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      Thank you for downloading NAKED LOVE, a limited-time boxed set of bestselling romance! Sign up to receive the hottest NEW book boyfriends in your inbox every week here: http://bit.ly/2STmWoh

      

      Turn the page to read FALLEN INK, a steamy contemporary romance between a single dad and his best friend. The two fall fast and hard but they know the rules; they can’t risk their friendship, no matter how hot it is between the sheets...
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      Adrienne Montgomery is finally living her dreams. She’s opened a tattoo shop with her brother, Shep, and two of her cousins from Denver and she’s ready to take the city by storm with her art—as long as she can handle the pressure. When her new neighbors decide her shop isn’t a great fit for the community, however, she’ll have to lean on the one person she didn’t expect to fall for along the way…her best friend.

      Mace Knight takes pride in two things: his art and his daughter. He knows he’s taking a risk by starting over in a new shop with the Montgomerys, but the stakes are even higher when he finds himself wanting Adrienne more than he thought possible.

      The two fall fast and hard but they know the rules; they can’t risk their friendship, no matter how hot it is between the sheets and how many people try to stand in their way.
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      Adrienne Montgomery wasn’t going to throw up, but it would probably be a close call. It wasn’t that she was a nervous person, but today of all days was bound to test her patience and nerves, and she wasn’t sure if all those years of growing a spine of steel would be enough.

      Maybe she should have worked on forming a steel-lined gut while she was at it—perhaps even a platinum one.

      “You’re looking pretty pale over there,” Mace said, leaning down low to whisper in her ear.

      She shivered involuntarily as his breath slid across her neck, and she looked up into her best friend’s hazel gaze. The damn man was far too handsome for his own good, and he knew she was ticklish, so he constantly spoke in her ear so she shivered like that.

      She figured he’d gotten a haircut the day before because the sides were close-cut so you could see the white in his salt-and-pepper hair. He’d let the top grow out, and he had it brushed to the side so it actually looked a little fashionable rather than messy and just hanging in his eyes like most days. Knowing Mace, he’d done it by accident that morning, rather than making it a point to do so. Her best friend was around her age, in his thirties, but had gone salt-and-pepper in his late twenties. While some men might have started dying their hair, Mace had made it work with his ink and piercings—and the ladies liked it.

      Well, at least that’s what Adrienne figured. It wasn’t as if she were one of his following. Not in that way, at least.

      “Yo, Adrienne, you okay?”

      She glowered, hearing the familiar refrain that had been the bane of her existence since she was in kindergarten and one of the fathers there had shouted it like the boxer from that movie she now hated.

      “What did I say about using that phrase?” She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot. She was at least six inches shorter than her best friend, but since she was wearing her heeled boots, she could at least try to look intimidating.

      Mace being Mace just shrugged and winked, giving her that smolder that he’d practiced in the mirror after seeing Tangled with her years ago. Yeah, he was that guy, the one who liked to make her smile and knew she had a crush on the animated Flynn Rider.

      “You know you like it.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a tight squeeze. “Now, are you okay? Really? Because you honestly look like you’re about to throw up, and with the place all new and shiny, I don’t know if vomit really sets the tone.”

      Thinking about the reason the place—her place—was all new and shiny sent her stomach into another roll, and she let out a long breath.

      “I’m fine.”

      Mace just stared at her, and she kicked his shoe. Mature, that was her name. “Try it with a little more enthusiasm, because while I’d like to believe you, the panic in your eyes doesn’t really portray the right confidence.”

      “I’ll be fine. How’s that?” she asked and gave him a wide smile. It must have looked a little manic, though, since he winced. But he gave her a thumbs up.

      “Okay, then. Let’s get out of this office and go out into your brand new tattoo shop to meet the horde.”

      There went her stomach again.

      Her tattoo shop.

      She couldn’t quite believe it. After years of working for others in Colorado Springs instead of going up north to Denver to work at her cousins’ shop, or even south to New Orleans and her brother’s former shop, she was now part-owner of Montgomery Ink Too, the first offshoot of the main shop in downtown Denver.

      Yep, she was going to be sick.

      “It’s mostly family. Not quite a horde.” Sort of, at least. Even three people felt like a lot at this point since they’d all be there…waiting for her to say something, do something, be someone. And that was enough of that, or she really wouldn’t make it out of the office that day.

      “True, since most of your family didn’t come. The entire Montgomery clan would probably fill four buildings at this point.”

      “You’re not wrong. Only Austin and Maya came down from Denver since Shep and I asked the others to stay home. It would be a little too much for our small building if everyone showed up.”

      “But your sisters and parents are here, plus Shep and his wife, of course, and I’m pretty sure I saw their baby Livvy out there, too. And then Ryan, since you hired him.” Mace stuffed his hands into his pockets. “It’s one big, happy family, who happen to be waiting for you to go out there and possibly start a tattoo a bit later for your first client.”

      After what had seemed like months of paperwork and construction, today was opening day for Montgomery Ink Too—MIT for short. Ryan and Mace had called it that one day, and the nickname had stuck. There was nothing she could do now but go with it, weirdness and all. There had been delays and weather issues, but finally, the shop was open. Now, she needed to be an adult and go out into the main room to socialize.

      And there went her stomach again.

      Mace’s strong arms came around her, and she rested her head on his chest, tucking herself under his chin. He had to lift his head a bit so she could fit since she wasn’t that short, but it was a familiar position for them. No matter what anyone said about Mace, he gave great hugs.

      “You’re going to be fine.” His voice rumbled over her, and she could feel the vibrations through his chest and against her cheek.

      “You say that now, but what if everything tumbles down and I end up with no clients and ruin the fact that Austin and Maya trusted me with their first satellite shop.”

      Austin and Maya were two of her numerous Denver cousins. There were eight freaking siblings in that family, and all of them had married off—with Maya having two husbands even—so it added up to way too many people for her to count. Maya and Austin owned and operated Montgomery Ink in downtown Denver—what was now the flagship shop it seemed.

      Her cousins had come to her over a year ago, saying they were interested in expanding the business. Since real estate was sparse off the 16th Street Mall where Montgomery Ink was located, they’d come up with the idea of opening a new tattoo shop in a different city. And wasn’t it nice that they had two other artists in the family so close? Well, Shep hadn’t actually been close at the time since he was still living in New Orleans where he’d met his wife and started his family, but now her big brother was back in Colorado Springs and was here to stay.

      Maya and Austin were still the main owners of the business and CEOs of the corporation they’d formed in order to add on, but Shep and Adrienne had bought into the franchise and were now partial owners and managers of Montgomery Ink Too.

      That was a lot of responsibility on her shoulders, but she knew she could do it. She just had to buck up and actually walk into the tattoo shop.

      “Stop freaking out, Addi. I wouldn’t have come with you on this journey if I didn’t believe in you.” He pulled away and met her gaze, the intensity so great that she had to blink a few times so she could catch her breath.

      He was right. He’d given up a lot for her. Though, in the end, the whole arrangement might work out better for him. Hopefully. He’d left a steady job at their old shop to come and work with her. The trust in that action was staggering, and it gave Adrienne the final bit of strength she needed to do this—whatever this was.

      “Okay, let’s do this.”

      He held out his hand, and she took it, giving it a squeeze before letting go. It wasn’t as if she needed to brace herself against him again or hold his hand as they made their way into the shop. Enough people already wondered just what went on behind closed doors between the two of them. She didn’t need to add fuel to the fire.

      Mace was just her best friend, nothing more—though certainly nothing less.

      He was at her back as she walked through her office door and into the main room, the heat of him keeping her steady. The shop in Colorado Springs matched the one up north in layout, with only a few minor changes. Each station had its own cubicle area, but once people made it past the front section of the shop where onlookers couldn’t peep in, it was almost all open. There were two private rooms in the back for those who wanted tattoos that required a little less clothing, as well as folding panels that could be placed in each of the artist’s areas so they could be sectioned off easily. Most people didn’t mind having other artists and clients watch them while they got a tattoo, and it usually added to the overall experience. As the licensed piercer in residence, Adrienne could do that part of her job in either of the rooms in the back, as well.

      While some shops had closed-off rooms for each artist because the building was a converted home or office building, the Montgomerys hadn’t wanted that. There was privacy when needed and socialization when desired. It was a great setup, and one Adrienne had been jealous of when she was working at her old place on the other side of the city.

      “About time you made your way back here,” Maya said dryly, her eyebrow ring glinting under the overhead light.

      Adrienne flipped her cousin off then grinned as Maya did the same back. Of all her cousins, she and Maya looked the most alike. They each had long, dark hair, were average height, and had just the right amount of curves to make finding jeans difficult. Of course, Maya had birthed two kids, while Adrienne’s butt came from her love of cookies…but that was neither here nor there.

      Everyone stood around talking to one another, cups of water or coffee or tea in their hands as they looked around the place. As they weren’t opening up for tattoos until later in the day, they were able to easily socialize in the main entry area. Their new hire, Ryan, stood off to the side, and Mace went over to him so they would be out of the way. They were really the only two non-Montgomerys, and she could only imagine how they felt.

      “The location is pretty damn perfect,” Shep said with a grin. His wife Shea stood by his side, their daughter Livvy bouncing between them. How her niece had gotten so big, Adrienne had no idea. Apparently, time flew when you had your head down, working. “We’re the only tattoo shop around here, which will be good for business.” They were located in a strip mall off the busiest road in their area—other than I-25, of course. That’s how most of the businesses around were set up, with only the large market chains and restaurants having actual acreage behind them.

      Adrienne nodded, though her stomach didn’t quite agree. Most of the shops like hers were farther south, near the older parts of downtown. There were trendier places there, and a lot more people who looked like they did with ink and piercings. Up north, on North Academy Blvd, every building was the same: cream or tan-colored, and fit in almost like a bedroom community around the Air Force Academy.

      Shep and Adrienne wanted not only the cadets but also everyone who lived in the sprawling neighborhood who wanted ink to find them and come back for more. Beginning something new was always difficult, but starting something new in an area of town that, from the outside at least, didn’t look as if they’d fit in wouldn’t make it any easier.

      She knew that a lot of the prejudices about tattoo shops had faded away over time as the art became far more popular and almost normal, but she could still feel people’s eyes on her when they noticed her ink.

      “It’s right next to a tea shop, a deli, a spice shop, Thea’s bakery, and a few fancy shopping areas. I think you fit in nicely,” Austin said, his arms folded over his chest as he looked around the place. “You almost have a little version of what we have up north. You just need a bookstore and a café where you can hang out.”

      “You’re just spoiled because you don’t even have to walk outside into the cold to get coffee or baked goods,” Adrienne said dryly.

      “That is true,” Austin said with a laugh. “Adding in that side door that connects the two businesses was the best decision I ever made.”

      “I’ll be sure to mention that to your wife,” Shep said and ducked as Austin’s arm shot out. The two men were nearly forty years old but fought like they were teens. Shea picked up Livvy and laughed before heading over to Maya. Adrienne didn’t actually know her sister-in-law all that well since she hadn’t seen her much, but now that the family had relocated, she knew that would change.

      “They’re going to break something,” Thea said with a small laugh as she watched the two play-fight. She was the middle girl of the family but tended to act as if she were the eldest. When the retail spot three doors down from Thea’s bakery had opened up, her sister had stopped at nothing to make sure Adrienne could move in. That was Thea, taking care of her family no matter what.

      “Then they’ll deserve it,” Roxie, Adrienne’s other sister said, shaking her head. “As long as they don’t ruin something in the shop, of course,” she added quickly after Adrienne shot her a look. “I meant break something on themselves.” Roxie was the youngest of their immediate family, and often the quietest. None of them were truly quiet since they were Montgomerys, but Roxie sometimes fit the bill.

      “Thanks for thinking of my shop that hasn’t even had its first client yet.” Adrienne wrapped her arm around Roxie’s waist for a hug. “Where’s Carter? I thought he said he’d be here.”

      Roxie and Carter had gotten married a few months ago, and Adrienne loved her brother-in-law, though she didn’t know him all that well either. He worked long hours, and the couple tended to be very insular since they were still newlyweds.

      Roxie’s mouth twisted into a grimace before she schooled her features. “He couldn’t get off work. He tried, but two guys called in, and he was up to his neck in carburetors.”

      Adrienne kissed her sister’s temple and squeezed her tightly. “It’s okay. It is the middle of the day, after all. I’m surprised any of you were able to take time off for this.”

      Tears formed at the backs of her eyes at the fact that everyone had taken the time to be there for her and Shep. She blinked. She looked up from her sisters and tried not to let her emotions get to her, but then she met Mace’s eyes. He gave her a curious look, and she smiled at him, trying to let him know that she was okay—just a little overwhelmed. Mace had a way of knowing what she felt without her saying it, and she didn’t want him to worry. That’s what happened when you were friends with someone as long as they had been.

      “I just wish he would have come,” Roxie said with a shrug. “It’s fine. Everything is fine.”

      Adrienne met Thea’s gaze, but the two sisters didn’t say anything. If Roxie had something she wanted to share, she would. For now, everyone had other things on their minds. Namely, opening day.

      Shep punched Austin in the shoulder one more time before backing away and grinning. “Okay, okay, I’m too old for this shit.”

      “True, you are too old.” Austin winked, and Adrienne pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Great way to show everyone that we’re all so professional and ready to lead with our own shop,” she said, no bite to her tone. This was her family, and she was used to it all. If they weren’t joking around and being loveable, adorable dorks, she’d have thought something was wrong.

      “It’s sort of what we signed on for,” Ryan said with a wink. “Right, Mace? I mean, the legendary Montgomery antics are why any tattoo artist worth their salt wants to join up with them.”

      Mace gave them all a solemn nod, laughter dancing in his eyes. “It wouldn’t be a Montgomery gathering without someone getting punched. Isn’t that what you taught me, Adrienne?”

      She flipped him off, knowing that Livvy’s head was down so she wouldn’t see. She tried not to be too bad of an influence on her niece.

      “Okay, party people. Finish your drinks and cake and then let’s clean up. We have three clients scheduled between one and two this afternoon, and Ryan is handling any walk-ins.” Though she wasn’t sure there would be any walk-ins since it was day one and they were doing a slow start. Some of their long-time clients had moved with them, and they already had a waiting list because of it, but that could change on a dime. Having word of mouth would be what made their shop a success, and that meant getting more clients in who weren’t just the same ones from before.

      The door opened, and she held back her frown. They weren’t officially open yet, but it wasn’t as if she could tell a potential customer off. The door had been unlocked, after all.

      As a man in a nicely cut suit with a frown on his face walked in, Adrienne had a feeling this wouldn’t be a client.

      “Hi there, can I help you?” she asked, moving her way through the crowd. “We’re opening in an hour or so, but if you need any information, I’m here.”

      The guy’s face pinched, and she was worried that if he kept it up, it would freeze like that. “I’m not here for whatever it is this establishment does.” His gaze traveled over her family’s and friend’s ink and clothing before it rested back on her. “I’m only here to tell you that you shouldn’t finish unpacking.”

      “Excuse me?” Shep asked, his tone serious. The others stood back, letting Adrienne and Shep talk, but she knew they were all there if she needed them.

      “You heard me.” The man adjusted his tie. “I don’t know how you got through the zoning board, but I can see they made a mistake. We don’t want your kind here in our nice city. We’re a growing community with families. Like I said, don’t unpack. You won’t be here long.”

      Before she could say anything in response to the ridiculous statement, the man turned on his heel and walked out of her building, leaving her family and friends standing beside her, all of them with shocked looks on their faces.

      “Well, shit,” Mace whispered then winced as he looked behind him to where Livvy was most likely with her mom.

      “We’ll figure out who that was. But, Adrienne, he won’t be able to shut us down or whatever the hell he wants.” Shep turned to her and gave her that big-brother stare. “Don’t stress about him. He means nothing.”

      But she could tell from the look in his eyes, and the worried glances passing back and forth between her family members and friends that none of them quite believed that.

      She had no idea who the man was, but she had a bad feeling about him. And every single warm feeling that had filled her at the sight of her family and friends coming together to celebrate the new shop fled, replaced by ice water in her veins.

      So much for an easy opening day, she thought, and her stomach roiled again. Perhaps she would throw up because she just knew that wasn’t the last time they’d see that man. Not by a long shot.
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      Mace Knight really didn’t want to wake up. His bed was far too warm, and he’d just had the most amazing dream featuring a fantasy woman with soft curves and a mouth that knew exactly what to do with his dick. Getting out of bed and having to shower and act like an adult didn’t really match up to the dream woman and her seductive suction.

      He sighed and gripped the base of his cock, annoyed with his morning wood that reminded him of his teenage self rather than a man of his age. But since he still had a few minutes, and he still had the image of the woman with her long, raven hair on her knees in front of him, he might as well enjoy his morning.

      Sliding his hand up and down his shaft, he groaned and planted his feet on his bed so he could thrust into his fist. He imagined her licking up his length before swallowing him whole. His eyes still closed, he sped up his pace, fucking his hand. It wasn’t long before he came on his stomach, his body shaking with the release. He’d already been pretty damn close from his dream alone, so all it took was a few touches with as sensitive as he was in the mornings.

      “Shit,” he growled out as his heart rate settled back down. He let out a ragged breath. Now, he was not only running late, but he also had a sticky mess on his hand and stomach, and no way to clean it up since he didn’t keep a box of tissues on his nightstand like any sane man should.

      Annoyed with himself, he slid out of bed and hobbled his way to the bathroom, still holding his junk so he wouldn’t make more of a mess. He should have just taken care of himself in the shower like usual since he was a single man with a healthy sexual appetite, but the dream woman had made him want to do something different that morning.

      Looking down at himself in the mirror, he figured that next time he’d just take the dark-haired woman of his dreams into the shower with him, because now he had to change the damn sheets on his bed, too.

      “Happy fucking morning,” he grumbled and set about getting ready for his day. He had two clients scheduled, and any walk-ins that showed up. Since they were only a crew of four, they rotated which days they each took off. Right now, Adrienne and Ryan worked most of the weekends since they’d all decided that Shep needed some time with his family, especially right after the move. Shep would cycle in and out of the weekend shift since it was their busiest time, and he didn’t want to slack off, or so he’d said. Mace only took off on the weekends he had Daisy, his four-year-old daughter, who he only had partial custody of. He didn’t see her often enough as it was, and while it had been a pain in the ass at his old place to get time off for her, everyone was bending over backwards for him now.

      He had a good feeling about this place, and he was so damned happy that he’d taken the risk to move to a new shop. Yeah, the guy who had come in and made the vague threat last week on opening day worried him, but Mace knew he’d put his trust in his best friend and her family for a reason. Getting more family time with his little girl was only part of that.

      After he’d gotten dressed for the day and went to make himself some coffee, he pulled out his phone to text Adrienne. Since they were on the same shift most days—even at the old place—and lived close to each other, they tried to carpool as much as possible. The strip mall where the new shop was located had decent parking, but on busy days when the other stores and eateries were packed, they wanted to take up less space.

      Mace: You up?

      He sipped his coffee as the little bubble on her end of the conversation popped up.

      Addi: Yes, but I need more coffee. All the coffee. Ever.

      Mace grinned and paged through his notebook, glancing at his sketches for his first client. The cadet wanted a set of twisted trees on one shoulder to signify an event from his past with his family. He wouldn’t explain to Mace exactly what it was, but he had given enough detail for Mace to get the idea down for him. He’d also had to relearn all the rules and regulations regarding tattoos that came with being a part of any military branch. Things had changed so much in the past ten years that it almost took a math degree to figure out percentages of skin and placements. With the amount of ink covering Mace’s chest, arms, and back, there was no way he’d ever be able to join up—not that it had ever been in the cards for him, even since the beginning.

      Mace: You still want a ride to work? Or you going in early?

      Addi: Let’s save the environment.

      Mace snorted before draining the last of his coffee. He’d need another cup before he headed over to Adrienne’s to pick her up. Hell, he might need a third cup, considering he hadn’t slept well the night before.

      Mace: Pick you up in an hour.

      Addi: kk.

      Mace: What’s with the two ks?

      Addi: …

      Addi: Are you really asking me about texting lingo when I’ve only had half a cup of coffee after being up all night? And I have no idea, Austin’s kid starting doing it, and then Austin assimilated it, and now I’m doing it. Apparently, it’s hip with the cool kids.

      Mace had to set his second cup of coffee down on the counter so he wouldn’t slosh the hot liquid over the sides. He had no idea how she’d texted so fast, but she could probably beat some of those so-called cool kids at the texting game. He and Adrienne had been forced to learn texting by tapping numbers more than once for different letters back in the age-old times of the first popular cell phones.

      And now he felt old at the ripe age of thirty-five. He needed more coffee for that line of thought.

      Mace: If you’re using the lingo, the kids don’t use it anymore, just saying.

      He frowned and texted her again before she could curse at him.

      Mace: And what were you up doing all night? You catch his name?

      He had no idea why he’d asked that or why it was even his business, but for some reason, he’d let his mind wander a little too much.

      Addi: I was working on a damn sketch, dumbass. The other probably would have been more fun since I got stuck in my head for three hours before I finally figured the design out. Now, for real, gotta shower. Go clean that beard of yours, old man.

      He flipped her off in an emoji, then set his phone down so he could finish his morning routine. He was just finishing cleaning up when the doorbell rang. He frowned, wondering who could be at his house that early in the morning since most of his friends were either already at work or worked nights and were probably just waking up like he was.

      Stuffing his phone into his pocket, he made his way to the front door and blinked when he saw his ex through the peephole. Then he held back a curse when he noticed that she wasn’t alone.

      He threw open the door but kept his anger in check because, beside Jeaniene in her pressed suit and to-the-nines makeup and hair, was their little girl, Daisy. He raised a questioning brow at his ex then went to his knees and opened his arms. Without hesitation, Daisy jumped into his hold, and he picked her up, holding her hard to his chest. She kissed his temple, then his forehead, then his cheek, before sighing and resting her head on his shoulder.

      That wasn’t unusual for her since she wasn’t the most talkative kid. She only said things when they seemed important to her. She was sweet as could be and whisper-giggled to her imaginary fairy friends more often than not, but she was really shy when it came to the real world. He didn’t care as long as she was happy and he got to see her—but that wasn’t often with the custody agreement in place. Jeaniene got full custody, while he only had visitation. That’s what happened when one parent was a lawyer in a family of lawyers, and the other was a tattoo artist without a college degree. He’d fought with all his savings but had won visitation only.

      This wasn’t his weekend, though; yet Daisy’s suitcase was on the step behind his ex.

      “What’s up, Jeaniene?” He rubbed Daisy’s back as she clung to him.

      “Hi, Daddy,” she said sleepily.

      “Hi, baby.” He kissed the top of her head. “You okay?”

      “Uh-huh, just sleepy.” She snuggled into his shoulder and started playing with his hair, her mind in her little dream world. “Jeaniene?”

      She gestured behind him. “Can we go inside for a second? I don’t have a lot of time and, honestly, I didn’t know how to say this on the phone. I know I’m doing this horribly, but…just…can you give me a moment, Mace?”

      He studied her face and knew that he wouldn’t like whatever she had to say, but as he had his daughter in his arms, it wasn’t like he had much of a choice. Jeaniene followed behind, rolling Daisy’s suitcase behind her. His ex seemed nervous, which was very unlike her, but he didn’t press. Not yet, and not with Daisy snuggled against him.

      He and Jeaniene had only been together a few times, and just for fun with no real ties, when she found out she was pregnant. Everything had gone to shit after that, but in the end, he’d gotten his baby girl, so he counted it as one hell of a win.

      Mace set Daisy down on the couch and kissed the top of her head before handing her his phone. Wasn’t the best parenting, but he needed to talk to Jeaniene in private, and he didn’t want Daisy to overhear. “Be right back, pumpkin.” He quickly opened up the child memory app game that he knew she liked, ran a hand over her hair, then gestured for Jeaniene to follow him into the kitchen.

      “What’s going on, Jeaniene?” His coffee sat like lead in his gut, and he knew he’d probably regret that second cup.

      She bit her lip, an action very unlike her, and he tilted his head, studying her face. She looked as if she hadn’t slept much the night before, something she couldn’t hide even with all her professional attire and makeup. If something was worrying her that much, he knew he wouldn’t like it.

      “I got partner,” she said quickly, and his brows rose.

      “Really? Good for you.” And he meant it. She worked her ass off at her job and still made time for Daisy. He could never fault her for how she cared for their daughter, even if he wanted to rail at her for not letting him be in Daisy’s life enough for his liking. “You did that pretty quick, right?” She was far younger than the men at her firm—younger than even Mace—so her making partner was actually a big thing.

      She nodded but didn’t look any less stressed. “Actually, that’s not completely accurate. I will make partner this month. If I do something.”

      He stiffened. “And what the hell do you need to do?” Hypothetical situations raced through his head that would put her in a compromising position, and he curled his fists. He knew what kind of men she worked with and the power they wielded. He might not like Jeaniene as much as he had when they were together, but if someone hurt her, he’d have to do something about it.

      She raised her hands, palms facing him, and shook her head. “Nothing like what you’re thinking. I promise. But it’s still bad.”

      “Spit it out, Jeaniene.”

      “I’ll make partner if I move to Japan. Tomorrow. No warning, no preparation. But a spot opened up, and the only way I’ll make partner before I’m forty at this firm is if I do this. It’s a great opportunity, and will set up Daisy and me for the rest of our lives if I go along with this new position for six months.”

      His mouth went dry as his brain tried to catch up. Japan, for six months? What. The. Fuck.

      He hadn’t realized he’d said it aloud until her brows rose pointedly and she glared in his direction. She’d never liked his cursing, but she could fuck right off just then.

      “You’re moving to Japan? What about Daisy? There’s no fucking way you’re taking her out of the damn country. She’s my daughter, too, damn it.”

      A pained look crossed her face, and she let out a breath. “I can’t bring Daisy with me, Mace.” She whispered it as if she couldn’t quite believe the words coming out of her mouth either.

      “What?” he asked, his voice hoarse. He couldn’t have heard her right. There was no way she was just dropping their daughter off at his house with no warning or discussion. He did his best to ignore the suitcase she’d brought with her.

      “It will be best if Daisy stays here in the US. I’ll be working long hours in Japan, and frankly, I don’t know how I’ll be able to be a full-time mom over there.”

      He just blinked, confused as all hell and ignoring that little kernel of hope in his heart that he might be seeing Daisy more than before. Because this was Jeaniene, after all, and nothing was ever as it seemed.

      “My parents offered to take Daisy in, of course.”

      “No fucking way. She’s my daughter. Not theirs.” Something Jeaniene’s family tended to forget. “If you’re going to leave Daisy and go gallivanting off across the world, putting work before your child, then you’re damn well going to make sure she’s with her father.”

      Anger sparked in her eyes, but she didn’t curse at him. Jeaniene wouldn’t. “I wasn’t going to let them take her. Despite what they say, you are a good father. And it’s going to kill me to leave her here with only Skype and some visits if I can get those planned, but it will be the best for us in the end if I make partner. I’m doing this for her.”

      He didn’t believe that for even a hot second, but he wasn’t sure he had words for what he was feeling right then.

      Jeaniene looked down at her watch and then pressed her lips together into a tight line. “I don’t know all the details, and this will have to be done legally, of course. The firm will send you papers on what the temporary situation is, and then the two of us can decide what the permanent solution will be. I need to go if I’m going to make my flight.” Tears pooled in her eyes, but he ignored them. “Mace. I need you to watch Daisy until I can figure out what to do. This will be good for our future, I know it, but…but I also know this puts a lot of responsibility on your shoulders. If it’s too much, I can talk to my parents.”

      He held up his hand, his chest heaving. He honestly couldn’t fucking believe what was going on. Jeaniene had done a lot of things that not only surprised him but had also pissed him off throughout the years, but this…this topped anything he could have ever even dreamed of.

      “Let me get this straight. You’re moving to Japan. Now. No warning. No phone call to tell me what the fuck you’re planning. And you’re leaving Daisy here. Again, no warning. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I don’t want her to live here. Not that I don’t want her with me. Always. It’s the fact that you don’t seem to fucking care that you’re abandoning your kid. But…you do you. Like you always do. But that paperwork you’re sending? You can be damn sure I’ll get a better lawyer than I had last time. And you’d better have something in writing now before you go so your parents don’t try to pull some shit, or I’m going to make your life hell. You get me?”

      She raised her chin and met his gaze. “I get you, Mace. I always got you.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a stack of papers. “I got these done already. It will cover you from my family. We’ll deal with the rest soon. And as for Daisy? I’m doing this for her.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself at night.”

      She shot him a look and stalked back into the living room where he guessed she was saying goodbye to their daughter. Mace let out a shuddering breath then gripped the edge of the counter, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      From one breath to the next, he’d become a full-time dad.

      And he had no idea what the fuck to do about it.
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      It had been a week since Adrienne watched her best friend’s life change dramatically, and she still wasn’t sure either of them had found their footing. She still couldn’t quite believe that Jeaniene had left the country as quickly as she had, leaving behind not only most of her belongings to be packed and either stored or shipped later but also her daughter.

      What kind of mother did that?

      Sure, Mace had said the woman mentioned over and over again that it was for Daisy’s future, but that didn’t sit well with Adrienne, and she wasn’t sure if she would be able to hold back laying into the woman if she ever saw her again. It wasn’t as if the two of them had been great friends when Jeaniene and Mace were together. The other woman had always been slightly jealous of Adrienne’s relationship with Mace, even though there was nothing more than platonic friendship between them. And Adrienne had hated the fact that there was tension because of something so silly and superficial. But it wasn’t as if Mace and Jeaniene had been serious—at least until Daisy came along. Then everything had imploded, and Adrienne had just done her best to stand by her best friend’s side and hold him up when things went from bad to worse.

      Maybe if Adrienne had gotten to know Mace’s ex, she’d have liked her more, but from what she’d seen, she really had no evidence to support that probability. And that just sucked for everyone involved—most especially Daisy.

      Now, it had been a week since Jeaniene left Daisy with Mace, and her best friend had been forced to figure out how to be a full-time dad without any notice or preparation, along with holding down a full-time job. Sure, Daisy had a room at his place and clothes and toys and things, but they had a rhythm for their weekends together, not anything close to what they needed now.

      Thankfully, Mace lived in the same school district as Daisy’s former home; he’d made sure of that when he moved to his new place a couple of years ago. He hadn’t wanted to disrupt Daisy’s life at all, and there was no way Jeaniene would have moved for him. But it meant that Mace had moved even closer to Adrienne in the process, and she hadn’t minded one bit.

      It also meant that Daisy didn’t have to change preschools and could stay with her friends when she moved into kindergarten and beyond. Unless everything changed dramatically again. But then they’d just have to come up with a new plan.

      While Mace and his parents were holding most of the baggage, Adrienne was doing her best to help, as well. The Knights watched Daisy during the day when Mace needed to work, and the girl wasn’t in her half-days of school. Mace needed the hours, and Adrienne needed him working as well since they’d just started the business. But Ryan and Shep had agreed to allow Mace to have whatever hours he needed for the time being. And in the evenings, when she wasn’t working, Adrienne headed over to Mace’s place and made sure they had a good meal on the table. It wasn’t that she was a better cook than Mace—in fact, she thought he was far better—but she’d known that figuring out the timing of meals, bath time, and when to go to bed in the middle of the week, all while trying to keep from making anything too straining on a little girl wouldn’t be easy.

      So she did what she could to help, and tried her best to stay out of the way. She loved Daisy and would do anything to make sure Mace could be the best dad he could be. And if that meant stressing out over things out of her control like usual, well, that was something she was just going to have to do.

      “You’re woolgathering in the corner over there again,” Mace said, startling her.

      She hadn’t realized he was back from picking up food for them over at the deli a couple of doors down. They used to bring in their lunch every day at their old job since finances were always an issue, but since they’d all been a little too busy thinking about anything except work and Daisy lately, things like packing up lunches had gone to the wayside far too easily.

      She turned to see Mace holding out a bottle of water and her wrapped sandwich, and she let out a breath. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      He raised a brow. “If I had, you’d have screamed like you did that one time we went to that corn maze.”

      She glared but didn’t take her food since she didn’t want it in her booth. “I did not scream that loudly. And if I had, no one would have blamed me. There was a clown. With a chainsaw. Chasing me.”

      Mace just grinned and leaned against the half-wall that made up her booth. “I’ve never actually seen you run that quickly or jump that high over that hole in the ground that was supposed to slow you down. It was like you were doing hurdles or something.”

      “Clown. Chainsaw. Chasing.” The held up her hand, pointing up her fingers as she ticked off her list. “The three C’s of doom.”

      “I’m sure there are other C’s out there that could make it better.”

      And for some reason, the way his voice growled just that certain way he did to make her laugh, she blushed. Her cheeks heated to the point where she knew he probably saw it but, hopefully, he’d think it was anger. She was not going to be embarrassed—or worse, turned on—because of the man in front of her.

      There were lines she didn’t cross, and that was one of them.

      And, recently, she’d had to be extra cautious what direction her thoughts traveled when it came to Mace. Apparently, opening up her own business while dealing with a slew of other things had made her lose sight of what was important.

      “Whatever you say, Knight.” She swallowed hard and moved back a bit so she could have some breathing room. Mace was just so big that he ended up taking up more space than anyone else she knew. And considering how big her brothers and cousins were, that was saying something.

      He winked and went back to the side table where he’d left his sandwich. Ryan was at his station working and would close up once Adrienne and Mace left, and neither of them wanted to bother the man since he was focusing. Sure, all of them were good at working while the place was busy, but she’d let him work in peace if she could.

      She and Mace dug into their food while keeping an eye out for any walk-ins. Since it was the middle of the week and raining, she didn’t think they’d get any, but she had to stay vigilant. It had been a full day of family already. Shep was home for the evening with his family, and Shea had already been by with Roxie since the two of them were the shop’s accountants. Soon, Adrienne and Mace would head home and leave Ryan to handle any last-minute things, but she trusted the man. After all, she couldn’t open and close every day.

      Just most days it seemed since she was the one without connections or anyone to come home to after a long day of work and stress. That hadn’t bothered her before as she’d always been focused on her dreams and might have kept an eye out for a man who could be the one, but it hadn’t been a priority. Now, though, for some reason, things weren’t like they had been before. Maybe because she’d accomplished her dream of owning a shop, and even though she had to work even harder to maintain it, that part of her checklist was done? Not to mention the fact that Shep was back in town with his perfect family, and Roxie was already married. She hadn’t felt left behind before, but the more she thought about it now, the more those creeping feelings kept coming back.

      Mace had Daisy at home now, and Thea…well, Thea was a workaholic at her bakery much like Adrienne was at the shop, so maybe the two of them were their own peas in a pod.

      “Again with the woolgathering,” Mace said, brushing his shoulder against hers as they sat on the couch in the front of the shop.

      “What does woolgathering even mean?” she asked, quickly pushing her earlier odd thoughts from her mind.

      Mace frowned. “You know, I don’t really know, and that makes me feel like kind of an idiot.” He pulled out his phone and started scrolling. “Let’s look it up.”

      She rolled her eyes and couldn’t help but smile as he looked up the definition and taught them something new for the day. Well, at least she’d never be bored with him by her side.

      “That man come back?” Mace said after they’d cleaned up and started working on cleaning the rest of the place.

      She shook her head, knowing exactly whom he meant. “No, but I don’t think that one time will be the last time we hear from him. Shep’s been looking into who he could be, but honestly, it’s a dead end right now. He didn’t introduce himself. He just threatened us with weird, vague shit.” It still didn’t feel right to her, and she knew there would be more from that visit soon. She just hated the fact that it was a waiting game until they figured it out.

      “I don’t want you alone here at night, Adrienne. Not when we don’t know what that man’s issue was other than being a stuck-up suit with a sneering problem.”

      That made her pause, her hands fisting in front of her on the counter. “Excuse me? Did you tell Shep or Ryan that you don’t want them alone?”

      Ryan’s client had just left, so he looked up from his notebook before holding up his hands in surrender. “No, he didn’t, and for the love of God, keep me out of it.”

      Mace flipped him off, but Adrienne could only glare at her so-called best friend. “Addi.”

      “Don’t fucking Addi me. I know you’re overprotective, but remember, I can take care of myself. Plus, this is a brightly lit area, and even if I’m the last one out of the shop, it’s not like I didn’t do that for years at the old place. Don’t get all dude bro on me, Mace. I’m not going to take kindly to that.”

      Ryan snorted. “Dude bro?”

      She flipped him off since he could be just like Mace and Shep and go all overprotective if they thought one of their women was in danger. Not that Adrienne had ever been in danger when she walked into the parking lot. Like any sane woman walking alone at night, she walked to her car with either her pepper spray in her hand or her keys in her fist. Of course, when she told Mace that, he just glowered harder.

      Men.

      “I’m just saying…”

      “Don’t say anything. I’m not going to wait for a strong man to save me just so I can walk outside, but I’m also not going to be stupid. I know there are people out there who like to prey on women. Hello? I’m a woman, and the fact that I walk to my car like I do and I’ve never been attacked should tell you something. But I’m also not going to live my life afraid of what might happen and end up hurting the business and create issues with everyone else’s hours because of it.”

      Mace sighed before leaning against the wall. “I get it. And I know I shouldn’t have even said anything, but that dude creeped me out, and frankly, I don’t trust what he might do.”

      Her stomach twisted, but she ignored it. “That man is more likely to sue us for some petty shit we didn’t do, Mace. That is what we should be worrying about.” The idea of just that kept her up late at night—not that she said as much to Mace and Ryan.

      “Okay, you two, there’s nothing you can do about it now,” Ryan said, coming between the two of them. “You’re both off the clock anyway, and since you’re leaving at the same time, Mace can get all protective and walk you to your car, Adrienne, and you can glare the whole time, knowing that you’re not changing up your schedule so he can do it.”

      “I’m starting to wonder why we hired you,” Adrienne said with a growl before going back to pick up her things. The rain had picked up, and it was freaking cold outside, so she needed her coat.

      “Because I’m God’s gift to tattooing, and I take your ribbing easily.”

      Mace was the one to laugh aloud at that, and Adrienne couldn’t help but smile. “Whatever you say, Ryan. Whatever you say.”

      Mace went to pick up his things as well, and soon, the two of them were walking side by side in the pouring rain out to their cars. They’d parked far away, so she was drenched by the time she got to her door. Their vehicles were next to each other as usual, and she gave him a mock salute as she slid into the driver’s seat.

      He grinned and got into his truck, shaking his head the whole time. Yeah, they fought, but they were best friends for a reason. She understood why he worried about her and knew she would be even more vigilant when she walked alone, but there was no way she was going to change everyone’s hours to suit the whims of the overprotective.

      She turned her key in the ignition and then cursed as it just clicked. No trying to turn over, no weird sounds, just a click.

      “What the fuck?” She tried again, taking deep breaths so she wouldn’t lose her temper and start beating the shit out of her steering wheel. The only thing that would end up broken would be her hand—and whatever was already screwed up under the hood.

      “Damn it!” she yelled again as it continued to click with no results.

      Someone tapped on her window, and she screamed much like she had in that corn maze, even though she knew it had to be Mace being all overprotective again.

      She opened her door after letting out a long sigh, then grabbed her bag and made sure Mace was out of the way before standing up.

      “If you ask to check under the hood before I get a chance to, I might knee you in the balls.”

      Rain poured down on them, and he just shook his head. “It’s probably the battery, right?”

      “What did I say about the hood? No guessing. No trying to fix the problem until I can see what’s going on.”

      “Come on, Addi, it’s fucking pouring, and you’re on the way home anyway. Let’s just leave your car here instead of dealing with whatever is wrong with it when neither of us has any skill whatsoever when it comes to engines. We’ll call Roxie’s husband to come and take a look at it tomorrow, and I’ll give you a ride to work in the morning.”

      Roxie’s husband, Carter, was a mechanic, and even if it was just the battery—though she wasn’t sure since she knew nothing about cars—the weather sucked enough that she’d end up electrocuting herself rather than jumping her vehicle.

      “Fine.” Rain slid down her neck and in between her breasts, her coat doing nothing against the October chill or the precipitation. She knew she’d sounded petulant, but she was so tired of her damn car and its issues. She needed a new one, badly, but she’d used most of her savings for her house and the shop. Sure, she had some left, but she knew she needed to keep a bit for a rainy day—pun unintended. Mace shut her door behind her before turning to open his passenger side door for her. She sighed, hugged him quickly because she felt like a brat, then climbed up into his truck.

      When he ran around to the driver’s side and hopped in, she rested her head back on the headrest and let out a sigh.

      “I’m sorry I’m grumpy. Thank you for driving me home and helping me deal with my car. I know it’s raining and yucky and you’re being amazing. I’m just growly.”

      Mace reached over and squeezed her hand before turning the ignition and pulling out of the spot. “You’re not grumpy or growly. Not really,” he added when she snorted. “Your car wouldn’t start, and you didn’t kick the tire or anything, so that’s progress.”

      She couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face as she looked over at him. “I kicked my tire once, and that was because I was annoyed with Joe.”

      “Your ex was a douche, so you should have kicked his tire instead of yours, but then that would have been a misdemeanor.”

      Mace wasn’t wrong that Joe was a douche, but she hadn’t even seen the other man in over a year. She blinked, her mouth going dry.

      Over. A. Year.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. If she hadn’t seen the man in over year, that meant she hadn’t had sex in over a year. Over three hundred and sixty-five days of only having an orgasm because she knew how to rub her clit and had a very nice bag full of toys.

      Oh. Dear. God.

      Mace turned to her sharply before looking back at the road. “What is it? Shit, I thought I was going to hit something.”

      She winced. “Sorry. At least you didn’t swerve.”

      “What’s wrong? You’re pale and look like you’re going to be sick. Do I need to pull over?” He started looking to the side, and she reached out and patted his arm.

      “I’m fine. Really. I uh…just thought about something alarming and, well, it surprised me, that’s all.”

      He kept his eyes on the road as the rain started coming down harder, but she saw the confusion on his face. She usually told him what she was thinking, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to tell him this.

      Ever.

      They sat in awkward silence as Mace made his way to her house, and she tried to figure out how she’d let her dating and sex lives lapse as they had. She’d been busy working on setting up the new shop and working double-time at her old place to save up before she quit, so that was an easy excuse.

      Still, though, she wasn’t quite sure how it had happened.

      Mace pulled into her driveway, and the rain around them came down in sheets, the wind slamming into his truck hard enough to rock it on its wheels.

      “You can’t drive in this,” she said over the roaring wind. “It should die down soon, but at least come inside for a bit while you wait. You know how this area floods. Your parents have Daisy, right?”

      Mace turned off the engine and nodded. “Yeah, they’re at my house since we don’t have our system down yet.”

      “Then come on in for a bit and wait for the wind to at least die down.”

      The truck rocked again.

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said as he met her gaze. Then, they were both running through the wind and rain, laughing as she tried to get her key into the lock. They tumbled into her house together, his hands on her upper arms, keeping her steady as they slid across the hardwood floor and slammed the door behind them.

      “That was crazy!” she laughed, shaking her head, watching the water drops fall from her hair as if she’d just gotten out of the shower.

      He squeezed her arms, letting her go, and a chill slid over her. She assumed it had to be from the wet rain that was slowly turning to ice outside.

      “Came out of nowhere. Hopefully, Ryan’s okay at the shop.”

      “He should be fine. I mean, these storms never last for long. Not without snow anyway. Want a towel?”

      He nodded and followed her back to the master bath. She handed him a fluffy bath sheet then took one for herself. “So, you going to tell me what you were thinking about?”

      She froze. “Uh…”

      “Just tell me. You got me all curious.” He ran his towel through his hair, and she couldn’t help but watch the way the muscles in his arms bunched at the movement. Her best friend was damn sexy and, apparently, she needed to get laid because she couldn’t keep her mind off him.

      Nothing good could come from what she was going to say next, nor the directions of her thoughts but, apparently, the cold had rattled her brain.

      “I was thinking that I haven’t had sex in over a year.” She paused, but he just looked at her, his eyes wide. “And that it’s been so long, that you’re looking really hot all wet and bearded.”

      He didn’t say anything, his gaze on hers. She was really afraid she’d just fucked everything up. All she had to do was laugh it off and make it a joke. Tell him that she was just kidding and wanted to make him squirm.

      But she didn’t say anything.

      Couldn’t say anything.

      And he didn’t say anything either.

      Instead, he tilted his head, making her feel like she’d ruined everything.

      And then he kissed her.

      Hard.
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      Mace was making a fucking mistake, and he didn’t care. Adrienne tasted like sin and seduction, and he knew if he stopped kissing her, he’d let his mind wander to what the hell he was doing, and he’d fuck up everything even more.

      So, he kept kissing her.

      And then he took it deeper.

      His fingers tangled in her hair, and she slid her hands up his chest, digging into his flesh. Their moans were lost in the wind and rain outside as it beat down on the bathroom window, and he couldn’t help but explore her mouth.

      He’d thought about doing this countless times; thought about tasting her, having her. He’d imagined himself licking up her neck and down between her breasts before devouring her everywhere else. He’d thought about how she’d arch into him as he plunged into her, and they’d both come, panting and sweaty.

      He’d thought about all of it because he’d been attracted to Addi from day one, but had never wanted to hurt their friendship. That was still the case because she was the most important adult in his life, the strongest relationship he had with another person besides Daisy.

      So why was he still kissing her?

      Mace was about to pull back when she leaned in closer, her breasts pressing into his chest. And when her hands slid around to his back to cling to him, he knew there would be no getting out of this mistake just then.

      They’d deal with the consequences later because that’s what they did. They were strong enough to deal with anything, and right then, all he wanted to do was bury himself inside his best friend and never stop.

      So, he didn’t.

      He licked and nibbled up her jaw, loving the way she arched her neck for him in response. He couldn’t reach all of her shoulder, and he wanted nothing more than to taste every inch of her skin, so he pulled back and tugged on the bottom of her shirt. She blinked up at him with wide, lust-filled eyes then helped him strip the garment over her head.

      That still left her in a tank, where he could just barely glimpse some delicate lace that made his mouth water.

      “Why the fuck are you wearing so many clothes?”

      “Because if I wear this bra under just a cotton shirt, you can see all the bumps from the lace, and I’m really not in the mood to deal with dude bros trying to wonder what the hell is all over my tits.”

      He shook his head and pulled her tank off quickly before leaning down and sucking one lace-covered nipple into his mouth. Her head fell back, and she moaned, her hand in his hair, pressing him closer to her.

      “Now I’m the one all over your tits,” he teased then moved to her other breast.

      She gave a laugh that ended on a groan as he slid her bra down slightly so he could bare her breast.

      “That was hor—“ A lust-filled gasp. “A horrible joke. Like the worst, ever.”

      “Then let me make it up to you.” He sucked on her other breast, reaching around her back to undo her bra clasp with one hand.

      “Take off your shirt. That could help.”

      He grinned, leaning back to do as she asked. Well, demanded, but he didn’t mind just then, especially if she ordered him around like that. As long as they were about to be skin-to-skin, he’d do whatever she wanted.

      “I freaking love your ink,” she whispered. “Like, I know that I got to do the work on your legs, but your old artist who did all of the ink on your chest and arms? Fucking talented.”

      His entire chest and arms were covered with an array of ink that was not only interconnected, but each meant something to him in a different and personal way. His artist had done it over a period of ten years at his old shop before he moved away. Adrienne had then taken over his ink, and since his entire back was tattoo-free, he knew she was ready to play with that canvas.

      But not right then.

      He kissed her again before going back to give more attention to her breasts. “You know you can have my back when we finish the design.”

      “You’ll be on your back soon, Knight, so just keep that in mind.”

      He straightened then crushed his mouth to hers. “I think you’ve got that the other way around.” He slid his hands down over the soft curve of her hips, then moved one around to her belly before dipping beneath the waistband of her jeans.

      Her eyes met his as his fingers slid into her panties and then over the heat of her. “Mace.”

      He gently flicked his finger over her clit—a feat not easily done as her jeans were fucking tight, but the limited room to work gave them both a sense of urgency he knew would keep them on the edge.

      “You’re already so wet for me, Addi. Your panties are fucking damp, and I’m just now putting my fingers in your pussy.” He pumped one finger in and out of her, just a bare graze as he couldn’t move as much as he wanted, and watched as her pupils dilated and her breaths came in pants. “You going to be a good girl and come on my hand with your pants still on? You do that, and I’ll lick this wet pussy of yours. I’ll lick and suck, and eat you out until you come on my face. Then I’ll fuck you hard until you break over my cock and leave scratches on my back. What do you say?” He entered a second finger, and her tight cunt pulsated around him. “You think you can do that? Can you come on my hand?”

      They were standing in her bathroom with the rain slamming into the window, yet all he could do was move his fingers in and out of her with shallow, desperate strokes as she watched him with wide eyes.

      “Addi? Can you come?”

      In answer, she cupped her breasts and arched into him, her gaze never leaving his.

      Then she came.

      He’d known she was beautiful, had seen it every damn day, but he hadn’t known the wonder and breathtaking radiance that was Addi when she came.

      Her pussy clamped down on his fingers, and a stunning blush spread across her skin. “Mace.”

      At the sound of his name on her lips, he kissed her again, his fingers still moving in and out of her slick sheath. She was so wet, and the sounds they made together caused his cock to harden beyond reason. He was actually worried he might come in his jeans like a damn teenager, and if he weren’t careful, he wouldn’t be able to fuck her hard like he wanted.

      So, he pulled his fingers out of her, looked right into her eyes, and licked her sweetness from the two fingers that had made her come like a fucking goddess.

      “Jesus Christ, that’s like the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He winked. “You haven’t seen my cock yet.”

      When she rolled her eyes, he couldn’t help but grin. “Ego much?”

      “Made you come with just my fingers, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Now put your mouth where your fingers were, and then we’ll see.”

      There was a reason this woman was his best friend, and that mouth of hers was just part of it. He kissed her again, this time going slow so he could savor their time together because he had a feeling once they both left this haze of sex and bad decisions, they’d never touch each other like this again.

      When he pulled way, he quickly pulled her jeans down along with her panties. Any other time, he’d have loved to use that lacy excuse for panties to play with her ass and her clit, but he didn’t have the patience for that. She let out a surprised squeal when he lifted her up by the hips and set her down on the bathroom counter. Then, he pulled her to the edge, spread her legs, and licked her pussy in one quick set of movements, just to watch the way her body tightened.

      “You’re going to make me fall off this damn thing,” she warned. “This isn’t the sturdiest of counters.”

      “Then hold on,” he growled and went back to eating her out. He licked between her folds, his hands holding down her thighs so he could spread her open and spear her with his tongue. She kept her hands on the edge of the counter so she wouldn’t fall, but he knew it was damn close because her whole body shook as he licked and sucked and ate.

      When her breaths came in tiny pants and her thighs shook under his hands, he sucked on her clit again and looked up her body to her face.

      “Mace.”

      And then she came again. He lapped her up, aware that if he didn’t get inside her soon, he’d burst right then and there. He stood up quickly and undid his pants, thankful that they’d both taken off their shoes at the door since they were drenched. When he stood between her spread legs and wrapped her hair around his fist, she smiled up at him, the look in her eyes one of a woman drunk on lust, and he knew his likely mirrored hers even though he hadn’t come yet. He crushed his mouth to hers, his need for her intensifying to the point where he wasn’t sure he’d ever come back from it, at least not whole.

      “Spare condoms are in the drawer,” she panted, her legs wrapped around his waist, her pussy wet and hot against his stomach. He was damn glad she’d remembered a condom because she was so fucking sexy right then, he’d almost fucked her bare, and that wasn’t something either of them was ready for. Hell, he wasn’t sure that was something they’d ever be ready for.

      “Spare?” he asked, fumbling for the drawer beside them. He quickly found the box of condoms, ripped open the container, then did the same to the packet before sliding the rubber over his length.

      “I have more in the bedroom. These are in here in case I run out in there. I mean, it’s not like I want to run from the bedroom to the bathroom for a condom, you know? Breaks the mood.”

      He really didn’t want to think about another man fucking her at the moment, so he pushed those images from his head. “Thankfully, I’m going to fuck you right on this counter, so that works.” He kissed her hard then pulled back so he could look into her eyes as he slid into her, inch by aching inch until he was seated to the hilt inside her wet heat.

      “You’re so fucking big,” she whispered, laughter dancing in her eyes. “And I can’t believe I just said that out loud.”

      He grinned, pumping his hips slightly so he moved in and out of her. “Well, a guy needs those kinds of compliments. And you’re really tight. Perfect combination.”

      She lifted her hips slightly from the counter, bringing him deeper, and they both moaned.

      “Fuuuuuck,” he growled. “Hold on tight, Addi.”

      “As long as you make me come, I can do that.”

      He kissed her again. “Done.”

      Then he moved.

      He had one hand on her hip, holding her so tightly to him that he knew he’d probably leave a bruise. The other was on the back of her neck so they had their heads together, their gazes down, watching his length move in and out of her. It was singularly the most erotic sight he’d ever witnessed, and as his balls grew tight, he knew if he didn’t make her come fast, she’d make a liar out of him with her sweet pussy.

      Mace kissed her again then moved his hand from the back of her head to play with her clit. “Come, Addi. Come on my cock.”

      “Demanding.”

      He flicked her clit. “Needy.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” she whispered and then broke apart as she came again. Her cunt was like a vice on his dick, and he came with her, swallowing her scream with his kiss as he thrust in and out of her with frenzied need on the wave of their orgasms.

      Soon the sound of their breathing was the only noise in the bathroom, and he looked at the window, noticing that the rain had all but died down, and the wind was no longer making the house rattle.

      Then, the reality of the situation hit him.

      He was late picking up his daughter because he’d spent the past thirty minutes fucking his best friend in her bathroom. He still had his damn cock inside her, and neither of them had said anything since they both came so hard he was pretty sure he’d see stars for the next hour.

      They’d made a huge fucking mistake, and as he looked into her eyes, he knew she knew it, too. But instead of kissing her like he should and telling her everything would be okay, he pulled out of her and disposed of the condom. How could everything be okay when neither of them had spoken a word to each other about what they were doing? This…need for each other might have always been there, but their acting on it had come out of nowhere.

      “I have to go pick up Daisy.”

      Adrienne blinked and then closed her legs, covering up her breasts as much as she could with one arm as she nodded. He was a fucking bastard, but he had no idea what he should say to make everything okay.

      He was ruining his best relationships because he was so far out of his depth, yet he had no idea how to fix it.

      “Go, she’s probably wondering where you are.” There was no censure in her tone, no hurt, but the lack of emotion spoke volumes.

      “I’ll pick you up in the morning?” he asked, pulling up his jeans. “Are you going to call Carter tonight.”

      She nodded, her hands still covering herself, though he’d tasted every inch she now hid from his sight. “I’ll get it done.” She cleared her throat. “Uh, see you tomorrow.”

      He met her gaze, willing either himself or her to say something, to say anything to make this better. But they hadn’t said a word before they did what they’d done, and with so many emotions running high, he knew they wouldn’t now either.

      Not yet.

      “Okay, then.”

      “Okay. Bye, Mace.”

      He swallowed hard. “Bye, Addi.”

      Then he left his best friend sitting on her bathroom counter, naked in more ways than one, as he went to pull on his shirt and shoes before walking out of her house and hoping to hell and back that he hadn’t just fucked up their relationship for good.

      The next morning wasn’t awkward.

      It was fucking awkward.

      After he’d left Adrienne in her house without talking about what was important because God forbid they actually talk about what had just happened, he’d headed to his parent’s house to pick up Daisy. His folks hadn’t said a thing about his being late—neither had Daisy for that matter—and he supposed they all assumed it had to do with the weather. Indirectly it had, sure, but he was seriously going to Hell for the decisions he’d made that day.

      He’d tossed and turned all night, unable to get the taste and feel of his best friend from his mind. He’d almost texted her countless times but had no idea what to say to her. He didn’t regret what he’d felt when he was with her, but he damn sure regretted how he’d made her feel when he left. They should have talked, should have made a thoughtful decision instead of doing something that could possibly ruin their friendship beyond repair. But they hadn’t. They’d given in to temptation, and now he’d have to find a way to make sure that she knew she was still his everything, and that things would be okay. He didn’t want her to feel used.

      He was a bastard. A sick bastard.

      And then things had gone from awkward to awkward as hell when he picked her up at her house that morning. She’d been waiting for him on her porch, and they hadn’t texted each other like they normally did. He’d gone all morning with just a cup of coffee while he got Daisy ready for school and hadn’t heard a word from his best friend. If he didn’t find a way to fix this soon, he honestly didn’t know how he would keep going. Adrienne was tangled in every facet of his life, and he’d always treasured that. If he lost it…hell, he wasn’t sure how he’d figure out what to do.

      They’d made pleasant conversation about the weather—purposely not talking about storms or hard rain—and about what projects they had that day. They’d also talked about the fact that Carter had already been by the parking lot to take Adrienne’s car into his shop that morning before Mace had even woken up since the man worked strange hours. The two of them hadn’t said a word about what had happened between them, and he knew if he wanted to fix this, he needed to say something. But what to say without putting his foot into his mouth or getting kicked in the balls like he rightly deserved? He had no clue, but he had to say something to fix this.

      Now, after a few hours of working with Shep up front doing a full back piece, and Ryan on the phone dealing with someone who needed a first-timer appointment, Addi sat in her chair, working on a sketch for her next client. Mace figured that once the other two left for the day, he could figure out what he needed to say before he and Adrienne closed. He was an adult, damn it, he could do this. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t had sex before. But it had been the first time with his best friend—hence why he was acting like a lunatic.

      Ignoring the pressing need to do something about what had happened, he went to his bench and started working on his next project. It was a full back piece for a retired Master Sergeant who had gone without ink for his entire time in the service. Mace knew this was beyond important for the man and wanted to make it perfect, so he was taking his time and putting his best efforts into the work.

      A hand rubbed something on his arm, and he started, looking over his shoulder before freezing.

      Adrienne stood behind him, her eyes wide, and her hands in the air. “You had jam on your shirt.”

      He blinked and then shifted on his stool so he faced her, even though he had to look up to see her face. “Oh, uh, it was a tough morning getting everything ready for Daisy and her lunch and all that.”

      Laughter danced in her eyes before it burned away, replaced by that now-familiar awkwardness. “Well, it’s gone now.”

      He cleared his throat, trying to get the memory of her touch out of his mind. She’d barely grazed his shoulder to wipe jam off it, yet his body had heated from just the thought of her so near. They had to fix this, and soon.

      “Uh, can you grab a cup of coffee with me?” The unsaid “we need to talk” lingered between them.

      She tilted her head, studying his face before nodding slowly. “Okay. Let me get my bag.”

      She left him, and he went to get coffee orders from the others, pointedly trying not to look Shep in the eyes as he did. Might as well make this excuse to talk to Adrienne a real thing.

      “We each have clients in thirty minutes, so we should get a move on. Colorado Icing, or the deli?” Colorado Icing was Thea’s bakery and had way better coffee. When he said as much, Addi smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. He had to fix this.

      They didn’t have to go far before they went back inside, so he gripped her arm, stopping them both before they did. “We need to talk.”

      She stuck her hands into the pockets of her jacket and rocked on her feet. “I figured.”

      He had no idea what he should say to make it better, so he rambled, hoping to hell that somewhere in his random words were the right things.

      “It was a one-time thing, right? Because we’re best friends, Addi. If we fuck this up, I don’t know what I’ll do. It was a mistake to do what we did without talking about it first. It was stupid. I don’t want to risk you, Addi. We’re not only starting off a new company together, but you’re also my boss, and now I’m a full-time dad, and hell, I’m not saying anything right, but we can’t risk what we have. What we have is special, and I don’t want to risk it. Because if we fuck everything up, it’s going to suck beyond anything. You’re my best friend, Adrienne. The one person, outside of my family, in my life that’s a constant. I don’t want what happened with us to end up being such a mistake that we lose what we have.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and her jaw clenched before she finally spoke. “First, you call what we did a mistake again, and I’m going to have to dick-punch you. We cannot do this again, and we will never talk about it, but never, ever call me—or any woman for that matter—a mistake to her face. Are we clear, Knight?”

      He ran a hand over his face. “Jesus Christ, I’m not saying anything right.” He took a deep breath before cupping her face and looking into her eyes. “I fucking loved every single moment I was with you, Addi. Every single damn second. But we should have talked beforehand and, apparently, right now, I’m not making much sense to talk afterward. I don’t know what’s coming next, nor do I know if we should even take this to…well, anything, but what I do know is that I want you in my life no matter what. I’ll do anything to keep from losing you. Anything.”

      She leaned into his hold, her body relaxing as she let out a breath of her own. “I know it was just the heat of the moment and the crazy weather or whatever, but I loved it, too. And I don’t know what we should do about it other than maybe not try to do it again while acknowledging it was pretty damn amazing sex?”

      An older woman glared at them as she went to her car, but he didn’t care. They were outside in the middle of a shopping area having this discussion, but it couldn’t wait.

      “So, we don’t forget or ignore that it happened, but we also try to not let it happen again without actually talking to each other about it?”

      She nodded. “Does that mean it could happen again?”

      He licked his lips, aware that if he said the wrong thing this time he could lose her. “Maybe? I don’t know, Addi. Everything I said about you being my boss and me trying to figure out how to be a full-time dad was true.”

      “And I’m super busy with trying to keep my head above water as we get through the first six months of the shop. But…”

      He nodded. “But it was damn good.”

      “Of course, it was damn good. It’s the two of us.”

      He lowered his head, resting his forehead on hers. “I’m not going to say the m-word again, but let’s not fuck things up.”

      “We have no idea what we’re doing,” she whispered. “No clue.”

      “Nope. But let’s keep doing it.”

      He didn’t know what on earth that even meant, but they were in this together, and he just prayed that he didn’t screw things up even more.
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      Adrienne arched her hips, her hand between her legs as she imagined Mace’s rough beard scraping her thighs as he ate her out. Despite how hot her imagination had gotten before, knowing exactly what his tongue on her pussy felt like now just made touching herself even hotter. She slid her fingers between her folds, pumped one, then two fingers in and out of herself before pulling out so she could slide her wetness over her clit. One hand cupping her breast, she pleasured herself until she came, her body shaking as the orgasm slammed into her, making her tingle all the way from her toes to her ears and the tips of her breasts.

      “I’m going to Hell,” she whispered, her hand still lazily stroking her clit. “So going to Hell.”

      It had been two days since she’d had the best sex of her life with her best friend, and though they’d had a conversation about it, she was still just as confused as ever.

      What they had talked about:

      The sex was amazing.

      They probably shouldn’t do it again.

      The sex was amazing.

      They were probably going to do it again.

      The sex was amazing.

      They could ruin everything because the sex was amazing.

      She laid back, her hand falling to the side as she fought to catch her breath. Her morning routine of getting herself off was now far more complicated than it should be thanks to Mr. Big Dick and Fuck-tastic Hips.

      And if she ever actually called him that to his face, she’d die of mortification.

      She shouldn’t be thinking about Mace and sex at all. She should be getting over her lapse in judgment and start focusing on work and family as usual. Instead, she was lying in bed before her alarm went off, making herself come by thinking about Mace’s talented tongue replacing her fingers.

      Again, going to Hell.

      Sighing, she rolled out of bed, grabbed her phone so she could turn off her alarm, and promptly almost fell because her panties were still wrapped around her ankles.

      Grace, thy name is Adrienne Montgomery.

      She kicked off her panties and slogged her way to her bathroom so she could get ready for the day. Of course, she couldn’t look at her counter without blushing and pressing her legs together. She’d just come, yet just looking at where Mace had fucked her had her ready to go again.

      “I guess that’s why I have that showerhead,” she mumbled and went to sin once more thinking of Mace between her legs, this time using the hot water instead of her hands. “So going to Hell.”

      Her body ached, and she was pretty sure her nether regions would forever be swollen and needy thanks to thoughts of Mace, but she was finally in the parking lot to open the shop and in desperate need of caffeine. Maybe today would be different, and she wouldn’t want to simultaneously fuck her best friend and hide from the situation at the same time.

      Nothing good ever came from having sex with friends.

      Nothing.

      Except for those fantastic orgasms, but she was not thinking about those. Again. She had work to do, damn it.

      Adrienne did her best to forget what she’d done that morning—or any morning—while thinking about Mace and climbed out of her car. Her brother-in-law, Carter, had replaced something inside, and for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what. She could fix so many damn things in her house and at the shop if needed but tell her a car part, and she forgot the information instantly. Regardless, Carter had told her that the car was on its last leg, but he’d do his best so she could keep driving it. She liked that brother-in-law of hers, even when he gave her terrible news about what she already knew was a lost cause.

      She was just about in front her shop when she froze, aware that there were a few other business owners staring at the tattoo shop, as well.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered, her phone clutched in her hand as she tried to reconcile what exactly she was seeing.

      “Adrienne!” Thea called, running toward her, her own phone in hand. “I was just about to call you. I’ll call Shep now. I’m so sorry, honey. I don’t know what those lunatics were thinking.”

      Adrienne nodded, letting her younger sister mother her like she enjoyed doing. All she could do was stare at her store and what the monsters had done to it.

      Bright red and green paint along with black and blue covered the front of the shop in splotches. Someone had used a red can of spraypaint to mark the windows up with slurs and other curse words that would forever be imprinted in her brain. Sure, she used the words bitch and fuck in her own vocabulary, but seeing it emblazoned starkly on her shop in contrast to the beautiful backdrop of the foothills and the pristine paint of the other buildings made it all the more terrifying.

      Someone had tagged her shop and had done a hell of a job with it.

      She couldn’t quite think of what to do as Thea called the police and explained what had happened. Adrienne should be the one doing that, not her sister. It was her shop, after all. Hers and Shep’s.

      And someone had defaced it.

      Strong hands slid around her waist, and she turned, fist ready to punch, but stopped when she realized it was Mace.

      “What the fuck, Addi?” he asked, but since he was looking at the shop and not her, she knew his words weren’t about her almost hitting him but what had happened to their place of business.

      “I don’t know.” She swallowed hard then got over herself because she had shit to do and a business to save. “But we’re going to find out.” She turned to Thea. “Cops on their way?”

      Her sister nodded. “Yes, they said don’t go in or touch anything. Just in case.”

      Adrienne nodded, not bothering to pull away from Mace’s hold as he gave her strength that she desperately needed at that point. She wouldn’t turn away someone to lean on when she needed it most. At least, that’s what she hoped was the reason.

      “Okay, I’ll call Shep. Mace, can you call Ryan? Get him here if you can. Once the cops are done taking statements or photos or whatever, we need to start cleaning up. We have clients to work on today, and there’s no damn way we are leaving it like this if we can help it.”

      “Adrienne…” Thea started, but she shook her head.

      “Thank you for everything,” she said and then looked at the crowd of well-meaning people, including their newest resident, the tea shop owner from next door. “Go back to work, everyone. I’m sorry this might hurt your business for the day but, hopefully, we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      She was so pissed. There was already a stigma surrounding her type of shop in this area, and now it was the one place tagged by whoever thought they would have some fun for the night. She wished she could start cleaning it off immediately and forget about it so she could get on with her day, but there were procedures to follow, and that meant she had to wait.

      But waiting wasn’t something she wanted to do.

      Abby, the owner of Teas’d, the organic tea shop that had opened up right before Montgomery Ink Too, walked over with two mugs of what Adrienne guessed was tea.

      “White chocolate peppermint,” Abby explained. “A favorite right now. Drink and wait for the police to come. I know this sucks, but whenever you’re allowed to start cleaning, we’re all here for you.” She looked around, and the other business owners, including Thea, nodded. “We’re a team around here. And we don’t take kindly to someone hurting one of us.”

      Adrienne gratefully took the tea and took a careful sip, her eyes nearly bugging out of her head. “This is amazing.”

      Abby winked. “I’m slowly turning everyone from the dark side of coffee.”

      “You’re well on your way with this,” Mace said from her side. He’d let go of her hip when Thea was talking, and Adrienne had been grateful since her sister was far too perceptive for her own good.

      Despite Adrienne telling everyone to leave, they all stayed until the cops came to take photos and statements. Shep and Ryan had shown up soon after, the anger on their faces almost palpable. When the police left, saying they’d be in touch and that everyone could start cleaning up, Adrienne didn’t feel any steadier. In fact, she still felt just as angry, hurt, and lost as before, but now, she had a list in place of what she had to do. Someone had dared to hurt the Montgomerys, and she’d be damned if she let that take her down. They’d find who did it, and then…well, she’d let the cops handle it from there. But she’d make sure her shop shone like a beacon of hope and art because there was no way she was going to let some asshole with paint ruin all her hard work. Not this time.

      Soon, she found herself on the phone with a client who had been scheduled that morning but who she knew she’d have to move until later. It would take the whole crew to clean up the mess the vandals had made, and she honestly didn’t want to have her clients seeing the place as it looked now. Thankfully, they hadn’t broken any windows or done anything that looked too permanent. Power washing in a Colorado October wouldn’t be fun, but at least it wasn’t snowing. They’d scrub, power wash if needed, and paint. Luckily, they already had the paint in the back storage area because they’d just finished the place and had leftovers.

      Her shop hadn’t even been open a full month before someone tried to ruin it. She did her best not to take that to heart.

      An arm wrapped around her shoulders as soon as she hung up with her client, and she leaned into her big brother’s hold. She’d know his hugs anywhere. Shep was a few years older than Adrienne, and the only boy in their immediate family. He’d moved to New Orleans so long ago that it was odd seeing him back in Colorado Springs. He used to hang out with Austin in Denver on the weekends when they were growing up because he’d been so much older and hadn’t wanted to only play with his sisters. Adrienne hadn’t minded because that meant she could spy on what the boys were doing with Thea and Roxie whenever Austin visited them. It was what little sisters did, after all.

      Now, though, her brother was all grown up and back home with his wife and child. Adrienne was so damn happy that she could be an aunt in person rather than through video chat, but even the idea of holding Livvy couldn’t really make her smile feel real just then.

      “How you holding up?” Shep asked before kissing the top of her head. His beard was long enough now to tangle in her hair and she pulled away, squinting her eyes at him.

      “I’m fine. We’re going to be fine. We just need to do the things on this list, and then we can open for the day.”

      Shep shook his head. “I don’t think we’re opening today, hon. Tomorrow for sure, but today? I think by the time we get all of this shit off the walls and clean ourselves up, the day will be almost over, and we’ll be too physically and emotionally drained to do much else.”

      “We’ll do a grand re-opening,” Ryan said, holding a stack of buckets with a hose wrapped over his shoulder.

      “You can’t do that three weeks after the first one,” she said quietly, then moved to help him and take some of his load. “Where’s Mace?” She hadn’t seen him since he held her to his side when he’d first shown up. She’d had plans to talk to him today about what…well, she really hadn’t known how that talk would go, but now she was pretty sure it wouldn’t happen this afternoon. Maybe ever. Not with everything going on. Mace had been right, their lives were far too complicated already to add more things that could ruin everything.

      Ryan lifted his head and pointed with his chin. “Getting the rest of the stuff out of his truck.”

      “On it,” Shep said and jogged out of the store toward where Mace had parked. Others had started to come out and help as well, and as much as Adrienne was grateful for that, she also really didn’t want anyone else to see what had happened to her place. She hated that it was so public, and while some people were nice about it, others were giving her looks that were far too pitying for her state of mind.

      And now she was just being whiny, and she hated that. So she rolled her shoulders back and headed out to help Mace unload his truck. He and Ryan had offered to gather everything while she and Shep worked at the store to deal with clients and starting the cleanup with what they had.

      As soon as she held her bucket and sponge in her hand and Mace stood hip-to-hip with her, she let out a breath, staring at the words on her walls that seemed to grow larger and brighter against the cream color of the original paint job with each passing moment.

      Mace leaned down and whispered in her ear, his warm breath sending shivers of sensation down her spine. “You’ve got this, Addi. You’re not alone.”

      Unconsciously, she leaned into him, aware that her brother was staring at her but not truly caring at the moment. To the outside world, she and Mace were friends, and her leaning on him wasn’t unusual. At least, that’s what she hoped.

      “We can do this,” she said. “Because we have to.”

      “You know it, babe. You know it.”

      By the time they’d cleaned every inch of the face of her shop as well as part of Teas’d that had been defaced, as well—something she hadn’t realized until they’d gotten a closer look—the five of them were dirty, grubby, and covered in filth and paint. Abby hadn’t backed away when Adrienne had told the other woman they would handle her cleanup. Instead, she’d gotten dirty right next to them and had only just left to pick up her daughter from the sitter’s. Adrienne didn’t know the woman well, but she knew enough to know that her daughter’s father was no longer in the picture, though she didn’t know the whys and hows of it. Only rumors and she wasn’t sure she could trust those.

      Shep had been forced to leave as well because it was his afternoon with Livvy since Shea had to work, and Adrienne had told Ryan to go home, too. Her brother had been right. There was no way they would be able to open for the few short hours left in their long workday, so she’d given in and told herself she wouldn’t cry until she was home alone with some wine and her bathtub.

      Soon, she found herself alone in her shop with just Mace, and though she knew they needed to talk, she couldn’t help but wrap her arms around his middle and bury herself in his hold. She needed her best friend more than anything after a day like this, and he knew it.

      “It’s going to be okay, Addi. Everything looks brand new, and we’ll be back in business tomorrow.” He ran his hand down her back and kissed the top of her head. And though Shep had done the same earlier, there was nothing brotherly about the way Mace held and touched her.

      “It just sucks. I want to wallow for a bit.” She clung to him harder and sighed. “Do you need to pick up Daisy soon?”

      “She’s at school for a couple more hours, then my parents are picking her up. They like being more involved now that they get to see her more often, and Daisy likes the time with them. The routine is settling her because, sometimes, I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

      She frowned and looked up at him. “You’re doing pretty good, Mace. You’re going from a weekend a month to full-time, and putting your all into it. And you’re letting your family help. I know those sisters of yours would be down here in a minute if you asked them to come.”

      Mace had two sisters who lived up in Denver. They had already come down the weekend before to hang out with Daisy, but they worked long hours and couldn’t make the hour-long drive every night, though she knew they wanted to.

      “You’re pretty smart. Did you know that?”

      She batted her eyes. “Of course, I know that.”

      He grinned then surprised the hell out of her by lowering his mouth to hers and kissing her. His tongue swept along the seam of her lips, and she opened for him, craving him more than she ever thought possible.

      “The door locked?” he asked, his voice rough. His hands cupped her face, and she had to blink slowly so she could catch up with his words.

      “Yes?”

      “Was that an answer, or a question?” he teased before biting down on her lower lip.

      She sucked in a breath and pulled away, though she still kept her hands on him. “The front door is locked, and we have the shades down, but what exactly is it that you’re asking?”

      “I’m not really asking anything. But I’m thinking about taking you into that storage closet back there and having my way with you so you get your mind off all the shit going on right now.” He kissed her again. “That’s what friends are for, Addi. And that’s what I am, no matter what else happens with us, I’m your friend.”

      She swallowed hard, not knowing what to say to that, so she kissed his jaw so he’d lower his head and allow her to take his lips. When he gripped her ass and lifted her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist, she knew they might be making a mistake once again, but she couldn’t help her need for him.

      She didn’t know what would come next when it came to Mace Knight, but she honestly couldn’t stop herself from needing him.

      Not any longer.

      No matter the cost.
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      Mace set Adrienne down on a stack of boxes in the storage room so he could close the door behind them. They were the only two left in the shop, and though the front door might be locked, Shep had a key. Having the man walk in on what Mace was about to do to his sister wouldn’t be the best thing for Mace’s health.

      “Shirt off,” he ordered, tugging it over her head.

      “We’re covered in paint and dirt and who knows what else. This is probably like the worst time to be getting each other off.”

      He lowered his head, kissing that sweet mouth of hers. “So I’ll suck your nipples and your cunt, then I’ll fuck you hard. No need to lick anything that has paint on it.”

      She raised her brow but reached around to undo her bra. The lace fell down onto her lap, leaving her breasts bare to his gaze. He loved the sight of her nipples, all rosy and pink against the paleness of her skin. She had script and branches on her side and cupping one breast, and he couldn’t help but trace the design.

      He’d been the artist, after all, and it had been the hardest project of his life. Not only because it was for his best friend but also because he’d had the most unprofessional hard-on the entire time.

      “I love this tattoo.”

      She slid her hand up his side underneath his shirt. “My artist is pretty damn amazing.”

      His hand traced the rest of her ink before cupping her breast. “Yeah, he is.”

      She laughed and then moaned as he tweaked her nipple. “You’re supposed to say something along the lines of how amazing your canvas was.”

      He bent over, licking one nipple then the other. “You know I love your skin.” He kissed in between her breasts, kneeling between her legs. “Your taste.” Lick. “The feel of you.” Stroke. “The heat of you.” Bite.

      Before he could lick any farther down, however, she pushed him back and stood up. “As much as I really want your mouth on my pussy, there’s something I need to do first.”

      He raised a brow, then grinned when she went to her knees instead and tapped his hip. “Oh yeah?”

      “On your feet, Knight. I’m going to need that cock in my mouth. Like now.”

      She licked her lips as she looked up at him, and he had to take a deep breath so he wouldn’t come in his jeans. How she did that to him every damn time she was near his dick, he didn’t know, but he was starting to get a complex.

      Together, they undid his pants, their fingers fumbling. He’d never known he would be able to handle laughing when a woman was so close to his cock but, apparently, Adrienne brought out the best in him. Soon, his pants were down over his hips, and a wet heat surrounded his length. He slid his hand through her hair, his balls tight as she sucked him off.

      “Jesus, Addi, that mouth of yours.”

      She winked and opened her mouth slightly wider, then relaxed her tongue and swallowed more of him. His grip tightened in her hair, and he couldn’t help but rock in and out of her mouth. She kept herself open for him, and he quickened his pace, fucking her mouth gently enough that he wouldn’t hurt her but with enough vigor that the tip of his cock touched the back of her throat. The fact that she let him do that and moaned while he did, made it damn hard not to blow his load right there. But he didn’t want to come in her mouth, not then. He needed to be inside her and make sure she came, too. So though it wasn’t easy, he pulled out, leaned down, and picked her up under her shoulders and brought his mouth to hers. The taste of those little drops of come from the tip of his dick on her tongue stole a growl from him, and he rocked into her, his wet cock leaving a trail on her bare stomach.

      “I wasn’t done,” she panted, her body clinging to his. Her breasts were bare, pressing into his chest, and all he wanted to do was suck on her nipples until they were bright and shiny and aching for him.

      So he bent low and took one into his mouth, sucking and nibbling until she squirmed in his hold. Only when she was shaking in his arms did he let go and lick his way over to her other one, repeating the process.

      “Mace…I need…I need.”

      He lifted his head, claimed her lips, and growled in her ear, “I know what you need.”

      He quickly pulled the condom out of his back pocket that he’d put there since he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold back from Adrienne for too long, then turned her around so her breasts were against the wall in front of them. He quickly sheathed himself with the condom and shucked his pants down to his knees so he’d have more freedom to move.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice breathy. “I thought you wanted to play with my tits.”

      He moved her hair out of the way and sucked on her mouth. “Your nipples are already wet and cherry red from my mouth.” He pressed her top harder into the wall as he slid his other hand in front of her so he could undo her jeans. “How do they feel against the coolness of the wall? Can you feel every inch of yourself, wet and aching?”

      Her head fell back, and he licked the other side of her neck. “You’re diabolical. Now get that cock inside me.”

      When her pants and panties were down below her luscious ass, he slid his cock between her cheeks and thrust. “One day, I’m going to take this ass of yours. Is it cherry? Because I damn well hope so, baby. I want to be the first inside you, the first taking you in every way possible.”

      “Just get in me already.” She paused. “Not my ass. Not…not yet. But inside my pussy? Yes, let’s do that.”

      She moved her head to the side so he could capture her lips, then pulled back, spreading her from behind so he could slam into her wet heat with one thrust. She clamped down around him, and they both froze, his body breaking out in a sweat just from the feel and temptation of her.

      “Oh, damn,” she moaned, her head falling back onto his shoulder. “I forgot how big you are.”

      “Am I stretching you?” he growled. “Stretching that tight pussy? Are you going to have to walk carefully tomorrow so no one knows you let my big, fat cock into that cunt of yours?” He thrust in and out of her, tiny strokes that sent heat up his spine and down to his balls.

      “I never knew you were such a dirty talker, Mace.”

      He kissed her again, increasing his speed as he fucked her hard into the wall. “Turns out there’s more to know about me, Addi. Want to give it a try?”

      She blinked at him, her cheek pressed into the wall along with the rest of her as he pounded into her sweet body. “I, uh…yes? Yes, I want to try.”

      Mace swallowed hard then dug his fingers into her hips as he sped up, her ass pressed out, meeting him thrust for thrust until they were both calling out each other’s names, their limbs shaking as they came. Her pussy spasmed around him almost painfully, and he knew she’d be sore tomorrow from the way he’d taken her. And though he never wanted to hurt her, the idea that she’d be marked in some way by his touch made him want to fuck her all over again. He was a caveman through and through right then, but then he remembered the fact that he still bore her marks on his back, a sign that he wasn’t the only one who wanted to claim.

      They stood there, his cock still deep inside her, leaning against the wall as they both fought to catch their breaths.

      “Did we just…did we just say we’re trying this?” she whispered. “Or was that just me saying it?”

      He slowly pulled out of her so he could turn her around. This was a conversation they needed to face each other for. “It wasn’t just you, but…” He swallowed hard. “I told you before, we can’t ruin what we have.”

      She reached out and cupped his jaw. They were both mostly naked, though for some reason he still had his shirt on, and he still had the used condom on his cock. They couldn’t have looked more awkward, yet he didn’t care, not when what they were saying meant so much more than what position they were currently in.

      “Then we don’t ruin it. We keep doing what we’re doing.”

      “Best friends who have great sex?” he asked cautiously. “Because we can’t say there’re no feelings. There will always be feelings when it’s the two of us.”

      “Feelings, yes. But we can make sure we don’t go into anything with more promises than we’re willing to keep.”

      He lowered his head, pressing his mouth to hers. “Just you and me then. Whatever this is, however long we add this part to who we are, just you and me.” The idea of her with another man right then made him want to scream, and that was something he was going to have to think about when he was alone. Because there was no such thing as casual sex, not when it came to the two of them.

      “Deal.” She looked down between them and grinned. “And I guess we should clean up because we don’t really look like we’re doing inventory, do we.”

      “I could make a joke about taking your inventory, but that seems a little crass, even for me.”

      She rolled her eyes and pushed at his chest so he backed up, careful not to trip over his pants since they were still around his ankles.

      “Just don’t leave the condom in the trashcan in here. Kind of hard to keep what we have just between us if we’re leaving sperm everywhere.”

      He shook his head and took care of the condom as he dressed, his eyes on her movements as she put herself back to rights. Once again, he knew they were most likely making a mistake, but he didn’t say anything. His craving for Adrienne was becoming an obsession, and that was something he had to work through—mistake or no.

      The next morning should have been more awkward than it was, but for some reason, they were acting as if nothing had happened all the while Mace knew something was different. If he hadn’t been confused before, he sure as hell was now.

      Shep was already working on a tattoo that would probably take the whole day and was in the zone. He had music in one ear while his client slept since it was a back tattoo and, apparently, some people could sleep through anything as soon as the endorphins hit.

      Ryan was coming in later for the closing shift and was really working well as part of their core group. It didn’t always work out that way. Their old shop hadn’t had the cohesive unit this one had, but Ryan was not only talented, he was also quickly becoming their friend.

      Adrienne was working on a walk-in shoulder tattoo that would take an hour, max. She was bent over the bench, her concentration on her work as she bit her lower lip and focused. He did his best not to make it look like he was ready to bend her over just a bit more and take her from behind at the sight of her biting that delicate flesh.

      While everyone else was working, Mace waited for his client to show up. He was already twenty minutes late, but Mace wasn’t surprised. He was one of his regulars from the old shop and was constantly late. Hence why Mace always padded the time around whenever the appointment was set for. George, the client, made up for the time cost-wise, so Mace didn’t mind too much, but it still left him pacing a bit because he wasn’t exactly sure when the guy would actually show up. It annoyed the hell out of Adrienne, but Mace just dealt with it. It wasn’t like he could control what George did, and honestly, he didn’t want any other artist messing with his ink.

      “George running late again?” Adrienne asked as she leaned back from her work and cleaned it off.

      Mace nodded and then went into Adrienne’s workspace to see the finished product. “Dude. That’s fantastic.”

      She held up her hand, shaking her head. “Don’t say another word until Tracy here gets to see it.” She smiled as she said it, and Mace rolled his eyes. She had a thing about not saying anything about a tattoo until the client saw it, and while Mace agreed, he also wanted the world to know how talented his wo—best friend was.

      Hell, he’d almost called her his woman.

      She wasn’t his, not like that. And because they’d set their flimsy boundaries, she never would be. They were best friends who now had sex—though only with each other. And, apparently, they were keeping it secret, which he agreed with because he didn’t want to have to deal with all the knowing glances and endless questions that were bound to pop up when it came to the two of them. Everyone always wondered if they’d gone to bed together, and now that they had, he felt like everyone could tell.

      And….now he’d ended up back in high school. He needed to get over himself.

      Tracy, a middle-aged woman with bright eyes and long, auburn hair, bounced off the bench and practically skipped to the long mirror at the end of the pathway between the booths. Mace met Adrienne’s gaze, holding back a smile. Tracy was far too energetic after having a needle stabbed into her arm over and over…but to each his or her own.

