t sure how long that would be. Honestly, there was something special about sailing at night. Sure, it made coming back into the marina a little more challenging, but that was okay. The Marines had taught me to run in when everyone else ran out. The other branches thought we were some crazy-ass motherfuckers, but they always looked relieved when they knew we had their backs. Eventually, I’d make sure Max and Bodhi felt the same way.

      “I want to go back,” Isla pouted after fifteen minutes. She’d slunk below deck again, and even with the front hatch open, it could be oppressively hot while we were sailing. There was no AC while we were on the water, only when we were plugged in on the dock.

      “Well, I don’t,” I replied.

      She stomped her foot and my brow rose. “Take me back now.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “Listen, little girl. I don’t bend to anyone’s whims. I didn’t invite you. You snuck onboard. You could’ve gotten off any time at the marina. Now, you’re on my schedule.” I glared at her. “And I plan to look at the stars. I intend to sail into the sunset.”

      “I’m hungry,” she whined.

      “Yeah? Two options. And I rather hope you’ll choose the second one.” I sighed, feeling like a wimp for even suggesting it.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let’s hear them.”

      “Option number one, you go to the galley and check out the non-perishables in the cupboard. I have jerky, I have some fruit, and I have a ton of chips. Go crazy.” I watched her for a reaction.

      She shrugged. “And option two? You know, the one you want me to take, so sell it good, you big dumb jerk.” Isla glared at me, but I saw right through her.

      I laughed. “Well, if it isn’t the stowaway calling the captain the big dumb jerk. At least I had a plan.”

      “Option two,” she snapped.

      “Option two is where I stop at a marina, you call your brothers, and one of them picks you up.” I smiled and I hardly ever smiled.

      Isla stared at me and wrapped her arms more tightly around her body. “So, option two is pretty much you dumping me in the middle of nowhere, but doesn’t actually involve any food.”

      “You got it, princess.” I smirked.

      She cleared her throat. “Then I propose option number three.”

      “There is no option number three,” I reminded her, already tensing at the thought of what she might come up with.

      Leaning in, she grinned. Her eyes absolutely sparkled when she was mischievous. I rather liked the look, which irritated me because…she was fucking frustrating. “Option three is the one where you stop at a marina with a restaurant or at a waterfront restaurant and we have dinner together before we finish our night sail and return to the marina.” Her chin jutted out and I knew she thought she had a winning idea.

      “Just one problem, Isla,” I grumbled. “I don’t have money to take us out to dinner. I’m not like the guys you’re used to dating. Oh, and just to be clear, this isn’t a date.”

      “It’s not?” she asked innocently.

      “It’s most definitely not. Dates are where the guy asks the girl to spend time together. And then he has money to pay for it. I have zero dollars at the moment and I’m pretty sure we’ve already established that I didn’t invite you on this little adventure.” My eyes narrowed, prepared to counter her next argument.

      “Well, since I invited myself, I’ll pay.” She shrugged. “Option three it is.”

      I laughed. “I doubt you have a credit card hidden in that teeny tiny bikini.”

      “I don’t need one.” She lifted her phone for my inspection. “Apple Pay. Good practically everywhere these days.”

      I groaned. “I think I hate you.”

      “Just so we’re clear, I’m not exactly your biggest fan at the moment either,” she huffed.

      “Cool, but no one is going to let you in a restaurant wearing that,” I reminded her.

      “I’ll grab one of your button-down shirts and pretend it’s a dress. Problem solved.” Isla rolled her eyes at me. “So, find a place to stop and I’ll go get ready.”

      “I really do hate you,” I grumbled, even though if I were being honest, I’d have to admit I actually kinda admired her right now. How many challenges had I thrown at her? She had an answer for everything. I had grown to appreciate that kind of quick thinking while I was in the Corps.

      “I hate you more!” She yelled from below deck.

      In her absence, I was able to get back in my Zen zone. I inhaled the salty air even as I felt it all over my skin. Sailing was a completely different experience. By the time she came topside again, I was practically back to my calm, quiet self.

      “Look at you,” she noted, “all happy and relaxed again.”

      I glanced at her from my position behind the wheel. “And look at you…wearing my shirt.” I shook my head. “And there goes my Zen all over again.” I sighed.

      Isla looked around as she sank onto the bench seat. “You really do love this, don’t you?”

      “I do.” I stared past her to watch the sun setting on the horizon.

      “It’s so quiet,” she commented. “That would drive me nuts.”

      “The quiet is one of the best parts. Sailing is slower. Sometimes you need to tune out all the noise, so you can hear yourself think. Sometimes you need to slow down so you can get ahead.”

      Her head tilted as she studied me. “Who said that?”

      My brow furrowed. “Me?”

      “Oh, I thought it was some philosopher or something.” She glanced out over the water. I watched as she inhaled deeply a few times. Her legs looked amazing, thin, tan, fit, and seeing her wearing my shirt actually stirred things in me I’d thought were long gone.

      “I hope you know I was just mad earlier,” Isla mumbled by way of apology. “I don’t really hate you.” Her cheeks turned pink. “I actually kinda like you.” She nibbled on her lower lip like she was ashamed of her admission.

      I looked away before responding. My face was absolutely on fire and it wasn’t from wind burn. “I understand. I kinda like you too.”
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      It didn’t surprise me that there was a variety of restaurants lining the marina before we spilled into the ocean. What did surprise me was Hawk choosing the cheapest, greasiest option, which would require me sitting on a plastic bench outside in the cold in nothing but his shirt.

      He chuckled when he saw the look on my face. “What?” he asked. “You didn’t really think I was going to let you take me to a fancy schmancy restaurant, did you? At least this way, I wouldn’t feel bad about having you pay for dinner.”

      “You know my dad is a billionaire, right?” I asked, shooting him a look. “I could eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner there for the rest of my life and I would still have more money than I knew what to do with.”

      “You think I care about that?” Hawk gave me a look, one I didn’t particularly like directed at me. “You think I care about money? I’ve seen things that make up nightmares, little girl. Things you probably couldn’t even imagine. There’s more to life than having lots of money. The fact that I have the freedom to sail my boat and watch the stars, the sunset, without worrying about being blown up - that’s what I appreciate. That’s what I’m grateful for. Not eating at a fancy restaurant.”

      I couldn’t argue with him about that, even if I wanted to. Instead, I pressed my lips together and looked away. He fought for our country, not knowing whether he was going to survive the month, the week, the day, the hour. And here I was, wishing we were eating at an upscale restaurant when he wanted something simpler? My mother would be ashamed of my behavior.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ve never actually been to one of these things before.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me,” he said.

      “You should probably put on a shirt because, um.” I felt my mouth water just looking at him and I hated how obvious I was making my attraction to him. “You know. The whole service thing.”

      He grinned at my clear loss for words as my eyes feasted on his body. “Actually, I can wear flip flops and a bathing suit and they would be happy to serve me.”

      “I’m sure,” I said with a snort.

      Hawk docked the boat in a slip. It was like a parking lot for boats and each boat got its own slip. I climbed on deck and he offered me his hand so I wouldn’t fall as I stepped from the boat to the - I couldn’t even call it a restaurant. Diner also didn’t feel right. Snack shack, maybe?

      I followed him over to the window where a woman a few years older than I was appraised him with the same look I knew was on my face when I saw him standing there without his shirt on. Was it wrong that I wished he would put a shirt on now?

      I nearly scoffed at my reaction to her look. He didn’t belong to me. I had no claim to him. It wasn’t fair of me to expect that he would act like we were together when he could barely stand me.

      “Princess.”

      His gruff voice cut off my thoughts and I blinked, tilting my face so I could lock eyes with him easily.

      “What?” I asked.

      He sighed and I could clearly detect he was annoyed with me.

      “What would you like?” he asked. “Keep in mind, they have three options: hamburgers, cheeseburgers, and hot dogs. You can add chili if you’re feeling particularly adventurous.”

      I shot him a look before looking at the woman. Except she was too busy staring at Hawk. I cleared my throat, trying to get her attention.

      “Hey,” I said. “I’d like a cheeseburger with extra Thousand Island, no pickles or tomatoes, with a chocolate shake and fries, please?”

      Her brow wrinkled as she gave me a judgmental look, but I didn’t care. I didn’t really eat greasy fast food all the time. Sushi was my preferred food of choice. But every now and then, I let myself indulge. It was always worth it.

      I paid for our food and let Hawk lead me to a table close to the edge of the dock. Luckily, there was an awning over us or else I’d constantly be looking up, worried about the sea gulls potentially pooping on us and our food. We got our food surprisingly quickly. I hoped the woman didn’t spit in mine. She probably did.

      We ate in silence. I was surprised how relaxed it was. I noticed a few people giving me off looks for being in a dress shirt, but I thought I did a decent job of making it look like I wore a dress rather than a walk of shame.

      The burger was delicious. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. I devoured the shake as well. By the time I finished, Hawk watched me with blue eyes, his lips curled up in mild amusement. Without saying a word, he reached out and slowly wiped the Thousand Island dressing off of my face.

      “You eat like an animal,” he pointed out.

