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Аннотация
When stubborn meets sexy, love is up for grabs�but one of them is playing for keeps. 
Derrick Warren has lusted after Sydney Fields ever since he first spotted her, and after months of intense phone conversations, he�s finally got the delectable redhead all to himself. 
All he has to do is let the old Warren magic do its thing�until an ex with an axe to grind shows up. Before he knows it, the perfect date ends with Sydney�s wine in his lap. Now she�s not taking his calls. To his utter shock, he realizes he�s going to have to work to win her over. 
Thanks to her mother�s bad example, Sydney is determined to never need a man. Just when she�s moved Derrick to her �loser� column, though, she�s tricked into giving him another chance. To her surprise, he not only satisfies her deepest sexual fantasies, she finds herself actually craving his company. 
But when she realizes they�re making love, not just having sex, her old instincts kick in. Because she�s starting to like the man, not just his body. 
And that, more than anything else, scares the hell out of her�
Warning: Look out for a stubborn redhead who�s not afraid to throw her wine, her opinion, or her body at the annoyingly sexy architect determined to keep her for his own. 
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Chapter One

�Don�t hang up.�
�I�m sorry. What?� Sydney Fields fiddled with her cell phone and cast a worried glance at the doorway. Her client was due to show up at any minute. �I�m working right now, so you can just��
�Damn it, don�t hang up. I�m trying to apologize!�
�Don�t worry about it. As far as I�m concerned, it�s done. So if you could just��
�I didn�t agree with Brittney. I had no idea what the hell she was even talking about. I wasn�t listening. Christ, I broke up with her six months ago. I just wanted to get her off my ass and away from our table before you came back from the bathroom. But she wouldn�t leave. Woman was clinging to me like a freakin� vine.�
Sydney forced herself to keep her cool. She could handle Derrick Warren. She�d been handling him for three months now. Three long months spent talking, flirting and laughing over the phone with the man of her stupid dreams. She�d seen him once or twice, but not for longer than it took to say hello or goodbye. He was so handsome, and he�d been so charming. Sydney, a woman who didn�t do relationships, had considered making an exception for him. Too bad he�d turned into a complete ass on their first�and last�date.
Gritting her teeth, she tried again. �I will not have this discussion with you.� I�m a mature and level-headed adult. My temper has nothing to do with my hair color.
Brian Goode, her client, suddenly appeared in the doorway. Just her luck.
She held up a hand. �I�ll be right with you.�
�Who the hell is that?�
As if he had the right to ask her anything. Sydney took a breath, searching for calm, and tried again. �I�m working right now.�
Her client took a step back, giving her privacy to finish the call she shouldn�t have answered in the first place.
�Working on my last goddamn nerve,� Derrick muttered. �Come on, Sydney. You�re hot, smart and funny. We both know you could kick Brittney�s ass if you really wanted to. Hell, it took us three months just to get to dinner. At least gimme a chance to make things right.�
All she heard was last goddamn nerve and her infamous temper got the better of her. She turned in her chair, away from the doorway, and whispered harshly, �I have a life that doesn�t include you, Derrick Warren. Don�t call me again. My fragile ego and fat ass can�t take it.� She disconnected the call, muted her phone and shoved it in a drawer out of sight. Turning to the doorway, she saw her client standing there, his expression even. She couldn�t tell if he�d overheard her or not.
Please tell me I used my indoor voice. If not, time for some damage control. �Mr. Goode, I apologize for the delay. I shouldn�t have picked up that call, but I thought it might have been an unlisted buyer who�s been trying to reach me.�
�Call me Brian.� He sat in the chair across the desk and studied her for a moment, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a smile. �Fragile ego?�
Sydney blushed. At least he hadn�t repeated the bit about her fat ass. �A bad date gone horribly wrong. Unfortunately, he won�t stop calling me.�
�I can�t blame him. Men are suckers for an attractive redhead.� Brian smiled, and a dimple appeared at his cheek.
Though Sydney wasn�t into blonds�or men at the moment�she could see making a future exception in his case�once she sold him a house. �You�re a charmer.� She smiled, enjoying the focus of an appreciative man. �Now I hate to change the subject, but you did tell me you were on a schedule.�
�Unfortunately.� He sighed and checked his watch. �What have you got for me?�
Sydney showed him pictures of several potential homes, high-end residences that her client could well afford. Single, wealthy and handsome. He had to have the crazy gene tucked away under that charm. No woman, or man, would let a guy who looked this good on paper stay single.
After an hour spent answering questions about the market, exploring the option of buying property to build on versus a finished home, and miscellaneous questions on the city in general, Sydney wrapped up their meeting.
�I can�t tell you how nice it is doing business with you,� Brian said as he stood, his papers in hand. �You�re very knowledgeable. You definitely live up to your reputation.�
�Thanks, Brian.� She walked with him into the small but classy lobby she and her partner had decorated and nodded at the listings she�d handed him. �Let me know if any of those interest you and we�ll go out and take a look at them. In the meantime, I�ll keep an eye out for anything I think you�d like.�
He smiled and took her hand in his. His touch felt warm and firm. Even his skin had a nice peachy glow.
�I�m in good hands,� he murmured, slowly extracting his palm from hers.
She fisted her hand and lowered it to her side, still unsure of the signals he seemed to be sending. �Ah, thanks?�
He laughed and walked toward the door, saying over his shoulder, �I�ll call you later. Thanks, Sydney.� He stopped, turned and winked. �And for the record, there�s absolutely nothing wrong with your ass.�
She watched him leave, not sure what to think. That she couldn�t ignore. He was interested, but he was also a client. Sydney never mixed business with pleasure.
Considering the last man she�d been out with had let some bimbo all but call her a cow, Brian�s attention buoyed her self-esteem. Sydney didn�t have the best track record with men, but she�d never before had issue with her self-confidence. That she�d allowed herself to feel demeaned because she�d wanted so badly to impress Derrick Warren bothered her more than anything.
She�d been born with a wealth of auburn hair that framed her face to perfection, according to several of her past boyfriends. Her blue eyes had been compared to sapphires and her skin to pearls. She had curves she showcased in stylish dresses and designer outfits, as well as jeans that accentuated her toned legs�courtesy of a strenuous workout routine she couldn�t afford to miss unless she wanted a fat ass.
Thoughts of Derrick Warren made her see red. For that Neanderthal to let that plastic doll of a blonde insult her� Her temper rose, and she forced herself to stop thinking about him. So what if he was one of the most attractive men she�d ever seen, that her libido went into overdrive whenever she laid eyes on him and that her best friend would soon marry his brother? He was a jerk, a macho headcase who thought he could juggle two women at once.
Screw Derrick Warren. Stalking back into her office, she unmuted her cell phone, conscious she couldn�t ignore her work just because of one man. She deleted the messages he continued to leave on her phone and set her ringer to identify his calls�what she should have done a week ago. The minute Loser by Beck, played, she�d know it was him.
Satisfied by her clever, if less than mature, response, she returned to work. Houses sure as hell weren�t selling themselves these days.

Derrick Warren stared at his phone in disbelief. �She won�t answer. The damn woman is ignoring me.�
His brother shrugged. �I told you not to take her to Sundance. You knew Brittney and her friends hang there.�
�Gimme a break, Gage. That place serves the best steaks in town. Besides, we�re all adults. How was I to know Brittney Adams would be there that night, or that she�d have a mental breakdown? She never acted like that when we were dating. Hell, she seemed fine when we ended things.�
Gage snorted.
�What?�
�Women never act like that around you. They�re too busy falling at your feet.�
�But that�s part of the Warren charm.� Derrick didn�t understand it. He and Brittney had had fun, nothing serious. She�d taken their breakup six months ago with calm acceptance, mostly. Sure she�d cried and tried to talk him out of it, then thrown a hissy fit when he failed to give into her demands. But a few days later when he�d run into her, she�d been peaches-and-cream nice. So why had she turned into a crying mess with a nasty streak last week? And just when he�d finally had the delectable Sydney Fields to himself.
It had been three long-ass months of phone conversations and a few random meetings with Gage or Hailey�Gage�s fianc�e and Sydney�s best friend�always present. Conflicting schedules had played havoc with their social lives, and then like magic, a free Saturday night had appeared on both their calendars. Time for Derrick to get Sydney Fields into his bed. And then Brittany and her rotten timing had fucked up everything.
Gage shook his head. �You�re screwed. Sydney told Hailey all about it. She overheard it all.�
Derrick tried to remember just what Brittney had said. Most of the night was a blur, except the part where Sydney had taken off after dumping his wine in his lap.
Christ. What a mess.
Gage continued, �Your ex wanted to know why you, of all people, had lowered yourself to date a bad dye-job with a fat ass and saggy tits. Then she asked if maybe Sydney was pregnant, because you�re the type to always do the right thing, which apparently made sense to her, because she hated to think you�d lowered your standards all that much. So is she?�
He�d been so concerned Sydney might return from the restroom to see Brittney fawning all over him that he hadn�t paid much attention to her. And then her sudden tears had stunned him to immobility. �Is who what?�
�Is Sydney in the family way? Should I tell Mom? You know how much she wants grandkids.�
�You�re not funny, Gage.� Derrick stewed. �Shit. Brittney really said all that?�
�Yep. Hailey told me. She heard it word for word from Sydney.� He paused and shook his head. �I can�t believe you were flirting with Brittney Adams of all people. Why the hell did you agree to a date with Sydney if you still have a thing for Brittney?�
�Damn it, I don�t! I was yessing Brittney to death to get her the hell away from the table before she caused an even bigger scene.�
Gage chuckled. �I hear Sydney did that all on her own.�
�She threw her glass of wine in Brittney�s face, then dumped mine in my lap.� Derrick grimaced. Unfortunately, Sydney had stormed out of the place so fast he hadn�t had a chance to catch her before she�d left. Now she wouldn�t answer his calls. Hailey wasn�t talking to him either. God help him if his mother got wind of what had happened.
�Dylan thinks you intentionally sabotaged yourself,� Gage said, kicking back in his chair.
�What? You told Dylan?� His twin brother knew him pretty well, but when he used his psychiatric degree to overanalyze, he turned downright obnoxious.
�Hell yes, I told him. Wine thrown in your lap by a hot chick at one of the most exclusive restaurants in town? Classic!�
�Fuck you.�
�Back at ya, bro, because you aren�t getting it from the hot redhead.� Gage snickered. �Dylan thinks Sydney threatens you on some level. So when Brittney screwed up your date, you took it in stride.�
�Gage, I�ve been calling the woman all week. She won�t talk to me.�
�Have you tried seeing her face to face?� Dylan asked from the open doorway.
�Shit. Don�t you have patients to screw with? I have a business to run. And shut the door. You�re letting all the cold air in.� Warren Construction Company was his baby�well, his and Gage�s. Derrick designed the homes that Gage and their crew built. Their small trailer currently sat on the lot of the new complex he and Gage had commissioned.
Dylan closed the door behind him. �Well, have you?�
�Have I what?�
Dylan sighed. �Have you seen her in person, Derrick?�
�Not yet. Don�t look at me like that. Hell, the way she threw that wine, I�m sure a punch or two is next. I figure if I can get her to talk to me on the phone, she might be more receptive to a second date.�
Both of his brothers regarded him with amusement.
�This isn�t funny.�
Dylan had the nerve to laugh. �It sure is. You haven�t had a woman turn you down since, well, never. Nice to know there�s one out there who�s immune.�
�Bullshit. I�ve had plenty of women turn me down.�
Gage shook his head. �You and Dylan never have a problem with the opposite sex.� He glanced at Dylan. �Or even the same sex. Which is it this week, Dylan? You doing dudes or chicks?�
�I�m not doing anyone. Not that it�s any of your business, but I�m between partners at the moment. You know, it still amazes me Hailey puts up with you. You sure she said yes and not take your proposal and shove it up your ass?�
Derrick snorted.
�Say what you want, but I have a hot fianc�e. Prince Charming over there can�t even get Sydney to return his calls.� Gage nodded at Derrick.
Dylan shook his head, eyeing Derrick with pity. �Derrick, you�re giving us a bad name. The Warren twins have a reputation to uphold.�
Derrick swore. �What the hell do I do? She won�t take my calls, and she sounded way too nice to someone in her office. No doubt some guy trying to charm his way into her pants.� Jealousy reared its head as he imagined all the men after her. He wished to hell he�d never seen Sydney Fields. He didn�t do jealousy, rage or frustration when dating. Sydney was tying him in knots.
�You�re bothering her at work?� Dylan asked as he sat next to Gage.
Derrick didn�t want to answer, wondering why today of all days his brothers seemed to have nothing at all to do. �I�m not bothering her. I�m trying to open a channel of communication,� he said, quoting his mother�s favorite line.
Dylan gaped. �You must be desperate if you�re asking Mom for advice. Did she sit you down on the couch?�
�I�m not a patient of hers, asswipe. I�m her favorite son.� Derrick ignored Gage�s huff. The little snot. Just because he�d snagged a woman first, their mother thought he could do no wrong. Of course, it helped that Hailey had brains, beauty and a heart under that killer rack.
�Favorite, my ass. She pities you. Gage is nothing more than a baby-maker. I�m the favorite.� Dylan preened, pulling at the cuffs on his designer shirt. �Culture, charm, good looks and a real occupation. What�s not to love?�
Gage flipped him off.
Derrick had come to the end of his rope. �You going to help me or not?�
�I guess. My advice would be to surprise Sydney at home. Force her to listen to you.�
�No, no, no,� Barbara Warren said from where she leaned in the doorway.
The three of them jumped as if they�d been scalded. They needed to put a goddamn bell on the door.
�Mom, when did you get here?� Derrick asked. The woman moved around like a friggin� cat. And she had a way of looking at him that made him want to run in the other direction. Despite his thirty-six years, he felt all of five again.
Barbara didn�t look pleased. �I had an interesting talk with Hailey and rescheduled my appointments for this morning. You, Derrick Christian Warren, are coming with me.�
�Mom, I have a business to run. I can�t��
�With. Me.�
His brothers watched with pity as he stood and dragged his feet forward.
�I�ll handle the business, no problem,� Gage offered. �Go easy on him, Mom. He�s not thinking right.�
�Yeah, wine in the lap will do that to a person.� Dylan nodded, looking sad.
Derrick glared at him over his shoulder but knew better than to say anything. In addition to stealth, Barbara Warren had ears like a bat. He left with her without a word.
He didn�t speak while she lectured him all the way to her office. He stifled a cringe but followed her obediently inside the professional building to her suite. He even managed a pleasant greeting to her secretary, Diane, as well as to James Kincaid, her business partner and fellow shrink.
James grinned at him but said nothing.
The minute Derrick stepped inside her office, he flopped down onto her couch and covered his eyes with his hand. �You told James?� Who the hell didn�t know he had woman problems?
�I tell him a lot of things. We bounce ideas off each other when we encounter stubborn clients. Of course, we speak in generalities. Nothing that would violate confidentiality.�
�Mom, I�m not a client.�
�Yes, dear. I know.�
He wanted nothing more than to go back and redo last week. He�d have bypassed Sundance and made Sydney dinner at his place. Then they could have had dessert naked in his bed. And by this time today, he�d know if his fantasies matched up to the reality of her. Instead, he couldn�t stop obsessing over the redhead who got away.
�Now Derrick, I want you to tell me exactly what happened from start to finish. Who drove? What was she wearing? You didn�t pressure her to have sex, did you?�
�Mom.�
She tsked. �Don�t be shy, dear. Don�t think of me as your mother. Think of me as someone who�s here to listen.�
Oh God. He was in hell.



Chapter Two

A less assertive woman might have taken no for an answer. But Sydney hadn�t become one of the foremost independent sellers in eastern Georgia by acting meek. She cajoled, she wheedled and she persuaded with solid arguments, financial know-how and a strong belief she�d fit this couple with the perfect house to suit their needs.
They left smiling after the husband tacked the Sold sticker over the For Sale sign.
Sydney watched them leave even as Gage Warren�s blue truck pulled up at the curb. A gorgeous blonde stepped out of the passenger side, looking annoyed.
�Hailey, even you can�t ruin my mood,� Sydney greeted with a smile. �The commission on today�s work should be enough to pay off the remaining loan on my car.� At least something was going right with her life. �Is that Gage with you?� Because if it was Derrick, she�d pull the woman�s hair out by the roots, best friend or not.
�I can�t believe you didn�t tell me.�
Sydney frowned. �What?�
�I stopped by your office. There are bouquets of flowers everywhere. And cards piling up on your desk. Derrick�s been trying to call you for two weeks now to apologize.�
Sydney turned on her heel and walked back inside the house to get her purse and papers. �Figured you�d turn to the enemy soon enough. Mr. Tool hammered the loyalty right out of you, didn�t he?�
Hailey flushed. They�d called Gage Mr. Tool for months before they�d met him. Of course, he used to parade around his apartment half naked, waving that impressive tool between his legs while they enjoyed the show from a covert distance. Those days seemed like a lifetime ago.
Sydney envied Hailey. Gage seemed to be everything Derrick was not. Nice, pleasant, a gentleman.
She picked up her purse and her papers tucked in a folder and turned.
�You�re not as funny as you think you are.� Hailey refused to move even when Sydney threatened to walk through her. �Now stop avoiding the issue. Why won�t you at least let him explain himself?�
Sydney sighed. �What�s there to explain? I should have known from the beginning not to go out with him. Sure, he has a sexy phone voice. Okay, he�s handsome enough.�
�Almost as good-looking as Gage,� Hailey agreed.
No, he�s better. Tall, muscular and incredibly handsome. Thick black hair, light green eyes, that firm mouth, chiseled cheeks, strong jaw. The size of his biceps and chest had made her breathless the first time she�d seen him. And then she saw those massive hands� What a waste of a fine specimen like that. Cursed to be a dickhead for life.
�Sydney, I�m talking to you.� Hailey huffed and crossed her arms over her ample chest. �I think you�re scared.�
She opened her mouth to retort and stopped. �Scared? Of what, exactly?�
�I think you really liked him. More than the other losers you�ve dated. And you�re scared that if you give him another chance, you�ll find that you still do.�
She narrowed her eyes. �I wouldn�t necessarily call my other dates losers.�
�Please. The last guy you kept around because he was good with his tongue but nothing else. If I remember right, you�d only let him use it for one thing, and it wasn�t for talking.�
Sydney chuckled. �Well, Joe wasn�t a smart or even charming guy, but wow, did he know how to please a girl.�
�And Mike? Who stiffed you with the bill every time you went out? Or how about Don? He was nice�and turned out to be engaged while he and you were dating. It�s like you�re a magnet for them.�
�Yeah. So, go figure, I�m breaking my losing streak by giving Derrick a pass.�
Hailey shook her head. �He�s different and you know it. I don�t get you. You gave Mike six dates before you dumped him. Don�t let one bad date with Derrick throw you. Jeez, Sydney. You can handle Derrick. If I had had half your confidence, it wouldn�t have taken me so long to grab on to Gage.�
�Hailey, you jumped him on the first date.� She shouldn�t take so much pleasure in making her friend blush, but she did. �And it�s been, what, all of�not even�four months since you�ve been in your relationship?�
�Sometimes you just know.� Hailey clung to a stubborn refusal to admit defeat. The poor girl actually thought she could win an argument with Sydney, the queen of inflexible. �Like the way I know you and Derrick would be perfect together if you�d give it a chance. I�d never just go over to the enemy without cause. Come on, Sydney. We�ve been best friends for years. I�d never screw you over.� Her lips twisted into a wry grin. �Not even for Mr. Tool.�
�Or Tool�s brother. The limp screwdriver,� Sydney muttered.
Hailey sputtered with laughter. �Nice. How about he�s a few bubbles shy of being level?�
�Or a few inches short on the tape measure.�
Hailey blinked. �Really? Is he, um, small down there?�
�How the hell would I know?� It was her one major regret. �I didn�t get a chance to inspect the merchandise. One lousy date after weeks of making me like him. Okay, there. I said it. We had some great phone conversations.�
The man could make her melt with that voice. So husky and deep. To her shock, they�d had meaningful discussions about everything from her favorite color to their families. Thoughts about how Hailey and Gage really seemed to click. How Derrick�s mother could annoy and amuse him at the same time, and how much they all missed his father. What it felt like to grow up as a twin, to be so close to someone else yet so different from him at the same time.
Sydney had shared what it was like to grow up an only child, daughter of a single mom. How hard she�d worked to be taken seriously in her current vocation. And she�d told him something she�d never told anyone, even Hailey. She�d once found her mother in bed with her college boyfriend�the most embarrassing moment in her entire life, and a defining moment with her mother. She�d confessed it to Mr. Sexy because she�d stupidly started falling for him over the phone.
�Whatever. I�m done with him.� So she kept telling herself. If she held onto the rage, she could forget how much it had hurt that he�d been less than she�d hoped.
�Sydney, I believe him when he said he had nothing to do with Brittney being there.�
�Maybe not, but he never stood up for me after all the ugly things she said.�
�You didn�t give him a chance. Besides, since when have you ever needed a man to stand up for you?�
�Touch�.� Sydney granted her that one. �But he should have.�
�I agree with you. But in his defense, he said he was too focused on not ruining the night with you. He didn�t even realize what she�d been saying, and boy, did I yell at him for that.�
Sydney paused. �You yelled at him for me?� Hailey hated conflict.
�Of course I did. If you hadn�t been ducking my calls, you�d know that. You�d also know I�ve been waiting forever for you to come back to the office today. Thankfully, Lena told me where you were this afternoon.� Hailey crossed the space to grab Sydney in a big hug. �I�m your best friend, Sydney. I�ll never do you wrong, I swear. Can�t you just give him one more chance? For me?�
�It�s that important to you?� No wonder Gage did anything Hailey wanted. One look into her best friend�s warm brown eyes and Sydney wanted to melt into a pile of whatever you want.
�It is. Gage is the love of my life. You�re my best friend. And Derrick is always going to be there. He�s Gage�s brother, Syd. I can�t ignore him forever.�
�But you ignored him for me. You yelled at him for me.�
�Yes.�
Sydney considered the idea. �How about if I go out with him once, just to make peace? Then maybe he�ll leave me alone and I can get back to my life. We could have coffee or something and call it quits. We�ll be friendly for you and Gage. End of story.�
�Good enough.� Hailey beamed and dragged Sydney from the house. She didn�t even let go when Sydney struggled to relock the key in the small lockbox affixed to the door.
�Wait. Where are you taking me? Who�s in that truck?�
�I promise I�ll drive your car back to your place after I deliver your folder to Lena. She said she�d handle the paperwork on your sale. Now enjoy your Friday evening and tell me everything about it tomorrow.� Hailey reached the passenger side door and yanked it open. Then after wrestling Sydney�s car keys and the folder from her, she pushed her into the cab�where Derrick sat waiting.
Realizing she looked ridiculous trying to escape, Sydney composed herself. She straightened her skirt and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, not even jumping when Hailey slammed the door shut.
�Hey, Sydney.�
Hailey Jennison, you witch, you owe me for this.
�Derrick.� She gave him a regal nod. Queen to peasant. �Let�s get this over with, shall we?� She crossed her arms over her chest and refused to look at him. Her entire body came alive in his presence, and she hated it. Sydney had a rigorous sex drive, but around Derrick, she felt like a needy nympho. And wouldn�t he just love to know that?
So she forced herself to ignore her dampening panties and thought about her recent sale. Brian Goode�s prospective line-up. Hailey and Gage�s engagement. Anything to take her mind off the sexy jerk behind the wheel.