      Adrienne handed Tracy a mirror so she could look at her ink, and the woman squealed as if she were a fifteen-year-old girl rather than a woman in her forties. The work on her shoulder was exquisite. Addi had added shadow and depth to the vibrant blues and purple hues to make it look as if the fairy were floating right off Tracy’s shoulder and whispering a joke to anyone who passed by. For a walk-in without a lot of direction, Addi had knocked the art out of the park. Each of them at the shop had specialties, and she was coming into her own with this type of artwork for sure.

      “I love it. It’s the perfect fairy. Is it a good fairy? A bad one? Depends on the day. My husband is going to pass out when he sees it. I can’t wait to surprise him.” She shook her hips and did a little dance, and Mace couldn’t help but laugh along with her. The woman’s enthusiasm was infectious.

      By the time Tracy had left, her laugh still echoing off the walls, Shep was still focused on the full back piece, just getting back from a water break, Adrienne was cleaning up her station, and Mace was finally getting down to work with George. They were working on a full-color piece on the man’s thigh today, and Mace wanted to get started so he could get in the zone.

      George was all set up in the chair, and Mace rolled his shoulders, ready to get started on the back-aching part. He’d be working on the outline today and would do the colors and final shading during their next appointment. It would be too much on both of their bodies to do the full art in one go. George’s skin tended to swell, too, so Mace didn’t want to screw up the end game by going too fast and too hard.

      Adrienne came up to him while he was about thirty minutes in and took the extra stool in the booth. Though the heat of her next to him made him harden slightly, he was professional enough to keep his eyes and attention on his work and not the woman next to him.

      “Looking good, George.”

      The other man gave her a wink from his perch on the chair. “You know it. I only want the best.”

      Adrienne raised a brow, and Mace did his best to hold back his smile. George was a great guy but, sometimes, he didn’t think before he spoke. Between that and his inability to be on time, Mace sometimes wondered why he liked working on the man as much as he did.

      George seemed to understand that he’d stepped in it and quickly backtracked. Mace had to sit up, lifting the needle since the other man’s thigh had tensed as he put his hands up in the air in surrender.

      “I meant…shit. I didn’t mean you weren’t the best. Just that Mace is one of the best. You’re the other best.”

      Shep cleared his throat behind them, and Mace couldn’t help but join in with Adrienne’s laughter. “I’m standing right here, you know,” his boss and friend said with mock sternness. “I mean, come on.”

      “You’re fine, George.” She patted his arm, her smile wide. “Just know that while Mace is the best. I’m the bestest of the best.”

      Mace kicked her foot. “Whatever you say, babe. The answer’s in the ink.”

      She snorted and leaned into his shoulder, and he swallowed hard, doing his best to back away slowly and not let Shep see his true reaction. Mace and Adrienne had always touched and leaned into one another, but things were different now. He’d known that things would change once they slept together, and though they’d each said that nothing would happen outside of what they did in the bedroom, it had been a lie. A necessary lie, but a lie nonetheless. And with Shep so close to them and observant beyond measure, the two of them were walking a dangerous line that he wasn’t sure either of them knew how to fully straddle without ramifications.

      Before he could get too lost in his head, the door opened again, and everyone looked toward the front area as a man in a suit holding a clipboard walked in, a frown on his face as he looked around.

      “Is,”—the man looked down at the thick clipboard in his hand—“there an Adrienne or Shephard Montgomery here?”

      Mace straightened as Adrienne stood, wiping her gloved hands on her pants. “That would be me,” she said, her voice friendly but firm.

      “And me,” Shep said, his voice a tad deeper than usual.

      Ever since that unknown man had come into MIT and threatened them, and then with the addition of the graffiti attack on their building, everyone had been on edge. Whoever this guy was, didn’t give Mace a good feeling. And from the way Adrienne and Shep stood tense and yet professional, he wasn’t the only one who felt that way. Even George and Shep’s client seemed on alert since both of them were regulars and friends of the crew.

      “Andrew Berry here,” the man said, pulling out his wallet. “Department of Sanitation. We’ve had a couple of calls and complaints. I’ll need to do an inspection, according to our code…”

      The man rambled on about code numbers and what needed to be done, and Mace held back a curse. All three incidents so far might not seem connected since they were all out of the blue and different, but Mace didn’t trust what was going on. MIT hadn’t been open for long, and now they were dealing with this crap?

      He quickly cleaned up George, knowing they wouldn’t be able to finish today. The other man and Shep’s client were understanding, but he knew if something didn’t change, the shop would be dealing with even more issues soon. If word got out that they were having cleanliness issues as a tattoo shop? They’d be screwed.

      “Go home,” Adrienne said an hour later when Mr. Berry was done. “No use in you staying when we’re so quiet for the night. Ryan’s on his way in, and we’re still open so he’ll be able to finish an appointment.” There was such defeat in her voice that Mace knew she probably needed time to herself so she could get through whatever was going on in her head before she faced the next step—whatever that was.

      “I can stay. There’s plenty of things to do. Though, thankfully, the list the asshole gave you wasn’t that long.” He didn’t have anything on his schedule now at the shop since he should have been working on George. With that off the table thanks to the unplanned and unnecessary visit, he would only be working on walk-ins with Ryan and Adrienne.

      She looked down at the paper in her hand and scowled. “There’re two things on here and they aren’t even marks, just suggestions for better practice. The man looked annoyed that he even had to come here at all and said he’d look into who thought it would be a good idea to waste his time, but it still pisses me off.”

      Shep leaned against the wall near them and frowned. “Someone is out to get us. That’s what it feels like. And, yeah, it makes me sound like I’m talking about the mob or some shit like that but it took us four extra months to even get this place built, and now that we’re here, we’ve had issue after issue, and all things that are meant to keep people away. I don’t like this. Not one bit.”

      Mace didn’t either, and it made him even more reluctant to leave. But with Adrienne so closed-off, and since the only way he knew to make her feel better was to kiss that frown off her face, he figured he should leave her with her brother and Ryan so she could think through her feelings.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Adrienne said, still scowling. “We’re Montgomerys. We don’t take shit from other people.”

      “Hell yeah,” Shep said before squeezing her shoulder and going up to the front where his next client was coming in. Thankfully, they hadn’t had to cancel everything.

      “I’ll head home and hang with Daisy,” Mace said. “Pick her up from the parents early.” He nudged Adrienne with his shoulder. “I made stew in the Crock-Pot before I left, so come over when you’re done since you’re not closing. I’ll even let you have the ends of the French bread I bought.”

      She laughed softly, and he relaxed. If she could laugh, even a little, then she’d be okay. He just hoped they could figure out exactly what was going on—at the shop and between them.

      “Stew sounds good,” she said.

      Mace had known things would get complicated once they started this new path of their lives, but as things kept coming at them, he had a feeling he’d only scratched the surface of how things would be changing.

      He nodded and then said his goodbyes before heading to his parents’ so he could pick up Daisy. He was afraid he’d never be able to fully comprehend or appreciate how his life had changed. He now had her in his life every day rather than just on the phone when he wanted to talk to her.

      “I like stew,” Daisy said, peering over the counter as she stood on the tiny black and purple pop-up stool he’d bought at the hardware store. “It’s warm and yummy in my tummy.”

      Mace couldn’t help the laugh and shook his head. “Really? I like the potatoes the best. What about you?”

      Daisy tapped her lips with her tiny finger as she thought hard about her answer. He loved that she made sure every answer she had was the right one—or at least the right words for the answer she had.

      “I like the spicy things that aren’t spicy.” She tilted her head and studied the Crock-Pot. “What are those again?”

      “That’s the garlic. I like that, too.” He held back his full laugh at her answer since it was so unexpected and yet so Daisy. “Maybe next time I’ll make a horseradish sauce to add to the top.”

      Her little nose scrunched up. “A horse and a radish? Why would you make sauce with a horse? I don’t want horsey sauce.”

      Mace took his time explaining exactly what horseradish actually was before picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder, her giggles making him settle down after a weirdly long day. Adrienne would be over soon, and they’d have dinner and try to enjoy the rest of their night without worrying about the other crap in their lives—or at least trying not to. He’d heard from Jeaniene every day since she left, surprising him, though it shouldn’t have. She wanted to be a part of Daisy’s life, but not the part that they’d planned on. He wasn’t sure if he could ever forgive his ex for that, not that he’d ever forgiven her for taking Daisy away in the first place.

      As his daughter skipped around the room, singing a song she’d made up the day before, he did his best not to worry like he’d told himself he wouldn’t. Only, as soon as the doorbell rang and Adrienne walked through the door, he knew he’d lied to himself.

      He’d worry about every damn thing he was doing wrong, but right then, he’d have dinner with his two best girls and just be.

      As much as he could.
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      With the week Adrienne had been having, if it weren’t for getting off thanks to Mace and the upcoming Brushes With Lushes night, she was pretty sure she’d have screamed into her pillow.

      And, yes, she’d put getting off with her best friend on top of her list.

      She was a Montgomery with a weakness—Mace Knight in all his big-dicked glory.

      Adrienne rested her head on her steering wheel and let out a silent scream. She had no idea what she was doing, and all she could do was make immature jokes about the size of Mace’s cock to herself while counting down the hours until she could either get it in her mouth again or ride him until they were both spent.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to crave him like this. It was only supposed to be for one night or not at all. And now, every time she was near him, she had to do her best not to touch him, or worse, keep from staying away from him. If she did either too much, she’d break, or others would notice that something was different between the two of them.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing,” she said to herself, her voice oddly loud in the quiet car. “No freaking clue.” But if she sat here in the parking lot talking to herself for much longer, she’d have to add going insane to her already long list of confusing things she’d done in the past month.

      So instead of wallowing over who was out to get her shop, the sketch she couldn’t get quite right for a cancer survivor who wanted to commemorate the occasion with a delicate yet fierce tattoo, and lamenting over what she was doing with Mace, she planned to enjoy her night out with her sisters and friends.

      Tonight was Girl’s Night, after all, and they were kicking off their second monthly Brushes With Lushes gathering. It was a night that consisted of painting and drinking wine, all while having fun with your friends, and being watched and guided under the careful—and usually patient—eye and hand of their instructor, Kaylee.

      Adrienne had a decent eye when it came to painting, she was an artist, after all. Except her medium was ink and her canvas, skin, but in the end, she got to draw and play with pretty colors while hanging with the women in her life that made it all worth it.

      Her sister Roxie was pulling in as Adrienne got out of her car, and she waited while Roxie parked and made her way over.

      “Hey there. Are we late?” her sister asked as she hugged her close. “I hate being late.”

      Adrienne looked down at her watch and shook her head. “Nope. Right on time, but I bet you Thea, Abby, and Shea are already there since they tend to be early to everything like you.” She gave Roxie’s messy hair and incorrectly buttoned blouse under her unzipped coat a look. “Why are you not early?”

      Roxie’s cheeks reddened, and she gave her a shy smile. “Uh, Carter got off work early and, well…”

      Adrienne laughed, wrapped her arm around her little sister’s shoulders, and started her way toward the renovated warehouse where Kaylee had set up her studios. “Good to know you’re still in the newlywed phase where you’re all over each other.” The two of them couldn’t be more opposite from what Adrienne had seen, but she knew they were in love—even if it looked as if they’d rushed into their marriage. But it wasn’t as if she knew exactly what was going on in their relationship, and as she was secretly banging her best friend, she had no room to talk.

      “He’s my Carter.” Roxie let out a dreamy sigh that was so unlike the annoyed one she’d given last time she’d spoken of her new husband. “What can I say?”

      “You’re happy, so that makes me happy. Plus, he’s a sexy mechanic so…”

      Roxie laughed. “And he’s my sexy mechanic. I’m glad he could fix your car.”

      Adrienne groaned as she opened the door to the warehouse. “For now. I’m going to have to suck it up and get a new one soon. Well, maybe not a new one, but a newer one than I have now.”

      “You’ve had that one for almost a decade. I’m surprised it’s been running as long as it has.” They put their coats on the rack near the door and went to the back where the Brushes With Lushes event was being held that night.

      “It would have gone to the junkyard in the sky last year without Carter. So make sure you give him a kiss just for me.” She winked. “I was going to say something like a hand job or something, but then I realized he’s now my brother-in-law and he doesn’t know me well enough for that.”

      Roxie just laughed and hip-bumped her. “I don’t think Carter needs any extra help getting those things. In fact, I’m going to end up needing a wrist brace at some point if I’m not careful.”

      And that was why the two of them were laughing so hard they were crying as they entered the paint room and took their seats alongside Abby, Thea, and Shea. Their mom had come with them the first time but had bowed out this week since she had date night with their dad. The fact that her parents still had date nights made Adrienne’s romantic heart swoon. She might have put her career and art before her love life for far too long, but she believed in love and everything warm and bubbly about it.

      “Do I want to know?” Thea asked, her voice taking on that motherly tone that fooled no one. Thea was just as dirty as the rest of them, even if she liked to boss them around lovingly.

      “Probably,” Adrienne said with a wink as she unwrapped her scarf. It was getting colder and colder every night, and she knew she’d have to switch out her fall coat for her winter one soon. She hated that, these days, she couldn’t wear her cute leather one for longer periods since winter tended to creep up on them faster each year.

      “Whoever came up with this idea was brilliant,” Shea said as she sipped her red wine. Each of them usually only had a glass since they all had to drive, but it was fun to enjoy the time together regardless.

      “I know,” Abby agreed. She owned the tea shop, Teas’d, next door to MIT, and had been friends with Thea since she moved into the building a few months before Adrienne had. “I heard they’re all over the country now, though, and since I’ve finally heard of them, they probably won’t be popular for too much longer. I’m always the last to learn anything.”

      Adrienne snorted. “You’re not alone. I never know what’s the in thing to do these days, but wine and painting? I’m in.”

      “Better than your knitting?” Thea asked, her eyes twinkling.

      Adrienne did her best to flip her sister off without anyone else noticing, but the older woman behind their crew stuck up her nose. Whatever. She and her sisters were the inked and pierced crew—even if two of their group were accountants who hid their ink thanks to their jobs—all of them were used to looks. They were Montgomerys, after all, and tended to stand out in a crowd.

      “Knitting?” Abby asked. “You knit?”

      Adrienne winced. “I tried. My cousin, Meghan, tried to teach me along with my other cousin-in-law, Jillian. Jillian did a little better, but I faked my way through most of it.”

      Abby frowned, tilting her head as she studied them.

      “What is it?” Roxie asked.

      “You’re talking about Meghan and Jillian Montgomery? Married to Luc and Wes respectively.”

      Adrienne sat straighter on her stool. “Yeah, Meghan and Wes are our cousins.”

      “We have like forty of them or something,” Roxie put in dryly.

      “How do you know them?” Shea asked.

      A sad look crossed over the other woman’s eyes before she blinked it away. “Oh, I know Murphy Gallagher, whose brother is married to Maya. Your cousin.”

      “Small world,” Roxie said as the rest of them started talking about all the Montgomerys and their various spouses and babies. Adrienne could never keep up, and honestly, her mind was on what Abby had said and not what they were talking about.

      She’d heard of Abby, and not just because she was part of the community Adrienne had moved into. But her story wasn’t one that Adrienne thought she wanted anyone else to know, at least not yet, so she kept it to herself. But her heart ached for the other woman, even as she tried to keep the expression on her face sweet so Abby wouldn’t know that Adrienne already knew some of the horrors she had faced. And Adrienne figured she didn’t even know the half of it.

      Kaylee walked into the studio at that moment, pulling Adrienne out of her thoughts, and their evening of Blushes With Lushes finally began. Adrienne loved Kaylee. She was a few years older than Adrienne and had an air about her that said she’d been through it all, twice, and came out the other side stronger. Plus, she was a fantastic artist with such a depth of talent that if one didn’t realize that helping others enjoy art was important, they’d wonder why she was wasting her time with an evening like this.

      “Welcome all,” Kaylee began with a smile. “I see the Lushes part of the evening is in full swing.” She winked, and everyone held up his or her decorated wine glass in cheers. Each glass held a hand-painted saying on it, as well as cute decorations along the stem. Adrienne figured that either Kaylee had had fun one weekend painting, or they were from another event where people left them for others to enjoy. Either was possible, knowing the artist. “Now, let’s get the Brushes part started.”

      She took the lace scarf off the panting on the easel beside her and while others gasped, laughed, or starting giggling, Adrienne narrowed her eyes in study. This was the part she loved, and she wanted to make sure her art was the best it could be. While this wasn’t a competition and no one would be truly comparing his or hers to each other’s outside of joking, Adrienne was still an artist herself and didn’t want to screw it up. This wasn’t paint by numbers, and there was always wiggle room for originality as they went along, but Adrienne liked to get as close to the original as possible. It kept her skills up.

      The moonscape in front of her was simple and beautiful. There were a few dark trees in the foreground, and the whites, purples, and blues would be fun to play with as they layered on. This was so much better than her failed knitting attempt. Meghan and Jillian might have thought she’d gotten the hang of it, but she’d had to practice hours and hours with no true progress, and she’d never been able to cast on correctly. Painting was totally in her wheelhouse, and so much fun to do when she was with her family and friends.

      As everyone began, Shea and Abby bent their heads together, laughing at a joke at the end of their row, while Adrienne sat between a determined Thea and Roxie. Roxie had her tongue between her teeth as she tried her hardest to get the shapes right, and Adrienne knew it vexed her younger sister that, of the four siblings, she was the one who had the most problems with any kind of drawing or painting. Adrienne and Shep were tattoo artists, of course, but Thea was a baker who could decorate cakes and cookies like no one’s business. They each had their own strengths, but she knew Roxie hated that hers wasn’t the same as her siblings’.

      “Why is this so hard?” Roxie mumbled, stabbing at her canvas.

      “That’s what she said,” Thea and Adrienne said at the same time before breaking down into giggles.

      Roxie’s lips twitched before she joined them. “Such mature ladies,” she said with a snort before setting down her brush so she could have more of her wine. “And can we do like a trivia night next time or something? I’d rock at that.”

      “If we do that, we’d have to invite Shep,” Adrienne put in. “He only barely lets us have this night on our own.”

      “True,” Shea said from the other end of the row. “He not only likes wine, but he enjoys painting, as well. It’s only because we’ve banned the men from our Girls’ Night gatherings that he’s not sulking behind us at this very moment.”

      Adrienne couldn’t help but smile. After a decade of having her big brother living across the country—okay, New Orleans wasn’t that far from Colorado, but it sure as hell felt like it—she liked getting to know the adult Shep and all his idiosyncrasies.

      “I’d still beat him,” Roxie said, her chin held high even as laughter danced in her eyes. “I need to beat him at something.”

      Adrienne patted Roxie’s shoulder. “You don’t suck at this, you know.” She waved at her sister’s painting. “You just want things to be perfect, and something like this doesn’t always need to be perfect.”

      Roxie stuck out her tongue before taking another sip of her wine and setting the glass down. “That’s what Carter says, yet sometimes it’s like none of you understand me.” She rolled her eyes, making it a joke, but Adrienne couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to her words—and not just about herself.

      Adrienne turned a bit to meet Thea’s gaze, but neither of them said anything in response to Roxie’s statement. Whatever was going on with their sister and Carter wasn’t their business—yet. Of course, for all she knew, nothing was going on at all, and she was just looking too hard beneath all of Roxie’s words. After all, Carter was nothing but loving and caring when he was near the rest of the family, and even that evening, Roxie had come to the event looking wonderfully disheveled.

      She took a sip of her drink, knowing she was only running in circles around her sister’s marriage because it was easier to do than wondering what the hell she was doing with her own relationship.

      They painted some more while talking about nothing important until Shea asked how Thea’s best friend, Molly, was doing.

      Thea set down her brush and frowned. “I don’t know. She doesn’t talk to me about Dimitri or how she feels about the divorce. She just acts like nothing is wrong and that this whole thing is just a new phase of her life.”

      Adrienne winced. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “I know, right?” Thea gulped the last of her wine before setting her glass down on the cloth-covered bench a little harder than necessary. Thankfully, the glass didn’t break. “She’s just going about her business, and I can tell that Dimitri is truly hurting, but it’s not like I can talk to him about it or even be on his side because—”

      “Because she’s your best friend, and that means you’re automatically on her side.” Adrienne had already finished her wine and was on her second glass of water since she liked to hydrate, so she drank for a moment before letting out a breath. “I’m sorry you’re in the middle.”

      This was another reason she stayed out of relationships. Everything was so complicated. Every single woman at this table had a ton of baggage and history when it came to love and men yet, somehow, Shea and perhaps Roxie had made it through to the other side. Thea was perpetually single just like Adrienne, and Abby? Well, that wasn’t her story to tell.

      “But I’m not in the middle, not really,” Thea said, her sad gaze resting on her painting. “I can’t be. Dimitri was my friend too, and now…well, now he can’t be anymore, not the same way, and that sucks.” She blew out a breath then went back to painting, the subject closed. Adrienne was fine with that. It wasn’t as if she knew what to say to make it better, after all.

      She purposely didn’t bring up Mace and knew she was being a coward. It wasn’t as if she had any idea what she would or could say if someone brought it up. Her sisters saw far too much, and Adrienne had a feeling Shea and Abby were the same way when it came to ferreting out information. They’d all gone through their own levels of connections, and she knew they’d use that experience to see right through her. Or maybe she was being far too cautious and nervous about what they would say once she mentioned Mace’s name. After all, he was her best friend, and she was allowed to bring him up, especially since they also worked together. It wasn’t as if she had to tell the world she was sleeping with him.

      Often.

      And not really sleeping.

      Her muscles tightened at the thought of him, and she cursed her inner hussy. He was just as much of a harlot since he was constantly making her come, but again, she wasn’t going to think about that…no matter how much she wanted to.

      “So, big sister,” Thea began, her voice far too casual. “You seem far too relaxed these days for opening a new business. Who’s the guy?”

      “Yes, you do look too well lubed,” Roxie put in, a grin on her face.

      “Trust you to make the mechanic joke,” Adrienne said dryly. And she couldn’t lie to her sisters, not well enough, so she told them part of the truth—the only part she could. “And, well…I have been sleeping with a guy. But no one you know. It’s not that important. Just relieving some tension.”

      The others didn’t ask her any other questions, but their gazes held far too many for her liking. Shea gave her a look, and Adrienne stiffened. As soon as the words had left her mouth, she’d known they were a mistake and far too hurtful, but she hadn’t known how to make sure the others knew it wasn’t serious. If Mace ever found out…

      She stopped that line of thinking and went back to painting. The others followed suit, and she hoped none of them noticed that her hand was shaking, just a tiny bit.

      “So, how’s the shop going?” Shea asked a bit later as they all left and headed to their cars. “I know Shep’s been stressing out over whoever is trying to hurt MIT, but how do you think it’s going?”

      Adrienne tightened her scarf as she leaned against Shea’s car. The others had already left the parking lot, leaving the two of them to talk in private. She wasn’t sure any of them had meant for it to happen, but it was fine with her.

      “Financially, the shop is doing great, as you know. We’re getting in new clients daily, and we already have waiting lists for the major work coming in. But as for who wants to take us down? Other than that mystery man at the beginning, I have no clue. No matter who we ask around the building, no one knows who it could have been. That seems weird to me. To all of us.”

      Shea nodded. “I know. And I’m not from here, so it’s not like I have any idea who could have ties to the area that would want your shop out of the way. I just hope all of you are safe, you know? I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      Adrienne reached out and squeezed Shea’s arm. “We’re being careful. So careful that the boys have gone all caveman and don’t let anyone walk to their cars at night alone. Even Thea and Abby if they can find a way to stop it.”

      “It helps that you and Mace are sleeping together, too. He’s able to watch you more often.”

      “Well, yeah, but I don’t really think that has anything to do with it.” Adrienne shut her mouth quickly, her face heating as Shea looked like a cat in cream.

      The other woman bounced from foot to foot and pointed. “I knew it. I knew it!” She danced around, wiggling her hips, and Adrienne felt all the blood leech from her face.

      “How…you tricked me!” She growled at the other woman, but Shea just continued to do her insane hip-wiggle dance.

      “Yes, I did. And I’m proud of it. I’m learning to be a Montgomery day by day.” She stopped her dance—thankfully—and reached out to grip both of Adrienne’s arms. “First, I’m happy for you. Second, I was only guessing because I got a vibe from you both last time I was in. Third, Shep has no clue. Fourth, I won’t tell him because there’s a code. However, a caveat to that is if he asks me directly for some unknown reason, I will have to tell him because I don’t lie to my husband.”

      Adrienne let out a shuddering breath. “Just…just make sure he has no reason to ask you.”

      Shea moved forward and hugged her hard. “I’ll do my best. I’m happy for you.” She whispered the last part, and for some reason, tears stung the back of Adrienne’s eyes.

      “It’s…it’s nothing. It has to be nothing. Okay?”

      Shea nodded, before frowning. “I get it. But, Adrienne? Don’t call Mace unimportant again. I think you’re doing both of you a disservice if you do that.”

      Adrienne didn’t say anything as she watched the other woman get in her car and drive away, leaving Adrienne to stand there like a lying idiot who couldn’t even come up with a good fib that didn’t hurt anyone.

      She got into her own car and looked down at her phone as it buzzed.

      Mace: You get home okay?

      She refused to feel warmth at his caring.

      Adrienne: I’m still in the parking lot. Wanted to talk to Shea a bit.

      She turned on her car before calling him on her Bluetooth. Her car might be old, but it still had at least that much since the tech wasn’t that new.

      “Sorry for calling, I just wanted to start home and didn’t want to text and drive.”

      His deep grumble of a voice came through her speakers, and she was very afraid that she’d made a mistake in listening to him like this. Talk about a distraction.

      “I’m glad you’re not texting and driving. You have fun with the girls?”

      She nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see her. Hell, he was making her act loopy, and it had nothing to do with the single glass of wine she’d finished over an hour ago.

      “It was a blast. And I have a pretty painting to put in my house.”

      His laugh went straight between her thighs. Damn man. “You’re going to have a hundred of those one day and will end up giving a few to me.”

      “You sound as if you don’t want them,” she teased. “Just for that, you’re getting this one.”

      “I’m honored,” he said dryly, but she knew he was joking.

      “Um…so I have to tell you something, and I don’t really want to.” She pulled onto her road, thankful that it wasn’t a long drive for her since she really didn’t want to be driving at all when she told him this. “Hold on, let me turn off my car so I can use my phone rather than let the whole neighborhood hear my conversation.” She’d had that happen once, forgetting that her speakers could be heard even through closed windows, and she’d never lived it down.

      “Okay,” he said, drawing out the word. “Do I need to come and get you? Are you safe?”

      She swallowed hard, her eyes stinging again as she put her phone to her ear. “I’m fine. I promise. But, well, the girls noticed that I looked, um, relaxed shall we say?”

      Mace didn’t say anything, the silence palpable.

      “So, in other words, they knew I was sleeping with someone.”

      “And what did you say?” he asked, and she couldn’t read his voice. She usually needed to see his eyes in order to guess his emotions and had never been really good at it through the phone.

      “That, yes, I was sleeping with someone. Then I lied completely because I’m an idiot and said it was someone they didn’t know and that the person wasn’t important.” She spoke quickly so he didn’t have a chance to get a word in. “I knew it was the worst thing to say as soon as I said it because you’re nothing but important to me, but I was stupid, and I’m so sorry I called you that. I know we’re walking on eggshells as we figure out exactly what this is, and I shouldn’t have called you unimportant like you were nothing. I’m so damn sorry. Oh, and Shea knows about us, by the way. Totally guessed it and got on my case for calling you what I did, but she promises not to tell Shep.” She stopped talking, her breath coming in gulps of air as she realized she’d blurted out everything without actually taking a breath.

      “Babe.”

      “Yeah?”

      “That was a lot.”

      “I know.”

      “First, I get why you said it. Hell, I probably would have said the same thing and rambled to you right after. I know you think I’m important just as I hope you know that I think you’re damn important to me. As for Shea? I figured someone would figure out one day since the two of us are constantly eye-fucking each other. Don’t get me wrong, I love imagining you bent over various pieces of furniture at the shop, but if we want to keep this between us, then we might need to hold back from doing that. As for not telling Shep?” He paused. “Well, when we’re ready to tell people what we’re doing—once we figure it out, that is—I’ll deal with whatever he has to say when it comes to it.”

      She rested her head on her steering wheel, aware that she needed to get inside at some point. “This is getting complicated.”

      He was silent for so long that she was afraid she’d lost him.

      “Yeah, it is, but we were complicated already.”

      “True. I just…I can’t lose you as my friend, Mace.”

      “You’ll never lose me, Addi. Even if we find ourselves just friends again, you’ll never lose me.”

      At that odd statement, she sat up again, wondering what the hell she was doing.

      “Goodnight, Mace.”

      He sighed. “Night, Addi girl.”

      Then there was silence again as the line cut off and she stared at her phone, wondering if their beginning was close to their ending…and if her best friend in all the world had just lied to her.
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      Mace couldn’t help but grin as Daisy ran into his parents’ arms, her words running into one another as she told them about her day. Everybody said kids were resilient, but the way Daisy had bounced back from that first day at his house to now was remarkable. She still talked to her mom every day on the phone and Skyped three times a week, but she’d settled into Mace’s life and routine far easier than he would have expected.

      “Hey, big brother.”

      Mace turned as Sienna made her way up the walkway, their other sister Violet right behind her. Both of the girls lived and worked up in Denver and didn’t make the drive down to the Springs as much as they used to. Their monthly family dinners, however, weren’t something anyone could get out of. And now that he had Daisy with him, he didn’t really mind.

      “Hey there.” He wrapped one arm around her shoulder, the other around Violet’s, and squeezed. “Missed you brats.”

      Violet pinched his side, and he winced. Her fingers were damn strong, and she’d had years of practice when it came to pinching him so the parents wouldn’t notice. That’s what siblings did, after all. And since they were in his arms, he gave each a gentle headlock, eliciting screeches from both of his sisters and a stern look from his mother.

      He quickly let his siblings go, but not before giving them another squeeze. They were all well into their adult years, yet there was nothing more satisfying than playing around with Sienna and Violet like they had when they were kids. He wasn’t ever the jerk big brother who picked on his sisters, rather he played back just as hard as they did to him, and their relationship worked. He’d hated when they’d gone off to college in Denver, and though it was only a little over an hour away, it had felt like farther since he didn’t get to see them daily like he used to.

      He followed the girls into the house and watched as his parents doted on his kid. They hadn’t been happy with his ex when they realized what she’d done, but the fact that they had unfettered access to their grandchild now had largely made up for their ire.

      “You’re growing up so fast,” Jeff, his father, said to Daisy, his laugh deep. “One minute, you can fit in the palm of my hand; the next, you’re as tall as I am.”

      Daisy bounced from foot to foot, her grin from ear to ear. “I’m not that big, Grandpa. I still have lots of growed to do.”

      “Growing,” Mace corrected and crossed his eyes at both of his sisters when their lips quirked. He didn’t get to act like a dad around them often. Until recently, he hadn’t had the time with Daisy that he wanted, so his family would just have to deal with this not-so-new side of him now. After all, he was getting used to his role in Daisy’s life.

      “Growing,” Daisy repeated, beaming at Mace before turning back to her grandpa. “I’m a big girl now, though. Big, big, big.”

      Mace was lucky that she wasn’t looking at him then because he was pretty sure his face had gone pale at the thought of how many years had already passed in her life. She still had years to go before she was making those new milestones as a teenager and beyond, but the fact that he might now be the sole person dealing with it all was beyond overwhelming. He had no idea what Jeaniene’s next step was when it came to her job, or what would happen when she got back to the country in a few months, but he knew that, no matter what, he wouldn’t let Daisy go without a fight. He’d been unable to do what was right the first time because he’d been out of his depth, and Jeaniene had been the one with all the power. But after what she’d done this time, his lawyer had assured him things would be different. He’d have to roll with whatever came when everything fell around him, but he wouldn’t let his and Daisy’s relationship go back to how it had been before this.

      His mom, Dani, came up then and hugged each of them close. “There’s my babies.” He leaned down so she could kiss his cheek, and she patted his face. “Your beard is getting so long. I’m always afraid it’s going to scratch me when I kiss your cheek, but it’s so soft.” She patted him again before glaring at his sisters, who rolled their eyes at him.

      “He has a beard care routine,” Sienna said with a grin. “All the lumbersexuals do.”

      “What’s a lumbersex?” Daisy asked, and Mace glared at his sister, who had the grace to wince.

      Mace reached down and picked up Daisy, setting her on his hip. She was almost too big to do this now, but he’d take her wanting him to hold her as long as he could.

      “It’s lumbersexual, and that’s a made-up word from people who don’t understand beards.” He shot a look at his other sister when she went to say something, probably countering his point with real facts, but he wasn’t in the mood.

      Daisy put her tiny hands on his face and gave him a solemn look that went straight to his heart. “I love your beard, Daddy. So if you don’t want to be a lumbersex, don’t be.”

      This time, neither Sienna nor Violet could keep their laughter at bay, and both of his parents joined in. He gave them all a mock scowl before blowing a raspberry on Daisy’s neck. His little girl squealed before wiggling out of his arms.

      “Don’t use that word, okay, Daisy-cakes? It’s a grown-up word.”

      “Okay. Like shit and damn, right? Mommy said those are bad words, but Aunt Adrienne said that once I’m the biggest girl, I can use them if they help my meaning. Or something like that.”

      “Daisy,” he said sharply, and she looked down at her feet.

      “Sorry.”

      He was going to have to strangle his best friend. And bite her. Yeah, biting would be good. And then he promptly shoved those thoughts from his mind since he didn’t want to have a hard-on in front of his entire family.

      “When you’re a grown-up like me, you can use those words. How’s that?”

      She nodded, and Mace pointedly ignored the curious looks his sisters gave him at the mention of Adrienne. Neither of them had ever believed that he and Addi hadn’t slept together before now, and since he was actually semi-seeing her currently, he knew he had to walk a fine line to keep that secret at bay.

      “And now that that’s taken care of,” his mother cut in, “let’s finish taking off our coats and go into the living room. I made those mushrooms you all like.”

      Daisy bounced on the balls of her feet, and Mace bent down to take off her little hat, scarf, and jacket. She’d been standing in the foyer with her outdoor stuff on for far too long as it was, and he didn’t want her to get overheated. A cold front had rolled in overnight, and he had a feeling the winter was going to be a long one. His sisters took off their jackets, and he did the same, hanging his on the rack that had been on the same wall ever since he was a little kid and had his mother taking off his jacket for him. He loved the fact that no matter what changed in his life, this house and his parents were a constant. The idea that his parents were getting up there in years since they’d waited a bit to have him, and even longer to have Sienna and Violet, was always in the back of his mind, but he did his best to ignore it. He wanted this time with his family, and he would be forever grateful that they were able to spend as much time as they did with Daisy.

      Now, if only Sienna and Violet would settle down and have kids, then maybe his parents would get off his back about him being a single father. Of course, the idea of either of his perfect sisters finding a man for themselves made his big-brother radar ping, but he knew it was ridiculous. He wanted them to be happy, but he’d definitely play the overprotective brother when it was needed. That was what he was there for.

      “The mushrooms with the cheese?” Sienna asked. “Those are my favorites.” She reached out, and Daisy grasped her hand before the two of them skipped into the living room behind his parents.

      Mace just shook his head, a smile playing on his face.

      “I thought Sienna was the cool and composed one,” Violet said, openly laughing. “Look at her skip in those shoes.”

      Mace had noticed the stilettos and couldn’t help but look down at Violet’s similar footwear. “You can’t skip in yours?”

      She elbowed him in the stomach, and he winced.

      “You’re getting violent in your advanced years, Violent Violet.”

      “You’re an idiot, and sometimes, it’s really hard to see why I love you. As for skipping? I value my ankles enough not to try it. Sienna is a braver soul than I am. Though, really, I think I would pay money to see you skip in heels like she just did.”

      “I don’t think they make heels big enough for my feet.”

      “Drag Queens can find them, I’m sure you can, too. Now, let’s get in there before we miss out on all the mushrooms and find Daisy hoarding them all. That little girl is a riot.”

      He smiled widely. “Yeah, she is. Reminds me of you as a kid, actually.”

      Violet smiled sweetly. “That’s the best thing you could have said. And that also means she will be a total terror when she’s a teenager. I cannot wait to see that.”

      “You’re mean. And because you said that, your kid will end up being three-times as bad as you were.”

      She shuddered. “Okay, that was just cruel.”

      He kissed the top of her head then took a seat by Sienna since Daisy was kneeling in front of her, studying the mushrooms with a look of deep concentration on her face. She tapped her little lips like she’d been doing more often than not lately—a habit he had a feeling she’d picked up from Adrienne—before pointing to one.

      “I think that one is for Aunt Sienna. And this one is for Aunt Violet. And this one, for Grandpa. Then this one…Grandma. And one for me, too.”

      He leaned down, brushing her hair from her face. “And what about me? Don’t I get one?”

      She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Of course, Daddy.” She turned back and pointed to the largest mushroom in the dish. “This one’s for you. Aunt Adrienne said you were a growing boy and that’s why you always eat the rest of her food so she doesn’t have to finish it.”

      Once again, he ignored the laughs and knowing looks from his family as each of them reached for the mushroom Daisy had assigned to them.

      “Thank you, Daisy-cakes, this one’s perfect.” He took a bite of his and blessed the gods for his mother’s ability to cook. If he didn’t work out as much as he did, these monthly dinners would easily make him gain twenty pounds if he weren’t careful.

      They finished their mushrooms before heading into the dining room for the rest of the meal, their topics of conversations going from work, to personal, to politics, to…everything. All of them did pretty well with being open about their lives—at least he thought so, but as he was hiding something pretty big, he really had no idea what the others hid. That thought made him pause and look at his sisters, who were very careful about what they told him about their personal lives. However, if he wanted to keep them out of his, he had to be the better man and keep his nose out of their business, as well—for now.

      When Daisy nodded off for an afternoon nap on the couch in the den, he tucked her in with the soft throw his mother had knitted and kissed the top of her head before going back into the living room where he figured his family would start to grill him.

      He hadn’t been wrong.

      “What are you going to do, Mace?” his mom asked, wringing her hands. “We can’t give her back to that woman.”

      He sighed, hating the way she called Jeaniene “that woman.”

      “I don’t know, Mom. Right now, legally, I have custody since she’s out of the country. However, my lawyer is making sure we get papers filed on our end to set that in stone. We want to make sure we have grounds to get full custody or even complete shared custody where we each get fifty percent when she gets back.”

      “You’d give her that much?” his mom asked with narrowed eyes.

      “She’s Daisy’s mom,” Sienna put in. “Yeah, she’s made horrid decisions when it comes to how she treats Mace’s relationship with Daisy, but in the end, she’s that little girl’s mother, and the courts will not only have something to say about that, but so will Daisy.”

      Mace nodded, his thoughts aligning with Sienna’s, but before he could say anything, Violet waded in.

      “So, what? She left Daisy here with no notice. She doesn’t deserve a single moment with that child.”

      Mace held up his hand because their voices were starting to rise and he didn’t want to wake his daughter. “First, we don’t know what will happen in the next few months or even years. We’ll get through it. But in the end, it’s not about what works perfectly for me, but what my daughter needs. And while the way everything happened was not in her best interests, Daisy still needs her mom. I’m not going to let her have full custody, though. No matter what happens, I’m going to fight to make sure I get more time in her life than I had before this.”

      The others started talking over each other as they voiced their opinions, but Mace just leaned back and met his father’s gaze. His dad had been silent through it all, but that was because the two of them had already talked in private numerous times about what would need to be done legally. Because, no matter how much any of them wanted to ensure that Daisy was all Mace’s, the courts were the ones who ruled, and Jeaniene’s family had money and friends in high places. Mace would fight, but in the end, he’d have to wait and see if he even had a chance to continue being the father he wanted—needed—to be.

      By the time they had finished dessert and Mace buckled a wide-awake Daisy into her car seat, he was emotionally and physically exhausted. He’d worked a half-shift that morning, and had brought Daisy into the shop where Shea had taken her for a girls’ morning. He knew he couldn’t do that often, though. Somehow, he was not only going to have to find a full-time babysitter or nanny, but he was also going to have to budget for one. He’d been paying child support up until now, and he was waiting for the final paperwork to come in to see what would happen on his ex’s end. Everything was so fucking backwards, it wasn’t even funny, but no matter what, he had to make sure that everything seemed normal to Daisy. That would always be the most important thing.

      “Can we watch a movie?”

      He looked down at Daisy and nodded. “Yeah, we have time before bed. Why don’t we both get in our jammies first though, and brush our teeth? That way, if we fall asleep, we don’t have to wake up to do it.”

      “Okay!” She skipped off to her bedroom to change, and he just shook his head. He’d give her thirty minutes of the movie—tops—before she passed out. She might have taken a nap and was currently hyper, but it wouldn’t last. She usually had an odd amount of high energy right before bed until she zoned out. It had taken him a while to get used to that.

      He went to put on his own sleep pants and shirt, though he didn’t usually sleep in either. However, he wasn’t about to walk around in his boxers with his daughter in the room. His routine had changed dramatically, and he was just going with the flow as much as possible.

      They both made it to the living room at the same time, and he tucked her to his side under a shared blanket as they went through their queue for a movie they were both interested in. In other words, he was going to have to sit through another viewing of the Disney movie with the princess with the long hair in the tower. Since he liked the hero, Flynn, and Adrienne liked him, as well, he didn’t mind this one as much as some of the others.

      Speaking of Adrienne, he’d missed a text from her asking how he was doing, so he quickly shot her a reply back as the movie started.

      Mace: Sorry I missed your text. Just got home from the parents’. We’re sitting down to watch your favorite movie.

      Addi: Kiss Flynn for me.

      “Is that Aunt Adrienne?” Daisy asked, looking down at his phone.

      He nodded. “Yep. She wants us to kiss Flynn for her.”

      Daisy made little kissing noises with her mouth before patting his phone. “Can she come and watch with us?”

      He shook his head. “Not tonight, honey. We’re already in our jammies.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Next time? I love Aunt Adrienne. She’s my favorite.”

      He sucked in a breath, worried that his little girl was starting to fall for his best friend much like he was. But the latter wasn’t something he would ever admit aloud, so the only thing he could do was lean down and kiss Daisy’s head.

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay, tell her I love her and good night, ‘kay?” She snuggled into his side, unaware that she was breaking his heart.

      Everything was already too complicated before this, but Adrienne had been a part of Daisy’s life since she was born—a fact that hadn’t been lost on or appreciated by Jeaniene. So even though he was going to have to tread far more carefully, he couldn’t rip Addi from Daisy’s life, no matter how much it might seem better to do so to avoid heartbreak in the end.

      Mace: Daisy says she wants you to watch it with us next time. And you’re her favorite.

      Mace: And she loves you.

      Addi: Tell her I love her too and next time I’m totally in to watch Flynn Ryder strut his very hot stuff.

      Mace: You’re weird.

      Addi: And that’s what you like most about me. Go cuddle your girl. I’ll see you tomorrow.

      Mace didn’t text back because the first thing that came to mind wasn’t something he could ever say to her, not when so many things were unsaid.

      He couldn’t fall for Addi, no matter how easy it might be. Because falling was the simple part. It was the landing and living with it that ended up tearing you to shreds.
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      No matter how many yoga stretches she did, Adrienne had a feeling her back would ache for weeks after she finished this particular tattoo. Her wrists hurt, and she even had pounding in her temples that didn’t seem to want to go away. If she put it all together, it might sound as if she were on the verge of a cold, but she knew that wasn’t it. She wasn’t getting sick, but she really needed to start sleeping through the night.

      Of course, that would probably be easier if she didn’t have vivid dreams about Mace and his mouth, his hands, his dick, and all of that other yummy stuff every night. Mace Knight was haunting her dreams, and worse, becoming a very real distraction at work. She hadn’t meant for it to happen; yet, somehow, she couldn’t stop looking at him when she wasn’t working on her tattoos, and her body always knew what part of the shop he was in. It was as if she had a secret antenna only tuned to him, and no matter what she did to ignore it, she could always feel him coming near her.

      They were both acting as if nothing had changed when others were around, though. They had always been close, and everyone knew they were best friends, but now, there was a sense of knowing when it came to Mace, and it was hard to put that aside and react like nothing had changed. Whenever they were alone, it was hard to keep her hands off him, but she needed to. They hadn’t even defined what they were to each other, even though they kept talking about it and circling around the issue. How could she stay focused on what she needed to do when he was right there in all his sexy glory, looking all broody and refined with the white in his hair spreading over the rest of his scalp. That was one sexy, mature-looking daddy of a man right there, and those thoughts just made her want to scream.

      Why couldn’t she just be normal?

      No, instead, she had to become this obsessed weirdo who couldn’t stop staring at her best friend. And what was worse, she had no idea if he felt the same way about her. And because she couldn’t help but focus on that and didn’t want to obsess even more, she pushed all those thoughts to the side and kept working. Being in this position alone where she felt as though she were spiraling down the immaturity hole of doom wasn’t somewhere she wanted to be.

      Ever.

      So she looked down at the ink she was working on, ignored her aches and pains, and became whom she wanted to be.

      A fucking kickass tattoo artist.

      Damn it.

      Today, she had a very brave client who wanted a full ribcage tattoo that went all around her back to the other side of her body. While Adrienne had ink on her ribcage that sloped under her breasts, hers didn’t reach around her back to become part of one large piece. Hers was mostly smaller pieces put together with the shading of Mace’s and Shep’s art over time. She still had a lot of open skin for a tattoo artist, but she was picky when it came to what would be on her body for the rest of her life, and only trusted her brother and Mace to get it right. She didn’t want tattoos just for the sake of having them, and she knew the old saying of never trusting a tattoo artist with no tattoos wasn’t always correct. She had her ink, but most was under her clothes. At least for now.

      But for this particular client, her entire back and sides would be covered by the time Adrienne was done. It would take at least four sessions, five if either of them got too tired or the skin didn’t react well during a sitting, and she was honestly freaking excited about it—even if her body hated her at the moment. After this one, she might have to take a nice lower back or upper arm tattoo just to stretch out her sore muscles. God knew the desire for those particular tattoos was in abundance, and she actually loved doing them. Her job was to put her art on someone else’s body, permanently. They trusted her with their bodies and something they would wear for the rest of their lives, and that wasn’t something she took lightly. Hence why she had three of her favorite and most talented artists working at her shop. Shep, Ryan, and Mace were beyond gifted, and she was blessed to work with them—though, at some point, she’d like to hire another woman when she was able to afford a fifth artist because the testosterone was a little thick.

      Her client winced for the fifth time in a row, and Adrienne knew they were done for the day. Jenn was past her endorphin high and was now feeling every stab of the needle on her sore and swollen skin. They’d gotten pretty far on day one and would get back to it soon. For now, though, Jenn would only have the outline of most of the work on one side and her back. There was no way Adrienne was going to do both sides in one day, not when Jenn was most comfortable lying down during a session. That was just asking for extra pain.

      “Okay, hon, we’re done for the day. How do you feel?” She sat back and started cleaning off the area, prepping for the bandage Jenn would wear for a few hours.

      Jenn didn’t stretch since it would probably hurt, but she did let out a relieved breath. “I’m okay. Glad it’s over for the day, though. I was doing good for a while, but I think I hit a wall.”

      Glad she’d read the situation correctly, Adrienne went over aftercare instructions while helping Jenn sit up. Mace brought over some juice and a cookie just in case Jenn’s blood sugar was low, and the other woman took it gratefully, her eyes darkening just a bit as she took Mace in.

      It took everything within Adrienne not to claim Mace right there, but she knew better than to be an idiot at work. Her best friend was fucking hot, and the idea that countless women constantly checked him out was just something she would have to deal with if she were going to be with him—however with him she was.

      “Thank you,” Jenn purred, and Adrienne barely held in the urge to cross her eyes at the woman. She’d been in pain just a few moments ago, after hours’ worth of work, and now she was a sex kitten trying to woo Mace. Of course, she was. “Mace, right?”

      Mace smiled his polite smile, not the one that made Adrienne’s panties go damp because she knew the dirty words and thoughts behind that expression, and this time, she was the one to hide her own grin. Yep, she had no idea what she was doing in the grand scheme, but Mace was all hers.

      The internal alarm that sounded suspiciously like Star Trek’s red alert blared in her mind, and she did her best to ignore it. Just because she was calling Mace hers and wanting to lay claim to him didn’t mean she was falling for him or anything mistake-worthy like that. All it meant was that she was territorial when it came to those she casually slept with, knowing there were no real promises beyond making sure things didn’t get too serious.

      And if she kept telling herself that with a straight face, she might actually believe it.

      “That’s me. Addi’s doing fantastic work. Can’t wait to see the end result.”

      Jenn smiled again, this time wiggling off the bench so she could stand next to him. Mace quickly moved forward to help her, and Jenn practically sighed into his hold.

      Okay, so this was getting a little annoying, but it wasn’t as if Adrienne actually had any right to the jealousy currently swirling in her gut, and Mace wasn’t hitting on Jenn. In fact, he was being his normal, professional self, and Adrienne needed to get over herself. Quickly.

      “I’d love to show you what it looks like when it’s done,” Jenn said, leaning into him.

      “I’m sure Addi will make that happen. I love seeing her work.” Adrienne did her best not to preen at the disappointed look on Jenn’s face and went into her pure professional mode as she showed Jenn exactly what needed to happen next and then went to the front desk to schedule the next sitting.

      By the time Jenn was gone, Adrienne’s headache hadn’t abated, and Ryan’s client was the only one left since she and Mace had a thirty-minute gap between appointments. She needed to clean up her station, work on the books a bit, and see what was coming up tomorrow since she knew they would only get busier.

      Just as she was about to go back to her booth, Mace put his hand on her forearm, stalling her.

      “What?” she asked, aware that they weren’t the only two in the room. Ryan might be working, but she knew he could turn in their direction at any moment.

      “We need to talk.” He tugged on her arm, and she moved with him, her stomach clenching.

      Nothing good ever came from those words, no matter who said them, and they both knew it. Well, it was good while it lasted, right? It wasn’t as if they were serious. She guessed that they would be stopping whatever it was they were doing, so at least she could get back to normal and stop feeling so damn jealous when someone else flirted with Mace. This whole keeping everything inside thing was hurting her brain and making her act so unlike herself. And she wasn’t sure she liked this new neurotic person who couldn’t stop thinking about how she felt rather than getting things done.

      “Ryan, we’ll be in the back. Watch the front?” Mace’s deep voice brought her out of her thoughts, and her mouth sagged open. What the hell would Ryan think now that the two of them were scurrying off to the storage room? Together. With the door most likely shut.

      “No problem,” Ryan said, his voice that low drawl of his that made women swoon. Not her, since she had never swooned in her life. But still. Of course, just thinking that, she figured she might just swoon if Mace got all growly and demanding with her, but she was not going to think about that right then. For many reasons, but also because she didn’t like how much she’d changed. Ryan gave them a curious look but didn’t say anything, and for that, she was grateful. She wasn’t sure what she could say anyway.

      Adrienne let Mace lead her to the storage room because she knew pulling back and making a scene would only make things worse. But as soon as he had closed the door behind them, she tugged her arm away from his hold and shoved at his chest.

      “You don’t get to go all caveman on me, dragging me around my shop. That’s not how any of this works. You get me, Knight?”

      Mace folded his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes. “I get you, Addi. And you came with me without complaint. If you had tugged on your arm even the slightest, I’d have let you go. You know I won’t hurt you.”

      Did she? Because she wasn’t sure that was the case anymore. Oh, he might not hurt her physically. Or intentionally. But emotionally? She was afraid she’d already gone down the wrong path there, and she might not ever have any hope of finding her way back unscathed.

      The thing was, though, she hadn’t tried to pull away from him. She’d gone freely, his touch comforting even as she was afraid of what the others would see and what was in store. He had her so tied up in knots, she was afraid she’d never untangle them.

      “I know that,” she said. “But we’re at work, Mace. Ryan’s probably wondering what we’re doing alone in the storage room when there’s work to be done. Dragging me off in here wasn’t circumspect at all,” she added dryly.

      Mace crowded her then, her pulse racing as he backed her into the same wall he’d fucked her hard into. She could remember the sensation of her breasts pressed into the coolness of the paint and drywall, and how he’d pumped into her, making her cream all over his dick. She’d almost drenched them, and she knew she wanted to mark him as hers once again.

      When he hovered over her, his breath warm against her neck, she arched into him, her body needing him without her knowing.

      “Mace. We can’t.”

      He bit down on her neck, and her panties dampened. “I’m not going to fuck you here, not when the shop is open, and anyone could walk in. I didn’t lock the door, Addi. Anyone could come in and see me over you. Anyone could smell your need because I know you’re fucking wet for me right now.”

      He traced his finger between her legs over the seam of her jeans, and she bit her lip to hold back a whimper. “You’re so hot against my finger. I know if I undid your pants and slid my finger into your cunt, you’d soak my hand, drip down my fingers. But I’m not going to do that.”

      She pressed her legs together, pinning his hand between her legs as she rocked. When Mace put his other hand on her hip, stilling her, she held back yet another whimper. This man was killing her inch by delicious inch.

      “We need to go back out there,” she said, trying to find that control she’d once valued.

      “We will.” He licked her neck over where he’d bitten her, and she knew she’d have to wear her hair down for the rest of the day or anyone who looked would be able to see where he’d marked her. “But first, we need to get something straight.”

      She met his gaze, pulling away so she could focus. “What?”

      “I saw the way you looked at me when Jenn came on to me. She’s not you, Addi. It’s just you and me, remember? No matter who tries to come between us, it won’t matter because it’s just the two of us in the end. I’ve watched these guys come into the shop and drool as they kept their eyes just on your tits as you walked, watching the sway because you’re way more than a handful. Which, sidebar, I’m going to need to fuck them at some point. But I digress.”

      She blinked, holding back a laugh at the serious look on his face as he talked about fucking her boobs. Only Mace Knight.

      “You were the one who said you wanted to keep this secret, and I agreed because I don’t want to confuse Daisy. So, we’re doing what we’re doing and keeping it between us. Or, at least, out of her sphere so we don’t mess up what we have and what she has with both of us. We’re going to have to be careful not to look like we’re jealous and want to fuck each other on every flat surface of the shop, though. Think you can do that, Addi?”

      “You’re so damn confusing.” She let her head fall back, ignoring her headache.

      “You’re not much different,” he said. “But, honestly, we were pretty confusing before we started changing things. We’re still best friends, Addi, that’s not going to change, but you have to know, I’m not going to step out on you. I’m not going to flirt with someone else and be that asshole.”

      “And I don’t understand how I felt jealous.” She knew she probably shouldn’t be so open and honest about her feelings, but hiding them was only making things worse.

      He rubbed his thumb over her cheek. “Yeah. I get that. And it adds a new layer, doesn’t it?”

      She met his gaze, her chest aching. “We’re changing things again, aren’t we? I think…I think we need a label. Because without that, it’s just making things harder. And for all we say we need to focus on the other things in our lives and not let this hurt us, we’re spending so much time worrying about what this is, that it’s getting confusing.”

      “Friends with benefits doesn’t really work, does it?” He frowned, and she blew out a breath.

      “No, it doesn’t. But we haven’t actually gone out on a date.”

      “We have dinner together at least three times a week.” He tugged on her hair, and she let him.

      “We did before everything happened. And, honestly, I don’t know if I’m ready to go on a capitol-D date and all. I like what we’re doing. In bed. It’s good for us, I think. At least, stress-wise. But as soon as we get out of bed? I’m so confused.”

      His lips quirked into a smile, and she rolled her eyes. “I know what you mean.” He rested his forehead on hers, and she was afraid if they kept running from what they faced, they’d never find what they needed to. “So, why don’t you take some time to think on that. Think about what you want, but know that I’m not going anywhere, Addi. Yeah, I want to keep this separate from Daisy because she’s my daughter, my world, but I’m not going to hide completely.”

      Before she could even think what she could possibly say to that, there was a knock on the door, and the two of them split apart so fast, she was afraid Mace might end up falling on his ass.

      “Hey, guys, I think you need to come out here. The cops are here, and they don’t look happy.”

      She stiffened before looking at Mace. The police? What the hell could they want?

      And just like that, little problems like what she was doing with Mace went out the window, and the far more important things—her life, her shop, and the person who was out to ruin it—came forward.

      She pushed past Mace and made her way out of the closet, passing a stern-looking Ryan. She didn’t think that look was for her, but for the two officers who stood in the front area of MIT, their arms folded over their chests and frowns on their faces.

      Mace stood at her back, and she knew all thoughts of their personal worries were now out of both of their heads.

      Someone was trying to hurt their shop, their second homes. And, sadly, she had a feeling this was only the beginning.
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      “They seriously thought you were selling drugs out of the shop?”

      Mace’s friend Landon sounded incredulous, and he didn’t blame the other man for that reaction. Mace couldn’t really believe what had gone down the afternoon before either. In fact, he’d been so angry throughout the whole process—and after the cops had left—that he’d taken off after his shift because he needed some space to breathe.

      Adrienne had been even angrier than he was, and since they couldn’t use their anger to get each other off that night, they’d spent it apart. Frankly, he’d needed time to think anyway. Now, he was out for a beer with Landon and Ryan, trying to relax after several long days and attempting to wrap his head around everything that had happened over the past few weeks—especially last night.

      “I thought they were going to cuff you right there,” Ryan said, tipping his beer toward Mace. “You walked out behind Adrienne, looking all inked and badass, and I swear both officers twitched as if they were going to reach for their guns.”

      Mace ran a hand over his face before giving Ryan a look. “It wasn’t that bad, but having to stand behind Addi as she took the lead wasn’t easy.”

      “She’s the owner of the shop, so that makes sense,” Landon said, “but having to stand back when your woman is dealing with false accusations, and there’s nothing you can do but nod and be by her side…? Rough, man.”

      Ryan choked on his beer before grinning at Mace. “Your women, eh?”

      “She’s my friend. My boss. She’s not my woman.” And that was probably a total lie, but it wasn’t as if he could say anything different right then. “But the important thing is, they didn’t find any drugs, and were fucking pissed that they had to come in at all. The fact that this is the second false call in as many weeks…and then add in the graffiti… We have a serious problem.”

      Ryan’s smile died, and he shook his head. “Someone doesn’t like where we opened up the business. And while I’d usually say they can just suck it, they’re causing problems.”

      Mace nodded. “Our walk-in volume isn’t as high as it should be for this time of year. Shep and Addi are getting worried.”

      “You think people are worried about what they’re hearing?” Landon asked before pulling out his phone. “How are the reviews online?”

      “Good, as far as I can tell, so it’s got to just be word of mouth about the calls and issues we’ve been having.” Mace took another drink of his beer then reached for a wing, needing food that was horrible for him to get through his bad mood. Sienna had Daisy tonight since she’d shown up and said she wanted to make a play for the favorite aunt. He hadn’t minded, and Daisy was in love with the idea of a sleepover, so he’d let his sister boss him around. It gave him time for dinner and beer with Ryan and Landon—something he hadn’t had time for since his daughter came to live with him full-time. Finding that balance wasn’t easy, and if it weren’t for his family and Adrienne, he knew he wouldn’t be able to handle as much as he was.

      Ryan peeled at the label on his bottle, frowning. “We give good ink, damn it. Our loyal clients followed us from two different shops and are already on our schedule. And, hell, even Shep has a couple people coming up from New Orleans just for him. He didn’t mean for that to happen, but they’re making a vacation of it or something. It’s pretty awesome. We even have a waiting list for new clients who’ve heard about us.”

      “But we’re losing some of that initial pull of people who haven’t heard of us before and want to get a tattoo closer to their homes rather than driving across town.” Mace let out a breath. “And, hell, all this stress on Shep and Addi isn’t helping. They risked a lot—as did their cousins up north by increasing their business so much. And I have a feeling we haven’t seen the end of whatever this asshole is up to.”

      “Because it has to be that guy, right?” Landon asked. “It would all be a little too coincidental for it not to be the guy who came in on opening day to threaten you.”

      “That’s what we’re thinking.”

      “By the way, man, I’m sorry I never made it to opening day or even after,” Landon put in. “Work’s a bit crazy at the moment, but I feel like an asshole.”

      “You’re fine. I have you scheduled for your tattoo, so if you can’t make it in before then to see the place, you’ll see it in a month when you have time off.”

      Landon was a broker who worked longer hours than Mace had when he was practically doing overnighters back in the day. And the man was the best at his job. That said, he probably was a little too good because his bosses worked him to the bone. Mace was honestly surprised that Landon had been able to join them for dinner and beers. As it was, Shep hadn’t been able to make it, and Carter was running late. Mace didn’t know Carter all that well, but he’d married a Montgomery woman, and that meant that he was now part of the group—even if he didn’t know it yet.

      And as if he’d conjured the man out of thin air, Carter walked toward them, a look of exhaustion creeping over his face, but he’d still made it there to hang out with them. The other man worked long hours like Landon, and it was starting to show on both of them. Mace worked his ass off, sure, but he also had a daughter and his health to think about. He wasn’t twenty anymore where he could get by on a couple of hours of sleep—but neither were any of the men at this table.

      “Hey, Carter.” Mace gestured toward the empty seat, and the other man sat down at the table. “Glad you could make it.”

      Carter smiled, his eyes not looking quite as tired as Mace had first thought. “I wanted to eat dinner with Roxie before I came. I hope that’s okay. Between her deadlines coming up and my workers calling in thanks to that flu going around, we haven’t been able to eat together most nights this week. But I figured I’d come and hang out for a beer at least.”

      “See? You’re being the good husband,” Landon put in. “Us single men over here were forced to eat hot wings that will probably cause heartburn later tonight, but you got good food with your wife. Sounds like the perfect night.”

      Mace grinned over his beer, and Carter rolled his eyes and explained how neither of them could cook but were learning. “One day, we’ll have something better than tuna casserole—the stovetop kind, we’re not up to baking it yet.” Ryan poured Carter a drink since they’d ordered a pitcher instead of going micro-brew that night. Only Landon had money to spare this month since the rest of them were in the middle of life changes that required them to be slightly more frugal.

      “That’s love, though. Eating crappy food you make together.” Mace lifted his beer up in a toast as he said it, and the others joined in.

      Carter rolled his eyes but sipped his beer. “Roxie will end up being a better cook than me, I think. She’s determined.” There was something else in his voice, but Mace couldn’t figure out what it was, and since it wasn’t his business, he didn’t press.

      “Addi’s a pretty decent cook, and we all know Thea’s a damned fine baker and chef. And I think Shep holds his own, too. Seems the talent didn’t trickle down.” Mace reached for a wing, slapping Ryan’s hand away when the other man tried to filch one from his side. He liked Ryan, considered him a friend, but no one got between him and his wings.

      Carter narrowed his eyes at Mace and sipped his beer. “Seems you’ve been spending a lot of time with my new sister, Adrienne, from what I can see.”

      Ryan coughed, his grin widening while Landon looked between the three of them, brows raised.

      “You and your Addi?” Landon asked, his voice sounding a little too intrigued.

      Mace set his drink down and looked at all of the men he called his friends. “She’s my best friend.” Not a lie. Not quite the truth either. But neither of them were ready for the world to know what they were. And the more important aspect of that was that they didn’t actually know what they were to each other yet. Because, for all they praised themselves on talking about their relationship as it was and how they were going to make sure neither of them ever got hurt, he knew they both had their heads in the sand when it came to definitions and feelings.

      And maybe, just maybe, that’s how they were supposed to make things work for them. At least, for now.

      “Yeah? And?” Carter winked as he said it before setting down his beer. He hadn’t had more than a few sips, and Mace wondered if the man was going to finish it. All of them were sharing one large pitcher since they all had to drive home, so it wasn’t that big of a deal. “Don’t tell us, it’s fine. But you should know, I saw the sparks between the two of you when I dropped by the shop. And I have a feeling if Roxie and Thea are in the same room as the two of you soon, they’ll figure it out.”

      “If Shep wasn’t so focused on the shop and his family, he’d figure it out, too,” Ryan put in. “The two of you going off to the storage room together and coming out all red-faced and mussed sort of tipped me off. Just saying.”

      Landon threw his head back and laughed, the others following suit as Mace didn’t confirm or deny what his friends were saying. After all, it wasn’t as if he had to. They already knew. Mace had a feeling the cat would officially be out of the bag with the rest of his and Addi’s family soon if his friends had anything to do with it—at least by the way they were acting.

      Thankfully, the conversation moved onto the Broncos and their slim chances for making the playoffs, and soon, they were stuffed full of wings and mostly water now since they’d finished their one or two beers each.

      They said their goodbyes, and because Mace was a glutton for punishment or perhaps because he was addicted to the one woman he shouldn’t be, he found himself taking an earlier turn than the one to his house and soon sat parked in front of Adrienne’s home. He’d called his sister so he could talk to Daisy before she went to bed, and she said the two of them were camping in Sienna’s bedroom, complete with a pillow and blanket fort. His sister had told him to have fun, and had teased him about seeing his woman. He didn’t think she knew exactly who his woman was, but he was going to take this time he had.

      He hadn’t texted or called ahead, and because she usually parked inside her garage, he had no clue if she was actually home or not. This was probably stupid of him, but then again, he was good at making idiotic decisions recently.

      He turned off his engine, but before he could get out and walk up to her door, hoping she was home, his phone beeped, signaling that he had a text message.

      Addi: Creeper much?

      He grinned, shaking his head as he replied.

      Mace: If you know I’m out here, then you’re the one creeping on me through the window like in that old movie with the birds.

      Addi: The window movie is not the same as the bird movie, dork.

      Mace: I’m woefully inept when it comes to classics, it seems. Can I come in and watch some?

      Addi: …

      Mace: What?

      Addi: That’s the worst line ever. But come inside, and I’ll make you come.

      Addi: I, uh, mean something eloquent and ladylike that doesn’t sound like I’m thinking about your dick.

      Addi: Because I am.

      Addi: I mean, I’m not.

      Addi: I mean, just get in here and let me play with your dick.

      Mace’s laugh filled the cab of his truck, and he shook his head, stuffed his phone into his pocket, and headed out into the cold. He locked the truck behind him and hadn’t even raised his fist to knock on the door before she had it open and her arms around his neck.

      “Hey there, sailor,” she teased. He reached down to cup her ass and lifted her into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he walked into her house, using his foot to close the door behind them.

      “You know I get seasick,” he said, turning so he could lock the door before carrying her into the living room.

      “Then I’ll be gentle.” She kissed him then, and he growled, needing her taste more than he needed air.

      “It’s okay that I’m here, then? That I didn’t call?” He didn’t want to cross any lines and knew they both needed their own spaces.

      She bit his jaw and grinned, her eyes bright. “You never had to before you saw me naked. You don’t have to now. Did you have fun with the guys?”

      He kissed her behind the ear, loving the way she pressed into him, practically purring in his hold. “Yeah. But Ryan and Carter figured out we’re doing our thing, and that means Landon knows. Not sure how long we’re going to be able to keep it away from everyone else.”

      She pulled back, blinking quickly. “I figured Ryan, but Carter?”

      “He saw us looking at each other like we wanted to rip each other’s clothes off and brought it up tonight.”

      “Well, then. I guess…I guess we just keep doing our thing and don’t lie.” She was so still in his arms, he had a feeling if he didn’t say the right thing, he’d screw everything up.

      “Sounds good to me, Addi. Now, since I’m not as young as I used to be, I’m going to have to set you down on the edge of this couch so I can fuck you hard in a bit. Okay?”

      She laughed, doing exactly what he’d wanted her to do, and wiggled from his hold so he could set her down. “Why don’t we go into the bedroom? I have that nice, soft mattress. When you’re done pounding me into it, I’ll let you lay down and relax while I finish you off.” She reached between them, rubbing his cock through his jeans, forcing a groan from him. “I really miss your dick.”

      “You say the sweetest things, Addi.” He leaned down and kissed her, knowing they were far more than friends at this point, though they wouldn’t say it aloud. “The sweetest things.”

      He followed her into the bedroom and stripped off his jacket so he could lay it on the chair she had by the door. Then he took off his shoes and smiled as she leaned against the end of her bed, watching his movements.

      “See something you like?” he asked, his fingers on the bottom edge of his Henley.

      She tilted her head as if studying him. “Maybe.”

      He grinned and slid his shirt up and over his head. “Maybe you’d like it more if I’m closer to you. Say, on top of you as I fuck you into oblivion?”

      “Now you’re saying the sweetest things.”

      He couldn’t hold back any longer. He had to kiss her, had to have his hands on her. They stripped each other out of the rest of their clothes, their bodies coming together as they arched into one another during the kiss. They only let their mouths part to catch their breaths or kiss and lick down each other’s bodies. Even then, he knew he had to rein it in, or he’d blow right there on her stomach like a damned teenager instead of the man he was.

      Mace licked down her chest, taking one nipple into his mouth and sucking while rolling the other between his fingers. He felt, more than saw, her head drop, and her hair slide down her back, touching the tips of his fingers as he held her so he could take more of her into his mouth. He nibbled her skin, enjoying the way she shivered at his touch before he went to her other breast. He licked and sucked and molded each in his hands. Soon, her nipples were bright red like cherries and so sensitive that she made little noises when he blew on them.

      “Mace, I can’t take much more.”

      He moved up and kissed her on the lips, her now sore nipples pressing into his chest. “Then let me make you come.”

      “I want to make you come, too.” She reached between them and cupped his balls, then slid her fingers over his length. He groaned and moved away, a little too close to coming just by sucking on her breasts.

      “I need to have my face between your legs in the next thirty seconds, or I’m going to go back to your breasts and make you squirm.”

      She grinned at him, and he knew she was about to tell him something very naughty and probably something he would totally agree to. “Why don’t we do both at the same time? I’ll ride your face if you let me suck your dick.”

      “You come up with the best ideas, Addi.” His dick twitched, and he picked her up by her ass and tossed her onto the bed. She bounced and laughed. He’d never thought he could have this much fun during sex. Of course, he hadn’t been having sex with his best friend before.

      Mace lay on his back, and Addi moved so she could straddle his shoulders. Her wet and hot cunt hovered over his face, and he couldn’t help but reach out and grab her ass cheeks to move her down so he could lap her up.

      She let out a moan and spread her legs slightly wider so he could have more and take his fill. Then he let out a groan of his own as she practically swallowed him whole. The tip of his cock bumped the back of her throat, and she gave him a hum that went straight to his balls. She stayed there for a moment, moving her throat slightly so it squeezed his dick, and he crossed his eyes before she moved back and let go of him with a wet, sucking noise.

      “I’m going to come in about five seconds if you keep being so damn good at that.”

      She wiggled her hips, and he squeezed her ass harder so she would stop. “Then get to work on eating me out and making me come, and then you’ll be so focused on how I taste and feel that you’ll last just a little bit longer, old man.”

      He slapped one cheek hard before running his hand over the new red mark to help ease the sting.

      “Bad.”

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder and winked. “So?” Then she was sucking him again, and he moaned before going back to her pussy. He licked and sucked around her opening, using one finger to play with her clit. She tasted so fucking good that he was pretty sure he’d be addicted to her cunt if he weren’t careful. He kept up his ministrations until, finally, her sheath clamped around his two fingers and she came on his face. He was so close to coming as well that he had to pull her off him and slide out from underneath her so he wouldn’t lose control too quickly.

      He had her on her back in the next instant, one leg up by her ears and the other below him as he teased her entrance.

      “Shit. Condom.”

      “We already talked about this. We are both clean, and I’m on birth control. Now get in me, or I’m going to have to take matters into my own hands. Again. Because I know how to make myself c—”

      She didn’t get to finish that statement because he speared into her so hard that he was pretty sure his teeth rattled. He waited a moment for her to adjust to his size and then started pounding into her as if there were no tomorrow. Her hips lifted, meeting him thrust for thrust as her hands roamed all over his body as if she couldn’t stop touching him.

      Knowing he was approaching the point of no return again, he twisted them so she rode him. He cupped her breasts and watched her roll her hips, her body fully seated on his. She was so damn magnificent, he knew he would never get enough of her or the way she came for him. There was nothing better than watching her take control of her sexuality and pull every single orgasm from him.

      He reached up and tugged her close so he could capture her lips. Soon, they were both shattering together, their bodies sweat-slick and limp in each other’s arms afterwards. She’d wrung him out and had taken every drop of him. And while he knew he needed to move and clean her up, he couldn’t help but feel a small bit of wicked satisfaction that she was full-up with him.

      He was a sick bastard.

      He knew he needed to get ahold of those thoughts because he also knew this wasn’t permanent. They weren’t going to ruin their friendship, especially with thoughts like the ones he had.

      He held her close, helping her descend from her high, and promised himself that come the morning, he’d get his head on straight. Because he couldn’t—wouldn’t—hurt her, no matter how much he liked her draped on top of him.

      He couldn’t.
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      Livvy slammed into Adrienne’s legs, and it took all her power not to fall on her butt thanks to her niece’s exuberance.

      “You’re here!” Livvy screamed, jumping up and down while still holding onto Adrienne.

      Adrienne couldn’t help but smile and reach down so she could lift the three-year-old into her arms. “Hey, baby girl. I am here.”

      She kissed Livvy’s cheek and held her close. She was so in love with her niece and knew she would forever be grateful that Shep and Shea had decided to move up to Colorado Springs. While she knew her brother had done well down in New Orleans and that’s how he’d met Shea to begin with, having her family all in one area made everything so much better.

      Livvy kissed her on her cheek then on her forehead and chin before wiggling down so she could run to another adult and lavish them with kisses and hugs, as well. She’d been shy at first when she first got to know the Montgomerys, but clearly, that wasn’t the case anymore.

      “As Livvy announced, you made it,” Katherine Montgomery said as she walked up to Adrienne. Her mother was gorgeous and totally didn’t look her age. Since she’d had the same color hair as Adrienne for years before she started having to dye it thanks to the silver strands, Adrienne hoped she looked like her mother when she was her age.

      Adrienne sank into her mother’s hug and sighed. “Yeah, I did. Mace and Ryan are holding down the shop so Shep and I could come and be Montgomerys for the afternoon instead of stressing.”

      Her mother patted her cheek. “You wouldn’t be a Montgomery if you didn’t stress over something.”

      Adrienne rolled her eyes before leaning into her mother’s hold. “I did learn from you and Dad, didn’t I?”

      Her mom laughed before going to help Livvy with something on the other side of the room. The Montgomerys tried to have a family dinner at least once a month. With her brother coming back home, their dinners had been occurring more often than usual—something she enjoyed even if it was harder to hide some things from them when she needed to. And before the wedding, there had been a lot more get-togethers—for at least the women of the family. Roxie hadn’t wanted a huge wedding, but she’d had the small, intimate ceremony of her dreams. At least, that’s what Adrienne thought.

      Roxie and Carter were off on one side of the room, deep in conversation. The couple went from smiling to frowning at one another often enough that Adrienne had no idea what they could be talking about.  But she noticed the way Carter brushed a piece of hair from Roxie’s face and smiled down at her as if she were the only person in the world he ever wanted to look at or be with. He was so in love with her sister that Adrienne had to hold back tears when she looked at him as he gazed the way he did at Roxie. She really hoped the couple had decades of loving looks and time together. It was almost enough to make her wonder if she could find love for herself. Of course, she was afraid that she was well on her way to falling when she truly had no business doing so.

      Thea stood with Shea, laughing about whatever was on their minds. For some reason, the two had hit it off immediately and become fast friends. Even though Thea already had a best friend in Molly, her sister had opened her arms for Shea without balking. For some reason, Adrienne had figured her sister-in-law would have become faster friends with Roxie since the two shared occupations. But in terms of personalities, Thea and Shea had much more in common than just the similar spellings of their names.

      Her dad, William, and Shep manned the grill even as snow began to fall on the frigid afternoon. And while every single woman—minus Livvy—in the room knew how to grill, as well, her father had decided the deck was his domain. He had taught his daughters how to use the Char-Broil for when they had a grill at their own homes, but her dad was very particular about who he let touch his sacred, roaring flames. However, Adrienne had a feeling that Carter would be joining the man at the grill soon. Her father loved the other man like a son, and would probably open his arms to allow Carter near his precious baby grill.

      After all, he had let Carter near his precious baby girl.

      Adrienne snorted at her lame joke, and was really glad that Mace wasn’t around to see her face as she made that horrendous joke. Even in her head. Hell, she was glad he wasn’t there for many reasons, particularly so that everyone couldn’t see the way she watched him move. If Carter, Ryan, and Shea had been able to figure out even a little bit of what was going on between the two of them, her family would be able to figure it out in a quick minute.  She had a feeling the only reason they hadn’t already, was because everyone was so focused on their own lives. They hadn’t taken a really good look at what she was doing outside of her shop. And for that, she was grateful.

      She needed the time to figure out exactly what she wanted when it came to her best friend. And after the last time they had been together when she had fallen apart in his arms so quickly and so completely, she knew she could never go back to the woman she was before she had touched him.

      He had touched part of her soul, branded her as his even if she knew it might never be permanent.  Things had changed, and hiding what she was doing, what they were doing, now seemed wrong. She didn’t want to hide her relationship any longer. Because she was afraid that the more time passed where she did, the worse it would be for everyone once the truth came out.  She also knew that it could look as if she were ashamed of what she felt for Mace. And that couldn’t be farther from the truth. She had a feeling she’d fallen for him long before the first time she’d felt his lips against hers. And that scared her more than anything. Because everything had changed, and if they tried to go back to what they were, she wasn’t sure she could find that place anymore. She wasn’t sure that place had ever truly existed.

      “Is there a reason you’re standing here all alone with that sad look on your face?” Roxie leaned into her as she spoke, and Adrienne did her best to pull herself out of her thoughts.  She couldn’t believe she had once again buried herself in her circular thoughts for so long that she didn’t notice when Carter had officially moved over to the grill station and her sister had come to stand beside her. For that matter, she wasn’t sure how long Roxie had been watching her.

      “Sorry, just thinking about work,” she lied and immediately cursed herself for doing so.

      “You’re going to do have to do a better job of lying than that if Mom asks you what’s up. And since we’re in the middle of the fray, I’ll let your lie pass. For now. How about we go get you a drink, because you’re empty-handed and standing against the wall with your mouth open like a blowfish.”

      Adrienne pinched her sister’s arm, enjoying how she let out a tiny squeal but laughed. She hadn’t pinched that hard, and wouldn’t since they were family and loved each other, but sometimes her baby sister was a brat. A smart brat, but still a brat.

      “Thanks, I could use a drink.” Or four, but who was counting.

      She followed Roxie to the kitchen and went to the fridge to get herself something to drink. Her mom had already opened a bottle of white, so she poured herself a glass and topped off her sister’s. Instead of going back into the fray, the two of them leaned against the counters and talked like they had when they were younger and stealing snacks when their mother wasn’t looking. Of course, their mother had always known, just like she’d always known when they were making faces at each other behind her back. The old adage that mothers had eyes on the backs of their heads had never been truer than with Katherine Montgomery.

      “Are you ready for tax season?” Adrienne asked. “As soon as the holidays hit, it’s going to start being your busiest time of the year.”  Usually, during that time, Adrienne didn’t get to actually see her sister beyond a few frazzled dinners that their mother somehow made happen.  Just the idea of doing taxes made her stomach roll, and her head pound. She wasn’t sure how both her sister-in-law and sister ended up with their jobs, but more power to them. Because of them, people like her didn’t have to look at all the numbers and start crying daily.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. Carter has been through this with me before, so at least he’s prepared for the fact that he’ll rarely see me for about four months. Just remind me that I said this in a couple months when I’m ready to pull out my hair because people are constantly showing up with shoeboxes of wrinkled receipts and saying ‘good luck.’”

      Adrienne winced. “That was one time, and I never did it again. I’d had a hard year and was working even longer hours than you to pay the rent. Now, everything is as color-coded as possible for you.”

      “Damn straight, it is. I can’t have anyone else at the office see me showing up with a shoebox again. The horror, Adrienne. The horror.” She winked, and Adrienne rolled her eyes.

      “Stop. It wasn’t that bad. I know you’ve seen worse.”

      “True, but since you’re family, I get to rag on you a bit. It was in the contract when each of us was born.”

      “You’re a dork.”

      “Girls, be nice to each other. Livvy is in the other room, and I don’t want her hearing something that she’ll end up saying on her own. Be good role models for your niece.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” they both said at once, then looked at one another, smiles threatening to break over their faces. It was as if they were ten again and in trouble for popping wheelies on their bikes with the Thompson boys next door. Those kids had never liked the fact that she and her sisters were far better riders than they were, and Adrienne a daredevil when it had come to stunts. Her mom hadn’t been happy about that at all either, but Shep had always secretly taught them everything he knew so they could kick the Thompson boys’ butts.

      “You’d better be.” Her mom smiled as she said it, and her tone wasn’t as sharp as it had been when they were kids and in trouble. “Go out on the deck and relax for a bit. Your father turned on the heater before anyone showed up, so it’s all nice and toasty. Don’t make me waste all that electricity.” She winked as she said it before heading back out into the living room to, presumably, play with her granddaughter.

      Both Adrienne and Roxie had frozen in place as their mother came out of nowhere to scold them, but now relaxed a bit after she left. After a moment, they went out onto the covered deck with the outdoor heater and relaxed like their mother with her all-knowingness had instructed them.

      Seriously, the woman had like ninja skills when it came to finding them doing something they probably shouldn’t. It had made being a teenager in the Montgomery house difficult. Shep had been lucky in that he was just old enough when the rest of them had been born that he was able to get away with a little bit more. But as soon as the girls reached their teenage years, her parents had been well trained and ready for whatever trouble they might get into. Needless to say, Adrienne hasn’t truly rebelled until after she moved out and buried herself in art.

      Mace, thankfully, had wanted to rebel right with her when they met, so she could figure out what kind of alcohol she could have and want, and what kind made her dance on tabletops with only one shot. People always thought it was tequila, but she knew the real answer. Vodka was the Devil’s drink. Mace had also been there when she had her first and only cigarette. Apparently, she wasn’t destined to become a smoker, and for that she was grateful. That one inhale had made her eyes red and itchy for a week, and she still wanted to cough just thinking about it.

      And through it all, she had Mace.

      “What is that smile?” Thea asked as she walked out onto the deck with a newly filled wine glass in hand. “You’re thinking about that guy of yours, aren’t you?”

      Adrienne froze, unaware that she’d been smiling while thinking about Mace. “Uh, what?”

      Roxie tilted her head, studying Adrienne’s face. “You know, that is a smile about a man. I saw it before when we were at Blushes With Lushes and you couldn’t keep that secret back any longer. So, who is he? I know you said we didn’t know him, but does he have a name?”

      “What does he do?” Thea asked, taking a seat next to Roxie on the rocker and picking up the conversation. Adrienne sat on the chair next to it, her booted feet up on the outdoor ottoman.

      “Is he good in bed?” Roxie added.

      “How big is his—?”

      Adrienne held up her hands, laughter bubbling up in her throat as she cut off Thea’s question. “Oh my God, stop it. Both of you. It’s like we’re in high school again or something and you’re waiting to see what I think about the new boy in study hall.”

      Thea grinned and took a sip of her wine. “I don’t recall asking about length and girth in high school, but not all of us were…seasoned back then.”

      Adrienne flipped her off. “I had sex once in high school, asshole. And never again will I have sex in the back of a Toyota Corolla.” She shuddered. “Never. Again.”

      “So this new man of yours drives something better?” Roxie asked. “Perhaps…a stick?” Her sisters looked at each other and cracked up laughing, and Adrienne just shook her head.

      She knew she’d already lied to them once, and since it seemed like many of their other friends already knew about her and Mace—at least the basics since it wasn’t as if she actually knew what was going on either—she needed to be up-front with them.

      “So, uh, I wasn’t exactly truthful before…it’s Mace.” She shut her mouth as soon as she blurted out his name, out hoped to hell she hadn’t just made a mistake. She’d been wishing on that particular hope a lot recently.

      Her sisters stopped laughing and stared at her. Roxie’s mouth opened and closed like a fish as she tried to figure out what to say as Thea’s eyes brightened.

      Her middle sister pointed at her and squealed. “I knew it! I fucking knew it!”

      Roxie bounced on the rocker, forcing Thea to hold onto the side so she wouldn’t fall off, but neither of them seemed to care. “Mace? Your Mace? He’s really your Mace now, isn’t he?”

      “Before we get to the burning questions of the century when it comes to you and Mace,” Thea began, a twinkle in her eyes, “I’m going to need you to answer the previous questions asked.”

      “Is he good in bed?” Roxie repeated.

      “How big?” Thea grinned. “We already know what he does and his name, so get on to the good things. I mean, the sex has to be good, right?”

      Roxie clasped her hands in front of her chest and did a fair imitation of a regency heroine swooning. “Of course, he his. He’s Mace.”

      “Aren’t you married?” Adrienne asked dryly. “To the delectably sexy and highly fuckable Carter inside?”

      Roxie licked her lips like a cat who had found her canary. “Oh, yes, I’m married to that very sexy man inside who I had a great round of Sir, May I before we showed up for dinner, but we’re not talking about me and Carter now, are we?”

      Sir, May I?

      What the hell did Roxie and Carter do in bed? Nope, so not going there. Not even going to let her mind drift in the vicinity of that thought other than possibly asking Mace if he’d like to play. Maybe they’d call it Ma’am, May I.

      “Okay, that’s another grin, but this time, I’m not sure I want to know exactly what you’re thinking about.” Thea shook her head. “Between the two of you, I’m feeling a little lackluster in the usage of my lady parts area. That may have to change in the new year. Of course, I said that last year and nothing really happened because I’ve been so focused on the bakery, I don’t have time to really care about any dude and his big dick coming in to make me come.”

      Adrienne snorted, wine going up her nose. She coughed, trying not to cry her makeup down her face. “I can’t believe you just said that. How much wine have you had?”