      My eyes darkened. “That’s not the only thing I can do like an animal,” I retorted.

      His eyes darkened and he swallowed but said nothing. Instead, his eyes went to the water. I couldn’t help but crane my neck before shifting my body to try and see what he was looking at.

      And then I saw it.

      The most gorgeous sunset I had ever seen. My breath caught in my throat and I couldn’t find the right words to accurately describe what I was feeling. By the time the sun slid into the water, I wiped stray tears from sliding down my face. I never reacted this way, even to sentimental moments. And yet, watching this with him, I couldn’t help but be moved. I didn’t know why. Maybe because to someone like him, someone with his background, it meant more than to a spoiled princess like me.

      I locked eyes with him and whispered, “I think I get what you mean.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hawk

      

      

      

      We’d reached some sort of unspoken truce over dinner. Mostly, I had learned that while she was every bit the spoiled and pampered princess I imagined her to be, there was also more to her, especially a desire to prove herself. I thought about that as we sailed back to the marina.

      The running lights were on, providing just enough light for me to watch her while I steered. Isla was staring out over the water, her chin propped on her arms. The wind was making some stray wisps of hair dance around her face. I wanted to reach out and smooth them back. I wanted her in my arms. Doing so wouldn’t be the smartest move I’d ever made. It also wouldn’t be the stupidest. I was a Marine; we laughed at danger.

      “Wanna teach me?” Isla asked quietly. No doubt she expected me to decline, to keep her at a distance. I should. I really, really should.

      “Come here.” I gestured to the wheel.

      Her eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. It’s a quiet night. I’ll teach you.” I stared at her evenly.

      “How do you know I need teaching?” One perfectly shaped brow arched.

      I chuckled. “The look of fascination on your face.”

      “Oh, and what if it had been a look of pure longing?” She batted her eyelashes at me.

      “Then I’d say you’re about to be sorely disappointed.” I snickered.

      “You have an answer for everything.” She sighed. “Okay, so I’m a little nervous. No lie.”

      When she stood in front of me, her hands hovering over the wheel, I leaned forward and whispered, “I thought you were fearless.” To my surprise, Isla backed into my arms.

      “I would be with you behind me,” she murmured.

      I tried to ignore her closeness and all the innuendo. “I bet. Everyone’s always more confident knowing a Marine has their six.” I held her hand on the wheel. “Feel it?”

      She was silent a moment as she stood there with a death grip on the wheel.

      “Relax,” I murmured. “You can do this. You don’t strike me as the kind of person who knows how to fail.”

      Isla laughed. “You’re pretty good at reading people. I suppose that is part of Marine training too.”

      I shrugged. “It helps. And not entirely. The thing about the Marines, it helped me develop skills I already had and trained me to move past stumbling blocks. I had a sense of purpose…” My voice trailed off. I hated talking about the past, especially my time in the Corps.

      “So, you’re trying to tell me you were a natural born killer?” She peeked at me over her shoulder, her eyes wide.

      “What makes you think I’m a killer?” I asked quietly.

      Isla faced forward, her head tilted to the side, her neck exposed. I wanted to plant kisses there. I wanted to breathe in the scent of her and remember this moment always. “You walk like a man with nothing to prove, nothing to fear, and nothing to lose. It’s an intoxicating blend,” she murmured. “I mean…if you’re into that kind of thing.”

      I leaned low and gave into my impulse. Pressing the side of my face against hers, I pretended I was instructing her. “You have to watch out for wildlife in the dark. A whale could easily sink us.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Right.”

      I tilted my head slightly, aware I was breathing on her bare skin, happy to hear her reaction as she released a tiny moan. Maybe one day, I’d have her under me, and I’d make her scream in bed. I laid my hands on hers. “Ease up on the grip. Every little movement up here, makes a bigger response from the boat. Watch.” I helped her jerk the wheel to the port side slightly and the boat turned. Then I did the same twisting it to starboard. We tilted the other direction.

      “Now this is the most important part,” I whispered. “You have to find the wind. You always need to be aware of it and turn the boat so you capture it in the sails. Think you can do that?”

      Isla closed her eyes slightly and I knew she was focusing on the way the air was hitting her face, the way the boat responded when it filled the main sheet. I watched as she moved us just right to keep us sailing along. My heart filled with pride.

      “That’s pretty impressive,” I admitted.

      “Not as impressive as the size of the erection you have pressed against my buttocks.” She groaned. “Is this some special kind of torture, or are you planning on bending me over? I’m happy to steer while you pleasure us.”

      Somehow, hearing her use the word ‘us’ made my cock jerk even more, but I resisted. I stepped back. “Sorry,” I muttered. “You’d laugh if you knew how long it has been for me.”

      “I seriously would be happy to change that right here, right now.” She turned in my arms and waggled her brows at me.

      “It’s not safe out on the water,” I explained. Then I realized I’d be lying if I left it at that. “And it’s not smart in general.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “Your brothers would kill me. While money isn’t an issue to you, it’s pretty much all I worry about these days. I sank all my money into this boat. I needed it…” I cleared my throat and pretended that’s why I stopped talking.

      “You needed it to get away,” Isla guessed quietly.

      “I’m a proud man, but I’m out of options. I beg you, please don’t do anything to get me fired, Isla. I mean it.” I stared at her, my brow furrowed, my face no doubt the picture of worry.

      “Say it again,” she urged.

      “Please?” I guessed.

      She shook her head. “No, my name. That was the first time you said my actual name.”

      I laughed. “Isla,” I whispered. I looked up and realized how close we were to the marina. I had to pull down the sails and motor in or we’d hit the docks. I rushed about to throw the fenders in place.

      Once I had everything finished and stood behind the wheel again, she wrapped her arms around me and kissed my cheek. “You have no idea how much tonight meant to me.”

      “Oh, I think I do.” I smiled down at her as I carefully steered us into the slip. I’d worried about how long it would take my erection to deflate. Then I saw both her brothers leaning over the side of the yacht, watching us. Bodhi was rubbing his face. Max was straight up glaring. My dick completely wilted. Problem solved. And yet it seemed a whole lot of new problems were about to begin.
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      “What the hell were you thinking, Isla?” Max asked the minute Hawk pulled the boat into his slip. He stared at me from his perch on his yacht and as I looked up at him, I could see Bodhi snickering as Victoria whacked his shoulder with her arm. “No, seriously.” He looked between the two people surrounding him, his expression not changing. “What the fuck? You run away without telling us, only to come back on this guy’s boat. Something could’ve happened to you.”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t,” I pointed out. “And Hawk was a Marine. I’m probably safer with him than with you.” I wanted to roll my eyes at how protective Max was. I could take care of myself, and had, especially after Bodhi left and then Max followed. I was the one left with our parents. Me. And even with both brothers currently out of the picture, I still wasn’t trusted with the business. It was all ‘when Max comes home,’ this; ‘when Bodhi comes home,’ that. It was never about me, the only child who had obeyed, who wanted to run the empire, who earned higher grades in business school than either of her brothers.

      “Clearly, she’s fine, Max,” I heard Victoria say. “She’s a grown woman. There’s no need to treat her like she’s a child.”

      “I already get that from Mom and Dad, Max.” I glared at him while wearing a sarcastic smile. “Don’t need it from you too.” I turned my fury on Bodhi. “And you not saying something says something. I hope you know that.”

      The smile immediately slipped from his face.

      I glanced over at Hawk and found a conflicted look on his face. I knew part of him wanted me to leave his boat and never step foot around him again because he clearly needed his job. I understood that. As much as I hated to let him go, I could respect his wishes.

      So that was what I did.

      Without his help, I stepped on the dock and walked away. My arms were wrapped around my body, the bitter sea breeze smacking my face and messing up my hair. I honestly wanted to get back to Max’s condo and hop into the shower. I hoped he would continue to stay with Victoria tonight like he had been the past few days. I needed some space and hoped my brother was smart enough to know that. I didn’t turn back to look at Hawk. I didn’t even say goodbye. I knew it was probably rude, but I couldn’t bring myself to care too much. I just wanted to get away. When I reached my car, I felt under the back rear of the vehicle and found my spare key. With it, I opened the door and slid into my car before programming my phone’s GPS to get me back to my temporary living arrangement. I wasn’t at the point where I was calling it home yet. It was a cozy little beach town, but I was a city girl at heart, and so far, even with most of my family here, I wasn’t convinced to give up Seattle for Westport. Granted, Max hadn’t either until he met Victoria.

      I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that. She seemed nice, and smart, which were two things Max wanted, as I recalled from previous conversations. She also wasn’t going to take his shit, which was something he needed. I knew that she was good for him. The fact that he took to Penelope so quickly was surprising as well. I was actually going to be an aunt, which wasn’t something I thought I would ever be with my two commitment-phobe brothers.