Derrick drove without speaking, letting the silence fill the truck. While he drove, he concentrated on what his mother had told him during that hellacious interview a week ago. He�d managed to turn her interrogation into an introspective on Sydney and Sydney�s needs. A help, and a definite buffer right now, thinking about Barbara Warren. Because he needed to tame his sudden hard-on.
Fuck if he could think with Sydney so close. She shifted next to him, and the faint scent of perfume and woman wrapped around his balls and refused to let go. Her arms lay over her full breasts, and he cursed himself for not being able to resist anything about her.
Why Sydney? He�d had prettier women. Taller, softer, shorter, heavier. Soft-spoken, aggressive. But none of them had ever stolen his appetite or put his nerves on edge. None of them made him lie awake at night, wondering how she felt, what she might be doing. And none of them had turned him into a complete lunatic, ready to punch out her male clients while he kept tabs on her through her best friend.
At least Hailey had consented to talk to him again. He�d taken his mother�s advice and sought her help first, explaining the mistake that night at the restaurant. Tenderhearted Hailey had forgiven him, especially when he�d told her how miserable he was without Sydney. A slight fabrication. He wasn�t so much miserable as frustrated and damn annoyed.
Or so he kept trying to convince himself.
He leaned forward to turn on the radio. Sydney didn�t so much as flinch, her attention seemingly on the neighborhoods they passed, though he knew she was aware of every move he made.
Derrick had it bad for Sydney, and it made him nervous. He wanted to chalk up his fascination to an obsession. Dylan had been right. The Warren twins never got turned down. Of course, the Warren twins were also smart enough to engage the right women. Or men, in Dylan�s case.
Derrick had a type. Pretty, available, slightly aloof. He�d been blessed with good genes, and he made the most of them. Working out helped him stay healthy, and was an added bonus in his business. On occasion he helped Gage and the crews on site when they were down a man. Besides, the ladies liked the muscle.
Did Sydney like it? �Hmm.�
�What?� She turned to him, her dark blue eyes brimming with suspicion.
�Um, is the music okay?� A local country station. Gage and his cowboy blues.
�Whatever.�
Derrick gritted his teeth. The woman was not going to make this easy. In one respect, he admired her for it. He liked a woman who valued her worth. Sydney Fields not only had beauty and brains, but a good self-image. One he hadn�t helped by letting Brittney bitch about her looks.
�Okay, I�m just gonna say it. I�m fucking sorry.�
�Oh?�
He scowled. He hadn�t meant to swear. �I am. I had no intention of doing anything with you but having a nice dinner at Sundance. We�d had weeks of buildup. Talking and stuff. I liked it.� Surprisingly, he had. �I was really looking forward to our date together. I swear. Then Brittney ruined it with her big mouth and her crying.�
�And her fake breasts and bad dye-job,� Sydney added in a low voice. �She had the nerve to talk about my hair?�
He blinked at her and quickly brought his attention back to the road. So much for her bland attitude. That temper that so turned him on had returned. Even when she�d been pissed as hell at him in that restaurant, he�d been on fire to have her. Hell. His cock was killing him.
�Uh, yeah. Look, she and I ended things months ago. I don�t know why she acted that way, and I�m sorry she did.�
He could feel her looking at him and wished he�d waited until they reached his place before confronting her about the matter. But he couldn�t let it go unsaid another minute. He�d rather she raged at him than pretend indifference.
�Derrick, let�s face it. Our date would have been a mistake anyway. We�d have had dinner, maybe headed back to your place or mine, screwed like bunnies and gone our separate ways. I�d have hurt your feelings or you�d have acted like an ass, and then we�d hate each other. At least this way we can be friendly for Gage and Hailey. It means a lot to her�that�s why I�m here.�
Oh sure. Don�t let me mistake the reason you agreed to be anywhere near me. And please God let me forget that part about screwing like bunnies. He cleared his throat. �I don�t think you�re right, but I�d like to be friends for Gage�s sake. So I�m going to continue with the rest of tonight. We�ll go back to my place and have dinner,� he said over her objections. �Just dinner, where we can talk. Then I�ll drive you home. Okay?�
�Just as friends.�
�Yeah.� If he had his way, friends with benefits. A part of him wanted more, but just thinking about permanence and forever gave him hives. He had to get the damn woman out of his system before he fell any harder for her.
�Well, if you�re sure.� She bit her lower lip, and it was all he could do to return his attention to the road.
He nodded.
�Okay. Then I forgive you for being a complete shithead at the restaurant. It wasn�t your fault your ex thought she had the right to treat me like crap and embarrass me in front of the entire restaurant. I�m sure the bleach in her hair tampered with the space between her ears and tainted her limited ability to think. That or the weight of those implants made it hard to focus on anything but standing up straight.�
Derrick blinked. �That�s forgiveness?�
�Do you have a problem with anything I just said?�
�No, no. Not at all.� He pulled into his driveway and parked, his heart hammering at the thought of finally having Sydney Fields all to himself. �So just between us friends, how about a nice dinner and maybe a glass of wine or two?�
She shrugged. �Why not?�

Why not? She needed to have her head examined. If she kept this up, the blasted man would charm her right out of her panties and into his bed. He wore jeans that molded to his fine ass and thick thighs. Tall, with broad shoulders, the man could wear anything and make it look good. The cable-knit sweater clung to his arms, and the sage green color made his eyes look like mossy invitations to say yes. Yes to anything he freaking wanted.
He smiled at her across the table. �You like the lasagna?�
�Love it.� She smiled back and took another look around. He lived in a swanky neighborhood she�d planned to show to Brian. Acred lots, homes that started at three thousand square feet and up and a nice ratio of professionals and families occupied the neighborhood.
She would have pegged him as a bachelor pad kind of guy. This was much more inviting. And unexpected. Comfortable yet quality leather furniture, bookshelves lined with history texts and DVDs, pictures of his friends and family�mostly his family. And of course, a huge-screen television. Masculine but not overdone. She wondered who�d helped him design the place. His mother? A girlfriend? Brittney? God, she should have bitch-slapped the woman in addition to dousing her with wine.
The minute she thought it, she wanted to slap herself. How clich�d. Women fighting over a man. But at least it beat crying over one. A niggle of guilt intruded when she recalled Brittney�s tears. Still, balanced against the fat ass comment, the blonde deserved that wine in her face.
�Like the house?�
She nodded. �I�m surprised.�
�What? That my furniture isn�t made of cardboard and my dishes recycled pizza boxes? Or that I didn�t set out to wine and dine you into bed?�
His crooked smile made her press her legs together. So not good to want him this much. I need to get laid like nobody�s business.
�All of the above, I think.�
He chuckled. �I design houses, so no way I�d go with something less than quality. My dad designed these homes, actually.�
�Really?�
�Yeah. A few years before he passed away.� A shadow crossed his face then disappeared. �But we didn�t build it. Warren Construction, I mean. I got it for a decent price, though.� He smiled. �Funny, I could have bought it from you and met you sooner.�
She tried to ignore the flutter in her heart. This man was the one she�d talked to on the phone at three in the morning. This Derrick made her laugh and encouraged her to share her secrets. God, he seemed so real, so human, so caring� She cleared her throat. �If you bought it when I was working for Simpson Realty, I doubt they would have given me a big fish like you.�
He scoffed, �Big fish? More like small fry. I like my job with Gage, but we�re not the top of the food chain by any means.�
To her bemusement, Derrick didn�t seem to be trying to be humble. He was humble, at least about his business.
And she liked him all the more because of it. She wiped her mouth with her napkin and watched the play of light over his face. �There�s something I have to know.�
He put his drink down and waited, his gaze pensive. And then his stare slipped to her mouth for a second and she found it hard to breathe.
�Yeah?� Had his voice always been that low and sexy?
�How much crap have you taken from your family for what happened between us?�
His lips curled, and her fingers itched to trace the line of his grin. �How much time do you have? I was forced to take advice from Gage. The little shit thinks he knows everything about women now because he landed Hailey. And I�m still not sure how that happened.�
Sydney grinned with him.
�Dylan gave me all kinds of advice.�
�The flowers and the cards, right?�
He sighed. �I knew you wouldn�t believe those came from me without help. Okay, yeah. He suggested that. But my mother�� He shuddered. �The woman made me lie down on her couch and gave me therapy. Sydney, you have no idea how awkward it is to hear your mother talking about sexual feelings.�
She laughed, imagining his pain. �Good. Serves you right.�
His gaze dropped to her mouth. �Yeah?�
�Yeah. You really pissed me off in that restaurant. I still think you got off lightly.�
�I don�t know how many times I have to tell you. I have no idea why Brittney acted that way. We broke up six months ago. And then she was at the restaurant crying and insulting you. Crazy.�
�She didn�t like seeing you with another woman, I�ll bet.� Sydney liked the fact that he looked uncomfortable. Derrick wasn�t a guy who went through women like M&Ms.
�Not one that looked like you. You�re a knockout and you know it.�
She tried not to preen at that, but she couldn�t help it. �Oh? So you�re not into skinny blondes anymore, is that it?�
He didn�t look away from her mouth, and she licked her lips, deliberately teasing.
His eyes smoldered. �You really like living dangerously, don�t you?�
�Maybe.� He seemed closer. Their good time shifted from fun to sexually intense in a heartbeat.
She took a hasty sip of wine. He leaned across the table, and she half hoped and half worried he�d kiss her. God, she�d jump him for sure and wouldn�t let go until she�d come, at least once. No way was this man a dud, not with the chemistry zinging back and forth between them.
Derrick lifted a finger and brushed her lips, leaving a blaze of heat in his wake. He brought his finger to his mouth and sucked it clean. �I know how much you like a nice Pinot Noir. I like your taste in wine, Syd.�
She couldn�t look away from his lips, mesmerized by the motion of his mouth. Wine that had been on her lips touched his. She had a hard time breathing past her desire for a kiss. Then he quirked his lips and showed off his killer smile.
Her willpower to resist sunk like the Titanic.
�You�re here at my mercy, and you�re still mouthing off.� He reached for her again and�grabbed the bottle by her plate. He winked. �But since I�m trying to get back on your good side, I�m going to let you get away with a lot tonight.� He poured her more wine and sat back with a satisfied smile.
Get away with what? Tackling him to the floor and mounting him? He�d seemed so close to kissing her. But he hadn�t. She wanted to call him out for teasing her, but that would mean admitting she�d wanted him to plant his lips on her. Which she hadn�t, shouldn�t� Hell.
He changed the subject to the meal, pointing out all of her favorite things. The wine, the food, the salad dressing. Impressed he�d done his research, she relaxed and found herself enjoying the conversation. They spent the rest of the meal talking about Gage and Hailey, a neutral enough subject considering how much they both cared for the pair.
After dinner, Derrick wouldn�t let her clear a plate or lift a finger, and for once, Sydney didn�t push. He wanted to make it up to her? Fine. She�d enjoyed dinner. Maybe she�d have a bit of coffee, since she smelled it brewing. And then she�d head home to a lonely house and no doubt dream about Derrick.
�Why don�t you go to the couch? I�ll finish with these.� He cleaned up a few more plates. He�d pushed up his sleeves, exposing strong, corded forearms. Dear Lord. It felt too hot all of a sudden.
She gratefully went into the living room and sat on his leather sectional. Taking the heels from her feet, she propped her legs up on an ottoman and let her head fall back. What a day.
She�d spent her morning wrangling with a broker and had a long conference with Lena about how to market their services to more clientele. Then a search around a few newer neighborhoods for Brian, topped off by an afternoon convincing the Miller couple they�d found the perfect house�and for five grand under the asking price, even. She�d nailed the sale. It had been a decent commission for her, and a terrific feeling that she�d made the young couple very happy. And then Hailey had shown up with Derrick.
Large hands on her feet shocked a gasp out of her.
�Shh, easy. I promise not to fondle more than your feet unless you ask.�
�Jerk.�
He smirked at her and rubbed her soles, and she couldn�t help the moan that escaped. �Your shoes are sexy as hell, but obviously they hurt.�
�The price of beauty.� She moaned again. Under shuttered lids, she watched him.
He sat on the ottoman next to the one she�d claimed, his gaze fixed intently on her feet. His calloused hands were warm, firm and sent bolts of pleasure from her heels and arches to every cell in her body.
Though she�d tried to resist, she could feel herself growing wet.
She shifted on the seat and tried to scoot back, but he wouldn�t let her.
�Uh-uh. I�m still apologizing. Let me.�
Now feeling a little silly that she�d blamed him for Brittney�s bad behavior, she tugged again.
�Be still.�
The gravelly command eased a groan out of her. �Then stop being so sexy.�
He paused.
Her cheeks blazed with heat. God, what a moron. Had she said that out loud? No more wine for her tonight.
His low chuckle eased her nerves. �Good to know you don�t see me as a jerk anymore.�
�Who said?� She tried to shrug off her gaff. �Jerks can be sexy.�
�Now, Sydney. Let�s not be mean.� To her shock, his hands left her foot and continued up her calf.
The touch felt better than good. Nothing about the caress was sexual, yet her nipples were harder than nails and her panties would need a good washing.
�I swear, I�m not going any higher than this.�
Not even if I beg you? She cleared her throat. �Good to know.� Damn. That sounded a lot huskier than she�d meant it to.
He smiled again but said nothing more.
He treated her other leg to the same gentle pressure, turning her into a pile of melted yes in minutes.
�That good?�
�Oh, you have no idea.�
�I think I do.� He suddenly stood, and she stared at the evidence of his erection through his jeans.
Would he make his move? Pressure her to have sex? She wasn�t sure she�d say no, and she didn�t know how to handle him. Should she be nice and say yes to reward him for good behavior? He had cooked her a terrific meal�or, at least, someone had, since it had been waiting for them when they�d arrived. He�d been an actual entertaining date. Apologetic, charming, polite. She had to check herself to keep from drooling.
And then to touch her like that� He�d drained the day�s tension out of her with his hands, while arousing her at the same time.
�Now let�s get you home, Syd.�
She blinked and let him help her stand. Like Prince Charming, he crouched down and eased her feet into her heels one at a time.
Staring down at his thick hair, she had the urge to run her fingers through it. But she didn�t. She didn�t know what to think, how to feel. What the hell?
Derrick, as good as his word, walked her out and back to Gage�s truck. He drove her to her house without needing directions. Then he walked her to the door.
He handed her a key. �Hailey made sure I had this to give to you. And she�s hoping you�re not too mad to call her tomorrow and tell her if I acted like a complete ass or not.�
She couldn�t help laughing. �At least I can get in, and my car�s here.� The silver vehicle sat in her driveway, good as new.
Derrick raised his hand. She froze. He stroked her cheek with his finger, lingering over her cheekbones and trailing over her lips. �Thanks for dinner, Sydney. It meant a lot to me.� He dropped his hand and picked up her limp one. He gave the back of her hand a chaste kiss and took a step back.
To her confusion, he was still aroused, though he seemed in no hurry to remedy the situation.
�Good night.� She waved, wondering what he�d do.
He nodded. �Good night.� Then he left.
The bastard.



