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A LITTLE TASTE…

 

“So, where does that leave us? I think this might go down in the record books as the shortest engagement ever recorded,” Redmond laughed, stopping as they reached a little stream.

He pulled her to face him and she smiled in return. She barely knew the man’s name—well, she knew that and what little she could dig up on the heroic firefighter bear on the internet—but she felt an inexplicable pull toward him nevertheless. Though he came off as cocky and self-assured, there was a certain sweetness to him underneath that bravado and she could sense it easily.

“Might be one of the few that ever happened without the betrothed even kissing,” she said, laughing.

A devilish smirk crossed Redmond’s lips and he licked across them, looking like a wolf about to devour his prey.

“We can fix that, you know,” he said.

Before she could utter a word of protest, his hand had curled around her waist and she was pulled against him, her hands landing on his rock-hard chest. Gasping, her mouth responded easily as Redmond sought it out in a kiss, her tongue dancing against his as he thrust it into her mouth and claimed her so easily as his own. Her hands fisted around the fabric of his jacket, crushing her body against his as they kissed ravenously.
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CHAPTER ONE

Rose

 

The street was eerily calm and quiet, except for Rose’s hurried footsteps. She was running now, not just rushing away. It was a jog, but she was inches from breaking out in an all-out sprint. Her light blue Nike running shoes barely made a sound along the pavement as she pounded over it, one hand stiffly clutching her duffel bag.

Every few seconds, she would throw a look over her shoulder, her insides twisting with horror. They were right there. She knew that much. Maybe they weren’t in sight now—maybe she’d even threw them off the trail for tonight—but they’d get her again. They’d find her, pick up her scent, and just keep on her like the dogged little rodents that they were. If Rose knew Kenner at all, then she knew that he was a very, very sore loser and he’d made it abundantly clear that he had no intention of letting Rose get away this time.

Her breath kept catching in her lungs as she continued running, but it wasn’t because of the exertion. Sure, she was a curvy girl, not one of those stick-thin women with amazing metabolisms who frequented her Pilates and yoga classes, but she was fit. As a fitness instructor, it was sort of a point of pride at this point.

She loved her curves, but she loved the muscles she’d packed away underneath them that allowed her to squat heavy weights, as well as the endurance she’d built up that kept her running even when her mind told her to stop, rest, and take a break even more. Finally, Kari’s house came into view and she let out a sigh of relief. Checking over her shoulder one more time, she was glad to see that neither Cole nor Conrad had managed to sneak after her in the shadows. One crisis avoided. At least for one more night.

Trundling up the stairs, she pulled the keys out of the pocket of her pink windbreaker just in time for Kari to open the door in front of her and yank her in. She yelped, almost falling on her face, and she had to shuffle her feet a bit to keep her footing.

“Girl, where do you think you were sneaking around at this hour? And don’t you go lying to me. I know that your classes ended more than two hours ago!” Kari said, worry evident on her expression as she took Rose’s bag from her.

“I’m sorry, Kari. I couldn’t call. I was running from those two bastards again,” she said, sighing heavily.

She kicked off her running shoes and took the windbreaker off, following Kari into the kitchen. A big glass of red wine was thrust into her hands and a cheese plate appeared as if out of thin air on the kitchen table.

“Sit,” Kari said sternly.

A second later, a steaming bowl of chicken and rice was set down in front of her and a fork clattered down next to it.

“Eat!” Kari commanded again, sitting down across from Rose. “And then explain
why
are we not going to the police about this? Just humor me. Tell me again how I don’t get it and how it would be a horrible idea. Come on.” Kari goaded Rose as she took a big gulp of the wine and then dug in ravenously.

“I can’t!” she protested loudly, swallowing a mouthful.

God, the food tasted so good. Kari must have noticed that she’d been neglecting taking care of herself. Stressing out about Kenner and her graduation and work had obviously been getting the best of her, and she was struggling to keep up with the demands of her body on top of it all.

But that’s to be expected when your psycho ex-boss won’t let you go, right?