      I pulled into the driveway at the condo and shut off the car. Once I reached the door, I started moving stones. Max had hidden a key for the decorator. I figured I could use that to gain entry, since he’d invited me to stay here. The first thing I did when I was inside was strip and shower. I wondered if Hawk cared that I ran away in his dress shirt. I should probably return it to him at some point. The hot water eased the tension in my back but it did nothing for the tension between my thighs. I wasn’t kidding when I said I wanted Hawk. At first, I thought it was just to hook up with. He was gorgeous and I wanted him, and that was all there was to it. Except, there was more to it. At least, a little bit more. The more time I spent with Hawk, the more I realized there was more to him than muscles. Besides the fact that he was a Marine, he seemed kind and he cared about his job.

      “Come on, Isla,” I muttered to myself as steam rose from the shower and fogged up the glass. “It sounds like you want a relationship with him. You barely even know him, and what you do know is suspect. He’s a Marine, which probably means baggage. Is that something I could handle right now?” Great. Now I was talking to myself. I also didn’t want to lead Hawk on. Not that I thought he thought we would go anywhere. He was the one who clearly was putting the brakes on even something just physical between us. But I was always very clear what my intentions were before I got together with a guy, and if he didn’t agree, we went our separate ways. It was as easy as that.

      The problem with Hawk was that I didn’t know what I wanted from him. I didn’t know if I wanted just one night or a few more. And then there was the fact that I actually started to like him as a person. I knew he saw me as a princess who got everything she wanted. I also knew that was how I portrayed myself so I couldn’t blame him for that. However, I thought he could past that just a bit. He could see the real me.

      I turned off the shower and grabbed a towel, drying myself off quickly before wrapping it around my body. At that moment, there was a loud knock on the door, causing me to jump. Max wouldn’t knock. Maybe Bodhi?

      I rushed down the stairs and whipped the door open. There stood Hawk, squirming with discomfort, as he took in my wet frame and my barely-there towel.
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      At first, she made me a bit nervous because something about her always made me nervous. She wasn’t like any woman I’d known previously. She was strong-willed, assertive, and took no shit from anyone. These were all really respectable qualities…in a Marine. I wasn’t sure how I felt about discovering them in someone I was ridiculously attracted to. Finding her standing there in the doorway wearing nothing but a towel had my protective instincts kicking in. I grabbed her shoulders and walked her far enough into the condo to shut the door behind me.

      “Dammit, Isla. Is this how you answer the door? Fuck! I could’ve been anyone. You didn’t even check!” I scowled.

      She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, I’m fine.”

      “You could’ve been raped and murdered,” I reminded her.

      “Pretty sure they don’t knock, Hawk.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at me. “So, did you come all this way to lecture me too? If you’d have thought faster, you could’ve done it on the dock and saved yourself a trip.”

      My lips twitched. “No, actually, I came to check on you. You left without so much as a purse. I was afraid you’d stranded yourself somewhere with no money and no identification.” I reached out and smoothed her wet hair away from her face. I had no idea what made me do it. Then I crushed her to my chest, just so happy to find her safe.

      Isla burst into tears.

      I released her and took a step back to study her. “What’d I do, princess? Did I hurt you? Scare you? Tell me,” I urged.

      She sniffled and shook her head. “No. Nothing like that.” She took a deep gasping breath. “You cared. You cared in a way that was so nice and sweet. No one has cared for me like that ever.”

      I hoped she’d stop crying now that we’d determined I wasn’t some overbearing jerk, but instead, she choked back sobs as rivers ran down her cheeks. “Stop crying, Isla. This is nothing to cry about.” I wiped her cheeks, at first using my hands, and then when I realized they’d had little effect, I pulled off my shirt and started blotting her eyes with my wadded-up wife beater.

      Her eyes widened and she gasped. I had a feeling I knew why.

      “Let me finish drying your eyes. I’ll put it back on.” I dabbed at her cheeks again and started to unfurl the cotton.

      “No rush,” she purred. Then Isla looked up at me with those big gorgeous eyes of hers. She ran a hand over my rippled abs and up over my bulging pecs. Then she frowned and froze. “How did you find me? Did my brothers send you?”

      I laughed. “No. They’d be pissed if they knew I was here. I overheard them talking about where you would go. Bodhi bet on you returning to the yacht because you love the water so much. Max figured you were racing off some steam in your car.” She interrupted before I could finish.

      “Victoria. Smart lady. She figured it out.” Isla shook her head. “I’m going to have to keep an eye on her.”

      “Well, she was the one who guessed you’d be staying at the condo. Max decided he was so angry he didn’t want to see you so he’d go stay with her.” I chuckled. “So, the yacht is practically empty if you want it. Only the captain is on board.”

      “Here is good.” She tilted her head. “But this still doesn’t explain how you found the place.”

      Without thinking, I hauled her into my arms again. I loved the way her tiny towel clad body felt against me. “I jog. In fact, I’ve been jogging up and down the shoreline, going farther each day to test my limits. The other morning, I saw your car out front and you were on the balcony.” I cleared my throat. The memory still made my body react. All my blood was racing to my groin. “You were wearing a cami and panties. The wind was blowing through your hair. I didn’t stare or gawk or anything, but a guy remembers that kind of thing.” I blew out a breath. “Okay. You’re safe. I guess…lock up behind me.” I looked at her sternly. “And stop walking around half naked.”

      Her brow arched. “Oh, and why not? What does it matter what I wear?”

      I huffed. “Some guy could take advantage of you!”

      “Yeah, well the one I’m trying to get hot and heavy with is rather cold and limp.” She pursed her lips.

      This was a bad idea, a terrible idea. This might be the worst idea in the history of ideas, but she had challenged me. I’d never backed down from a challenge before, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to start now. I pulled her hips against my pelvis. “Does this feel cold and limp to you?” I stared into her eyes, prepared to take her if she continued to push, willing to walk away if there was any hint of doubt.

      “No,” she whispered weakly. “That feels promising, but…”

      I slowly loosened my grip on her. “But?”

      “I’m not ready to make any promises. I’m not ready to commit to anyone. I haven’t figured out my life yet and it would be wrong to bring anyone else along for the ride. Can you live with that?” Isla unflinchingly met my gaze.

      “You’re direct,” I noted. “I like that.” I bent low and pressed my lips to hers. Tiny shocks raced through my body making me feel jolted alive like I hadn’t felt since before Afghanistan. I inhaled deeply as I broke off the kiss and left my forehead resting against hers. “Here’s the thing.” I grinned. “I haven’t figured out my life yet and it would be wrong for me to make promises I’m in no position to keep. If I get fired, I could be gone tomorrow. Can you live with that?”

      “With you getting fired? No.” She shook her head. “With you spending the night and taking me a good twelve times…I’m all in.”

      “Twelve?” I asked, my eyes wide. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Well, one is too few and thirteen is too many.” She shrugged.

      “A dozen, huh? I’ll see what I can do.” Then I scooped her up into my arms and carried her up the stairs.
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      “Which one is your room?”

      I laughed as I pulled my mouth from his neck. It was nice to laugh during a sexy moment. I didn’t think that had ever happened to me before.

      “I don’t officially have one,” I replied. “I’m staying in the guest bedroom which is to your right, first door.”

      “Works for me.”

      We resumed kissing as he effortlessly carried me down the hall and to the guest room. Somehow, Hawk didn’t miss a step. He didn’t bump into anything, didn’t trip.

      As we moved, we removed articles of clothing and dropped them where we were at the time, like a sexy version of Hansel and Gretel leaving a trail of breadcrumbs out so they wouldn’t lose their way. I could only hope Max and Bodhi stayed away until I picked them up. Granted, the only article of clothing I had on was a towel while he just had jeans.

      By the time we reached my bedroom, I was completely naked while he had on boxer briefs. I kept tugging at his golden hair. It reminded me of a lion’s mane, wild and masculine, solidifying his position of dominance. He didn’t advertise his life in the Marines but it was written all over his face.

      Even as his hands squeezed my waist, I could feel the brutality in them. I knew he could kill me with his bare hands and walk away without a scratch. It made me feel wetter than I had been before, feeling the power and the control he had in his touch.

      When we reach the bed, he all but tossed me onto the mattress. I let out a surprised squeal as I fell on to the bed and looked up at him with wide, bright eyes.

      “One night,” he said.

      I didn’t have to ask him for clarification of what he meant by that. I appreciated the fact that he didn’t give me a maximum number of how many times we could explore each other’s bodies in that night. I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted him more than once, twice, three times. Hawk seemed like the kind of man with whom once just wasn’t enough.

      I watched him as he looked down on me, his clear, blue eyes feasting on my naked body as though he had been hungry for a long time and was now finally going to eat. I let him stare without feeling any shame. I was proud of my body. All I really cared about was that he covered my body with hands, and that he took off his underwear before I ripped them down the seam.

      “What are you waiting for?” I asked.

      He let out an exasperated grunt. “So impatient,” he muttered. “Let me enjoy this.”

      I felt my heart quicken at his words. Not because they were necessarily the sort of thing I wanted to hear just before I had sex, but because they made me feel special and I wasn’t used to feeling special.

