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            Chapter One

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      I walk through the nearly complete new cookery school, with a bounce in my step, holding up my phone as my sister, Ruby, oohs and aahs at the wooden countertops and shiny equipment.

      Summer sunshine attempts to beam through the smeary windows of the converted barn that my family bought a year ago. Two weeks until we open. I can make this happen.

      “So this is where the chef will demonstrate how to make the items,” I say, tucking loose strands of my auburn hair into its ponytail and watching them fall straight back out.

      “Like warm gooey brownies and pasta with garlic sauce that makes your mouth water and focaccia sprinkled with sea salt and homegrown rosemary—” Ruby babbles naming her favourite treats.

      “Yes, all of that.” I wave my hand.

      “I can’t believe you’ve done all of this since you gave me a video tour when you got the keys.”

      “It’s been a wild year.” I catch my hip with a piece of wood sticking out from the counter. “Bloody bastard wood.”

      I wish the carpenter from the building firm I hired to finish the work would hurry up. He’s meant to be here tonight, but as usual, they’ve let me down. My pulse rises. There’s so much work still to do before the grand opening in a fortnight.

      “Language,” my eighteen-year-old brother, who’s too cocky for his own good, shouts from one of the stools.

      “You’ve got a lot of audacity, Jem. You say words I’ve never heard before,” I reply.

      “Yeah, Jem. Shut your damn mouth,” Ruby hollers down the phone. “Or we’ll tell Mum and she’ll ground you.”

      “Like she did after you were fired from your Saturday job for ‘liaising too heavily with your boss’s daughter’,” I say.

      Ruby gasps, “He didn’t.”

      “In the back room of the café. They were caught on a security camera.”

      Jem hollers, “That’s not what happened. I was kneeling because I was helping her find something.”

      “Her shame?” I quip.

      “Because any woman who sleeps with you doesn’t have any,” Ruby finishes.

      Ruby and I attempt a high five through the video call, which is a mess of jiggles and nearly smashed screens.

      “Whatever, Ruby. At least I’m not dating a loser who doesn’t come to our grandparents' funeral and spends the day with your best friend rather than supporting you,” he grumbles.

      I hold my breath and wince because it hits too close to the mark, but little brothers say the things no one else dares to.

      Jem’s brow furrows like he knows he blurted the wrong thing and returns to staring at his screen. “Shut up. I’m watching F1 highlights,” he mumbles.

      Ruby chews her lip. The whites of her eyes are tinged with red, and the bags beneath them are hard to ignore. Her boyfriend is a dickhead. He should have joined her at our grandparents’ funeral a couple of months ago, but she revealed to me during a rare moment of vulnerability that he forced an argument so he’d have an excuse not to attend. I’ve barely seen my sister since she left with him several years ago and moved four hours' drive away. She used to be so full of sunshine, but Neil, the prick, has turned her into a shadow.

      “Jem is obsessed with F1 these days,” I say, changing the subject.

      “You watch it as well,” Jem replies.

      “For real?” Ruby asks. “Since when were you into cars? Is this related to a guy? What’s your boyfriend’s name? I want to say Eric.”

      I laugh. “Eric is four or five exes back. If you can call them that. They’re just dates and stuff.”

      “Yeah, stuff,” Jem says.

      I roll my eyes. “The last guy was Ivan. We broke up a couple of days ago.”

      “So why F1? Is it to stop Jem getting lonely because he’s such an NF?” she teases loud enough for Jem to hear the letters we used to call each other, meaning ‘No Friends’. No man will ever fit in with my weird ass family. Neil never did, not that he tried.

      “I love the drama. The Coulter F1 team has a female boss, and every time she and her driver, Connor Dane, appear on screen together, the chemistry is off the charts. They act like they hate each other, but they totally want to fu—” I glance at Jem, who’s staring at me with his eyebrow raised. “Want to have fun times with each other.”

      Ruby grins, and it yanks at my heart. “Real life isn’t the same as one of your smutty romance books. Are you still reading several a week?” I concede a smile, and she shakes her head. “How can someone who so wants everyone to be in love struggle so much finding it?”

      She doesn’t mean it as a dig. She wants the best for me, like I wish for her.

      “Because of our grandparents,” I say with a sigh that makes my chest cave.

      “I get it. I do. When you’re brought up around two people who are totally in love, it’s impossible to believe the same love is out there for you,” Ruby admits.

      “Exactly.” I don’t say she has Neil because he’s not anyone’s perfect love. He’s a piece of shit, but the last time we pointed this out to Ruby, she didn’t speak to us for six months.

      “Amber,” Ruby says, her voice soft and affected. “Grandma and Grandad would be really proud of the cookery school and what you’ve done. It’s amazing.”

      A lump settles in the back of my throat. “Thank you. I tried to honour them with this space. It’s a shame the carpenter is useless. We used some of the wood from the original school that they started all those years ago. The place is far from ready. There’s so much still to do.”

      “And you open in two weeks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How are Mum and Dad?”

      “Struggling. They miss Grandma and Grandad so much. They’re trying to help with the new cookery school, but it adds to their grief.”

      “Which means you’re doing it all alone,” she states. “I wish I could be there to help, but work is non-stop. The car needs fixing, and I can’t afford to get the train for the eight-hour round trip. Our rent has gone up as well and⁠—”

      “It’s okay, Ruby. I know you’d be here if you could.” I want to solve all of Ruby’s problems and bring her home, just like I want to fix everything else.

      I slump into a seat next to Jem. On screen, Senna Coulter slams her hand into a wall while Connor Dane is interviewed about a crash. They display more chemistry than I’ve had with all of my exes put together. “If I do enough hours, I’ll get everything done in time,” I lie. It’s all impossible. “To top it off, next weekend I’m attending a local business networking event, so I can get everyone talking about us. I was taking Ivan, but now I’ll go alone.”

      “Which you will do in the highest heels and with a sass no one can ignore. I’m working next weekend, but please video call me so I can tell you how fabulous you look.”

      I chuckle at Ruby’s attempt to build me up.

      “It would be nice to have someone to hold my handbag, especially as a couple of the creepier men from the local business community will be there. I can handle myself, but I’d prefer not to.” I remember Clive, a business owner who’s overfamiliar. His behaviour is never bad enough to call him out on, but our interactions often leave me uncomfortable. “Garett Kelsey might be there. Didn’t you tell me after seeing his socials, “I’d lick anything off that man”?”

      Jem side-eyes me and then gives the phone a pointed stare. Ruby’s face flushes. “I don’t know what you mean…but get his autograph and a sneaky photo for me. He’s moved up to number two on my chef’s I’d most like to⁠—”

      “Fuck,” Jem says as our mum walks in.

      “Jem!” Mum chastises.

      “I was going to say, ‘cook with’,” Ruby hisses. “Other people are attracted to actors, but I like hot chefs. I admire his cooking skills, but I’m a one man kind of woman. I’ve got to go. I’m working at the coop bakery tonight. We’re struggling to make rent.”

      She whispers because she doesn’t want Mum to hear. At last night’s family dinner, we discussed how to give Ruby money for the business she wants to start without letting Neil near it. He expects Ruby to labour all hours to provide for them.

      I side-eye Mum. She’s the least likely to hold her tongue about their relationship.

      “Take care, Ruby, okay? I’ll call you on Friday before the networking event. Hopefully, the school will look a lot better by then. The carpenter was due an hour ago.”

      “Is that Ruby?” Mum shouts.

      “Sure, yeah. I’ll see if I’m free. Catch you later.”

      She hangs up as Mum reaches us. “How is she? I miss her so much.”

      “She asked after you and Dad.”

      “Tell me she’ll come back to us one day. I want my girl home. This family isn’t the same without her.”

      My mum is the least emotional person, but with the recent death of our grandparents and Ruby so far away, it’s too much. I pull her into a hug, and her shoulders relax a little. She smells of raspberry and vanilla, like the soap that’s always in our bathroom. It’s nearly the scent of my childhood, but it’s missing the aroma of baked bread that always flowed through our home because of my grandparents.

      “Why don’t you drop Jem home and take Dad out for dinner. It’s on me. A special treat,” I whisper.

      “And what am I supposed to eat?” Jem grumbles.

      I scowl at him over Mum’s shoulder. “I’ve got last night’s leftovers in the fridge. You can have them,” I say.

      “I can’t leave you here to do all of this alone,” Mum murmurs, gazing around the room, her face etched with lines of grief, and her eyes glassy with unshed tears.

      “I’m fine and I’m ready to shout at the carpenter when he arrives,” I say with more confidence than I feel. He said it was the only time he could come, but I suspect he was fobbing me off. “Please, Mum.”

      “Okay, honey, but you call me the second you need anything.”

      I fake a smile as I nod. “I’ll get Jem’s food from the fridge.”

      “You’ll have this place ready in no time,” Mum says with more hope than I feel. “And next week at the networking event, you’ll convince Garett Kelsey, the hot chef, to work for us.”

      I laugh as I walk away. “Yeah, sure, the Cotswolds’ most incredible chef would slum it at a little cookery school on the outskirts of a small town.”

      “Never say never. Your father didn’t believe a catch like me would date him, and look at us now,” she replies. I don’t just get my business brain from my mum. Her attitude and confidence are two of my favourite things about her, but they’ve also kept a lot of men away from me. Many of my exes claimed they wanted a strong woman, but they really wanted to control me. I’ve never come close to love, let alone what my grandparents had.

      All I need to do to ensure success is fix this place and make it the best cookery school in the Cotswolds. Then we won’t go under, and I won’t ruin my grandparents' legacy. No matter what happens in the next fortnight, I have to make it something that honours them.

      And at least I don’t have time to date someone who isn’t that bothered about me.

      I glance at the bowl my grandad gave my grandma on their wedding day. He carved it from wood he found after their first date. I wish I could find a love like that. But true love isn’t meant for me, and nothing could compare to the love I’ve grown up around.

      My hopes of making this place somewhere my grandparents would be proud of are tinged with disbelief. I shoo my family out of the school and return to painting walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      “You arsehole,” I grunt, kicking the flat tyre. I check the boot for a spare again, but it’s not there. I should be grateful my friend Ethan lent it to me, even though he’s going through crap at home. For a grumpy guy, he can be kind-hearted to his friends, but still. “Who doesn’t have a spare tyre?”

      I flick through the numbers in my phone, avoiding Ethan’s. He doesn’t need my sour voice on his voicemail. Eventually, I reach Strike, the friend I’m meant to be staying with tonight, who retired from the army to start his bodyguard business two years ago.

      It goes straight to voicemail.

      “Hey, Strike. I’m stuck outside a small town in the middle of the Cotswolds. I’m not sure what time I’ll get to your parents’ house, but I’ll try not to wake you or Bear. Leave the key somewhere only I’d know from our last night out. No matter what, I’ll be at the game on Sunday, and I’ll be sure to shout my heart out, hoping you lose and the Navy win. You army guys suck compared to our lads. The woman I said I’d bring couldn’t make it,” I say quickly. I’ll get shit for that. “I’ll explain when I see you. Don’t wait up.”

      I look for a local garage, but there’s nothing in sight except for a lot of trees, a few cows, a closed pub and a building that screams Cotswolds with its creamy white stone exterior. It’s surrounded by shrubs that have seen better days, and the weeds need pulling up. But the lights are on, which is the only win I’m getting.

      I don’t have anyone else to call. The navy is my life. I don’t linger on the loneliness that’s crept over me recently. Instead, I sling my seabag over my shoulder and knock at the door.

      A sign that should be hanging from the metal bar above me reads, “Cloud Cookery School.”

      Is this place about to open or close for good?

      “Come in,” a woman shouts.

      The scent of paint combines with a perfume that lingers in the foyer. I breathe it in, wishing I could stop the paint and bask in the perfume. I’ve existed on a submarine for six months, and all my dick had for company was my hand, which has an embarrassing amount of dexterity.

      I step through the glass door into a wide space filled with counters and equipment. Crouched on the floor is a woman who reminds me why submarines aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Her brown hair, tinged with amber, is in a ponytail, but tendrils fall around it like thin ribbons. One presses against the nape of her neck.

      I raise my gaze to stop studying the perfect curve of her neck. But her smell still carries to me. I push through the wet paint and breathe in her jasmine and cocoa scent. My dick twitches in appreciation.

      I swallow and grit my teeth.

      “Put your wood wherever you like,” she says without turning. Her voice is hoarse in a way that makes me pull in my abs.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your wood. Stick it wherever you want. I need to show you something in the backroom. It’s going to get dirty.” She turns to face me. Her blue eyes catch me, and her pretty pink lips quirk upwards. “You’ve got a massive bag. That’s a lot of tools. You’re going to need them.”

      Before I respond, she adds, “Be prepared for a lot of screwing.”

      “Are you pranking me?” I study the area for Strike or Bear, whose parents' house I’d be at if not for my flat tyre. “Come out, lads, you got me. Very funny.”

      She stands and shakes out her legs. Her tits jiggle under her vest top with each shake, and I fixate on the floor, although her chest begs for my attention. Inches of creamy white skin are highlighted by the rips in her jeans that cling to her hips.

      This must be a test. The most beautiful woman I’ve seen is either sharing awful carpentry innuendos or flirting with me. It’s so long since I spent more than ten minutes with a woman outside of a professional capacity that I can’t tell the difference, and I don’t know how to flirt back, even if I could.

      “You are the carpenter from Hilltop Builders? The guy who's sorting this place out because they fucked up?”

      I shake my head.

