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Dear Reader,


Ahh, Valentine’s Day. Hearts and flowers, candlelight and romance. I absolutely love the month of February! Even more fun is adding a hunky military hero to the mix. My own real-life hero is ex-military, so I have a special place in my heart for soldiers and the amazing sacrifices they make for us. So I was really excited to be able to write a Uniformly Hot! story featuring an army hero.

Breaking the Rules is all about control. My heroine, Sophia, finally has control of her life and doesn’t intend to lose it again. Max, my hero, has never let a little thing like rules get in the way of what he wants.


Putting these two together made for instant sparks. And where there are sparks, fire’s sure to follow.


I wish you a very happy Valentine’s Day.


Tawny Weber


P.S. If you’re on the web, please drop by my website at www.TawnyWeber.com. I’d love to hear from you.
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To Specialist, James Ramirez.
 My very own hero. I couldn’t do it without you.
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Prologue



SERGEANT FIRST CLASS Maximilian St. James, EOD squad leader, stood at attention at the foot of the hospital bed. Next to him stood the general, also standing ramrod straight. The blistering Afghanistan sun shone through the army medical center window. The sharp scent of antiseptic filled the air.

Specialist Rico Santiago, his leg in traction, returned the general’s salute, waiting until the man glanced away before winking at Max.

His face impassive, Max saluted the general and waited for the return salute. As soon as the ranking officer stepped aside for him to pin the Purple Heart on Rico’s pajama top, Max rolled his eyes at the look of heroic suffering on his buddy’s face.

“Good work, gentlemen,” the general concluded, dismissing them both.

Only when the man moved away did Max let himself grin. He tapped Rico’s cast and arched his brow as if to say, “Told you so.”

“I’d have been fine if you’d presented it,” Rico muttered, but Max could tell the guy was seriously proud to have been pinned by a four-star general.

“You deserved a little pomp,” Max claimed. He’d made sure his man got it, and had pushed to have Rico brought to the joint theater hospital instead of the closer units. Now, shoulders tense from being at constant attention, Max wished for just a second that they’d stuck with a more low-key hospital.

It had nothing to do with being nervous in the presence of brass. Max had cut his baby teeth on brass.

He’d never had one of his men hospitalized before, though.

He was handling it fine. It wasn’t as if he wanted to wince at the sight of the cuts and bruises on Rico’s face. The guy’s leg all trussed up, with pulleys and contraptions wrapped around it, didn’t make his gut clench.

He didn’t feel ill whenever he closed his eyes and flashed back to the paralyzing terror of watching the RPG, or rocket-propelled grenade, hit the ground. The dust and flying dirt had made it impossible to see how bad Rico had been hit. For a heartbeat, he’d frozen when the dust cleared and he saw his man lying there on the ground.

Yep, he was handling it all just fine.

Rico was a smart guy, though.

“Dude, quit feeling guilty. It wasn’t your fault.”

“It was my call to go in and defuse that bomb,” Max muttered, giving in to the need to chill by dropping into the chair next to the bed.

“You didn’t know we’d be ambushed.”

Max shrugged. It should have been a simple bomb detonation. Intel hadn’t offered any insurgent warnings. The village had been peaceful with early morning quiet. Standard bomb disarming operation, just like any other day.

Max had assessed the situation and made the call to go in.

It’d been a bad call.

“That grim look on your face is messing up my hero moment here,” Rico joked.

“You look pretty in your new jewelry,” Max joked, flicking a finger over the commendation on Rico’s chest. “Still, I feel bad leaving you lying here.”

“Dude, you’d be going home whether I was busted up or not. Quit being all mama hen and enjoy your leave.”

Max smirked, always amused at the hokey folky sayings coming out of a big, macho bruiser like Rico. The man was right, though. Max was due to go stateside in twenty-four hours. It was coming up to the anniversary of his father’s death, so whenever possible he took leave to be with his mom on that day.

“But you know…” Rico said, his smile dimming.

Max lost the smirk.

“If you don’t mind?”

“Sure, buddy. Anything.”

“You’re going back to the Bay area, yeah?”

“Yeah.” There had been a St. James of the St. Jameses on Nob Hill as far back as the 1800s. Sure, the house had been rebuilt after the 1906 earthquake, but the snobbery of the family hadn’t changed a bit.

Which meant that while he’d have preferred to spend his month-long leave knocking back tequila with a half dozen bikini-clad hotties on a beach somewhere, that wasn’t gonna happen.

Unless orders prevented it, he was expected to spend Februarys at home. Max had learned the rules at his mother’s knee. As he’d grown older, he’d learned which ones mattered, which could be ignored and how to bend them all to work in his favor.

“A little favor?”

From the look on Rico’s face, a combination of a sheepish grin and the look he got before he pulled one of his notorious pranks, Max figured he’d better hear this standing. He rose slowly, preparing.

“My sister is right outside San Francisco. I told you that, right?” He waited for Max’s nod. “She’s a peach. A real sweet-heart. But she’s swimming in the deep end right now, totally out of her element.”

Max stood at parade rest, listening to Rico extol the virtues of his little sister, the recently widowed sweet innocent.

“So if you could check on her, I’d appreciate it.”

“Just stop in and check on her?” That didn’t sound dangerous.

“Well, maybe make sure she’s got a handle on her business?”

“Check on her and her business?” Max crossed his arms, eyeing Rico’s cast and wondering just how hurt he really was.

“And, you know, make sure any guys sniffing around are worthy.”

“Check on her, her business and the men in her life?”

Rico winked. “If you want, you can shovel out the guys. Sophia, she’s gorgeous. A real sweetheart. You’re gonna love her.”

Eyes narrowing, Max rocked back on his heels. “Playing cupid, Santiago?”

“Cupid? Hell, no,” Rico said, laughing.

Max relaxed.

“Dude, you take one look at my little sister and you’re gonna fall so hard and fast, that flying baby’s gonna get whip-lash before he can let off a single arrow.” Rico levered himself up with difficulty, then slapped Max on the arm. “The two of you? Perfect. Absolutely perfect for each other.”