      Slowly, he proceeded to crawl onto the bed before covering my body with his. I could not help myself as my hands wound up and down his arms, feeling the way his biceps twitched beneath my touch. I felt myself getting wetter and wetter as his eyes turned from light blue to dark, and finally a deep midnight shade. I could feel his heart racing as his penis pressed against my thigh. My hands dropped to his boxer briefs, and I slid the last remaining article of clothing from between us.

      He kissed me ferociously, his hands clutching my waist like I belonged to him, like he had complete possession over my body, and I did not care what he did with it. I wanted him inside of me now, but he seemed determined to make me wait.

      His mouth dropped from my lips to claim my neck, my collarbone, my shoulder. His hand cupped my breast, his fingers dancing on my nipple, causing it to marble. I felt myself groan at the effect he was having on my body, and I could feel him grin as he proceeded to kiss me lower…my rib cage, my navel, my hipbone.

      When his mouth hit my core, I tensed. I let out a whimper. He expertly brought me to my peak with just his tongue, and I was embarrassed at how quickly I shattered on his face. He lapped me up, waiting until the sensation was too much and I had to push him away.

      “Do you have…” I started to ask.

      “Honestly?” His gruff voice cut me off. “I haven’t thought of having sex in a long time. I don’t have anything.”

      I nodded. Without I word, I threw my body to the edge of the bed, not bothering to hide my exhaustion, before opening up my drawer and tossing him a condom. He smirked.

      “Prepared?” he asked.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t,” I replied, still breathless. “Mr. Marine.”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he focused on slipping the condom on. When he finished, he crawled back on top of me, looking me in the eye.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked me.

      “Listen to me,” I told him. “I think you’ll find I’m a woman who knows exactly what I want. And right now I want you, Logan.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Say that again,” he growled.

      “I want…”

      “No.” He shook his head. “My name. Say my name.”

      “Logan,” I said, my voice husky.

      He thrust into me, causing me to grunt. I wrapped my legs around him and he held onto me tightly, as though he was afraid I was going to disappear.

      I reached between us and let my fingers touch my clit, knowing the exact pressure and pace to use in order to get me off. His cock filled me up, reaching places nobody else had before.

      God, I needed this.

      When I reached my peak, I used my free hand to sink my nails into his flesh and screamed out his name. This seemed to trigger his own release, and he spilled himself into the condom, never losing pace for one second.

      Finished, he collapsed on top of me.

      I only let him have a few minutes of rest before I asked, “Are you ready to do it again?”
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      Isla was insatiable. And relentless. Determined to have her way, we fucked like bunnies on and off all night. When I complained I had no more energy, she raced from the room and returned with a glass of something white and foaming at the top.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked with a groan.

      “It’s a protein shake. Good for lots of energy.” She shoved it in my face. “Drink it.”

      “No, see, I need actual protein. I need meat I can sink my teeth into.” I took the glass from her hand, sniffed it, and set it on the nightstand. Then I grabbed her ass cheeks in each hand and squeezed. “If you want me to have the ability to go again.”

      Tapping her chin, I could see her growing agitated. “Only you would interrupt sex for a snack break.” She shook her head. “And this after you’ve warned me I only get tonight.” She pushed away from me and flopped on the bed a few inches away. “You know, we could rest and then pick back up where we left off tomorrow night.”

      “No.” My brow rose. “One night, Isla. I mean it.”

      “I’ll meet you on your boat after a long day of wedding planning.” She giggled. “We’re in the final stretch, thank God. Then Victoria can distract Max and we can spend more time together.”

      “That’s a hard no.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Which part? The boat?” Isla sighed. “Fine, I’ll get us a hotel room. No one will know. And when you complain about being hungry, we’ll order room service.”

      “Please stop talking before you ruin everything.” I sighed. As it was, I had no idea how I was going to stick to my one night rule. It had always worked well for me. I’d stopped wanting ties long ago, but the periodic closeness was nice. I’d have it now and then. One night. Then we were done. Often, I’d simply sail away to ensure it. Only this time, I was out of money and options. And when it came to Isla, I was about out of resolve too.

      “I can’t help it. I can feel you pulling away,” she mumbled. “That’s normally my thing.”

      “It can still be your thing. You pull away instead. Bam. Problem solved,” I joked.

      Isla crept closer to me on the bed. She was naked, covered in pink splotches from my love bites.

      “Do these hurt?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

      She shook her head. “No. They feel lovely, like this little Post-it notes reminding me of our passionate night.”

      My brow furrowed. “You will cover them up though, right? I mean, you won’t exactly leave them on display.”

      Isla grinned then licked her lips before speaking. “I suppose I could, but I really enjoy torturing my brothers.”

      I sat up, my heart pounding. “Princess, it won’t exactly take a hop, skip, and a jump for Max to figure out where they came from. Then I’m dead.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to tell me you’re scared of my brothers?”

      “Not physically. He would never fight me and I think we both know I could kick his ass if I wanted to.” I ran a hand through my hair. “The thing is, Max can hurt me other ways. Financially, for example. Then what?”

      “I’m not ready to let you go yet, Logan.” She rolled onto her back and stretched out her body.

      The minute I saw her like that, laid out like a feast, I wanted to devour her. I could feel the blood rushing to my cock, and I was instantly ready again, which was saying something. The way she was talking to me, I should’ve been ready to cut and run, literally, back to the marina.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, princess,” I mumbled. “Not everything is up to you.”

      She smirked. “Yeah, but lots of times it is. And I bet there are ways to convince you.” She rolled onto her hands and knees. Lord, did I want to be behind her, slamming into her. The look on her face told me she knew it too.

      I inhaled deeply and shook my head. “Not this time.”

      “We only did it six times,” she argued. “You’re only halfway to fulfilling your promise.”

      I frowned and then replayed the conversation in my head. “I didn’t promise. I said I’d do my best.”

      “Well, do better. Do me again.” She crawled over to me and pushed me back onto the bed before straddling me. “Come on, Logan.” She murmured my name in my ear and I groaned.

      Fuck. She had me half figured out in one night. There was nothing I liked more than hearing my name on her lips, except maybe seeing my cock in her mouth.

      Isla grabbed a condom, rolled it onto me, positioned my erection at her already wet entrance then slammed down hard. I was in no condition to object. In my mind, however, I began to make empty promises. This is it. Last time. You’ll jog home after this. I mean it. You’ll go straight back to the marina and shower her off before getting some sleep. Got it?

      Soon she was whimpering and I recognized her writhing and panting to mean she was already orgasming again. Once she finished riding it out, I slid out of her, repositioned her nearly limp body, and took her from behind for the third time that night. I couldn’t get enough of her this way. I loved slamming into her ass. I loved holding onto her subtle curves. I loved the way I could knot my fingers in her hair and she’d only buck harder against me. I could not fall for this chick. I couldn’t.

      When I’d finished for the seventh time, I kissed her on the cheek and pulled some blankets over her. Isla was as exhausted as I was, but she could sleep. I had to leave. I’d found my boxer briefs balled up on the floor and was about to follow the trail of clothes to reclaim the rest of my outfit, but she stopped me.

      “Stay,” she whispered.

      “I gotta go. You know I do. It’s nearly dawn.” I kissed her again, hoping to appease her.

      She sighed. “Fine. Go. Don’t keep your word. I won’t keep mine either.”

      I froze. “What does that mean?”

      “Maybe I won’t cover all these glorious little love bites you left on me.” Her brow arched dangerously.

      “Isla…” There was more than a hint of warning in my voice.

      “Listen.” She sat up and let the blanket fall around her. “I could be persuaded to change my mind. I could cover up if…we came to an agreement.”

      My spirits sank. She wasn’t going to let me love her from afar. She was going to push me until I hated her. “What agreement, princess?” I glared at her.

      “Well, you spend a weekend with me in a hotel. Simple. We get those other five orgasms out of the way, and you’re free and clear.” She shrugged.

      “How the hell would we manage that?” I grumbled. Mostly, I was wondering how I could get out of it, where I could find the money to move on, because Westport and its seductive sands had been ruined for me.

      “You sail to the marina up the coast. You know the one. We were nearly there earlier. And then I’ll drive there, pick you up, and make the hotel arrangements.” Isla grinned. “The bar won’t open for a couple more weeks. You’re free on weekends until it is. I have no idea how you can possibly get out of this.”

      I stood silent and stoic for a moment as I tried to reason it out, find a fault in her plan, ferret out some loophole. There were none. I sighed loudly and she grinned, knowing she’d won.

      “See you at eight, Friday night,” she announced. Already I’d begun to back out of the room. Isla called after me. “Don’t forget to lock up on your way out.”
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      The weekend couldn’t come fast enough. I could barely concentrate on planning my brother’s wedding when all I could think about was Hawk. All throughout the week, I thought of excuses to be at the bar, wearing shorts and tank tops, showing off just enough skin to remind Hawk about that night together and about everything to come.

      Thursday, Max called a meeting with me and Victoria. He was looking into ideas for centerpieces at each table and he couldn’t think about anything that would fit.

      “I want it to be unique,” he kept saying. “You know. Different, but desirable. Like, when people see it, they go, hell yeah, I want that, what a great centerpiece.”