      Roxie was choking, as well, but Thea raised her glass in cheers. “ I can’t always be the sweet and motherly one. Sometimes, a woman just needs the D. But enough about me, Adrienne darling, you didn’t answer our questions. Of course, as soon as you do that, I’ll have about twenty more for you. So, let’s begin this because soon, Mom or one of the guys is going to come out and we’re going to have to stop talking about this. Oh my God, does Shep know?  He works with you guys, he must know. If he’s held this back this whole time, I won’t be very happy.”

      Adrienne held up her hands, stopping Thea before she rambled on any more. “Shep doesn’t know. And if you say ‘needs the D’ again, I might fall off this chair and never recover by the way. But I digress. Shea figured it out, as did Ryan, and maybe even Landon.”  She looked over at Roxie. “Carter figured it out too, but Mace swore him to secrecy. But he also said, just like Shea, that if their spouses asked them point-blank, they wouldn’t lie.  Don’t get mad at him for keeping it from you. If you’re going to get mad, be mad at me, but please don’t get mad at all because really…we were just keeping it between ourselves for as long as possible. Now that the cat is out of the bag, I really don’t know what will happen.”

      Roxie frowned but didn’t say anything for a moment as Thea just stared between them, a contemplative expression on her face.

      “I will jokingly yell at Carter later for daring to keep such a juicy secret from me. Right now, let’s get on to that whole you really don’t know what’s going to happen thing. I also need to know about his dick, because we’ve mentioned it like five times, and you still won’t talk about it. So either it’s really sad, and he knows what he’s doing with his mouth because you wouldn’t stay with him and risk your friendship otherwise, or it’s so big that you don’t want us to feel jealous. Especially our dear sister over there, who’s feeling a little neglected in her nether regions.”

      Adrienne ran a hand over her face. “Why do we keep using phrases like ‘nether regions’ and ‘lady parts’? This whole conversation is wierding me out.”

      “Answer the question,” Thea demanded. “Because we love Mace, and I always thought he was like an additional Montgomery brother. But, apparently, that is so not what you’ve been thinking. Unless you sort of were, but then this is a whole part of the conversation I really don’t want to have.”

      Roxie giggled and leaned into Thea, and Adrienne figured they’d talked around the subject enough that she just needed to get on with it.

      “First, because I know you won’t let me get out of this conversation without talking about it, even a little, here you go.” This time, it was Adrienne who grinned like that canary-eating cat. “He’s amazing. Hands-down the best sex I’ve ever had. Biggest…you know what I’ve ever seen. I’m not going to go into dimensions or measurements because, first, he’s mine, and it’s something I kind of want to keep to myself. Second, he deserves at least a little bit of privacy even though he probably should’ve realized that he wasn’t going to get any when he became friends with me in the first place.”

      Her sisters clapped, and she rolled her eyes. Sometimes, it was nice acting as if you weren’t an adult with bills to pay and countless lists you needed to check off.

      “He makes you happy?” Roxie asked. “Because that’s the most important thing.”

      Adrienne nodded slowly, truly thinking about her answer. “With everything going on right now in the shop and how someone’s trying to take it down to do whatever the hell they are planning, he’s the one thing that’s making me smile.”

      Roxie sighed happily, but Thea didn’t react, as if she knew Adrienne wasn’t finished yet. Roxie had always been the dreamer, and though some things had changed in the past year after she married Carter, that part of her remained—if slightly dulled.

      Adrienne told them about her first night with Mace and their following nights and how he made her feel. She couldn’t help but laugh as the two of them fanned themselves. Adrienne might not have gone into too much detail, but they had been able to guess.

      “The thing is, he made me smile before we changed everything. I love you guys, and I love Shep, but I also love the fact that I had connections outside of our family. I know it’s the same way with you and Molly, Thea. The idea that I can have these friendships that feel like family outside of the amazing and loving unit we already have, always make me feel more well-rounded. And I didn’t realize that really, not until I noticed that Mace needed to rely on me as well as his own family when his ex showed up and dropped off Daisy.”

      She frowned, trying to get her thoughts in order.

      “But now, everything is different. Yet not. We thought we were so smart in talking about each step as I somehow found myself in his arms and not wanting to pull away, yet I don’t think there was a way to talk about exactly what we were feeling until we knew what that was. And even now I don’t know if I know. It’s all confusing and exciting and exhilarating and I’m finding myself having these new feelings and fun with my best friend in ways I didn’t know I could before this.”

      “Do you love him?” Thea asked softly.

      She met her sisters’ gazes and nodded, scaring herself. “ I loved him before I thought I was possibly making the worst mistake ever. That love was like a base for what I’m feeling now, and that idea is just scary. I focused on my business and my art for so long that I put aside the idea that I could be with another person. And after everything that happened with him with Daisy’s conception and birth and all of the legal problems afterwards with his ex—and even more so now—I don’t know what he wants out of what we have. We’ve done so much to make sure that we’re not going to break each other during, that I’m truly afraid what will happen if and when we decided the risk isn’t worth it anymore. Because I’m not the same person I was even a month ago, and I think the change is for the better. But I’m really afraid that he’s not going to fall for me like I’m already falling for him.”

      She wiped away a single tear, unaware that she’d let it fall.

      “He’s your best friend, and I don’t think that will change.” Thea spoke slowly as if working through her words. “But I do think if you’re truly falling for him like we all think you are in this moment, then maybe you need to state the path you want to take. I’m not saying bare yourself and your feelings. Not yet. Not unless you want to. But maybe you need to make it more than just steamy nights when you can find them. I know you have a little girl to think about, too, but she’s already in your life, and you are in hers. But if this is truly what you want, you’ll make it happen. There’s never been one thing in your life that you haven’t been able to grab by the horns, because you throw yourself into things headfirst. I’ve always admired that about you, and I love you so damn much. So, if you’re truly falling for him, take the next step.”

      Their mother called them in for dinner before anyone else could say anything else, so she hugged her sisters and went inside to enjoy a family meal with people who understood her. And when she got home, she pulled out her phone and took the next step.

      Addi: I think we should go on a date.

      She sucked in a breath, hoping she hadn’t made a mistake.

      Mace: Tomorrow good?

      She bit her lip, trying not to smile like an idiot in her own kitchen. It seemed she had her first real date with her best friend tomorrow, and she couldn’t help but dance on her feet, her excitement warring with her nerves.

      Her sisters were right. If she loved him enough to try and make this work, then she needed to take that next step, that risk. And tomorrow, when she went on a date with Mace that was just about the two of them and not just a friendly meal, she’d put all of herself into it.

      Because that’s what she did, fear of the future or not.
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      This was a huge step, at least that’s how it felt to Mace. He ran a hand through his hair and wondered if he actually knew what he was doing. Considering that he’d been walking through a murky fog for the past couple of months trying to figure out his game plan, he had a feeling this wouldn’t go any better than the other things.

      Well, that was just a stupid thing to think. Sure, he kept going at things a little confused and more than a little behind, but it wasn’t as if he’d screwed up everything. He was working his ass off at MIT and gaining new clients weekly. Yeah, the walk-ins had decreased ever since the news had spread about the so-called drug deals and sanitation issues, but once they figured out who the man was out to get the shop, they’d be able to bulk up their reputation again. So, while it was really annoying and worrisome that business had taken a hit as it had between the graffiti and those other two major things, he knew they were stronger than whatever else came at them. The whole team was beyond talented, and they had the Montgomerys and their personal reputation backing them. So, whoever thought they had the right to try to hurt them could go fuck themselves.

      And as for the most important thing in his life, his daughter? He felt like he was finally finding his footing when it came to raising Daisy on his own. Finding the balance between being a good father and ensuring that Daisy had daily contact with her mother wasn’t easy. And a small part of him wanted to cut his ex out of his life forever, not only for what she had done to him in the past, but for what she was doing to her daughter day in and day out in the present. Daisy was still too young to understand exactly what was going on, but she was old enough to know that something was different and wasn’t the way it was supposed to be.

      He was still waiting on the final paperwork and decisions about what would happen in the future with his rights when it came to Daisy, and that unknown made his stomach clench to the point where he was pretty sure he would have to buy stock in antacids.

      So, while the monumental legal worries were going on around him, he had to put all of that aside to focus on what was best for his daughter.  The two of them had found a rhythm so far that seemed to be working. Because he was able to go into work later since the shop didn’t open as early as most nine-to-five jobs did, he could wake up every morning with his baby girl and get her ready for preschool.  Then he’d walk her there himself before heading back home to see if he and Adrienne were going to carpool that day. His parents took turns picking Daisy up from school, and they truly loved the fact that they had this time with their granddaughter now.

      And though it worried him slightly, Adrienne’s role in Daisy’s life had changed, as well. His daughter had bonded quickly to the other woman in his life, even before the changes in their relationship had happened. His best friend came to his house as much now as she used to, and that meant she saw Daisy more often than not, and his little girl always made sure to say hello when she knew he was texting Adrienne. He knew Adrienne was doing her best not to change the way Daisy saw her, and for that, he was grateful.  There was a difference between changing their relationship as a couple and changing the way she was viewed in his daughter’s eyes.

      And after all of that, he had a feeling he would probably win the award for the most convoluted and circular thought patterns of the day.

      His sister Violet would be at the house soon to watch Daisy so he and Adrienne could go on their first official date. He still couldn’t believe the two of them hadn’t actually been on a date yet. Yes, they had meals together and saw each other every day between work and sleeping together, but he hadn’t actually been the man he always thought he was and taken her out in public on a date. Tonight, they would rectify that. The fact that it had been her asking him out rather than the other way around was not lost on him. It had been her saying that she hadn’t had sex in over a year while also thinking he was hot at the same time that had led them to sleeping together in the first place. And while he had been the one repeatedly saying that he didn’t want to risk their friendship, it had been her saying that they needed to actually talk about the details and what they wanted from each other.

      He hadn’t been treating her like he should, and he knew he would have to make up for it. She deserved far better than hot sex on lonely nights or in storage closets when they thought nobody was watching. Now that the world had pretty much figured out what the two of them were doing, it was up to them to either make it work or walk away and go back to who they were before so they didn’t screw anything up.

      So, tonight, he would be the man he should’ve been all along and treat her like the woman she was. Someone who deserved to be cherished and cared for. And, yes, he also wanted to fuck her hard into oblivion, but the thing was, he knew she wanted to do the same thing right back to him.  He was even interested in this whole Sir and Ma’am, May I thing her sister had apparently brought up. And while they tested that out, he would do his best not to think about Roxie and Carter and whatever the hell they did in the bedroom.

      Daisy came into his bedroom right then as he was finishing buttoning up his collared shirt. He wouldn’t be wearing a tie or suit jacket since they weren’t going anyplace fancy tonight, but he still wanted to look better than his usual raggedy T-shirt and jeans with holes in them.

      “What’s up, baby girl?” he asked as he turned to her.

      “Are you and Aunt Adrienne going out for dinner soon?” Daisy asked. He’d explained to her that he and Addi were going out for a meal, but hadn’t been too specific since he wasn’t ready to tell Daisy that he and Adrienne were dating.

      Since they were dating. No more mincing words, even if it made him feel like a teenager again.

      “Yep. Your aunt Violet should be here in about twenty minutes, and then Addi and I are headed out. Is that okay?”  He didn’t want to be one of those parents that let his child dictate how he led his life, he also didn’t want to change things up too quickly when she was just finding her footing.

      His little girl nodded, her face solemn. “Aunt Sienna said even daddies need time with women they like. Do you like Aunt Addi?”

      He was going to kill Sienna. Yes, she’d probably been put in an awkward situation when Daisy had asked her a question about him going out to dinner with Addi, but a little heads-up would’ve been nice.

      “I do.” He knelt down in front of Daisy and tapped her on the nose, making her giggle. “She’s my best friend.”

      “Like how I’m best friends with Sarah at school? But she’s a girl like Aunt Addi.” He’d noticed that she’d started calling her Addi instead of Adrienne more often, and though he knew he needed to be careful, he liked it.

      “Yes, like that. And you can be best friends with boys, too.” He didn’t want to be that dad who was a sexist prick, but he also wasn’t really looking forward to her growing up and going through the dating phase—with people of any gender.

      “I know. Roland is one of my friends, too. He’s just not my best friend. But now that I live here, he lives near here too, and that means maybe he’ll be my best friend soon. I don’t know yet. I have to see.”

      Mace held back a smile at her words before opening his arms for a hug. Her little arms wrapped around his neck tightly and squeezed, and he stood up so he could carry her into the living room. That’s when he noticed that he’d missed a call from Violet since he hadn’t known he left his phone in the living room.

      She’d left a message, but when he went to listen, he couldn’t hear her as it was mostly just static. Worried, he called her, and was relieved when she picked up on the second ring.

      “I’m so sorry. Did you get my message?” She spoke fast and, thankfully, this time there wasn’t any interference on the call.

      “Yes, but I couldn’t hear what you said. What’s up? Are you on your way?” She should have been well on her way by then if she was going to make it in time, and the fact that she’d called gave him a bad feeling.

      “Damn, I knew there was an issue with my phone. I need to get a new one. Anyway, I was halfway there when there was an issue at work. I had to go in. I tried to call, but I didn’t get ahold of you. Then I called Mom and Dad, and they were on a date about an hour away—which yay for them but it sucks. Then I called Sienna, but she didn’t answer. Only texted me back saying she was finally on a date but that she would cancel right away to come and watch Daisy if you needed her. I didn’t really know what to say to her, and now she’s waiting on my call. Well actually my text because she said not to call so you can probably tell what kind of date it is.”

      Mace pinched the bridge of his nose. When Violet got anxious, she rambled, but the fact that she’d gone through all of this after only calling him once and not thinking of the house phone meant that she was truly sorry for not being able to make it down to watch Daisy.

      “It’s okay. I’ll figure something out. Thanks for trying and, hell, thanks for working hard to try and get me out tonight.”

      “I’m really sorry. But, of course, I was doing my best for you. This is a date with you and Adrienne. This is like whoa important.”

      He shook his head, glad that she couldn’t see the smile on his face. “It’s just a date. Stop freaking out.”

      “I’ll freak out if I want to. Now, I have to go, but know I’m sorry. And then go hug that baby girl of yours because I’m going to miss our sleepover!”

      They said their goodbyes, and he hung up, wondering what the hell he was going to do. Then his doorbell rang, and he figured that he’d just run out of time. Adrienne had said she’d come to his place and pick him up since it was her idea for the date, and since he liked making her smile, he’d agreed.

      But now, she was here, and he would either have to cancel their date completely, or find a way to make it work with a hyper four-year-old in the room.

      This was so not going the way he’d planned.

      When he opened the door, however, he got tongue-tied and found himself unable to speak at the sight of Addi in tights and a slinky black dress under a white coat. How she hadn’t slipped on the ice in those shoes, however, was something he would have to ask her later.

      “Hey, you,” she said, her teeth chattering. “Didn’t really think about how much skin is actually showing through thin tights.”

      He pulled her inside and kissed her temple, closing the door behind her so he wouldn’t let out all of his heat. “You look…well…as soon as I come up with words to adequately describe how you look, I’ll let you know.”

      She beamed at him but didn’t take off her coat, and he wasn’t sure if he should bother taking it off for her since he was still trying to formulate the next parts of the evening that was now completely off track.

      “Well, that’s the best way to say hello.”

      “So, there’s a slight change of plans,” he said, wincing.

      Daisy ran up to Adrienne at that moment and threw herself against her legs. Addi almost fell off her heels, but he gripped her tightly against him, the three of them making quite the trio.

      “Be careful, Daisy,” Mace warned.

      Addi just laughed. “You’re like my niece, Livvy. She almost knocked me down yesterday at my family dinner.”

      “Livvy’s three, right? She’s younger than me but not by a lot.” Daisy looked up at Addi with stars in her eyes, and something inside Mace shifted. He wasn’t sure what it was, or if he would ever be able to name it, but he knew he needed to be aware of it.

      “Yep. She’s only a little younger than you.” She looked at Mace quickly before looking down again at Daisy. “Maybe, one day, you’ll meet since I think you two would get along great.”

      “Can we, Daddy? Can I meet Livvy?”

      Addi winced, but Mace just nodded. “Sure. We’ll try to make that happen.” He leaned over and brushed his lips along Addi’s temple while Daisy did twirls in the living room in her excitement. Then he leaned over and whispered. “Stop stressing. You’re in my life. You’re in hers. Even if we’re just friends. Okay?”

      Her shoulders visibly relaxed, and he hated that he’d made her feel as she had. They were both walking this line and, somehow, they would find a way through it.

      “I have bad news, however,” he continued. “Daisy, honey, come here for a bit and stop making yourself dizzy.”

      She blinked, stumbled a bit, then skipped over. “Dizzy Daisy?”

      Addie laughed and ran her hand over Daisy’s hair. “Dizzy Daisy sounds like a My Little Pony.”

      “She’d be my favorite if she was,” Daisy said honestly, and the adults laughed with her.

      “Like I was saying, I have some bad news.” He cleared his throat as his two girls looked at him. “Violet had to go into work, and the rest of the family is out. That means our date might be a little different. Not canceled, but different.”

      Addi’s eyes looked disappointed for a fraction of a second before she smiled. “So you’re saying we get to hang out with little dumpling for dinner?” She hugged Daisy close, and his daughter giggled.

      “I’m not a dumpling!”

      “You’re soft and adorable like one,” Addi teased. “And I love dumplings. So, Mace, what did you have in mind?”

      He looked down at her sexy-as-hell dress as he ran a hand over his head, wishing to hell and back that they’d been able to actually have the date they wanted to—but he guessed they’d make do with what they had.

      “Order in?”

      Addi rolled her eyes. “Uh, I don’t think so. I’m sure you have some prosciutto, pancetta, parmesan cheese, and the makings for some amazing red sauce in your cabinets and fridge. Am I right?”

      “Well, of course, I’m like a quarter Italian and that means every once in a while I pretend that I know what I’m doing.”

      “Okay, then. What do you say we work together and make us a yummy meal? Did you already eat, Daisy?”

      His daughter nodded. “But I like other-bacon.”  She couldn’t quite say prosciutto or pancetta so they had taken to calling it other-bacon.

      “Maybe we’ll save you a bite or four,” Mace said as he picked up his daughter and hung her upside down. She laughed and wiggled, forcing him to hold her a little bit tighter so he didn’t drop her. Addi laughed with them before taking off her shoes and coat. She pulled a soft wrap with armholes out of one of her pockets and slid it over her sexy-as-all-get-out dress. Well, he would forever regret the fact that he couldn’t watch her walk around in that dress, but he was glad she looked a little more comfortable in his house.

      As he set his daughter down, his best friend took her hand and led them all to start working on dinner. Soon, they were laughing until they cried, eating some amazing food, and starting on the kid-friendly movie until Daisy fell asleep.

      And as he met Addi’s eyes, he knew that though their date hadn’t been exactly what they wanted, perhaps it had been exactly what they needed. What that meant, however, he had no clue. He only knew that having her in his life meant having her in all aspects of his life. He just hoped that if for some reason they couldn’t make this work or decided the pitfalls were far too grave, he didn’t end up hurting them in the end. Because his little girl had already been through enough, and though he wanted to put his relationship with Adrienne first, he knew he couldn’t. But because she was who she was, he knew she would understand…did understand.

      He just hoped he truly did, too.
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      Adrienne really wanted to get a move on and get to work, but she had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen with the headache she was already facing at home. She’d already had to deal with the leaky faucet, a backed-up garbage disposal, and was pretty sure she had almost broken her pinky toe on the edge of her bed. And anyone sane out there knew there was no harsher pain than hitting one’s pinky toe on any piece of furniture. She had cursed up a blue streak, and it had all gotten worse from there.

      Now, she was running twenty minutes late and having to change shirts because she had spilled her coffee down her front. Thankfully, it had been cold coffee because she had been so busy dealing with household issues that she hadn’t actually had a chance to drink it when it was hot. Small mercies and all that.

      She’d already had to text Mace and tell him to head to work without her so at least one of them could be on time. Shep had opened, but he couldn’t handle the shop by himself when the rest of them all had appointments on the books. Ryan was off that day, but he’d said he wanted to come in on off hours to get some drawings done that he couldn’t do at home. She hadn’t questioned him on that and, frankly, would be glad to have him around. The shop was a lot more energized when the four of them worked as a group.

      However, that meant she had to get in a better mood before she got to work. Because not only did she have three tattoo sessions that day, she also started with a nose piercing appointment. So, now her day was jam-packed, and she just hoped she could handle it all.

      Knowing she needed to buck up, she changed her shirt, rolled her shoulders back, and told herself that she was an adult and could do this—no matter how much her pinky toe hurt.

      And with all of that, she also had to do her best not to think about where her relationship with Mace was headed. Because that would only activate her headache, and she truly did not have time for that today. She wasn’t just falling in love with him. She’d fallen head over heels in love with the man. And with the way he had warned her when they went on their non-date, and how he had included her in his evening with Daisy, she had a feeling things had changed once again. And though she was still nervous, it was an excited nervousness.

      But she would have to push all of that to the back of her mind and get to work. She was a freaking adult who owned a business, and she needed to get to work. She hated that she would be late at all, but sometimes, life got in the way of living.

      She made her way across the highway to MIT and parked in the parking lot next to Mace’s truck. The hairs on the back of her neck rose, and she looked out her side window and gasped.

      Shep and Mace were outside the shop, hands on their hips as they stared at the front of the building.

      Where someone had broken the Montgomery Ink Too sign into pieces.

      Her heart ached, and her hands shook as she took in the physical manifestation of what someone had been trying to do to her business, her second home, a piece of her heart all along: break it.

      Methodically, piece-by-piece, someone was trying to tear into what she’d put so much of her life, energy, money, and soul into. Someone had put hateful words where anyone could see. They hadn’t cared that children could walk by and see those words, and parents would be forced to have conversations that they might not be ready to have. Because it hadn’t just been curse words, it had been horrible, horrible things, which no woman should ever have to see. And now this…parents would always put those conversations in the same place in their mind as her shop. And she couldn’t blame them.

      They were in a well-respected, family-centric community. And between the new rumors of drugs and uncleanliness added to the destruction of property, she wasn’t sure how many more hits to the reputation of her shop, her people, and her soul she could take.

      “You’re better than this, Adrienne Montgomery.” Her voice filled her car, and she took a deep breath, knowing she needed to get through whatever pain was currently digging at her and be the boss she needed to be.

      When had she gone from a woman who immediately reacted, to one who needed a moment to get through the grief of what she might lose? She was done with this. Done.

      She got out of her car, slammed the door behind her, and stepped towards the shop. At a second glance, the damage didn’t look as bad as she had feared. Unless you looked directly at the sign and the subsequent debris on the ground below it, you couldn’t really tell that someone had tried to damage her place of business. But she knew, and this was the last fucking straw.

      Abby came out of her tea shop just then, a tray of to-go cups of what was most likely hot and delicious tea in her hands.

      “Adrienne, I’m so sorry.”

      At the sound of Abby’s voice, the two men standing in front of MIT turned around to look at her. Both had looks showing of a mix of anger and frustration, but they didn’t say anything to Adrienne right away. She wasn’t sure what was left to say other than cursing and something she probably shouldn’t voice it at all.

      “What happened?” she asked when she came up on the group.

      Abby handed out tea to everyone. And though Adrienne didn’t really want anything in her stomach right then and wasn’t sure she could handle it at all, she took the cup graciously. As she looked to the left before anyone else could answer, her sister was stomping toward them. Her coat was unbuttoned, she had flour in her hair, and looked like Adrienne felt—as if she were ready to kick ass and take names.

      Or, at least, that’s how she wanted to feel. She would just have to see if that actually happened.

      “We were inside, getting ready for the day since our appointments won’t be here for another fifteen minutes,” Shep began, “when we heard a loud noise, and the whole building shook. We don’t have those fucking cameras up yet, or I would’ve been able to see who actually threw something at the fucking building. But the cameras don’t go up until tomorrow because they were on backorder and the insurance wouldn’t let us get anything else.”

      “Is anyone hurt?” Adrienne asked, trying to take in the situation. Both men shook their heads. “So, that means someone threw something at the sign in broad daylight when people were actually working? What kind of balls do these people have?” She threw her hands up into the air and growled. “If it wasn’t for the fact that I put almost everything I have into the shop, I would just say fuck it and find a new place. What the hell is wrong with people? Why can’t they just let us live and work in peace?”

      She hadn’t realized she had shouted that until Mace put his hand on the back of her head and lowered his forehead to hers.

      “Breathe, Addi. We called the cops, and they’re on their way. We’re not going to let this entitled, lowlife scum get away with whatever the hell they think they’re doing. We are not going to let them win. The cops will just have to actually take us seriously and do some goddamn detective work to figure out who the hell has it out for MIT. Because it’s not just a couple of coincidences anymore. This is beyond vandalism and some petty calls. Someone could’ve gotten hurt. I almost brought Daisy into the shop, and she could’ve been walking outside when they threw whatever this was at us. We are going to figure it out. All of it. There’s no quitting, Addi. You know as well as I do that Knights and Montgomerys never quit.” Then he kissed her right on the mouth in front of her brother, her sister, and her new friend.

      Thea did an odd clap before she acted as if she were angry and folded her arms over her chest. Abby smiled as if she’d never seen anything so sweet. While Shep didn’t look surprised in the slightest. Apparently, Shea or someone had already spilled the beans, and she honestly didn’t care right then. They had far more important matters to worry about than wondering who knew that she and Mace were together. Namely, the two cops who were just pulling into the parking lot. And considering that she’d seen both of these guys before when they came for the graffiti incident, she had a feeling things might just be a little different this time. At least, she hoped to hell they would be.

      Adrienne pulled away from Mace, not because of any looks she may get, but because she needed to remain calm and professional if they were to get any answers as to who thought it was okay to destroy property and screw with MIT. The sad part was, when the cops left, she would have to call her insurance agency, and she already had the number in her most recent calls. The fact that she was practically on a first-name basis with her agent just angered her even more. And she had a bad feeling that without a full report or an actual answer as to why this was happening, her rates would increase. She didn’t know how long it would take for her to even replace the sign. She had loved the damn thing, had designed it with her brother and cousins to mimic the one on the original shop up in Denver but with a touch of originality that showed a part of the family down in Colorado Springs. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t just ask the builder to make another one using the design they already had as a template, but that wasn’t the point. It was the principle—for all of this.

      By the time the police left, and she and her brother had gotten off the phone with the insurance agent, they had already swept up the debris on the sidewalk so people could easily and safely walk by and into the shop. Their loyal clients who already had appointments for the day showed up and were ready for their tattoos, even with the damage to the outside of the building. They didn’t care that the place didn’t look as nice as it should have. They only cared about who worked inside and what they provided. The thing was, she knew that wouldn’t be the case for every single person. A lot of their initial new business was people seeing their sign—when it was whole—from N. Academy Blvd. and either walking in to see what they could get or making appointments by looking them up. It wouldn’t be until much later that they had to rely on that part of their business plan.

      As it was, she knew they were already starting to lose money from all of the previous things that had happened. And though they weren’t going into the red or having financial issues, it was setting her back on her five-year plan when it came to the shop as a whole.

      “Why do you look like you’re ready to either bang your head against the wall in front of you or hit the nearest person who comes up behind you. Be aware that I’m asking this a good punching distance away from you, just in case you decide follow through with the latter.”

      Mace’s voice brought Adrienne out of her thoughts, and she turned to see him studying her. His client must have been on her break because he had been working nonstop since they cleaned up the mess outside. Ryan had even shown up to help them put a tarp over the sign once their insurance company said it was okay for them to do so. At the moment, the other man was drawing up a temporary sign to put on top of the tarp. They all knew that wouldn’t last long though because it was winter in Colorado and there was bound to be some snow. But for now, everybody was doing his or her part, trying to act as if nothing was wrong and everything would be okay. But from the looks on the officers’ faces as they had explained to them what had happened, she didn’t know if that would be the case. At least not anytime soon. They had no answers, only more problems. And it was bugging her to no end to feel as though she had no control over the situation.

      “Addi?”

      “I hate this. I seriously hate this. And I know throwing a tantrum and saying that I hate it does nothing except for annoying everybody and just getting me angrier. I’m just so frustrated.” She kept her voice down because she didn’t want the two clients in the building to hear her complain, but she knew she needed to get a hold of herself and just calm down. But her heart hadn’t stopped racing since she’d first pulled into the parking lot, and the feeling that she couldn’t do anything to help her situation just made it all worse.

      Mace nodded, running a hand over her cheek. “I get it, Addi. I didn’t like how the officers looked when they left either. But we’re not going to back down.”

      Shep came over then and hugged her. “We’re still doing what we love, little sister. And that counts for a lot more than what we let it sometimes.”

      Ryan came up then, finishing the circle. “We’re a team, remember? Fuck the rest of those guys and whatever they think they can do to us.”

      Adrienne couldn’t help but laugh at Ryan’s tone. He’d just screamed at her, and though she could still see some of the worry in his eyes, with her guys around her, she had a feeling they could do just about anything.

      “We’re not going to let these people stop us. We’re good about thinking who it could be, and we’re going to make them pay.” She winced. “Well, you know, legally. Not like a pirate or anything.”

      Mace smiled. “You know, I kind of like the idea of you as a pirate.”

      Shep groaned while Ryan laughed. “Just because I’m okay with the two of you dating, doesn’t mean I need to see it or hear about it or think about what the hell you might mean about her as a pirate and… God, I really don’t even want to finish that thought process.”

      Mace laughed while Adrienne shook her head. “No walking the plank here.”

      She closed her eyes, letting out a groan. “Okay, now that we’re joking about…whatever the hell we’re joking about, I guess this means we’re okay?”

      “We’re not giving up, if that’s what you mean,” Ryan answered.

      “Hell no, we’re not giving up,” Shep said, frowning. “We’re going to figure it out, and we’ll give good ink in the middle of it.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Mace said. “We’re not giving up,” he repeated Shep’s words. “We’re not going to let them win. But we’re going to be safe about it. And speaking of working, my client’s almost back so I should go back to my booth.”

      She leaned into him as he hugged her, and she couldn’t help but notice the way her brother narrowed his eyes even as his lips twitched into a smile. “Thanks,” she said to all of them. “I needed the pick-me-up.”

      “We’re not letting any of us stay in a funk,” Ryan said. “We’re in this together.”

      Shep went back to his booth, while Ryan went back to his to work on the temporary sign. She had to get back to work too since her client would be there in about ten minutes. She just needed to shake off her funk and be the Montgomery she was.

      Mace, on the other hand, hugged her close again and bent down to whisper, “Come over for dinner tonight with us. I think we could all use some time with good food and relaxation. What do you say?”

      She couldn’t help but smile at his words as she pulled back to look at his face. The fact that he was inviting her to hang out with him and Daisy was a…thing. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew that it wasn’t just him being her friend. It was him being a part of them.

      Yes, she was totally in love with Mace Knight, and for the first time, she thought that maybe, just maybe, that was okay.

      “Sounds perfect.”

      “Good.” He kissed her on the top of her head then went back to his booth where his client was getting back into the chair.

      Adrienne let out a deep breath then rolled her shoulders back and got to work. This whole thing was just an obstacle, just something in her path that she’d kick out of the way when she could.

      “Aunt Addi!” Daisy ran into her legs, and Adrienne laughed, this time far more prepared for the little torpedo of energy and love. “You’re here!”

      “Why don’t we go down a decibel or two, Daisy. I think the neighbors can hear you from here.” Mace had let Adrienne into the house and now stood beside her, a smile on his face behind his growing beard. He hadn’t been shaving daily like he used to, and Adrienne figured this was his winter beard. And since he put coconut oil in it every night, it felt like Heaven when he was between her legs, the scruff of it rubbing along the inner silk of her thighs.

      And that was enough of that train of thought.

      “Okay, Daddy.” Daisy bounced on her feet instead and pulled Adrienne into the living room. “Daddy made chicken bake for dinner. And he bought the crusty bread. You get to eat with us tonight.”

      Adrienne glanced over at Mace and smiled. “Chicken bake?”

      “It’s chicken and mushrooms with broccoli all mixed together with like a homemade chicken gravy thing and breadcrumbs on top. It was in my mom’s heart-healthy cookbook when I was growing up and was one of her favorite things to make. We don’t have a cookbook anymore but we have that recipe. I didn’t ask you what you wanted for dinner, but I figured since this is what I was making anyway, and I know what you like, this would be fine.”

      She smiled. “I remember this recipe. Your mom made it for us one day when we went over there for dinner and neither of us had any food in the house other than canned green beans. Don’t get me wrong, I love me some canned green beans with a little salt and pepper cooked a microwave, but I’m also not nineteen anymore.”

      “Thank heavens for that,” Mace said with a laugh. “You want something to drink?”

      “I can get it.”

      Mace shook his head and looked down to where Daisy was holding Adrienne’s hand. “I’ve got it. White wine okay?”

      “Perfect.”

      Mace went off to get her drink, and she went to sit next to Daisy on the couch. The little girl proceeded to tell her everything about her day and how she’d spent the afternoon with her grandma and grandpa and how she loved spending time with them. After everything the Knights had gone through when it came to getting custody of Daisy, Adrienne would forever be grateful that they all had this time with their precious little girl. She’d even had more time to get to know Daisy, and she had already fallen in love with her even more than she had when she had first held the screaming little infant in the soft blanket. Jeaniene had never been truly happy with Adrienne in Daisy’s life, but since the woman had practically abandoned her daughter for a so-called promotion that would apparently help them all in the end, Adrienne didn’t truly give a rat’s ass about what the other woman thought. That probably wasn’t the best way to think about Mace’s ex, but with everything else going on, she didn’t really care. She’d care the next day when she wasn’t sitting in her best-friend-slash-lover’s living room, talking with his sweet baby girl, about to eat what had to be some truly scrumptious food.

      By the time they had eaten and were piled on the couch to watch the latest viewing of Tangled, she was full, warm, happy, and once again comparing Mace to Flynn Ryder. She couldn’t help it, she had a crush on the Disney character something fierce, and that was just how Mace would have to take her. Imaginary characters and all.

      “Stay,” Mace whispered, a sleeping Daisy between them.

      Her eyes widened, and she looked over at him. Though they had been together for over a month now and were already discussing what to do for Thanksgiving and the rest of the holidays, because of Daisy, they hadn’t actually slept a full night together in the same bed. Let alone having her stay over at his place when his daughter was under the same roof. She wasn’t sure what it would mean in the long run, but once again, she knew it was the step.

      So when she nodded, and he smiled, she leaned over his sleeping daughter and kissed him full on the mouth.

      Later that night, they slept tangled under cool sheets and a warm, flannel comforter. They didn’t have sex, and he slept in his normal pajamas with her in an old T-shirt of his. But it had been singularly the most romantic and intimate night of her life.

      In his arms, she could see a future, even with so many other things going on in her head.

      In his arms, she could hope.
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      Mace curled into the woman in front of him and held back a groan. He had to be quiet since his daughter was sleeping down the hall. But since he knew her door was closed as well as his, he may be able to take advantage of exactly what he’d been thinking about when it came to having his best friend in his bed.

      Adrienne leaned into his hold as he slowly trailed his hand up under the shirt she wore and cupped her bare breast.

      “Mace,” she gasped.

      He leaned forward and kissed her neck. “Need to be quiet, Addi. I’m going to fuck you, slide my cock between your checks, and pump into you from behind, but I’m going to need you to keep your voice down so you don’t wake Daisy up. Think you can do that for me?”

      She nodded and pressed her plump backside into his raging erection.

      “Fuck me,” she whispered. And he bit down on her shoulder.

      She wiggled into him, and he slid his hand around to gently brush her clit. Her legs immediately parted for him, and his cock slid between them easily, greedily.

      “In me.”

      In answer, he lifted her leg slightly, one hand on her throat, the other on her thigh as he slid into her hot, wet heat. They both moaned, and he took her lips to drown out the sound. They were loud if they wanted to be, and more often than not that was their desire. This morning, however, they had to be quiet. He thrust in and out of her, shallow at first, teasing them both, then full and deep until she was rocking into him as he moved, and they were both panting quietly. She’d reached around and grabbed his ass, forcing him even deeper, and soon, they were moving as one, practically shaking with need.

      She came first, her pussy clenching around him, and he soon followed, fully awake now and sated.

      He waited until their breathing had slowed down a bit before kissing her shoulder and patting her mound. “I’m going to slide out. Stay there, and I’ll go get a washcloth to clean you up.”

      She smiled lazily at him, and his heart did that twisting thing he’d been so afraid of. “Okay.”

      He left her then, in his bed, sticky from his orgasm, and knew if he weren’t careful, he’d fall right in love with her.

      And the scariest part…he was afraid he already had.

      Mace had the morning off while Adrienne had to go into the shop and open with Ryan. He didn’t mind since it gave him time to think about what they’d done the night before and that morning, and to get his house in order after a long week of getting into the groove of things with Daisy living there full-time. He needed to start getting better at cleaning up after both of them and teaching Daisy to do some more chores. Sure, she was still a baby in his eyes, but his parents had taught him responsibility early on, and he wanted to make sure that his daughter learned the same things. When Daisy had first moved in, he had been lax in thinking about what she needed to do regarding chores and other things. She was a decently tidy little girl, but her toys had started to spread over the house. Jeaniene’s parents had reluctantly packed up—or had hired someone to pack up—Daisy’s things at her house, and now her room and the living room were overflowing with little-girl things. And while he loved the fact that she now felt as if she were home rather than just visiting her daddy for the weekend, finding balance wasn’t easy.

      Daisy was currently organizing her dolls by size so they could be placed on the shelf he had put in that morning once Adrienne left for work. She had already picked up the rest of her toys from her floor and put them in the large trunk that one of Adrienne’s cousins had built by hand for her. There were apparently so many Montgomerys being born within a small timeframe that they had made a couple of extras, and Adrienne’s parents had shown up with it the day before. They had smiled and had been sure to come when Daisy wasn’t around so there wouldn’t be any weird questions, but the fact that they had brought a toy chest for his daughter meant something to him. And he knew even if he weren’t seeing their daughter, they probably would’ve brought it anyway. That was just the kind people they were—the kind he wanted Daisy to know. But again, finding that balance where she didn’t have to rely on them being the parents of someone he was seeing rather than just amazing people who could be a part of her life was a whole other hurdle.

      Mace ran his hand over his face and sighed. He was making everything way too fucking complicated, but the thing was, life was convoluted, and his situation was more than most.

      His phone rang at that moment, pulling him out of this thoughts, and he quickly answered it, recognizing the number as that of his lawyer. He held back a wince, remembering the amount of the check he had just signed over to the man, but he answered politely anyway. The guy was making sure Daisy could stay in Mace’s life beyond the six months his ex was out of the country. He was worth any money it took to make that happen.

      “Mace, did I catch you at work?”

      “I’m going in later. This morning, Daisy and I are just cleaning up the house.”

      “Good, good.” The man let out a sigh, and Mace stiffened. His lawyer was never one to show any emotion other than the determination to do what was right and necessary to win.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. Or rather, I don’t think you’re going to think anything is wrong once I tell you what I’m looking at. But, Mace? You’re probably going to want to sit down while I explain it.”

      Mace sat down on the coffee table since he wasn’t sure he could physically make it to the couch based on the tone of the other man’s voice. “What is it?”

      “She signed over custody, Mace.”

      He blinked, the roaring in his ears intensifying as each moment passed. He couldn’t quite comprehend the meaning of those particular words. His mouth went dry, and he tried to speak, only to find himself unable to say anything.

      “Mace? Okay, I’m going to guess you’re speechless, so let me explain to you exactly what this means. She is signing over full parental rights to you. She’s not even asking for visitation or putting in any addendums for when she moves back to the country. According to her lawyer, who is an ass, by the way, the job is going so well over there, that they are already talking about extending her stay. I don’t know what this means for her, and frankly, I don’t care other than the fact that she is throwing in the towel and giving Daisy to you full-time, all the time. I don’t know if she ever wants to see that little girl again.”

      Instead of the massive relief he probably should have been feeling to know that the fight was over for him and he would have Daisy in his life the way he’d wanted this whole time, he only felt monumental anger towards the woman who had taken so much from him at the beginning and was now abandoning their daughter as if she were nothing.

      “That’s not what we went for. We wanted full custody for when she was gone and then talk about partial custody or some form of heavy visitation rights for when she was back. She wasn’t supposed to give up everything. She wasn’t supposed to abandon her daughter as if she was in the way of her professional aspirations. What the hell am I supposed to tell Daisy?” He had been keeping his voice down, aware that his daughter was in her bedroom with the door open. But she had on music, and he just hoped to hell that she hadn’t heard anything he had just said.

      What was he supposed to tell her when she asked when was she going to see her mom again? What was he supposed to tell her when two years passed and she was still in his home under his full-time care, and her mom was nowhere to be seen? Why had his ex given up? Was her work so important that she could honestly forget everything she had supposedly fought for at the beginning of Daisy’s life?

      He couldn’t understand it at all, and every time he asked himself another question, he just got angrier. It was all he could do not to throw his phone across the room and scream at the world for the situation Jeaniene had put him in. He’d spent the past month trying to figure out how to be a full-time dad to a little girl who looked at him as if he could carry the world on his shoulders, and now he would have to tell her that everything she’d thought was true was wrong.

      He hadn’t hated Jeaniene when the first custody agreement had been put into place. He hadn’t even hated her when she left Daisy on his doorstep with no warning. But now that he knew she would inevitably break their daughter’s heart, yeah, he hated her. And he hated himself for ever being with a woman who could do that.

      Adrienne popped into his mind and how he knew she would never do that to someone she loved, or hell, anyone at all, but he quickly pushed those thoughts to the side. He couldn’t put her in the same sphere as the thoughts that were currently swirling around in his brain. It wasn’t fair to anyone, and frankly, the more he added on to his shoulders right then, the more he knew he might just break and not be the man he needed to be for his daughter.

      Jeaniene had done this to him. And he was going to find out why.

      “Mace? You still there?”

      He let out a curse, remembering that he was still on the phone with the lawyer. He gruffly said, “Yeah.”

      “I know this is a shock, but it’s a win. When and if she comes back to the country, she will have no rights when it comes to Daisy. If she changes her mind and wants to see her daughter, it will be up to you and how you want to handle her entering Daisy’s life again. It’s all up to you. Come in tomorrow, and we’ll go through all the paperwork. But I have to say, Mace, though I know it’s going to hurt Daisy, and I don’t know how you’re going to handle actually telling her, you are not going to lose her because of anything having to do with papers and lawyers. She’s your daughter through thick and thin, and now the papers say that, too.”

      Mace nodded and listened as his lawyer went through more of the legalities that honestly went over his head. He would go through every single paper and ask questions about anything he didn’t understand before he signed anything. And, frankly, he was going to make sure his ex did not want to change her mind. Because as much as he wanted Daisy in his life full-time, he didn’t want to be the one who stripped away her mother from her life. But, really, Jeaniene was the one doing it to herself. Jeaniene was the one giving up without a fight. It wasn’t as if he were fighting to keep her out of Daisy’s life completely. No, she was doing that.

      By the time he’d hung up with his lawyer, his stomach ached, and his head pounded. He knew he needed to tell Daisy soon, or he would let the conversation rot and fester in his mind and in the space between them. But how the hell did he tell her?  He figured by now there had to be a few parenting guides on it, but honestly, all he wanted to do was call Addi and ask for her advice. And because that was the first thing that came to mind, he didn’t do it. She had so much on her plate, and he was afraid that the more he tangled her up in every aspect of his life, the harder it would be to go back to the way things were when she realized his drama was too much.

      That his life was too much for her.

      Before he could truly ponder what those thoughts meant, Daisy walked out of her room and came up to where he still sat on the edge of the coffee table.

      “What’s wrong, Daddy?”

      He swallowed hard and knew he needed to do this like it was a bandage. Quick and fast, yet so not painless. His daughter was so bright and caring, she could sometimes get pulled into herself as she thought long and hard about what she needed to do or say in order to work through what she was feeling.

      Because he knew he just needed to start and that hiding everything would only hurt them both in the end, he stood up from the coffee table and went to pick her up and hold her close to his chest. She wrapped her little arms around his neck and kissed him softly on the tip of his nose.

      His heart melted for her even as it broke. His little girl was everything and so damn strong. So, he would be strong for her. He went to sit on the couch and rested her on his lap so he could meet her eyes as he told her some of what was going on.

      “Is it about Mommy?”

      He froze, wondering again how he had been part of creating this insightful and wonderful little girl. “Yes, how did you guess that?”

      She patted his cheek. “You always get really sad right here when you think about Mommy.”

      Jesus, he needed to do a better job of hiding that. It didn’t matter what else was going on around him, Jeaniene was still Daisy’s mom, and he needed to keep from being an ass about it.

      He kissed the top of her head so he could gather his thoughts. “Your mom might be staying in Japan for longer than we planned.” Why he’d said we then he didn’t know. There had been no planning when it came to what Jeaniene had done for her job. And he’d had no say when it came to how everything was handled. And now he was going to have to figure out how not to break his daughter’s spirit even as he raised her to be a strong, independent woman. Being a single father wasn’t easy at the best of times, it wasn’t going to get any easier now.

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know, baby. I really don’t. But no matter what, it’s you and me. We’re going to be okay. This is going to be your home from now on, sort of just like we talked about when you first came. You’re still going to the same school, and you’ll still have the same friends, but you can stay with me for a lot longer. I love you, Daisy, and I love that you’re here with me. But it’s just the two of us. I know your mommy loves you, but right now she has some adult things for work to do, and that means you and I get more time together.”

      He knew he was just blowing smoke now, but his daughter wasn’t old enough to understand exactly what was going on, and frankly, he wasn’t exactly sure himself. How was he supposed to explain the intricacies of whatever the hell was going on in his ex’s mind when he had no idea how to even put it into words? He hoped he was doing enough, but in the end, he wouldn’t know until something was wrong, and that thought worried him more than he cared to admit.

      “I want Mommy. Just the two of us? What about Aunt Addi? Is she going away to Japan, too? Because I don’t want to miss her like I miss Mommy. I like her. And she makes you smile so you like her, too. Don’t let her go to Japan with Mommy. Okay? I want Mommy.”

      Tears fell down her cheeks, and her little body shook as she broke into sobs. He hated himself, and he hated Jeaniene for what she was doing to their daughter. But there was nothing he could do except hold Daisy close and let the sobs finish rocking her body. She was so tiny to have so much within her.

      But while all of that was churning, Mace knew he’d made a mistake. Not a little one that could be easily rectified, one that had thrown off the balance of everything that he’d tried to make work. Sorrow filled his gut, but he ignored what he would have to do and hugged Daisy to his chest.

      “Just the two of us, baby,” he lied hoping he could find the strength to make it true. “Addi is my best friend, so she will always be around, but she’s not going to Japan like Mommy. She’s not Mommy.”

      “Okay.” And with the resiliency of a child who didn’t quite comprehend the delicate emotions running through the air, Daisy went back to her room and turned on her music again.

      And Mace quietly broke inside, knowing he was going to have to do the one thing he’d promised he wouldn’t do.

      Break his best friend’s heart. Because he had seen the start of love in her eyes and felt the same thing running through him. But he couldn’t risk Daisy. He couldn’t risk hurting her again. Because once the reality of the situation with her mom fully hit her, he was going to have to find some way to help her heal. Whether it was through professional help or just with his family. But he couldn’t do anything to make things worse and make Daisy think that Addi was a replacement for Jeaniene. It wasn’t fair to any of them.

      Dammit.

      Mace dropped off Daisy at his parents’ house later since it was the weekend and she didn’t have school. He went to work and tried to act as if everything was normal and his whole center of being hadn’t changed monumentally. Shep would be into work for closing that night since it was his turn, and Ryan had an appointment he couldn’t miss, so he’d left as soon as Mace walked in. That left him and Adrienne working side by side as they had countless times before at MIT and their prior shop, as well. She’d given him a weird look when she asked him what was wrong, and he’d lied and said everything was fine, but she didn’t question him. Thankfully, they were beyond busy with appointments and walk-ins. It made him think that maybe all of the issues surrounding them hadn’t hurt the shop as much as they had thought. But even those worries were in the back of his mind because he was trying to figure out how to let one of the brightest parts of his life go.

      He was such an asshole, yet in order to be the father he needed to be, he had to be an even bigger asshole than he already was.

      Adrienne would hate him. He knew it. Her family would probably hate him, too. It was going to make working with her and the rest of them almost impossible, yet he would just have to deal with it unless it hurt her too much. Because this was the bed he’d made, and now he had to lay in it. This was why he had tried not to do what they were doing to begin with. He had known that everything was too tangled and complicated, yet he had gone forward anyway, thinking that they could handle anything. He was wrong. So damn wrong. And he needed to figure out a way to make it work again. Because in the end, he had to put Daisy first. She deserved to be first in someone’s life. Her mother had already put work and her own personal dreams ahead of what Daisy wanted and needed to survive.

      So now, he found himself at home with his best friend standing in his living room, staring at him because he’d been unable to tell her why he’d asked her over while Daisy was still at his parents’. Adrienne had to know that something was off, but he had to do this for Daisy. She was the only thing that could matter, even though so many other things mattered to him, as well. But his daughter had to come first.

      “Just tell me, Mace,” Adrienne said quickly. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think it’s time we go back to being just friends before we hurt any chances of getting back there,” he blurted, his hands fisted at his sides.

      Her eyes widened, and she took a step back. “Just like that? No explanations? No, I deserve better than that, Mace. We both do. I know it was a risk when we started down this path, but what changed?”

      He needed to be open and honest, and because of that, he told her the truth. Maybe if she saw the whys of it, it wouldn’t hurt as bad in the end.

      “Jeaniene gave up full custody. Not only is she staying in Japan for longer for her job, she also gave up full parental rights. So it’s not just custody and visitation. She signed over Daisy to me as if she weren’t part of the beginning of our daughter’s life at all.”

      “Are you serious? How could she do that to Daisy? That little girl is like the best little girl ever, and I say that having a niece and cousins who have many amazing babies of their own. What the hell is that woman thinking that she could just walk out of Daisy’s life as if these past four years were nothing?”

      Some part deep inside of him relished the fact that the first thing that came to Addi’s mind was about his daughter’s welfare and not the fact that he had just said that things needed to go back to the way they were. But he needed to do what she was doing and focus on Daisy first, and then he would make sure that Adrienne understood what he needed to feel for her—or not feel for her.

      “I need to make sure that no matter what happens, I’m not going to throw off Daisy’s equilibrium any more than it already is.”

      “And I’m a hindrance to that.”  She folded her hands over her stomach that hadn’t quite hunched in on itself as she spoke. She was such a strong and independent woman, he hated that he was doing this to her. But they had to make this work. He had to find a way to not hurt the two most important females in his life, but he was afraid that each decision he made was just making things worse and worse. He was just grasping at straws at this point, but he needed to make sure that he didn’t screw everything up more than it already was.

      She didn’t pose her last statement as a question, but he answered her anyway.

      “I’m not saying that. Not really. She asked if you were going to go away with her mom to Japan, Addi. I can’t stand back and watch my daughter go through such turmoil again because she’s afraid of losing someone else in her life. She should’ve been able to trust her mom, but she couldn’t. And now I have to hope she can trust me, and because of that, I don’t know if I can let her start seeing you as someone other than just a friend in her life. I can’t watch my little girl cry again because an adult in her life leaves. I can’t put you in that role.”

      “I was never in that role. I know who I am when it comes to Daisy. And the fact that you don’t trust me to be a better person than Jeaniene when it comes to that little girl’s heart says more about you than it does me. I’m going to let the knowledge that everything in your life has changed so much in the last few weeks help me and let what you said slide. Because that is what you do when you love someone. And, yes, I love you. I didn’t mean for it to happen, not like this, but I do. And the fact that you think I could hurt your daughter makes me feel like I don’t even know you.”

      “Addi.”

      She held up her hand, her shoulders going back, and her gaze meeting his. “Fine. Sign your papers. Sign anything you need. Take your breather and try to get your head on straight as you work on figuring out exactly what your next step will be. When you’re done with that, we can talk. Because you don’t get to do this. You don’t get to throw everything we have away because you’re scared. You know as well as I do that there’s no way we can go back to the way we were. We’re well beyond going back to acting as if our relationship hasn’t been changed monumentally. I love you, damn it. And not just as my best friend. Get yourself together, Knight. Because you’re better than this. We are better than this.”

      And with that, she walked out of his house and slammed the door behind her. He’d always loved when she was angry because she never held back, and it was sexy as hell. But he knew the anger this time was hiding her pain. Pain he had put her through because he was trying to handle everything the best way he knew how. But he was going about it all wrong. He knew that, and he wasn’t sure how to fix it.

      He wasn’t sure if he could fix it.

      And he’d just watched his best friend walk out of his house—possibly his life—for the last time.
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      Her mother had always told her that not only did Santa never come to a dirty house, but the new year also couldn’t start without a clean home. So when you needed to work through the feelings and thoughts running through your head, cleaning until there wasn’t a speck of dust left in your house was the only way to do it.

      Adrienne was just about out of cleaning products and elbow grease, and sadly, nowhere near where she needed to be mentally to see Mace again the next morning at work.

      Damn it all to hell.

      Tears burned the backs of her eyes, and she let them fall, knowing no one was around to see her look weak and feel. She could have called her sisters, and had already dodged one call from Thea, but she needed time to think and just be alone for a while.

      She’d let herself be happy.

      She’d let herself hope.

      And look where it had gotten her. Elbow-deep in a toilet with dust and dirt between her boobs. This was not the life she’d signed up for, but it seemed it was the only life fate deemed her worthy of.

      She used the back of her arm—the only part not covered in dirt or cleaning products at the moment—to wipe her face so she could see properly. Mace hadn’t done this to her, their circumstances had. And she kept reminding herself of that because he was her best friend, damn it, and had been the best lover she’d ever had. She’d thought maybe they would be able to make a go of it. It had felt right when it was the three of them in his house, making dinner and laughing at movies. She’d thought she and Daisy were getting along great, and though she knew she never wanted to replace Daisy’s mother, she’d thought they had begun to form their own kind of bond on top of the small one they already had. She’d been in Daisy’s life since the beginning and now she was afraid she might lose what she had.

      She was already losing what she had with Mace, breath by breath, day by day.

      She set down the toilet brush and sucked in her lip.

      How had she let this happen? Had she truly been so hard-up for sex, for feelings, that she’d risked everything she had with him? Because that’s what it felt like. That she’d thought she was so damn smart that she wouldn’t hurt what they had, even though she’d been scared all the time.

      But even though he’d broken a part of her, she knew she wouldn’t shatter. She hadn’t done so when everything happened at her shop, had she? She’d faltered, sure, but anyone would have with all the crap piling on.

      But she hadn’t shattered.

      And she wouldn’t break now, even though everything inside her was ready to do so. She’d been strong in front of Mace. Had been honest with him. She knew he was scared of hurting Daisy and had to be pissed as hell for what Jeaniene had done. What Adrienne was not happy about, though, was the fact that she had a feeling he was taking his hurt and confusion out on her. Oh, he might not know he was doing it, but that didn’t change the result, did it?

      He was so afraid of what might happen to his daughter that he was pushing away anything that could possibly disrupt her well-being even without intending to. And while Adrienne understood—she truly did—she was just so damn angry that he gave up without a fight. She hadn’t, though. She might have walked out of his house the day before because she needed to break down in private, but she’d left him with a promise. Once he got his head out of his ass, she’d be there to watch him grovel.

      Not that she needed a big grovel. She just needed her best friend back, damn it.

      She sniffed another sob, annoyed with herself. What she really needed was a shower and clothes that didn’t have bleach stains on them. Of course, that meant dirtying up one of her newly pristine showers, and she wasn’t sure she really wanted to do that right then. That was the problem with doing a deep clean. It got you filthy in the process, and then you didn’t want to wash off your grime because you didn’t want to dirty the tile.

      She was officially a nutcase, and probably needed a glass of wine to make herself feel better. Then she’d call her sisters so she could vent and try to figure out the next steps. Because it wasn’t like she was out of Mace’s life altogether. He might have said he wanted them to be just friends, but she wasn’t so sure that could happen now. However, the two of them worked together, and there was no avoiding him.

      And she didn’t want to avoid him.

      She just wanted him to get his act together so they could figure out what they really wanted rather than what they thought they needed to want.

      And that was enough of that line of thoughts. Annoyed with herself once again, she put her cleaning supplies away and finished her list of which ones she needed to replenish since this particular emotional cleaning-fest had depleted most of her stock. Then she preheated her oven so she could make a batch of cookies as soon as she took a shower. Might as well throw flour around her newly sanitized kitchen before she called her sisters and begged them to come over.

      Thea and Roxie were her rocks, same as Shep. But she wasn’t about to invite her brother over since he’d probably go over to Mace’s and punch him or something along those lines. She loved her brother, but he tended to act like a big brother who growled at anyone who dared to hurt his precious baby sisters.

      Dating or marrying into the Montgomery clan wasn’t easy, and so far, only Shea and Carter had figured it out. In the back of her mind, she’d thought maybe Mace would be one of the lucky few to pass the Montgomery family entrance test, but perhaps she’d been wrong. Maybe they were better off as friends, and as soon as she licked her wounds, she’d figure that out. At least, she hoped.

      Thoughts of Mace and what she might’ve lost kept spiraling in her mind, but she did her best not to let those thoughts wander or fester because if she repressed it too much, she’d end up paying for it later. She was never one to hide her feelings when it came to most things in her life. That while she had tried to be open with Mace, she’d also been falling in love with him without meaning to, told her that those feelings might have been the most important of all. She wasn’t going to give up on him, but she also wasn’t going to stand there and let herself be hurt. So whatever came next, it was his turn. His choice. But she wouldn’t stand by and let herself be hurt as she waited for an absolution that may never come.

      Knowing that she needed to just breathe and let her thoughts wander some more, she set aside the butter sticks to soften and headed into her master bathroom so she could take a quick shower. Of course, she couldn’t help but look at where she’d first kissed Mace and where he’d taken her on top of the counter. Her toes curled even as her heart ached, remembering how careful he had been. Mace was always cautious, and perhaps that was their downfall. Because for all of their talk of risk, falling in love and finding a future wasn’t safe. Having those feelings wrapped around you, knowing that you could perhaps find safety with another wasn’t without risk.

      Adrienne had just stripped off her shirt when her phone buzzed on the bathroom counter. Frowning because she recognized the name on the screen and wondered why Mace’s sister Violet would be calling her, she answered while standing in her bra and sweatpants in her bathroom. She was still covered in gunk and dirt, but at least she had the smell of bleach away from her face because she had spilled a large drop on her shoulder earlier.

      “Hey, Violet? How are you?” She did her best to make her voice sound normal and as if she hadn’t been crying most of the day off and on. Like she wasn’t desperately in love with Violet’s brother even though he had just pushed her away because his ex-girlfriend was a horrible person who apparently only cared about herself.

      “Thank God you answered, Adrienne. I called Sienna, and she didn’t. Then I called my parents and remembered at the last moment that they were out of town for the weekend. And I can’t get ahold of Mace. But he said that might be the case since he was in his lawyer’s office all day.”

      Adrienne straightened, her pulse racing. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? Is it Daisy?” She didn’t know if Violet was watching the little girl today, but that was the first thing that came to mind.

      “I’m watching Daisy, and a migraine came out of nowhere. It would’ve been fine, and I would’ve just dealt with it, except Daisy is running a high fever, and I think she needs to go to the doctor because I can’t get it down. But I also can’t drive right now because I can barely keep my eyes open with the lights on and I feel like throwing up. I have migraine medicine for myself, and I can just ride it out, but I really need someone to take Daisy to the doctor. Can you help?”

      Adrienne was already stripping off the rest of her clothes and running into her bedroom so she could put on fresh ones. She may be sweaty and dirty, but at least she’d have on cleaner clothes when she went to pick up Daisy.

      “Where are you?” She knew Violet and Sienna lived up in Denver, and though the roads weren’t bad, it wouldn’t be an easy drive up there.

      “I’m at Mace’s. I can try to make it work. I just don’t want to run us off the road because I can’t see.”

      “I’m on my way. Did you call Daisy’s doctor? Or am I heading to the ER?”

      “You’re a lifesaver. I already called her doctor, and he’s expecting her as soon as you can get there. I’m so sorry I can’t do it myself, but I really can’t drive. This migraine is kicking my ass, and I hate that I’m letting her down. I just really shouldn’t be on the roads.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be there in a few. Tell Daisy I’m coming to take care of her.”

      “I will. Thanks, Adrienne. Truly.”

      She hung up quickly and ran to the kitchen to turn off the oven. Then she threw the butter back into the fridge and stuffed her feet into her boots and grabbed her keys. She’d probably forgotten a hundred things, but right then, all she could think about was the fact that Daisy was sick, and Violet was scared.

      It didn’t matter that Mace had tried to quietly push her out of his daughter’s life right then. All that mattered was the fact that a little girl was ill, and someone needed to take her to the doctor. The fact that Violet had called her sister, parents, and Mace and then immediately called her warmed her—even if it shouldn’t. She had been an honorary Knight for as long as she had been friends with Mace. She wasn’t as close to his sisters as she was to him, obviously, but she was still friends with both of them. The fact that Violet had called her meant that she trusted Adrienne to help. She trusted her with Daisy’s welfare. And it hurt to think that perhaps Mace didn’t.

      Growling, she ignored those thoughts since they weren’t helping anybody, and quickly got into her car. Hopefully, Violet had the name and address of where she was going, because she hadn’t really thought that far ahead, other than getting to Daisy’s side immediately.

      She had never been more grateful for how close she lived to Mace until that moment. It only took her a few minutes to get to his house, and she parked right behind Violet’s car. She practically flew from her own vehicle, not leaving the engine running though she thought about it, and banged on the front door. She had a key, but it honestly hadn’t crossed her mind to use it.

      Violet opened the door, her eyes covered with her hands and the lights down low. She was pale, pasty, and looked like death warmed over. Adrienne felt for the woman, and if it weren’t for the fact that Daisy had a fever and was sick, too, she might have wanted to stay and care for Violet, as well. And who knew, maybe she would come back and do just that. But for now, she really needed to see to the little girl.

      “You’re here. Daisy is on the couch all wrapped up and ready to go. I have her bag and the address written down for you. I did everything I could, but I really need to go lay down. I’m so sorry I’m out of commission. It came out of nowhere, and I can’t get ahold of Mace.”

      Adrienne brushed past the other woman and took her arm. “Go sit down in an armchair or just lay down. Put your feet up and close your eyes. Thank you for getting everything ready. I’ll take care of Daisy. You can trust me.”

      Violet lowered her hand and frowned. “Of course, I can trust you. I wouldn’t trust my niece with just anyone.”

      That statement hurt her more than it probably should have since the other woman probably had no idea what had happened between Adrienne and Mace the day before.

      “Thank you.”

      Adrienne helped the other woman into the chair then quickly went to Daisy’s side. The little girl was sleeping with her hands under her face on the pillow. But Adrienne could see the red in her cheeks and the perspiration on her brow. Then Daisy whimpered, and Adrienne placed her cool hand on the little girl’s too-hot cheek.

      “Aunt Addi,” Daisy whispered. “I want Daddy.”

      Adrienne’s heart broke, and she reached down and gathered the little girl up her arms, careful to grab everything else in her right hand. Then she remembered that she didn’t have a car seat and set the little girl back down but hugged her. She really wasn’t firing on all cylinders right then because she was freaking out over how warm Mace’s daughter felt.

      “We are going to make you all better, okay? Just hang in there for a minute and let me get a few things, and then I’ll take you where they’re going to make you better.”

      “I want Daddy.”

      “I know, baby doll. We will get Daddy, too. We need to get you better first, and then Daddy can come, and you’ll be all better.” She hoped to hell she wasn’t lying.

      “Violet? Do you have car seat or booster or whatever in your car?”

      The other woman nodded and tried to get out of the chair, but Adrienne waved her off. “Where are your keys? Should I just take your car?”

      “It’ll take you forever to figure out how to take out the seat and put it in yours. I hate the damn thing. Just take my car.”

      “Got it.” That meant she had to move her car out to the street first because she had parked behind Violet. Everything was getting a little too complicated, but she didn’t care. She went through things one by one. First, she moved her car to the street. Then, she picked up Daisy’s bag, threw it over her shoulder, put the address to the doctor’s office in her phone so she could have her GPS, and gathered Daisy into her arms. The little girl was still sleeping, but she snuggled into Adrienne’s hold immediately.

      “Thank you,” Violet moaned, and Adrienne nodded at the other woman before leaving her alone in the house, her phone near her in case of another emergency. She hated leaving her there in pain, but there was nothing she could do for Violet at the moment.

      Thankfully, Daisy helped Adrienne snap her into the booster seat. She was really behind the times on things like this and would have to get better at it at least for her niece. She wasn’t really sure how much of Daisy she would see in the future. Swallowing that hurt, she cupped the little girl’s cheek because the coolness of her skin seemed to help, then shut the door and ran around the car to the front seat. Violet had a similar vehicle to Thea, so at least there wasn’t a huge learning curve.

      She quickly hit go on the GPS and listened to the British man speaking to her in calming tones as he directed her to the doctor’s office. Daisy was quiet in the backseat, but Adrienne pulled down the little reflective part of the car’s upper dash that she had never used herself so she could see what was going on back there.

      It took twenty excruciating minutes to get to the doctor’s, and by the end of it, Daisy was crying, and Adrienne’s nerves were beyond frayed. She was thinking of crying herself, but held back only because someone needed to be strong in this situation. She gathered up her things and carried Daisy into the office, grateful that the receptionist there stood up immediately.

      “Daisy Knight?”

      Adrienne had almost forgotten that she had Mace’s last name—the one thing Jeaniene had given Mace at the time. She hoped to hell that it was okay HIPAA-wise or whatever legal things needed to be followed that she was the one here with Daisy, but there wasn’t another choice at the moment.

      “Yes, I’m her father’s girlfriend.” A lie, but she thought it was better than saying friend.

      “We know, Ms. Montgomery. Ms. Knight just called and told us you would be bringing her in. As it happens, Mr. Knight already put you on her family list so you can come back with us.”

      Stunned, she nonetheless followed the other woman to the patient room and stood back as everyone did their thing. Her heart pounded, and she pulled out her phone, then remembered that she probably shouldn’t be using it back there.

      “I need to try to get ahold of her dad again. Can I use my phone?”

      The nurse in the room nodded and pointed at the door. “There’s a waiting room right next door where you can use it.”

      Adrienne really didn’t want to leave Daisy by herself, but she also needed to get ahold of Mace.

      Her indecisiveness must’ve shown on her face because the nurse smiled softly. “We will take good care of Daisy. You’ll be able to hear us with the door open. Okay?”

      “Okay. Sorry.”

      She went into the waiting room and called Mace. It went straight to voicemail, something so unlike him that it actually started to make her worry. But before she could figure out what she was going to do next, a deep voice filled the air, and her shoulders relaxed even as her belly clenched.

      “Lazy Daisy,” Mace rumbled from the next room, and tears once again stung the backs of Adrienne’s eyes. Was it because of the fact that he was such a caring father, or that hearing his voice reminded her that he’d pushed her away.

      It wouldn’t matter, though. Not now. She’d made sure Daisy was okay, and now that Mace was there, she figured she would be. She’d ask Violet what happened or even Mace when she saw him the next day at work. There was no use staying there now when her mind and heart weren’t ready to see him, weren’t ready for him to meet her gaze and speak to her. She should be stronger than this, but she knew she wasn’t. Not yet. She needed a few more moments to reconstruct her shields so she became the strong woman she had always thought she was.

      She was just walking out the door, careful not to look to the right when Mace’s voice hit her again.

      “Addi.”

      She froze but didn’t look back.

      “Addi.” He paused. “Thank you. Just…thank you. I dropped my phone on the way to the lawyer today and it shattered. So I’ve been out of touch all day and going crazy. When I went home and found Violet like she was, she told me what was going on. I’m so sorry you had to go through all of this. But thank you for helping. Just…thank you.”

      She swallowed hard but didn’t turn back. She wasn’t sure if she could.

      “No problem, Mace. It was for Daisy. Of course, I helped.”

      She hadn’t meant to sound so passive-aggressive, and she didn’t like herself that way. As it was, she could practically feel Mace flinch from her words.

      Knowing that she needed to face him or she never would, she turned. He was just as sexy as ever, all rumpled and broody, but he’d shaved his beard, making her take a step back.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like that,” she said quickly. “You shaved.”

      His mouth quirked up into a semblance of a smile. “I shaved.” No explanation, but she wasn’t sure she was owed one. How had things gotten so weird, so quickly? “And you don’t have to apologize. Not for anything.” He let out a breath. “The doctor thinks it’s an ear infection and said Daisy should be fine soon. They’re just going to keep her for a bit to get the fever down. But, Addi? I’m never going to be able to repay you for taking care of her. I owe you.”

      She gave him a small smile, knowing it didn’t reach her eyes, but she couldn’t force it. “I’m glad she’ll be okay. And you don’t owe me a thing. That’s what friends are for.”

      That’s what you do for those you love. But she didn’t say that. Instead, she waved awkwardly and turned on her heel, leaving him standing clean-shaven in the hallway, holding her heart as if he didn’t know what to do with it. It was okay, she didn’t know what to do with it either.

      And she was afraid that after today, she might not ever figure it out.
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      There were many times in a man’s life when he realized he was an idiot. Mace had been forced to realize that those times were more numerous than he’d originally thought thanks to how he’d reacted three days ago.

      Three days ago, he’d broken his best friend’s heart.

      Three days ago, he’d done a fine job of breaking his heart, too.

      Mace slid the razor over his face through the shaving cream again and sighed as he rinsed it off in the sink. He hated shaving, and in the winter, he preferred to keep his beard longer, but he couldn’t look at himself in the mirror and see his beard without thinking of her.

      He was a sad excuse for a best friend, a sadder excuse for a man, and he wasn’t sure what the hell he was going to do about it. Knowing he couldn’t do anything about it with shaving cream over half of his face and standing in his bathroom in nothing but a towel, he took his time shaving, trying to get his thoughts in order.

      Daisy was sleeping and had been doing so a lot over the past couple of days ever since she’d been diagnosed with an ear infection. Thankfully, her fever had broken quickly, so now she was just sleeping off the worst of the sickness. She should bounce back in the next day and could go back to school. She was already missing her friends and teachers, and by the time she got back, they’d be off for Thanksgiving break. They’d already been invited to his parents’ house for the main meal, and he was grateful that he didn’t have to cook the whole feast. His sisters would be coming down from Denver and possibly bringing two of their friends who were part of their core group. At least one thing was planned.

      He’d taken off work the past two days at Shep’s and Adrienne’s insistence. They and Ryan had said they would cover for him and make sure that everything was fine at the shop so he could take care of Daisy. He needed to get back to work and make money, of course, but he was glad he’d had this time to not only be with Daisy, but also get his thoughts in order when it came to Addi.

      He’d known he made a mistake the moment she walked out of his house. He’d known it. Yet he hadn’t gone after her because he wasn’t sure he deserved her forgiveness for what he’d done. And, frankly, because he was a damn coward.

      She had told him she loved him, and he hadn’t said a damn thing. He hadn’t even known what to think until she was out of the door and his synapses had finally started firing again. He couldn’t believe she had bared herself to him like that as he was pushing her away and thinking to protect his family. Only he wasn’t protecting Daisy. Not really. Addi hadn’t done a single thing to earn the distrust he had for their relationship in general. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. Because God knew he did. More than anything. It was that he wanted to put her into the role of the woman in Daisy’s life, and suddenly, he didn’t know what to do. But that wasn’t on her. It was on him, and what Daisy’s mother had done.

      Because he’d been so afraid of hurting his daughter again, he’d hurt the one person he was supposed to care for more than anything. The two of them had been through so much in their lives, and he had spent most of his adult life with her at his side, knowing he could rely on her for anything. They weren’t just friends. They were best friends. And those weren’t just words or titles.

      And as soon as he’d kissed her, as soon as he’d made love to her on her bathroom counter, he hadn’t been just her friend any longer. If he had made that promise to never to hurt her as a friend, then he should have damn well made sure to make that promise when they were something more.

      He needed to go to her. He needed to grovel and beg for her to take him back. Because as much as she had said that she would be waiting for him, he didn’t know if that would actually be the case. And it wasn’t because he didn’t trust her words. It was because he wouldn’t blame her for walking away from something she couldn’t trust.

      His parents were coming over later to hang with Daisy as he went out and ran errands, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t just be going grocery shopping. He knew Adrienne was off that morning before she headed in for a later-than-usual appointment. He was supposed to be working, but Ryan had taken his shift so he could spend some more time with Daisy. He would be forever grateful for his friends, but right now, what he needed to do was figure out what he was going to say to the one woman he cared for more than anything. Maybe that was what he needed to start with. Because she’d said she loved him, and he hadn’t said anything back.

      Did he love her?

      He’d loved her as a friend for ages, but he knew that wasn’t the same thing, and nothing like what she had revealed to him while standing in his living room.

      The thing was, though, he could see her in his life for more than just a passing moment. He could see her in his daughter’s life for the same.

      Why couldn’t he just say the words? He’d never said them to another person who wasn’t in his family, but no one ever mattered that much. Addi had always meant more. She’d always been in his life. She’d always been everything to him. Others had questioned if they could handle each other as just friends with no sexual chemistry and, apparently, there was a slow burn.

      When they had been with other people, he knew there hadn’t been that connection that they had now. He hadn’t felt longing from her, and knew he hadn’t felt for her the way he did now when she was with her ex. So maybe time could change feelings.

      And as he closed his eyes and tried to think about what his life would be like without her, he couldn’t even comprehend it. Because she was ingrained in every aspect of his life and his heart.

      “Fuck. I love her.”

      He was more than an idiot. He was a deadbeat who deserved more than the lashing he might get when he saw her again. Because he loved her, and he had let her walk out because he was scared. It didn’t matter that someone else had scarred him. Addi didn’t, and he should have known to trust his feelings when it came to her and not let anything else cloud his thoughts.

      And he shouldn’t be standing in the middle of his bedroom wearing only his boxer briefs, thinking all of this to himself instead of saying it to her. Because no matter what he thought to himself, unless he gained the courage to say it to her face, it didn’t matter. She was the one who’d said it to him first. She had balls of steel, more than he could ever hope to have.

      He needed to see her.

      He needed her.

      It was that simple.

      Though nothing was that simple.

      He quickly dressed and saw that his parents had arrived to take care of Daisy. He knew he needed to talk to them and his daughter about what might happen, but for now, he needed to focus on Addi. Daisy would always come first for him, but that didn’t mean Addi couldn’t come in a close second.

      His parents gave him curious looks as he practically ran out of the house and to his truck. He didn’t know if his best friend was at home, but he figured she would be since she tended to clean when she wasn’t feeling up to doing anything but thinking.

      Her car wasn’t in the driveway when he pulled in, but of course, she could’ve been parked in the garage like usual. He shut off his engine and took a deep breath, his mind blanking as to what the hell he was going to say to her. He had never been good with words. Never had to be. He’d always put what he felt into his art and how he took care of others around him. He sure as hell hadn’t taken care of Addi when he should have, and now he needed to grovel.

      If Addi wanted to kick his ass, he would let her. He still hadn’t even taken her out in public for a damn date yet because she had been so understanding about how much time he wanted to spend with Daisy. They’d had over a month of hot nights, quick and secret hideaways, and times where they were just together as if it had been the normal thing to do all along.

      He was a bastard, and if Adrienne took him back, he would do everything in his power to make sure he was worthy of the love she had so freely given him. And once again, he needed to stop saying this to himself and say it to her. She deserved dates and flowers and grand gestures.

      And that was just what she would get today.

      He got out of his truck and closed the door behind him. He rang the doorbell and prayed she was inside, then went to his knees. If he was going to grovel, he planned to do it right.

      She opened the door and frowned as she looked down. “What are you doing, Mace?”

      “I didn’t have any jagged glass handy. But if you need me to kneel on that glass in front of you, I will. It’ll hurt, but I deserve far more agony than just kneeling on my knees on your porch.”

      “Mace.”

      “I’m so damn sorry, Addi. I told you over and over again that you were my best friend and that no matter what, I didn’t want to hurt you. And that’s the one thing I did…thinking I could protect what I had, I hurt you. You didn’t deserve that. You didn’t deserve the words I said that cut you like I’m sure they did. I’m so sorry I hurt you. You said you loved me, and I let you walk out of my house. I do trust you. I trust you with everything that I am and everything that I have. I trust you with my daughter’s life, and I trust you with my life. I shouldn’t have put my insecurities on your shoulders. I shouldn’t have let what happened with Jeaniene somehow reflect on you. You didn’t deserve that. You deserved me telling you exactly what I felt instead of what I was scared of. And I shouldn’t have waited so long to come to your door and ask you to take me back.”

      Tears were falling down her cheeks at this point, and he couldn’t help but stand up so he could reach her and wipe them from her face.

      “Mace.”

      “I’m sorry. I’d have gone down on my knees and begged for forgiveness at the shop, or anywhere else you needed me to in public, but I couldn’t wait until you were at work. I needed to see you. I should’ve come before, but I knew you needed your space. You needed time to bake cookies and clean your house to get your thoughts in order. Just like I needed time to get my head out of my ass and realize that I’ve fallen so far in fucking love with you, Adrienne Montgomery, that I don’t know how I could possibly live my life without you. You have been my best friend my entire adult life, and I wish I had known you when we were kids so I could say you’ve been my rock far longer than that. But I love you. I love the way you smile. I love that you put everything into every single thing you do. I love that you put your family first. I love that you are not afraid of what people think about your job or your ink or your hair or any stupid shit like that. I love that you took a risk in opening a business, and that you trusted me enough take me along for the ride with you. I love that you took a risk on me. And I love that even when you were hurting, you helped my baby girl. Because that is the woman you are. I should’ve known that no matter what happened between us, you would always put Daisy ahead of any hurt. Because that is the kind of woman you are. You would have done that for Livvy or any of your siblings. Because that is the strength that flows through your veins. And I am honored to call you my friend. I am honored to call you my lover. I am honored above all that you love me, and I just hope that you will let me love you back.”

      She was silent for so long, he was afraid he’d either said too much or not enough. He’d told her exactly what he was feeling, yet he still couldn’t quite put into words the depth of his need for her.

      But before he could go on, she put her fingers to his lips and smiled. “That was the most amazing thing you have ever said to me, Mace Knight. And I have known you long enough that you have said some pretty amazing stuff. Because that is the type of man you are. And while I love the fact that you got on your knees to grovel to me, I don’t need you to do it again in public. I don’t need you to prostrate yourself and make anyone think less of you because of what is going on between us. I love you far more than that. And the fact that you love me? Well, that and you saying you’re sorry with your heart in your words makes up for anything you said that night—or didn’t say. You grovel good, Knight. Real good.”

      When she tugged on his arm, he followed her inside, closing the door behind him. He kissed her then, not being able to hold himself back and deny his need for her, for her lips, her taste, just her. When her hands cupped his cheeks, she pulled back and frowned.

      “What?” he asked, his voice breathed.

      “Why did you shave?”

      He kissed her again, biting her lower lip. “Because every time I looked in the mirror and saw my beard, I thought of you. How you loved petting it, how you said it made you want to ride my face. I remembered the way you came on my tongue when my beard scraped up against your inner thighs, and I knew I couldn’t look at my beard any longer without thinking of you.”

      She fanned herself. “Well, then. I guess we’ll have to see how well you can go to town with no beard.”

      He laughed and kissed her harder. “We’ll see. If I don’t live up to my bearded days, I can always grow it back.”

      “Because you’re a giver.”

      “Hell yeah, I am.”

      She led him to the bedroom, and he kissed her, missing her taste. They were gentle at first, slowly stripping each other out of their clothes as they got to know each other’s bodies once again. It wasn’t as if it had been ages since they had one another, but it had been long enough that Mace wanted to memorize every inch of her again. He’d missed her, damn it, and would never forgive himself for doing what he’d done.

      Addi kissed his temple before flicking him. “Stop.”

      He froze. “What? Did I hurt you?”

      She rolled her eyes. They were standing there naked in her room, and she was rolling her eyes at him. This was the Addi he knew and missed. “No, of course not. But you’re thinking about what you did and how bad you feel and you’re killing the mood. So why don’t you go lay on the bed and think of good things—not England, but maybe how sexy I am, please—and I’ll have my way with you.”

      He kissed her hard before moving to lay down on her bed. “Well, since you asked so nicely, but come over here and let me kiss you. I missed you.”

      Her eyes warmed, and she quickly did as he’d asked. “I missed you, too.”

      They kissed and licked each other, their hands roaming over each other’s bodies. He cupped her breasts, then slid his hand between her legs to find her warm and ready. She slid her hand over his cock, squeezed, then leisurely stroked him as they got to know one another again. And what started out as sweet and slow soon turned into hot and fast.

      He was on top of her, sliding into her wet heat as their gazes met. Her mouth parted, and he rocked in and out of her, her pussy clamping down on him as he withdrew as if all parts of her needed him close. As he felt the same way, it all just turned him on even more.

      She lifted her hips, meeting him as they came together, and she sighed. “I need you to move faster,” she whispered. “I need you.”

      So he moved, increasing the pace until they were panting for one another, the sounds in the room those of sex and need and everything that was part of what he and Addi were. She arched for him, coming hard around his cock, and he followed, filling her up until his body shook and he knew he’d need time to recover before he had her again.

      Because he would have her again. Again and again and for as long as she’d have him. Because she was his as he was hers, and he would never forget that. Not again.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “So damn much.”

      Tears shone in her eyes, and she cupped his face. “Love you, too, old man.”

      Then he kissed her again and found that his recovery time was far shorter than he’d thought. His Addi seemed to have that effect on him.

      And he would never forget it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrienne threw her head back and arched into Mace as he moved inside her. She was on all fours, her hands gripping the sheets as he thrust in and out of her. He’d already made her come twice at the edge of the bed with his mouth, then once again with him on top of her, then he’d moved so he could play with her ass and rub any soreness away by slowly massaging her even as he fucked her.

      Her hair slid down her back, and Mace gripped it, wrapping it around his fist. He was so big, so strong, that he stretched her with each thrust, and she couldn’t help but move with him because she knew she gave as good as she got.

      When he tugged her back by her hair, she let him move her so her back was to his front and he was fucking her as they knelt together on the bed. He had one hand in her hair, and the other played with her breasts as she reached around her to press him against her even tighter.

      “Come, Addi. I’m going to blow, and I need you to clamp down on me. You’re so fucking good at that.”

      She laughed but turned her head so she could kiss him. “Oh, yeah? How close are you?”

      “Touch your fucking clit, Addi. Or I’ll do it for you. And I know you’re already too sensitive there. Do you want to be the one who gives yourself an orgasm on my cock? Or do you want me to torture you with it and drag it out longer so your already tight little nub aches even more?”

      She honestly wasn’t sure of her answer since both sounded really hot, but because she loved the way he reacted when he watched her play with herself, she slid her hand down over her stomach and just barely brushed her clit. He’d been right, she was so sensitive after so many orgasms in a fifteen-hour period that it almost hurt, but she came right away as if she’d pressed some mythical and magical button that sent her into bliss.

      She shouted his name, and he did the same with hers as he filled her up, his cock twitching inside her as he emptied himself. And she’d never found him sexier.

      “That’s one way to say good morning,” Mace teased as they lay facing each other once they’d fallen from their knees.

      “The best way. We’ll have to make it a routine,” she said, her body all heavy and happy.

      He leaned forward and captured her lips. “We can do that, Addie mine. We can do that.”

      And because he was her Mace, her best friend, she believed him.

      “So, you and Mace?” her father asked, looking down at his coffee.

      “Me and Mace.” Adrienne leaned back in her chair, studying her parents as both either looked at her or back down at their coffees after she had told them that, from now on, she and Mace were an item. They were seeing each other, called each other boyfriend and girlfriend, and were talking about the future. There was no mention of marriage or other things like that because they were still in the beginning stages of dating and being in love with one another. There would be time for talk of the future later because she knew they would have one. She’d already told her sisters that she and Mace were officially together. They weren’t exactly ecstatic about the fact that he had hurt her, but after she mentioned the whole groveling thing, they had warmed up.

      Her parents, on the other hand…she wasn’t quite sure how they would react. But she didn’t want to hide anything anymore. She had to be open and upfront. Maybe not about what exactly went on behind closed doors, but at least the idea of a commitment and all that jazz. She forced herself not to blush, thinking about exactly what she and Mace did behind said closed doors and then tried not to squirm on her seat since she was still a little tender, but she wasn’t quite sure she had succeeded when her mother gave her an eerily knowing look.

      And that was enough of that.

      “Of course, you are, honey. I’ve known for a while now.” Her mom just grinned, and her dad started to laugh.

      “What?” Adrienne asked, setting down her cup. “You already knew? Here I was, ready to stand in front of the Inquisition, and you already knew.”

      “Of course, we knew, sweetheart,” her dad said with a smile. “We’re your parents. We know everything. Didn’t you learn that when you were a kid?” He winked, and Adrienne put her head in her hands and let out a groan. Thankfully, her parents didn’t actually perform the Inquisition, and she was able to enjoy the rest of her coffee before she said goodbye and headed to the shop. She was starting early since she wanted to get a few paperwork things done, but the others wouldn’t be in until later.

      Of course, her day wouldn’t continue to be good because as soon as she parked, she saw the new tags on the front of her building. Someone had put more graffiti all over it, this time using random shapes and letters that didn’t form actual words. She wasn’t beaten, wasn’t sad this time. No tears and no stomach clenches.

      No, this time, she was just fucking pissed.

