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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the scenes that captures a romance reader’s attention most is the first meeting of the two main characters. It often sets off the spark that will later grow into passion and love.

      In this anthology, you are getting an entire book full of “meet-cutes.” Forty-five of the most popular authors of sapphic fiction picked an excerpt from one of their books for you. Some of these first encounters are adorable, some are hilarious, and others are tension-filled, but they are all unique and memorable in some way.

      I hope you enjoy these excerpts and maybe even discover a new favorite book!

      Happy reading,

      Jae
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            Just a Touch Away

          

          by Jae

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Hannah Martin has an unusual job: she’s a professional cuddler. While she has a big heart for her clients, she hasn’t found someone special to snuggle up to in her personal life.

      Winter Sullivan isn’t looking for love. She’s an aloof workaholic who’s built walls of ice around herself. She would rather drive toothpicks under her fingernails than cuddle, and she certainly doesn’t want to share her space with anyone.

      When Winter’s estranged father dies, he leaves her one last surprise: she and Hannah, a perfect stranger, will inherit a building together. But there’s a catch: first, they have to live together for ninety-two days.

      Winter is determined to dislike her rival, but soon finds Hannah isn’t what she expected at all. Thanks to a hilarious doormat war, a cuddle dare from Winter’s half sister, and a kiss in the most unusual of places, the frosty fortress around her heart begins to melt.

      Will she be able to accept that love might be just a touch away?
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      Hannah has inherited half of an apartment building. In this scene, she meets with the lawyer, Mr. Woodruff, and with her co-beneficiary, Winter, to take a look at the building.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The stranger gave her a nod as crisp as her outfit. For a moment, Hannah thought her to be Mr. Woodruff’s colleague because she was dressed in a similar style, all cool, professional colors—dark gray dress pants and a white cashmere turtleneck that hugged her long, lean body. But the black leather jacket reaching down to her slim hips didn’t fit an attorney’s wardrobe, and neither did the pair of sunglasses that hid her eyes despite the overcast sky. Even through the dark lenses, Hannah felt the woman’s gaze cut into her.

      After several seconds, she slid the sunglasses up, into her short, stylishly tousled hair that accentuated her high cheekbones and strong jawline. Piercing ice-blue eyes regarded her without blinking.

      Hannah froze with her hand half-extended. Those eyes left no doubt about who the woman was. She had Jules’s eyes and, come to think of it, his hair too. It was thick and silver-gray, making her age hard to guess. Other than a diagonal line above the bridge of her nose, as if she’d spent her life squinting at the world, her face was smooth. Not even a hint of laugh lines bracketed her mouth or crinkled the corners of her intense eyes. If Hannah had to guess, she’d say Jules’s daughter was probably about ten years older than she was, maybe around forty.

      “Winter Sullivan,” she said, her voice low and slightly raspy.

      She didn’t have Jules’s last name. Well, she could be married.

      Hannah gave herself a mental kick and raised her hand all the way, offering it to Winter. “Hi. I’m Hannah Martin.”

      “Ms. Martin.” Another crisp nod. After a moment’s hesitation, Winter wrapped long fingers around Hannah’s and gave her hand a firm, businesslike shake. Then she let go and slid her hand into her jacket pocket as if wanting to make it impossible for Hannah to hold on for even a second longer than necessary.

      “Oh, please, call me Hannah. After all, we’ll be neighbors for the next few months.” Hannah suppressed the nervous giggle that rose up her chest. Jesus, this woman was intense. She sobered. “I’m so sorry about your father.”

      Winter’s expression didn’t change. No sign of grief flickered across her fair face as she tilted her head in silent acknowledgment.

      How weird. If Jules had been Hannah’s father, she would probably still be holed up at home, crying. But, of course, everyone dealt with grief in their own way, so she really shouldn’t judge.

      Mr. Woodruff cleared his throat, interrupting the awkward silence. “More than neighbors, actually.”

      Hannah had nearly forgotten he was still there. Now she turned toward him and gave him a questioning look.

      He lifted the folder in his hand. “Mr. Lambert left a letter of wishes to let me know how he wanted the trust to be administered. He intended for the two of you to share his apartment on the top floor, if that’s okay. It comes with an office, and I believe the den could easily be converted into a workspace for you, Hannah.”

      Had Jules told him what she did for a living? More importantly, did Winter know?

      “Wait,” Winter said. “You want us to work from here? I thought I’d work at my place, then come over in the evenings and sleep here.”

      “Um, should we go in and talk upstairs?” Mr. Woodruff asked.

      Winter didn’t move an inch. “Here’s fine.” She pierced him with an impatient glare and waved at him to explain himself.

      “Your father made it very clear in his letter of wishes that he meant for this to be your primary residence, not just a place to sleep for a few hours.” He looked back and forth between them. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “No,” Hannah said immediately. “No problem at all, provided Winter doesn’t mind my having clients over and my clients are comfortable coming to a home I’m sharing with someone.” She didn’t think any of her clients would mind, and for her, having a cuddling area that was a room of its own, not only a sectioned-off part of her bedroom, would be a wonderful luxury.

      The lawyer looked at Winter.

      “Just peachy,” Winter said through pinched lips. “Shall we?” Without waiting for a reply, she led the way toward the double doors, her stride confident and purposeful, as if she owned the building.

      Well, she did…or at least would own half of it soon. Hannah still hadn’t gotten used to the thought that she would own the other half.

      Was that why Winter was acting so coolly? Had she expected to inherit the entire building by herself?

      Well, there wasn’t much Hannah could do about it, other than giving up her inheritance, and that was something she definitely wouldn’t do. An apartment of her own was a dream come true, and the extra income from the rent the tenants paid meant she could focus on her cuddling business without having to supplement her income by working as a massage therapist.

      She and Winter would have to find a way to make the best of it.

      Who knew? Often, those clients who came across as standoffish at first later turned out to be the biggest cuddle bugs. Maybe Winter would be the same.

      Ahead of her, Winter pushed through the double doors like a battlefield surgeon ready to take off someone’s limb.

      Okay, maybe not.
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      Jae offers her short story “The Romance Bet” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Date

          

          by T.B. Markinson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      What happens when a prickly cat lady runs into the new dog owner next door?

      Brittny Parker, an American graduate student, is moving to London with her lovable Boston Terrier, Cooper, in time for the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee and the 2012 Olympics. Could life get any better? How about adding a super sexy woman next door? The problem is her snooty neighbor is not a dog person. In fact, she despises Cooper from the moment he knocks her over and sends her groceries spilling all over the ground.

      Prin Jones is a native-born Londoner whose most successful relationship is with Francesca, her Persian cat. With a bakery to run and an unpleasant ex-girlfriend to dodge, the last thing Prin needs in her life is an obnoxious American and her poorly trained dog. But it becomes almost impossible not to run into Brit at every turn.

      When Francesca and Cooper decide to become balcony friends, and Prin’s twin sister takes on the role of enthusiastic matchmaker, Brit and Prin decide to give each other a second chance. All they need is one date to see if there might be something more between them.

      It should be easy, right? But somehow everything keeps going hilariously and disastrously wrong.

      Can two women from different worlds meet in the middle to become more than neighbors?

      Best-selling lesbian romance author TB Markinson, has written a hilarious and quirky story about finding love in a foreign land.
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      Brit and her dog have just moved to London from America to start a new life, but their first interaction with Prin is disastrous.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      My heart swelled. A happy dog and a lovely apartment in a new country. What more could a girl need?

      A girlfriend to share it with, a little voice in my head whispered. I immediately told it to pipe down. That was the absolute last thing I needed or even wanted. Considering how things had ended with Kris a few months back, I’d had enough of selfish, terrible women to last me a lifetime.

      “We’re going to have a blast exploring all the parks.” I snuggled him, pushing all thoughts of my ex out of my mind. Kris never understood my love for Cooper. No, it was worse than that. She’d been jealous of the little guy, who had been in my life for two years before I met her. When I found out she deliberately hid all his favorite toys from him anytime I wasn’t there, well, that was the last straw. I could never be with someone who wasn’t as much of an animal lover as I was.

      Cooper licked my face again then wiggled out of my arms, but I was able to hunch down in time so his jump was only a couple of feet.

      “Let’s start exploring!”

      Cooper spun halfway around and then completed the spin the other way, all the while barking excitedly.

      After I hooked his leash, we left the apartment and barreled down the stairs. Cooper had never been able to contain his terrierness, and when a walk was on the horizon, he’d give Usain Bolt a run for his money.

      “Whoa! Cooper. We just moved in. Let’s not get the neighbors to hate us right out of the starting gate.” I did my best to rein him in, but he continued to tug at the end of the lead.

      Laughing, I said, “Okay, buddy. Let me open the front door, and then we’ll go for the best walk on the planet.”

      I pulled the large gray door open, and Cooper bolted outside before I could check to see if everything was clear.

      “Bloody hell!”

      Without seeing whichever neighbor had uttered those words, I already knew Cooper had made the worst possible impression on her. Getting through the door and lifting Cooper up into my arms, which was the only real way to control him when he was this excited, I surveyed the damage.

      There stood a woman nearly my age, and wowzers, she ticked about every category for holy hotness.

      Flowing blonde hair: check!

      Stunning blue eyes: tick!

      Curves upon curves: double tick!

      Creamy skin: yep!

      Staring daggers at me: Unfortunately, double yep.

      This wasn’t unusual for me. My unlucky streak in the female department was years in the making since I’d come out of the closet, and apparently, moving to a new continent had done nothing to change it.

      Don’t just stare, Brit. Take in the damage.

      The angry blonde, whose aforementioned creamy skin was turning redder by the second, gripped the remnants of a reusable bag by one strap. The other had been torn. Apples and oranges rolled hither and thither all around her,

      “Oh, dear. This is a craptastic disaster.” I spoke more to Cooper, who didn’t seem fazed by the incident and wasn’t pleased our walk had been interrupted.

      “A what?” The woman glared at Cooper in my arms with a look that reminded me of a stern British nanny.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, certain we were both about to be sent to bed without dessert. “Let me put him inside, and I’ll help you gather everything. This is all our fault.”

      The woman bent over, and holy moly, did her backside make the hotness zinging in my body explode.

      No, Brit. Do not ogle the woman your dog took out.

      It was bad enough Cooper had gotten off to such a terrible start. I shouldn’t add to the calamity by gawking at the poor woman.

      “Don’t bother. Get that cretin out of here.”

      “Cretin?” I put a hand on my hip. Had I seriously heard her correctly? “Cooper isn’t a cretin!”

      Eager to defend himself, Cooper let out an excited yip. He was clearly busting at the seams to give the woman kisses all over her face, his usual form of apology. To say he was incapable of reading a room, or sidewalk, was a massive understatement, but that hardly qualified him as a full-blown cretin.

      “I see he’s not trained, either. Never understood dog owners who don’t know how to control their beasts.”

      First, it was cretin.

      Now, beast.

      My blood boiled. Even if the woman had an ass to die for, there was no way I was going to try to get to know her better. I could never get along with a dog hater.

      “Well, if you don’t want my help,” I said, channeling all the haughtiness I could muster, “I guess we’ll be on our way.”

      “Please.” Her perky nose crinkled. “Not only is he uncontrollable, he’s a smelly monster.”

      I blinked at the woman.

      Never in my life had someone reacted like this to Cooper, who was happily panting in my face, squiggling in my arms, and giving me sloppy kisses. I was incensed.

      “I’ll have you know he’s the happiest creature on this planet and does nothing but spread cheer.”

      The woman plucked the last orange from the gutter. “For the sake of the neighborhood, I hope you’re only visiting.”

      With that, she marched through the door right next to mine.
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      T.B. Markinson offers her novel A Woman Lost and her short story “Tropical Heat” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get them sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stockholm Syndrome

          

          by Miranda MacLeod

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      When a spy dials a wrong number, could it be the connection of a lifetime?

      Leigh is a secret agent in peril whose life depends on reaching her agency’s emergency hotline. But when she dials the local public radio pledge drive by mistake, a spy-obsessed office temp named Amanda becomes her only hope for rescue.

      Amanda thinks it’s an exciting game of make-believe, until dangerous elements from Leigh’s past force her to reveal her true identity and take Amanda with her on the run.

      The answers lie in Stockholm, but whether Leigh should be more frightened of the Russian mobsters who want her dead, or Amanda when she realizes she’s been lied to, is anyone’s guess. One thing is certain, if they can figure out a way to work together, the seasoned agent and the savvy civilian just might make the perfect team!

      Don’t miss this hilarious and sexy romantic spy caper from best selling lesbian romance author Miranda MacLeod!
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      Amanda, a temp office worker who is answering phones on the overnight shift at her local public radio station, has just received the gift of a “spy school” role-playing adventure from her eccentric aunt. What she doesn’t realize as she answers the phone is a real spy who is in mortal danger has dialed the pledge-drive hotline by mistake and thinks she’s speaking with her secret agency’s extraction team.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      She was lost in a world of shadowy operatives when the sudden ringing of the phone on her desk made her jump. She stared at it in confusion for a moment before answering, having forgotten where she was in her excitement. “Hello,” she said in her most professional voice, grinning broadly and forcing her thoughts to focus on doing her job. “Thank you for calling Baltim—“

      A woman’s voice, hushed and urgent, filled Amanda’s ear, cutting her off mid-sentence. “This is Agent Vesper, delta omega, requesting passphrase authentication.”

      “Oh…kay.”

      Amanda stifled a sigh against the phone’s mouthpiece. Another crazy person. Along with wrong numbers, crazy people were something a temp could count on when answering phones. Since starting at the station, there’d been at least one nut each night, plus half a dozen in a single shift when there’d been a full moon. Still, even a crazy person might have a credit card and want to make a donation toward quality programming, so she’d better do what they were paying her to do.

      Plus, this woman’s voice was super sexy, all husky and breathless. She wouldn’t mind hearing it some more, even if its owner was certifiable. “We appreciate your call. If I could just get your details?”

      “Repeat, this is Agent Vesper, delta omega. Make me a drink?”

      Well, isn’t that forward of you, Sexy Voice Lady? But the way the stranger spoke, so confident and commanding, sent a shiver of desire right down to Amanda’s toes, which were curling inside her sensible black flats as if ready to spring into action and fulfill the woman’s every demand.

      Amanda’s lack of control over her physical response to the woman’s voice rapidly filled her with a fierce indignation, all but obliterating the initial attraction. She scowled at the phone. What’s up with this looney tune? She was about to hang up when the envelope from Spy-ventures caught her eye. Agent Vesper? She tapped one finger against her lips, suddenly certain she’d overlooked an important explanation for the weirdness of this call.

      Could this be part of their spy game? Is this my first mission? The receiver slipped against her suddenly slick palms as she brought the phone back to her ear. “I’m sorry. You were saying something about making you a drink?”

      There was a muffled, guttural sound on the other end of the phone that hinted of frustration, but when the woman spoke, her voice was all business. “You must be new. It’s the first half of the passphrase. You need to authenticate with the other half.”

      Amanda grinned triumphantly. A riddle. It was just as she’d suspected. A drink. A drink…spies and a drink…There was James Bond, of course. That had to be it, but what phrase would be the code? Shaken not stirred? Amanda shook her head. Too easy. If that turned out to be the answer, she’d be so disappointed. It was no challenge at all. Think. Agent Vesper wants a drink.

      Amanda chuckled as the answer came to her. Of course! The Vesper Martini. It was the martini invented by double-oh-seven himself, the recipe enshrined in the pages of Casino Royale. Like the devoted fan she was, she knew the passage from memory.

      “Just a moment,” Amanda recited. “Three measures of Gordons, one of vodka, half a measure of Kina Lillet. Shake it very well until it’s ice-cold, then add a large thin slice of lemon peel. Got it?” She tensed, waiting for the woman to respond. They were, word for word, the directions given by Bond to the bartender. It just had to be the right answer.

      “Well, it’s about time. I thought I’d suffocate waiting. I need an extraction. Give me a secure line where I can send my coordinates.”

      Amanda bristled at the woman’s rudeness. For the money her aunt had paid this operation, their employees could be a little more polite. Still, she supposed the urgency made it feel more authentic. She rattled off her cell phone number.

      “And that’s a secure line?”

      Amanda rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course it is.” A secure line. Geez. Talk about taking this game a little too seriously. A moment later, her satchel vibrated with the received text. “Okay, got it.”

      “Please hurry.” The woman’s voice had grown faint and breathy, as if running out of air.

      Amanda frowned. “You mean, right now?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Despite her breathlessness, a barb of sarcasm gave renewed strength to her words. “I’m trapped in a trunk and there’s a dead body in the backseat. Now would be preferable.”

      The line went dead and Amanda’s brow furrowed as she replaced the phone in its cradle. Her shift wasn’t over for another three hours, and ducking out early to play a make-believe spy game was just as poor an excuse as grabbing a cup of coffee with a date, but something about the conversation left her jittery. It felt so real. She knew it wasn’t, but no matter how many times she repeated that fact to herself, her spirit remained troubled. Finally, she stood and approached Adam’s office.

      Am I really doing this?

      But there was really no question that she was. How could she not? With the worry over her aunt’s illness and trying to earn enough to make ends meet, it had been way too long since she’d been able to just let loose and have some fun. She needed a little escape, and a spy fantasy was just the thing. Besides, she could tell her aunt all about it when she went to visit the next day.

      She started the car and navigated the mostly deserted streets of Baltimore with ease. Muggy night air streamed through the rolled down windows, and there was the smell of impending rain from a summer storm. As she headed toward an unknown location well outside the city limits, unsure of what she would find at the other end, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so excited to be alive.
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        Blurb

      

      

      An enemies-to-lovers lesbian romance about daring to open your heart.

      Dr. Jess Riley’s life is perfect, ticking all the boxes—successful cardiologist, newborn daughter, and a luxurious condo. That is, until she suddenly collapses from acute heart failure. Her entire world crumples along with her exhausted body.

      Jess is forced to face facts—she can’t keep working endless hours, and she’ll have to move back home to recover.

      To her shock, her mother has already taken in Lena Walker, a struggling artist who isn’t a stranger to heartbreak either.

      At first, an unimpressed Jess resents Lena’s cheerful presence. Gradually, though, the two women form a tentative friendship over tai chi, picking fruit, and evening walks with the baby. A sexy massage leads to friends-with-benefits fun. But is it all too soon? Should two barely mended souls try to risk a future together?

      This is a standalone novel set in the same universe as medical romance Irregular Heartbeat.
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      Dr. Jess Riley, cardiologist and new mother has just been diagnosed with acute heart failure. To get support from her mother, she wants move home, but seeks a bit of freedom by living in the guest house instead of her old room.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Lena plucked the mint leaves from her tea and stirred a dollop of honey into it. Cradling her favorite ceramic mug against her chest, she breathed in deeply. Nothing was as good as fresh herbs. Some days she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to live in Maggie’s garden.

      The door swung open and nearly hit her in the face.

      Lena jumped back, and tea splashed all over her front and soaked her top. Hot, burning tea. Ouch. She pulled the thin cotton from her skin and looked up.

      The disheveled woman with dark circles beneath her eyes looked familiar. She glared at Lena from beneath unkempt hair. “What are you doing in my house?”

      Wait? Her house? Oh. Was that Maggie’s daughter, Jess?

      “Shouldn’t I ask you that?” The skin on Lena’s chest burned, and she tried to cool it by flapping her top, but it was too tight to give real comfort.

      “This is my family’s house. What are you doing here?” Jess stepped closer and towered over Lena by at least a couple of inches.

      “I live here.” Lena snarled right back. She wanted to kick the intruder out, but then it clicked. Jess obviously didn’t know she had been living in the garden house for the last ten months. She hadn’t visited her mother since she became pregnant. Lena’s anger deflated. “You’re Jess, right? I’m Lena. Maggie rented the house to me.” She held out her hand.

      “Dr. Riley.” Jess ignored her hand and stepped past Lena, looking around the room with a frown. “My name is Dr. Riley, as is my mother’s.”

      “Um…come in.” Lena didn’t know how to react, so she went with her default setting: politeness. Even if Jess had already entered the house. “If you insist, I’ll call you by your last name, but how I address Maggie is between her and me. Can I help you?”

      “You can take until the end of tomorrow to remove the furniture and leave.”

      Lena blinked. Was she joking? But the tone didn’t hold even a trace of humor. “There must be a misunderstanding. Let’s go talk to Maggie and clear everything up. I’ll just change my top first.”

      Jess’s icy blue eyes moved up and down as she studied her. “What are you doing with your top?”

      “I burned myself when you stormed inside.” Lena held up the empty mug.

      “Oh, um, I’m sorry.” Red spots bloomed on Jess’s cheeks. “You don’t need to come.” Without waiting for Lena’s reply, Jess stalked off.

      Lena followed her to the door. “Hey, wait a minute…”

      Either Jess didn’t hear or didn’t care as she stormed away. The dramatic effect of her exit was diminished by the fact that she stopped halfway to the house, clutched her side, and gasped for air.

      Shaking her head, Lena closed the door and went into her bathroom. As she peeled off her bra, she winced. A glance in the mirror confirmed what she had suspected. An angry stripe ran down her chest, as if she’d smeared herself with raspberries, from the valley between her breasts to her navel. Fortunately, she didn’t detect any blisters. She rinsed the stained top, then pressed the cold, wet cloth to her skin.

      The relief was instant, and she sat on the toilet seat as her knees grew weak. What happens now? Maggie had promised her the use of the garden house for at least the next year, but now her daughter intended to live here. They hadn’t signed a lease because she had trusted Maggie when she’d said her word was worth more than any paper. Just as Lena’s own word was worth more than a credit report. Maybe that had been foolish. When would she learn not to trust anymore?

      With a sigh, she placed the top back into the sink and stood. Time to find out if she would be living in her car tomorrow.

      As she got closer to the main house, Jess’s voice drifted through the half-open French doors, and the tone suggested she wasn’t happy with whatever her mother answered.

      Instead of interrupting them, Lena took a seat on a chair on the far side of the patio. The burn on her breast started again, this time from within, not just skin deep.

      A shrill cry interrupted the fight. The baby didn’t seem to like the raised voices either.

      The door opened fully, and Lena jumped up.

      Maggie stepped out onto the deck, a frown carving deep lines into her face. But when she looked up at Lena, the lines softened.

      That smile promised everything would work out fine, but Lena had been disappointed too often to relax now. “Would you…?” She swallowed. “Would you like me to leave?”

      “No, honey, not at all.” Maggie shook her head. “This is a misunderstanding. The house is yours for as long as you want it.”

      “Thank you.” The pain that had gripped Lena the moment she feared she might be on her own again slowly abated. “Are you sure? She is your daughter, after all.”

      Maggie reached over and took Lena’s hand. “I’ve told her you live here now and she is welcome to stay in the main house. To be honest, even if you didn’t live in the garden house, I’d like her to be close. She’s…” She opened and closed her hands a few times, letting go of Lena’s. “She’s not as fit as she should be. She needs help, whether she wants to or not.”

      Lena nodded. Jess had looked pale and tired. “Is she sick?”

      “Yes. It was quite a scare. It’s all very new and…” Maggie’s shoulders slumped. “But she’s optimistic she’ll be fine soon.” The smile that accompanied the last words was weak. “I’m sure by this time next week, she’ll apologize and be embarrassed about her behavior.”

      An illness wasn’t an excuse to be rude in Lena’s book, but she was willing to give Jess a second chance for Maggie’s sake.
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      Nadine Bayani was at the top of her game. The brilliant, ruthless lawyer was in line to be White House chief of staff—until she confessed to campaign finance crimes that cost her party the election.

      Now Nadine’s out of prison, broke, hated by millions, and stuck doing a menial retail job in rural Virginia where she barely earns enough to survive.

      Bella Clarke has worked at Overstock Oasis since she flunked college. She wants to go back to school, but secretly doubts she’s smart enough. At least she’s not as clueless as her boss, who just accidentally hired the woman responsible for a national scandal.

      However, Nadine seems to be nothing like the crook portrayed in the media, and Bella is drawn to her troubled, standoffish co-worker. As they grow closer, Nadine introduces Bella to the delights of Filipino food and opens Bella’s eyes to her own possibilities.

      Before long, about the only thing harder to make sense of than Nadine’s past is their powerful chemistry together. Is Bella really falling for a woman who caused so much harm? And even if she is, how can two such different people ever be a match?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After a high-profile campaign finance scandal, Nadine Bayani is fresh out of prison and struggling to get a job.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The glass doors whooshed open. Four checkout registers sat at the front of the store; only one was occupied. A fair-skinned, curvy woman leaned over the counter, her honey-blonde hair falling forward in loose strands. At first, she appeared to be writing, but when Nadine moved closer, she realized the woman was doodling on receipt tape.

      Nadine tapped on the counter. “Excuse me.”

      The woman jumped and lifted her head. “Oh my Lord. I’m sorry. I totally spaced. How can I help you?” Smoky eyeshadow and thick mascara accentuated her golden-brown eyes, and her voice was sugar sweet with a buttery Southern accent. Aside from her unflattering polo shirt—royal purple with Overstock Oasis embroidered on the lapel—she looked like a stereotypical Southern belle.

      Did this girly small-town cashier watch the news? Nadine removed her sunglasses. “I have an interview with the store manager. Grady Sanders.”

      The woman nodded, then froze as recognition dawned on her face. She stepped back and bumped into the cash register behind her.

      Great. Nadine arched an eyebrow. “Is there a problem?”

      “Um…no problem.” Biting her lip, she picked up a telephone next to the register. Metallic-purple fingernails caught the light as she dialed. “It’s Bella. There’s, um, someone here to see you… Yes… Okay.” She hung up. “He’ll just be a minute.”

      “Splendid.”

      Bella stared at Nadine, clasping and unclasping her hands as if she didn’t know where to put them.

      Nadine sighed. “I’ll just wait over there.” She turned away.

      “Are you…? Do you mind if I ask you…?”

      Christ, were they really going to do this? Nadine faced her. “Look, you obviously recognize me.” She held Bella’s gaze, challenging her to disagree.

      Bella nodded meekly.

      “That means you have an opinion. Everyone does. But I can assure you, it’s nothing I haven’t heard every day for years. So if you already know who I am, and I already know what you think of me, do we have anything to say to each other?”

      Bella blushed. “Oh, I didn’t mean…” She glanced around and seemed to spot something in the distance. “Oh, thank the Lord. I mean, Grady’s coming. He’ll be right with you.”

      A slim older man with frizzy gray hair ambled to the front of the store. “Hi there. Are you Nah-dine?” He regarded her with curiosity, but his blue eyes were free of judgment, confirming Nadine’s guess that he had no idea who she was. That’s why I got the interview.

      Nadine stepped forward to meet him. “Yes, I’m Nadine.”

      “Grady Sanders.” He extended his hand.

      As she accepted the handshake, she snuck a glance at Bella, whose mouth hung open.

      Oblivious, Grady smiled. “Nice to meet you. Come on back.”

      Nadine followed him to the back of the store, passing the bath and housewares sections on the way. She had never been to an Overstock Oasis before and would never have visited one voluntarily in her former life. The store seemed to specialize in tacky clutter. Mismatched merchandise crowded the shelves, and many items were marked with neon clearance stickers.

      When they reached the back, Grady ushered her into a tiny office with a desk and two metal folding chairs. “Have a seat.” He gestured at the chair across from his desk as he plopped into the one facing the computer. “I have your application around here somewhere.”

      Nadine waited as he shuffled through the mess. He really doesn’t recognize me.

      “Ah, here we go.” Grady held up a set of papers. “Nadine Bayani.” He pronounced her name with twangy drawn-out vowels. “You’re interviewing for the store associate position.”

      “That’s right.” Inside, she cringed at the job title. Associate made it sound as if she were applying to be a business partner rather than a minimum-wage lackey.

      He scanned her application. “Now, it says here you don’t have any retail experience. Where did you work last?”

      Here we go. “I was a lawyer.”

      “A lawyer?” His head jerked up. “Why the hell do you want to work here?”

      “I lost my license to practice law. If you look at the end of the application, you’ll see—”

      When he found the relevant section, his eyes widened. “I’ll be damned. You checked the box. I didn’t even notice. What’d you do?”

      Nadine considered her answer. “I coordinated the transfer of funds from a large corporation to…a highly regulated entity in violation of federal law.” This, technically, was true. Except that it was completely false.

      “Ah, I see.” He nodded. “White-collar crime.”

      He still didn’t have a clue. Was she going to get away with this? “I suppose.”

      Grady’s face brightened. “You know, we get a tax break for hiring ex-cons. Corporate loves it. But normally, when I see a felony, I think trouble. I don’t want to hire someone who is going to steal and shoot up in the bathroom. But you’re not like that, are you?”

      Nadine thought about Jodie and Jenna, who had both been convicted on drug charges. That’s what he meant by trouble.

      “And you’re Asian.” He smiled. “Asians are good workers. I bet you’re good at math too. Won’t have to worry about your register coming up short.” He steepled his fingers and tapped his chin. “Are you a US citizen?”

      “Yes. For twenty years.” She pulled her passport and her Social Security card from her bag.

      “Outstanding. Well, listen, Nadine, I’m going to make copies of your documents and send them to corporate. You’ll need to take a drug test. I assume that won’t be a problem.”

      “Not at all.” Drug tests were part of her probation, one of many humiliations that had become routine.

      “That’s what I figured.” He sat back and crossed his arms. “It takes a few days to get the test results and for corporate to process your paperwork. You should be able to start…let’s see…next Thursday. That work for you?”

      That’s it? She had the job? Nadine’s throat tightened as she said, “Yes, that will work.”

      When she had finished the paperwork, Grady escorted her to the front of the store. “Bella! Come over here.”

      Bella approached warily. She did a double take when she saw the employee handbook in Nadine’s hands.

      Grady beamed. “This is Nadine… What was it?”

      “Bayani.”

      “Right. She’s our newest associate. Used to be a lawyer, if you can believe that.” He winked at Nadine. “Maybe she can get me out of my next speeding ticket.”

      Bella gaped at Grady. “A lawyer?”

      “Yup. She worked in corporate law,” Grady said, leaving no doubt that he still didn’t know Nadine was world-famous and universally despised.

      “Oh. Okay.” Bella glanced between them with troubled eyes.

      Nadine held her breath. If Bella told Grady what she knew, her employment would be snatched away before it began. She cursed herself for snapping at Bella when they first met. If Bella gave her away, it was Nadine’s own fault for being rude. Time seemed to stop as she waited for Bella’s decision.

      Bella parted her glossy lips, then closed them. At last, she smiled and extended her hand. “Great to meet you. Welcome to the team.”
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      An enthralling, opposites-attract lesbian romance about what lies beneath.

      Stevie Sterling is having a day from hell. Snubbed—yet again—by her unsupportive parents, she runs out on their posh party and takes refuge on a deserted yacht. Waking the next day with the world’s worst hangover, Stevie finds herself far from shore.

      As if being trapped on the yacht in only her party dress isn’t bad enough, Stevie’s frantic that she’ll miss the first day of her new job as a nurse. She has so much to prove in her career—to herself and her parents.

      The yacht’s cute but unimpressed captain, Kaz Malone—an eco-warrior who hits the seas with Sinbad the cat—is on a mission: There’s a nuclear-waste-dumping tanker to harass.

      Kaz is as single-minded as she is stubborn and she’s not about to turn around for some stowaway with a new job. Hell, no. Saving the planet comes first.

      But perhaps there’s more than one way to a destination?
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      Stevie falls asleep on a deserted yacht, and wakes the next day far from shore with the world’s worst hangover. Kaz, the yacht’s captain, is not happy to see her.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      A stiff breeze kept Kaz occupied for the first couple of hours. By the time it eased and Delilah was sailing easily, she was gasping for a coffee. She was far enough from shore that it was a good time: away from pleasure cruisers, not yet in the shipping lanes. She scanned a careful three-sixty. There were no boats near enough to be a danger, no ships on the horizon.

      She glanced over at Sinbad, curled up in a coil of line, sound asleep. “If only you could make coffee. I don’t know why I keep you around.”

      Sinbad twitched a black ear, but otherwise didn’t stir.

      Kaz took a step towards the hatch. A thump sounded from the cabin below. Kaz froze and the back of her neck prickled. Something was not right. Things fell in rough weather all the time. But now, while there was chop and enough of a breeze to keep things interesting, it wasn’t rough enough for things to go flying. And she was an experienced enough sailor that she knew she’d secured everything last night. The pots and pans were stowed, the chart table bare of anything that could fall.

      She took another step towards the hatch but another sound stopped her dead. Another thump. Kaz halted and stared at the companionway. Think! What had she forgotten about that could have fallen? But even as her mind sifted through the possibilities, she knew there was nothing.

      The unlocked hatch flashed through her mind. One anomaly she could discount; two was not a coincidence. Surely there was no one else on board? But there had been a definite noise from below, the clumsy sounds made by someone who didn’t have their sea legs. Kaz grabbed a winch handle. It wasn’t the most threatening of weapons, but it was all she had.

      “Who’s there?” She made her voice as gruff and deep as she could. “Show yourself.” She gripped the winch handle tighter and raised it up, ready to defend herself if necessary.

      A shuffle of feet on the steps, and two hands and a head came into view. Brown hair, rather dishevelled, and small hands. Feminine hands.

      Kaz released a shaky breath. A woman: that she could deal with.

      The woman’s head came up through the hatch. Short hair in a pixie cut, probably once smooth and layered, now standing on end. Smudged mascara-rimmed wide and frightened eyes. A patterned dress more suited to dinner at a high-end restaurant than to an old and weathered yacht.