      Her stare flicks between my face and my bag. Her eyes widen as realisation dawns that she’s alone in a remote building with a 6’5 built stranger, and at her five and a half feet, she’s pretty vulnerable.

      But I’m the vulnerable one because she’s so damn beautiful, even with a pinched stare and tight mouth. She grabs a wooden spoon and waggles it at me while saying, “Then what are you doing in my cookery school and why do you have a bag big enough for a body?”

      I step back as she and the wooden spoon of death loom closer. “I had a problem with my car. Well, technically, it’s not my car.”

      “You stole a car and now you’re going to kidnap me? Over my dead body.”

      I chuckle at her words and the way she swipes the wooden spoon like she’s in a martial arts movie.

      Her scowl sends blood to my groin. I’m so fucked up, but she’s too busy wielding the spoon to notice.

      “Not over my dead body,” she adds, her eyes pinching. “I’m not dying tonight, punk.”

      “Punk? Ma’am, I’m no punk.”

      “Ma’am? I’m not royalty.”

      “Are you sure about that, princess? I’ve been on dry land less than a day, and staring at you makes me feel like a King.”

      She bursts out laughing, dropping the spoon to grab her thighs as her entire body shakes. I’d be offended about her reaction to some of my best flirting if it wasn’t for how her boobs move with her heaving shoulders.

      “That’s awful flirting.”

      I turn away and stare at the half painted walls and unfinished wooden counters. “Says the woman who asked me to stick my wood where I wanted.”

      “I thought you were a carpenter.”

      “A likely story.” I drop my bag down and hold my hand out, still avoiding eye contact. “I’m Kalen Lynch.”

      She spies it warily, but holds out a hand that doesn’t lose any daintiness even though it’s smeared in paint. “Amber Cloud.”

      I do everything in my power not to stroke her skin like the world’s biggest pervert. My stomach drops as our fingers brush, and tingles dance up my spine. I push my shoulders back as her hand lingers. It must be the lack of proximity to women who don’t work in the navy because, without thinking, I ask, “What can I do to help?”

      She yanks her hand back and folds her arms. “Why do you want to help? You don’t know me. And who says I need help? I’m fine.”

      I revel in her pink pout as she studies me.

      Don’t lick your lips and agree audibly that she’s fine. Only creepy men stare at beautiful women and lick their lips while complimenting them.

      “I have a flat tyre. If I help you, maybe you’ll drive me to a garage or my friend’s house. It must be somewhere near here as they’re playing rugby in a retired sailor versus retired soldier game at the Bulls grounds on Sunday.” I’m babbling, but as she continues to stare at me, with a hint of skin showing between her vest and her jeans and her tongue sweeping her lips, I can’t do anything else. “And I’ve spent the last six months on a submarine, so I’d like to hang out with people who don’t say things like oppo.”

      She looks me up and down, and I will my cock not to react to her blue-eyed inspection. Although I do puff my chest and pull myself up to my full height. “That explains your shitty flirting and this ridiculously built body,” she says, sweeping her finger up and down.

      “Who says I was flirting?” I reply, smirking as she admires my body.

      “I presume that’s what you were trying to do.”

      “You’re the one who said my body is built.”

      “I didn’t say I liked that.”

      “You didn’t need to, princess,” I say with a grin. “The one piece of equipment you don’t need tonight is a stud finder. You’ve already found the biggest stud in England.”

      Her shoulders shake. “Is that a carpentry based chat-up line?”

      I grin. “It depends. Did it work?”

      “Yes, darling,” she sasses. “I’ll let you put your wood wherever you like.”

      My brow furrows. “Do you mean my dick or actual wood?”

      She walks away still laughing. “You really can’t flirt, can you? Do you want a tea? If you help me, I’ll drive you anywhere within a thirty-mile radius, as long as you promise not to kill me and put me in your bag.”

      I follow her like a dog. Her bum wiggles. I hope it’s for my benefit. “What if I put you in the bag without killing you?”

      She looks over her shoulder and catches me staring at her bum. “Oh, sailor. If you hurt me in any way, my whole family would find you and kill you, and they’d get away with it.”

      I believe every word she says. The sad thing is, no one would miss me if someone did end me. But I don’t tell her that because she’s flirting with me, and I don’t want to lose that for a second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      I wave my hand around the cookery school, trying not to stare at how Kalen’s biceps tense. I grit my teeth. I’m always horny after break-ups. Too many times it’s resulted in one last fuck with the guy I just dumped, and a couple of times, I’ve jumped into bed with a new man.

      But I must try single life. I need to make the cookery school successful, and I haven’t got time to get slammed on a countertop by a naval officer.

      Heat blooms between my thighs as I spy the countertop I’d ask Kalen to fuck me on.

      “Anyway,” I say, my voice strained. “The cookery school opens in two weeks, and it’s nowhere near ready.” I check my phone. “And the carpenter isn’t coming after all. They really are the shittest company. My parents would help, but they’ve got stuff going on. My brother is useless, and my sister lives hours away with her crap boyfriend, so it’s only me, and I can’t do it all, but I have to.”

      I suck in a breath at the realisation of how hopeless this situation is.

      “Tell me what to do and I’ll do it. I could hang the sign and sort out the shrubs and weeding tomorrow when we’ve got daylight.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      He carries on as if I didn’t say anything. “I see the issue in the backroom. I’ll help lay the floor properly. It’s mostly fine, but it needs tidying up at the edges. And there’s bits of wood sticking out that you keep nearly walking into. With the right tools, I can fix them. If you keep painting the walls, and I do the rest, we’ll have this place ready within a week, which will give you time to organise the other things you need for the opening.”

      My mouth drops. “A week?” My voice pitches higher. “Haven’t you got a boat to get on or something? Or friends? Surely your family are desperate to see you after six months?”

      “Nope.” His eyes are a beautiful brown with little flecks of gold that sparkle when he looks at me. Everything about him is beautiful, from the chin dimple I want to stick my finger in to the cropped brown hair and cheeky smile he flashes when he tries to flirt.

      “Just nope? That’s all the explanation I get for you offering to help me, someone you met…” I look at my watch with an exaggerated stare, “…an hour ago.”

      “Call it sea loneliness or because I’m a good guy.”

      “Are you a good guy?”

      He shakes his head. “No, but if you call me good boy, I’ll do anything you ask.”

      I choke on my breath as he smirks again.

      “My parents live in Germany. They met in the army and they retired to their favourite country. I’m staying with my friends tonight and joining them at the rugby on Sunday, but they’re busy with their bodyguard business. My other friend, the one who lent me the car, is busy with his daughter and family in London. I wasn’t sure how I’d spend my leave, but this seems fun. I can do other stuff in my second week, once we’ve finished.”

      “What do you expect in payment?” Don’t say anything sexual because I’m horny enough to offer it. His eyes glint as he stares at my vest like he’s done several times over the last hour.

      “All I’d like is cooked meals, and for you to come with me to the rugby on Sunday.”

      “Okay,” I say, drawing out the word. “Rugby is fine, but I can’t offer you home-cooked meals.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      I wince. “I literally can’t cook.”

      “But you own a cookery school.”

      “I know.” I shake my head. His arms bracket one of the wooden beams. A shiver crosses my shoulders as I stare at the muscles cording up his arms. “My sister inherited the skills in cooking from my grandparents. I inherited my business acumen from my parents. I won’t be doing any of the cooking.”

      “What did your brother get?”

      I smile because he’s remembered I have a brother, and then I fold my arms because it shouldn’t matter. I’ve no time for men, especially men leaving in a week. “I’ve no idea. He’s not even funny.”

      “Unlike me.”

      I laugh. “Sure.”

      “Where did you get your attitude from?”

      “My mum.”

      “I’d like to meet her.”

      “That is such a weird response. You suck at flirting. Please save our ears and stop!”

      “I’m practising,” he says and winks. Oh hell, he set my underwear on fire with that wink. A day with Kalen will destroy me, a week will leave me destitute. “The only thing that will stop me from staying here is a call from base telling me to return within twenty-four hours.”

      “For a secret mission?” When he doesn’t reply, my eyes widen. “Are you SBS?” I say, referring to the Special Boat Service, also known as the naval secret service.

      “Excuse me, princess? Where did you learn about them?”

      I shrug because I don’t want to tell him about my smutty book collection, especially as I have an entire shelf dedicated to men in uniform. “I’ll make sure I provide you with plenty of food.”

      “Order me a pizza and I’ll get to work. I’ve missed a lot of food, especially pizza,” he says, pulling up his T-shirt and slapping pulsing abs. “Feed me, princess. I can’t work on an empty stomach.”

      I stare at his stomach and shake my head as I walk to where I left my mobile and hopefully my self-control.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      The Supremes play from a stereo, much to my surprise. I can’t work out Amber. Her music is as eclectic as her personality, and I’m loving every second of this impromptu evening.

      I stare at her reflection in the glass front of the oven as I wipe sweat from my brow with the hem of my t-shirt. She catches my stare, and her eyes widen before she resumes painting.

      I can’t date with my job, it’s not fair to the woman, but damn, I want to be around her more.

      “So,” I say, drawing out the word until I’ve got her attention. “You said your family aren’t able to help. What about a significant other?”

      “Subtle, Kalen,” she teases, and I chuckle. I can’t stop grinning around her even as she calls me out on my shit flirting. “I’m single as of two days ago, although it wasn’t much of a relationship. And yourself? I presume you have a woman in every port.”

      “I had a casual off-and-on girlfriend. When I was home, we might meet up, but we dated other people. Correction, she did, I didn’t have time to.”

      “But she’s not coming with you to the rugby?”

      “When I got back yesterday, I found a message from her. She’s engaged and five months pregnant by a guy she met after I left.”

      Amber drops her paintbrush and stares at me. “Seriously?”

      “It’s the nature of my life. It’s why I don’t get into relationships. I can be away for anything from a couple of weeks to six months. A lot of officers have partners, and many of them cheat.”

      “But that’s not your style?”

      “No. If I get into a proper relationship, that would be it. One woman forever. Not that I’ve had a serious relationship. I joined the Navy at eighteen, eight years ago, and here I am. Have you had many serious relationships?” I ask tentatively, already jealous of any guy who's spent time with her. Which is ridiculous, we just met.

      “No. Mine tend to last a month or two.” I raise my eyebrows. “Not because there’s anything wrong with me.”

      “Sure.” I wink because it stops me from saying all those guys were fools to let her go.

      “Sure!” She stands, shaking out her legs and walks over to me. “But… No, it’s silly.”

      “I’ve spent the last six months surrounded by life or death situations. Give me silly, please, I beg you.”

      Her soft smile makes my belly do this weird dance. I will it calm. I just met Amber, and apart from offering to help a stranger with her cookery school, I don’t do reckless things.

      “My grandparents had a love that lasted a lifetime. A couple of months ago, my grandmother Iris died and then the day after, my grandfather died in his sleep. His heart stopped. It was like he couldn’t be apart from her. And my parents are the same. Love exists, but I’ve never experienced it with the guys I date. No one’s captured my heart.” She shrugs. “Like I said, silly.”

      My voice is rough and affected as I explain, “It’s not silly. My parents have a pretty perfect relationship, too. It’s hard to be an army couple with all the difficult situations, living on base and moving all the time, but they’ve done it. It’s the sort of love I want as well, but I haven’t found it.”

      I gulp as she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear; it falls straight back to where it was, and I reach to tuck it myself. She sucks in a breath as my fingertips linger against her skin.

      “Your flirting improved,” she whispers. “You said you’ve missed pizza while away on a mission. What else have you missed?”

      Her tongue moistens her lower lip, and I clear my throat noisily as I track how she presses her lips together. “Friends,” I reply with a gruffness I can’t clear. “Sleeping in a bed, relaxing on a sofa, the outdoors, and freedom.” And sex.

      She steps away and returns to painting. “We’ll have to make sure you get all those things. You’ll see your friends tonight and at the rugby?”

      The tension eases slightly, and I can’t fathom if I’m relieved or agonised. I like Amber, but she’s got enough going on with her cookery school. I don’t want to make her life more complicated. I resume cleaning up the edges of the counters. “Yeah, Strike and Bear. They’re bodyguards. I met Strike when I played rugby.”

      She makes an oh sound that zips straight to my dick. “You played rugby?”

      “As a teenager and then I joined the Navy team until I went on my⁠—"

      “Secret missions.”

      “Are you an evil agent trying to bring me down?”

      Her grin is so cheeky that I want to tuck it in my seabag and keep it with me during my next mission. “No, sailor. Tell me more about rugby. You’re not playing on Sunday?”

      “No. It’s a game between the army and navy teams made up of those who’ve retired. Once a year, the current army, navy and RAF teams play. After the games, everyone goes drinking. But Strike isn’t a big drinker, and neither am I, so we got to chatting and then I met his friends. As I’m free, I came up to support him. And I need you with me because otherwise I’d be dragged into drinking games and other activities when I’d rather be sitting on a sofa with one beer and junk food.”

      “You need me with you so you’ve got an excuse to leave?”

      “Exactly.”

      “How come you’re not a big drinker?”

      I stare at her as she paints. Her toned arms move with each sweep of the paintbrush. She leans forward to get to where the skirting board meets the wall, and her pert bottom rises in the air. I pull on the back of my neck. I shouldn’t watch how it wiggles, but damn, I want to spank that ass and drag her to a room where I can work out all my energy with her.

      She glances behind her, reminding me she asked a question, and I busy myself with another job so I’m not ogling her. “I’ve seen too many sailors try to cope with the things we endure with alcohol or other vices. They lose everything that matters. I don’t want that.”