      Whoever thought they could run her out of the building was sorely mistaken. MIT would just clean up and keep going. Their business wasn’t going to fail because of some asshole. Her people were beyond talented, and everyone who didn’t think so could fuck right off. She called the cops and her insurance agent from her car—again—not bothering to stand out in the cold to do so, then texted Mace that he should probably get in and help her clean up. Ryan was out of town, and today was Shep’s morning with Livvy since Shea was heading into tax season and needed time to prep.

      She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders back. Shep and Mace had said the action was her putting on her armor so she could kick ass, and right then, they were right. Because fuck the guy who had first come into the shop to belittle their success, and fuck anyone who thought they could take them down.

      They obviously didn’t know the Montgomerys.

      She was out of her car and on her way to the front of the shop when Thea and a man she didn’t recognize came out of the doors of Colorado Icing, her sister’s bakery. Thea had another splotch of flour in her hair—something that made her adorable even if her sister hated looking a mess at work—and a frown on her face.

      “Again?” she said, shaking her head. “Did you call the cops, or should we? Damn it. I’m so annoyed for you.”

      “I’m pretty annoyed myself.” She looked at the man. “Hi, I’m Adrienne, Thea’s sister and the owner of this shop over here.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder, trying not to let the sight of all the paint and mess hurt her heart more than it already did. She would not back down.

      “Oh, this is Dimitri, Adrienne,” Thea said, waving her hands. “I thought you’d already met. I’m sorry.”

      Dimitri was the newly ex-husband of Thea’s friend Molly and was also friends with Thea. And, yeah, she had met him before, but it had only been a couple of times and, apparently, she hadn’t remembered how hot he was. He was all bearded and mysterious and now that she remembered, had some serious ink that she had admired.

      “Oh, yeah, I’m so sorry. Hi, Dimitri. I’m apparently not all there today.”

      He smiled, inclining his head. “Hi. And, yeah, I remember you, too, though it’s been a couple of years. Thea was just filling me in on everything that’s been happening with the shop. I know there’s probably nothing I can do for you, but do you want me to walk inside with you and check out if there’s any other damage?”

      She was shaking her head even as he asked. “The door looks fine, so I think it’s just like last time with the paint on the front. I’m going to go in and check, though, but I’ll be okay. She held up her keys that were between her fingers. “I learned how to walk like this a long time ago.”

      “Well, let us know if you need us,” Dimitri said while Thea came forward and gave her a tight hug.

      “Seriously. If you want a donut or a crawler or something, just come on over. I want whoever did this caught.”

      “I know you do. Me, too. I hope it’s not hurting your business.” Adrienne had gotten to know each of the owners in the area since they’d started constriction over a year ago, but her first priority was always Thea with Abby and her tea shop now following a close second.

      “Business is fine,” Thea said as she slid her hand through the flour in her hair. “Be safe, and come over later for hot cocoa or something. I miss seeing your face.” She hugged her again before whispering, “And I want more Mace details, please.”

      Adrienne laughed and waved at Dimitri as the two of them went back to the bakery. Adrienne couldn’t help but watch as the two walked closely together, talking to one another as if they had done this morning trek countless times before. She wondered what all of that was about, but knew it was not only none of her business, but she also had to get into the shop before she froze. She’d wait for the cops there. The other shops wouldn’t be open for another hour at least, so it was pretty empty in the area, but she didn’t mind. Fewer people to deal with and see the front of her part of the building.

      Even as she walked inside, careful not to touch any paint and mess, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d felt some sort of zing when it came to her sister and Dimitri. It was probably just because the two of them were beyond attractive and had chemistry that spoke of what was most likely friendship, but Adrienne could always wonder. Of course, if anything did happen, it would be a mess of epic proportions, considering how the two knew each other.

      She was just about to turn on the lights and take a look around when a hand covered her mouth. She froze for the barest instant, knowing she’d made a damn stupid mistake.

      “I told you to leave,” the man behind her spat. “You’re ruining our community. Why couldn’t you get that? If destroying your business won’t get you out, then I’ll have to destroy you.”

      He ripped at her hair, tugging her to the side and pushing her into the wall. She screamed and turned, punching out with her fist. She got him in the jaw, her key digging into his flesh. He shouted, blood pouring down his face and onto his pristine suit. It was the same man that had come into MIT the first day. The same man who had threatened them, only to seemingly disappear. But if he was here now, maybe he hadn’t been all that far away, after all.

      “Bitch!”

      Adrienne was fast, but he was faster. He grabbed her arm, practically wrenching it from its socket, and she sucked in a breath as pain shot through her system, forcing bile up her throat, coating her tongue.

      “Fuck. You.” She tore her arm away, a sharp pain ricocheting down her arm, but she ignored it. She had no idea what his problem was, but she knew if she didn’t get out of there soon, she wouldn’t be leaving MIT’s doors at all.

      “You were supposed to leave,” he shouted. “You were supposed to get scared off from the graffiti. The others were supposed to push you out, not want you near them. They weren’t supposed to rally around you. Then the cops were supposed to shut you down. So was sanitation. But you kept fucking your way to the top, didn’t you? Because that’s the only way you got through all those barriers. You slept your way to get what you wanted. Used those hips and tits and that ass of yours, and now you’re ruining our good name in this part of town.”

      Adrienne honestly couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. This man wanted MIT gone because it set a poor example or some shit in his mind? Yet he had the audacity to call her those things? To accuse her of using her body?

      He was not only seriously deranged, he was also a dangerous asshole with apparently enough power to get at least some people to listen to him—or that’s what he thought he had.

      The man came at her again, and she ducked, using her shoulder to get him in the gut. Only she’d used the shoulder he’d hurt, and she retched, the pain almost too much. It wasn’t her dominant shoulder, thank God, but she knew she was in trouble if she didn’t get out of there.

      He came at her again, and she kicked him in the balls, using the pointed toe of her boot. The man went to one knee but still reached out for her. He had her cornered, but if she kicked out again, she might be able to run out of the building and call for help. She’d dropped her phone and keys after the first punch and could have rightly cursed herself for doing so.

      He lunged for her again, but the door opened behind them at that instant. Mace was there, fury on his face as he grabbed the stranger into a headlock. She kicked the man in the balls again for good measure, and through the anger in his gaze, she saw pride on Mace’s face.

      The man went limp in Mace’s arms, blood draining from his face from what had to be a tremendous amount of pain—she wouldn’t be surprised if he’d busted a ball or something. The asshole deserved it.

      Dimitri and Thea were through the doors right after, with Dimitri pushing Thea behind him. Adrienne was damn grateful for that, even though her sister didn’t look too happy about it.

      Adrienne’s adrenaline seemed to have waned completely by then, so she backed up to the wall and slid down, her eyes on Mace.

      “Hey. Thanks.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      He was still holding down the man who had tried to destroy her dreams and had hurt her, but all she could think was that she was damn lucky she wasn’t alone.

      “I fought back.”

      Mace smiled then, just a small one, but enough that she relaxed marginally. “Yeah. You did.”

      “But thanks for saving me anyway,” she put in. He didn’t laugh, but she didn’t think he could right then.

      “I called the cops,” Thea said as she went to her. “They were already on their way for the vandalism, but they’re probably coming faster now. And they’ll probably need an ambulance.” She didn’t touch Adrienne but was near enough that it was comforting. Adrienne wasn’t sure she could handle being touched right then anyway. Her shoulder and head where he’d pulled at her hair hurt way too damn much.

      Dimitri moved to help Mace, and then Abby was inside the building soon after, sitting next to Adrienne. She smelled of tea, while Thea smelled of sugar and chocolate, and Adrienne couldn’t imagine a better place to be than in between them—other than Mace’s arms.

      When the cops came, they took in the scene, and Adrienne knew that things would finally get back to normal—however normal things could get with the Montgomerys.

      She’d fought back, she reminded herself. She’d won. And Mace being there was just icing on the cake.

      “I’m fine, Mom, stop hovering.” Adrienne leaned into Mace’s side, her good shoulder against his firm skin. Daisy sat on his lap and moved over every once in a while so she could kiss Adrienne’s boo-boos. Adrienne had fallen in love with the kid, and she hadn’t even processed it, but they’d have time to figure it all out.

      “You are in a sling for your shoulder and bruised from where that bastard threw you into the wall.” She winced and looked down at Daisy then at her granddaughter, Livvy, who was hiding behind Shea’s legs because she was being shy today. “Sorry. He got me all riled up. Don’t listen to me when I say bad things, honey.”

      Daisy just smiled shyly before burrowing into Mace and reaching out to play with Adrienne’s hair.

      “My shoulder will be fine in a couple weeks. I can still work some, just not as much as I want to, but there’s plenty of admin work I can do while the guys pick up the slack. I didn’t tear or break anything, just tweaked it.” She wanted to say more, but with Daisy in the room, she was afraid of things that might scare her.

      “Hey, Daisy, can you show me your new toy box?” Roxie asked. “I didn’t get to see it before you got it. Want to come, too, Livvy?”

      Daisy nodded and wiggled off Mace’s lap before taking Roxie’s hand and leaving the room. Livvy had taken Roxie’s other hand, and now it was only adults in the room who could speak freely about what was going on.

      “I still can’t believe all of this happened,” Thea said. “And Dimitri and I feel horrible that we were right there and didn’t even know until we saw Mace running. I’m so sorry we didn’t get there earlier.”

      “You might have ended up hurt, too. I’m fine. The shop is fine. And Isaac Crawford is behind bars. Or will be once they repair his ruptured testicle.”

      Her brother, father, and Mace all winced, while Shea, Thea, and her mom did a group high-five. They were as bloodthirsty as she was, and she liked it.

      “So, this man was an asshole,” Shea began. “A rich asshole, who didn’t like the idea of a dirty tattoo shop on his precious, clean street.” She spat the words, and Shep wrapped his arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head.

      “That sounds about right,” Mace put in. “Apparently, as he was screaming that his balls were bleeding—ouch by the way—he told the cops everything.”

      Adrienne growled. “He hired people to damage the building and used his connections to call into sanitation to try and get us closed down. He never imagined that any respectable tattoo and piercing shop would be cleaner than most buildings in the city. We have to be. And ours is damn clean, thank you very much.”

      “And he called the cops with a fake report on drugs? Or did he hire that out?” Thea asked, her arms wrapped around her middle.

      “He did that himself and told the cops that he’d hired out for some things but didn’t think it was illegal to be sure there weren’t drugs in his nice and family-friendly community.” Adrienne rolled her eyes. “Uh, idiot. False claims aren’t something you want to deal with, thank you very much.”

      “And he did all of this because his platform for being a leader in the community was safe and clean and as mundane as you could possibly get,” Mace put in. “We didn’t know who he was because he’s not a leader of our community, but apparently, he’s a big deal or some shit.”

      “I don’t care how big he is. He got caught, and he might lose a ball. Fuck him.” Adrienne gave a quick nod as she said it, and once again, the men in the room winced. They would just have to get used to it because she was damn proud of what she’d done, even if she’d never been so scared in her life.

      Okay, she might have been more scared when Daisy was sick, but that was another matter.

      The rest of them talked about what they were going to do and how they might have another grand opening party to celebrate the fact that they’d survived Crawford’s assholery and would try to remove the taint of what the man and his ideas of clean and safe had done to the building as a whole.

      She listened with half an ear as the people she loved most talked about her dreams and her shop and leaned into Mace even more, knowing she was safe. She had the man she loved, a future she could count on, a family that cared for her, and a business she could call her own.

      In the end, Adrienne Montgomery was one lucky woman—sling and all.

      “I love you,” Mace whispered. “So damn much.”

      She looked up at him and smiled. “I love you, too.”

      The resulting awws in the room forced her to roll her eyes, and she ducked her head as her family laughed. There were some things that would never change, and her family embarrassing her because they loved her was one of them.

      And she wouldn’t change it for the world.
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      “That’s it, move back on me, let me see you ride my dick. Take it all in.” Mace growled the words softly as Adrienne knelt on all fours in front of him, fucking herself on his cock. She was just so damn sexy when she did this, and he knew they were going to have to wake up in either this position or something similar for a long time to come.

      “Hurry up and make me come already, we’re going to be late, and I’m shaking.”

      He grinned at her tone since she was so far on the edge that just one flick over her clit would set her off. So he did just that and watched how she shattered on his cock. Her face went down onto the mattress, her body spent, and he dug his fingers into her ass as he pumped hard, quickly coming himself because he loved the feel of her around his dick so damn much.

      When he collapsed beside her, she half-heartedly patted his hip. “Good game, Knight. Good game.”

      He laughed and kissed her bare shoulder. “We’ll go over the highlights later. For now, we need to shower.”

      “Separately, or we’ll really be late.”

      “And I need to make sure Daisy is up and ready to go, too.” They were at his house as they had been more often than not recently. Adrienne had practically moved in. He figured after the holidays, he’d ask her officially. But for now, Daisy was getting used to Addi being around almost all the time, and he loved it.

      Jeaniene still called every day to talk to Daisy, but she was firm that the custody arrangements were the right thing for everyone. He wasn’t sure how their daughter was going to feel as she grew up, but since he couldn’t change things, he’d just make sure Daisy was as healthy and whole as she could be. And Addi was already picking up the slack where he knew he wasn’t fully able to. They were a team, and he was damn lucky he realized that before it was too late.

      “Sounds like a plan, Knight.” She turned and kissed him before skipping toward the bathroom. He just shook his head and grinned. She always got such a boost after morning sex, and went all limp and sleepy after nighttime sex. He never understood how there could be such a difference between the two, but he figured he’d learn since he wanted a lifetime with her to find out.

      He wasn’t ready to propose, wasn’t ready for that kind of change in Daisy’s life yet. But he and Addi knew it was a sure thing. They’d even talked about it because the two of them didn’t want any more misunderstandings or hurt feelings because they were too afraid of what they might say.

      One day, she would be his wife and help him raise Daisy. For now, she was simply his, and he was hers, and Daisy was getting used to the idea of a new woman in her life. Small steps, but strong ones.

      By the time the three of them were finally ready for the day, they were indeed late, but his parents hadn’t minded. Since today was Thanksgiving, he, Addi, and Daisy were doing two meals: one with his family, and one with hers. He had a feeling since the Knights and the Montgomerys were so close already, one day soon, it would end up as one huge meal. He’d probably be grateful for that. Maybe having his sisters in the same room for long periods of time with Addi’s wouldn’t be the best thing in the world since they’d probably make plans for dominating the world, but he was just happy everyone got along.

      Daisy was chattering away with his parents while eating her turkey, and Mace just smiled, tugging Addi to his side.

      “Yeah?” she asked softly.

      “Just happy.”

      She grinned. “Me, too.”

      “You guys are so cute it’s actually a little sickening, but I love it.” Violet smiled from the other side of the table and laughed. She and Sienna had come down from Denver since they had the day off work and had brought their two friends they’d known for ages. The four of them had been thick as thieves since college, and Mace was happy that they had each other since his sisters couldn’t come down to Colorado Springs every day or weekend like he or they might have liked.

      “We try,” Addi said, her eyes sparkling. “It takes practice, but our goal is to be so cute, we surpass cute and get right into syrupy.”

      They all laughed and went about their meals, talking about everything and nothing. Addi’s sling had come off a couple of days before, and tomorrow she’d be right back in her booth, tattooing like the crazy talented woman she was. He knew she’d been missing it for the past week or so, but she was healing, and the bruise on her face was almost gone. She’d covered it fully with makeup today so her parents wouldn’t worry, but he was just glad it would be faded completely soon.

      They finished their first dinner and bundled the three of them up before going over to the Montgomerys for round two. He knew they’d be rolling out the door by the time they were done, but he didn’t mind. It was damn good food and company, and that was all that mattered.

      “You’re here!” Livvy called and ran right up to Daisy. The two of them hugged and jumped around as if they hadn’t seen each other in weeks rather than a day. They ran off hand-in-hand to the living room, and Mace shook his head, grinning.

      “You know, she used to do that to me. Now, she doesn’t even notice when I’m here with Daisy.” Addi mock-sniffed, and he kissed the tip of her nose.

      “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Dork.”

      “Yes, you’re both dorks, but that’s why we love you,” Thea said as she took their coats. “I don’t know how the two of you are doing two dinners, but more power to you.”

      “I’m going to have to cut back on potatoes and rolls I think.” Addi bit her lip. “Okay, never mind, because I love those, and I’m just going to be a blimp later, and I don’t care.”

      He patted her ass. “Just more for me to handle.”

      She laughed, and Thea made gagging noises but laughed along, as well.

      “Did you bring Molly?” Adrienne asked as they made their way to the family area. Roxie and Carter were talking with Addi’s parents, a slight distance between them that Mace didn’t understand, but then again, he didn’t know them as well as he should have. They all waved them over as Thea answered.

      “No, she wanted to stay home and not do anything.” Thea shrugged. “I guess I get it. But then I almost invited Dimitri since he’s alone too, and hell, he’s my friend just like Molly is, but I didn’t want to take sides, so now they’re both alone and doing whatever, and I’m here with you guys.”

      Mace hugged her, and she smiled up at him. “Sorry you’re having a crappy day.”

      Thea patted his chest, and Addi raised her eyebrow before winking. “It’s okay. I’ll be full soon and won’t care. I’m just crabby.”

      “More wine?” Addi asked. “Wine helps.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Thea agreed, and Mace let her go so she could top off her glass.

      Addi’s dad handed him a beer, and soon everyone was drinking and talking about their lives and the latest Bronco game. His best friend, lover, and future wife leaned into him, and he sighed, knowing that this moment would be one he would always come back to and remember.

      He’d run from what he could have and who he could be because he’d been afraid to hurt those he loved, but in the end, he’d gotten everything he’d ever dreamed of.

      He had his art, his work, his daughter, his family, and his best friend.

      He’d fallen for her long before he truly knew what falling meant.

      And when Adrienne Montgomery looked up at him with a promise in her eyes that meant he would still be finding out bits of that secret for years to come, he knew he’d fallen just right.

      For his best friend, his partner, and the woman who would one day wear his ring and more of his ink.
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      Thank you for reading FALLEN INK!

      You can read Roxie’s story, RESTLESS INK, available now.

      

      For Thea Montgomery, baking isn't only therapeutic, it's also her dream job. She's worked countless hours keeping her bakery afloat, and now that it's where she wants it to be, she's ready to expand and take the next step. When it comes to work and her family, she's on top of her game. Her personal life, however, is a different story.

      When Dimitri Carr isn't teaching and hiding his ink under long sleeves to keep the bosses happy, he's trying to be the best brother and friend he can be. After his divorce, he'd thought he would lose Thea from his life forever because she's his ex-wife's best friend. But now he's free, and the two of them realize they want to keep their friendship. Then he finally sees what he's been missing all this time.

      But there are more problems than the fact that Dimitri is Thea's best friend's ex. And when accidental touches and flirtations aren't enough for either of them, and they're finally ready to take the next step, they'll find out exactly what that cost is for crossing that line. And they will need to find the strength to face it.

      

      ONE CLICK RESTLESS INK NOW

      

      Turn the page to the provocative novel SURVIVAL OF THE RICHEST. Two billionaires determined to claim her. And a war fought on the most dangerous battlefield–the heart.
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      Two billionaires determined to claim her.

      And a war fought on the most dangerous battlefield-the heart.

      My story starts with a plunge into the cold water of Manhattan's harbor. A strong hand hauls me back onto the deck of the luxury yacht. Christopher was supposed to be my enemy. Instead he protects me with fierce determination.

      That should have been my happily ever after, but then Sutton appeared-ruthless and seductive. He doesn't care that my heart belongs to someone else, because he's determined to win. No matter the cost.

      It's an impossible choice, but I can't have them both.
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      I learned early not to trust men or money. Both of them have a way of disappearing when you need them most. There must have been some hope left, though.

      Because it’s my stepbrother who breaks me completely.

      Salt hits my tongue before the driver opens the door, splashing the sleek leather interior of the limo with watercolor light. This dock homes the most expensive boats in Boston, outfitting them with caviar and champagne before they set sail.

      The driver’s face is in shadow, sunshine forming a halo around him, but I already know he’s expressionless. Like that time I sweet-talked my way into the flight attendant’s lounge? He showed up in his black suit and bland smile, having searched the whole airport with security.

      Like every part of my father’s life, he’s cold and predictable and expensive.

      Gravel shifts beneath my sandals. I have to squint my eyes against the brightness. Seagulls swoop above me as I step onto the long deck, searching for their breakfast, completely oblivious to the thud of my heart against my ribs.

      I would know which yacht belongs to Daddy even if I hadn’t seen it before. It’s the biggest one, the best one. The one that gleams the brightest, with Liquid Asset in bold letters.

      The silhouettes of three people split the sunlight.

      Three people, not one. Disappointment hitches my breath. What did I expect?

      Last year Daddy’s new wife got so drunk she threw her champagne flute in the air. It came down in a splash of pale liquid and bubbling despair. After the steward mopped up the broken crystal, once the wife had gone belowdecks to sleep it off, Daddy sat looking out at the dark sea. I sat beside him. “Why?” I asked, unable to keep the question in. After so many years it came out. “Why do you keep getting married to these people?”

      He had been a little drunk himself. Not enough to play volleyball with the drinkware, but enough that his eyes had gleamed with a distant sadness. He pulled me close, and I nestled against him the way I had as a little girl, breathing in the cedar-salt scent of him.

      “I love your mother,” he said then, present tense. He loves her.

      There shouldn’t have been enough of the wide-eyed little girl inside me to believe it meant my parents would get back together, not after ten years and even more spouses between them. They couldn’t even arrange my visits on spring break without an intermediary—me, of course. But maybe some part of me thought there wouldn’t be a new wife this year, after that confession.

      Well, now I know for sure. There’s no chance of them being together, not even in the same room. But it would be nice if Daddy had stopped marrying his way through every divorcée in Boston’s upper crust. Like the limo that picks me up from the airport, there’s a new model every year.

      Daddy smiles at me from the deck, and I can’t help the smile that meets his. Can’t help the little run I make down the rest of the deck before launching myself into his bear hug. We’re far from a happy family, but I always love seeing him. I may be fifteen years old, but the little girl inside me wears pigtails and wants to run to her daddy.

      Even if it means putting up with the strangers he marries.

      “How’s my girl?” he asks, tucking me into his side.

      “Sleepy.” A guy in a rumpled suit had snored beside me the whole flight, which would have been more annoying if I hadn’t swiped his phone and read his e-mail using the plane’s Wi-Fi. Someone had a secret girlfriend in New York City. At least she used to be secret. A few clicks had changed that as we were flying over the Atlantic.

      Guilt still knots my stomach, but then I imagine my mother as that man’s wife. More likely she would be the secret girlfriend. Men shouldn’t be allowed to hurt her so much.

      “You can take a nap after brunch,” says the woman I was hoping wouldn’t speak to me.

      “Harper,” Daddy says, giving my arm a secret squeeze. He’s never forgotten the time I yelled, You aren’t my mommy. Never mind that I was seven years old. “This is Louise Bardot. Louise, this is Harper. Isn’t she beautiful?”

      I’m surprised I don’t get frostbite, that’s how chilly this woman’s smile is. “Everything you said about her is true, Graham. She’s an absolute doll.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” I say just to see her dark eyes flash with rage.

      Daddy’s smart enough to run a Fortune 500 company, but he can’t figure out when a woman is bullshitting him. Or maybe he knows, because he steers me away from her. “There’s someone else I want you to meet. This is Christopher.”

      There have been other boys. Other girls. Most of the time we ignore each other, having bigger problems in our broken rich-kid lives than the stepsibling of the month. Sometimes one of them will take a swipe at me, with sharp words or a surprise shove as we pass in the hallway. A preemptive strike, so I know better than to mess with them.

      I don’t want to mess with them. They’ll be gone by next year.

      There’s no reason Christopher should be different.

      Except that he is.

      Even in a burst of sunlight he manages to look like a shadow, with raven hair and onyx eyes. He’s taller than me, taller than Daddy. His arms solid and muscled beneath the thin cotton of his black T-shirt. He’s wearing jeans, technically, but nothing about him is casual. Not the way he holds himself, as if he needs to guard something—maybe himself. And definitely not the way he’s looking at me, intensity a physical brush against my skin, like he’s made of ocean and I’m sand, washed away, washed away, becoming smooth and pliable beneath him.

      He inclines his head. “Your dad talks a lot about you.”

      “He never mentioned you,” I say before I can stop myself. I would have remembered. He looks like some kind of conquering warrior, like a knight from the old medieval days. The kind who would have defended the peasants, but who would also have demanded his due.

      Daddy makes a disapproving sound. “Harper.”

      The corner of Christopher’s mouth turns up. “There’s not much to say.”

      “Liar,” I say before I can stop myself. “I bet you’re top ten percent of your class.”

      “Graduated valedictorian,” Daddy says, pride rich in his voice. “Now he’s in his first year at Emerson studying business with a 4.0 GPA. You could learn a thing or two from him.”

      It’s really not surprising Daddy has a new wife every year. The only thing he knows how to do with the female of the species is make us mad. “He can get good grades, but can he paint a three-story Medusa on the wall of the gymnasium?”

      A rueful laugh. “That little stunt cost me a brand-new science lab.”

      Even two coats of thick white primer hadn’t completely covered the shape of her thick lips and wild snake hair, painted dark and angry in the small hours of the morning, using the folded-up accordion stands for scaffolding.

      The new wife makes some kind of cooing sound, like a bird on the street, and Daddy goes to make her a drink. That leaves me and Christopher standing on the deck, the echo of his perfect GPA and my costly little stunt hanging in the air between us.

      “Daddy seems to love you,” I say, unable to keep the venom from my voice.

      He laughs softly, which infuriates me. “You’re one to talk.”

      “He’s my dad. Of course he loves me.”

      “Of course. That’s why you need to paint the gym to get him to notice you.”

      Asshole. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “So you aren’t a poor little rich girl?”

      There’s a twinge in my chest. “We both know you’ll be gone next year. I’ll never see you again, and you’ll never see me, so let’s just stay out of each other’s way for the next week, okay?”

      “Sure you wouldn’t rather learn a thing or two from me?” he asks, mocking.

      “If I want to know how to make enemies and alienate people, I’ll call you.”

      He blinks, and I think for a minute that I may have actually struck a nerve. Then his eyes harden. “I’ll stay out of your way,” he says, his voice so cold it makes me shiver even as the sun beats its heavy blanket on my bare shoulders. It’s not the worst encounter I’ve ever had with a stepsibling, but it’s the first time I think I started it. Apparently I’m not above lashing out first, if the boy in question is smart and handsome enough.

      Though he isn’t really a boy, this one. His first year at Emerson College. Business school. No wonder Daddy loves him. He probably thinks he’s found his true heir, because his wild daughter isn’t going to take over the family empire. That will never be me, but I was right about one thing. Christopher will be gone next year. They always are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Family Money

          

        

      

    

    
      I manage to avoid him the rest of the day, napping after brunch and ignoring him at dinner.

      Our cabins are on the same floor, below the galley and above the master bedroom where our parents sleep. Thankfully he keeps his word and leaves me alone, even stepping aside to let me pass when I head back to the observation deck at midnight. I suck in a breath to make extra sure no part of my body touches his.

      Wind whips at my hair, salty and cool, as I step out of the hold.

      I grasp the cold metal railing and let it ground me. Why does Christopher bother me so much? In my pocket there are a couple of joints and a lighter. I light myself something to calm down, because I would rather not know the answer to that question.

      In a practiced move I swing my leg over the railing and pull myself up. This is my favorite place to sit, from the time I was six years old and my nanny would fall asleep in the room next door. I can pretend the yacht isn’t here, pretend it’s just me and the ocean, rocking and rocking. The movement bounces me softly, my ass against the metal bar.

      Weed makes it better, more like a meditation. The more drags I take, the more it feels like the whole world is rocking, and maybe I’m the only one sitting still.

      “Do you have a death wish?”

      The question comes out of the darkness behind me, and I jump, almost slipping off the rail. I manage to catch myself, clutching the metal bar with one hand and the joint with another. Survival and sanity, the two most important things in life. “Do you always hide in the shadows?”

      “Whenever possible.”

      I snort, which is a friendlier sound than I want to make with him. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      He takes a step forward and holds out his hand. “You’re making me nervous.”

      “That’s kind of my standard operating procedure,” I say, ignoring his hand and taking another drag. “You get good grades. I get into trouble.”

      “So the death wish thing…”

      “Pretty accurate,” I say, wishing he would go belowdecks. And wishing he wouldn’t. There’s something complicated about him, the way he makes me want opposite things at the same time. “I don’t want to die, but I want to live. People call that having a death wish.”

      With clear reluctance he pulls his hand back and settles his arms on the railing a few feet away from my ass. His eyes are trained on the dark horizon, but I can tell he’s still watching me. “This is what living means? Falling into the ocean with no one around to rescue you?”

      I point at the choppy water. “The captain dropped anchor before dinner. We aren’t even moving. What do you think is going to happen?”

      “Head trauma. Hypothermia. Drowning.”

      “For your information I’ve been coming up here by myself for a decade. No one ever comes with me. Haven’t fallen overboard once.”

      “Then statistically speaking, you’re overdue.”

      “Wow, you really are my dad’s heir.” Part of me is glad to have company on one of my nightly reveries. The other part of me feels the distinct intrusion of having a stranger in my space.

      “What?”

      “Go back down and play with your calculator.”

      There’s a pained pause. “I can’t. Not when I know you’re up here, getting high and hanging off a two-hundred-foot yacht. If something happened to you—”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to me.” The sea takes that moment to bump bump bump me, my ass a full two inches off the rail with every pull of the yacht. I’m holding on tight so I don’t go flying, not forward or backward, my perch secure.

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather paint a mythical creature on the observation deck?”

      “I know you’re making fun of me right now, but no. I don’t have enough paint for that.”

      “Can you just sit on a deck chair like a normal person?”

      “Do I look normal to you? Don’t answer that.”

      There’s a flash of white teeth. That’s how I know he’s smiling even though the rest of his face is in shadow. The smile is there one second and gone the next, as temporary as his presence in my life but strangely momentous. “I’m sorry I called you a poor little rich girl.”

      “Are you just saying that so I’ll get off the railing?”

      “Is it working?”

      “No, but I appreciate the effort.”

      And strangely that was true. Not many people have ever cared enough to follow me up to the deck at midnight, to make sure I didn’t fall into the ocean. Definitely not one of the stepsiblings, who would probably have given me a little push to get rid of the competition for the inheritance.

      It makes me want to prove myself to him, to convince him that I’m worth saving even if he apparently already thinks so. “Medusa wasn’t for attention. I mean, she was, but not because I wanted Daddy to pay for a new science lab.”

      “Then why’d you do it?”

      “This girl got roofied at a party.”

      He sucks in a breath. “Harper.”

      “It wasn’t me.” I glance sideways to see his black eyes staring at me, so hard and fierce it almost seems possible that he can go back in time and rip the balls off a frat boy. What would he say if he knew my past? “It wasn’t me, I swear. I wasn’t even friends with her.”

      After a searching look, he turns back to the ocean. “A girl got roofied.”

      “Everyone knew about it, like the next day. One of the football players slipped it in her drink, and then the football team, I mean the entire football team, took advantage of her.”

      “Christ.”

      “They suspended the guy who brought the roofie to the party, one of the players, but not the one who gave it to her—the quarterback. And not the rest of the team. A big game was coming up. You can’t play a game without all your players.”

      He’s quiet a moment. “I’m sorry.”

      For that I pass him the joint and watch while he takes a drag, his lips touching where mine have been. “The honor society set up a protest and everyone who went got suspended. And after all that there wasn’t a single word about the party in the local papers. The morning before the game there was going to be a big pep rally with the cheerleaders and the school’s donors. The press was going to be there. They had the janitors stay late shining the floor. Real press, from a newspaper that wouldn’t take money not to print the story.”

      He passes the joint back to me. “So you painted Medusa.”

      “She was raped by Poseidon, who so happened to be the school mascot.” I have to blink away stupid tears. I don’t know why it would make me cry now, when it didn’t before. Not when I had to walk down the hallway next to boys who would hurt me if they had the chance. When I had to wear my skirt a certain length and my hair a certain way, as if I was the reason they were cruel.

      “Did everyone turn to stone?”

      I look down at the water, where I can see more white crests against the ink. It looks rough for a calm night. “The reporter took pictures and started asking questions, but he didn’t get the whole story that day. A week later the story was printed. The entire team was suspended. The headmaster was ready to suspend me too, but Daddy flew down and smoothed it over.”

      “The science lab.”

      “Which means I’m no better than those players, using my family money.”

      His voice is soft enough I have to strain to hear it over the murmur of the waves. “You’re plenty better, Harper. Don’t you ever doubt that. You’re fucking gold.”

      My heart skips a beat. I should know better than to fall for a line, but this boy has me messed up. I’m caught by his eyes, which are somehow darker than the sea beneath us and infinitely more deep. I’m drowning there; that must be the reason I don’t feel it coming.

      Lurch.

      Dip.

      My hand finds cold metal, and I have a moment of sweet relief—until the slickness of sea spray coats my palm and I lose my grip. For a moment I’m suspended in air, my gaze still locked on his, my shock reflected in that black mirror.

      And then I’m falling.
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      My parents both tell the story of when I was two years old. One minute I was standing on the deck. The next I had fallen into the Massachusetts Bay. They both had a heart attack, or so the story goes, until they ran to the edge and saw me swimming around like a fish, more comfortable in water than on land.

      I’m not sure whether I really learned to swim quite that naturally or why I was left to toddle around the docks without someone holding my hand, but I do love to swim. I’ve even jumped off the deck of the yacht into the water, too impatient to climb down the long swim steps.

      I’m falling backward and twisted, unable to see how far I’m falling. Unable to see anything—but I can feel it, the slam of the surface at my back, the shock of freezing cold. And then it surrounds me, heavy weight dragging me down. The air leaves me in a rush; by the time I can take another breath, I’m fully submerged.

      It’s pitch-black, impossible to know which way is up. Any direction I go could be taking me deeper. My throat burns with salt. Panic threatens to overwhelm me. My whole body clenches, fighting the instinct to breathe in deep and fill my lungs with water.

      Something touches my side, and I squirm away in terror. Even stoned and in shock I remember there might be sharks. What if they heard me splashing? What if they sense my fear?

      Except there’s a grip on my arm—a hand, not teeth. It drags me up in a whoosh of water, and we break the surface together.

      The cold night air has never felt so good in my lungs. I gasp and gasp, unwilling to stop breathing after even a few seconds without it, unable to calm down.

      Something is shoved under my arms. The white and red of a life preserver. Christopher must have thrown one down before he jumped in after me. In a kaleidoscope of stars the world comes into focus. The water, lapping at me like a living thing. Christopher, his dark hair wet, his grip on my wrist firm as he tows us toward the yacht. And the boat itself, waves drawing intermittent shadows across the white bow.

      It might have been ten years before we reach the bottom of the swim steps. Or maybe only ten minutes. I’m deadweight on the life preserver, unable to kick even once to help make progress.

      “Can you climb?” Christopher shouts.

      I stare at him, unable to process the words. The cold has done something to my body, made me sluggish and stiff. It’s done the same thing to my brain.

      “Let’s get you through the middle,” he says, reaching for the life ring. “I’ll make sure you’re secure and then go for help.”

      Sudden panic is enough to jolt me out of my shock. “No.”

      “It will only take a minute.”

      He thinks I’m worried about being left alone in the water. More than that I’m worried about the disappointment on Daddy’s face. “I can climb,” I say, my voice shaky and thin.

      Christopher stares at me for a moment, and when he speaks, his voice is softer. “He won’t be mad at you. You should hear the way he talks about you when you’re not there.”

      That’s exactly why I can’t let him know I was smoking a joint and falling overboard. He wants me to be like Christopher—to be the valedictorian and go to business school. That’s something I’ll never be able to do for him, but at least I can spare him this. “Please.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters.

      In that moment I realize he already knows this will be a secret. Our secret. Because he didn’t follow procedure. He should have shouted for help and hit the emergency button first. And he definitely shouldn’t have jumped in after me, not without someone else on deck to pull us both back up. An unbroken sky rises from the metal railing above us. The night is quiet except for our fast breathing and the lap of the water. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “I swear to God,” he says darkly, “if you fall and die, I’ll kill you myself.”

      That would make me laugh if I were capable of doing anything other than pant. He makes me go first, though I’m not sure how he would manage to catch me if I fell. If there’s one thing I know by now, it’s that he would try. So I focus on each rung with every ounce of determination in me, grip the textured metal and pray there’s enough muscle left inside me to hold on. There are a thousand steps up the side of the yacht. A million of them. It’s my own personal journey to the promised land, and it tests my determination with every aching pull.

      When I reach the top, I push myself through the railing and collapse onto the deck.

      A warm body tumbles beside me, but I can’t look sideways. There’s only the stars, unblinking. Then a face appears above me. Christopher, looking wet and strong and grim. “We should go back to shore. The fall. The cold. You should have a doctor look at you.”

      “N-n-no.”

      “Harper. You’re freezing.”

      There’s no way to argue that point, not when I’m shaking so hard my teeth are chattering. I think that’s a good sign. I read that somewhere. It means the body is warm enough to shiver, but I can’t get the words out through the violent movement.

      He curses again and disappears from my view. I close my eyes in quiet despair. He’s gone to get Daddy, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him. The week we would have spent at sea, now we’ll spend it in some fancy emergency room even though I’m fine.

      Not enough time has passed when hands force their way under me. Then I’m lifted, tucked close to a body as wet as mine but so much warmer. Christopher carries me belowdecks, turning carefully to the side so I don’t bump against the narrow walls.

      He lays me down on my bed, and my arms are made of lead. My legs might as well be anvils, that’s how useful they would be if I were in the water right now. I’m helpless in front of this person who should be my enemy. Poor little rich girl, he called me, and I want to cry and rage because he’s right about me.

      His hands move to the button of my jeans, and I suck in a breath. My mind was on sharks and freezing water, but now I’m thinking about roofies. I’m thinking about a girl who can’t protect herself. About Poseidon and Medusa.

      “Christopher,” I whisper, though I’m not sure what I’m asking.

      He glares at me, his eyes black with a strange heat. “You have two options. Either I call your dad here or I make sure you’re warm. You pick.”

      You pick. In those two words he restores my faith in him—strange, because I wouldn’t have said I had faith at all. I know I need to get out of my wet clothes, and my body is too hurt by the freezing cold to be useful. “Don’t look.”

      After a beat he nods, facing away from me. Then he turns off the dim bedside lamp, bathing us only in moonlight from the port window. He undresses me with clumsy efficiency, his fingers clearly numb and struggling against the waterlogged fabric. I feel somehow colder by the time he’s done, the damp clothes in a heap on the floor, my naked skin exposed to the room.

      And then I watch while he undresses himself, faster and rougher with his body than he was with mine. His clothes land on top of mine, and then he pulls us both under the covers.

      He’s naked. The thought is enough to make me blush, even when there shouldn’t be any energy in my body for such an act. But he holds me close, tight enough I can’t make out where his male parts meet my female parts. There are only two bodies here, clinging together for warmth, creating a little cocoon. Exhaustion makes my eyelids heavy.

      “One of my mom’s husbands got into bed with me once.”

      Every part of his body becomes stiff. “What the fuck?”

      “It was bad. Not like this. This is nice.”

      “I swear to God, Harper.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, the words slurred together. “I told Mom the next day and we moved out of his mansion, even though it was really nice. He owned this big job website. Don’t tell Daddy. He would freak out even though it was a long time ago.”

      He holds me tighter, his face pressed to my hair. “I’m not going to touch you. I’m only staying here until you don’t feel like an ice cube, and then I’m moving to the chair.”

      “Thanks,” I say, the word coming out long and slow.

      He sighs. “Go to sleep, Harper. And for the love of God, don’t die.”

      A death wish, he’d called it. “Want to live,” I mumble before the dreams take me down. It’s only later that I think that everything changed that night. Not because I fell into the bay or because he pulled me out. Because I confessed that in my sleepy-shocked state. It set us on the course to ruin, what made him the white knight to my damsel in distress.
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      I wake up gasping for air, a nightmare of being submerged in water pressing against my consciousness. My muscles ache as I stretch in the bunk, looking up at familiar knots in the ceiling. What the hell did I dream about? There’s grit in my eyes as if I spent all evening at a bonfire, drinking cheap beer from a plastic cup and ignoring the frat boys on the beach.

      My mind moves slow and careful. I’m not sure I want the memory that happens next, but it comes anyway. Not a nightmare. Not a dream. I fell overboard last night.

      And Christopher Bardot saved me.

      That would be shocking, but not as shocking as the memory of him naked in the moonlight, climbing into bed, his warm skin flush against mine. He’s gone now, enough that I would think it really could have been a dream. Except for the faint scent of him that remains, something woodsy and male that managed to survive a dip in the Atlantic.

      My phone rings from the nightstand, my mother’s picture flashing on the screen. It’s a photo I took when she was laughing at the beach and didn’t think I was watching her. Completely different than the beauty queen smile she uses when looking at a camera. There’s a bittersweet sensation whenever I think about her when I’m with Daddy, a feeling of betrayal I can’t shake for loving him even though he hates her so much.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “You didn’t call to say you got there safely,” she says, a small pout in her voice.

      “Shit. I’m sorry. I should have texted at least.”

      “That’s okay. I’m sure you’re busy there.”

      That’s my opening to tell her about Daddy’s new wife. She used to scoop every detail out of me like I was a melon, hollowed out and left dry. “Mostly I’ve been sleeping.”

      “Are you still in bed?” she asks, laughing a little. “Me too.”

      That makes me smile. “You should be relaxing. You’re a free woman. Stay out late. Go to a party. You don’t have a kid at home to take care of.”

      “I don’t think I’ve had to take care of you since you were eight.”

      That’s probably true. I was the one who brought her breakfast and her medicine in the morning. I signed my own permission slips and called the driver when my art club meeting ended.

      “How is he?” she asks, her voice soft and a little sad.

      “He’s good. Same old Daddy.”

      “And his… family?”

      “I’m not sure. His new wife seems okay. She mostly just ignores me, which is fine. She has a son, though. He’s… older.”

      She must sense something in my words, because her tone changes. “How much older? He isn’t being a bully, is he? Or worse?”

      “It’s nothing like that,” I promise her, because I wouldn’t put it past her to fly out to Logan International by tonight if I didn’t reassure her.

      She felt terrible about the job-website man. He’d needed to get drunk to come into my bedroom, which means his reflexes were slow. I ran out and woke up Mom, who had us out of the mansion and in a motel room by morning.

      “Christopher’s nice, actually. Nicer than I expected.”

      A pause. “Don’t get too close, Harper. It’s only temporary.”

      I can’t blame her for the warning. She knows all too well how temporary being the wife of Graham St. Claire can be. Theirs had been a whirlwind relationship, the kind that every man and woman envied. By all accounts, even their own, they had been in love.

      And then something had happened. To this day I still don’t know what.

      Now they hate each other. It scares me when I think about it, how two people can go from love to hate so quickly. It scares me enough that I try not to think about it. About the way Daddy could have given her enough money to be set for life, it would have been pennies to him, but he denied her everything that wasn’t court-ordered out of spite. The child support they negotiated was contingent on a third party auditing her bank account to make sure every cent of it goes to my care. If she eats a Snickers bar purchased from his check, he could sue.

      If that’s what happens to people in love, I don’t want any part of it.

      I find Daddy at the breakfast table, the newspaper propped open like I knew it would be. He’s not content without reading three newspapers every morning, even when we’re on a trip. It comes ferried to us via a speedboat at five a.m., along with fresh supplies because God knows what we would do without catch-of-the-day lobster for dinner every night.

      “Morning,” he says without looking up.

      I dig in the pile for the Art & Style section, like I always do. Other kids may have read Garfield, but I’ve always been a museum opening kind of girl. “Good morning.”

      A chocolate chip pancake appears in front of me, the butter melting in a delicious puddle. I’m a continent away from our apartment in LA, but it might as well be a different planet. I don’t have to use my lunch money to tip the bellman so word doesn’t get back that we’re flat broke. Don’t have to work an evening shift at the deli down the block to pay the bills.

      “How’s your mother?” The question comes in that neutral voice, so without inflection that it conveys everything. The way they end up screaming at each other on the phone. The very careful way that Daddy agrees to pay for my prep school tuition and room-and-board fees in a private suite—but nothing else. On that point he stands firm.

      I once told my friend in middle school, because she didn’t understand how the daughter of a billionaire couldn’t afford to take the school trip to France. I would be pissed, she said, sounding scandalized. Like he’s trying to control you with money, even though he has so much. It doesn’t make me angry, because I know he has terrible and complicated feelings about money.

      Terrible and complicated feelings about money, like my mother.

      It’s something we pass down through generations, like a grandfather clock that chimes every time your bank account rises or falls. A legacy and a family curse. I’m not naive enough to think I’ll manage to escape that.

      “Good,” I say, because we decided a long time ago, when I was only ten, that it was me and her against the world. If I tell Daddy what it’s like when she’s between husbands, how it feels to be hungry or cold, he’ll take me away from her.

      “And how’s school?”

      “I’m working on a sculpture for the spring art festival. My teacher said it’s inspired and strange and sinister. That’s a direct quote.”

      Daddy gives me a fond look, mixed with the kind of bemusement he’s always given me. It would be so much easier if I loved the stock market or international law. “Christopher told me about last night.”

      Panic squeezes my throat. That bastard.

      Maybe it’s not fair to get mad at someone who saved my life, but still. He seemed like he was going to be cool about it. I’m two seconds away from saying, He took a drag of the weed too! Before reason prevails. Never give them eight words when two will suffice.

      “He did?”

      “I had half a mind to wake you up, make sure you get on the East Coast schedule right away. Christopher told me he heard you playing music until late, so we decided to let you sleep in.”

      For a second I’m struck by the horror of Daddy walking in on me and Christopher, both naked and tangled beneath the sheets. That’s only superseded by the horror of him knowing that I fell overboard last night. Thank God someone woke up early—and that someone appears at the table, looking annoyingly well rested compared to the bags that must be under my eyes.

      “Are you a vampire?” I demand as he pours himself a cup of coffee.

      “Don’t mind her,” Daddy warns in a tone that says teenage girls are stupid. I’m hardly the person to disprove that, but it has way more to do with changing prep schools every single year than the fact that I have a vagina. It’s easier to let everyone think I don’t care.

      “I have been known to order my steak rare,” Christopher offers.

      I nod in satisfaction. “You have that whole old-soul thing going on. No wonder you’re getting straight A’s. You probably wrote the textbook when you were a professor. And now you have to get a new degree as someone else or people will get suspicious.”

      “The typo on page seventy-eight haunts me to this day,” he says in a grave voice.

      Daddy stares at me like I’m speaking a different language. “I don’t suppose it factors into this conversation that vampires aren’t real?”

      “Not with that attitude, they aren’t.”

      A slow smile spreads on Christopher’s face, and my breath stutters. It’s the kind of smile so rare and precious it could be sold at Sotheby’s. Quality, the auctioneer would say, standing in front of the well-dressed crowd, in its raw, natural state. The world is going to want that smile. It’s going to polish him into a sharp geometric shape, hard and gleaming. And it will be worth more money than God.
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      It’s not until that night that I find Christopher alone, head bent over a thick textbook at his desk, the lamp casting shadows on his furrowed brow. It softens me more than it should, seeing him working hard when no one’s watching. “This a bad time?” I ask, leaning against the doorframe.

      He turns to face me, his expression inscrutable. “Would it stop you if I said yes?”

      I pretend to consider this. “You did save my life, but I think that only means I have to save your life back. Or maybe give you my firstborn child? They skipped this part in my etiquette class, but I’m pretty sure I don’t have to respect your time either way.”

      “You took an etiquette class?”

      “Standard operating procedure for any debutante.”

      He shakes his head as if bewildered. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “My curtsy is literally the best curtsy, thank you very much.”

      “Not that you’re a debutante. Just—” He waves a hand at the cabin, the whole yacht. “This whole thing. It’s kind of insane, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      That draws me farther into the room. I perch on the end of his bed, which is still neatly made after turndown service. “You didn’t grow up with the silver-spoon thing?”

      He snorts. “The only thing silver we had was a ten-year-old Toyota Camry.”

      “Then how did your mom bag my dad?” I say the question without thinking. There are too many wives in too many years for me to treat the marriages as anything sacred. Or love, for that matter. Daddy doesn’t even bother inviting me to the ceremony, though I never really know if that says more about the women or about me.

      Christopher shrugs like he doesn’t take offense. “Mom came from money, but when she married my dad, they cut her off. He was a hard worker. A regular office job. A 401K. That kind of thing. Then he got cancer, and I… I don’t really begrudge her this. It’s what she wants.”

      “That’s very understanding of you.”

      “It’s not exactly a hardship,” he says. “Even if I do have to dive into cold water.”

      “Thank you,” I say softly, meaning it more than words can convey. It’s a situation plenty of boys would have taken advantage of. The kind of boys who bring roofies to parties and get away with things because they can. The only kind of boys I’ve known until now.

      He shakes his head, pushing aside my gratitude. “You wouldn’t have died. Probably.”

      “I’m glad you’re good at the whole numbers business thing, because a career in motivational speaking is out of the question for you.”

      He leans forward and opens his mouth, as if he’s going to say something important. And then he stops. When he finally speaks, it’s something I never would have expected. “You’re smart,” he says, and I laugh.

      “What?”

      “You’re smart, but you don’t want anyone to know.”

      “I’m not smart, as my grades can definitely attest. We can’t all be valedictorian, can we?”

      He laughs a little. “You are so full of shit.”

      “Excuse me? My report cards are very clear on this issue. I am the absolute best at failing. If there were grades given for failing, I would get straight A’s.”

      When I was in third grade, the teacher called my mother in for a conference and showed her my math workbook. I had used the numbers like an abstract paint-by-numbers, turning the pages into stained-glass drawings of flowers and puppies and this one grim reaper with its scythe made out of a column of fractions. It’s not that I can’t add or subtract or even do advanced derivatives. It’s that my mind will flit away like a butterfly in a meadow filled with flowers.

      “Okay,” Christopher says. “But I know the truth.”

      Frustration makes me huff, which is a lot safer than letting myself smile at him. “Fine, but I know the truth about you.”

      One dark eyebrow rises. “What’s that?”

      The insight hits me with the same clarity as I saw every page in that workbook, the possibility rising up out of the framework. “This whole thing. The insanity of the yacht and the silver spoon, you want it so bad it hurts. That’s why you study so hard. Because you want this life as bad as your mom, but you’re working for it in a different way.”

      The silence descends on us, as heavy and cold as the water. His throat works. “That obvious, huh?”

      My brain, usually good at comebacks, falls suddenly silent. There are things I could say to ease the moment: I didn’t mean it, I’m sure it’s not true. But those would be lies. We’re sitting in the cabin with only nakedness between us, the same way we were last night. “It doesn’t mean anything bad about you.” At least that much is true.

      He laughs without humor. “It doesn’t mean I’m a greedy asshole?”

      “Oh, for sure, you’re definitely a greedy asshole. Who isn’t? Everyone wants money. Very few are willing to work as hard as you to earn it.”

      “Listen,” he says, seeming uncertain for once. “What you said about that guy. The one who owned the job website. The one who—”

      “I shouldn’t have told you that,” I say, my cheeks burning like fire. “It was a moment of weakness. Which I seem to be having around you with unfortunate frequency.”

      “Maybe we should tell your dad. He could make sure that—”

      “Absolutely not. No offense, but you’ve been my stepbrother for like a month. You don’t know the history in my family. That guy is gone, and the best thing to do is leave it alone.”

      My parents alternately hate each other and love each other, but that isn’t what breaks us. It’s the money that fractures us into a million sharp pieces.

      Like the men in my life, money is only temporary.

      And if I never want either of them, I won’t be disappointed when they’re gone.
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      Dear Christopher,

      My mother married a German count, which is exactly as pretentious as it sounds. We’re moving to Frankfurt and that means a boarding school with new rules and lesson plans where I’m already going to be behind. I hope you don’t mind that I’m writing you, because I know we’re not technically related anymore.

      PS. Who’s going to dive in and rescue me on spring break?

      Dear Harper,

      Thank you for writing to me, even if we aren’t related anymore. If it’s any consolation, you feel as much a sister to me as you did before. Which is to say, not much. I’m sorry to hear about the new boarding school. I hope they have lots of paint.

      PS. Don’t sit on the rail at midnight, and whatever you do, don’t die.

      Dear Christopher,

      Germany is cold and guess what? They speak German. It’s hard to make friends when the only things I know how to say are “Yes, ma’am” and “Which way is the bathroom?” I’m super popular.

      You will be pleased to know that while I did smoke a joint on the railing, I had my phone in my pocket in a waterproof case. So even if I had fallen in, which I didn’t, I could have called the yacht’s concierge line and gotten rescued. Three cheers for technology.

      PS. My new stepbrother wears twenty pounds of cologne and has a goatee.

      Dear Harper,

      It’s kind of strange how different the second year is from the first. In the freshman classes they kept talking about weeding people out (which doesn’t mean what you think it does) and how hard it would be, but I felt like I had a handle on things. Now they’re acting like it’s straightforward and I’m staying up late every night banging my head against these textbooks.

      I feel like I’m drowning here.

      PS. If I had written this textbook, I deserve to be shot. With a silver bullet.

      Dear Christopher,

      You have an amazing brain, which is something I can state without any hesitation because you said I was smart—so obviously you have a clear and accurate understanding of the world. Plus, Daddy keeps talking about how you’re going to do great things.

      And I’m not just saying that because you’re a vampire who wrote a shitty textbook.

      PS. For the love of God, don’t die.

      Dear Harper,

      Finals damn near killed me, but I kept your letter on my desk. I figured as long as you had ordered me not to die, I had no choice but to listen. That’s how saving your life works, right? I never took etiquette class, so I’m just guessing here.

      Your dad gave a speech at commencement and took me out to dinner. He said you were doing some kind of big art exhibit in New York City. That’s incredible.

      PS. Why didn’t you tell me about it?

      Dear Christopher,

      That’s exactly how saving my life works, and congratulations on graduating!!! The only reason I applied to Smith College is my art professor. Her work is amazing. In my admissions essay I wrote about the Medusa painting. I thought they only made interns read those things, but Professor Mills found out and asked me to do an exhibit.

      I thought about vandalizing the school and tearing out the wall of the gym, but shipping rates are ridiculous. So instead I’m doing a series of canvas paintings about the myth.

      PS. I’m enclosing an invitation to the exhibit in case you can make it.
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      It seemed impossible that Christopher would spend his weekend traveling to New York City for a girl he knew for a week a couple years ago. The fact that we kept in touch felt surreal, almost a dream, like the night I fell into the bay. That we were stepsiblings, if only for a few months, made it more strange, not less. I couldn’t be sure what I wanted from him, not even in the privacy of my mind. What were the odds a man like him would be interested in a girl like me?

      I never told Daddy that Christopher and I wrote letters. At first I wasn’t sure what he would think about it. And then it became weird to mention, as if I’d been keeping a secret. That’s what the letters were—a secret. An escape.

      A lifeline, like the red and white round buoy.

      The exhibit becomes bigger than I thought it would, once my mom finds out about it. She invites every friend and enemy she ever knew in New York City, and the whole thing blows up. It would have been nice to have a small show filled mostly with the art scene, people who would appreciate the work more than the champagne.

      But I accepted my mother’s ambitions in society a long time ago. As Christopher said once, It’s not exactly a hardship. Even if I do have to dive into cold water.

      All the pieces for the show are packed into foam-padded crates stacked along the foyer of the penthouse suite. Daddy’s paying the bill, of course. Mom’s last divorce gave her the smallest payout yet, which had less to do with a prenup and more to do with the man’s failure in the stock market. Only the main piece remains propped against the window, surrounded by tubes of paint and a disarray of brushes. I can’t seem to stop myself from dabbling at it, even though I’ve lost any perspective on whether I’m making it better or worse.

      Mom breezes from her bedroom in a casual blouse of ivory silk and skinny jeans, the perpetual cloud of Chanel achingly familiar. “Oh, baby, are you still working on it? It’s perfect, you know.”

      I twirl a dry paintbrush in my fingers. “This is the one they’ll write about.”

      She comes and gives me a kiss on the forehead. “I’m so proud of you. Everyone is going to be blown away by your talent.”

      Despite our weird money issues, I love my parents. Mom always supports me, and even if she can’t settle down to save her life, that only makes her human. Daddy is puzzled by everything I do, but he’s coming to the exhibit. Cancelled a business trip to Japan to be here.

      The fact that they’ll be in the same room for two hours is cause for concern, but at least neither of them are married to someone else right now. That makes it ten percent less likely to devolve into a screaming match by the end.

      I sigh, flopping back onto the oversize leather couch. “Don’t worry about me. I just need to stare at this for approximately twenty-four more hours, and then I never have to see it again.”

      Mom checks her lipstick in a gold-leaf mirror. It’s already perfect, of course. “Are you sure? I can stay in tonight. Sandra and the girls will understand.”

      “No, you should definitely go out. We haven’t been in NYC in forever.” It was back to LA after the relationship with the German count ended, and thank God for small favors.

      She smiles. “You’re the best daughter.”

      “I really am.” I blow her a kiss. “Now go have fun. That’s an order.”

      After putting a few smudges of Atomic Red on my cheeks, she floats out the door. It will be good for her to meet her girlfriends, even if they are a pack of conniving hyenas. She hasn’t been this excited since before Robert the day trader asked her to marry him.

      And besides, it wouldn’t help for her to hover over me. I really am going to drive myself crazy in the final hours leading up to the exhibit. This piece will get auctioned off at the end of the night, and the money will go to a charity to help victims of rape and abuse. There’s every chance that Daddy will be the highest bidder, not because he likes the painting but because money is the only way he knows how to show his support of my weird interests. Even knowing that, I can’t help but obsess over this piece.

      The other pieces show Medusa in various stages of her life; with her three Gorgon sisters, beautiful and pristine, being held down by Poseidon, being cursed by Athena for the “crime” of being raped in her temple, her hair turned to snakes, her face turning every man to stone. You would think that’s enough tragedy for the Greeks, but then they had to behead her.

      The other pieces tell the story of her life and death, but the centerpiece of the show is a simple portrait like the one that appeared on the wall of the gymnasium, sprung from my rage and fear and helplessness, the look in her eyes mirrored in every girl who walked the hallways with me.

      I had only a few hours between when the custodians went home and when school staff arrived in the morning, which meant I had to work fast—and that was good; the time limit gave me the intensity I needed to complete the piece. The painting in front of me is good. Maybe even my best work, but there’s something missing. A sense of necessity. That I would have painted the wall of that gymnasium or died trying.

      Maybe it’s impossible for something created to exhibit to match that intensity.

      Or maybe I’ve just failed at art in a spectacularly public fashion.

      My phone vibrates with a text from across the room. It’s probably Avery, my best friend from Smith College, who’s staying at a hotel in Times Square. If she offers to get drunk with me, that’s how I’ll be spending tonight, I already know.

      It’s Christopher.

      Two words and suddenly I can’t breathe. Is he texting me to wish me good luck the night before my big show? Does he even remember that it’s tomorrow? Or is this some random Christopher in a city that must have thousands of them, who somehow got my number and is now going to send me an unsolicited dick pic?

      My hands are shaking, which I prefer to attribute to nerves about the upcoming show than about the fact that Christopher is texting me for the first time. Heyyyy, stranger.

      There’s a full two minutes, during which my heart beats approximately twelve thousand times and I think of ten terrifying ways he might have been injured after texting me.

      I’m at the airport about to get in a cab. Do you have plans for dinner or are you going to an uber hip artist spot where they drink kombucha and complain about capitalism?

      A smile spreads over my face before I can stop it. He’s here in New York City. For me. And he’s possibly inviting me to dinner? The suite suddenly becomes a fun-house mirror, everything in all different shapes, leaving me dizzy and out of breath.

      Actually I’m in my hotel room, thinking about slashing this painting, but they only sent up a butter knife with room service. After a moment I send another text, You can come hang out if you want. There’s no kombucha but we can raid the minibar.

      No vandalism until I get there.

      I might have a sensitive artist’s soul, but I’m still a girl.

      A girl with an unfortunate, painful, and totally inappropriate crush.

      Which means I spring up and raid my closet for something other than a paint-splattered tank top and ripped shorts. I pull a brush through my hair, which is about all I can do before falling back on my bed, wondering why I want to impress someone I barely know. It’s not like I’ve never been on a date before. I’ve been on lots of dates, with frat boys who think I’m going to fawn over them for knowing how to kick a ball or making a reference to Kant. Whatever.

      I don’t think Christopher has ever tried to impress me. I also don’t think he wants to get me into bed. At least, he had me naked once and didn’t try anything. So where does that leave us? I’m not fifteen anymore, if that had ever been what kept him away from me. I’m eighteen now, and ironically more fully aware of my cluelessness as a sexual being than I was back then.

      It’s another hour until he knocks on the door.

      And I definitely don’t run to the door or stand in front of it for two whole minutes, trying to catch my breath and pretend like I haven’t been waiting for him since he sent that text. Since before that, if I’m totally honest. Since I sent the invitation, pretending I didn’t care if he ignored it.

      Since he dived in after me through the water, the first person to meet me where I was instead of where they wanted me to be.

      When I open the door, he looks rumpled and travel-worn and so handsome after being on a plane that it’s indecent. “Hey, stranger,” he says softly, his eyes a sleek ocean surface at night. It’s been three years since I’ve seen him, and he looks harder and softer at the same time.

      There are lots of ways I can say hello to him that will make me seem mature. Instead I throw my arms around his broad shoulders and press my face into his neck, breathing him in. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever made, and everyone’s going to look at it, and I want to die.”

      He stands stock-still for a moment, as if too surprised to even move. Then his arms wrap around me. He holds me like the whole world could batter us from every side and we would still be safe clinging together like this. He holds me like I’m running out of air and he knows the way to the surface. “It will be okay, Harper. I promise you.”

      There are embarrassing tears on my lashes when I pull back. “This would be less humiliating if I were throwing an artistic tantrum and throwing things. Crying is so pedestrian.”

      “I’m sure that vase would make a satisfying crash,” he offers gently.

      The weird thing is I know he would let me throw it, if that’s what I needed. Or cry on his shoulder if that’s what I need instead. “Come inside,” I say, dragging him by the hand so he has to scramble to grab the handle of his carry-on before the heavy hotel door slams behind him.

      I need a minute to compose myself, so I drop his hand and head for the minibar. There are tiny bottles of wine and rum and vodka. “Do you know how to make drinks?” I ask over the clink of little glass containers. “The only things I know how to make have the ingredients in the name, like rum and Coke or a whiskey sour.”

      “Sour isn’t an ingredient,” he says, sounding distracted.

      “Of course it is,” I say, glancing back at him. And then freezing when I see he’s standing directly in front of Medusa, staring at her like she has the secrets of the universe in her eyes. “Oh.”

      “Goddamn, Harper. This is… there aren’t words.”

      My throat suddenly feels dry, and I have to force myself to swallow. I feel strangely buoyant as I stand and cross the few yards between us. “Disappointing? You can tell me.”

      He looks at me like I’m insane. “This is incredible. There’s so much talent, but it’s the way it makes you feel her rage and her vulnerability that’s incredible. It belongs in the museums next to O’Keeffe and Kahlo, and even then people would stop and stare at this.”

      “I didn’t know you knew about art,” I say lamely.

      He shrugs, looking embarrassed. “I don’t, but I spent my free credits taking Ancient Greek Symbolism and History of Portraiture and the Female Gaze after you told me about Medusa.”

      My mouth must be hanging open in a way that’s decidedly unladylike, but he couldn’t have surprised me more if he said he was going to give away all his worldly possessions and become a monk. “You did?”

      “I’m a long way from an expert, but in my amateur and totally biased opinion, this painting is amazing. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay.”

      Dark eyes narrow. “You aren’t convinced.”

      “It’s not a bad painting, I’m not saying that. It’s just not the painting. The one I need to show considering I’m only doing this exhibit because of the one I painted on the gym wall.”

      “Is there a photograph we could enlarge?”

      I make a face. “No, that’s not the right way. I just need to show them…”

      “Spontaneity?”

      “Rage.”

      That slow smile again, the one I still remember clearly in my mind all these years later. It’s even more poignant now, knowing that he cares about me enough to take those classes. To visit me on my exhibit when he must have a million things more important to do. “Then let’s show them rage. Should we slash everyone’s tires while they’re looking at the exhibit?”

      “I like your dedication, but parking in New York City is a logistical nightmare already without adding in guerilla artistry to the mix.”

      “Fair,” he says. “So what do you have in mind?”

      “I want to paint something new for them. Something… real.”

      “Like while they watch? Performance art?”

      The idea dawns on me with a lurch and roll, the way the yacht moved beneath me. And then I’m falling with nothing to catch me. Only someone’s here to follow me down. “What if we went to the studio right now?”

      He looks exactly the right amount of scandalized. And being the pragmatist, he glances at his watch. “It’s midnight. How long do we have before they open?”

      “Long enough.”

      For a moment he studies me, and I think he’s wondering whether he’s going to go along with this crazy plan. Wondering more than me, anyway. If there’s one thing this man understands, it’s raw determination. He’ll be in it with me.

      A brief nod. “Breaking and entering it is.”

      That’s how we end up spending all night in a fancy SoHo art studio, its walls bare and white and waiting for the paintings that are stacked in my penthouse suite. That’s how I end up painting a Medusa in swirls of purple and teal and pink using a wooden folding chair as my step stool.

      I don’t know where they planned to put the centerpiece of the show. Probably somewhere front and center, where everyone would see it first. This one’s in the back of the studio. You have to look at every other painting first and turn the corner. And then she blazes at you in all her snake-fueled glory. She turns the viewer to stone, if Christopher’s look of awe is any indication.

      He turns to me, and I’m in awe of this, of him, of his bleary eyes and the smudges of paint from helping me. Of the expression of pride on his handsome face. How did we get here?

      “I don’t want to go,” I tell him.

      “We’ll be back in a few hours. But I’m pretty sure I should shower before then.” He touches his thumb to my cheek, and it comes away teal. “Probably you too.”

      “Should we leave them a note or something?”

      He hands me one of the paintbrushes, this one tinged with dark purple at the tip. “Sign it. That’s enough of a note.”

      I didn’t sign the one I painted in the gym, but I take the paintbrush and swirl my name into the bottom right of the painting, where one of the fierce snakes writhes. “How’s that?”

      “Perfect,” he says, his gaze locked on mine.

      My breath catches. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “No, thank you for letting me be part of this. I went to college with legends in the business world, and I’ve still never seen anything close to this.”

      “Careful, or I’ll start to think you’re complaining about capitalism.”

      He gives me the slow smile. “Never.”

      It’s devastating, that smile and that ambition. Devastating the way I can’t seem to look away from him, not even when he touches my cheek again. This time he isn’t wiping away paint. He cups my face and holds me still. His head lowers in slow degrees, giving me time to stop him.

      My body is incapable of moving right now. Even my lungs are frozen, my throat locked tight. Only my heart beats hard enough to hear. It pulses in my lips, waiting, waiting for him.

      I spent a good part of the past four hours painting lips that are the focal point of this piece—lips that are full of feminine beauty and eternal regret, of desire and revenge. I’ve worked through the meaning of every rise, every indent, translated the shadows, but now that I look at Christopher’s lips, with their masculine utility, I don’t know what any of it means. There’s a secret code written all over his skin, the message plain if only I could read it.

      His mouth meets mine, and for a moment the warmth stuns me. I can only stand there under the gentle press of him, feeling the heat spread through my face and down my neck. Down my stomach and into my legs.

      He touches his tongue against the seam of my lips—a question. And I open my mouth in answer, letting him sweep inside with sleep-drunk desire. We shouldn’t be doing this. There are so many reasons why this is wrong, but his hands on my waist feel impossibly right.

      A sound comes from me, a moan that would embarrass me if I were thinking. I’m only feeling. Only falling and letting him catch me, as if we’re meant to do that forever.

      His tongue slides against mine, and it’s so intimate I have to gasp. The rush of cool air in my mouth, when he had been so hot, wakes me from the strange slumber. I look into eyes dark and heavy-lidded and more shocked than my own.

      He takes a step back, letting his hands fall away. “Shit,” he says softly.

      I haven’t kissed very many boys in my life, not enough to hear all the things they might say after they do it, but this response seems particularly disheartening. As does the way he can’t seem to look me in the eyes. “Shit?”

      His throat works. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Why not? That’s what I want to ask. Something to soothe this tangle of hurt and hunger inside me. Instead I say, “Is this because Medusa’s watching? She’s actually not as innocent as she looks.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t.”

      My laugh sounds a little maniacal. “It’s kind of weird that she looks innocent at all, right? That’s not what people usually say, like, ‘oh, she has that girl-next-door look with the snake hair.’ But there’s definitely something innocent about her.”

      “Harper.”

      “She’s not shocked because you kissed her.”

      “You,” he says gently. “I kissed you.”

      “And then you said shit, which I feel like I should tell you, in case you didn’t already know, is not the best thing for a girl’s self-esteem, mythical creature or otherwise.”

      “I’m not sorry I kissed you.”

      “Then why did you stop?”

      “Because you’re high on adrenaline right now. And paint fumes.”

      “You’re doing the whole white-knight thing again, aren’t you? Only this time you’re saving me from you. Boys who think they know better than me are very annoying.”

      “I don’t think if I had kissed you when you opened the hotel room door, you would have been nearly as receptive. Tell me that isn’t true, and I’ll kiss you until we both run out of breath.”

      I consider lying, because I want to know what happens when we’re both out of breath. But I’m a terrible liar, which is how I got caught for doing the painting in the gym even though I hadn’t signed my name. Besides, he’s right about one thing—I wouldn’t have let him kiss me if I hadn’t been delirious from lack of sleep. Does that make the kiss more real or less?

      In the end he leaves me on the sidewalk in New York City, a heavy-lidded bellhop standing with the door open, steam rising from grates in the flush of an industrial dawn.
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      The studio loses their minds, chastising me over e-mail and talking about procedures way more than any place with the words “creative genius” in their Facebook bio should. Thankfully I sleep through most of that, and by the time I wake up at three p.m., Professor Mills has smoothed things over.

      I’m wearing a forest velvet Givenchy dress with a wrapped bodice. The head curator seems a little drunk by the time Mom and I show up. “I should have had more faith in you,” the curator tells me, eyes bright with excitement and secret champagne. “The phone has been off the hook. Everyone wants a ticket, but we’re sold out.”

      I give her a hug mostly because it looks like she needs one. “Thank you so much for giving me the chance to be here. I’m sorry if I stressed you out, but I just wanted to do a good job.”

      She bursts into tears and ends up crying into my velvet-clad shoulder about how shitty the New York art scene is and how this might actually save her. Mostly I get through that encounter by telling myself that it’s not really happening, that I fell asleep slumped against Medusa last night and now I’m still sleeping under Christopher’s watch.

      Professional art movers have already brought over the other pieces, which are being carefully hung beneath heavy spotlights. Caterers are setting up a table of hors d'oeuvre with cheese and olives and sesame-seed-covered pita chips to dip into truffle hummus.

      Daddy shows up a half hour before the doors will open and squeezes me tight. “I’m so proud of you, Harper. And so glad I got to see this.”

      The words strike me as odd, and I squeeze him back. “I’m sorry you had to cancel Japan… but also not sorry. It’s no 4.0, but it’s all I’ve got.”

      “I don’t care about your GPA.”

      That makes me roll my eyes. “Sure you don’t.”

      He cups my face in his hands. “I’m serious. The world is a crazy place, but you already know that. That’s why you painted that gymnasium in the first place. I just want you to be safe and secure, and if that means making grades and doing what society expects, that’s the only reason I’ve ever wanted that for you.”

      My heart squeezes tight, because I know that’s true. Maybe he wanted to understand me better. Maybe I would have liked to understand him better, but I always knew he wanted what was best for me. “Thank you, Daddy.”

      “Now give me a tour of this show before the whole world wants a piece of you.”

      So I show him around the paintings of Medusa’s life and death. Only when we get to the final piece do I find Mom standing there, staring at it as if transfixed.

      “Hell,” Daddy breathes.

      Mom turns back with a slight smile. Her dress is glimmering and couture, showing off a figure some twenty-year-olds would kill for. She’s always been a beautiful woman, but never a happy one. “Look at what our girl did.”

      Daddy clears his throat. “She’s… incomparable.”

      Only I don’t think he’s talking about me.

      And for a moment, with both my parents in the same place, not fighting, not throwing anything, with Christopher in the same city and planning to come to my show, everything is perfect. After my childhood I should have known that perfection is only ever an illusion. A shine you put on things that are too broken to ever be fixed.
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      The room is packed by the time the curator drags me to the makeshift platform to give a little speech. I give a small wave to my professor, who looks so different in a black lace dress instead of the brown tweed suits she wears to class. Christopher leans against the back wall, looking impeccable in a suit but somehow distant from everyone.

      Someone who should belong but doesn’t.

      I’m not twenty-one yet, but Mom gave me a glass of champagne. It left my throat dry and scratchy, or at least that’s how it feels as I look out at mostly strangers. They’ve been exclaiming and complimenting my work since they showed up.

      My central piece is still up for auction.

      Those display walls are glorified plywood; they don’t even reach the ceiling. The curator was more than willing to take a chunk out of the maze for the publicity. The audience seem to like the whole surprise element of the main portrait, because the auction has already risen to crazy proportions even without Daddy bidding. I’m not sure if it’s really the painting they love or the story around it, but either way that’s a lot of money for charity.

      I grasp the microphone, pretending my hands aren’t slick with sweat. Pretending my voice doesn’t quaver. “The story goes that Athena cursed Medusa with hair made of snakes and a face so horrible it would turn men to stone. We are told that she did this as a just punishment, because she was so offended that Medusa was raped in her temple. Except how would that be just, to blame Medusa for something that she didn’t want and didn’t cause?”

      The crowd looks back at me, a little aghast, a lot uncomfortable that I would talk about this while they’re wearing diamonds that cost the same as a whole car.

      “I don’t think Athena cursed her, not really. I think she gave Medusa what she wanted most—weapons to protect herself with. Power, when it had been taken from her.”

      It strikes me then, how close Daddy and Mom are standing next to each other. As if they’re a couple, when they could barely stand to talk to each other to arrange visitation.

      “Do you know,” I ask the crowd, “that there is no recorded instance of her turning a woman to stone? Only men.”

      Christopher might be made from stone, that’s how still he is as he watches me with those mysterious black eyes. It’s like he’s holding his breath, and maybe he is. Waiting to see how the story ends, even if we think we already know.

      “In the end, it wasn’t enough. Men found a way to use her, taking her power for themselves, using her head to defeat their enemies. Medusa is a cautionary tale. She always has been, but I don’t think she’s warning us away from rage.” The last words I say directly to Christopher. “She’s warning us to use it better. To use it more. That’s our power, in the end.”

      The crowd claps for me while Daddy hoots and whistles, because he can’t help but show his support for me. It feels like absolute exhilaration, stepping down from the platform and accepting the handshakes and hugs from people around me.

      Mom squeezes me in a delicate hug, and Daddy puts his arms around us both. How long has it been since they hugged me at the same time? I can’t find a memory to place this with; it’s in a box all its own. And then they let me go—too soon.

      I find myself standing in front of Christopher, a lingering smile on my lips. Even my embarrassment over the rejection last night can’t touch me now. We may not kiss again, but this man is a friend. Maybe the best friend I ever had.

      “You blew them away,” he says.

      “You helped.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not taking any credit for lock picking.”

      “It’s a very interesting skill. You’ll have to tell me where you picked it up.”

      His mouth opens, but I don’t hear anything. There’s a rush in the crowd, a heavy jostle that leaves me unsteady on my green-velvet heels. For a minute I think they must have released fresh trays of champagne from the kitchen. Maybe filled with bonus diamonds?

      Until there’s a scream from behind me. I whirl to see my mother kneeling on the ground beside Daddy, who has his hand clutched to his heart, his eyes staring up at nothing.

      Something dark moves through me, a sense that I caused this somehow. With my paintings or my hopeless dreams. That this is my fault.

      “No,” I whisper, but I can tell from the sound of my mother’s mournful wail, like the sound you hear far away in an untamed desert, haunting and stark, that he’s gone.

      “Fuck,” Christopher says, the word harsh.

      My head feels light, and I realize in a split second of surprise that I’m going to faint. That my body would rather shut down than face what’s happening. I’m falling, again, and this time there are strong hands to catch me.
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      The funeral takes place four days later in a historic cathedral in Boston. It’s a private affair, with only me and Mom and Christopher and a handful of very close business partners. One of them gives Mom a look of undisguised hunger and makes her promise to let him know if she needs anything. Another one of them gives the same look and extracts the same promise from me.

      I walk through the whole thing in a daze. Vaguely I’m aware that I’ve taken a leave of absence from school, that I should be dealing with grief. And maybe I could, if I could bring myself to really believe that it happened. Mostly I keep waiting to wake up.

      Keep waiting for a hand to reach into the water and pull me out.

      Christopher doesn’t approach me at the funeral.

      He doesn’t write any more letters.

      It’s like a second blow, his absence, a fatal one where my father’s death has maimed me. I try not to think about it, the same way I try not to think about Daddy.

      While the funeral was a quiet affair, I’m dreading the reading of the will, because it will be a circus. Every single one of his wives and most of his past stepchildren will be in attendance to see if anything was bequeathed to them.

      “Please don’t make me go.”

      The words come out as a hoarse murmur, because I’ve only said them for the millionth time. It’s not like my inheritance is a raffle ticket that will be forfeited if I don’t show up. The actual will reading is just a formality. An anachronism. A public stoning. Someone will tell me what Daddy gave me, whether it’s two dollars or two billion. It doesn’t matter whether I’m present at the will reading. And God, I don’t want to be there.

      Mom sits on the sofa beside me, her eyes rimmed red from crying. She’s mourned the loss of him more in the past two weeks than she did in the decade they had been divorced. “You and I are the only ones who deserve to be there.”

      She thinks he’s going to give her something, and it kills me. Could he have changed that much? God, the child support arguments were so bitter. So freaking specific. By the end he had seemed to soften toward her. At the art studio there had been a moment when he’d looked at her and I’d had the thought that every child of divorced parents has at least once, a desperate hope, a terrible dream that they might get back together.

      I shake my head. “Neither of us should be there. It will be terrible.”

      “We hold our heads high. All of those money-hungry bastards can sit there and be embarrassed when it comes out that they aren’t getting anything.”

      And what happens when it comes out that you aren’t? “Mom, whatever happens… you know that whatever I have, it’s yours. Right?”

      “You think he’s going to leave me out?”

      I look away, at the nondescript painting on the nondescript hotel wall. We’re living on borrowed money right now, paying for this hotel room on credit because surely Daddy will have left us money.

      Except I’m not so sure.

      He loved me; I know that. And he even loved my mom in his own way. But he was always tied up about money. I could see him leaving me nothing as some kind of character-building experiment. I would have to quit Smith College without any way to pay the tuition, but I’m not as worried about me.

      I’m more worried about what would happen to my mother’s fragile sense of self if she holds her head high against all those wives and then ends up humiliated. She hasn’t even met most of them. I’ve met them, on my annual spring break visits.

      There would be glee, to see the first and most coveted wife taken down.

      “I just think it doesn’t make sense to put ourselves through that. Everyone’s going to see someone else get taken down.”

      “They’re going because they think they were important to him.”

      I’m not sure Daddy was that black-and-white. He cared for his other wives; at least he didn’t treat them with disdain. But they got their small piece of their fortune with the ironclad prenup he made them sign. He won’t give them more than that, but not for the reasons that Mom thinks.

      The other children will be there, too. Not biological children. I’m the only one he had, but there are plenty of other stepchildren through the years.

      Including Christopher. Will he be there?

      It will kill me to see him salivating for Daddy’s fortune. Except why wouldn’t he? He’s always wanted money, and Daddy’s money is as good as any.

      “Whatever happens, we’ll be okay,” I say, but I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince.

      Mom gives a firm shake of her head. “He wouldn’t leave us empty-handed.”
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      The will reading takes place at my father’s lawyer’s office, which is on the thirty-eighth floor of a building that overlooks a park blooming with pink and white cherry blossoms. It’s strange to see the world so full of life when we’re wearing black and facing death.

      Mr. Smith, that’s the name of the lawyer. A plain name for a rather plain man. He looks like he would follow the letter of the law down any path it would take him. Quite the rule follower, and it makes sense that Daddy would have used him for this purpose. Lord knows there are a large group of people who would love to contest even the smallest loophole. It’s standing room only, the wood door propped open to let wives seven and eight peek their heads in from the hallway.

      It’s actually as much of a circus as I feared, with my mother and me being granted the dubious honor of the two chairs in front of the desk. It also means everyone can watch us.

      Christopher is here, standing in the corner, looking as if he’d like to be anywhere but here—which must be a lie, because he didn’t have to come. Unless he wants the fortune.

      Acid burns my throat. So, he’s as money hungry as everyone in this room. I wish I didn’t know that about him. It would have been better not to come, if only to avoid facing that fact.

      That Christopher wants Daddy’s fortune.

      “Thank you for gathering today,” Mr. Smith says in a voice dry as leaves in the fall. “While many wills are handled via mail, this is a rather unusual case. I have asked any interested parties to attend so that we may all have closure and put an end to the numerous inquiries to the firm.”

      In other words the phone must be ringing off the hook with people wanting some of Daddy’s money. My stomach feels inside out. Did he know what kind of mess he would leave behind? He must have thought about it when he wrote whatever’s on that piece of paper the lawyer’s holding. Did he think of how it would feel to be surrounded by so many ex-wives and stepsiblings, all of whom are essentially strangers?

      Did he know that Mom would be holding her head high, certain he would stand by her in the end? I sure as hell hope so. We’re about to find out in the most public way.

      A violent, hacking clearing of the throat. And then Mr. Smith begins to read. “If you’re reading this, that means I’m finally at peace. And though I’ll miss a good many things on this earth, one of them won’t be the exorbitant amount of money I’ve paid lawyers over the years.”

      There’s a nervous laugh from the side that’s abruptly silenced.

      In the same monotone Mr. Smith continues, “To the son that I never had, Christopher Bardot, I bequeath Liquid Asset as well as a small trust with which to care for her. I wish we could have sailed together more than once.”

      I’m jolted out of my grief-stricken stupor at the sound of his name. A ripple of excitement runs through the room. Christopher isn’t his biological child, which means there’s hope for everyone else in this room.

      “As for the rest of my assets, both liquid and otherwise,” Mr. Smith reads, “I bequeath them in entirety to my daughter, Harper St. Claire.”

      There’s a gasp in the room, and I’m painfully aware of the looks of pure venom being shot in my direction. All I can do is stare straight ahead, shocked at hearing my father’s final words, even if spoken in a voice so unlike his own. It’s strange that hollowness can feel so solid, a physical sensation that threatens to bend me at the waist. Daddy, come back.

      Nothing is so cold and so calculating as money in a void where love and hope had been. I don’t want his billions of dollars, or however much his fortune amounts to. I never did. If there’s one upside in all of this, it’s that Mom will finally be able to relax. A small comfort.

      “I have a stipulation for Harper, who is still young and impressionable as I write this. The money will be placed into a trust, which will only transfer to her when she turns twenty-five.”

      A heavy hum of conversation pierces my haze. That’s seven years away. Seven years before I can return to Smith College. Seven years before my mother can stop marrying whoever will have her.

      “Of course I don’t want to cause undue burden to her, so she may access money as needed for her education and living situation. But only for her. No one else may use the money, including my ex-wife.”

      “No,” I say, my voice rusty. “Stop.”

      He can’t do this to her, not in front of all these people. How can he humiliate her this way? He must have known. God, he must have known.

      Mr. Smith gives me a pitying look before reading on. “To that end I name Christopher Bardot as the executor of the trust. I know that he will make sure my wishes are honored and that my only daughter is well cared for in my absence.”

      The paper has barely brushed the gleaming wooden surface of the desk when the room erupts into chaos. There are demands to confirm the validity of the will, insistence that they will contest it. When I bring myself to look sideways, I see my mother has turned to stone—she’s frozen in place, a look of polite acceptance on her face.

      It’s too horrible.

      I grab her hand and drag her from the room, pushing through people I don’t even recognize in my quest to reach the wide marble hallway. How are we even going to find a taxi in this mess? We’ll be flagged down, caught on camera. This is what rich people have bodyguards for, but we’re not rich regardless of what just happened in that lawyer’s office. We have nothing, maybe not even a way to pay the hotel bill. I spin in the hallway, useless. There’s nowhere to run.

      Christopher appears out of nowhere. “Come on, there’s a car waiting.”

      I’m too frantic to even ask a question, like where we’re going. He could say we’re driving into the depths of hell, and I’d probably still follow him, taking Mom by the hand, pulling us both into the cocoon of a darkened limo. The press see us as Christopher moves to step inside, running toward us with their microphones outstretched and video cameras hot on their heels as the door shuts. Then the limo eases forward, taking us far away.

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling both numb and exhilarated.

      Christopher glances out the back window, his expression grim. “Damn him,” he mutters. “He should have given you some warning at least.”

      Damn him. I cling to those two words like they’re a life preserver. Like when Christopher helped me break into the artist studio. We’re together, aren’t we? “You won’t help him, will you?”

      My mother runs a shaky hand through her hair. “I’m ruined. No one will have me after this. Half the town knows what happened by now. There’s probably a YouTube video.”