The look on Kari’s face told her that it was
totally
not enough of an explanation.

“Yeah you can. This is not some sort of odd backward nation where going to the cops means that you’d put yourself or anyone else in danger. You know this! So what if he’s some sort of a goddamn mogul, girl. You can’t let him treat you that way. Stalking you, sending his cronies after you… sheesh.”

Kari rolled her eyes, obviously both annoyed for and because of Rose. Rose blushed slightly, taking another mouthful and chewing it a bit slower this time. What could she tell Kari? She’d crashed at her friend’s place because she didn’t feel safe in her own apartment anymore, not with Kenner’s henchmen knowing exactly where she lived. It had started innocently enough, but things had escalated way past what Rose could deal with.

With a sigh, Rose’s shoulders slumped and she stared into her wine, getting up the courage to speak. “Well, it’s… he’s not just some kind of a mogul, okay? And when I said he was my boss, I wasn’t lying. He
was
my boss… but not at the health food store that I said I worked at. I was a… dancer for him.”

“A dancer?” Kari asked, frowning.

Rose nodded. She held eye contact with Kari for a second longer until her expression cleared and she put the wine glass down. “OH! A
dancer
! Rose, you minx,” Kari laughed, making Rose blush and grin at the same time.

There was no judgment in that comment. If anything, Kari sounded impressed.

“It wasn’t anything too bad. I was an exotic dancer in one of his clubs. I never got fully naked, never did anything I’m really ashamed about… but I wouldn’t want my parents to know.”

“But why did you do it? And why is he chasing you now?” Kari asked, still as confused as she was before, just now with more details.

“That’s a long story,” Rose grumbled, instinctively looking out of the window to make sure that no one was creeping around back there. She’d been doing that a lot lately—checking if no one was listening in on her, or following her. “We got together for a while. Just a few weeks. He was nice and he paid attention to me and he gave me a shoulder to cry on when school got too much. I only danced in his clubs because he saw me shaking my ass at a club one night and gave me his card, saying he had a job for me if I wanted it.

“My school tuition was killing me and if I would have taken one more loan, I would have put my parents out of house and home. It paid well and he treated me and the rest of the girls with respect. But after a while, I understood that his attention wasn’t so simple to shrug off. It was a fling for me, but he’s not the kind of guy you dump. Since I’ve quit the club, he’s been putting tails on me, wanting to know what I’m doing, where I am.”

Rose snaked her phone out of her pocket, showing it to Kari. “He won’t stop calling me and texting me. It’s creepy. He wants me to go back and work for him, but I know it isn’t just that. If I go to the cops, I’m going to have to tell them everything about my past as a dancer and I can’t do that to my parents. I just want to put it behind me,” she said, cringing at how silly it sounded.

Kari looked sympathetic. She nodded her head, taking a sip of the wine. Rose picked at her food, her appetite suddenly missing altogether.

“Well, there are other options. You said you don’t want to stay in Philly anyway, right?” Kari asked, propping her chin on the palm of her hand.

Rose looked at her friend suspiciously, tucking a blonde strand of hair behind her ear. “I did. It’s too… too tight here. I’m from Minnesota, for God’s sake! I’m used to the forest and the plains and room to breathe. While Philly isn’t as bad as a lot of cities, it still feels really tight. And now, considering that I won’t be doing anything with my degree, I think there’s no reason to stay here.”

The last words came out a lot bitterer than she intended them to be. Truthfully, she felt like a mess. Not only had she picked the wrong major—business administration! Who studies that?!—but she’d picked an expensive private school instead of knocking out a lot of the general courses at a community college. She was badly in debt, though she could handle that, even if the only job she could land was as a trainer at small salon fitness centers. After a year of trying, she’d given up on finding something closer to her major. It helped that she’d found out fast that it didn’t interest her as much as she’d hoped, anyway.

Truthfully, she felt like a bit of a mess. A disappointment to herself and others, especially now that she had to rely on the kindness of her friends to dodge a clingy ex who would not take no for an answer.
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