      “So you don’t have any vices? Not drugs or sex?”

      I clear my throat noisily. “Not drugs, no. I have my ways of coping. Sex is for fun.”

      “Is that right?” She busies herself. “What is your vice?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Is it the gym? You clearly work out.”

      “Are you flirting with me, princess?”

      A blush covers her cheeks, and I bite the inside of my mouth to hide my grin. “So it’s the gym.”

      “I work out, but it’s not my coping mechanism.”

      She twists her lips, and her brow furrows. “Gaming?”

      “Nope.”

      “Driving fast?”

      “I wouldn’t be able to do that on a boat.”

      She huffs, and I lean on one of the counters as I enjoy her frustration.

      “I’ll guess it eventually.”

      “I doubt it. But it’s fun to watch you try.”

      We continue working on the cookery school for the next hour, chatting about our lives. Occasionally, she attempts to guess my vice, but she doesn’t come close.

      The drive to Strike’s parents’ house takes half an hour, and the chatter is non-stop.

      As she parks, she says, “Give me one clue about your vice.”

      I climb out of the car. “I’d hate for you to get in a tangle over this.”

      Her window goes down and she shouts, “You like tying things up?”

      I swallow at the prospect of the fun I could have with her. “No. See you tomorrow at the cookery school.”

      “You don’t have to help me.”

      “And yet I’m coming back.”

      She salutes me as she beams. “Okay, sailor. I look forward to it.”

      “Not as much as I do.” The words slip out of my mouth before I check myself.

      “Such shit flirting,” she shouts as she drives away.

      I bounce all the way to Strike’s door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      I arrive early, ready for another day of painting, but presuming I’ll be on my own. There’s no way Kalen will join me. He was a weird blip after a strange night.

      A night that will live in my fantasies for a long time. I had more fun and emotional connection with him than with my last five exes.

      As I park beside the wall that separates the cookery school from the pub next door, my heart flutters. Kalen sits on it. His dark hair shines in the spring sunshine, and his toothy smile catches my stare.

      I stutter, “You came back.”

      “I always keep my promises, princess. Didn’t you believe me?” he taunts.

      I shrug as I beckon him towards the school with my cocked finger, secretly salivating over his workman's trousers as he swaggers towards me. I don’t know what it is about trousers with pockets and workman's boots, but he’s so sexy that I can’t even look at him. “I’m not used to men doing what they say.”

      “They’ve really set the bar low for you, huh? I must prove how the right man can do everything he promises.”

      Desire is already threading through my veins, reminding me of all the promises I want from Kalen. I stretch the crick from my neck as I realise that this will be a bloody long day, and I can’t wait for it.

      “Your flirting has improved,” I reply as I unlock the door.

      He stands beside me, studying me, taking in every inch of my skin.

      “This isn’t flirting. This is me relaxed. Thank you for helping with that.”

      My mouth dries, and I roll my tongue around it, attempting to drag enough saliva to respond to him. “My pleasure. I guess you didn’t need your coping mechanism of making friendship bracelets.”

      “Good guess, but you’ll have to try harder.” I push through the doors into the cookery school and survey all the work we’re still to do. “But in the meantime, tell me where you want me and I’ll get to work.”

      “You don’t want tea first?”

      He waggles a reusable coffee cup at me. “I finished this on my way here. Instruct me, princess. I’d do whatever you want.”

      My traitorous cheeks heat, and he smirks.

      “You’re blushing. What are you imagining me doing? And how quickly can I agree to it?” he whispers. I shiver as his breath tickles my ear.

      My breath hitches. I point to the mezzanine floor, suspended above the main cooking area. “I need to paint the snug. You focus on building shelves.” And stay as far away from me as possible, or my pussy will lead me into situations logic can’t persuade me to resist.

      I have to focus on the cookery school and not fall for the hottest, cutest man I’ve ever met.

      “Consider it done.”

      I stare at the steps of the snug and plan my route around the cracked third and fifth steps. There are holes in most of the others, and nails sticking out of one halfway up.

      Kalen grabs the paint and the brush for me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “I know you can carry it yourself, but I’m a gentleman, and I can see from here the steps to the snug need work. I’ll fix them later.”

      He walks up the stairs, pointing out the dangers I should avoid. I barely notice them because I’m transfixed by his workman trousers that are so tight on his butt I’m considering biting one of his cheeks.

      My foot catches on a loose nail at the top of the stairs, and suddenly I’m toppling.

      Kalen grabs me, and I pull him to the ground. His body cushions my fall.

      I stare at him, my legs straddling his massive body. But that’s not what makes my breath catch in my throat. His dick judders against me.

      “Next time you climb the stairs, try looking at them rather than enjoying the view of my butt,” he teases. “And if you want a proper show, we’ll do it somewhere safer. I’d hate for you to hurt yourself on another nail or worse, a plank of worn wood.”

      His hardness presses between my thighs. He licks his lips as he stares at me. I tense my thighs to stop from doing anything stupid, but instead, it means I grind slowly. He lets out a moan that goes straight to my pussy.

      The smell of dampness and dust fills my nose, and I hold back a sneeze, breaking eye contact. Slowly, I take in the mess. As much as I’m horny and single and would ravage this man in a heartbeat, the cookery school comes first.

      “You’re an incredibly attractive man.” I stumble over my words. “But I need to focus on the school and not spend the day, well, you know. Not that I’m saying you would. It’s just⁠—”

      His hands slide to my thighs. “In a heartbeat. But we need to honour your grandparents' legacy and make this the best cookery school in the Cotswolds. I’m here to do a job, so let’s get on with it.”

      My heart stutters. “Thank you.”

      He smiles softly as he says, “But you’re going to need to get off me so we can get to work.”

      “Yes, sorry.” I try to jump up, but this man stretched my thighs to their limit, and I can’t do anything quickly. “You’re so wide.”

      “Some might say girthy,” he teases as he lifts me like I’m a medicine ball. His biceps throb as I try to find my feet.

      He waves at me before walking down the steps.

      “Logical Amber, you’re a dumb ass,” I mumble, giving her an internal punch once he’s gone. “You could have had much-needed sex with a girthy sailor whose body is made of granite.”

      But instead, I’m pulling cobwebs from my hair and making this snug cosy enough for wreath-making classes.

      Bloody legacy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      We sit across the backroom kitchen table. The place is coming along. There’s still lots to do, but as I survey the shelves I’ve erected around the school and the freshly painted walls, its potential beauty bleeds into the present.

      Amber adds freshly baked bread to the cheese and charcuterie board in front of me. My stomach rumbles as she stretches for the spread in the fridge. The gentleman in me wants to help her, but the arsehole in me that remembers how she ground on my dick earlier smirks as her vest lifts, showing alabaster skin and back dimples that demand my tongue.

      I don’t want to start anything I can’t finish with her. My job makes it impossible to have meaningful, solid relationships, especially the kind I want, but my muscles are screaming to show her how good it could be.

      I shift in my seat as her dainty fingers graze the spread.

      “Do you need any help?” I ask as her back straightens, her bottom bobbing.

      “No. I’ve got this. I don’t back down from a challenge.”

      I bite the inside of my mouth before I set her a challenge to ride my dick until she comes.

      As she grabs the spread, I let out a chest-vibrating breath. “You okay?” she asks as she adds the last bits to the table.

      “Yeah, just hungry.”

      “I’m sorry I left food until now. I don’t know where the time went. But the school is amazing, and it’s all thanks to you,” she coos.

      I can’t hide my smile. I love her praise. “Nearly as good as this food. I thought you didn’t cook.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “The bread was homemade by my lead kitchen assistant. She dropped it off with all of this while you were in the snug. She can’t do a lot of the heavy lifting, but she’s a whiz in the kitchen. Tuck in.”

      I feast on the food, delighting in the tang of the brie and the sharpness of the vinegar and oil I dip my bread in. “Tell me something about the school,” I ask, covering my mouth as I chew, unable to stop eating because everything is fucking glorious. A tomato bursts in my mouth, filling me with memories of picnics with my parents.

      “My lead kitchen assistant was my grandma’s best friend. They grew up together, and when my grandparents started the school in a wooden shed in the back of what is now my parents’ house, she helped them.”

      I slather butter on the bread, which dimples when I press my knife to it. “This is so fucking good.”

      “It tastes better because I worked you like a dog until…” she checks her watch “four o’clock. I’m the worst.”

      “It was worth it. Besides, I’ve enjoyed chatting with you about everything from your business degree to your music taste. I didn’t expect to spend a day with a beautiful woman who loves music from the fifties and sixties.”

      She blushes, and warmth fills my belly. I enjoy making her blush with a compliment. Clearly, Amber hasn’t had enough compliments in her life. Or maybe it’s just me who has that effect on her.

      I hope it’s me.

      “My grandma played that music when I hung out with her as she taught Ruby to bake.” Amber giggles. “I tried baking, but I gave up for the safety of the town after too many fires.”

      I raise my brows.

      “Little fires. But I got a reputation as a cross between the world’s worst baker and a potential arsonist.”

      I grab a slice of pancetta and add it to my brie cracker. “I like that name for you. Amber, the little arsonist.”

      She rolls her eyes as I ask, “How did your grandparents meet?”

      “Grandma started working in a bakery, and grandpa worked next door in a hardware shop. Every day, he’d visit for a cream cake and ask if she’d make him a cup of tea to accompany it. And every day she told him to get lost, although I doubt she used those words.”

      “More polite?”

      “More swear words.”

      My laugh is deep and throaty. “How did they get together?”

      “He changed his tactics. Instead of asking for tea, he brought her one every day. After a month of bringing them over, she had one waiting for him. They ate cakes and drank tea, and he fixed her hole.”

      I choke on a piece of bread, and Amber laughs. “She had a hole in her door and he had the hardware to fix it.”

      “I bet he did the filthy bastard. So it wasn’t love at first sight?”

      “That doesn’t exist. Insta-lust is one thing.” At my raised brows, she qualifies, “Seeing someone and wanting to fuck them.”

      I nod because I’ve experienced insta-lust for the last twenty-four hours for Amber and her beautiful blue eyes.

      “But insta-love is only in books.”

      “Is that right?” I have feelings for Amber that go beyond wanting to open her thighs and take her roughly on every surface in this place. I want to spend hours getting to know her better than I do now. Chatting with her has filled the void created by my job. “What else is in books that doesn’t feature in real life?”

      “Men being gentlemen,” she says, and I shake my head.

      “I’ve been a gentleman to you.”

      “Except when you watched my butt while I struggled for the butter.”

      “You looked at mine first and fell over.”

      “Whatever. Okay.” She touches her fingers as if she’s ticking things off a list as she says, “Grand gestures, third act breakups – where a couple break up and get together at the end – men defending your honour in a good way, guys respecting you even when another group of men are around, true love apart from my parents and grandparents and sex so good you can’t stop thinking about it days later.”

      I lick my lower lip as I lock eyes with her, taking in her flushed appearance, emphatic stare and despondent acceptance of her life.

      “I like a challenge. I’ll show you that gentlemen don’t only exist in books.”

      “You’ve already shown me a lot of good things, so I’ll accept your challenge.”

      We shake hands, and I let mine linger, stroking the top of hers, letting the heat of her skin warm me. Her flush turns to a deep blush.

      “I’m still wondering what your coping mechanism is. It’s got to be knots like they do in scouts and rope work. You’re in the navy and you said tangling.”

      I tip my head and smile. “Wrong again, princess.”

      She presses her lips together, and her eyes sparkle. “I’ll get it out of you. But for now, you’d best get back to work. We’re at the rugby for most of tomorrow, so we won’t be working, and I’ve only got you for a week.”

      A silly voice says she’s got me for as long as she wants me, but I will it away. I barely know her. I can’t be falling for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      My mum follows me around the house as I prepare to leave for the rugby match.

      My break-up horniness is unabating. But I can’t put it down just to that now. It’s Kalen horniness. He filled my dreams after I fell asleep with a smile on my face. If the cookery school is a success, I might be able to buy a house in the small town near the school, but for now, I’m dogged by my nosey family who don’t give me a second of peace.

      “Why are you going to a rugby match starring retired forces men?” Mum asks as I grab my purse and car keys.

      “A friend invited me.”

      “What friend?”

      I debate whether I should take a coat, peeking out the front door and checking for signs of rain. “No one. You know I like rugby.”

      “Me too. Your dad played on his local team. It was one of the many reasons I fell for him. He was so hot in his rugby uniform. All thick thighs and⁠—"

      I cover my ears. “I don’t need to hear this again.”

      “I do,” my dad shouts, walking into the kitchen with a massive smile. He swats my mum on the bum. “Tell me again how much you liked how I wore those shorts.”

      My mum giggles as she grabs the tea towel and swats him back.

      “I’m gonna spew if you two keep doing this,” Jem grunts as he strides in and lays ten pieces of bread on the counter. I will never understand how a teenage boy eats so much.

      “Agreed. Vomit central,” I add, although I don’t mean it. This is the first time my mum’s giggled since my grandparents died, and I love that she has crumbs of joy in her grief.

      “Do you want company at the rugby?” Mum asks.

      “That’s a great idea,” Dad says with a nod.

      “No it’s not,” I shout, running out the door without a coat. “I’ll see you later. I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

      “Ooooh. She has a man, Iain,” Mum coos out the door at me. “Who is he?”

      I pretend not to hear her as I jump into my car.
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        * * *

      

      I check the ticket on my phone that Kalen messaged me. He said he’d get a lift to the game with his friends. If the garage fixes his car, he might not want to hang out at the cookery school anymore.