      I hate that she’s right. Daddy did more than make sure she couldn’t get his money. In that one public moment he made sure she would never marry well again. Everyone will say there must be something wrong with her, for Daddy to omit her this way. She’ll be the laughingstock of high society. Those rich husbands of hers, they didn’t only marry her body. They married her position in society. Her connections. The way she could host a dinner party with senators and billionaires. It doesn’t matter if I become a world-renowned artist, my mother will never get another society invitation again.

      The limo turns onto the highway and speeds up. I’m sitting next to my mother, and I reach across the supple leather to take her hand in mine. Across from us Christopher looks haggard. He stares out the tinted window where the city speeds by.

      I squeeze my mother’s hand. “It will be okay.”

      “How?” Her mouth forms the word, but no sound comes out.

      “Christopher will help us,” I say, the words like a tether. The red and white life preserver for me to hold on to when it’s too hard to swim. He’s always been there when I need him. Why would this time be any different? “He’s the executor, so he’s the one who decides what counts as being for me or for you. He’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

      God knows there’s enough money in that trust fund to take care of my mother twenty times over, in the most extravagant ways she can think up. I didn’t expect Daddy to leave me empty-handed, necessarily, but I also didn’t expect to get every terrible cent.

      The entire St. Claire fortune, minus the yacht.

      I look at Christopher, but he hasn’t moved. I might as well have turned him to granite, the same way I did to my father at the exhibit. I don’t feel like I’m cursed and full of rage. My dirty-blonde hair doesn’t slither and hiss, but the men around me are as cold and hard as stone.

      “You’ll help us, won’t you? It’s too cruel, what Daddy did. It’s wrong. If the money is mine, I can spend it however I want. Why shouldn’t Mom get some of it?”

      It won’t matter if none of the rich assholes who think they own the world will marry my mother, not if she’s already taken care of. It will hurt her to be shunned by her so-called friends, but at least she’ll be able to live comfortably.

      The strong profile and ebony hair does not move a single centimeter even as the limo exits the freeway and turns toward our hotel. Through the windshield I can see a small crowd gathered at the front door. The press. Not the hard-hitting journalism that exposed the corruption at my old school after my Medusa painting. These are the tabloid freelancers and gossip bloggers. We aren’t celebrities in the way that a musician or a model is, but everyone likes to see the rich brought low. They’ve come to gloat at my mother’s pain.

      “Christopher!”

      He speaks in a low voice to the driver, who turns before we reach the crowd. There’s already a uniformed cop waiting to direct us into the parking garage. An entrance for celebrities and politicians, I realize. Someone set this up ahead of time. A way into the building without having to run the gauntlet of paparazzi.

      Someone who knew we would need this.

      “You,” I whisper, my chest crushed by a thousand-pound weight.

      Christopher finally looks at me, and I can’t contain my gasp as I see the resignation in his eyes. “It’s his last request, Harper. The only thing he ever asked of me. How can I say no?”
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      It takes me forty-five minutes and a Valium to get my mother to relax in her bedroom, her lashes still damp from tears of anxiety and grief. Light batters my eyes as I step out of her bedroom and close the door gently behind me.

      “Have you always taken care of her like that?” Christopher asks from the large windows that frame the city, his hands behind his back, looking out.

      How dare he judge? He doesn’t know her, or he wouldn’t even be considering doing what Daddy asked him to do. And he doesn’t know me, if he thinks I would speak to him ever again. “I’m sorry that not everyone in the world can live up to your exacting standards. I suppose we should all be so heartless as to put money before family.”

      He glances back, his eyes flashing. “Is that what I’m doing?”

      If I were smart, I’d heed the warning in his voice, but he’s the one with the GPA and the plans to take over the world. I’m the troublemaker. “Aren’t you?”

      A hollow laugh. “Is that why you think I stopped kissing you that night at the studio? Because you’re my stepsister? Because I think of you like family?”

      The way he says family it might as well mean nuclear waste. “I mean, yeah. But now I think maybe it was something else.”

      Those black eyes that hold so many secrets, they look over my body from the top to the bottom with such slow, obvious hunger that it seems impossible I would not have seen it before. “You aren’t my sister, Harper St. Claire. And I have never, not once, thought of you that way.”

      My skin lights up under his stark perusal. “Then how do you think of me?”

      He stalks forward until my back hits the wall of the suite. “Like you’re the daughter of the only man who ever gave a damn about me.” His mouth is only two inches away from mine…an inch…and then I can feel the gentle caress of his breath against my lips. “You were completely off-limits, when he was alive—” A rough sound. “And even more so now that he’s gone and asked me to do this thing that will make you hate me.”

      “Then don’t do it,” I beg softly, and it’s almost a kiss, my lips moving near his.

      “You have no idea, Harper. No idea what you’re asking me.”

      “He was wrong to make that rule!”

      “Maybe so, but I don’t know what the hell happened between your mom and him. It’s not my place to judge whether he should have done it or not. It’s his money, and this is how he wants it spent.”

      “It’s my money,” I say, my voice made imperious with impotent rage.

      He huffs his amusement. “Spoken like a true St. Claire.”

      “Christopher, I don’t know if you think we’re only in this for billions of dollars. I don’t care about that. We have nothing. She has nothing. All she needs is enough to live off of. You can have the rest.”

      He steps back as if I slapped him. “You think I want your inheritance?”

      Something wavers inside me. Did I go too far? Christopher is going to let my mother starve because he wants to honor a request that should never have been made. That’s wrong. Not me standing up for her. “Everyone else in that room wanted it. And you were there.”

      It’s like watching ice form over a lake in a matter of seconds. The water had seemed deep and unnerving, but now he’s simply impenetrable. “The only reason I went to that damn reading is because the lawyer called me this morning and said I should come. And something in his voice told me it was going to be bad, so I had the car waiting for us and the hotel on standby.”

      My throat feels scratchy, like I’m near tears. “I didn’t thank you for that.”

      “I don’t want your thanks. I don’t want that fucking yacht, either. And I sure as hell don’t want a single cent from your inheritance.”

      “We’ve been living in a motel.” The words burst out of me, ugly and hushed so my mother doesn’t wake up. “Every day Mom takes one of her jewelry pieces to the pawn shop, where they give her a few cents for every dollar that it’s really worth. That’s how we pay the bill so we have a place to sleep that night.”

      My words crack the ice around him, at least enough so that I see the old Christopher looking back at me, the one who would have dived into the ocean to save me. “Hell.”

      “Daddy paid for my tuition and my private dorm room directly, but that’s it. If I had asked for anything more, he would have had his investigators look into us again.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t understand.”

      The words spill from me, more careless with our secrets than I’ve ever been. No, not careless. Trusting him to do what’s right. “When I was nine, Mom was between husbands. We had this shitty apartment on the outskirts of LA and ate ramen noodles every night. It sucked, but I didn’t really care. But I cared when Mom said we couldn’t afford to get more paint, so I called Daddy.” Tears sting my eyes, and it’s such a twisted feeling to mourn him right now, to love him and hate him at the same time. “He came down on us like freaking Zeus from Mount Olympus. He took me to New York City until she had enough money to come get me, and that was only when she had found this asshole director who wanted her as his side piece. She did that for me, so that I could come back.”

      Christopher stares at me as if testing the words, weighing them the way he must weigh every sentence spoken in his crazy-smart Emerson business classes, the way he must gauge everything around him with that stone-cold confidence. And he must see in me the desperate truth, because he stalks back to the window and curses under his breath.

      He’s not even facing me, but I’m utterly and completely exposed. I could strip naked in this suite and still not be as naked as I feel right now. This is something I don’t talk about with anyone, least of all with a man who’s saved me twice. It’s something of a pattern already, and that should be enough for me to make it stop. I can’t depend on anyone, even him.

      But I can’t let my mother go back to arguing with the landlord for a few extra days. Not when I’m living like a princess at Smith College in the dorm Daddy paid extra to get. I can’t let her whore herself to some asshole with money when I’m the heiress to a freaking fortune.

      If I’ve convinced Christopher, the shame I’m feeling would have been worth it.

      Please let it be enough.

      He faces me, and he’s so fully Christopher, so much the person standing beside me with his forearms on the railing that I breathe a sigh of relief. This man, I know him. He’s the one I can count on to catch me when I’m falling.

      “Harper,” he says. My throat squeezes. He sounds like he’s facing a firing squad. “Maybe it’s wrong to use this against you, but you told me about that husband, the one who owned the job website. The one who climbed into your bed. And that makes me think your dad was right.”

      “No,” I whisper, because this isn’t going to end the way I hoped.

      “He knew, okay? Your father knew that I’m a man of my word. He knew how much that meant to me… and why it means so much to me.”

      “Why?” I whisper, even though I know he isn’t going to tell me. This is a man who hoards secrets the way a dragon keeps gold and jewels in his lair.

      I would rather have no money than have a trust fund I can’t use to support my mother… which Daddy probably knew, too. It was a final fuck you to the woman he could never get over. I accepted that weakness from Daddy a long time ago, but having him use Christopher to do it makes my stomach turn over.

      I would be pissed, my friend had said once. Like he’s trying to control you with money, even though he has so much. And for the first time I do feel pissed.

      “He appointed me as the executor, and not the hundred other men he knows could have done it. Because he knew I would have to do it, if he asked me. And that I would never take a single cent out of the damn trust fund for myself or anyone else.”

      “Isn’t there something more important than keeping your word? Isn’t there doing what’s right?”

      A dark laugh. “Not to me.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      He’s made of stone again, any semblance of vulnerability turned hard. “It’s already done, Harper. It was done before today. Before the art studio. It was done when your father sat down and wrote the will, knowing exactly what would happen.”

      “You’re giving him all the power.” All the power to ruin whatever was between us. That kiss standing beneath Medusa’s wrathful gaze. Maybe we had been doomed from the beginning.

      “It’s not his choice anymore, Harper. Not even yours. It’s mine. And I’m going to do this for you, because he asked me to, and because it’s the only way I can protect you, even from yourself. You’ll give away every cent if you think it will help someone.”

      “Protect me? This isn’t the Massachusetts Bay! I’m not sitting on the damn rail.”

      “You told me to leave you alone then, too. And I’ll never regret staying on deck so that I could dive in after you. I’ll do it again if I have to.”

      What would it take for this man to see me as a woman? As someone that can make her own decisions instead of as a maiden who needs saving. But I don’t think it’s even about me or what I need. He already told me, didn’t he? It’s his choice, and he would rather be a white knight whether it helps me or not.

      “Christopher,” I say, my voice low and desperate. “That kiss.”

      His black eyes sharpen. “What about it?”

      “It means something to me.” Even if I have to slash my skin to pieces. That’s how much Christopher is worth to me. It’s more than a girlish crush, the way I feel about him. The feelings that are wavering like a drop of water on a petal, about to slide away.

      “I told you it was a mistake.”

      I swallow hard. “I think you’re lying. I think it meant something to you, too.”

      His eyes are more opaque than ever, obsidian and shining. He twists his mouth into a look that’s worse than dislike—into pity. “You’re young, but I didn’t think you were stupid. A kiss doesn’t mean anything.”

      My father’s death should have been enough to break me, but somehow I was whole. Until now, when I’m in a million pieces at Christopher Bardot’s feet. “No.”

      “I felt bad for you, to be honest. That’s why I wrote you back.”

      “You’re lying,” I say, hating the tears in my eyes.

      “You weren’t a sister to me.” His words are cold, his eyes unfeeling. There’s no doubt he means those words. “You meant nothing to me. Just a poor little rich girl, all along.”

      Betrayal knots itself in my stomach, so tight and so deep I’m not sure I’ll ever be free of it. “Then why don’t you walk away, if I mean so little? Let me manage the trust fund, and you never have to talk to me again.”

      “Obligation. This is something I have to do out of respect for your father.”

      Not out of respect for me. Never that.

      Both men and money have a way of disappearing when you need them most. It’s something I learned early, but clearly I needed to learn it again. Neither my stepbrother nor the inheritance were anything I could count on.

      Neither of them were anything I could trust.
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      The paper in my hand has been crushed in my fist and smoothed out with shaking hands so many times the ink has almost faded. Almost, but I have the words memorized anyway.

      “Where is he?” I ask the pretty receptionist without introducing myself. It must be obvious who I am, unless Christopher Bardot likes to torment women all over the country. He might have given her a heads-up; Like, “by the way, I have a stepsister who hates my guts.” Maybe they laugh about it before she gives him a blow job from beneath his desk.

      That seems like exactly the kind of thing he would do.

      “He’s in a meeting,” she says, clearly planning to block me. But her eyes give her away, her gaze darting to the frosted-glass doors to her right.

      “Don’t bother buzzing me in,” I tell her, already heading in that direction.

      When I push open the door, I’m confronted by a large conference room with dark wood paneling and leather chairs. There’s only one man inside.

      And it’s not him.

      Where Christopher’s hair is dark, this man’s is a deep gold, as if it’s been turned that way from hours spent in the sun. Instead of eyes black like obsidian, this man has blue eyes that look as bright as the sky on a hot summer day.

      In so many ways they’re opposite, but there’s something about him that’s similar. The strength inherent in their bodies. The hunger for more than what he has. I recognize an ambitious man the way a gazelle lifts her head and senses a tiger nearby.

      This man takes his time examining my body. I shiver a little in the cool office air, goose bumps on my skin. It’s only the air-conditioning that makes my nipples turn hard beneath the cotton T-shirt, at least I think so, but it’s embarrassing either way.

      “May I help you?” he says, and in those four words I hear a deep Southern drawl. While his eyes express acute interest, his tone is considerably more reserved.

      “I’m looking for Christopher Bardot.” My voice comes out strong, which is impressive when you consider the carnal appetite in this man’s eyes would make a siren blush. If I weren’t riding high on righteous anger I’d probably stammer and stumble like every other female of the species must do when faced with a man as clearly alpha as this one. Some evolutionary instinct grabs hold of my ovaries and says, this man will hunt and protect and fuck.

      “He’s not in the office at the moment, but if you want to sit down a spell, you can tell me what he’s done to piss you off. Maybe there’s something I can do to help.”

      “Do you have a piñata shaped like him and a bat? That would help.”

      He stares at me for a moment, and I think he’s about to throw me out on the street. That would probably be the right thing to do considering he doesn’t know who I am. Instead he throws his head back and laughs. “I like your spirit, even if I can’t condone your methods. My business partner has many annoying qualities, but even so, I would like him intact.”

      “Your business partner?”

      “Sutton Mayfair,” he says, standing as he introduces himself with old-world manners. There are stacks of papers surrounding him on the glossy conference table. Clearly I’ve interrupted him at work, but he doesn’t look impatient in the least. There’s something deceptively casual about him in his slightly rumpled suit and blond hair an inch too long. The kind of deception that would make his enemies underestimate him.

      “So you must know where I can find him.”

      “You can leave a message at the front desk.”

      “And lose the element of surprise? I’d rather not.”

      A small smile. “I know where he’ll be tonight. There’s some party happening, and we’re supposed to go. I wasn’t looking forward to wearing a penguin suit for the rich and powerful in Tanglewood, but the evening will be a whole lot more interesting if you’re there.”

      My eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why would you help me?”

      “Perhaps I want to see you in an evening dress.”

      I’ve been asked out a hundred times before, but never with the blunt self-assurance that this man conveys. It’s a strange combination of courtesy and outright lust. “Are you taking advantage of the situation, Sutton?”

      His blue eyes dance with humor. “I’m an opportunist, and I think you might be one too.”

      “Fine, I’ll take it.”

      “I’d much rather pick you up. Maybe have dinner first.”

      Have a date with Christopher’s business partner? He would probably have a heart attack at the idea that anyone would treat me as a woman instead of a child. “A gentleman would add my name to the guest list.”

      “Did I give you the impression that I was a gentleman? My apologies.”

      “Now I can see why Christopher went into business with you.”

      He places a hand on his heart, and even a few yards away I can see the roughened skin of him, the calluses and the faint white scars. Those are the hands of a working man, for all that he wears a suit and works in a high-rise now. “Ruthless,” he says.

      “If that means I have my own invitation to the party.” There’s something alluring about Sutton Mayfair. If I met him in New York City, if he asked me out in a bar, I would say yes. But I can’t trust him knowing he’s tied to Christopher Bardot. Not even for one night.

      Really, there’s no end to the things Christopher will ruin for me.

      “On one condition,” he says. “Show me what you’re holding.”

      The paper. I’m wearing my power boots and a T-shirt that says, Feminist AF. Of course he would have noticed my one weakness. It’s the reason I’m here in this office. Here in Tanglewood. The reason I need an invitation to the party tonight.

      Swallowing down my shame, I toss the crumpled ball onto the cherrywood. He picks it up and smooths it out, his large fingers unerringly gentle with the worried bill.

      “Looks like someone didn’t pay this,” he says, one square-tipped finger running down the credit card statement. I have a prickling sensation that tells me he would be able to recite its entire contents despite his good-old-boy demeanor.

      “And that someone will have to answer to me. Tonight.”

      He folds the paper carefully in half, and then half again. When he hands it back, it’s almost completely flat. “Do you need money?”

      “I have money.” Not the ability to spend it—one of life’s ironies.

      He takes a step toward me, and suddenly I’m taking a step back. How did this man go from accommodating to dangerous in one second flat? “Christopher mentioned you.”

      My mouth feels dry. I tell myself I don’t care about what Christopher says, that I don’t care what this man thinks of me. “Did he?”

      “He made you sound about this high. A child.”

      There’s acid in my throat. “Of course.”

      “Now that I see you, I think he was holding out on me.” Those blue eyes look at more than just my body; they look inside me, finding the sensitive places—pressing on them, only a little. Enough to make me gasp when his gaze catches mine.

      “I’m not a child,” I say, which only serves to make me sound like a child.

      “No,” he says, his lips forming the word, almost soundless. “Do you think Christopher is really confused about that? Do you think he sees that mouth and doesn’t imagine all the things he could do to it? Do you think he doesn’t think about you when he comes?”

      My cheeks warm. “How dare you.”

      He gives me a smile that can only be described as indecent. “Maybe he is that blind.”

      I follow his stark blue gaze down to my chest, where my nipples have become hard at the E and the A. Even while my mind denies what this man is saying to me, my body already agrees. Christopher has always treated me like a child, but this man… he knows I’m a woman.

      “There can’t be anything between us. I hate your business partner.”

      “You think that’s a requirement for being my lover? Come to the gala tonight. Make him suffer all you want, as long as you don’t go home with him at the end of the night.”

      Surprise steals my breath, along with an unnerving rush of arousal. It’s pure heat between my legs, the opposite of the ice-cold Christopher leaves me with. Who knew I would find the caveman thing so hot? I blame evolution, an ages-old certainty that this man could protect me from saber-tooth tigers. “You have no right to say that.”

      He gives me a half smile that doesn’t quite dispute my words. Not yet, it seems to say instead. A caveman he might be, but he also has a sense of determined patience. Too bad I’ve had my share of men with ambition. Whether they’re brooding and reserved like Christopher or confident and possessive like this one, they have no place in my world.
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      “I’ve heard the strangest rumor,” says the familiar voice over the phone, “that my best friend is in the city. I said there’s no way because she didn’t tell me she was visiting.”

      I stare up at the crystal and gold chandelier that hangs above me, set in a thick crown molding. I’m staying at L’Etoile, a boutique hotel in downtown. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but it’s complicated.”

      “So it’s about your stepbrother.”

      “You didn’t tell me he moved to Tanglewood.”

      She’s quiet a moment, and I know the accusation came out in my voice too strong. “I wasn’t sure he’d stick around, but Harper… he’s going to be in your life. There’s no escaping that, at least until you turn twenty-five.”

      “And not a second too soon.” I’ve mostly managed to avoid the trust fund altogether, besides the payments to Smith College, which were sent automatically.

      It’s obscene the amount of money sitting in a bank account under my name. It’s only gotten bigger under Christopher’s careful stewardship, his investments making me one of the richest women in the country. The man knows how to turn money into more money, that’s for sure. The Midas touch. I could buy a castle on every continent if I wanted one, but I can’t even write a check to charity.

      The biggest upside to graduating this past spring was never having to touch the trust fund again. Until the credit card bill was an exception to the rule. A time when I had actually needed the trust fund and the ridiculous amount of money inside it.

      Naturally, that means I couldn’t have it.

      “I’m at the Emerald,” she says, referring to the gorgeous old hotel that Gabriel Miller bought her near Smith College while she goes to grad school. “But you can still stay at our place. I can call the security firm to let you in.”

      “Nah, I like L’Etoile. The way they’ve bastardized everything beautiful appeals to me.”

      She laughs softly and then sobers. “How’s your mom?”

      “In remission,” I say, my throat tight.

      “If you need help…” The offer hangs in the air, sharp enough to leave scratch marks on my skin. “You were there for me when my father was sick. Don’t think I’ve forgotten that.”

      “And you didn’t take a cent from me.”

      “Harper.”

      “We’re managing,” I tell her softly, which is mostly true. My paintings are just shocking enough to sell for large sums of money through my Etsy shop, usually sold a few minutes after I post them on my Instagram account. That money has supported me and my mother, but the medical bills are a little too intense for even a bloodthirsty Calypso.

      “Have you talked to Christopher?”

      “Tonight. I have an invitation to the Tanglewood Historical Society’s Annual Gala.”

      She groans. “You’re going to run the gauntlet?”

      “It was the only way I could find him. He wasn’t at his office.” I hesitate, a little uncertain whether I want to ask the next question. There’s something intimate about my encounter there, more intimate than it should seem for talking to a stranger with the conference room door open. “Have you met Sutton Mayfair?”

      “No, but I’ve heard about him. He’s new on the scene, so naturally all the old-money girls are obsessed with him.” Her voice turns speculative. “Apparently he’s very sexy.”

      “If you like that Southern-boy charm.” Which apparently I do? I haven’t had much exposure to that in LA or New York City, but turns out it’s seductive in a visceral way. It was easy to friendzone the artists at Smith College. Easy to roll my eyes at the ambitious business students, enough like Christopher Bardot to make me hate them on sight.

      Harder to ignore the masculine confidence inherent in Sutton Mayfair.

      “It’s more than an act. He grew up on a ranch, so you know…” Her voice sounds like pure wickedness as the words trail off.

      “So he likes mucking stalls?”

      “He’s probably good with rope, I was going to say.”

      That makes me laugh when I didn’t think it was possible, not in my current mood. This is why Avery is my best friend. She can make me laugh even when I’m walking the figurative plank over a circle of rabid sharks. “I’m absolutely one hundred percent positive I won’t be finding out whether he’s good with rope.”

      “Never say never.”

      I remember the heat in his blue-sky eyes and shiver with remembered response. “I’m going to the gala to see Christopher. I doubt I’ll even talk to Sutton there, especially if he has the old-money girls flipping their hair to get him into bed.”

      “Okay,” she says cheerfully, clearly not believing a word.

      “And even if I did talk to him, I have no interest in going to bed with some overmuscled Neanderthal who looks amazing in a suit. I like my men more… enlightened.”

      “Mhmm. I’m going to have someone send over this dress I ordered online but haven’t worn yet. It’s red and shimmery and it will look incredible on you.”

      “I don’t need a dress,” I say, even though absolutely nothing in my canvas carry-on is suitable for a gala. There are sundresses and skinny jeans and paint-splattered pj’s.

      “Text me when you get home, or I’ll worry about you.”

      “You’re just hoping I give you dirty details, but there won’t be anything dirty. There’s only going to be me telling Christopher he’s an arrogant jerk face, and him bending to my will.”

      She laughs. “Okay, but text me anyway.”

      The dress arrives an hour later, even more gorgeous than she made it sound. There’s a red silk bodice that makes my modest breasts look impressive in the ornate gold-plated wall mirror. And a black wrap skirt that floats around me like liquid when I walk, revealing an impressive amount of leg. It’s a dress that a modern-day goddess would wear, along with the black and red Louboutins included in the box. In short I’m dressed to kill.
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      The gala takes place in the Tanglewood Country Club, a place that charges enough money to its members that the carpet shouldn’t look quite as shabby as it does. It’s a place with more clout than taste, which probably says more about the historical society than they think.

      I can hear the gentle hum of voices and clink of glasses from down the hallway. The suited security guard makes me wait while he searches a printed guest list, which I’m not on. Do they really have a problem with party crashers hungry for dry quiche and dry conversation? Maybe it’s been too long since we moved in wealthy circles, because my hands start to sweat. I don’t belong here, at least not in spirit, and even this random stranger knows it.

      Only when he uses his phone to check his e-mail does he find my late addition.

      Holding my head high, I stride through the room. Avery grew up in Tanglewood, so I’m guessing she knows most of the people in this room. I know basically no one, and I don’t see Christopher anywhere.

      There are admiring looks because of the amazing dress.

      Curious looks, because of my anonymity.

      A familiar drawl slows my step. “Not sure it’s better falling down,” Sutton says, his back turned to me, speaking to an older woman who clearly does not appreciate his words.

      “The Tanglewood Library has an important history, and it’s the job of the society to preserve that. We aren’t going to give it to just anyone who moves in with money.”

      “It hasn’t been given away, Mrs. Rosemont. I bought it.”

      Her face flushes red, and I realize I’ve stumbled into the scene that every single person will be talking about in Tanglewood tomorrow morning. Unless I somehow stop it.

      “Do you think money counts for everything, young man? You’ll find that money can’t buy you everything. It can’t buy you a construction permit if we tell city hall not to give you one.”

      “He bought it because he values the foundation,” I say, tucking my hand through Sutton’s arm as if I belong there. He stiffens only slightly but doesn’t give me away. “Maintaining the historical integrity is an important part of the Mayfair-Bardot corporate philosophy. They plan to work closely with the society to ensure they do it justice.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Then why haven’t they contacted us before now?”

      I shake my head, commiserating with her at the cluelessness of men. “They’ve been overly focused on things like paperwork and permits. That’s why they’re here tonight, though. To meet you and ask for your help in doing this the right way.”

      “I see.” She looks pissed, but at least she stops threatening him. “The gala is hardly the place to discuss details.”

      Sutton clears his throat. “We would be happy to host you at our offices at your earliest convenience. We wouldn’t dream of moving forward without the society’s input.”

      “You need more than our input,” the woman says sharply. “You need our approval or you’ll never get the construction permits you need from the mayor’s office.”

      I manage to keep a straight face, even though it’s painfully clear that Sutton and Christopher had planned to move forward without the society’s input. It may not have even occurred to them that the society might object—or that they could put in place roadblocks with building permits. I may not know the specifics of Tanglewood, but I know high society. Even if the society itself doesn’t have any power, the husbands of its members certainly do.

      Sutton manages to use that Southern charm to win Mrs. Rosemont over, so that she’s blushing and trying not to smile by the time she’s called away by another woman.

      “You saved me,” he murmurs the second we’re alone.

      The words startle me, because I’m so used to being the one who needs saving. The one who gets saved again and again, even when I don’t want that. It’s an illicit delight, being the one who does the saving. No wonder Christopher likes it so much. “You would have figured it out.”

      “I’m a lot better with a construction crew than I am with women.”

      Considering the looks he’s getting from around the room, he’s underestimating himself. Even so I have to admit he wasn’t doing so well when I found him. “Were you really planning on restoring a historical site without consulting anyone?”

      “It was less of a restoration, more of a teardown and rebuild.”

      I groan. “City hall is going to block you so fast.”

      “We own the deed,” he drawls.

      “And they own the city. You can fight them, but that’s a last resort. Especially for people who are new to the city like you. It’s going to take a while before you have friends.”

      He looks at me, mystified. “You made friends with that woman.”

      “That’s because I’m interested in people more than money. You should try it sometime.”

      A rough laugh, the kind I can imagine beneath a vivid sunset in the country. “It’s always the people who come from money who think it doesn’t matter.”

      “It’s always the ambitious ones that crush everyone in their way.”

      He pulls me close, and only then do I realize I’m still holding his arm. That we’re locked together in the middle of the ballroom. Everyone is looking at us and pretending not to see. They’ll be talking about the mystery woman tomorrow. “Then I had better keep you nearby, so you can protect everyone.”

      My throat tightens. The idea that I can protect anyone… even metaphorically, it’s completely absurd. I’m the helpless one, aren’t I? At least that’s how Christopher Bardot sees me.

      A shiver runs through me. I turn to find him behind me, as if conjured from my thoughts. I yank my hand away from Sutton, which only makes me look guilty. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I’m allowed to be here, but Christopher always makes me feel like a troublesome child.

      “There you are,” I say lamely.

      His eyes are narrowed on me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you. You must have known I would come.”

      “A phone call would have worked.”

      “Not when it’s my mother’s health we’re talking about.”

      “We should discuss this in private.” He turns to Sutton, and his eyes somehow grow even colder. “How did she even know I would be here?”

      Sutton gives a small smile, completely undisturbed by his business partner’s fury. “You didn’t tell me she was skilled in diplomacy. She already smoothed things over with the historical society.”

      “For now,” I say.

      He studies me, as if looking at me through fresh eyes. Almost. The speculation is gone in a second, leaving only the cold remoteness I know so well. “Follow me,” he says, turning and leaving me to trail behind him.

      Sutton holds out his arm, and I realize he’s going to come with us.

      Or at least he’s offering to escort me. Does he think I need backup? Looking at his face, I realize he doesn’t. It’s something far more base. Male possession, except he’s asking my permission.

      One of these men sees me as competent. The other as a helpless girl. One sees me as powerful. The other as weak. I put my hand in Sutton’s arm and walk side by side out of the ballroom, confirming the suspicion of everyone at the gala. They’ll all be certain we’re together, and the crazy thing is, I’m not sure they’re wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            A Tea Party

          

        

      

    

    
      We find a private room with a handful of old chairs and a fireplace. How many corrupt deals were forged between these four walls? How much money changed hands?

      Christopher stands in the corner by the window, his back turned toward us. What does he see? Is he like some conquering warrior, looking at what he plans to take?

      In contrast Sutton takes a seat near the fire, one leg slung over the other. His pose is casual, but I’m not fooled. His blue eyes are watchful. He’s a powerful adversary, but I’m not sure who he’s opposing. Christopher? Or me? Maybe the both of us.

      We might be enemies, all three of us.

      “You stopped payment to the hospital,” I say without preamble. He knows what he did. “I honestly thought you couldn’t sink any lower, but you proved me wrong.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Christopher says, his expression grave.

      “In case you’re wondering, I would have asked for Daddy’s help with this if he were alive. And you know what? He would have said yes, so don’t pretend this is the high road.”

      “The instructions didn’t leave any ambiguity.”

      “And you’re such a rule follower, are you? You didn’t even contact the Tanglewood Historical Society when tearing down a historical property.”

      “I follow the rules when I agree with them.”

      My mouth drops open. “You don’t agree with helping my mom beat cancer?”

      “Hell,” he bites out. “That money wasn’t going toward medicine. You were buying a butterfly garden for the hospital. And what was that going to get her? A California king-sized hospital bed? A marble bathroom? A doctor to wait on her hand and foot like a goddamned pool boy?”

      “I hate you.” Not the most logical and persuasive argument, but there’s something about Christopher that always cuts through my defenses. He turns me into the wild child that he thinks I am, no matter that years have passed since that night on the yacht.

      He runs a hand over his face. “I’m not a monster. I cut off the hospital from taking any more installments from you, but I made sure there was a card on file for her medical expenses.”

      “Your personal credit card.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I’m not letting you pay for her medicine. We don’t need your charity. It’s my responsibility, and it will be paid for with my money. As soon as you call the bank and tell them to lift the hold.”

      Christopher stares at me, and I feel my stomach drop. I know determination when I see it, and it’s there in spades in his cold, black eyes. He’s not going to budge, but neither am I. We’re at an impasse, the same one we’ve been in since that night in New York City.

      Sutton clears his throat. “It’s quite a moral dilemma you’ve got yourself.”

      “She finds herself in those often,” Christopher says.

      “I was talking to you,” Sutton says in that slow drawl that smooths his sharp words, a flowing stream over sharp rocks. “I knew you were mercenary, but this is cold even for you.”

      Christopher gives him a sardonic look. “Is there any reason you’re here or do you just like seeing me at my worst?”

      I’m mildly appeased to hear that I’m the reason for his worst days, but he looks remarkably composed if that’s true. Remarkably put together in his tux and shiny shoes. He fits into this room better than Sutton does, better than I do, even if he doesn’t respect the order of things.

      “I have a solution to propose,” Sutton says. “Something that might appease everyone in the room. We need someone to smooth things over with the historical society. Neither you nor I have the time or the ability to make nice with them.”

      Christopher barks a laugh that makes me flinch. “You’re not suggesting Harper.”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?” I ask, stung more than I should be. Nothing he says should matter to me. It’s a weakness that it does. “That someone thinks I’m good for something more than shopping or spa days?”

      Christopher blinks, looking, for maybe the first time in his life, uncertain. “Is that how you think I see you? You’re a talented artist, Harper.”

      “And I’m stuck begging for my mother’s life.”

      “She’s in remission.”

      “How would you know that?”

      Sutton leans forward, drawing my attention away from the man I want to throttle. Unlike Christopher he doesn’t look unmoved by my mother’s situation. Instead there’s a notch of concern between his eyes. “So she is in remission?”

      “For now.” There’s a sense of relief, however brief, that someone other than me worries about Mom. That particular load, I’ve carried since I was six years old.

      “Good.” He relaxes again, as if he cares about what happens to her. And maybe he does. That’s a normal trait, concern for your fellow human beings. “We have a lot poured into this reconstruction. Everything we have, in fact.”

      Christopher makes a quelling motion. “This doesn’t concern her.”

      “We worked out a thousand different angles with economics and real estate and legal, but we didn’t consider this. Which is probably why our permits have been tied up in city hall for weeks now. We didn’t realize the power the historical society holds—”

      “Unofficial power,” Christopher adds darkly.

      Sutton nods. “You saw what we missed in less than a minute.”

      “Have you really put everything you have into this?” I know that Christopher doesn’t have as much money as the trust fund. Really, who does? His was a white-collar background, for all that his mother married into my family for a few seasons. But I don’t know what he has, specifically. He’s always refused to take even a nominal salary for the work in managing my inheritance. Which is annoying, really. A nice salary and bonuses for the kind of growth the fund has had should be standard. Why hasn’t he let me pay him for it, if he has limited funds?

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” Christopher says, which means yes.

      “We have enough for construction,” Sutton says, “which isn’t pocket change. But walking away from the library isn’t really an option with what we’ve put into it. It’s our plan A, plan B, and plan C. There’s no alternative.”

      “Why didn’t you put some of the trust fund into it? Like as an investment?”

      His eyes flash. “That would be unethical.”

      “Like letting a sick woman suffer because you’re a pompous asshole?” He could learn a thing or two about concern for your fellow human beings. He doesn’t care about my mother. And he definitely doesn’t care about me. Unethical. Ha!

      “She’s not suffering. Her pain is manageable and her prognosis favorable.”

      Surprise locks my muscles tight. There’s a healthy dose of suspicion along with it. “Favorable. That’s what her doctor told me last week. Now I want to know how the hell you know anything about her condition.”

      “It’s part of my role as executor to make sure you’re safe.”

      That makes me laugh. Safe, because he wants nothing more than to ride in on his damned white horse. He wants to spy on us and then call it protection. “If my mother isn’t allowed a single cent from the trust fund, then she’s not part of your stupid role. You don’t get to have it both ways.”

      I turn my back on him to face Sutton, who I’m finding infinitely more reasonable to deal with. The fire burnishes his golden hair, making it seem as if he’s glowing. While Christopher is vibrating with tension and I’m flushed with frustration, he looks merely thoughtful. Those brilliant blue eyes sift through the things we’re saying... and the things we’re not saying.

      “I hate to break it to you,” I tell him, “but I’m not exactly rooting for your success here. So I’m probably not the best person to help with your diplomacy problem.”

      Sutton seems at ease in the tux and the Queen Anne chair and the stuffy old country club. It’s the kind of assurance that comes from being fully comfortable with who you are. He’s ambitious, but in a different way from Christopher, without the desperate, dangerous edge. His is a pure manifestation of hard work and hard play.

      He’s probably good with rope. The words come back to me at this completely inappropriate moment, making my cheeks heat. I have no interest in being tied up, but there’s something about a man so intensely physical that draws me like a magnet.

      Sutton leans forward and clasps his hands together, elbows on his knees. His eyes are sharp and as wide-open as a summer sky. “We put everything into this project because we can make even more back. This will change the city. You smooth this over for us, and we’ll buy a whole damn hospital wing.”

      “How is that any different than Christopher giving his personal credit card?”

      “Because this isn’t personal. It’s business.”

      The room feels alive with sexual tension and dark undercurrents. This is intensely personal, but he’s also right in a way. It’s also business—and if I earn that money through my own work, then it’s fair game. As fair as any painting I’ve sold. “Seriously, though. You weren’t even going to call the historical society?”

      “And do what?” Christopher asks. “Throw a tea party?”

      “As you can see, we need your help,” Sutton says, his expression sardonic.

      In that moment I know I’ll be spending some time in Tanglewood. Not only because it will help my mother. Despite what I said before, I do actually care about the company’s success. Christopher and I have too much history for me to be apathetic, no matter how much I want to be.

      He could have learned every number in the textbooks at Emerson, but they didn’t prepare him to face off with the righteous Mrs. Rosemonts of the world.

      And it turns out that Sutton is good with rope, at least in an abstract sense. With every word he pulls the knots a little tighter. He tugs me a little closer. I’m not sure how I let him ensnare me this way, but already it’s hard to see my way free.
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      “When are you coming home?” Mom says after picking up the phone.

      I cringe a little at the word home, but I’m careful not to let my feelings enter my voice. She has more things to worry about than whether her daughter, fresh out of college, wants to live in the spare bedroom. So much has changed in the four years since the will reading, but in other ways everything is the same. “It’ll take longer than I thought.”

      She sighs. “Christopher isn’t going to bend, baby.”

      “He might,” I say, because there’s no point in explaining the whole thing about the library. It will only stress her out. “Actually he’s being more reasonable. I think if I stay a couple more weeks, we might have it worked out.”

      “I don’t need the experimental treatment,” she says for the millionth time. “I don’t want that. I only agreed because you were so adamant. My herbalist has a whole plan laid out for me, to make sure I stay in remission.”

      “Mom, you know what the doctor said. A good diet can help you stay strong and healthy, but it’s not going to keep the cancer from coming back.”

      “I’m convinced it was all that coffee I drank. I never realized how toxic that stuff is. You aren’t still drinking lattes, are you? It’s basically poison.”

      I don’t bother arguing with her, because the poison that caused her cancer changes every week. It was whatever they put in the facials or the chlorine in the gym’s pool. I think in a weird way it helps her feel in control of what’s happening to her body, being able to place the blame on something specific.

      “No lattes,” I say, ignoring the empty coffee cups strewn around the hotel room.

      “Good. I never want you to go through this.”

      Worry is a hand around my chest, because mostly Mom doesn’t complain about how she’s feeling. She tuts and fusses and worries but she never just yells, this fucking hurts. I wish she would actually; it seems like that would be cathartic. This is the way she tries to help me, but the doctor was very clear on her chances for staying in remission. Which are high.

      “I actually need you to do me a favor,” I tell her, feeling guilty that I need this from her. There’s only so many times I can wear paint-splattered clothes to the office. “Can you throw some clothes in a box and overnight them to me? I didn’t pack enough.”

      “Oh,” she says, sounding relieved. She likes it when I need her. “I can do that. What do you need, more jeans? A few bras.”

      “Nicer things, if you can find them. Some evening clothes. And there’s this black skirt somewhere in the back. No pressure, don’t spend too much energy on it, okay?”

      “Evening clothes,” she says, proving her mind is just as sharp as ever even if her body has wasted away to half its size. She’s always been fashionably slender, but now she’s painfully skinny. “What are you doing with Christopher that you need evening clothes?”

      “I’m visiting Bea tomorrow night,” I say, glad to have some excuse. “You remember her? Beatrix Cartwright. The daughter of the famous concert pianist.”

      “Of course I remember her,” Mom says. “I’ll send you a few cute dresses to pick from. But Harper, remember to be careful.”

      “Beatrix doesn’t bite.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Men like Christopher, they can be charming when they want to be.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. He doesn’t want to be.”

      Which is probably the only reason I’m safe. In a weird way I’m almost grateful he’s such a pompous asshole. It would be so easy to fall for him again if he weren’t.
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      Beatrix Cartwright lives in the penthouse of L’Etoile. We met a long time ago at some party where my pink tulle itched me like crazy and the children mostly tried to stay out of sight so we didn’t get roped into reciting our life goals. Then tragedy had fallen on her family, leaving her orphaned and absent from elite society.

      I found her years later on the online artist scene, where I recognized her voice and her hands and her inimitable talent with the piano. Despite her large platform and success, she had managed to stay anonymous—something that made me green with envy. There were memes about my untouchable fortune that I ended up tagged on with unnerving regularity. The Internet has a long memory.

      She’s since gone public and found true love in the strangest place. I’m a fan of her boyfriend, Hugo Bellmont, even though he was a high-priced escort when they met. Or maybe because of that.

      He’s the one who meets me when I arrive, devastating in his handsomeness, his hair in perfect disarray. It feels perfectly natural that he should kiss me on both cheeks and take my wine offering with a groan that sounds sexual. “Chateau Leoville,” he reads. “Nineteen eighty-nine. Merci infiniment. I love a great Bordeaux.”

      I breathe deep, taking in the scent of spices. “It smells delicious, and I haven’t eaten all day. Don’t tell me Bea has taken up cooking?”

      “Sometimes she helps me with the vegetables, where her fingers are as efficient with a knife as they are with the piano keys, but today she has been shut into her music room.”

      “A difficult piece?”

      “She plays it perfectly, again and again. It is the artist temperament,” he says, teasing because he knows I paint. “Never satisfied.”

      I stick out my tongue, which only makes him laugh. “Let’s call the temperamental artist to the table, because I’m ready to eat.”

      “Oh, but we’re waiting for one more guest.”

      “Really,” I say, flopping onto the antique couch with its bits of fluff peeking out. The penthouse is a curious mix of the old world and the new, much like the couple who inhabits it. Though Bea makes limited appearances in Tanglewood since they got together, they’re both very private. I’m curious who else has made their way into the inner circle.

      “It’s an old friend,” Hugo says as he stirs some kind of soup on the small freestanding stove. He sounds almost embarrassed, as if he should not have any friends. Or maybe not any old ones.

      “From Morocco?” I ask, knowing he was born there.

      “Non, he came to Tanglewood around the same time I did. We shared a one-bedroom apartment before either of us could afford anything more.”

      I refrain from asking whether this man also worked as a professional escort, but only barely. Maybe he still does that job. I could be persuaded to hire a ridiculously handsome man with nimble hands and an expressive mouth. Knowing Christopher would see the charge is a bonus.

      “You will be disappointed,” Hugo says, sounding rueful.

      “Can you always read women’s minds?”

      

      He dips a fresh spoon into the sauce and tastes it. “Ah, that’s perfect. Salt and pepper and enough heat that it feels warm going down. And in answer to your question, usually.”

      “That must have come in handy.”

      “It is…” He searches for a word, looking perplexed. “A curse.”

      I have to laugh. “It’s a great loss to the female kind that you’re now monogamous.”

      A small bell rings near the elevator, which I assume means someone is coming up. “Well, perhaps you will not be disappointed. Sometimes you remind me of my old friend. It is the way you both seem to be more alive than the average person, more… feeling.”

      “That’s also a curse,” I say, a little wry.

      The elevator door opens, and none other than Sutton Mayfair walks in. His shirtsleeves are rolled up, his slacks a little rumpled. He clearly has spent a long day at work, maybe solved a great many problems related to economics and real estate and law. From my perch on the sofa I can watch him without him noticing me, not at first.

      Hugo greets him with one of those manly back slaps and a French expletive. “A nineteen eighty-five Chablis? It’s truly indecent the volume of great wine we’ll enjoy tonight.”

      Sutton takes a few steps into the penthouse and freezes. His expression is blank, which must be what surprise looks like on him. There’s no indication whether he’s happy to see me or whether he wishes he’d never come. No indication whether he likes this white gauzy evening gown, which was included with a few other dresses in the box that Avery sent.

      She’s thorough, that girl.

      I would have said I had no desire to see either Sutton or Christopher so soon after our country club confrontation, but I can’t deny the beat of pleasure in my veins. Colors seem more vibrant when Sutton’s in the room. The strains of piano through the door more bittersweet. This must be what Hugo meant, that he’s more alive than everyone else. More feeling.

      “Harper,” he says, cautious the way he might be around an animal. Careful not to spook me. Do I seem so wild to him? There’s definitely something inside me that wants to be soothed by his large hands. It’s too dangerous, though. He’s too close to Christopher to be safe.

      “You already know each other?” Hugo asks. “This is fortunate, then.”

      “Fortunate,” I agree, though my voice is faint.

      “She’s going to be working with us on the Tanglewood Library restoration.”

      “I thought it was going to be more of a teardown and rebuild?”

      “She’s changing that,” Sutton says, his voice warm with approval. And gratitude? Somehow I’ve gone from being the troublemaker to the guardian angel. “We’ll need the buy-in of the upper crust if we want to gentrify the west side.”

      That snaps me out of my Southern-drawl-induced haze. “The west side? I haven’t spent a long time in Tanglewood, but isn’t that a really dangerous part of town?”

      “You won’t be going there unescorted,” Sutton says.

      Even though I have no desire to stroll through dark back alleys, I don’t want Sutton to worry about protecting me. It’s too close to what Christopher has done. “I can take care of myself.”

      Sutton advances toward me, making my stomach clench. He leans over me, resting one hand on the back of the sofa. He’s not touching me, not anywhere, but I can feel the heat of him. I can scent the male essence of him. It’s an intimate position, his body hovering over mine.

      “Don’t mistake me for him,” Sutton says, his voice low.

      “Then don’t act like him. No one has to save me.”

      “Save you? No, sugar. I want to peel that sexy little dress away from your body and make love to you so hard and so long you’re going to beg. You can’t take anymore, that’s what you’ll say, and if I were a better man, one who wanted to protect you and keep you in a safe little box, I would stop. Except I won’t be done with you for a long time.”

      A sound escapes me. It should be a protest, an outrage, but instead it’s a moan. God, he’s making me want this. “You’re making Hugo uncomfortable.”

      Sutton gives a rough laugh. “He’s pretending he can’t see anything except his fancy French sauce, but if he thought you didn’t want me, he’d have already given me a black eye. And I’d have deserved it. Do you know why he hasn’t done that?”

      Because he always knows what women want. It really is a curse.

      I’m tired of having Sutton pursue, not because I don’t want this, but because I do. Why am I holding myself back from him on account of Christopher? It’s in this moment that I can admit that I still want him. Still love him. That’s the only reason I could be thinking about him when another man stands right in front of me. It hurts to admit that, even privately. My fortress of protection against men and their transience, torn down in an instant of self awareness.

      The heart is fickle. It doesn’t listen to reason.

      But I don’t have to obey my heart when I know it’s wrong. There’s no loyalty I owe Christopher Bardot, and none he would want from me anyway.

      I grasp the red silk tie in my hand and pull. A grunt of surprise, and then he’s falling forward. His lips meet mine without any semblance of softness. We’re all determination in this moment, which is more potent than a thousand sweet caresses. More real than a hundred whispered promises.

      He deepens the kiss with one arm beneath my head, his other hand against my cheek, angling my mouth to take him better. It’s consuming, this kiss… and public.

      A polite cough sounds from a few yards away.

      Distantly I realize the music has stopped. It’s almost painful to tear my gaze away from the burning blue eyes staring down at me, made hazy and harsh with desire.

      Bea stands just outside her music room, looking scandalized. “We really need to have more dinner parties, Hugo.”

      He crosses the room and greets her with a kiss. “Do you have a bit of the voyeur? They do make a beautiful couple.”

      “We’re not a couple,” I say quickly, but the objection loses some of the steam considering Sutton is still half over me, my leg draped over his from where I had pulled him close. Roughly I push him away and sit up, shame making my cheeks warm. “I just work for him.”

      “But of course,” Hugo says agreeably. “That’s how Bea and I met as well.”
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      With any other couple I probably would have died of embarrassment, but Hugo and Bea have a way of putting me at ease. They share a few funny stories about their cooking mishaps. There are a stack of cookbooks from around the world on a tall shelf. Mostly Hugo is a brilliant cook, but when he encounters an ingredient that’s hard to get, he improvises with mixed results.

      “Did you cook for Sutton when you were roommates?” Bea asks.

      “I made many packages of cheap noodles.”

      Sutton smiles, looking a little distracted. “They were all we could afford at the time, but Hugo used to talk about food. About caviar and foie gras and other shit I’d never even tried back then.”

      “And what do you think now?” I ask, twirling the wineglass. A few pours of that Bordeaux, and I’m feeling downright pleased with my short public performance.

      Sutton’s blue gaze meets mine. “I’m a simple man.”

      “You know,” I say, drawing a little circle on the marble table, “I’m pretty sure that’s not true.”

      Hugo laughs. “She has you figured out.”

      “Not all the way,” I admit. I’m a little tipsy after helping finish two bottles of wine. Not drunk. Enough to lower my guard, that’s all. “Enough to know that good-old-boy act hides a lot underneath. Tell me something about you that I don’t already know. No, that’s too easy. Tell us something that Hugo doesn’t know about you.”

      Sutton looks away, a half smile on his face. Not quite refusing. “And what will I get in return?”

      “You’re always looking to make a deal.”

      “That much is true. So what are you going to give me, in exchange for this secret you want?”

      “What do you want?” The question comes out more seductive than I meant it to, my voice low and thick with desire. He turns me into some other woman, one who doesn’t need to be rescued. One who rescues a man instead.

      “A goodnight kiss,” he says in that way that sounds simple but isn’t.

      “Only a kiss?”

      He smiles. “Only that.”

      “Then you have yourself a deal.”

      “Aren’t you going to shake on it?” Bea asks, her cheeks pink even though she’s the only one of us who didn’t touch the Bordeaux, her green eyes bright with mischief. “If the deal’s going to be official, you should shake hands.”

      Sutton appears solemn as he offers his hand over the table, on top of the empty platter of coq au vin and the brandy-sauce green beans. I grasp the warm strength of him, the rough calluses of him, and squeeze. He gives a gentle squeeze in return. Our bodies can speak a language more fluently than our mouths, communicating, negotiating.

      “A good secret,” I warn him, “or the deal is off.”

      He considers the final swallow of red wine in his glass, taking his time to come up with what he’s going to share. “There was a horse named Cinnamon,” he finally says.

      “That’s your secret?” I mean, it’s an adorable secret. But it’s not enough. “I’m going to blow you a kiss. That’s all you’re getting for that secret.”

      He holds up a finger, and I realize he’s tipsy too. “That’s not the end of it. Giving her a name was more wishful thinking. She was wild, that one. Unbreakable. My dad kept her because she was a beauty, hoping one day they’d tame her. But really it was shitty to keep her locked up when she wouldn’t let anyone near her. And then one day I went out to the stable, and she was gone. I checked everywhere—the whole stable and the pastures, but the latch had been moved from the outside, so she couldn’t have gotten out alone.”

      This suddenly strikes me as a tragedy, and I realize I should have been more specific. A funny secret. The kind that will make us laugh. Instead something terrible is going to happen.

      “Finally found her down by the lake, where the kid who worked as a farmhand in the summer was trying to coax her to keep going. She wasn’t budging.”

      “He was running away,” I whisper, recognizing the ache in my chest.

      There had been an unfortunate number of times I contemplated that action, not because the streets of LA would have been hospitable but out of pure desperation. But I worried about who would take care of my mother if I left. She would have blamed herself.

      Daddy would have blamed her, too.

      “His home life was pretty shit. Everyone knew that. Daddy drank too much. Mom worked to pay rent and to stay out of the way. He showed up with bruises that people pretended not to see. But he rode Cinnamon when no one else could go near her. Rode her bareback without getting thrown off and breaking his neck. If the beast weren’t nervous about crossing the stream at the border of the land, if he hadn’t been worried she’d break her leg, he would have been halfway across the county with her.”

      “What happened?” Bea asked, looking sick with worry.

      Hugo touches her hand, a caress that speaks volumes. “Do not worry. Even Sutton is not so careless that he would tell a tragedy over dinner conversation.”

      Then he gives Sutton a look that promises stark retribution if Sutton had really been so careless.

      Sutton grins. “Where I’m from, we had more tragedy than comedy. But this story does have a happy ending. I brought the boy and the horse back home, and my dad moved him up from shoveling hay to working with the horses. He tamed Cinnamon before he grew up and left.”

      There are tears in Bea’s eyes. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Hugo makes a clucking sound before pulling her into his arms, onto his lap, uncaring that he has an audience. I could paint them this way, the handsome charmer and the old-world beauty, both of them made hard by the world and soft again for each other.

      And then something clicks. “Oh my God.”

      “You see it?” Sutton asks, his voice low. “I thought it would just be me, pretending not to.”

      “What are you talking about?” Hugo says, a notch between his brows. “Ma belle, are you ill?”

      “No, but she does have a condition,” I say, trying to contain my excitement and failing. “Bea, why didn’t you tell me? I hate you! Okay, I’m over it. I love you again. This is so exciting!”

      There are many expressions Hugo can wear comfortably—amusement and sarcasm and seduction. I’ve never seen this one. Astonishment. “What?”

      Bea’s cheeks are more than pink now. They’re a deep peach, so dark they match her freckles. “I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” she says a little shyly. “We didn’t talk about children.”

      Hugo’s mouth remains open. He looks shocked beyond words.

      “Not a sip of wine all evening,” Sutton says in that drawl. “Even though I brought the Chablis because she loves it.”

      “And she got emotional over the horse story,” I add. “Really, for someone who is famous for being able to read women, you completely missed this one.”

      “We never have perspective about the people closest to us,” Sutton says, watching the embracing couple with satisfaction.

      Hugo murmurs in French, sounding breathless and adrift. “Un enfant?”

      “Are you angry?” Bea whispers.

      She might be worried, but I can already see the stirrings of hope inside him. They may not have talked about children, but Hugo is committed to her fully. And a family is exactly what he needs to feel grounded in this life. He kisses her with a passion so raw and charmless it looks like a different man, one without an ounce of finesse. There’s only love.

      “We should go,” I whisper to Sutton, who has already pushed back his chair. We make our exit with discreet haste, not a second too soon judging from the way dishes crash as the two move their passion to the top of the dining table.

      I’m laughing with breathless anticipation as I collapse against the mirrored walls of the elevator. “She’s going to have a baby! Oh my God, we should make them name it Harper if it’s a girl or Sutton if it’s a boy. We were there when she told him.”

      He does this silent huff of amusement. “Sutton is too rough of a name for any child of theirs. Maybe they can name him Harper, even if it’s a boy. It works for both.”

      “I like that plan,” I say, grinning because I can’t seem to stop. I blame the wine that I was forced to drink since Bea didn’t have any tonight. My heart beats fast and light, effervescent as a Chardonnay.

      The elevator opens to the bottom floor, and I step out—my smile giving way to nerves. There are a hundred people milling around the lobby, but I might as well be alone with Sutton. The way he looks at me, it’s like I’m the only woman in the hotel.

      A couple in a hurry jostle me, and Sutton moves to block me with his body. It’s only a small pain, the bustle from a crowd, but he takes it from me. There’s a gentleman underneath all that laconic Southern charm, but it’s different from Christopher. He doesn’t claim to know better than me. He only wants to shield me from any pain. In some ways it’s a subtle distinction, but in another way they’re worlds apart.

      “Invite me upstairs,” Sutton says, his voice low and private.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The words come out unsteady, my body humming with anticipation as if I’ve already agreed to whatever happens next.

      “A goodnight kiss,” he says. “That was the deal.”

      My lips feel ultrasensitive, even thinking about kissing him. “You didn’t really finish the story. We were interrupted.”

      “That’s why you’re going to invite me to your room. Where it’s private.”

      A catch in my breath. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

      He leans close, pressing me into a corner behind the penthouse’s private elevator. The only people near us are passing by, on their way to a restaurant or a theater. “I’ve been poor longer than I’ve been rich, but you know one thing that stays the same?”

      Sex, my mind supplies helpfully. Sex is the same. “No.”

      “People underestimate you because you’re different, that’s what stays the same. The way you looked at me and heard my accent and figured you could use me to get to Christopher.”

      “I d-didn’t think—”

      “Now look at you, so close there’s only linen and silk between us, your cheeks all rosy, your eyes wide. You would let me do anything to you with people a few feet away, but I’m not going to touch you.”

      A sense of loss rushes through me, like a hollow opened up beneath an ocean. I may not have thought I was underestimating him, but clearly I had. “Come upstairs.”

      Blue eyes flash with triumph. “Lead the way.”

      Lead the way, because this is under my control. It’s up to me whether Sutton comes upstairs to my room, whether I use the key card to let us both inside, whether he wakes beside me in the morning. How would his body look, sated and tangled in white rumpled sheets? His skin would be leather-rough everywhere, exposed to the elements from a young age.

      Or would he still be velvet and smooth in some places?

      We take a regular elevator up to my floor, both of us silent in front of an older couple returning after an early night. The only place we touch is his palm at the small of my back—such an innocent place, that. There shouldn’t be a fire burning, spreading outward, down to my ass and between my legs. His gentle pressure shouldn’t make me think of other ways he could hold me.

      Even when the older couple steps out, we don’t move from our assigned spots. My feet have become part of the floor, too heavy to move. He’s immobile beside me.

      The dial that tells us which floor we’re on is made of a brass arrow and roman numerals. Nothing so coarse as a digital screen could grace this elevator. A low bell signals that we’ve arrived. The doors slide open.

      It’s someone else walking out of the elevator with a warm hand at her back, another body that manages to put one foot in front of the other in high heels.

      A baroque mirror hanging on the wall shows a pretty woman beside a man twice her size, his face set in stern lines. They look well matched in an unexpected way, small against his strength, delicate where he’s broad. People underestimate you because you’re different. He’s right about one thing. We aren’t the same. We’re two different elements: water and stone.

      At the end of the hallway we come to my room. It’s cowardice that turns my face down so I can fumble blindly through my small clutch. There are twenty million cards in here, none of them the hotel room key. I’m running out of breath even though I’m standing still.

      A hand covers mine, and I freeze. How is he so calm at a moment like this? Has he been to a thousand hotel rooms with a thousand other desperate heiresses?

      There are small white marks and raised lines. “Scars?” I whisper.

      He knows what I mean. “Sometimes knives. Or barbed wire. A few wild animals have got their teeth in me over the years.”

      “Is that a euphemism?” I still can’t bring myself to look him in the eye.

      Especially when he laughs, low and rough. “Suppose so. You want to take a piece out of me, Harper St. Claire? I think you just might before you’re done.”

      Then I do meet that blue gaze, because he has it wrong. “It’s the other way around. I don’t do… this. Whatever this is. I’m out of my depth here.”

      It’s like ripping myself open, being so vulnerable with a man. I learned not to trust them early, from the men my mom married, from my father. Sutton could use this knowledge against me.

      Those eyes turn dark with tenderness. And this, I realize, is what makes him different. This is the way that I underestimated him. Where he could have been cold and unfeeling, there’s this humanity to him instead. Humanity, but also pure male desire.

      “We’ll start slow,” he says, and then his hand holds my face.

      “Why me?” I’ve been pursued by men before, but never like this. “Is this some kind of competition thing? Because of my connection to Christopher?”

      He gives a rough laugh. “Jesus Christ. You’re beautiful, smart, funny. Your connection to Christopher is the least interesting thing about you. I don’t give a damn who your stepbrother is.”

      “I have to tell you something—” The words catch in my throat. “I think… what I mean to say is… I’m a little hung up on Christopher. I don’t want to be. I didn’t even think I was, but sitting there with you and Hugo and Bea, I realized it’s true.”

      He’s laughing, the bastard, a silent, shaking kind of laugh. “Do you think that’s a surprise to me?”

      I scrunch my nose. “It’s a surprise to me.”

      “For your information I knew it as soon as you walked into the boardroom. It was clear from the way you talked about him, but it wasn’t going to stop me. Do you know why?”

      “Because you want to have sex with me.”

      A slow shake of his head. “I want to have sex with you so bad it hurts. It’s a distraction, the way my cock gets hard every time I look at you. The way I can’t stop imagining your breasts under those little T-shirts you wear. And that dress at the gala. It took every ounce of strength in me not to rip it apart with my bare hands, the Tanglewood Historical Society be damned.”

      My breath catches. “A distraction.”

      “A distraction, because I’m not only trying to have sex with you. I’m a direct man, honey. And I’m going to be direct about this. I’m courting you.”

      “Courting?” My voice sounds faint. What an old-fashioned word. A lovely word. God, it’s a terrifying word.

      “That’s what a man does when he’s determined and serious and wants a woman for his own. So yeah, you’re hung up on another man. You work on that little distraction while I work on one of my own.”

      That’s the only warning I get before his lips cover mine. There are seconds that I could use to protest. No, I’m not ready, wait. My mouth is stubbornly silent until he finds it.

      I gasp my surprise, but he swallows that down.

      It feels good to be wanted, uninhibited, without a million reasons why we can’t be together. Without that unbreakable control that makes Christopher Bardot a man without weakness.

      Of course I can’t deny that he’s part of this equation. He’s Sutton’s business partner. He’ll find out what we did, eventually. Will he feel regret? Jealousy? I hope so. Maybe that’s small of me, but there’s a much bigger part of me that wants him to finally, finally notice me.

      Whatever I give Sutton he takes, even the trembling almost-kiss that seems to be all I can manage. If he really has been with a thousand other heiresses, they must know how to kiss better than this. I’m all rapid heartbeat and heavy breaths and sharp little whimpers.

      He doesn’t seem to mind, shifting so his body is closer to mine, a steady presence that manages to soothe me. My back hits the wall of the hotel, and in the cool surface I can make out the gentle embossing of fleurs-de-lis. I’m the princess and the pea, my heated skin sensing even the slightest bump beneath layers of cloth. Who knew she was just turned on?

      His hands are on my waist, and I have to move my body, have to gasp against his mouth, hoping he’ll understand. There’s an ache at my breast, and the only thing that will fix it is his touch. He takes the permission with a groan of surrender, cupping me through the filmy fabric of my dress.

      On his tongue I taste the wine and the chocolate we had for dessert. I taste the man underneath, something elemental and addictive.

      My mind is cloudy with the sensation of him, his touch and his taste. His rough breathing, the proof that I’m affecting this powerful man as much as he’s affecting me. I tug at his clothes, yanking at his shirt as if I can tear it away from his flesh.

      “Slow,” he murmurs, his voice rough. “Steady with you.”

      Like I’m a horse. The thought makes me laugh, though it’s a little wild. He swallows the laugh, too, drinking me down like he’s been dying of thirst. This stops being about Christopher Bardot and my revenge against his control. It starts being about the very male, very aroused body pressing against me, and all the elemental ways he wakes me up inside.

      His thumb sweeps over the curve of my breast, searching, soothing, until my nipple becomes hard. And still he moves his thumb, back and forth, driving me insane. I make little whimpers because I can’t do anything else; we could have done this downstairs. He’s right. It’s terrible, but he’s right. I would have let him do anything, everything, if only it will calm this ache.

      “Please,” I say, panting, pulling at the buttons on his shirt. “Come inside.”

      He sinks his teeth into the flesh of my bottom lip, like a punishment, and I yelp because it only hurts when he pulls away. His eyes are a deep ocean blue, at the very bottom of the earth. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I say, but it’s really a hiss in the quiet hum of the hallway.

      “Because we don’t have to—”

      “Oh my God, if you say that you know better than me, I’m going… I’m going to… I don’t even know what I’ll do, but it’s definitely not have sex with you.”

      My head falls to the side, because I’m fed up with men who tell me what to do, fed up with myself, because I keep falling for them, and that’s when I see his hand in a fist against the wall. All that frustration pressed against the pretty wallpaper, because he doesn’t want to rush me.

      It warms me enough that it’s a surprise when his mouth nips my throat, making me jump. He nips me again, a little lower this time. And then moves the edge of his teeth along my collarbone. There’s something primal about him. Something dangerous and possessive, but he doesn’t use his power to control me. He kisses me lower, between my breasts—and then even lower, on my stomach through the dress. That’s when I realize he’s on his knees.

      Somewhere between the kissing and now, this man sank to his knees. He’s on the threadbare carpet, looking up at me. It’s like having a wild animal bow to you in the jungle. I’m panting, afraid to move.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, even though I want to say, Don’t stop, don’t stop.

      “The goodnight kiss.”

      “We already did that.” My lips feel swollen from what he did to me. It was more than a kiss, more than a claiming. He changed the molecules that form me, made me crave him. An ordinary peck will never be enough after this. Not when I know what’s possible.

      He shakes his head, slow and determined. “Not yet.”

      Without breaking eye contact he reaches down to the hem of my dress, pulling and pulling the fabric, revealing inches of my bare leg. It’s indecent, what’s happening in this hallway. At the very least we should be inside the room for this, but I can’t bring myself to stop him.

      The dress is held up in bunches, the delicate silk spilling from between blunt fingers. I know the exact moment when he sees what I’m wearing underneath—the sharp intake of breath. There weren’t any panties in my carry-on bag to wear with this dress.

      I only packed boring, utilitarian things to wear when confronting Christopher Bardot about my mother’s hospital bill. There was no way I could have guessed that I would end up backed up against a wall by this man, my dress ruched up to my waist, exposing my bare pussy to the world—or at least anyone on this floor who decides to open their door.

      They would be shocked to see me, not only my bare sex. They would be shocked to see the way my upper body leans against the wall, needing its support, one shoulder strap of my dress fallen loose, my eyes heavy-lidded with acquiescence to whatever happens next. There’s a sense that I’ve done more than submit to him; that I’ve ordered him to his knees. Not with words but by need. Everything about his broad shoulders and his hard features speak of power, and it’s an unspeakable thrill to realize that he bows to me.

      God, what power a woman can wield.

      One hand holds my skirts while the other runs up the outside of my calf. The inside of my thigh. His knuckles brush my sex, and I let my legs fall open. “Please, I need—”

      “I know what you need.” His voice is like the rush of wind between two mountains, something that my body recognizes as eternal, that he was here before me.

      That he’ll be here when I’m gone.

      His fingers touch me with agonizing lightness, exploring, teasing. Letting me remain open for discovery. Is that part of what makes this hotter, knowing anyone might walk in on us? He has unending patience, even though I can see his arousal in the line of his suit pants where he kneels. I can see the arousal in the haze in his blue eyes, in the hard set of his jaw.

      He’s like Atlas, cursed to carry the weight of the world. Strong enough to actually succeed in such an impossible task. Of course that makes me the world—and that’s how it feels, when he leans forward to place a chaste kiss on my thigh.

      Higher, higher. He likes to tease me. There’s something playful about him that’s at odds with the burden he carries. Even the gods know how to make light of themselves.

      And then he kisses my clit, and I lose the ability to think. My shoulders press into the wall. My hips push out toward his mouth. There’s nothing but his mouth and the magical things he can do with it. I cry out, and the sound of it echoes back to me in the empty hallway.

      Even in this he has that terrible patience. That terrible playfulness that lets him nip at my skin, lets him tug and tease me until I’m shameless—pressing myself against his mouth, his nose, his chin, desperate for that friction my body demands.

      His laugh surrounds me, piercing the madness that consumes me. “I should leave you like this,” he says, murmuring almost to himself. “You’d fuck yourself against the bedpost all night long, but it wouldn’t be the same. Wouldn’t be enough.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I say on an aching gasp. “I’m dying here.”

      He looks up at me, and it’s strange that he does have sympathy for me. It’s there in his blue eyes even while his lips shine with my arousal. “Are you?” he asks, his voice not shaking one little bit. Not like mine. “Or I could lay you down on the bed and tie you there, so you couldn’t get off. You’d keep trying all night, this gorgeous body fucking the air, desperate for relief. I could watch you all night.”

      “Nooo,” I say, pushing my hips toward him as if that might convince him.

      I’m beyond logic right now. Beyond anything but pure undiluted begging. I’ve never been more desperate than in this moment; this is what he’s reduced me to. This is what he holds in his hands.

      “Whatever you want.”

      And the bastard, he sits back on his heels. His hands fall to his side, somehow more powerful that way, his head looking up at me. He commands this hallway. This hotel. He commands the whole world from his goddamn knees. “Now you’re ready to make a deal.”

      “Ruthless.” The word spills from my lips before I’ve thought it through. I’ve known so many men who were ruthless, including Christopher, but never one who’s managed to disarm me as much as Sutton Mayfair. That makes him infinitely more dangerous.

      Casually he trails two fingers up my calf and back down. “Yes.”

      “Because you’ve been poor longer than you’ve been rich.” It’s made him hungry, and I can’t really blame him for that. I’ve known what it was like to be poor, painfully poor, in small, infinitesimal drips. In the space between my mother’s husbands.

      “That,” he says, with a faint dip of his head. “And because I don’t underestimate you, Harper.”

      I swallow hard, because I’ve been underestimated all my life. Is that why he told me the story about the little boy who everyone underestimated? Suddenly that strikes me as totally unfair. “You didn’t tell a secret about you. You told me a secret about a wild horse.”

      A faint smile. “The secret is that I wasn’t the boy with a family and a ranch. I was the one who showed up with bruises. I was the one who tamed Cinnamon.”

      “No,” I whisper.

      “I told you, Harper. The story had a happy ending.”

      Touching him is as natural as breathing, as inevitable as the ache in my chest. Bristles on his jaw brush my palm. “I wish that hadn’t happened to you.”

      “Maybe the moral of the story is that I can tame wild animals.” He’s a little mocking, making fun of himself. I’m the one worried that it might be true.

      I snatch my hand away. It would be a lie to say I’m not a wild animal, since I’m considering scratching him in response to the ownership in his blue eyes. “I’m not tame.”

      There it is again, that warm persistence that has made him rich when he was poor. It earned him enough money and know-how to partner with Christopher, a man who, for all his many faults, is admittedly a business genius. Not yet, he seems to say without words.

      And I’m not entirely sure he’s wrong.

      The elevator down the hall dings, and in a startled rush I push down my skirt. I expect to see the disgruntled businessman who’s staying in the room beside me or one of the other occupants I haven’t passed yet.

      Instead Christopher Bardot steps off the elevator, his dark eyes narrowing on mine immediately, emotions flashing across his face before he manages to put a cold mask over them all. But I saw them. For that brief second I saw jealousy and anger, and something that breaks my heart—hurt.

      In front of me Sutton moves much more slowly, getting up as casually as if he had been sitting at dinner, taking the time to straighten his shirt.

      Then, impossibly, he runs a thumb across his bottom lip. And presses it between his lips to savor the taste of it. Of me. It’s the most explicit thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and we’re both fully clothed and covered.

      Christopher’s eyes flash. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I’m not the kind of girl that men fight over, am I? I didn’t think so, but there’s leashed violence simmering in the air.

      “Do you need it spelled out?” Sutton asks in that drawl I’m coming to realize is a sign of danger. The kind of danger that most people don’t expect from a Southern boy.

      “What are you doing here?” I demand, because we’re in front of my hotel room. And what the hell does Christopher think, showing up here at night? Embarrassment threatens to strangle me, but I remind myself firmly that I’m a grown woman. I have every right to do what I want… even though I possibly should have been inside the hotel room.

      It’s a question of a few feet, so I hold my chin up.

      “I came to talk to you,” Christopher says in a low voice.

      There’s a small move, barely discernible, the way that Sutton moves to block me. As if protecting me from Christopher. “You can talk tomorrow. At the office.”

      “This is personal,” Christopher says, his eyes locked on mine.

      He’s waiting for me to send Sutton away, except I’m not sure that’s what I should do.

      If that kiss had been only for revenge, only to crack Christopher’s cool veneer, then it already succeeded. But Sutton made it more than that. He made it about me and him, when I didn’t think it was possible for me to desire another man.

      “There’s nothing personal between us. You made sure of that. There’s only money between us.”

      For all his rough background, Sutton wouldn’t do anything as uncouth as gloat. He doesn’t say a word or even move a muscle. He’s a monolith, but a sense of victory rises around him—unmistakable. I may as well have written his name on my body with permanent marker; that’s the way these men are taking my declaration.

      Is that how I mean it? I don’t belong to Sutton, but God, I was never Christopher’s. Even in my teenage fantasies I should have known better than to hope for that.

      “She’s my sister,” Christopher says.

      A harsh laugh. “That would be more convincing if I didn’t think you were going to beat off to the image of her leaning against the wall, looking fucked out and hot as all hell.”

      “Jesus,” Christopher says, baring his teeth to Sutton in a sign of frustration. “How dare you make this a competition? How dare you use her to get to me?”

      The words find their mark inside my heart, sharp and poisoned. I don’t want to be a ball that men throw around for sport. A toy to be put aside when they get bored of me.

      Where there had been victory, now there is only menace. How does Sutton manage to exude feelings without moving a muscle? His energy shimmers around him, thick in the air. And now he’s pissed. “How dare you imply that’s the only reason a man would want her?”

      All the heat that had been burning through my body leaks into the walls and warms the floors. None of it’s left inside my body. I’m cold. “Is this a game to you?”

      I don’t even know who I’m asking. Probably Sutton. I already know what Christopher wants from me, and it’s to save me from myself. Not exactly a flattering sentiment, but a familiar one.

      Sutton turns to me, his jaw hard. “He’s going to tell you I’m a bastard.” He cups my face, running his thumb along my lower lip. The same thumb that he used to touch my arousal on his lip. His head bends low so only I can hear what he says. “And he’s right about that. Because a better man would leave you to him. I want you for myself.” His mouth claims mine in a kiss that my body responds to even while my mind is confused. He explores me with sensual leisure, standing between Christopher and myself. There’s no doubt what my body wants when I look up at him with my lips parted and my eyelids heavy.

      That’s how Sutton leaves me, leaning against the wall, my limbs weak and my mind hazy from wanting him—from wanting what he was going to do before Christopher interrupted us. I could lay you down on the bed and tie you there, so you couldn’t get off. You’d keep trying all night, this gorgeous body fucking the air, desperate for relief. I could watch you all night. It’s strange that he can make even torture a thing that I long for—that fact seems important. Momentous. Something about man and woman and the ways we break, but I can’t think about anything but the throb between my legs. And the hard look in Christopher’s eyes.

      My purse must have fallen to the floor at some point. The cards are scattered across the worn carpet. And there is the hotel key card, the one I couldn’t find before.

      Christopher is the one who bends to pick it up, gathering the rest of the contents in a broad sweep of his strong hands. He doesn’t bother handing the purse back to me, which is just as well since I don’t think I could hold anything. Instead he uses the key card to open the door, and holds it open for me.

      How strange, that it should feel like a betrayal for me to be with another man when Christopher has rejected me for so long. And strange that he should still be bent on being the white knight.

      My mind is too muddled to solve this, so I let him usher me inside. Let him pour me a drink of water from the minibar. Let him sit me down in a chair while he stands in front of me like some kind of strict professor, his eyes intense and a muscle in his jaw ticking.

      I know I should be thinking about the trust fund and hospital bills, but all I can hear is Sutton’s voice saying, You’d fuck yourself against the bedpost all night long, but it wouldn’t be the same.

      Wouldn’t be enough.

      I’m used to the way Christopher distracts me, the way I can’t seem to stop thinking about him even though I shouldn’t. I’m less used to the way I can’t seem to stop thinking about Sutton. What are these men doing to me? Despite all their differences, they fit together as business partners. Both of them are ruthless and so complex they’re going to drive me insane.

      “I know you hate me,” Christopher says, and I don’t bother to correct him. I’m not sure I could find the words. I hate you so much you consume me. And now there’s Sutton, doing the same thing. What will be left of me? “And I deserve that."

      “So you’re going to let me pay the hospital?”

      He gives me a severe look. “I’m being completely honest when I say that Sutton isn’t good for you. Women love him and he loves them back… for about a week. Maybe two.”

      “Then this shouldn’t be a problem for very long,” I say, even though my insides squeeze at the thought of being pushed aside. It almost seems worth it, to experience the wild power of Sutton, even knowing that heartbreak is on the horizon.

      “You should stay away from him. Go back to New York.”

      “Does ordering people around work well for you? Because I really want to do the opposite of whatever you say.” I would have done the opposite anyway, but now I want to make a point.

      He runs a hand over his face. “I’m trying to look out for you. Sutton uses people.”

      “You went into business with him.”

      Christopher holds the bedpost, a carved wooden bulb that makes me think of dirty things. Maybe I’ll always look at bedposts differently now. “That’s exactly why I went into business with him. Because I’m going to succeed no matter what. No matter what some society thinks about my plans.”

      I shake my head, remembering when I saw him in his cabin on the yacht, head bent over his textbook late at night. He’s always been driven. And clueless. “You really do need me.”

      “I don’t need anyone.”

      The words ring in the silence that follows, an explanation of what came before and foretelling of what happens next. It’s the heart of this man, his determination not to need anyone. Even the people who love him. That’s what I felt for him, once. It took me years to admit it to myself, the reason why I could never get serious with a boy after him.

      “Well,” I say softly. “Regardless of whether you need me, here I am. I’m going to do the job Sutton’s given me, and then you’re going to pay for that butterfly garden.”

      A notch between dark eyebrows. “Tell me why.”

      “That was the deal,” I say, deliberately avoiding the question. It’s easier to deal with Christopher when he’s purely hypothetical. Harder when I place the issue in front of him. He becomes flesh and blood. Vulnerable. Fallible. I don’t want him to be wrong, because I’d hate him. I don’t want him to be right, because I’d have to stop hating him. And that would mean facing what he means to me, which should be nothing at all.

      He growls. “You know what I mean. Why do you need to pay for a damn butterfly garden when she’s in remission?”

      “You must have been keeping tabs on her to know so much.”

      “Apparently they left something out.”

      His bluntness makes me laugh, though nothing is funny right now. “There’s a pretty high chance that it will come back, and then we’d have to do it all again. The radiation… God, it nearly killed her on its own. She won’t do it again. She already said so.”

      He stares for a moment. “She’ll change her mind.”

      My stomach clenches, because that’s what I want. “Contrary to what you think, people don’t work like machines that do whatever you program them to do.”

      “She’ll change her mind if it’s the only way.”

      “You don’t know her,” I say sharply. “And you sure as hell don’t care about her, so don’t pretend to me. But there is another way. There’s an experimental treatment. A study that’s already full, but they’re going to make an exception.”

      He makes a rough sound. “Oh, that’s rich. Trading the chance to live for a new goddamn butterfly garden. Very noble of them.”

      “That’s the way the world works. The only reason they even made me the offer is because they knew I could afford it. Or at least they thought I could.”

      Christopher turns away, looking out at the dark window. It’s too reflective, showing his silhouette and my shoulders at the forefront of the city. “I didn’t know.”

      “It doesn’t change anything, though. Does it?” He’s still not going to let the trust fund pay for the butterfly garden. It has nothing to do with money.

      Everything to do with control.

      He swings back to face me, at least doing me the courtesy of looking into my eyes when he shakes his head. “No. I can see why that made you grateful to Sutton, the offer he made, but he’s doing this for our project. Or to get under your dress.”

      It doesn’t even occur to Christopher that he’s basically calling me a prostitute, suggesting that the only reason I let Sutton touch me is out of gratitude for a job. There’s no anger in me, because even though Daddy made me messed up about men and money, he also helped me understand them.

      “What I do with Sutton is my own business,” I say, before adding, “You made sure of that when you pushed me away after the will reading.”

      His throat works. “I shouldn't have been so hard on you.”

      That makes me smile, bittersweet. There’s an old thread in my chest, worn and threadbare, one I could have sworn was broken years ago. Trust for the man named Christopher Bardot, that thread. It tugs in this moment, somehow still there. “Oh sure, you should have. Your goal was to make sure no part of that stupid crush survived, and it worked.”

      “I do… care about you,” he says in the most awkward declaration ever.

      And then I have to stand up, because I’m not the woman who’s going to take orders from this man. He would have to work a hell of a lot harder than that. It makes me angry to hear these things I would have swooned over four years ago. Where was he, then? It’s too late now. I’m older and wiser. And a hell of a lot more guarded. “As a sister?”

      He shakes his head, eyes glittering. “Never.”

      “As a friend?”

      There’s an unsteady laugh. “You were more of a friend than I deserved.”

      There’s too much of the old Christopher in those words. Too much of the boy who looked up at the Medusa painting with awe for me to breathe easy. It makes me want to push him away.

      “If you wanted to have sex with me,” I say, running a finger down his white collar. “You only had to ask. When I was on the yacht. Or in front of that Medusa painting. I would have done it, Christopher. Don’t you know that? I would have done anything you asked.”

      “Hell,” he says, tight and broken.

      “I think you did know, but you walked away.”

      He looks furious. And despairing. “It was never simple between us.”

      “So don’t you dare show up now and tell me who I can touch. If I want to let him press me up against the wall, if he gets down on his knees and puts his mouth on me until everyone on this floor knows what we’re doing, that’s my business. You had your chance.”

      My body heats at the words, at the remembered pleasure of Sutton’s mouth on my sex. Christopher looks down at me, as if he can feel the heat emanating from between my legs. His expression turns stark, as if he’s in pain. That’s only fair, because I’m in pain too.

      “You deserve better than that,” Christopher says, but there’s no way to pretend he’s talking about Sutton. He’s talking about himself and we both know it.

      “He gives me what I want, which is something you might try next time you like a girl.”

      “It wasn’t that,” he says, harsh again.

      “No?” I step forward and place a hand on his chest, feeling the way his heart beats strong and fast. He may want to be unaffected by me, but he isn’t. I tilt my face up toward him. “You didn’t imagine me naked in the cabin later?”

      He sucks in a breath. “You were too young then.”

      My words come out as a whisper. “What about now? Will you do what Sutton said—imagine me in this dress when you go home after this?”

      “It’s not fucking decent,” he says, even though the silk covers every part of me. It’s a perfectly respectable dress, when it’s not hitched up around my waist.

      “You can thank Sutton for this,” I say, because it’s true. He’s the only reason I lean forward and place my lips against Christopher’s, touching them in some terrible attempt to show him what he gave up, to prove to myself that I don’t care about either of them.

      Christopher sucks in a breath. For a second I think he’s going to pull away. He stiffens and grasps my hair with his fist. Easy enough for him to stop the kiss. Instead he dips my head back and deepens it, exploring my mouth with his teeth, his tongue. Opening me wider until I whimper. Pulling me close until I can feel how hard he is beneath his slacks.

      His other hand fists in the gauze of my dress, and I realize he’s holding me with both hands clenched—one in my hair and one in my clothes. I don’t know whether he’s doing it so he doesn’t have to touch me or because it’s a way to control me without bruising me. He uses both hands to tug me closer; I’m pressed so tightly I can’t imagine getting away.

      Where Sutton had been raw sensuality and playfulness, Christopher is pure determination. He kisses me like he’s a conquering army, like I’m made of gold he has to grasp—or lose forever.

      I push away from him with a pained cry, because I want to stay in his arms. I want to let Christopher take me to bed and show me how much he can conquer, his way made slick by my arousal for another man. “You should go.”

      He pants, his pupils large and dark. “Let me stay. I want to taste you.”

      The words are like a cold splash of water on top of my head. Taste me, like Sutton did in the hallway. Taste me after Sutton challenged him that way. Am I only a competition between two business partners, who probably compete over more than women?

      This is exactly what I always wanted, having Christopher beg for a night with me. Exactly what I always dreamed, but I can’t trust it. Not when I wanted him to find out about this. Maybe not by walking into the hallway, but I knew he’d eventually find out I kissed Sutton.

      Some female part of me knew exactly what I was doing, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself. Now it’s worked, and it’s a hollow victory. Like giving him a love potion and then preening when he falls for me. It isn’t real. None of this is real.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I manage to say. “Bright and early. We can work like people who need money and not from a trust fund. Like people who didn’t almost have sex the night before.”

      He flinches, which is what I wanted. For him to feel as cold as I do. “Harper.”

      “No,” I cry, losing my tenuous grip on composure. “You had your chance with me. Now you don’t want me to be with someone else?”

      “It’s not about that,” he says, but he’s a liar. Like the man on the plane with a secret girlfriend in New York all those years ago. And like Daddy.

      That’s what men know how to do: make money and lie to women.

      “Get out,” I say, turning away. I’m not even angry with Christopher. I’m mad at myself for letting him in the room. For letting Sutton walk me here. For trusting them even when I don’t have any reason to. Because that’s something women are good at: loving men we shouldn’t.
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      I open my eyes and stare at the chandelier lit by sunrise, wondering where the hell I am and why I’m awake. Then the hotel room phone rings again. Briefly I fantasize about throwing it across the room. Or maybe attempting to flush it down the toilet.

      Instead I answer with a sleepy, “Hello.”

      “Mademoiselle St. Claire, this is your requested wake-up call,” says a voice in lightly accented French. It makes me wonder if L’Etoile hired him only for that accent. They do love ambiance. “At six o’clock. Would you like us to send breakfast?”

      “Coffee,” I manage to croak before letting the receiver roll out of my hand. It hangs over the side of the bed, because I’m too exhausted to pick it up.

      In my defense I’ve been a college student and an artist for the past few years. Being Instagram famous doesn’t exactly require waking up early. I know without asking that the men will be awake early, regardless of what happened last night, and I’m determined to pull my weight, to actually earn the money they’re damn well going to pay me.

      I drag myself out of bed and into the shower, where a spray of hot water finally lures me into consciousness. While I’m inside, I hear the room service knocking.

      “Coffee,” I tell the shower wall, and it echoes the word back at me, sounding relieved.

      I’m in my towel when I open the door.