“That bomb rocked your brain? You know I’m not gonna romance your sister. It’s against the rules.”

“What rules?”

“All the rules. The ‘don’t date your buddy’s sister’ rules. The ‘don’t get seriously involved when you’re serving on a dangerous tour overseas’ rules. The ‘soldiers make lousy husbands’ rules.” Max arched a brow. “You weren’t suggesting I go home and just fool around with your sister, were you?”


Rico moved so fast that the metal bed ground against the cement floor as his traction pulley trapped him in place.

“See, rules.” Max nodded, pleased his point was made so easily. “I’ll check on your little sister, Santiago. But that’s it. Nothing’s gonna happen.”
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SIS: IT’S CRAZY HERE. Hot, ugly, intense. My kinda place. Still, I miss home. The pictures you sent of the seal pups in Yerba Buena made me smile. But who was that chick with the pink hair? Did her T-shirt really say Blow Me? What kind of people are you running with? You’d better be careful. You know there are jerks out there who’d take advantage of your money, right? Don’t trust people unless one of mis hermanos checks them out first, okay? Speaking of, I’ve got a buddy stopping by. He’s a good guy and helped me out of a tight spot. He promised to check up on you. Treat him nice. He’s the kind of guy you should be thinking about, okay? A stand-up guy with full pockets and real integrity.

Think about it.

Love ya, Rico.



Holy cow, Rico was matchmaking from a battle zone. Her brother was certifiable. Sophia Castillo didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. A typical reaction when dealing with her family.

She wasn’t sure which was worse, though. That he thought he could check up on her? Or the idea that he’d found some guy who had… How’d he put it? Full pockets? As if she’d have the slightest interest in dating at this point in her life, let alone care what was in some guy’s pants. So typical, given that none of the men in her family thought she was capable of taking care of herself.

Sophia smiled anyway, though. Even if he was an overprotective, meddling busybody, she was proud of her brother. Bad boy Rico Santiago had finally found his path in life. A member of EOD, the U.S. Army’s bomb disposal unit, he was halfway through his 365-day tour in Afghanistan. Risking his life, defending his country. And still bossing his little sister around.

Trying to boss her around, Sophia corrected as the phone rang.

“Esprit de l’Art,” she answered, as always loving the sound of the art gallery’s name rolling off her tongue.

“Sophia?”

Recognizing her lawyer’s voice, Sophia closed her eyes and said a little prayer, then replied, “Olivia, hello. I hope you have some good news for me?”

“Is no news good news?” the other woman asked.

Sophia winced. If Olivia was trying to make jokes, the morning’s settlement negotiation hadn’t gone well.

“She wouldn’t budge?” Even though she’d known it was a long shot, Sophia’s stomach still sank into the toes of her sassy red heels. She’d have dropped her head on her desk and let it bounce a few times, but she figured with her luck she’d damage the desk. And she couldn’t afford to replace it.

“I’m sorry. Ms. Castillo’s lawyer stood firm on their demands. They want you to release all claims to your late husband’s estate. They’re not willing to negotiate.”

It’d been eight months since Sophia’s husband of four years had died of a heart attack. The abrupt loss had been a shock. But the reality was, she’d spent the year before he’d died mourning the loss of the man she’d loved after she’d finally realized the charming hero she’d idealistically married only existed in her imagination.

Nineteen years her senior, Joseph Castillo had swept her off her feet. He’d been wealthy, intellectual and polished. Everything Sophia had dreamed about as a poor little girl growing up in a huge family of bossy brothers and a father too busy supporting all of them to pay much notice to his youngest child.

The first year of her marriage had been a fairy tale. Joseph had been wonderful. He’d even bought the gallery she’d loved since childhood for her as a wedding gift. Indulgent and sweet, he’d treated her like a princess. And she’d done everything she could to be worthy of her charming prince. It’d been in their second year of marriage that things had gotten rocky.

To this day, she didn’t know if it was because she’d started feeling comfortable enough to start asserting her normal independence, something she’d sidelined in the uniqueness of being taken care of, or if it was Joseph’s waning attention as the novelty of his new bride faded. Probably a combination of the two. But things subtly changed. So subtly it’d taken Sophia three years to see the deliberate erosion of her confidence. A master of passive-aggressive power plays, Joseph had wanted her to remain the naively devoted worshiper he’d married and he’d done everything he could to keep her there.

In the end, Sophia had barely recognized herself under the layers of silk, diamonds and obedience.

And she definitely hadn’t recognized the man she’d married.

“So what next?” she asked her lawyer, dreading the answer but needing to know. Never again was she going to hide away and hope things would just get better. She’d learned the hard way that sitting with her eyes scrunched closed and her fingers crossed was only good for wrinkles and hand cramps.

“You want it all, she wants it all. So next, we go to trial,” Olivia said briskly, as if Sophia having the intimate details of her life publically smeared in court wasn’t anything to stress about. “We have an excellent chance of walking away with everything. Joseph’s will clearly stated that eighty percent of his estate was to go to you. Despite your stepdaughter’s claim that you were going to file for divorce and in so filing, would void the prenup, you didn’t actually take any legal steps. Intention isn’t fact.”

As usual, the thought of divorce sent a feeling of failure washing over Sophia. She’d been brought up to believe that marriage was forever. Despite her family’s oh-so-vocal doubts—or maybe because of them—she’d been determined, even when things started to fall apart, to have that idyllic forever.

Part of her had even hoped that the shock of suggesting they end their marriage would somehow push them into fixing things.

Apparently, she’d still been a little naive. But not any longer. Now she had priorities. And priority number one was her gallery.

“What about the money? Can’t I access any of my bank accounts? I’ve been living on what Esprit brings in for the past six months. And given the mess Joseph created last year, it’s not bringing in much.”

“The joint accounts are all frozen. I’ve requested an audience with Judge Langley to negotiate. Ms. Castillo refused arbitration, so I might be able to use that as a leverage to get at least a portion of the money released.”