      The woman climbed awkwardly onto deck and held her hands out wide to show they were empty. “I’m so sorry. I can explain.” Her voice was breathless, husky, tinged with apprehension.

      Kaz tightened her lips and scanned the stranger from top to toe. Her clothing was rumpled as if she’d slept in it, and her feet were bare. Polished toenails, painted a deep red to match her dress. She appeared to be in her late twenties and her accent was Australian. She looked as if she should be smooth and polished, calm and collected, and clutching a glass of sparkling wine. Instead, she was obviously ill at ease, and her gaze darted around the deck and across to the horizon before returning to Kaz. The stranger swallowed hard.

      Good. She should look nervous. She was a stowaway, a trespasser, and someone Kaz didn’t want or need on board Delilah. Especially now.

      Anger curled in Kaz’s stomach. What the hell was she supposed to do? “You better have a good explanation if you don’t want me to throw you overboard.” Kaz made her voice gruff and aggressive. The threat was an empty one, but the woman didn’t know that.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be here.” Her gaze darted around the deck once more as if she couldn’t believe where she was. “Are we far from Wallanbindi? I can’t see land.”

      “About two and a half hours. And we’re out of mobile phone reception, so I think you better answer some questions.”

      The woman nodded, a jerky up and down movement.

      “Who are you and what are you doing here? A truthful answer.” Kaz hefted the winch handle and slapped it on her opposite palm. Instinct told her this woman wasn’t dangerous, but she wasn’t letting her guard down just yet. She’d heard the stories of yachts in Australian waters hijacked, forced to pick up parcels of hard drugs and smuggle them back into Australia. It would be foolish to trust this woman.

      “Who are you?” the woman fired back. “Why should I tell you who I am?”

      Her words were feisty, but her nervous glance at the winch handle slapping on Kaz’s palm gave her away.

      “It’s my boat. You’re the lawbreaker here. I’m not the one who has to explain herself.” Kaz tossed the winch handle to her other hand. “You don’t have to like it, but you do have to give me a reason not to leave you in the life raft and call marine rescue. Who may or may not come before the sharks do.”

      The stranger’s face turned even greyer, and her gaze focussed on the winch handle.

      Kaz kept her face expressionless, and she slapped the winch handle on her palm.

      The stranger hunched her shoulders, her face crumpled, and her bravado seemed to evaporate into the sea spray. “My name’s Stephanie Sterling, but most people call me Stevie. I live in Wallanbindi. My parents own a cruiser, Good Time Gal, that’s moored at the marina. There was a party on board last night.” Stevie hesitated. “I was there but I had too much to drink. I left the party and must have taken a wrong turn. My head was spinning. Your boat wasn’t locked. I came on board and lost my balance. I fell against the door and it opened.” She spread her hands, palms up in a gesture of supplication. “I’m sorry. I just wanted somewhere to sleep off the booze for a couple of hours. I didn’t mean any harm. If I’ve damaged anything, I’ll pay for repairs.”

      Kaz kept her poker face. It was a plausible story, but a little too pat. Even if it were true, her gut told her Stevie was keeping some parts secret. But there was a party somewhere in the marina last night—the same party that had driven her to abandon her original plan to sleep on board ahead of her early start on the morning tide.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        All at Sea © 2020 by Cheyenne Blue

        Published by Ylva Publishing

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

        Apple Books

        Ylva Publishing

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cheyenne Blue offers her short story collection “Rule 4 and Other Stories” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            That Woman Next Door

          

          by Harper Bliss

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Sometimes what you’re running from is exactly what you need

      Olivia Chevalier is perfectly happy living a quiet life of solitude with her two cats in the tempestuous countryside of Brittany.

      Olivia’s peace is disrupted when heartbreaker extraordinaire Marie Dievart moves in to the holiday home next door after an event at work makes her flee her everyday life.

      Olivia hates having a neighbour and Marie is put off by Olivia’s cranky ways.

      But maybe these two women have more in common than they first believe.

      Best-selling lesbian romance author Harper Bliss brings you a slow-burn opposites-attract story about the power of connection and opening yourself up to the possibility of love.
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      Olivia’s running on the treadmill in her house, when an uninvited guest shows up at the door--and Olivia’s not a fan of uninvited guests.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      A woman wrapped in one of those long puffy coats stares at me through the window. She waves as though I’m supposed to know her. I don’t recognise her from the village and I’m certain I’m not related to her—not that any member of my family would show up at my house in the middle of any given Wednesday afternoon.

      I wipe the sweat from my forehead. I feel cornered. My first instinct is to leave the room and hide upstairs. She doesn’t look like she’s in distress, although I guess her car could have broken down, her mobile phone might have died, and my house might have been the first one she came across. Maybe she does need help. I take a deep, shuddering breath to pull myself together.

      The woman tilts her head. She’s probably wondering why I haven’t opened the door yet. I suppose I no longer have a choice—as if I ever had one. I drape a towel over my shoulders because I’m dripping with sweat. That’s an excellent run ruined. I’m supposed to be in the delightful throes of runner’s high right about now, but thanks to this intruder, I’ve been robbed of the highlight of my day.

      I open the door and greet her with an unwelcoming glare. I’m not the type to give strangers a hearty welcome. A fact that’s been held against me many times, yet I haven’t changed.

      “Bonjour,” she says. “I’m so sorry to interrupt your run.” She hardly comes across as very apologetic. She looks Parisian with her expensive haircut and cashmere pashmina, but her accent is different. “I arrived at the house around the corner yesterday and I noticed signs of life here.”

      “Yes?” This is not making any sense to me at all. The only other house in a five-kilometre radius is a holiday home owned by some rich Belgians who visit a few times over the summer. I’ve never had any dealings with them and none of them have previously bothered me before.

      “I just wanted to introduce myself.” The woman extends her hand. “Marie Dievart. Enchantée.”

      “Hello.” I give her hand the quickest shake I can. My palms are still sweaty. My body is cooling off too quickly standing in the door like this. None of this is ideal. Least of all this woman who wants something from me that I’m unable to figure out. “Olivia.” As I wipe my sweaty hand on my leggings, a visible shiver runs up my spine. I pull the towel around my shoulders ostentatiously.

      “You’ll catch a cold if you don’t cover up,” Marie Dievart says matter-of-factly.

      Duh! All I want is to close the door in her face. Wait? Is she expecting me to invite her inside my house?

      “Don’t worry. I’m a doctor,” she says, as if that makes any difference.

      “Look, I’m sorry, but I need to shower.”

      “Oh, okay.” She studies me with an unnerving intensity. “Would you like to come round to my house later for coffee or a glass of wine?”

      “What?” Why would she even think that’s what I want? “Who are you again and what are you doing here?”

      “I’m so sorry, Olivia.” She has a very personable manner. She looks like she wants to grab my hand again but has decided against it last-minute—thank fucking goodness. “I’ll be staying at my family’s holiday home for a few months, so I figured that would make us neighbours. I thought it only polite to introduce myself formally.”

      “A few months? In the middle of winter?” I shiver again. My sweat-drenched top is ice cold against my skin.

      Marie nods. “I need the time away from… my life,” she says.

      “Okay, well, have a good stay.” I close the door a bit more.

      “You don’t want to have that glass of wine? I have an amazing Nuits Saint Georges waiting to be uncorked.”

      A wine snob on top of an abrasive trespasser. I shake my head. “No, but thanks for asking.”

      I’m about to close the door on this woman entirely, but she regards me so intently, it’s as though she wants to undo my wish to shut her out just by looking at me. Her eyes are a peculiar kind of green. Her cheekbones are alpine. Oh, I get it. She’s one of those women who is so attractive they’re used to always getting exactly what they want. She probably can’t fathom that I’m not interested in sharing a posh bottle of wine with her.

      “I’d hate to have to drink it alone.” Her voice is sweet as honey.

      “Shouldn’t have come here on your own then.” I feel something furry rub against my legs. Huppert slips outside and then just sits there, attracting attention—her favourite activity apart from sleeping.

      “What a cutie.” Marie crouches down to make Huppert’s acquaintance.

      If only Deneuve had decided to come to my rescue. She wouldn’t have any of this. She probably would have swatted Marie Dievart’s perfectly manicured hand away if she’d tried to pet her. But not Huppert, who can’t get enough of the attention. She’s purring, for heaven’s sake. “What’s your name then?” the woman asks my cat, as though she can reply to that question with anything other than a meow.

      I need to cut this short. If I stay exposed much longer, I’ll be out with a cold for days, or even worse, bronchitis. Heaven forbid I need to see a doctor. I wouldn’t want to have to call on my new neighbour, while she was the one who made me sick in the first place. That would be too ironic.
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      From award-winning author Rachel Lacey comes a playful romance about a Manhattan bookstore owner and a reclusive author who love to hate—and hate to love—each other.

      Books are Rosie Taft’s life. And ever since she took over her mother’s beloved Manhattan bookstore, they’ve become her home too. The only thing missing is her own real-life romance like the ones she loves to read about, and Rosie has an idea of who she might like to sweep her off her feet. She’s struck up a flirty online friendship with lesbian romance author Brie, and what could be more romantic than falling in love with her favorite author?

      Jane Breslin works hard to keep her professional and personal lives neatly separated. By day, she works for the family property development business. By night, she puts her steamier side on paper under her pen name: Brie. Jane hasn’t had much luck with her own love life, but her online connection with a loyal reader makes Jane wonder if she could be the one.

      When Rosie learns that her bookstore’s lease has been terminated by Jane’s family’s business, romance moves to the back burner. Even though they’re at odds, there’s no denying the sparks that fly every time they’re together. When their online identities are revealed, will Jane be able to write her way to a happy ending, or is Rosie’s heart a closed book?
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      Jane is about to walk into Rosie’s bookstore. She feels terrible that the property development company she works for has just terminated the bookstore’s lease, but she’s in for a surprise once she enters the store...

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Jane Breslin walked down Lexington Avenue as her nine-year-old niece, Alyssa, skipped ahead of her, brown ponytail bouncing with each step. Jane had helped her sister out of a bind by picking Alyssa up from school today, but it meant she’d had to bring her niece with her to a meeting with the architect on her upcoming renovation project, which hadn’t been much fun for either of them.

      “Look!” Alyssa exclaimed, stopping on the sidewalk. “A bookstore. Can we go in, Auntie Jane?”

      Jane shook her head. She owned every building on this block, or Breslin Property Development did, anyway. She’d mailed a lease-termination letter to Between the Pages Bookstore earlier in the week, and the last thing she wanted was to go into a store she had probably just put out of business. “We’ve got to meet your mom soon.”

      “Fine,” Alyssa said with a sigh.

      Something familiar snagged Jane’s attention out of the corner of her eye, and she glanced at the bookstore’s window display.

      No freaking way.

      Brie’s latest release, On the Flip Side, was featured prominently at the center of the display. Jane gaped at the book for a moment in disbelief before standing a little taller in her stilettos because . . . wow. When she’d released her first book as Brie, she’d made the decision to stay anonymous. She could only imagine what her coworkers and clients would say if they found out she wrote sexy books, and her parents—well, okay, mostly her dad—had openly scoffed at the idea of her becoming an author, so it had seemed easier to keep her two lives separate.

      After a while, she’d started to like it this way. She could be buttoned up and professional at work, helping to transform outdated buildings into something modern and beautiful. And at night, she let out her inner romantic, penning scorching-hot romance novels about women finding love, which was ironic, since she wasn’t overly concerned with romance in her own life. She was incurably awkward when it came to relationships, preferring to live vicariously through her characters.

      After her first book was released, she’d gone into a few local bookstores, trying to spot it on the shelves just for fun, but she’d never found it. In five years, she’d never seen her book on a shelf.

      Until today.

      There it was in the window of a building she was about to demolish. Clearly, the universe was having a laugh at her expense.

      “Oh my gosh, there’s a dog in the store,” Alyssa said, cupping her hands against the glass and peering between them. “Can we please go in?”

      “Just for a minute.” Jane relented, because really, what kind of aunt—or author—would she be if she refused to let her niece go in a bookstore?

      Alyssa grasped the door’s handle and pulled it open. A bell chimed overhead as Jane followed her into the store, and sure enough, a little brown dog trotted over to greet them. Alyssa knelt to rub its head, and the dog’s tail wagged happily.

      “Welcome to Between the Pages Bookstore,” the woman behind the counter said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can help you with.”

      Jane gave her a quick smile before returning her attention to Alyssa. She didn’t want to notice anything about this store, not the neatly arranged shelves of books, the cute dog currently charming her niece, or the attractive woman behind the counter with her bouncy blonde curls. She especially didn’t want to notice the way the blonde’s gaze slid appreciatively over Jane’s suit.

      “What’s his name?” Alyssa asked, looking at the blonde.

      “That’s Brinkley,” she told her.

      “Is he yours?” Alyssa asked, still rubbing the dog, who was sitting in front of her now, tongue out and looking thrilled by the attention.

      “He is,” the woman behind the counter confirmed. “This is my store too. I’m Rosie. What’s your name?”

      “Alyssa.” She giggled as Brinkley licked her hand.

      Jane feigned interest in the nearest display of books, because shit, that must be Rosie Taft, and there was a good chance she’d already received a lease-termination notice with Jane’s name on it. She slid her fingertips over a row of mystery titles, listening as Alyssa and Rosie talked about books.

      “Do you know any stories about dogs that have a happy ending?” Alyssa asked. “Because I hate when the dog dies at the end of the book.”

      “Oh, me too,” Rosie agreed, and when Jane darted a glance in her direction, she had a hand pressed dramatically against her heart. “But luckily, I know a lot of books where the dogs live happily ever after. Do you want to read something set in the real world or more of a fantasy setting?”

      Alyssa twisted her lips to one side as she pondered the question. “A fantasy world.”

      “Okay. And do you want the dog to be the main character, or would you rather read about a girl or boy who has a pet dog?”

      “The dog as the main character,” Alyssa answered without hesitation.

      Rosie beamed at her. “I know just the book for you.”

      Alyssa followed her to the opposite side of the store, with Brinkley at her side. While Jane waited for her niece to decide on a book, she browsed on her own. A case full of colorful paperbacks drew her attention to the romance section. Of course she would gravitate here. Her gaze tracked automatically to the beginning of the alphabet. There were several Brie titles on the shelf.

      Jane inhaled sharply, the rush of seeing her books on a shelf for the first time tempered by an unfamiliar surge of guilt. Why did this have to be the one store that carried her books? Breslin Property Development was going to demolish the existing structures on this block to put in a new condominium complex. It wasn’t personal. Just business. But that didn’t make her feel any less terrible when she saw Rosie and Alyssa walking in her direction, laughing like old friends.
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      *One year. Five million dollars. A proposal she can’t refuse.*

      Escort Ruby Scott is used to waking up in the bed of a wealthy woman. What she isn’t expecting is to wake up with a ring on her finger and married to Yvonne Maxwell, one of the executives behind the Mistress Media empire, a woman as alluring as she is cold.

      For ten years, Yvonne has been sitting on an inheritance she can’t touch until she’s married. An encounter with an escort in a red dress presents the perfect solution—a marriage of convenience. In exchange for a year playing the role of her wife, Yvonne offers Ruby a life of glamour, decadence, and more money than Ruby ever dreamed of.

      Yvonne is adamant that they keep their arrangement strictly business. But as Ruby’s submissive side awakens, Yvonne can’t resist the temptation to make Ruby hers, and Ruby is intoxicated by the commanding woman and the release Yvonne grants her.

      As Ruby falls deeper into Yvonne’s seductive world of luxury and power games, both women struggle to keep their hearts from getting caught up in the passion between them. As threats to their fake marriage plot loom, Ruby and Yvonne find they have far more to lose than just the inheritance.
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      Escort Ruby Scott spies executive Yvonne Maxwell sitting alone at a bar in Vegas. She decides to make her move...

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      “That’s a lot of scotch for one person.”

      Yvonne turned toward the voice. Standing beside her was a tall, slender woman with long, blonde hair, dark as old gold. She wore a stylish red dress and black pumps. Her eyes were a pale blue and her lips were the same inviting shade of crimson as her dress. Yvonne had noticed the woman earlier. It was impossible not to notice someone like her.

      But Yvonne wasn’t interested in company right now. Without acknowledging the woman, she turned back to her drink and took a long sip.

      The woman sat down in the chair next to Yvonne, a martini glass in her hand. “Don’t worry, I have a drink of my own. I just thought you could use some company. I’m Ruby, by the way.”

      Yvonne put down her glass and looked at Ruby again. Ruby smiled. Her red lips were so alluring, her teasing eyes seeming to beg for Yvonne’s attention.

      Yvonne held back a sigh. Clearly, she had too much on her mind, because it had taken her far too long to realize what was going on.

      “I don’t do escorts,” she said.

      “What makes you think I’m an escort?” Ruby asked.

      “It isn’t often that women approach me at bars. Or at all.” Yvonne was well aware that she gave off an intimidating air. It was an advantage. It kept people away. Most people.

      Ruby flicked her long hair over her shoulders. “Maybe I’m the only one who’s game enough.”

      “Actually, I prefer it that way.”

      “Oh? So you’re the type who likes to do the chasing? I prefer that in a woman too.” Ruby peered at Yvonne from under hooded eyes. “You’re exactly my type.”

      Yvonne gave Ruby a hard stare. “You say that, yet you came over here, dangling yourself before me like bait. I can see right through this act of yours.”

      Ruby’s cheeks turned scarlet, and she lowered her gaze. It seemed she wasn’t used to being called out on her games. Yvonne felt a pang of satisfaction.

      But Ruby quickly regained her composure. “What act? I got tired of waiting for you to come to me, that’s all.” She looked back up at Yvonne, her honeyed voice dropping low. “And now that I’m here, I’m all yours.”

      Desire flickered along Yvonne’s skin. That coy manner of Ruby’s might have been an act, but she couldn’t fake the way her skin had reddened when Yvonne had given her that stern look…

      No. Ruby was an escort. It was her job to be whoever her client wanted her to be. And although Yvonne had a weakness for women who liked to please her, she had no interest in a woman who wanted to please her for money. Yvonne wanted a woman whose need to serve ran far deeper. She doubted that Ruby genuinely harbored such desires.

      “You’re wasting your time,” Yvonne said. “I don’t do escorts.”

      “Well,” Ruby said. “It’s been a quiet night for me. And it’s getting late, so I’m not going to find any clients tonight. I’m going to call it a night right after I finish this drink. So how about we chat until then?”

      Yvonne raised an eyebrow. So Ruby was dropping the pretense of not being an escort? It was obviously just a change in tactics, another attempt to make Yvonne drop her guard. But Yvonne wasn’t going to fall for Ruby’s tricks. She didn’t like being toyed with.

      But she did enjoy making Ruby squirm.

      “All right,” Yvonne said. “Let’s chat.”

      Ruby draped an arm over the bar next to her. “How about we start with whatever it is that has you drinking alone at a bar in Vegas. Clearly you have something on your mind.”

      Yvonne scoffed. “What’s on my mind is above your pay grade.”

      “You’d be surprised. People talk to me about their problems a lot. It comes with the territory.”

      “You’re admitting you’re an escort?”

      “Maybe I’m a therapist.” Ruby stirred her drink with the toothpick, swirling the olives around in it. “So what is it? Is it about a woman?”

      “What makes you think I’m into women?”

      Ruby shrugged. “It’s just a feeling. So you are into women?”

      Yvonne fixed her eyes on Ruby’s. “Are you?”

      There it was again, that faint flush that rose up Ruby’s cheeks at Yvonne’s words. Yvonne held back a smile. She had Ruby wrapped around her finger.

      But Ruby’s confident facade quickly returned. “I wouldn’t be over here if I wasn’t. So, what’s this problem of yours?”

      Yvonne folded her arms across her chest, scrutinizing Ruby. Was it reckless telling a stranger, an escort she met at a bar, about her inheritance? Probably. However, she doubted that this woman was capable of scamming her. Despite Ruby’s attempts to seduce her, it was clear that Yvonne had the upper hand.

      “All right,” she said. “Here’s the short version. When my father died, he left me an inheritance. But it came with conditions. In order to gain access to it, I need to get married within ten years of his death.”

      Yvonne’s father had never liked that she was a lesbian. He’d obviously hoped that the terms of the inheritance would sway her into a relationship with a man, but he hadn’t specified the gender of who Yvonne needed to marry. Her father had been so old-fashioned that the possibility of same-sex marriage being legalized had never occurred to him.

      But that had been no help to Yvonne. She wasn’t the relationship type, let alone the marrying type.

      “It’s been almost ten years since my father died,” Yvonne said. “And here I am, unmarried. That money is my birthright, and it’s about to slip through my fingers…”
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      An internet friendship becomes so much more in this light-hearted lesbian sports romance.

      World-renowned tennis player Daniela Martínez has everything she could wish for, except love. When romance knocks on her door, she will have to find a balance between her athletic ambitions and her desire for a relationship or risk sacrificing one for the other.

      Law student Ari Núñez is struggling with managing the expectations of her family and dedicating her life to a profession she dislikes more every day. Her relationship with Daniela, full of international travel and vacations, is the perfect escape, even if it feels too good to be true.

      Follow their journey from a chance online meeting to power couple taking on the world together.
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      Ari and Dani have three meet-cutes. The first is when they meet anonymously online. The second when they video call for the first time and the third when they see each other in person after months of talking online. This is a glimpse of the last one.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The knot in Ari’s stomach threatened to take over her body as the plane shook from side to side while taking off, but not because she was afraid of flying. There was only one reason for her nerves: in less than three hours, she would meet Dani in person.

      As much as she tried to tell herself there was no reason to worry, Ari couldn’t stop her mind from going into overload as she imagined all types of scenarios. The worst one—and the most unlikely—was Dani laughing in her face, declaring everything had been a joke while cameras emerged to record her reaction.

      The second was that they hit it off as friends, like they had been doing for the past few months, but with no chemistry or attraction. That was a genuine possibility. No matter how much Ari tried to pretend she would be fine if that turned out to be the case, the truth was that she would be devastated.

      She’d allowed herself to embrace the flirting Dani did whenever they talked. She’d let a seed of hope that they’d become more than friends plant itself in her heart, and it had only continued to grow. Meeting Dani would be the test, the make-it-or-break-it moment.

      A hand on her leg shook Ari out of her thoughts. She looked to her right to find Tom staring at her. “I think the guy in front of you is about to turn around and punch us in the face. You haven’t stopped bouncing your leg this whole time.”

      She looked down to find that she was kneeing the seat in front of her. She mumbled an apology to the man in front of them, who answered with an angry grunt.

      “We’re going to Miami. A week of sun and beach and hot, tanned bodies,” Tom said. He reclined his seat for a few inches of extra space, but he squirmed and still appeared uncomfortable in his tall frame. “Why are you so stressed?”

      Ari reclined her seat too. In her case, there was plenty of room. “You know why.”

      “I’ve met dozens of people through apps, it’s not that big of a deal. If you hit it off in person, cool. If not, we enjoy the beach.”

      Ari wished she had his cavalier attitude. The situation wasn’t the same, and their personalities couldn’t be more different. She was going to obsess over every little detail, there was no way around that. “This is so not the same as when you meet your hookups.”

      “I know. But it’s also not as dramatic as you’re making it. Not every relationship has to have love-of-your-life potential. Even if you like someone, things can change. Sometimes you hit it off, sometimes you don’t. It’s not the end of the world, even if it feels like it to you now.”

      Ari appreciated Tom’s efforts to try to calm her down. They weren’t working, but she felt grateful nonetheless. “I’m going to try, but no promises.”

      The minute they landed, Ari texted Dani. They still had an hourlong ride to the hotel, but as the moment of meeting Dani face-to-face neared, the butterflies in her stomach went into a frenzy. Her phone chimed with a reply.

      I just finished training, and I’m heading back to the hotel too. We will get there around the same time.

      Perfect. Not only was she minutes away from meeting Dani, but now she was also at risk of running into her with no time to prepare herself. Ari hoped she could beat Dani there and at least make herself presentable. Nobody looked good after a flight.

      During the ride to the hotel, she tried to force herself to enjoy the view out the window and not worry about whether they’d make it first. When they finally arrived, for a second Ari forgot about checking if Dani was around. Her jaw dropped, distracted by how stunning the place was. The lavish décor was intimidating, reminding her that she was from a different world, as if anyone would know she didn’t belong only from looking at her. Tom, on the other hand, grabbed a welcome cocktail from the bellboy without hesitation.

      He nudged her shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re dating someone rich. This is amazing.”

      “We are not officially dating,” Ari protested half-heartedly.

      “Details.”

      Ari could only nod as the hotel concierge explained that they had a beachfront suite, fully paid for, with unrestricted access to any restaurant or bar on the property. As she was handed the key to their room, someone called her name.

      Her heart started beating faster on cue. She already knew who it was, but she took a deep breath and forced herself to turn around and confirm it. A familiar face greeted her—a vision she’d already enjoyed several times before through the screen, but one that hit different this time, knowing she could reach out and touch her.

      Dani stood six feet away, wearing the same kind of athletic clothes she always did for their calls. To have Dani so near overwhelmed Ari. But the fact that Dani focused solely on her, with that warm and inviting smile she’d fallen for, froze her in place.

      To Ari’s relief and panic, Dani started walking toward her with confident strides. In less than a second, the woman who had occupied her dreams for months now was standing in front of her. Before she could react, Dani reached down and greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.

      “So happy you’re here,” Dani said, beaming. “How is everything going so far?”

      Everything happened so fast that Ari wasn’t sure it happened at all. The faint memory of Dani’s lips on her cheek was the only proof left, and the urge to reach up to trace her fingers along the spot where Dani had touched her was overwhelming, but Ari fought against it.

      She mentally shook herself and answered, “Great. It’s going great. We got our keys.” She dangled the plastic card in front of her face.

      “Awesome. I need to shower and change, and I’m sure you want to rest a little too.” She started walking away, but Ari remained rooted to the spot. After a few seconds, Dani turned around. “Let’s get you to your room,” she said with a smile and a wink.

      Ari managed to trail behind, trying to appear calm and composed on the outside while panicking on the inside.
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      A funny, small-town lesbian romance about clashing cultures and daring to dream big.

      LA-based English indie filmmaker Alex Levitin reluctantly takes a job in New Zealand to save the “worst movie ever”, Shezan: Mistress of the Forest. Things might go easier for her if she didn’t almost run over the standoffish, beautiful local cop on her first day in town. And it’d really help if her film set wasn’t being mysteriously sabotaged.

      When Ika Whenu’s Senior Constable Sam Keegan isn’t trying to stamp out a motorcycle gang drug problem afflicting her town, she’s publicly slamming everything about the exploitative film, Shezan, and the Hollywood blow-ins making it. That includes its nerdy, cute director, Alex, who has woeful driving skills to go with her smart mouth.

      Against the stunning scenery and chaotic film-set backdrop, attraction flares between the two warring women as they’re forced to work together to find the set saboteur.

      This is a Breaking Character spin-off novel that can easily be read as a standalone story.
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      Film-maker Alex Levitin has been in New Zealand two hours, is lost, and trying to get to her film set when she “encounters” the local police. Not that she realizes it yet!

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Alex Levitin glanced around again, sure she’d been past here already. The road signs looked suspiciously like ones she’d seen half an hour ago. It made no sense. Alex liked things that made perfect sense. Logic, lists, and problemsolving were her middle name. Ordinarily.

      A huge, gnarled tree jutted into the ominous skies. Okay, that she definitely recognized. Damn it. She was going in circles.

      Her gaze swept the stunning landscape. Any other day, she’d slow right down and admire the vibrant green scenery, but she had a film set to get to. Specifically, a rented farmer’s paddock just outside the tiny town of Ika Whenu, near the only slightly less tiny Te Aroha. She should reach it if she ever got out of Mangatarata Forest. Which was looking like a big if.

      She’d have to pull over and consult the map book again. She remembered the road suddenly widening at a clearing in the next mile or so. So she’d be able to stop there, figure out her bearings, and… Oh bollocks.

      There! Right there! Alex stomped on the brakes.

      She’d gone right by it. Putting her car into reverse, she backed quickly into the small clearing, then turned off the engine and exhaled. Glancing around, she noticed she was blocking a small dirt lane beyond which lay dense forest.

      Suddenly, a roaring black blur burst out of a hole in the scrubby bushes. The motorcycle looked about a second away from slamming into the side of her car.

      No! Alex’s eyes widened, her hands frozen on the steering wheel as she gasped.

      Half a second to impact.

      Hunching her shoulders, Alex braced herself for the hit.

      At the last moment, the motorcycle swerved sharply as its owner wrenched the machine down on its side, flattening it to just miss the nose of the car. Even so, it was so close that one spinning, horizontal rear wheel passed under the front and came back out again.

      The machine continued on its trajectory, propelled along in a sickening, screeching slide across dirt and undergrowth before coming to a rest in the middle of the road in a fiery trail of sparks.

      Oh fuck! Alex flung open her door and sprinted over to the unmoving, black leather-clad rider, who was pinned under the bike.

      “I’m so sorry!” she called. “I didn’t know that was an actual road.” Stupid comment.

      “Well, now you do.” The reply was low, annoyed, and unmistakably female. It was accompanied by a pained grunt.

      “Forestry Road’s where the Maramarua Forest dirt-bike trail ends.” She looked past Alex to her car. “You’ve blocked the exit where bikes slow down before they turn onto the main road.”

      “Sorry, I just got here.” Alex’s gaze swept the downed bike and its rider. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’ll know when I’m vertical again.” The woman tried to shift and gasped. Her face contorted under the open-faced, black, retro-style helmet. “My leg’s stuck. Do you think you could make yourself useful and pull the front up a little while I…?” The woman stopped mid-sentence and peered up at Alex. “Oh. Never mind.”

      “What?”

      “You’re the size of a sparrow. It’d probably kill you. Even faster than you almost killed me.”

      Alex glanced down at herself. Her thin, black, tailored pants, jacket, and white shirt didn’t exactly bulk out her frame. And okay, she was kind of…well…waif-ish. Genetics and all that. Her nerdy black-framed glasses didn’t help her look any more solid, she supposed.

      But she had muscles, if you hunted for them, and… Who am I kidding? The last time a cameraman in the field had asked her to shoulder his unit while he changed a cable, it had almost pinned her to the ground. Adrenaline was kicking in now, though. Couldn’t people do amazing acts of strength in a crisis? She’d read that somewhere.

      With a firm step forward, Alex grasped the handlebars, gave the woman a determined look, and said, “Don’t count me out. I may surprise you. Ready?”

      With a skeptical look, the woman said, “Guess I don’t have much choice.” She bit her lip, braced her arms against the bike, and nodded.

      Alex could do this. She would! She pulled with all her might.

      Astonishingly, the bike shifted. And then shifted again. It moved almost a quarter of a foot.

      Yes! Sparrow, my ass!

      Then, to her horror, her back gave out. The handlebars started to slip. Her strength left her like a deflating balloon as the weight of the bike wrenched down on her trembling arms.

      “No…nononono… Bollocks! Watch out!” The metal deadweight dropped back onto the woman’s hip and thigh with a sickening thud.

      Pain flared across her face, and this time her groan sounded like it had been wrenched out of her.

      So much for adrenaline.

      Silence descended for a few moments as they eyed each other.

      “You’re right,” the woman finally spoke, irritation etched on her features. “That was surprising.”
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      At a Texas lake resort an enemy ice queen thaws right into her Hollywood happy ending.

      Krista Kyle knew how hard it was to be a closeted lesbian in Hollywood. Unfortunately being out and proud could affect your career. But after twenty years as an award winning actress Krista was able to be her authentic self in a world where being someone else was the norm.

      With an opportunity to buy a lake resort with her best friend, Krista creates a safe place where those that weren’t yet ready to live openly in public can come with their partners and girlfriends and be themselves.

      When a sleazy journalist, known for outing people, finds out about the hideaway Krista offers to show her what the resort really means and uncovers a secret that changes them both.

      This is the first book in the Lovers Landing Series where celebrities find their true love in the most unlikely people.
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      Sleazy journalist, Brooke Bell, is trying to sneak into Krista Kyle’s Hollywood sapphic hideaway and out the resort. Krista knows her only hope of saving Lovers Landing is to convince Brooke to come as her guest and to keep their secrets.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Krista sat in a booth at the back of the diner. The huge windows that reached across the front gave her a great view of the street. She faced the door and would be able to easily see Brooke when she came in. The plan she’d come up with was risky, but if it worked, Lovers Landing should be secure. She took a deep breath in and slowly let it out. This very well could be the most important performance of her life.

      She glanced down at her watch and, as if on cue, when she looked up Brooke Bell walked into the diner. Krista took a moment and was struck by the beauty of this woman. If she didn’t know what a despicable person she was she’d be tempted to approach her in an entirely different manner. Brooke made her way to the counter where most of the stools were occupied with coffee drinkers. 

      Krista watched as the waitress behind the counter spoke to Brooke and then pointed in her direction. Brooke swung her head around and her bright blue eyes settled on the booth in the back. Krista gave her a little wave with what she hoped was an inviting smile. 

      Krista noticed the brightness in Brooke’s eyes cooled as she recognized her. But she walked along the aisle toward Krista, obviously intrigued. Krista took that opportunity to enjoy Brooke’s long stride and graceful arms as she came her way. When she realized what she was doing she attributed it to being around too many happy couples in Texas. Maybe it was time for her to have a little fun of her own, because there’s no way she should be thinking about Brooke Bell this way. She made a mental note to look into finding a date for the fundraiser. 

