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PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF LORI FOSTER

Hard to Handle

“Intense, edgy, and hot. Lori Foster delivers everything you’re looking for in a romance.”

—Jayne Ann Krentz, New York Times bestselling author

 

“Tension, temptation, hot action, and hotter romance—Lori Foster has it all! Hard to Handle is a knockout!”

—Elizabeth Lowell, New York Times bestselling author

 

“Another success for Lori Foster. The humorous bantering and friendship among the characters makes for an enjoyable escape into the world of hunky SBC fighters and the women they love . . . a sweet read.”—Fresh Fiction

 

“A well-written tale with lots of details . . . Emotional, warm, stressful, and humorous moments keep the story interesting. Reading the previous books will add some background, but this book stands well on its own. Hard to Handle is one book not to miss.”—Romance Reviews Today

 

“An enjoyable book with great characters and plot that flows well.”—Love Romances and More

 

“With many familiar faces and a delightful secondary romance, Foster’s latest is a wonderful, heartwarming story with plenty of action, a suspenseful mystery, and a glimpse into the sport of fighting. This very pleasing third addition to Foster’s series is one that even readers who don’t like sports can enjoy.”—Romantic Times

 

“An entertaining contemporary tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

Simon Says

“Delightful . . . an enjoyable, fast-paced read. Foster turns up the heat with Simon and Dakota’s relationship, which makes the story even more satisfying . . . A double thumbs-up!”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

“Exhilarating . . . readers will enjoy going the distance with this fine pairing of two champions.”—Midwest Book Review

 

“Quintessential Lori Foster . . . This would make a good beach book—although it’s spicy enough that you may want to read it in air-conditioned comfort rather than sitting in the sun!”—The Romance Reader

 

“Has delightfully familiar faces as well as intriguing new ones.”—Romantic Times

 

Causing Havoc

“Foster is at her best Causing Havoc with this delightful combination family drama, romance, and a bit of a mystery that all blends together into a wonderful contemporary.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“She writes about real people that are easy to connect with yet flawed enough they seem true to life and lovable. The plot is intricate, interesting, and entertaining, making this yet another page-turner that you can’t put down. The sexual chemistry between couples in Causing Havoc palpates and explodes off the pages of this sizzling book . . . There is no doubt in my mind that you will love this book . . . You can’t go wrong with a Lori Foster book.”—Two Lips Reviews

 

“Foster supplies good sex and great humor along the way in a thoroughly enjoyable romance reminiscent of Susan Elizabeth Phillips’s novels.”—Booklist

 

“Convincing, heartfelt family drama.”—Publishers Weekly
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To my sister, Monica Flowers, aka Moni, aka Mo.

 

Let me tell you, you are one tough cookie! You also happen to be a lot of fun, even when bruised and broken. The wreck, the hospital stay, and the very long recuperation were awful, but even under those circumstances, we really enjoyed having you around.

 

We look forward to taking the “Little Angel” RVing with us again!

 

Love ya bunches,

 

LoLo




CHAPTER 1
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 MORNING brought the sounds of muted footsteps, soft chatter, and the rattling of trays and machines. Life disturbed the quiet that had settled over the hospital during the long night. Unshaven, sullen, bordering on depressed—though he’d never admit it—Mallet shifted, and winced in pain.

All that had happened still seemed surreal—except for the awful pain. That was real. Very real.

Dawning sunlight flickered through the frozen layer of lacy frost that climbed the bottom of the window, blocking a dull view of the parking lot. Mallet stared at it, brooding, wishing for a change.

For uplifting news.

It was futile, and he knew it, but he wouldn’t accept it. He couldn’t.

Tomorrow they would release him from the hospital, and a few days later he’d be expected to start therapy to learn to walk with only one good leg.

Closing his bloodshot eyes and swallowing around the pain left in his throat from the resuscitation tube, he considered  his destroyed future. How could everything change so drastically in such a short time?

In the last four years, he’d made a strong name for himself in the SBC. At twenty-six, he was considered a major contender in two weight classes and one of the most feared competitors in the sport. In another month, he would have fought for—and won—the title belt.

His hands fisted. His jaw flexed and tightened.

Thinking of the wreck brought an invisible weight to his chest, crushing his lungs.

Crushing his legs.

Through closed eyelids, he saw it all, felt it and smelled it and relived it again and again. Flashing lights, metal grinding against metal, the acrid stench of burnt rubber as tires squealed and brakes ground without success; the lash of the seat belt cutting across his body, trying in vain to pin him in place.

The impact of the wreck sent his brand-spanking-new, shiny black sports car tumbling like a snowball going downhill. Each flip had compressed it more, disfigured it, destroyed it.

Only when it slammed into a concrete wall did it finally stop.

With Mallet trapped inside.

“Good morning, Michael. Are you ready for your breakfast?”

Disinterested, sick at heart, Mallet looked at the nurse with dead eyes and a trampled heart. “I’m not hungry.”

“Oh, come on now.” Light fingers touched his biceps. “A big fellow like you has to eat.”

Knowing she brought the meal herself as an avenue to flirting, he looked away. What use was he to a woman with one leg shot to hell and the other a long way from healed?

What use was he to anyone, or anything?