      My shoulders slump at the idea. My dropping mood isn’t because there’s still so much to do in the cookery school, and I need help to do it.

      It’s because I don’t want to say goodbye to Kalen yet. With his cheekiness, mostly awful flirting, stories from before he was in the Special Boat Service, and the absolute eye candy of his broad shoulders and gym-honed body, the last two days have been perfect. There’s something about him.

      It’s because you like him and want to fuck him.

      Sometimes my inner voice resembles my little sister’s. The ache from not having her home stops me in my tracks.

      I’ve lost so much, and I’ve put all that into the cookery school. I can’t get into anything with a man who risks his life for his job and who disappears on missions for months at a time.

      “Hey, princess!” Kalen’s gruff voice hits me in the chest. “Hey! We’re here.”

      The dark-haired guy next to him elbows him in the side. “Mate, she’s seen us. Chill out.”

      My lips tug in a smile as I reach their section of seats. All the men stand and loom over me. “You’re all very big.”

      Kalen’s brow furrows. “But I’m the biggest.”

      “Lucas might argue about that,” the dark-haired one who bears a resemblance to Tom Hardy quips.

      “I didn’t mean dic—" Kalen shakes his head. “Sorry about these guys. Let me introduce them before they say anything else embarrassing. This is Bear,” he says, pointing to the Tom Hardy lookalike. “And Lucas.”

      Lucas sticks out his hand and shakes mine.

      “That’s enough, Lucas,” Kalen growls.

      “Someone’s jealous,” Bear says, which earns him an elbow in the ribs from Kalen.

      “I’m looking out for her and being a gentleman even though I’m with my friends,” he says, giving me a nod while reminding me of the challenge we discussed last night. “She doesn’t need Lucas with his handshakes and charm getting in her space. She’s a local businesswoman who doesn’t have time for men.”

      I raise my eyebrows, and he winces. “But if you want to date Lucas, obviously you can and—” he stutters, and his three friends gawk at him.

      “Good to know, sailor. So which one is Strike?” I ask as men in red run onto the pitch.

      Kalen passes me a cushion. “Sometimes the seats are hard.”

      No one else in the group has a cushion, including Kalen. “Thank you.”

      “Strike is the big blond one who looks like he’s on the cusp of punching everyone.”

      “Does he ever smile?” I whisper.

      “No.” Kalen’s so big that in these small seats, his thigh presses against mine. “Sorry.”

      He tries to inch away, but there’s nowhere to go. I put my hand on his thigh. “It’s okay.”

      It flexes beneath my touch, and I press my lips together to stop from making any noises that will reveal how quickly he turns me on.

      “Strike is in a mood because of a big announcement coming in the news this week,” Bear says across Kalen.

      “Oh?”

      “You didn’t hear it from us, but the King is set to announce he has a granddaughter he’s recently learned about. It was before he married. Her grandma asked Strike and me to escort her to the royal palace and protect her if needed,” Bear explains.

      “Make sure she doesn’t fall for you like the women you usually guard,” Kalen whispers.

      Bear grins. “I never do anything to encourage it. I turn up and they fall for my gruff charm.”

      Kalen rolls his eyes, and I giggle.

      Kalen’s hand rests on mine. My body tingles, and my heart races. I hold my breath as the action on the pitch commences. I struggle to concentrate as his thumb gently strokes my skin. Heat prickles my flesh as I imagine his touch against my neck or between my thighs.

      A large retired army player tosses the ball to Strike, who snatches it out of the air and pulls it close to his chest. He barrels down the pitch with the ball. One of the navy team runs at him and he thrusts his palm out, knocking the player to the ground. Two others run towards him, and he dodges them with ease.

      “He’s amazing,” I whisper.

      “I was better,” Kalen replies, his breath ghosting my neck.

      “Is this you attempting to flirt again?” I tease.

      “Let me show you how good I am at rucking and then tell me how bad my flirting is.”

      “Your jokes, sailor.” I shake my head, although demanding he show me his rucking sits on the tip of my tongue. He flexes his thigh again, and I squeeze it tighter.

      “Don’t let go, Amber,” he growls.

      “I wouldn’t dare.”

      A player slams into Strike, pulling at him, but he keeps running to the try line to score. A player wraps their arms around his waist and tries to drag him down.

      But the thrills on the pitch as Strike scores a try are nothing compared to the electricity zipping through my belly at Kalen’s proximity. He smells of chestnuts roasting in the oven during my favourite season, with scents of cinnamon and cloves filling the air. I can’t get enough of him as I attempt to focus on the action.

      “Strike is like a beast. Does anything stop him?” I ask, still aware of the heat of Kalen’s palm against my hand.

      “His obsession with his first love?” Kalen replies, his lips brushing my ear and making me shiver. “He confessed it late one night when no one else was around.”

      “You’re not very good with secrets for a secret boat man,” I return. His biceps press against my shoulder.

      “I’ll keep any secret you share with me. No one would need to know what you said.”

      “Or did,” I murmur.

      But he catches it and smiles. “Or did,” he repeats. “Because I’m a gentleman.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know if it’s the excitement of the rugby, being surrounded by the hottest men or the remnants of break-up neediness, but as the match comes to the end, I want to offer myself to Kalen on a countertop.

      As we walk to the pub next to the rugby ground, my hand slips into his. It’s huge and warm, and my insides coil with arousal and something else.

      But I’m not going to fall for this guy. Maybe we can just have sex.

      “By the way,” I shout to Bear. “Do you know what Kalen’s secret vice is?”

      “Don’t you dare tell her. It’s fun to make her guess, especially as she won’t get it.”

      “What’s it worth?” Bear asks.

      “I’ll name my first child after you,” I say.

      “We’re not naming one of our kids Bear,” Kalen grumbles. Everyone stares at us, and Kalen stutters, “I was flirting. Amber, tell him it’s something we do. I’m bad at flirting, remember?”

      Bear and Lucas whoop and holler.

      “Strike, hear this,” Bear says as Strike joins us. “Kalen and Amber are having kids.”

      “No, I was joking,” Kalen says. His eyes are wide with panic, and he grabs both of my shoulders and stares into my eyes. I bite my lip as he grips them. A shiver zips down my back as he holds me. “Seriously. Joking.”

      “Okay,” I say, drawing out the word, but not wanting him to let go of me. “But there are twins in my family. So if you’re going to have kids with me, be prepared for two.”

      “I can handle twins,” he says, his shoulders relaxing. “But you’re a force I can barely keep up with, and I’m loving every second of it.”

      As I raise my brows, he shouts, “I’m going to the bar.”

      “Hopefully, when you get back, your face won’t be as red,” Bear teases, and Strike grumbles about everyone’s behaviour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      The celebratory atmosphere of the pub is intoxicating, but it’s nothing compared to Amber. Her rugby shirt clings to her breasts, and I’ve spent all afternoon and into the early evening trying not to see if anything I do makes her nipples press against the material.

      I can’t believe I made the baby name joke.

      But in the moment, I imagined more. Not marriage and kids, but something longer term than a week.

      I haven’t stopped laughing all day, and last night all I thought about was her desire to find love like her parents and grandparents.

      Technically, not all night, the shower wall can testify that I had other thoughts about her this morning.

      I’ve got a week to convince her that we could meet again in the future.

      I palm my face as she side eyes me. But there’s no way I can offer her more. I’ve seen too many relationships in the Navy fail, and she deserves more than a part-time boyfriend.

      “What are you thinking, sailor?” she asks, getting on her tiptoes to shout it in my ear.

      “What we’ll call our twins,” I say before cursing my mouth that won’t stop running.

      “If they’re boys, we have to name them Woody because of when we met and you pretended to be a carpenter⁠—"

      “Pretended?” he huffs. “We could call the other boy Garnet, because there’s a jewel name thing in your family.”

      She laughs. “No child of mine will be called Garnet. But what if they’re girls?”

      I tap my lips, pretending I haven’t already considered this. “We’d name one after your grandma Iris.”

      Her mouth drops in surprise, “You remembered her name,” she says so quietly, I have to read her lips.

      “It’s a beautiful name,” I say.

      “And she was beautiful in every way.” Tears brim her eyes, and I swipe one away with my thumb. “I would like to call my daughter Iris, but I can’t imagine ever having kids. That involves finding love.”

      A lump settles in the back of my throat as I reply, “I have to believe it’s out there somewhere. Hopefully, we’ll both find the love we deserve one day.”

      The side of her mouth quirks in a half smile. “I hope so.”

      “Amber Cloud,” a voice booms from behind us. Her shoulders hunch as she turns.

      “Clive MacDonald,” she says with gritted teeth.

      “I didn’t know you were a rugby girl. You’ll have to join me in my box one day.”

      Creepiness drips from every pore of this guy. He steps closer to Amber, and she edges back, gripping my hand. Clive glances at it, and his gaze sours when he meets my stare. “And bring your friend.”

      I open my mouth to say boyfriend even though I’m not. I still want to claim her as mine and not just to keep this prick away. I want her to be mine.

      “Are you still coming to the networking soiree next week? Garett Kelsey is helping me prepare the food,” Clive says. “Maybe you’ll finally agree to a drink with me, especially as you don’t need your plus one anymore. I heard you broke up with Ivan. He couldn’t keep up with your demands, apparently.”

      The fucking audacity of this guy. “I’m her plus one,” I growl.

      He eyeballs me again, straining his neck to reach my height. But he can’t. “I’ll see you there, unless you can’t keep up with her either.” His laugh booms as he walks away without a goodbye.

      I wince at Amber’s silence.

      “I was defending your honour like a gentleman,” I murmur, reminding her of the challenge. Admittedly, I was more of a caveman, even though I’ve learned in the short time spent with her, she fights her own battles and doesn’t need a jumped-up fool like me to do it for her.

      She cocks her finger, and I bend over so she can whisper in my ear. I wait for the inevitable barrage of anger, but instead her words make my whole body thrum. “Do you want to test if you can keep up with me?”

      “Yes, princess. More than anything.”

      She drags me out the door as I wave my friends goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      This is ridiculous. I’m easily led by my horniness. My arousal clouds any sense of logic I should have.

      But Kalen talked about love and my grandma with kindness; he made me laugh, and he didn’t let Clive disparage me.

      And he’s built like a fucking god. All afternoon I’ve fantasised about climbing him and never coming down.

      His one beer, compared to my three, has me demanding, “You drive,” as I throw my car keys at him.

      “Where? Strike’s will be full of people, and you live with your parents. I’m not saying no to car fun, but this is a mini and I’m⁠—"

      “A maxi?”

      He doubles over laughing as he tries to open my passenger door for me. “Did you call me a maxi? Like a sanitary towel?”

      I giggle as I grab the collar of his rugby shirt and pull him down to me. “Maybe my flirting needs work as well,” I say against him.

      “No, baby, you’re perfect. Don’t change a thing.”

      His lips smash into mine, and he presses me against the car. My legs part as he slides his thigh between them. At my open-mouthed “oh”, he presses his tongue between my lips, and I grind against his thick thigh.

      He tastes of caramel from the malt of his beer, and his lips are so damn soft that I press harder. But it’s his scent of roasted chestnuts and cinnamon that I can’t get enough of. His eyelashes flutter against me, and everything about him is power with a side of gentleness.

      His hand tangles in my hair as I work my jean-covered pussy against his leg. Desire crowds me, and I immerse myself in it. The rough feel of my underwear against my clit makes me crave even more of his hard body. I grip his flexing biceps. He moans into my mouth, holding me up so I can wrap my legs around him.

      I pull my face back. “I was enjoying that,” I moan.

      “Rub against this instead,” he replies as his thickness presses between my thighs.

      He sweeps his tongue against my lower lip, and he growls, “You’re so fucking sexy.”

      He returns to kissing me. I grind against his thick dick, while he palms my arse, kneading it, claiming it like it’s his.

      Like I’m his.

      My arms stretch around his neck. My whole body trembles, and sparks careen through my belly. I’m soaking already, and his hardness is unrelenting. But it’s not enough. I need him inside me.

      As I lean back, panting, flustered, I beg, “Take me to the cookery school. I need you in me.”

      “Yes, princess.”

      I dive into the car, and he runs around, jumping in. The keys shake in his hand, proving he’s as affected as I am. “Do you have protection?” he stutters, starting the car.

      I open the glove compartment, and condoms fall out like a waterfall.

      “Damn, Amber,” he says. “We’re going to have the best fucking night. I love a woman who's prepared for any eventuality.”

      “You’re not intimidated? There’s a lot here and I expect to use every one,” I tease.

      “Everything about you intimidates me, and it makes me want you more. I want to show you how exceptional I can be for you.”

      “Aren’t you a good boy?” I say with a cheeky smile.

      “That’s right, baby. I’m the best.” He winks before driving us towards the cookery school.
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        * * *

      

      The heavens open as we arrive outside the cookery school.

      Rain soaks through my rugby shirt, making it obscene as my nipples press against the white material.

      “Fucking incredible,” he groans, staring at my chest. “I’ve fantasised about these tits every minute of the last twenty four hours.”

      I yank up my top as we get to the door. He grips my hips, pulling me against him as he grinds on me from behind while I fumble with the lock.

      His hand slides into my jeans, and I open my legs slightly as I turn the key, pausing as he teases my clit over my knickers.

      As we fall through the door, I pull his hand out. I flick on the lights as he yanks off his shirt from behind in a move that would make me wet if I wasn’t already soaking.

      “You’re so hard,” I say, pressing my palms to his abs.