Chapter Three

�So?�
Sydney glared at her alarm clock, then at her best friend. Hailey had arrived at a god-awful early hour. And she�d invaded Sydney�s sanctum, her bedroom. The woman sat on her bed, bunching covers and exposing Sydney�s bare legs to the cold October morning.
�You�re just begging for a beating, blondie.�
�Oh, hell. Here. Now talk.� Hailey handed her a cup of hazelnut latte, by the smell of it.
Sydney inhaled, sat up and smiled. �Oh, yeah.� After a good jolt of caffeine, she managed another frown. �It�s not even ten on a Saturday morning, and here you are, all yellow-haired and perky. Can�t you engaged types go cuddle at this hour and leave your best friends alone?�
�We could, but then we�d have no idea how the date went. Well? Are you and Derrick friends again?�
Were they? Sydney didn�t know. �He acted like a perfect gentleman. Did he make the lasagna?�
�Probably. Barbara made sure her sons could cook at an early age. Well, except for Gage. I think she spoiled him.�
Sydney sighed. �Look, I�m just going to say this once. Derrick Warren is not as bad as I thought. Happy now?�
�Ha! I knew it!�
�Now go away and bother someone else.� Some other frustrated, confused woman. Like� �How about Faith? What�s she up to?�
�Oh no. I�m not leaving you until I have details. Tell me.�
�Why are you being so mean to me?� Sydney whined. �Besides, of the two of us, Faith is more pathetic. Ever since she saw the light and broke it off with Dr. Sphincter��
�That�s Pinchter,� Hailey corrected while laughing.
�Same difference. Anyway, she�s sworn off men. Personally, I�m glad she�s no longer being an idiot. Rich and handsome does not make a good man. But not dating isn�t healthy. Go infect her with your bubbly personality.�
�Not dating isn�t healthy. Neither is serial dating. You know, you and Derrick are a lot alike.�
�Shut up, Hailey.�
�You both won�t commit. He dates a ton of women�one at a time, mind you. And you won�t go out with any guy for longer than a month.�
Sydney guzzled her latte and prayed for patience. �Not true.�
�Really?�
She frowned, but to her annoyance, she couldn�t come up with an example to counter the argument. �My problem is simple. I don�t trust men. Period. But look at my history. My mother slept with a bazillion men, and I grew up thinking anyone named Uncle shared a bed with Mommy.�
�Gross.�
�And yet heart-wrenching. Out of pity, leave me alone. Please.�
Hailey socked her on the arm. �You wish.�
Groaning, Sydney ran a hand through her hair. �Then make yourself useful and fry me up some bacon. I�m starving.�
Hailey�s grin grew so wide it threatened to split her head in half.
�What?� Sydney snapped, never at her best before noon, and never less so than this particular morning.
�You want him. Bacon is your tell, lady. You want Derrick Warren. Bad.�
�Bitch.� Sydney grabbed for her but Hailey danced away singing Sydney and Derrick sitting in a tree, K-i-s-s-i-n-g. �And for the record, this isn�t fourth grade!�

Across town, Derrick sat with Dylan at the center island in his mother�s kitchen, waiting for Gage to return with their mother. Golden boy had gone shopping with her first thing this morning to get groceries for their weekly family breakfast. Now that Gage had Hailey, he sometimes brought her by as well.
Truth to tell, this morning Derrick didn�t want to see anyone with two X chromosomes if he could help it. Except for his mother, because, well, as much as she annoyed him with that therapy crap, the woman had given him some shrewd insight into Sydney. And hell, she was his mother; he loved her.
�So how�d it go?� Dylan asked. The clothes horse wore slacks, not jeans, and a Polo sweater to combat the cooling weather.
Derrick gripped his mug, aware of his threadbare jeans and sweatshirt. �How is it we�re twins again?� The look he gave Dylan�s designer watch said volumes.
Dylan grinned. �You got lucky, hotshot. That�s how.� He opened his mouth to say something else and stopped. He glanced around him cautiously, no doubt wary of speaking his mind. Every time Dylan said something off-color, their mother caught him. It was a little eerie how good she�d become doing it.
�She�s not here.� Derrick took a sip of coffee, more than grateful for the caffeine. He�d spent a hellish night trying to sleep after Sydney�s visit. Only a quick session masturbating to fantasies of the redhead had cooled his jets enough to allow him to get to any rest.
He was so screwed.
�So. Sydney. How did it go?�
�How do you think it went?�
�Well, if you did what Mom and I told you, she should have been putty in your hands.�
And she had been. But damn if he could figure out why he hadn�t taken advantage. Derrick had seen the attraction. Hell, he�d felt it well enough. But when she�d been lying there on the couch, so boneless in his hands, she�d seemed tired, vulnerable. He couldn�t take advantage of her like that. So he�d bundled her up and ushered her home before he forgot his good intentions.
I am such a dumbass. One good fuck and I�d be over her already. Then Derrick�s inner lie detector buzzed the truth out of him. Oh really? Over her? Please. You like her, asswipe. Admit it and see what she�s all about. You know you want to.
Man, sometimes he hated being honest with himself. �Thanks for making the lasagna, by the way.�
Dylan shrugged. �Sure.�
�I had all her favorite stuff there. The meal, the wine. Even the kind of coffee she likes. But we never got to that. After I fell all over myself apologizing�� which he still didn�t agree with, but for Sydney, fine ��we had a pretty good time.�
�You slept with her?� Dylan stared, wide-eyed. �That wasn�t the plan.�
�No, dumbass.� He smacked Dylan upside the head.
�Ow.�
�I didn�t fuck her. We sat and talked together. Then I rubbed her feet. She was worn out.� And so sexy, all sleepy and soft. Not the way she normally presented herself to the world.
�Whoa. What�s that look?� Dylan stared at him in fascination.
�What look?�
�That. That sappy, I like her like her look.�
�Like her like her? What the hell does that mean?�
Dylan didn�t have to say anything. The hell of it was, Derrick knew damn well what Dylan meant. Just as Dylan knew what he felt.
�You have it bad, brother.� Dylan shook his head. �I should have seen it coming when you kept pestering the kid for her number.� The kid meaning Gage. �I think it�s time I talked to her.�
�No.� Derrick didn�t want her scared off by Dylan and his shrinkiness. Or worse, that she might become infatuated with the wrong Warren twin. They�d had their share of partners over the years who had switched preferences during the course of a relationship. But none of those had mattered. Sydney mattered.
�Tell me, Derrick. What exactly did you guys talk about? Gage? Mom? Me?�
Derrick huffed. �The world does not revolve around you, Dr. Dork.�
�Immature, but then, I�d expect that of you. I am older.�
�By two minutes.� He frowned. He hated being reminded that Dylan outranked him, that he even cared and that Dylan knew it.
His brother smirked. �So what�s the big deal if I take Sydney out to dinner? I like her style. Hailey�s told me all about her. And the way she reacted to you shows her to be a smart woman. You afraid she might prefer me over you?�
Yes. �Hell no.�
�Afraid I might have her out of those panties before we get to dessert?�
�I swear to God, Dylan,� Barbara said from behind him. �You and I really need to have a talk.�
Dylan froze and crossed his eyes. Then he slumped and banged his forehead on the countertop while Gage and Derrick howled with laughter.
�I swear. It�s like she�s psychic,� Dylan muttered. �You never hear my sage points, Mom. Only when I get crass, and I only do it so Derrick and your baby-maker can understand me.�
Gage frowned. �Quit calling me that.�
�Yes, Dylan. Stop baiting Gage.� Barbara sighed. �Why don�t you find a nice girl or boy to bring home and I�ll pay you the attention you feel you need.�
�Mom,� Dylan protested, but she cut him off.
�Otherwise you wouldn�t be calling your brother names. It�s jealousy, plain and simple.�
While Dylan argued with her about his true feelings, Derrick nudged Gage aside and helped him put a few groceries away. �So where�s Hailey?�
�Where do you think?� Gage said in a low voice. �Getting the lowdown from you-know-who.�
�Thanks, man. I owe you.�
�Yeah, you do.� Gage grinned. �And for all those comments, making fun of me with Hailey? Remember? How lame I was to be falling for that chick with the great rack?�
Derrick groaned at the reminder.
�Well, take a look in the mirror, dude. You�re about ten times worse than I was. At least Hailey was talking to me.�
�Sydney�s talking to me too. And I�m not falling for her. Sure, she�s smart and funny. Nice, sexy. So what?�
He realized the room had fallen silent.
�Smart and sexy? Interesting combination, Derrick.� His mother started the eggs and watched him with that clinical expression he hated. �So unlike your usual type.�
He scoffed, wishing the floor would open up and swallow him. �I don�t have a type.�
�Yeah, you do.� Dylan ticked off his fingers. �Dim, long legs, wealthy, hot, large breasts. Sorry, Mom, but blame yourself for breastfeeding us.�
�Christ, Dylan.� Derrick ran a hand over his face, thoroughly disgusted.
Even Gage looked green. �Really, Dylan.�
Their mother laughed. �We won�t go into that. Derrick, we all know you choose women you know you aren�t compatible with in an effort to avoid commitment. Sydney seems different. Nice different.�
�I�ve dated smart women before.�
�Yeah, and they were obnoxious.� Dylan shook his head. �Kathy Myers? Gina Stern?�
�Don�t forget the March twins,� Gage offered. �Dim as a busted bulb, but built like, ah, very pretty.� He shot their mother a covert glance.
�The point, Derrick,� she continued, �is that you�ve expressed more interest in Sydney than you have a lot of other women.�
�It�s probably just sexual frustration, Mom.� There. Let her chew on that. His brothers looked horrified he�d said it.
Barbara pushed a few plates of eggs at them. �That could be. Or it could be something more. When you engage in the physical aspect of the relationship with Sydney, you�ll see what happens.�
�Barbara Warren.� Gage�s eyes were as round as quarters. �You did not just encourage your son to have sex after one date.�
She flushed but continued to make her point. �No, I did not. I merely suggested that when he does, he�ll see more clearly. He needs proof she�s different. If he thinks he�s stuck on her because of a physical attraction, he should rule it out, but only when they�re both ready. A relationship built solely on sex never lasts.
�I�ve seen the way women look at my sons. You�re all attractive men. Charming when you put your minds to it.� She gave Derrick a pointed stare. �So charm her and see.�
�I could have been with her last night. But I didn�t.�
Dumb, dumb, dumb to admit that.
Her eyes narrowed. �I see.�
�Oh hell. I like her. Is that so bad?� So why did his palms sweat just thinking about her? Why did he worry that she didn�t like him? He was Derrick Warren, a catch by any standard. Right? �I was respecting her boundaries. She already thought I was an ass. I just didn�t want to add to it.�
�Nice.� Dylan nodded. �That was the plan. I didn�t think you�d stick to it. Now she�s off-balance. Now you make your move.�
Their mother disagreed. �The only reason I�d even suggest you engage in sexual relations�at a point when you both consider your relationship has matured enough to make that next step�is because it will increase the intimacy. Because that�s what any meaningful partnership is all about. Feelings and emotions. Sex can complicate things, though, so you need to both be ready for it.�
Gage stared, his mouth open. �Why the hell didn�t I get this advice with Hailey? It was all about talking to her and not groping her.�
�That�s what I�m telling your brother to do, to talk to her first. To get to know her and build a relationship built on mutual understanding and respect.�
�Not what I heard,� Gage muttered.
Derrick grinned. �Different strokes for different folks, little brother.� Glad that he no longer felt in the hot seat, he turned everyone�s attention to Dylan. �But there�s something I�ve been meaning to ask. Why am I the only one under the microscope? What about Dylan? Last I heard, he broke up with his boy-toy. Not the other way around, like he told us. Why�s that?�
Everyone homed in on his brother and Derrick leaned back with a contented sigh. He couldn�t believe he was contemplating following his mother�s advice, but for once the woman had suggested something that made sense. His insane attraction to the redhead was a distraction. It might be nice to date a woman without the physical stuff in the way. They could be friendly before being friendly. Though everything in him shut down at the thought of his mother in conjunction with s-e-x, he reminded himself she offered therapeutic advice and nothing more.
Think of me as someone who�s here to listen, she�d said. Well, he was listening. He�d try to get closer to Sydney, to get to know the woman behind that killer bod before taking that next big naked-bodies step.
Two hours later, he stood in front of Sydney�s door and knocked.
A few moments passed. She opened the door wearing a pair of clingy jeans and a soft pink blouse. The color shouldn�t have looked right with her red hair, but for some reason it did. She appeared ultra-feminine, soft, touchable.
Fuckable. Shit. He tried to focus on his family�s advice.
�Derrick?�
�Can I come in? Or is this a bad time?�
She stared at him in shock. �I, uh, yeah, sure. Come on in. I was just doing my weekly cleaning.� She stepped back and allowed him to enter. After closing the door behind her, she turned around�right into his arms.
Finally. He backed her against the door and leaned down to face her, nose to nose.
�Derrick?�
The whisper of her breath against his lips aroused him to no end. He�d been hard the entire journey to her house, trying to ignore his instincts. Now he had her in his arms, could feel her curves against his body. His resolve to take things slow and simple went out the window. Christ, he wasn�t going to last.
�You left last night before dessert.�
She swallowed. �D-dessert?�
Her full lips parted. Her blue eyes were so dark they looked black. The fiery redhead who�d met him taunt for taunt and laugh for laugh the past three months stared at him with desire in her eyes.
He kissed her before she could protest, and like he�d imagined, she tasted sweet. He tilted the angle of his head to get better depth and plundered her mouth. Her tongue entwined with his, and he groaned into her mouth, caught by the fiery woman he�d wanted for too long.



Chapter Four

�Oh, Derrick,� Sydney said on a breath as he trailed his mouth over her cheek to her ear.
He nipped at her lobe and thrust his tongue in her ear.
She arched into him, pressing her breasts against his chest.
�God, I�ve been wanting to kiss you forever.� He returned his mouth to hers, pushing past her lips with his tongue. While he kissed her, he ran his hands over her waist to her rib cage, pleased with her softness. Sydney was a real woman�not model-thin, but shapely.
He curled one hand around her side while the other went to work on her buttons. In seconds he had them undone and pushed her blouse apart. The sight of her lacey bra sent the blood from his brain straight to his cock.
�Fuck me.� He stared in awe at the pert nipples pushing through the sheer material of her bra.
�No, fuck me.� Sydney pulled him back down and kissed the breath out of him.
He cupped her breasts, taken with the full globes, and held her while they battled for dominance. He should have expected as much from the Amazon in his arms. Usually he liked his dates to wait for him to take charge, but Sydney�s strength made him ache to tame her.
Quickly moving past the point of no return, Derrick manhandled his way past her defenses and pinned her to the door. He kissed her while he pushed her blouse off and quickly unfastened her bra, tossing it to the floor as well. The minute he bared her breasts, he latched his mouth to one peak and sucked hard.
�Oh, yes. God,� she moaned, and pleaded with him for more.
He intended to give her whatever she asked for. He took turns fondling one breast while he licked and sucked the other, grazing her nipples with gentle bites.
She writhed and moaned his name with a breathy voice that turned him inside-out.
Close to coming in his jeans, he continued to play with her tits as he unbuttoned his pants. He pushed himself free of his jeans and underwear and molded her hand around him. The connection of her palm and his cock made him tremble.
�You�re so big.�
�Oh yeah. Squeeze me. Fuck, Sydney. I have to have you. Right now.�
He palmed her ass through her jeans, needing her naked.
Not thinking about anything but fucking her, he pulled away and stripped her bare. Like his dreams made flesh. She was perfect. Better than he�d imagined. Toned legs, a slender belly, tiny waist and large breasts. And that red hair that framed her face and curled over her shoulders also decorated her pussy in a thin strip. Neatly trimmed, leaving her folds bare. So much easier to eat her that way.
�In me, Derrick. Now.�
He knelt, pushed her legs apart and fastened his mouth over her, seeking her clit. She cried out his name as he sucked and tasted the very essence of this woman he couldn�t get out of his mind. Like a drug, she raced through him, Sydney Fields exploding on his tongue and in every atom of his body.
He licked and stroked, wanting her to come in his mouth. But his erection was starting to hurt. He needed ease. While he devoured her, he took a condom out of his back pocket, ripped open the packet and slipped the rubber on himself with shaky hands.
�Derrick, yes, yes, I�m coming.� She cried out and gripped his shoulders tight as she came over his tongue. He gave her one last kiss and stood.
Dragging her up, he lifted her to straddle his waist and hooked her legs around him. Then he angled his cock at her entrance and shoved into her.
She gasped�with delight or astonishment, he didn�t care. He was too far gone for anything but coming inside her.
�You�re so hot.� Her warmth hugged him, and he slid through her wet channel with ease. Snug, she gripped him as he thrust in and out, harder and deeper.
Her contractions aroused him to no end, especially because he could still taste her on his lips as he fucked her.
She dragged his head to hers and meshed their lips together while he stroked. And just as he reached his end, she sucked hard on his tongue. He pulled his head back and shouted as he came. His orgasm crashed over him, jerking him from reality with an ecstatic slap as he rode wave after wave of pleasure.
The feel of her curves against him as he emptied inside her warmth kept him going. After what felt like an eternity, he came back to himself.
He hoped he hadn�t crushed her too hard. Sandwiched between his body and the door, she couldn�t have been too comfortable. But Christ, had he ever had better sex? Sex that had lasted all of five minutes?
He should have been more embarrassed, but the sleepy satisfaction in her eyes told him she had no complaints.
�Damn, Derrick. You are good, aren�t you?�
He grinned. �Good for more than that quickie.�
�Quickie?� She arched a perfect brow and slowly uncrossed her ankles from behind his back. As she did, she winced.
�You okay? I wasn�t too rough was I?� He hoped he hadn�t pounded into her too hard, but he couldn�t recall much of anything except needing to go as deep into her as he could.
�Not at all.�
He didn�t want to pull away, but he�d started to slide out, so he withdrew completely and lowered her so she could stand again. The awkwardness he might have assumed he�d feel didn�t come. He removed the condom and left to dispose of it. When he returned, dressed once more, she stood in a daze, naked, against the door.
�You are fucking beautiful.� Blunt, but effective.
She blushed. �You already had me, He-Man. No need to butter me up.�
�Hmm, butter. Not a bad idea. I�d like to oil you up and fuck you everywhere.�
Her eyes glowed. �Oh?�
�You know, when you say Oh like that, it comes across as a challenge.�
�Are you up for it?� The doubtful look she gave his crotch definitely counted as a dare.
�Honey, you should know better than to challenge a Warren.�
�Why is that?�
�Because I�m the Warren twin you need to worry about. I never lose.�
She laughed. �Cocky much?�
�Oh yeah. And I intend to get even more cocky before the day is through.� He watched her as he took off his sweatshirt and removed his shoes and socks. He unbuttoned the fly of his jeans with deliberate slowness, wanting to see her expression when she saw all of him. Would she be impressed, or would she blow him off? He wasn�t a small man. Most women loved the look of him, but Sydney wasn�t most women. There was something about her self-confidence that brought out insecurities he hadn�t even realized he possessed.
�You�re a tease,� she complained.
He smiled. �Back at ya, hot stuff.�
He pushed his jeans and underwear off, conscious that his cock had a mind of its own. The damn thing stood at half-mast again, semi-erect for the mouthwatering woman staring at him in shock�or was that awe?
�I can�t believe that thing fit inside me.�
He frowned. �I�m not that small.�
�You�re huge. Good Lord, Derrick. No wonder you have a lot of girlfriends.�
To his horror, his cheeks felt hot. Pleased and embarrassed, he felt like a goddamn girl. Yet he couldn�t be happier she approved.
�Oh my God. Derrick I�m God�s gift to women is blushing!� She laughed. To his surprise, she seemed completely oblivious to her nudity, while he couldn�t stop being aware of it.
�Cut it out. I�m a guy. We all have size issues.�
�You shouldn�t.� She stepped closer and took him in her hand.
He stirred. She stroked him and he grew harder. �Syd, you�re playing with fire.�
�Is that what you call it? Fire?� She winked at him. �I�d have thought you�d go with something more creative. Like My Monster or the One-Eyed Wonder.�
He laughed, more than amused. Who�d have thought sex could be so much fun? Being with Sydney just felt good.
�Well, One-Eyed Wonder has a nice ring. But how about something more intimate? Like Derrick Junior? That way he sounds like a real person.�
�He?� She stroked him, pumping his shaft with a small hand that felt like heaven.
�Yeah, he. He likes it when ladies kiss him. Long, slow licks are nice too.�
Sydney let him go as she stared at him. The laughter left her eyes, but not the desire. �We should probably move to the bedroom for this. Unless you brought more condoms?�
And there, no recrimination for being prepared. The woman amazed him.
�Nope. I only had one, and I was praying you�d let me use it.�
She snorted. �Praying my ass. You knew I wanted a go at you.�
�Just one?� He stepped closer and rubbed his cock along her belly. Then he leaned closer and took one of her nipples between his teeth. He nipped her, then sucked the sting out of it. �Come on, Syd. I�m good for three or four, at least.�
�Well, if you put it that way��

Sydney couldn�t believe she�d let Derrick Warren fuck her against the door of her own home. Okay, so she�d been hot for him since the first time she�d heard him on the other end of the phone, but still. She normally would have held out until at least the third date. She did have standards to maintain.
But God, had she ever been the focus of so much lust before? Under his stare, she�d felt helpless, caught in a maelstrom of desire and need and sensation. Thoughts of refusal hadn�t existed. As embarrassed as she felt to admit it to herself, if he hadn�t produced a condom, she wouldn�t have had the presence of mind to demand he wear one.
Stupid, Syd. Real stupid. Though she took birth control to regulate her cycle�and yes, because she did like sex�she always mandated her partners use protection. In this day and age, you could never be too sure.
But Derrick� She wanted to feel him inside her, and that made no sense. So she ignored her irrational mind and focused on managing the here and now. Time to set rules. Better late than never.
She stood by her bed, conscious he had yet to take his gaze from her. She couldn�t help preening under his regard. Her weekly workouts were a bitch, but when they produced this kind of attention from a man, she recognized their value.
�Hold on, Derrick.�
�I knew it. It was too good to hope you�d just bend over and take me without a word.�
He held himself for her, huge and thick. Good God, but the man was hung. She wanted to blow him, badly. Normally she didn�t like that aspect of sex. She found it more intimate than kissing. But she wanted to know him that way, to see if she could get him as crazed as he�d made her earlier.
�I�ll bend over when I want to bend over,� she said, reminding him who was in charge as she ignored his sly smile. Challenge met and accepted. �I�m thirty years old. I date a lot, but I�m not a slut. And my partners wear a condom. Always.�
He nodded. �Fine. I�m thirty-six. I date a lot. And I always wear a condom with my partners. You never know.�
�Right.�
They stared at each other. His hard-on looked just as big as ever.
�I, ah, I�m on birth control too.�
�I just had my yearly physical last month. I�m clean. I haven�t been with anyone in months. Well, except for you.�
She blinked. �Months?�
�Yeah.� He didn�t look happy about the fact.
She was ecstatic about it and trying not to be. �I haven�t been with anyone for longer than that. I�m clean, totally.� Which he should have asked before he went down on her. Oh man, she wanted him to do that again.
�And tasty,� he added in a low voice, his gaze centered now between her legs. �Do you have any idea how sexy that thin strip of hair is? Or how incredible your tits are? So full and high, those nipples big and red. I want to suck them. I want to bite them.� He paused and looked into her eyes again, his bright with lust. �I want to fuck them.�
She felt slick between her legs. �I want to go down on you and suck you �til you come.� How about that, Derrick Warren?
�Shit. I don�t know if I�m going to have the energy for everything I want to do with you today. It�s gonna take a few days. Maybe a few weeks, months, before I get this craving for you out of my system.� He grinned.
Odd that he didn�t seem too upset over his fascination. �Yeah, well, me too. I thought if we could just do it, that would be it. But you�re like a disease. I think you�ve infected me.�
�A disease?� He glared and took a few steps forward, until his cock brushed her belly. He cupped her breast and pinched her nipple. �That�s not nice, Sydney. You know, there�s something else I want to do to you. Something I hold in reserve for naughty girls.�
Trust Derrick to be into dirty talk. Damn him, but he was getting her all hot and bothered again. It took a lot of discipline not to squirm while he fondled her. �Oh?�
�Yeah. Mouthy little girls get ass-fucked, Syd. How about that?�
She�d done it once before, just to see what it felt like. She hadn�t liked it. �How about I ass-fuck you instead?�
He shook his head. �Uh-uh. Ever had a cock up your ass, baby? Ever taken a dick between those sweet cheeks?� He let go of her breast and pulled her closer to him, palming her ass.
His fingers slid between her cheeks and toyed with her hole. To her astonishment, it felt good.
�Oh.�
�I like that oh better.� He grinned and leaned down to whisper, �Want me to lick you there? To shove my tongue in your hole and lap you up?�
She shivered, the image and his breath in her ear making it hard to stand. �I-I don�t know.�
�I�ll know. Before we�re through, Sydney, I�ll know everything about you.�
�Is that a threat?� She reached down to cup his sac, pleased when he gasped, then groaned.
�A promise, you little witch.�
�Well, tit for tat, big man. Before we�re through, I�ll have you wrapped around my little finger.�
�I�d rather you wrapped those lips around my cock,� he muttered. When she rubbed his balls, he added in a low rasp, �If you don�t blow me, I might kill myself.�
She chuckled, pleased to have the upper hand again. With a man like Derrick Warren, it would pay to keep her wits. They had serious chemistry. He had looks, and when he turned on the charm, she�d been way too easily manipulated. It still bothered her how vulnerable she�d been last night.
�What�s going on in there?� He tapped the top of her head. �You�re looking at me like you�re either going to fuck me or kill me, but I can�t figure out which.� He shocked her by picking her up as if she weighed nothing, then he threw her on the bed.
She�d just caught herself when he landed on top of her and forced her hands over her head. He held both wrists with one large hand, and his dominance really turned her on. Derrick wasn�t playing at being in charge. He was in charge. Finally, a man who could handle her. Just in bed, she reminded herself. And it was too soon to tell if he was a one-hit wonder. She hadn�t had sex in a while, so of course her first orgasm with another person would be explosive.
Derrick nudged her thighs wide and angled his cock toward the entrance of her pussy. �I�m going to fuck you, Syd. With nothing between us. I want to come hard inside you. What do you think about that?� And saying it, he pushed the head of his cock inside her then stopped, waiting.
For her permission, because she was in charge, she reasoned even as her body said otherwise. She wanted nothing more than for Derrick to fuck her until she screamed in pleasure. Well, why not screw without a condom? They were both clean, healthy adults. One thing she did know about him, he would never put her in harm�s way if he wasn�t. And she was on the Pill. She wouldn�t get pregnant.
�Syd, make up your mind before I make it up for you.� Sweat dotted his forehead.
She wiggled under him, and he slid deeper inside her. �You going to talk me to death or fuck me already?�
The word fuck set him off. He shoved hard inside her but didn�t stop there. He pounded into her a few times, rough the way she liked it, and she couldn�t help her keening response. Then he pulled out, frustrating the hell out of her.
�Don�t stop.�
His smile should have warned her. �I�ve been waiting for this for so long. We came too soon before. But now we have all the time in the world. Why rush?�
She would have argued, until he kissed her and she became mindless in his arms. For the first time in forever, she lay compliant under a lover, awash in the sensation of being at the center of someone else�s world.
He fixated on her breasts. He sucked and kissed them until she wanted to scream. She felt so empty, so needy.
But he wouldn�t be rushed. He took his time exploring her body. Her breasts, her ribs, her belly. He licked his way down her navel to her pussy, lingering over her folds and running his tongue between them.
With slow, drugging kisses, he pulled her clit into a stiff ache. She pulsed between his lips, feeling so incredibly aroused she could scream. Tugging at his shoulders and hair did nothing. And then she couldn�t think as he teased her with his hands. He slid a finger inside her, then added another. But he didn�t fuck her with them�he just held them there while he dipped his pinkie inside her, getting it nice and wet.
�Derrick, please.�
She felt his grin over her body, but he answered by sucking her harder.
She shifted, aching, and he shocked her by pushing his pinkie lower, sliding past her pussy down to her ass. His pinkie rested against her hole, and as he nibbled her clit, he rimmed her then pushed his pinkie inside her ass. Just the tip, but the foreign sensation made her jerk, on fire.
�God, Derrick. Fuck me. Fuck me so hard. Baby, I need you.� She was barely aware of what she was saying while he played with her, driving her to blinding lust.
His fingers, his mouth, that damned pinkie. So good, she was going to�
�Yes, yes. Derrick!� She came hard, clenching tight as her body spasmed with an orgasm that seemed never-ending.
And then his fingers disappeared as he shimmied over her body and plunged that thick cock inside her. He rammed into her, slamming harder and harder while she continued to climax, finally satisfied.
She could only feel as he shoved one final time and came inside her. All that hot seed, filling her up.
Boneless and unable to move, she lay there as he finished and pulled out. He rose on his knees, his gaze possessive as he stared down at her. �See what you did to me?�
He held himself and squeezed out another drop. The milky seed hit her belly, and he rubbed the small amount into her skin. �All in you and on you.� Derrick leaned over her and pressed a hard kiss against her mouth. �Just think, Syd. That was only round one.�



Chapter Five

Sydney smiled at Lena as they drove past Derrick�s house. She forced herself to ignore how many times she�d thought about calling Derrick during the week. Six days had passed since that explosive Saturday at her house. He�d stayed the entire day, leaving at two the next morning. They�d had sex in almost every way possible, except anal, because she still wasn�t sure about that. She should have been completely over Derrick Warren.
They were now friends. They�d had sex to get it out of their systems and agreed not to call each other or talk about it ever again. Or at least, she had. He�d just stared at her like a starving man and nodded more at her breasts than her face while she explained how they�d handle the day after. End of story. Except she couldn�t stop thinking about him. Of course, driving past his house didn�t help. But this property had all the requirements�on paper�that Brian Goode wanted.
She and Lena had decided to drive out together. Her good friend and partner was having some issues with her own significant other, so Sydney was trying to be a better friend than she�d been all week. Damn Derrick. The man would not leave her mind.
�So then Carl is all mopey because I�m not ready for kids. But come on. We haven�t even gotten married yet. Why should I agree to get knocked up before we say I do? What if something goes wrong and we don�t get married? Or worse, we get married, I get pregnant and leave my job, and then��
�What do you mean leave your job?� At the frown Lena gave her, Sydney laughed at herself. �Not that that�s the only part I homed in on, but Lena, you love your work.�
�I know.� They departed Sydney�s car and walked up to the house. Instant curb appeal, and the house had a lot of square footage.
�Why do you have to quit work? I couldn�t care less about business. I love you, but if you have to leave, I support your decision. It just seems to me you should be able to do both if you want. Have a family and work.�
�I know,� Lena said again.
They entered the house and made notes as they inspected the place.
�I wish I could be more like you,� Lena was saying.
�Like me?� In lust with a man who went through women like tissues? �How so?�
�You�re so confident, Sydney. You�re beautiful, successful, you have friends, you have fun, and you crook your little finger and men come running.�
�Please. The men I date might be good-looking�yes, I�m vain like that. But most of them aren�t worth half of what Carl is. Besides, you�re no slouch yourself.�
Lena blew out a breath. �Then why am I so scared when he talks about kids? Maybe I�m rushing the marriage thing. I mean, I�m getting older, but I�m not thirty yet.�
�Thanks a lot.� Sydney made a note about a large office on the first floor. The place had already been wired for computer equipment. Nice.
�Oh. Well, you know what I mean.�
�Lena, there�s no age requirement for marriage. I mean, yeah, it�s better to have kids when you�re younger for health reasons, but you have to be ready for them.� An odd image of Derrick holding a baby popped into her mind and she hurriedly suppressed it.
�I know. It�s just, Carl keeps pushing me.�
�So stand up for yourself. It�s okay to have cold feet. And if you don�t want kids, tell him. Whatever you do, don�t let yourself get pushed into anything.�
Lena sighed. �See? I wish I was more like you. It�s just, I love Carl so much. I don�t want him to be hurt or disappointed.�
How many times had she heard her mother whine about that while growing up? Isabel Fields had to go to Tahoe to make Uncle Bill happy. She left Sydney with a neighbor on her eighth birthday because Uncle Teddy wanted Isabel in Italy for a modeling engagement. Or the time she�d skipped out on Sydney�s high school graduation because Uncle Freddy had tickets to a Vegas show.
Bleh. Men were distractions who got in the way of the really important things in life. Like friends and family. One thing she could say about the Warrens, they were at least loyal to each other. Not every mother acted like Isabel Fields.
She let Lena worry out loud while they scouted out the rest of the house. The yard, the pool and everything else checked out.
�So you think I should just tell him how I feel?� Lena asked her for the twentieth time as they finished with the house and stood by the car.
�Yes. Damn girl, just tell him�� She lost her train of thought as Derrick stepped out of a dark green SUV by the curb.
�Tell him�?� Lena looked over her shoulder, following Sydney�s gaze, and said in a low voice, �Oh, wow. See? What was I telling you before? You get all the hunks.�
Sydney closed her mouth, embarrassed to be caught staring. She drummed up a smile as Derrick joined them. �Lena, this is Derrick Warren. Derrick lives a few houses down from this one.�
Derrick gave Lena a polite smile. �Nice to meet you.� To Sydney�s unexpected relief, he didn�t linger on Lena�s curves but gave Sydney his attention. �Sydney, you haven�t returned my calls.�
She blinked. �Calls?� The man hadn�t said one thing after their encounter�encounters�last weekend, as agreed. Though she�d been annoyed he�d found it so easy to obey her stupid rule.
�I left a few messages on your answering machine.� The hard look in his eyes turned her knees to rubber. Good Lord, he looked like he wanted to spank her. And she wanted to let him.
She cleared her throat and ignored Lena�s fascination. �Oh, uh, I thought I�d turned that off ages ago. Most people use my cell phone.�
He smiled through his teeth. �I tried that before, but you�d never answer my calls. I thought the home phone would work better.� He glanced at Lena then turned back to Sydney. �Can I talk to you for a minute in private? It won�t take long, I swear.�
Lena smiled and winked at Sydney. �I�ll wait here. I need to call Carl anyway.� The turncoat.
�Fine. Come on.� She let herself back into the house.
Before she could say anything, history repeated itself. In one motion, Derrick slammed the door shut behind him, shoved her against it and covered her mouth with his in a mind-melting kiss.
After a few seconds, he pulled back and groaned. �Hell. I wasn�t going to do this yet. Fuck.� He muttered a few more choice words under his breath. �Sydney, when you�re done with work, I need to see you again.�
�B-but�� She had to take a breath. Damn, the man could kiss. �I thought we were getting each other out of our systems.�
He ground his erection against her. �Is it working for you?�
�Damn it. No.�
He nodded. �So your place or mine?� He pushed her suit jacket aside and rubbed her nipples until she moaned. �Which?�
�Mine.� I have no willpower. �But this is just�casual,� she said on a breath when he pinched her harder. �Stop doing that.�
�Why? You going to come if I don�t?�
She couldn�t think. And then he shoved his hand down her front, past her skirt and under her panties.
�Christ, you�re wet. Fuck, Sydney. I want you. All the time.�
She liked that he didn�t sound happy about it. �Yeah? Well I want you too.� She glared at him. �I can�t stop thinking about you coming inside me. So how screwed up am I?�
His grin melted something inside her. �Okay, you win. You�re more messed up than I am. But can I still fuck you later?�
Her laugh turned into a moan when he shoved a finger inside her. �Why not now?�
His eyes narrowed. �Your friend is waiting out in the car.� He looked to the left of the door through the dormer window. �She�s talking on the phone.�
�So make it fast. You�re a guy. You�re all about quickies, aren�t you?� She wanted him like crazy. So not like her.
�Little witch. You�re pushing it, you know that?� He didn�t sound angry, but excited. He withdrew his hand from between her legs and sucked his finger clean. �Turn around.�
She did, and he pushed her skirt up. She wore garters and stockings today, and she couldn�t be gladder. He removed her panties with ease.
�Oh fuck. You need to wear this getup for me later.�
She heard his button unsnap, and then he pushed between her shoulder blades, urging her to bend down while he pulled her hips back.
�Derrick, now.�
�Shut up, Syd.� He sounded mean, and she loved it. Derrick Warren was a sexual animal. One who made her wet just by breathing, apparently.
She felt him prodding her pussy and then he shoved deep, feeling impossibly large.
�Oh yeah. Baby, so good.� He rocked into her with purpose, grinding that massive cock deep. His balls slapped her ass with each thrust and his speed increased. �Touch yourself. Come all over me.�
She let go of the door with one hand and put it awkwardly between her legs. She was so ready to come, it took just a few slow rubs before she tightened around him.
�Oh fuck. Yeah, there it is.� He came seconds after she did, and his grip on her hips would be sure to leave bruises. Was she twisted that she liked that? The thought of his marks on her body? �Sydney. Damn. You are so fucking sexy.�
She�d heard that before, but coming from Derrick, she truly believed it.
He groaned as he withdrew. �Don�t move.�
Not like she could without making a huge mess. She heard rustling behind her and glanced over her shoulder. �What are you doing?�
�Just hold on.� He unbuttoned the shirt and took off the white T-shirt beneath. Then he put the T-shirt between her legs and cleaned her. �I came hard.� He sounded satisfied. Such a guy. �A lot in you, baby.�
She hated when guys called her baby. So why didn�t she call Derrick on it? Because you like it, you whore. You just let Derrick do you in a house you�re showing in a few days while your partner sits outside in the car. And you asked him for it! Oh God. Where had her professionalism gone? Was she turning into her mother?
�I refuse to call you Uncle Derrick,� she said out loud, needing to hear herself.
�Um, okay. And I refuse to call you Aunt Sydney. We good now?�
She felt like a complete idiot. What a time to feel insecure. Not around this man. She needed every brain cell she had not to be caught up in his whirlwind.
She opened her mouth to say something else when he stroked her back, his touch comforting, not sexual. He finished with the T-shirt and helped her straighten up and turn around. With efficient movements, he set her clothing to rights, sans the underwear. �If you want these back, you have to come over tonight to get them,� he said as he tucked the pair in his pocket. The tender look in his eyes baffled her.
�No. You come to my place instead.�
He nodded and kissed her. The barely-there touch made her feel special, cared for and concerned. He pulled back but didn�t break eye contact as he buttoned up his shirt and bunched the T-shirt in his hand.
He followed her out in silence, waved goodbye to Lena, who goggled at them, and left in his SUV.
Sydney locked the house behind her then joined Lena in the car.
�Holy shit. I am more than jealous now.� Lena teased her the entire way back to the office, trying like hell to get Sydney to tell her anything.
But Sydney had no idea what to say. She didn�t mix business and pleasure. Yet she couldn�t get over the fact Derrick had been calling her the past week. He was coming over tonight. They�d just had sex and she�d come again. Sydney didn�t often orgasm right away with her partners. And after a few pleasurable encounters, she�d stop feeling that rush at all, signaling her time had come to an end with her boyfriend du jour. Apparently Sydney had control issues, as a therapist had once told her. One she hadn�t gone to again because she didn�t like half the things the woman had forced her to confront.
Mommy issues, control issues, man issues. Hell, after seeing the woman, Sydney had almost checked herself into a mental hospital. Then Hailey had talked her down, telling her some of her own problems, and Sydney had realized she was normal. Just as dysfunctional as every other woman trying to make do. Only her problems had less to do with body image and more to do with emotional baggage�like the fact she couldn�t stand the woman who�d given birth to her but felt an odd sense of duty to her nonetheless.
Comparisons between herself and her mother would make her crazy, so she ignored them. She and Lena returned to work. She managed another few hours before she called it quits. By then, Lena had already left for the day.
Her cell phone rang and she picked up the call after noting the caller. �Hey, Hailey. What�s shakin�?�
�We still on for tonight?�
Crap. �Um, something came up. I can�t make it.�
�Oh?�
She didn�t want to lie to Hailey, but Sydney needed to understand what the hell she thought she was doing with Derrick. �Look. I�m going through some stuff right now. I�m trying to figure something out. I promise I�ll talk to you about it. Just�not now.�
�Okay.� Hailey paused. �But Sydney, I�m always here for you, okay?�
�I know. I love you, Hailey.� She never took her friends for granted. They�d been all she�d ever had with a mother too flighty to make time for her daughter. And Hailey had been there for her time and time again over the years.
�Love you too. I think I�ll bug Faith. She sounded down when I talked to her earlier in the week.�
�Good. Tell her that I will personally kick her ass if she doesn�t have a date for the Halloween party in another two weeks.�
�Okay. Good plan. Later. Oh, one more thing.�
�Yes?�
�Tell Derrick I said hi.� Hailey disconnected, laughing.
So much for keeping her life private. Sydney wanted to be mad but couldn�t. Hailey knew her too well. Probably better than she knew herself. She�d be a perfect sounding board. Maybe she could explain why Sydney couldn�t stop thinking about Derrick. The sex was incredible. Had to be a physical thing. So why did she take such great comfort in just seeing him?
Men. They made a muddle of everything.
Glaring down at her hands, at the same fingers that had clutched Derrick while he�d kissed her, she tried to talk herself out of her excitement about tonight. On the drive home and the quick shower to relieve herself of the daily grime�and Derrick�she tried to talk herself out of her stupid fascination with the man.
She deliberately tossed aside the garters and stockings she�d worn and dressed in sweats and a long-sleeve T-shirt. She swung her hair into a ponytail and refused to put on make-up. If this didn�t scare Derrick away, nothing would.
All set to finally put the man from her mind, she answered the doorbell when it rang, ready to end their pseudo-relationship before it had a chance to begin.
Except when she opened the door, she couldn�t look away from him. The stubble on his cheeks looked sexy. His green-eyed stare mesmerized her. Full of an odd combination of longing and irritation, they seemed to mirror exactly what she felt. He wore the same clothing from today, minus the T-shirt he�d sacrificed to clean her up. A minor, selfless thing that shouldn�t have stuck in her mind. Yet it had.
He eyed her up and down. But instead of frowning, he grinned. �Perfect. Here.� He shoved a pizza box at her and walked in with a six-pack of beer and a bottle of wine tucked under his other arm. And not just any wine, but her favorite Cabernet.
She set the box on her table and turned to confront him. But he�d already moved into her living room and made himself at home. His shoes lay by the coffee table and he�d relaxed on her sofa. Two sweaty and bloody men grappled on the television in the middle of a cage, and he had taken a beer out of the six-pack and set it on a coaster.
�Come here.� He patted the spot next to him.
Bemused at the lack of a grand seduction, she walked to his side and propped her hands on her hips, not sure what to do with him.
He looked tired. Handsome, but the shadows under his eyes didn�t lie.
�Have you lost weight?�
�I could ask you the same thing.�
How could she be mad at him for saying such a sweet thing? �You commandeered my remote.� She glanced at it tucked by his side. A definite foul.
�Yep.� In a surprising move, he tugged her down next to him. She lost her balance and landed on the couch, half sprawled across him. He didn�t let her go.
He actually hugged her tight. �Nice.�
Was he sniffing her hair?
She should pull back, set some boundaries. Make sure he knew to keep it casual.
Then he apologized. �Hear me out. This is a peace offering. I�m sorry I called you and left messages. I know we�re just friends, I promise.�
�Oh right. Casual acquaintances who just had sex a few hours ago.�
�Right.�
She leaned back and saw his lips quirk. An answering smile lit her mouth, and a chuckle worked through her. �Exactly.�
He started laughing. She joined him.
They watched the match, her in his lap, as he explained the rules. Not long after, they devoured the pizza, which had her favorite toppings�pepperoni, mushrooms and black olives�and she found the beer to be just as good with the pizza as her wine.
But what shocked her most about the night was waking up the following morning in her bed, fully dressed, next to Derrick. They hadn�t had sex. The night had been one of the best she�d had in ages. And she knew to her toes there was nothing remotely casual about her feelings for this man.
Damn, damn, damn.