Her sigh, subtle and filled with frustration, sounded loud in the silent room. “How about I just leave this here in case you change your mind?” Sidled up beside his narrow bed, she began the morning routine of checking his vitals.  “You’re due for your pain medicine, but I’d prefer you eat first—”

“I don’t need it.” He relished the pain. It was his hair shirt, a reminder that no matter how hard he worked, everything could be stripped away in the blink of an eye.

“Do you at least want some coffee or—”

“No.”

Giving up, she started out of the room. “The doctor will be in to see you shortly.”

To do what? Mallet wondered. He’d seen the hospital staff, had every test done, talked to specialists, all without a change in his prognosis.

How many ways did they want to tell him that his mangled right leg would never again function? Should he be thrilled that with a lot of therapy and several surgeries, he might be able to keep it—useless as it’d be?

Was he just supposed to accept that no matter how hard he worked at recovery, he would never again fight?

What else did he know but fighting? All his life, he’d been a competitor. First and foremost with himself. In so many ways, he was his own worst enemy.

But he’d found a family with the SBC, the only real family he’d ever known. They’d knocked him off his high horse, then built him back up, better, stronger. Accepted and befriended, even respected.

If he no longer fit in with them, what would he do?

What would he be?

“I’ve never seen anyone sulk so much.”

Startled, because he’d thought himself alone, Mallet looked toward that deep, melodic voice and found a slight woman sitting in front of the frost-covered window. Or more like . . . she perched, butt and feet both on the window shelf, arms crossed over her knees. A sleeveless gray tunic covered her upper body.

At either side of her, colorful flower arrangements, sent by fighters’ wives, made a bizarre frame.

How had she gotten in without him noticing?

Palest blond hair in a deep side part hung straight and  baby-fine to her shoulders. Large, heavily lashed hazel eyes studied him.

Bemused, Mallet looked her over, from her odd positioning against the window to her lithe limbs to a mouth that defied description.

Only in a fantasy, his fantasies, had he seen a mouth like that.

“How’d you get in here?”

“Ah, so you can speak in complete sentences. I was wondering if I had the wrong man.” She slipped off the ledge with grace and agility, her hard-soled ankle boots tapping the floor as she stood. Long, trim legs encased in black leggings ate up the distance until she stood close by. Her arms, as gangly as her legs, were bare, lightly muscled, and very smooth. She was tall for a woman, but slightly built.

At his bedside, she tilted her head, sending that platinum hair swinging in a silky, distracting dance, as smooth and fluid as a fall of water.

Entranced, Mallet stared up at her.

Voice soft and rich, she said, “You mope for no reason, sir. A warrior, no matter the condition of his limbs, remains a warrior for all of his life.”

Warrior? Mope? Her assurances—if that’s what they were—annoyed Mallet enough that he stopped wondering how and why she’d come in, and instead turned defensive. “What do you know of it? Of any of it?”

Perching a trim, tight derriere on the edge of his mattress, she surveyed him in unadorned sympathy. In a ballsy move that shocked him stupid, she put both hands on his right leg, the one with the most damage.

Using an impersonal butterfly touch that somehow aroused as much as it offended, she stroked the length of his thigh and along his knee and shin. Through the thin layer of the sheet and the bulky padding of bandages, her touch stirred him.

“Stop that!” Though appalled, both by her daring and his reaction to it, Mallet didn’t move to catch and restrain her hands. He couldn’t. It was as if invisible steel bands held him in place.

Her gaze lifted, warm as honey, as intoxicating as whiskey, and that killer mouth spared the smallest of intriguing smiles. “Sir, what I know is that you can be whole in body again.”

“Whole in body?”

“Yes, sir. I can take you to a place that will again make you a complete warrior, a man with two legs that serve him.” She tipped her head. “But you’d have to accept my proposition.”

Her strange appearance was made more so by her strange speech. “Your pro—”

The door swung open and the doctor, so damned jovial, stepped in. “Michael. How we are we faring today? Anxious to get out of here, I bet.”

Mallet blinked at the doc, then looked back to see . . . the woman gone. Just like that.

She wasn’t anywhere.

What the hell?

Now he was losing his mind, too? Had he imagined her, their conversation and the effect of her touch?

If so, why didn’t he drum up a sexy and willing woman instead of an impish vision of long legs, soul-sucking eyes, and a mouth made of sin, captured in a confusing package that addressed him as “sir”?

“Give me the fucking pain pill.”

The doctor hesitated at his foul mood. “Your pain has worsened?”

Yeah, in a way it had. On top of a useless leg and a shit attitude, he now had a boner.

If that didn’t call for drugs, nothing did.

 

 

Now that he slept again, Kayli Raine circled his bed, studying him from many angles. It wasn’t fear that nearly stole her breath away.

Knowing the differences of their worlds, she’d done her studies and tried to prepare herself—but she’d failed.

He was so big.

So dark and powerful.

The sheer size of him fascinated her. Even forewarned with reports of a larger people, he was more than she’d ever imagined, at least six feet five inches tall and two hundred pounds or more. In her world, men were only slightly larger than the women, who averaged a few inches over five feet.

She knew the reasoning; she’d studied her history books well. Once additives, especially steroids, were stripped from the food source, giants no longer grew.

Yet there he was, not only huge, but layered in muscles . . . everywhere. Her natural curiosity made her long to explore those muscles, to test their resilience, their durability.

His potency.

She didn’t dare. Not again.

She’d assessed his leg and found it not irreparable, but the strength in that damaged limb, the brawn . . . Kylie shivered.

He’d make a valiant warrior. He would make things right again.