Sophia wasn’t surprised that her stepdaughter had refused arbitration. Lynn was bitter. Younger than Sophia by only a couple of years, she’d been raised by her mother and taught young to hate everything her father stood for. Except, apparently, his money.

“I need access to my funds if I’m going to keep this business going, Olivia. We have to figure something out. The gallery has a show scheduled next week. It has to be a success.”


For so many reasons. Her ego, for one. Years of subtle put-downs and the slow shredding of her confidence, for another. The process had been methodical and clever. Before she’d realized it, she was distanced from her family, cut off from her friends. Her entire world revolved around Joseph.

His opinions. His approval. His guidance.

Her dress was too short. Her lipstick too bright. Her opinions too loud.

And the gallery he’d given her as a wedding gift? She looked around her office, letting the warmth of the space ward away the chills this conversation and her memories were bringing. He’d never let her actually run the gallery. Yes, it was in her name. But he’d thought she should take management classes. Then he’d figured she needed to travel more, see other galleries. He’d explained that she’d learn through watching. So even though she’d technically owned the gallery for four years, until last summer the sum total of her contribution had been choosing hors d’oeuvres for shows and looking pretty.

And she’d sat quietly by while he slowly and surely undermined the gallery, too. She had to turn the business back around. She and the gallery—they were both going to regain their former glory.

She glanced at the pile of bills mocking her from her inbox and sighed. Somehow.

“Olivia, this show’s success is vital,” Sophia insisted. Actually, she insisted pretty loudly. Not quite at the top of her lungs, but you couldn’t say she wasn’t passionate about how much she needed this show to work out. Sophia clenched the phone in her fist and took a deep breath, then modulated her tone. “You have to push harder. I don’t understand how she can control everything like this. The will clearly stated what was mine and what was Lynn’s. How come the judge is giving her this much power?”


Olivia’s sigh was so loud, Sophia was surprised it didn’t ruffle her hair through the phone.

“Sophia, I’m sorry. Between Ms. Castillo’s witness list and documentation, she was able to present a strong enough case that the judge has to consider it.”

“In other words, Judge Langley is listening to gossip and rumors.”

The rumors that Sophia was a promiscuous money-hungry tramp had started four months ago. If they were to be believed, it was her fault, for everything from the gallery’s shift in focus from classy photography to erotic art, to the resulting financial challenges, to Joseph’s receding hairline.

“You realize Lynn’s probably the one who started those stupid rumors, right?” Sophia pointed out, her fingers tapping in irritation on her spotless desk blotter. “Who else would care what the gallery is showing or how I run it?”

“Regardless of who started the rumors, you need to be aware of the talk and make sure you rise above it. Prove it false. Continue with your plan to restore the gallery to its former focus on photography instead of the erotic art your husband preferred to show. Behave, keep your nose clean, all that stuff. If you do, we’ll be fine. Just stay focused and keep a positive attitude.”

At this point, Sophia did let her head drop to her desk as she continued to listen to Olivia reiterate again all the ways she should behave before saying goodbye.

It was all she could do not to slam the phone down. God, she was sick of people telling her how to behave. What to do and how to do it. And always, every freaking time, it was supposedly for her own good.

Because, what? She only did things for her own bad?

When did she get to lead her own life? Call her own shots?

“Now, dammit,” she said aloud. “It’s my life and I have a plan. I’m the one in charge now.”


Maybe talking to herself wasn’t a part of that plan, but she was considering it a work in progress.

She clicked her mouse, opening a brightly colored goal board on her computer screen. She’d spent the past year reading every self-help book she could find. She searched her soul, delved into her psyche, tiptoed around her inner shadow. And she’d decided that the true path to happiness was through control. Her taking control of her own life, that is.

And now her brother was trying to get her to go out with one of his buddies? Sophia pursed her lips, and even though she knew she was only torturing herself, she clicked open her picture file.

Her mouse went unerringly to the photo Rico had sent her about six months ago. She’d looked at it so often, it was a good thing it was on the computer screen instead of paper, or she’d have worn out the edges. With a click, a group of men filled her screen. Rico’s bomb disposal squad. There was her brother in the center, his arms draped over two other guys while another stood just off to the side.

He was dressed the same as the others, a tan T-shirt and fatigues. But he stood out as if he were wearing a tux. Maybe it was his position, a part of the group yet distanced. Or a sign of authority, since he seemed to be in command.

Some men were pure fantasy material. And this guy, Sophia decided with a deep sigh, was a prime example of a U.S. Armed Forces soldier at its finest. A testosterone-loaded weapon in human form. This guy exuded an air of confident sexuality that was so strong in a photograph, Sophia was pretty sure it’d melt her into a puddle of lust if she ever saw him in the flesh. From the curling tips of his damp, dark hair, over the sculpted muscles lovingly covered in the soft tan T-shirt to the hard thighs in khaki fatigues, he was all male.

All sexy, intense, controlled male.

He looked like the kind of guy who knew how to make sex amazing. The kind who not only put a woman’s needs first, but realized them before she did. A man who’d make her feel incredibly wanted.

Desirable, powerful and feminine. Sophia’s breath quickened as she imagined his hands. They’d be strong. Hard, yet gentle as he caressed her. He’d explore her body, sending her into a mind-numbing spiral of sexual delight she’d only dreamt of.

Just like she was dreaming now. Sophia’s breath shortened, her body tight and taut at the images dancing through her mind.

Realizing she’d done it again, brought herself to the edge of an orgasm fantasizing about a guy she’d probably never meet, who for all she knew was happily married with five kids, she gave a breathless laugh.

He was definitely not the kind of guy Rico would send with instructions to check up on his little sister.

“Yo, Soph,” called a voice from down the hall.

Sophia’s fingers fumbled, sending the mouse sliding across her desk before she caught it. A quick click closed the file, and its hunky contents.

Her cheeks burning, Sophia lifted her chin and quickly pushed away from the desk and hurried from her office so Gina wouldn’t come in. Her little fantasy had been so hot, she was sure there was a cloud of sexual energy floating above her computer.