      Brooke stopped at the table and looked down at Krista with a neutral expression.

      “Care to join me?” Krista asked with a pleasant smile, pouring Brooke a cup of coffee from a carafe on the table. 

      Brooke narrowed her eyes and slid into the booth opposite Krista. They both took a sip from their cups.

      “I’m not a big coffee drinker, but I have to say that this little diner makes a very good cup,” Krista said warmly.

      Brooke continued to stare.

      Krista decided to sit back and wait. So she leaned against the back of the booth and gave Brooke another charming smile while she stared into those striking blue eyes. She knew the journalist wouldn’t be able to stay quiet long.

      “Why would you want to have coffee with me?” Brooke finally asked.

      “I heard you were interested in my latest venture and I wanted to make sure you had the facts.”

      Brooke’s eyebrows rose and she covered her surprise quickly, but not before Krista saw it.

      “So it’s true. You’ve opened a resort in Texas?” Brooke probed.

      “It’s more like a quaint lake getaway. Why? What did you hear?” Krista asked, taking another sip of her coffee. She watched Brooke and could see she was struggling with something. Then her face relaxed.

      “You run a lake getaway,” Brooke said, emphasizing Krista’s words, “that is strictly for women, or should I say queer women.”

      Krista nodded and smiled. “If that’s what you heard then surely you can see why I’m confused.”

      “I’m not understanding?” said Brooke.

      “If you think this is a place for queer women then why would you want to come for a week?” Krista said, her tone turning serious.

      Brooke sat back and smiled. “I figured you screened everyone beforehand. Do you also have a little meet and greet like this before you let them come to Texas?” she said, pointing between the two of them.

      Krista smiled back, but what she really wanted to do was slap that smirk off this bitch’s face.

      Before Krista could respond Brooke said, “I guess that means I don’t get to see Lovers Landing firsthand. What a shame.” Brooke pouted and batted her eyes at Krista.

      Deep breaths, deep breaths is what Krista said to herself over and over. Then she straightened her back and leaned forward with her best tempting smile. “I’d love for you to come see my little hideaway—as my guest,” she said, challenging Brooke. 

      Brooke sat up abruptly and leaned back, obviously shocked. “What?”

      “I’d like for you to be my guest,” Krista said, knowing the first part of her plan was about to work. “But you have to come alone.”

      “Wait, what? I thought it was for couples?”

      “Are you saying the woman that’s coming with you is your girlfriend?”

      “No!” Brooke exclaimed and then realized she had said that too loudly.

      Krista sat back with her hands up palms out. “Whoa! I wasn’t accusing you of anything.”

      Brooke sighed, exasperated. “Look Krista, I’ve heard things about this resort and wanted to do a story on it.”

      “A story? Do you mean come there and out the women you see, or out the resort as a place strictly for queer women?”

      “I thought I’d decide the angle when I got there and saw it for myself.”

      Krista exhaled. “I see.” She studied Brooke for several moments before she spoke. “I have a proposition for you.”

      Brooke raised her brows. “I’m listening.”

      “I would like for you to come to Texas with me. I’ll personally show you around and what Lovers Landing offers. There is one condition.”

      “Of course there is. Let’s hear it,” Brooke said, annoyed.

      “You have to go with an open mind. I’m going to show you everything and explain what it is we do.”

      Brooke’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “It’s a special place and there’s a reason I created it. I need you to have an open mind.”

      Brooke still looked confused.

      “It’s not just a place to take a woman and fuck. There’s more to it than that,” Krista said slyly.

      Brooke bristled. “Damn, Krista,” she whispered, looking around.

      “Well, I know that’s what you’re thinking,” she whispered back.

      Brooke blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ll keep an open mind.”

      Krista sat up and smiled. “Good. You’ll get an email with an itinerary and instructions. I’ll see you at the airport.”

      “You’re flying with me?”

      “Yep. You’re all mine for a week, Brooke. Can you handle it?” Krista said, wanting to wink but deciding against it.

      Brooke smirked, but Krista saw a flash of something cross her eyes. 
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      An age-gap lesbian celebrity romance about how much you’d risk to have your dream.

      Talented A-lister Cate Whitney is the gorgeous middle-aged movie star almost every lesbian has a crush on.

      Rachel Janssen, an introverted medical physics student, is no exception. So when her celebrity crush starts filming near her Vancouver apartment, she can’t believe her luck.

      A chance encounter with Cate leads to a little swooning, small-talk, and a shock offer to help the star as a science consultant on her Marie Curie film. And, wait, could Cate actually be flirting with Rachel?

      However, as the chemistry sizzles between them, Rachel struggles with the harsh reality of being linked to a famous actress. Paparazzi keep dragging her into the spotlight when all she wants is to be taken seriously in her medical career.

      Is falling for a superstar too much to handle? Even if sexy Cate Whitney is the one everyone wants? Even if she’s everything Rachel needs?
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      When Rachel finds out a movie is filming on her street—and it stars her celebrity crush, Cate Whitney—her friend Abby dares her to sneak onto the set and get an autograph.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      As if a high-budget movie about science hero Marie Curie isn’t awesome enough, they had to go and cast Cate Whitney as the lead. Excuse me while I cry feminist tears.

      The fence reaches all the way around the movie set, and the only break is at the back of one of the white tents.

      There’s a gap between the ground and the base of the tent. What if I could lift it and slip under?

      If Abby were here, she would be pushing me toward the gap right now.

      I don’t know what possesses me to do it. Maybe I’m too tired to realize it’s a terrible idea on all levels. Maybe I’m feeling reckless after such a catastrophic weekend. Maybe I’m so desperate for a small win in my life in the form of a celebrity autograph that I’m willing to do something drastic to get it. I wait until the street is empty, then drop to my hands and knees and lift the bottom of the tent.

      It’s stiff, made of some kind of thick, ruthless polyester. I have to tug hard to fit under it, and even then, I’m lying on the pavement with my boobs pressed flat.

      Panting, I claw my way under and pop out on the other side with a gasp.

      I try to stand—and my head smashes into something.

      “Ow!”

      I brace on all fours, dizzy. Why the hell didn’t I check whether I ended up underneath anything?

      Beside me, several trays hit the floor, and fruit and sandwiches scatter across the pavement.

      “Fuck,” I say, crawling out from under the table. My hand smears a mustard-covered croissant across the ground.

      Apparently, I have arrived in the craft services tent.

      “Oh, you scared me,” a smooth voice says.

      I lift my gaze and meet a pair of ice-blue eyes. Everything inside me melts. I’m about to become a puddle on the pavement.

      I did not think this would work.

      I honestly expected to be kicked out or to wander the set for five minutes before panicking and leaving, so that I could tell Abby I tried.

      Cate Whitney is standing there, holding a script in one hand and a strawberry in the other. She’s cool and charming in her steampunk outfit and professional makeup—and I’m on the ground with mustard on my hands.

      She stares at me in a way I never, ever wanted her to stare at me—a mix of confusion, horror, and pity. She lowers the script, which she must have been reviewing.

      I jump to my feet, wiping my mustardy palms on the back of my shorts.

      “B-big fan of your work,” I blurt.

      Dammit, why did Abby have to suggest I say that? I sound like an idiot.

      I guess it’s better than saying, Hi, you were my lesbian awakening and I’ve seen your movies multiple times and find you incredibly attractive.

      My face is absolutely on fire. I definitely look like a shiny tomato right now.

      Cate tilts her head, perplexed. “Are you…working on set?”

      Her smooth, husky voice brings to mind the number of villains she’s played. My insides tingle.

      Then the meaning of her words sinks in.

      Crap. She’s onto me.

      “No, I don’t work here,” I admit. “I was wondering if—” I stop, like my throat has sealed shut. If I tell her I snuck in to ask for an autograph, she’s going to think I’m a stalker. I don’t want to be responsible for giving her the feeling that she isn’t safe from rabid fans.

      Am I being a rabid fan? Dammit, Abby.

      No, it’s not like I keep track of where she is and what she’s doing. I respect her privacy and avoid tabloids and paparazzi shots. I just admire her. And I’m torn between wanting to be her and wanting to kiss her.

      Fuck. I’m being weird.

      “I was wondering if the producer is accepting applications,” I say, shoving the marker deeper into my back pocket to preserve my last shred of self-respect. “For a—science—consultant.”

      “Oh?” She raises an eyebrow.

      I stand taller. “Yeah. I’m a graduate medical physics student specializing in Marie Curie’s work.”

      The Marie Curie part is a stretch, but I’ve taken radiotherapy physics, so it’s not a total lie.

      Her lips curve upward, almost imperceptibly, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t believe for a second that I’m here for a job application. But she doesn’t call security or tell me to leave.

      “You probably understand this role better than I do,” she says, holding up the script. “Any tips? I know Marie Curie discovered radium and coined the term radioactive, but I don’t get what it all means or how she discovered it. Any research I’ve tried to do has taken me too far down a physics rabbit hole.”

      “She invented a technique for isolating radioactive isotopes. She discovered polonium, too.” I’m about to say more, but I shut my mouth when Cate’s brow furrows. This gibberish must be supremely unhelpful.

      “Radioactive isotopes,” she says, tasting the words. “But how does someone just discover a new element?”

      “She extracted them from a mineral called pitchblende.”

      Cate’s gaze is fixed on me, making my face heat up. She chews her lip, looks at the script, then points across the set. “We might be able to use a consultant.”
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      A cupid’s life is hard.

      There are so many rules.

      Rule Number 1: Graduate from the Cupids’ Academy.

      Rule Number 2: Attend the Annual Cupids’ Convention in Las Vegas.

      Rule Number 3: When shooting your arrows and bringing love to people, strive for the Perfect Match.

      When junior cupid Abby Angellini, fresh from Cupid Academy, heads to Sin City, she runs smack into her idol. Sabine Goddard is the one cupid who has a faultless record when it comes to slinging arrows and bringing people together. The stats for her own love life, however, aren’t nearly as great.

      Sparks fly as Cinnamon Roll meets the Queen of the Perfect Match and the word quiver takes on an entirely new meaning.
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      The scene depicts the first meeting between two cupids who’ve arrived to Vegas for the Love Convention. There was a room mixup and they ended up with the same room key.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      
        
        Abby

      

      

      Abby sighed and stared at the gleaming walls as the elevator climbed to her floor. Her little obsession with Sabine Goddard could not be helped at the moment. She hoped that, if she met her and was promptly put in her place by the haughty cupid, she’d move past her little crush.

      In the meantime, she thought she might wait to take a shower and do something about her hair in the morning, choosing to go to bed right away. Sure, she smelled like an ashtray and cheap booze, but she was too tired to care. It was four in the morning and she had about three hours before she needed to get up.

      She opened the door and automatically tried to insert her key card into the slot for lights, only to find another card occupying the little pocket. Weird. She did not remember getting two cards when she’d checked in much less leaving one in the slot. Maybe the maid had left it in if she took a sweep of the room after Abby checked in. The thought, along with her simultaneous excitement and anxiety about the convention, made its way slowly through her mind as she undressed in the bathroom, absentmindedly gathering her hair in a loose ponytail. Splashing some water on her face, Abby cursed herself for not unpacking her things and getting her toiletries on the shelves earlier. Eyeing the hotel supplied soap, she decided to go with it, too tired to care at this point. She just needed to get the remnants of her makeup off her face. Her teeth would have to wait till the morning. Abby knew she’d packed haphazardly and her toothbrush was at the very bottom of her suitcase. Getting to it would involve fully unpacking, and she really didn’t have the mental fortitude to attempt that at this hour.

      Dragging a hotel robe over her shoulders, not bothering to even push her arms into the sleeves, Abby decided that her pajamas would also be sacrificed to expediency.

      She turned the lights off in the bathroom and made her way towards the bed in the semi-darkness the space was plunged into. The famous Bellagio Fountains had danced their last dance for the night at midnight, but Sin City never slept and the Strip’s illumination reflected in the dark room, giving it an eerie glow. She’d have to remember to shut the blinds fully tomorrow night, her body exhausted and not bothered by the shadows tonight.

      Sitting down on the bed closest to the door, she pulled the covers down. Lack of memory of leaving the bed rumpled confronted Abby again. Before she could process anything, two things happened at once. First, a piercing scream almost deafened her, and second, despite her ears ringing, she was facing the most beautiful female body she had ever seen. Slender and long with graceful, albeit flailing limbs, and all that skin catching the dispersed light from the outside and gleaming like ivory.

      In her haste to get up and away from the stunning, screaming stranger, Abby fell off the bed, just as said stranger—despite her state of undress and clear shock—grabbed the nearest alarm clock and heaved it in her general direction. Abby ducked and then they just stared at each other, both of them stark naked, the robe having fallen off Abby in her tumble off the bed. Perhaps, Abby thought, her conclusion that all was right in her world had been slightly premature, for there was a furious woman in her bed and Abby was completely exposed in front of her.

      
        
        Sabine

      

      

      The woman was nude. That was all Sabine glimpsed as she hurled the alarm clock, cord and all, from the dresser at the intruder. She could hear loud shrill noises, and after a couple of seconds realized she was the one screaming. Sabine promptly stopped, understanding that the danger was perhaps exacerbated by her being awoken from a rather deep and restful sleep and that the intruder was not of the murdering variety since she couldn’t for the life of her identify any murder weapons on the willowy, and stark naked, body in front of her.

      The woman was young, graceful even in ducking the alarm clock, and absurdly beautiful. Craziness aside— and she had to be some kind of lunatic to have broken into Sabine’s room in the middle of the night and gotten naked—she was a stunner. Even the sleepy, confused, and scared Sabine could see that. The woman’s chest was heaving with loud gasps and the act was drawing all of Sabine’s already alert and interested attention to her small perky breasts, as they rose and fell with her labored breathing. Tipped with delectable pink nipples, they were mesmerizing.

      Then Sabine caught herself. Surely this was her being-awoken-from-a-deep-slumber mind thinking. What was she doing ogling the intruder’s amazing breasts? God, she needed to stop thinking about them. And she probably needed to get laid if a near-death experience was awakening these kinds of thoughts in her, instead of some just indignation at being inconvenienced.

      She was yanked out of her disturbing musings by a small voice that cracked with fear.

      “What… ah, what are you doing in my room?”

      The woman, still breathing quickly and loudly, looked down at herself, squeaked, and fumbled for something on the floor. In a second she was back on her feet, hastily pulling a hotel robe tightly around herself. Sabine felt an acute sense of disappointment. She missed the tantalizing view already. Oh please, what was wrong with her brain? She was being inappropriate and gross, and both were completely out of character for her.

      Wait, did she just hear what she thought she’d heard? Those breasts must’ve truly bewitched her, hence her reaction to the stranger’s words was rather delayed.

      “Your room?”
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      A heart-warming, quintessentially English village novel, centred on the ruins of Nunswick Abbey

      Historical tour guide Anna Walker is determined to make a good impression on her new bosses, but juggling a full-time job with caring for her ailing father is putting her own health – and potentially his – at risk.

      When she meets Dr Katherine Atkinson, a charming yet intimidating new arrival to the village, Anna is infuriated by the doctor’s attempts to convince her that her father needs professional, full-time care. She’s even more frustrated by her growing attraction to the classy, wealthy doctor.

      Anna’s determination to prove she can cope forces Katherine to divulge a painful event from her past that still haunts her, hopeful it will make Anna see sense before it’s too late.

      With Katherine’s heart lost to the past and Anna’s overwhelmed in the present, can the two women help each other overcome their struggles and move forward? Will a curtain-twitching busy body curtail any blossoming attraction before it even has a chance to bloom?
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      During her lunch break, Anna Walker takes her father to his doctor’s appointment to receive his diagnosis. Dr Katherine Atkinson doesn’t take too kindly to Anna being distracted by the time and lets her know.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Anna fidgeted in her seat. Noticing there was no queue at the reception desk, she leapt to her feet.

      “You said a ten-minute wait. We’ve been waiting for fifteen minutes now,” Anna said, loudly enough for all eyes in the waiting room to turn and stare at her.

      “I’m sorry, madam, but our doctors spend the time they feel they need to with their patients. I’m sure if your father required more than the allotted time you would want him to have…” She trailed off and returned her attention to her computer screen. A grin spread across her face.

      Anna frowned at her and was about to chastise her for her insolence when she felt a presence. She turned. A doctor had appeared beside her. Although the same height as Anna, it felt as if the doctor loomed over her, assisted by a pair of enormous breasts that were suffocated behind a white silk blouse. Anna felt the need to take a step back to take her all in but instead found herself frozen on the spot.

      “You must be… Miss Walker? I’m Dr Katherine Atkinson, but please call me Katherine. I’m sorry to have kept you and your father waiting,” she said, finishing with a smile so wide it created an attractive crease line on either side of her mouth, just below her prominent cheekbones.

      Her whole manner exuded confidence and glamour. Anna opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      “If you have somewhere more important to be, I can give your father his diagnosis alone?” She gave a little twist to her head and a raise of her eyebrows as if straining to hear an answer she knew wouldn’t come.

      Again, Anna opened her mouth to speak, but the doctor interrupted whatever may have eventually come out.

      “I thought not,” she added, looking around the waiting room. “Ah, Mr Walker, if you will?” She gestured towards her office.

      Her dad had been correct; Dr Atkinson was something to behold. If Anna hadn’t been given a severe ticking-off from her, she might have embarrassed herself with a floppy jaw.

      The room was unlike any other doctor’s office; seemingly arranged to put you at ease upon entering. Even the cold, metal examination bed was covered in a tasteful throw and cushions, giving it the appearance of a settee. A vase of flowers on the windowsill gave off the scent of a summer meadow and blocked the view of the car park. The only thing that was missing was a collection of candles and background whale music.

      Dr Atkinson directed them to two chairs opposite her desk.

      “Miss Walker, I see you admiring my décor. Do you approve?”

      “Yes,” was all the response Anna could muster as she checked her watch. Half past; time was ticking on. She covered her watch and looked up to see Dr Atkinson’s eyes boring into her as she picked up some papers from her desk. Anna bit her lip; she felt like a teenager again.

      Dr Atkinson tucked her chair in and walked around to the side of the desk, perching herself on the corner closest to her patient.

      Anna observed that there was the perfect amount of room on the desk corner that she could perch without knocking anything over. No doubt she used this move on patients to try and put them at ease when delivering bad news. Though, in Anna’s mind, it was likely the sight of crossed, stockinged legs and a short pencil skirt that did the easing. She felt her heart rate pick up and tore her gaze away. She must be more nervous for her father than she had realised.

      “Now, Mr Walker, I have your test results, and it’s not good news, I’m afraid. Your scans confirm what we suspected; it is Parkinson’s disease.”

      He lowered his head and nodded in response. Anna took his hand and squeezed it.

      “Early to mid-stage three, I would hazard a guess.”

      Anna felt a pang of anger rush through her. “Hazard a guess?”

      Dr Atkinson looked at her, as if not expecting questions from the audience at this stage of her deliberations.

      “Are doctors always in the habit of guessing rather than working from fact? Can’t the scan tell you what stage he’s at?”

      A sarcastic smile spread across the doctor’s face. “Miss Walker.”

      “Anna, my name is Anna,” she replied.

      “Anna,” Dr Atkinson replied calmly. She put her papers down and crossed her legs in Anna’s direction. “Parkinson’s is a long-term degenerative disorder which presents with a myriad of symptoms which vary between patients at different stages. Some of these symptoms can even be found in other diseases. We carried out the scan, which I understand you were insistent on, only to rule out other diseases. No test can conclusively show that your father has Parkinson’s disease. A thorough physical examination of him had already led us to this conclusion. We cannot cure it, so we simply aim to improve the symptoms with medication. As the disease progresses, the medication can become less effective. There are typical patterns of progression in Parkinson’s which we define in stages, and we look to categorise a patient within a stage so we can monitor the speed of the deterioration and prepare patients for what may come next.”

      Any attempt Anna had made to climb out of her box had been met with a forceful hand pushing her back into it. She was quickly concluding that Dr Atkinson might be the most infuriating doctor she had ever met. But somehow her own self-confidence gave Anna confidence in her.

      The doctor got up and seated herself at her desk. She took a band from around her wrist and with one swift motion had placed her blonde, shoulder-length, wavy hair up into a loose bun. She opened a glasses case beside her and placed a pair of black-rimmed glasses on her nose.

      Anna drew in her breath at the sight of her.
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      Customs Special Agent Dana Rossi was forced to start her life anew after a bad breakup with her former girlfriend and the loss of a job that she loved. These days, she spends life on the road, moving from one case to another until one day when runs run right into the path of Sheriff Mel Crane. The feisty, sexy butch cop is as determined to uncover a counterfeiting ring in her county as Agent Rossi becomes to stop a stalker obsessed with Mel and hot for her company. Dana is under the added pressure of conducting an undercover investigation of her own with a tight deadline: finding and then stopping a ring of smugglers bringing high-end designer knock-offs into the states.

      Could their cases be related? When repeated vicious attacks on Mel and on her home accelerate the danger for her and also their attraction to each other, they become desperate to find the truth and solve the two mysteries. Can they find a way to work together to resolve both cases while coming to terms with their growing feelings for one another? Can Dana move beyond her jilted lover past and find true happiness with a small town Sheriff?
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      Customs Agent Dana Rossi visits the village that seems to be a waypoint for a smuggling case she’s working on for the first time. There, she runs into Sheriff Melissa ‘Mel’ Crane after she tries to pass what turns out to be a counterfeit twenty-dollar-bill.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      As I turned toward the counter to pay for my drink, I all but smacked right into the most stunning butch woman I had ever laid eyes on. She took my breath away. My brain went into overdrive. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Then, my ex flashed into my mind. I shuddered and tried to shake both thoughts away. This trip was all business and neither line of thinking was welcome.

      The object of my attention reached out a hand to steady me. Taking hold of my elbow, she grinned and said, “Hey there. Easy does it.” She had a nice smile, but though she wasn’t young, I noticed no smile lines. Smiling obviously wasn’t an asset she used often.

      I shook my head again, mumbled my thanks, and strode to the counter. I handed the cashier a twenty and waited for my change. She picked up one of those counterfeit detection pens and attempted to mark the bill. Her line turned black. She pushed the bill back toward me.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t take this. It’s no good. What else ‘ya got?”

      “I got that bill out of the ATM in the store not three minutes ago. If it’s fake, then they’re passing them.” The Customs Agent in me was slipping out, unbidden, as my anger level ratcheted up.

      The cashier leaned right and eyed someone behind me.

      The butch beauty stepped to the counter and asked, “Is everything okay, Kris?”

      Her voice was strong and low, and smooth like butter. I hadn’t noticed before. I didn’t turn. I just bristled and dug into my pocket for another twenty. I handed it over. The cashier marked it too and then made change.

      As I turned from the counter, I felt a hand on my elbow again. I looked up into those deep brown eyes, asking the obvious question with my own. Not realizing I spoke out loud, I said, “What the hell?”

      “We need to talk about where you really got that bill.”

      Now quite angry, I asked, “And just who are you?”

      Smiling again, the woman that was fast moving from dream to nightmare in my mind took out a badge.

      “I’m Mel Crane, the county Sheriff.”

      Crap! Just what I don’t need! I looked her up and down more carefully this time. Tall for a woman at over six feet and broad shouldered, she was quite a specimen. Her jet black hair was cut short but with plenty on top for a good spike or to run your fingers through, if you were so inclined. I wasn’t, just now. That’s what I told myself, anyway. She was in khaki pants and a plaid shirt–the butch uniform anywhere else in the world but in this middle of nowhere, backwater. She absolutely exuded sex appeal.

      “I’m in a hurry. I really need to get moving.”

      “I’ll make it quick.” She smiled yet again. My legs became jelly.

      She picked up the rejected twenty gingerly and slid it into her shirt pocket then she nodded to Kris and moved to the door. I really had no choice but to follow. There was only one way out for customers.

      So, this is the replacement for the sheriff, eh? The previous County Sheriff, Caden Carter, had been killed in a botched drug raid just prior to the last election. Carter was widely speculated as, at a minimum, being on the take. What voters in the county didn’t know was that he was involved in so much more than taking a little graft. He had been some sort of local key player in the counterfeit goods trafficking ring I was investigating.

      My boss had combed through the Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department looking for evidence of corruption or complicity in the conspiracy by other officers on the department in the ring. He’d turned up nothing. As his Chief Deputy, the new Sheriff, Melissa “Mel” Crane, had been a squeaky clean and very able replacement for Carter until a new Sheriff could be elected. Word on the street was that she didn’t want the job full time.

      I didn’t like the way this woman was making me feel, but I knew I could use a friend on the department. “Fine. I can give you about five minutes,” I said.

      I noticed as we walked outside that she was carrying. Good girl; prepared on duty and off.

      She stepped over to a somewhat muddy Ford pickup truck. “If you don’t mind, just a short drive? I don’t want to have this conversation in this parking lot.”

      I blew out a breath and climbed into the passenger seat. She reversed out of the lot and headed out of the village. A silent eternity seemed to pass, but, in reality, we stopped on a field access road just out of town.

      She looked me up and down. I hoped she liked what she saw and, seconds later, cursed myself for thinking that. Business. It’s just business! I told myself.

      She extended her hand. “Sorry. I didn’t catch your name?”

      I clasped her hand only briefly. I still felt as though I’d been burned. “Dana Rossi.”

      She continued to inspect me. I took the same time to look at her more closely too, because I just couldn’t help myself. Her eyes were so dark, they nearly matched the color of her hair. Though she affected a masculine form of dress and demeanor, her soft face and heavy chest gave her womanhood away. Yes, she was full of allure and contradictions all rolled into one.

      “You got any I.D.?”

      Sighing, I pulled out my Customs Agent badge.

      “You could have shown me that a little sooner.”

      I smirked. “I’m undercover.”

      “Are you carrying?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Touché.”

      “Look, Sheriff, I really only have a few minutes.” I desperately needed to get away from this woman before I said or did something I would regret.

      “Mel, please. Call me Mel.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Relic: The Morelville Mysteries - Book 1 © 2014 by Anne Hagan

        Published by Indie - Jug Run Press, LLC

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Anne Hagan offers her mystery novel Relic to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Femme Like Her

          

          by Fiona Zedde

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Nailah Grant only dates studs, races her Camaro for therapy, and believes in leaving her exes in the past where they belong.

      But, with a layoff looming and her retired parents about to take a life-changing step Nailah isn’t ready for, her world becomes far from stable. Enter Scottie, the only femme she’s ever allowed close enough to touch her heart. They say trouble comes in threes, and this femme is one with a capital T.

      Scottie is an ex though, and somebody Nailah never should have been with in the first place. Yet, when the foundations of her life collapse, Scottie is the one Nailah finds herself clinging to. Just as things settle into a semblance of something Nailah could only dream about, a shattering secret from Scottie’s past threatens to destroy everything the two women have built together.

      Will Nailah stay the course with Scottie, or allow her fears to ruin her chance at a real and passionate love?
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      After a frustrating day at work, Nailah gets approached by a bold woman in a tight skirt. She likes to street-race her Camaro for fun, but is Nailah bold enough to take on this hot-as-sin femme?

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      I don’t do femmes.

      That’s what I tell myself the whole time she’s giving me the eye across the crowded restaurant. The woman is tall and pretty in that average Atlanta way—meaning she’d be a dime in any other city. She’s working her tongue on the edge of a half-full martini glass as she watches me. From the prop of her hip against the chair she’s leaning on, it’s obvious she knows she looks good in that skirt, navy blue and high-waisted, clinging to her decent curves in a way that tells the open secret of her G-string underwear.

      The fleeting thought of her panties, the thin string snuggled between the firm mounds of ass cheeks, inexplicably makes my mouth dry. I look away from the femme and take a quick gulp of my own drink.

      The Moscow mule is cold and strong, just about the only good thing about the evening so far.

      Coming to the restaurant was a bad idea. But my friend, Pauline, called me on the way from work, saying she was hungry, had a Groupon, and would love to take me out. Meaning she wanted me to drive us someplace so she could get drunk.

      So, I picked her up from her place and we made our way out into Atlanta nightlife on a Friday night, not thinking of where the place would be—Edgewood, the latest Atlanta it neighborhood—and what it would mean.

      What it means is the restaurant that’s normally a good place to unwind over a drink and good conversation is loud from the DJ playing the latest trap music—or top 40, sometimes it all sounds the same—while couples and groups of friends lean on square high tables trying to seem fuckable to anybody who wants to look.

      Pauline takes in the whole restaurant, her eyes squinting in annoyance. Her solid body overflows the spindly chair while her Friday evening outfit of cargo shorts and Hawaiian shirt don’t do much to blend her with the high heels and oiled beard crowd.

      “This was a fucking mistake.” She snaps a look at the DJ as if she could magically destroy both him and the music with the power of her eyes alone.

      “Yeah.” I look up from stirring my drink with the limp straw, my eyes instantly colliding with those of the brassy femme.

      The friend she’s with is bouncing her ass to the music and shouting something in the femme’s ear while looking toward a guy at the bar. The femme glances at the guy, shouts something back at her friend, then goes back to staring at me. I look away quickly, but not before she catches me checking her out. A smile curves up the corner of her very red mouth.

      “You wanna leave?” Pauline’s shout vibrates my ear drums.

      I shake my head. This is the second place we’ve been to in the name of trying to use one of her thousand and one Groupons. She’s addicted to those things. The first restaurant told us and our Groupon to fuck off, and that was after we paid for parking. I’d skipped lunch at work so now I’m just hungry enough to deal with restaurant number two’s stupidly loud music and the femme trying to visually crawl into my non-existent cleavage.

      “Okay,” Pauline says. “Then let’s order.”

      When the waitress comes back around, we order and the cute little thing in black leather shorts flirts with Pauline like her job depended on it.

      Once we order, Pauline and I sit back to watch the crowd since talking is out of the question. I’m not really in the mood for conversation so this is good enough for me.

      The healthcare company I work for was just bought by a larger and more aggressive competitor. After months of waiting, the news everybody in the office had been waiting for finally came down. They’re slashing half our department and getting rid of the analysts, me included. I’m not in the mood to look for another job, but I sure as hell am not ready to live in a cardboard box since the new place I just bought comes with a mortgage that matches the well-paying gig I’m about to get laid off from.

      Fuck my life.

      I suck down the last of my cocktail and signal the waitress for another.

      “Slow down. You don’t have to drink me under the table.” Pauline flicks her fingers at my empty cup although she’s already two shots of honey whiskey into the evening.

      “We can always catch a cab, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I tell Pauline just as a shadow falls over our table.

      I think it’s the waitress with my fresh drink and look up with a thanks on the tip of my tongue. But it’s the tight skirt femme.

      “I’m leaving,” she shouts down to me from her sky-high heels, skipping the introductions. “—but I want your number before I go. I’d like to take you on a date.”

      I blink at her like she’s speaking Croatian, a language I don’t know a word of, by the way. Pauline is grinning like a fool. Before I can do or say anything, my ex-friend grabs a pen out of my purse and scribbles my number and name on a napkin and hands it to the femme. I glower at her. She knows I don’t mess with other femmes.

      The femme takes the napkin with a nod of thanks to Pauline, but looks at me, eyebrow raised as if making sure I’m okay with this egregious breach of friendship protocol. I nod and she gives me a smile full of red lips and white teeth. Then she slides a business card under my empty cup.

      “So you’ll know who’s calling you,” is what I think she says, but the music is so damn loud she could have been reciting her ABCs for all I know.

      I nod again, then she’s gone.
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            The Flowers of Time

          

          by A. L. Lester

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      A non-binary explorer and a determined lady botanist make the long journey over the high Himalayan passes to Little Tibet, collecting flowers and exploring ruins on the way. Will Jones discover the root of the mysterious deaths of her parents? Will she confide in Edie and allow her to help in the quest? It’s a trip fraught with dangers for both of them, not least those of the heart.
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      Edie first meets Miss Frances Jones in the hot ballrooms of 1780s London. When they meet again in Kashmir she is surprised to see Miss Jones dressed in men’s clothes and managing her own affairs.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Meeting Miss Jones again in Srinagar was something of a shock.

      They’d sent messages ahead to inform her of their arrival, but of course they had no guarantee she would have received them. As they neared the outskirts of Srinagar with the rest of their caravan it took Edie a few moments to recognise the young man tussling with the enormous hairy dog on the ground next to his small, stocky horse. The dog was nearly as large as he and they were rolling over and over on the ground together, clearly having a fine rough game of wrestling.

      When he saw them in the crowd of the caravan, he sprang to his feet and she could see the young man was long-limbed and fine-looking despite his disordered and dusty clothing. Quite unlike herself, Edie was struck dumb for a few moments. She finally gained her voice and was able to respond, “Miss Jones! Is that you?”

      “Just Jones, here, Miss Merton, if it pleases you,” Miss Jones…Jones…said, coming to stand at Edie’s knee. She was dressed entirely in male clothing that looked worn and comfortable. Her hair was drawn back in a club and tied with a ribbon, like Henry’s. She looked nothing like she had done in London. “And this is Argo.” She gestured to her canine companion. “It is uncommonly good to see you again,” she said, giving Edie a formal little bow of her upper body, as any well brought up young man might have done.

      Edie blushed.

      “It is very good to see you, too…Jones.” Her tongue stumbled, missing the honorific. She started to struggle with her skirts and get off her horse, but Miss Jones stopped her, with a hand on her own. “No, stay put. I’ve taken a house. It’s not far. Then you can take your ease properly.” Her hand was warm and brown with the sun and made Edie’s look pale, despite her months of travel.