Once she convinced him.

While she stared at his face, making note of the high cheekbones and chiseled jaw, the kink in his nose no doubt caused by a past contretemps, his eyes opened.

Bright, vivid blue.

As they had the first time, they took her aback, and she had to check her reaction so that he didn’t see her as vulnerable. He needed to know that they were on equal footing, both warriors, both with a higher purpose.

“Hello, sir.”

He blinked hard, and as Kayli watched, his brows pinched down into a ferocious frown.

Belying the severity of his injuries, he sat up and looked around the room. “You,” he said, pointing at her, “are not real.”

Kayli didn’t know what to think of that. “I assure you that I am.” Desperate to convince him, she moved closer, took his large, warm hand, and put it to the side of her face. “Touch me.”

“No!” He snatched back his hand as if she’d burned him, when he was the one with the fevered skin. “Stop that.”

“Why?” Kayli tipped her head, somewhat perplexed. “You wanted verification that I’m—”

“I want to know what the hell you’re doing in my room!”

Ah. Right to the point. It was a good quality for a warrior, for a savior. She liked that. She liked him—despite his current sour mood and lack of initiative.

“I’m here to negotiate with you.” She glanced at his big body, started to look away, but her gaze returned. At the top of his thighs, the sheet lifted in a curious way. “What—”

“Get out.” He pulled the pillow from behind him and slapped it down over his lap. “Now.”

This wasn’t going well at all. All her life, Kayli had known her flaws as well as her assets. Diplomacy was not her strong suit. Candor was counted a flaw.

“Please, sir, I would ask that you calm yourself.” His raised voice might bring rubber-soled nurses running, and that would only delay their talk.

His jaw locked and the blue of his eyes burned like the hot center of a flame. “Do not call me sir.”

“As you wish.” Wondering how she should address him, Kayli sat on the side of his bed. She couldn’t afford to exacerbate his temper, so she made every attempt at affability. “What shall I call you then?”

“Don’t call me anything.” Already his burst of strength waned, leaving him pale as he slumped back on one arm, half sitting up, half reclining. “Just get out of my head.”

In his time period, anything unexplainable was explained as imagined. But she couldn’t afford for him to think her a figment of fantasy. “I assure you I’m not in your head. I’m real skin and bones, just as you are.” But then, not like him at all. “You felt me, did you not?”

“Not as I’d like, no.” Groaning, he dropped to his back and stared at the ceiling. Kayli looked, but saw nothing of interest there to hold his attention.

Though he looked pained, she knew it wasn’t a physical ailment. “How may I prove my existence to you?”

Outside his door, voices sounded. Michael locked his gaze on hers. “You want to prove you’re here? That you’re real?”

“It’s necessary, yes.” If he didn’t recognize her existence, how could she convince him to accept her proposition?

“Then don’t move.”

The voices grew nearer. The urge to disappear coursed through her. “You have guests coming.”

His lip curled. “A real woman wouldn’t care, now would she?”

“You doubt I’m a woman?”

His eyes flared. His gaze moved over, and he croaked, “No.” He cleared his throat, brought his attention back to her face, and spoke again. “No, I see that you’re female, all right. I just don’t know if I’m delusional or not.”

“Oh.” Kayli considered the situation, and decided her presence now would cause no negative impact. “To prove that you are not delusional, I’ll stay.” She moved away from the bed. “And afterward, we must talk.”

The door pushed open and an impressively sized man with a clean-shaven head led a parade of visitors. Behind him, a blond woman and a dark-haired woman conversed, and behind both of them, strode another large, silent man.

They all pulled up short when they saw her.

Knowing her garb to be out of fashion for them, and sensing their protectiveness toward their wounded friend, she held out a hand in the universal sign of peaceful intent.

“Hello. I’m Kayli Raine.”

They all stared. The bald man moved first, stepping forward while the others remained in mute fascination. His massive hand engulfed her own, so warm but gentle. “Simon Evans. How are you?”

“Tired from my journey, but not as tired as our friend here. He’s just awakened from a short nap.”

Simon lifted one brow, stared some more, and without sparing a glance for his warrior-friend in the bed, motioned the blonde forward.

“Kayli, this is my wife, Dakota. And that’s Dean Connor, and his wife, Eve.”

Husbands and wives.

Life mates.

Something kicked inside Kayli’s heart; possibly yearning. But her life was not meant for such sharing with another. She knew her duty, had long ago accepted—even relished—her fate.

While Michael lay in the bed, disbelieving, Kayli spoke with each person, talking her way through a mild interrogation and a lot of suspicion.

“Michael.” Kayli watched, and when the daze faded from his eyes, she smiled.

That just made him dazed again.

“Would you care for refreshments? Since you skipped your morning meal, I could locate a drink for you.”

“No.” He looked at each of his friends in turn, all of whom were looking at her, then brought his gaze back to Kayli. “I’m good.”

Simon shook himself and finally gave his attention to Michael. “Good, huh? Well that’s one hell of an improvement. Should I give credit to your lady friend?”

“No.”

Dakota put her hands on her hips. “She’s here, and you’re sitting up, so I’m giving her credit.”

Dean lounged against the wall. “Where’d you two meet?”

“Here, in this very room,” Kayli said. “Just this morn.”

“Ah.” Dean nodded. “Now I get it. You weren’t already acquainted.”

“No, we were not. I knew of him, of course. But he knew nothing of me.”