“Yo, Gina,” she answered, smoothing her skirt as she headed toward the back of the storage room. “Did that shipment of frames come in?”

“Yep. That and a few other things.”

That tone, with its underlayer of naughty glee, made Sophia frown. “What things?”

“Oh, some this, some that and a really huge…”

When Sophia reached the far side of the storeroom where they kept shipping supplies and the deliveries were made, her jaw dropped.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“The shippers thought they were doing us a favor by uncrating it since it’s so heavy. I was watching the floor, so I didn’t have a chance to stop them before they took off.” Delighted horror filled Gina Mayes’s voice. “Isn’t it great?”

Sophia couldn’t tear her eyes off the mind-bogglingly huge spectacle to spare her assistant a look.

“I’ve never seen a penis that big. It’s insane. What am I supposed to do with it?” she mused with a frown, wandering a circle around the statue for a better look. “I mean, sure, it’s pretty. Long, hard and smooth. But really…isn’t it proof positive that you can have at least four feet too much of a good thing?”

Tilting her head to one side, her dark hair sweeping across her cheek, Sophia tried to figure out why someone would want to create, let alone buy, such phallic glory. She had no clue.

“Men and chocolate, you can’t ever have too much when they’re good.” Gina grinned from the other side of the erect member, her eyes sparkling behind rhinestone encrusted cat’s-eye glasses and below a thick brush of magenta bangs. “And this sucker is definitely bigger than the one I got up close and personal with last night.”

“Haven’t you heard? It’s not the size that counts,” Sophia quipped, tongue in cheek. “It’s how you use it.”

“You just know a man made that up.” Gina dismissed her words with a flick of her pink feather duster. “Women know size definitely matters. Even in art.”

She might have been married four years, held a master’s in fine art and owned a gallery that, up until two months ago, specialized in the erotic. But Sophia didn’t have enough experience with men to offer more than a weak smile.

There was no arguing that size was a factor with this phallic fantasy. Standing at a solid four and a half feet, fully erect, the polished white-veined marble gleamed in the pale morning light shining through the window. It was going to be a total pain in the ass to return.

“Why do people send their work without checking first? I sent out a notice three months ago that we wouldn’t be accepting any more erotic pieces. I made it clear we were shifting focus to photography. Not—” she waved her hand again at the huge penis “—this kind of thing. Erotic art is all well and good, but we’re not showing it anymore.”

Which was a shame, really. Yes, her plan was to return the gallery’s focus to photography, as it had been from its inception until Joseph had decided to stir things up a few years back. But damn, that erotic stuff made a lot of money. It’d be worth polishing a four-and-a-half foot penis for a few months if it’d pay some bills.

Behave, Olivia’s reminder rang in her head.

“We’ll recrate it and call the shippers,” Sophia decided with a sigh, scanning the artist’s shipping manifest for an email address. “I’ll contact this Mita Andress and let her know we’re returning her…penis.”

“Andress?” Gina asked. “She called last week, wanting to be included in the upcoming show, but I said her work wouldn’t fit this exhibit. Pretty ballsy of her to ignore that. Maybe she thought you’d be so wowed, you’d overlook the topic, so to speak.” Gina tucked her feather duster into the back of her wide studded leather belt and wrapped her arms around the marble member to tests its weight.

“I might need a little help,” she grunted, stepping back to glare at the large piece as if it’d suddenly made a dirty joke and personally offended her. “Maybe Mita didn’t ignore you. Maybe this is another one of Lynn’s rotten pranks.”

Sophia pursed her lips. The other woman had definitely made it her mission since her father’s death to create as much trouble in Sophia’s life as possible.

But sending a marble penis?


“Maybe,” she acknowledged. “But it’s just as likely a mistake.”

Unable to help herself, Sophia grabbed her ever-present SLR camera out of the loose pocket of her skirt and stepped back to frame the shot. As always, the viewfinder was magic for her. Her objectivity filter. Through it, she saw what was, instead of what she wanted to see.

She let her mind clear, letting the image fill her head instead. White marble against the pitted paneling of the storage room walls. Gina’s face grinning under the pink fringe of her bangs, her torn T-shirt and leather a sharp contrast against the smooth, elegant curves of the sculpture.

All she needed was five seconds to frame and snap the shot for her to put Gina’s suggestion to rest. There was too much pride, even love, carved into the marble for it to be a prank.

“I’m sure the artist thought we’d love the sculpture and want to include her in the show next week,” she decided as she lowered the camera.

“You just like to think the best of people,” Gina accused, as if that was a bad thing.

“Not the best,” Sophia demurred. She glanced at the photos lining the back hall, studies of light and dark. “I just see the reality.”

“Well, obviously some people don’t like the new reality,” Gina said with a shrug as she gathered the wood, a can of nails and a hammer to start building a new crate. “I wonder how many more people will send us random body art without a contract, wanting to be included in next week’s show.”

“I guess I should be grateful someone wants to be included,” Sophia muttered, holding the long wooden plank so Gina could hammer the L-bracket in place.

Sophia was sure her decision was right, but the lack of enthusiasm from the public, the artists and the photographers was disheartening. It was almost enough to make her doubt her ability to regain Esprit’s previous glory.


Not for the first time, she cursed her late husband. He’d taken one of the top photographic art galleries in the San Francisco Bay area and changed its specialty to erotica.

To this day, Sophia didn’t know if Joseph’s obsession with sexually focused art was homage to the genre, or if it was a crutch for his own lack of talent in that arena.

“What about that von Schilling guy who wanted to show here?” Gina asked as she started building the next crate wall.

Sophia looked past the crate at the photos, barely visible in the showroom. She’d love to have an artist of von Schilling’s caliber showing here. But…

“No. He’s amazing, a legend, really. But he specializes in nudes. If I show him, it keeps me stuck in the same rut Joseph created.” And would lend more weight to Lynn’s accusations that Sophia was some kind of sex-obsessed pervert who would run first the gallery, then the rest of the Castillo estate, into the ground. “He’d be incredible, but I need someone else. A totally different direction.”