      Victoria rolled her eyes but there was a good-natured smile on her face. It would seem my brother had an uncanny ability to both frustrate and amuse her at the same time. I smirked. It was nice to know someone else would have to suffer through that. Although, if I was being honest with myself, Max wasn’t so bad. Unless, of course, he was cockblocking me by holding Hawk’s job over his head.

      “Everyone loves alcohol,” I pointed out. “Well, almost everyone.”

      He gave me a look. “You’re suggesting we have six packs at every table, Isla?” he asked. “Not classy.”

      “Practical,” I muttered under my breath before leaning forward and placing my hands on the surface of the table between us. “What about champagne? Wine?”

      “I like the wine idea,” Victoria said, turning to Max. “Champagne might be saved for special occasions, but wine can be consumed every night. I know I indulged in a glass after work.” She turned, looking at me. “That’s a great idea, Isla. Thank you.”

      I waved her away. “That’s why you guys are paying me, right?” I asked. I couldn’t bring myself to continue the conversation. I gently excused myself while the happy couple talked about some nearby winery and placing an order with some guy named Charlie. I was hungry, but I was also in a rare mood consumed with self-pity. I hated that I was getting paid to plan a wedding. I had never been one of those girls who cared about weddings. I wanted to make my own money working for my father. But no matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried, I could not convince him to trust me. Maybe that was what frustrated me the most. We literally got Bodhi’s message about not coming back and he sent Max to go get him instead of putting me in his spot. I knew Bodhi’s role in the company like the back of my hand. I could probably do it better than he could. But still, our father ignored me. He ignored my education, my intelligence, and my drive. Even worse, he waited for Max to bring Bodhi back.

      Even when Max announced his wedding, my father was in denial about Max coming back. Maybe if I left, he would finally regret taking me for granted. So, I took Max’s pity job, not because I needed the money, but rather because I needed to get away. And here I was. My father hadn’t called me once, which was probably why I was so desperate to get Hawk’s attention. If I won him over, it meant I mattered to someone. I was special and worthy and appreciated by someone.

      “You look...unsettled.”

      I picked my eyes off the floor of the bar, surprised to find Hawk there, arms crossed over his chest. I took a moment to drink him in…the black muscle tee, the jeans, the boots. His hair was pulled into a man bun that he pulled off surprisingly well. His eyes were crisp, as though he was taking in everything.

      Immediately, I straightened. I wanted him to notice my legs in my new shorts, not the obvious self-pity in my eyes.

      “It’s nothing,” I mumbled as I struggled to change the subject. “How are you? Looking forward to the weekend?”

      He glanced around, as if afraid Max would suddenly pop up. When he turned back to me, he was annoyed.

      “Why do you reduce everything to sex when it comes to us?” he asked. “It’s almost like you’re afraid to connect with another human on an emotional level. You’d rather connect physically.”

      “First, I was referring to just getting away for a few days.” I tilted my head and studied him. “But since you brought it up, are you saying you want to connect with me on an emotional level?” I asked. I tried to make it a taunt, but it was half-hearted at best.

      “I’m saying...” He let his voice trail off and he glanced around the empty room where there would be alcohol, a bar, and tables filling the space soon. “I’m saying I don’t know you well enough to make that decision. You’re beautiful and you’re good at...things.” I smiled as he shifted with discomfort. “But I don’t know you. I don’t know what makes you smile or what makes you cry. I have no idea what makes you unsettled.” He paused. “Still, I can see you’re upset and I’m willing to listen if you’d like to share.”

      This made me pause. “What?”

      “Dinner.” His voice was low so no one could overhear him. “Tonight. You and me. No sex. Nothing physical. Just two adults eating and getting to know one another.”

      I groaned. Hawk seemed determined to ruin a perfectly good thing. “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “Because I know what it’s like to be unable to connect with someone emotionally,” he explained. “And I think I might want to connect with you. At least, try to. Emotionally, I mean.”

      “Are you trying to get out of this weekend?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Absolutely not. Right now, I’m asking for tonight. You and me. Dinner. No sex. Just talking.”

      I briefly considered his offer. “Agree to one more orgasm and I’ll say yes,” I countered, my lips curling up.

      “Agree to what?” Max asked, walking in the room, Victoria at his side, a curious smile on her face.

      “He wanted to know if he could have Friday night off,” I quickly answered. “I said I’ll agree to ask him. Him, as in you.” I shook my head. “What did you think I said, Max?”

      He grunted, not coming up with anything.

      I snickered.

      “No,” he muttered, eyeing Hawk. “You’re here until six, just like we agreed.”

      Hawk put up his hands in surrender and backed away.
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      Apparently, there would be no dinner, which was fine. I didn’t have the income it would take to satisfy a woman like that. I had no idea why I’d even made such a ludicrous suggestion. I sighed. That was a lie. I’d taken one look at her sad eyes and I’d forgotten she’d trapped me into a weekend alone together. My frustration at being cornered had disappeared. All I thought about was easing her suffering. To do that, I needed to understand the cause.

      I rode back to the marina with Bodhi after work. At first, I stared silently out the window, until he initiated conversation.

      “So, what’s with you and Isla?” he asked as he studied my reaction.

      With a shrug, I muttered, “Nothing.”

      “Really? A few days ago, you two were on the road to hot and heavy. All of a sudden, you’re hitting the brakes and hitting the ocean?” Bodhi shook his head. “Does not compute, man. I know Isla can be a handful, but the right guy can rein her in.”

      I could feel my blood pressure rising. “The very last thing Isla needs is someone to ‘rein her in,’ as you so delicately put it. What she needs is for someone to let her shine, someone to encourage her interests, someone to support her dreams,” I growled.

      Bodhi smirked and I had the sense that I’d fallen into some kind of trap. “Someone like you?” he asked with a grin. “I’ve seen the way you look at her, the way she looks at you. It’s really something.” He shook his head. “No one holds Isla’s attention.”

      “Right.” I stared back out the window, pretending I cared nothing about what he had to say.

      “No. That’s part of why Max invited her. He’s always afraid of her getting into trouble. She has gone to great lengths to get our father’s attention; to no avail, I might add.”

      “Not that it was necessary,” I muttered as I crossed my arms over my body.

      “You like her,” Bodhi noted. “I can tell. I’m good at these things.”

      I eyed him curiously for a moment. “You’re good at what? At the risk of jeopardizing the tenuous relationship we have, all I see you do is surf and drink.”

      He shrugged. “And both activities are great for people watching, people analyzing, and relationship building.”

      “When was your last relationship?” I raised a brow in challenge.

      “Whoa. Hey, this isn’t about me. This is about you and my sister.”

      “In that case, there’s nothing to talk about.” I huffed.

      “Oh, so we’re not going to bond over your weekend away together? I’m hurt.” Bodhi smirked and I squirmed under his gaze.

      “What makes you think we’re going away together?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Well, a few days ago, you told Max you had to leave town for the weekend and wouldn’t be available to pick up any shifts. I know he has had you around a lot, helping set everything up, move everything into place, and assure that security is moving the right direction. I’ve seen how he relies on your input as he hires people.” Bodhi blew out a breath as he pulled into the parking spot.

      “So?” I reached for the handle and prepared to exit the vehicle. Naturally, Bodhi did the same, eager to finish our conversation.

      “So, you’re sailing away.” He shrugged. “Which wouldn’t seem like much, except that I heard Isla talking to Victoria. She mentioned she was going out of town for the weekend, one last hurrah before they were all super-focused on the final touches for the wedding.”

      “This is your proof?” I laughed.

      Bodhi leaned on the roof of his car and stared at me. “I know my sister. And where she’s concerned, there are no coincidences.”

      I stood silent, giving nothing away.

      “And I’d like to think I know you a little too.” He clasped his hands together. “I think you need this job and don’t want to rock the boat. I think you’re intrigued by Isla. And I think she would do anything in her power to get you to do what she wants, even if it means holding this job over your head.”

      I chuckled. “So, you know nothing.” I walked around the car and clapped him on the shoulder. “Nice talk.” I wandered down the dock toward my slip.

      “You can talk to me!” Bodhi called out after me.

      I waved over my shoulder, but didn’t turn back. Instead, I stalked the rest of the way to the sailboat. Climbing aboard, I unlocked the hatch and ducked below to undress. I needed a swim to clear my head. Dropping my clothes in a heap on my bed, I grabbed my trunks from the top of the door to the head. I didn’t use the bathroom unless absolutely necessary because then I’d have to have the tank drained. No one wanted that kind of mess or inconvenience when the marina had bathrooms and showers. In preparation for my return, I hauled my shower caddy and towel topside so I could grab it and go. Showering off all the salt would feel great once I’d worn myself out in the ocean.

      I set everything down on the bench and dove off the back of the boat. My strokes were clean and strong as I swam out of the marina, through the bay, and down the length of the rocky beach. By the time I returned, my lungs burned, my legs ached, and my shoulders nearly screamed. I was blissfully exhausted, as I intended. Climbing back onto the boat’s swimming platform, I shook off as much water as I could before I climbed into the aft of the vessel. As I brushed my hair back from my eyes, I felt around for my towel.