      She nodded and resettled herself, gathering her horse’s reins as Jones turned to greet Henry and Captain Carruthers, who’d been organising their three baggage camels who were being awkward about parting from the rest of the caravan. Her companions were as taken aback by Jones’ masculine garb as she herself, although they seemed to recover themselves quickly, exchanging bows in greeting as to another man. It was inordinately strange, she thought to herself as she watched the other woman swing up into the saddle and settle astride. She could see the Miss Jones of the Kew and Chelsea gardens here, in the confident way Jones sat on her horse and talked to those around her. She could not see the Miss Jones of Lady Nailsbourne’s ballroom where they had first been introduced.

      She returned to her musings later that night in her bed at Jones’ pretty house on the edge of one of the many little lakes. They had eaten a meal served by Jones’ kitchen staff as they looked out at the delightful gardens disappearing toward the water’s edge and discussed their plans. Their objectives were still the same. To leave Srinagar before the onset of the monsoon and hopefully avoid it completely as they journeyed up into the drier mountains toward Leh.

      Jones was ready to go. She had her pack animals, her camping gear, all the equipment she needed. Her servants had been waiting for her here in the city with the gear she had left with them when she departed. In Edie’s opinion, this showed commendable loyalty and said a lot about both the servants and Jones. It made her feel happier about Jones’ suggestion to Henry and Captain Carruthers regarding leaving a good half of their staff behind and travelling onward with the minimum number of men necessary.

      They settled that they would try and leave within the week, which would give them plenty of time on the road to halt and search for flowers and for the military men to take their measurements.

      It was a long evening. “May I escort you to your room, Miss Merton?” Jones asked, as they rose from the table.

      “It’s not necessary,” Edie said. “I laid down a little earlier, I can find the way.”

      “Nevertheless.” Jones bowed and opened the door for her. “I will walk with you. I am right next door.” She offered her arm and as she would have with her brother Henry, Edie took it.

      They climbed the stairs in that fashion and walked down the corridor. The windows were covered with the intricate lattice screens that were the custom of the country. It was beautiful. The bright moonlight poured in through the windows and fell in strange, complicated patterns on the floor, here a bird in flight, there a flower.

      “I have never seen anything so beautiful in my whole life as the country since we came off the Athena,” Edie said on impulse as they walked. “I suppose it is all decidedly mundane for you. But I am constantly struck with it and how different it is to home.”

      Jones smiled at her, dropping her arm as they came up to her bedroom door. “I suppose before I went to England and came back, I may have overlooked it. But since then…it is my home, here, not England. And yes, it is beautiful.” She opened the door for Edie. “It really is extremely good to see you again, Miss Merton,” she said. “I am looking forward to travelling with you all. There is a great deal of flora that I think will catch your interest on the road over the mountains.”

      “Please, call me Edie, if I am to call you Jones,” Edie said, made bold by the obscuring night. “Or do you have a first name I may call you?”
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        Blurb

      

      

      Is it possible to find a second chance at love?

      Being rich, powerful, and thirty years old for eternity has its perks. Being a heartbroken, 800-year-old lesbian vampire, not so much.

      Serena Vanderen is chairman and CEO of V.A.M.P. Global. Advertiser by day; scientist, murderer, and cleanup artist for her pharmaceutical client by night.

      Since her girlfriend was killed thirty years ago, Serena has been going through the motions of running her advertising agency while grieving and trying to armor her heart against any more pain. But when Katerina Davenport attends her company gala, everything changes.

      Can this captivating, gorgeous, sexy redhead help Serena find love again? Will she reignite Serena’s long-dormant sexual desires? Will Katerina be able to accept that she is falling in love with a vampire? What dark secrets does the agency conceal that challenges their love—and Katerina’s safety?

      Serena & Katerina is the first book of the V.A.M.P. series, beginning the erotic romance that follows the lives of the title characters and transcends time.
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      Katerina is asked to stop by V.A.M.P. Global (an advertising agency) to review her photography portfolio with the sexy V.A.M.P. CEO, Serena Vanderen.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      
        
        Katerina

      

      

      I couldn’t stop it. My mouth just spewed out my entire career and quite possibly much more information than any normal person could absorb about photography, even if they were Annie Leibovitz. Serena was charming and fully engaged. She asked a question here and there, and then it happened: I reached out to turn the page of my portfolio at the same time she did. When I touched her beautiful hand, with her perfectly French manicured nails and soft skin, I about died. It was like my vagina woke up for the first time in years. I thought my heart would pound out of my chest. Thoughts of having her hands on my breasts quickly flooded my brain. I could feel myself start to sweat. The idea aroused me, and I smirked as my mind went off in a very naughty direction. I suddenly became aware of my smirk and was embarrassed. I panicked and immediately changed to my stoic, stone face. She said a polite “sorry” regarding our accidental touch, and I pulled my hand away. As she leaned forward to continue turning the page, her blouse fell open just enough so I could see her full cleavage and pretty much most of her beautiful, sexy white lace bra. My whole world came crashing in at that moment. The sudden rush of endorphins and my acute awareness that I was focusing on Serena’s breasts during a business meeting scared the shit out of me. I had no idea how to hide my emotions or what to do. Panicked, I stood up abruptly and told Serena I needed to get to another appointment. Her eyes locked on mine and she kept looking at me as I made my lame excuse. Her right eye pinched a little with what I think was a twinkle, but I couldn’t really tell. My whole body was tingling for her and I felt completely crazy at that moment.

      “OK, no problem,” she said calmly. “Would you mind leaving your portfolio so I could spend a little more time looking over the rest?”

      “Sure, keep it as long as you like,” I replied.

      I left Serena’s office, said good-bye to Brooke, who hardly acknowledged me, and headed out of V.A.M.P. as quickly as possible.

      It was happy hour, and I quickly darted around the corner to Biddy McGuire’s, the Irish pub, and ordered a whiskey. It went down easily and I quickly ordered another. When I was almost done with the second glass, I texted Peter to see if he was done with work. My body was craving release, and I needed to be with him. I also wanted to remind myself that I liked men, not women!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        V.A.M.P. Book One—Serena and Katerina © 2020 by Kimberly A. Todd

        Published by Kimberly A. Todd

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this excerpt, you can get the book at:

        Amazon

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Subscribe to Kimberly A. Todd’s newsletter here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Forever and the Now

          

          by KJ
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      Bron McIntyre, forty-two, has it all together. Terrific job. Loving family. No desperate need for a girlfriend but would be interested if one came along. Bron McIntyre is Teflon.

      Kate Agostino, forty-eight, is not Teflon. Yes, she has a terrific job. But a loving family? Not really. And her personal life is rapidly disintegrating and turning into dust.

      When her orange smoothie explodes all over her business suit while she’s on her afternoon walk, Kate simply shakes her head in resignation.

      Bron, having witnessed the smoothie eruption, races to help, and suddenly her life takes an unexpected turn.

      Falling in love is like watching the grandest sunset on the calmest ocean where the tiniest ripples wear silver sparkles as their hats. Kate and Bron find that sunset on that ocean with those ripples of love, but what happens when you take that love for granted? What happens when your person disappears? The answers are hard to hear and Bron chooses not to listen.

      After a relationship break, a family intervention, and conversations that rip apart seams, Bron and Kate eventually find themselves, each other, and their now. And what they discover is that love is the large and the deliberate, and the simple and the small.

      So when tragedy strikes, they call on its strength because, when you think about it, love can live on in the forever, particularly if it lives courageously in the now.

      A beautifully poignant story about life, love and a loss so tragic that sometimes even the grandest sunset on the calmest ocean with the ripples wearing hats is too heartbreaking to bear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bron and Kate meet at the bench where Bron likes to relax after work. She’s an art teacher and an artist. Kate is an accountant who likes to go for an afternoon walk after her lunch break. She’s bought herself an orange smoothie and is walking past Bron’s favourite bridge.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      After twenty minutes or so, I straightened, then stretched my fairly lithe frame, enjoying the tiny pop of vertebrae, which seemed relieved to return their forty-two-year-old bones to a more sensible position.

      My gaze was caught by a woman, probably my height—maybe not—wandering along the concrete path that ran in front on the grassed slope. Her long, dark, almost black, hair was caught up in a ponytail, which was convenient as her head was down, eyes focused on her phone. Probably the reason she was walking so slowly. The dark grey business wear—skirt, shirt, low heels—was smart and fashionable and sexy, because, hello kryptonite. Her small handbag hung from her shoulder. The smoothie in her other hand, straw protruding through the top which covered a large clear plastic cup, was orange. Maybe orange juice? Brilliant Sherlock.

      The woman paused and smiled at something, and I clutched at my sketch book. My brain engaged in a second of indecision about consent, then after concluding that the woman would be fine about it, I outlined all her lines, her profile, her clothes, her stance, her shape. A very yummy shape. Oh, gees Bron. There’s sketching and then there’s ogling.

      Suddenly, I spotted a cyclist flying down the path obviously having used the small descent that runs down to the bridge to pick up speed. He was slaloming dangerously around pedestrians announcing his presence into their ears as he rocketed past. The next few seconds played out like a film. Almost in slow motion, three simultaneous events occurred: I frisbeed my pad and pencil onto the bench, the cyclist reached the woman’s right shoulder, and with exquisite timing, yelled, “Coming through!” And the woman, jerking her body to the left, squeezed the plastic cup in fright, causing the perfectly circular shape to immediately transform into an oval. The lid burst open, and the entire contents exploded, splattering across her skirt and shoes. I was up, quickly covering the short distance to the path.

      “Arsehole!”

      The woman’s mouth fell open, my expletive adding to her shock. I held up both hands.

      “Oh! Not you. The fuckwit on the bike,” I elaborated, then winced. “Shit. Swearing. Sorry.” I pointed to her shoes, my finger making a circular motion. “Crap. I’m sorry about your shoes and skirt.” I indicated to the cup still clutched in her hand, the remaining contents dripping from her fingers. “And your drink.” Which seemed to break the moment because the woman shook her head, and sighed.

      “Just terrific.”

      The joints in her jaw bounced about, and casually, in a tiny part of my brain that wasn’t focused on smoothies and idiot cyclists, I appreciated how lovely the woman was. Smooth voice—I knew this from just two words. Curvaceous. Aquiline nose. Dark eyes—I would have liked the opportunity to investigate the colour farther. I gestured inarticulately. “Um. Can I help? I mean, I’m good at yelling. And swearing.” Pointing to the shoes, which were being removed in frustration. “Not much good at doing anything about…” I looked up and yes, the colour of her eyes was a dark brown, the same dark brown as the rich chocolate in the kids’ Derwent pencil sets.

      “No. I’ll—thank you for swearing at Chaos Man and also offering to help.” She  flicked her fingers, sending droplets of liquid onto the grass. I mashed my lips together. This moment was serious and needed serious seriousness, but Chaos Man? So adorable.

      “I’ve got a whole packet of tissues in my satchel if you want, and a water bottle, you know, for cleaning your…” Again I gestured vaguely. I’d be bloody useless as an aircraft marshal. “I could go get them?” Indicating to the bench where my bag sagged on the seat. The woman paused, holding her shoes and my gaze.

      “Thank you. I’ll come to the tissues. Lead the way.” She twitched her lips which could have meant ‘thanks’, or ‘my skin feels gross’ or ‘I’m humouring this person’. I grinned, then held up my hand.

      “Shove your shoes back on. There’s duck shit everywhere.” I wrinkled my brow in apology. “Shit. Swearing. Sorry.” The woman laughed as she bent down to replace her footwear, then she straightened, and glanced at her sticky fingers.

      “I’d normally shake your hand when introducing myself but since that’s out of the question, I’m.” She delivered a quick smile as she walked gingerly up the soft incline. “I’m Kate, bearer of damp clothing.” I fell into step beside her.

      “Bron, keeper of tissues.”
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            On the Square

          

          by Brenda Murphy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Dropped from her television show after a very public split with her cheating ex, celebrity chef Mai Li wants nothing more than to reopen her parents’ shuttered restaurant and make a fresh start in her former hometown. So what if twenty years of neglect has left the building in need of a major renovation?

      Seduced by Mai’s charm and determination, hard-edged contractor Dale Miller agrees to take on her renovation project.

      After a spring storm causes significant damage to the building and renovation costs exceed Mai’s budget, Dale offers her a deal, but is it a price Mai is willing to pay?
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      The first meeting between Dale Miller and Mai Li almost ends before it starts.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The large black pickup truck roared into the parking lot, kicking up a fine spray of dust and small gravel. Mai ended the call she had been ready to make to cancel the estimate appointment and shoved her phone back into her pocket. She frowned as a layer of gray dust settled over her polished black wingtips. Tinted windows prevented her from seeing inside the truck. With a snap of her wrist she straightened her collar, leaned back against her car, and crossed her arms over her chest. She tapped her foot and pursed her lips as she contemplated how much she was going to enjoy telling the yahoo in the truck what she thought of their driving skills. A warm-up for what she was preparing to tell the contractor who didn’t think her time was valuable. She didn’t do business with people who were not punctual. This town has not changed a bit. Still on country time. She snorted thinking about the ridiculous lengths she had to go to get the idiot on the phone to agree to a timely appointment.

      The scuff of boots on gravel on the opposite side of the truck made her look up.

      “Sorry I’m late.” A tall woman in faded jeans and work boots rounded the front of the truck. A thick tan work belt with a multitool pouch clipped to it held her jeans up over her curvy hips. She tucked a metal clipboard under her arm and stuck her hand out to shake.

      “Who are you?” Mai didn’t take the woman’s hand. “I had an appointment with a general contractor for an estimate. Dale Miller?”

      “That’s me.” A flash of irritation flew across Dale’s face as she withdrew her hand and stuck it into her rear pocket.

      “You’re late.” Mai studied the unapologetic woman in front of her. Thick honey-blonde hair streaked with gray brushed her shoulders. A head taller than Mai, she had broad shoulders and a trim waist. Her pale-blue undershirt set off her golden-brown eyes. The sleeves of her flannel overshirt were rolled back and displayed well-muscled forearms.

      Dale rocked back on her heels and glanced skyward before bringing her gaze back to Mai’s face. “I am. And I apologized. This is outside of our normal hours for estimates.”

      “And I wasn’t…”

      Dale cut her off. “And you weren’t expecting a woman.” She swept her hand through her hair. “You know what. I’m not certain I’m the best person for this job.” She turned on her heel and walked away from Mai, head high and shoulders rigid.

      “Wait.”

      Dale turned and rested her hand on the hood of the truck. “Why? You’ve made your mind up. I’m not going to waste my time. Or yours. Good luck with your project.”

      Mai looked down at her shoes before returning her gaze to Dale’s face. “That’s not what I was going to say.”

      “Right.” Dale arched an eyebrow. “I’ve been in this business too long to be scolded for being late. I don’t schedule appointments this early because I don’t like talking to anyone at this unholy hour.”

      Mai laughed. “How have you stayed in business?”

      Dale walked back over and stepped close to Mai, invading her space. “Because most people in this town recognize business hours are business hours and don’t expect special favors.”

      Mai held her ground. “Special favors? I asked for an early appointment. It’s not my fault whoever answered the phone doesn’t know your hours.”

      Dale clenched her fists. “My son knows the hours perfectly well. He was trying to be nice. He said yes to accommodate your schedule. Which, apparently, is way more important than mine. Good day.” She spun on her heel and stomped back to the truck.

      Mai chewed her lip as she desperately tried to ignore how much she liked the way Dale’s ass looked in her jeans and failed. “Hey, wait.”

      Dale yanked the truck door open and tossed her clipboard inside.

      Mai sprinted around the truck and her shoes on skidded on the gravel lot. She caught herself on the truck hood and narrowly avoided bumping into Dale. “Hey, please stay. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I’ve had too many folks be rude to me because I wasn’t what they expected. Please. I’d like you to at least look at the project.”

      Dale turned to her and the delicate scent of lemon verbena wafted from her, undermining Mai’s determination to keep to the business at hand.

      A rueful grin crossed Dale’s face. “No. I’m sorry. You’d think I didn’t want the work. I’d like to see what you want done.” She tilted her head and met Mai’s gaze. “Do you mind if we have coffee first?”

      Mai held out her hand and Dale shook it. “Bring your thermos.” She tilted her head toward the silver flask. “Come on. We don’t have to talk until you’ve had another cup.”
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        Blurb

      

      

      After a Mercedes rear-ends Wallace Mahar, her annoyance evaporates the moment the offending driver steps out of the car. Much to her dismay, the stunning woman hands her $10,000. Then disappears.

      Ellen Church hoped throwing money at the woman she rear-ended would make her go away, but when she sees her at a bar, she realizes Wallace may be a bigger complication than she first thought. Ellen doesn’t have time for relationships, even if she is attracted to the cute swim coach. She has her eyes on a bigger prize—a Warhol painting with something very special hidden in the frame.

      Reformed art thief Mattie Pearson is trying to live on the straight and narrow. After their failed heist at the Schuyler House, she married Alex Holland and the two women couldn’t be happier. But when Mattie’s old friend Ellen shows up with a big-payday proposal, the lure of her old life proves too strong to resist.

      The Warhol job draws Wallace deep into the world of female art thieves, and even deeper into the dangers of romance with a woman who steals art—and hearts—for a living.
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      The two protagonists, Wallace and Ellen, meet when Ellen rear ends Wallace’s car on a parkway just outside Washington, DC.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Wallace Mahar eyed the big, black Mercedes sedan in her rearview mirror. It was right on her tail. “It’s not like I can go any faster.” Traffic on the George Washington Parkway inched along. When the rusted-out minivan in front of her slammed on its brakes, she did the same. Her tires screeched on the pavement as she skidded to a stop, narrowly avoiding a collision.

      Unfortunately, the driver behind her wasn’t as quick. The sleek Mercedes careened into her rear bumper. On impact, Wallace’s head lurched forward before slamming back against the headrest. “Darn it!” She rolled her shoulders and slowly twisted her head back and forth. Her neck cracked but it didn’t appear she was hurt. Still, what a freakin’ hassle. She ran a hand through her long blond hair and huffed out a sigh.

      The Parkway had no shoulder whatsoever and the sedan eased off the road and onto the grassy embankment. Wallace followed suit and pulled up in front of it. She rummaged through the glove box for her insurance card and climbed out of the car to assess the damage.

      One red-soled high heel emerged from the sedan and then another. A brunette with olive skin stepped out from behind the driver’s side door. The red dress hugging her curves screamed couture, and although a large pair of sunglasses covered her eyes, Wallace could tell she was beautiful. Her features were strong but not jarring and if her long, lean legs were any indication, she spent more time in running shoes than in four-inch Louboutins.

      The woman smoothed down her dress and closed the short distance between them. It hadn’t rained in a while and the ground was hard enough to keep her heels from sinking into the grass. She waved toward Wallace’s Subaru and said, “I’m so sorry. That was totally my fault.”

      Wallace didn’t argue with her. The woman had been tailgating, leaving no room for error. And who in their right mind drove in heels that high? She eyed the Subaru and ran her hand over a miniscule crack in the bumper. “Luckily, the damage doesn’t look too bad,” Wallace commented. “Why don’t we exchange insurance—”

      The woman held up her hand. “If you don’t mind…” She pushed her sunglasses onto her head and squinted at Wallace. “I’d rather not get the insurance companies involved.” She backed up toward her car, leaned inside and pulled out a large, leather Goyard shoulder bag. A manicured hand dipped inside and resurfaced with a stack of bills tethered by a white and mustard-colored paper band. “Please, just take this.” She thrust the bundle into Wallace’s hand.

      Wallace glanced down at the denomination printed on the band and shook her head. “This is way too much. I can’t accept this.” When she looked up to hand the money back, the woman was already climbing into her car. How the hell did she move so fast in those shoes?

      Wallace strode toward the Mercedes. “Please, wait. I’m sure we can…”

      The woman pulled her car door shut and put the sedan in gear. As she maneuvered the sleek vehicle back into the steady stream of traffic, she gave Wallace a wave through the driver’s side window.

      It didn’t occur to Wallace to make note of the car’s license plate until it was out of sight. She stared down at the stack of crisp one-hundred-dollar bills in her hand and tried to register what had just transpired. She couldn’t make sense of it. A minor fender bender had netted her ten thousand freaking dollars. No one would believe her when she told them the story, especially when she added the bit about the mysterious woman being drop-dead gorgeous.

      Right now, though, she needed to get going. Otherwise, she’d be late meeting her father at the country club for their weekly tennis game. She clutched the bills in her hand and walked back to her car.
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            If the Shoe Fits

          

          by E. J. Noyes

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Jana Fleischer loves her life—wonderful family, best sister in the world, awesome soon to be sister-in-law, fabulous job, and a never-ending stream of men to chew through and spit out. So what if everyone says she’s too picky and she’s never had a real relationship?

      When a chance meeting with Brooke Donnelly leaves Jana literally and figuratively off-balance, it doesn’t take long for her initial annoyance to turn into the first sparks of friendship. Jana always thought she was happy with her life, but the more time she spends with Brooke, the more she realizes something is missing. And maybe not just in the friendship department.

      But how do you make that leap when you’ve never even considered kissing a woman, and have spent your whole life avoiding romantic commitments? Being brave, taking the first step, and admitting she wants to try to make things work with Brooke is only the beginning. Whether it’s the beginning of a disaster—or everything Jana hadn’t realized she wanted—depends on if Brooke can also be brave enough…
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      Divorce lawyer Jana Fleischer and architect Brooke Donnelly bump into each other (literally) while Jana is rushing to court and Brooke is rushing to get her morning caffeine fix.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Walking briskly to the front doors, I mentally ran through the case I was about to win for my client, though as my mentor once said—nobody really wins in family law. Except the lawyers.

      When I was midway across the marble lobby floor, a woman walking backward and waving at a young suit-clad guy in the coffee shop crossed my path, clearly with no idea that she was about to collide with me. And collide she did, despite my attempt to get out of her way. I scrabbled at her arm, squeaking as my right foot turned over and I almost went down.

      The woman spun around, gained control of her about-to-spill coffee—an extra shot nonfat latte judging by the barista’s scrawl—and clasped my bicep to steady me. “Shit! I’m so sorry. Totally my fault.” Her grip tightened, holding me upright while I hopped and tried not to drop my briefcase and handbag.

      Straightening, I realized right away that I’d, or rather she’d, just snapped the heel on one of my barely two-week-old shoes. “You broke my heel!” The accusation was louder and bitchier than I’d intended and more than a few people turned to us to see what the fuss was about.

      Her face went blank for a moment before panic flashed across her features. Her posture was rigid, as though she wanted to flee and was forcibly holding herself in place. The woman released my arm, clearing her throat before she said, “I did? I’m very sorry.”

      I brushed past her second apology with a fuming, “I have a court appearance this morning and now I don’t have any shoes.” Spare blouse and skirt suit in my office closet for those inevitable days when I spilled lunch on myself, but no shoes because who needs spare shoes? Sick of hopping and leaning lopsidedly, I bent down and tugged my heels off, letting them clatter to the floor. “Clearly you don’t have eyes in the back of your head. You should really watch where you’re walking,” I huffed.

      “As I said, I’m very sorry,” she repeated. “It was an accident.” The widening of her milk-chocolate eyes enhanced the contriteness of her apology.

      Sans three inches of Ferragamo heels, my eyes were level with the woman’s chin and it made me feel at a distinct disadvantage, adding to my discomfort and inability to really push my argument. No point in starting one anyway because as I’d just pointed out, I had to get to court.

      I squared my shoulders and thought about the people in my office upstairs who could provide emergency footwear. One man and three women. I immediately ruled Will out, leaving me with Kelly our receptionist-slash-general errands person who was five-foot-nine and probably size ten; Erin our paralegal who was stylish as hell but with tastes leaning toward masculine and therefore not quite what I needed; and Belinda who barely scraped five-two with tiny foot size to match. And there weren’t any suitable shoe stores nearby. I was screwed.

      After another quick mental trawl, I decided my only option was to snap the heel from the second shoe and hope for the best. A choked, sighing grunt escaped my mouth. “Absolutely fucking perfect.”

      The woman took her time looking me up and down. “What size are you? Shoes,” she amended quickly.

      “Eight.”

      She exhaled. “Great, me too.” The woman slipped out of her two-inch black satin heels and pushed them closer with stocking-clad toes. “Here.”

      “I can’t wear your shoes,” I spluttered. Wearing a stranger’s shoes was way too weird and more than a little gross. Still looking down, I noticed her toenails were a delicate shade of pink to match her fingernails. The color was quite pretty and at another time I might have commented on how nice it was.

      The woman bent daintily at the knees and scooped up my heels, hooking her fingers in the backs to let them hang. The broken heel dangled mockingly. “Sure you can, unless you want to appear in court barefoot or hobbling. No athlete’s foot, I swear. I’ve got flats under my desk, so it’s all good.” She was already walking away, backward again. Obviously she wasn’t the type to learn from experience. “Just return those when you’re done…Cinderella.”

      I glanced down at the shoes she’d discarded by my feet, then back to her. No choice really. “Where do you work?”

      “Third floor. Office directly in front of the elevator. Ask for Brooke.” With that she slipped into the elevator, waving at me with my own shoes.

      I stared at her until the elevator doors closed, then snapped into action, slipped into the borrowed heels and rushed out of the building. I’d never been late to court, and I wasn’t about to sully my record because of a ditzy latte-lover who couldn’t watch where she was going.
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      Two women escaping their own demons.

      One stuck in the past, the other a very real present.

      Lucy Owens’ life was irrevocably changed in a matter of seconds. Life as she knew it was over in the blink of an eye. Moving away from all that she knew, Lucy now lives a solitary life in her cabin on the shores of Lake Tahoe. Filled with guilt and pain, she keeps herself to herself, and for years she manages to avoid immersing back into society.

      Nicole Granger has three small children to worry about. Always looking over her shoulder, they arrive at the lake with very little to call their own. Haunted by years of physical abuse, she longs to belong again, to bring normality to her girls’ lives for the first time.

      Both women are pulled towards one another in an attraction that could bring both of them their freedom.
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      Lucy has lived reclusively by the lake for years, her only real friend is Rita, who owns the local store. Her quiet life is about to be shattered with the arrival of Nicole and her three girls. This scene is where the two women first meet, and Lucy’s life will once again change dramatically.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Nicole glanced at her girls and back at Rita before nodding. The bell that was attached to the door and rang anytime a customer entered dinged from behind them, and she flinched slightly at the unexpected noise. Rita nodded an acknowledgement to whoever had entered the store and continued on with Nicole.

      “I have a room out back the girls can do their homework in or watch TV if you can’t find a sitter.”

      “Really? Because I really need this job,” Nicole declared, her need for a job finally outweighing her nervous disposition.

      “We help each other out around here. I hear you’ve moved into the old Maxwell place? Ain’t nobody lived there for years, so I can imagine the state of repair it’s in, and if you’ve rented it then I can only imagine the desperate need you find yourself in too?” she said sympathetically. Nicole blushed at the honest appraisal from the woman in front of her. “In fact, Lucy over there is your neighbour, ain’t that right Lucy?” she said to the woman who had entered the store moments earlier. Nicole turned to find a tall, skinny woman in jeans, with long, light brown hair hanging loose and her face half hidden beneath a red baseball cap.

      Lucy had already seen the family stood together at the counter and realised they were the same children from the lake just a couple of days ago. She hated when Rita tried to get her to engage with people, but she tried so very hard not to be rude.

      “Yes,” she answered quickly, adjusting her cap as one of the smaller children turned to look at her and was soon followed by the other two and their mother.

      “Hi…I, uh…I’m Nicole and this…these are my girls.” She stammered out their names and waited for Lucy to react. When nothing happened, she quickly held out her hand instead and waited. She looked nervously back at Rita, who just smiled. For a moment Lucy just stood still, staring down at the floor, but slowly she reached out a scarred hand and gently let her fingers touch Nicole’s, then hastily thrust her hand back into her pocket. She didn’t like the way that had felt, like electricity passed through their fingers and struck her somewhere inside that she didn’t quite recognise and yet, it felt so familiar. She hadn’t felt anything like that in a very long time, and it unnerved her.

      “I like your hat,” one of the smaller ones said, cheerfully looking up at her.

      Lucy turned her head slightly in her direction, thankful for the distraction. The kid was smiling at her, so she nodded, but remained silent.

      “I have one like it, at my old house,” the little one continued.

      Nicole shushed her. “Rain, don’t bother the lady. I’m sure she has lots to do, just like we do.” Lucy was about to turn and retreat when another voice piped up.

      “I saw you at the lake, didn’t I?” Now it was the taller one that had spoken. She was the image of her mother, just in miniature.

      Lucy nodded again. “Yes.” She began to fidget, feeling a little uncomfortable with the close quarter scrutiny. She didn’t like this; it felt like an interrogation, and any minute an inquisitive mind would ask about them: the scars.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” the taller one added, tilting her head slightly so she could see under Lucy’s cap. Lucy turned her head away and took a step backwards.

      “Storm, don’t be rude and let the lady be,” Nicole chastised, before turning her attention to Lucy. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry,” Storm repeated. She looked about as sorrowful as her mother did. “I just, I like talking.”

      “I’m sorry.” Nicole apologised to Lucy once more. “I’ll try and keep them out of your way.” She realized that maybe Lucy was a little uneasy around the kids.

      “Okay,” Lucy said quickly before turning to pick up a basket and walking to the other end of the store. Four pairs of eyes watched her limp away. Only Rain was too busy looking at all the candy bars to take any interest in the strange woman.

      “Lucy is, well she’s a little different, but she wouldn’t hurt a fly so don’t you be worrying about that,” Rita made clear as she spoke in hushed tones. “She just doesn’t like people much, or not so much doesn’t like, she just finds it difficult, I don’t know why, but she ain’t stupid so don’t be treating her so and you’ll be alright with her.”

      “That’s okay, we all have our secrets, right?” Nicole said, her gaze still firmly on the strange woman under the cap. She certainly had enough secrets of her own.

      “Sure do, so when can you start?” Rita smiled at her.

      “I can start right away.” She smiled brightly, and for the first time in a long time, she felt that maybe, just maybe, things were looking up for them.
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            Pinups and Puppies

          

          by R.L. Merrill

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Marianne Cross has lived a life of structure and purpose for the past twenty-four years. Now reluctantly retired from the Air Force, her life is missing those two things that have always defined her. As she struggles to decide where her future lies, she finds peace and solitude flying her vintage airplane. When an opportunity with the organization Pawsitive Flight comes along, allowing her to combine flying with a purpose, she’s interested in the possibilities—especially those concerning the owner of Goth Dog Rescue, Dinah Shaw. She’s tough, beautiful, and she makes Marianne want things she hasn’t allowed herself to want in a long time.

      Flying rescue dogs to their furever homes may give Marianne new purpose, and even a home of her own in the process…if she’s willing to risk her heart on a little fly-by-night romance.
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      Marianne Cross is recently retired from the Air Force and is a new volunteer pilot for Pawsitive Flight, an organization that takes dogs from high-kill shelters to rescues who can place them. She has just collected Prudence and her puppies from Southern California and flown them to the Hayward Municipal Airport where she is to meet the owner of Goth Dog Rescue, Dinah Shaw.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Prudence tapped at my leg with her paws, alerting me that my attention was misplaced.

      “Yes, ma’am. Let’s take you for a walk.”

      We strolled on over to the restroom and back and Prudence seemed content to look and sniff around. She had really long legs for her tiny size. I got a kick out of watching her.

      It was nearly three, so I loaded her back into the crate with her pups and into the passenger seat of my beat-up Ford Ranger. I pulled down the metal door to my plane’s hangar and snapped the lock shut. I drove around and parked in the lot by the terminal and carried Prudence and company inside, suddenly feeling quite reluctant to hand her over.

      If only I knew what the hell I was doing with my life, maybe I could foster the dog and her puppies. Not that I knew anything about caring for puppies, though my niece Nell could always help, right? But when it was time for them to be adopted, could I give them up? And then what if I ended up taking one of the consulting jobs down south Dad was pushing me to do? What if I had to move to a place that didn’t accept dogs? All of this uncertainty had me feeling quite surly.

      Until I turned the corner inside the terminal and spotted Dinah.
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      The moment the redhead stood from her seat and smiled, I nearly forgot I was supposed to be putting one foot in front of the other.

      Dinah Shaw was the kind of woman who looked as though nothing could control her free spirit. Her dyed-red hair was pulled back and held in place by a navy-blue bandanna, and she wore a white t-shirt with a black bra clearly visible beneath it. The shirt was tucked into the waist of wide-legged jeans rolled up at the ankles, with red-and-white-striped socks visible above the tops of her Doc Marten shoes. Her slender arms and neck were covered in tattoos, and she had several piercings in her ears, septum, and one in her cheek that sparkled as she walked toward me.

      My heart seemed to stop in its tracks and then stutter back to life.

      “Is that the little mama?”

      I could not for the life of me move my mouth to form words. I looked down at the crate I was carrying in my right hand and then back up at the bombshell.

      “Dinah?”

      Lips painted dark red split to expose a bright smile. “Marianne, right?” She stuck out her hand and I shook it firmly. Dinah looked me up and down with interest evident in her deep brown eyes. “I was hoping to see your plane.”

      I looked outside and back. “Oh. Sorry. I got in a little earlier than I thought and parked it in the hangar.”

      “What do you fly?”

      I noticed one of Dinah’s pale pink arms was covered in a full sleeve of pinup girls. “Um, a 1950 C-140A. I just bought it a couple of weeks ago.”

      Dinah did a little excited shimmy. “Oh, that’s awesome! I’m a sucker for vintage planes. I used to go to the Reno Air Races every year. Did some modeling with the planes.”