Seeing that Gina had a handle on the construction of the rest of the crate, Sophia stepped away.

“You could put your own photos in the show,” Gina muttered between swings of her hammer.

Pretending she hadn’t heard the words over the hammering, Sophia wandered over to the door. Her gaze skimmed the short hallway, focusing instead on the main showroom with its glossy wide-planked floors and beveled glass windows. Prisms of light danced softly, the damaging rays weaving a pattern on the floor but not touching the photographs displayed on the walls.

Her photos, in a show.

It’d be the most amazing thing in the world. Her stomach jittered at the idea, a thrill of excitement shivering down her spine at the idea of being in one.

But she knew what she saw when she looked through the viewfinder at herself. The truth. She was a lover of art, but not brave enough to be an artist. She didn’t have the guts to bare her soul through her work.

What she did have, though, was the gallery. Esprit could be her expression of art. She’d spent years apprenticing, so to speak, at Joseph’s side. He’d insisted on dangling the gallery like a gold-plated carrot, his last means of controlling his wife once she’d grown a spine.

Right up until he’d had a heart attack on the ninth hole. A familiar mix of sorrow, guilt and a few dregs of anger roiled together in Sophia’s stomach.

She started when Gina patted her arm. She’d been so lost in thought, she hadn’t noticed the hammer’s silence.

“Soph,” Gina said, the look on her face making it clear she had a clue where Sophia’s mind had wandered. “You okay?”

“I feel fine,” Sophia lied. “I just have to get through this month. Get the show set up, start selling art again. That’s my priority.”

“My priority is sending this magnificent member back to its maker. But I need your help,” Gina wiggled her eyebrows, the light glinting off the stainless hoop on the left one. “I’ll seal the last wall of the crate after we shove this sucker inside.”

“Pushing penises,” Sophia snickered with a shake of her head. “Pathetic.”

“Admit it,” Gina said, her words barely discernible through her giggles. “You’ll miss this kind of thing once the gallery is on the straight and narrow.”

“Hmm, let me think. A chance to reclaim prestige, acclaim and worldwide admiration? Or the notoriety of being the proud displayer of the world’s largest hard-on? Such a choice.”

She didn’t add that the constant focus on sex was like nails on a chalkboard to her since she wasn’t getting any. Torture akin to sending a dieter to work at a Hershey factory.

She joined Gina next to the statue, watching the tiny woman wrap her arms around the marble. She couldn’t even reach one hand to the other, the thing was so wide.

“Yum,” Gina said, her face pressed against the penis. “On three?”

Sophia kicked off her twice reheeled red patent pumps and hitched up her pencil skirt so she could bend at the knees. Wrapping her arms around the slick, cool stone, she sucked in a breath and, when Gina said, “Now,” lifted.

Holy crap, the thing weighed a ton. They couldn’t budge it.

“God,” she grunted, releasing one arm from the penis to rub her tailbone. “I think I broke my ass.”

“This sucker gives new meaning to the term rock-hard. Who knew an erection could weigh more than a horse?” No longer amused, Gina scowled at the monstrosity.

“Can I help you, ladies?” The voice was male, it was laughing and it was coming from directly behind her.

Stiffening, Sophia felt the blood drain from her face.

Did anything say professional like two women wrapped around a preposterously proportioned penis?

Could this get any more humiliating? With a quick wince, Sophia pushed her dark hair off her face and, hoping for the best, straightened the collar of her ruffled poet’s blouse before turning around.

It only took two seconds for her blood to heat. For her heart to race. Breath catching in her chest, she stared.

It was him. Her fantasy guy. The sexy soldier from Rico’s picture. And he was even better live and in person. Cut military-short, his mahogany hair glinted with hints of red. Laughter danced in his deeply, intense melt-her-heart brown eyes as they met hers.

Sophia wet her suddenly parched lips and tried to catch her breath. His gaze shifted from amusement to masculine appreciation, the look making her stomach jitter. The man was pure, three-dimensional nirvana. The long sleeves of his blue pin-striped button-down shirt couldn’t disguise his wide shoulders, his muscled biceps.

He was a dream come to life. And maybe—she pressed her hand against her stomach—just maybe she wasn’t ready to try and handle dreams in real life. They were so much safer in pictures.

It was like getting hit with a sexual force field. Towering a good four inches over her five-foot-ten-in-heels self, he exuded power. Charisma. Pure sexual energy.

“Can I have you—I mean, help you?”
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TWO WOMEN IN A DIMLY lit room wrapped around an erection that’d do King Kong proud? Struggling against the urge to laugh, Maximilian St. James stepped farther into the storeroom for a better look. He wasn’t sure what amused him more—the gorgeous blushing brunette’s stammers or the scenario itself.

She was stunning. Golden skin that looked like silk over sharp cheekbones, a high forehead and perfect nose. Her lips were full and lush, making him think of deep, wet kisses. He looked into eyes as pale as her hair was dark, watching confusion, embarrassment and what his ego swore looked like lust stare back at him.

A giggle behind the brunette snagged his attention. He squinted at the sight of the other woman. She was…funky? Was that the right term? A cross between a rainbow-hued Goth princess and a very edgy pixie.

Quite the contrast to the dusky beauty staring at him as if he’d just dropped from outer space. His gaze moved past the women to the huge marble cock they’d been hugging.

Shouldn’t they be naked? Maybe chanting or something? Was he a pervert for wishing the brunette, at least, had been?

“Am I interrupting?”


At a narrow-eyed look from the taller woman, the pixie choked back her laugh.

Strong women were so damned sexy.

“We were just…” She trailed off, glancing at the statue. Wrinkling her nose, she just shrugged.

He couldn’t stop his lips from twitching, but he did manage to hold back his laughter.

Obviously not as constrained, the pixie snorted. At an arch look from her boss, she excused herself to make a phone call, tossing one last naughty giggle over her shoulder as she left the room.