      Sutton looks ridiculously fresh and awake at this ungodly hour, his suit crisp across his broad shoulders, narrow at the waist. His only saving grace is the cup of coffee he holds, the white lid and green stirrer keeping the heat and steam inside. It’s not from the hotel, this one.

      “Bless you,” I tell him fervently, taking the coffee and backing up.

      He steps inside with a grin, with absolutely zero shame in his blue eyes as he takes in the tops of my breasts above the towel. “A very good morning.”

      My body responds as if he just stood up after kneeling at my feet, his hands on my thighs, his mouth on my clit. Sparks between my legs. Heat in my breasts. My nipples turning hard against thick cotton. “How did you know I’d be awake?”

      “I was hoping to find you still in bed,” he admits. “I would have joined you.”

      “You’re only a few minutes late for that.”

      It’s a struggle to take the little green stirrer out without letting the towel drop, but naturally he doesn’t help me whatsoever. He’s not quite a gentleman.

      Not when it means he can see my skin covered in droplets.

      “There’s always tomorrow,” he says. “I was going to drive you over to the library, so you can see what’s there before I show you the plans.”

      The coffee burns down my throat, the perfect blend of sharp and sweet. “If you bring me coffee like this, you can take me anywhere you want.”

      A knock comes at the door. “Room service.”

      Sutton gives my body one last look, his blue eyes tinged with regret. “You should probably get dressed. I’ll get the door.”

      It’s with a sense of disappointment that I retreat to the walk-in closet, quickly dropping the towel and sorting through the clothes that are in my luggage. It would be nice to have a power suit or something equally professional, but instead I’ll have to settle for a flowing sage green skirt and a white T-shirt that says, You should see my active bitch face.

      A quick brush of powder covers some of the freckles that make me look twelve years old. And there’s nothing to be done about my hair, which falls damp and sea-blown no matter what I do. There’s a mirror on the door, and I look at my hazel eyes, wondering what Sutton sees in them.

      Sutton uses people. That’s what Christopher said, as if I didn’t know what men want from women. Even if I’ve never had sex before, that doesn’t mean I’m totally naive to their ways. I’ve been to plenty of frat parties. Walked in on one of my professors and his student, once.

      And there was that husband of my mother’s, the one who climbed into my bed.

      I know what men want from women; I’m only surprised that a man like Sutton wants it from me. Does he think I have more experience than I do? It might be a disappointment when he finds out I can paint a siren better than I can be one.

      Sutton reclines on the armchair in the corner, scrolling through his phone. There are probably a hundred emails in his inbox. Phone calls to return. Or maybe he’s looking at his bank balance, counting the money. That seems like something an ambitious man would do.

      He looks up, and nothing about his expression changes. At least not that I can discern, but there’s a sense of amusement glinting in his eyes. “You are the most interesting woman I’ve ever met, Harper St. Claire.”

      “Oh good,” I say, picking up the coffee he brought me. It’s infinitely stronger than whatever the hotel has in that silver carafe. “I thought you wanted me to be sexy, which was nerve-racking. The interesting thing I’ve been doing for years.”

      His lips press together like he’s holding something inside, which I’ve already figured out is an unusual look for him. He says what he’s thinking.

      “What?” I say, looking down at my shirt. “Too much?”

      He barks a laugh. “God, woman. You’ll be the death of me.”

      “Now you’re just being cruel.” I grab my clutch from the nightstand. “Let’s go.”

      He follows me, muttering to himself and shaking his head. “Not sexy? If you were any more sexy, I would come in my goddamn boxers.”
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      I expected a hollowed-out building, maybe one of those abandoned spaces where the earth has started reclaiming the land with ivy grown over cracked concrete. There are enough old places in the west side of Tanglewood for that to be possible.

      Instead I find a grand old building with cornices and ionic columns and a wide bank of brass doors set in thick wavy glass. Inside there’s a marble entranceway and a dome stained-glass ceiling. Only a few panes are broken, petals in the flowers that let in shards of sunlight, illuminating a wealth of dust floating in the air. The whole place is done in an art deco style, original work with brass cage light fixtures and stylized roses in the marble floors.

      High wooden countertops line the entrance, where intrepid old Tanglewood citizens would go to ask questions before you could ask Alexa anything on your Amazon Echo. Behind the counter is the focal point, a wall carving that’s two stories high—a collage of waves and sky, square-faced men wielding tools and working with the land. It’s a story of triumph, that carving. Even an inch deep in dust and with a bird’s nest hanging loosely off one of the men’s eyebrows, it takes my breath away to look at it.

      And through a great curved hallway, shelves and shelves of books.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” Sutton says, sounding reluctantly impressed. “Apparently they ran out of funding to pay the librarians, so they just shut the doors one day. Didn’t bother to sell off anything inside or use the building for something else.”

      I wander over to a circular file which has little printed cards where people could write requests. There’s one sitting with a half-sized pencil, the words Crossing the Rubicon written on it. They really had locked the doors without any notice or closure.

      One day there was a functioning library. A center for knowledge and community.

      And the next day, nothing.

      I whirl on Sutton, remembering what he told me. “‘This is more of a teardown and rebuild.’ That’s what you said. Are you insane?”

      “There’s no money in a library,” he says, his voice gentle.

      It makes me think that maybe he mourns the loss of this place, too. Not enough to go easy on him, though. “No wonder Mrs. Rosemont was pissed at you. This is a travesty.”

      “That woman has enough money to have restored the library herself if she cared about it that much. It’s convenient that she’s worried about it now that I own the deed.”

      “You and Christopher,” I remind him. “You own it together.”

      He laughs. “If Christopher had his way, we would have had a wrecking crew already through here. He doesn’t see anything of value between these walls.”

      There’s an uncomfortable symmetry between this old building and me. “And what about you? Do you see any value here?”

      He looks up at the broken stained-glass windows, his handsome face in silhouette, revealing a place in his nose where it once must have broken. “It’s a beauty, that’s for sure. I thought it would be enough of a tribute to build something grand in its place.”

      “That’s not a tribute. That’s—that’s—”

      “A travesty,” he says, his voice dry. “You mentioned that. There was an option in the construction plans, an idea I had once to keep the walls and the doors. Even the old style, but most of this would still be cleared to make way for the stores.”

      “The stores.”

      “It’s going to be a mall. We may not understand the way society ladies work, but we know enough. If there’s a Jimmy Choos over where the picture books are, they’ll come shop.”

      “I resign,” I say, tossing the empty coffee cup into a trash that’s half full with crumpled paper. “And I’m joining the Tanglewood Historical Society.”

      Sutton doesn’t look alarmed by my declaration. Instead he seems pleased, maybe even a little smug. Typical man. “I knew you were the right person for the job.”

      “Because I’m quitting?”

      “Because you aren’t going to let us screw this up.”

      My skin prickles with that sense of a role reversal again, that Christopher is always trying to save me. That Sutton thinks I can save them both, instead. “I’m serious, though. This place is like magic. You can’t turn it into a mall.”

      “We aren’t a charity,” he reminds me, but his voice isn’t a reprimand. Instead it’s like we’re brainstorming, so I let him lead me deeper into the library. “This has to make money or we just took a two-million-dollar bath.”

      “No one needs to be that clean,” I agree, secretly shocked that they had poured that much money into this place. No wonder Christopher’s so bent on starting construction. It would take a serious overhaul to turn this place into a shiny mall with luxury shops.

      Sutton pauses to look at a row of plaques that has the names of old families. The brass is tarnished and green now. This is what’s become of their legacy.

      I walk past him to a great hall that contains books in rows and rows. The dust is dense here, without even the broken stained-glass windows to let in fresh air. It tickles my nose until I sneeze, disturbing the layer of gray on a book beside me. I touch the old cloth spines as I pass, taking away a smudge of dirt with my forefinger, leaving a trail where I’ve been.

      The rows are even enough to follow, but the signage less clear. There aren’t any signs above each row to say what’s inside. You’d have to ask one of the long-gone librarians to find anything. I keep walking, gradually coming to understand the system for things. Fiction and nonfiction. Memoirs and reference materials. There’s a large section on history, which is super meta considering this building has become a slice of the past.

      My finger touches books that haven’t been read in years, their pages silent in this tomb of a library. Books about the medieval times and the ancient Vikings.

      There’s a section about Greek and Roman history. There are a few books I skimmed through in Smith College’s library. Ancient history doesn’t change that much.

      One catches my eye. The Goddess of Egypt, it says, with a stylized painting that could only be Cleopatra. At least they’ve drawn her without the asp wrapped around her arm, but she has the classic heavy eyeliner and seductive pose. The Mona Lisa smile.

      I flip it open, which sends a cloud of dust into my eyes. They’re watering by the time the page comes into focus. The text is small enough to need a magnifying glass, but a sentence in this random place jumps out to me.

      It’s a testament to female power that she was able to create a shadow of her own beside two men of incredible ambition and renown.

      Two men of incredible ambition. I have a little experience with that after last night, though I’m not sure how much of a shadow I create myself. I’m not sure I want much of a shadow, considering we know the tragic end that Cleopatra met. History wasn’t kind to women who held beauty and power. I’m not sure the present is much kinder.

      “What do you think?” comes a low voice behind me.

      I gasp in a mouthful of old air and cough. Sutton stands too close to me, his body warm and imposing, somehow making the aisle shrink. “I think you surprised me.”

      “You fit here, which is strange.”

      “Strange because I know how to read?” I ask tartly.

      “Strange because you’re the epitome of the modern woman, but you look so comfortable in this stuffy old library. I think you’d fit in anywhere, wouldn’t you?”

      “That comes from moving every few months,” I say, the words out before I can call them back. I don’t usually share that with anyone. Definitely not a man who thinks I’m beautiful and mysterious. “Not that I minded.”

      He looks grave. “Are you going to settle down in New York?”

      That’s where most of the people I know have moved. Or places farther away, like Milan or Bombay. Places to inspire an artist’s heart. I never told them that I long for something simpler. Something more like an old library that hasn’t been touched in forever.

      “Maybe.” I snap the book shut and carry it to the front.

      He follows, a little bemused. “You’re stealing a book.”

      A gasp of outrage. “I wouldn’t steal. I’m checking it out, obviously.”

      “Should I go behind the counter, then?”

      “No one would mistake you for a librarian,” I say, glancing wryly at the elegant lines of his suit. How such a large man manages to move gracefully is something physicians can study. Something old Greek artists would have tried to carve out of marble.

      I push aside a swinging wooden door to go behind the counter myself. There’s a time capsule back here, papers in stacks moved only by the wind from above. Old stools with the leather worn, probably old even when the library closed. What had the librarians done when they closed the doors? Had they mourned this place? Someone should have.

      Sutton follows me behind the counter, his blunt fingers moving along a carving in the back wall. Leaves create a forest wall made out of mahogany. A place for a tired librarian to lean against between moving stacks of books around.

      Finally I find the little cards that they would fill out to lend a book. There’s a place to write the full name and address of the person. A place to write the book information. An optional ten-cent donation check box. Sutton joins me, placing his hand on my waist—such a small touch. It shouldn’t make my heart race.

      “Look,” I say, showing him. “You can earn back your two million with this.”

      He bends close, his blond hair more golden in this dim and dusty light. “How many books would we have to lend? It’s not as fast of a return as we hoped for.”

      A sense of lightness invades my chest because he plays along with me. Does that mean he respects me more or less than Christopher, who rejects my ideas right away? I’m not sure either of them see me as an equal, but they both want my body.

      Looking down at the cover of Cleopatra, the artist’s rendition of an overpriced prostitute done with childish ideas of Egyptian fashion, I wonder if that’s all we ever have.

      Sutton turns his face toward my neck, breathing in. I turn toward him, my mouth only a few inches away. We could kiss in this place, and it would be almost sacred.

      He pulls away, only an inch. Enough. “We can go to the office,” he says, his voice rough. “I’ll show you the plans and then we can talk about next steps.”

      So businesslike, those words. Next steps.

      I turn so that the counter is against my back and I’m facing Sutton. He could step back, if he really didn’t want this. If he didn’t want me to grasp his red tie and pull. If he didn’t want me to push up on my toes and kiss the corner of his lips.

      He groans and opens his mouth over mine. His tongue touches my lower lip, my tongue. He touches me in intimate, warm places, and I can only think about him kissing me between my legs. Especially when his palm lands heavy on my thigh.

      “Here?” I ask, but it’s not really a question. It’s more of a command.

      His hands grasp me in a brusque motion, pushing me so that I’m sitting on the counter. My legs open with a naturalness that surprises me, and he moves between them. Even with the way his waist narrows, he spreads me wide. His demanding kiss pushes me back, only an inch, enough to unbalance me. My hands fall back to catch me on the dusty stacks of paper.

      “Here,” he says as if it’s an order.

      Both of us know by now that it’s acquiescence. He’s put me in charge of this thing we’re doing, made me the goddess of this ancient library. It makes me feel powerful when I grasp his hair and hold him steady, biting his bottom lip.

      His hips jerk, as if against his will, pressing something hard and long against the inside of my leg. It makes me bite him again, harder this time. How does he do this to me? Make me vicious. As if something dangerous inside him calls to me.

      And I know that he’s strong enough to take anything I give him.

      “Do you think,” I say, gasping, “there were librarians who did this?”

      He moves his mouth to my jaw, making my skin oversensitive with his lips. “God, I hope so. It would have been a travesty to have this counter and not use it.”

      When he brushes his teeth along my collarbone, I let my head fall back. I look up at the broken windowpanes, at the too-bright sun. “I didn’t come last night.”

      “No?” he asks, nipping at the upper curve of my breast. “You didn’t have Christopher finish what I started? You didn’t tell him to get on his knees for you?”

      “He—” I have to pause and search for words as Sutton pushes his hand, blunt and urgent, beneath my panties. “He wanted to.”

      That makes him push his clothed cock against me, same as the bite. He likes it when I’m rough with him. We’re both animalistic this way, here in this abandoned place.

      “Would you touch me now if I’d let him?”

      “Hell yes,” he says, his voice a grumble, those blue eyes narrowed. “I’d show you that I can make it better. I’m not afraid of competition.”

      “You like it,” I say, panting.

      “Yeah,” he says, and his fingers find me wet and swollen. His lids lower. He presses an open-mouthed kiss on my belly. Lower, lower. “I like competing. You gonna make me fight for it, honey?”

      It’s probably wrong to answer yes. There’s some moral weakness inside me that only came to the surface when Christopher showed up at L’Etoile last night. “Would you win?” I whisper.

      “No chance in hell I’m letting this sweet pussy get away.” That drawl becomes stronger when he’s turned on. It makes me want to push him further, to see how heavy and thick he can sound. So I spread my legs wider, using my heel on the counter for leverage, pressing myself against his mouth. He grunts his appreciation, spearing me with a blunt finger, and then two. His hand twists and does something inside me, something that makes my mouth fall open.

      He pulls back enough to watch his fingers, in and out, in and out.

      “Don’t stop,” I moan, pushing my hips against the air.

      He laughs against me, the breath of it a terrible tease. “Did it hurt last night?”

      “Evil,” is all I can say, especially when he presses a small kiss to my clit.

      “My dick hurt like hell,” he says, rubbing his thumb against my clit. “Couldn’t jerk it because it made me wonder if you were with him. So I had to lie there hard as a fucking rock all night, waiting until it was morning.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say on a moan, but that’s a lie. The same way he lies to me. I’m not sorry he hurt for me; it feels like the only compensation in this whole confusing situation. That his cock throbs and aches and wants the way my body does.

      “You will be,” he says, his voice low and hard-edged. “You’ll be sorry when I spank your ass pink with one of these books. Then maybe you’ll know better than to tease me.”

      Surprise squeezes my lungs, because I’m pretty sure he’s only pretending. Or maybe he’s really going to punish me. My body doesn’t seem to care, because I gasp and writhe in his hold, fighting him in this maybe-game we’re playing.

      Large hands grasp my hips and flip me over like I weigh nothing. Then I’m bent over the counter where a hundred books must have been lent over the years. A thousand books. More?

      I’m defiling all of it with my breasts pressed against the dusty wood and my hands clenching in old paper. He picks something up; I feel the whoosh of air where I’m exposed. I tense, but nothing hits me.

      “Don’t worry,” he says in that hard-edge voice that means I should be very worried. “I’m going to warn you before I do it. I want you good and afraid.”

      “I’m afraid,” I whimper.

      He shows me the book he has—there are stacks of them haphazard on the counter, books that were returned but never shelved, forever in purgatory. It could have been any one of them, but of course it’s The Goddess of Egypt. Stylized Cleopatra looks back at me with her mysterious eyes and knowing smile. I’m going to paint her. I’ll have to paint her, in some way other than in that seductive pose they always use. Maybe she’ll be bent over a table, her body shaking in almost-real fear at the man behind her.

      “Ready, honey?” he asks, soft. And I know this is the time when I can speak up. Don’t hit me. I don’t want that. I’m not that kind of woman. But if there’s anything last night showed me, it’s that I don’t know what kind of woman I am. Maybe none of us really do until we have two men fighting for us. Maybe there’s a Cleopatra inside each of us.

      “Ready,” I whisper.

      The book makes a whistle sound in the air. It winds something up in my body, something that only springs loose when a flat pain echoes through me. I cry out, more from the surprise than the hurt. A large palm molds itself to my ass, soothing away whatever sting was left.

      Another whistle; another cry.

      It isn’t harder than the jolt of a roller coaster bar against my stomach. It’s not the pain that makes this good; it’s knowing that he’s doing it to me. I’m in this powerless position, because of my lust, because I chose this. Because I chose him.

      His fingers find me again, slick and ready. It only takes the barest twist, the smallest circle around my clit before I’m coming apart, my legs shaking, every muscle clenched. Pleasure saturates my mind like the yellow-orange rays of sunlight at dawn, breaching the horizon.

      The book drops beside me, right in my line of sight. He wants me to see it.

      To imagine the imprint of my ass on the old glossy cover.

      A small tear behind me, a rustle of cloth. I clench harder on the papers in my fists as if they’re rope instead of pointless forms.

      He’s probably good with rope.

      Yes yes yes. He’s so good with it he doesn’t need anything as primitive as fibers and knots. He has me tied down to this counter with pure force of will—not even his own. Mine. It’s my desire that keeps my breasts against the wood, that keeps my ass in the air while he strokes me with callused hands. “One day we’ll have to try a bed,” he says in that voice that pretends to be unaffected. As if I can’t feel his cock throbbing against my thigh.

      “Later,” I manage to say in a voice just as bland. “To spice things up.”

      A bark of laughter echoes through the library, sending a bird from its nest of dictionaries and Dickens, a flurry of feathers through the largest broken window. My gaze follows the path, even when there’s a wide heat pressing between my legs.

      Even when I moan in sudden panic.

      He seemed big when I felt him through his slacks, but I wasn’t specifically worried about size. Nature has its own geometry, doesn’t it? That’s what I thought, but now I’m less sure.

      He pauses, easing a large hand along my lower back. Settling me back down. “Do you need to come again?” he asks.

      The question is so casual, so kind, that I’m struck by my own inexperience. That I could do this in an abandoned library, bent over the counter, with a man who is technically my boss.

      “Maybe,” I say, but the word is high-pitched and uncertain to my own ears.

      A long silence speaks volumes, like the books that surround us, spilling secrets for anyone who pauses to listen. Or anyone bent over a desk, a heavy hand on her lower back, legs shaking.

      “Goddamn,” he whispers, and he sounds just as unsteady as me.

      “Are we still going to have sex? Because if not, I think I should probably be standing for this conversation.” I’m babbling a little. Nervous. Exposed.

      There’s no hurry at all in his movements. He pulls me up and sets my clothes to rights, using hands that don’t tremble and a body that doesn’t shiver every two seconds. Then he pushes me back so smoothly that I barely realize I’m sitting on the counter again. Mostly I’m sure of it because it no longer feels like I’m about to fall down.

      “I don’t want...”

      He studies me with infinite patience, his blond hair ruffled. Did I pull his hair when he knelt in front of me? Or is that a natural disarray that happens when he has almost-sex? His voice is calm and solid as an oak tree when he asks, “Don’t want what?”

      “Don’t want you to protect me. Don’t want you to be the hero and protect my stupid virginity, which is just a social construct, by the way. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Harper.”

      “It’s not something I need to be protected from, like it’s 1580 and I’m a maiden and my virtue has to be guarded by the men in my family.” And I’m so, so tired of being protected by Christopher Bardot. Protected by my father. Protected by these formidable walls I’ve built so I don’t get my heart smashed to bits.

      “Harper. I’m not protecting you.”

      “And it’s not like—oh. You’re not?”

      He laughs, a little rueful. “I’m protecting myself if anything. How do you manage to seem so damned experience when you’re a virgin?”

      I make a face. “What does that even mean, experienced? I have life experience. Having a dick inside isn’t some kind of transcendent experience. Only a man would think so.”

      “Only a virgin would think it doesn’t matter.”

      “Look,” I say, feeling a little manic. Because maybe I had always imagined it would be Christopher. That seems impossibly naive in the light of a broken stained-glass dome. “I wasn’t saving myself for marriage or anything dramatic like that. I just wanted it to be the right place and time. Like an abandoned library, apparently.”

      “Like eight a.m. on a Friday.”

      “Apparently,” I say, trying to sound worldly. “Maybe I’m a morning-sex kind of girl. I’m not usually awake in the mornings, so I never knew that about myself. See, you do learn things in libraries.”

      Sutton picks up the book about Cleopatra and hands it to me. “Come on.”

      “More spankings?”

      “No,” he says, very severe. Very angry about the virginal spankings. “We’re going to the office, where I’m going to show you the damn blueprints.”

      “Work.”

      It’s a relief that he’s focusing on work instead of sex.

      And a terrible disappointment.

      I think out of any man in the world, Sutton Mayfair is the only one who could make me forget about Christopher Bardot. For even two seconds, forget about the man I’ve been in love with since I was fifteen years old. It’s an allure to someone who’s been trapped for so long. A shiny key dangled in front of someone who’s been behind bars.

      “You have a lot of work to do if you’re going to convince the historical society to let us raze this place down.”

      “You’re not razing anything,” I say, pushing off the counter and pointing a finger at his chest. “And don’t look smug. I’m still turned on, but I’m choosing to ignore that for now and focus on the fact that this library is going to be restored.”

      “Libraries don’t make money,” he reminds me, his voice gentle.
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      I’m on the phone with Avery that afternoon, having seen enough architectural diagrams of a modern monstrosity to last me a lifetime. It would be a beautiful mall, one I’d love to shop in if it were located anywhere else in the city.

      “What about a bookstore?” I ask, sketching out a Cleopatra reading a book with that Mona Lisa smile on her face. Why can’t she look any other way but sultry?

      “Oh, that would be cool,” Avery says, because she’s that kind of friend. Supportive, even when you have dumb ideas. “Aren’t bookstores going out of business, though?”

      “There’s really no way a bookstore can earn back what they put into it, not even if they sell a thousand books a day. Besides, it wouldn’t be the same.”

      “The same as what?”

      “This library… I wish you could see it. You’d just die. And probably find some out-of-print book about Helen of Troy to make you have an orgasm right on the spot.”

      “Mmmm,” she says, sounding a little orgasmic at the idea. “What if you create a little museum section in the mall, where it shows some of the old books?”

      “So people can put down their slushies and pretzels on the glass case?”

      “I don’t understand why they even bought a library.”

      “For the location. And a total lack of respect for old books. They think the mall is going to be some kind of commercial revival for the west side.”

      She’s quiet for long enough that I know she’s holding out on me.

      “Spill.”

      “Maybe it really would be good for the city,” she says in a rush. “The books aren’t doing anyone any good collecting dust. An influx of cash from the rich side of the city might be exactly what the west side needs.”

      “You’ve been spending too much time with Gabriel.”

      “And you still have the books,” she says. “You could sell them and use the money to create a new library. A smaller library that has books and a computer lab.”

      “Way too much time with Gabriel. Now you’re practical and boring.”

      “I forgot to mention you’re on speakerphone.”

      A smile takes over no matter how hard I fight it. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. But I’m sorry in that way where I said something true and I’m only sorry you heard it. You’re rubbing off on her.”

      “That’s my favorite thing to do with her,” he says, his voice far from the phone.

      It makes me laugh, which is what I needed.

      Gabriel is a good man, even if he did buy my best friend’s virginity as revenge. These things happen. The important thing is that he loves her. She only has to blink at something and he’ll pour his fortune into buying it for her. I’m almost certain they won’t end in tragedy, but you never really know with love.

      That’s why I’m better off without it.
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      The Den is a place owned by a criminal and bastard, so naturally it’s spilling over with patrons when I show up at ten p.m. They wear suits and party dresses, laughter and drinks flowing freely when I step into the foyer. The crowd here is younger and more playful than the gala, but just as rich. Just as powerful in their own corner of the city.

      From across the room I see Hugo with his head bent, speaking to Christopher and another man with a shaved head and muscles like whoa. I’ve never met the third man before. He stands and approaches the bar area, so I sidle up to him.

      “Hi,” I say, dropping my rose-gold clutch on the mirrored surface.

      He looks at me sideways. “Who are you?”

      There’s a natural command in his voice, the kind that can only come from having been in charge of men for a long stretch of his life. Military? It’s in the way he holds himself. “A friend of Beatrix Cartwright. And Avery James.”

      His eyes are a darker blue than Sutton, more midnight than ocean. “Ah.”

      “Ah?”

      “You’re the artist. The one Sutton talks about.”

      “He talks about me?” My voice comes out high-pitched, because I don’t know whether he talks about what happened in the hallway or what happened bent over on the counter. Either way my cheeks burn hot in the company of this stranger. He’s wearing a wedding band and he doesn’t seem the least interested in me sexually, which only makes it more embarrassing somehow.

      “You’re going to save the library.”

      “Oh,” I say, relieved. “I’m not sure how, but that’s the plan.”

      “Christopher’s going to lose his shit. It was his idea to raze the whole thing down. I think that’s the only way he knows how to make something successful.”

      Is that what he’s trying to do with me, tear me down to my roots, to the muscle and bone, to build me into a woman he might actually trust? “That is weirdly insightful, stranger. Almost like you know Christopher really well, but I don’t know you.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “Blue Eastman.”

      “Your name is Blue.”

      “Yes.”

      “Like it says that on your birth certificate. Blue like the color.”

      He laughs a little rusty, like he’s not used to doing it. “That’s right.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t really move on. Was Green in the running? If you had been born with green eyes, would you be named Green?”

      “Probably.” He pauses, accepting a beer that the bartender sends his way. “Do you want anything? Sutton will be annoyed at me that I bought you a drink.”

      “An old-fashioned,” I tell the bartender, a pretty young woman with strawberry-blonde curls and twinkling eyes. “And I’m paying for it.”

      Blue takes a sip of beer and then considers the amber liquid. “My father had brown eyes. Black hair. My mother had dark skin and even darker hair.”

      “Babies have blue eyes,” I whisper.

      “Not in my family. At least that’s what my dad said, for all that he didn’t know shit about genetics either. So he named me Blue to punish my mother, to always remind her that he knew.”

      “Wow. Did she actually…?”

      “Until the day she died, she maintained that she had never cheated. Which either makes her a dedicated liar or very bad chooser of husbands.”

      Love is a terrible monster. It seduces you like a siren, pulling you closer even though you know you're going to be smashed to bits against the rocks.

      “I’m sorry.” What a terrible way to grow up, knowing that every time your parents looked at you, they were thinking about an indiscretion that may never have happened. Finding the proof in your appearance. “No wonder you left and joined the army.”

      “That obvious?”

      “Pretty much. But what I don’t know is how you know Christopher. He’s not exactly the hoorah, my-biceps-are-bigger-than-yours type. I say that with complete respect, because your biceps are definitely bigger than mine. And also everyone else’s.”

      “We’re… friends,” he says, the word almost foreign on his lips.

      “I didn’t know he had friends.” Except for Sutton, though I wouldn’t have used the word friends. They’re business partners, sure. Enemies maybe.

      Blue nods toward the group of armchairs in the corner where Hugo and Sutton are still talking. “The four of us. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but we sort of ironically, but not ironically, call ourselves the Thieves Club.”

      “Is it because you steal jewelry at galas? I’m not judging. Anyone would consider it. There’s a ridiculous amount of diamonds in a single room.”

      “It’s something Hugo said a long time ago. That every dollar earned was a dollar we took from someone else. Whether we returned a service for that money is beside the point. The amount of money in the world is finite.”

      There’s a rush of air, and then Christopher is on the other side of me, having appeared like some kind of magician. The breath whooshes out of me for a solid five seconds, and when I breathe back in a gulp, the air comes flavored with him—crisp and dark and always so damned comforting when I shouldn’t be comforted by him.

      “Until the government prints more,” he says, the educated economist inside him sounding like Daddy, which unnerves me and comforts me even more. Goddamn it.

      Blue tips his glass of beer in greeting. “Though if we took those freshly minted dollars, we really would be the Thieves Club.”

      “We’ll call that plan B,” I say, accepting my old-fashioned from the bartender with a murmured thanks. “The gala seems like an easier mark, really.”

      Christopher is faster than me, sliding a twenty across the mirrored counter before I can pull money out of my clutch. It makes me scowl at him, because it’s an extension of the way he tries to control me—handing out and withholding money according to his own code.

      “I’m not grateful,” I tell him, taking a gulp of the drink.

      “I don’t expect you to be,” he murmurs. “But you don’t need to think about stealing. You’re one of the richest women in the country.”

      Blue seems to have evaporated, probably returning to the group of armchairs in the corner. I can’t seem to take my gaze away from Christopher’s dark eyes to check. There’s something different about him tonight, but I can’t figure out what.

      He looks a little less forbidding.

      “A lot of good that does me,” I say.

      “If you help us push this project through you’ll get the money you want.”

      I look down at my drink. Now I understand why men do this, the broody, staring-at-alcohol thing. It’s a moral dilemma, because if I push the project through, I’ll help Mom. But I’ll also destroy something beautiful in the library.

      “Sutton told me,” Christopher says, reading my mood correctly. “You’re your father’s daughter. You know there’s no way to make money back on a library.”

      “Maybe it can be like the Den. You could serve alcohol at the counter while you check out books. And people could discuss philosophy and sex like a modern-day French salon.”

      “It works for the Den because Damon Scott runs it. It’s basically headquarters for his criminal enterprises. Laundering money and selling weapons isn’t in our business plan.”

      “He doesn’t sell weapons,” the bartender says.

      Christopher gives her a small smile. “You would know.”

      She smiles back with a nod that makes her look like royalty. “I like the idea of selling alcohol at a library. I’d buy a glass of wine to sit with a book, but I’m not sure it will make the kind of money you’re looking for.”

      “This is Penny,” Christopher says, giving enough weight to the name that I should know who she is. “She’s with Damon Scott. Though I haven’t seen her behind the bar before tonight.”

      “I’m trying my hand at mixing drinks.”

      “You’re good at it,” I say with a rueful glance at my empty glass.

      She laughs, a tinkling sound. “Thank you. Anyway, it’s a good place to eavesdrop on people. That’s probably why Damon started a bar in the first place. He sells information.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re looking to get into the information business?” I ask Christopher hopefully, even though I wouldn’t like him half as much if he did. He operates on his own code of honor, which is warped and broken but comes from a good place.

      “Fashion and trendy electronics at a high markup would be preferable.”

      “I could buy it from you,” I say, which suddenly seems like the best idea. “It would be my personal library, so it follows the rules of the trust fund. And I’d give you whatever you paid for it. More, even. So it would still make money for you.”

      “That’s assuming I would sell it to you,” he says, almost gently now. That’s what’s different about him. There’s no derision in his expression. Less coldness in his voice. He’s almost, almost human. And he sounds apologetic, as if he wished he didn’t have to disappoint me.

      “I’m not going to beg.” Mostly because I know it won’t do any good with him. I’ve already tried that, when I was far more desperate than I am now.

      “I’m not selling it, for many reasons. The location of the library was calculated based on many different factors. We won’t find another place ripe for gentrification like this one.”

      “Why do you care so much about gentrification?”

      “Because it’s going to make me a rich man.”

      “If you had two million dollars to put into it, you’re already a rich man.”

      “One million,” he says. “Sutton put in the other half. And a million dollars doesn’t make you a rich man in this economy. There’s more in the trust to maintain the damn yacht.”

      “Good Lord. How much does it cost to wax the deck?”

      Christopher gives me a half smile that looks so much like him as a college boy that my heart skips a beat. “That depends on how shiny you want it.”

      “The library is a monument to knowledge and community and the irrepressible spirit of mankind. You can’t just tear it down and build a mall.”

      “Malls are irrepressible. And profitable.”

      There’s no way I can save the library. Failure makes my chest feel tight, which isn’t a totally new feeling. Especially when I’m in Christopher’s presence. Why do I always feel crushed when he walks away? And why do I keep seeking him out, even though I know how it will end?

      I can’t save the library, but the worst part is I’m not sure I can save the mall project either. We would have to convince the historical society to let us build it.

      Another cocktail appears in front of me, sent by the too-knowing Penny with sympathetic brown eyes. I take a large swallow of my cocktail, enough that even this top-shelf liquor makes my throat burn.

      “You can use the office,” Christopher says. “Invite them over and show them the plans. I don’t mind letting them see, but I’m not going to change a damn thing.”

      “There’s the spirit of compromise and community that will endear you to them.”

      Penny shines a perfectly clean glass with a rag, managing to look conspicuous as she does it. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I’ve met some of the women in the historical society.”

      “Are you friends with them?” I ask hopefully.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but I like to think I know how they operate. And if you bring them into a boardroom and show them documents that are already drafted, they’re going to say no.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking, too. And the worst part is I don’t totally disagree with them. It’s a gorgeous building. It should be lovingly restored, not torn down for the land.”

      Christopher gives me a dire look. “And Sutton asks why I don’t think it’s a good idea, you being our liaison with them. Maybe because you’re not on our side.”

      “I’m not on anyone’s side,” I tell him, annoyed. “I’m on my own side. There’s only me on this side. You and Sutton, you’re not invited.”

      A smile plays on Penny’s lips. “Did you hear about the show that’s come to the Grand? It’s sold out on Broadway, with limited tour dates, so it’s a coup that we got a stop. One night only. Tomorrow night.”

      The implications run through me like warm water. Mrs. Rosemont may have asked to hear details about the project, but it won’t help to show them to her. Those councilmen that are holding the permits in perpetual review? They’ll nix them for good. “So everyone will be there. Can we get tickets?”

      “It’s been sold out for weeks. Damon and I have been looking forward to it since we heard. And I happen to have a couple of extra seats in my box.” She glances sideways where Sutton sits, watching us now with an unreadable expression. “Only two, but we know the owners of the theater. They’ll let us add another chair to the box.”

      “Thank you so much,” I say, clapping. “This will be perfect.”

      Christopher sounds droll. “I don’t suppose you’d accept money in exchange for the seats.”

      She laughs. “Of course not. You’ll owe us a big favor, because if there’s one thing Damon Scott loves collecting more than information, it’s favors.”
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      “He has friends,” I tell Avery, on my bed and staring up at the chandelier hanging from the ceiling. I took a cab back to L’Etoile, refusing to let either Sutton or Christopher bring me home.

      “He’s probably had friends before.”

      “I don’t know.” I remember how he looked bent over his textbook, forlorn and serious and determined. “He may have given his textbooks names and had whole conversations with them.”

      “You just never lived in the same city as him,” she says.

      “Did you know about this Thieves Club? That’s what they call themselves, Sutton and Christopher and Hugo. And this man whose name is Blue, like the color.”

      “Because they steal jewels from the bank?”

      “That’s what I asked!” This is why talking to Avery grounds me. She understands me like no one else. Besides she asked for the scoop, which is only fair since she gave me the tip about going to the Den. “Apparently it’s because every dollar they earn is one taken from someone else and money is finite or something.”

      “Hmm,” she says. “So he has friends and you met them. Does that mean he’s human now, instead of a big symbolic version of your dad you can hate?”

      “Don’t psychoanalyze me,” I say in a singsong voice. “Two can play at that game and you sold your virginity in a public auction, so you’re always going to be weirder.”

      That earns me a laugh. “So you’re going to the theater tomorrow.”

      “And I still have no idea what I’m going to say to Mrs. Rosemont. Hey, the library is a gorgeous piece of history. Can we have your blessing to burn it down?”

      “Burning it seems inefficient. Won’t there just be a wrecking ball or bulldozer or something?”

      “In my head it’s going to be burned like the libraries at Alexandria. And then Christopher will fire me. And Sutton will spank me. And my mom probably won’t even do the experimental treatment even if I can get the hospital to let her in after this.”

      “There will be other libraries,” she says gently.

      I swallow down the acid that threatens to come up, ruining the pretty lace bedspread. “You’re right. The treatment is the most important thing.”

      This reminder could not be more important. The treatment is more important than making Christopher Bardot jealous. More important than seeing if Sutton Mayfair can be the man who might actually replace him in my heart. More important than the library and painting and anything else in the world. That’s the kind of focus that gets things done.

      It’s the kind of focus that’s kept me alive in the cold years since the will reading. Having some goal set for me, however impossible it seemed. Making a living for Mom while going to college. Finding some peace despite the mockery the media made of us.

      The butterfly garden was a natural extension of everything that came before. Useful and elaborate and slightly over the top.

      There will be other libraries. “Is this how men feel when they sell their morals?”

      “It’s how I felt,” she says, and I know she’s thinking of her time at the Den.

      “I’m sorry. I wish you’d have come to me then.” She’s able to laugh about it now, mostly because that’s how she found Gabriel Miller. It was terrible at the time.

      “And I wish you would fly to the Emerald right now instead of going there tomorrow. We can eat popcorn and watch Mean Girls and talk about how boys suck. And then you can tell me about Sutton spanking you, which I did not overlook by the way.”

      “There was possibly a thing with a dusty old book.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “And a library counter.”

      “So you guys are officially… you know. Doing it.”

      “We’ve done some things,” I say, as breezy as if I’ve done every single thing on the sexual menu. Repeatedly. “Not all of them. He’s very skilled with his hands. And his mouth.”

      Avery doesn’t precisely know that I’m a virgin.

      She thinks I’ve had sex because she knows I go into bedrooms with frat boys and let them hang socks on the door, so it’s a reasonable assumption. But I’ve perfected the art of listening to their troubles and keeping all my clothes on. I’ve also perfected the art of a hard kick to the balls in case one of them gets particularly persuasive.

      Like I told Sutton, I don’t think one particular act matters that much. I never thought I was saving it for marriage, but in my head, when I touch myself at night, it was always a dark head of hair and black eyes that looked down on me. Always the same.

      No matter how much I hated him, Christopher was always the gold standard.

      “He’s fun to play with while I’m in town,” I say, still casual, because I’d like to have casual virginity-removing sex with Sutton. Then I can stop the stupidity of imagining Christopher being my first. “Not anything serious.”

      “Oh my God, Harper.” She sounds scandalized. “Two men?”

      “No,” I correct sharply. “There’s only one man. Even that is temporary.”

      Temporary, the word my mother used to describe my father’s wives. And her husbands.

      Nothing lasts forever.

      “Two men,” Avery says, insistent. “There’s always been something between you and Christopher. Mostly you two have never stayed in the same city long enough to do anything about it. And now he’s seeing you with his business partner…”

      Seeing me with my dress up around my waist, my sex exposed in the hallway while his business partner licks my pussy. “Nothing is going to happen.”

      “But call me when it does.”

      “I’m literally never going to call you again, because nothing is going to happen.”

      “Okay,” she says, not believing me for a second. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      I hang up with an exasperated smile, tossing the phone onto the nightstand. I’m feeling a little punchy without any of my supplies with me, but I don’t want to make a trip to the art store.

      For one thing I don’t think the concierge would take kindly to me splashing oil-based paint all over their antique furniture and old wallpaper. I also don’t want to imply, even to myself, that I’ll be staying in Tanglewood for longer than a few days. I’ll sort out the issue with the Tanglewood Historical Society and be back in LA with my mother and her new treatment and my brushes.

      The only thing of interest in the hotel room is the book on Cleopatra, which is more interesting than the cover could possibly imply. There’s intrigue in here about her life, going beyond her experiences with Julius and Antony. Chapters and chapters from before she was ever a glint in their eyes. The making of a powerful woman, through the only means available to her.

      Those men, who wanted her for her body. And her mind?

      Did they think they were in love with her?

      She was more than a pretty face to them, this much we know. They used her, and she used them back. And in the end she outlasted them both, so maybe that’s the moral of the story.

      It ended in tragedy for all three of them, though.

      Maybe that’s the true moral of the story.
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      The Grand fits its name with a gorgeous fountain in the front and ornate carving along the front that’s been lovingly repaired with plaster. Old trees surround the property like an embrace. A thick red carpet covers the cobblestone close to the entrance.

      “See?” I tell Sutton, who looks ridiculously handsome in a suit. “This is how you treat a place with history. You don’t blow it up into a million pieces.”

      “We aren’t going to blow up the library,” he says, that rough voice underlaid with amusement. “And besides, I don’t think this is the example we should follow. The Grand used to be a strip club.”

      Through an arched doorway I can see gilded wood box seats and a wide stage. “And you know this by rumor only, I’m sure. It’s not that you would have gone to a strip club yourself.”

      He laughs in a fully masculine way that does not confirm or deny anything. “I work with the construction company that did some of the restoration.”

      It’s almost impossible to believe that this place was anything but a theater. It’s cleaner and more elegant than some of the theaters I’ve been to on Broadway, which maybe isn’t saying much. “Some businesspeople clearly value culture.”

      “Ivan Tabakov values beautiful women,” Sutton says. “Especially the beautiful woman he married, who was herself a stripper until they converted it to a theater. Or back to a theater, I should say, since that’s how it started.”

      “That’s what the mall would be,” I say, quiet so only he can hear.

      “A strip club?”

      “I’m not judging the women who worked here, but there’s a reason they converted it back. Because desperation and money and sex are not the answer.”

      “Hey,” he says, laughing silently. “Leave sex out of this.”

      I look at the ceiling, at the dark wood beams and the faded pink textured wallpaper. They’re original to this place; I can feel it in my bones. “I’m not bashing malls or strip clubs,” I say, still looking up. “I’m not even bashing money, but it’s a problem when you have to destroy something beautiful to have them.”

      When I glance back at Sutton, his expression is grave. “What other beautiful things have you seen destroyed?” he asks softly.

      I don’t answer him, but I think he already knows. My mother’s dignity. My own innocence. The better question is, what beautiful things does money not destroy? It touches everything with its dirty hands, marking us, leaving us weaker than before.

      “There they are,” he murmurs, nodding toward a box to the right of the stage.

      It’s the one with the best view, of course. The best view of both the stage and the rest of the theater. Seats fit for royalty. Penny transformed from a bartender in a crisp white button-down to a gorgeous asymmetrical lilac gown of different textures. The man beside her must be Damon Scott, the angles of his face severe as he surveys the crowd.

      And beside them is Christopher, murmuring softly to Damon. Probably making a backroom deal. That’s why men come to these things, isn’t it? It’s an excuse to do business.

      Of course I can’t blame the gender, since that’s why I’m here.

      “Wait,” I say, when Sutton moves to escort me toward the stairs. Half the seats are full with people settled in, chatting and flipping through the program. The other half of the seats are still empty, waiting for the people who are milling around or still out with their glasses of champagne.

      It takes a few minutes, but finally I spot Mrs. Rosemont when she turns to glance up at the balcony. She’s sitting with an older man who I’m guessing is her husband. They have seats right up front. Not quite as glamorous as the box seats, but definitely expensive.

      Sutton gives me a curious look but lets me lead us down the row toward them. Maybe he thinks I’m going to sit down and have a chat with her about the library in the ten minutes before the curtain rises, but I’m about two percent more subtle than that. Instead I stand in the aisle, half turned away, flipping through the program they gave us at the door.

      Finally the couple beside the Rosemonts stands and makes their way to the exit, probably taking a potty break so they don’t have to stand in a monumentally long line during intermission.

      “Excuse me,” I say when they reach us, sounding nervous and flushed, which isn’t that difficult since I’m trembling. “I know this is forward of me, but my brother’s in the show tonight.”

      I spin a story of my brother, the understudy, who’s been part of the cast since they started touring. But this will be his first show. They gave us seats, of course, but they’re all the way up in the boxes. I want him to be able to see me when he looks out at the audience. There are little touches I pulled from the program—a name of an understudy and the part he’ll play.

      The woman looks only a few years older than me, and not particularly pleased at the idea of switching seats. She seems the suspicious sort, which is reasonable considering I’m conning them. It’s when the husband sees exactly which box they’d be in that things change.

      “Is that Damon Scott?” he says, trying to hide his excitement.

      “Oh, he’s very kind. He’s the one who gave us the seats. But my brother will be disappointed if he can’t see me in the audience. I promised to wave at him.”

      So that’s how we end up sitting next to the Rosemonts.

      I can feel Sutton shaking with laughter beside me, but he manages to hold any words inside. “You hired me to do a job,” I tell him under my breath. “I’m doing a job.”

      “I have no complaints,” he murmurs, his hand finding mine.

      I let him hold my hand because that’s the part we’re playing for Tanglewood society right now. Not because it feels warm and comforting for him to rest my palm against his. Not because it’s strangely sensual for him to rub his thumb along the outer edge of my hand.

      The lights dim without me exchanging a single word with Mrs. Rosemont. We watch the show, which I fully intend to enjoy since I haven’t seen it yet. The rave reviews are fully deserved, and I’m laughing and gasping along with the rest of the audience.

      She notices me first during intermission, but I’m careful not to look her way. I feel her think about saying something to me two different times. Didn’t we meet at the gala? she would ask.

      But she’s silent and so I don’t say anything either. Patience.

      It’s in the final act that things really progress, and by that I mean—I cried. Twice. The show is a gorgeous tragedy, and there are tears streaming down my face. The program is clenched in my hands, almost torn apart by the strength of my emotion. Sutton looks stoic beside me, but I know he’s moved by the way he holds my hand.

      Mrs. Rosemont is crying, too. When the curtain falls and the actors take their bows, she and I are among the first to rise to our feet, clapping our hands as hard as we can, trying to convey everything we felt and lost and learned in such a basic, universal sound.

      It’s only when the lights go up again, and everyone streams out the doors, that she turns to me. “You’re the one who wants to tear down the library,” she says, her eyes tinged red.

      “I don’t.” Lying works well for getting someone to switch seats with you. For something like this, honesty is the only way. “I’d love to restore the library, to see it in its glory.”

      “Then how can you…” She glances at Sutton but must think better of what she’s going to say about him. He sits with his ankle over his knee, looking supremely relaxed and confident in a theater. He would look this way in a stable or a boardroom. That’s because it comes from inside him, that certainty that he’s right where he needs to be.

      “I love the library, but it’s not doing anyone any good with all the books molding and the wood rotting. And no one, not Bardot and Mayfair, not the city of Tanglewood, is going to pay the small fortune it would cost to repair it.”

      She sniffs. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to condone a mall.”

      “What I’m proposing is something that will benefit the city of Tanglewood, the history of Tanglewood, more than an abandoned building ever could.”

      The wrinkles around her eyes deepen. “What is your plan?”

      “We go through the books. Find the ones that are worth keeping and the ones that aren’t. Donate the ones of value to the Tanglewood library system for distribution or display.”

      “That’s not enough.”

      This feels like more than an interest in historical restoration. It feels personal. “Tell me why,” I say. “Tell me why the library is so important to you.”

      She studies the velvet curtain, clearly deciding how much to tell me. Secrets are a form of currency. “I went to that library as a child.” A pause. “It was more than a place for books, you understand. It was the place you could learn things, no matter what family you came from. No matter how much money you had.”

      “There are other libraries.” It’s strange feeling to argue against myself.

      “Not like that one.”

      “Not like that one,” I have to concede. “But the books can be restored and find new homes in libraries around the city. Bardot and Mayfair would be honored to fund restoration of some of the best pieces, for better preservation and display.”

      She mulls that over, her shrewd eyes on the curtained stage, probably imagining how it would look. Not only the value, but the fact that the Tanglewood Historical Society had managed to secure it for the city. It would be a win. “I’ll have to talk about it with some of the others. I’m not making any promises.”

      “There was a library I went to,” I tell her, cashing in my own secrets. The times between husbands. “We mostly wouldn’t talk to the librarians unless the computers broke. The machines told us where to find books. Then one day I went in and there was a brand new book about Leonora Carrington, the glue still tacky where they’d put the library label on. I could barely find a few lines and one photo of her work in the other books.”

      “An artist?” Sutton asks, his voice soft.

      “A painter. A surrealist.” None of those words accurately convey what she meant to me. “She painted mythological creatures, but they’re… they’re these radical statement about existence, about transformation, about sexuality. She’s the reason I believed I could be painter.”

      Sutton makes a small sound and squeezes my hand.

      “But there was nothing—no store where you could walk in and buy a book about her or a print of one of her paintings. It was like, in the world of money and power, she never existed.”

      I don’t share that she was expelled from multiple schools for wild behavior. That she was a revolutionary and a vocal feminist. Her family never understood her desire to be an artist.

      Sometimes it’s an act of rebellion to simply exist.

      “My father was a carpenter,” Mrs. Rosemont says, her throat working. “Kitchen cabinets and basic furniture, that kind of thing. He never made anything artistic at home. I wouldn’t have known it was even inside him, if it weren’t for the library.”

      A thump in my heart. “He made the wall?”

      “They paid him twenty dollars for the whole project.”

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe your father made that. It’s incredible.”

      She shakes her head. “It broke my heart when they shut down the library. But it’s always been there. Waiting, I think. Waiting for someone who cares enough.”

      I look at Sutton, who’s watching me with unreadable blue eyes. He’s waiting for someone who cares enough, maybe. Waiting for me. We might not be able to save the whole library, but we can save the wall. And it will be better—much better to preserve it properly than let it sit in that dusty, abandoned space, exposed to the elements through the broken glass dome.

      “As it happens the extraction and transportation of walls has been a subject of particular interest to me. And Sutton’s a carpenter, too. I’m sure we can find a way to pull them off the building and move them… ” Where? “Maybe a museum.”

      “City hall,” Mrs. Rosemont says, and I know we’ve won.

      Sutton gives me a small nod of agreement. We still have to convince Christopher, who I think will be less amenable, but I have to believe I can do it. There’s a cost to what I’m proposing, but nothing in life is free. Being a stated supporter of the society will mean the project has their backing. It might even help smooth along some of the red tape.

      This is the way business is done.

      Like Christopher said, I am my father’s daughter.

      Mrs. Rosemont nods once. “I still have to discuss it with the other members, but this might be the best option. We’ll be in touch with some specifics.”

      That’s a nice way of saying she’s going to make us bleed through the nose for some expensive book restorations, but I can’t really blame her. My job is far from done. There will be more negotiations, but this is a solid start.

      Sutton stands. “Shall we?”

      He helps me up, but my foot has fallen asleep from sitting too long. I stumble a little against the chairs in front of me. It’s Sutton who helps pull me upright, Sutton who keeps me that way when my leg threatens to give out again. Sutton who leans down so that his face is only an inch away from mine, an intimate pose considering we’re sitting in one of the front rows of the theater.

      Most of the seats are empty now anyway, but there’s one man at the back. In the shadows. Of course he would be there. I recognize his silhouette immediately. Christopher must have come down from the box seat and waited for us.

      I lean on Sutton as we make our way to the back.

      Vaguely I’m aware of Mrs. Rosemont and her husband trailing after us up the long carpeted aisle. We’re almost completely alone in such a large space. The stage is silent after being so full of life for the past three hours. Through the archway I can hear the buzz of voices, people excited and a little tipsy, but they seem far away.

      Even a few feet away from Christopher, he’s too dark to read. I can feel the tension radiating off him. Is he worried I said something wrong? He steps forward, only half a foot, and I can see his black eyes flash with fury.

      “Christopher?” I say, suddenly uncertain. It had felt so natural to make a deal with Mrs. Rosemont with Sutton beside me. This is what I would have done for my father, if he had lived long enough to use me for this. It’s what I was born to do.

      “I’ll take you home,” he says, his voice so low it’s almost guttural. The sound of a cello in the orchestra pit, foreboding and grave. It means the main actor is in trouble.

      Sutton’s hand tightens on me, and I realize what this is. Another one of their damn pissing matches. I’m not even sure it matters who I am—it could be anything they’re pulling between them. “I’ve got her,” he says, nice and quiet. Lethal in a different way.

      “This wasn’t a date,” I whisper. “I’m not going home with either of you.”

      Christopher looks away, his jaw ticking. “Of course. We can go to the office instead. You can give me the rundown of what you promised Mrs. Rosemont.”

      I take a step back, stung. “We can do that tomorrow morning. And hopefully by then you’ll have cooled down enough not to speak to me like I’m a child.”

      A dark gaze slides down my body. The emerald wrap dress suddenly feels like nothing. “You’re not a child, Harper. You know exactly what you’re doing.”

      The man was saying a thousand things with the innuendo in his voice, none of it good. I’m struck speechless a moment, wondering how I got to this place. Wondering how I can say anything at all when my throat itches and burns like I might start crying—for a third time tonight.

      It’s Sutton who steps forward. “I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with you right now, but you’re going to walk away before I remind you how to speak to a woman.”

      There’s nothing leashed about the violence in his voice. He’s about one second from punching his business partner in a public place, even if we’re mostly alone.

      Mostly, except where’s Mrs. Rosemont? Is she seeing this?

      “Let’s go,” I manage in a harsh mutter, though I’m not sure whether I’m talking to Sutton or Christopher. Maybe I’m only talking to myself. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      “Hell,” Christopher says softly. “I’m sorry, Harper.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I lie, because it does. There’s a hole in my heart that proves it does. “We can talk about the library tomorrow.”

      He gives a hard shake of his head. “Not that. I’m sorry about the trust fund. I should have let you do whatever the fuck you wanted with it. I shouldn’t have let a dead man control you.”

      There’s too much to take in, the fact that Christopher is maybe softening toward me after years of being a hard-ass. The fact that he called Daddy a dead man. Because it wasn’t Daddy controlling me, not really. It was Christopher, all along.

      I take a step back, away from him. Away from Sutton.

      I’m halfway ready to run down the velvet-covered aisle, to climb onstage and through the curtains. Into a fictional world that’s just as tragic as my own.

      Christopher steps forward, fully in the light, and I realize that he’s more than soft. He’s drunk. That’s why he’s saying this. That’s why he’s being a man I don’t even know.

      A man I wished existed for so long, it’s painful to see this parody of him now.

      “Damn you,” I whisper.

      It happens so fast. Christopher reaching for me, his eyes almost translucent. Showing me things I’ve always wanted to see, a longing so deep it reaches through my ribs and squeezes.

      And then Sutton blocking him, a swift arm to keep me safe.

      I can’t even tell who swings first, not really. A scream escapes me when I see Christopher’s head knocked back in a punch. Then he swings at Sutton. Soon they’re on the carpeted floor, rolling around, their black-and-white suits flying, their eyes fierce as animals.

      It could have lasted an eternity, that fight.

      Or maybe only a few seconds.

      Other men come and tear them away. Dimly I recognize Blue as one of them, looking fierce. And another man, his face so hard-set he looks like stone.

      There are tear tracks down my cheeks.

      I notice them only when they feel cold in the theater air, the rest of my skin flushed. Finally the men calm enough that they are let loose, both of them panting and bloodied. “This is what we’ve come to,” I say, soundless so no one hears me.

      This is what we’ve come to, because of money and sex. Maybe it was inevitable that I would make the same mistake as Mom, but twice as bad.

      Two men to trample my dignity instead of one.

      Through the shimmer of tears I see Mrs. Rosemont’s face pinched as she looks at Christopher and Sutton. I know what she sees. Two men who are out of control.

      And the woman who made them this way.

      Our eyes meet, and she lifts her chin. The deal is off, those shrewd eyes tell me from across the room. No amount of book restorations or carving installations will save us now. No amount of money will repair the trust we’ve broken.

      I should have let her go, but I imprinted early on humiliation.

      “Wait,” I tell her, wiping my cheeks, useless because they must be streaked with black. “I’m sorry. Don’t judge them by this, please. It was a bad night. A strange night.”

      “I’m not judging them,” she says, her voice as stiff as starch. “I’m judging you.”

      “Yes,” I say, pleading now. “It’s my fault, not theirs.”

      I don’t actually know whose fault it is or if blame is a thing we can own. It doesn’t matter, because my heart is with Christopher and his ambition. My heart is with Sutton and the wild horse he tamed. My heart is in that library, but even that I was willing to give up for these two men. Of course it’s love. Only love could hurt this much.

      “I was young once,” she says. “So I’ll tell you this. Sometimes you need to walk away. Maybe you don’t see it right now, but those boys are dangerous. They will tear apart anything in their path to get what they want. Even you.”
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      Blue offers to take me back to the hotel, but there’s a pretty young woman with tired eyes and a large, pregnant belly who waits to the side, so I tell him no. Penny also offers to escort me back, but Damon Scott kind of terrifies me, which is saying something considering the two men who fought each other in front of me.

      Sutton’s lip has been split, but when I reach up to hover over it, he doesn’t flinch. Still in shock, maybe, like he’s fallen into the bay and been dragged out. Or maybe he’s fought too many times in his life to be shocked anymore. “I’ll take you home,” he says.

      I swallow hard. “I’m not… I’m not the kind of girl that men fight over.”

      He shakes his head, a quick dismissal. “That says more about us than it does about you. And nothing good, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to apologize to him?” Christopher stands only six feet away from us, leaning against the curved stone edge of the fountain, staring out at the city’s skyline. It shouldn’t be possible to see his expression in this darkness, but I can tell from the set of his shoulders that he’s melancholy. It makes me long for the hard-edged, cold Christopher.

      The one who breaks my heart but doesn’t look melancholy.

      “No,” Sutton says. “But I’m not going to punch him again. Not tonight.”

      “I suppose that’s the best I can do, but I can’t leave him like this. I’m pretty sure he drove here.”

      Hard blue eyes study the solitary figure. “We can call him a cab.”

      When did it become Christopher against me and Sutton? Maybe from before I even met Sutton. I would have aligned myself with anyone against Christopher. Does that mean what I have with Sutton, this connection, the invisible string that draws me toward him, isn’t real?

      “I can’t leave him here,” I say finally, resigned that I won’t figure out the secrets of the heart tonight. “The way he is now. There’s too much history.”

      A sleek black limo glides into the courtyard. Sutton’s limo.

      I put my hand on his arm, feeling the restraint in his muscles, the heat of his body. “It’s okay. I’ll take an Uber with him. You don’t have to do anything.”

      He looks increasingly remote, the more I try to reassure him. “Bring him.”

      Into the limo? Sutton may have promised not to punch Christopher again, but I’m not sure putting them in a closed metal box going eighty miles per hour is the answer. “We couldn’t.”

      An impatient wave of his hand. “It’s the fastest way. The safest, too.”

      I can’t argue with those points, and I don’t really relish waiting for an Uber in the dark, making small talk with a random stranger—or Christopher, who seems like a stranger.

      He looks up at the stars as I approach him, unmoving even though he must hear my heels on the cobblestone, the red carpet rolled up and put away until there’s another show.

      “Come on,” I say softly. “Let’s get you home.”

      “I’m not drunk,” he says, gesturing to the sky as if that proves a point.

      “Well, you’re not sober.”

      “Go on ahead. I’m not good company tonight.” A humorless laugh bounces off the stone and water of the fountain. And abruptly falls silent.

      I put my hand on his arm, feeling his muscles—so different from Sutton. Sleek where he’s bulky. Tense where Sutton is deceptively casual, reserving his strength for when he needs it. “I don’t have a red and white life preserver, but there’s a limo that will work just as well.”

      He glances over. “Don’t think Sutton would appreciate that.”

      “It was his idea.”

      Christopher remains still, considering. I wonder what scales are in his head right now, weighing the cost of being near me and Sutton. Weighing the return on investment of a ride home.

      I take a step away, hoping he’ll follow. “Remember what you said to me? Can you climb? I need you to climb right now, Christopher. One rung at a time.”

      His eyes are as deep and fathomless as the bay was that night. There might have been sharks in that depth. Or it might have been my imagination, running wild. In the end he stands up and runs a hand through his hair. “We didn’t hurt you,” he says like a statement, even though it’s a question.

      “I’m fine.” That’s a lie, but there are no bruises on my skin. Nothing he can see.

      On the inside I’m hurt in ways I didn’t know were possible.

      It’s natural for me to lie, I almost believe the words myself. From the time I was little I had to tell Daddy I was fine or risk losing my mom. I had to lie to Mom or watch her fall apart. Lying is how I keep the world together. It’s how I survive.

      Sutton has the door open for us when we walk up. He stands a few feet to the side as we get in, both Christopher and me in the very back. Sutton slides in toward the driver, facing us. A rap on the roof, and then we’re driving through downtown Tanglewood. We start the drive in almost-silence, only the muffled sound of the tires on the road to soothe us.

      “How much of that champagne did you drink?” I finally ask.

      “Damon Scott has his own bartender,” Christopher says. “Who kept refilling my drink. And I kept drinking it, which is damn stupid of me. I’ve done a lot of stupid things.”

      “Okay, Mr. Valedictorian. Clearly you’re a sad drunk. That’s something I didn’t know about you. And now that I know it, you aren’t allowed to have liquor.”

      “He’s never held it well,” Sutton murmurs from the other seat.

      “Really?” I ask, curious about this lightweight side of Christopher.

      Sutton looks at me, his blue eyes dark across the limo. “It’s not something he does often. In fact this is only the second time I’ve seen him get drunk. The first time—that was the night we met.”

      “Hell,” Christopher says. Only that.

      “We were at the Den,” Sutton says. “He told me about this woman he knew.”

      My throat goes tight, because I know which woman he’s talking about. Which means that Christopher was as messed up about me as I was about him. Part of me had suspected that, but it was easier to think of him as an unfeeling robot-monster instead of a flesh-and-blood man.

      There’s no jealousy in Sutton’s blue eyes—well, maybe a little. But mostly understanding. He wasn’t clueless when he stepped between us. Definitely not clueless when he bent me over the library counter and spanked my ass with a book.

      “What do we do now?” I ask, sounding lost to my own ears.

      It’s Christopher who answers, his voice bleak. “What we’ve always done. We work. We fix what’s broken. We fight for every goddamn penny.”

      “Your choice,” Sutton says, softer. “It’s always been your choice what you do here. Whether you go or stay. And which one of us you bring home.”

      I swallow hard, because I already know what I’m going to do. For tonight, at least. Christopher has been a rock of ambition the entire time I’ve known him. Whatever the reason, tonight broke him. I’m not going to leave him alone to face this himself.

      The limo pulls up to a high-rise condo. I know from the sleek glass and the stiff bellhop who lives here, even before Christopher pushes out of the seat. Where does Sutton live? Maybe not somewhere as rustic as a ranch, but I know he must be able to open a window. Must be able to feel the sun and the wind on his face.

      Christopher walks away from the limo without a backward glance. He doesn’t expect me to follow. Maybe he never wants to see me again.

      He didn’t shiver alone in my cabin after pulling me out of the bay.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice low in the back of the limo.

      Sutton’s blue eyes flash. “You’re going with him.”

      Part of me wants to reassure him—I’m not going to sleep with Christopher. I’m only going to make sure he drinks a glass of water and falls asleep in a bed. But I don’t owe that promise to Sutton. And I can’t be one hundred percent sure I’ll keep it.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say instead, four words that mean four thousand things. They mean there’s something between us, Sutton and me. Something deep and sensual and ancient. They mean I’m loyal to him, as much as I can be, but the debt I owe Christopher is even older than that.

      Sutton’s grip tightens on the leather enough that it creaks under his hold. He’s a mythical beast, barely held by social constraints. “Let me take you to L’Etoile. Or back to my place. Hell, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

      Except being with Christopher is where I need to go tonight.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I say again, softer now. This time the words mean something different. I’m sorry. That’s what they say.

      Sutton accepts my apology in cold silence. He steps out of the limo to help me stand, offering his hand when my ankle wobbles on the pavement. Even in anger he won’t let me fall.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve contemplated where Christopher Bardot lives more times than I care to admit. The depths of hell, I would have said once. Looking at the sterile high-rise condominium with its glass surfaces and its black leather, I think I had it right.

      In the fridge I find old take-out containers and a bottle of champagne, unopened, that someone must have given him. It takes some searching to find a drawer with some medicine. I pour him a glass of tap water and hand him two Advils. “Take this.”

      He swallows it without looking at it close or thinking too hard about it. This Christopher is a stranger, one who does what I ask and apologizes for being a bastard. “Thanks.”

      And says thank you, apparently.

      I study his dark eyes, wondering if he fell over the side of the balcony when I wasn’t looking and hit his head. “Are you sure you’re okay? Sutton didn’t knock something loose in the fight?”

      He laughs, a little distant. “Deserved it, if he did.”

      A curved leather couch takes up most of the living space. Christopher stumbles over to it and lies down, and I realize then that I probably won’t have much luck moving him. So I follow him over and sit down by his head, moving a lock of dark hair out of his eyes.

      “You scared me,” I say, soft and serious.

      He looks up at me. “Same.”

      That shakes a silent laugh out of me. “Okay, but I wasn’t the one acting crazy.”

      “No, you were the one holding his hand. The whole damn play, that’s all I could see. There could have been an explosion on that stage, and I wouldn’t have noticed.”

      My cheeks feel hot. “That’s a shame, because it was an amazing play. About love and betrayal and redemption. About doing what’s right, and all the ways we pay for it.”

      “That’s what I saw, too.”

      He’s talking about Sutton holding my hand. Is that the love or the betrayal? Maybe it’s the redemption, being saved from the terrible pattern we were in.

      “I didn’t come to your condo to have sex with you.”

      He smiles a little, his eyes closed. “Didn’t think so. You restrained yourself plenty of other times when I didn’t smell like liquor and hadn’t just ruined your nice business deal.”

      “You couldn’t hear that from the back.”

      “No, but I saw the way Sutton looked. What did you have to promise them?”

      “Some book restorations. Saving the carving behind the library. It doesn’t matter now. She looked pretty pissed about the fight.”

      “We’ll push the deal through.”

      “How?” I ask, almost soundless.

      He hears me anyway. “I don’t know.”

      “If you’re fighting the rich old ladies of the historical society, who’s going to buy the designer purses and overpriced shoes when your mall opens?”

      He doesn’t answer, and I realize he’s fallen asleep. A lightweight, my Christopher. Or maybe he just drank his weight in vodka in that box.

      The linen closet looks downright pathetic with only a spare sheet and a mismatched blanket. I take them both because I’m already shivering in the condo. The thermostat looks like it would require an airplane pilot to navigate, so I cover Christopher with both of them.

      He snores. Not very loud, but enough that I notice. A rumble in his chest. That’s an intimate piece of knowledge I never had before, not even when we shared a bed that first night. I was too out of it after my dip in the bay to wake up. Or maybe I heard him and just didn’t remember.

      It’s possible that I snore, that he heard me do it that night.

      This was his fall into the ocean. Not a literal tumble with a splash in the salt water, but a fall nonetheless. The lowest I’ve ever seen him. How could I not help him back up?

      Part of me wants to search his cabinets and drawers to ferret out his secrets. The other part of me realizes that there wouldn’t be any lying around. He’s a man who holds it all behind those dark eyes, locked behind a thousand doors, each as opaque as the next. What would it be like to get behind them? Maybe I’m only now resigned to the idea that I won’t ever know.

      His bed is just as modern and impersonal as the rest of the condo, a low-slung floating platform that feels like a boat adrift on the ocean. That’s where I curl up beneath a heavy down comforter. The pillow smells like him, something ineffable I recognize even if I can’t name it, and I drift asleep to the comfort of it.
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      The shine of the boardroom table reminds me of the flat white of canvas. It’s a place with promise, where something can be made that wasn’t before. Money, usually.

      The first time I was here I was too busy being pissed at Christopher to appreciate the room. In the half hour that Sutton makes me wait for him, I have the time to study the cherrywood table that matches the walls. Made from the same trees, I think. I have the sudden sense that they were built by hand—by Sutton’s hand. That he sawed and sanded these boards. Put whatever this glossy stuff is on top so a sheet of paper can fly all the way across, no friction, all inertia.

      There’s a kind of romance to that idea, that he would have carved this boardroom himself.

      He’s angry at me, something I would know even if he hadn’t given me the message through the receptionist that he would be handling an important phone call before joining me. Even if he didn’t enter the room with his blue eyes flashing and his body vibrating with tension.

      I would know he’s angry because of the way I left him. The way I chose Christopher. At least that’s how it would have seemed to him, and maybe that’s how it is.

      He drops something on the table, and just like that, it glides a little. Magic. “Our construction permit which has been on hold for two weeks, finally got reviewed. And denied.”

      Of course it did. We pissed off some of the most important people in the city last night, as well as each other. So much for diplomacy. “Did you by any chance make this table yourself?”

      A frown. “Safety concerns, at least that’s the claim. I figure if we address them, they’ll just come back with something else. The reasoning is just a technicality.”

      “Because I have to wonder, if you did make the table, then you must have made the walls. And who does that? Making walls with their bare hands?”

      “We had the construction crew on hold while we tried to push through the review, and now we’re going to have to tell them to wait longer. Indefinitely, maybe. Are you going to actually discuss this with me or just talk about the damned walls?”

      “The transportation of walls has become something of a personal interest.”

      He wants to say something about the construction crew that will no doubt be important, but he looks over at the wall and blinks. “You move walls the same way, whether you make them yourself or not. With a truck.”

      And that wraps up Sutton in a single sentence. With a truck. Something idealistic enough in him to want an office built by his own hand. And something practical enough not to wonder how it will be done. The grin on my face, I couldn’t stop it for anything. “You’re amazing.”

      He studies me. “Did you and Christopher keep drinking all night?”

      “Slept like a baby, even though his mattress is hard.”

      As soon as I say the words, Sutton’s blue eyes turn to frost. I wish I could take the words back, or explain that we didn’t do anything, that Christopher wasn’t in bed with me. Except that there’s voices coming from the reception area. And then Christopher stands between us.

      “Good morning,” he says, his gaze detached and his suit impeccable.

      He was gone when I woke up this morning, leaving me in his apartment. There was a cup of lukewarm coffee on the counter made with sugar and extra cream, exactly the way I drink it, which was the only sign that he knew I was even there. I ordered an Uber to L’Etoile, where it took a very long shower to feel human again.

      Somehow Christopher went from melancholy drunk to determined in the space of a few hours. It’s like there’s a magnet between him and this focused businessman. No matter how far away he slides, he can snap back in a second. He drops a finger on the permit and draws it toward him, reading without expression.

      Sutton strolls over to the far corner, where he runs a hand over a knot, his touch familiar and almost caressing on the wood. He would touch cherished skin that way. “We’ll need to appeal,” he says.

      “Yes,” Christopher says, pushing away the paper, letting it slide. “It won’t work, of course. And we don’t have much time if we want to stay on schedule.”

      “Seems unlikely,” Sutton says, but he adds, “There are a lot of men counting on that income. Would be good to come through for them.”

      “There’s a domino effect with getting construction and our contracts with retailers.”

      “And we would be in a stronger bargaining position when the construction crew inevitably tells me it’ll take longer. Hard to make the point we’re in a hurry if we’re slow as mud.”

      Christopher nods. “So we’re agreed.”

      I’m not sure what they’ve agreed to, except that having their construction permit denied is a bad thing for many reasons. I could have told them that. Then they look at me, and I realize that I’m going to play some part in getting this resolved. That’s only fair considering it’s the reason why I’m here, but I’m going to need more than clipped words.

      “Mrs. Rosemont was really mad, you guys.”

      Christopher gives me a half smile. “I’ll go to city hall. I have a few contacts there I’ve been working. A few angles that might help this go through.”

      “Bribes?” Sutton asks.

      “It looks like we’ll need them. Which means we don’t have money for those thousands of book restorations and moving the damned wall. Corruption doesn’t come cheap.”

      “Wait.” But I’ve already lost control of the situation. I lost it last night when the first punch was thrown. Or maybe I was foolish to think I could control men like this.

      This was also supposed to be the ticket to my mother getting the experimental treatment. That money will go to rich men instead, making them richer. Which strikes me as completely ordinary, all of a sudden. That’s how things have always worked in our lives.

      Christopher looks at me, seeing right through all my worry. His eyes soften a fraction. “You did the work we asked you to, better than I could have predicted. I’m the one who fucked things up. Your mother isn’t going to have to pay for that. We’ll pay for the butterfly garden.”

      He’s probably right, being a bastion of ethics and correctness. It still feels like a hollow victory. I don’t want to take money they need for construction. The only thing I ever wanted was to spend the money I already had. I never should have agreed to stay here.

      Christopher’s forehead furrows. He doesn’t say anything, though. Nothing to reassure me. And he certainly doesn’t offer to let me use the trust fund.

      “I’ll call Victor and the construction guys,” Sutton says. “Try to work out some kind of contract negotiations so they don’t walk away and start another job.”

      Christopher nods and leaves without a backward glance. I watch the back of his head as he goes, those broad shoulders, the determined way he leaves, like a man going to war.

      Sutton doesn’t look at me either as he sets up a meeting time on his phone.

      For two men who couldn’t pay enough attention to me last night, they sure are avoiding me in the morning. It doesn’t do nice things for a girl’s self-esteem.

      “Our fault,” Sutton says, sensing my guilt.

      They fought over me. Does that make it their fault? Or mine? We were so close to having the society’s approval. “The table is beautiful,” I tell him, touching the smooth edge of it with my forefinger.

      His blue gaze follows my touch. “Yes.”

      It’s not beautiful like Medusa with her blue-green lips and serpent hair. She tried so damn hard to be understood. Wanted that more than anything, but the men she spoke to kept turning to stone.

      The table is different. It doesn’t need to say anything. It just is. Like the earth and the sun and all the vibrant things in between.

      “I just keep thinking… why didn’t I see this when I came here the first time? How beautiful the table is and that you must have made it yourself.”

      “You didn’t know me then.”
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      The founder of L’Etoile was a woman who called herself French royalty, but rumor is that she ran a brothel in Paris. Maybe both of those stories are true.

      It makes me wonder if every old building has some dark sexual secrets, irreverent to the beauty of the place. Maybe there was a deviant sex club that met in the library after hours. I could look through those shelves for months, for years, and not uncover every secret the building holds.

      I won’t be here long enough to find out.

      Christopher managed to push through the permits with bribes and threats and who knows what else. The books are going to be dragged to the landfill, the carved wall torn down like plaster.

      I’ll be on a plane out of Tanglewood before it happens, because I can’t stand to watch that kind of beauty destroyed. Not like I’m doing them any good here anyway. I may as well go back home, where I can at least make sure Mom is eating proper food instead of whatever berries-and-twigs diet her herbalist has come up with.

      Maybe it will be as useful as the experimental treatment I didn’t get her into.

      A knock comes at the door while I’m packing. So they got my awkward little resignation text, the kind you send when you were never really working for someone in the first place. It’s tempting to pretend I’m not in the room, but I’m a grown-up, damn it.

      Besides, a perverse part of me wants to say goodbye. Even without knowing whether it’s Sutton or Christopher—I want to see whoever’s on the other side of the door one last time.

      I open the door, and Sutton stands there looking like sunshine, vibrant and so bright it’s hard to face him. A half inch of scruff from a long day of work, some of it spent in the sun. Hercules in the flesh, powerful and unreachable and just a little bit mortal.

      “Did you come to say goodbye?”

      He prowls into the room. That’s his answer, but I already know he didn’t come to say goodbye. This isn’t the kind of man to break my heart and make it easy to leave. Is that what I find so appealing about him? Or maybe it’s the way his muscled body looks in a suit. Hard to say. There’s a lot to love about Sutton Mayfair, for some other woman. Some woman who doesn’t have a plane to catch tomorrow, even if it makes my stomach drop to think about.

      His blue gaze lands on my suitcase and then moves away. An obstacle, to a man who must take pleasure in tearing them down. It’s strange that I’m hoping he succeeds even while I steel myself to fight him. That’s the kind of perversity that comes from having parents that loved and hated each other. From being the rope they tugged back and forth for almost two decades, leaving me frayed at both edges.

      I might hate the way Christopher pushes me away, but at least I’m used to it.

      “How’s your mother?” Sutton asks, throwing me off guard.

      That’s probably on purpose. Some kind of battle strategy. Make her think you care about her. Then do something terrible. “I talked to her this morning. She tried to make a kale smoothie but forgot to put the lid on the blender, so it sprayed everywhere.”

      His gaze meets mine, so direct and clear it steals my breath. “I thought that might be why you’re leaving. If she weren’t feeling well.”

      “She’s doing great,” I say lightly. “Kale is a cancer killer.”

      He watches me without a change in expression.

      “That’s what her herbalist says.” And suddenly it’s too personal to talk about, vegetables and remission and the sinking fear that I’m going to lose her, too. That’s when I’ll be all alone. When you’re forever held taut from both ends, the most scary thing is to be let go.

      Steady blue eyes seem to know that. “There’s unfinished business between us, Harper. It’s not over because you sent a text message.”

      He doesn’t ask me to stay. Maybe he knows that would make me run faster.

      “I’m sorry if you thought…” I have to clear my throat, pretending to be stern and unfeeling. I’m playing a part right now. The part of Christopher. “If you thought there was something between us. It was just a little fun. A little…kissing.”

      My denim shorts might as well be made of flimsy lace, my black tank top completely see-through. That’s how it feels when he looks down my body at the places he touched. At the places he kissed—especially between my legs.

      His gaze lingers there, and I turn liquid. It’s a travesty to call what he did to me kissing. He turned me inside out. Made me feel golden and silky and hot. There’s alchemy in his fingers and his tongue. He turned me into a river of precious metal.

      That was before I sent him a text that said, Thanks for the memories, but I think it’s best for all of us if we part now. PS. I’m keeping the library book.

      He settles on the edge of the high, lace-trimmed bed. It should be incongruous, a rough man against something so delicate. It should be ridiculous, instead of like he belongs there. “Do you know, I thought you were in love with Christopher? When I first met you?”

      My throat is suddenly dry. We can invest money and destroy buildings. We can change the landscape of a city, but God, not talk about our feelings. That isn’t how it’s done.

      Sutton doesn’t care how things are done.

      “You could have asked,” I manage to say, my voice only a little shaky. “I would have set you straight. There’s nothing between us.”

      He laughs, the white of his teeth bright in the quiet shadows. Only a small lamp on the nightstand lights the room, and it can’t compete with Sutton. “There’s something between you. But it’s the same way you couldn’t see the table and the walls. You didn’t know me then.”

      And he knows me now.

      I’m afraid to ask. It’s really better if I don’t know the answer, if I only wonder and worry forever, but whenever there’s trouble, I have a way of falling into it. “So what’s between us?”

      “Oh, lots of things. Probably love is one of them. Hate, too. Those things go together more than they should. But damn, there’s a boatload of chemistry between you two.”

      There’s chemistry here, crackling in the air between Sutton and me.

      “We’ve never—”

      “Of course not. Anyone can see that. Christopher wouldn’t be walking around trying to tear apart the world with his bare hands if you had. Only a certain amount of denial feels good. The rest just fucking hurts.”

      I lick my lips, and his gaze tracks my tongue. “Which one was the hallway?”

      Only then do I realize I’ve been walking toward him, walking closer without realizing it. Almost two feet away right now. He’s a burning sun, and I’ve been cold for so long.

      “It hurt,” he says, soft and almost dangerous, “reading the text.”

      He isn’t diminished by telling the truth. That’s a trick I’d like him to teach me. It doesn’t make him seem weak, that he’s been hurt. Not with his shoulders this broad and his hands this scarred.

      It makes me seem powerful, instead.

      Powerful enough that I can reach out and touch him—the backs of my fingers against the scruff of his cheek. Soft when I stroke down. Prickly when I push back up. There’s terrain to be explored, to be tested against the will of my body.

      My voice comes out a whisper. “I think you did come to say goodbye.”

      Not with words.

      His eyes tell me no, that he’s not giving up on this, but his body leans into me. That’s something you don’t think about, that the sun doesn’t just burn. It wants to warm you. I let my hand fall to the angle of his jaw, to the place where his shirt opens and reveals bronze skin.

      I close my eyes, letting myself feel the joy that threatened when I heard the knock. If I’m honest with myself, there had been joy when I sent the text—thinking he would come for me. Hoping he would. If I could believe in love and trust and sex, if I thought any of it could last, I would have done more than hope. I’ve seen where it leads, and I don’t want to do that to him.

      Maybe we can have one night.

      You don’t face a lifetime of humiliation and hurt after one night, do you?

      His eyelids are heavy now, because he knows what happens next. Some part of him came here to do this with me, because it might be the last chance. It could be the last time I see him, which makes my chest hollow out. That’s the empty space where promises could go.

      He hooks two fingers in the waistband of my shorts, bringing me flush against his body. My stomach sucks in and then out, in and out, in and out, sensitive skin brushing bare knuckles. “Are you nervous?” he asks, his voice calm and deep.

      It makes me laugh, how un-nervous he seems. I’m made up only of nerves, strung together with dreams and desire and a penchant for trouble. “We’re going to do it in a bed, after all.”

      A small laugh. “To spice things up,” he says, echoing me.

      The words seem less like a joke now. More prophetic. The library counter had been spontaneous and wild. This is different, almost unbearably intimate.

      This close I can see the pale striations set into his blue eyes. I could dabble in a thousand shades of blue and never capture them on canvas.

      With a sharp pang, I know that I’ll keep trying anyway.

      It will be my new life’s work, this sky.

      I don’t see him move. We’re too close for that; I feel him shift against me. Then his hand cups the back of my neck. His lips meet mine. I suck in a breath, drawing the scent of him into my body. He uses the moment to part my lips. There is no coaxing, no preamble. His lips bite over mine, telling me exactly how our bodies will move. His tongue presses inside, insistent. Gentle, his mouth tells me. I’m going to be gentle with you. His hand tips my head back, making it easier for him to reach, keeping me from going anywhere. Gentle and implacable.

      It’s like we never stopped that night in the hallway. This is what could have happened after, his tongue still salted from my body. His hand cupping my breast, his thumb and forefinger finding my nipple. A squeeze, enough to make me gasp. And harder, to whimper.

      “I want you naked,” he murmurs against my lips.

      He’s already had me with my skirts around my waist, leaning back against wallpaper. And he’s had me bent over a library counter. It’s more revealing to let him draw the black tank top over my head. There’s nothing underneath. No bra. Only my skin, flushed with arousal. My nipples hard and ruched from the way he touches me. I jump when those calluses brush the smooth curve underneath. It doesn’t stop him. He does it again, to see the way I move.

      “I—I want—” I don’t know what I want, only that it hurts. Is this the good hurt he was talking about? It’s not exactly pain. It’s more like I’m going crazy.

      “I’ll give it to you.” He bends his head to my breast, using his palm at my lower back to pull me toward him. His lips on my breast make me jerk—not away. I move closer. And then his lips close on my nipple, wet and hot and somehow bright. A cry comes out of me, a high pitch, a keen that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It sounds like grief, but it feels like heaven. He runs his teeth against my sensitive skin, and I gasp.

      What a terrible deception. That he would give me what I wanted, but it only makes me want more. Is this how he feels about money, about power, always needing more?

      A knock at the door makes me jump out of his hold.

      He lets me. That’s the only way I could have gotten free of those hands that have held wood larger than my body. His eyes narrow on mine, not even glancing at the door. “Tell me you have room service coming.”

      I shake my head. “It could be Bea.”

      Except she would have called before coming down. Or invited me up, if she knew I was planning on leaving Tanglewood in utter despair, for her to comfort with wine and a fancy cheese plate. Hugo really does make the best cheese plates.

      “Stay here,” he says, curt, like maybe it’s his hotel room instead of mine.

      “I can answer the door,” I say, except there’s a cool breeze on my breasts. I’m not wearing a shirt, which is probably a good reason not to greet visitors right now. The black tank top somehow disappeared, so I grab a pillow and hug it to my body, facing the door.

      Sutton opens the door and faces the newcomer with no surprise.

      From the angle I can’t see who it is, but I know based on the low, angry voices that come next. From the cadence of the voice and the rumble of sound. From the excitement in my chest.

      “Let him in,” I say, because I don’t want another fight.

      Or maybe that’s exactly what I want.
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      Christopher’s dark gaze finds my bare shoulders. He makes a sound like a hiss. I could have touched burning-hot iron to his skin to produce that sound. I want him to see what he gave up those years ago.

      Not enough to drop the pillow.

      Sutton closes the door and leans against it, apparently content to obey me. Even if I said the wrong command. Maybe that’s what he’s doing, teaching me a lesson.

      “Is this what gets you off?” Christopher demands, looking every inch the powerful businessman. This is how he’d be across the smooth cherry table in the boardroom, negotiating a contract, establishing terms. “You want two men panting after your pretty little body?”

      It feels like the answer should be no, but the little flip in my stomach means maybe yes. Is that wrong of me? My desires aren’t anything straightforward and numerical. I could paint them, these feelings. They would look like Cleopatra, but she wouldn’t be seductive and knowing. She would be afraid. I’m over my head with these men.

      Christopher prowls toward me, and I clutch the pillow tighter as I evade him. It means giving him a glimpse of my bare back, but it’s better than being cornered. He keeps coming at me. I keep stepping back, until I hit something warm and breathing and unmovable.

      Sutton.

      I’m between both men, caught with only a pillow to cover me. Christopher’s eyes are completely merciless. He doesn’t feel sorry for anything that happens next. When I glance over my shoulder, Sutton looks a little kinder. Enough that he runs a gentle hand along my side, soothing, settling me for whatever comes next.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, but it’s not a direct question. Not only for Christopher or for Sutton. It’s for both of them. For the room, which has closed me in.