      Hell yeah, I bet you did. Modeling made perfect sense. Dinah had the perfect pinup look going on herself. She had a youthful energy that lit up the room. Only the faint lines on her face told me she might be close to my age.

      “She peed. When we got here. I took her for a walk.”

      I smiled lamely and prayed she didn’t think I was a complete moron. I hated how stupid shy I sometimes got around people I was attracted to, and this woman had just wiped out any chance I had of making coherent speech.

      Dinah’s smile went straight to businesslike. “That’s good. Are the pups pretty small?”

      I set the carrier on top of the back of the couch so Dinah could peek inside.

      “They seem to be okay, but I’m sure this was stressful for them. She’s a good little mom though. She was really good on the trip and on the leash.” And I don’t want to give her up.

      Dinah bent at the waist and wiggled a finger at the terrier mix. “You are a cute one, little girl.”

      Dinah was taller than me by about three inches. At five foot seven, I probably outweighed her waifish figure by about twenty pounds. I liked to work out and, right now, given I had nothing better to do, I was probably at my largest size. My tank and cargo pants had felt a little snug this morning when I got dressed. Dinah seemed to be appreciating me, though.

      “We’ll get you back to my place and decide where you’re going to be fostered.”

      I tightened my grip on the handle. “She’s going to someone else’s house?”

      “Yes, my business partner, Carla, has a lot of experience fostering moms and their puppies. They’ll either stay with me or her until the puppies are old enough to adopt out or we find a home for the mother.”		“Her name’s Prudence.”

      Dinah cocked a hip out. My eyes were involuntarily drawn to the faded jeans that clung to her hips, and the way the loose-fitting material outlined her hipbone and the juncture of her thighs.

      “Dear Prudence,” Dinah said with a laugh. “You a Siouxsie fan?”

      “Named my plane after her.” I shifted my gaze to Prudence in the cage, too nervous to make eye contact with Dinah in case my emotions were showing. I can’t do this. I can’t walk away from this dog.
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        Blurb

      

      

      After having her travel papers stolen to research in India, Dr. Persephone ‘Perse’ Teixeira succumbs to living in her sister’s basement and working in retail. Just as she’s about ready to hit rock bottom, Perse is offered an opportunity to teach anthropology and history at Chesapeake Bay University. Perse is thrilled; now her only worry is managing her anxiety. However, that changes once she meets a science professor, Dr. Stefanie ‘Stef’ Blake.

      Stef is cute, quick-witted, and a touch neurotic. She’s also very interested in dating Perse. When Perse declines her romantic advances because it is imperative that she focuses on her new job, Stef explains she has a relationship system that consists of six levels, which will ensure perfect compatibility before marriage. It’s casual, slow, and, really, what are the odds of getting to level six?

      Perse is amused, yet intrigued by Stef’s analytical approach, and agrees to go out with her. But logic only goes so far and when feelings start to grow, Perse must contend with her anxiety issues, because history has taught her nothing good comes out of falling in love.

      Are Perse and Stef compatible enough to get through the levels? Will Perse’s past cause her to run before they can find out? Or did Stef create the perfect system for happily ever after?
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      Perse has moved to a new town for a teaching position at CBU. After a yoga class, she goes into a bakery for a sweet treat and meets an adorable and quirky woman.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      When Perse opened the heavy wooden door, she was overwhelmed by the smell of buttery cinnamon and warm chocolate. While she wasn’t hungry moments ago, she was now. Her mouth watered as she anticipated her taste buds coming alive with rich and sweet flavors. She gladly took her spot in the lengthy line and tried to narrow down what kind of post-yoga treat she desired. Cookie or brownie. Pie or cake. Scone or muffin. It was a difficult decision.

      She was so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t noticed someone behind her until a muttered curse was uttered. Rather than turn around, Perse saw the individual’s distorted reflection in the display case. The agitated person was an athletically built woman in shorts and a tank top, with shaggy blond hair. She had a cute figure, and based on her profanity, she either desperately needed sugar or she was in a hurry. Perse turned to learn that the face matched the figure. “You can go ahead of me if you’d like.”

      The petite woman looked at her with a sheepish grin. “I’m guessing my lack of patience is pretty noticeable. I just need to pick up a birthday cake, and my friend is circling the block since there’s no parking. Sorry, that was more information than you needed.”

      Perse observed her more carefully. She had a slight sunburn on her nose and cheekbones, tawny eyes with the faintest crow’s-feet surrounding them, and at the bottom of her heart-shaped face, a chin cleft. There was only one word to describe her: adorable. “I’ve never been here before and have no idea what to order, so I don’t mind if you butt in line.”

      “That’d be great! Thank you so much. And, um, everything here is pretty good. You can’t go wrong. Well, maybe that’s not entirely true. The brownies are too fudgey for my liking.”

      Perse laughed, not so much from the statement, but from the serious tone. “I don’t think a brownie can be bad. Cookies on the other hand . . .”

      “What’s wrong with cookies?”

      “They’re hit and miss. I don’t trust a baked good that needs dunking in milk or coffee to add moisture. The moisture should be there.”

      “I won’t deny that moisture is essential to a quality cookie. Even different types of cookies can have the appropriate moist-factor if the math is calculated correctly.”

      Perse grinned. “Would you care to elaborate on this calculation?”

      They barely acknowledged the movement of the line. Perse was surprisingly amused by the in-depth conversation, which made it more difficult to keep flirtatious notes out of her voice. Perse found it particularly entertaining that she heard the phrase “manipulation of surface area to volume ratio” come from the stranger.

      “Next,” the teenage cashier announced with a touch of impatience.

      “Looks like it’s your turn,” Perse said.

      “Thanks again for this. Picking up a birthday cake for Blake.” The teen turned and retrieved a large sheet cake off the tiered stainless-steel cart behind him. “And before you ring me up, could you add on an iced chai with coconut milk and a salted toffee cookie for the woman behind me?”

      The order brought Perse out of her current state of admiring the woman’s short shorts. “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

      “I know I don’t have to. I want to. Think of it as my way of paying it forward and, based on what you told me, I think you’ll really like the combination.” She paid, then picked up the cake, which brought out the definition in her shoulders and arms. “Thanks again for letting me cut in line . . . Ah. I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Perse. And Blake, I presume?”

      “That’s me,” she said, slightly dumbstruck. “I have to run, but hopefully I’ll see you around. Maybe after your yoga class next week?”

      This move intrigued Perse, but Blake hadn’t offered her number, so Perse deduced she was either incredibly friendly or terrible at picking up women. Either scenario worked for her. “It could happen.”

      Blake smiled and left the bakery in a clumsy escape, almost running into an elderly couple with the pastry box.

      “So, do you want that drink and the cookie or something else?” the cashier asked her.

      “You know what, I think I’ll have exactly what she suggested.”
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      Could you spy on the woman you loved?

      It’s 1938 and Europe teeters on the edge of war.

      In Berlin, life for Mila Nessian – genius mathematician, billionaire and womaniser – is one long party. A spot of rocket science by day, the Third Reich’s prettiest daughters by night. She knows what they whisper behind their hands – that Germany’s most dazzling mind has nothing but a calculator where her heart should be, a sliver of ice instead of soul. She smirks through yet another boring cocktail party and hopes they’re wrong.

      Cissie Balfour is dragged to Berlin by her socialite mother – and it’s the last place she wants to be. Cissie has lost a lover and worries that her heart is too bruised to ever properly love again. To distract her, to maybe get her back in the game, her cousin at MI6 sets up a play: flirt with Mila Nessian, capture her secrets, lure her back to London.

      Because what Mila is working on could steer the course of the coming war. The Nazis want her brilliance, British Secret Intelligence wants her silence, and Cissie – once she has laughed with her, slept with her, sipped champagne on a zeppelin with her and lost her heart to her – Cissie wants her love.

      Can she win Mila’s trust and save her from the powers that control both their lives?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cissie met mathematician Mila last night at one of Berlin’s most exclusive parties, and it was a disaster. Cissie dropped her champagne twice, managed to break a total of nine glasses and utterly soaked a waiter. This morning Cissie and Mila try again, but Cissie’s nerves are a mess and Mila’s cool, calculating gaze has her breathless.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The cafe had a row of tables on the sidewalk with red and white awnings and a series of planter boxes filled with bright red geraniums just beginning to brave the new spring sun. A relaxed Sunday-afternoon crowd sat at ease on the wicker chairs, perusing newspapers, gossiping idly or watching the leisurely pace of weekend Berlin life pass them by. Mila selected a table outside in a warm patch of sunshine and held out a chair for Cissie. She snapped her fingers for a waiter, then sank casually into the seat opposite Cissie.

      “Kaffee und Kuchen is a near religious experience in Berlin,” Mila announced. “I know you Londoners get a bit sniffy about coffee – all that tea you drink – but we do things properly here. This place does a caramel pistachio mousse cake you absolutely must try, but their lemon cheesecake is also an imperative.”

      She spoke in absolutes, Cissie thought. Was that a confidence thing or a mathematics thing? It grated a little with her British complaisance but, damn, it was attractive too.

      Mila looked at Cissie expectantly. “We’ll share. Tell me what you’d like and I’ll order for you.”

      When the waiter delivered their Kaffee und Kuchen to the table the coffee smelled divine but the cakes looked fantastic. Tall, thick slices, both decorated with delicate spun sugar and crystalised flower petals. It was definitely much nicer than anything Cissie thought she’d find in London.

      Mila stood up swiftly and Cissie sucked in a breath. But Mila was just swapping chairs from the one opposite Cissie to the one next to her.

      “We’re sharing, aren’t we?”

      Mila dragged her plate across the table and reached lazily for her coffee. She leaned back in her chair and sipped it, watching Cissie with a sly smile behind the rim of her cup.

      It was the same look as the one she’d given Cissie at the party last night – the one that saw through her dress, swirled through her blood and sent it rushing to her cheeks. Fuck. How did she do that?

      Cissie’s heart rate shot up like it had a mind of its own.

      She dropped her fork.

      But, of course, it wasn’t a matter of merely dropping her fork. It was never going to be that simple. Cissie felt the planets and stars align against her, felt the very instant the entire universe set its full quantum might in opposition to her dignity and her sanity. In agonising slow motion, the low angle of the afternoon sun glinted on the silver handle of the fork and flashed a blinding reflection into her eyes. It burned through her retinas, deep into her brain and fried away any tattered rags of self-esteem she may have been clinging to. Composure sizzled into oblivion. Grace lay gasping on the floor. Self-respect curled up and wept tears of abject misery.

      Because the fork hit the edge of her plate and speared into a mountain of whipped cream, topped by a strawberry. Knowing, knowing, in her soul just how very badly this was going to go, Cissie’s hand snapped out to catch it before it tumbled into Mila’s lap, and she heard the distinct sound of her elbow hitting the tall carafe of water the waiter had left for them.

      Horrified that that would spill and break too, she now snatched at anything she could reach, entirely in vain – she knew that. Her aim was completely off, her reflexes dulled by every other klutzy catastrophe the fates had subjected her to since meeting Mila. The water and her coffee splashed across the table, over both their plates of cake and would, if Mila hadn’t leapt to her feet in a dazzling display of athleticism, have sloshed straight into Mila’s lap.

      As it was, this move positioned Mila perfectly to receive the flying blob of whipped cream launched, in the first place, by the offending fork. The cream landed, with an accuracy Cissie could never claim, precisely between Mila’s breasts, on the gentle rise of her skin as it swelled at the V of her silk shirt. The strawberry followed it.

      There was an appalled silence.

      Mila’s eyes narrowed and a million calculations danced across her face.

      Then she tipped her head back and her peal of laughter rang through the air. It attracted the attention of the diners around them. There was a cheer and good-natured applause. Waiters appeared out of nowhere and whisked away plates of soggy cake and Mila’s soaked chair. An older woman in a maid’s uniform eyed the strawberry at Mila’s chest, winked and passed her a linen napkin. Order was restored in no time and Mila sat back down, still chuckling, definitely smirking.

      Cissie slowly lowered her forehead to the table.

      “I can’t believe this,” said Cissie. “This is ridiculous. This is beyond ridiculous. This is not me, I swear it. I’m not like this usually.”

      “Of course,” said Mila, dipping a finger into the cream above her shirt and transferring it to her mouth with a languid smile. She was completely unruffled and Cissie decided she hated her.

      Cissie sat up and waved a bewildered hand at the street, then remembered the risk and tucked it under her thigh

      “It’s Berlin, it’s—” She didn’t know what it was and her other hand began an equally nonplussed dance in the air until Mila seized it and pinned it to the table. Mila’s fingers were warm and long. They had an unexpected strength to them. Cissie watched them. “It’s—”

      Mila plucked the strawberry from her breasts and held it out. It was a deliberate challenge.

      Cissie stared back at her and then, without dropping her gaze, bent slowly forward and – God help her – ate it from her fingers.

      Mila’s lips parted as she watched her, her eyes on Cissie’s mouth, her pupils blown wide. She blinked, the speed of her eyelids slow and lazy.

      “It’s me,” said Mila. Her smile was triumphant but there was genuine delight around the edges.

      Cissie heaved a tremendous sigh and gave up. “It is most definitely you.”

      Mila’s head fell back and she barked a gloating “Ha!” at the sky.

      “I’m glad,” she said, her eyes still dancing. She let go of Cissie’s hand and Cissie immediately regretted the loss. “Don’t stop though, will you? Eventually you might fall into me. And wouldn’t that be fun?”

      A thousand butterflies in Cissie’s stomach twisted themselves into a raging tornado and spun into the back of her throat.

      Mila’s chuckle was unbearably smug but she let the moment go. Her hand, however, fell back onto Cissie’s and stayed there, even when the waiter put two more plates of cake on the table and they picked up their forks again.

      They ate their cake in silence after that, watching the street, the bustle of Berlin all around them, their eyes always sliding curiously back to each other and then away again.
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        Blurb

      

      

      Age is just a number—right?

      That’s not her first thought when four-time Oscar winning actress Katarina Verralta meets the younger Julia Dearling. Caught in a monsoon, the movie star exits the dark desolate interstate in search of someplace to eat and stay for the night.

      Julia Dearling, owner of the Starlight Diner, is stranded in her desert parking lot with a bygone battery and the memory of her newly dead relationship. When Katarina pulls in, neither of them guess that their life is about to turn upside-down and inside-out.

      In a town as big as a noodle, Desert Bluff has no motels. So Julia serves dinner to Katarina at the diner and then offers up her sculpting studio as a place for Katarina to stay.

      Drawn together in the night, their intoxicating romance begins. But when age is front and center and fame is at stake, the closeted movie star must face her reckoning.

      Smile Number Seven promises that second chance every true love deserves.
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      Fresh off her Oscar loss and resultant rehab for a chocolate addiction, a closeted movie star gets stuck in a small town and meets a girl who changes everything.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The conversation with Nicki played on a continuous loop in her mind. “You’re breaking up with me for that stripper from your party? A girl you just met?”

      “We’re over, Julia,” Nicki had said. Then she’d had the nerve to repeat it. Twice. “I’m sorry.”

      As if that would change anything. Julia thought about it. Admit it, you weren’t in love with her. Think of all the times she discounted you and you ignored it. Ugh! Maybe I wasn’t enough for her.

      With every tour her rag made of the counter, Julia wiped harder, determined to erase every crumb, every speck of a crumb—every crumbled illusion. Finally, exasperated, she tossed the rags and her apron into the laundry bin, grabbed her knapsack, locked up, and left.

      Her ranch-worn boots scraped the crushed stone as she moved toward the lone car in the parking lot alongside the lonely desert two-lane. The rain had lessened somewhat and she breathed in the cool freshness of the wet earth. She tossed the knapsack onto the passenger seat of her 1974 Fiat Spider convertible and tilted her head back to feel the droplets tap her face before she got in. The usual sparkling celestial parade was shrouded in clouds so low that the night appeared more gray than black. She let out a deep sigh.

      “I just want a glass of wine and a hot bath. Is that too much to ask?” Julia got behind the wheel and turned the key in the ignition.

      Chug.

      Click.

      She tried again. Chug, click.

      Click. The third time, the battery was so dead the car didn’t even chug.

      Tears burned her tired eyes, and while she rested her forehead on the steering wheel, she wondered whom she could call for a jump start—someone who wouldn’t ask her any questions. I’ll figure it out in the diner and wait there.

      She sighed and grabbed her keys to head back inside. “Who did I piss off in my last life?” As she got out of the car, a set of brilliant headlights lit up the parking lot and blinded her. Julia shielded her eyes as a sleek Jaguar rolled up beside her, but to Julia’s bedazzled eyes the driver’s head looked like one big light bulb.

      “Excuse me, Miss,” said the woman. “Can you tell me if there’s someplace open to get a bite to eat?”

      Although the driver’s face was enveloped in a halogen-esque globe, Julia recognized the driver’s unique Italian accent, the unmistakable throaty timbre of the voice. The whole world knew that voice.

      “Holy sh…ohmigosh! I grew up watching you; I’ve seen every movie twenty times—y-you’re Katarina Verralta!” The light bulb effect had begun to fade, although the driver was still but a sketch of an outline.

      Right there in her parking lot, on Old Saguaro Road, late on a Tuesday, was that some-kind-of-sexy that eradicated all doubt.

      The actress confirmed it with a tired smile. “Actually, I’m a very tired and hungry Katarina Verralta. I’m sorry. I’m babbling and you’re getting soaked.”

      “We’re closed…but I was just heading back inside to call for a jump start. I’d be happy to get you some food. I’m rambling, aren’t I? Did I say that out loud? Please. Come in.”

      “I really don’t want to bother you,” Katarina said.

      “Honestly, it would be a highlight on an otherwise miserable day.” Julia stood in the light rain, staring as her vision came back fully into focus.

      Katarina Verralta’s mutable green eyes were often compared to Sophia Loren’s when they lit up the silver screen. Regardless, to Julia the woman was more beautiful than Michelle Pfeiffer, Charlize Theron, and Cate Blanchett all rolled into one, only with dark hair like Julia Roberts. At the moment, though, reflecting the indirect light through the prism of rain, her eyes merely shimmered and glowed. “I’ll see you inside.” Julia dashed toward the diner.

      Julia left the door ajar and flipped on the lights. She entered her back office, changed into a dry sweater from her locker, brushed her hair, and put on some lipstick. It wasn’t in every lifetime a girl got to meet her screen idol up close and personal. She heard her brain scream as she came out to greet the woman. Katarina Verralta, Julia! Breathe for god’s sake!

      Katarina made her entrance in the middle of a sentence while closing her umbrella. “…and then the rain became so heavy that I couldn’t see the exit sign, but I took the ramp and that road led me here. I’m happy to take whatever you have prepared and eat in my car. Oh, and if you wouldn’t mind, I really need your restroom.”

      Momentarily starstruck, first by the whirlwind of the moment, then by those luminescent eyes, all Julia could do was point to the ladies’ room. She darted into the kitchen, fired up the mini oven on her way to the cooler, then tripped over a tray, nearly dropping the pan of her famous lasagna, which she’d served every Wednesday since she had taken over the place four years earlier.

      She composed herself, reentered the dining room, and set a table. “Miss Verralta,” she said when the actress returned, “I have a table ready for you right here.”

      The chestnut-haired beauty smiled. “I’m at a disadvantage. You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”
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      A warm, feel-good, enemies-to-lovers, lesbian romance about chasing your dreams—wherever they might lead.

      Powerful venture capitalist Claire Pressley is done with stressful New York and has set her sights on a “treechange”— renovating a homestead in Eagle Cove, Oregon to make a gorgeous guesthouse.

      Her plan isn’t quite so simple when it turns out Eagle Cove’s beloved town librarian Ruby Jordan had been saving to buy the homestead herself. Worse, Ruby had some grand, beautiful dream to turn it into an animal shelter.

      Claire couldn’t look more like a villain in her new town if she tried. Now she has to find a way to make peace with the locals, as Ruby furiously works out a Plan B for her animal shelter.

      But even as the hot-headed women keep clashing, it’s hard not to notice their sizzling chemistry, and how attractive they find each other.

      It seems unlikely they’ll even manage to be friends at this rate. And being more than friends…that would be just ridiculous! Right?
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      Claire’s realtor may have found her the perfect property for her guesthouse project, and she’s travelled to Eagle Cove to check it out. Ruby, the town librarian, is blissfully unaware that someone else is interested in the property she’s set her sights on.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Ruby, heartily singing along to the classic “Stop! In The Name of Love,” saw the flash of gray shooting across the cream-colored gravel of the track in front of her just in time. She hit the brakes, bringing her truck to a sliding halt at an angle across the track. “What the—?”

      She exited the truck and looked to her left. Huddled against a large clump of grass on the side of the track was Misty, Mr. Pinkett’s cat. She stared in disbelief—the animal was about two miles from home. “How in the hell did you get all the way out here?”

      Misty, a beautiful combination of smoky gray fur with pale pink patches on its forehead and paws, blinked up at her, its tail bushy and swishing.

      “Come on now, honey. It’s me, Ruby.” She took a cautious couple of steps closer. When the cat didn’t move, she tried a couple more. Then she crouched and held out her hand. She rubbed her thumb against her forefinger as if some tasty tidbit lurked between her digits. “Come on, sweetie. Come here.”

      After a few moments where Ruby held her breath, Misty wound herself sinuously around the clump of grass toward her. Then the cat stopped a couple feet away from Ruby, her ears pricked and turning like radar dishes.

      Ruby heard it too, the low hum of a vehicle approaching. “Shit.” Who knew in which direction the cat would sprint if the vehicle scared her? Only one thing for it: Ruby judged the distance, the terrain, and her angle of attack and pounced.

      Her breasts hit the hard dirt of the track just as she took hold of the scruff of Misty’s neck. Her breath left her in a whoosh at the impact, but she grinned; Misty wasn’t going anywhere now.

      Before she could wriggle upright again, the vehicle pulled up in front of her truck. Ruby glanced up to see a rental sedan—she’d recognize one anywhere—and a beautiful woman gazing down at her from the driving seat.

      The driver had blonde hair that was stylishly cut, just reaching her collar and feathered across her forehead in a way Ruby was sure was meant to look messy all the time. Her skin was porcelain white, and she had a straight nose, high cheekbones, and full, pink lips. Her cool, blue-gray eyes stared at Ruby. “Are you all right?”

      Ruby chuckled, knowing darn well how things must look. “Actually, yes. Just rescuing Misty here, who’s a long way from home.”

      The woman nodded, but the frown that creased her forehead told Ruby she didn’t understand at all what was going on. “Right. Well, do you think you can move your truck? I’m in a hurry.”

      It wasn’t snooty, as such, but it wasn’t super nice either. Another out-of-towner who had probably got lost on the back roads and was scared they would never see civilization again.

      “Sure.” Ruby wouldn’t argue with the woman—what was the point, given she was highly unlikely to see her again? Instead she used the energy born of irritation at the woman’s manner to push herself to her knees, one hand still tight around Misty’s scruff. “Give me a moment to secure this one, then I’ll be out of your way.”

      “Good.” The woman was well-spoken, her accent East Coast, Ruby would guess.

      Ruby threw one last glance at the woman, noting the starched shirt collar, and the expensive-looking watch on her wrist. Then she focused her attention on the cat squirming in her arms. “Come on, you.” She scratched the top of Misty’s head, and it seemed to calm the animal some.

      She walked to the back of the truck, where she was pretty sure she’d left…yes, an empty cardboard box from the last egg deliveries she’d made. Perfect. She placed the box on the passenger seat, then reached for her hoodie, draped over the back of the seat. She lined the box with the garment, then tucked Misty inside. The cat seemed instantly taken with her new accommodations and settled down into a classic cat curl.

      Ruby caught the woman’s eye. “All done. Have a nice day.”

      The woman gave her a brief nod, then turned her attention to her steering wheel.

      Sighing, Ruby clambered back up into the truck, started the engine, and pulled away from the woman’s car. “You’re welcome,” she muttered as the woman didn’t even acknowledge her when their vehicles passed. She looked quickly at Misty in the box beside her. “Thanks for that. Now I need to turn around and get you home.”
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      Sierra Cody is on fire. A rising star in women’s professional downhill mountain bike racing, she has all the tools to become a world champion. All she needs to do is fully commit herself. Something far easier said than done. As stubborn as she is independent, Sierra has always carved her own path, refusing to fall in line with the controlling, commercialized aspects of the sport. Her trademark no-holds-barred, reckless style of riding has earned her as many cheers as it has jeers.

      Dr. Kara Davies, a highly regarded and accomplished physician, is well on her way to achieving her dreams in chiropractic research. Commitment to her goals has never been an issue, but her personal life is a different story. Preferring the comfort and safety of her lab over personal relationships, Kara’s one-track mind allows no deviation.

      But life is full of twists and turns.

      After an accident on the track lands Sierra in Kara’s on-site medical center, the doctor suddenly finds she has more on her mind that work. Blindsided by mutual attraction, Sierra and Kara struggle to accept their feelings for each other and to deal with the change it brings.

      Will love be enough? Or will life’s little switchbacks send them both careening off course?
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      Pro mountain bike racer Sierra Cody reports to the care center after a crash. Sparks fly when she meets Dr. Kara Davies.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Sierra stared wordlessly—seemingly star struck—missing the smile spreading across Dr. Davies’ face. She shook her head. “Uh, sorry. I may have hit a little harder than I thought. I’m Sierra Cody.”

      Dr. Davies offered a reassuring smile, unfazed by the open admiration. “It’s all right. Happens all the time after a crash.” An easy silence followed as her eyes slowly drifted down Sierra’s tight-fitting jersey, pausing when she reached her breasts.

      Sierra smiled inwardly. They were her most popular feature and it gave her ego a boost to have drawn the doctor’s attention.

      “Okay, so…um…” Dr. Davies squared her shoulders and pulled her eyes back up. A light pink tinged her cheeks, but she was right back to business. “What did you do to yourself?”

      “Well, the course wasn’t quite challenging enough, so I decided to take on a tree.” Sierra flashed a cheeky grin.

      Dr. Davies chuckled. “Please remove your jersey so I can take a look at your shoulder.” She turned and pulled the divider closed for privacy, allowing Sierra time to appreciate the way the doctor’s tan, form-fitting slacks complemented her lean, athletic physique, especially from behind. “So, you’re the one who launched herself over the handlebars?”

      Not the impression Sierra had wanted to open with, but she’d own it like a champ. “The one and only.” Now, if she could just get her arm out of her sleeve.

      “You had one hell of a ride going before you picked a fight with that tree. Whatever did he do to piss you off?” the doctor asked with a sly grin.

      “Yeah, well…we go way back.” Sierra laughed, finally pulling her injured arm out of the tight jersey, noting scratches along the bike chain tattoo that wrapped around her right wrist. “I’m usually known for my epic saves. Guess I lost one of my nine lives today. Really, I’m fine. This kind of thing happens all the time.”

      “Well, it’s my job to make sure you’re all right. I’m going to assess your shoulder and neck, then rule out a concussion. A few exams may cause pain, but I promise to make it quick.”

      “Whatever you need to do, Doc. But I gotta warn you, I’m an adrenaline junkie and I’ll need to feed my habit again soon. So, fix me up stat!”

      “I’ll do my best.” Her smile was sincere. After visually scanning Sierra’s body for signs of damage, Dr. Davies paused to make notes.

      What happened next shook Sierra to her core. When the doctor’s bare hand finally touched her skin, it was unlike anything Sierra had experienced before. Scintillating. Electric. Her touch brought Sierra’s numb nerve endings back to life, erasing the pain on contact. Closing her eyes and relishing the feel of warm fingers on marred flesh, Sierra bit her lip and hoped Dr. Davies hadn’t noticed the flush rushing across her skin.

      Damn! How hard did I hit that freaking tree?

      Sierra’s eyes popped open as a piercing pain ripped through her. “Ouch! Shit! That hurt!” On instinct, she pulled her left arm back, but the injured limb was locked in the doctor’s grasp. Weak ass, she chided herself. That wasn’t the impression she’d wanted to leave. “Sorry for the language.”

      Unaffected by the outburst, Dr. Davies offered a sympathetic smile and continued her exam. For the most part, her palpations were more a caress than a move to provoke pain. Sierra would swear those hands lingered a bit longer than necessary a time or two, though the doctor was never unprofessional. Not for one second. Still, the feel of the woman’s expert hands on her skin evoked not-so-innocent images of the goddess in a polo shirt running those hands all over her naked body.

      An uncontrollable groan freed itself without permission, bringing Sierra back to the awkward reality of curious green eyes studying her with concern.

      “You okay?”

      “Huh? Umm…yeah. Sorry. Just ready to get this over with.” Apparently, hitting a tree revved up her libido. That never needed a boost. She needed a distraction. “How long have you been doing this?”

      Dr. Davies paused to write in the file and then replied, “This is my second mountain biking event. I’ve worked other events though.” She returned to finish the rest of the exams before returning to the left shoulder. As she traced over the darkening skin, the doctor’s firm touch softened and her hands slowed. The word “amazing” was murmured in awe.

      Sierra grinned seductively as she caught a look at the doctor’s beet red face.

      “I mean…” The previously stoic professional faltered for a moment, then cleared her throat. “I can’t believe you’re A-C joint wasn’t separated after a blow like that. It seems you’ll only have bruising. Just amazing.” The flustered doctor turned away, returning to the safety of her notes.

      Sierra didn’t want to come off as cocky, but there was no way she could leave that comment hanging. “I love it when women tell me I’m amazing.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Amusement sparkled in the doctor’s words.

      “Well, Doctor Davies, I’d be happy to fill you in on my diet and training regimen sometime. You know…so you can see what makes me tick.” Arching a brow, Sierra watched for any reaction whatsoever.

      Was that a hint of a smile working at the corner of the doctor’s mouth as she finished her notes? The possibility of the subtle response gave Sierra hope of a late-night rendezvous, but that dream came to a crashing halt when the physician fell back into full doctor mode once again.

      “Your neck is out of alignment and your gleno-humeral joint is jammed. Have you ever been adjusted by a chiropractor?”

      “No. Usually, I get some meds or a shot for the pain.”

      “Sorry. That’s not what I do. If pain meds are what you want, I can refer you to one of the MD’s, but I promise I’ll be quick and gentle.”

      “I don’t mind a little rough here and there.”
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      Newly appointed art curator Molly Goode is committed to diversifying her museum’s collection. When Georgina Wright, the museum’s aloof benefactor, asks for Molly’s help in identifying the provenance of a 19th century portrait of social activist Josephine Brancaster, Molly welcomes the opportunity, even if it means spending time with the standoffish financier. But passions soon flare as the women uncover the heartbreaking story of doomed lesbian love behind the watercolor painted by Josephine’s lover, Edith Hewitt.

      As their love blossoms, Molly is determined to display Edith’s portrait of Josephine and to tell their story in the museum, but she needs the influential Georgina to help convince the board. When an unforeseen twist in the painting’s provenance forces Georgina to confront her own painful past, will history repeat itself, or can Molly and Georgina’s love prevail?
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      The influential museum benefactor Georgina Wright arrives unannounced at her local museum hoping that someone will be able to help her discover more about a mysterious family portrait. The kind and passionate museum curator Molly Goode is excited to offer her help but is left baffled by the beautiful Georgina who seems to be even more mysterious than the painting she is holding tightly in her hands.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Molly all but ran down the stairs. Sparks of excitement tingled on her skin at the thought that someone had brought a painting to the museum. She liked to try to imagine what the work could be and to anticipate who might be waiting for her.

      As she reached the final few steps, she could see a tall, elegant woman holding a bubble wrapped painting at her side. Whatever Molly had expected, it wasn’t her. The woman glanced over at her, and if she was not mistaken, she saw a glimpse of recognition in the woman’s eyes. Had they met before?

      “Hi, Fred.” Molly dumped a pile of folders onto the reception desk. “Can you give these to Fran? She’ll be down a little later for them. And hello there.” Molly turned to the visitor. “How can I…help?” She hadn’t meant to stare. She just found she couldn’t look away.

      The woman was somewhere in her late twenties, early thirties perhaps. Her chestnut hair was shaped into a loose bob. One ear was exposed, and she’d tucked a loop of hair behind it in a manner that was informal and yet precise. Her long face with balanced, refined features had a noble quality to it that suggested a hereditary ease to her beauty. Her tailored dark grey suit hugged every inch of her perfectly toned body. Everything was in exquisite order. Was she real? It was almost impossible not to reach out and touch her.

      Molly quickly closed her mouth. What must this woman think of her? Staring and all but drooling like a fool. She needed to say something. Quickly.

      Molly stumbled over her words to continue, “I have had one of those days. I was late, for starters.” Molly shook her head. “I don’t know about you, but I find that starts the day all wrong. And then I had an awful meeting. Oh my God. Oh, and to top it all, I sat on Fran, my colleague’s, sandwich.” Fred laughed. “It’s not funny. Well, okay, it’s a little bit funny. And I’d woken up to birds singing, and it had been such a beautiful morning. And the church across the way from me seemed to glow. Really, it was in every way a daybreak to match Monet’s Rouen Cathedral captured in the morning light.”

      The woman visibly tensed. She stared intently at Molly without betraying a flicker of expression. “I’m not familiar with the work.” In an instant the coldness of the woman’s reply frosted their chat to brittle fragments.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’d like it,” Molly said. “He was such a wonderful painter—”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but will this take long?” The woman directed this question at Fred. “It’s just I was hoping that someone at the museum could take a look at my painting today.”

      Molly said, “Well, that someone would be me. I’m the fine art curator here.” Molly thought it best to try and manage a smile.