“I saw you just…” He let the words trail off the way hers had. His lips twitched again. “The offer to help is still open. It looks like you could use a strong back.”

A faint wash of color swept over her cheeks. She shifted her stance, stepping away from the statue and crossing her arms in a way that accented her curves beneath her loose jacket. His mouth stopped twitching and started drooling.

It was the first time in weeks that he’d felt something other than bone-deep exhaustion or soul-wearying stress pressing down on his shoulders. Maybe it was the year in the desert. Maybe jet lag after the flight into SFO from Afghanistan. Or maybe she was simply the most stunning woman he’d ever seen.

Despite his exhaustion, Max had been dreading this trip home. If he’d had his way, he’d have spent his month’s leave in Europe. In Hawaii. Hell, he’d have stayed in the Middle East if he’d had a choice. But now that he’d met Sophia, he was thinking he should be a little more grateful for family obligations and his promise to Rico.

“I’m Sergeant Maximilian St. James,” he said, striding forward to offer his hand. Her slender fingers disappeared in his wide palm. “Your brother is Specialist Santiago, correct? He asked me to stop by.”

Her scent, a rich, spicy floral, wrapped around him like an embrace. Delicious. He breathed deeply and smiled. He didn’t know what caused the slight tremor in her fingers. She could be intimidated by his size or be feeling an awareness similar to the one surging through his own system.

Discipline was as much a part of his DNA as his skeletal system. Max might be burned out, but he still knew how to maintain control. At least, on the surface. Beneath, though, he felt as if he’d just been rocked by an exploding bomb at the touch of her slender fingers in his.

“Sophia Castillo?” he asked when she continued to stare at him with those sky-blue eyes, looking like she was absorbing his very essence.

“Yes,” she finally said, her voice husky. She cleared her throat and appeared to pull herself together, then offered a proprietor-of-the-gallery-type smile. Friendly but not too familiar. He bet that look sold many a… His eyes went to the statue. Well, whatever she sold in this place. “I’m Sophia Castillo.”

“Didn’t Rico warn you I’d be stopping by?” He’d figured Rico, in typical big brother matchmaking fashion, had exaggerated his little sister’s need for someone to look out for her. He’d gone on and on about how she was all alone now. How she’d never run her own life, let alone the business she’d been left by her late husband. He’d made her sound like a twelve-year-old dropped in NYC with a bus pass and a teddy bear.

Rico’s hard sell had put Max on red alert. Guilt and obligation meant he couldn’t ignore Rico’s request to check on Sophia. But he could avoid his buddy’s little romance game. He’d labeled this a simple mission. Get in, do his duty, get out. Or in civilian terms, stop by, say hi, make sure she was handling Rico’s news okay, then hit the door.

But now? Judging from the dazed look in her eyes, maybe she could use a little help. And if it gave him an excuse to put off seeing his family for a few minutes, or even hours, so be it.


“Rico mentioned someone might, um, might visit. And I recognize you from your…from a picture Rico sent.” Another wave of heat, this time for reasons he didn’t understand, washed over her cheeks. “You’re in his squadron, aren’t you?”

“Squad leader,” Max acknowledged, noting the resemblance between his specialist and the woman in front of him. Her hair was a glorious black, falling in long waves over her shoulders and giving her the look of a Spanish princess. Slashing cheekbones, a wide mouth and strongly arched brows all defined a strong face. In contrast, her eyes were a cool sky blue, strikingly Anglo against her Latino features.

As if she just realized it was still there, she slid her hand out of his, then took a quick step backward. She ran her tongue over her full lower lip, glanced at the statue and then back at him. She appeared clueless as what to do next.

Maybe Rico was right. Maybe she really did need someone to look out for her.

“Well, thank you for coming by,” she said with a semblance of a smile. “I’d love to show you around but, well, as you can see, I’m a little busy at the moment.”

They both looked at the dick. Sophia squared her shoulders.

Max frowned.

“Rico just emailed you today?”

“Yes. Or, at least I just got it today. Sometimes his emails take a while to get through.”

“And he said…?”

Brow furrowed, she bit her lip and gave him a long, considering look. Her gaze dropped, for just a second, to where his hands rested in his pants pockets—or maybe a little at the center of the pockets, his ego goaded. Then she gave a tiny shake of the head and told him, “He just said someone from his squad would be stopping by.”

“That’s it?”


She hesitated.

“He also said you’d helped him out of a tight spot. Knowing Rico, I figure he borrowed money or got in trouble with a local girl’s brothers. Our dad always said Rico rolls through life like a bowling ball.”

Instead of returning her smile, Max didn’t move a muscle. His insides froze. The last time he’d felt like this, he’d been staring down the barrel of an enemy’s gun. She didn’t know?

In the space of his next breath, he analyzed all available options, mentally cursed his luck and decided to go with a soft-sell version of the truth.

“Rico’s fine,” he said first.

She frowned.

“He did have a little trouble, but it’s all taken care of. He’s catching up on a little rest and giving some nurses a bad time.”

“Nurses?” Her olive complexion paled as her breath hitched. She clenched her hands and then unclenched them. As if she’d grabbed on to the fear and was letting it go before it overwhelmed her. “He’s hurt?”

“He’s—”

“Don’t tell me he’s fine again,” she snapped. She didn’t look helpless now. Then with a show of control he had to admire, she shook her head, took another deep breath and asked in a calmer tone, “Please. Tell me what happened to Rico.”

It was her control, rather than her distress, that had Max stepping forward to offer comfort. It was like stepping from the shadows into a warm puddle of sunlight.

“He injured his leg on a mission.” He said it brutally fast, knowing that news like this was better given all at once. “We were heading in to neutralize an explosive in a heavily populated area and there was an ambush. He caught some shrapnel in his leg.”


As she blinked back tears, her pale eyes studied him closely. “And?”

He didn’t move a muscle, but his insides winced. Wasn’t she supposed to be helpless and a little clueless?

“Sergeant? What aren’t you telling me?”