      “All those hours spent working out were worth it, beautiful,” he says.

      We kiss while he walks me backwards into the cookery school. I’m kicking my shoes off while undoing his belt.

      “Counter top?” he asks, between kisses.

      But I can’t reply because his lips are on mine again, swallowing my words.

      He pulls down his jeans as I unzip mine and shirk out of them.

      I can’t do anything but stare at his thick muscles as I stand in my blue underwear.

      Slowly, he moves to his knees, his fingers tucking in the waistband of my knickers and dragging them down my thighs. “I need your pussy first. Step out of these.”

      His fingertips glide up my calves as I kick off my knickers. His fingers are coarse, proving how hard he’s worked at my cookery school over the last couple of days. His rough hands travel up my knees and to my thighs, which he grips, digging them into my flesh.

      “So beautiful,” he grunts. I look down to where he stares at my pussy that’s already glistening in the low light as his thumbs stroke the inside of my thighs.

      “Wider. I want to see all of you,” he says, easing my legs apart.

      I’m breathless with anticipation. I can’t stop shaking at his words and the need he drags from my stomach that burns for him. I force my hands into fists to stop them from trembling. But they don’t stop because I’m desperate for more of his demands and control.

      Moans wait on the tip of my tongue, vying for release. The combination of fear of my first time with someone I already care about and passion makes my pulse rise. His breath caresses my pussy.

      I wriggle against him, needing more, but his thick hands hold me in place as he groans.

      His soft lips skim across my inner thighs; they quiver, and my first whimper slips free.

      “Good girl,” he says, his smiling lips vibrating against my skin. He sucks my inner thigh hard enough to leave a mark. It’s like I’m his prize, and he wants me to remember this moment.

      As if I could forget anything about Kalen.

      “Grab the counter, beautiful. I have so much planned for you.”

      His huge palms keep my thighs apart as he teases my clit with the briefest of licks.

      It’s like I’m attached to an electric shock machine. My entire body tremors, spurring him on as he sucks. His tongue flicks my clit once more before darting inside me.

      I glance at him, and gasp as his brown eyes lock with mine. He grins when he catches me. I linger on how bizarre it is not to be flirting or teasing each other, but the time for words is over. The hottest man in the world is on his knees for me.

      A haze of lust and need descends on me, and I grit my teeth. I barely stay upright as I release the countertop and thrust one of my hands into his soft hair, fisting it. He roughly laps at my pussy as he presses his thumb to my clit, rubbing it, pushing me closer to the edge. Heat shoots down my spine, and I clench the counter, struggling not to grind against his mouth.

      “Come on my tongue.” His voice is gravelly, affected, and demanding.

      I pant and beg but can’t form real words, just noises of desperation as I wriggle against his mouth.

      His tongue returns to my clit as he thrusts one, then two fingers inside me.

      “Harder,” I beg. “Please.”

      He obediently follows my request and practically lifts me off the ground with the power of his thrusts. His tongue is rough against my clit, nearly as rough as his workman fingers inside me, and soon I’m screaming.

      My knees shake as my orgasm rips through me.

      My eyes twitch. My chest heaves. Sparks blind me as he continues to finger fuck me.

      My voice is strained as I whimper his name.

      “You’ve got another one for me. I need you bent over that counter in five, four⁠—"

      “Darling,” my mum shouts, careering through the door. “I saw your car in the car park and the light was on. Is everything okay?”

      I squeal as Kalen helps me put my knickers back on. I search for my jeans. But my mum’s wide-eyed stare meets mine. My face is on fire, and I push strands of hair from my sweaty forehead as I prepare for the inevitable interrogation.

      “Mrs Cloud,” Kalen says, stepping in front of me and tucking me behind the counter while holding out his hand that wasn’t inside me. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      A satisfied grin settles on my mum’s face as she shakes it, her gaze trailing from his face all the way to where his boxers cling to his thickness. “It’s lovely to meet you too…”

      “Kalen Lynch, Ma’am. A member of His Majesty’s Naval Service.”

      “And what’s a fine gentleman like you doing semi-naked in the Cloud family cookery school, Kalen?”

      I suck in a breath. “Stop looking so smug, mother,” I grunt. “Kalen helped me with the cookery school.”

      “He’s helped you with more than that,” she retorts. Her head sweeps left and right. “Although you’ve done wonders here. Thank you. My daughter should have a good man to help her in all the ways she needs.”

      “Normal mothers don’t say shit like that,” I blast.

      “Honey, no one in this family is normal, and the sooner Kalen realises it, the easier it will be when he meets and spends time with all of us. Your boyfriend needs to learn what we’re like.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      I cringe waiting for Kalen to run from the building, clothes be damned, but instead, he chuckles as he redresses. “I can’t wait to meet all of you,” he confirms.

      I stare at him as he pops my rugby shirt over my head and kisses my forehead. “Go with it. I’m doing what a gentleman would do.”

      I huff as my mum coos.

      Kalen smiles at my mum and says, “Would you like to bring the family tomorrow so I can meet everyone? There’s still so much to do here, and although Amber is capable of finishing it, if there were lots of us, the school would be complete in no time. Then Amber can focus on the launch.”

      My breath hitches.

      “Arms,” he whispers, his lips ghosting my neck as he reminds me to finish putting my shirt on.

      “You don’t need to, Mum. You’ve got a lot going on and⁠—"

      “We’ll be here tomorrow. We’ve left a lot of this to you over the last month, and it was unfair of us. This is the Cloud Cookery School, and although you’re the person in charge, we should all put a shift in, even Jem.”

      “Especially Jem,” Kalen says.

      As my eyebrows touch my hairline, my mum laughs and confirms, “Especially Jem. I like this one. Don’t let him get away. I’ll leave you two to whatever you were doing, and I’ll be back tomorrow with the gang in tow. Amber, I look forward to hearing about the new man you’ve hidden from us when you get home tonight.”

      She winks as she waves goodbye.

      “I like your mum,” Kalen comments when she’s gone. “I can’t wait to meet your family.”

      “I can’t imagine anything worse. They’re going to interrogate and torture you. Danger in the special boat service is nothing compared to the Clouds.”

      “A perfect Monday then.”

      He opens his arms, and I walk towards them, letting him envelope me.

      I’ve lost some of my horniness, but my heart still beats fast, and I can’t hide that I’m falling for this guy who might leave in less than a week.

      “How about I test you with potential questions over tea and cake. My kitchen assistant said she’d bake some for the cookery school today.”

      “Perfect. There’s something about your mum’s smirk that kills the mood.”

      “She might bring Dad over tonight to introduce you. After meeting my family, you’ll never want to touch me again.”

      He presses his lips to mine. “That’s not possible. But we’ll need to be more sneaky next time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      I cringe as my mum introduces Kalen to everyone like she’s his new best friend. The only thing redeeming this moment is the way he politely shakes everyone’s hand and answers all their questions.

      Mum sidles over to me and nudges me as my dad regales him with stories from his rugby playing days.

      “He’s done wonders,” she says.

      “He’s worked so hard on the cookery school. He makes the builders we hired look like charlatans,” I agree.

      “I wasn’t talking about the cookery school. You’ve got a spring in your step that I’ve not seen in a long time. Your grandma would be delighted you’re this happy.”

      I duck my head. “Surely she’d tell me not to rush into anything. That’s what she did when Ruby started dating Neil.”

      “Because she saw what we all did. Neil wasn’t good enough for her. Your grandma was reckless when it came to love.”

      Before I can qualify her meaning, Jem thrusts his phone at me. “It’s Ruby. I called her as she needs to give Kalen the third degree.”

      As I roll my eyes, I catch Kalen’s beaming face. He winks at me, and my heart flutters and heat blooms between my thighs. If my mum hadn’t walked in last night, I’d have got even more of what I’ve craved from him since the second I met him. If the way he licks my pussy is anything to go by, sex with him would be unforgettable.

      He tilts his head as my dad explains how he met my mum, and she corrects him every second sentence. He must have the patience of a saint to cope with those two. I don’t understand why he’s putting up with it and not driving back to his boat. His friend’s car is fixed, so there’s no excuse, and yet I found him outside the cookery school this morning, sitting on the wall, greeting me with a smile.

      “Ruby, Amber met a sailor and mum caught them nearly having sex in the cookery school last night,” Jem announces to the video version of Ruby.

      “Jem,” I hiss, warily glancing at Kalen, who gives me another wink.

      “I hope you kicked Mum out and finished the job,” Ruby replies, making me giggle, especially when Jem gags. “Stop clutching your pearls, Jem. Just because no one wants to have sex with you doesn’t mean Amber shouldn’t get any with a strapping sailor.”

      We give each other a high five through the phone until she shouts, “Show me the sailor! Show me the sailor!”

      I walk Jem’s phone to Kalen. “Kalen,” I say quietly, “Meet my sister Ruby. I apologise for anything she’s about to say. She’s my best friend but also my worst enemy…after Jem.”

      “Sisters,” Jem grumbles.

      “Amber, I need you to stand back. I can’t take all of him in.”

      I dutifully follow her request as fire burns my cheeks.

      “Nice to meet you.” Ruby’s eyes dart around in a weird dance as she studies him.

      “You too. Amber has told me a lot about you. Apparently, you have a crush on a chef called Garett Kelsey.”

      “Amber!” Ruby shouts, making me laugh. “It is purely a platonic appreciation of the cooking he does on social media. Don’t believe anything my sister tells you.”

      “She said she loves you and you’re amazing.”

      Ruby harrumphs. “You can believe that. You’re going to fit into the family well.” Her face drops slightly. Does she miss us as much as we miss her? I’d give anything to have my sister home.

      She sets her jaw, and the sadness clouding her face disappears. “Will you promise me, sailor, you’ll give my sister everything she desires?”

      “And more,” Kalen adds with a smile as he looks at me.

      “He’s good, Amber. You’d better tap that before he spends too much time with our family and regrets meeting you.”

      Ruby glances off camera, and it’s like someone’s tugged the corners of her mouth down. “I’ve got to go. Neil likes quiet when he’s gaming. Be good to my sister, Kalen, or I’ll kick your arse. And Amber, as you’ve got Jem’s phone, check his messages before he snatches it back.”

      Jem runs across the room and grabs it before I say goodbye to Ruby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      I breathe in the scent of carbonara and garlic. I refuse to hide the rumbling in my belly. This meal deserves a soundtrack.

      Steaming bowls of pasta, sauce, and garlic bread fill the middle of the communal table I finished sanding down yesterday. My head sweeps left and right as I take in a nearly finished cookery school. The family and I have worked solidly for the last four days, and it matches Amber’s plans perfectly. But as beautiful as the cookery school is, it’s nothing compared to her.

      A smudge of paint covers one cheek, and the space under her eyes is darker than I’d like, but she’s smiling.

      Amber grins as tendrils fall from her bun. Throughout the day, strands have fallen out, and I’ve watched each one, desperate to wrap them around my finger as I kiss her.

      We’ve managed a few sneaky kisses, but it’s been tricky with her family around. Although I’d love to have spent every moment of that time just with us, I wouldn’t change anything because this school needed to come first. Every second with this family has proven the importance of her grandparents' legacy and I don’t want to stand in its way for a second.

      “Something catching your eye, Kalen?” Liz says as I continue to stare at Amber. “All week you’ve looked at her like a man who's given his heart away.”

      “She’s amazing,” I murmur.

      “She is, and she deserves someone incredible. I hope she’s finally found him.”

      Amber’s brow furrows as she catches my eye. “What are you saying about me?” she asks as her dad plates up food.

      “I was saying you’re amazing and I’d like to add you’re kind and beautiful and I’m lucky to have spent this week with you and the rest of your family.”

      Jem rolls his eyes as he adds large clumps of cheese to his pasta. “Give it a rest. The family love you, you don’t need to be so over the top.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt you to be over the top once in a while rather than a grouchy teenager,” Iain, Amber’s dad, replies. “Kalen, you’re a great addition to our family, and I’m glad you could join us for our celebration meal. The cookery school is finished a week ahead of schedule. Thank you.”

      “We couldn’t have done it without you,” Amber says. “I can’t believe this is how you spent your time off from work.”

      I fix her gaze. “There’s nowhere I’d have rather been.”

      “Vom,” Jem grumbles, earning him a glare from his dad.

      Liz stands and clears her throat. Her eyes are already glassy from tears. “I want to say a few words. When Amber suggested she wanted to move the cookery school from our back garden to bigger premises nearer town, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have her vision. But Iain’s parents did, and they supported every decision she made because they saw how incredible she was.”

      Liz squeezes Iain’s hand as she says, “Amber, they’d be so proud of you. You’ve created a school that honours their legacy while bringing something new and exciting. I can see Iain’s mum at that counter rolling dough for cinnamon buns and explaining her method while his dad teases and sneaks in cinnamon sugar because there was never enough for him.”

      Iain laughs as tears brim his eyes.

      “We’re proud of you,” Liz says, and everyone agrees. “Thank you for giving our family a new home and a future. Your grandparents aren’t with us physically, but they’re here in spirit. They’re in all the touches, including the playlists you’ve chosen while we work. I’m so lucky to have you and Jem.” Her voice cracks. “And Ruby.”

      She raises her glass and we all stand. “To Amber.”

      “To Amber,” we say.

      “And to Grandma and Grandad,” Liz says. “Gone but never forgotten.”

      Everyone repeats Liz’s words.

      As the group eat, I take in each face. Iain shares stories about the first cookery school, which inevitably turns into reminiscing about some of their more challenging clients, including society women. Liz teases Amber about the time she set fire to her croissants, and Jem laughs about the day their grandad dressed as a vampire for Halloween, but got his cape stuck in the front door and they all poked him with wooden spoons.