The one named Eve pasted on a smile. “Are you a fight fan, Kayli?”

Their attempts to mask curiosity with social conversation made her head swim. “Warriors are impressive, and Michael in particular is very honorable.”

“Honorable?” Dean glanced between Michael and her. “What do you mean?”

“You should ask the truck driver who caused the accident.” With that said, Kayli walked over to stand beside him. “Satisfied?”

“No.”

So surly. “What more can I do?”

“Nothing.” He glanced up at his friends, his complexion turned ruddy, and he beckoned her down closer.

When Kayli complied, he whispered, “Go away now, okay?”

“If that’s your wish. But I will be back for us to have much discussion.”

Without reply, he stared at her mouth, kept on staring until Kayli straightened.

Confused by his attention to her lips, she headed for the door. “It was pleasant to meet you.”

A round of farewells and more curious stares followed Kayli as she left the room. Once in the hall, she looked left and right, saw no one, and disappeared to her shuttle where she could observe him unnoticed. She’d give his friends one hour to visit him, no more, and then she’d be back to finalize her plans with Michael.

The timing was important. He wouldn’t have the luxury of getting used to her or the new circumstances.

She needed him—now.

 

 

SIMON folded his arms over his chest. “Okay, give. Who was that?”

“Is she far enough away from the door that she won’t hear us?”

Dean poked his head out, then stepped all the way into the hall. When he stepped back in, he was shaking his head. “She’s gone.”

Frowning, Dakota, too, walked out to the hall, but she held the door open. Looking back into the room, she said, “Where did she go?”

Simon shrugged. “Elevator? Another room?”

“There’s nothing. Just hallway. She must’ve run off in a hurry,” Dakota said, “and she must be fast.”

Because he’d already seen her vanish once, Mallet wasn’t surprised. He was, however, glad to know she was real. But what the fuck? No really . . . What the fuck?

“I think they’re giving me some really heavy-duty dope.”

Eve sat by his side. “They’re taking good care of you, Michael.”

“Yeah, such good care that I’m hallucinating.”

Simon and Dean came to the other side of the bed. “What do you mean?” Simon asked.

“Until you met that crazy chick that was just in here, I thought she was an illusion or something.”

At the foot of his bed, Dakota laughed. “That’s your gonads talking, big boy. She’s a hottie.”

Dean and Simon both cleared their throats.

“Oh, come on,” Eve said to the men. “You’re married, but we don’t expect you to be blind.”

Dean frowned a little. “She has a certain . . . waif-like appeal.”

Eve snorted. “You were tongue-tied.”

“She looked athletic,” Simon noted, “but also frail.”

Dakota rolled her eyes. “She looked like walking sex, and you both know it.” She nodded at Mallet. “He sure knows it.”

Putting an arm behind his head, Mallet ignored the banter of his married friends and stared at the ceiling. Would she be back? What in God’s name did she want to discuss with him?

And . . . “Where did she come from?”

“Good question.” Simon raised a brow. “She has a faint accent, but I don’t recognize it.”

Dean stepped closer. “Maybe she’s visiting someone here in the hospital.”

“And your charm drew her in,” Eve added with a grin.

Charm? He had no charm. Not anymore. He had . . . nothing. Well, good friends, he thought as he looked around  at the encouraging faces. But hell, when they accepted that he couldn’t fight, what would they have in common?

Jack shit.

“Michael?” Dakota seated herself at his other side on the mattress, but it didn’t have the same effect that Kayli’s nearness did. “She said you were honorable.”

“She’s weird.”

Dakota took his hand. “She said we should talk to the guy who ran into you. Have you seen him?”

God, he didn’t want to talk about this.

Simon crossed his arms. “Might as well tell her. You know she worries about you. If that bozo said something to you, or is giving you a hard time—”

“He’s actually a nice guy.”

Everyone went silent. And no wonder. The driver of that truck had stolen Mallet’s life. But . . . it hadn’t been his fault. Fate. Just unlucky fate.

“Look, I’ll tell this once, then I don’t want to talk about it again, okay?” Mallet waited for the nods of agreement before continuing. “The guy—his name is Travis Stockham—came to see me. No, before you all start getting up in arms, he was apologetic, and worried about me, and losing sleep because of what happened.”

“And no wonder,” Dakota said. “If he hadn’t run into you—”

“He’s fired from his job, but he has two kids and a wife and a mortgage—the whole shebang.” Sometimes, Mallet thought, life just sucked.

He drew a deep breath. “The accident wasn’t really his fault. There were kids playing in the street. One of them kicked a ball, and Travis saw it out of the corner of his eye. He thought it was a kid, or thought maybe a kid was following, and he swerved.”

“Shit,” Dean said.

“Yeah. He lost control and . . . he ran into me.” Mallet shrugged. “In his situation, to avoid a child, I might’ve done the same thing.”

Eve put a hand to her throat. “You forgave him, didn’t you?”

Well hell. If the women got weepy, he wouldn’t be able to take it.

Going gruff, Mallet frowned. “Nothing to forgive. I saw the police reports. He told the truth.” There hadn’t been many times in his life where he could make a difference. In the face of all he’d lost, Mallet knew he wanted to do something right, something noble.

He wanted to make a difference. He needed at least that.

“Lawyers came to see me. They wanted to settle out of court so I wouldn’t sue the trucking company.”

“Bloodsuckers,” Simon complained.