      Someone passed it to me and when the wind shifted directions, I had a pretty good idea of who had boarded my boat while I was gone. Who else did I know that smelled like vanilla and flowers? “Dammit, Isla,” I grumbled as patted my face dry.

      “I thought you wanted dinner,” she whispered quietly.

      I groaned. “And I thought you wanted to keep me at arm’s length.”

      “Well, a girl needs to eat.” She sighed. “Hope you like steak…and the works.”

      I threw the towel over my shoulders and opened my eyes. She stood before me wearing a flowing magenta sundress. Her hair was thrown over one shoulder, her neck exposed and ready to be kissed. I swallowed hard. Looking past her, I saw a glow coming from below deck and imagined the worst. “Fuck. Fire!” I started toward the hatch and realized the fire was from container candles and my highly polished triangular wood table in the v-berth was covered in a white table cloth and food. “You did this?” I asked quietly.

      Isla laid a hand on my back and pressed her head to my bicep. “Yeah. I thought…since it seemed to mean so much to you…we could talk.”

      I nodded numbly. After all, I had suggested it. Only now, seeing her here, I had no idea what I should say.
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      It was awkward. At first. I made it my mission to try and ease into conversation with easy subjects such as favorite television shows and his favorite color. I had picked up sushi. He wasn’t a fan, but I insisted and told him if he didn’t like it, I would have no problem sailing down the line to that greasy burger place on the water. He perked up at that idea. He cleaned up below deck as best as he could and when he came out, he wore a muscle shirt, jeans, and a blazer. I snickered.

      “That blazer looks like it has seen better days,” I pointed out.

      Hawk glanced down at it, his lips curved up into a crooked grin. “I only take this bad boy out for funerals nowadays.”

      That got dark really fast.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. I never knew how to respond to things like that. I never had an experience like his, but more than that, I had never experienced death. Both sets of grandparents were still alive and kicking, all of my friends were alive. People from my high school died of course…accidental overdoses, car crashes, crazy accidents, but no one that I was close to. No one that warranted an invitation.

      “No, don’t apologize.” He reached out and placed his hand on my shoulder. I startled at the touch, surprised he initiated physical contact with me. The only contact he seemed to want from me was sexual and if we weren’t engaged in that, he wanted nothing to do with me. “I didn’t mean to say it to be rude or sarcastic. It just came out. I’ll stop now.”

      “No,” I began, surprising myself. “Please don’t. I want to hear your stories.”

      Hawk seemed surprised. He had yet to drop his hand from my shoulders. I wanted to get even closer to him, but even I couldn’t help but find myself interested in his life. If he was willing to share. And he was.

      We talked over sushi and dim lighting. Hawk enjoyed the sushi more than he was willing to admit. In fact, he even tried eating my crunchy rolls, which definitely wasn’t going to happen. The fish was fresh. I couldn’t stop moaning.

      “Would you stop?” he asked. “I get it. You’re comfortable with your sexuality. You don’t have to continue to remind me of that.”

      I grinned. “Why?” I asked. “Am I making you think about things that we’ll be doing this weekend?”

      He cracked a smile, but said nothing. Instead, he turned his eyes to his food. “You know,” he said. “This is actually pretty good. I’ve never been much of a fish person.”

      “I told you,” I admonished, my eyes locked onto him. “You should trust me a little more.” My eyes dropped to his jacket. “You look good in that blazer, by the way. You should wear it more often. Not just for funerals.”

      He glanced down to look at it again, as though this time he might see something different.

      “When was the last time you wore that?” I asked. It was a serious question, but I wanted to know the answer. I was curious.

      He thought about it for a moment. “Three years ago,” he said. “January twenty-second. Sam Brady’s funeral.”

      I pressed my lips together and crossed my legs. I hadn’t meant for things to get heavy between us but they had. Surprisingly enough, I felt comfortable with the notion of getting intimate with him…and not just sexually.

      I watched him as he spoke about his friend. I felt honored he would share this information with me. I didn’t press, didn’t think it was my place. If he wanted to share something with me, he would. If he didn’t, that was okay too. I was here to receive whatever he wanted to offer.

      His eyes were filled with sadness, bluer than they typically were…and that was saying something. When he started his story, his eyes were on the surface of the table, the wooden chopsticks, and the white Styrofoam box. By the time he finished, he looked into my eyes with his, big and beautiful and open. I shifted in discomfort. Those eyes were vulnerable. Those eyes scared me. They meant something. This was deep. This was getting too deep.

      And yet, despite the discomfort I currently felt, I could not remove myself from this room. I didn’t want to be anywhere else but with him, in this moment. Not even the hotel room. As much as I wanted to wrap my legs around him and feel him inside of me, I wanted to listen to his gravelly voice as he spoke about someone who truly meant something to him. I could hear the raw sadness in his tone, watched as he flexed and curled his fingers. I didn’t think he even realized what he was doing.

      When he finished his story, he looked back up at me, waiting. I didn’t know what to say. I felt even trying to say something after everything he shared would be disrespectful. I wouldn’t pretend I knew what he was feeling. I also wouldn’t pretend to understand what he had gone through, which left little for me to say.

      Instead, I reached across the small table between us and placed my hand over his. I pulled his hand towards me until it was just before my lips. I made sure to lock eyes with him as I placed a gentle kiss on his knuckles. His eyes flickered, as though he was surprised that I offered him something that seemed so simple to me. “Thank you,” I murmured, my lips still against his skin.

      “For what?” His voice was perplexed, but he didn’t pull away from me.

      “For sharing,” I told him. “This is nice. Just being with you. Thank you for this night.”

      He grinned. “Any time,” he said.

      I gently released his hand and leaned back against my seat. “But you still owe me seven orgasms.”
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      After I double-checked to ensure no one was aboard her brother’s yacht, Isla gave me a quick peck on the cheek and disappeared into the night despite my objections. “I ordered an Uber,” she argued. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Text me to let me know you’re safe,” I called after her. Naturally, I stayed topside and watched her walk down the dock and wave as she slipped into the back seat of the vehicle. I was below deck when her text came through.

      

      Isla: Home safe. Happy now?

      

      I laughed and shook my head while responding.

      

      Me: Actually, I’m more relieved than anything. I save happy for things like…eating sushi with you, sailing with you…

      

      I was prepared to compile a long list. Our night together had been just what I needed to get out of my funk. Sure, she made me feel things I was unprepared for, but she also made me forget things I needed to let go. I blew out a breath and her text appeared.

      

      Isla: Having sex with me?

      

      I could actually hear her voice. She sounded insecure, which made zero sense to me. How could she not see her own beauty? How could she not know she was ridiculously desirable? Had no one told her? I shook my head. I wasn’t the man for this job. Still, I didn’t want to hurt her, and Isla wasn’t one to be ignored.

      

      Me: Right.

      

      I stripped down to my boxers and then dropped onto my bed. I stared at the low ceiling for a moment with my hands folded behind my head, and apparently drifted off to sleep.

      In the morning, I found comfort in knowing I still had a job. Already, I’d received my first paycheck, which covered a month of expenses. Such was the beauty of downsizing. I needed very little money to maintain my lifestyle. Of course, if Isla became part of my life, I’d never have enough money to suit her. Unfortunately, this sad thought took hold and I carried it with me all day.

      Though I’d expected to see Isla around the bar at some point, she never appeared. Maybe she had second thoughts. I frowned.

      “Isla’s with Victoria. Wedding stuff. Then she’s going out of town for the weekend,” Bodhi announced.

      My brow furrowed. “Cool. I didn’t ask.”

      He leaned over the bar where we were arranging the liquor bottles. “Dude, you didn’t have to. It was written all over your face.” He winked at me before adding to the top shelf.

      I ignored him, focusing on the task at hand until six in the evening. “Well, gotta go. I’m trying to get in a sunset sail.”

      “Nice. So, maybe we can hang out tomorrow during the day.” Bodhi grinned and I shrank back some.

      “Yeah. Maybe. I’m just playing it by ear.” I shrugged, eager to get away.

      “Hey, don’t you want this?” he asked as he slid an envelope across the bar at me. “It’s payday.”

      “Oh, right,” I mumbled as I picked it up and stuffed it in my pocket. I nodded. “Thanks, man.”

      I couldn’t leave the bar fast enough. Today, I had to catch a ride back to the marina. Luckily, it wasn’t much since it was a reasonably short drive. I quickly changed into my trunks and threw on a t-shirt before preparing for the trip up the coast.

      Soon, I realized I was actually looking forward to this, which kinda messed with my mind. I was supposed to hate this. She was forcing me to meet her. I was risking my livelihood. Only now, with two paydays under my belt, it wasn’t nearly as scary as before. Yes, I’d feel better once I had several months of income stacked back, but I was no longer destitute at least.

      When I reached the agreed upon marina and tied off at the day dock, I found Isla waiting for me. She was standing there in a skirt, completely backlit to emphasize her long, thin legs. Her arm was raised to block the sun and also served to expose her midriff. My worries over what I was doing ended right there.

      “Regrets?” she asked with a smirk as we met up near her car.