“I’ve given you the pertinent details,” he said briskly, automatically falling into command mode. Considering his years of military training, his Nob Hill matriarch of a mother and a father who’d been a three-star general, he could pull on “uptight and reserved” like a second skin. “He was on a mission, he was hurt. He’s recuperating and will regain full use of his leg.”

And all Max had to do was close his eyes and he could see Rico—his tent mate, the guy he played poker with and shared middle-of-the night terrors—torn and broken. Pale and dead-looking, with blood pouring from his leg and rocks and debris covering his body. His friend. The man serving under him, who’d followed his orders. His responsibility.

He took a step away from Sophia as if he were stepping away from the memories.

“Was that the tight spot you helped him out of?” she asked, her voice tight, as if she were trying to keep tears from falling.

“I neutralized the insurgent responsible while the others on the squad contained the rest of the dissidents.”

“You saved my brother?” Her breath shuddered. Then she stepped toward him, laying her palm on his chest as if touching him would ensure his words were the truth. Max’s heartbeat increased, just a beat, at her touch.

God, no. He stiffened in horror that she’d cast him as a savior when he knew damned well if it hadn’t been for him, Rico wouldn’t have been hurt. Max was shaking his head before she finished asking. “We were just doing our jobs. Both Rico and I. Nobody was playing hero.”


“He said you helped him out of a tight spot. He wouldn’t have said that if he didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“It was my job,” Max insisted through gritted teeth. Just like it’d been his job to send Rico in the first place. Max’s gut constricted, a single drop of sweat making a familiar trail down his spine.

It wasn’t his fault. Rationally, he knew that. It was his job to give the orders. Nobody could have anticipated the mission going sour. Rico didn’t blame him. The squad didn’t blame him. Logic dictated that he shouldn’t cast blame, either.

That didn’t mean they all weren’t wrong.

He glanced down at the long, slender fingers heating his skin through the thin fabric of his shirt. Then he looked into her worry-filled eyes, the lush black fringe of her lashes damp with unshed tears.

Max wanted her to be a little friendlier. But he wasn’t willing to use his job, her brother or the hellish realities of war to make it happen. He’d stick with charm, thank you very much. Then he’d know he’d actually deserved the affection he planned on earning.

Affection, he reminded himself, that would fly in the face of the friendship rules he’d reminded Rico of.

Which meant he’d have to step carefully. Bending rules was okay. Breaking them? Something to consider very, very carefully. Not that Max had ever found a woman who had tempted him enough for him to actually go that far. But there was something about the sweet Sophia…

“Look, Rico’s fine,” Max assured her, putting as much compassion into his tone as he could find. He knew he should step away, disconnect, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Not when she was so warm. “He’ll spend a few days in the hospital, then a week of R&R. If there were any thanks necessary, he’s already offered them. And in return, I promised him a favor.”

Max hadn’t meant to mention that. It must be the worry shadowing her eyes that’d wormed it out of him. She’d be a hell of an interrogator. All she’d need to do was look sweet and vulnerable and guys would be tripping over their words to get her to smile.

Then that worry shifted. First she frowned, just a little, then she narrowed her eyes. Just like that, they went from liquid to ice. Max was good at reading people. But as he watched Sophia’s face get tight and distant, he couldn’t tell if it was irritation or embarrassment. But what did she have to be embarrassed about?

“A favor?” she questioned softly.

“Friends do friends favors,” he defended, not sure why he suddenly wished for his bomb suit. “Why’s that a problem?”

“No problem. Unless, of course, that favor had anything to do with me.”

Smart woman.

“He just asked me to look in on you. Check and see how things were going.”

“Rico thinks I need a babysitter? That’s it?”

Max’s smile spread slowly. “What else could it be?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing,” she muttered as she stepped back, putting some distance between them.

Immediately missing her scent, Max closed the distance again.

Her eyes narrowed. She took another step back. He took another step forward.

Her eyes narrowed. This time, he knew it was irritation.

“I appreciate the visit. But as you can see, I’m hardly the little girl Rico considers me. I’m fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I don’t mind,” Max said with a grin. “Rico would do the same if I had a sister.”

“Ha. Rico can’t be trusted. If you introduced him to any woman, as long as she was of age, he wouldn’t think twice about seducing her.”

Was that like permission? Max’s grin grew so wide, it hurt his cheeks.

Sophia blushed. Then she drew her shoulders back and gave an aristocratic tilt of her chin.

“If you’re just getting back to the States, I’m sure you have things you want to do,” she said, her desire for his departure as blatant as the big ole penis she was standing in front of. “I appreciate you stopping by and bringing the news about Rico.”

She offered Max a distant smile. The kind you gave a stranger on the street. Brief and impersonal. He wasn’t sure why it annoyed him so much. He’d wanted her to treat him naturally, not to coat their exchange with misplaced gratitude. She obviously thought this was a courtesy visit and was happy to keep it at that.

But he wasn’t.

He wanted more.

“Soph?” They both turned, Max squinting a little at the sight of Sophia’s assistant. She wasn’t any less shocking the second time around. “I talked to the shippers. They’ll be here in ten minutes to pick up the crate.”

“Ten…?” Sophia puffed out a breath, her gaze bouncing from the other woman to the huge erection and then landing on Max. For just a second, she looked softer. Vulnerable.

Then she pulled herself together and offered her hand to Max to shake goodbye. He took her slender, warm fingers in his and held on. Her eyes widened in a look of heated curiosity. He’d seen that look often enough to know his interest was reciprocated.

Then she pulled her fingers away and stepped back. Apparently reciprocated didn’t mean welcomed.

“I guess I have a penis to pack,” Sophia joked. Then she winced and gave him a rueful look. “Or, well, you know what I mean. I really do appreciate you stopping by and reassuring me in person that Rico’s okay.”

Max hadn’t made Sergeant First Class in the U.S. Armed Forces by being slow, though.

“I’ll crate this up for you,” he offered with a manly smile. He hoped it didn’t show his distaste at handling any penis other than his own. “Then we can get a drink and talk about that favor to Rico.”