“What happened?” Eve asked.

“We settled. I told them that as long as they gave Travis back his job, all I needed are my medical bills paid.”

“That’s pretty damned generous of you, Mallet, considering.”

He shrugged at Dean. “Shit happens. It’s not like he was drunk or high. He wasn’t speeding. My career is over, and nothing will change that. I couldn’t see fucking up Travis’s life, too.”

Simon moved closer. “Don’t talk stupid. One bum leg won’t keep you out of the SBC.”

Saying it hurt, but he had to find a way to face the truth. “I can’t fight.”

“But you can announce, train, coach. . . . You have a huge following.” Simon indicated the basket filled with notes and letters from Mallet’s fans. “There’s a lot you can do to stay active and contribute to the sport.”

None of that would be enough. As a fighter, Mallet didn’t want to take part from the sidelines. Kayli understood that. She knew he was a . . . warrior?

No. Not that. He had ultimate respect for soldiers, and he knew the difference between what they gave and what he did. But fighting was in his blood.

Mallet shook his head. “I appreciate the pep talk, I really  do.” To appease his friends, he added, “I’ll think about it, okay?”

“Kayli’s right.” Dakota squeezed his hand. “You are honorable.”

Damn it, he wanted to think so. But how had Kayli known about the deal? Until now, no one other than Travis and the lawyers had been privy to that information.

“I’m getting tired,” Mallet lied, because he didn’t want to chat about little things while monumental problems weighed on his mind. He didn’t want to be in a position of deflecting good intentions and false encouragement, when the true outcome was so grim. “I’m sorry you came all the way down here—”

“It’s a ten-minute drive, goofy.” Dakota ruffled his hair. “Of course we came. And we’ll be back tomorrow to drive you home.”

Once, what seemed a lifetime ago, he’d been half in love with Dakota. Now, he was happy that she and Simon had such a good life together. “You don’t need to do that.”

“We’ll be here,” Simon said. “No arguments. You’re like family, and family doesn’t check out of the hospital alone.”




CHAPTER 2
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 MALLET sat up in the bed, waiting for her. After an hour, he decided she probably wouldn’t return. But damn it, he had a lot of questions for her.

Uncomfortable, he shifted, and pain screamed through his body. The worst of it radiated through his leg. One surgery had left him stitched and swollen, but he’d need more. A lot more.

Two fractured ribs made a deep breath difficult. Bruising everywhere, combined with strained muscles and damaged ligaments, kept him sick to his stomach.

Locking his teeth, Mallet closed his eyes a moment to regain control.

A gentle touch startled him.

He opened his eyes, and there she was, sitting on the edge of his bed, her hands again drifting over his right leg.

“Is the pain extreme?”

Some things never changed, Mallet decided, and he lied, saying, “No. It’s fine.”

In a way that now seemed familiar, she tipped her head.  “You’re being stoic. I understand. It’s not good for a warrior to show weakness.”

Of all the . . . “Okay, first, not another word from you unless it’s to answer one of my questions, understood?”

“I understand.” She studied him. “Your friends found me attractive. I thought that odd.”

Forgetting the order he’d just issued, Mallet stiffened. “Did one of them say something to you? Did you see them again before they left?”

“No, but they told you I was a hottie.” She straightened and folded her hands in her lap. “I studied your colloquialisms for this journey, and I know that referring to me as a hottie indicates that they find me attractive.”

“How . . .” Mallet stopped, regained control, and took her hand. He didn’t want her poofing away—good God, she did sort of poof—before he finished with his questions.

Holding her hand had an outrageous effect on him. Okay, so he’d been a couple of weeks without getting laid. He’d had other things on his mind, and then the wreck . . .

But damn it, a hand? Just her hand? He felt sultry inside, tense outside.

Insane.

Squeezing her slender fingers a little, Mallet asked, “How did you know they said that?”

“May I show you something?”

“Will it answer my question?”

“I think it will answer your question more easily than will my explanations.”

He nodded, and she eased her hand away from his and stood. Lifting up her tunic, she revealed a wide, supple black belt circling low on her trim hips.

Mallet stared. He saw her navel and her smooth skin, and his heart punched hard. She wasn’t wide in the hips, but she had curves. The way the leggings clung like a second skin, he saw the protrusion of hip bones, the soft mound between her thighs.

“Sir?” From the belt, she withdrew a small, flat device  not much bigger than a calculator. The tunic fell back into place, and she said again, “Sir?”

“What?” He still stared at her body, distracted, hot.

“I would show you this, to explain how I know of you and what you do and say.”

Right. She wanted to show him something other than her body. Collecting himself—barely—Mallet looked at her face. “Shoot.”

She tipped her head, then acknowledgment shone in her eyes. “More jargon, yes? You don’t want me to fire upon you, you want me to proceed.”

“Yeah,” Mallet said, deadpan. “Proceed.”

Kayli turned the device toward him, touched a circle on the front; it came on, projecting a small but crystal-clear image into the air. Not like a television or computer or projector, but like . . . life.

It looked real.

It looked like him in miniature, in bed, talking with his friends.

“What the hell?”

She handed him the device.

No matter how he turned it, the image remained there in the air in front of him. “Fucking incredible.”

She cleared her throat. “Everything you do is captured within space. With my viewer, I can tune in to observe you.”