      The woman looked down at the painting by her side before returning a concerned look at Molly. She couldn’t have gripped the painting any tighter.

      Stifling a rising sense of offence, Molly explained, “We don’t, as a rule, I’m afraid, simply take objects from the public.” The woman’s cheeks flushed at the phrase the public. “You will need to complete an object entry form. This is standard procedure across all museums to help us to properly assess your offer or request—”

      The woman shook her head. “I’m not offering you anything. I just need someone who knows what they’re looking at to assist with ascertaining the provenance of this work.”

      Someone who knows what they’re looking at? Well, frosty knickers, how about someone with a masters in art history. How about top of their class. How about you stick that up… “Oh no, of course, I’m not presuming that you’re offering this work to the museum. It’s just the object entry form is the first stage for all inquiries of this type.” Molly looked at Fred for support. “Could I have an object entry form, please, Fred?”

      Fred rummaged around and then Molly joined in, leaning over the reception desk, her bottom in the air, her feet just touching the floor.

      Molly tried to focus on finding the form rather than on her awareness that the woman was once again staring at her. The scrutiny was unnerving. Maybe her summer dress looked out of place in September. Oh my God. Had she remembered to shave her legs?

      “Look, please don’t bother,” the woman said, with unguarded frustration. “Thank you for your time.”

      Utterly confused, Molly simply nodded in reply. She watched the upright figure of the most baffling woman in the world walk towards the sliding doors that led outside. How could someone so beautiful be so cold?

      “Georgina!”

      Molly turned at Evelyn’s voice to see her quickly walking towards the door, her arms wide in a gesture of evident surprise and welcome.

      Georgina—where had she heard that name? Molly watched as Evelyn air-kissed Georgina’s cheeks. She then pretended not to notice as Evelyn led Georgina past reception up the stairs.

      Molly lingered in reception, giving them plenty of time to have reached Evelyn’s office. Ten minutes later she climbed the stairs and as she rounded the corner into the corridor, she collided straight into a hurrying Georgina. Their bodies met with a bump. Molly’s soft curves pressed momentarily against Georgina’s firm frame.

      “I’m sorry,” Molly said, breathing heavily. “My fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She then moved in the same direction at the same time as Georgina. “Oops.” Molly giggled. She risked a glance at Georgina’s face. She thought she saw her smile, but then it had passed so quickly she couldn’t be sure.

      “After you,” Georgina said, without emotion or expression.

      “Thanks.”

      Molly stepped aside, and then without another word, Georgina was gone.
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      After the death of her husband, Dylan Lake’s ability to trust in others is shattered. Her life is thrust into turmoil between caring for Emma, her seven-year old handicapped child, and working hard to make ends meet. Dylan doesn’t have time to pursue a romantic relationship. Finding that one special person only happens in dreams. When fate keeps throwing Dylan and Kat together, Dylan finds her attraction to Kat something she can’t ignore. Will her trust issues stop her from letting Kat into her and Emma’s life?

      Leaving her old job and moving halfway across the country were the scariest things Kat Anderson had ever done. Starting a new life and career takes priority over any foolish notion of a fairy-tale future of romance and love. Kat’s attraction to Dylan is time taken away from building a new business. Can Kat juggle love and duty to find her Happy Ever After?

      Welcome back to Garriety, the town with an open heart, and home to some of the quirky and warm characters from Add Romance and Mix. Join Kat and Dylan on their quest for true romance with a little help from Kat’s sister Briley and her family, along with a host of new characters.
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      Kat takes her niece out for dinner and meets Dylan for the first time.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Kat set Griffin on the floor, with a warning to stick close to her, picked up the tray, and made their way to the register. As soon as the woman behind the counter turned toward them, Kat was glad she’d set the tray on the counter, or else she would have dropped it, as her heart thudded in her chest almost painfully.

      Dark curly blond hair framed a pair of dazzling brown eyes. She’d never had a reaction to a woman like this before. Underneath the woman’s make-up, Kat could see a faint dusting of freckles that enhanced her beauty. Snap out of it.

      “What can I get you to drink?” As the woman rang up the items on their tray, Kat couldn’t get her mouth to work.

      Griffin reached up and placed her hands on the counter. “Milk.”

      The woman leaned over the counter. “Hello there, sweetie. Milk?”

      “Please.”

      “Well, aren’t you a cutie.” She retrieved Griffin’s milk. “And what can I get for you…or should your daughter order for you?” Her eyes twinkled.

      That pulled Kat out of her stupor. “Niece. She’s my niece and I’ll have—water’s fine. Water.” Kat cursed her lack of suave.

      The woman held back a snicker. “Water it is.” She left and came back a moment later. “That will be fifteen forty-eight.”

      Without a word, Kat dug in her pocket for her wallet and handed over a twenty. As the woman accepted the money, Kat noticed a rainbow bracelet on her wrist. It looked like the same one Briley wore that she received when she volunteered at Garriety’s LGBTQ summer fundraiser a few summers back. Though, not a clear indication that she was gay, it was a positive sign. “Keep the change.”

      “Thanks.”

      Quickly, Kat picked up the tray, spun around, then spotted an empty table in the corner and directed Griffin to hurry to it. After Kat set the tray on the table, she jerked around at the touch on her arm.

      “Sorry,” the woman said, and took a step back. “I thought she might need a booster seat.”

      “No problem. Really.” Kat smiled, hoping she didn’t look deranged. “Thank you.” Seeing her out from behind the counter added to Kat’s distress. The woman stood a head shorter than her and the jeans and Polo showed off the woman’s curves to perfection. Breathe, Kat, breathe.

      “You’re welcome, Kat.” She must have noticed Kat’s startled look. “Your name’s on your shirt.” She looked to the stitched name on Kat’s shirt pocket.

      Kat looked down. So it was. She would have to thank Kyle for suggesting that. Get it together. Good lord, Briley had more game than she did. “If you know my name, it’s only fair I know yours.” That she could complete a sentence made her proud. It was a start.

      The smile that blossomed on the woman’s face and the emergence of two adorable dimples was almost Kat’s undoing. “Dylan. I hope you enjoy your meal. Someone’s already started.” The twinkle in her eyes came back as she turned and walked away.

      When Kat registered what Dylan said, she turned to find Griffin standing on her tiptoes eating a tater tot.
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      Samantha is still healing from heartbreak, but her best friend has decided she’s taken long enough. With Passover just around the corner, will a surprise blind date, three celebrations in eight days, and approximately 100 glasses of wine be enough to finally move on? After one taste of the hard-bodied, immaculately dressed Jordan, it just might be time. Too bad Jordan has her own baggage to work through.

      Matzo Match is a steamy lesbian love story and the first entry in the Hot for the Holidays Series.
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      I write culturally Jewish stories (no religion involved), plus lots of sexy times. Samantha is hosting a queer Passover seder for the first time since her break-up. Her meddling best friend, Virginia, can’t help but set Sam up with a stranger—whether or not Sam is ready.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The tree’s delicate blossoms truly symbolized everything Sam loved about spring. Bright yet soft. Full of life, and just moments from vanishing. She was so fixated on their blushing hue that she nearly screamed when she registered the stranger standing just arm’s length from her. Her heart gave a second jump as she turned her gaze to take the figure in.

      One of the sexiest butches Sam had ever had the privilege of admiring leaned against the bus sign pole. Short hair, cropped down to stubble on the sides and back, salt-and-pepper on the side closest to Sam. A crisp white button-up tucked into dark jeans over camel-colored work boots. They were tall and relaxed, looking so at ease that Sam worried they’d actually been there before Sam’s arrival.

      Had they witnessed Sam’s frantic dash to the storefront? Her ridiculous attempt to yank open a clearly locked door and — horror upon horrors — her luxuriating in post-run pleasure, complete with moaning as she stretched?

      No. She would have noticed someone so blazing hot, even in her state of matzo-less distress. Especially someone whose jeans were painted onto their body, the outline of a slim wallet clearly visible in the back pocket.

      Sam realized she was staring at this tight, denim-clad ass at the same moment she realized the stranger was looking back at her with amusement. Eyes of a rich brown, a few shades darker than their tan skin, slid over Sam’s body. Their full lips curved wickedly up at the corners and startled a tiny — but audible, damn it — gasp out of Sam.

      And, oh, how it seemed to amuse them, their smile widening like delicious secrets.

      Flames licked up Sam’s chest, turning her pale neck and cheeks scarlet. Her rib cage now a furnace of mortification, she jumped up, gripping her keys hard in one hand, and fled to the now open grocery store’s front doors.
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      As she shoved the last plate of chocolate matzo toffee into the fridge to set and cool, Sam fished her phone out of her pocket with fatigued fingers.

      

      Sam: Can you come early??? Matzo emergency!! Need moral support as I … make matzo?!

      

      She’d barely wiped the sweat from her brow before her phone chimed with a response.

      

      Virginia: Be there in the hr! Can I bring my guest early too?

      

      Her guest? Maybe a fellow midwife.

      

      Sam: as long as they help too

      

      Forty-five minutes later, she heard the buzzer as she was straight-ironing her last curl into submission. She yanked the plug out of the wall, checked her makeup quickly—good enough!—and scurried to the door.

      “Oh, thank g–” Virginia stood centered in front of the door, a hunter green pantsuit standing out starkly against her creamy skin, a wine bottle in each hand. But the words died in her mouth as she looked over Virginia’s shoulder where the top of a cropped head of salt and pepper hair lurked. Definitely not Ben’s beautiful curls, and none of the midwives or doulas Virginia had brought around before. “Uh, hi, Gin and…”

      She waved a questioning hand in the direction of the person who was half-buried in a sleek, light brown leather backpack, rooting around and utterly unphased by meeting someone new.

      “Hi, Sam! Happy Passover. Here’s some wine.” Virginia brandished the two bottles at her friend. “This is Jordan, my good friend. You’ve heard me mention Jordan before, right? My good friend? She’s great. You’ll love her.”

      With that, the stranger looked up and the Twilight Zone theme music played in the cavern of Sam’s now empty mind.

      Sheer panic eventually surfaced to fill the new void. Sam didn’t even bother to question why Virginia was being so odd. Jordan’s gorgeous eyes went wide, then softened into thin lines and that blindingly white smile. She stuck a hand out.

      Oh shit.

      “Nice to meet you, Sam.”

      Sam hesitated a minute before meeting the palm with her own. “Welcome, Jordan.”

      And with that, Sam let the hot butch from the bus stop into her apartment.

      “So, we’re here to make matzo?” Jordan placed her backpack on a chair in the living room and slipped off her shiny brown leather high-top sneakers.

      “Yep. Yes. Yeah, matzo. I ran out. Did some miscalculations on how much I needed for everything.” Sam typically would have made a joke about how comfortable Jordan seemed in her space, but her heart was still racing from the sheer serendipity of this person having reentered her life after such a casual and embarrassing encounter. Instead, she put the wine down on the entryway table, busied herself taking Virginia’s light coat and purse, and even started leaning down to take Gin’s shoes until her friend laughed and lightly shoved her away.

      “I’ve never made matzo before.” Jordan ignored Virginia backing away from Sam’s fussing, didn’t react to Sam picking up and putting down the wine bottles three times in quick succession with shaking hands. “Do you make it often?”

      Taking a deep breath to recenter herself — get it together — Sam nodded, shook her head, and headed to the kitchen to put the wine in the freezer. “Let me get these on some ice.”

      “Was that a yes or no?” Virginia asked, following her through the archway. “And one of those bottles is pinot noir.”

      “Well, I like to chill my red wine.”

      “I do, too,” Jordan added, and Sam glanced over at her, catching the butch woman’s honeyed smile.

      “That’s very nice for you both, but I brought it for me, and that’s weird. Sam doesn’t even drink red wine.” Virginia pulled the bottle from her friend’s hands and walked it over to the table. “Weirdo.”
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      Some couples are a match made in heaven.

      Moira and Kenzie are convinced the only place they’re a match is in hell.

      Raised as the shining prodigies of warring highland dance schools, the two grew up with blaring bagpipes as the backing track for a feud that took them all the way to the world championships.

      Moira could never keep Kenzie’s icy glares from getting under her skin, and Kenzie could never hold back an eye-roll as she watched the crowds fawn over her rival’s happy-go-lucky charm.

      Starting college has forced both women to hang up their kilts, but when their local highland dance association announces a scholarship for a life-changing amount of money, they find themselves back onstage for one last season.

      The stakes are higher than ever, but between shooting daggers at each other’s backs and insults at each other’s faces, their eyes start lingering, their hearts start pounding, and the sparks begin to build into a fire neither of them can control.

      Hell could freeze before either woman would admit their attraction, but that won’t stop them from using it to play dirty—and getting caught in the crossfire of their feelings along the way.

      After all, sometimes the devil wears tartan.

      The Devil Wears Tartan is a New Adult, F/F dramedy from Katia Rose featuring more bagpipes than anyone asked for and two fiercely competitive heroines caught in a sizzling shift from enemies to lovers.
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      Moira has recently returned to her hometown and her job as a highland dance teacher. The first dance competition of the year takes an unexpected turn when a chase after a runaway student leads Moira straight to the one person she’s been dreading crossing paths with.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      I take off running after my escaped student. Deanna bolts around a volunteer parent carrying an armload of folding chairs, but I realize a second too late that my own swerve is going to send me crashing into a group of chatting moms Deanna narrowly slinks past.

      I come skidding to a stop, but the mom with the chairs switches paths at the last second when she swivels her head to stare after Deanna. I bang my shin against a hard metal leg, hobble a few steps as pain clouds my vision, twist to avoid the chatting moms, and end up losing my balance.

      I land flat on my ass, the impact ricocheting up through my tail bone as the hairbrush and bobby pins scatter across the floor. The coffee mug I’ve managed to protect this whole time flies out of my hands to soar in a perfect arc that dislodges the lid and gives everyone within radius—including me—a baptism by caffeine and cream. The room is filled with shrieking and gasps.

      “Moira, honey, are you hurt?” mom with the chairs asks, bending over me with concern in her face.

      I shake my head after deciding my tailbone will live to see another day. The room slips back into motion as the girl working the snack table comes over with a roll of paper towels she distributes to everyone who got sprayed with my coffee. I get a dirty look from one of the moms who happens to be wearing white, but everyone else is sympathetic. I ignore the offers of help as I clutch some balled up paper towel in one hand and push myself to my feet with the other.

      “Looks like I need to work on my turns,” I joke as I dab at my shirt. “They were always my downfall on stage. Maybe Deanna—oh crap, Deanna!”

      I whip my head from side to side, scanning the lobby for any sight of her, but there’s nothing, not even some telltale blue tartan behind the ferns.

      “Did anyone see which way she went? The little blonde girl in a black vest and blue kilt?”

      The parents all start looking around as frantically as me.

      “Crap, crap, crap,” I mutter as I dart over to peer down the closest hallway. “If she ran outside...”

      She’s only seven, and she’s clearly terrified. I wouldn’t put it past her to run into the street.

      Amidst all the upheaval, the sound of a hallway door opening nearby catches my attention. I turn to watch, my heart hammering in my chest and my mind swirling with horrific possibilities, as Deanna inches back into the room safe and sound, clutching the hand of the woman behind her.

      “Deanna, you’re—”

      My gaze shifts up from Deanna’s sheepish expression to get a good look at her rescuer, and my whole body goes rigid.

      I don’t even blink as her dark eyes find mine.

      The Deanna debacle was a good distraction, but besides that, I’ve spent all morning—and most of last night—wondering when I’d run into Kenzie Andrianakis today.

      The last time I saw her, I was eighteen and getting loaded onto a stretcher in Scotland after busting my ankle at the biggest highland dance competition in the world.

      We locked eyes just like this. I thought she’d be smug. I thought she’d do that infuriating little chin tilt and lift of her eyebrows she’d always acknowledge her wins with.

      She didn’t, though. She stared at me with a pale face and wide eyes. Her mouth dropped open like she wanted to say something, and I almost yelled for the medics to stop what they were doing just so I could hear what it was.

      I’d never looked forward to anything Kenzie Andrianakis had to say, but in that moment, it was the only thing I wanted.

      Then she did the chin-tilt-eyebrow-lift thing, and I let the searing pain in my ankle be my excuse for publicly flipping her off.

      The thump of impact from Deanna throwing her arms around my waist drags my attention away from Kenzie. The din of the lobby fills my ears again, and I flash a thumbs-up sign to signal everyone can go back to their lives as I tune into Deanna’s mumbled apologies.

      “I didn’t mean to make you fall. I’m sorry, Miss Moira. I’m sorry. Are you mad at me?”

      “No, Deanna,” I answer, fighting the pull to look at Kenzie again. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see she’s still standing in the doorway. “I’m not mad. I’m glad you’re okay, but maybe we can stop with the running thing now?”

      She nods against my leg.

      “Cool beans. Can I trust you to meet me in the dressing room? I promise we can talk before I do your hair.”

      She nods again and then detaches herself from me before skipping off to the dressing room, her Crocs squeaking against the floor.

      The ability of seven-year-olds to ricochet from one emotional extreme to the next will never cease to amaze me.

      “So you’re back.”

      I brace for my own emotional extreme as Kenzie takes a few steps closer. She’s wearing a full Stewie tracksuit, the navy blue fabric clinging to her body, which is still almost as willowy as it was when we were kids. Her dark hair is pulled back in a ponytail so tight it makes the angles of her face look even more severe: pristine arched brows, high cheekbones, and almond eyes so deep brown they’re almost black. The only thing soft about her is the spray of freckles over her nose, and you have to be pretty close to see those.

      About as close as I am now.

      For a moment, my breath catches. I realize my throat has gone dry, and I fight the sudden urge to move even closer.

      “Yeah, I am.”
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      Award-Winning Finalist in the Fiction: LGBTQ category of the 2018 International Book Awards. A sweet new lesbian romance!

      Ellie Montgomery had a secret. Beyond being a mother, a best friend, and a baker of incredible desserts, there was something deeper in her soul that she had been forced to deny. Something she had never planned on revealing. Not even to those closest to her. Then SHE walked into Ellie’s Diner and everything changed.

      Dr. Hunter Vale was burnt out. A recent tragedy had her reexamining her life and career. A chance meeting at a local diner showed Hunter exactly what she was missing and she knew she would do everything she could to make her dreams a reality. The problem was, Hunter didn’t know if her advances would be reciprocated. And, if they were, would her past destroy the possibility of a sweet future?
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      Ellie Montgomery must make a decision that could cause her life to implode. Is Dr. Hunter Vale worth the risk?

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      “This is the best damn pie I’ve ever tasted,” Hunter exclaimed with enthusiasm. Another bite, another unbidden moan of satisfaction. She winced as she glanced up, surprised that Mo wasn’t making lewd comments about Hunter’s obvious enjoyment. She must really be enjoying that food.

      “Tole you,” Mo mumbled with a mouthful of eggs, bacon, hash browns, and whatever else she could stuff in there.

      “I can’t believe you kept this from me. Mmm, guess whose birthday is coming up. She would love this!” Hunter took another bite. “Do you think they sell whole pies?” She wished now that she had kept the menu. If the apple pie was this good, she could just imagine what the others were like.

      “Don’ know,” Mo muttered around another forkful.

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” Hunter glanced around. She smiled when she found their waitress, who quickly made her way to their table at Hunter’s signal.

      “Need a coffee refill?”

      Hunter frowned. The pie was so good she had completely forgotten about her coffee. Or the nectar of the Gods as she preferred to call it. Weird. She actually found something good enough to make her forget about caffeine.

      “Um, yeah. Maybe a new cup? This one is cold.” She handed the girl her cup. “Also, do you sell whole pies?”

      “Oh, uh, I’m not sure. Sorry, I just started working here like a couple days ago. Hang on, let me get Miss Ellie for you.” She scurried away before Hunter could say anything else.

      “See?” Hunter threw a crumb at Mo who looked up with a scowl. “I could never date someone who says ‘like’ in the middle of a sentence.”

      That brought a snort from her friend. “Well, maybe you can ask ‘Miss Ellie’ out. I’m sure she’s older than thirty-five.”

      “Ha, ha. Miss Ellie,” Hunter repeated with a smile. “I bet she’s some white-haired, little old lady who’s been making pies for fifty years.”

      Mo’s eyes rounded comically when she saw the woman coming towards them. “Uh, maybe not.”

      “Huh?”

      Ellie gave Mo a smile. “Can I help,” she met Hunter’s startled eyes, “you?”

      “Uh.” Hell, yes, you can help me. In so many ways. “Um.” The beautiful woman’s hazel — mostly green — eyes were hypnotizing, and they held Hunter’s blue eyes hostage. Apparently, Hunter’s brain was being held hostage as well since she had completely forgotten how to form a complete, intelligent sentence. A sharp pain on her shin shocked her brainwaves into working again. “Pie!” Shit. Apparently, it didn’t help that much.

      Ellie’s eyebrows rose as she glanced down at the plate in front of the gorgeous woman. No, Ellie! Nothing but crumbs remained.

      “Was there something wrong with your pie?” she asked pleasantly, ignoring the little flutter she felt in her stomach.

      “Huh?”

      Mo couldn’t take it anymore. In all the years she’d known Hunter, she’d never seen her confident . . . almost arrogant . . . friend this tongue-tied before. “You’ll have to forgive my friend here. She had a rough night. Hunter? You had a question for the nice lady?” Mo prompted. Hunter was doing a good enough job at embarrassing herself. No need to help her out there.

      Hunter tore her stare away from the golden-haired beauty and glared at Mo. Her so-called best friend could do more to help her out here. “Yes, um, do you?” Goddamn it! What the hell is wrong with me? Work, brain! She made a circling gesture with her hands and tried to ignore Mo’s sniggering. “Do you sell these pies in more pieces?” Oh, God, kill me now. Please. Just open the floor and let me disappear.

      Ellie’s jaw worked double time trying to keep her smile from turning into a laugh at the flustered woman. Hunter, she thought. Interesting name. Interesting woman. Stop it! This was not something Ellie needed. “You’re asking me if we sell whole pies?”

      “Yes!” Hunter had to laugh at herself. Otherwise, she would start to cry. “Sorry, yes. Do you sell whole pies?” she asked again with some semblance of normalcy.

      “Yes, we do.”

      The woman’s smile brightened, blinding Hunter with perfect, white teeth. Dear God, she’s beautiful.

      “What kind would you like?”

      “Oh, um.” Hunter shook herself mentally. Focus, dummy. She’s going to think you’re some kind of weirdo. She glanced at Mo. “What kind do you think she would like?”

      Mo tapped her chin in thought. “What kinds do you have?” she asked finally.

      Ellie stubbornly tamped down the surge of disappointment that coursed through her. Don’t. “One moment, let me go get you a menu.” Ellie hurried away, irritated with herself for feeling jealous.

      Mo watched her walk away, then turned her attention to Hunter. “What the hell is wrong with you? I’ve never seen you like this. It’s like you’ve never seen a beautiful woman before.”

      “I’ve never seen her,” Hunter answered simply. She somehow resisted turning to look for the woman occupying her mind.
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      After watching the woman she’s professed to love for more than twenty years, marry someone else, Renee Rousseau vows to free herself of the unrequited love before she and her friends meet the married couple in Paris. In ten weeks.

      Then Renee encounters Lady Constance Martindale—the only other woman she’d ever imagined a future with—and she’s sure the universe is playing with her. Sixteen years ago they’d agreed to a casual, time-limited relationship. But when it turned to love, they both panicked and Constance dumped Renee before Renee could dump her. A first.

      But the past is the past and sixteen years is a lifetime. Can passion be renewed? And what about her love for the woman who just got married?
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      Renee Rousseau has professed to love Darcy Silver for more than twenty years, but after watching her marry someone else, Renee vows to free herself of the unrequited love. This is an excerpt from Renee’s encounter, after sixteen years, with Lady Constance Martindale—the only other woman she’d ever imagined a future with.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Renee wandered through the Egyptian exhibit to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park and gazed out into the semidarkness. Now that the meeting and seduction game, the casual hookups, no longer interested her, she wasn’t sure what she expected of tonight—or why she’d come to the Metropolitan Museum’s annual Gala. Behind her, the lavender and blue lights cast romantic shadows on people deep in conversation, standing near or sitting on the ledge of the reflecting pool. Was she the only one feeling lost and lonely? Ironic. She’d come because she was lonely, yet she wasn’t remotely interested in taking a woman home. She took a deep breath. She’d chat up some business contacts then go home to her book. Avoiding eye contact, she moved through the room to a bar with no line and ordered.

      Suddenly slender arms wrapped around her waist from behind, lovely long-fingered hands clasped her abdomen, breasts pressed to her back, and a familiar fragrance filled the air. She strained to remember who wore the perfume.

      “Renee Rousseau, as handsome and sexy as ever, I see.”

      Renee shivered. No question about that sultry voice with the high-class English accent. It had reverberated in her head for years and still had the power to touch her in places usually inaccessible. The woman tightened her arms and breathed in Renee’s ear. “I’ve missed you more than you’ll ever know.”

      The warm breath traveled through her like liquid fire. How many years had it been? Sixteen? Seventeen? And she could still do that. Renee swiveled and locked onto impertinent green eyes sparkling in a lovely face framed by a cascade of luxurious, wavy blond hair. She leaned back, needing to see more of the only woman, other than Darcy, who’d lingered in her heart and mind and senses after their affair had ended. The elegant black gown clung to her still lovely figure and displayed just enough cleavage to get the imagination going. Renee needed no help imagining sex with this woman. Her body definitely remembered. “Constance Martindale. Long time no see.”

      “That’s Lady Constance Martindale to you, bub.”

      “Ouch. Still angry after all these years?”

      “I don’t take being dumped lightly.” Constance dropped her arms.

      “Odd. I seem to remember you dumping me.”

      “That was a preemptive strike, Renee. I’d seen you with enough women to know what was coming.” Constance smiled, taking the sting out of the words.

      That preemptive strike had hurt Renee more than she’d ever admitted. She’d responded by consciously pushing any thoughts of Constance and their relationship away. But she’d never totally excised Constance from her mind, and, based on the throbbing she was experiencing, not from her body either. It was true she was poised to hurt Constance back then, like she’d hurt so many others. She owed her the truth now. “I wasn’t ready for commitment. But if I had been—”

      “And now? Are you ready for commitment, Renee?”

      Renee drank some wine to give herself a few seconds to respond. “Let’s say, I’m more ready than I was when we were at Stanford and I’m working on it. Actively.”

      “Does that mean you’re single or, since you’re working on it, somewhat involved?”

      “I’m single. What about you?”

      Constance looked away and Renee braced for a rejection, but when she met her gaze again, she smiled. “What a happy coincidence. I’m single too.”

      Renee had been into their no-strings relationship—until she realized they were no longer just having sex. They were making love. And she was in love with Constance. Acknowledging it had terrified her. And Constance must have sensed her withdrawal because she abruptly disappeared from America and Renee’s life the day following their fourth night of intense love making—without a word, no tears and no goodbyes, leaving Renee feeling empty, longing for something she didn’t want to name. “So what have you been doing, where are you living these days?”

      “I relocated to New York City six weeks ago. As to what I’m doing, I paint.”

      “Really? Lady Martindale is a house painter?”

      “You’re a sly one, Renee. I have a studio. I paint canvases. And people buy them.”

      Renee made a show of looking at the museum walls.

      Constance elbowed her. “I’m not as famous as your dad yet so you won’t find any of mine hanging here. But if you go downtown you might see some of my work at a Chelsea gallery.”

      Renee frowned. “How could I not know you painted? I didn’t even know you thought about painting.”

      Constance rolled her eyes. “As I recall, Renee, it wasn’t my hobbies that interested you.”

      Renee ran her fingers through her hair. “True. But I’m interested now.”

      Constance opened her evening bag and handed Renee a postcard. “I hope you’ll come to my opening at the Fine Gallery in two weeks.”

      Renee examined the postcard. “Awakening. Nice title. Nice painting. It looks bold and confident. There’s a feeling of openness and freedom.”

      “As smart as ever, I see. You got it immediately.” Constance touched her arm. “Come to the show and we’ll talk after.” She glanced at a young man waiting patiently nearby and mouthed, “One minute.”

      “Going younger and male these days, Lady Constance?”

      “Ha, ha. Not quite that desperate yet. I’m a guest of the embassy and he’s escorting me to meet the ambassador and other dignitaries. But you’re distracting me. Will you come to the exhibit?”

      “I’ll be there.” But she wasn’t willing to wait two weeks. “I’d like to take you to dinner tomorrow. Are you willing to take a chance on me.”

      “Only if you promise not to break my heart again.”

      “As I said, Lady Constance, I’m working on it but I can’t promise.”

      “I would love to have dinner tomorrow.” Constance stared into Renee’s eyes. “You may call me Constance.”

      Renee bowed slightly. “Lady Constance.” As Renee moved away, she glanced back. Constance was still there, gazing at her. Their eyes locked. Constance smiled, a slow, sexy smile. A thrill shot through Renee’s body. She grinned. Her libido wasn’t dead after all.
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      A fabulous cozy mystery filled with quirkiness and a sweet serve of lesbian romance.

      Bess Campbell has escaped to the windswept Australian coastal town of Port Bannir, determined to begin her life again. She is loving her fresh start, thanks to her fun job running a hip gallery, her territorial chickens, and a lot of self-help books to find her new, better self.

      Port Bannir local Margaret Gale runs an austere maritime museum, and rules her staff with an iron fist. She has no time for that crazy modern gallery or upbeat, earnest Bess sweeping around town on her hipster bicycle.

      After a heated dispute over an antique collectible dildo, there’s little hope Margaret and Bess will ever see eye to eye.

      But when Port Bannir is rocked by a senseless murder, both women find themselves implicated. Can they work together to expose the truth––or will the truth prove far too dangerous?
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      Bess, who works at an edgy modern gallery, has been sent to Margaret’s old-fashioned museum to persuade her to lend the gallery one of her stranger exhibits. But Margaret does not like uninvited guests.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Inside Margaret Gale’s museum, the lights were operating-theatre white. The air held a faint tang of disinfectant. Bess’s footsteps rang against the stone floor.

      “Full fee or concession?” asked the jumpy-looking kid behind the information desk. His nametag read Kenneth.

      Bess explained that she was here to see Ms Gale, and no, she didn’t have an appointment.

      The colour drained from his face. “Did you call ahead of time, Miss, or…?”

      “No. Is your boss in?”

      “She’s… she’s in.” His Adam’s apple seemed to be trying to leap to safety. “But she doesn’t really like it when people drop by without a booking—”

      “Won’t take a minute.” Bess smiled and brushed past him, sensing she could be here all day otherwise. For goodness sake, she knew jobs were hard to find in Port Bannir, but the young man’s cringing manner seemed a bit over the top. He was working for a museum curator, not a Disney villain. Surely.

      Inside the main display area, a woman whose nametag read Kelly was lecturing a group of school children about what it was like to travel in a convict ship. They were the only visitors in the room, apart from a couple of bewildered Chinese tourists, who had probably gotten lost on the way to Leon’s museum. They were examining a cabinet of sextant’s tools, which were in beautiful condition. Leon would have laughed at her, but Bess found that stuff kind of amazing. To think people had travelled right across the globe using nothing but longhand sums. Bess could barely make it home from the supermarket without her well-thumbed map of Port Bannir and Surrounds.

      Still, Leon had been right about the museum in general, she decided. Ships’ logbooks and travelling trunks—snore. And so much writing! Plaques everywhere; surely no one had the patience to read them? And all those stuffed animals gave Bess the creeps.

      One display made her feel quite queasy: a life-sized dummy dressed in oilskins brandished a harpoon gun, while another hung from the deck by a monkey belt, about to skin a fibreglass whale, which was liberally spattered with red paint. Beside them, another model whaler sat, scraping flesh from blubber with a large knife. Was it really ethical to show that stuff to kids?

      Bess didn’t mind her own gallery’s exhibits of occult paintings and surgical leeches, but there were limits.

      She glanced around in search of Margaret Gale. Bess could picture her: just like the cranky old substitute teachers they used to have at Bess’s school. Wearing wrinkled stockings and a droopy cardigan and false teeth that would shoot out of her mouth when she yelled at you.

      Seeing no one fitting that description, Bess wandered over to a cabinet against the far wall. The lid was unlocked and open, and inside lay the most marvellous old flintlock revolver. It was a battered thing, but splendidly engraved, and Bess could imagine it being waved around by Ben Hall as the bushranger held up the mail coach at Jugiong. Although she knew she shouldn’t, she couldn’t resist reaching into the cabinet to run an admiring fingertip over the barrel.

      She felt a rush of air and saw a flash of silver. Out of nowhere, a sword came swishing down to halt in mid-air, half an inch above her wandering fingers.

      Bess froze. The weapon looked old but viciously sharp. Not an actual sword, she realised—the shape was wrong—but just as alarming. It must have been heavy but it hung in the air perfectly still. Slowly, Bess’s gaze slid up the long blade and handle, to a black-gloved hand and a dark sleeve, then higher still, to gaze into the eyes of her opponent.

      The woman was a good foot taller than Bess. Her face was white, her black gaze narrow and focused, her hair lying close to her head like a sleek dark cap. Her perfume was faint but spicy.

      The woman glanced down at her blade, poised over Bess’s knuckles. When she spoke, her voice was deep and resonant. “Hands. Off.”

      Bess eyes widened. Very carefully, she drew away from the antique gun.

      Her assailant waited until Bess had stepped back, before laying her weapon down in the cabinet next to the revolver.