“I appreciate the offer, but Gina and I can handle things here,” she insisted.

Max wasn’t sure if she kept protesting out of pride, stubbornness or some weird need to have the statue to herself. But they were all stupid reasons, so he went with what he always did in cases like this. Exactly what he wanted.

Stepping around her, he eyed the polished mahogany base against the floor of the crate. He grabbed the three-sided box and gave it a shake to test for sturdiness. Satisfied, he nodded and turned back to the women.

“This should work fine.”

“Of course it’ll work fine. Believe it or not, this isn’t the first phallic statue we’ve dealt with,” Sophia told him, sounding a little affronted.

The magenta-haired Goth-pixie snickered.

“We’ll be fine, but thanks,” Sophia continued.

“Why won’t you take my help? I’m here and offering myself,” he insisted. Then, unable to resist, he added, “C’mon. You know you need me.”

Sophia opened her mouth, then pressed her lips tight. A hint of color warmed her cheeks. That look of interest was back, warming her blue eyes. Her gaze traveled the length of his body with a familiarity that made more than his shoulders snap to attention.

And yet, she still refused. What was with this woman?

“Thanks, but—”

“Sophia, we really could use his help. The delivery guy was laughing when he called. He said it took three of them to uncrate it.” The girl’s gaze danced behind her cat’s-eye frames as she swept her eyes over Max. Her eyes lingered, heated, and then she grinned as she inspected various body parts. He had to stop himself from covering his goods. “He definitely looks…big enough to handle the job.”

Max had defused bombs that made him less nervous than the look on the magenta-haired woman’s face. Then he noticed the same speculation in Sophia’s eyes. As if she were measuring, weighing and wondering just how big he was. Her gaze slid over his body, appreciation warming the sky-blue depths as she assessed what he had to offer.

Max was pretty sure flexing his biceps would be classified as pathetic. He ordered the rest of his body to refrain from flexing, as well. Not that the rest of his body was listening. All its attention was focused on Sophia. The scent of her, the warmth that seemed to radiate from her smile. The curves that made his mouth water as if he was three-days-dehydrated.

“Okay, sure. I guess we do need help,” Sophia finally said, making a show of looking at the clock. “Let’s get to it, then.”

She and Gina ranged on either side of the statue, Gina going into a wrestler’s squat. Sophia stepped out of her high heels again before hitching up the slender lines of her skirt so her knees were free of fabric.

Max’s body went as hard as freaking marble at the sight.

Knees, for God’s sake. He’d been in the desert way too long.

“All we need to do is slide it up to the edge of the crate,” she told him. Her hands curved over the gleaming white marble in a smooth caress. He didn’t think she was aware that she was running one hand up, then down, as she pushed with the other to test the weight of the statue. “Once it’s past the edge, we can wiggle it onto the base until it’s all the way in.”

Max stared. He could actually feel the heated path his blood took on its way south to his shorts. He had a vision of her in that same position, but wrapped around him. Because God knew, the way she was making him feel, he was pretty sure his current erection could compete with that man-size sucker.

“Why don’t you two hang on,” he suggested, his tone a little strangled. “Let me try this myself first.”

Gina stepped back right away, obviously glad to let him do the heavy lifting.

“We can help,” Sophia stubbornly insisted. “After all, it’s actually our job.”

Oh, no. The way he felt right now, watching her keep on handling that penis—hell, any penis—was going to make him cry like a baby. Right after he exploded.

Desperate to get it over with, he stepped behind her, gently slid his hands under hers to release her grip, then grasped either side of her waist. He lifted. For a tall woman, she didn’t weigh a damned thing. And luckily she was too shocked to do more than stiffen and gasp when he moved her aside.

“Hey…” Her words trailed off as she watched him unbutton his cuffs. He shoved his sleeves up to his elbow so he could get a good grip on the marble.

Max approached the dick the way he’d approach a ticking bomb—with a great deal of respect, trepidation and determination. His arms couldn’t span its girth. For a brief second, he wondered who the hell had posed for this sucker. Then, needing that thought as far from his brain as possible, he started silently reciting detonation codes.

He tilted the statue back toward him, then pushed until it met the edge of the crate. He angled it just so, then lifted. He squinted as the room flashed for a second, then, figuring it was just exertion, grunted and pushed the monster onto the crate bottom.

Almost there.

His muscles trembled as the marble slipped a little under his sweaty hands. God, if the guys saw him now, he’d never live this down. That was all the motivation he needed to give it one last shove.

And done.

Not even winded, Max stepped back, dusted his hands together and gave the ladies a triumphant smile. It faded a little when he saw the camera Sophia was tucking into her pocket.

She hadn’t, had she?

He narrowed his eyes, trying to read her face. Pure innocence.

Oh, yeah, she had.

He’d just have to get her to delete it. The St. James men were used to getting their way. All he had to do was decide on a strategy. In this situation, he figured a little charming persuasion should do the trick.

“Easy enough,” he said, referring to both the crating and the upcoming photo deletion mission.

“Thanks so much. I really do appreciate both the news of Rico, and your help.”

Gina grabbed a hammer and a few more boards. Giving him her own smile of gratitude, she went to work packing up the crate.

“Don’t you think you owe me at least a drink? As a thank-you?”

She frowned, taking her time sliding her shoes back on as if his request was of monumental concern.

Max wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or intrigued by her obvious reluctance to spend any more time with him.

“Sure. We can get a drink. As a thank-you for your help, and to toast my brother,” she said finally. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time, though. I’m sure you have quite a few better things to do on leave than check up on your squad mate’s sister, Sergeant.”

“Sophia, we just spent five sweaty minutes together, wrapped around a mammoth erection,” he pointed out, giving her his warmest smile. She blinked twice and sucked in a quick little breath.

“We’re practically intimate now. So you might as well call me Max.” He loved the way she looked, all flushed and flustered. He wondered if that’s how she looked when she made love. “And don’t forget to bring that camera.”
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