“Anytime?” Oh God, horrible possibilities crept in, like earlier, when he’d limped, cursed, and dragged his way into the john. He could feel his face getting hot. But damn it, he would not use a bedpan like an invalid.

Kayli shook her head. “It’s not that simple. I speak into the machine and request specific data within a certain time frame, and it depicts episodes to exemplify the data. As an example, when I requested recent shows of compassion, I saw your conversation with Travis Stockham.”

She’d seen him with Travis? No way.

Kayli went silent, looking down at her feet for a moment.  “Perhaps you’d be rewarded to know that later, he cried at your generosity and compassion.”

Mallet stiffened.

Kayli’s gaze lifted, locked on his. “On his knees beside his bed. He thanked God, and he thanked you, sir. He prayed for you.”

A new weight, not the weight of despair, squeezed Mallet’s lungs. “You can’t know that.”

“I could show you if you’re inclined.”

“That’s an intrusion on that man’s privacy!”

She tucked her hair behind her ear. “Yes, I know, and I felt uncomfortable with it. I didn’t view him long. I only wanted to ensure that he hadn’t taken advantage of your intentions.”

Mallet found himself again struggling for composure. For once, he didn’t feel for himself and his situation. He felt glad—glad that he was able to relieve some of Travis’s burden, both financial and emotional. If he’d been in Travis’s situation, he knew he would have been miserable.

“You are truly an honorable man, sir. You are the man we want. The man we need.”

“We?” Now what was she suggesting? That there were more of her? Not that he wasn’t interested—hell, he was male, so he was interested. But still—

“My colony.”

Mallet blinked at her. “Your . . . ?”

“Colony.” She turned serious and again sat beside him, her hip brushing his and setting off sparks inside him.

With a single touch, she turned off the viewer. “In the twenty-third century, there are no states, no nations. We are a people divided into colonies, ruling ourselves without interference from big government. We rely on bigger government only for the strictest rules, which means—”

Mallet smashed a finger over her mouth. His head swam, and it wasn’t the pain meds. “You said the twenty-third century?”

She nodded, caught his wrist, and lowered his hand—to her lap.

Oh good God.

He felt the heat of her. He knew what lay just beneath his hand and that knowledge coursed through him like a hot, wet lick.

“Specifically,” she said, oblivious to his turmoil, “I’m referencing the year 2220. That is my current year, the year where your presence is needed. You see, sir, my colony—”

He didn’t want to, but he took his hand from that warm, soft lap and smashed his fingers over her mouth again.

She started to pull away.

“No,” he said. “Just be quiet. Let me think.”

Through large hazel eyes, she watched him. And she waited.

Finally Mallet asked, “You’re saying that you’re from the future?”

Not looking the least bit insane, she nodded.

“From 2220?”

She nodded.

So if she wasn’t nuts, she had to be pulling his leg. Did she expect him to believe that? Did she think the accident had also muddled his brain? The more he considered it, the more annoyed Mallet got. “How stupid do you think I look?”

And just like that, she was gone. Without her mouth behind his fingers, his hand fell. He was a large man, a fighter, more capable than most—and her disappearance scared him.

“Damn.” It seemed lame and unbelievable, but he carefully stretched over the side of his bed and looked under it.

Nope. She wasn’t tucked under there, hiding. She was just plain gone.

When he straightened again, she stood right before him. Mallet jumped so hard in surprise, it hurt like hell.

“God damn it, don’t do that!” His heart thumped and his skin crawled. He didn’t like being startled. It made him feel like a frail little girl.

Kayli apologized with a shrug. “I wanted to show you something, but I required permission.”

“Permission from who?”

“My mother.”

Mallet stalled. Her mother? Of all the idiotic . . . Hopefully that woman wasn’t lurking around, popping in and out, too. “What does your mother have to do with anything?”

“Everything. You see, our ancestors started our colony, so my mother, as the oldest remaining relative, is now the Arbiter.”

“Arbiter?”

“She is the person empowered to make weighty decisions concerning the colony—our people, our futures, our . . . everything. Most often she confers with the Council Mavens, to ensure all colony members’ opinions are appropriately represented within her decisions.”

“The council is elected?”

“No. They’re appointed by my mother, but with feedback from the members of the colony.”

“Are you one of these Council Mavens?”

She shook her head. “I lead our defense team, and as such, was appointed Claviger.”

“Claviger, huh? And that means . . . ?”

“Technically, I am the one who carries the keys. For our colony, it means I have the computer which locks or unlocks any given area of our colony. In many ways, my position is the most important to the colony members.”

“Sounds like you and your momma have things all wrapped up.”

His sarcasm stung her, given her expression. “My family would be similar to what your time period considers royalty.”

In other words, he had a princess visiting him from the future? Mallet’s eyes narrowed. “Now you’re just fucking with me, aren’t you?”

She went quiet, fidgeted, and then looked at him with clear disapproval. “I’m sorry, sir, but your language unsettles me. It’s not appropriate for where we will go.”

“Your colony?”

“Yes. If you’ll agree.” This time she pressed her fingers  to his mouth. “And if you agree, I, as Claviger, can make your leg whole again. It will be as if the damage never occurred. You will be the same man you were before the accident, but in a different time and place. You will stand with the members of my family to take responsibility for my people.”

Despite the craziness of her assertions, her audacity turned Mallet on. He nipped the tip of her middle finger with his teeth. Not hard, just enough to get her attention before he licked, tasted—

She jerked back fast, disappeared, and reappeared again almost immediately.