      Sadness grips my heart as I laugh at the stories. I don’t want to leave this family. I’ve never experienced love like this. My parents are amazing, but it was all about following the rules and fitting life around the army. But I’m full of joy in a way I didn’t know was possible.

      And then there’s Amber. I smile coyly at her, and she winks at me, making me chuckle. I don’t want to leave her. I’ve known her for nearly a week, and she’s brought things to my life I told myself I couldn’t have.

      I’m unsure if I can convince her that we could be more than friends, but I don’t want to come off a boat knowing she won’t be here for me.

      “You should have one of these every month. A way to discuss ideas and share food no matter what happens,” I say in an attempt to obliterate my sadness with hope.

      “It must include food,” Jem says, reaching for a slice of freshly cut lemon drizzle cake.

      Iain slaps his hand. “Guests first.”

      “Can I have the first slice if I come up with a name for this monthly catch-up?”

      “Sure, Jem,” Amber says with a roll of her eyes. “Give us your great idea.”

      He shrugs. “A monthly Cloud Burst because even though we’re all bursting from the food, we’re desperate for cake.”

      Amber gasps. “And bursting with ideas. Jem, you’re a genius.”

      “I’ve tried to tell you that for years,” he huffs.

      “It was hard to hear over the sound of your whining,” Amber sasses. She lifts her hand and gives herself a high-five with a sad smile.

      She misses her sister so much. This family are grieving more than the loss of their grandparents. I hope Ruby comes home one day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      “I want to take you out,” Kalen announces as I paint the last metre of skirting board in the snug.

      I wear a half smile as I reply, “But you’re accompanying me to the local business soiree tonight.”

      He leans against the wall, and my gaze trails from his full lips all the way down his body. It’s fortunate that working on the cookery school has exhausted me because I’d have had numerous sleepless nights imagining what those thick forearms could bend me over.

      “I still need to show you that gentlemen don’t only exist in books. And you’ve worked so damn hard here that you deserve a proper date, or my version of a proper date. I’m not referring to food or fancy drinks, just the two of us having fun.” I lick my lips as I study how his workman's belt hangs off his hips. “Stop giving me those dirty eyes, princess. I’m talking about a proper afternoon out.”

      “You need an afternoon off,” Mum shouts up to the mezzanine floor. “Let him take you out.”

      I shake my head. “She hears everything,” I whisper.

      “She does,” Mum hollers, making Kalen chuckle.

      “What do you say?” Kalen asks. “Come on a date with me this afternoon. We’ll be back in time for you to change for the business networking evening.”

      I don’t want to fall for him any more than I’m starting to, but I’ve done as much as I can here and an afternoon laughing with Kalen and pretending we could be a real couple sounds perfect.
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        * * *

      

      He secures the straps of my lifejacket with practised efficiency as we stand on the edge of the river. “Is your hobby consensually tying women up? You’re very good at it.”

      “Stop smirking. You’re enjoying this too much.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “And it’s not, although I’m not adverse to the odd blindfold and soft wrist tie.”

      I squeal, and he raises his brows. I’m giddy even though I’m in rubber aqua shoes, a long-sleeved t-shirt and shorts, with leggings underneath. This looks less like a date and more like the worst school trip “When you said date, I didn’t think I’d be getting into a canoe.”

      “In books, they have fun dates all the time.”

      “They also have sex. We could spend the afternoon in bed.” I’m like a human vibrator around him, desperate to be used for both our gratification, and a date with him will make it more complicated when he leaves, but I still reveal my truth. “I’m really happy to be doing this with you.”

      “Me too. Now get in the canoe before I change my mind and drive us to a hotel.”

      A gentle breeze lifts the strands of my hair that refuse to stay in my ponytail as I smile. Just being around Kalen has me buzzing.

      But he’ll be gone in two days.

      The canoe wobbles as he holds it still for me. I grit my teeth against the intrusive thought and embrace the sensations that make the full length of my body flush. The distraction of Kalen’s brown eyes staring up at me as I step into the boat adds to the butterflies flapping in my belly.

      “Can you remember the briefing I gave you?” he asks as he climbs into the canoe.

      “Not really,” I say as he glances at me over his shoulder. I study his tight bum in his leggings and the tattoo that moves with his straining biceps.

      “You gave that hungry stare when I did the briefing as well.”

      “I can’t concentrate when you’ve got all of that going on.” I move my finger in the air.

      “Then follow my lead.”
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        * * *

      

      As we drift down the river, Kalen points out the broad-winged birds and shrews watching us from the banks.

      “It’s beautiful here,” I murmur as the sun makes sparkling patterns on the water. I breathe in the scents of freshly cut grass that reminds me of playing catch in my grandparents' garden with Ruby while Jem followed us around.

      “I wanted to take you sailing, but the sailing club were already booked up. My parents were stationed not far from here for six months, one spring and summer, when I was a teenager. I joined the local Sea Scouts group, and they took us out sailing and canoeing. It’s where I first fell in love with water.”

      “Is that when you decided to join the Navy rather than the Army?” I ask as the boat drifts. My paddle trails lines in the water. I close my eyes as the early summer heat tickles my skin.

      “Yeah. I was a typical forces kid, refusing to do anything related to my parents' work. But in one day, on the lake near the barracks, I was hooked. It was either join the Navy or become a lifeguard, and I look better in thick trousers than I do in shorts.”

      “You look incredible in leggings.”

      He looks at me. His eyes twinkle. I’m privileged to see this side of him. I’ve worked him like a dog all week in the cookery school and loved every second of getting to know him, but seeing him in his happy space makes the air filling my lungs ten times fresher.

      “How did your parents feel about you not joining the Army?”

      He turns back and pushes his paddle through the water, steering us to safety as we reach a bend in the river. “They weren’t disappointed, but it’s not what they wanted for me either. If I could guess their ultimate dream for me, it would be to settle down and live a normal life. Two point four kids, or whatever the saying is.”

      “But you didn’t want that?”

      Speaking to Kalen’s back takes away some of the intimacy of the conversation, but it also makes it possible to say anything.

      “Not when I was a teenager. I wanted to control my destiny by seeing the world. I was used to moving around, not investing in any one place or settling down for too long. The Navy was my way of doing that, but without being exactly like my parents. I’ve enjoyed it, but I didn’t see myself doing it forever.”

      “No?”

      “I love what I do and I’ve made some lifelong friends, but it’s not my eventual future. I want to be somewhere I’m safe, where I belong and where people miss me. I didn’t believe it was out there for me.”

      “Even though it’s only been four days, my family will miss you,” I say softly.

      Kalen turns and locks eyes with me. “And you? Will you miss me, Amber?”

      I bite my lip as I nod.

      His smile is a warning that I need to stop falling for him. He’s returning to a job that pulls him away for weeks, often months. “But⁠—”

      “No buts. Let me just enjoy knowing that the kindest, funniest, sassiest and most beautiful woman I’ve ever met will miss me.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. He turns back around. “Tell me about your parents. You said they’re head over heels for each other.”

      His chuckle is sad. “Completely. They’re not as much fun as yours. No one chases anyone else with a tea towel, but you see their adoration in the little things they do for each other. They’d leave each other mementoes for when the other one was away or write love letters and hide them in the pockets of their bags. And when one of them came home, it was like a big party. A party full of rules and where everything had to be unpacked and ironed first, but still a party.”

      “I like that. They sound like good people.”

      “They are. It was hard fitting in between that sometimes, but it helped me understand love. A little like your family. They’re incredible, and they’ve welcomed me in.”

      “They annoy the crap out of me with their nosiness and meddling, but they’re so loving and always want the best for me.”

      “You’re amazing, just like them.” He briefly looks over his shoulder and gives me a smile that makes my shoulders lift with hope. For a brief moment, I imagine what a future with Kalen could be like. But it’s not for me. It’s too soon.

      “Do you speak to your parents much?”

      “When I can. Sometimes it’s hard because they adore each other, and I feel like I’m watching something that I can’t have. But when they shine that love on me, I know I’m lucky to have them.”

      I swipe a tear from my eye. “That’s how it was with my grandparents.”

      “Check us a pair of badasses talking about love. My parents would be impressed with you. My mum is all about women harnessing their power and pushing forward, like you’ve done with the cookery school. And my dad would admire your passion and wanting to carry on your grandparents’ legacy.”

      I don’t dismiss his praise like I might have done before. Kalen is helping me see what I was too busy to reflect on before.

      “I hope I can be as good a parent as they were, but with the fun of your parents.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be a great dad to our twins,” I say to lighten the mood. “They’ll grow up loving the water but awful at puns and hideous at flirting.”

      “Cheeky, little madam,” he replies, flicking water at me. “That’s it, you’re going in.”

      As he tries to stand and turn, he rocks the canoe. I grip the sides, my pulse rising.

      “Don’t you dare,” I grumble at his beaming face.

      As he reaches for me, I use my paddle as a weapon and poke him in the belly. He loses his footing, and as the canoe threatens to upend us and send us in, he dives into the water.

      “Kalen,” I shriek, unable to see him. I look over both sides of the canoe, but he’s disappeared in the inky depths of the river.

      I shiver and my arms tremble as I call out his name.

      “Yes, princess,” he says, bobbing on the surface. Water pours from his hair. He shakes his head like a dog, and droplets hit my face.

      “You scared me.”

      “Sorry. But I enjoyed seeing how much you miss me.” He leans up and kisses me as he holds the canoe still while treading water. I close my eyes and melt into his caress.

      Against my mouth, he says, “I told you that gentlemen existed in real life like in books. Hugh Grant fell in the water in Bridget Jones’ Diary.”

      “But not in the book,” I whisper against his trembling lips.

      “Damn. I was so impressed with my move.”

      “It’s a lot less sexy when you’re lips are turning blue. Now get me home. I’ve got to get dressed up for tonight.” And I need an hour away from you before I fall even harder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          KALEN

        

      

    

    
      “I have a problem,” I say to Amber’s mum as I finish the last issues the family found during their walk around the cookery school while Amber and I were canoeing. I’m supposed to be dressing for the networking drinks with Amber, but I want to make sure this place is perfect for her.

      “Tell me everything,” Liz replies.

      Amber is getting ready at the Cloud family home, so it’s Liz and me at the cookery school.

      “I’ve heard from Strike and Bear, the guys whose house I stayed at this week. They need a safe house for the princess they’re protecting, and they want to keep the place empty. I need to find somewhere else to sleep for the next couple of days, maybe a week if I can stay until the end of my leave.”

      “We’ve sorted out the snug. The sofa transforms into a bed, so if you don’t mind sleeping here, you could stay there for a couple of days or even a week if you wanted.”

      I glance up at the mezzanine floor of the cookery school. “Thank you, Liz.”

      She twists her fingers. “Thank you for all you’ve done. I don’t just mean the cookery school. You’ve put a smile back on my daughter’s face. You’ve made us all smile in one way or another.”

      “It’s been a difficult couple of months for you all,” I say, sitting beside her at the demonstration counter.

      “A difficult couple of years. I miss Iain’s parents so much. Before him, I was a bit of a lost soul, undecided about my future and searching for something. And then I met him, and his parents welcomed me, and over time, I learned I was missing love, and a family.”

      Her smile suggests she understands I’ve found that this week, too.

      “And I miss them, we all do. But I miss my Ruby, too. She’s the one who inherited Iain’s parents' cooking skills. She’s an incredible baker. Her brownies are like little squares of chocolate joy. I wish she’d come home.”

      “She will,” I state.

      She sighs. “You can’t know that.”

      “This is her home. I’ve spent a week with you all, and I can’t imagine leaving and not rushing back here at the first opportunity. There’s something magical about you all. I’m falling for Amber. I guess it’s obvious.”

      Liz’s eyes sparkle, confirming my comment.

      “She’s heartbroken her sister isn’t close. But something tells me that one day Ruby will be home and you’ll all be together again laughing, teasing each other and eating cake. It might take something bad to bring her home, but she’ll return. And she’ll never leave because you’ll surround her with so much love she won’t be able to understand why she ever left in the first place.”

      Tears stream down Liz’s cheeks. “My daughter is fortunate to have met you. We all are.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” I say, grabbing tissues and passing them to Liz.

      “Did you make my mum cry with your bad flirting skills?” Amber asks from the doorway.

      As I turn, Liz gasps.

      A thunderbolt or hurricane or something smacks me in the chest.

      Amber stands at the edge of the doorway in a blue dress that matches her eyes. Her hair is in waves, and her skin’s glow makes me breathless. My heart stutters as I stare at her.

      I rush to her and take her in my arms.

      “Mum, cover your eyes,” Amber shouts before whispering to me, “You’ll make me dirty.”

      “Too late for that,” I mumble as I cup her face and kiss her.

      But it’s brief, too brief. As she pulls away, she says, “You need to get ready. We’re leaving in twenty minutes. Come on, sailor. I’m not waiting all day. You wouldn’t.”

      I hold my reply that I’d wait a lifetime for her.

      She’d tell me my flirting skills are awful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      Prosecco bubbles bounce out of my glass and into my nose, making me giggle.

      Kalen side eyes me. With his suit that he borrowed from his friends, he looks better than any of the canapés that are offered to us every ten minutes. And they’re exceptional canapés.

      I’ve stood near the door to the kitchen, waiting for a chance to speak to Garett Kelsey, the chef who is number two on my sister’s list of best chefs. But the constant bickering between Clive and Garett about a restaurant they’re planning has made it impossible to butt in. I don’t know why these two work together, but they won’t have a happy ever after if they’re already arguing this much.