      “Nothing you don’t want,” Sutton murmurs in my ear. When he speaks like that, it’s easy to see why someone would do business with them. They’d stake their entire livelihood on a handshake with this man, his word worth more than a thousand other signatures.

      And still my vision wavers, the whole world wavy and ocean-like. Underwater, that’s what I am.

      “Drop the pillow,” Christopher says, and he sounds the very opposite as Sutton. The opposite of reassuring. He’s pure danger like this. “Let’s see what we’re paying for tonight.”

      A slap on the face couldn’t have surprised me more. I step back into Sutton’s embrace, holding the pillow tighter. “I’m not a prostitute.”

      He gives me a cold smile. “I’m not going to leave cash on the dresser, Harper. For many reasons, not the least of which is that you don’t need the money.”

      If he had coaxed me for hours, I would have held on to the pillow. This Christopher, I know very well. This Christopher I know how to fight. I toss the pillow aside, casually, as if I’m naked in front of two men every day. “I wouldn’t be a prostitute, even without my trust fund.”

      Christopher’s gaze doesn’t drop. He stares into my eyes hard, like he’s saying a thousand things without words. There are probably equations and pie charts in his head. “But I’m still going to end up paying for this.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, even though I know. I’ll pay my own price.

      Sutton strokes his hand down the side of my neck. His mouth follows the same path. No wonder he was able to tame a wild horse. I would have followed him to the stream. Would have crossed the county to keep his hands on me. “You tell me to stop,” he says softly. “Tell me to punch Christopher in the face. Whatever you say, that’s what happens.”

      Heady, that’s the feeling of power. Addictive. Terrifying. “What if I’m wrong?”

      “There’s no wrong,” Sutton says.

      Christopher’s lips twist. “If there’s no wrong, then there’s no right.”

      I could kill him, this man who was my stepbrother and my former confidant. This man who controls my fortune. Yes, I could strangle him easily and feel relief.

      But not before I lose my virginity to him.

      “I’m surprised you would share.” I could be speaking to either of them, but it’s Sutton who could have demanded we never answer the door.

      Sutton who could have insisted Christopher go away.

      His lips move against my neck, an enticement all their own. My skin tightens beneath him. “Do you remember what I told you the first day? In the boardroom? I don’t mind that you have unfinished business.”

      Make him suffer all you want, as long as you don’t go home with him at the end of the night. That’s what he said about the gala. Is that what he thinks about tonight? Except I won’t be going home with either of them. “Unfinished business,” I say, unsteady. “Is that what we’re calling this?”

      Christopher’s eyes flash. “How generous of my business partner.”

      Words fall like pebbles into a large lake, almost soundless. Deceptively small. “That’s what I did with the library, isn’t it?” Sutton’s voice is low and faintly mocking. “You wanted it but didn’t have enough. I helped you do it.”

      “Helped.” Christopher tastes the word, sounding hard and accusatory. He looks at the places where Sutton touches me—one hand on my arm, his other on my waist. His mouth less than an inch from my neck. I can feel the soft caress of his breath. “This is how you help.”

      “Do you want her?” Sutton says, sounding unconcerned. The way you would ask if someone is having a nice day, polite indifference—you could almost think he doesn’t care. If not for the erection hard and throbbing against my ass.

      “I’ve always wanted her.”

      The words should be sweet. Maybe for another woman they would be, but they only make me angry. They make me furious. Not the snake-hair kind of fury. This is sly and seductive. It ripples along my skin, turning me into someone else.

      Someone who turns her face back to meet Sutton’s lips.

      I start the kiss, but Sutton is the one who takes it deep. It’s not a show, the way he licks inside my lips like he’s trying to taste my essence. He must find it, because he groans into my mouth—soft, like maybe he doesn’t want to make that sound. I bite him for it, because my body is wild and feral and wants him to make the sound again.

      Only a small part of my mind listens. Any second now the hotel door will open and close. Christopher will leave. For so many reasons he’ll leave. Even putting aside the fact that he never touched me after that night in the art gallery, even ignoring the tense competition between the two men… threesomes aren’t something men do, are they?

      Frat boys talk about it at school. Two women, that’s what they want. Bonus points if they’re twins. But never two men, not for ones as confident and commanding as these. They would kill each other, which maybe is the point. This is a gladiator match, and I’m the arena.

      The door doesn’t open and close.

      A whisper on the back of my hand. On my cheek. It could almost be nothing, except that my skin remembers. I break the kiss to see Christopher tracing my skin, not touching. There’s an expression of fierce concentration on his face. This man can discuss advanced economic theory like it’s the alphabet, and he studies my shoulders, my breasts, the indent of my waist, like I’m a puzzle beyond comprehension.

      Those eyes have never been more opaque than now. It’s impossible to imagine what he’s thinking behind black marble. Is he surprised that we ended up here, after hating each other for so long? Or does it feel inevitable, like every sharp word and growled insult has led to this?

      That’s what it feels like for me—inevitable. It’s finding silt at the bottom of the ocean after a long way down. I knew it must be here, but I lost hope along the way.

      He brushes the backs of his fingers against my collarbone. Lower, lower. Skips over my breasts and touches again at my stomach, making me suck in a breath.

      He’s going to make me ask, this man. He’s going to make me beg.

      “Touch me,” I whisper.

      His eyes meet mine. It’s with cold deliberation that he cups my breast. Tugs my nipple between thumb and forefinger. He doesn’t blink, not even when I ache and squirm in Sutton’s hold.

      It’s wrong that I’m held from behind by one man and touched by another. It’s the culmination of everything we’ve done, a physical manifestation of being with Sutton at the theater and having Christopher watch me from his box seat.

      Everything more intense and surreal.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?” Sutton’s voice startles me. He sounds casual, as if they share women every day. As if my breasts are a sunset worth mentioning.

      Christopher swallows hard. “Beautiful. I’ve dreamed about them, of course.”

      “I think a man would have to be dead not to dream about these.” Sutton runs a hand up my side and cups my breast, the one Christopher isn’t already holding. There are two different hands on me right now. One calloused and square-tipped. The other elegant and strong. It’s pure decadence having both of them touch me. Enough to drive a girl insane, the way they each feel so different, with every stroke telling me, there are two of us, two men, two.

      My hips rock forward and back, reaching toward Christopher and then back toward Sutton. I can’t decide what I want, can’t decide who I want, and it hurts both ways.

      They guide me toward the bed without discussing it. They became business partners for a reason. Even so different, there’s some part of them that works together. I’m undressed with four hands moving over me, worshipping me, driving me insane.

      I’m laid down on the white lace bedspread, my breasts ruched and sensitive, my legs spread by Christopher’s hips. He touches me, careful and sure, finding me wet. One finger presses inside. Two. My body pushes up to meet him, finding the rhythm he feeds me, seeking release.

      He pulls away before I can reach climax, making me moan my complaint.

      “You want this?” he asks, so soft it might not be important. If not for the way his jaw ticks, for the impossible bulge beneath his slacks, you could think my answer doesn’t matter.

      It was always supposed to be you. I bite those words back, because they have no place in this moment. No place in front of Sutton, who leans against the dresser, looking hungry and benevolent. He’s the one granting us this moment. Is this a gift to me or Christopher?

      It might not be a gift at all. A Trojan horse, the way Christopher unbuckles his belt with hands made clumsy with urgency, the way my legs fall open against the bed. Enough to destroy the both of us, the way Christopher catches a condom Sutton tosses across three feet.

      And then Christopher pushes against me.

      His eyes widen. “You’ve done this before. Haven’t you?”

      I turn my face away, hiding. A little ashamed. The hand on my cheek is gentle but inexorable. He turns me to face him, his eyes made a fraction lighter.

      “Haven’t you?” he asks, soft, even though he must already know. My cheeks are burning. In all the imagined times that Christopher Bardot took my virginity, I never had to tell him.

      Never had to admit I’ve waited for him.

      “I want this,” I whisper, pulling uselessly at his arms where he leans over me. It might as well be pulling stone columns for all I move him. He’ll make the decision for us.

      He leans down to press a chaste kiss to my lips. It feels like goodbye, that kiss, and I push up from the bed, following him, begging him with my body to stay.

      I didn’t need to worry. He pushes inside me fast enough that I gasp, hard enough that I arch away from him, stunned and stretched. My hands fist in the bedspread.

      “Shhh,” Christopher says, brushing hair away from my cheek. “The worst of it’s over. I’m going to be gentle with you, Harper. I promise.”

      It’s a promise that makes my eyes sting, because it can’t be real. He’s determined and hard and cold, but never gentle with me. Except he pulls me into his arms, cradling me, holding me still as he pulls back and thrusts again. My mouth opens in lingering pain, but he captures it in a kiss. It has to be a lie, this kiss, so full of emotion that Christopher can’t have.

      Pleasure surrounds me as surely as the dark water around a stone.

      I sink deeper with every thrust and every breath. His head falls to my shoulder as he murmurs, “Yes, God. Harper. Like that. You’re so beautiful like that.”

      Beautiful. He uses the word, but it doesn’t feel like he’s describing me. Not the way I look, anyway. He’s describing the way I feel around him. The way my secret muscles clench and squeeze, fighting the intrusion. He reaches down to move my hips in some specific way that feels only slightly different, until he pushes in again. Then sparks light up a place deep in my body, electricity running to every nerve and making me light up.

      A rough sound comes from behind me, and I look back to see Sutton watching us with eyes a sharp crystal blue. They speak of arousal, those eyes, and something else—a secret plan.

      A plan, like this is part of his strategy.

      Like he always knew it would come to this between the three of us.

      Then Christopher thrusts into me again, and I forget to think about Sutton. I forget anything but the feel of this body working over me, inside me, the warm lips on my neck. He tastes my skin along my shoulder. My breast. When he closes over my nipple, I whimper.

      “I need you.” Three words. The most truth I’ve ever spoken to Christopher.

      His eyes reflect the need back at me. I need you. Or maybe I’m imagining that. And then he closes his eyes, blocking me out again. He thrusts again, hard, making those starbursts behind my eyelids. There’s nothing to do but pant and moan and feel when he does that.

      I’m drifting in a nighttime ocean of pleasure, unable to find land but not wanting, never wanting it as long as he does this. My nails scratch at lean, muscled shoulders. He grunts and pushes harder, harder. He bends to my ear, the other side of Sutton. And murmurs, so quiet I almost think I’m imagining it. “Please,” he says against my skin, more feeling than sound.

      This man, so proud and so strong. He says please like a man kneeling at my feet.

      And I come like a goddess being worshipped, the pleasure fire-bright in my clit and spreading out to my body in waves. Christopher rides my climax with quick thrusts that take me deeper. There’s no air here, but I don’t need it, don’t need to breathe, only need Christopher—and I cling to him. I grasp at him, hungry, desperate, as his body stiffens and pushes, once, twice, and he cries out, hoarse and broken.

      Exhaustion makes me collapse back on the bed, my eyes closed. Sleep laps at my skin, threatening to drag me under. God, I can’t fall asleep right now. I shouldn’t, but my body doesn’t understand that. The last thing I feel is Christopher’s lips against my forehead, like a benediction as I sink into sleep.
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      When I wake up, it’s still dark in the room, no beam of light from between the two heavy drapes. There’s a warm body underneath me, muscles waiting. My hand clenches in springy hair on a broad chest. Before I look up, I know it’s Sutton. A slice through my chest, realizing that we’re alone in the room. Sometime after taking my virginity, sometime after kissing my hair, he walked away. That’s what he always does. He probably has some academic reasoning in his head about how it’s actually protecting me, walking away, instead of breaking my heart again.

      “Morning,” he says softly.

      “Christopher?”

      “He left. Are you feeling okay?” He means the virginity thing, which I want to brush off as nothing. Not a big deal. Only a social construct, except it feels distinctly physical right now. There’s a dull ache between my legs, a reminder of where Christopher has been.

      Beneath a white sheet I can see that Sutton’s hard. “I’m fine. What about you?”

      A flash of teeth as he smiles. “Don’t worry about me.”

      I’m worried about the way Christopher interrupted us in the hallway. About the way he interrupted us last night. We must have reached the part where it hurts him.

      My palm brushes over the muscled ridges and flat plane, down to where his arousal burns against my hand. He sucks in a breath when I grasp him with my fist. This part I’ve done before, playing in the basements of boys I could barely remember after the fact. They weren’t as big as Sutton Mayfair. Not nearly as controlled either. He lets me stroke him, down and down, the rest of his body still like a predator coiled to strike.

      “You’re sore,” he says, his voice like rocks grating against each other.

      “Not,” I say, which is a lie. It doesn’t matter, this ache between my thighs. I want to feel Sutton; maybe more than that, I want him to feel me.

      He looks like he’s about to argue the point, and God, he could prove it. If he touched me between my legs, I would probably flinch. So I press my lips against his chest, to the side, lips open and teeth grazing him. His body jerks, no longer controlled.

      “Damn,” he mutters.

      “It’s just the two of us,” I whisper.

      It’s just the two of us, which means we can finally get this right. Now, when I’m still fragile and sore from Christopher, it might finally be enough to free me from wanting him. If only I could want another man. If only I could want Christopher and have him, that would be enough.

      He holds himself back, but only barely. Those muscles that look handsome beneath his suit have turned into something far more feral. He’s part animal now, vibrating with need. “Shouldn’t touch you like this. Should give you a break.”

      The memory of those blue eyes watching Christopher comes back to me. He was trying to prove something letting him be the first, but I don’t know what. That he might be first, but Sutton would be last? I don’t know what he’s playing, but there’s far too much thinking in it.

      So I let my thumb brush over the tip of Sutton’s cock, smoothing precome over the blunt satin of him, feel the shake of his body—and the moment when he breaks.

      Firm hands grasp my body and turn me over, facing down. I pushed him toward this, but it’s still a surprise to feel him arrange me, knees beneath my body, a pillow supporting me. He pushes inside me without preamble, and I’m glad I can hide my soft cry of pain in the mattress.

      “Harper,” he says, his voice rough-edged with desire.

      “I’m okay,” I manage to gasp, because I’m stretched and aching—but I’m telling the truth. I can survive anything to feel Sutton come apart. “Please, Sutton. I want you.”

      He groans his surrender, covering my back with his body. “Christ.”

      His cock pushes against the walls. He’s thicker than Christopher was, or maybe I’m just that sore now, but either way I wince with the effort to let him in. Until his large hand delves beneath my stomach and between my legs. He finds my clit with rough fingers, his touch knowing and merciless. He pinches me hard enough to distract me from the stretch. Hard enough that I’m pushing back so he’ll give me more.

      “You’re incredible. Do you know that? You’re a goddamn miracle and you walked into my office. How could I not want you? How could I not have you?”

      I’m glad I don’t have to answer those questions, because I don’t know. My lips can’t form words when he fucks me hard and fast, letting the desire from last night build, pull us into climax. His body uses mine in a way that feels primal. A sharp pain on my shoulder. He bites down hard, which sends me over the edge. Orgasm clenches my body as he rides toward his own release. In the last minute he pulls out and spills, hot and thick at the small of my back.

      My body collapses, slick with sweat and arousal and come.

      Sutton strokes a hand down the side of my thigh, a caress that says what words can’t. How I’ve pleased him. How he needed that and I gave it to him. There’s animal pride in me, even as I lie in a limp puddle on the lace bedspread.

      There’s running water and then he’s back with a warm washcloth. He cleans my back and then turns me over, tucking me into bed. My eyes are closed when he joins me, curling his body around me as if he can protect me from morning. As if he can keep me when it comes.

      His breathing evens out, and I know he’s asleep. But no matter how tired I am, I’m not going to fall asleep again. I’m wide awake in his arms, counting down the hours until I’ll slip away. It was everything I wanted it to be—sensual and mind blowing. I’m halfway in love with Sutton, lying here, but the sad part is, I’m still in love with Christopher Bardot.

      Somehow I’ve only made it worse.
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      When I was little we had a series of condos in Beverly Hills, because Mom wouldn’t consider living anywhere else in LA. Maybe it’s because I grew up with her that I could never condemn the rich. It was taught to her the way other families tell their children to say please and thank you, the idea that you were defined by the zip code you lived in.

      It wasn’t only pride. It was life or death.

      I understand that survival instinct, because she taught it to me.

      There would be some new husband, always. Our refrigerator would suddenly be full again. That’s how I knew it was happening. He would pay the bills that were overdue. He would pay out the lease so we could move in with him. All these things were so normal I didn’t know there was any other way to find food or shelter.

      Maybe art saved me, because talent is the great equalizer. There’s no way to pay for more of it. No way to trade a roll of cash for the hours spent late into the night, working and tearing your hair out. It was the whisper in my ear that there’s something else that mattered.

      In the end even art could not defy that survival instinct.

      Those paintings supported us after Daddy died. They paid for the two-bedroom condo in Baldwin Hills. There are ceramic picnic tables in the courtyard with mosaics of palm trees etched into them. Our window overlooks the parking lot.

      Absolutely no one from our old life would speak to Mom if they knew she lived here. But then, they never spoke to her again after the public humiliation of the will came out. It was as bad as we thought it would be. Worse, because of the memes and public jokes that came after. We were a spectacle for a couple weeks, before another rich person did something crazy.

      “You look skinny,” she says, puttering around the small kitchen. Nothing that tastes like food has ever been made there, but we manage to eat well enough on premade bags of salad and delivery from the Korean restaurant down the street. “I’ll make you something to eat.”

      “Not hungry,” I tell her, dropping my luggage in the middle of the living room. I left Sutton warm in my hotel room and took the first flight out of the airport, that’s how desperate I was to leave. Then I caught a connection to LAX. “Besides, I should be the one making you something. Tell me you’ve had more than smoothies.”

      She comes and sits down by me, holding a glass of green sludge. “I think it’s helping. I haven’t felt this good since the treatment started.”

      I peek at her through one eye, but she looks serious. And peaceful.

      It’s a little ironic that the will reading was probably the best thing that could have happened to her. She lost everything that mattered to her that day. But once we picked up the pieces, she didn’t have that frantic edge.

      And she never again had to sleep with some new husband to fill the fridge.

      “I was thinking of starting work at the studio again,” she says, referring to the yoga studio. She started working there maybe a year after the will. She teaches classes or works behind the desk. They basically pay pennies, but it helps her feel in control of her life.

      “The doctor said you should rest.”

      “Doctors,” she says, waving away cancer like it’s nothing. “I feel fine.”

      She doesn’t look fine. There are still shadows under her eyes, but they aren’t as pronounced as before. I can’t look at her and not see the way she looked in that room full of her enemies. That day may not have broken her, but it broke something in me.

      Impulsively I reach over and touch her hand. She looks surprised. Then she folds me into her skinny arms, resting my face against her shoulder the way she did when I was little.

      “What happened?”

      Only two words, but they have the power to make me cry. Maybe because there’s already such knowledge in them. Out of anyone she knows what it’s like to be hurt by a man. I let the tears fall, because love is terrible, terrible, terrible. And it doesn’t go away.

      When I can speak again, it isn’t Christopher that I talk about.

      “Sutton walks around like nothing can surprise him, like nothing can shake him. He’s so freaking capable, it’s like vibrating in him. It would be just a day’s work to make a business deal and then build a house.”

      “I see,” Mom says, in this speculative voice like maybe she does see. Maybe her motherly instincts have somehow told her that her daughter had a wicked threesome in a French hotel.

      “But I left, and worse than that, I think I let him down. He wanted me to save that library. He never told me that, not with words.” He spanked me with a nonfiction book over the counter, though. “It’s something I felt from him.”

      “Wasn’t it his company?” she asks. “He could stop the construction if he wanted.”

      There was that story about the horse, though. About Cinnamon. You didn’t throw away a horse because it was wild. You kept it, even when you weren’t sure what to do with it. And then one day someone came along, someone no one expected, to tame her.

      That old library lives and breathes as much as any animal. Christopher doesn’t feel that. For all that he genuinely cares about me, he sees the building as a commodity. Real estate.

      “I think maybe… finding me was his way of stopping the construction.”

      It meant he put his faith in me. There’s a knot in my stomach that says I let him down.

      And I let that old library down.

      “I didn’t get you into the treatment study.”

      “And I didn’t want to do it. I would have, for you, but I didn’t want to.” She would have put herself through the pain of needles and chemicals, because I want her to get better. Does that make me selfish or stupid? Maybe both. Or maybe I’m just a little girl who wants her mother.

      “Daddy would have paid for the treatment,” I say, feeling stubborn.

      “Yes,” she says, simple and certain. “He would have insisted that I do it, too, even if I didn’t want to. You and he are a lot alike.”

      “I don’t know whether that’s a compliment.” On some level I’ve been doing to my mother what Christopher does to me. Using my protection of her as a crutch. She did need me once, the way I needed him to dive in after me and rescue me. But she doesn’t need me to make smoothies or buy butterfly gardens in her name.

      “Of course it is. I loved your father.”

      “He loved you back.”

      “He asked me out, you know. That night at the art gallery. Asked me on a date, like we were young and foolish. I said yes, of course. I could never say no to him.”

      My throat burns. No wonder she had thought he wouldn’t leave her out of the will, among many other reasons. And we’ll never get to ask him why he did. Was it a moment of anger toward my mom? Was it a lesson for me? But he didn’t have any answers for me.

      “Do you wonder why?” I ask.

      “Sometimes. Not much, these days. He was a complicated man. Ambitious. Afraid.”

      That makes me look up at her. “Afraid?”

      “Afraid that someone was using him for his money. He couldn’t let it go. He never really trusted anyone.” She’s looking into the past now. “He loved me the same way I loved him, without being able to help it. That kind of love, it takes away your control, and he hated that.”

      It breaks my heart to think of how different we could have been. If she and Daddy had gone on a date and then another. If they had finally been able to reconcile their love into building a life together. So many possibilities ended the night of that exhibit.

      I close my eyes tight. “I think I have to go back.”

      It was fear that sent me away from Tanglewood like a scalded cat. But I can’t wait the rest of my life wondering what might have been. Love is outside our control, but we aren’t defined by love. We’re defined by our choices. Our actions. By the willingness to do what’s right even when it’s hard.

      I’ve always been hurt that Christopher didn’t fight for us, but how can I walk away without fighting for him? Without fighting for the library? Somehow those two things are the same.

      Mom smoothes my hair back. “You always were my warrior. Even in school, with that Medusa painting. Even when it seemed impossible. You never gave up.”

      “I gave up this time.” The words are acid in my mouth.

      “Nonsense. You came home because you wanted a kale smoothie and a hug. That’s not giving up. That’s taking a break. Everyone needs a break.”

      “What if I’m too late?” I’m not thinking of the library crumbling, though I should be. I’m thinking of the look in Sutton’s eyes. I’m thinking of the way he held me like I was something precious, and the way I walked away. He won’t forgive me for that. I don’t blame him.

      “Well,” Mom says, her voice half pragmatism, half mystical acceptance of the world and its vagaries. “You might be. But you won’t know unless you try.”
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      My Uber driver is from Egypt, something he tells me only when he sees the library book I’m reading as we leave the airport. Maybe he thinks I’m getting ready for international travel. “Don’t use a purse,” he says. “Too easy to steal. You want to keep things in your pockets, but deep inside. With buttons or zippers to close them.”

      “You seem to know a lot about picking pockets.”

      He waves a hand. “Everyone knows a lot. It’s the only way you don’t get robbed. There’s no place on earth with more thieves than Cairo.”

      That makes me think of the Thieves Club, the semi-ironic name that four men in Tanglewood gave themselves. Hugo and Sutton. Blue and Christopher. Because every dollar they earn must be taken from somebody else. “Is that why you moved here?”

      “It was the killing,” he says frankly. “The stealing I could live with.”

      “That seems reasonable.”

      “I have two daughters. It was no place for them to grow up.”

      Fathers. So protective. There’s a tightness in my throat I don’t want to be there. It’s terrible to be angry at someone who isn’t alive to defend himself. The older I get, the more sure I am that he knew what would happen at that will reading. Maybe he would have changed it if he and Mom had started dating for a while, but at one point he knew he would humiliate her.

      He did it to protect me. He knew I would hate him for it and did it anyway.

      “Don’t believe anything they tell you,” Abdel says. “They will try to sell you a thousand artifacts in the streets and around the pyramids. Mummified cats, but you open them—only birds and rocks and dirt inside.”

      “Why would I want a mummified cat?”

      “Ancient scrolls that are made of plastic. Convincing plastic.”

      “Okay, I’d like an ancient scroll. I might have fallen for that one.”

      “They charge you so much money, that’s why you believe it’s real. That is the irony. If it was cheap to buy, then you would know.”

      Abdel takes me to Walmart, because it’s the only place that sells paint at midnight. He accepts cash for waiting in the parking lot and helping me load the supplies into his trunk.

      Then we go to the library.

      “This place doesn’t look open,” he says, eyeing the dark corners in all directions. “Or safe. This looks like a place you will experience the stealing.”

      “Better that than the killing,” I say, moving the gallons of paint to the curb. There’s a lot to do before morning, and I think construction crews start sooner than art gallery exhibits.

      He walks toward the driver’s side door. Sighs. Comes back. “I don’t think I should leave you here. Probably you’ll get stabbed and then they’ll take away my Uber license.”

      Clear as day I can hear Christopher’s voice telling me I have a death wish.

      Maybe I did, back then. It’s not that I wanted to die, but I didn’t really know how to live. There was always money in the way, always something that had to be fought over. Always a struggle to survive.

      “I’ll call a friend,” I say because I’m a long time from sitting on a railing alone.

      On my phone there’s a long list of contacts. People from Smith College who always knew where the best parties would be. Artists from New York City. Actors in LA. There are only a handful of people in Tanglewood. I’m not going to call the newly expectant parents, Bea and Hugo, to the west side in the middle of the night, even if they would come.

      Even though I know I can’t call him, that I lost that right, it still hurts to see Sutton’s name. It would be nice to have his steady, capable presence beside me while I do something inadvisable. My finger hovers over his number, not pressing.

      And then there’s Christopher, who helped me paint a mural once. I thought I might have fallen in love with him that night, the night he kissed me, but I think it was earlier than that. When he wrote me a letter at my boarding school in Germany.

      When he dived into the water after me.

      I’m not sure who I am if I’m not the girl hopelessly in love with Christopher Bardot.

      Tonight I’m going to find out.

      There’s no listing for the Den online. None for Damon Scott, either. Finally I have to call Avery who has connections in the city. She gives me Penny’s number, but there’s no answer. In the end I have to settle for leaving a message and hoping she gets it in time.

      And that she’d even want to help if she knew.

      Abdel parks with his headlights angled so I can see what I’m doing. He also orders pizza, which is initiative I appreciate in a man. “I didn’t drive you around the city for two hours so you could get murdered,” he says when I tell him to leave. I’m pretty sure I’m going to send his daughters to college. I’ll be past twenty-five when they need the tuition, finally and forever in charge of that damned trust fund.

      By the time Penny arrives, I have the eyes painted, which is no small feat considering I’m using a fifty-dollar ladder that had clearly been used and returned before I bought it. It leans up against metal and glass that’s decades old, shaking with every brusque wind. My canvas isn’t a wall, not really. It’s the entire south side of the building. Mostly windows. Some brick.

      The eyes are the most important.

      Usually that’s true in a portrait, but it’s a million times more true right now.

      This Cleopatra isn’t sexy. Isn’t seductive. Unless it turns you on to be with a woman who wants to destroy everything you’ve worked for, which some perverse men probably do.

      She’s angry, this one. Determined. Resolute.

      They paint her knowing, usually. As if the world is full of puppets she makes dance. I think she knew what she was doing but couldn’t have known the outcome. It’s an act of sacrifice to throw everything you have toward a cause. Part of you has to be sure you’ll lose to even try.

      Like the way I know this painting will be demolished at six a.m. There’s going to be a wrecking ball right through Cleopatra’s face. With every stroke of these cheap brushes and clumpy paint, I know it’s the best work I’ve ever done. Art with more than prettiness or pride. Something more important than power.

      There’s survival, something every woman has had to look in the face.

      And sometimes, sometimes we walk into a fight we know we’re going to lose.
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      There’s a crowd by the time the construction crew shows up. I expect to see Sutton with them, because he’s the one who’s always managed them. It’s Christopher who appears in a suit and sunglasses, looking like he’s already made his mark on the world instead of only beginning. He does not look at all surprised by the crowd that’s assembled around us.

      At first it was only Penny who came and Damon who followed her. There were men who came to consult with Damon, and I wondered whether that was a regular thing. Whether people showed up at the Den at all hours to whisper some serious thing and receive a response. Probably. Eventually word got out, and people started coming to watch.

      The protest takes on a life of its own.

      It has a hashtag before I even think to post on Instagram: #freethelibrary. Local businesses pick up on it, some of them more serious than others.

      Because books are worth saving! posts a local coffee shop.

      Mention #freethelibrary to get 30% off, posts a vintage clothing store.

      Along with a random ad for shoes.

      Blinding light glints off dark sunglasses. He might as well be a stranger, this man in a suit. He looks that cold standing in front of me. Nothing like the man who shivered in my arms.

      He looks around before speaking, not in any rush to tell me he’s going to destroy this painting. And the library. “Was this a long game?” he asks finally. “You wanted everyone to hate me after the will reading. I think now it’s done.”

      “I didn’t twist your arm into buying a historic building, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “It’s not.”

      My mouth is dry from exhaustion and dehydration and paint fumes. He kissed me once, when I was high on the stuff. It won’t happen again. “This wasn’t about revenge. No. I would have done this for the library. For me.” For Sutton.

      “Are you going to chain yourself to the front doors?”

      That makes me laugh a little. “I don’t have a death wish. Not anymore.”

      He absorbs that for a moment. “Sutton isn’t here.”

      “I can see that.” His hair would glint like spun gold in this light. His blue eyes would dance with a thousand things to say. His absence is as loud as a shotgun. “He’s at the office?”

      “Not likely. He quit after you left.”

      It’s like falling two hundred feet and landing backward in the water. Like having the breath knocked out of me. “What?”

      “He didn’t send me his itinerary, but I figured he would be in LA by now.”

      “No,” I whisper, because that means I’m too late.

      “He can’t exactly pull his money out. Can’t close the barn doors after the horses have been let out, was the way he put it. But he can resign his position. That was him choosing you over money, in case the grand gesture wasn’t clear.”

      There’s no air at all in my lungs. No air in the warm morning mist. I’m left to sink and sink, unable to breathe. Unable to think. Sutton did that for me. He left everything—for me.

      The grand gesture I always wanted from Christopher… Another man gave it to me. It makes me wonder how much of the world I’ve been ignoring in my tunnel vision. How much of life I’ve been hiding from in pursuit of a man who doesn’t want me as much as I wanted him.

      Suddenly I can’t stand to wait a second longer. Whatever threads of love I felt for Christopher Bardot, they fall to the concrete outside the broken library. Gone.

      It doesn’t feel like a loss. It feels like being free.

      Is Sutton in LA, knocking on my mom’s condo right now?

      Except she would have called me. And he would have had time to arrive if he followed me quickly. Maybe he hadn’t come for me, no matter that Christopher thought he would. He might have left for good, the way a sad little boy tried to do with a wild horse a long time ago. There would be no water’s edge to stop him this time.

      Christopher studies the painting through his sunglasses. “Cleopatra?”

      There’s a hardness to his jaw like it pains him to speak, and as much as I’ve fought him, I can spare him that. This painting won’t be enough to save the library. Nothing will.

      “She knows what’s coming,” I say, softly so no one else hears.

      He huffs a laugh. “As it turns out, Sutton was right. You do have the skills of diplomacy we need. You can convince people to do anything. Unfortunately you convinced them to hate us.”

      I look away and manage a small smile. “And it turns out you were right. It doesn’t matter whether they hate you. You have the deed and a wrecking ball.”

      “It didn’t have to be like this,” Christopher says, his jaw tight. There’s a muscle that works. A slight flare of his nostrils. The slightest signs that he’s upset. He had those same signs the day the will was signed, but he would not be swayed then. Not now, either.

      Strange, the way I can admire his resolve even as it tears us apart. “It was always like this.”

      “You can probably make them riot,” he remarks, his voice even. “An angry mob.”

      “To break the windows in? To steal the books? A little counter to the purpose.” Besides the breakfast tacos were too delicious. No one could be in a rage after eating breakfast tacos.

      “Or they could form a human chain around the building. It would delay construction, if nothing else.”

      “And cost you money,” I say, gentle now. “If nothing else.”

      “There’s that.”

      “I’m not going to do that. I made my point.”

      “Which is what?” He looks genuinely lost. It isn’t part of advanced economics theory, what’s happening in the streets tonight. It’s community. History. These are things he doesn’t understand.

      “The protest isn’t to stop you. It isn’t even about you, not really. Protest are a voice for people who have been told not to be quiet. It’s the only way we can speak.”

      I’m not so different from Mrs. Rosemont. We protest in different ways, through the historical society and connections to city hall. Through a painting and somewhat less lofty friends I’ve made in Tanglewood. Both of us overruled by bribery.

      Money has the loudest voice of all.

      He finally takes off his sunglasses, revealing eyes that are dark from lack of sleep. It’s been gnawing at him, this act. Even that won’t stop him. That determination of his is going to break more than the building. It’s going to break him, one of these days.

      Once upon a time it broke me.

      “That’s it? You tell me it’s wrong and then you leave?”

      I look back at my Cleopatra with her sad eyes. She looks resolved to her fate. It’s the best art I’ve ever created. Maybe stronger because I knew it would be destroyed.

      Medusa had been different. She’d been angry. Christopher had looked at all that fury and understood it. No, he’d felt it too. The hurt she felt had wrapped itself around him until he felt what she did. If he can understand her then maybe he can understand Cleopatra. It’s not rage she feels, though. It’s determination in the face of unbeatable odds.

      “You could stop,” I tell him, one last attempt.

      A protest may be a voice, but it’s up to him whether he listens. Up to him whether he lets her strength wrap around him. Up to him whether he looks down at me with admiration in his eyes and kisses me like the world could end around us.

      He turns and speaks to the men in the construction crew. Take the day off, he could be telling them. Instead one man gets into the big yellow vehicle with a crane and a wrecking ball that’s taller than me attached. Part of me despairs that Sutton isn’t here with me.

      That was him choosing you over money, in case the grand gesture wasn’t clear.

      He should be standing beside me, holding me. It’s too personal, my relationship with this library. My relationship with Christopher. As if he’s going to plunge that wrecking ball through my heart, instead of the freshly painted face of an ancient Egyptian ruler.

      The construction workers move the crowd back, clearing space for them to work.

      It’s a random construction worker who climbs into the yellow machinery as the crowd boos and shouts. A mover of levers and knobs. It’s Christopher who gestures with his hand. Begin, says that hand. From the moment he was bent over his textbook in that cabin, it’s been leading to this moment. This moment when he would destroy everything.

      A crane extends higher and higher, beyond anything else in sight. Taller than any of the buildings around us, including the library. It brushes up against gray clouds.

      My stomach pitches forward. The crowd falls silent as the crane pivots and pulls the ball away from the library. Cleopatra’s eyes watch it swing toward her, steady, steady, steady.

      The crash might as well be a physical blow. It crushes my lungs and slams into my gut. I’m left reeling, unable to breathe or think or feel anything but pain. Concrete and metal buckle around the ball, which suspends for a moment inside. As it moves away, it leaves a crater so much bigger than its size. Broken wood and brick. Shards of glass.

      Cleopatra is gone. Only the shell of her is left—only the outer edges of her sleek black hair, the bottom of her chin. A work that took a whole night to create, gone in a second. It took longer than one night to paint like that. It took my whole life to dream of something more than business and money and power.

      It’s only by slow degrees that I realize hands hold my arms. They’re keeping me back, behind the barricade, which means I must have tried to run forward. I didn’t mean to. It wasn’t conscious thought. Survival. That’s what it felt like.

      The crane pulls back and swings again. Only a little more destruction this time.

      It will take much longer to reach the inner sanctum with the wood counter and the carved wall and the bookshelves. I’m not sure I can watch that long.

      The wrecking ball breaks me a little bit every time it swings.

      A car pulls up at the perimeter, noticeable only because it’s sleek and black and long. A limo, like the kind Daddy used. For a wild second, made uncertain from lack of sleep, I expect to see him step out. He would stop this. Except I’m not sure the real Daddy would have. He probably would have invested with Christopher. Only in my daydreams would he help save it.

      It’s not Daddy who steps out of the limo, of course. Sunlight limns golden hair. Wrinkles shadow a white dress shirt. The crowd parts for Sutton Mayfair as easily as breathing. He has a way of commanding the world without having to say a word.

      Even the man in the crane hits the lever to stop the wrecking ball from a third run.

      Somehow Christopher is beside me when Sutton approaches.

      He holds up a piece of folded paper. “An injunction.”

      “Let’s see it,” Christopher says, his words crisp. He doesn’t sound particularly surprised, nor does he sound particularly angry. This could be a discussion over the weather. He reads the length of the paper with an impassive expression.

      “Turns out the Tanglewood Historical Society had teeth, after all.”

      Christopher folds the paper. “This won’t hold up on appeal.”

      “Maybe not,” Sutton says, accepting the possibility. “But we’re done here for today.”

      Tears prick my eyes. “You’re too late.”

      Sutton looks at the library where there’s no hint a painting had ever stood. Through the heavy dust and wreckage you can see the beautiful carved wall, still standing. “We can repair what’s happened here. There wasn’t any load on those glass turnstiles. Nothing permanent.”

      It feels like something permanent has cracked inside me, but I force myself to focus on what he’s saying. We can fix the front of the library. It’s saved, at least for now.

      “You did this?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

      Sutton shakes his head, slow. “It was Mrs. Rosemont who filed with the court. I gave information in testimony, but it was her connections that made this happen.”

      “But why… why would you help stop this? Why did you resign?”

      Those blue eyes could reach across the entire city, that’s how far he lets me look. This man I doubted. This man I desired. He lets me see the deepest parts of him. “For you,” he says, simply.

      My throat clenches hard. “I wouldn’t have asked you to do this. I couldn’t—”

      “You didn’t have to ask. I couldn’t be a part of this once I saw how much it meant to you.”

      “But your investment.”

      He gives me a small smile. “This one wasn’t business. It’s personal.”

      And then there’s no way I can hold myself back.

      I launch myself at him, feeling every square inch of muscle on him, made tired from whatever he did this long night. He folds me up in his arms. There’s relief and gratitude—and love, in a form more pure than anything I’ve known before. Love without expectation. Without greed. Without jealousy, which I didn’t think was possible. There’s clapping and hooting in the background, but all I can hear is his murmured words in my ear.

      “For you,” he whispers again, fierce.

      He may show up with a legal document and a casual smile, but it was no small thing. It broke some principles inside him, the same way that wrecking ball broke some old hopes inside me. We aren’t whole people who hold each other. We’re each cracked and bruised, but we have each other. God, we have each other.

      It’s only when Sutton turns again, holding me close, that I see Christopher’s dark form against the jarring yellow of the construction equipment. He speaks to the men in quiet terms, his movements decisive and maybe a little stiff. It must have hurt him, this injunction.

      It must have hurt him, to lose his business partner.

      Did it hurt him any to lose me?

      He speaks to me again only when most of the crowd and the construction crew have left. I’m standing in the large foyer of the library, which is quite a bit brighter now that the whole front wall has turned to rubble. Sutton didn’t want to let me in—not until they’ve had engineers to make sure it’s structurally safe, but he let me in as long as he stands beside me. There’s probably something important about that. He’ll let me do anything as long as he can stand beside me. I don’t plan to stay long, since I’m quite certain he’ll throw himself bodily over me if a brick were to fall down.

      The beautiful panes of art deco glass have shattered completely, leaving only misshapen metal in their wake, a skeleton without any flesh. It makes me shiver, looking up at that.

      Rocks shift as Christopher steps into the space. He leaves several yards between us. Does he despise me now? My stomach clenches. I care about him more than I want to, even now.

      “You’ve won,” he says. “For now. The crew decided to start another job.”

      Sutton was the good-old boy who convinced them to wait for this project. For all his money and power and determination, even Christopher couldn’t make them wait any longer.

      It strikes me again that he doesn’t seem angry. Remote, is how I’d describe it. That makes me worry for him even more, like maybe he’s going through shock. A million dollars is a huge amount of money. Is it gone? Bile rises in my throat. It can’t be gone.

      “I’ll buy the library from you,” I say, impulsive.

      Before I can realize that Christopher would never accept that, any more than he would dip into my trust fund all these years. That would be unethical. For a man I don’t trust, he’s remarkably trustworthy.

      “No,” he says, his voice hard. “Thank you, but no.”

      Then he turns and walks away, leaving the two of us in the rubble.

      There’s a sense of loss so wide and so deep, my legs feel weak. My eyes close. Sutton is there to catch me this time, his embrace warm and understanding. I’m not the only one who lost someone. “You were friends,” I say, looking back at him. Sutton’s eyes are shadowed to a dark sapphire, his brow furrowed.

      “We were.” There’s finality there. “He’s the past. You’re the future.”

      And I know he isn’t only talking about his friendship with Christopher. He’s talking about my relationship with Christopher, which has always been too complicated to define. Maybe it doesn’t need to bother me anymore, the amorphous shape of us. It’s over now.

      I turn around in Sutton’s strong arms, tilting my head up. “You’re my future.”

      He pulls me flush against him, and I feel him harden. His lids lower. Electricity runs from the center of his body to mine, making me ache and flush everywhere. “Christ, I want to take you back to that counter and finish what we started.”

      My cheeks turn warm. “There are still people outside. And no doors.”

      A low growl vibrates over my skin as he nuzzles my neck. “And strictly speaking I don’t own the library anymore, the company does, and I don’t work for it. We’re trespassing right now.”

      Something spears my stomach. We don’t have a right to know what happens to this old library anymore. We gave that up, along with Christopher. Ironic, because he’s the one who wanted to destroy it. There’s nothing here but history and potential.

      There’s nothing here for us right now.
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      In the days that follow I’m alternately called a vandal and a grass roots activist by the local media. The Tanglewood Historical Society invites me to speak at their meeting, which I find ironic enough that I decide to go. Besides, Sutton lives here. We’ve gone out every night the past week—to Thai restaurants and burlesque clubs. There’s no part of the city we don’t want to explore, so I might as well put down some roots.

      My speech is short and sweet and encourages change through art. There’s a small reception afterward with tea and bourbon croissants, which makes me think I might come back to another meeting. If nothing else I’d like to show them we aren’t all fist-fights at theatres.

      Mrs. Rosemont doesn’t seem to hold it against me. She greets me warmly and thanks me for my work in helping save the library. “We thought it was hopeless, near the end.”

      “I’m glad you had the idea for the injunction,” I tell her, sipping the English breakfast tea. It soothes my throat, which feels a little worse for the wear after my speech.

      She pauses, looking uncertain. “It wasn’t my idea, dear.”

      “Oh.” Sutton must have been modest when he said she filed the paperwork. “Someone suggested that you file the injunction?”

      That makes her laugh. “Suggested? No, he wrote it himself. Had the society’s name on the paperwork. All we had to do was bring it to the courthouse.”

      “Sutton can be efficient when he wants to be.”

      There’s a long pause, where Mrs. Rosemont studies her cup of tea as if it holds the secrets of the universe. “I’m not sure I should tell you this.”

      Unease moves through me. “Tell me what?”

      Her gray eyes are soft. “It wasn’t Sutton who wrote that injunction and gave it to me.”

      “Then who?” Except I already know. There’s only one person who would figure out the exact method of stopping construction. Only one person who didn’t seem at all surprised that it happened. “Christopher.”

      She nods. “Mr. Bardot called me that night. We had to wake up a judge, which was something I helped with. There were other things we needed—the testimony of the partner, for one thing. Sutton Mayfair was called in for that.”

      My hands feel cold. And then numb. “I don’t understand.”

      “I asked him why,” she says, her voice thoughtful. “He didn’t explain himself. I don’t think a man like that explains himself very often.”

      Why had Christopher stopped his own construction?

      And why had he hidden that fact? Why signal the construction crew to begin when he knew it would end at any minute? Was he hoping to finish quickly? No, that’s not possible. It would have taken too long. And he didn’t have to file that injunction. The library would be a pile of rubble and dirt right now if he hadn’t done that.
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        * * *

      

      It feels like a betrayal to even stand outside his condo.

      Some part of me knows I shouldn’t ask this question. This is the railing of the yacht. And beneath me, black water and sharks. Even being here means I might fall.

      My arms don’t move when I tell them to knock. My legs don’t move when I tell them to leave. My body is in full rebellion, keeping me rooted to this spot. I’m the one turned to stone.

      The door swings open, and dark eyes widen. Christopher.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see you,” I say, hiding my nerves behind a flippant smile. Oh yes, I’m used to this. Brushing past him is easy, even with the big box he’s holding. Maybe because of it. He can’t put it down quick enough to stop me. I push myself up on his granite bar top, swinging my legs.

      He follows me more slowly, setting down the box he’s carrying beside a stack of others. “If you’re here about the trust fund—”

      “I talked to the hospital. They told me you approved the funds for the butterfly garden. I told them to name it after Daddy, because it’s his money.”

      Those dark eyes give away nothing. “Your mother’s in the trial?”

      “We discussed it, but she doesn’t want to do it. And I’m okay with that.”

      He swings away from me, toward the bank of windows. “I have a lot to do today.”

      “Are you moving?” The boxes already say the answer is yes. Not that many boxes for a nice big condo, but he isn’t a man with that many things. That’s strange for someone who wants money, who’s earned a fair amount of it. It makes me wonder why he wants money, if not to spend it.

      He sighs. “I suppose I can tell you, since you’re here. I’m leaving Tanglewood.”

      The news hits me like a wrecking ball to the stomach. “Why?”

      A short laugh. “That’s a question I’ve been asking myself frequently.”

      “And the answer is…”

      “The answer is that you’ll be more at ease knowing you won’t see me around the corner. There’s nothing here for me if I’m not going to build a shiny new mall.”

      “I thought you said the injunction would lose on appeal.”

      “It will, but by then the construction company will be knee-deep in a real estate development on the other side of the city. That’s how these things are played. Timing is everything.”

      “Timing,” I say, tasting the word.

      He waves a hand. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”

      “Are you going to build your mall somewhere else?”

      “Maybe,” he says, noncommittal, but I read the answer in the hard set of his jaw. Not right away, because his money is tied up in a building that he can’t touch.

      “Mrs. Rosemont told me you were the one who wrote that injunction.” The words spill out of me like a dam has opened. I’m shaking with relief to have them out. “Why would you do that, Christopher? You’re the one who wanted that place torn down.”

      “I didn’t want it torn down.”

      “Um, excuse me. I think I would remember if you said, ‘Harper, let’s leave the library up and save all the books and priceless architectural details.’”

      “I wanted something new built. That’s not the same thing as wanting it torn down.”

      “It is when there’s a wrecking ball involved.”

      His eyes dance with something like humor. “Fair enough. So it’s not going to be torn down. That’s what you wanted. So why are you here?”

      “I’m here because you lied to me.”

      One eyebrow rises. “I didn’t lie.”

      “You should have told me you filed that injunction. Instead you told the construction people to start tearing it down, knowing, knowing it would be stopped.”

      His voice is mild. “Like I said, timing is everything.”

      “You wanted me to think Sutton had saved the library.”

      He turns away, and I know I’ve guessed right. “Does it matter? He did help.”

      I cross the room and stand in front of Christopher. It hurts to look at those dark eyes, knowing what he’s done. Somehow it hurts worse to know he saved the library. “Why?”

      “Hell,” he says roughly. “You know why.”

      I don’t want to hear this, but I can’t make myself walk away. It’s everything I ever wanted from him. Too late, too late. “Spell it out for me.”

      “The only reason I was in this city was for you. Because you loved it here, with Avery. Because I thought you belonged here. Turns out you do belong here—with someone else.”

      “Why would that matter to you?”

      An uneven laugh. “Because I’ve loved you every day since that goddamned will reading. Every day since I dived into the water after you. Probably from the moment I saw you walking up that dock the first day.”

      My stomach pitches. “Then why didn’t you fight for me?”

      “Oh, there’s a million answers to that one. Stubbornness. Stupidity.”

      “And at the end?”

      “At the end, you wanted Sutton to be the one to save the library.”

      “So you gave it to me,” I whisper, my heart fracturing.

      We’re standing only an inch apart. His eyes might as well be a fathomless night sky, deep in the city without a single star. With nothing to guide me. We stood like this in front of Medusa, and he kissed me. She watched us without judgment or fear, the same way the city watches us now.

      His head lowers. There’s not time to breathe or think.

      When his lips touch mine, there are a thousand stars lit up. I’m the one burning inside the open space of him. I’m the one made hot and raging. He dips his tongue against my lower lip, testing me, tasting me, soothing the wild heat inside with a smooth, dark movement.

      A sound comes from the door.

      It takes me a while to come back into my body from the places I’ve been. To feel the mechanics of my bones and joints and muscles. To make myself step back. When I do, I can see the door which hangs open behind Christopher.

      Sutton stands in the doorway, his blue eyes stark and cold. A lake that’s frozen over. There’s no way to explain what’s happened here, not when I don’t understand it myself. No excuses for the fact that Christopher’s hand is clenched in my hair. He releases me slowly, finger by finger. Prying himself away. That’s how it feels. He takes one step back. Another.

      I watch as he becomes the man form after the will reading. I watch as he becomes a stranger. An enemy. “You were just leaving.”

      There are razors in my chest. They turn against me, leaving only ribbons of wanting, the remains of a pointless dream. “Is that why you were kissing me? Because the only way you can touch me is if you know it means goodbye?”

      The words hit their mark, an arrow in the heart of a stone. He turns cold. “Does it matter? You have what you wanted.”

      Hurt crowds my throat. I cover it up with suspicion. “Sutton?”

      “The trust fund. It’s your money. Use it however you want. Buy a thousand goddamned butterflies.”

      He leaves me with that terrible victory, having won control of the fortune that should have been mine, having lost the man who never belonged to me. The man I’ve always wanted more than he wants me. Sutton turns sharply to give Christopher his exit, careful not to touch him. No punches thrown. That should be a relief to me. It feels like I took the hit to my stomach instead.

      I half expect Sutton to storm out of the apartment, but he stands in front of me. Stands with me in the rubble of trust around us, figurative dust floating in the air, the way we were at the library. He’s the past, he said then. Christopher’s taste is still on my tongue.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Sutton says, his gaze past my shoulder, to the wall of windows beyond.

      Words crowd my throat, words of apology, but loss steals my voice. I should have learned this by now, that life couldn’t be trusted.

      That anything good was only temporary—especially men.

      I could say that I didn’t initiate this, that I didn’t come here for this. That it was Christopher who kissed me. But I didn’t stop him. And in my secret heart, I know the truth—I didn’t want to stop him. Sometimes a woman has to face a wrecking ball coming toward her with steady eyes. She knows what’s coming. That’s what I told Christopher. The library might recover. Cleopatra won’t.

      “I’m sorry.” My voice comes out raw. “That shouldn’t have happened.”

      “No? After what we did in your hotel room I don’t think I had any claims of monogamy. You can kiss whoever you want.”

      Those same words might come from a man with no desire for commitment. Instead they’re filled with a dark amusement. It makes me remember the glint in his eyes when he watched Christopher take my virginity. The way his Southern charm had slipped for a moment, revealing a cunning underneath. “Whoever I want, as long as you’re in the room, pulling the strings. Is that how you like it?”

      There’s heat in those blue eyes. Betrayal and hurt, but enough heat to blaze like summer. “That’s how you liked it, too. I remember how hard you came, honey. Your beautiful thighs trembling. Wet enough to soak the sheets.”

      My body responds with suddenness, warmth spreading through my body, a wildfire in a dry forest. This isn’t the time be to be aroused. Sutton must know that. He watches me with that same cunning beneath the surface. It makes me want to toss a pebble into it, to make him ripple. “Why did you come here? Are you following me?”

      “It was only a matter of time before you came to see Christopher.”

      “That means yes.”

      “Do you want me to apologize?” He drawls the word, making it sound like a mockery. Except he should apologize for following me. And like he said, we hadn’t made any promises of monogamy, no matter how shameful I felt to be caught kissing someone else.

      Tanglewood is a blade. I’m torn in two pieces, one that loves Christopher. That’s always loved Christopher in all his terrible ambition. And one half that loves Sutton, the man of few words and dangerous trust, the man staring at me like I’m the enemy. “I don’t think you’re that concerned with what I want. This is some sort of game for you, and you’ve been playing since I first met you in the boardroom.”

      “You’re a beautiful woman. A man would be crazy not to want you.”

      “Except that’s not why you wanted me. It was a competition with Christopher.” The certainty makes my stomach turn inside out. “That’s why you pursued me from the beginning, why you invited me to the gala, why you made me the offer about the historical society.”

      Blue eyes glitter. Why have I never seen how much they look like a hard gem? A stone made beautiful and sharp. “You want to question my motives, honey? You’re the one who came storming into the office like a woman on a crusade. Looking for Christopher.”

      The words echo in the air around us. Looking for Christopher, he says while we stand in Christopher’s empty apartment. “I didn’t know,” I whisper, my throat burning. “I didn’t know that I loved him.”

      And how for me to realize it, when there’s no hope of a happy ending. No solace for me now. No permanence in a gilded world.

      Sutton gives me a small smile, this one small and true. “Honest,” he says, a little sad. “Honest to a fault.”

      It would have been impossible to choose between these two men, but sometimes love doesn’t give you a choice. The heart has its own balance sheet. It makes its own calculations. I’m the last person to find out what it decides.

      I leave the cold, sterile apartment alone, walking down concrete steps to a waiting black car. It’s little comfort that I control the trust fund, that I control my own fortune. I’m one of the richest women in the country. In the world. Money can’t buy love or trust or safety. It can’t stop a thousand pounds of forged steel when it’s already swinging toward me. It can’t make the pain disappear.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading SURVIVAL OF THE RICHEST! I hope you loved Christopher and Sutton. Find out which man wins Harper’s heart in THE EVOLUTION OF MAN, the final book in the Trust Fund duet…
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      Ambitious. Intense. Irresistible.

      I never wanted to fall for a man.

      And definitely not two men.

      They tear me apart until I don’t know how I’ll ever be whole again. Until I’m not sure I want to be. How can I choose between two halves of myself?

      

      One-click THE EVOLUTION OF MAN now!

      

      And remember Blue from the Den?

      You can read his book now! Fair warning: Blue is a sexy bastard and a dirty talker.

      “Better When it Hurts is an intense and heartbreakingly beautiful story. I couldn’t read fast enough to see what would happen next with Blue and Lola. A definite 5 star read for sure!” ~ Jenika Snow, USA Today bestselling author

      

      Read BETTER WHEN IT HURTS now!

      

      SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER to find out when new books release!

      www.skyewarren.com/newsletter

      

      Join my Facebook group, Skye Warren’s Dark Room, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peeks of future books. And you can read the beginning of Better When It Hurts next …
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        * * *

      

      I try not to scan the floor when I enter. There’s already a buzz in the air, the hunger and desperation of a strip club on Saturday night. I’m ready to earn money, ready to move my body.

      Ready to pretend Blue doesn’t bother me.

      He’s nowhere in sight, and I breathe a sigh of relief. A group of men are still gathered near the railing. They’d tipped me pretty well while I was up there, so I figure I have a good shot at a lap dance. I saunter over, my breasts barely contained in the red bikini top, my skin coated in sweat and glitter and the thick smoke of this place.

      “Nice set,” says a low voice from behind me.

      I turn to see Blue standing there, arms crossed so his muscles bulge, lids lowered in that intense way of his. Shit. “Thanks,” I say, but the only thing I’m really thankful for is that my voice doesn’t shake.

      He’s the head of security at the Grand, which should make me feel safe. Except we have a history. And he hates my guts. So there’s no affection in his eyes when they scan me up and down. No kindness in his voice when he adds, “You look great.”

      The way he says it, it sounds like a threat. He makes me feel like the scared little girl I used to be when I knew him before. And him? He’s like the big bad wolf, sizing me up before he swallows me whole.

      I force myself to shrug at him, to toss my hair. “Thanks, sweetie.”

      He circles me, surrounding me. “But then, you always look great. That’s what you like, isn’t it? Having men panting after you? Leading us along by our dicks?”

      My throat gets tight. I know that’s what people think of me. They take one look at my lipstick and my short skirt and assume the worst. God, they’re right. But it’s worse to hear it from him. Worse because he once believed in me. “Do you expect me to apologize for earning a living?”

      His lids lower. “Not for that.”

      I can’t meet his eyes. I know exactly what he wants me to apologize for. And he’ll never believe me. Even showing weakness in this game is enough to get me killed. “I don’t apologize to anyone.”

      “Of course you don’t,” he says, his voice full of loathing. “But I don’t want your words.”

      I can’t help but whisper, “What do you want?”

      That makes him smile. It’s not a nice smile. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      He wants to hurt me, to use me. He wants to fuck me. I swallow hard. “That isn’t for sale.”

      “I wasn’t planning to pay you.”

      This should be easy. Tell him no. Make him believe it. I’ve done this for a thousand men before. Somehow he’s different. Maybe because I don’t really believe it myself.

      I know he’s watching me. I know he’s hatching his plans. My heart speeds up every time I turn away from him, wondering if this is the time he’ll pounce. One of these times, he’s going to dig into me with his teeth and his claws. He’s going to hurt me, and I’m not sure I’ll survive it.

      Not tonight, though. Not now.

      I take a step away from him. “If you aren’t going to pay for my time, I think I’ll find someone who will.”

      His eyes darken. “Your call, gorgeous.”

      I hear the unspoken message beneath his words, steel under velvet. For now.

      

      
        
        Want to read more? Read Better When It Hurts now!
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        * * *

      

      Five years ago Blue was the ultimate bad boy. And my first kiss.

      Now he’s back. Tougher, harder, meaner. All of it aimed at me, because I was the one who sent him away. It’s payback time. He wants his pound of flesh, and I am helpless to say no.Gabriel appears at every turn. He seems to take pleasure in watching me fall. Other times he’s the only kindness in a brutal underworld.

      “5 Angsty Love-versus-Hate Stars! Better When It Hurts sucked me in hook, line, and sinker within the first few pages.” – Allison, The Reading Escapade Book Blog

      “There’s one thing I can say with certainty, Skye Warren never fails to deliver a heartfelt, slightly dark, I can’t stop turning the pages story. This one is no different.” – Di, Twisted Sisters

      “Very Angsty 5 Star Read! This book is so compelling, you won’t be able to put it down, this is one of those books that you’ll want to save to re-read.” – Melissa, Books Can Take You There

      
        
        One-click BETTER WHEN IT HURTS now!
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      Thank you for reading SURVIVAL OF THE RICHEST!

      I hope you loved Christopher and Sutton. Find out which man wins Harper’s heart in THE EVOLUTION OF MAN, the final book in the Trust Fund duet…

      Ambitious. Intense. Irresistible.

      I never wanted to fall for a man. And definitely not two men.

      They tear me apart until I don't know how I'll ever be whole again. Until I'm not sure I want to be. How can I choose between two halves of myself?

      

      ONE CLICK THE  EVOLUTION OF MAN NOW

      

      Turn the page for a fun romance about a swoony lifeguard and the quirky new neighbor he falls for in NO PANTS REQUIRED.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            No Pants Required

          

          Kim Karr

        

      

    

    
      I, Makayla Alexander, am on a mission to reinvent myself. So when a super hot guy boards the plane and flashes his rock hard abs, I pay attention. When he sits next to me and offers me his nuts, I can't resist. But when I choke on them and he tells me I need to work on my gag reflex, I realize I might be in over my head. 

      Before I know it we're in the lavatory and attempting to join the Mile High Club. Let me just say this...anyone who tells you it's easy to get it on at 37,000 feet isn't telling you the truth. After the flight attendant busts us for getting frisky in the air, the only thing that can ease my total and complete mortification is the simple fact that I am never going to see him again. 

      Hours later, I can't help but wonder if fate will ever allow me to become a new version of myself. 

      Because Fate, she's a fickle bitch. 

      Case in point...my seatmate is my new next-door neighbor.
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            She’s a Very Kinky Girl

          

        

      

    

    
      Makayla

      Just the mere suggestion of karaoke gets everyone’s heart pounding. Whether it’s out of excitement or pure, blind panic depends on the individual and that person’s frame of mind at the time.

      The truth is that most people sing karaoke for the same reasons they go bowling—it’s a fun activity and they can drink while doing it.

      With that being said, perhaps some of the people that are here can get up and confidently belt out their most favorite song in the world with no concern for the eardrums they are perforating or the notes they are destroying. Unfortunately, I am not one of those people.

      To be honest, I can’t believe I even agreed to do this.

      Then again, Bar On is not where I thought I’d find myself tonight. This Chinatown lounge may be packed full of eager-to-sing regulars, but my friends and I are not those people. We are here on a whim after a few too many drinks at a restaurant down the street.

      Shuffling through the crowd, I stop when someone taps me on the shoulder. Thinking it’s one of my friends, I turn around to see a tall, leggy brunette with the most vibrant green eyes staring at me. Her face is stunning. She looks like Megan Fox. For a second, I wonder if she is.

      She steps closer and right away I can see this woman is a bit younger, though—my age, I’d say. “Do you mind if I get by?” she asks with one of those affluent tones I know all too well from my days in private school.

      Definitely not Megan Fox.

      Without waiting for me to answer, she pushes past, and in her rush, steps on my open-toed pump.

      Ouch!

      I glare as her red Louboutin soles make their way to the front of the lounge.

      “Come on,” my coworker tosses over her shoulder, not at all bothered by the woman who brushed past her, too. “Sandra found us a table.”

      India leads the way, and I follow, making sure not to step on any toes in the crowd. Finally, she stops at the only available table large enough for our group, which just so happens to be right in front of the stage.

      Fantastic.

      The white leather banquette is awash in the neon light emanating from the human-sized letters that spell the establishment’s name across the back wall. The light is nearly blinding. I look at Sandra. “Are you sure you want to sit this close?”

      She hands me a menu of songs. “Yes, this is going to be great.”

      “Pour Some Sugar on Me” is coming to an end and once I’ve slid all the way across the bench, I look up to see a group of very pleased guys jumping off the stage in unison. The Def Leppard wannabes are staring at us.

      This must have been their spot.

      All clean-cut, all fuck-hot, all about my age. Immediately, I can tell by their walk that they are definitely Upper East Siders. Prep school, riot club types turned Wall Street wolves would be my guess. You know—the kind of guy your mother warns you about.

      The type I should have stayed away from.

      The guy closest to me is wearing a red tie and has his black jacket slung over his shoulder. The others are dressed in dark suits too. Hmmm…either dressed up for an occasion or still dressed up after the occasion. Not a wedding, since it’s a Thursday night. An office party maybe? Or perhaps this group of drunken men is here for a going-away party like mine. Who knows? Anyway, the guy with the red tie gives the eight of us girls a quick glance and a smile but doesn’t stop.

      He’s cute. Really cute.

      At least he doesn’t seem to mind that we took their table. Then again, he’s too focused on the guy without a jacket farthest away from me. “Cam,” he calls out. “Don’t bother with her.” His warning is too late, though, because this Cam, whose white, rumpled shirt and dark hair are all I can see, is already allowing himself to be dragged away from his group by that Megan Fox look-alike who practically ran me over minutes ago.

      Fascinated by her assertiveness, I watch the two of them. I have to crane my neck to catch sight of them, and soon, too soon, they disappear into the crowd. Squinting my eyes, wishing I’d changed my dirty contact lenses, I search for them.

      In a matter of seconds, though, it’s not my poor eyesight but Sandra who prevents me from locating them. She stands in front of me with a huge-ass smile on her face. “What song did you decide on?”

      Giving a cursory glance at my choices, the perfect one is the first I see. “‘Total Eclipse of the Heart,’” I blurt out and point excitedly at the same time. This song I know, and know it all too well.

      Sandra is my neighbor and is more than aware of all my woes. That sad smile she gives me borders on pity.

      Not wanting to be that girl anymore, the one who got her heart broken, I grab Sandra’s arm before she heads toward the karaoke booth. “You know what, forget that song. Why don’t you pick one that represents the change coming in my life?”

      At that her eyes light up.

      Minutes later I’m being dragged up onstage by my friends and coworkers, and according to the screen, I’m about to sing a group rendition of “New York, New York.”

      Okay, I can do this.

      I know this song. Not as well as “Total Eclipse of the Heart,” but at least I know it. Besides, how hard can it be? I’ve sung it a million times—although admittedly mostly when I’ve been drunk.

      Then again, I have had a lot to drink tonight.

      The pressure is on. The eight of us gather around the microphone. The audience lights dim and a spotlight shines on us. I kind of feel like a star. No, I feel like Frank Sinatra himself without those penetrating blue eyes. But when the karaoke jockey asks, “Are you ready?” suddenly, I’m petrified. There is no way on God’s green earth I am going to be able to hit the high notes.

      The music starts. It’s too late to back out. First, it’s just the piano, but then the trumpet and clarinet join in. It’s odd, but the familiarity of the sound eases my nerves. When the lyrics flash in front of me, all my worries are gone and I don’t care anymore.

      I let all of my hang-ups go and sing.

      This, what I’m doing right now, is a glimpse into the old me. Somewhere between college and the real world, I lost that fun-loving girl, and I hope I can find her again.

      Don’t worry. I have a plan to do just that. Not only am I leaving the city I have loved for so long, but I’m also going to be moving far, far away, with no idea if I will ever be coming back.

      It’s how I hope to find myself.

      My friends squeeze my shoulders, and we continue to sing the lyrics. Unexpectedly, they alter the words, and instead of talking about making it in New York, they tell the story of making it anywhere—in my case, California.

      More than moved by this kind gesture, I gulp down the sorrow and move with them in a way that doesn’t match the tempo at all. It doesn’t matter, though, because they’re right: “If I can make it here, I can make it anywhere.”

      God, I hope that’s true.

      There’s a pause in the chorus and the piano melody quiets us all down. We’re now standing in a straight line onstage and swaying back and forth.

      Breathing for the first time in three months, regret isn’t a word I am going to allow myself to say…out loud, anyway.

      Yes, I admit it—I have a type A personality, which makes me hard to get to know and even harder to be friends with. Crossing my t’s and dotting my i’s will always be important to me. As is staying on a schedule. Making lists. And being organized. But none of that means I’m boring.

      The sting of the word still hurts.

      Sebastian was wrong. Is wrong—I am not boring, and even though he is out of my life I am going to prove him wrong. No, scratch that—I am going to prove to myself that I can live my life wild and free, because truth be told, I may not be boring, but I am bored.

      I need a change.

      To find myself.

      The chorus starts up again and although we sing about coming to New York, we all do so knowing that I’m leaving.

      I still can’t believe I’m doing it.

      When my best friend, Maggie, suggested on the phone, “Why don’t you quit your job and move out here with me?” I nearly broke out in hives.

      I thought, why would I do that?

      My life was settled. I had a good job, an apartment, and a fiancé. Then I remembered that my boss was an ass, my apartment was a sublet, and my fiancé, well, he wasn’t mine anymore.

      Once I let the idea of moving sink in, I thought, why not make a new start? At twenty-four and a half, I can afford to make a change. I’ll get a new job. Give myself a year. Who knows, maybe even find myself.

      I have nothing to lose.

      If Laguna Beach isn’t the place for me, then I’ll come back to New York. And if I have to, I’ll grovel to get back my old job at the fashion house. My soon-to-be-former boss might be an ass, but he knows my value to the company as a designer.

      Completely oblivious to how this song ends, I mumble through it, laughing the entire time. When it’s over, I’m the first to stumble off the stage. Soon after, my friends follow, and we all huddle together. The group of boys our mothers warned us about have reoccupied their seats, leaving us homeless.

      “Let’s sing another one,” India suggests, practically jumping at the idea. India is—no, as of today, was—my coworker at Kate von Frantzenberg. We’ve been friends since we both started there right out of college. She’s married to a great guy named Elvis—yes, Elvis. And she, like Sandra, saw me through the dark times following my breakup with Sebastian.

      Another song does seem like fun. Karaoke is addicting. However, my bladder is about to burst. “You guys go for it,” I tell her. “I’m going to use the bathroom and I’ll hop in when I’m done.”

      “Stay out of trouble,” she calls to me.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be good,” I tell her and weave my way through the crowd toward the restrooms.

      Trouble.

      That’s a laugh.

      Even if I went looking for it, it would never find me.

      Boring.

      My life is that boring.

      Wonder of wonders, there is only a very short line. Gleeful and relieved when I finally push through the bathroom door, I hurry to find an empty stall. The hard part comes next. My dress is tight, too tight to shimmy over my hips. With its large silver zipper running up the entire back, I have to use both hands to get it down. Getting it back up is just as much of a bother.

      An episode of Sex and the City comes to mind. One in which Carrie Bradshaw finally accepts being alone and figures out how to zip her own dress.

      If she could do it, so can I.

      Channeling my inner Carrie, it still takes me a few minutes. And when I come out of the stall, the bathroom is jam-packed. I wait my turn for a sink behind two women whispering loudly about the tragedy of it all and how they don’t blame him for leaving the city. Him. I don’t know who they are talking about, but by the time the two women leave, even I feel sorry for this him.

      After I wash my hands and dry them, I follow the surge of people down the dimly lit hallway. There are rooms reserved for private parties and with my feet killing me, I slip into an empty one to check my messages.

      Strips of neon-pink bulbs along the perimeter cast an almost strobe-like effect in the room. Ignoring the fact that it’s messing with my vision, I pick a booth out of sight of the door. My screen saver lights up when I pull my phone from my purse. It’s of the Statue of Liberty. A photo I took last summer when Sebastian and I were goofing off one Saturday instead of looking for wedding locations.

      I should have taken it as a sign.

      Resolved to stop thinking about Sebastian, I thumb across the picture and go directly to Google. Once there, I search for a picture of something that will have meaning in my new life.

      Bingo!

      More than satisfied with my choice, I save it as my new screen saver and start singing the song that the bright photo reminds of: “If you like piña coladas…”

      With a smile on my face, I finish that verse and flip to my message. When I do, I see that I have a text.

      Maggie: Are you still out?

      Feeling on top of the world that yes, I am, I look at the time and smile. It’s 12:35 a.m. And I’m still out. Having fun.

      See, I’m so not boring.

      Excited about this, I have to retype my reply three times to get the one word correct. Just as I go to hit send, my phone slides out of my grip.

      Crap.

      Camouflaged beneath the black tablecloth, I lie on the seat and reach onto the carpeted floor. The smoothness of the vinyl bench and soft material of my dress don’t exactly see eye-to-eye, and somehow I end up falling to the ground. It’s more than a little grimy and I’m more than a little grossed out. With my fingers curled around my phone, I’m about to get off this disgustingness when I hear the sound of voices and the door closing to the private room.

      I freeze right where I am.

      From under the table I can see two silhouettes. A man. And a woman. I can’t see their faces from this angle, only their bodies. Just as I’m about to announce my presence, my eyes drift down to a perfectly shined pair of men’s shoes and a very familiar pair of high heels. I know by the Louboutins that the woman is the Megan Fox look-alike.

      Like a cat, my curiosity is back.

      And when she shoves the man against the door, I feel my heart start to pound. The man is likely Cam—the dark-haired guy she trampled over me to get to and then dragged away from his friends. Getting a better look at him, I can see that his body is taut with tension. A live wire, I think. Definitely an uptight suit.

      Trust me—I know the type well.

      Right now is when I should announce myself. Yet, I don’t. Instead, I cover the screen of my phone to shield its glare and watch for what she’s going to do next. Maybe yell at him. Cry. Or even break up with him. She’s a woman on a mission, and I feel an odd kinship with her because I’ve been there before.

      As if releasing her rage, she rips his shirt apart, and I panic as the buttons jump across the carpeted floor and land very close to my table. The couple doesn’t even seem to notice, though, because the woman is already running her palms up his smooth, muscled skin. When she bends, I think for a moment she might bite him or pinch him, and then tell him to go to hell, but instead she starts licking him.

      Wait!

      She was mad at him.

      Wasn’t she?

      Had I gotten her body language all wrong?

      From my downtown view, I can tell she’s working his one nipple hard. His hands claw at the door behind him as if he needs the support, but his satisfied groans tell me he likes what’s going on. When Megan moves to the other side of his chest, my gaze lands on a tattoo of a scrolling letter B right over his heart, and I think Megan must be B.

      Brittney?

      Breanna?

      Bailey?

      Bethany, I bet. She looks like one.

      Megan with a B traces the scrolling letter. For some reason, I can’t call her Bethany. To me she’s Megan. I’ll stick with that. “I’m sorry, Cam. I’m so sorry,” she whispers.

      “Just shut up,” he hisses, and I wish I could see his face so I could tell if he’s angry or if he likes to be rough.

      My thoughts are soon left in the dust because red soles are all I can see when she drops to her knees. Shocked, I have to use my hand to cover my gasp. This is not what I expected. Either way, it’s too late for me to say a word.

      Slowly, she unzips the fine fabric of his trousers, and I want to die.

      I can’t watch this.

      Yet, I do.

      The pink lights flicker over and around me, and if either of them looks toward the corner, they might catch a glimpse of my extremely bold, large silver zipper. Remind me why I suggested this change to the designer? Inching my way farther back, I make sure to blend in with my all-black attire.

      “I want you,” she moans with a harsh breath.

      “You don’t get to have me,” he sneers at her.

      “How about this, then?” she asks as she strokes his cock, which is still covered by his boxers, and then kisses it.

      From the groan he makes, it sounds like he’s battling himself. “You don’t want to do this,” he replies, and something in the sound of his tortured, low, creamy voice sets my blood on fire.

      She ignores his response and yanks his pants and boxers past his knees. No pants required for this act. And then without any more preamble, she takes him in her mouth and sheaths him with her lips. I can’t see his cock, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.

      Really, I’m not a pervert. I’m not even the least bit kinky. In fact, I’m the opposite of kinky. I jill off with my fingers. I like sex missionary style, on a bed, at night, in the dark. And I’m not very good at blow jobs. I usually gag.

      There’s a dull thud against the door, and I imagine it is Cam tipping his head in pleasure despite the fact that he’s mad at Megan with a B.

      Why is he mad?

      What did she do?

      Who is she?

      A random pickup?

      His girlfriend?

      His fiancée?

      His wife?

      I’m going with girlfriend. I feel like the intimacy she used to trace the letter on his chest meant something. Not fiancée or wife—I don’t see rings—but I guess if they are in a fight they might have taken them off. What did she do to upset him? Spend too much money? Get tipsy at lunch? Refuse to spread her legs when he wanted her to?

      The act continues. Her long, dark hair bobs. His shirttails practically cover her head. And then his tie whispers across the hint of skin I can see between the folds of fabric, and I start to feel a little overheated. None of that seems to bother her, though, as she works him with both her hands and her mouth.

      Up.

      Down.

      Up.

      Down.

      My eyes feel dry. I blink them a few times. Damn contacts. The movement of my head causes the gemstone around my neck to fall and hit the side of the floor.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Like a clock, it moves until I grab it.

      Suddenly, B stops what she’s doing and looks up at Cam.

      Did she hear it?

      I stop breathing.

      “You like it when I do this. Admit it,” she purrs.

      Phew. She didn’t hear anything.

      Angry or not, I know I don’t imagine the sound of laughter he makes or the hand he puts on B’s hair as he pushes her head down. “In the condition I’m in tonight, sweetheart, any whore will do.”

      Mean, vicious words meant to hurt, or is this just their way?

      The use of the word sweetheart tells me he refuses to call her by name. Megan with a B doesn’t seem to mind, because soon enough the wet noise of mouth on flesh is the only sound besides my heavy breathing that I can hear.

      “Fuck, that’s good,” Cam groans.

      “I know how you like it,” B tells him, looking up again.

      Okay, so at least they’re well acquainted. Again, I’m going with girlfriend.

      Cam doesn’t seem to want to look into her eyes, because he once again pushes her head down. “Who wouldn’t?” he tells her, and for the first time, I hear the slur of alcohol in his voice.

      Fascinated by the exchange before me, I’m more than aware that I shouldn’t be watching this or listening to this private moment, but I want to know if being an asshole is how he gets off, or if Cam is truly mad at Megan with a B.

      A light flickers under the table and I grab for my phone. It’s another text from Maggie, same as before.

      Maggie: Are you still out?

      More soft, wet noises cover up the vibration. Thank God I turned my phone to vibrate earlier. With the screen covered with my palm, I try not to move or even breathe.

      Cam is making a lot more noises now. Groaning. Swearing.

      Why are his sounds turning me on?

      Feeling a way I know I shouldn’t, I close my eyes, unable to watch anymore, but soon enough another thud against the door has me opening them just in time to see Cam’s back arch.

      I know he’s coming by the way his body is reacting—the sounds he’s making, the curve of his spine, the sudden thrusts he makes into B’s mouth. “That’s it, right there. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.”

      Megan with a B swallows all of him to the last drop and from what I can see, she doesn’t seem to have a gagging issue.

      Lucky bitch.

      Right now, I’m more than a little hot and bothered. I know what I’ll be doing when I get home to relieve the ache I’m feeling.

      Megan’s arm rises and she wipes her mouth. I wish I could hand her a napkin. Soon after, she gets to her feet and I can no longer see anything but the back of her red dress.

      She’s the devil.

      Or maybe he is?

      “No,” says the very male, very drunk, voice.

      No.

      No to what?

      Oh, God, I hope she doesn’t want to lay him down on the floor and fuck him, because if that happens, I’m so caught.

      “No?” Megan with a B repeats in a questioning tone.

      “No!”

      “Wait. Let me get this straight—you’ll let me suck your dick, but you won’t let me touch your mouth with my lips?”

      Cam’s polished shoes shuffle. He pulls his shirt together. Tucks it. Zips his pants. Then he moves away from the red dress in the high heels and opens the door. “I’m done letting you do anything else, sweetheart.”

      Well, that is just rude.

      “Camden,” she calls, sounding a little frantic. “Give me a chance. I want to make it up to you. I’ll do anything.”

      “There’s nothing I want from you—that’s the problem.”

      Cam. Short for Camden.

      I rather like it.

      Too bad Camden is a prick.

      “Then why let me do this?”

      There is no answer, just his feet moving out of my sight.

      “You’re a fucking asshole!” she cries after him.

      Those polished, very male shoes come flying into the room.

      Hell hath no fury like a man scorned.

      He steps very close to her. I imagine him tipping her chin up to look her in the eyes, although I can’t see up that high. “Just so we’re clear on this—I owe you nothing,” he seethes, and this time when he leaves the room he doesn’t return.

      Ouch!

      “But I still want you,” she whispers, more to herself.

      I think she’s used to getting what she wants, and this Cam is it. I wonder how far she’ll go to get him. Wish I could find out.

      Soon after, Megan with a B stumbles, and then slumps onto the bench at the table across from me. I can see her face now.

      Oh, God.

      Oh, God.

      Please don’t look this way.

      If I can see her face, does that mean she can see mine?

      It’s dark enough in the corner and I hope the glow of the pink lights helps to camouflage me, but if she looks hard enough, she’ll see me.

      Sadness consumes her and her crying is as heavy as her breathing. She’s not looking anywhere but into her own lap. I feel a little sorry for her. I don’t know what she did to Camden, but it must have been very bad, or this is one really fucked-up sex game they’re playing.

      Too bad for me I will probably never know because as if reborn, she wipes the tears from her eyes, takes a deep breath, and stands tall before she walks out of the room with a very steady stride.

      Boy, does she put herself together quickly.

      I could take a page or two from her “how to” book.

      Hard to believe I just did that—watched a girl give a guy a blow job. Honestly, I didn’t see much, just the back of her head, but still, that has to count as anything but uptight.

      Right?

      When the coast is clear, I grab my phone, finally press send with the one word, yes, to answer Maggie, and make my way into the lounge. There is no sign of Megan with a B, and although I’m uncertain what Cam looks like, something tells me he’s gone too.

      “Happy” is playing and my friends are onstage moving like Pharrell Williams. Practically skipping toward them, I hop up and join in. Moving my hips, snapping my fingers, clapping my hands, I have no trouble belting out this tune all the way through.

      “Clap along, if you feel like that’s what…” I finish the song on a high note, with my hands together and a sense of being reborn myself.

      What I watched in that private room makes me realize everyone has issues, and everyone has a way of dealing with them—beg, cry, get mad, say things that hurt, curl up into a ball, and even have sex. However you deal, at least you deal, and I’ve done my fair share of all of that.

      I’m done dealing.

      I’m ready for tomorrow.

      Ready to start anew.

      Be a hot-air balloon, just like the song says.

      Within minutes of our grand finale, I’m drunkenly hugging my friends goodbye.

      “Don’t forget to call us!” they holler as I get into a cab.

      “I won’t,” I answer, closing the window, and then turning around to wave goodbye as the taxi pulls away.

      Slumping against the door, reality dawns. In less than twenty-four hours, I’ll be on a plane to Orange County.

      I can’t believe it.

      I’m really doing it.

      New start.

      New life.

      New me.

      California, here I come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Strike a Pose

          

        

      

    

    
      Cam

      Temptation is more than the inclination to sin.

      It’s coaxing, manipulating, inducing, and everywhere. There are times I deny myself giving in to it. Times I fall prey to it. Times I chase it. Fuck, there are even times I just need it to feel alive.

      This time, though, it’s different. It’s him. And even though I know I shouldn’t follow him; I find myself chasing after him. The temptation is too great to resist. I go wherever he may lead me without question, but like always when one door opens, so does another, and another, and another still.

      Endless doors without answers.

      Never closing.

      I can’t fucking take it.

      When another door swings open, I want to slam it closed and lock it with a million keys, but this time it isn’t a dream.

      It feels real.

      The more than tiny sprinkle of ice-cold water that lands on my face wakes me from the nightmare I can never seem to shake.

      Blinking my eyes open, I shade the sunshine with my arm. “What the fuck, Amelia?”

      My younger sister is standing over me with a smirk on her face and an open bottle of water in her hand. “I thought you were leaving this afternoon?”

      Quickly sitting up on her small sofa, I look around for my phone. “I am. What time is it?”

      “Way past your flight time, bro. Looks like you’re staying.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      Dropping her backpack to the floor, she shoots me a look. “I’m not your personal alarm clock. I had finals, remember? I just got home.”

      Realizing I fucked up, I relax and resolve to catch a later flight. “Right. How do you think you did?”

      “Passed with flying colors, like always. Looks like I’ll be graduating with my MBA at the end of the month.”

      Hating that she’s not doing what she really wants to do, but what our father demands, I give her a sympathetic look and say the only thing I can. “That’s great.”

      That glare she gives me warns that trouble is coming, and before I can stop her, she pours the rest of the water on my head.

      I wipe it from my face and then glare at her. “Really, Amelia, when are you going to grow up?”

      With a shrug, she walks over to the counter to pick up her camera and then fiddles with the settings. “You’re asking me that? Aren’t you the one who stumbled in here drunk off your ass last night?”

      My pounding head is the only reminder I need of last night’s binge. With a cock of my head, I scratch my scalp. “About that. I’m sorry if I woke you up.”

      The camera pointing my way is something I’m used to when I’m in my sister’s company.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      If that horrible gut feeling I have turns out to be true, if she goes to work for my father at The Waters Group, she will be kissing her passion for photography goodbye. Who knows, though, she might change her mind about working for him. And he might, just might, let her off the hook, though he wasn’t willing to do so for my brother and me. The fact that I’m looking around her nice, one-bedroom apartment in the Village that my father pays for, even though he hates that she lives here, is the start of Amelia being who she wants to be, not who he wants her to be.

      According to our father, she should be living in Morningside Heights because it’s much safer, and after all it’s where he lived, where his father lived, and where my brother and I lived when we attended Columbia Business School.

      Like every Waters since the beginning of time.

      Really, though, I’m proud of my sister for standing up to him and living where she wants, not where he wants her to live, not what’s convenient for him.

      I hold my hand up. “Not now, please—the shutter noise is too much.”

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      “Amelia, I said please.”

      That makes her stop. When she pulls the lens away from her face, there’s an unusual look of sympathy in her gray eyes. “By the way, it wasn’t you who woke me up. It was Vanessa, when she wouldn’t stop buzzing.”

      I rub my scruff again. “What are you talking about?”

      She points to my duffle bag. “She wanted to talk to you. She settled for leaving you a present.”

      “You let her up?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. She was going to wake the whole neighborhood. Lucky for you, you were passed out. I have to admit it was rather funny watching her trying to wake you up, though. The harder she tried, the madder she got. She had all kinds of names for you. I don’t know what you did, but you really pissed her off. I wanted to take her picture so badly, and then post it all over social media with the caption ‘The ice queen fails.’”

      Shaking my head, I can’t help but laugh. “You never did like her.”

      “What was to like? She was always a stuck-up bitch whenever she was around me.”

      Standing, I ignore her and head toward the counter, where I spot a black photo album. “Is this your latest portfolio?”

      Amelia runs her slender fingers over the silver lining. “No, it’s pictures of the three of us.”

      With that, I know it’s time for me to go. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Do you think you could find me another flight to Orange County?”

      The camera never far from her reach, she raises it again and starts shooting. “Why don’t you stay a few more days? I’ve missed you.”

      Hating leaving her, but knowing I have to for my own well-being, I try to lighten the mood by making faces. I stick my tongue out. Put my thumb to my nose and spread my fingers. Place my hands near my ears and wave them. All the while saying nothing that answers her question. She knows the answer is no.