“I’m sorry,” she said in a rush, for the first time with an inflection of emotion wavering in her tone. “You must not do such things with your . . . your teeth and your . . . tongue? Yes, I’m sure it was your tongue.”

Wow. Such a reaction. He raised a brow and smiled. “It was.”

She took a step back, then caught herself and stiffened her shoulders.

“How’d you do that flickering in and out?”

Her face tightened. “I tried to leave, my computer insisted I stay.” Her chest expanded on a breath. “Because it is important that I stay to finish our discussions, I’m asking you, please do not do anything so . . . perturbing again.”

Grinning, Mallet shifted to face her more fully. “I perturbed you?”

She nodded. “Such things leave me unsure how to react.”

“I could show you how to react.” Okay, so pain kept him more immobile than not, and he couldn’t do squat without breaking a sweat. On top of his pathetic condition, she was probably looney tunes, but her sweetness made the lunacy irrelevant. Even under such absurd circumstances, Mallet couldn’t help but turn on the charm and give it a shot.

She intrigued him more than any other woman he’d met.

After drawing another deep breath, she flipped back her hair and lifted a stubborn chin.

Though Mallet hoped for agreement, he waited for her anger. He waited for a typical female rejection, maybe even a slap in the face.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she stated, “but I may not breed. It is forbidden for a warrior.”

That statement wiped all thought from Mallet’s brain. She couldn’t breed? Okay, so maybe her lunacy mattered a little after all.

Mallet took in the seriousness of her expression and decided to play along. “Sorry, sugar, but I ain’t going anywhere I can’t breed.”

She blinked hard and fast. “Oh, no, you misunderstand. It is forbidden for me—for most warriors. But you are an exception. You would be accepted as a prominent placeholder in the hierarchy, equal to the Arbiter. You would be expected, even encouraged to procreate.”

“No shit?”

“It would be wonderful if you filled our ranks with your offspring.”

Damn, but he couldn’t help it. Not since the accident had he found anything remotely funny, but several times now she’d made him smile. Now, with this craziness, he guffawed aloud, and once he got started he couldn’t stop.

She was a warrior?

From the twenty-third century?

She wanted to take him back there with her, and once there, he’d be encouraged to “get it on”?

The more that Mallet laughed, the more her expression soured until she pinched up and said, “Sir, your humor is misplaced.”

His leg hurt like hell, his ribs screamed in protest, and the rawness in his throat caused real agony, but it just didn’t matter.

“You think?” Wiping tears of mirth from his eyes, he settled from robust laughter to a warm smile. “Tell me this, honey, who am I supposed to procreate with?”

Her hazel eyes burned. Her lips went stiff. “You will be offered a selection of available women.”

Mallet howled with laughter. Forgetting the pain of his injuries, he fell back on the bed and shook with the hilarity of it.

Yeah, he had to be dreaming.

Someone would make his leg as good as new, and give him his choice of fine-looking women? A desperate fantasy for sure.

Or wait—maybe the women weren’t so fine. Maybe he’d be a sacrifice.

Choking down his amusement, Mallet turned toward her as far as his ruined leg would allow. He couldn’t stifle the wide grin. “Got a bunch of dogs in your colony, is that it?”

Her arms folded. “Animals are rare and cherished, but a few do reside within our boundaries.”

So cute, even for a nut job. “I meant the women, sugar. Are they homely, desperate hags?”

She went so rigid, a brisk wind would have broke her. “They are not unattractive, I promise you.”

“Do the others look like you?” If so, what the hell, he might just go with the delirium and have himself a good time while it lasted.

Color splotched her cheeks. “They do not. Unlike me, they’re more feminine.”

That rid him of his smile. “More feminine, huh? How so?”

“Women who are not warriors are . . . softer. Most in our colony have darker hair and bluer eyes, as your own, though some do have brown hair and green eyes. My fairness and height, along with my coloring, have made me an aberration of my colony—an irregularity within my family.”

Did all that mean that she found herself unattractive? She had acted surprised that his friends called her a hottie.

Mallet snorted. She was a looker, no two ways about it. But judging by her expression, he’d embarrassed her when that hadn’t been his intent.

“All that, huh?” Taking his time, Mallet looked over her long legs, trim torso, and proud shoulders. With the tunic she wore, it was tough to judge her breast size, but it didn’t  matter. He liked them all—large or small, soft or firm. Whatever she hid, he’d be satisfied.

All in all, there was nothing irregular about her sex appeal that he could see. “How are the other broads more feminine than you?”

“The women are delicate, whereas I am sturdy.”

“Sturdy?” He snorted again. “I don’t think so.”

“That would be your singular perception as an oversize man. In my colony, the men do not grow as . . . large as you.”

Though he figured none of it was real, he couldn’t help asking, “So the men are shrimps, too?”

Her exasperation showed. “The men are not as powerful as you, but they are good at what they do.”

“Just not so good that you couldn’t use some outside help—from me?”

“This is true. Our men are not fighters. They are builders and breeders, and they—”

“Okay, hold up.” Mallet started snickering again. “Breeders?”

Her hands landed on her hips, giving away her vexation over his frequent interruptions and overall chauvinism.

“There is a shortage of males. With the future of our colony dependant on offspring, it is too dangerous to risk a man in confrontations with other colonies.”