Chapter Six

The past week had been sheer hell. Somehow Sydney and Derrick had gotten their clich�d roles reversed. She wanted sex, and he had a constant headache. Tonight made their eighth night together in a row. A solid week of being together, and to her shock, she loved spending time with the man. The celibacy she could have done without, but his company actually made the trouble of seducing him worth it.
She only had herself to blame, though. She�d insisted on a casual relationship. Just friends. Without benefits, apparently. Who knew the man would be so literal? He called her just to talk during lunch, and they�d resumed their discussions about any and everything.
Eight days of seeing, laughing with, and being with Derrick, with no sex.
They walked around the fairgrounds, the lights of the carnival rides giving the night a special glow. Together, they watched families laughing, children playing and teenagers daring each other to ride everything from the speedy Himalaya to the vomit-inducing Vortex.
He�d won her a stuffed kitten. She�d beaten him ringing the bell at the strongman booth, which she found hilarious. He�d taken her ribbing with good humor, which didn�t surprise her. Derrick Warren was an easy man to like. He had a great sense of humor and a gracious heart. When a small boy bumped into him and dropped his ice cream on Derrick�s shoe, Derrick bought him a new one. Not one complaint about swirly strawberry all over his boots, or that the kid had barreled into him, not the other way around.
�Cotton candy?� Derrick nodded to a booth in front of them. �You�ve been eyeing the pink stuff all night.�
Actually, she�d imagined rolling Derrick in the stuff and licking it off bit by bit.
She must have given him a look because he practically ran toward the booth. She rolled her eyes and followed. Her secret weapons seemed to be working. The form-fitting jeans and low-neck peach sweater she wore had garnered her breasts and ass more lingering attention from Derrick than she�d had all week.
�Hey honey.� She turned. A large man sitting at a picnic table with his friends waved at her. �Need a friend?�
�She�s got one,� Derrick answered from over her shoulder.
�Bummer.� The guy shrugged and turned back to his friends.
She let him steer her away and accepted the stick of cotton candy, thrilled at his possessiveness despite her resolve to keep things casual. Though she�d insisted they not hold hands, hug or do any of those other relationship things, she allowed him to grab onto her hand just this once. She liked his large, warm grip. The feel of calluses reminded her he worked for a living. Those muscles in his arms, chest and thighs weren�t just from a gym.
�Mmm,� she moaned and licked at the confection, pleased when his gaze locked on her mouth. His eyes darkened and his breathing grew raspy. Was it evil to seduce him? No. Not when the man hadn�t said yes all friggin� week.
There had been a few kisses, some heavy petting, that iron-hard bulge between his legs tempting her to grab hold, and then he�d pull away and find some lame excuse to leave for the night. He was killing her!
�Stop it.� His voice was husky. �You�re putting bad thoughts in the minds of men and teenage boys everywhere.�
�How about yours? You thinking bad thoughts, Father Warren?�
�Father�? Oh, very funny. Though come to think of it, I would make a fine priest. I did make you shout out for God not too long ago. God, please. Oh God, yes,� he mimicked in falsetto. �Harder, deeper, dear God��
Now he had her flushing. �Shut up, you idiot.�
He snickered. �Serves you right. Now how about the Vortex? You game for that?�
She involuntarily squeezed his hand as she took a good, hard look at the monstrous roller coaster.
�Chicken,� he baited.
�Please. I can take anything you dish out, little man.�
�Not so little around you,� he muttered, but she heard him all the same.
Which increased her resolve. �If you want me up on that thing, I want something from you first.�
He frowned, wary. �What?�
She stepped away, heading for one of the trailers set apart from the rides. She walked behind it for a little privacy, pleased as punch it sheltered them from the glare of carnival lights. Even the moon seemed to have disappeared behind a cloud, giving her the sign to go for it. When he rounded the corner, she grabbed him with her free hand and yanked him closer.
�I want a kiss.� And I want to come. She plastered her mouth to his and tried to steal every thought from that handsome head.

Derrick was so tired of trying to be good. Doing the right thing had never been so hard. Painfully hard. He shifted, wishing for some relief from the erection that had been plaguing him for eight days, two hours, and twenty-seven minutes�last time he�d checked his watch.
The little witch had the nerve to suck on that cotton candy and lick her lips like she was playing with his cock.
He knew she�d been teasing him, goading him to fuck her. But he was sticking to the plan now. Trying to keep things simple as he got to know her better.
The taste of sweet candy on her lips made him groan, and he tried to think about all he�d learned about Sydney to prevent himself from fucking her against the trailer at the damn carnival.
The woman didn�t like to lose. She cheated at mini golf, and she played cards almost as well as he did. Thank God he�d been taught by his father, or he feared he would have lost that last bet last night and had to strip down to nothing. Then he would have fucked her for sure.
Instead, he�d won a kiss from the woman. He�d kept it short and chaste�as chaste as the temptress would let it be. Christ, everything she did with that mouth reminded him of sex.
She moaned and curled her tongue around his, sucking him in. Her breasts rubbed against his chest, past the long-sleeved T-shirt he�d worn tonight. Despite her sweater, they might as well have been naked for all the sensation he felt. His nipples were hard, and he wanted nothing more than to shove inside her.
�More,� she ordered and breathed against his lips. She trailed kisses over his cheek to his ear, where she nibbled on his lobe.
He tensed, the pole in his pants two seconds from shooting off. �Stop that.� The little tease knew how much he liked it when she did that.
�I will if you fuck me. Come on, Derrick. I dare you.�
She kissed him again, and he almost said to hell with it. He could pleasure her and still keep things uncomplicated.
She sucked hard on his tongue, and he knew he lied to himself. The woman made him forget his plans, made him want to just fuck her until they couldn�t think. But not thinking had always gotten him into trouble before. And he didn�t want problems with Sydney. He wanted her falling for him, so that eventually, when he did screw up, she�d stick around.
She moaned, and damn if she didn�t test his willpower every second he spent with her.
�Oh, Derrick. Baby.� She rained kisses all over his cheeks.
Before he forgot his good intentions, he quickly pulled away and pasted a smile on his face.
�So, hot stuff. How do you want it?� She licked her lips and reached for the top button on his jeans.
His cock twitched. �I want it pink.� He grabbed her hand holding the treat and brought the cotton candy to his mouth. He took a large bite. Then he nodded toward the ride. �And high. The Vortex. My turn.�
�Seriously?�
Ignoring her disappointment, he grabbed her hand and yanked her back into the crowd. While they waited in line to go up, he told himself he could handle unfulfilled Sydney fantasies a while longer. Every day he fell a little harder for her, and he liked the feeling. And if he wasn�t mistaken, the stubborn commitment-phobe was falling too.
She leaned closer to murmur, �You can�t run forever, Derrick.� She glanced down at his crotch and smirked. �One day soon, I�m going to collect.�
He smiled. �Yeah? I�ll look forward to it.� He would have said do your worst, but even he wasn�t that much of a masochist. He could barely handle her now.
They stepped up, next to ride the Vortex. He caught her muttered swearing, most of it directed at him. Then he sat with a hard-on that wouldn�t quit and took another bite of cotton candy, all the while wondering where they�d go tomorrow, and how hard it would be to continue to avoid sleeping with Sydney without losing his mind.

�Dylan, I�m in trouble.� A week later, Derrick sat in his twin�s condo with his head in his hands.
�Tell me.�
�She�s all I can think about. We spent the past two weeks dating and not dating.�
�Which is it?� Dylan stretched and yawned. Dressed in designer striped pajama bottoms, the guy should have looked like the biggest jerkwad in the world. All he needed to complete the outfit was a smoker�s robe. But he wore Derrick�s face, and truth to tell, he looked better than the dude on the advertisement wearing the same pajama pants. Not that Derrick intended to tell Dylan that.
�We�re keeping it casual. At least, that�s what she and I agreed to do. But we�ve been on several dates, and we haven�t had sex since that quickie in the house down from mine.�
�So you�re both attracted to each other, and you�re spending time together, but neither of you has admitted to wanting a steady relationship with the other. Is that about right?�
Dylan sat across from him in a deep leather chair. Sydney would love it here. All designerish and matching. Dylan�s furniture looked a lot nicer than Derrick�s. No wonder his brother had no problem finding a date. Between his face and this pad, his many boyfriends and girlfriends made sense. Hell, Derrick couldn�t even think about fucking another woman, not if she didn�t have Sydney�s hair, Sydney�s face or Sydney�s body.
�Derrick, focus.�
�Uh, kind of. We�re casual, I guess.� He couldn�t sleep when he wasn�t with her. How fucked up was that?
�You look like shit.�
�Thanks.�
Dylan grinned. �I think it�s time I met her. The Halloween party is tonight, right?�
�Yeah.�
�So let me be you. I�ll feel her out for you.� The sly look on Dylan�s face meant more than Derrick felt comfortable with.
�You touch her and I�ll break both your arms.�
�Sure. You�re casual. Right.� Dylan shook his head. �You�ve hit bottom, brother. Rock bottom. You�re in love with the woman. It�d be terrific news if you weren�t so stupid about it.�
�Fuck off.�
�Please. You came here looking for advice. The fact that you actually used Mom to get closer to Sydney is telling. What we know about your redhead�she has commitment issues. Her mother was never there for her and she goes through men like you go through women.� Dylan�s lips quirked. �Or should I say, how you used to go through women?�
�Don�t be a Dick.� Even though he was right. �How do you know about her mother?�
�Hailey, Mom and I talk about more than Gage and wedding plans.�
�Really?� Derrick narrowed his gaze. �What do you say about me?�
�You really want to know?�
�Yeah.�
Dylan sighed. �You want what Mom and Dad had, but you�re afraid you�ll never find a woman that special. So you go out of your way to find unsuitable prospects like Brittney, the March twins, Gina�shall I go on?�
�Oh sure thing, Dr. Freud. This is fascinating.� And oddly on the money.
�Your dates are all, on the surface, perfect for you. Beautiful, successful and usually wealthy, because you don�t want a woman who desires you for your money. You�re susceptible to the same needs most of us have. You want to be valued for yourself.�
�No shit.�
�But instead of taking a chance on a real woman you can connect with, you settle for tepid sexual relationships you end within weeks, because God forbid you find a woman you might fall in love with. I think Brittney lasted the longest. What, a month and a half?�
Derrick shrugged. At the time of their breakup, he�d actually felt bad. She�d seemed torn-up when he�d ended it, right before she�d called him an asshole and kicked his ass out of her apartment. The next time he�d seen her, she�d been pleasant. Even friendly. A woman like Brittney would find another man easily, so he hadn�t thought twice about her. But after what she�d done to Sydney, he never wanted to see the woman again. �She gave great head, but she got clingy.�
�And she paraded you around like a prize poodle. I hadn�t seen that one coming. She seemed too mature for that.�
�Yeah, well, she wasn�t. Mature, yeah, and self-centered.� Derrick sighed. �For all that we had a few good times, and some great sex, everything came back to Brittney. I�d hoped that might not be the case, but I pegged it. Didn�t I bet you she was too hot to be single when we started dating? That there had to be something wrong with her? I won twenty bucks, remember?�
�Right. Never bet against you. I should know by now you never lose. Unless we�re talking about one woman in particular, because you have no idea what you�re doing with Sydney.�
�Up yours.� Derrick shot Dylan the finger.
His brother grinned and shot it right back.
Derrick sighed. �So what do I do? I have a bad feeling I really like Sydney, but she wants nothing to do with a boyfriend, let alone a�� He stopped himself short from saying husband, shocked to realize his thoughts had graduated to that line of thinking. In a hoarse voice, he continued, �I�m no good at this shit. It�s a cycle. We date, we fuck, we try to connect. Then we always end up going our separate ways. But with Sydney, I actually like hanging out and not having sex. It�s weird.�
Dylan rolled his eyes. �Not having sex with a woman is not weird, you Neanderthal. It�s normal.�
�Yeah, if you�re gay.�
�Fuckwad.� Dylan scowled. �It�s normal if you�re straight too. I�ve been out with plenty of men and women, and we spend time together getting to know one another, not just in bed.�
�So why aren�t you married?�
�Because I�m exactly like you. I�m afraid of not finding anyone who will match me the way Dad matched Mom. When he passed, it was hard on all of us. But Mom suffered so much.� Dylan grew quiet, and they shared the memories of their mother crying day after day, suffering a deep and lasting depression.
�James helped her out of it.�
Dylan blinked. �I�m surprised you know that.�
Derrick frowned. �I may be self-absorbed at times, but I know Mom. James is her best friend. Hell, she tells him shit about us all the time.�
Dylan grimaced. �I know. I hate that. It�s one thing when Mom analyzes me, but I don�t like it when James does. He�s almost fatherly about it. It creeps me out.� He pursed his lips but didn�t speak.
�What?�
�Nothing. Something I need to talk to James about. My point about you�and me�is that we�re basically the same. Only I�m mature and smart enough to understand my issues. Instead of solving my problems with meaningless sex��
�Orgasms aren�t meaningless, Poindexter. They�re pretty damned good. Especially with Sydney.�
��I look at life with my eyes wide open. I�m not turning away from the possibility of a meaningful relationship. I just need the right person.�
�I still think it�s weird you like dudes.�
Dylan grinned, and Derrick cringed, anticipating what his brother would say. �You think Brittney gave good head, you should let a man do it to you. We know our own equipment better than they ever can.�
�Fuck, Dylan. TMI.�
The bastard had the nerve to laugh. �Hey, I�m equal opportunity. Women too. If I met a woman who looked at me the way Hailey looks at Gage, I�d snap her up in a heartbeat.� He sobered. �So pay attention to Sydney. You�ve never fallen for a woman before her. You want to win her or what?�
Derrick wished he needed to think about it more, but the answer came out way too easily. �Hell, yes.�
�Then listen to what I tell you. And whatever you do, don�t ask Mom for more advice. She thinks like a woman, but with Sydney, you need someone who thinks like a man. Your girl has the same instincts you do when it comes to relationships. Trust me on this.�
�Yeah, but Mom was right about not having sex with Sydney. And no, I can�t believe I just said that.� He made a face. �I can just imagine laying on her couch and telling her I did Sydney doggie style. Christ.�
�I doubt she wants those kinds of details.� Dylan shook his head. �She�s into the emotional aftereffects, dumbass. We�re not perverts, Derrick. We�re therapists. Problem is, Mom should know better than to work on family.�
�Then shouldn�t you?�
�No, because giving you advice is like giving myself advice. Now shut up and listen.�



Chapter Seven

Across town in Gage and Hailey�s house, Sydney sighed. �I don�t know what to do, Hailey. I�ve been seeing way too much of Derrick.�
Hailey nodded. �I know. Gage tells me things.�
Sydney perked up. �Like what?�
Hailey glanced around. Gage was supposedly working out in the garage, but Sydney wouldn�t put it past him to spy on her for Derrick, which should have annoyed her. Instead, she found Derrick�s need to know what she said about him understandable, and something she�d have done if she could.
�Like how weird Derrick�s been acting. He never talks about you. No details about sexual escapades or anything.� The implied question there had her sighing.
�There haven�t been any, not in two weeks.� She was convinced the man no longer liked her. Except he kept showing up to hang out. He�d unfortunately taken her to heart when she said she wanted to remain friends. Friends? She wanted him to screw her brains out, to take control and show her how it felt to be a woman possessed, the way he had before. She�d never had man satisfy her like that, had never trusted one enough to let go. Not the way she trusted Derrick.
But if she had to tell him, then he wasn�t the man for her. No matter how much she actually�liked him.
Hailey blinked. �Seriously? But that�s all you and your boyfriends ever do. Bonk each other.�
�That�s boink each other, you dumb blonde.�
�Hey.�
�Oh, go stuff yourself. You�re happy and engaged. I�m not getting laid and falling for a handsome guy I should have nothing to do with. We�re not even having sex and I like him. With my luck, he�ll break my heart and I�ll turn into my mother, who�s visiting next week by the way.�
�Oh man. What rotten timing.� Hailey cringed. �Want me to run interference?�
�Nah. That�s not fair to you. But thanks for asking.� Sydney had long ago resolved herself to loving but not liking her mother. She could never forgive Isabel Fields for putting her last, and oddly enough, she was okay with that. Especially since her mother had never asked for forgiveness.
Every year or so, Isabel would show up, need some Mommy-time�which equated to showing off how terrific she looked. No one ever believed Isabel had a thirty-year-old daughter. They looked more like sisters. The woman was a knockout, and she used her looks to her advantage.
Sydney tolerated her visits, mostly because she felt duty-bound to see her mother. Isabel hadn�t been abusive; she had provided Sydney with the essentials during her younger years. Besides, Isabel never stayed long, not if she had a man in her life. The woman clung to men like ivy to crumbling brick. Once the relationship died, as they always did, she reseeded herself and found a new man to leech off of.
Hailey popped her in the arm.
�Hey!�
�Stop ignoring me. Listen. I know you don�t believe me, but Derrick�s different than the other guys you�ve dated. Not just because he�s Gage�s brother. He�s a genuine person. Sure, his track record with women is spotty, but it�s a mirror image of yours with men.�
�And now she insults me.�
�Well, it�s true. You look at every guy you date like he�s one of your past uncles. Not only is that creepy, but none of the guys ever made you happy.� Hailey stared at her with those big eyes. �You�re not your mother, Sydney. And it�s time you realized that.�
Sydney sat up straight. �You think that�s what I�ve been doing all these years? Thinking I�m her?�
�Aren�t you? Unlike her, you don�t try to convince yourself you love any of them. You just use them for sex. But not one guy you�ve ever dated has been what I�d call nice.�
�Maybe I like bad boys.� Derrick definitely had a naughty side to him. Or at least, he used to have one.
�Can you honestly tell me you�ve ever liked anyone you�ve dated?�
�Sure. There was��
�That you slept with,� Hailey clarified.
To her mortification, Sydney couldn�t. Not until Derrick, except he wasn�t sleeping with her anymore. Her eyes filled. �Oh my God. I�m exactly like her. I�m Isabel Fields!� Her worst fear come true.
Hailey rushed to her side and hugged her. �Stop it. You are not.�
�But Hailey, I�m a user. I�m terrible.� She hadn�t meant to treat her boyfriends like crap. But so many of them had deserved it. Maybe because she�d intentionally picked assholes?
�You�re not a user, you�re not your mother�God forbid�and you�re growing out of it.�
�Growing how? My ass? My thighs? What? Where? You think I�m gaining weight?� she joked, trying to stop feeling sorry for herself.
Hailey snorted with laughter. �You�re the vainest woman I know. Would you shut up a minute? You�re not fat. Come to think of it, you feel thinner to me.�
She groaned. �I can�t eat. I can�t sleep. I think about that jerk all the time.�
�Who?�
�Derrick, Hailey. Focus, would you?�
�Oh, right. I didn�t realize he was such a jerk.�
More tears threatened to fall. �He won�t have sex with me. He�s a complete jerk�except he�s not. That�s what�s so awful. I made all these rules he�s actually following. We�re not supposed to date, and we aren�t. We were just supposed to get the sex out of the way. And I guess we did, but I still want him all the time. So we don�t have sex, and we hang out. And I��
�Yeah?�
�I like him.� She burst into tears.
Gage chose that moment to step into the room. He took one look at them on the couch, turned around and left.
�God. N-now I�m man-repellent,� Sydney stuttered through her tears. �I�m an idiot. I don�t even know why I�m crying. But I feel so emotional lately. I think I connect with Derrick, and I�m so afraid one day he�ll just stop coming around. But I�m also afraid he might stay. Does that make sense, or am I totally crazy?�
Hailey nodded. �Oh honey. I sometimes feel the same way. It�s hard to put yourself out there. You just have to live it day in and day out. Trust yourself, then trust him.�
�Him?� She didn�t want to say his name, to admit she was in danger of falling in love with one of the Warren twins. Oh my God! She was falling hard for Derrick Warren with no way to stop.
�Don�t be an idiot. We�re talking about the man you�ve fallen in love with.�
Sydney felt the truth like a slap in the face when Hailey said the words. Not falling for. Fallen for. For three months she�d talked to him, falling slowly under his spell. He was sexy, had a great sense of humor, and came from a family that showed each other how much they cared. Then the sex had been perfect. Not just great, not just wow, but incredibly right. They fit each other, and he was the most unselfish lover she�d ever been with.
A man that made sure she came before he did? Unheard of. But the last two weeks had worn her down. She counted the minutes until they saw one another. The hint of a dark SUV like his made her heart jump. Receiving text messages from him thrilled her. Beck�s Loser had become her favorite friggin� song.
�I hate the way I feel, all needy and lovesick,� she admitted in a quiet voice.
Hailey stroked her hair. �I know. It sucks. But look at it this way. I bet he feels the same way.�
The thought amused her, and then she felt a measure of inspiration. �You think?�
�Yep.� She glanced around again. �I�m not supposed to say anything, but I know he�s having a hard time knowing what to do with you. He even consulted his mom about you, because he was frantic to get you to talk to him. Hell, he used me too.�
�He did, didn�t he?� The knowledge that he�d gone crazy when she wouldn�t talk to him softened her up even more.
�Sydney, you�re the most confident woman I know. If you want a stable relationship with anyone, Derrick or any other guy, take back control. When I finally realized how I felt about Gage, you told me to believe in myself. Well, back at you, girlfriend. Do you think you can have a meaningful relationship with a man? Or are you just like your mother?�
�I don�t want to be like her. Most of the time, I don�t even like her. I�m a terrible person, aren�t I?�
�Not at all. I don�t like her much either. But you didn�t answer the question. Are you just like your mother? Would you ignore a friend or daughter for a man?�
�Hell no.�
�Not even for Derrick?�
If there was a man she might cling to, it was him. And yet, she�d never leave Hailey hurting or needing her just to make Derrick happy. �Not even for him.�
�Have you ever followed a man around because he�s your sugar daddy? Or do you make a comfortable living on your own? Do you have friends? Are you selfish? Are you on your sixth marriage?�
�No, no, no and no. Wait, how many questions did you ask?� She shared a teary grin with Hailey. �You always make me feel better. Well, you do when it�s not before noon.� She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. �So okay. If I want to try being a real person dating a real man, what do I do?�
Hailey shrugged. �Wake him up. Shake him up. That�s what I�d do if Gage hadn�t made love to me in a few weeks. The one time I wore this really sexy outfit, he went out of his mind.�
Sydney nodded. �I actually have a few ideas. Can I borrow that French maid costume you wore to last year�s Halloween party?�
�Oh boy.� Hailey gave her a high-five. �Derrick is not going to know what hit him tonight, is he?�
�Nope.� The time had come to prove Sydney was nothing like her mother. She liked Derrick a lot. More than a lot.
He helped people. Mentored kids at the junior college on his own time. He loved his family. A guy who knew what loyalty meant and respected women was a rarity in her world of users and losers. Hell, she�d met Barbara Warren once before. No way would that woman let her son grow up to be a chauvinist.
It was time to turn up the heat and see what Derrick was like under real pressure. If she had to stir his interest by showing a little skin in public and turning the tables, so be it. This time she�d play hard to get, and she�d snag him before he knew what had hit him. Sydney was a hell of a lot more than just any woman. She was a prize to be won, and it was past time she remembered that.
Time for the games to begin.



Chapter Eight

Derrick felt like an idiot wearing a pirate shirt that bared his chest and tight black trousers that clung to his thighs, but the women at the party seemed to like his costume well enough. Where the hell was Sydney? He hadn�t seen her or Hailey, come to think of it. Then he spotted Gage by the punch bowl.
The annual Halloween bash brought in tons of new clients. Warren Construction and a few other businesses provided the funds while the Conservation Center set up the decorations in their community hall. Located right on the River Walk, the place had the right atmosphere for a Halloween party. Tonight the moonlight glinted off the Savannah River while the outdoor hall remained shrouded in shadow, the dim lighting and dry ice providing the perfect environment for ghosts and ghouls to come calling.
He�d passed a ton of friends and old clients, as well as a few old girlfriends�an unavoidable happenstance in a business that networked as much as his did. He managed to shake free of most of them. And then he saw Brittney Adams heading toward him.
�Shit.� He turned and made a beeline for Dylan, who was dressed exactly the same. �Bro, I need help.�
Dylan saw Brittney and set his jaw. �My pleasure.�
While Dylan intercepted Brittney, Derrick headed for Gage. Until he spied one hot redhead wearing a French maid�s outfit. He took an unconscious step in her direction, unable to think about anything but bending her over and sinking his dick inside her. How he�d managed to keep them platonic the past few weeks still boggled his mind. Just being around her aroused him, but he�d wanted more from her than a few fucks. No matter how sexy she was or how many times she hinted she wanted to hit the sheets with him, he�d wanted to prove to her he had more going on than good game.
Which should have worked. She�d seemed to enjoy their time spent playing cards, taking walks and bowling. Hell, they�d even gone miniature golfing; the woman had beaten him without trying. They�d laughed and held hands a few times until she�d remembered not to act like a couple.
Dylan told him to bide his time. To keep it light. But Dylan hadn�t mentioned how to react to Sydney laughing it up with some muscled bozo dressed as Tarzan. No wimp, but some tall, blond dude who had his hands all over her.
Fuck that.
Derrick stormed over to the pair, pleased when Sydney�s eyes widened. If she moved the wrong way, he�d be able to see down that excuse for a costume or up that barely-there skirt. Sydney�s friend stood way too close.
She licked her lips. A nervous tell, and he wanted to crow with glee when she took a half step away from the half-dressed asshole still draping an arm around her shoulders.
�Sydney?� Tarzan asked, his voice questioning as he watched Derrick bearing down on them.
�Brian, I��
The asshole client she�d mentioned, or another Brian? Either way, it didn�t matter. Derrick yanked her away from the guy and tossed her over his shoulder. People around them cheered as the buccaneer stole himself a woman.
�That�s right, little maid.� He smacked her hard on the ass, glad as hell that he�d booked a room at the hotel right next door. He�d thought about a nicer hotel, but he needed proximity to seduce and take proper advantage of her. After Gage had told him about Sydney crying all over Hailey�because of her feelings for him�he knew his plan had worked. He�d prepared well for tonight. The hotel, his bag of tricks, the silken scarves� His skittish lover had finally taken the bait. He just needed to reel her in. �Now you�re pirate booty. Not a word until we�re in my room, or I�ll make you walk the plank.�
He glanced behind him to see Brian watching him with a smile. Then Hailey and Gage were there talking to the half-dressed guy. To stop him from calling the cops or following maybe? Derrick didn�t much care. He finally had what he�d come for.
A few waves and chuckles from guests met him as he made quick time to his room. The shirt gaped at his chest and he had a fake sword on his hip. The bandana and eyepatch were great, but it was the woman over his shoulder that really completed the outfit.
To his bemusement, his captive didn�t complain much. A few grumbles, curses and shifting over his shoulder. But that was it. He entered his room on the first floor�thank God�with relish. The door closed behind them with a loud bang, and he took a few more steps inside and tossed his wench on the bed.
He placed his hands on his hips and glared down at her, no longer playing. �Who the fuck was Tarzan?�
She leaned back on her elbows and pushed her hair out of her face. He loved that gorgeous mass of red silk. He planned to see it against his belly and hips while he fucked her mouth.
�What do you care? We�re just friends, Derrick. Remember?�
Outraged she�d throw that bullshit back in his face after all their time spent together the past few weeks�hell, the past few months�he ripped the bandana and eyepatch from his face and threw them to the floor.
�Fuck that. You�re mine and you damn well know it.� He wasn�t sure how she did it, but she made him forget himself when he was with her. All he could think about was Sydney�as a lover, a mate, a person he loved spending time with.
�How would I know? It�s not like we do more than talk.�
Hell, he�d gotten hard the moment he�d seen her. His dick never let him forget her, not for a minute.
�Need a reminder, hmm?� He stared hard at her breasts, barely contained by the low-riding costume, at her legs all but bared by the short skirt and those fuck-me heels. Christ, she had garters on. How had he missed that? Garters.
Derrick lost his mind. He crossed to the bed and pulled her off it, up into his arms. Then he kissed her until neither of them could breathe. As he did, he ground against her, needing to come. There was something visceral about being with her now. Something meaningful. Fucking her wasn�t just physical, but an emotional desire to tie her to him with something she couldn�t forget.
�You little witch. God, Sydney. You make me so hard all the time.� He yanked down what could loosely be called her shirt and stared at her hard nipples.
�Want me to dust something for you?� she asked, coy and panting for breath.
�No.� He put his hand on her shoulder and pushed, wondering if she�d go for it. To his amazement, she moved to her knees. He shoved down his pants, glad he�d left the underwear at home. �Suck me, baby. Take me to the back of your fucking throat and make me come.�
She moaned. And then her mouth was over him, licking and sucking. Tentative fingers played with his sac, then grew firmer when he sighed at her touch. His balls felt as hard as rocks, and too sensitive.
�Oh yeah. I�ve been dreaming about this for days. Weeks. Fucking your mouth. Oh man, I wish you could see how sexy you look.�
He stared down at her, watching himself disappear between her lips. When she moved, he could also see the swell of her breasts, those plump nipples stabbing the air.
�I�m going to eat you, baby. Lick that clit and suck you until you come. And then I�m going to finally fuck that ass. You�re mine, Sydney. And it�s time you knew it.�
Dylan had given him a plan his mother would have been horrified by. Because it involved a lot of fucking. Sydney needed more than emotional crap, they had realized. The woman needed sex. She was a lot like him in so many ways. A lot of her issues with her mother revolved around intimacy, the communion between a man and a woman, the loss of a father figure. The need for a strong man in her life. Dylan was at times an ass, but he knew his stuff.
Sydney needed to belong to Derrick, even as she was afraid of tying herself to him.
Fucking, to her, meant acceptance. And then he�d have to prove he wasn�t leaving. The key to winning his woman�s heart would be sticking around for the long term while he loved her into admitting how she felt.
And damn if she wasn�t loving him right now. She took him deeper into her mouth. To his shock, he couldn�t stop pumping his hips.
�Sydney, I�m gonna fill that pretty mouth. And then I need to fuck your tits. Oh baby.�
She ran her hands down his thighs and back up, prodding him to widen his stance. He moved his feet, and then her hands pushed past his thighs to his balls and slid along his perineum. A finger crept to his hole, and he surged harder down her throat.
�Wait, baby. I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to� Oh fuck.� Her finger pushed into his anus and he lost his fucking mind. �Syd, yeah. Oh yeah.�
He came hard, releasing down her throat while she played him like a well-tuned instrument. The orgasm had caught him by surprise, and he groaned when she continued to shove her finger deeper. He�d had a few girlfriends play with his ass, but nothing like this. And he�d never been so hard or come so long during a blowjob.
She removed her finger, finally.
�Jesus.� Suddenly super-sensitive, he shivered and pulled out of her mouth. With shaky hands, he tucked himself back into his pants.
She licked the drop of come that had landed on her lip and smiled up at him.
He couldn�t help it. The sight of those large blue eyes dark with joy�because she�d pleasured him�pulled the confession out of him. �I love you, Sydney.�
The smile on her lips froze.
�I love you,� he said again, no longer trying to hide it. The alarm on her face gave him an idea, and the more he thought about it, the more he liked it. He�d use the truth to break her down. But first thing�s first� �Now let me show you.�
Before she could argue, like he knew she would, he pulled her up and walked her back to the bed. In seconds he had her naked except for her garters, heels and hose. Then he pushed her. Her legs hit the bed and she fell onto her back, her knees bent, her heels on the floor.
The perfect position for what he had in mind.

Sydney felt a sudden panic urging her to get the hell out of there. He�d said love. The word that had been the Fields family downfall for years. The few times Sydney had let herself love a man, he�d ended up leaving. Whenever her mother had fallen for one of her many men, she�d suffered inevitable disappointment. And Sydney would share in the downward spiral, watching her mother cry and moan and finally stir herself back into available mode. An unhappy cycle she�d never seen broken.
A relationship with Derrick was all well and good. Sydney had no problem enjoying him. They had fun. He was sexy. He�
�Oh, God.�
His mouth clamped onto her clit and he sucked, licking and teasing with a hunger that pulled her straight out of her panic and into a world where nothing existed but feeling. The warmth of his mouth, the brush of his fingers between her thighs and up, gliding along the slick folds of her flesh.
His thumbs teased through her arousal, edging near but not penetrating her empty channel. She squirmed in his hold, needing more. Always needing more.
Sydney hated the emptiness, but this climb wouldn�t end in disappointment. Derrick would give her what she needed. She trusted he would, until he left. The way they always did.
�No, damn it, stay with me.� He leaned up over her and kissed her, fusing his mouth to hers so that she tasted herself on his lips. His tongue played her, licking and stroking while he teased and tormented her breasts with hands that never stopped.
�Fuck me,� she breathed, wanting him.
�Not yet. Not until you�re ready.�
She tried to grab him but he wouldn�t let her. He pinned her hands to her sides and once more made his journey south. Past her neck and breasts, leaving small bites down her belly. She shuddered under his tongue and teeth, caught in a lust so extreme she couldn�t think.
�I love your body. So soft but strong. You�re mine, baby. Time you understood what that means.� He continued lower, coming to her pussy once more, where he feasted until she was breathless, squirming with desire.
He finally relented and shoved a finger inside her, then two.
�I�m coming. Derrick, yes.�
With a hard push, he thrust his fingers deeper, stroking inside her with an unrelenting drive that pushed her over the edge. She crested her climax, unable to do more than ride the wave as her body came apart under his touch.
He gentled his hands and mouth, kissing her through the intensity. The rapture stole her breath away and she had a hard time coming down.
�That�s it.� He kissed his way up to her belly, then leaned over her, his gaze intense, hungry. She shivered, wondering if they were done, embarrassed that she�d come so quickly.
�Wow. I guess I needed that.� She was boneless, but she needed to force herself to get back to the party. Because if she stayed, he might say the L-word again.
But what scared the hell out of her was that she might say it back.
He smiled and nipped her belly. �You have no idea what you need.�
His smug tone unnerved her. Lying almost naked while he still wore his costume put her at a disadvantage. But when she tried to rise, he pushed her back down.
�Excuse me, but I need to get up.�
�Why?� He slowly dragged his weight over her, pinning her to the bed with his body.
His shirt gaped, and he slid over her chest, brushing her nipples and turning them super-sensitive in an instant.
�Damn.� She tried to ignore her body�s returning arousal, but she felt his erection pressing against her belly through his pants. Flattered that she�d gotten him hard again so soon, she nevertheless wanted some time and space to process what had just happened.
�You�re not going anywhere, sweetheart.� The low growl sent tingles through her. �I have plans for us tonight.�
�Oh?�
He chuckled. �There�s that challenge again. That subtle fuck you I hear when I�m not meeting your standards.�
So he�d figured that out, had he? �You�re smarter than you look.�
He shook his head. �Wish I could say the same for you.� Before she could ask what that meant, the man flipped her to her belly and reached under one of the pillows. He pulled out a long silk scarf and dangled it in front of her.
�What do you say? Wanna play?�
Intrigued and turned on, having always wanted to dip her toe into bondage, she thought about it. She might not like Derrick�s highhandedness from time to time, but in the bedroom, she more than welcomed it. And she trusted him implicitly not to physically hurt her. Emotionally on the other hand�
�Well, maid? I�m waiting.� He ran the scarf over her cheek and throat. �Don�t tell me you�re scared?�
�Oh hell. Go ahead and tie me up, Conan. But not too tight.�
He chuckled and tied it around one wrist. Then he pulled another scarf from under the pillow and tied it around her other wrist as well.
�Hold on.� He fiddled with something by the headboard. �I was hoping you�d say yes, so I prepped ahead of time. And let me tell you what a bitch it was to tie this rope beneath the bedframe.� He tied the ends of her scarves to the rope. Nothing she wouldn�t be able to get out of if she wanted, but it would restrain her well enough while he had his way with her. She hoped.
�You see, Syd, I know what you need, and I�m going to make sure you get plenty of it.�
�What would that be, genius?� She should have been annoyed at his arrogance, but his mastery excited her. She liked not knowing exactly what Derrick had planned. Giving up control to him felt better than good. It was as if he�d tied her to him, and some twisted part of her liked that.
�You have a smart mouth, Sydney.� He caressed her ass, lingering long enough to make her nervous. �I told you you belong to me. Well, seems to me I�ve fucked your pussy and come between those pretty lips.�
God, his sexy talk was making her hot all over again. �Yeah, and?� She sounded breathless. Oh, God. Derrick was going to take her in every way. She knew it. To her shock, she wanted it. The love talk she couldn�t handle, but she understood fucking. Basic human needs.
And after tonight�s emotional upheaval passed, they�d be over anyway. He wouldn�t be able to handle it when she cut him loose. They never did. She blinked to still the annoying tears threatening to spill, grateful she faced away from him while he finished tying her up.
�You know what�s coming. I love you, Sydney Fields.� He gripped her hair and forced her to turn her head to face him. He just stared at her, then nodded. �Yeah, you need this, baby. You need me.�
�You and your ego,� she huffed.
He chuckled. �I think that�s your ego you�re talking about. You get off knowing men want you. But that�s okay, Syd. I like a woman who values herself. You�re beautiful, successful, smart. But rock-stupid when it comes to me.�
�Hey.�
�That�s okay. You just need someone to teach you how to behave.� To her shock, he smacked her ass. �Oh, that�s pretty.�
�Derrick,� she said, strangled on her outrage. �What the hell are you doing?�
�Just getting you warmed up. You�re a bad girl, Syd.�
The asshole! She struggled in the silken ropes around her wrists. �Don�t you even think��
He shoved the tip of his finger between her ass cheeks, and she froze.
�Now be a good girl and keep quiet, or I�ll have to spank you again. And who knows? I might accidentally slip and slide my finger up that fine ass of yours before you�re good and ready for me. Now, are you with me, my pretty little French maid?�
She nodded violently but didn�t do more than glare at him when he removed his finger. She tried to hold onto her mad, but Christ, he was so sexy. His natural dominance fit him much better than that costume he wore.
�Now take this. You need it.� He smacked her ass a few more times, but to her shock, the sting warmed, especially when he stopped and rubbed it away. �Now discipline�s not really my thing. More Dylan�s specialty. But we are twins, and we share a lot. But not you, Sydney. You, beautiful, are all mine.�
She could feel his focus, the pure masculine intent centered on her. He confused her, made her feel cherished yet�scared. �Derrick, what do you want from me?�
�You mean, after I come in your ass?�
She squirmed in the restraints, more than turned on by her helplessness. �Derrick��
�Sydney, I love you.� He studied her each time he said it, as if trying to torture her with his words. �And I�m going to prove it to you. You need a man strong enough to handle your temper, as well as that finer than fine body. That fuckhead Brian wasn�t the man for you, baby. I am.�
She didn�t mind being tied up, but Derrick was taking things too far with this love nonsense. �Derrick, Brian isn�t my date. He�s a client. Nothing more. Not that it�s your business. You and I are friends who fuck. No need to pretty it up with fancy words and romance.� Her words hung between them. Now the only question remained. Would he fuck her, then leave? Or just leave?
She turned her face forward into the pillow, giving herself enough room to breathe while unable to see the rejection coming her way.
He paused, then continued to caress her ass. �Not my business? You wish, baby. Everything about you is my business.� He stepped away and returned moments later. He touched her ass again, but this time he pried her cheeks wide.
�Derrick?� She refused to turn her head. And then she felt it, the slow intrusion of something cold, slick and there, sitting at her anus.
�Now, baby, it�s time to show you how much I love you.�



Chapter Nine

�Easy.� Derrick pushed the slender plug in slowly, letting her grow accustomed to its fit. He continued to talk to her, asking her how she felt as he inched it in further.
�It�s too big,� she complained and squirmed, which only seated the plug deeper. �How the hell is you ass-fucking me showing me you love me? This isn�t a porn movie.�
He chuckled. Sex with Sydney was never boring. It was always fun, and it just kept getting better. �Quit making me laugh. And don�t move. If you think this is too big, wait until I�m inside you.�
�Asshole.�
Yet she didn�t beg him to remove the plug or stop. She wanted this, wanted him. He just had to figure out a way past her defenses. This wasn�t a bad way to start.
Sydney needed to feel important, the center of his world. And she�d only ever responded to him wholeheartedly with sex. Their nonsexual time together had been fun, exciting even. But she�d always held a part of herself back. He�d felt it, and he didn�t like it.
He still had a hard time believing that he�Derrick Warren�had fallen so hard for a stubborn redhead out to refuse him. But he couldn�t help it. She was beautiful, lived life to the fullest, and had a generous heart. Loyalty to her friends ran deep. And she had confidence, which he found so sexy in a woman. She didn�t take any shit from anyone. Including him.
But fuck it all, the woman also annoyed him more than any woman ever had. Yet instead of turning him off, she turned him way on, physically and emotionally. If he couldn�t have her in his life, he didn�t know what he�d do.
Petting her thighs and back, her stroked her as he fitted the rest of the plug into her ass. Small, no wider than his index finger, the thing was only four inches long. Yet Sydney squirmed and moaned, adjusting to its size.
�I can�t wait to take you here,� he murmured, staring down at her beautiful ass. �You�re so sexy, so round and virginal, aren�t you baby?�
She groaned. �Stop trying to seduce me. You already have me tied up.�
�Yeah, and you love it.�
Dark blue eyes flashed at him. �So what?�
�Just one more reason I love you.� He hated the doubt he saw in her expression but ignored it. �Yeah, a woman who loves sex as much as I do. Who comes when I touch her, and who has the best body I�ve ever made love to.�
�Gee, Derrick. I thought you loved me for my mind.�
He laughed. �Not your mind�your mouth. I don�t think I�ve ever met a woman who needed a spanking as much as you.�
She turned her head away, yet he heard the smile in her voice. �Please.�
�Turn back. I want you to see how hard you make me.�
Her head whipped back over.
�You�re so easy.� He grinned and stripped out of his clothing. Then he held out his cock, pumping himself for her. �This is going to be in you soon. I can�t wait to feel that ass hugging me while I come inside you.�
�No way is that going to fit,� she choked out.
�Oh yeah. So tight. Let�s see how you�re doing, hmm?� He joined her on the bed again and touched the end of the plug. Just seeing it there kept him hard as steel. Damn.
He pulled it out a little, conscious of her pain threshold. Then he started to play with her, pulling it out and pushing it back in, letting her get used to the feel of it.
He spent time with her before pulling the plug completely out. Then he lubed his finger and inserted one inside her ass, groaning at the fit.
�It feels strange,� she said on a breath when he added a second finger slowly to stretch her. �It burns, but it kind of feels good in a weird way.�
�Yeah.� He cleared his throat. �You have no idea how sexy you look, me playing with you like this. Fuck, I�m not gonna last at all.�
�Good. Serves you right for torturing me.�
He grinned. �See, that mouth is going to get you in trouble every time. Now hold on.� He stepped away to clean up his hands, then returned with the bag he�d stashed there earlier. �See this?� He pulled out a dildo. �This is for your pussy. That way you won�t be too empty while I�m fucking your ass.�
He reached down and fingered her, not surprised to find her wet for him. With a quick movement, he eased the dildo inside her sex. Then he put on a rubber and lube, making himself nice and slick.
�I�m going to fuck you now, baby. Nice and easy, okay?�
She swallowed hard and tugged at her restraints. �Take them off.�
�Okay.� He released her wrists and gently turned her onto her back. �I want to watch you while we do this.�
The confusion on her face earned a kiss. �What?�
�You�re so cute.�
�Derrick.� She flushed. �Why am I lying this way? Shouldn�t I be on my hands and knees?�
He shook his head. �No. It�ll be easier missionary. Trust me.�
She stared up at him. �I do.�
No two words had ever meant more. He leaned down to kiss her again, and his cock brushed her clit. She shivered, and he knew the time had come.
�Now watch me, Syd. I don�t want to hurt you, but the truth is, this won�t feel that great at first.�
�No shit.�
The fiery redhead made him laugh, and she stole his heart with that tough exterior hiding the soft woman inside. �God, I love you. Now shut up and let me in.�
He rotated the dildo inside her and she sucked in a breath. Then he pumped it a few times and she moaned.
�Now me.� He spread her legs wider and slowly pushed the tip of his cock into her ass, stopping when he met resistance. �Push out and let me slide in.�
�You�re too big. I�m stretched full.�
�Stop whining. Do it. Push out.�
She did, and he slid inside, slowly, a little at a time as she caught her breath and accepted him. The sensation was indescribable. He concentrated on watching her for every flinch and reaction. The way she bit her lip, sucked in a breath or moaned his name guided his movements.
Finally seated all the way inside her, he leaned up on his elbows and stared into the face he wanted to wake up to every morning for the rest of his life. �Okay?�
She wiggled her hips, and he concentrated on not thrusting harder. He wanted to fuck her, but he deliberately kept himself still.
�Move,� she ordered.
Like he needed to be told twice. Carefully, he pulled out and slid back in. Little by little, he started to make love to her, thrusting in a slow, sure pace. Attuned to her every movement, he caught her enjoyment, and it increased his own. He slowed and reached between them to touch her clit, and she jerked hard.
�God, Derrick. Don�t stop.�
�I want you to come around me.�
�I don�t know if I can again. You wore me out.� She bit her lip as she watched him, and he began taking her again, wanting to claim her, to tie her to him with each push and pull.
�Touch yourself. Come with me, baby.�
Her hand disappeared between them, and that sexy move increased his need to come. Everything about Sydney turned him on, but this� Her acceptance, her willingness to try something new with him, to give him pleasure, such selflessness made it impossible not to love her all the more.
Her breathing increased, as did her moans. �Yes, Derrick. Oh, God. Yes. Now.�
He fucked her harder, and between one breath and the next, his orgasm slammed into him. She cried out and clamped down on him, coming at the same time. He swore as the seed burst from him in a rush, filling the rubber right up.
He couldn�t stop thrusting until finally, sated, he stilled and tried to catch his breath. Bent over her on his elbows, he finally managed to open his eyes, not sure when he�d closed them. When he blinked, he saw her watching him, her eyes wide and lit with wonder.
�Syd?� He sounded hoarse.
�Oh my God.� She reached up and cupped her hand behind his neck, pulling him down to kiss her. �That was incredible.�
He rested his forehead against hers, aware she had to be uncomfortable. �Yeah. Hold on and I�ll clean you up.�
Sucking in a breath, he slowly withdrew. She hissed, and he wanted to cradle her to him. Instead he disposed of the condom in a nearby trashcan and returned to take the dildo out of her. She groaned and lay there, utterly spent.
�I still love you.�
�Dick.�
He grinned. �I�m all dick, aren�t I? Big and manly. And I had that ass. Two points for Derrick Warren.�
�Shut up.�
He chuckled. Gathering his strength, he scooped her into his arms and carried her into the bathroom. �Now time to clean up the princess. Come on, honey. Let�s get you soapy and warm. Soothe those tired muscles.�
He washed her with care, making sure to clean her all over. She winced when he tenderly washed her ass, but he wanted to make sure he hadn�t hurt her. Once he�d seen to every part of her body, he cleaned his own while she watched with sleepy eyes, the water running all over her. She should have looked like a drowned rat, but instead she looked like a sexy siren. A tired, sexy siren.
After the shower, he dried them both off and carried her back to the bed.
�I can walk,� she tried to protest.
�And I can carry you. I�m bigger; I win.� He snuggled them under the covers.
She yawned and closed her eyes, asleep before he knew it. He hugged her close and fell asleep, at peace for the first time in forever.

When Derrick woke, it was to empty arms. The room remained dark, and he could see by the clock that midnight had just come and gone. Where�? He heard the sound of the toilet and the sink before Sydney returned to bed. To him. He feigned sleep, more than satisfied when the stubborn woman snuggled back into his arms and sighed against his chest. Oh yeah. I am all the way gone.
The next morning, he ordered room service while she sat in a robe and glared at him.
�Don�t think that just because I let you get away with last night, manhandling me is going to become a trend.�
He raised a brow but said nothing. His silence seemed to annoy her, so he continued to watch her, wondering how best to handle her this morning. She seemed defensive, no doubt worried about the bomb he�d dropped last night. Most women would have died for a tender confession. Not Sydney.
He figured he�d have to undergo a few tests and couldn�t wait to meet and conquer each one.
Sydney sniffed. �Sure, the sex was great. I wanted to try anal. I mean, I had once before, but it wasn�t that great. Last night was� I liked it. A lot. But we�re done now.�
Linking his hands behind his head, he sighed and closed his eyes.
�Derrick. Did you hear me?� People in China probably heard her. �I said we�re through.�
Someone knocked at the door. He didn�t open his eyes. �Hey, Syd. Could you get that?�
She muttered, �Jerk,� and stomped across the room. Then the door opened. After a moment, the door closed and the smell of bacon and fresh coffee filled his senses.
He opened his eyes and saw Sydney staring down at him, lust, affection and annoyance darkening her gaze. The woman loved him. She just didn�t know it yet.
Grinning up at her, he blew her a kiss and scooted around her to the table where the breakfast tray sat. �Come on, baby. Let�s eat. I�m starved.�
�You should be after all the screwing we did last night.�
He tsked. �Now Syd. You know that was making love. I love you.�
She glared. �If you say that one more time, I might smack you.�
He feigned hurt. �But it�s the truth. How could I not love you?�
�Oh, let me count the ways.�
�You�re beautiful.�
�Shallow, but there is that.� She took a bite of toast.
�Smart, successful.�
�Okay, now I get it. You want me for my money.�
He ignored that. �You go after what you want and don�t let anything hold you back. I remember all those calls we shared. I like how you sell yourself, how you can convince anyone to believe in you.� Hmm. �So Sydney, tell me what I have to do to sell this relationship to you.�
She paused around the next bite of her toast. �What?�
�Pretend you�re me. Now sell Derrick to Sydney. What would you focus on to get your attention?�
�I�m confused.�
�No you�re not. Annoyed, scared, in love, but not confused.�
She snorted. �You�re delirious.�
�No, I�m right. But that�s another discussion. So sell me.�
�You�re just fishing for compliments.�
�Fine. Don�t sell me. Sell the perfect man.�
�He doesn�t exist.�
�Sydney, humor me. Remember, I�m the man with the magic tongue.�
She snorted. �Okay, Romeo. Hmm. The perfect man? Well, he�d have to be funny, smart, not threatened by my success. He�d have to have stamina. I have a healthy sex drive.�
�Yes, you do.� He smiled.
Her cheeks turned a sexy shade of pink. �He�d have to be in shape. And he�d have to appeal to me. We all have our definitions of beauty, but if I�m committing to this man, I have to like the look of him.�
He wiggled his brows and she rolled her eyes. �And,� she continued. �He�d have to be loyal. That said, I�ve never met the perfect man, and I doubt I ever will.�
�Twist the knife, why don�t you.� The woman could be brutal. �Sydney, don�t you get it, baby? You just described me. Loyal, handsome, wealthy.� Hell, he must be desperate to play the money card. He never did that.
�You said you were a small fish, remember?�
�Yeah, but in such a small pond like Augusta, I�m really huge. All over.� He gave her a rakish smile that thankfully sparked one out of her. �I�m financially stable, own my own home, and know the difference between a Pinot Noir and a Cabernet.� Thanks to some quick tutoring from Dylan. �Sure I had a few girlfriends, but I never cheated on any of them. Loyalty�s big with me. And I know what love is, because I grew up with two people so in love it made every relationship pale next to that. Until I met you.�
Her eyes were wide, and he thought he might have finally gotten to her. �Oh wow. That was actually beautiful. Are you Derrick, or am I talking to Dylan?�
�Smart ass.�
She smirked.
He paused, then said, �So you know, I don�t expect you to say it back right away. I figure you�ll say it when you�re ready.�
�Say what?�
�That you love me. I mean, we both know you do, but it�s natural to be scared of such an intense emotion.�
The woman looked hunted. Perfect. If she hadn�t cared, she�d have dismissed him with one of those Oh?�s that annoyed him.
�You� You�re� I don�t� You�re crazy.�
�And that�s why you love me.�
She glared.
He grinned. �Now eat your breakfast. We�ve got a busy day ahead of us.�
�I have things to do.�
�I know. Hailey told me. We have to get ready for your mom�s visit.�
She blinked. �Huh?�
�Your mom. Hailey told me she�s coming to visit. What do we need to do?�
�You want to meet my mom?�
He shrugged. �If she�s important to you I do.�
Sydney�s eyes narrowed. �I�ve barely talked to your mom.� A definite challenge.
�Oh, didn�t I mention that?�
�What?�
�We�re having dinner at Mom�s tonight. Gage and Hailey will be there, Dylan too. We�re supposed to be bringing the wine, since you�re the expert.�
The annoyance on her face changed to alarm. �I don�t want to meet with your mom.�
�You don�t think you�ll like her?�
�No, no. Hailey says she�s terrific. But, ah, I have a lot to do to get ready for my mother�s visit next week.�
�Right. So what�s first on the agenda?� He watched her flit about the room, the robe she wore gaping with each step she made. The next time she passed close to him, he yanked her down onto his lap.
�Derrick. Cut it out.� The flush on her cheeks entranced him.
�You still haven�t kissed me good morning.� He kissed her before she could argue, and the gentle exploration turned carnal in a heartbeat. Already hard from watching her storm around the room, he didn�t have to do much to get ready for her. He parted his robe and settled her astride him. To his delight, her pussy was hot and moist. It took little work to slide inside her.
He nudged her robe aside and sucked her breasts, one by one, until the woman was panting and moaning on top of him. �This is how you say good morning to the man you love.�
�But I don�t��
To his immense satisfaction, she didn�t complete the sentence. Instead, she kissed him, so passionately, so deeply, he lost himself in her embrace. She tightened her legs around him, riding him so that each push of his cock inside her bonded them tighter and tighter together. His groin rubbed her clit as she rocked over him, and she came right as he spilled inside her. Shuddering with his release, he hugged her tight and sighed.
�See, Sydney? That�s how you take care of your man every morning.�
She groaned. �You�re going to be impossible, aren�t you?�
�Every damn day for the rest of your life. Yeah, I promise. Completely impossible.� He slapped her ass, still inside her and loving every second of it. �So, baby, what�s first on the agenda? We going to your place or mine? Don�t forget, you have to pick a good wine for tonight.�
�Don�t forget,� she mimicked under her breath, but he heard her anyway. �How could I?�
Simply put, he wouldn�t let her forget. The woman belonged to him, plain as the cute little nose on her face. Now he just had to get her to admit it.



Chapter Ten

Sydney couldn�t stop fussing, and Derrick, damn him, refused to leave her alone. The blasted man kept touching her, complimenting her, kissing her. Worst of all, he continued to mention the L word left and right.
Not only the sex had astounded her. He�d been attentive and helpful all afternoon while they ran around town doing her errands and straightening up her place. Who knew Derrick Warren could clean as well as cook? She made a mental note to thank Barbara Warren on behalf of women everywhere.
Not because she cared, personally. But because someday Derrick would make some woman very happy. A perfect husband.
And the thought of him with anyone else made her completely miserable.
�See, you�re thinking about me again,� he said as they pulled up outside his mother�s house. �I can tell when you get that pained expression on your face how much you love me.�
She groaned and settled her forehead against the window.
He laughed and put the SUV in park. �Face it, Sydney. When a Warren finds the woman of his dreams, she�s a goner.�
She turned to face him. �Your dreams, or your nightmares?�
�With you, probably both.� He dodged the punch aimed for his shoulder and snuck a kiss. �Quit stalling. My mother loves you already. You�re a smart, successful woman who�s snared her son. So if anyone should be nervous about tonight, it�s me.�
They left the vehicle and walked up the drive. �Why you?� she asked.
�Because not only will Dr. Barbara Warren be here to annoy you, but Dr. Dylan Warren will be as well.� He pulled her back and glared down into her face, his expression no longer amused. �I�m your Warren twin. Remember that.�
She liked his jealousy. It showed he cared. She couldn�t deny he was hers, nor could she deny, in her heart of hearts, the arrogant SOB was right. She did love him. And it scared her to death.
�Sydney? I�m waiting.�
�For what?�
�For some reassurance. Don�t make me grope you in front of my family to prove a point.�
Suddenly worried that they anyone inside the house might be able to see them, she tried to pull away from him.
He kissed her and pulled her closer, coming perilously close to knocking the wine bottle from her hands. When they parted, she rasped, �Derrick, okay. Cut it out. I�m yours, you big goon.�
�So romantic.� From behind them, Gage grinned like an idiot.
�What can I say? She�s in awe of my manly parts.� Derrick chuckled and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.
Sydney felt warm all over. Until she saw the woman getting out of Gage�s truck after Hailey. The blood rushed from her head.
�Mother?�
Gage cleared his throat. �Ah, your mom apparently couldn�t get through to you on your cell to let you know she was arriving earlier than planned, but she had Hailey�s number. Hailey thought it would be a nice surprise to pick her up and bring her here.� He looked apologetic, and Sydney could almost hear what he hadn�t said.
Her mother had bamboozled soft-hearted Hailey into carting her all over Augusta so she could get the maximum dramatic effect from tonight�s surprise. Being surrounded by the Warren men could only have added pleasure.
Sydney wondered if her mother might tempt Derrick into straying, then immediately felt terrible for considering it.
�Sydney?� Derrick looked down at her with concern. �You okay? If you want, we can skip dinner and hang out with your mom.�
Not you can skip dinner, but we can skip dinner. She noted the difference, and she mentally hugged him for it. �No, that�s okay. I just hope your mom won�t mind.�
�I already told her; it�s no problem,� Gage mentioned.
Hailey and Isabel Fields joined them. Her mother, as usual, looked stunning, and more like Sydney�s older sister than biological parent. Long, wine-red hair trailed over her shoulders, perfectly coifed and lustrous. Isabel�s skin had that creamy, cover girl look that had graced countless magazines over the years. She wore a designer dress out of place with the casual evening, yet the woman would never wear anything but the best. The diamonds on her fingers and ears spoke of wealth�ostentatious and glittery. Just like her mother.
�Darling, I missed you,� Isabel squealed and rushed to Sydney. She air-kissed both her cheeks. �My, you�re looking well. We should get together for one of my shoots. Maybe next month in the Virgin Islands, where I�m contracted for an Avon ad.� Isabel beamed.
Derrick cleared his throat and her mother�s gaze turned from faux-loving to interested.
�And who is this scrumptious morsel?�
Gage and Hailey glanced at each other, then at Sydney.
Before Sydney could answer, Derrick did. �I�m Sydney�s boyfriend. Derrick Warren, Gage�s brother.� He gave her mother a firm handshake, like pumping water out of a well.
He acted as if he were completely unaware that her mother was a woman, and Sydney wanted to laugh. He met her gaze and winked.
�Oh. Charming.� Isabel cooled a bit, then remembered herself and strode like a queen toward the front door.
To Sydney�s surprise, Isabel�s unexpected appearance didn�t bother her. The worry she might have felt, wondering how everyone would react to the drama queen, faded under Derrick�s concern.
�This is gonna be a long night,� Gage muttered.
�Gage, shush.� Hailey blushed.
�No, it�s okay.� Sydney sighed. �Might as well show you all my ugly parts at once.�
Derrick laughed. �Honey, I�ve seen every part of you. Nothing ugly yet. Well, except for that face you make when you��
She slapped a hand over his mouth and glared. �Shut up, Derrick.�
He pulled away and grinned. �I was just going to say when you act like you�re right. You know, when you say Oh? all smarmy like?�
�Smarmy. What a big word for a little brain.�
�Oh, I like it when you get nasty, Syd.� The look he gave her made Sydney blush.
�Holy crap. Sydney Fields turned pink. It�s a miracle, Gage. Nothing ever embarrasses Sydney,� Hailey said with delight. �Well, except for her mom.�
�Who has just entered the lion�s den.� Derrick groaned. �Come on, Sydney. Let�s go rescue your mom.�
She blinked. �I think you mean rescue your mom.�
Derrick pulled her with him. �Just remember what I said. I�m the Warren twin you�re with, and you�re not allowed to be scared away by too many shrinks in one room.�
�My bet�s on Isabel.� Sydney shook her head. �I bet she insults your mother and her friend�hell, probably your entire family�before the night is through.�
�Maybe, but my mother will shrug it off and have your mom in therapy before the evening ends.�
Gage nodded. �I�d have to go with Derrick on this. You have no idea what Mom can be like.�
�She�s nice.� Hailey frowned.
�She�s scary,� Gage and Derrick said as one.
Personally, anyone that could handle Isabel Fields had Sydney�s vote. �Yeah, what are we betting?�

�Well, this is something I don�t see every day�Barbara at a loss,� James Kincaid commented from behind her.
Across the room, Barbara Warren looked poleaxed as Isabel waved her hands madly, making some point the other woman couldn�t seem to comprehend.
James chuckled, and she regarded the handsome older man with interest. He worked with Derrick�s mother. Along with Dylan, that made three psychiatrists in the room.
Like all the other men in the house, James was handsome and muscular. It was no wonder Sydney�s mother couldn�t stop herself from making an even bigger ass of herself as she�d flirted with every one of them until Sydney wanted to bury her head between the couch cushions. She could only hope the man her mother eventually tried to take back to her hotel after dinner wasn�t Gage or Derrick. Because as nice as Hailey had been to Isabel, if her mother tried to mess with Gage, she was a dead woman, courtesy of a very possessive blonde.
It went without saying Sydney would kick her mom�s perfect ass if she looked crosswise at Derrick again. Though some perverse part of her wanted to see how Derrick would handle an outright proposition. A few more glasses of wine and her mother would find some way to get him alone, she was sure. She still didn�t know why she hadn�t turned around and demanded they leave the minute her mother had stepped through the door and eyed the male eye candy with calculated interest.
�Sydney?�
�Don�t worry, James. I promise to take her out of here very soon.�
He patted her on the shoulder. �No worries. And if I may say, it�s easy to see where you get your looks. Your mother is stunning.�
�And narcissistic and loud.�
He coughed. �I wasn�t going to say that. I�m on my best behavior tonight.�
�Why? You�re around the Warrens.� She shook her head at Derrick and Dylan arguing over some stupid football game on the television, growing louder and louder. Gage continued to flirt with Hailey outrageously, his hands everywhere. Sydney had half a mind to order them into the nearest bedroom to get it over with already.
�The boys are usually on their best behavior around Barbara.�
She snorted. �The boys? Really? They let you call them that?�
�No. It annoys the snot out of them. Watch.�
He said something about the game the boys were watching, and she snickered when Derrick and Dylan turned twin frowns his way.
�See?� he murmured.
She really liked James.
Her mother chose that moment to walk away from Barbara, in mid-conversation, and sidle next to him. Sydney admitted inwardly they made a nice pair. James had the bluest eyes that just popped against his tanned skin and blue-black hair. Though he had to be in his mid to late fifties, he looked like man in his late forties. No wonder her mother hung on his arm like a limpet.
�What a wonderful party,� Isabel said on a breath.
Sydney wanted to offer her an inhaler, but like James, she wanted to be on her best behavior. Bad enough one Fields was acting like a simpering moron. �Yes. Barbara was really nice to invite us.� She emphasized the nice, but Isabel was too busy flirting with James to notice.
Giving up, at least for the moment, Sydney joined Barbara to do some damage control. �Hey Barbara,� she said with forced cheer. �Thanks so much for inviting us. My mom was a surprise. I hadn�t expected her until next week.�
Barbara grinned. And in that smile, Sydney saw Derrick. Genuine, caring and slightly mischievous. �Your mother is a very interesting woman.�
Sydney groaned.
�I mean that in the nicest way.� But the look Barbara shot her mother hanging on James was anything but nice. Interesting. Before Sydney could distract her, Barbara took a deep breath and turned, putting her back to the pair. �The places she�s been, the places she�s going. Did you know she�s modeling next month in St. Croix? And then apparently she�s on to Paris, and from there, Istanbul. Such an exotic lifestyle.�
�Yeah.� Too bad the old girl couldn�t have had a gig in Egypt�tomorrow.
�And to be my age yet still look so young.� As if Barbara herself weren�t stunning. The woman was gorgeous and had a grace that only true happiness and confidence could give a woman. �She must live right.�
�She lives with Botox,� Sydney said bluntly.
Barbara choked on laughter. �Yes, well, it seems to be working. In any case, I wanted to thank you for coming tonight. We haven�t had a chance to really talk, but I can�t tell you how excited I was to hear you�re seeing my son.�
Sydney glanced over her shoulder and saw Derrick frowning at her. When their gazes met, he hurriedly turned back to Dylan and yelled about some moron having the worst passing record in the entire NFL.
God, she really hated football. If it weren�t for those tight pants, she�d never watch the games.
�Ignore him. He�s showing off and keeping Dylan away at the same time. That�s how I know he plans on keeping you around.� Barbara squeezed her arm. �So Hailey tells me you�re a busy woman.�
The discussion turned to Sydney�s business. Then Barbara mentioned a few clients looking to move downtown. Before Sydney knew it, she learned she and Barbara actually had a lot more in common than affection for Derrick. Their fascination with several reality shows, gardening and a love of biographies took up the precious minutes leading to dinner.
Something in the kitchen beeped, and Barbara started. �Goodness. I didn�t mean to talk your ear off. I really need to get dinner ready.�
�I�ll help.� Sydney started to walk with her into the kitchen when Hailey interceded.
�Go mingle. I haven�t had a chance to hang with Barbara all night.�
When Sydney frowned, Hailey mouthed Isabel and followed Barbara into the kitchen.
Sydney looked for her mother but didn�t see her.
�If you�re looking for the sexy barracuda, she went thataway. To the powder room,� Dylan said.
She turned to him and smiled. �Thanks.�
�No, Sydney. Thank you.� He chuckled, but she had no idea why.
Knowing she needed to find her mother before the proverbial shit hit the fan�especially since Isabel had been guzzling wine like it was going out of style�she hurried down the hallway toward the bathroom.
She didn�t see anyone around, so she knocked.
�Out in a minute,� she heard James say.
�Sorry.� So where was her mother? In the bathroom with James, maybe? Then again, he hadn�t seemed like her usual type. He didn�t act like he had money coming out his ass, though he had the looks her mother liked.
Still� Where was Derrick?
She heard a low voice from further down the hallway.
�Really. You are the absolute best,� Derrick gushed.
�You naughty boy.� Her mother tittered from behind a half-closed door. �So many trophies, Derrick. Your mother has turned your bedroom into a shrine. Honestly, how did you do it all?�
He chuckled, and Sydney steamed. Normally her mother waited a while before hitting on her boyfriends. But something had Isabel in a pinch. And hell, Derrick was sexier than sin.
Hadn�t she warned him to watch out for her mother? So what the hell was he doing in a bedroom with her?
Sydney took a quiet step closer and peered through the seam in the doorway, keeping herself hidden. Dylan suddenly stood behind her, but before she could say anything, he put a finger to his lips. They both watched as Isabel thrust herself fully into the game.
Isabel put a hand on Derrick�s forearm and pulled him closer, as if to study one of his trophies. She acted off-balance, one of her signature moves. Then again, with all the wine she�d consumed, she might actually be unsteady. �I can�t believe how many awards you have. An All American? College championships? And your degrees��
�Just like my old man,� Derrick said with pride. He put an arm around her mother and hugged her.
Hugged her!
Before Isabel could turn her face up and accidentally brush her mouth against his, Derrick squeezed her too tight. Isabel coughed. �Sorry,� he apologized then stepped away from her and peered at his trophy.
�Oh wait, this one�s Dylan�s.� He nodded and turned to her again. �You know, my brother had a hell of a right arm in the day.� He proceeded to list stats and names and games, his facts seemingly unending. So much for Isabel�s grand scheme for seduction. He talked to her as if she was a sports groupie or fellow player. Sydney half expected him to slap her on the ass and wish her a good game.
Derrick had handled Isabel just right. He hadn�t offered a challenge, which she would have gone after like a dog after a meaty bone. Instead he played oblivious. Each time her mother tried to move closer and touch him, he shoved a playbook in her hands or gesticulated wildly about a past game.
He started to wind down when Dylan whispered in her ear, �That�s my cue.�
Dylan entered and knocked his brother in the arm. �There you are. Dinner�s almost ready.�
�Oh good. I think I was starting to bore Isabel with our old football stats.�
Dylan raised a brow. �Which game?�
Derrick started all over again. This time he and Dylan nodded and laughed as they reminisced, leaving her mother completely out of the loop. Ingenious.
Isabel�s practiced pout turned into an honest scowl. �Well, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I�m going to wash up for dinner.�
Sydney hurried back down the carpeted hallway. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and joined James, Hailey and Barbara in the dining room.
Isabel soon entered and sat down next to Sydney, who sat next to Derrick. Throughout the meal, Isabel remained mostly quiet. Back to her polite, charming self, trying to lull the hapless males into believing her harmless.
Derrick caught Sydney�s attention when Isabel turned to reply to James. He winked, and she knew it would be all right. Her lover had no intention of falling prey to her mother. One worry put to rest at least.
But when Derrick turned the table-talk to Sydney, she didn�t like it in the slightest. He complimented her business sense and laughingly told them what a hard time she�d given him�one he�d earned. She tensed, expecting to hear it any time soon. All day long he�d been throwing it around, using the word in nearly every sentence. So much for a reprieve at the family dinner.
�It�s no wonder I love her. Red hair does lead to a fiery temperament.� He winked at Isabel, who nodded absently.
Ack. The L word again. And in front of his family. A challenge she had every intention of meeting.



Chapter Eleven

Derrick grinned at her with a wicked look in his eye. Oh, she was so going to make him pay later.
�Did you say love?� Barbara just had to rub it in.
Derrick opened his mouth to reply when Isabel interrupted with, �True. But at least the red hair is real. No bottled color on the Fields women.�
Her mother, at least, remained true to form. If the conversation didn�t involve her, she didn�t care.
Sydney expected Derrick to say something back to her mother, but he just smiled and told everyone how he�d ridden the Vortex with Sydney at the fair, and neither of them had thrown up.
�Nice, Derrick.� Gage frowned. �I�m eating, dude.�
�Baby,� Derrick and Dylan said as one.
Hailey tried to smother a smile.
Barbara shook her head. �You should see these three at our family breakfasts.� She shot Derrick a sly glance. �I�m surprised we haven�t seen you at one before now, Sydney. You�re more than invited, with or without Derrick.�
Derrick sighed. �With, Mom. You�re not helping.�
James grinned. �From what I hear, you never need help.�
Gage snorted. �That�s only because his dates usually have less between their ears than they have in their�� He paused and took a quick sip of water. �In other places.�
�Not Sydney. She�s got everything I want everywhere it counts.� Derrick put an arm around her shoulder and tugged on her hair. �But she gets it honestly, right Isabel?�
Her mother nodded.
�So speaks a man in love,� Hailey teased. The traitor.
�What I�d like to know is why you guys seem so interested in that football game. Who�s playing?� Sydney deliberately changed the subject.
Dylan saved her by taunting Derrick about his pick to win. Then James and Gage joined it. It seemed one needed testosterone to truly enjoy the game.
�Me?� Hailey shrugged. �I just watch it for the tight butts and shoulder pads.�
�Me too,� Sydney and Barbara said at the same time.
The women laughed while the men ignored them in favor of stats and jibes about winners and losers.
After dinner, the Warren men, as one, cleared the table. James tried to help, but Dylan shot him a nasty look and took his plate into the kitchen.
�I guess that�s what I get for hating the Bears.� James didn�t look too upset. �Barbara, how about I make some coffee?�
�That would be nice.� Barbara seemed miffed with him, but Sydney couldn�t have said why. Then again, she was still in shock that Derrick had told everyone he loved her. His family, the people who meant more to him than anything, and he�d confessed his affection in front of one and all.
She should have felt more uncomfortable. But instead she wanted to shout and do a happy dance. She felt the way she did when she nailed a sale. As if she�d accomplished something vital.
Hailey socked her in the arm.
�Ow. What was that for?�
�Don�t fight it,� her friend murmured. �He�s the Warren twin that never loses.�
�Yeah?� Sydney sneered. �Well, I don�t see my mother entering therapy anytime soon. So there�s a loss right there.�
�The night is young, my na�ve young friend.� Hailey sighed. �You poor kid. I hope you didn�t bet anything you don�t want to lose.�
Sydney refrained from saying anything more when Barbara and Isabel sat across from them on the couch, surrounding the coffee table.
Somehow, between the coffee James brought them, the cake Derrick and Dylan placed on the coffee table, and the chocolates Gage delivered and left, conversation veered from clothing and Isabel�s incredible fashion sense to travel and then to men.
Before Sydney knew it, her mother was crying about her latest conquest, and how she didn�t know if she should commit to marrying for the seventh time or not. This, after hitting on not just Derrick but James as well.
Sydney shared a look with Hailey, who whispered, �What can I say? The woman is good.� They stared in awe at Barbara.
�Why don�t we take this somewhere more private, Isabel?� Barbara offered kindly.
Sydney�s mother left with Barbara and disappeared behind a closed door.
The men appeared as if by magic.
�She has an office she uses here sometimes,� Dylan offered.
�Just waiting for Mom to work her mojo,� Derrick said with a huge grin. �We didn�t want to interrupt.�
�And the game wasn�t quite over,� James said dryly. �We caught the end in the kitchen. Bears are going to suck this year.�
�You suck,� Dylan snapped.
�Nice comeback, Dr. Warren.� Gage laughed.
�Dickhead.� Dylan looked down his nose at his younger brother, and even Sydney had to laugh.
�Don�t you just love�� Derrick looked right at her ��when Dylan uses his snotty doctor voice to talk like a regular guy? No offense, James.�
James rolled his eyes. �None taken.�
Gage and Derrick shared a grin.
�Could you be any more immature?� Sydney asked.
�I could. But why bother, when I love just being here next to you?�
The others grinned. Everyone had to know he was rubbing her nose in the big love bowl.
�Derrick��
�I love when you say my name like that.� He sighed.
�How about some coffee?� She tried to change the subject.
The others watched them back and forth, like watching a tennis match.
�I�d love some.�
Even she had to chuckle at that. �You�re such an idiot.�
�And that�s why you love me.� He linked his hands behind his head, his arrogance amusing, annoying�and justified.
�Yeah,� she sighed.
He froze. Everyone around them took pause.
Then his smile grew too wide for his big fat head, and she realized what she�d admitted. Out loud, in front of witnesses.
�Oh hell. There�ll be no living with him now,� Dylan groaned.
Sydney stared at the stupid smile on Derrick�s face, so in love with him it made her ill.
His mother chose that moment to walk out of her office. She handed Isabel a business card. �Jitters are more than normal, Isabel. Especially after this many go-rounds. Come on in tomorrow. You�ll feel better.�
�I will, thanks.� Isabel sniffed. And damn if her mother didn�t look like a million bucks even with tears streaking down her face. Then she took a good look at the crowd in the living room. �Well, what did I miss?�
Derrick hooted. �Tonight I just can�t lose.�
Sydney swore under her breath. She recalled what she�d bet Mr. Arrogant. At the wicked look in his eyes, she swore again.

Sydney should have known better. �Come on, Derrick, this is uncomfortable.�
Back at his house, with her hands tied behind her back, she wore nothing but heels, her thigh-high stocking and garter belt as she bent over his couch. She was eternally indebted to Hailey and Gage, who�d driven her mother back to her hotel. Otherwise, Sydney might have had to postpone paying her debt.
Because as much as she protested Derrick�s cockiness, she couldn�t wait for him to take his winnings.
She felt his hands spreading her buttocks before something slick penetrated her ass. She moaned.
�Fuck me, that�s sexy. That plug is nice and tight in there, Syd. Never bet against a Warren. And especially not this Warren.�
He stepped behind her, fully naked, and nudged her ankles farther apart. �Now before we do this, tell me again everything Dylan said to you after coffee, when my mom dragged me aside to give me the third degree.�
She groaned. �I�m telling the truth. We talked mostly about properties in the area. He said nothing about you, only that he was jealous he hadn�t found me first.�
�Bastard.�
�I thought that was kind of nice.� She moaned when he pulled out the plug and began fucking her ass with it. The sensation felt surprisingly good. Then he stilled and slapped her ass.
�He�s trying to charm you, but you�re mine.� Derrick nudged her entrance with his cock and thrust home, filling her sex with his long, thick shaft. �Oh yeah, that�s it.�
He didn�t move, lodging himself and the plug tight.
�Derrick.�
�No, now you tell me the rest. Again.�
�But��
�Again.�
�Your mom told me how happy she is you finally found a nice girl to bring home.�
He snorted. �Doesn�t know you too well, does she?�
�Ass.�
He popped her in the butt and she jerked under him. �Try again.�
�You�re too bossy.� And it made her wet. She squirmed, under his control, needing him to move. God, she wanted to come.
�But I love you anyway. Say it.�
�But you love me anyway.� God, could it be true?
�I won�t force you to say it, Syd. But we both know you love me right back. After meeting your mom, I understand a lot more that you haven�t said.�
She groaned.
�Don�t worry, baby. You didn�t run after being in the same room with Dylan, Mom and James. So I�m sticking with you too.�
She tried to move again, but he wouldn�t let her. Those massive hands of his kept her hips still.
�Please.� She needed to come.
�Please what, Syd? Tell me, baby.� He leaned over her to nip at her ear. �Say it, the way I told you to.�
She didn�t want to, because when she did, she meant it just the way he knew she did.
�Syd.�
She swallowed hard and did as he�d prompted. �Please love me.�
He straightened up, pulled back and rammed inside her. �Oh yeah. I do love you, Sydney. And I always will. One day you�ll believe that.� He took her hard, giving her the rough release she needed.
When they finished, he untied her hands, cleaned them both up and settled her over him on the couch. They lay together, naked and replete.
�I�m always going to be here for you, Sydney. All week during your mom�s visit, during Thanksgivings, Christmases, you name it. And one day when you�re ready, we�ll get married.�
She blinked down at him, annoyed at the rush of emotion hitting her hard. �Taking a lot for granted, aren�t you?�
He stroked her hair. �Nope. I just know a good thing when I see it. Now what do I have to do to sell you this house?�
�This house?�
�Yep. It�s a nice house, over three thousand square feet, comes furnished with plenty of room for girlie furniture, like the kind at your place. Oh, and it also comes with a handsome, studly architect who�s hot for a certain redhead we both know and love.�
A tear slid down her cheek, but before she could scrub it away, he brought her face to his and kissed it. �I love you, Syd. Forever.�
�You�re a dope.�
�Who loves you.�
She laughed, wanting to say it back. She needed to believe he wouldn�t leave, that they could have a future. She knew how she felt, but she was afraid if she told him, he�d leave. Insane, but that�s what came of a life with Isabel Fields.
Good God. Did she really want to keep blaming her mother for her insecurities? A harsh helping of truth smacked her right between the eyes. �I��
�When you�re ready, baby. I�ll be here. I promise.�
She nodded and laid her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. Listening to her truth. A second passed. Then two. �I love you right back, Derrick Warren.�
Arms hugged her tighter. In as smug a voice as she�d ever heard him use, he answered, �I know.�
She snorted and smiled. �Idiot.�
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