      According to the plaque on the wall—which Bess felt keen to read all of a sudden—the weapon that had just been brandished at her was a boarding knife from an old whaling ship.

      Bess swallowed hard, composing herself. That perfume drifted around her.

      Margaret Gale was not what she had expected.
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      An aristocrat hiding from her past, a doctor hiding from her grief, a journey that will be a danger to themselves… and their hearts!

      War doctor Luciana Stanmore was not healed by the singing of the armistice last year. Unable to face returning to England without the lover the war took from her, she goes instead to seek comfort with her grandmother in Amsterdam, where the beautiful widow next door catches her eye.

      If anyone discovers Therese de Seletsky’s identity, it would be all over for her Russian aristocrat son. She lost her husband to the Bolsheviks and she’ll do anything to keep Pavel safe, including denying her own need for music and love. When he breaks his arm playing, Therese risks accepting the help of her mysterious new neighbour, and ignores the tug of attraction between them.

      An attempted kidnap of Pavel changes everything. Therese can only turn to Luciana, and England, to unlock the secret of why she’s being targeted. Along the way, they draw closer, but how can they love when the pain of the past is a present threat?

      A steamy girl next door lesbian story of yearning, hope, and new love after loss. HEA guaranteed.
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      In the opening chapter, Luciana is being teased by her Oma about the neighbour, then the neighbour knocks on the door asking for a doctor. After an initial miscommunication, it is revealed that Luciana is the doctor, and she agrees to help the neighbour’s son.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      A knock on the door interrupted Luciana’s ability to respond—she was a poor substitute for her mother—and Luciana tucked her negative thoughts away, hidden inside alongside her desires where no one could know about them.

      “I’ll get that.” Luciana rushed down the hallway to open the door, so her frail Oma didn’t have to get up. From war doctor to caretaker, the last few months living in Amsterdam had forced Luciana to take stock of her life. She had incredible surgical skills—thanks to years of practice patching up soldiers fresh off the battlefields—but no stomach for the work anymore. Luciana had been stationed at Remy’s Siding, near Ypres, for the entirety of the Great War, at first working alongside Mama. Being here with Oma was a holding position at best, a way to fill time and pretend she didn’t need to face either her past or her future.

      With typical doctor humour, Luciana planned to stay with Oma avoiding confronting her issues until Oma died. It gave her a vague timeline with an end that could be stretched out for as long as she could use her skills to keep Oma alive. The perfect avoidance plan.

      Before the war, it had seemed natural to follow in Mama’s footsteps and study medicine, and to work beside her had been a gift in the difficult conditions at the western front line. After Maggie’s death, having Mama nearby had been a great comfort. When Mama had suffered a minor injury just before the advance of Flanders in early eighteen, she’d gone home to the Stanmore family estate in England. Alone and with nowhere else to go, work had given Luciana something useful to fill her time with, so she’d stayed on after the war ended until a letter dragged her here to Oma.

      Luciana opened the front door. Standing there, as if summoned by Luciana’s vivid imaginings, was the neighbour. With dark brunette, almost black, hair piled up on her head, and grey sorrowful eyes, the neighbour had a strongly structured face with a slightly large nose and square jaw. Her wide lips were parted, and Luciana spied a gap between her two front teeth. The neighbour’s face wasn’t traditionally beautiful, but she was striking in a way that grabbed Luciana’s attention. Seeing her this close confirmed everything Luciana had wondered. The attraction she felt from afar was intensified by proximity, and her stomach clenched against the steady heat building inside her.

      “Help. I heard that a doctor lives here.” A hint of thyme floated in the air around the neighbour, and Luciana nodded. Was that a tremor Luciana could hear in the neighbour’s voice? She’d listened to her dulcet tones so often over the fence, Luciana could pick up the change easily. Crease lines marked the neighbour’s features, lines of stress and worry. Initially, Luciana had dismissed them—everyone’s face was gauntly painted with the events of the last five years—but now she saw the frown was deep and her neighbour’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears. People didn’t ask for a doctor if everything was fine.

      “Yes. What is the problem?” Luciana forced herself to breathe to combat the way her blood sank, and she tried to ignore the sudden faintness in her head. Whatever had happened wouldn’t be as bad as anything she saw at the Battle of Pilckem Ridge only a few months after Maggie’s death. Over seventy percent casualties had led to an estimated 30,000 men through her hospital in just four days. None of the doctors, nurses, and other staff had slept—and as perverse as it sounded, she’d been glad—glad to have something to do so she didn’t dwell on not having Maggie beside her anymore. Not having Maggie’s cheeky smile to ease the anguish surrounding her job. Now she only had grief and an inability to perform the most basic of tasks for her job.

      “My son. He fell from a tree and his arm is—”

      Luciana nodded. “Broken?” Please let it be a simple break. She couldn’t stomach one more amputation. She’d done so many in the last five years that she could probably perform the operation with her eyes closed. No, that was ridiculous. Sadistic doctor humour as a way of coping with the ugliness of reality. No one operated without seeing exactly what they were doing, hence her problem. She swallowed down the rising acid in the back of her mouth.

      “Yes. Please. Get the doctor.” The neighbour looked past Luciana down the hallway and the familiar dismissal of her gender switched the nausea rising in her stomach into irritation. This, she could deal with.

      “I am the doctor. Take me to your son.” Iron speared through her voice. A gladness that she hadn’t lost her ability to hold her own achievements high, warmed the chill on the back of her neck. The neighbour’s eyes widened, and Luciana didn’t find the stormy grey colour as thrilling as she might have been if the neighbour had accepted her statement without shock.

      “Come.” The neighbour spun on her heels, picked up her long skirt in one hand and walked the few steps along the street to the next-door apartment. These apartments were built with their front doors against the pavement. The need to know the neighbour’s name disappeared with every step as she dismissed Luciana, and those curvy hips swinging under the voluminous dress didn’t inspire the old sparkle of desire. Luciana let out a low breath. She didn’t need to be liked or respected to be useful. She could do this. All she needed was her bag. Think practicalities first. Worry about the nightmares later. Luciana quickly grabbed her doctor’s bag from its place in the lounge, and quickly checked she had a vial of morphine for the poor injured child.

      “Oma. I will be next door. The boy has had a fall and needs to be checked.” She should be able to help without her fingers shaking. No one would be asking her to patch up endless numbers of men with limbs blown off. Not anymore. Everyone said this war would be the war to end all wars. If only she could believe it. The same men who’d begun this war were now claiming to have ended all conflict for the rest of humanity’s days; cynical logic defied the hope.

      Oma nodded once, her striking blue eyes alert. “He is a good boy. I hope he is fine. Please, also, look after yourself.” Oma knew about her troubled sleep—or lack thereof—since she’d arrived here, and sometimes Luciana wondered who was caring for who between the two of them.
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      What happens when you fall for Ms. Wrong?

      Annie Harland is rich, successful, and very single. So when an invitation to her tenth high school reunion drops on her mat, she’s determined to skip it. Until a drunk evening with her best friend results in an appointment with an escort named Robin.

      Robin is supposed to be bookish, well-muscled, and the owner of a golden retriever. Robin is actually tall, curvaceous, and very, very female.

      Things should have ended at their very first meeting. But for some strange reason, Annie can’t stop seeing Ms. Wrong. And Robin is Ms. Wrong, if only because she’s a Ms. and not a Mr.

      What should have been a story of high school revenge has turned into a romance, and Annie’s life is about to be turned upside down. But love knows no labels, or does it?
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      Annie’s interfering BFF Fred has persuaded her to hire an escort to go with her to her high school reunion. Annie is about to meet Robin for the very first time, only to find out that this isn’t what she signed up for at all...

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Annie grabbed her coffee, thanked the barista, and installed herself neatly into a corner table. At least from back here she could see everyone that came in. Close to the bathroom too, so she could make a quick escape. Maybe. If the place had a back door.

      Not that she’d recognize Robin when he came in, of course, but she thought she might have a feeling. He’d look bookish, she’d decided. Maybe even have leather patches on the elbows of his jacket. He probably wouldn’t bring the golden retriever with him though, not to a cafe.

      Jesus.

      She couldn’t actually believe she was doing this. For the entire weekend and the last day and a half she’d been arguing herself in and out of the situation. Until finally, she’d given up. The stupid appointment was made, she didn’t have to pay for anything, and hell, if she didn’t go then Fred would never let her hear the end of it.

      Besides, she’d decided that it would be good for her confidence to get out and meet a few new people.

      The door opened and she looked up, heart pounding and stomach swirling. But it wasn’t Robin. A tall, slim woman walked in, long dark hair pulled back with tendrils just grazing her face. She walked like she knew everyone in the place was looking at her. Confidence like that, Annie decided, that was what she wanted. She wanted to not just walk in like everyone was looking at her, but to walk in and not care if anyone was looking at her.

      She sipped at her coffee. Where was she? Yes. Confidence, meeting new people. Fred had been right about one thing. They weren’t going to find Mr. and Ms. Right by sitting around at home. This whole reunion thing had shaken her up a bit, given her something to chew on.

      For a long time there she’d been pretty happy with how life was going, what she was achieving. Then that invitation had arrived and all of a sudden she thought that maybe there was a piece missing, maybe...

      “Excuse me?”

      It was the woman. Close up Annie could see that she had dark eyes too, and that the casual t-shirt and jeans were expensive designer brands.

      “Yes?” What could a woman like that want? Annie looked around the cafe, there were other empty tables to choose from.

      “Are you Annie?”

      Annie nodded.

      The woman put a latte glass on the table and held out her hand. “Robin,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”

      Time stopped and Annie just sat, mouth open in disbelief, as Robin’s hand hung there between them. Robin. A woman. Not a book-reading, jacket wearing, retriever-owning man. What the hell...

      “Is there a problem?” the woman’s face was creased with concern. She pulled out a chair and sat down. “Annie? Is everything okay? You are Annie, right?”

      Annie nodded again. “Robin,” she managed to squeak.

      “That’s me,” the woman said with a gentle smile that gave her dimples.

      “But you’re... You’re...”

      There was a long pause. “Um, I’m afraid I really don’t know how to complete that sentence for you.”

      Annie took a deep breath. “You’re a woman.”

      “Well, yes.”

      “I, um, I...”

      The woman’s eyes widened and Annie saw flecks of green in the brown. “Wait, you were expecting a man?”

      For the third time, Annie nodded.

      Robin frowned. “But, well, you chose me from a website, didn’t you? That’s where the appointment email came from. Surely...”

      “I didn’t look,” Annie said, her breath starting to come back to her and a flush traveling up her skin. “I couldn’t look. I just... My friend brought up the list of names and I just chose one that spoke to me.”

      For a second there was complete silence and then Robin started to laugh. She laughed so hard that she had to grab a napkin. And eventually, the laugh was so contagious, the situation was so ridiculous, that even Annie started to giggle a little.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Robin said, dabbing at her eyes with the napkin. “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean to laugh at you. I just...” She went off into more peals of laughter. “Oh my days,” she said finally, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Annie said now. “I really should have checked. I had no idea that, um, well that there were people like you. It honestly never crossed my mind.”

      “People like me?” Robin asked, stirring her coffee. “Meaning?”

      “Um, escorts?” The word came out as a question and Annie hated herself for it. She wasn’t judging this woman’s choice of profession. “I mean escorts, um female escorts that have female, um, customers.”

      “We definitely exist,” Robin said and her smile was a little smaller.

      “Oh God, no, I didn’t mean to offend. Jesus, my best friend is lesbian and...” Annie shut her mouth firmly and took a breath trying to calm herself. “And I’ve just become one of those horrible straight people that has to protest that they have gay friends. Fuck.”

      Robin grinned at the curse. “Don’t worry about it. I’m guessing you’re probably not feeling quite yourself right now. A bit in shock maybe?”

      Annie found herself grinning back. “Just a bit. This was all hard enough, I mean I’ve never done it before. Hired an escort, I mean. And I’ve been worried about it and going back and forth and everything and then...”

      “And then you end up with Juliet rather than Romeo,” finished Robin.

      “Yep.” Annie recovered herself enough to take a drink of her coffee. Only then did she realize that perhaps she was holding things up here. “Jeez, I don’t want to waste your time or anything. If you need to go then I totally understand, I—”

      “Nah, I’ve already got a coffee,” Robin said with a pleasant smile. “Besides, you’ve had a shock. It wouldn’t be kind to leave you.”

      She raised an eyebrow and shot Annie a look that gave her a funny feeling in her stomach. Jesus, she could see why this woman was so good at her job.
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      It’s been over a year since Cassidy Miller retired from the United States Marine Corps, but try telling that to her nightmares. She knew that coming back after eight years in a war zone wouldn’t be easy, but she’d underestimated the real difficulties of transitioning back to civilian life. War is hell, but the aftermath is endless.

      Looking for a fresh start, she’s left her friends and career in Minneapolis to be a police officer in northern Minnesota. It’s in the tiny town of Embarrass where she learns more about Julia Desjardin. The city prosecutor is cool, professional, and untouchable. But she and Cassidy have history, and Cassidy isn’t going to let her easily forget that.

      For all their surface differences, Cassidy and Julia have more in common than they first realized—both are reluctant to hand over their pasts to be judged and studied. But it might take someone just as damaged as the other to help each cope with the skeletons in their respective closets.
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      Former Marine Cassidy Miller is spending her last night in town before moving up north to take a new job in Embarrass, Minnesota. She makes an unforgettable first impression on an attractive stranger at a Minneapolis bar.
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      I managed to flag down a cocktail server, and I ordered another bottle of champagne for the table. Uncomfortable with silence, I would ply the table with more alcohol.

      “You should slow down.” The woman finally acknowledged me.

      “Excuse me?”

      Dark eyes turned to meet mine. “If you keep ordering bottles like that, your bank account isn’t going to thank you in the morning.” Her voice was an impossible low burn, and I felt its hum all over my body.

      I grimaced at the truth of her words. I hadn’t bothered to ask how much the bubbly beverage cost; I’d only been following Angie’s lead. I looked for our cocktail waitress, but it was too late to retract my order of the second bottle. I mentally vowed to pace myself in the future.

      “I’m really sorry about this,” I apologized under my breath. “I didn’t mean to crash your party. My friends are idiots.”

      “They wanted to make sure you had a good time tonight,” she supplied. “That doesn’t sound so idiotic to me.”

      “Yeah,” I said, appropriately chastised. “I guess so.” I let out a shaky breath. I should try to have a conversation. “Do you, um, you live here?”

      She twisted her long-stemmed glass on the table. “At the bar?”

      “No, no. Of course not.” I forced out a nervous laugh. “In the Cities.”

      “I used to,” she confirmed.

      She didn’t supply any additional information, and my nervousness returned until the second bottle of champagne appeared. I busied myself with the task of filling five more glasses for my friends. I also topped off the woman beside me’s glass, but hated the way my hand shook. At least I hadn’t poured champagne all over the table.

      I slid her refilled glass in front of her. “So what’s the occasion? Girl’s night out?” I asked. “Or are you celebrating something?”

      Her dark, painted lips pursed. “I’m sure I don’t know you well enough to reveal that.”

      “Maybe after a few more glasses of champagne, we’ll be best friends,” I shrugged.

      I didn’t think of myself as particularly clever, but she laughed at my comment, and the sound was glorious. As soon as I heard the deep, throaty chuckle, I knew that as long as she continued to talk to me, I would continue to order champagne, regardless of the price.

      “I’m Cassidy, by the way—in case you didn’t catch it from before.”

      She shifted beside me, turning her body and attention more in my direction. Her knee bumped lightly into mine beneath the table. “Julia,” she returned.

      With her hands at the base of her champagne flute and mine on my own, our fingers were nearly touching.

      “Can I call you Jules?”

      She leaned forward and my pulse quickened. I felt mesmerized as her lush mouth moved to form words: “Absolutely not.”

      I tilted my head back and laughed, probably a little too loudly. When my palms landed on the table top in my moment of bliss, I promptly knocked over both flutes of champagne. The bubbly liquid tipped down Julia’s dress—not on her dress: in her dress.

      I froze and the music in the club seemed to come to a halt, but it was only my overactive imagination. No one had noticed my clumsiness outside of myself and Julia. I would have found the look of horror on her face mildly comical if I hadn’t been the party responsible for it. I grabbed fistfuls of cocktail napkins with the intention of helping clean up the mess, but she stood up before I could ply her flesh with tiny squares of paper.

      “Oh my God. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she said stiffly. “I’ll just … clean up in the restroom.” She wiggled out from behind the table and stalked away in the direction of an unseen bathroom.

      I grappled with indecision. Should I follow her to the bathroom? Or should I give her privacy to put herself back together?

      I settled on the latter and sopped up as much of the spilt beverage as I could that covered the table and the space where Julia had sat. I successfully cleaned up the champagne, but an ugly mess of saturated napkins remained heaped on the table as evidence of my ineptitude.

      “You okay down there, Rookie?” Rich called down the table.

      I could feel a dozen eyeballs on me.

      I raised my voice to be heard over the noise of the bar. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

      My words were a lie and the mountain of wasted napkins was evidence of that. I tried to catch the attention of the cocktail waitress who’d brought over the bottle of champagne so I could close my tab and escape the awkward situation before Julia returned, but she failed to look in my direction.

      “You’re not going to make me crawl across your lap, are you?” Julia towered over me. Her lips curved into a small frown.

      I scrambled to my feet. The tops of my thighs bumped the table again as I stood up, causing our champagne glasses to wobble, but there was nothing left for me to spill. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized again.

      Julia dismissed me with a wave of her hand and maneuvered past me to return to her place at the table. “Don’t worry about it. It’s dark in here, and it’s not like champagne stains.”

      “Can I get you another drink?” I offered.

      “That depends. Do you plan on dumping this one down my cleavage, too?”

      At her words, my eyes drifted to said cleavage. Her black cocktail dress dipped modestly in the front, but it revealed enough to keep my attention. When I realized I was openly staring at her chest, I jerked my eyes away. But it was too late; the smirk on her mouth said she’d caught me.
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      When Claire Bailey left London to open her own art gallery in the tiny village of Amberwick, she’d hoped the slower pace and lower cost of living might allow her to focus on her own painting, away from all the drama and distractions that had plagued her in the city. She fully intended to make an honest go at simple living right up until the moment a shockingly attractive aristocrat rocketed off the road and knocked her world off its axis.

      Pip has learned to play the part of a ne’er-do-well upper elite: charismatic, enigmatic, and a little bit erratic. Luckily, women tend to like those characteristics. After leading such a charmed existence, where even motorcycles wrecks come with the added bonus of meeting beautiful women, Pip finds that Claire’s complete lack of interest in money or status sparks both curiosity and attraction.

      Surrendering to both boredom and sheer chemistry, the two agree to an unconventional, no-strings, romantic adventure designed to provide them both a bit of freedom and entertainment. However, once released from the pressure to project perfect images of themselves, the walls they depended on for protection begin to crumble. Worlds blend and identities blur as their whirlwind romance quickly becomes more than they bargained for. Will their almost elemental attraction be enough to overcome the complexities rushing in from all sides? Or will the pressures they’ve both sought to escape force them to forge a new path neither of them had dared to dream of?
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      Pip, the youngest daughter of a British earl, has just crashed her motorcycle in a field outside a picturesque costal village in the north of England. As the local gallery owner, Claire has witnessed the crash and the immediate aftermath, where Pip popped up and let fly a rather impressive string of profanity.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Claire Bailey stared at the surreal sight mere meters from her garden fence. Everything had happened so quickly she might not even have believed what she’d just seen, if not for the person standing in an open and otherwise utterly unremarkable field hurling profanities at a piece of wreckage.

      She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and replayed the last sixty seconds. She’d merely stepped outside the back door of her gallery to check the morning light, but she’d no sooner set her bare feet on the cool stone when a motorcycle had rocketed off the road, launching both itself and its rider into her grandfather’s field before tipping over and skidding to a steaming stop.

      She’d held her breath, worried she’d just witnessed a vehicular death statistic in real time, but the rider had popped up with startling speed, stared heavenward for a hot second, then unloaded the most over-the-top, nonsensical string of curse words she’d ever heard.

      The rapid succession of surreal events sent a bubble of laughter through her core, and before she could catch herself, it came right out of her lips.

      It wasn’t funny, not entirely, but as her heart raced with adrenaline-laced relief, Claire couldn’t help herself, and she didn’t manage to keep quiet about her inappropriate amusement either. Her sharp cackle reverberated across the still landscape, and the rider wasn’t nearly far enough away to not notice.

      Turning their head at the sound, they stared at Claire with a startled kind of insolence that caused her breath to catch every bit as much as the initial wreck.

      “Do you find this humorous?”

      She shook her head. She had a second ago, but not anymore. Not in the face of the most dangerously good-looking human she’d ever been this close to. And honestly, they weren’t even that close, but even at a distance of twenty yards, she felt trapped in the tractor beam of the most electric blue eyes she’d ever seen.

      The rider took a few steps closer, and Claire fought the urge to back up more as more stunning details came into focus. The subtle curve of hips and breasts, the sharp cut of an angular jaw, cheekbones that seemed almost clichéd in their nobility.

      “I lost control and crashed.” The voice was richer, smoother than one might expect from someone who’d recently suffered a near-death experience.

      “I saw.”

      “You saw?” The rider looked around as though silently asking whether this was really happening, and Claire at least identified with that impulse. “Seriously? That’s all you’ve got? I could’ve broken my neck.”

      “Seeing as how you hopped up like a little meerkat popping out of a hole, it hadn’t occurred to me that you’d severed your spinal cord.”

      “Meerkat?” The rider snorted and strode forward until she reached a small hedge marking the edge of the pasture and the boundary to Claire’s garden. “Some people might have considered it polite to check if I’d been injured before laughing at a stranger who’d come through a harrowing event.”

      Claire shrugged. “I probably would have if I’d had another second or two, but your grasp on a rather wide array of obscenities gave the impression you’d survive the trauma.”

      “Obscenities?” An arched eyebrow, a little hint of a smile, the complete absence of genuine embarrassment, all played quickly across the most flawless of faces. “You heard that?”

      “The entire village probably heard.”

      “Well then.” The rider unsnapped the chin strap of a black helmet and lifted it gingerly before shaking out a head of dark brown hair, the length of which feathered impeccably along the shorter side and revealed a hint of auburn in the places where sunlight shone through the lighter layers.

      Claire’s mouth went dry at the effortless perfection of that move, and the seeming impossibility of anyone’s hair looking so unsullied after being smashed under a helmet during a motorcycle wreck. The situation became only more absurd as the almost mythical creature before her dipped low in a stately bow, then said smoothly, “Humblest apologies if my coarse vocabulary caused offence. It appears I forgot myself.”

      “Forgot yourself?” Claire scoffed. “This can’t be real. You can’t be real.”

      “Believe me. I’d rather a great many things about my morning up until this point weren’t real, but this moment isn’t one of them.”

      “Oh, lord. Do you have a concussion?”

      “I don’t recall hitting my head when I laid the bike down, but I suppose one can’t be too careful with these things. Perhaps I should take a seat and you could ask me a few questions to be certain”

      Claire rolled her eyes. That was entirely too smooth to be genuine, and a thousand alarms sounded in the back of her brain, but then again, could anyone that good-looking ever manage to be sincere about anything? This woman, and she did seem to be a woman, exuded an effortless blend of femininity and masculinity in ways that sparked both envy and attraction across the spectrum. Still, she supposed none of those qualities changed the dictates of socially acceptable manners. She’d never actually been in a similar situation, but she suspected that asking to sit down for a few minutes after crashing violently into someone’s field wasn’t an unreasonable request.

      She sighed and stepped over to unlatch her garden gate.

      “Thank you, Ms. . . .?”

      “Claire.”

      “I’m in your debt, Ms. Claire.”

      “No Ms., just Claire.”

      “Ah, you haven’t a surname?”

      “Of course I do, but I’m not sure I want to give it to strange people who’ve proved themselves reckless and of poor judgment.”
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      According to her family, Karla Hernandez spends far too many hours working in the lab. A dedicated research scientist, she has contributed to a drug that could vastly improve the quality of life in diabetic patients. Her quality of life, however, could use some help.

      She thought she would sleep better when she finished grad school or her post-doc, but launching a cutting-edge clinical trial isn’t helping. So when her eleven-year-old niece approaches her about participating in a school science project about insomnia, Karla agrees. Finding a girlfriend was not the conclusion she had anticipated, but Karla is not one to deviate from protocol—especially not when the judge at the science fair has some ideas about helping to cure her insomnia.

      All research requires troubleshooting, but Karla isn’t prepared for the complications that threaten to shut down more than her love life. Does she need to find a new project or dig in deeper to her professional work? Or will putting faith in her niece’s research project be the key to her ever elusive sleep?
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      This is from the opening chapter of the book. Karla has had a difficult time getting away from her work as a research scientist to attend her niece’s science fair.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Antonia glared when she saw me. “So happy you could make it, Dr. Hernandez,” she whispered. Rosa was running through her project with someone, her expression anxious. I felt terrible when Rosa saw me and visibly relaxed.

      “Hi. I’m the research subject,” I said, in case the man was a judge. I didn’t know if they made themselves known or tried to blend into the crowd. As Rosa continued explaining her experimental method, I leaned toward my sister. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when it started. I ran into all sorts of problems trying to get away from work.”

      Antonia waved off my excuse which was somehow worse than the punctuality lecture I usually received from our mother. “This is the first person to ask questions,” she said.

      “Judge?” I whispered.

      “What do I know?” Familiar taunting edged her tone.

      “What would you do differently next time?” the man asked. He was tall and lanky and wore running shoes with his loose-fitting suit.

      From what I’d researched about how the judging worked, the question positively identified the man as one of assessors. A knot of anxiety formed in my belly, but I was impressed with Rosa’s poise as she discussed trying multiple methods to cure my insomnia. Rosa concluded that she either needed more time to gather data or needed to omit one of her experimental arms, so she could dedicate a week to trying two of the potential remedies paired.

      I knew from my own poster presentations how hard it was to keep it succinct and as clear as possible when the curious wanted to know more about my work. It had taken me a while to learn to keep my mouth shut, thereby masking my insecurity and making me appear confident and collected. All of this seemed to come naturally to Rosa, who appeared at ease with the man now offering his thanks. After he left, I swept her up in a hug.

      “That was a judge, wasn’t it?” Rosa asked.

      “Probably, and I’m so, so impressed with how you answered all his questions. Keep doing that, and you’re going to knock their socks off!”

      A group of students stopped to ask questions, taking Rosa’s attention again. As she explained her project to cluster after cluster of attendees, I realized how little she needed me. I scanned the nearby projects, listening in on some of the students. The boy to the right clearly had no idea what his parents had done for his effects-of-an-oil-spill project. His setup with a huge tray of water with oil floating on top amid coated bath toys looked great, but he had trouble discussing both his method and the relevance of his project. When asked about recent oil spills, the kid’s silence and his parents’ tension spoke volumes about who actually had the investment in marine wildlife.

      I could see myself being a judge for the event sometime. I itched to walk around the hall and see more projects and hear the young scientists talk about their work.

      Across the aisle, a gorgeous woman in a tailored suit and heels caught my attention. My body zinged with the probability that she was a judge. Her attire made her stand out as loudly as her actions. She took a seat in the student’s chair, putting her at eye level with him, and listened as if the child was the only person in the auditorium. I appreciated the length she went to make the student comfortable. To be honest, I appreciated a lot more. Every aspect of her screamed professional. Her wedge-cut black hair accentuated her slender neck and flawless jawline. Her features were delicate but her expression sure and strong. When she reached out to shake the student’s hand, I felt the urge to offer my own.

      The woman stood and turned, reading the projects on Rosa’s side of the aisle. I watched as the woman’s gaze went from the flawless project next to us to Rosa’s project before stopping on me. Caught staring, I should have looked away, but I couldn’t. Warmth flooded my chest as if I knew the woman, yet I was sure I’d never seen her before. She moved in my direction, every step accelerating my heartrate. Only when she was directly in front of me did the woman’s gaze drop to Rosa. A wide smile graced her face as she gestured to Rosa’s chair.

      “May I?”

      Rosa nodded vigorously, as tongue-tied as I was. She nudged the chair toward the visitor.

      The judge, because surely she was a judge, tucked her perfect legs to the side, a picture of elegance. “Tell me how you chose this particular project.” She had an accent that I couldn’t quite place. The cadence and pronunciation suggested that English was not her first language.

      By now, I had heard Rosa’s answer many times and was accustomed to nodding politely when Rosa pointed me out as the research subject. This time when the questioner’s eyes turned to me, my body reacted again. I cursed the person who had decided that judges would not wear name tags and myself for not removing the elastic I typically used to keep my hair out of my face. My thick black curls would have covered the blush creeping up my neck.

      “Not being able to sleep sounds terrible,” the woman said. “What did you find?”

      Though her question was directed at Rosa, her eyes stayed on me. She frowned sympathetically as Rosa explained that the suggested remedies of melatonin and meditation grew less effective. Next was the question about what Rosa might have done differently, but instead of giving the answer she had for the whole afternoon, Rosa went a completely different route.

      “If I did this as a project in the future, I’d try to find more people who have trouble sleeping and compare how the treatments work, but for my aunt, I just have to find someone to sleep with her.”
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      AJ Beckett is just trying to get Parker, her seven-year-old autistic daughter, through life in one piece. As a paramedic, AJ puts others’ needs above her own; in her personal life, she keeps everyone an arm’s length away. That distance disappears when a chance run-in with actor Melanie Cooper leaves her sticky, angry, and fed up.

      Melanie Cooper has just signed her last movie. The media keeps portraying her as cold and hard to work with, and Mel has absolutely nothing more to give. As she begins to imagine a new life, a challenging part of her past comes back on the scene, determined to cause problems for Mel.

      After a series of coincidental meetings, AJ battles her desire for control while Mel struggles with trust. Despite the challenges and complications, Mel finds herself drawn to the Beckett ladies, and AJ can’t deny their connection, either.

      Falling in love has never been so sweet.
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      Melanie has just signed a deal for her last movie. Overwhelmed by the sounds and fluorescent lights, Melanie is caught by the paparazzi, which sends her running through the streets of LA and right into a sticky mess.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      “I can still take you, don’t forget that, dear little brother.” She bent down to hug him. “I’ll see you Monday for dinner. Can’t wait to eat some of Andrew’s cooking.”

      “Yeah, I lucked out with that one. Although I have to keep an eye on my figure; it’s dangerous having a chef for a husband.” Rob patted his stomach, which was starting to get a noticeable love pouch.

      Melanie stared at the pouch as hot jealousy flooded her veins. She wanted what he had, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be in the cards. She couldn’t trust that someone wouldn’t have ulterior motives; thinking of Rebecca made her clench her jaw, almost cracking a molar. “You did luck out, Rob.” She paused then shook her head, trying to dislodge the memories and scatter them into the wind. “Thanks for everything.” With a final twitch of her fingers in his direction, she headed out of the conference room.

      The office halls were lined with pictures of people Rob’s firm represented. She tried to walk past her own photo without looking, but the red shirt she was wearing in the image caught her eye. She stopped and tilted her head, taking in the glossed-up 2D version of herself. Blue eyes peeked behind windswept auburn hair. A light dusting of freckles splashed across her nose and cheeks. She remembered telling the touch-up artist to stop putting so much foundation on. She was proud of her freckles and didn’t want them erased. Mel looked at the photo’s eyes and saw the sadness reflected back, knowing that was one part of her body they would never be able to airbrush out.

      She sighed while putting on her oversized sunglasses. She still had a ways to go to get out of the building, but the fluorescent lights’ harsh glare was increasing the pressure between her eyes.

      Mel made it out of the building without incident. They were all professionals and knew to leave the somewhat reclusive personality alone, or else they would have to deal with Rob. She smiled slightly with memories of his protective nature, even after all the wedgies. Just as she reached the door, a flash of lightning went off. She looked up at the sky expecting black clouds, but smog-filled blue sky was the only thing that met Mel’s line of sight. A wrinkled bundle of skin developed between her eyes as she looked around in confusion, just when the next flash went off, followed by a “Mel, over here.”

      Her face smoothed as she put on her mask of indifference and smiled sweetly to the now large group. Mel raised her hand in acknowledgment then started walking quickly towards her car.

      She’d had to park down a few blocks, and unfortunately, it felt like the blocks were each a mile long. Increasing her pace, she noticed the group of vultures continue to follow her down the street. All she wanted was her hot tub and noise-canceling headphones, and she was on a one-track mind to get home. She had over-stimulated herself today and needed to decompress before the circus of her next movie ramped up.

      People parted the sidewalk as she ran by, and Mel had a fleeting thought of wishing Roland was with her. He would be able to manage crowd control, but Roland’s beautiful wife was having a baby, and she couldn’t hold it against him wanting to be there for the birth of his son. Inwardly Mel rolled her eyes. She was happy for him but was tired of all the important people in her circle moving on without her. In contrast, she felt stuck in molasses, trying to wade her way through life.

      She glanced back for a second and then quickly picked up her pace when she saw the hoards of picture takers just a few feet away.

      Smack.

      Mel stumbled to the pavement in a tumbleweed of limbs; she didn’t know where her legs started and the other limbs began.

      In the second it had taken her to look back then forward again, she hadn’t seen the woman and child near her knees. Up until then, everyone had gotten out of her way. She didn’t realize she needed to look at the ground for bodies.

      Cold wetness seeped into the back of Mel’s shirt as she tried to disentangle when a piercing cry stabbed into her ears, and she winced in pain at the sound. She tried to use her hands to block out the sound, but they were still tangled up in the human pretzel she found herself in, so she opted for scrunching up her shoulders near her ears in hopes it would muffle some of the high pitched screech. It did not.