Outraged on behalf of all mankind, Mallet sat up again. “Wait one damn minute. You’re telling me the guys cower at home while the women go out to fight?”

“They do not cower. The men of my colony are brave and understanding of their circumstances. They build our walls, which require heavy lifting. They supervise our perimeter and alert us—”

“The women?” he sneered.

“The warriors.”

“All the warriors are women?” Time to switch drugs. That was too screwy even for him.

“Yes, the warriors are all women. We’re selected early in life based on our growth plates and aptitude toward physicality.”

“Looking for the big hardy ones, huh?”

She ignored that. “The men alert us when a hostile group approaches. But they also tend to the children, and when appropriate they endeavor to reproduce with the nonwarrior women.”

Despite himself, Mallet got caught up in her outrageous tale. It sounded to him like she had a bunch of wusses in her colony. What kind of men would sit home while the women went out to fight?

To distract her from her pique, he lifted the viewer. “Why don’t you just use this to keep up with your enemies?”

“The viewer only goes back in time, not across time, and not forward.”

Mallet studied the little box again. “How’s it work?” When she didn’t answer, he glanced up to see her blushing again. One brow lifted in question.

“I don’t know the specifics of it.”

“You don’t know?” Assuming her story ran short on those details, he snorted. “Figures.”

Rather than scramble to make her tale more believable, she snatched the viewer out of his hand and returned it to the strap in her belt. “How do your microwave ovens work?”

Hell, he didn’t know. “You push a button and it cooks food.”

“But how is that accomplished? What does the pushed button do?”

He shrugged. “Um . . . microwaves? They cook the food somehow. Hell, I’m not a chemist or anything. I’m a fighter.”

She slanted him a smirk of her own. “How do your video cameras capture an image, save it onto a selected format, and allow you to play it back again?”

Giving up, Mallet held up his hands. “No idea.”

“And your ancient cell phones that you all seem to carry without fail? How do they permit you to communicate through space?”

“You’ve got me. I’m clueless.”

Satisfied, she gave a nod of her head. “And so it is. Each  generation has made use of tools and toys available to them with no concept of how they actually function.”

She had a point. “All right, let’s let that go for now.” He eyed her, and went with a different source of curiosity. “You don’t consider yourself a hottie?”

Her chin went up. “Compliments are not necessary, I assure you. I take great pride in being honest with myself. I am strong and fast and brave. But no, I am not blessed with the appearance that draws men.”

“Really?” Sure as hell drew him. In a big way. His injuries had all but incapacitated him, yet she got a rise out of him anyway.

“I have endeavored not to let that flaw affect me as I meet my fate for my colony. My mother has two other daughters to fill the ranks with offspring who will carry on our family’s destiny. I am needed only to keep the peace, not the standing of our name.”

Mallet took extreme pleasure in saying, “I think you’re gorgeous. And that’s not the same as being hot. A chick can be hot, but not beautiful. Vice versa, too.”

Kayli frowned a little. “You’re saying that she can be beautiful but not . . . hot?”

“Yeah. And for the record, hot means doable, as in easily fucked.” He watched her waver, saw the color that first leeched from her skin, then flooded back, red hot and ripe. “You, Kayli Raine, are both.”

She shook her head in frantic denial. “No, I’m not—”

“Yeah, you are,” he interrupted. “Very.” He watched her blanch. “You aren’t going to disappear on me again, are you?”

She again shook her head, but remained mute.

“Cat got your tongue?”

That confused her. She put a hand to her chest. “My heart is racing. You disconcert me.”

Sounded fair, considering what she did to him. “And maybe I turn you on a little?”

More confusion swam in her mellow eyes. “Turn me on? I am not a machine. We already established that.”

Mallet chuckled at her misunderstanding. “No, turn you on, as in make you hot?”

She put a hand to her cheek. “Yes, you do bring a fever to my skin with your brazen way of speaking.”

Enough teasing already. With his blood stirring over his sexual intent, Mallet lowered his voice. “Come here, Kayli.”

Gaze flaring, she backed up a step. “Oh, no,” she said, and then added with great wariness, “Why?”

Mallet watched her. “I want to see if I turn you on.”

“No.” She denied him with a raised hand. “My instincts tell me that I should keep a fair distance from you while you’re in this odd confrontational mood. It would be best if we got back to business.”

“First things first.” He didn’t feel a single ache in that moment. “Come here.”

She breathed harder, and said in desperation, “I can not. What you do, whatever you plan, it is not proper, not for me.”

“How so?”

“I told you,” she said on a high, nearly hysterical note. “I am forbidden involvement with a male. I must focus on my duty alone. I am here to gain your agreement for assistance, nothing else. If I fail at that, I fail at everything that is important to me. I fail my colony. Please, can we not come to terms?”

Mallet saw her urgency, her near-pleading, and changed his direction. “All right, just calm down.”

“I can’t!”

He did his best to look neutral. “Come sit by me and we’ll talk about everything.”

Caution kept her entrancing hazel eyes glowing gold. “Only talk?”

He didn’t want to scare her. He knew she believed everything she said. Hell, a tiny part of his mind was beginning to believe, too. “I promise.”

She inched closer, then drew a breath, summoned up her nerve, and walked bold and brave to sit beside him. “Thank you, sir.”

“So what exactly would you need me to do if I accepted your proposition?”

Before she could answer, the door started to open, and right before Mallet’s eyes, she disappeared.

Again.

Damn it.
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