      I shook my head and tossed my duffel bag in the backseat. “Not yet. Of course, there’s plenty of time for that.” I reached down and took her hand. “Shall we go get food? I haven’t had dinner yet.”

      Isla grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that. I have dinner all planned in the room.” She must’ve seen my look because she added, “You’ll love it.”

      We drove a short distance to the hotel and I’ll admit I couldn’t tell you where we were because I could barely take my eyes off of her. “Damn, you’re beautiful,” I murmured.

      She tilted her head. “Thank you. You’re pretty hot yourself.”

      I chuckled. The ease between us the night before had disappeared. We were like two kids on a first date.

      Isla parked and I dutifully followed her to the elevator and then our room. She opened the door and passed me the key. “That’s yours. You know. In case you want to leave or something stupid like that.” She shrugged like it was no big deal, but this felt huge to me. Isla would be the first woman I’d ever spent the night with, let alone an entire weekend.

      How does that happen to a guy my age? Simple. Join the Corps right out of high school. Pick up the occasional drunk girl while wearing beer goggles. Get deployed halfway around the world. Come back so damaged you never want to be close to anyone again.

      Only Isla, stubborn, frustrating, exhausting, addictive Isla was breaking down my walls. I surveyed the room with its king-size bed and incredible ocean view. I passed by the bistro table, which was made up, but lacking food, so I could stand on the balcony. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply. This kind of life would be easy to accept for some people. There was a knock on the door and I leapt into action, rushing into the room and gently pushing Isla aside so I could peek out the peephole. My shoulders sagged. “It’s the food.”

      She frowned. “What did you think it was?”

      I shook my head. How could I possibly explain what life had been like in Afghanistan, where I learned to trust no one and never let my guard down?

      I let the guy pushing the cart in, realized he was delivering a four-course meal plus wine and inhaled deeply. After he left, I turned to her and frowned. “I can’t let you pay for all this, Isla. I may not have a lot, but I still have my pride.”

      Throwing an arm around my neck, she purred. “Tomorrow. You can buy breakfast or lunch or whatever you want. Will that make you feel better?”

      I stared down at her, my resolve melting. “What’s going on here?”

      “I’m holding you captive for the weekend. We discussed this. You owe me many orgasms, remember?” Isla smiled playfully.

      I licked my lips and leaned closer. “Then that would make this Stockholm Syndrome. I seem to be falling for my captor.”
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      The orgasms were amazing. I was surprised each time I had one. They made me feel a way I’d never felt before. Sex had always been good, satisfying, but never had it made me feel worthy, or special.

      Hawk’s hands were my favorite part of him, surprisingly enough. He had this talent of making me feel whole and fragile at the same time. When I showered, I noticed little bruises on my hips due to how hard he gripped my waist. When I pointed them out, he dropped to his knees in the shower and slowly kissed each mark.

      My entire body froze.

      There was something about seeing a man as strong and as masculine as Hawk on his knees before me, kissing my body like he might kiss the floor of a holy place. He locked eyes with me, his blue irises hazy and dark. I could tell he was ready for another go, but he was drawing me out, waiting to see what I would do.

      I swallowed. I was used to being in charge but Hawk made me weak and unsure. I would never admit it, especially not to him, but I was tongue-tied around him. I didn’t know what I wanted anymore.

      His hands caressed my hips as he stood and stepped behind me. I could feel his cock against the curve of my ass, ready for another go. His hands found my hip bones and tightened. I winced because of the recent bruising, but the pleasure I knew would come from that territorial grip overwhelmed my senses.

      Hawk only released my hips to push me forward. I grabbed the tiled wall in front of me, maintaining my balance. He gave me no warning when he slammed his cock inside of me.

      I let out a grunt of pleasure. My pelvis was sore from how many times he’d been inside me within the last twelve hours, but I yearned for more. I didn’t want to give him up. Even when this whole wedding debacle was over and there was no reason for me to be down here, I would crave Hawk. I would crave his mouth, his cock, and those hands.

      

      He came inside of me after I climaxed again. It was almost painful now, as though my body was punishing me for too much pleasure in such a short amount of time.

      By the time he finished, I was spent. I clung to the wall like a lifeline, knowing if I let it go, I would sink to the floor. I didn’t know how he knew, but Hawk could sense my weakness as well. His grip on me tightened only so I could get some form of stability. Turning my hips, he moved me until I faced him before sweeping me off of my feet and carrying me bridal-style out of the shower. He grabbed a towel and placed it over my body, which I was grateful for. I needed to dry off.

      “You look exhausted,” he murmured. “I think it’s time we finally call it a night, wouldn’t you?”

      I wanted to argue with him. I wanted to put up a fight, but my eyelids descended and slumber tugged me into its arms.

      I didn’t know how long I slept, but by the time my body naturally began to stir, the sun was already trying to steam through the curtains and the strong scent of bacon filled my nostrils. My mouth watered and I had yet to even open my eyes.

      I sat up, stretching, completely naked. When I finally rubbed the sleep from my eyes, I looked to find Hawk in a pair of jeans and nothing else, sitting at a small table with two plates of food, two cups of coffee, and two flutes of orange juices, possibly mimosas, waiting.

      I blinked, smiling.

      I pulled myself off the bed, letting his eyes feast on my naked body before grabbing his shirt from the floor and pulling it over my body. I also managed to find my underwear and slid those on as well before joining Hawk at the table.

      “What’s this?” I asked him, raising a curious brow.

      “You said I could buy breakfast,” he pointed out. He gestured with his hand. “This is breakfast.”

      We sat in easy silence. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. Besides his muscled brutality, there was something about a man in jeans with bare feet. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it was sexy and vulnerable and masculine all at the same time. Hawk was a wizard when it came to such contradictions.

      By the time we finished, I realized that I could picture myself spending my Sunday afternoons like this. A late breakfast, mimosas with fresh strawberries, clothes from the night before. I could be okay with a life like this.

      Hawk was doing strange things to me, strange things to my heart. Falling in love with him would not only be easy, but it would be a natural consequence of being around him. Maybe that was what I wanted. Maybe I wanted to let myself fall for him. Maybe I wanted to let myself trust him. I already knew he kept his word. That much was clear based on the amount of orgasms I’d had over the weekend, but I wanted him to promise me more, more than just the physical. I wanted the emotional, romantic stuff. I sighed.

      “What is it?” he asked, perking his brow.

      The problem was, I didn’t necessarily want him to know that I wanted that just yet. And worse than that, I didn’t think he wanted it at all.

      “We should probably check out,” I told him.

      His eyes dimmed for a brief moment before nodding his head. “You’re right,” he agreed.

      A couple of hours later, we reached the dock. I could see his boat from where I parked and felt my heart twist at the prospect of being apart from him, but I needed to let him go…at least for now. I had a lot of things to figure out, and I was sure he did too.
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      The sail back to the marina in Westport seemed lonely, which was unusual. This had always brought me peace before, hence the purchase and my lifestyle. This time, I was in no hurry to return. I expected it would be a while before I saw Isla. For some reason, this saddened me more than I expected.

      Finally, as the sun began to dip in the sky, I reluctantly pulled into my slip, all the while praying no one would be on the yacht beside me. Naturally, this wasn’t to be. Bodhi saw me and rushed down to the dock.

      “Throw me your lines,” he urged.

      I passed one at a time to him and watched as he first fixed the bowline around the cleat, then started on the starboard side while I stepped off and worked on the port lines. We worked quietly and quickly. The wind was picking up and with it the waves, which was why the boat needed to be secured right away.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled as held out my hand to Bodhi.

      He grinned and we bumped knuckles. “Hey, do you have a minute?” he asked quietly while glancing up at the yacht.

      “Is Max up there?” I asked in a low voice. He had me ready to hide in the cabin. With the boat plugged into the marina power and my air conditioner running, it was actually pretty comfortable there.

      “Nah, but the captain is and I don’t always trust him since my brother pays, you know?” He eyed me quietly and waited for my reaction.

      I nodded. “I get it, man.” Then I motioned for him to follow me. “I have beer in the ice box.”

      Bodhi made a face. “You mean the freezer?”

      With a laugh, I shook my head. “No, I mean the ice box. Now you get to see how the other half lives.” He followed me down the ladder to the galley. Once there, I lifted the wooden panel covering the ice box. “It’s a built-in cooler. If I had a real cooler, I’d have to secure it while sailing. So, you want a beer or not?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take one, but we need to talk.” He sighed as he reached for the can of Bud Light.

      “Maybe we should wait until I have at least one beer in me. This sounds serious,” I noted.

      He shrugged. “Depends on how you look at it, I guess. Still, I’d drink up. This is about my sister.”

      I stiffened. “Say no more.” Then I chugged the beer and reached for a second. “Just in case,” I commented absently. I took a few steps and settled in the cushioned seating area where I’d shared a meal with Isla a few days before. I feared those happy memories attached to this space were about to be ruined. As soon as he settled in across from me, I mumbled, “So…speak.”

      “What’s going on with you and my sister?” he asked before taking a leisurely swig from the can while never losing eye contact.