      “Mom, my ice cream, MOM!” Mel finally made out the words the child was screaming, but the sheer volume notched her headache to the red zone.

      She finally untangled herself and pulled herself into a standing position. None of the spectators offered to help; instead, their jaws were open and phones out. The lady was still on the sidewalk looking at the mess, then she looked up at Mel. Her brown eyes widened in recognition, then pointedly glared at the chaos around them.

      Mel looked down at what appeared to be a puddle of ice cream around their feet. She then saw her sunglasses swimming in the pool of ice cream, one of the arms bent at an odd angle as if trying to reach out to a lifeguard and knowing help wouldn’t come.

      She had to get out of there. It was too much. There were too many people, it was too loud, and without her sunglasses, the light overwhelmed her. She mumbled an apology and ran full speed the rest of the way to her car. She didn’t notice the sprinkles trickling along the sidewalk falling from her shirt, leaving a rainbow trail along the path she ran.
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      Avery Dimaano is good at most things. No, she’s better. She has amazing friends, a family that’s only slightly more dysfunctional than others, and an affable way of strutting through the world that makes her the quintessential person for the role of HR at Gia, San Francisco. There’s only one problem, she has no one to spend her weekends with.

      Travel influencer Ky Logan doesn’t play by anyone else’s rules. Her life of jet-hopping across the world is the envy of two million followers, even if her family doesn’t exactly approve. It’s a simple, adventurous existence with no one to answer to but herself.

      Six months after her trip to Sydney, Ky still can’t stop thinking about the woman she sat next to on the plane. Avery. Beautiful, clever, straight Avery. When a leak in Avery’s apartment leads them to share a bed for two weeks, lines inevitably become blurred, especially after the kiss they shared in San Francisco International.

      Maybe Ky is the person Avery has been waiting for, even if she’s never considered being with a woman. But is Ky’s time with Avery just another one of her vacations?
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      Avery Dimaano is in an airport lounge in Sydney, Australia, awaiting her flight back home to San Francisco. Hungover and too frustrated to come up with her own coffee order, she tells the barista to surprise her when she is interrupted by a beautiful stranger, Ky Logan, who has overheard the entire exchange.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The woman looked up with a crooked, if bashful, smile. “Sorry.” Even beneath the soft rays of the inlet lighting fixed to the ceiling, her skin had the subtle radiance of liquid caramel. She chuckled. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I just didn’t realize people go around letting baristas experiment with their coffee.”

      Avery pushed her own sunglasses into her hair. Her eyes protested with a squint that made her reconsider exactly how soft the lighting was. She couldn’t think of any reason she was denying herself the simple comfort of tinted lenses, but the woman removed her glasses too, extending a hand, and Avery’s impulse suddenly made sense.

      “Ky Logan.” It left her lips like she was used to presenting herself this way—all casual yet formal about stating her full name. “You should have a regular iced coffee with coconut milk.”

      Avery smiled, accepting the handshake. “Avery. That’s a weirdly specific order.”

      Ky shrugged. “Caffeine isn’t actually great for a hangover, but since you’re clearly not too invested. Iced Coffee. Coconut milk. Trust me.”

      “Is it that obvious? The hangover.”

      “No. I just have a little practice with the signs.” Ky’s smile held, revealing a near imperceptible chip in her top right canine. “Although, full disclosure, I did also watch you rethink all your life choices with a single glance at that drink by the bar.”

      Avery’s amusement bloomed to a full-on laugh. The pounding in her head intensified, and she winced. “Shit.”

      Ky scrunched her face in solidarity, though the glimmer in her brown—more cognac-colored—eyes lingered, her gaze unrelenting, engrossed.

      Warmth prickled beneath Avery’s skin. Her gaze dropped to the site of the kindling, to her hand still joined with Ky’s. She startled into a backward step, licked her lips, and ran her reclaimed hand through her hair, only for it to get caught on her sunglasses. 

      Ky’s brows inched up as she bit down on a smile. “Need some help?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” It took a second too long, but Avery untangled her eyewear, slipped them back onto her face and successfully raked a hand through her hair. She tried not to think about how the waves fell—if she looked a hot fucking mess right now—or how Ky seemed much too amused by it.

      The barista, too, had done a poor job of hiding how entertained they were by the entire exchange. “An iced coffee with coconut milk, then?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Make that two,” Ky chimed in.

      Avery didn’t look at her. Not when her own skin was flushed and her cheeks were on fire, and she had no idea what the hell was happening right now. Her mind went back to the week she’d had—nothing like the seven-day bedroom marathon she’d planned, though she didn’t begrudge those eighty-degree afternoons on the beach, even if they had involved too much tequila. Tomorrow she’d be home where it wouldn’t merely look like Christmas decorations had exploded on every street. It would have temperatures in the sixties and all the family dysfunction of Christmas, too.

      Seriously, Australia was like a whole other dimension—one where Avery had been dumped by Oli before her plane had even landed in Sydney and she now had what her adept knowledge of rom-coms dictated was a meet-cute with women. One woman. The derailed train that was her thought process paused with a startling realization.

      Ky’s eyes were still on her. Avery felt more than saw it, because she was absolutely not looking, and she wished what’s-their-name would hurry it up just a little. 

      “Two iced coffees with coconut milk!”

      And three shots of sunshine, apparently. Avery resisted the urge to roll her eyes but scolded herself for it anyway. Bitchy Avery was no one’s friend, including her own, and she was absolutely done with drinking. Forever.

      “Thank you.” She reached for her phone, retrieved a card from the back of her case to pay, then gestured to Ky. “Hers too, please.”

      “No.” Ky’s hand landed on Avery’s wrist with surprising intimacy. “I got it.”

      Their eyes met again—the warmth of Ky’s touch and eyes equally beguiling. One corner of her lips quirked up, and she squinted as if trying to decipher something in Avery’s expression. As if she already had.

      The buzz of Avery’s watch alerted her to the notification that boarding was about to start for her flight. She glanced at Ky’s hand on her arm; Ky’s nails polished an eye-catching shade of mauve, mismatched rings adorning her fingers. This time, Avery didn’t startle—she was not going to give anyone the satisfaction of witnessing that twice—and she licked her lips, taking a step back. “Thank you for the coffee suggestion. But my flight’s about to board, so I do have to excuse myself from this super polite standoff.” She offered her card to the barista without looking away from the smile budding on Ky’s face.

      Ky nodded. “When you put it that way…”

      There was something in her tone Avery wished she could grab and run through a 3D printer. Sit and analyze it. Even if she’d always prided herself on being the type of person who never had to overthink anything. It wasn’t friendly—Avery had had women hit on her before.

      Wait…

      Her eyes widened. Ky grinned like she could see it, even behind the shield of Avery’s too large sunglasses.

      “Your card, Ms. Dimaano.”

      She turned to the barista and mumbled, “Thank you,” then started toward the door. The unfinished thought in her mind lingered with quiet insistence. Ky was hitting on her, wasn’t she? The constant quirk of her lips, steadiness of her gaze, the way her hand stayed with Avery’s too long… 

      Avery paused for a glance over her shoulder and their eyes locked, Ky’s coffee halfway to her lips. Avery’s gaze followed the motion as Ky took a sip, the peek of her tongue as it glided across her top lip to lick away a glimpse of foam.

      “Forget something?”
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      From the time she was born, Sigrid has only ever been ordinary. Being paired at birth with a plain horse―instead of the powerful winged mare of a valkyrie―meant there would be no warrior path for her. No riding the skies, no glory among the nine worlds. Just the simple, unremarkable life of a stable hand.

      Everything changes when a terrible enemy ambushes Vanaheim and Sigrid sees a vision of herself atop a mythical stallion, leading the valkyries into a harrowing battle. Finally, she can grab her future with her own two hands and become the hero of her own story…if she dares.

      But her destiny is tied up with Mariam, a fallen valkyrie who’s allied herself with the very enemy Sigrid is trying to stop.

      Now Sigrid has left ordinary behind as she begins a journey with the beautiful―if treacherous―valkyrie, each step bringing her closer to answers…and to awakened feelings for Mariam.

      Only, the life Sigrid has escaped may have been paradise compared to the one she’s racing toward. Because her destination is the realm of the dead: the gates of Hel.
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      Sigrid is a stable hand whose only job is to serve the valkyries. But when enemies invade her world to steal a precious relic, she races to help save it— and ends up in combat with a fiery valkyrie named Mariam.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Sigrid raced through the doorway, spear ready. “Stop!”

      Warm air wafted at her, spicy with incense. Overflowing bookshelves lined the circular room, tapestries hanging between them on the stone walls. A threadbare, dark red rug covered most of the wooden floor. A desk full of trinkets, scales, and books sat beneath the far window.

      At the window, burgundy curtains flapping on either side of her, Mariam spun and sank into a half crouch, spear at the ready to defend herself. Something about the graceful movement froze Sigrid in place. It was the way the daylight illuminated Mariam from behind, framing her like one of the gold statues in the courtyard. She narrowed her eyes, her fiery expression at odds with the soft curves of her face.

      For a moment, Sigrid forgot why she was there. But the pale pink, semitranslucent stone dangling from Mariam’s hand snapped her focus back. Though Sigrid had never seen it before, she knew what it was—the Eye of Hnitbjorg.

      Sigrid pointed her spear. “Don’t move.”

      Mariam’s gaze traced over her. Her lips curled into a haughty sneer that sent a blaze of some unnamed feeling through Sigrid’s middle.

      “Sorry. I’ve got somewhere to be.” Mariam spun back to the window, nimble on her feet.

      Sigrid tightened her grip on the spear. The prospect of using it and drawing blood twisted her insides, but she had no choice. She wanted to be a valkyrie, and a valkyrie didn’t fear blood.

      With a roar, she threw it, aiming for the vulnerable space between the armor at the back of the girl’s leg.

      Mariam leaped onto the windowsill, pulling out of the line of fire just in time. The spear hit the stone wall and clattered to the floor.

      Sigrid cursed.

      Mariam teetered over the courtyard, hesitating. She looked back at Sigrid with her brow furrowed. “Who are you?” she said in that low, rough voice.

      Sigrid opened her palm to invite the weapon back. It soared into her hand. “I’m a defender of Vanaheim. Here to stop you from stealing what’s ours.”

      She raised her arm to throw again, but Mariam hurled her own spear, and she had to duck to avoid the pointed tip. When Mariam opened her palm, Sigrid lunged for the weapon, catching it before it could return. Mariam’s spear was finely honed, sharp enough to draw blood if she wasn’t careful. The hilt was scratched, the raw layer beneath the polished exterior threatening to show through.

      Sigrid held tight, resisting its pull toward its owner.

      Mariam rolled her eyes. “I meant, like, what’s your—”

      Sigrid hurled both spears at Mariam, aiming higher this time.

      Mariam ducked, falling back inside, and flung her hands over her head. The weapons flew past her face and out the window. Her glare could melt iron. “What is wrong with you?”

      Sigrid ignored her and summoned the spears back with a shaking hand. She had to finish this battle, and the only way to do that was by incapacitating the girl who was trying to steal the Eye. If they could capture her, question her, they could learn where this army came from and why they wanted Vanaheim’s most precious relic.

      Her golden spear whipped through the window and back into her palm. It felt good to use a weapon. But where was the second one?

      “First rule of spears,” Mariam said, opening her hand. “You can’t summon one that belongs to someone else, unless it’s given willingly.”

      When her chipped spear flew through the window, she swiped it out of the air like a cat catching a butterfly and twirled it over her forearm for show.

      Sigrid didn’t give her time to settle and simply fired.

      Mariam dove behind the desk, and the weapon smashed into an hourglass, sending a cloud of sand into the air.

      Not good enough.

      Sweat prickled on Sigrid’s forehead, and her lungs screamed for a rest. She opened her palm, but not before Mariam got to her feet and threw her spear.

      Sigrid flattened on the rug to dodge it. The sound of rock cascading to the floor filled the room, followed by the whoosh of the weapons soaring back to their owners.

      From the floor, Sigrid aimed at Mariam’s exposed shoulder, but her shot missed, carving a chunk out of a reading desk.

      Mariam scanned the destruction. “A passable effort for a girl who isn’t a valkyrie.”
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      A captivating opposites-attract lesbian romance about a city woman discovering her country heart.

      Australian country girl Nina Pellegrini runs a program for city kids to experience a taste of rural life at Banksia Farm. But when a child is hurt and a lawsuit threatens, Nina is determined to find the best legal assistance to help her save the farm.

      Enter high-flying lawyer Leigh Willoughby, whose city world is far from the farm’s chaotic mix of kids and animals. She certainly doesn’t have time for small cases that don’t pay or farm visits that wreck her cool—and her clothes.

      Still, the warm-hearted Nina and her challenging, twelve-year-old daughter, Phoebe, are awfully hard to say no to. What on earth has she gotten herself into?
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      Slapped with a lawsuit, farm-owner Nina Pellegrini has approached Leigh Willoughby to help her.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      “Leigh, this is Nina Pellegrini.” With a professional smile at Nina, Grizz left and slid the glass door closed behind her.

      Leigh Willoughby stood and came around her desk, hand outstretched.

      Wow. The photos on the website, while accurate, hadn’t portrayed the gleaming perfection in front of her. Ms Willoughby was a tiny, slender woman standing maybe 170 centimetres in her high-heeled pumps. Leigh Willoughby’s blonde hair was coiffured into a tidy pleat, with not a single strand left loose. Her make-up was discreet with neutral shades on her eyes. Only her lips stood out, a dark and glossy red, like overripe berries.

      Nina’s gaze swept over her from top to toe, taking in the glasses with large, black frames, and the cream silk blouse and dark skirt. Sheer tights, of course. Nina’s own bare legs, her patterned skirt, and her newest T-shirt that had seemed suitable when she had dressed that morning in her bedroom at Banksia Farm now appeared cheap and shabby. Still, this woman was her best chance, and she wasn’t going to blow it by slinking away in shame. She took Leigh’s hand.

      Leigh’s clasp was firm but brief, a literal press of the flesh. She gestured to the leather chairs in front of her desk. “Please take a seat.” When Nina was seated, Leigh steepled her fingers in front of her. “Now, how can I help you?”

      Nina swallowed, the words she’d rehearsed in front of the mirror that morning scratching in her throat. “Thank you for seeing me. I researched lawyers who would best be able to help me, and your name came up at the top every time.”

      Leigh inclined her head in acknowledgement but remained silent.

      Nina dragged in a deep breath and crossed her legs. “I’m the owner of Banksia Farm. It’s a little over nine acres—about 38,000 square metres—in the outer western suburbs. My gran left me the land, and I run it as a sort of smallholding. I also run a program called Barn Kids. It allows children age seven to twelve the opportunity to experience a slice of rural life in the city. The kids learn animal care and the chain of food from soil to table. They also learn to ride a horse.”

      Leigh nodded once. Her face wore a polite expression of interest.

      “Barn Kids is a paid program, but it relies heavily on volunteers. Occasionally, I’ll take on a deserving kid for free who can’t afford to pay, and in return a parent volunteers around the farm. One of those kids is Billy Moran. He’s seven. He’s not a special needs kid, but he’s a little different. A bit slower, more introverted. Seems younger than his age. Gets picked on by other kids if someone doesn’t watch out for him.” Billy’s sweet, earnest expression jumped into her head as she told Leigh more about him and the circumstances leading up to the accident.

      “My daughter, Phoebe, offered to take Billy for his riding lesson. She’s done it before many times.”

      “How old is Phoebe?” Leigh studied Nina’s face from behind the enormous glasses.

      “Twelve.”

      “I see.” Leigh picked up a pen and jotted a few notes on a blue legal pad. “Go on.”

      Had that been a disapproving tone in Leigh’s voice? Surely lawyers were supposed to be non-judgemental. “Phoe’s been around horses since she was five.” She cringed at the defensiveness in her voice. She needed Leigh on her side. But her voice shook as she related the accident. Billy’s comments about Superman nearly undid her completely. She’d thought he was okay. Wanted him to be okay. Believed he would be fine.

      “I called his mother that night, of course,” Nina continued. “Stella was relaxed about the whole thing. Billy’s arm was in plaster, and she said the hospital had kept him in that night for observation.”

      More notes on the blue pad. Leigh’s writing was small and neat, as she was, and the pen was a proper fountain pen. Its gold cap twinkled in the overhead light.

      “Billy was released the next day, and a few days later, he came back to the farm with some carrots for the ponies. Stella was there, and she, too, seemed okay. But a couple of weeks later, I got this served upon me.” Nina reached into her bag and drew out a sheaf of papers. She laid them on Leigh’s desk with trembling fingers. On the immaculate surface, the papers seemed dirty and dog-eared. There was an orange juice stain on the front page. She’d kill Phoebe later. “It’s something called a Notice of—”

      “Claim. Yes, I can see that.” Leigh picked up the document and flicked through it.

      Nina twisted her hands in her lap and watched as Leigh read quickly, a small line forming and fleeing her forehead.

      Leigh put the papers down on the desk and picked up the pen again. “I assume you have public liability insurance? You don’t need me for this. Give the form to your insurer.”

      “I have. They’ve declined to cover me since an underage child was in control of the pony when it happened. My policy states it must be someone sixteen or over.”

      “I see.” Leigh’s neat writing reached the end of the page, and she flipped to a fresh one.

      “I make everyone sign a waiver. Surely that will protect me.”

      Leigh tapped the pad with her pen. “Most of them aren’t worth the printing costs. They don’t cover negligent acts. This alleges that you were negligent in allowing a minor to have control of a dangerous animal, that the pony is dangerous, that you should have ensured that the paddock was free from rabbit holes—”

      “Do you know how ridiculous that last one is? That all of those things are? It’s a farm. I can no more keep rabbits out than I can fly.”

      “Nevertheless, it’s part of the claim. Along with the defective helmet you supplied and the lack of instruction Billy received.”

      “It’s bullshit.”

      “Many claims are.” Leigh’s pen tapped a staccato beat. “Unfortunately, you still have to respond to it.”

      “Can you help me?” Nina leant forward. She held her breath. If Leigh agreed, it would be all right.

      “Yes.” Her glance flicked up and down Nina’s body. It was an assessing glance; Leigh was judging her worth and her ability to pay, of that she was sure.
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      One decision changes everything Kara holds dear to her heart.

      Kara Barton makes a leap of faith decision after discovering her pregnancy and moves to the middle of nowhere Kansas. Being a photographer, she knows she can find work almost anywhere she wants, but making what is left behind after tragedy a life is harder than she ever imagined.

      When she meets Tiny, a dark-eyed native to the Western Plains, her plans and life vision are thrown off track. With secrets tangled together, she stumbles through her first year in Kansas, hoping she can make it to the end of the year without too many mistakes left in her wake.
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      Jaclyn is coming home from a long day at work and snagging dinner at the local grocery store in her small town. She doesn’t expect yet another medical emergency to require her attention.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      The crash shook the aisle. Jaclyn spun around and looked toward the end of the store as far as she could see. Cans of soup rolled around on the ground. Jaclyn stepped forward and down the aisle, keeping her eyes open to anything. There was a commotion, and while she wanted to help with whatever it was, she also really wanted to go home to her lonely bowl of cereal and veg on the couch for a few hours.

      Dale leaned over a woman who was pressed against the end cap. The woman was beautiful with dark locks of hair and a heart-shaped face, but she was as pale as a ghost. Dale was mumbling crap at her, trying to figure out what to do. He glanced up and sighed in relief when he saw Jaclyn standing there.

      “Good. Tiny’s here,” he said to everyone who was gathering around.

      Jaclyn put a hand to her chest in mock wonder before squatting down and reaching for the woman’s wrist. “Ma’am?”

      Her eyes popped open, and jade green shone back. Jaclyn bit her cheek and nodded.

      “Hi. I’m Tiny,” she said, using the nickname she hated, but everyone was standing around and wouldn’t know who she was if said her legal name. “Wanna tell me what happened?”

      “I—I’m fine,” she whispered. She scanned the small crowd, and if it was possible, she grew even paler.

      Jaclyn shifted her hand on her wrist and checked her pulse. It was racing, but she couldn’t tell if it was because of embarrassment or something else. “You’re obviously not fine. You’re on the ground.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, sternly. “I got dizzy and tried to lean against the cart or the shelf, but I guess I missed.”

      “Well, you managed to sit.” Jaclyn crinkled her eyes and nodded her head toward Dale. “Get her some water, will you? And you all can give this lady some room!” The people around her stepped back. “What’s your name?”

      “Kara.”

      “Kara, I’m Tiny. This is Dale,” she said as he brought back over a plastic cup of water. “Drink this up for me.”

      Jaclyn found Kara staring at the cup and not having drunk any of it.

      “Drink up.”

      Kara looked as though she was going to protest, but she cringed and took a small sip of the water instead.

      “Dale, get them out of here, will ya?”

      “Got it, Tiny.” He stood up, his bulging belly hanging over his pants, which were only held up by suspenders. “Let’s give her some space. Donnetta, you ready? I’ll check you out right now.”

      Without giving Donnetta an option, he grabbed her arm and guided her toward the only checkout lane open. Jaclyn gave it a few more minutes for people to disperse before she planted the back of her hand on Kara’s forehead.

      “You’re clammy.”

      “I got dizzy.”

      “So you sat down?”

      “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?”

      Jaclyn pursed her lips. “Any idea why you were dizzy?” “Yeah, a few,” Kara muttered.

      “Talkative one, aren’t you?”

      “Are you a nurse?”

      “Sort of,” Jaclyn answered. “Feeling any better?”

      “Much.”

      “Good, wait a few more minutes, then we can try standing you up.”

      Kara sighed and rested her head against the shelf, cringing when more cans of soup fell onto the uneven floor below. “Guess I’ll be the talk of town by morning.”

      “At least half the town. The other half might take until tomorrow night.”

      Giving a wry chuckle, Kara’s eyelids slipped shut, and she leaned fully against the end cap. Jaclyn kept her hand on her thigh, still squatting down even though her legs were starting to protest. And that’s why we have tables that are up high, she thought before looking around again. Jaclyn hadn’t been expecting to be stuck sitting with a dizzy woman on the floor of the local grocery store. She shifted and shook Kara’s knee.

      After a few minutes, Jaclyn asked, “How are you feeling now?”

      “Like my cheeks are on fire.”

      Furrowing her brow, Jaclyn was about to ask another question when Kara’s green eyes popped open again. “It’s a joke. I feel fine. Can I stand up now?”

      “Yeah,” Jaclyn muttered. Straightening her arms, she grabbed under Kara’s elbows and helped her upward. Once they were stable, Kara reached out for the cart she had grabbed, swaying again. Jaclyn pressed a hand to Kara’s hip, determined Kara wouldn’t make it to the ground as hard as she had last time if she fell again.

      “I’m fine,” Kara muttered again.

      “You’re dizzy again.”

      “It’s my new norm. Really, I’m fine,” she sighed out the last two words and gripped the cart with white knuckles. “You can let go now.”

      Jaclyn backed away slightly. She still wanted to be within reach if Kara were to fall over. “Let me help you to your car, at least.”

      Kara gave a small nod. Jaclyn let her lead with the cart as they walked toward the door. Instead of leaving the cart in the store as was policy, they took it all to Kara’s beat-up old Chevy. Jaclyn helped Kara get into the vehicle and leaned in through the door.

      “Rest and water.”

      “Seems to be a theme in my life lately.”

      Sighing, Jaclyn squatted down again, noting the storm brewing out east. It would hit in the next hour or so. “Kara, want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Not really.”

      Jaclyn reached across the seat and grabbed Kara’s phone from the cup holder. She typed in her number on the ancient flip phone she was surprised Kara still had and put “Tiny” in for her name in the contact.

      “In case you need anything,” she said, giving Kara a look that she meant business. “Don’t hesitate to call, for anything.” Kara nodded, and Jaclyn pressed her hand to Kara’s knee again. “You should probably call a doctor to get checked out.”

      “I—I have an appointment scheduled for next week,” Kara whispered.

      “Good. Then actually mention it to the doctor.”

      Kara nodded again, and her fingers turned white on the steering wheel. Jaclyn’s knees were hurting from squatting again, and she had the distinct feeling Kara really wanted her gone. She pushed herself up and shut the door, making sure to stay in the parking lot as Kara drove down the road.
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      Flirting has never been Denny’s strong suit, but so what if she’s too shy to ask women out? She’s content with her simple life, working as a cashier and helping her sister raise her niece.

      But then she gets a wrong-number text message from a stranger named Eliza, asking her of all people for dating advice!

      Eliza is Denny’s total opposite: witty, outgoing—and straight. Despite their differences, the accidental text sparks an unlikely friendship. Soon, Eliza—self-proclaimed queen of disastrous first dates—would rather banter back and forth with Denny than to keep trying her luck at online dating.

      When they meet in person, there’s an instant connection. But what Eliza is feeling can’t be attraction, right? It doesn’t mean a thing that she’s starting to wish the guys she dates would be more like Denny. Or does it?

      Can the wrong number lead to the right woman after all?
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      It’s April Fools’ Day, and Denny is at home, helping her niece, Bella, with her homework, when she gets a text message from an unknown number.

      

      
        
        Excerpt

      

      

      Denny opened the message to read it.

      A red SOS emoji jumped out at her, along with: Help! I’m hopelessly overthinking my first-date outfit.

      Denny chuckled. Someone was asking her of all people for advice on fashion and dating? Everyone who knew her was well aware that she had no interest in the former and no talent for the latter. Was this an April Fools’ Day joke?

      Another message from the same unknown number popped up beneath the first one. What do you think? This…?

      A photo appeared on her screen.

      The selfie, shot in front of a closet with a mirrored door, showed a stranger. A cute stranger, Denny had to admit. The young woman’s glossy chestnut hair was tucked behind one ear, while the other side grazed her shoulder. A pair of black skinny jeans hugged her narrow waist and slim hips, and an off-the-shoulder top revealed tantalizing hints of fair skin. Her lips quirked up in a self-deprecating grin, and her dark eyes twinkled as if she was poking fun at herself for obsessing over what to wear.

      After a couple of minutes, a second picture arrived, along with the question: Or this one?

      The photo showed the same woman in a different outfit. A tight top stretched across her small breasts, and a flowing skirt that ended above her knees made her look like a ballet dancer, lithe and graceful.

      Denny’s gaze trailed down the stranger’s slender legs—then she burst out laughing.

      Instead of the sensible yet sexy heels she’d been wearing in the first picture, a pair of canary-yellow sneakers now graced the woman’s feet.

      Bella looked up from where she was trying to multiply fractions. “What’s that?” She craned her neck to catch a glimpse of what was on Denny’s screen.

      Denny hesitated. But why hide the messages from her niece? It wasn’t as if the stranger had sent her nude pictures. She turned the phone so Bella could see the photos. “Someone is asking for fashion advice. I think she has the wrong number.”

      Bella giggled and pointed at the baggy sweatpants and the worn T-shirt Denny had put on after taking a shower. “If she’s asking you for fashion advice, she’s clearly got the wrong number.”

      “Hardy-har-har.” Denny gave her a playful nudge that made Bella giggle even harder. “If you think I’m so fashion-challenged, maybe you should have someone else make your Halloween costume this year.”

      The giggling stopped abruptly, and Bella pretended to be focused on the phone. “So what are you going to tell her?”

      Denny shrugged. “Sorry, wrong number?”

      Bella looked back at her with wide eyes. “But she needs help.”

      Aww. Now that Bella was getting closer to puberty, she sometimes acted cool and aloof, but she couldn’t hide her big heart. “Okay, then let’s see if we can help her.” Denny still wasn’t sure how helpful she could be, though. Unlike her, the stranger clearly didn’t shop in the men’s section. She held out the phone to Bella and scrolled back and forth between the two images. “Which one?”

      “Sneakers with a skirt?” Bella burst into giggles again.

      Denny studied the photo once more. The canary-yellow sneakers made her smile. “I don’t know. I kind of like it.”

      “Mm-hmm, me too. Just be yourself, right?”

      It was what Denny and Salem had told her when she had come home crying a few years ago after someone at school had bullied her because she wasn’t wearing the right brand of clothes. Apparently, their words had gotten through to Bella after all. Denny smiled and nodded. “Right.”

      A string of new messages appeared on the phone, moving the photo up the screen until all Denny could see was the yellow sneakers.

      Heather???

      Hello?

      Which one?

      Help me out here, please. I really don’t want to give the wrong impression.

      Denny pulled the phone closer to her. Without letting herself overthink it the way she usually did when she talked to women, she typed, I’m not Heather, and as someone just reminded me, I’m not the best person to ask for fashion advice, but I’d definitely go with the second one.

      Several seconds ticked by. They bent their heads over the phone, waiting for a reply, but none came.

      Bella reached over and tapped the screen as if that would encourage the stranger to answer.

      Still nothing.

      Bella shot her an accusatory look. “Oh no. I think you scared her off.”

      Yeah, apparently, she had that effect on women. Denny was about to put her phone away when a new message arrived after all.

      Heather? Please tell me this is an April Fools’ Day joke.

      No, sorry, Denny typed back. It’s not a joke. You’ve got the wrong number.

      Again, there was a short pause before the reply came. Oh shit. I’m so sorry. My friend just got a new phone. She must have given me the wrong number, or I put it in wrong.

      Don’t worry about it, Denny replied.

      She waited for a few more seconds, but no answer came. None was needed. She had gotten accidental text messages a time or two before, and the short back-and-forth always ended at this point. But unlike the other times, she found herself a little regretful. She wanted to know more about the woman with the yellow sneakers.

      Bella nudged her. “Tell her you think the outfit is cute.”

      “I already told her to go with the sneaker one. Anything more would make me sound like a creep.” When Bella reached for the phone, Denny pulled it away and stuffed it into the pocket of her sweatpants. “Come on. Your mom will be home soon. Let’s set the table. You can finish your homework later.”

      Bella got the plates while Denny took knives and forks out of the drawer. When she placed the glasses on the table, her phone vibrated against her thigh.

      “Ooh! Is it Sneaker Girl?” Bella rushed around the table to stand next to her.

      “Sneaker Woman.” Denny wasn’t great at guessing women’s ages, but the stranger was probably at least ten years younger than her own forty-one, in her late twenties or early thirties.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Bella waved her hand. “Is it her? Check!”

      Denny pulled out the phone.

      Yes. It was a new text from Sneaker Woman.

      So, she had written, are you sure about that?

      That I’m not Heather? 100% positive. But I can check my ID to make sure, if you want. Denny added a grinning smiley face.

      Sneaker Woman answered with a rolling-on-the-floor-laughing emoji. No, that’s fine. I’ll trust you to know your own name. I meant about the outfit.

      If you like wearing it, why not? Denny typed back. You should wear whatever you feel comfortable in. If your date doesn’t appreciate you the way you are, they’re not worth your time. She hesitated, but when Bella nudged her again, she added, I, for one, would think it’s cute if my date showed up dressed like that.

      They waited, but again no answer came.

      “See?” Denny muttered. “Now we really scared her off.”

      “No, look, she’s typing.” Bella pointed at the three animated dots that had popped up on the screen.

      A moment later, they disappeared, and Sneaker Woman’s reply showed up beneath the other messages. Thank you. That’s good advice. I needed to hear that today. Despite your low opinion on your own fashion sense, I think you helped me more than Heather would have.

      Glad to help. Denny lowered her phone and glanced at her niece. She couldn’t have kept her broad smile in check even if she had wanted. “What do you know? We helped her.”
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      For more free ebooks, sign up to the authors’ reader newsletters. You’ll be the first to find out about new releases, giveaways, and exciting book news. You’ll also get an ebook as a welcome gift.
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      Jae offers her short story “The Romance Bet” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      T.B. Markinson offers her novel A Woman Lost and her short story “Tropical Heat” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get them sent to your in-box.
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      Miranda MacLeod offers her novel Telling Lies Online to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Chris Zett offers her short story “Three Ways to Ruin a Wedding” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Cheyenne Blue offers her short story collection “Rule 4 and Other Stories” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Harper Bliss offers her novellas Few Hearts Survive and Summer’s End to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get them sent to your in-box.
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      Rachel Lacey offers her short story “Off the Rails” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Anna Stone offers her contemporary romance novella Laid Bare to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Johana Gavez offers her vacation romance short story “Cartagena Nights” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Lee Winter offers her short story “When DC Met Iowa” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Jamey Moody offers a her contemporary romance short story “Same Time Tomorrow” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Emily Banting offers her contemporary romance novella The Third Act to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Anne Hagan offers her mystery novel Relic to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Fiona Zedde offers her contemporary romance short story “Lost and Found” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      A.L. Lester offers her historical paranormal romance novella An Irregular Arrangement to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      KJ offers new subscribers access to a collection of free short stories and vignettes. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Brenda Murphy offers her full-length contemporary novel One to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Cade Haddock Strong her romantic suspense short story “Out of Range” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Claire Highton-Stevenson offers her novel Out to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      R.L. Merrill offers a sample of her F/F gothic romance on Kindle Vella “Strange Things Happen Every Day” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      S.W. Andersen offers her contemporary romance short story “The Chemistry Test” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Roz Alexander offers a bonus epilogue to Matzo Match to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Katia Rose offers a her contemporary romance novella Stop and Stare to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Jourdyn Kelly offers access to her short story library to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Renee Dahlia offers her contemporary novella Count Me In to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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      Stephanie Shea offers a bonus scene from her novella Avalanche, titled “Roommates” to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here to get it sent to your in-box.
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