      I bite my mouth as Kalen checks his phone and laughs. Watching my family fall in love with him and learning about his family has done nothing to stop how I feel about him. But I can’t risk my future and that of the cookery school by losing my focus. He’s leaving in two days.

      This wasn’t meant to happen. A guy wasn’t meant to fall into my world and give me everything I’ve longed for, especially not one who’ll soon be gone for an undetermined amount of time.

      It’s all too quick. I can’t fall for someone this quickly. It simply doesn’t happen, and when it does, it doesn't last.

      “What’s so funny?” I curse myself for sounding needy.

      “Do you remember Bear joking that his clients fall for him?”

      I nod.

      “He might be the one falling this time. Strike suspects Bear has a crush on the princess they’re protecting.”

      “Seriously? But he barely knows her.”

      “You don’t believe you can fall for someone in say…a week?”

      I lick my lip as he stares at me. His eye twitches briefly. “Do you?”

      He nods confidently. “I have this week.”

      “Oh,” I say on a breath.

      “And you? How do you feel?”

      “I really like you. More than any other guy I’ve dated. And my family likes you, which for some would be a deal-breaker, but for me, it's perfect. My grandparents would have loved you, and you’ve helped me in ways I didn’t believe a person could. I’ve probably spent more time with you over the last week than I spent with some of the guys I dated, and you can kiss! And don’t even get me started on how exceptional you were on your knees. I need more of that.”

      “What’s the but? Because it’s coming.”

      “I need to focus on the cookery school, and there’s your job. I can’t date someone who’s gone all the time.”

      “I get that. It’s why I’ve avoided relationships until now. But even if I go somewhere physically, I’m not going anywhere emotionally. I’m here for you, and I will be back.”

      I giggle at his accidental Terminator impression, which has broken some of the tension.

      “And I’d like to spend the next week here as well, if that’s okay?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Good, because your mum said I can stay in the snug for the next week on the sofa bed.”

      My entire body lights up. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to get out of here?”

      “But,” he stutters, revealing he’s catching up with my thoughts. “Networking.”

      “I’ve done enough tonight. You deserve a reward for all your hard work.” I wink. “What do you say, sailor?”
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        * * *

      

      Kalen drives my car back to the cookery school. It’s a mile or so out of town, and the entire time I’m staring at him. I can’t stop studying his thick biceps or his thighs that I run my fingers up and down. His groans leave me breathless and clenching my aching muscles.

      “Thank you for letting me accompany you tonight,” he says, his voice gravelly and filled with promise. “You’re stunning. You’ll have to visit me for one of our formals. I’ll dress in my evening ‘mess dress’ for you. It’s like a fancy uniform.”

      “I bet you look incredible.” I hold my tongue to avoid talking about the future.

      He gazes at me as we wait at traffic lights. “Nothing compared to you. Whether you’re paint splattered or fancy, you’re stunning.”

      My lips quirk. Maybe it’s a line, but it doesn’t feel like one. Butterflies somersault through my stomach, filling me with hope and possibility.

      His fingertips graze my cheek as he cups my face and pulls me in for a kiss. His tongue briefly slides in my mouth. It’s like a whisper of what could be. I close my eyes, and my hands dart to his hair.

      At a blaring horn from the car behind us, we giggle, but it’s heavy and full of need.

      With the back of his hand, Kalen brushes my thigh where the split in my dress opens as he grabs the gearstick. It’s so innocent and accidental. But the way he sucks his lower lip into his mouth and hums shows he’s as affected as I am.

      “Are you going to be a good girl for me tonight, Amber?”

      “Will you be a good boy for me?”

      “Without a doubt,” he replies, his fingers return to the slit in my dress.

      “And will you tell me what your coping mechanism is?” I retort.

      His chuckle is throaty and thick. “You’ll need to earn that information.”

      He parks at the cookery school and his finger brushes across my knickers. “So fucking sexy. This split in your dress teased me all night. I stared as you walked across the room, wondering how high it would go, tempted to slide my hand beneath the gap and entice you to break your rules for me.”

      “We’re not at a party now.”

      He caresses my thigh, his fingertips tracing my skin. He slides his finger under my knickers and I hold my breath.

      The car’s interior light goes out.

      “As much as I’d like to bring you to the point of begging, hearing that would make it impossible to resist you, and this car isn’t big enough for me,” Kalen says.

      The air is thick, and while I’m staring through the darkness, desperately attempting to glimpse how big he might be, Kalen is out his door.

      He opens mine and crouches next to me. “I promised I’d be a gentleman, but right this second, I’m feeling anything but gentlemanly.”

      “You don’t have to be a gentleman tonight. I want the feral version of you.” I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m so overwhelmed by my need for him, I’d say anything to have him inside me.

      His hand slips into mine, and he helps me out of the car. I delve into the glovebox as I leave, pulling out a handful of condoms.

      His gruff laugh is like heat under my skin, and suddenly we’re slamming doors and running to the cookery school.

      As we make it through the door, I turn, flicking on the lights.

      His stare is savage. It crowds me, and I step back, pulling oxygen into my lungs as he prowls closer.

      A wooden countertop hits my back.

      I moisten my lips, and he tracks the movement with a grin that adds to my need.

      “No one will walk in on us tonight,” he says with a mixture of hope and certainty.

      “They’d better not. I’ve waited all week to have you inside me.”

      He steps closer, his gaze unwavering. His forearms flex as he tucks a stray wave behind my ear, stroking it all the way down to the tips. There’s a healing cut on the edge of his jaw from an incident with a hammer. I lean in and brush my lips against it, making him moan. His chest trembles as I splay my hand across it.

      Arousal tugs my belly.

      He pulls my fingers to his mouth, kissing them and my palm before planting whispers of kisses up my arm, to my neck, and my chest. He slips my straps down my shoulders, replacing the material with his lips. Tingles cover my skin as he focuses on my collarbone, his hand slipping back in the slit of my dress.

      My heart thumps louder than I’ve ever heard it, and I grip his hair, pulling him down to my chest as he tugs my dress all the way over my breasts until it’s sliding to the ground. The movement of the satin makes my hair stand on end.

      He drags down my bra cups, revealing my breasts that he covers with his mouth, biting and teasing them.

      A long, languid breath escapes my lips as he tortures me.

      “I need you inside me.”

      It’s as if he can’t hear me as his fingers graze my clit through my knickers. He slides the material to the side and pushes a finger inside me.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I say between gritted teeth.

      “No?” he teases, pulling his fingers out and sucking them as his stare never leaves me. He drives them back inside me while saying, “I’m not sure you’re ready for me yet, beautiful.”

      I want to scream and demand, but instead I tear at his trousers, yanking down the zip and thrusting my hand in his boxers.

      He lets out a grunt of surrender as we play with each other, pushing our limits while we kiss and suck each other’s skin. We’re greedy for each other, hands everywhere, moans and whimpers filling the silence.

      My orgasm climbs, my legs already shaking. My moan is guttural.

      Arousal floods my limbs as I bite his lip, pulling it between my teeth.

      “Bad girl,” he growls, thrusting his fingers faster, his thumb rubbing my clit. “You’re going to come first. I’m getting several out of you tonight. I can be feral and a gentleman.”

      I slide his precum down his dick, but my desperation obliterates my ability to match his skill. My first orgasm hits as I stroke him, his thickness filling my hand.

      I’m still panting as he sheaths his dick. My body shakes as I struggle to the counter, bending over it and staring at him over my shoulder.

      He gives his cock a couple of tugs, a greedy smile turning up his lips.

      “Fuck me,” I demand, but the words are barely a whisper as I can’t breathe.

      “Yes, baby.”

      And he grips my hips and penetrates me.

      His dick throbs inside me as he kisses my arching back. His mouth sears my skin. I’m fucking full. His thrusts are so intense that I’m screaming his name, begging him to go deeper, harder, faster.

      My fingers are sore from gripping the counter, but I hold it tightly as I push backwards, matching his rhythm.

      Lust is like a haze, fuzzing my vision and thoughts.

      He reaches around and his fingers rub my clit, owning it.

      He pulls out before slamming into me again and again. The frenzy of need is like a drug I won’t be able to live without.

      “Come on my cock, beautiful,” he grunts in my ear, his tongue flicking over my skin, his teeth ghosting my neck. “You need it. You’ve been desperate for me since I walked into your cookery school. You own me, so prove it.”

      So I do. My heartbeat thunders, and I scream my release as he continues to fuck me.

      I love and hate that I’m so easy to control because I won’t forget sex with Kalen. Even if I never see him again, I’ll remember this and how easily he pulled two orgasms from me.

      He grunts as he comes, and I focus on that sound as I collapse against the wooden counter, because I’m going to want to hear it again and again once he’s left.

      I’m dizzy and breathless and slumped on the counter. Noises of material dropping to the ground suggest Kalen is undressing behind me.

      In one movement, he lifts me into his arms.

      “Where are we going?” I croak.

      “To the snug. I’m not finished with you yet,” he replies as he brushes kisses to my forehead.

      “Wait,” I shout, and I grab the pile of condoms from where they fell off the countertop during our fucking.

      “Good girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      I wake with a satisfied groan, cocooned against Kalen’s solid chest. His thick arms wrap around me.

      Light beams through the window, spreading across the room and highlighting my heels that Kalen undid while kissing my ankles. He nuzzles my neck, bristles from his unshaven chin brushing me as I tuck myself closer into him.

      “You smell so good in the morning,” he says, his voice throaty and with the early gruffness that sparks my desire to life. “So fucking perfect. I could get used to it.”

      I purse my lips. It’s impossible. We don’t have a future with his job and my busy world. I’ve known him for a week and⁠—

      “Talk to me, Amber. You froze when I said that.”

      “I can’t give everything up for a stranger.”

      He threads his fingers through mine. “Am I a stranger?”

      “No,” I concede. I pull my lip between my teeth. “We’ve barely been apart for the last week. But I can’t move to Portsmouth with you, worrying if you’ll come home.”

      “I’d never ask you to. This is where I want to spend my time between missions. I love your family, this cookery school, and I’m falling for you.”

      I freeze again.

      “I don’t expect you to be in the same place as me, but I’m not going anywhere. I’ll wait for you.”

      I turn to face him. The softness of his stare surprises me. Where I’m a ball of anxiety in this conversation, he’s taking it in his stride, like he has with everything. He grounds me and excites me all with one look.

      “What if I’m never in the same place? I don’t want you to waste your life for me. Insta-relationships aren’t healthy. I can’t have a long-distance relationship where I wait for you and learn you’ve died on a mission. I don’t want you to give up anything for me. And what if you're wasting your time, hoping I can be where you are?”

      He cups my face gently, and I lean into it. His touch feeds my soul, and yet I keep denying us a future. I need to focus on this cookery school; I must honour my grandparents' legacy.

      “Waiting for you won’t be a waste of my time. Trying to date someone else, trying to pretend you’re not all I’ll think about, is a waste of my time. Yes, it’s quick, and maybe that’s what I need, because every time I get on the water, it could be the last time. I’ve experienced enough death and destruction to know when I’ve found something I want to hold on to.”

      He presses his lips to mine and whispers, “I’m not going anywhere, Amber. I’m yours and will be until you’re ready.”

      His mobile rings with a tone I’ve not heard all week.

      “I jinxed it,” he grunts.

      As my brow furrows, he answers his phone and moves to the side of the room. “Yes, Major,” he replies.

      I don’t hear what’s said to him, but with the tightness of his shoulders and his features stilling, I don’t need to. “I’ll be back by the end of the day.”

      He hangs up and stares at me. “When I said I wasn’t going anywhere, I might have to go somewhere.”

      “A secret mission?”

      He nods. “I’ve got a couple of hours.”

      But as I stand, covering myself with the blanket, it’s like I’m already forcing distance. This is what a relationship with Kalen would involve: watching him walk away from important events and significant moments. It’s not the future I want.

      “You need to drop your friend’s car off, and you should spend some time with him. You’ve focused on me and the cookery school this week.”

      His eyes pinch briefly, and his head drops. “Okay. Can I say goodbye to your family before I go? I’d hate for them to think I didn’t care about them because I do. I care about all of you.”

      “I know. But sometimes caring isn’t enough. You don’t have to come back if you change your mind after your mission.”

      He strides to me and pulls me into his arms. I go willingly, even though it’s another moment that makes my heart hurt. “It can be enough. I’ll come back. I wish I could be here for the school's opening. It will be fantastic because of you. I want to hear about it when I return.”

      But even though it’s words, I squeeze him.

      I will pick myself up and carry on as I’ve always done. My parents and grandparents took all the happy-ever-afters for our family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          AMBER

        

      

    

    
      The atmosphere is stifling. I squeeze my eyes, but all I smell is Kalen. He left five days ago, but it’s like his scent covers me, protecting me and pissing me off.

      “Tomorrow is the launch, kid. How are you feeling?” Dad asks as I help him pin fairy lights in the snug. This is the last place I want to be, but my mum banished me from her sight for being ‘grumpier than Jem’.

      “I’m excited,” I say half-heartedly. “Everyone’s worked really hard, and even if no one comes, it will be amazing. There’s still a lot for me to do, though.”

      “A lot for all of us to do,” Dad insists. “I’m proud of you. You’ve made this school something new and still honoured your grandparents. They’re looking down on you and beaming.”

      I smile through the sadness.

      “But they’d be annoyed as well,” he adds.