      I tried not to swallow hard. I’d been trained for interrogation in the Corps, but somehow, being questioned by Isla’s brothers was far more intense. Water boarding was actually starting to feel preferable to this. “What makes you think something is going on?”

      He snickered. “Answering a question with a question. You’re good.” Bodhi tugged at his chin. “Of course, you’ve been trained for this. All I have are brother instincts. Isla’s the baby of the family.”

      “By minutes,” I reminded him calmly.

      “Yes. Minutes.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter. What I need to know are your intentions.”

      I was in the middle of taking a sip of the second beer when he said that. Naturally, I started choking. “Are you serious right now?” I spluttered. “She’s all grown up, just like you. Isla is perfectly capable of making her own decisions.”

      “Yeah, but they aren’t always good ones,” Bodhi countered.

      “Just like you again,” I blurted out. Then I felt the back of my neck start burning from embarrassment. I’d overstepped. I never should’ve said that. Still, I wasn’t ready to back down. This was too important.

      Slowly, a smile spread across his face. “True.” He sighed and leaned forward against the table. “Listen, I know you went away together for the weekend.”

      “I went sailing up the coast.” My chin jutted out. This wasn’t a lie. Technically, we didn’t go away together, we merely met up at a predetermined location. And now I could look Bodhi in the eye with my honor intact.

      “Dude, I saw you doing the jog of shame the other morning. And I went surfing up the coast this weekend when you disappeared. I saw your sailboat. I found Isla’s car. You two planned this.” His brow rose.

      I licked my lips. “Actually, your sister planned it. I went along with it.” I waited quietly to see where he planned to take this. No way was I going to let him go after her. I was fully prepared to quit my job to protect her.

      “I see you getting all prickly over there.” Bodhi rubbed his face. “I’m going about this all wrong.” He shook his head. “Let’s start over.”

      I pushed my beer to the side and laced my fingers on the table. “Okay. Whenever you’re ready, begin.”

      “I’m not trying to cost you a job. Hell, I’ve saved it more times than I can count. It’s not me, it’s Max. He’s the psycho, overbearing, stupid protective one.” Bodhi leaned back. “Honestly, I didn’t think there was anything to discuss.”

      “There still isn’t,” I argued.

      “Yeah there is. And I really thought it would burn itself out by now.” He shook his head and looked at me with wonder. “Isla blows through guys like tissues. She goes on a date, maybe. More often than not, they have lost her before they even get that far. No one has ever held her attention. No one has ever made her look or act the way you do.”

      I stared at my hands and picked at a callus that had formed from handling the ropes and sailing. I needed some distraction because Bodhi was making me blush. Though I shouldn’t want Isla to have feelings for me, there was no denying the pull. She’d awakened a need in me and it had yet to be sated. “So now what?” I muttered to show I’d been paying attention, even if I still refused to meet his eyes.

      “Now you be careful. I think you could be good for each other.” He blew out a breath. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. Max will kill both of us before we can calm him down.” Bodhi sucked down the rest of his beer. Then he glanced out the porthole. “It’s getting darker. You should probably get going.”

      I stiffened. “I’m supposed to leave?” My heart raced and my palms grew sweaty at the thought of never seeing her again.

      “Yeah. I’m sure Isla is waiting on you.” He grinned as he stood and moved toward the ladder. Then he jerked his head toward my supplies near the radio. “And for the love of God, bring a flashlight so you don’t kill yourself on the rocks. They’re gnarly.” He exposed his shoulder for effect. “Bad dismount off my board.”

      For a second I was numb. “Is this you giving us your blessing?” I asked quietly, even though I wasn’t sure there was an us to bless.

      “Yeah, man. Peace.” Then he mounted the ladder and I watched him climb over the side of the boat and onto the dock.

      My head was reeling. I had no idea what to do. I decided to send Isla a text.

      

      Me: I miss you already.

      

      Her reply was almost instantaneous.

      

      Isla: Dammit, Logan. I miss you too.

      

      I grinned. I hated to think I was suffering alone. I was about to set the phone down and scrounge around for some food when it vibrated again.

      

      Isla: Come to me. I have chicken on the grill. Plenty for two.

      

      That was all the encouragement I needed. Without hesitation, I sent her one more text.

      

      Me: See you soon.

      

      With a spring in my step, I walked over to the counter and picked up the flashlight. Bodhi was right. I needed it, but not nearly as much as I needed Isla.
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      I wasn’t going to lie, I was surprised when I saw Hawk at my door.

      I don’t know why, but he looked more beautiful than before. Maybe it was because his eyes were crystal clear, the feelings for me evident in them. He wasn’t hiding away, he wasn’t trying to pretend there wasn’t anything between us.

      The minute I opened the door, Hawk crossed the threshold and pulled me into a deep kiss. I should have been more concerned about the fact that we were in public, that Max might come back at any time, but the way his lips consumed mine, the way his hand cupped my cheek, softly but also filled with strength.

      He tilted my head to the side, sliding his tongue across my bottom lip. I opened for him. His other hand pressed flat against the small of my back, tilting me backwards so he had better access to my mouth. I clutched the back of his head, my fingers tugging at the roots. I heard him grunt and growl in approval.

      This was a different sort of kiss, not one that would lead to sex. This was a kiss that staked a claim. This was a kiss that said things were different, that something had changed.

      “What was that?” I asked. My voice could barely speak. I was breathless in the best sort of way. I managed to crack my eyes open so I could look at him and saw him staring down at me.

      “A kiss,” he said. “I thought you’d be able to discern that.”

      “I was,” I said, licking my bottom lip. “I did, I mean. What?” My nostrils pinched as I glanced behind me. “Chicken. I might have burned it. I was never good at cooking. We should…” I threw my thumb behind me. I couldn’t believe I was this discombobulated.

      “Eat it?” he guessed. “The chicken?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “Isla,” he began, “I came here to tell you...well, I guess ask you is a better word choice. I…”

      “What the hell is this?”

      I jumped back from Hawk when I heard my brother’s familiar growl before realizing it was only Max. I turned and scowled at him. “What are you doing here, Max?” I asked.

      Max was here by himself, which surprised me because he and Victoria had been attached at the hip since they met, from what I heard. He had an ugly snarl on his face, which never happened.

      “Victoria and I are taking a few nights to ourselves to make our wedding night more special,” he explained before shooting me a look. “Also, I live here so I don’t owe you any sort of explanation.” His eyes shifted over to where Hawk stood, still embracing me. I was glad to see that he didn’t pull away, despite Max’s glare. To be honest, I was afraid of Max’s glare right now and it wasn’t even directed at me.

      “Well, I’m an adult, so I don’t owe you an explanation either,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest and giving him a defiant glare. If I had been younger, I probably would have stomped my foot.

      Max furrowed his brow, opening his mouth to retaliate. Before he could, Hawk interjected.

      “Actually, Isla,” he said slowly. “I would like to give him an explanation even if we don’t necessarily have to give one.”

      I expected him to pull back, to give him some bullshit excuse so he could keep his job. However, I was pleasantly surprised to see him stepping closer to me, his grip tightening.

      “Max,” he began, giving me one last squeeze before standing in front of my brother, positioning himself in front of me so all Max could see was him. “Mr. Rogers.”

      I snorted. We had all called Max Mr. Rogers behind his back and, when he pissed me off, I would say it to his face.

      “I want you to know that I’m crazy about your sister,” he continued. All humor drained from my face as I listened to him, his low voice soft and serious. “And I realize this isn’t exactly what you want to hear. I can only tell you, attempt to reassure you, that I won’t hurt her, and that I will take care of her to the best of my abilities. I also know I am nowhere near financially capable of taking care of her yet, but I plan to work towards that. And more than that, I would stand in front of a moving bus if it meant she would be safe. I understand if you don’t want me working for you because of my relationship with Isla. I’m prepared to lose my job for her, so I can be with her.”

      My heart swelled. I stepped towards Hawk and wrapped my arms around his waist, hoping to convey that I appreciated what he had to say.

      “Hawk,” Max said, covering the lower half of his face with his hand, deep in thought. “I can’t, I’m sorry but I can’t give you my approval of your relationship with my sister.”

      “Max,” I snapped, looking around Hawk’s frame to lock eyes with my brother.

      He held up a hand. “No, Isla,” he grumbled. “Can you just let me finish?” He placed his hands on his hips. “I can’t support it because it’s new and you’re my baby sister. But I’m open to it. I know I have to be because it will happen behind my back if I don’t.” Max took a step forward and offered Hawk his hand. “Thanks for being upfront with me.”

      “Even though it’s none of your business,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Max asked, dropping Hawk’s hand to look at me.

      “I said you better go to the yacht or Bodhi’s place because if you decide to stay, you’re going to hear a lot of sounds coming out of your baby sister you won’t like,” I said.

      Hawk turned red and Max made a face.

      “I’m leaving,” he snapped. “Hawk, I still expect you to be at work tomorrow, same time.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said before turning his blue eyes on me. “Where were we?”

      “Burnt chicken and seven more orgasms.”
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