      “With me?” My voice pitches as he nods. “What did I do wrong? It’s the bowls. They’d hate the modern finish. I should have gone with classic blue.”

      Dad laughs as he stares at me. “Yes, my mum would be in heaven saying, “Why didn’t she pick the right bowls, Bert?” No, not for the bowls. Because you’re unhappy and pretending you’re not.”

      I side-eye him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He pulls me to his chest. “You all think I’m one of those typical oblivious dads, but I’m not. You’re terrible at faking happiness.”

      “Whatever,” I grumble against his chest that shakes with his laughter.

      “I heard you say to Ruby when she called that you couldn’t let yourself fall for Kalen, and you told him you didn’t want to be his girlfriend. But you confessed to her that you like him.”

      “You shouldn’t listen to private conversations.”

      He squeezes his lips sadly. “It’s hard enough knowing my Ruby is unhappy and far away. I can’t have my other girl like that, especially when you could be with the man you like. Is it because he’s in the Navy?”

      “Partly. But it’s because it’s so quick.” Dad’s brow quirks. “The love that lasts a lifetime takes work. It took struggle, grand gestures and time for you and mum. Grandma made Grandad bring her cups of tea every day until she’d entertain a date with him. Relationships take work, and you have to get to know each other over months, even years. It was a week.”

      Dad raises his hand. “Who told you Grandma made Grandad bring her cups of tea before she’d go on a date with him?”

      “She did. When Ruby started dating Neil and said she was moving away with him, Grandad mumbled about how he didn’t work for her love, and I’m sure Grandma said, unlike you and told the tea story.”

      “Was a thirteen-year-old Jem in the room?”

      I nod.

      “My mum was always a troublemaker.” Dad leans over the glass barrier. “Honey, will you come up here a second?”

      As Mum reaches us at the top of the stairs, Dad says, “How did my parents get together?”

      Her gaze flicks between me and Dad. “The grandchild-friendly version with the tea over months?”

      Dad shakes his head. “The truth. Amber only knows the tea story.”

      Liz giggles as she stares at me. “Iris didn’t make Bert bring her tea for six months. The moment he walked into her bakery, it was love at first sight. When he ordered a cream slice, she complimented him on his beautiful blue eyes and asked when he was taking her out because if he didn’t that night she’d find someone who would.”

      My brows hit my hairline. “But she said she made him work for it.”

      “Of course she said that. She knew Neil wasn’t right for Ruby and was attempting to convince her that she deserved a man who made an effort. But the moment your grandma saw your grandad, she was certain she’d marry him, and so she did. They were married within six months.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “She said she just knew and didn’t want to waste another minute dancing around each other when she could be holding his hand and laughing with him instead. She also said that it’s about the effort you make every day of the relationship, not just the effort you make to get them.”

      “Oh,” I say, worrying my lip.

      “Do you like Kalen?” Mum asks, reaching for me.

      I nod my face falling. “But I told him he didn’t have to come back after his mission.” I clasp her hand, and she hugs me. “I can’t date a man who disappears when I need him. Who risks his life, and who I might not see for six months. What if something bad happens or I need him?”

      “Amber, you’re capable and confident, and you don’t need anyone. And you have us. Relationships don’t have to be this intense thing with two people against the world. You have a family who are here for you if you ask. A relationship is two people who care about each other, but it shouldn’t mean you lose all your independence and fight. You’re a force, sweetheart.”

      I blush, but she continues. “And Kalen will come back to you. When he was here, he understood what you needed more than the men you dated for months. Maybe you’ll only get pockets of Kalen, but they will be pockets full of love, care and support. And he will keep coming back to you.”

      The sound reminiscent of Kalen clearing his throat when he’s about to flirt badly echoes around the cookery school.

      My gaze sweeps left and right to check if my parents heard anything. It must be the result of being in the snug. I need to get out of here before I start getting sexy flashbacks that no one needs in front of their family.

      “He won’t come back,” I mutter as I walk towards the stairs.

      “I did. And I’l keep coming back to you,” Kalen says, this voice low and thick.

      I run to the mezzanine glass, gasping as my frantic gaze meets his confident one.

      His smile is wide enough to light up the whole damn cookery school.

      Thrills zip up my spine as I stand frozen. “You came back.”

      “I promised I would.”

      “It’s like Romeo and Juliet,” Mum says.

      “They died!” Dad hisses.

      “Technically,” Mum replies. “But they fell in love before they died.”

      “Shush,” I snap before beaming as I stare at my beautiful man. “You’re meant to be on a mission.”

      “Some of them last days and some months. But no matter how long I’m gone, I’ll always come back because this is the closest I’ve found to home. And I don’t care that it’s been a week. It was the best week of my life, and I need you and your weird ass family to sustain me when I’m on my missions. I want to be your boyfriend. Will you have me?”

      “I thought your hobby sustained you?”

      He slides something out of his pocket and holds it up to me. “Now I have my hobby, you and your family to sustain me.”

      “What is that?”

      Mum and Dad lean over the glass as Kalen stares at me and cocks his finger. “Come here.”

      I run down the stairs, grateful for Kalen’s hard work in making them safe. He’s made the whole school safe and beautiful.

      I take the crocheted cupcake from him. “Your hobby is crocheting? You’re in the SBS and you crochet?” I screech.

      “Can’t bad ass men crochet?”

      “You’re not a bad ass, Kalen. You’re a good boy and a gentleman, someone who shows me that good things don’t just happen in books, remember?”

      “I knew I’d win the challenge,” he chuckles as I grip the cupcake. “I made this for you as good luck for the opening tomorrow, although you don’t need it. I expect you to keep it close so that if I can’t be here, you’ve got a little piece of me, and I’ve got one as well to remind me of you. Amber Cloud, will you be my girlfriend?”

      I nod enthusiastically.

      “You’d better kiss me and seal the deal.” He winks.

      “You come to me.”

      “I’ve crossed oceans and driven a crap car all the way here. A car I was only allowed to borrow if I promised my friend’s kid a trip to the farm park. Then I walked a couple of miles because, of course, the thing broke down on me. And you’re not going to move two steps closer?”

      I shake my head and grin.

      He dives to me and lifts me in his arms. “I’ll do whatever I can to get to you. Never forget that.”

      And then he kisses me like a man who needs me to survive, and I kiss him back as hard, even as my mum cheers and my dad tells her to be quiet.

      I wrap my arms around him, and he lifts me so I can wrap my legs around him as well. I’m urgent as I capture his mouth with my kisses, he grips my bum.

      He whispers, “Your mum is watching.”

      “Get used to it. You’re in a relationship with the whole Cloud family now. They have no decorum and will always butt into our lives.”

      He fakes panic before winking at me. “I’ve always wanted a proper family. But you’re still all mine. And I’m yours.”

      “Sorry to break up the party, but we’ve got a couple of jobs to do before the opening tomorrow,” Mum calls out.

      I rest my head in the crook of his broad shoulder. “Yes, Ma’am. I can’t wait,” he shouts and then he whispers into my ear, “Tomorrow night I’m going to give you a proper celebration in the snug.”

      My face heats, and my entire body lights up. I’ve nearly got everything I ever wanted.

      Maybe one day I’ll have my sister home, too.

      

      
        
        To find out what happens when Ruby returns home to manage the Cloud Cookery School and has to cope with a familiar grumpy chef, read

        Go Cook Yourself.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            There’s More…

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed Ready or Knot, the prequel to Go Cook Yourself and the only novella in the Cloud Family series. Book two in this series is scheduled for release in 2026, but you can read book one now.

      You can also find out what happened when Bear and Strike became the bodyguards for an accidental princess in Regally Binding.

      And you can read about Amber’s favourite F1 couple, Senna Coulter and Connor Dane, in Start Your Engines.

      If you want to read more rugby romances, check out my Bulls Rugby Romance series, including Fake a Chance on Me.

      Sign up for my newsletter to get updates on future book releases and access to giveaways and exclusive bonus content.

      You can sign up via: https://tinyurl.com/Rebecca-Chase

      Or via my website: www.rebeccahchase.com

      In the meantime, keep reading for the Ready or Knot playlist, an excerpt from chapter one of Go Cook Yourself and information about my previous books. There are also hints about my future books.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Go Cook Yourself

          

          EXCERPT FROM CHAPTER ONE

        

      

    

    
      RUBY

      “What is going⁠—”

      My phone nearly slips out of my sweaty palm at the sight of Neil and Viv banging on my kitchen counter, his blotchy pink bum bouncing in front of my eyes.

      My prized handcrafted bowl, which Amber had gifted me on the day I started Naughty Treats, is in fragments on the kitchen floor.

      “You pair of cheating, bowl-smashing bastards!”

      Neil’s pumping stops. He’s still huffing and puffing as he does when I ask him to fix the front door so I don’t have to throw myself at it to open it when it’s damp outside.

      “Ruby,” he shouts. Viv falls to the floor because Neil’s no longer pinning her to my worktop with his awkward thrusts.

      “Amber offered me a job, but I wasn’t going to take it because I cared too much about you and the business.” I’m still talking. This must be shock. “But you both seem to be doing okay without me.”

      Neil’s mouth gapes.

      I stumble to the doorway.

      “Ruby, it didn’t mean anything,” Neil whines. His voice used to make me lick my lips. Years ago, his moans would echo through me when he tasted my signature chocolate orange liqueur frosting, but those days are long gone.

      “Ruby,” Viv croaks from the sticky kitchen floor.

      Ice snakes through my veins. She’s nothing to me now.

      “Babe!” Neil reaches for his trousers surprisingly quickly for a guy who can’t get out of bed before lunchtime. His sorry excuse for an erection sinks before my eyes as a wide-eyed Viv pulls down her dress.

      “Don’t babe me. Don’t talk to me.”

      I hide my eyes with my hands as if that will make me disappear. At least I don’t need to plug away at this sexless, emotionless relationship that reached its sell-by date a couple of years ago.

      “It was an accident,” Viv stutters.

      “Sure. Neil tripped, and his dick fell in you when he smashed my favourite bowl.” My body shakes, and vomit climbs up my throat. “I’m done with everything. I’m leaving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ready or Knot Playlist

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Baby Love – The Supremes

        Man I Need – Olivia Dean

        Knock on Wood – Amii Stewart

        Roll With It – Oasis

        Wood – Taylor Swift

        My Girl – The Temptations

        There She Goes – The La’s

        Honey – Mariah Carey

        I Will Wait – Mumford & Sons

        Bluest Flame – Selena Gomez, Benny Blanco

        Where the Hell is My Husband! – Raye

        Work from Home – Fifth Harmony (ft Ty Dolla $ign)

        Confident – Demi Lovato

        The Riverside – Jessica Andrews

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber and Kalen were never meant to get their own story, but when the option to write a novella came up, I asked my Instagram channel, Rebecca Chase’s Cinnamon Rolls, which series they wanted more of, and the Cloud Family series was a popular choice. Thank you to all those who voted and to those who engage with this channel. You make my author life a lot less lonely.

      A huge thank you to those who beta read Ready or Knot. You’re all amazing, and I can’t thank you enough. I’m so fortunate that you took the time to read the messy version of my story and made it something special. Thank you to miffybookcorner, booknooklouise, Kathryn Kincaid, and Elizabeth Holland. You are sweet treats on a wintery day.

      Thank you to all the readers who take a chance on me, an indie author with a dream to make people laugh and give them spicy stories. You’re the best, and your encouragement makes every new book possible.

      Last, but not least, thank you to my friends and family who support me in numerous ways, including listening to my worries, being the first to buy my books, attending my author events, telling people about my stories and sharing my posts. You pick me up, build my confidence and remind me where I started. Thank you, Ash, Lisa, Lucy, Asha, Gill and Kaz. May your pillow always be cold and the batteries in your remotes last forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books By Rebecca Chase

          

        

      

    

    
      CLOUD FAMILY SERIES

      Go Cook Yourself: A grumpy sunshine workplace romance (Book 1)

      

      CLOSEST PROTECTION SERIES

      Regally Binding: An enemies to lovers bodyguard romance (Book 1)

      

      COULTER RACING TEAM SERIES

      Start Your Engines: A brother's best friend sports romance (Book 1)

      

      THE BULLS RUGBY SERIES

      Head Over Feels: An enemies to lovers steamy sports romance (Book 1)

      Stalling in Love: A steamy opposites attract romance (Book 2)

      Fake a Chance on Me: A fake dating sports romance (Book 3)

      

      OTHERS

      Keep in Touch: A sweet coming-of-age love story

      

      Occupational Hazard: An Anthology of Spicy Workplace Stories

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Coming Soon

          

        

      

    

    
      Spun Out: A single mum, age gap sports romance (Coulter Racing Team Series Book 2)

      Released: 6th March 2026, available to preorder

      

      Closest Protection Series Book 2: Strike and Millie (Title TBC): A second chance, friends to enemies to lovers bodyguard romance

      Released: July 2026

      

      Cloud Family Series Book 2: Flora and Max. An age gap, nanny, neurodivergent FMC, sports romance

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Rebecca Chase

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca writes romance that's dirty, flirty and deliciously irresistible. She’s a rugby, F1, bodyguard and small town romance author. She's an English rose and a pocket rocket with a taste for spice, drama, romance, and love. She’s always looking for everyone’s next book boyfriend. When it comes to her stories, you can guarantee there will be romance, angst, spice and, most of all, there will be love that lasts a lifetime.

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter here or find me on a social media platform via the links below.

      
        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Threads icon] Threads

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

        [image: Bluesky icon] Bluesky
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