      “Be serious,” she tells me.

      “I’m hung over and not even showered. How serious can I be?”

      “At least try.”

      I shoot her a glance and grin. “How’s this?”

      Amelia lowers her camera. “Not much better. Go shower and I’ll find you a flight.”

      I lean in and kiss her on the cheek. “You’re the best.”

      Affection not really being her thing, or mine for that matter, she shoves me. “Get away from me. You smell like alcohol and her.”

      Her.

      Right.

      Fuck.

      Grabbing my duffle bag, I head into the bathroom.

      Amelia’s black dress is thrown on the floor in a heap, her high heels beside it. I run my hands through my hair.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      All it does is remind me of yesterday. Why I’m back. Slamming my hand against the wall, I’m so mad, I can hardly breathe. I want to scream, “Why, why, why,” but it won’t do anyone any good.

      We all know why, or at least part of it.

      And not wanting to go down that dark road, I strip out of my clothes from yesterday and step under the spray.

      Leaning against the cool tile, I let the cold water wash away my nightmare. I need to get out of New York. It’s toxic for me here.

      The bar of soap is lavender scented and I shake my head as I lather up and wash away the scent of her, the feel of her, the very essence of her. Vanessa was not what I needed last night and is not what I need now, or ever.

      As the water grows warmer, my cock, a little behind the game, must realize it missed its chance at morning wood, and the rub-off it might receive in my effort to help the guy out.

      Ever since I moved away from the city last Thanksgiving, I’ve had this need that never seems to be satisfied. No matter how many women, how many fucks, it’s never enough.

      Sex is just sex.

      No feelings.

      Don’t get me wrong—I like it that way.

      Yet, every once in a while, I wish that when I find myself pulling out of a woman mumbling, “That felt fucking amazing,” I could still feel that emotion after I walk away from her.

      What happens next occurs before I realize what I’m doing. I close my eyes and gently rub, first around my cock, then my balls.

      Fuck, that feels good.

      Soon, I’m picturing a faceless woman—a hot body, another fuck. She’s gripping me. Tight. Causing just enough pain to remind me that I’m alive. I turn her around and imagine driving my cock into her sweet pussy, over and over, and it makes me want to come hard and fast.

      The thought has my fist pumping at a quicker pace and I lick the water from my lips. The pressure wells deep and a tingling radiates from my cock. As my orgasm starts to build, so do the contractions—it feels like electricity is shooting through me. My dick twitches and I can’t hold on any longer. As I start to come, practically spasming from the tight grip, the incredible feeling builds. Finally, I let myself go, crossing that threshold over and over until I’m spent. My chest rises and falls, and I slouch against the shower wall.

      Yeah, that felt fucking amazing.

      Once my breathing returns to normal, I lather up with the lavender soap once again, rinse it off, and get out of the shower. I don’t bother to shave.

      Wrapping a towel around my waist, I wipe the steam from the mirror. I slick my hair back and stare into my own gray eyes, thinking that for just a moment, I saw myself there. The guy I used to be. My gaze lowers, and the ink on my chest is a constant reminder of the ways things have changed.

      Forever.

      That so familiar fury rips through me and I have to cast my eyes away.

      When I reach inside my duffle for my clothes, I find the present Amelia told me about.

      I’d forgotten about that little ditty.

      With a heavy sigh, I pull it out. Vanessa has written my full name across the card. Camden Pearson Waters. Typical that she wouldn’t think about how much seeing my father’s name, my own middle name, on the card would burn.

      The decision to open the gift comes out of sheer fuck you curiosity. Honestly, I’m wondering what kind of sex toy she thought would lure me back this time. It’s as if she thinks sex is the key to my heart. How shallow does she think I am? Besides, we experimented with toys in the bedroom only a few times through the years, and overall I’d have to say our sex life was mostly vanilla.

      Now suddenly after our breakup she decides to become this saucy vixen. It’s almost laughable. The texts, messages, and gifts do need to stop. Let’s see, aside from the X-rated text messages, the gifts are always extreme. She’s sent me nipple clamps with the note “Can’t wait for you to use these on me.” She’s mailed me handcuffs, with the memo “I’m yours for the taking” wrapped around them. And she’s had delivered countless other items. The ones that didn’t end up in the trash, I spitefully gave to the next girl I fucked to use for my pleasure.

      Yeah, I admit I have anger issues.

      Not sure what could possibly be left for her to give me except the key to her ass, I find myself shaking when I see the framed photo of my brother, her, and myself at my brother’s graduation from Columbia two years ago in the box. Under the photo, etched in the silver, is scripted, The Three Musketeers.

      Unable to stop myself, I slam it into the trash can and watch the glass shatter into hundreds of tiny pieces.

      It takes everything within me not to call her and rip her in two. Fuck it. I won’t give her the satisfaction of dialing her number.

      Given the amount of time it takes me to calm down, I hope like fuck I can get to California tonight.

      Throwing on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, I attempt to shake off the reaction and spend what little time I have left with Amelia.

      Coffee is brewing in the pot when I enter the kitchen, and my sister is sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop in front of her. I grab a mug and look over at her. “Find anything?”

      Amelia closes her laptop and smiles. “I did. JKF had none, but there’s a flight out of Newark tonight. That gives us a whopping eight hours together before you have to leave. So what do you want to do?”

      “Let’s get my ticket booked first, and then we’ll decide.” Searching for my wallet, I see it is on the kitchen table along with my phone and keys. Amelia must have taken them out of my pockets last night. “Always taking care of me.” I point.

      “Someone has to.” She grins, tucking a piece of turquoise-colored hair behind her ear. Just one small strand of individuality that I know she hides from our father when she sees him, but it’s enough for her to make herself feel like she’s calling the shots.

      I let her believe that.

      “Okay then, put my credit card info in and let’s get something to eat.” I rub my stomach. “I’m starving.”

      “About that,” she says, rising from the table. “The only seats left were first class.”

      Over the rim of my mug, I study her. “You know I can’t afford that.”

      Leaning against the counter, she crosses her arms over her chest. “Yeah, I kind of figured that, so I used my own card.”

      Glaring at her, I slam my coffee down. “He is not paying for my flight.”

      She steps a little closer. “Cam, you wanted to get back tonight and it was all that was available. Besides, he’ll never know. He doesn’t check my statements. And even if he does figure it out, he won’t care. He’d want to help you.”

      With a deep breath, I remember that she doesn’t really understand, doesn’t know, so I make light of it. “I’m going to send you the money as soon as I get it, and I want you to put it on your credit card.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “You know I want to do things on my own, without his help.”

      Amelia sighs as if annoyed by my quest for independence, and I wonder if not telling her was the right choice. “Okay then, since that is settled,” she says with a smile, “let’s go to Balthazar and then to Central Park so I can snap some pictures. Everything is in bloom and with finals, I haven’t made it up there yet.”

      I eye her curiously. “I’m cool with the park, but Balthazar? Really?” I use my fingers to draw quote marks as I add, “‘I can’t handle all the snooty people in there.’ Isn’t that what you always say?”

      Her middle finger looks me right in the face.

      I grab it and push it down.

      Feigning pain, she shakes her hand. “They have good food.”

      “Still, you don’t like the atmosphere.”

      My sister is petite, but once in a while she comes across as fierce. “But you love the food, so I will persevere. Are you going to make a stink about that, too, or can I do something nice for you just because I want to?”

      Whether or not she’s affectionate, and whether or not I am, I pull her in for a hug and kiss the top of her head. “You know I love you.”

      In very untypical Amelia behavior, she hugs me back. “And even though you’re an obstinate ass sometimes, you know I love you too.”

      The power of the words. Hard to say. Harder not to say back.

      I chuckle throatily.

      Then I do what I told myself I wouldn’t and bring up a subject I know I shouldn’t. “Do you mind if I invite Mom?”

      When she pulls away with a scowl, I know she isn’t happy. “Yes, I do.”

      I should have kept my trap shut. Still, I had to try. Hating the rift between them, I look into her eyes and say her name with a sigh. “Amelia.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Don’t ‘Amelia’ me. She’s the one who decided not to be a part of our family. Left us when we needed her. Got herself a boyfriend almost half her age, and moved to some artsy loft in Brooklyn.”

      Not wanting to go there, not willing to go there, to tell her all the ways we always shielded her from the truth, I do what I always do when my sister and I come to this juncture and back the fuck down. The reasons behind our parents’ divorce aren’t for me to tell. This I know. So instead of saying any more, I raise my hands in surrender. “Okay, forget I said anything.”

      “Already forgotten.”

      Sorry I brought it up, I take hold of her gemstone necklace and change the subject. “You like this, huh?”

      She looks down. “I love it. Where’d you get it, anyway?”

      I tug on her colored strand of hair. “A friend of mine. She has a whole bunch that her friend makes. I’ll see if she has a turquoise one and send it to you.”

      “Oh, I’d love that. Thanks. Now let’s go before our time together runs out.”

      I look at my watch. “We should have plenty of time.”

      “Not really. After the park, I was hoping to go the top of the Empire State Building. I have a new flash and I want to take some photos of the city for my portfolio.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to say no, but fuck, with all the things you want to do, there’s a good chance I might miss my plane.”

      She raises a brow. “Maybe that’s my plan.”

      Fiend.

      I shoot her a grin. “Sorry, sis, not going to happen.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “I have a job.”

      Amelia rolls her eyes. “You’re a lifeguard.”

      Used to the jabs she likes to make, I ignore it, and poke her in the stomach. “It’s still a job. More than I can say for you. Besides, I have all that sunshine and all those pretty girls waiting for me.”

      Turning on her heels, she tosses over her shoulder, “Whatever.”

      “No, seriously, I have to work tomorrow.”

      “I get it. I get it.”

      New York City might have once been my home, but now I’m homeless. And California just feels like the place I can figure my life out.

      At least there, I don’t have any worries, there are no distractions, and I don’t have any shit to deal with.

      That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

      And sometimes I almost believe it.

      Almost.
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      Makayla

      Proficient New Yorker that I am, I can navigate the subway like no one else, or hail a cab with a whistle in no time flat.

      Seriously, I’m that good.

      Standing in front of my apartment building with my four suitcases, today I’m practically on fire. Within mere seconds of my arm flying up and my hand waving in the air, a cab pulls to the curb. Then he looks at all of my bags and drives away.

      “Hey, wait. I need a ride!” I yell.

      Like he cares. He’s long gone.

      After three more failed attempts, I finally bribe one of the drivers with a hefty tip.

      So much for proficiency.

      Jockeying the luggage around, the reluctant driver manages to squeeze the two oversized suitcases in the trunk, one of the smaller bags in the front seat, and the last one in the seat next to me.

      When I get in, I shove it over a little to buckle my seat belt. That’s when the hem of my skirt catches on the cracked vinyl seat and tugs the fabric up a little too high on my bare legs.

      Not quite panty-showing short, but close.

      Fortunately, the driver doesn’t seem to notice the flash I just gave him. “Where to?” he asks.

      “Newark Airport,” I tell him, and lean against the seat feeling a little sadder than I thought I would.

      As soon as the driver hits the Lincoln Tunnel, I start second-guessing my decision to leave the city I grew up in. From financially secure for the first nine years and practically the complete opposite for the last fifteen, it still has always been a constant for me.

      Watching the skyline fade away once we’re out, I can’t help but recall how difficult that transition was.

      Money sure changes how people act around you.

      My father had lost everything in the dot-com bubble. He was a self-made man who built an empire, lived life large, and then skipped out on my mother and me when it all crumbled. To this day, I have no idea where he is, nor do I care.

      Luckily for my mother and me, the California retailer Simon Warren had decided to launch their women’s division on the East Coast around that same time and moved their head of operations, Katherine May, to New York City. Katherine was in desperate need of help, and she hired my mother as her personal assistant.

      That’s how I met Maggie—Katherine is her mother.

      Such an amazing woman.

      Then, when I was sixteen, my mother died unexpectedly of an aortic dissection—an aneurysm. I was left alone. And it was Maggie’s mother who stepped up and took me in. I have no idea where I would have gone had she not. More than likely, I would have had to move in with some mean, distant relative I’d never met. Thank God that didn’t happen.

      I stayed with the Mays until high school graduation. As soon as Maggie and I moved into the college dorms, Katherine headed back to Los Angeles. I think she held out in the city for longer than she wanted to. For Maggie and me. I owe her so much.

      Just as the cabdriver approaches the airport, my cell rings and jolts me from my memories. As I grab it from my purse, Maggie’s name flashes across the screen. “Hey,” I answer.

      “Hey,” she says back. “Where are you?”

      Horns beep as the cab speeds down the road. “On my way to the airport.” I answer with a smile, and a secret from last night that I decided to wait to tell her about in person. She’s going to freak when I tell her I was in the same room with a couple that was, well, doing what they were doing.

      “Good, then you have some time,” she says.

      Wary, I check the time on my phone. “Not that much,” I tell her with a little hiccup. I should not have taken that swig of soda that I drank for extra caffeine just before I left. Carbonation really does funky things to my body.

      For some odd reason, the sound makes me think of Cam. Was he really an asshole or had Megan with a B done something to hurt him? There’s something about him I can’t forget. For a moment last night, I thought I shared a kinship with Megan with a B, but maybe it was really with Cam. It was the sound of his voice, angry and broken at the same time, that I can’t let go of. Reminds me of me, I guess.

      Maggie laughs and I push the thoughts of the man I’ll never meet out of my mind. “Okay, I think it’s safe to say you have five minutes.”

      Eyeing the miles of taillights ahead, I answer with, “I’m sure I do. Why?”

      “Did you make that playlist I told you to?”

      I bite my tongue so I won’t make a snarky comment. “Yes, Maggie, I made the playlist.”

      There’s a chortle-like noise coming through the line. “Let me hear one of the songs.”

      She doubts me.

      But I know better.

      Maggie is a girl you never say no to because if you do, she’ll beat you down until you say yes.

      Tapping my screen, I pull up the futile task she assigned me to complete to help lift me out of my funk, and then I hit play. Sounds of Madonna fill the cab. A little horrified, I quickly hit stop.

      “Oh, that’s good,” she says. Then adds, “I hope that dreadful song isn’t included?”

      She means “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” I skip telling her it was my first karaoke choice last night. “No, it’s not, but I have to admit, I had a hard time with this playlist.”

      “What?”

      “I know it’s almost impossible to believe that I’d ever put both the words hard and list in the same sentence.” At least I’m admitting it.

      Almost suspiciously, she asks, “How many songs are on it?”

      “Twelve,” I say under my breath. “And you can hear them all when I get there.”

      This time she claps. “Yay, I can’t wait. Now it’s time to move on.”

      “Move on?”

      Oh no.

      “Yes. I’m going to be emailing you something shortly, and I want you to get started on it right away.”

      Reluctance moves through me. “What is it?”

      Maggie and I were not only childhood friends, but also college roommates at the Fashion Institute of Technology. Opposites in so many ways, but alike in others. I think that’s why we get along so well even after being separated by thousands of miles for the past twelve months. The thing is, she hasn’t changed, but I have, and not for the better.

      Maggie tried hard to make it work after college in New York City, but she was a California girl at heart, and after losing her tenth retail job, she hung it up and moved to the unoccupied bungalow her grandmother had left her on Laguna Beach. Now, she’s a lifeguard and lives life for the fun of it.

      Not exactly all grown up, but it works for her, for now, anyway. And I love her no matter what. She’s not only my best friend; she’s my greatest champion. But that also means she knows everything about me, and sometimes she has this need to push me beyond my threshold.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said,” she offers up as bait.

      Knowing better, I don’t take it. “That’s kind of vague. I’ve said a lot.”

      “You know what I’m referring to, Makayla Alexander. About you being worried that everyone is going to think you’re an uptight city girl.”

      I heave a heavy sigh. “Oh, that.”

      She giggles. “Yes, that. And I have a solution to ease your worries.”

      This time I laugh. “You have a solution? What? Do you think you’re going to fix me?”

      “Makayla, you’re not broken. All this shit is in your head because of Sebastian, that fucker.”

      Tipping my head, I squeeze my eyes shut and try not to cry at the mention of my ex-fiancé. “Maggie, we’ve talked about this. It’s not in my head. It’s a fact, and no matter what I do, everyone is going to figure it out.”

      She doesn’t argue, but her voice grows softer. “That right there, missy, is why you’re going to prove to yourself you’re not that uptight bitch you think you are.”

      The cabdriver slams on his brakes and I’m jerked forward. Abandonment of the city has its advantages because right now, his crazy driving skills don’t bother me in the least. “And how exactly am I going to do that?” I ask with another hiccup. Damn soda.

      “Glad you asked. You’re going to do that by completing every item on the list.”

      “The list?” My ears perk up.

      “Yes, the list.” I can hear the smile in her voice.

      She had me at the word list, and she knows it.

      “I’m emailing it to you now. Look it over and be ready to talk about it when you arrive. See you soon. ’Bye.”

      “Maggie, wait.” It’s too late. She’s gone.

      Moments later I receive a notification that I have mail.

      Just then the cabdriver exits the turnpike; I go flying across the backseat and smash against my suitcase. My phone drops to the floor. Not again. Please not again. When I finally manage to find it on the grimy floor and pick it up, I open the email. All the body says is, “You can do this. One month. You so got it.”

      Clicking on the attachment, a nicely numbered list populates my screen.

      How well she knows me.

      I read it.

      Sinking into the seat in embarrassment, I die a little more with each passing item. The list comes complete with notes. I scoff as I read them and laugh a little, too. Maybe I even throw in an eye roll here and there. When I finish reading it, I question my ability to complete the entire thing, but in my heart I know each item is doable.

      Especially after last night.

      With enough courage.

      And maybe with a whole lot of wine, I can accomplish most of the items.

      The driver stops in front of the airport. As I get out and step into the chilly night air of May, I breathe it in and smile.

      While I wait for the driver to unload my bags, I look down at my phone. This list is designed for me to prove to myself that I am smart, sexy, and able to do anything I put my mind to. It also has a whole lot of Maggie infused in it. Someone I used to be a lot more like until I lost sight of that girl somewhere between college and the real world.

      Once I’ve given the driver a hefty tip, I check in and unload my luggage, and then I take a minute to sit down.

      Moving is a big step. And I’m doing it. I’m really doing it.

      With that, I read the list one more time.

      

      Wear a bikini (out in public)

      Have sex with someone you don’t know (it will feel better than you think)

      Fuck on the beach (crabs won’t bite you)

      Join the Mile High Club (it’s fun and exciting, and besides, you will never see the guy again. Come to think of it, it should be number one. Do it tonight. Here’s a little extra advice: Mark your target. Make eye contact. Give a small smile. A wink if need be. Then, when the plane is quiet, nod in the direction of the lavatory. The rest will take care of itself.)

      Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home (and not me—you know I’m not responsible)

      Give a guy the best blow job of his life and make sure he knows it (here’s a tip: the harder you suck, and the more you moan, the more it will help convince him)

      Get a vibrator (and use it)

      Don’t plan your day for the next thirty days (I promise you will be plenty busy)

      Take a nude selfie (and look at it whenever you doubt yourself)

      Read an erotic romance novel in public (you might learn a thing or two, and there’s no need to be embarrassed)

      Ten things to accomplish in a month.

      How hard can it be?

      Check them off the list, one by one.

      No problem.

      I’m good at that.

      The song I sang last night comes to mind and I find myself singing it: “Clap along, if you feel like happiness is the truth.”

      And I do.

      I’ve so got this!
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      Makayla

      Airport security has never been my friend.

      My bare feet feel cold on the industrial tile as I shove my sandals into the bin and push it along the roller toward the X-ray machine. My carry-on bag goes next, which is small enough to hold only what I need on the plane. Before I push it through, I quickly remove my sweater and add that.

      As I walk through the scanner, I’m surprised when the alarm goes off.

      It’s my clothes.

      Oh, Maggie! Why did I listen to you!

      Wearing a sundress and a push-up bra isn’t only a mistake; it has to be a bad omen for the flight ahead. Either the zipper or the underwire has set the metal detector off.

      Once a wand is moved up and down my body and the alarm still beeps, I’m given two choices:

      I can go to a private room and strip out of my clothes, which means get naked in front of a stranger, or

      2) I can concede to a full body search, which means a woman has to put her hands all over me.

      Both choices suck.

      Forced to pick, reluctantly I choose the latter.

      Thank God, after that nightmare, I still have plenty of time blocked in my schedule to make a quick stop at the newsstand. Eager to get started on this list, maybe a little overeager, I buy an erotic romance novel, and then rush to the gate.

      I hope I’m not too late.

      Yes, I am one of those people. The ones who always arrive before everyone else and ask to board early. I do what I have to do to get on that plane. Upgrade. Stand in line way before the thirty-minute call. I’ve never pretended to be with child, but if I had to, I would.

      It might be hard to understand, but flight organization is an absolute necessity for me. Whenever I fly, I have to be able to see outside, so I choose the window seat. I board early so I can tuck my carry-on bag in the overhead compartment directly above me. Once I’ve done that, I place my book and iPod in the seat pocket in front of me for easy access once we are in-flight. And then I buckle my seat belt before anyone sits next to me. Sometimes it’s hard to find the buckle when someone is next to you. The space can be cramped and crowded.

      The routine is a comfort thing.

      Makes the flight less nerve-wracking.

      This time, none of that is a problem, though, because I did something I never do and splurged on a first-class seat from New York to California. I’ve saved enough money to make it through the summer without having to worry about not having a job. And if something comes along—all the better.

      Within forty-five minutes of arriving at the gate, I’m on the plane and enjoying a glass of wine.

      This is so great.

      The thought of turbulence doesn’t even bother me. I’m in a much mellower mood than usual when the mass of people starts to flock by my row. Rather than panic, I sit back in the oversized cushion and relax.

      In an attempt to appease Maggie and check off number four—you remember, the join the Mile High Club item—I take a quick gander around the plane. If I am being honest, after last night I’m feeling a little horny.

      It has been a while.

      Okay, so to use Maggie’s term, there is no target in sight. Empty seats are across the aisle. An old woman is behind me. An old man is kitty-corner from me. A man with a ring on his finger is a few rows back. And a couple that might have just gotten married is in front of me. No single men.

      Looks like I’ll only be taking off, not getting off, high in the sky.

      That is fine.

      This stranger thing makes me a little nervous anyway. And that’s not being uptight, just cautious. What if he turns out to be a crazy person? You never know.

      Anyway, right now things are looking really good. No people are passing by my row any longer, the flight attendant has poured me a second glass of wine, and I have tons of room. So instead of worrying about marking my target, I make use of the extra space. Gleefully, I pull down the tray table that belongs to the empty seat beside me and set my glass on it.

      The door is going to be closing soon and no one has sat beside me yet.

      How lucky am I?

      Emptying my front pouch, I lay my iPod on the empty cushion, nab my new novel, and am more than ready for the long flight ahead of me.

      Minutes later, I am so heavily immersed in the opening steamy sex scene of my new book that I think the low, deep voice I’m hearing belongs to the hero in the story.

      The words, “Hey, sorry, but I think this is my seat,” aren’t what I’m reading, though.

      My head jerks to the right and I look up.

      A shiver runs down my spine, and like a movie put on pause and play at the same time, everything seems to be happening in slow motion.

      I scream.

      Loud and embarrassingly.

      The book in my hand closes on its own and drops to the floor with a thump.

      My heart stops. My breath stops. My mind, for that one moment, stops.

      And all of this happens because a very tanned, beach-looking Adonis is standing in the aisle with one hand on the overhead compartment at a point high enough to lift his T-shirt and give me more than a glimpse of his lean body.

      The sight of him, all long, muscled limbs and smooth, sun-kissed skin, kick-starts my heart to life.

      A sliver of moonlight filters through the small window and highlights the ridges of his ribs. The flatness of his stomach. The definition of his abs.

      In my defense, his torso is at eye level.

      And yet, I can’t stop myself from allowing my gaze to dip even lower. Shamefully, as he struggles with trying to stow his luggage overhead, I practically study the sexy lines that fade into the waistband of his black boxers. Which just so happen to be riding low on his hips. And as if that isn’t enough, I stare at the jut of his hip bones, and then my eyes widen when I see the faint trail of hair below his belly button on his otherwise hairless body.

      The thud-thud of my fast-beating heart has to be heard throughout the plane. Oh, wait, I think that is the wind-like noise of the air conditioning. Then again it could be both.

      Something glimmers and my eyes become fixated on the dull metal of his buckle. I wonder for a split second if his low-slung jeans would remain on his hips without that worn belt.

      Licking my lips at the thought is done completely mindlessly.

      Then again, jeans.

      He’s wearing jeans.

      And they are not just any jeans.

      These jeans are worn, tattered, and torn—and they look incredible on him.

      Seeing him struggling, the bubbly blond flight attendant rushes over to him. I can’t read her name tag. She looks like a Tiffany. I’ll go with that. “Sir, can I help you?” Tiffany asks with a flirty smile and a tone that makes me wonder if she isn’t looking to join the Mile High Club herself.

      Before turning to look at her, he glances my way. Dropping his chin, he peers over his shades and raises one sexy-as-hell brow. “She called me ‘sir,’” he says with a smirk.

      His words might cause my stomach to flutter, but it’s that wolfish grin that makes it feel like it’s going to take flight. I’m sure that look gives all women butterflies. No, I’m sure it does more than that, because right now I kind of feel all hot and bothered.

      What the hell?

      As if used to all the attention, there’s almost an air of arrogance about him as he twists and directs his attention to the flight attendant.

      For a moment, I feel a sense of déjà vu.

      Unable to place it, I shove it aside and try to retract my fangs. I don’t really have fangs. Just his movement toward her, though, makes me wish I did. I want to grab him and pull him back.

      Crazy.

      He surprises me when he declines her help. “Thanks, but I got this,” he tells her.

      Once Tiffany saunters away, he continues to twist and turn in such a way that does nothing to hide how sexy he is. Hopelessly he tries to shove his bag into the overhead compartment. Not going to happen. Finally, giving up, he saunters toward the front. Wow. His body. It is amazing. Up there he finds a place for his oversized duffle bag, but it is more than a few rows ahead of us.

      I hope he doesn’t forget it.

      See, that’s why I board early.

      The sound of the engines starting make it hard to hear and I can’t quite make out what he is saying to me when he returns. However, as I replay the movement of his lips over and over in my mind, I decide it sounds an awful lot like, “Do you like what you see?”

      Caught red-handed, he knows I’ve been staring.

      And he’s calling me out on it.

      Who does that?

      The slow motion of the movie I feel like I’ve been watching in my head hits real time. Suddenly, the beach-like God morphs into more of a beach bum, and still I think that in the most delicious way.

      Cocky bastard!

      Stunned by his arrogance, “Really? You’re serious?” is all I can manage.

      That look, the cocky one, remains in place. “No, not really,” he responds. “I don’t like it that much,” he adds, and his mouth remains quirked.

      Obnoxious prick!

      Is he that full of himself that he’s looking for backhanded compliments, like I’m some floozy who’s going to stroke his ego and say, “Oh, what’s not to like?” or “You’re so hot, how can you say that?”

      Whatever.

      Done with him, I turn away.

      “May I?” he says, his voice dipping low as if sharing a secret.

      Swiveling my attention toward him, I notice he is still standing in the aisle. Annoyed, it takes me a moment to figure out what he’s doing.

      He’s pointing to the lowered tray at his seat.

      Red flushes like crimson flowers across my face as I rush to grab my wineglass and slam the tray table closed. Once that’s done, I reluctantly lift my gaze, and with his proximity, I can see his face so much better.

      With a look of bemusement on it, he’s glancing down at me, and that face is just as breathtaking as the rest of him. Strong jaw. Sexy, sexy lips. Sharp, perfectly shaped nose. So masculine.

      There’s a crackle over the speaker. “Folks, there’s a slight delay. We’re finishing up some last-minute paperwork, but should be underway shortly…” the pilot is telling us, and this beach God is talking again.

      I can’t hear the pilot.

      Is something wrong with the plane? Not to be rude, but why won’t this guy be quiet? The announcement might be important. By the time it’s done and I refocus on him, I have no idea what he is saying.

      Right now, though, I have no time to worry about what is coming from his full moving lips. I don’t even try to decipher his words, because I am too busy preparing myself to combat my fury.

      As if going to war, I purse my lips and narrow my eyes at the same time. I have always camouflaged awkward situations with anger, which is one of the reasons why people think I’m a bitch.

      This time is no different.

      And when I fire, I do so with full force. “If you wouldn’t have surprised me like that, I might have thought to clear your space. An ‘excuse me’ is all you needed to say.”

      I’m loud. Too loud. Everyone is looking at me. And it comes out much snippier than I had intended.

      That dark hair looks windblown but perfectly tousled, and it kind of pisses me off. He would have to have hair like that. This time when he speaks, I can actually hear him. “I did say that.” He laughs a little ruefully. “A couple of times, as a matter of fact,” he adds in a much nicer tone than I deserve.

      Anger transforms into panic. “What exactly did you say?”

      He points to my glass. “You mean when I asked you if that was for me?”

      Okay, so it wasn’t do you like what you see.

      My lip-reading skills need improvement.

      This is bad.

      Really bad.

      Mortified, I’m desperately hoping he doesn’t find another seat. In fact, I do my best to ease out of this awkward situation. I give him what I hope is an endearing shrug instead of the wrath I had originally intended to bestow. Honestly, what I want to do right now is disappear into the crack between my seat and the window. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      Next time I get my eyes checked, I think I need to have my hearing checked, too. Do poor eyesight and bad hearing go hand in hand as you get older? I am almost twenty-five. I’d better find out.

      Obviously opting to remain in his assigned seat and not move across the aisle to the empty ones, that hotter-than-sin body and beautifully groomed hair folds itself into the seat beside me, and as soon as that fine ass hits the cushion, he tilts his head my way.

      The shiver that runs down my spine startles me. I can’t remember the last time my body reacted like this to a stranger. If I were forced to come up with that answer, I’d have to go with a very long time ago.

      Those dark eyebrows rise so much that they arch like angel’s wings. “Don’t worry about it. You seem nervous.”

      Honesty is best at this point. “Well, maybe a little.”

      Again with the eyebrow raise, and can I just say, he can do that on repeat. It’s super sexy.

      “Okay, so flying gives me a lot of anxiety,” I confess.

      “Are you a white-knuckle gripper?”

      White-knuckle gripper?

      Isn’t that some sort of sex toy?

      Shocked that he’d ask, I furrow my brows. “Beg your pardon?”

      He guffaws, tilting his head with the force of it. “Do you grip the armrest for at least half the flight?”

      Nothing dirty. I have to think about his question, though. “You know what? I’m not certain.”

      “I want to know so I can make sure to keep my arm out of reach. Scratch marks aren’t really my thing.”

      So dirty just might be what he is going for.

      At that, I raise a brow back. This is going to be fun. I just need to shed my uptight skin. I don’t know this guy. He doesn’t know me. I’ll never see him again. With that, I find myself spouting at the mouth. “I hate flying because I’m scared of heights…or, more specifically, falling. I don’t like bungee jumps, being near ledges, or even looking down from a tall building. It sets my heart racing and gives me a little vertigo. And sometimes on bridges, I need to walk on the inside of the sidewalk and look down at the ground to get across.”

      Now he looks sympathetic. “My sister is afraid to fly. Her solution is to pop a Xanax as soon as she boards. It usually holds her over until landing.”

      “I thought about it,” I admit.

      His eyes are still hidden by the dark frames of his Wayfarers, and I really want to see them.

      “Can I get you something?” the blond flight attendant asks him. The way she looks at him, I’m surprised she doesn’t say, “Coffee, tea, or me?”

      He glances toward her. “Yeah, sure. I’ll have a Corona with a lime and a couple bags of peanuts.”

      She reaches in her pocket and hands him two bags of Planters. “Here you go. And I’ll be right back with that beer.”

      She’s off in a jiffy, eager beaver that she is.

      “Miss,” he calls.

      She turns.

      “Some chocolate, too, if you have any.”

      Her responding nod is almost seductive.

      “Thanks,” he tells her and shoves one of the bags in the pouch in front of him. The sexy stranger then rips open the other bag and pours some of the peanuts in his palm. “Here, have some of my nuts.”

      Nervous laughter spouts out of me and even though I’d never eat out of a stranger’s hand, I find myself considering trying his nuts.

      Yes, I thought that.

      The rakish tilt of his lips mesmerizes me as he continues to hold out his palm. “Come on, you know you want to try my nuts.”

      Aha! He is so trying to be dirty.

      Still, it makes me laugh enough that my wineglass starts shaking in my hand. “Oh, no, that’s where you’re wrong. My mother taught me never to take food from a guy I don’t know.”

      Emptying all the peanuts into his palm, he crumples the empty bag and shoves that into the pouch, too.

      I hate when people put their trash there, but it doesn’t seem to bother me right now because I’m a little preoccupied watching him.

      As if he has a secret, his lips tip up a little more. He has the best smile. Unexpectedly, he pinches one of the peanuts and lifts it. “It’s ‘don’t take candy from strangers.’”

      There’s a hush in the air. It takes me a moment to find my breath. “Right. That’s the saying.”

      His hand moves closer to my lips. “First of all, this isn’t candy, it’s protein, and I doubt your mother ever told you not to eat protein.”

      My breath hitches. “No, she didn’t.”

      “And secondly, we’re not strangers. We’re seatmates. I don’t know who you think I am, but I wouldn’t offer my nuts to just anyone.”

      Laughter roars out of me.

      Somehow he manages to stop himself from completely losing it. With his smirk in place, he’s determined to get me to eat this peanut and moves his fingers even closer. “Come on, try it. You know you want to.”

      As shocking as it seems, I find myself opening for him, and he drops the capsule of protein right on my tongue. For one brief second I imagine taking his hand and holding it to my mouth so I can lick the salt off his fingers. Oh, geez, what is wrong with me? Last night must have gotten me more worked up than I realized.

      “Good, right?” he breathes.

      Feeling flushed from head to toe, I give him a nod while chewing, then I swallow.

      When I do, I start to choke. The peanut is stuck. Oh, this can’t be happening. Coughing profusely, I try to unlodge it and force it up.

      Concern flashes in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      I nod and manage to say, “I’m fine. Just went down the wrong pipe.”

      No longer concerned for my safety, he asks, “Trouble swallowing my nuts?”

      Still chocking, I have no choice but to spit the peanut into my cocktail napkin.

      Real lady-like.

      His eyes are on me. I can feel them.

      When I look up, there’s a coyness about him.

      That grin turns devilish. “I’m sorry you choked on my nuts, but you might want to work on your gag reflex.”

      Dirty, dirty, boy.

      “What would I do without your wit?”

      He quirks a brow and sits back. “You know you prefer me sitting next to you than sitting alone.”

      “You think so, do you?”

      “I know so. I mean, come on, you’ve already eaten my nuts and we’re still on the ground. Who knows what will happen when we’re in the air. With me by your side, you won’t have any time to think about being nervous.”

      There is a dip in my belly, and we haven’t even taken off yet.

      “Here you go,” the bubbly blonde says, handing him his bottle and a bag of M&M’s. Her name tag reads Jodie, but to me she’ll remain Tiffany.

      The beach bum turns to me. “Would you like some? I can get a glass,” he says, offering his bottle.

      I shake my head. “I don’t care for the taste of beer.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Anything carbonated messes with my stomach.”

      With a shrug, he shoves all of the nuts in his mouth and then takes the items from her with a thank you. I want so badly to mention something about him eating his own nuts, but can’t find the right thing to say.

      I’m so unfunny.

      Once he’s downed his drink, he sets the candy on his lap and whips those sunglasses off. In the pouch they go, too.

      Tiffany is beside him instantaneously. “I’ll take that,” she says. “Would you care for another?”

      He hands her his bottle. “After takeoff would be great. And another for my seatmate then, too.” He points to my partially filled glass and then that insanely sexy stare lands on me.

      Clearly he knows what he is doing to me, because he looks me over from head to toe with languid gray eyes that look like two storm clouds.

      When his gaze lands on my own, our eyes lock, and the air practically crackles around us. What is going on here? Maggie has me all worked up over this list and now I have sex on the brain.

      His gaze lingers on mine, and I swear I see his own breathing pick up.

      Inwardly, I am proud of myself for having taken the time to do my hair and for not wearing sweats. Unfortunately, I have no game and shiver under the intensity of that penetrating stare.

      As his eyes land on my feet, he points to my book, which for the first time I notice landed in a way to display the cover and title perfectly. “Let me get that for you,” he says.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      This isn’t happening.

      This can’t be happening.

      The picture of two men and a woman in an embrace is in plain sight, and the title, Summer’s Ménage, and author’s name, Sandy Cox, are clearly visible. “No, no, I got it,” I say anxiously, diving for it like it’s my last meal.

      It’s too late. Our heads collide, and the small amount of wine I have left in my glass spills all over his hair. Making things worse, when he sits up, he has my book in his hand, cover facing him.

      No. No. No.

      Maggie, I’m going to kill you. Kill you!

      This time, when he looks at me, I feel like he’s assessing me. Sizing me up. Wondering just how kinky I am. “Sandy Cox,” he quips with a raised brow.

      I am dying.

      Dying.

      Obviously a pen name with a play on the location of the book. Odd, I hadn’t noticed that before now.

      A million deaths pass before I can glance at him.

      Bemused, he shrugs and with the most adorable teasing grin says, “I haven’t read this one yet. How is it?”

      There are no words for the mortification I’m feeling right now.

      Trying to stop what happens next is completely useless. Rubbing his wine-dampened head, he smirks at me, and then opens the book.

      I want to grab it from him, but that will only make things worse, so I try to deflect. “I’m sorry about spilling my wine on you.”

      There’s a glint in his eyes. “Don’t worry about it, but I have to tell you I don’t think I’ve ever gotten my head wet this early into the game.”

      Trembling from his suggestive tone, I say to myself, “Game?” Then it sinks in and I think, Okay, yes, this is a game. And believe it or not, I want to play. Game on.

      “Cabin crew, prepare for takeoff,” the pilot’s voice booms overhead.

      Tiffany is at our row and taking my glass, a little too late.

      Perhaps thinking he’s won round one, my seatmate starts to read the first line—out loud. “‘Gabe was salty. Owen was sweet.’”

      I feel an odd shiver.

      His voice is low, deep, thick, and oozes with more and more sex appeal as he continues to read. “‘The beginning of the summer heat meant the windows were open. Summer VanVoreen let the cool breeze waft over her as she sat on the bed and examined her choices. She had come to Montauk alone, as she did each summer. And like each summer before, she knew she wouldn’t spend it alone. That time, though, she had gone into town and brought two men to her isolated beach home, not one. Her gaze shifted between the two of them. It first went to Gabe, who had a warrior-like body, and then to Owen, whom she thought looked more like a king. They were both incredibly good-looking in their own way and very fit. She had a choice to make, but she couldn’t pick just one, so she decided to spend the summer with both. Should they both agree to her proposition, of course.’”

      Heat and tingles of arousal shoot through my core. How can this be happening? I’m a thousand shades of red and a million degrees at the same time. I can’t let him go on. I know what is coming next.

      Sex.

      Lots of it.

      One woman.

      Two men.

      Keeping it together, while internally dying, I place my hand over the page. “Story time is over, big boy.”

      His hand covers mine and I swear electricity courses through me. “Oh, I’m only getting started. This book is going to make for one interesting flight.”

      Nabbing it, I quickly tuck it in my seat pouch. “You can’t read this book out loud. People are listening, and this flight is PG.”

      He leans toward me and his hot breath trails across my neck. “Then I’ll whisper.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to direct your attention to the television monitors. We will be showing our safety demonstration and would like the next few minutes of your complete attention.”

      Saved by Tiffany.

      Taking a deep breath, I blow it out and direct my attention to the screen. “When the seat belt sign illuminates, you must fasten your seat belt. Insert the metal …” My mind wanders to my seatmate and his voice. There’s something so familiar about him.

      He nudges me. “Pay attention.”

      How’d he know I’m not? I refocus.

      “There are several emergency exits on this aircraft…”

      The minutes pass slowly. “Oxygen and the air pressure are always being monitored. In the event of a decompression, an oxygen mask will automatically…”

      Nervous, I draw in a deep breath. If that ever happens to me, I’m not sure how I’ll react.

      My seatmate shifts. His body heat radiates as he leans closer to me. He smells like lavender and sea air. An odd scent. Still, I find myself taking another deep breath.

      By the time the safety movie finishes, the plane is moving down the runway.

      “Fuck, that was boring. Give me that book back.”

      I laugh. I shouldn’t like the way the word fuck sounds coming out of his mouth, but I do. “No way.”

      His gaze swivels to mine. “But I want to know what happens.”

      I bite my lip in contemplation. Story time could be fun. Then reason sets in and I whisper, “You’ll have to buy the book to find out.”

      The plane gains speed.

      I grab for the armrest.

      His gaze lands on my hand and he says nothing else as the plane moves faster and faster down the runway.

      The color in my cheeks feels like it is finally waning. I think I’m good now, other than the fact that I’m terrified.

      Glad for the silence, I press my head into the seat and close my eyes. Soon enough the plane is climbing and I feel like the air inside my brain is expanding.

      Too much wine.

      When my head starts to spin a little, I squeeze the armrest even tighter.

      My worries about the plane crashing seem amplified in my somber state, the what ifs firing like missiles through my brain.

      What if the pilot has to perform an emergency landing in a field and it’s not long enough? What if the plane starts to go down over water and we are all sealed inside? What if we crash into a building and ignite into a million flames?

      What if…

      What if…

      What if…

      His arm touches mine. “Hey.”

      Through one eye, I look over at him.

      “Squeeze my arm if you have to,” he whispers.

      We smile at each other, drawn together by our mutual understanding over my fear of flying.

      “I don’t want to leave scratch marks,” I tease.

      He leans even closer. “Go ahead and make your mark. I can take it.”

      Unless I am totally off base, he’s talking about more than my fear of flying.

      Closing my eyes tighter, all I can think is…I plan to.
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      Makayla

      Falling asleep has always been a challenge for me. I lie awake thinking about things that don’t always make sense.

      Pondering.

      Worrying.

      Wondering, what if.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned off the ‘fasten seat belt’ sign, and you may now move around the cabin.”

      Confused, I open my eyes.

      No way. I fell asleep…and on a plane.

      That has never happened.

      Yet, as I look around, it’s obvious that time has passed. The cabin lights are dimmed, seats are reclining, and the flight attendant is just approaching my row with a tray of drinks.

      Surprised by the quiet, I look toward my seatmate. His eyes are closed and his hand is gripping the armrest just below mine.

      Hmmm… either he’s really tired or he doesn’t like flying either.

      Against my better judgment, I take this time to study him more clearly. His dark, thick eyelashes are beautiful. The scruff on his face looks as intentional as his messy hair, and just as mouth-watering. I might have been wearing my wine goggles earlier, but right now I know he is fine.

      “Here you go.” The bubbly Tiffany hands me another glass of wine.

      “Thank you,” I answer, trying to be quiet while I pull down my own tray table.

      My seatmate’s eyes open.

      Tiffany looks at him with a huge smile. “Here’s your beer, sir.”

      “Thank you,” he says in a super-sexy, gravelly voice.

      I consider whether I should close my eyes again and avoid any further conversation, or talk to him and see where this goes, if anywhere.

      Just then, perhaps still a little groggy, he sets his bottle on my tray table and stretches. God, the power he seems to command in the small space has me tingling from head to toe. And again, I find myself staring at that body of his.

      When his arms return to his sides, his hips surge forward. I can’t help it. My eyes go straight to his crotch. Oh my God, what is he doing?

      Kegels?

      How bad is it that I join in?

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      The moan that escapes my mouth snaps me back to reality.

      Enough is enough. I need to unplug from this situation before anything else embarrassing happens. Yet, I can’t. All I can think about is scratch number ten of the list—here is my chance to go back and check off number four instead.

      And he has to be all for it.

      Right?

      After all, he’s doing pelvic exercises to improve his stamina in this game. They say you can do them anywhere. And he seems to subscribe to that philosophy. He obviously doesn’t realize I’m watching him.

      That voice is smooth like molasses and startles me from my sex thoughts. “I think this belongs to you.”

      My gaze darts from his hips to his hands.

      He’s holding my iPod, which had been under his butt.

      Okay, so he wasn’t doing Kegels.

      I forgot all about that little thing.

      My mind is still replaying the way his hips moved, and my delayed reaction gives him enough time to turn it on. My earphones must still be on his seat because as soon as he swipes across the screen, “Like a Virgin” blares through the cabin.

      Seriously, could this flight get any worse?

      My seatmate is grinning like the cat that just ate the canary. “Eighties? Wow, I didn’t think anyone listened to that anymore.”

      To that I have no defense, and the truth sounds better than any concocted lie. “It’s on my Songs About Me playlist,” I admit.

      He grins even harder as the lyrics continue to play.

      Without hesitation, I pluck my iPod from his grip and turn it off. “What can I say—I love Madonna. Hair pulled back in a bow, black tank tops, necklaces, and bracelets are my thing.”

      Accessories are my thing.

      A brow rises, slightly, but I catch it and those little butterfly wings start batting against my belly again. “Your thing, huh?” He seems to ponder that for a moment; either that or he is picturing me singing the song.

      My whole body tightens at the thought of doing just that—for him.

      And we already know my singing skills need improvement.

      Leaning toward me, he tries to snatch my iPod back. “Can I see what else is on your Songs About Me playlist?” He stresses the words songs about me, but not in a way meant to make fun of it, more in an I’m really interested in this tone.

      I shake my head no.

      “Come on, hand it over. Otherwise, how am I going to learn what else is your thing?”

      With a slight shrug meant to be sexy, I answer, “That’s top-secret information. If I tell you, I might have to kill you.” And then I tuck my iPod, along with my book, in the seat pocket in front of me.

      The flirty, sassy side of me is back.

      I like it.

      “That’s a chance I’ll have to take.” My seatmate is determined, and he swoops his hand right over my tray table but instead of snatching my iPod, he takes my book.

      The cabin is dark, really dark, so I don’t bother to try to retrieve it. He won’t be able to read. But like I said, he seems determined and solves that problem rather quickly.

      Turning the overhead light on, he grabs the bag of M&M’s, opens them, pours them on my table, then leans closer to me.

      I sip my wine and watch him as he separates the M&M’s in two piles. I like the way he moves with determination. It’s a turn-on.

      When he’s done, he picks up his bottle.

      I look down and see he’s given me all the dark M&M’s and taken the colored ones for himself.

      “Do I want to know?” I ask in amusement, pointing to the two piles.

      Taking a sip of his beer, he grins. “Just making sure you don’t end up with any of the green ones. You know what they say about those.”

      My eyes fixate on the way the liquid goes down his throat, the way his Adam’s apple moves as he swallows, the way his chest rises and falls. Picking up one of his green M&M’s, I look at him and pop it into my mouth. “I do know what they say.”

      That intake of breath is unmistakable.

      Settling beside me, he tosses a few in his mouth from my pile and starts reading. “‘By not telling one of the men to leave her beach house that night, she knew she was inviting both to stay. Summer closed her eyes at the realization. She was fine with it. She was going to do it. Within mere seconds, four hands covered her. She couldn’t tell which belonged to whom. She didn’t care. Together the three of them worked to remove her clothes, and finally she let the men whisk away her panties. Completely bare, Summer willingly spread her legs and allowed the men to devour her.’”

      I squeeze my thighs together. Wow. Who would have thought a guy reading to you would be such a turn-on?

      My seatmate’s cheeks look a little flushed. His voice sounds a little raspier, too, and yet, he continues to read. Upon finishing chapter one, he pauses to take a sip from his bottle and then looks over at me. “This is good stuff. You are a very interesting person.”

      My breathing a little erratic, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      His laugh is low and slow and a little drowsy. “Going from a virgin to porn in an instant.”

      Now my flush is creeping up my chest and turning my face pink. “It’s not like that. I’m trying to find myself. Who I want to be. Should be. Who I really am. Maybe who I used to be.”

      I should add that this novel is considered erotica, not porn, but I don’t. Does it really matter? Either way, the air between us is almost dripping with sexual tension.

      My comment seems to hit somewhere deep within himself. For a moment, his face goes blank. “I get it,” he tells me before resuming his slouched position close to me.

      So close.

      So hot.

      I can barely breathe.

      A pocket of turbulence doesn’t even make me panic. In fact, the plane ride has been a little rocky this entire time and I’m not bothered by it in the least.

      In half a minute our arms are touching again and our faces are soon very, very close as he whisper-reads to me. By the time he gets to chapter three, we’ve each consumed two more drinks and eaten the entire bag of M&M’s.

      We shared the green ones.

      My seatmate’s voice continues to melt me as he turns mere words into gooey caramel. “‘It had been a month, not quite midsummer but almost, and Summer had gotten used to having two men in her bed. She took Gabe’s well-accustomed length into her mouth, her hands gripping his base to set the pace. She always had control. His fingers twisted in her hair but were never forceful. The men knew the rules. Gabe liked to test her, though. And he did so when he pushed his hips forward. His cock was longer, but not as thick as Owen’s. Even blindfolded, Summer knew it was him by this one simple fact. Besides, he was always more anxious. Secretly pleased, still she made him wait and surged her hips forward. While Owen buried his face in her pussy and ate her like he was feasting on her, she took her time with Gabe, drawing out his orgasm until he begged.’”

      As crazy as it sounds, I find myself mouthing the words along with him. Pausing just before Summer has her climax, I have to lick my lips. My throat feels so dry.

      Our breathing is very loud. His and mine. It seems to combine and could quite possibly be combustible.

      My seatmate makes a noise and bites down on his lower lip. I catch a flash of teeth when he does. His hair has also fallen forward, and it shields his gaze. Sitting up straighter, he closes his eyes and shuts the book. “I think we should stop for a while.”

      “Yes,” I tell him in a hoarse, low voice I wish didn’t shake.

      This thing developing between us can go nowhere. We’re strangers who will never see each other again. Still, I feel like that doesn’t matter. I don’t want to worry about that. I don’t want to know his name or where he lives. I only want to live in the moment.

      Free.

      Easy.

      Never the aggressor, I find myself being one. I envision myself as Summer from the novel and lean in toward my seatmate. His eyes are closed and I stare at his gorgeous profile. I’m not touching him anymore, but I can still feel his warmth against me. This close, I can smell his scent. I breathe it in for a moment and I swear I can taste him. The urge to do so has never been greater. Just stick out my tongue and lick him like a lollipop. Wonder if he’d mind? Oh, God, the thought has me gasping for air. The noise I make isn’t intentional, but loud enough that he opens his eyes.

      He breathes out, “Do you want…?” He leaves the question dangling.

      Yes. I want.

      I swallow. Nod. Then nod again. He shivers. Looks at me. Looks around. No one is across from us. No one can see us. Closing my tray table, I find myself moving even closer, drawn to him in a way I can’t explain. Still, he doesn’t move. Uncertain I read the signs right, I start to lean back in my seat. He captures my wrist, and I let him pull me close.

      Inches apart, I look into his eyes and make certain he sees that I want what he wants. Hot, sweaty sex, no strings attached.

      Reaching up, he turns the overhead light off. Now we’re in the dark. I can’t be certain who initiates the next bit. Him? Me? Who knows? All I know is that my hand is on his cock and his is over my hand. Even beneath the fabric of his jeans, I can feel his erection. It’s so big. Hard, long, and thick. And big. Did I mention that?

      Losing myself in the feel of him, I’m helpless to do anything but move forward. To do this thing I had never truly envisioned myself doing. I’m not a prude or anything, but I usually wait until the third date to do anything below the waist.

      Angling just right so no one can see us, he takes my free hand and puts it behind his neck. I find my fingers instantly curling around his soft locks. And my fingers seem to have a mind of their own—tugging a little, and a little more. So unlike me. Summer must have me all riled up. When I tug again, he grits his teeth and makes a strangled gasp. That feeling of déjà vu hits me once again. I can’t place it. I don’t want to try. I don’t care, because I’ve never felt like this before. So powerful. Like every touch I make arouses this man more and more.

      A hand cups my breast. His palm is warm. He brushes a finger across my nipple. I’m so excited, I think I might need mouth-to-mouth. When the pace of my breathing picks up with his slightest touch, I have to close my eyes.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      In an instant, I do.

      Seconds pass. Neither of us moves. Somehow sitting here in the dark cabin, saying nothing, with our bodies touching feels as if it is the most natural thing in the world.

      My mind is racing.

      I wonder if his is, too.

      My pulse is pounding.

      I know his is, too.

      I want to say something.

      I don’t.

      Desire runs thick through my veins.

      What do we do next?

      I wish Maggie were here so I could get her advice.

      Finally, I speak. “What are,” I ask with a quaking, shaking voice, “we doing?”

      As if he’s been holding all the air in his lungs, the breath hisses out of him. “Acting out the scene in the book. You’re Summer, and why don’t you pretend I’m Gabe.”

      “Not Owen?” I rasp, totally turned on right now.

      His grin melts me. “It’s a hard choice; I’d like to think I’m both men combined. How about I let you decide?”

      At that my blush turns scarlet red. His words come across so cocky, I should laugh at him, but instead I find myself so wanting to find out.

      When it comes to men, I literally have no moves. But something about the night’s events has coalesced into a temporary insanity, on my end anyway, and I find myself unable to shake the thought of having him inside me.

      Just like the way you can be standing at the edge of the high dive one second thinking to yourself, I can’t do this, it’s too high, and the next thing you know, you’ve overcome your fear of heights and you’re jumping without actually realizing you’ve jumped...I lean over to kiss him.

      I know better.

      A girl should never be the first to kiss a boy.

      Everyone knows that.

      So what happens shouldn’t surprise me. Just before I pass the threshold of the armrest, my seatmate abruptly unbuckles his seat belt and stands up. “I need to use the lavatory.”

      Is that a sign?

      What Maggie told me to do, is he is doing it?

      No wink or nod, no “join me,” but still it’s close.

      I wait a few minutes. Make sure the coast is clear. And then stand and follow in his path. My anxiety has increased tenfold. My whole body is trembling. I don’t even know him.

      “That’s the point!” I can hear Maggie’s voice screaming at me.

      She’s right. This is exciting. Naughty even. I’ve never had sex in a public place. Is it bad that I’m wet just thinking about it? About him.

      Did I just think that?

      Now I’m doing more than thinking, I’m picturing that big cock I just felt, wondering if he will even fit inside me.

      What if he doesn’t?

      Or what if he doesn’t have a condom?

      Worse, what if I read the signs all wrong?

      Reaching the lavatory, the sign reads, ‘Occupied’.

      I can’t go in.

      I have to wait.

      I’m at a crossroads…I can go the uptight path or the let my hair down and live a little path. Either wait for him to open the door or bolt back to my seat and pretend to sleep for the rest of the flight.

      Which is it going to be?
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      Makayla

      Fate sometimes has a way of interceding when you need it most…or not.

      Just as I take a step back, the lavatory door opens.

      Standing there, long and lean, my seatmate looks so damn sexy that my knees feel weak. He blinks. Doesn’t move. Stands in front of me. He’s taller than I had imagined now that I’m actually standing before him. My eyes scan him from head to toe. The ends of his hair are wet—he must have splashed his face. My gaze lowers, taking in all of him, and it lands on the untied scuffed combat boots on his feet that I hadn’t noticed before.

      Damn, he is so sexy.

      “Hi.” He smiles.

      “Hi.” My voice cracks.

      Nervous, and to be honest a little scared, I take a step closer. The air crackles between us as the distance closes. I know this is crazy. This is so, so crazy. I’ve never done anything like this before. I’m a good girl. I follow the rules. Walk a straight line. Don’t enter forbidden zones. And yet, here I am breaking a lifetime of good to prove to myself that I’m not uptight. Though even as I think it, I know it’s not the only reason.

      I want this man. Really want him. And that, too, has never happened. I want him unlike I’ve ever wanted a man. In fact, my stomach has never twisted at the sight of any guy nor have my panties soaked at the thought of being touched by one. Even my fiancé had never gotten me this hot this quickly. Whatever this isn’t, I know what it is—pure lust all the way.

      And I’m going for it.

      Inconspicuously, he glances around before taking a step back.

      Me, the girl afraid of heights, is jumping off that cliff again and taking a step inside the small space. My heart beats out of control when the door closes behind me, and the sound of the click causes my mouth to part on a gasp of both certainty and uncertainty.

      “Fancy meeting you here.” His low chuckle tickles my eardrum.

      I give him that same flirty shrug I gave him earlier and say, “I know, right?”

      This time, his response is smoldering. Those languid gray eyes look like half-moons, long lashes sweep his cheeks, and that easy grin melts me. “Do you come here often?”

      Instead of answering right away, I twist around and lock the door. When I twist back, I muster up all my courage and give him a wink. “Not often enough.”

      I can feel the blaze of his stare. His gaze traces the lines of my face, and I swear I feel his sizzling look hot on my skin. Crazy. Intimate. Intense. Suddenly, turbulence shakes the plane once again. Again, I don’t panic, and this time it’s because he reaches to grab my arm, and with him anchoring me, the sudden impact doesn’t alarm me or cause me to stumble.

      Even as the plane levels, he doesn’t let go.

      A little more turbulence and his hand slides down my arm to rest on the curve of my waist. A move so blatant it makes my breath catch.

      “You’re a good girl—what are you doing in here with me?” he whispers, and the feel of his warm breath against my face sends shivers down my spine.

      “Who said I’m a good girl?”

      “Me,” he whispers.

      One last step is all he has to take, and as soon as he does, we’re aligned thigh-to-thigh, belly-to-belly. If I tip my head just a little, and he leans down a little, our mouths will be close enough to kiss.

      “I’m not,” I protest. “I read porn, remember?”

      “Right.” He grins. “I also remember the Madonna song on your playlist. And that tells me more than some random novel you picked up in the airport in a rush.”

      “How do you know I just bought that? Maybe it’s part of a series that I’ve been reading forever.”

      His laugh is a little wicked. “The receipt fell out when I picked it up. I saw today’s date stamped on it.”

      “Still, that doesn’t mean—” I don’t get to finish telling him I’m not a virgin, if that’s what he thinks. Then again, I doubt he thinks that.

      Suddenly, his fingers are around my wrists, and he moves me until my back hits the door behind me. With my arms at my sides, he’s caging me in. “Are you certain you want to be in here with me?”

      My heart slams against my ribs, and I can’t get control of my breathing. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Then it happens. Bold and unfaltering, he crushes his mouth over mine. With our lips sealed, he swallows my gasp of surprise in an instant. His lips are soft, his tongue is wet, and our teeth crash as we wildly seal our mouths with a drugging kiss.

      Ripples of passion overtake me and flow through my body. First, it tugs at my nipples, then it melts in my belly, and finally it explodes between my legs in a burst of desire.

      God, I want him.

      Knowing this, knowing this is more than checking an item off a list, I let myself go. When I do, our kiss grows more desperate. We search, demand, explore, lick, and suck. We let it consume us.

      Panting, he trails those lips down my neck and his male scent, the heat of his skin, and the taste of him lingering on the tip of my tongue, all hot and wild, overwhelms me. As desire continues to shoot through me from my head to the tip of my toes, it occurs to me that I’ve never been this turned on from just kissing someone.

      In a moment, or maybe two, he lets go of his hold on my wrists and grips my nape with one hand before sliding the other down to my hip.

      Lower.

      Lower still.

      Excitement fills the air when his fingertips skim the soft flesh of my bare thigh. Thank God I’m leaning against the door because my knees go weak at the feel of that long, thick erection grinding into me.

      That groan he makes in response to my thrusting hips is one I want to eat up. “We don’t have a lot of time,” he whispers like an apology.

      “I know,” I whisper back and start to rip his shirt over his head.

      Before I even have his shirt fully over his head, and before I can raise my gaze from those smooth, muscled abs I ogled earlier, he growls, “Turn around.”

      Yes, he actually growls it.

      And oh God, that sound, it causes a ripple of arousal to flood my veins. Wanting this as much as he does, maybe more, I abandon my attempt at taking his shirt off and leave it for him to finish pulling over his head while I turn around. Once there, I place my palms flat on the cool glass of the mirror and squeeze my eyes shut.

      I’m doing this.

      Really doing this.

      With our bodies touching, the heat around us blazes. This is so incredibly hot, I can’t even remember where I am.

      Which might be a good thing.

      Remember, I said he’s really big, and I’m not going to lie—I’m a tiny bit worried.

      But then all my apprehension melts away when he almost expertly slides his hand down my hip to my thigh, fingers catching the hem of my sundress like it’s second nature.

      Small tingles follow in the wake of his warm skin as he inches my hem up, up, up, up higher until my panties are front and center.

      “Oh fuck,” he mutters.

      Okay, so I have to thank Maggie for insisting I wear the black thong. Very aware of how skimpy it is, I bend a little at the hips and give him an even better view.

      Those talented fingers are running the length of it like a quarterback trying to score a touchdown.

      Wait…the—oh, oh!—quarterbacks don’t…I jump.

      His fingers are rising and then…the stinging dancing across my flesh surprises me.

      He didn’t just do that?

      Yes, he did. He snapped my thong.

      Wide-eyed, I turn to look at him.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” He grins, and then smooths his palms over my butt cheeks, caressing right down the middle.

      Dirty, dirty boy.

      Hiding my intense like for his dirty side, I turn around.

      As soon as I do, he reaches between my legs and moves his fingers to curve upward to brush my clit on the outside of my very wet panties.

      It feels incredible.

      With my eyes closed once again, I press my forehead against the mirror. This is it—I’m about to fuck a stranger. I’m about to join the Mile High Club. And I love every minute of it.

      When he slides a foot between my open thighs and pushes them open even wider, I pray to God that the split doesn’t cause me to slide and wind up like a wishbone on the floor. Once I feel the gap isn’t too great, that I won’t be torn in half, I shiver in anticipation. But then his fingers circle against me and I shudder from how freaking good it feels.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had sex, and so much longer since anyone has made me feel this desirable.

      More than ready for what’s next, I breathe in and in and in, almost forgetting to let the air release from my lungs until it rushes out in a loud moan of ecstasy.

      That was so not intentional.

      His response isn’t to be missed, though. That shudder of breath. The slight tremble in his touch. The way his body presses closer to mine.

      He likes my noises.

      I take them up a notch, hoping I don’t sound like a porno star.

      With a shift in his stance, his arms snake around me and he comes at my pussy. His rough, callused hands glide down my belly, and his fingers are easily sliding inside my thong.

      That dirty mouth mutters another curse when he touches my bare flesh, and I tremble from both the delicious touch and the arousing sound.

      Oh God, without even giving me time to recover, he’s stroking a finger along my sex, and again, and one more time, as if just liking the way it feels.

      There’s a very real possibility I might explode in anticipation of what’s to come before it actually happens.

      Men cream their pants. Do women do the same?

      His chin presses into my shoulder. “You want this.”

      Not a question, but a command that demands an answer. My belly squeezes again. It’s the first time anyone has talked to me like that in a bedroom situation. I like it. “Yes,” I breathe.

      Soon, I hear the small clatter of a metal buckle being undone, followed by the soft sigh of a button easing from its hole, and then finally I hear the light purr of a zipper parting.

      I try to catch his reflection in the mirror, but my body is covering his.

      Just then another round of turbulence hits. This time, the plane starts shaking. It’s not a small bump. It rocks. First right, then left. Our bodies rock in the same motion. Unlike the last time, the turbulence doesn’t pass in an instant. The bumps are so much more severe, and almost frantically, we try to brace ourselves against the wall.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the ‘fasten seat belt’ sign. We are now crossing a zone of turbulence. Please return to your seats immediately and keep your seat belts fastened.”

      The turbulence causes the plane to lose altitude, and when it drops, he tries to grab for me, and I attempt to grab for him. We need to anchor each other until the plane levels out.

      Our bodies shift and move and it’s then that I see it—the scrolling letter B on his chest. It’s now that I get the déjà vu moment. This man I’ve affectionately termed Mr. Beach Bum is Mr. Uptight Prick from last night. He’s Cam.

      Removing my hands from his body, I clutch whatever I can. I feel a little sick that I’m in here with him. He let some woman blow him and then dismissed her like she was trash. Is that what he is planning to do to me? Oh, wait, he wouldn’t have to, because we’ll never see each other again.

      I need to get out of here.

      Now.

      It happens before I can stop it. I’m holding onto the small lever that secures the door. He tries to grab my hand, and the movement of the plane causes my hand to jolt to the right. And then, just like that, we’re flying out of the door.

      It’s both of our doing.

      I blame him.

      Horrified, I can’t even move. I’m lying nose first on the carpet, and his body is covering mine. For those who happen to want to watch the show, I’m certain they can’t see much, but they will know. Know without a doubt what we were about to do in there.

      The palpitations I’m feeling in my heart are no longer a result of lust, but complete embarrassment.

      “You need to get to your seats.”

      Mortified, I can’t even look up to see who is talking to us.

      I feel a tugging of my dress, down, down, down it goes. It’s him. The beach bum. The prick. The manwhore. The slut. Thank God the material is cotton and not the cheap stuff that easily rips.

      Soft lips whisper in my ear. “I think you’re good to stand.”

      Regardless of my latest realization, I can’t be mad at him right now. Besides, I wanted this. I practically begged for it. “What about you?” I whisper.

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      A throat clears.

      This can’t be happening.

      Daring to allow my gaze to lift, I know as my eyes make their way up the body before me that it’s Tiffany, the flight attendant with the crush on my seatmate. Soon enough, a frown and blond hair appear in my vision.

      Yep. I was right.

      The Mile High Club is going to be my doom.

      The flight attendant is sitting in her jump seat and she is leering at me. “Federal Aviation Administration regulations mandate a lavatory occupancy of one. I’m going to have to report this incident to the captain.”

      I want to slap that smirk off her face, but that would require standing, not lying horizontal with my partner-in-crime half-naked on top of me.

      In addition to that, aggravating her now won’t do me any good. If she turns me in, I could be accused of a flight violation or even public indecency.

      Slowly, the weight on top of me disappears. The man I was just about to have sex with is rising to all of his six-plus feet.

      Oh, God, his pants. His pants. They’re undone, and without that belt buckled they’re certain to fall as soon as he stands.

      I don’t pray often, but please God, give me a break here.

      “This is a total misunderstanding,” my seatmate tells the flight attendant, twisting to look at her over his shoulder. He’s pulling his shirt over his head.

      I should care about what is going on, but right now all I can think about is that scrolling B disappearing. Puff, it is gone, like it was never there. But it was. And I know who he is. What he is—a manwhore, a slut, a player, whatever term fits.

      Tiffany, or Jodie, or whatever her real name is, scoffs. “I don’t think there is any misunderstanding.”

      Turning around, he holds a hand up as if in surrender. “Can we at least discuss it before you do anything rash?”

      Petrified she’s going to refuse him, I can’t even fully raise my gaze to look at him now that he is facing her for fear that his big, thick cock, the one I never saw, but oh how I felt it, is out on full display.

      Finally, I dare to take a peek. Phew, it’s not hanging out, or sticking out, whichever is the case, for all to see. Somehow in the midst of the chaos he not only managed to push my dress down, but pull his pants up.

      If I didn’t hate him right now, I might kiss his feet. I think he just got us off the public indecency charge at least.

      Slowly, I rise to my feet, more than aware that I am one hot mess. Even so, I try to stay close to him, shield him, give him time to zip and buckle. To make himself presentable.

      The bubbly flight attendant is glaring at me.

      It’s like we’re in a standoff.

      Well, I’m not backing down. In fact, the more she narrows her eyes at me, the straighter I stand. I have to tell myself not to ball my fists for fear I might take the first swing. Probably a time to remind myself that I’ve never been in a fight.

      When Tiffany or Jodie or whatever her name is continues to stand before us in silence, my seatmate pleads with her. “Please.”

      Still with the glare, this time when he speaks, she steps around me. “Well, I guess we can discuss it. Maybe I misunderstood what was taking place,” the flight attendant practically purrs to my seatmate.

      At that, my head snaps in his direction. Oh, please, she didn’t misunderstand a goddamn thing. The physical turbulence might have passed, but the emotional one is just starting to battle within me.

      Although he didn’t have time to fix himself, at least his shirt is pulled down low enough to cover the fact that his pants are undone.

      Thank fuck. Not a word I use often, but it is more than needed right now.

      “Please take your seat,” the flight attendant instructs me, but not my seatmate.

      I narrow my gaze at her. This behavior certainly wasn’t covered during the in-flight safety demonstration.

      My seatmate nods his chin beyond the first-class curtain. “Take your seat. Let me talk to her, alone.”

      There’s that arrogant, domineering bastard I remember from last night.

      Furious, I almost say no, but then I remember I am in jeopardy of being escorted in handcuffs off the plane, so like a good little girl, I start back to my seat.

      “One minute.” It’s the flight attendant telling him her rules. Now this is her game.

      I turn to glare at her.

      “Please sit in the empty row across from your assigned seat. I’m going to have to ask that you sit alone the rest of the flight.”

      The look on my seatmate’s face is one of utter blankness.

      Then again, what else would it be?

      After all, a slut’s work is never done.

      Besides, what happened between us was a hookup gone wrong. I should be thankful that I’m not just another notch in his belt. Let that role go to her.

      Sticking my chin up with pride, I look the fake Tiffany in the eyes. “I wouldn’t want to sit any other way. He’s all yours,” I huff. With that, I pivot and march my hot mess back to my newly assigned seat.

      Stewing, I practically chew my lip raw waiting for the outcome.

      My ex-seatmate is back within five minutes. I want to say, “That was quick,” but I hold my tongue. I know he didn’t do anything with her. Yet. He must have had to make some promise about the next time she’s back in Santa Ana or New York City, depending on where he lives. I never bothered to ask, too caught up in my unusual behavior. He was a stranger and needed to stay that way, so I avoided personal questions. Now, I feel depressed that I’ll never know.

      “Hey, can we talk?” he whispers across the aisle.

      Sensing his sincere concern, I consider it for a moment, but then I remember how he behaved last night and shake my head no. “I’m tired. I’m going to go to sleep,” I tell him. Tell Cam, that is. And then I close my eyes.

      Looks like I won’t be checking the Mile High Club off my list today or anytime in the near future.

      Too bad that’s not what makes me sad.
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            That Damn Club

          

        

      

    

    
      Makayla

      There are some titles you earn that nobody can ever take away: Mother. Veteran. Ph.D. And, of course, there is the ever-coveted card-carrying member of the Mile High Club.

      Yes, once you’ve done it high in the sky, you’re pretty much set for life when it comes to always winning the never have I ever game.

      But, make no mistake about it—joining the Mile High Club isn’t as simple as you may think.

      Or maybe it was just me who thought that.

      In my defense, Maggie made it out to be so incredibly easy.

      Maybe for her it was.

      For me—not so much.

      In fact, the attempt was downright humiliating.

      Then again, I should have known better. Maggie always makes everything seem easier than it is.

      Across the aisle, light and shadow paint him.

      I haven’t slept, but I have pretended to do so. Still, whenever I move or shift a little, he catches my quick glance his way, and this time is no different.

      “I’m really sorry,” he whispers for the hundredth time.

      I can’t even look him in the eyes.

      In his defense, he doesn’t understand why. He doesn’t know I saw him getting head last night and then treat Megan with a B like she was dirt. Sure, I felt there was a reason, but after today, I wonder if that is just his way with all women.

      Still incredibly embarrassed about everything, I look away without saying a word. Awkward situation equals bitchy woman. It’s how I’ve always been. I can’t help it.

      At last giving up, he stretches those long legs, and from the corner of my eye I can see him rest his head against the window.

      When I can’t take it anymore, I dare to sneak a quick peek his way.

      I know I shouldn’t.

      In that one instant it takes for me to focus on him, my heart starts to beat out of my chest.

      Tall, dark, and handsome—the three perfect words to describe him.

      As if uncontrollable, my breathing also picks up.

      And then I stupidly start to think maybe we could try that again. This time with a lower volume, a little more discretion, and a whole lot more coordination.

      No, I silently tell myself.

      At least this time I listen.

      One embarrassing moment on this flight is enough—for a lifetime.

      With his eyes closed, I can almost pretend we never met and that what just happened never took place.

      Almost.

      Except the feel of his lips on my neck still lingers, and the touch of his fingers against my skin continues to burn, and then there’s my lady parts, which are still tingling wildly to the point of maddening irritation.

      Chastising myself for even listening to Maggie, and forever considering joining the Mile High Club, I feel like I want to cry, which is stupid.

      I.

      Will.

      Never.

      See.

      Him.

      Again.

      The speaker crackles and the pilot’s voice booms through the open space. “Cabin crew, prepare for landing.”

      Sighing, I avert my gaze and then ever so quietly buckle my seat belt and pray that the sound doesn’t disturb him. I can’t take another “I’m sorry” or “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Soon enough, the plane starts to descend and my stomach drops. I find myself digging my nails into the armrest so tightly that my knuckles are turning white.

      He was right.

      And right now I have this odd feeling. I wish I were sitting next to him, listening to the sound of his caramel-like voice as he reads to me.

      No. No. No, I tell myself, and I know I’m right. I don’t need a man in my life, and definitely not a stranger who fucks for a hobby.

      At 37,000 feet in the air, everything still feels like a haze of white fluffiness, but then the lights from the landscape below start to become clearer and so does my mind.

      I’m about to start something new.

      And it’s exciting.

      Looking out the window in anticipation, I know there are adventures waiting for me here. I’ve visited Laguna Beach many times with Maggie through the years, but this is different. This will be me, making a new life, in a new city.

      I’m so ready.

      As soon as the plane lands, the pilot’s voice comes over the speakers again. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to John Wayne Airport. The temperature is sixty-four degrees…” He continues giving us information, but I tune it out. I just want to get off this plane.

      Atypical of my normal airplane behavior, I stand up immediately after the plane stops, open the bin over him, over Cam, without glancing down, and as soon as the door opens, I bolt out of it.

      “Hey, wait.” Cam is calling after me.

      He doesn’t even know my name, or that I know his, and I have to be okay with that.

      He’s a stranger.

      A random almost screw.

      And I will never see him again.

      I have to be okay with that.

      I say it to myself one more time so that maybe I’ll believe it.

      After all, that’s the way it is.
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            Love thy Neighbor

          

        

      

    

    
      Makayla

      There aren’t that many people in the arrival terminal.

      In fact, it’s somewhat quiet. Then again, it is one of the last flights of the day.

      Walking fast, then faster still, I practically sprint in my wedges so that Cam doesn’t catch up with me. The floor is recently polished and a bit slick, so my high school track skills are a little slowed, but as soon as I come upon the first restroom, I duck into it.

      Drawing breath after breath to remain calm and steady, I lock myself inside a stall and lean against the chilly metal until the threat of tears passes. Then I stand in front of the mirror. Staring at my reflection, I give myself an assessing gaze. Smudged mascara against pale skin. Naturally light-brown hair more kinky than wavy. Splotchy cheeks and a colorless mouth. All of this is the aftermath of a woman ravaged—swollen lips, messy hair, flushed cheeks.

      Maggie is going to see it a mile away.

      To combat the almost-just-fucked image, I splash water on my face, smooth my hair, wipe under my eyes, dab on a little lip gloss, and powder my face.

      There, much better.

      Not really.

      Done trying to improve what only a shower can fix, I contemplate going out there.

      Women come and go while I pace the wash area and wait and wait and wait until I think it’s safe. Until I think Cam has passed by the security gate and gone into the main terminal. By the size of his duffle, I doubt he has luggage, so I won’t have to worry about seeing him in baggage claim.

      Convinced the coast must be clear, I step out of the restroom and head for the main terminal, where I will proceed directly to the baggage claim. The plan is for me to text Maggie once I get my luggage and that she’ll pull her car up to the curb to get me.

      As soon as I reach the terminal, I see her. So much for my plan to save time. She’s standing beside the John Wayne statue, talking to someone. I can’t see who it is. Still, she’s not hard to miss. Tall, blond, and beautiful. Even though my plan has been aborted, I smile to myself. I’m happy she’s waiting for me. She doesn’t see me, though. I should surprise her.

      Slowing my steps, I freeze when I get a little closer.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      The person she’s talking to is Cam.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      This isn’t happening.

      He really is a manwhore. Trying to pick up a girl at an airport. How completely lame.

      Just as I’m about to turn and run in the other direction to wait for Maggie to reject him, he starts walking away from her. That was fast. Then again, he’s so not her type. Or the Cam from the plane isn’t, anyway. The one from last night is more her style. As flexible as she is, she always goes for the suits. Unable to see the rejection on his face, I watch that long, lean body disappear down the escalator toward the parking garage.

      It is just as the top of Cam’s head disappears that the screech echoes in the large space. “Maakaayylaaa!” Maggie yells and comes rushing toward me. Her long blond hair is parted down the center and flaps against her loose, flowing silk top. Wearing one white and one black Converse sneaker, she moves like the wind in her short-shorts. Seeing her in her quirky getup makes all my worries melt away.

      Maggie has this thing: she hates to match. No, wait—actually, she thinks matching is putting pieces together that don’t match. Stripes with polka dots. Studded boots with frilly dresses. High heels with casual shorts. Leather and lace. She’s a fashion merchandiser with her own sense of style. Sadly, not many approve, which is why she was fired from almost every major boutique in SoHo and is now a lifeguard.

      “Maaggiiee!” I scream back, not caring who sees me or what they think.

      Running toward each other the way you might see in a movie, soon enough we’re hugging and squeezing each other.

      Maggie pulls back and looks me over. “I can’t believe you’re here. You look great.”

      Smiling at her, I take a moment to catch my breath. “I’m here. I’m really here.”

      “You’re not going to regret it. I promise you. In fact, I already have our day planned out.”

      I laugh. “You made a plan?”

      She grabs my hand and heads toward the escalator. “Yes, I did. Maybe I want to be a little like you,” she says proudly.

      Hmmm…like me. Oddly enough, that makes me smile.

      “I took the whole day off,” she tells me. “We’re going to go home and sleep. Once we wake up, I’ll help you unpack, because I know you won’t rest until your things are organized. Once that is done, we’re going to spend the rest of the day on the beach. And then later we’ll have dinner with Derek.”

      Stepping on the escalator toward the baggage area, I look over my shoulder at her. “Derek? You’re seeing someone?”

      “I’m not sure what you’d call it. We haven’t labeled it yet.”

      “And when did you meet this Derek?”

      She gets that dreamy look in her eye. “Just last week. We’re not serious, but I really like him. He owns a surf shop in the village, and he and his business partner loved your bracelets and necklaces. They want to talk to you about selling them.”

      I step off the escalator and look for my designated baggage claim belt. “Wow. Wow,” I repeat.

      Maggie follows on my heels. “You’re not mad, are you?”

      Abruptly, I turn to face her. “About you seeing someone? No, why would I be? I’m happy for you.”

      “No, not about that. You know I change men more often than I change my toothbrush. I’m talking about me showing Derek your work. The boxes arrived when he was over one day, and I knew he’d love your stuff. The gemstones are incredible. And I was right—he does love them.”

      Spotting my assigned luggage belt, I grab her hand. “But you said he owns a surf shop.”

      Her long strides are faster than mine. “Which carousel is your luggage going to be on?”

      I point to number five. “That one.”

      Slowing her pace, she looks over at me. “He does own a surf shop, but he sells apparel and one-of-a-kind jewelry pieces as well. He thinks he could sell out of what you already sent in two weeks’ time.”

      Four very large, lone black suitcases with bright tags are all that remains on the belt. “You’re kidding me.”

      Her eyes are glued to the belt. “No, I’m not. And please don’t tell me those are all yours.”

      I give her one of my you know me smiles. “Yes, they are.”

      She sees my face and laughs. “Makayla, they are not going to fit in my little car.”

      “Sure they will—they have to. After all, your surfboard does.”

      She’s shaking her head. “That gets strapped to the top.”

      “Then we’ll strap them to the top if we have to,” I tell her.

      Her snort worries me. “Relax. We’ll figure something out.”

      My freak-out is something she’s used to. “No. No. No. We won’t figure something out. We’ll do it. We have to. What’s left of my life is in these bags.”

      I mailed everything I could ahead of time, including most of my clothing and shoes. Yes, I have a lot of those. Luckily, I didn’t have to pay for most of them. Working at KVF had its advantages. The sample closet was open for employees at the end of every season. And I stocked up.

      Other things precious to me are also in these suitcases. Memories of my mother, things I’ve collected over the years, my journals, my lists, my tool kits. And yes, my last raid of the sample closet on my final day.

      Maggie grips my shoulders and her big blue eyes stare into my hazel ones. “You’re right; we’ll make it work. We always do.”

      Relieved, I feel like I can breathe again.

      And then together we hoist the suitcases off the belt, moving with them until we have all four beside us. Once we’ve loaded them onto a luggage cart, we start walking toward the parking garage.

      I bite my tongue. My original plan of her pulling her compact BMW X1 luxury SUV up to the curb would have been much easier.

      Two elevator rides later, we’re in short-term parking and taking turns pushing the load to her car. It’s Maggie’s turn, and while I was huffing and puffing the entire way up the inclined slope of the garage on my turn, she’s pushing it effortlessly.

      Lifeguarding has gotten her in awesome shape.

      Beyond ready to ask the question, I can’t hold off any longer. “Hey, was that guy talking to you earlier trying to pick you up?”

      Her head darts in my direction. “You mean the guy I was talking to in the terminal just before I saw you?”

      “Yes, him,” I answer. “The hot, tall, dark-haired one in the worn jeans.” The words just come out. I didn’t mean to be so descriptive.

      She lets out a comically long exhale. “No, that’s Cam Waters. We work together. I would have asked him to wait around to meet you, but he had already told me he had to hurry because he had to get to work to open.”

      I am finding it hard to breathe.

      This isn’t happening.

      Struck stupefied, I stop walking for a moment and try to comprehend what she just said. When I can lift my jaw off the floor, I catch up with her and feel the need to clarify. “Wait. You know him?”

      Completely oblivious to my torment, Maggie continues to roll the cart. With her key fob in her hand, she pops her trunk as we approach her car.

      I am frozen in place.

      Then she stops and looks at me. Maggie is perceptive. Nothing gets by her. With a raised brow, she says, “I think the question is—how do you know him?”

      The wine I had drunk so many hours ago feels like it is sloshing unpleasantly in my belly and I can’t answer her.

      That doesn’t seem to bother her. “Do you know him from New York?”

      Slowly, I shake my head no and walk toward her. Though technically speaking, I guess I do.

      Maggie takes a step and we’re standing near each other. “Did you two meet?”

      I nod, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t cover my shocked reaction.

      Her speculative gaze locks on mine. “Did you…Was he…on the same plane with you?”

      Not watching where I’m going, I almost walk right into a car. “Yes, he was,” I tell her, my voice so low it’s more like a squeak.

      Sweeping all of this under a rug would be a great idea. Why, oh, why does my best friend have to be so perceptive? “Anndd?” she draws out.

      A flush washes over me, and in the bright lights of the garage there is no hiding it.

      Her eyes widen like two blue full moons. “Oh, my God, did you join the Mile High Club with Cam Waters?”

      From there, I go on autopilot. I turn away and yank one of the suitcases off the cart. “No, not exactly.”

      She steps in front of me and puts a halt to my movements. “Stop what you’re doing right now and spill it, Alexander.”

      I skitter past her and haul another suitcase off the cart. “I first saw him last night at the club…”

      By the time I finish telling her about last night, her shocked reaction is priceless. She can barely talk. “You…Wait…You watched…”

      Making a show of it, I nod slowly. “And then I saw him again today on the plane, but at the time I didn’t know it was him.”

      “No, wait, go back. You watched a guy getting a blow job?”

      “I already told you I did.”

      She flings her arms around me. “I’m so proud of you. And you are so not uptight anymore.”

      Maybe just my attempt has cured me. I do kind of feel like my old self already. I was never as wild and free as Maggie, but I’d had my share of fun and adventures.

      Breaking her hold, I focus on the size of her car and the cubic feet of suitcases. This is going to be ugly.

      It takes us almost twenty minutes to get all four suitcases in the car. Only two of them fit in the trunk, and luckily one just barely fit in the backseat, but the other one had to be bungee-corded to the top. Neither of us is certain it isn’t going to fall off during the thirty-minute drive south.

      I can see it now, my most flamboyant panties flying through the air. Oh, there goes the leopard print and the zebra, too. All I can do is pray everything holds tight.

      It takes me much longer to tell her everything about Cam than it did to load the car. We’re in the car on the 73 by the time I finally finish my story. And my anxiety level has increased tenfold knowing that she knows him. That they work together. That there’s a chance I might see him again.

      “Damn,” she says, “the universe is fucking with you. Twice in as many days. That’s crazy.”

      The sun is still hours away from rising, but the sky is the most beautiful shade of purple, and I find myself once again looking out into the night. “No, I’m the crazy one for even attempting something like that, and with a guy like him.”

      She sighs. “I honestly don’t know what to say. He’s not a dick. In fact, he’s a nice guy.”

      Still staring out the window, I jerk my head toward her, appalled. “Did you hear anything that I told you? The blow job in the bar last night with whomever he was with, the way he treated her, and then the almost bathroom fucking with me. He’s anything but a nice guy, Mags.”

      A weighted silence falls between us and neither of us looks at the other. “I know him pretty well, Makayla,” she finally says. “Sure, he screws around once in a while, but nothing like his roommate. Now Brooklyn James, he’s a true man-slut.”

      My head whips in her direction and my stomach takes another turn for the worse. “Wait! Isn’t Brooklyn the guy you told me about who starred in that MTV show, Chasing the Sun?”

      Her hands are gripping the wheel pretty tightly. “Yeah, that’s him. He’s Cam’s best friend from New York, Keen Masters’, younger brother, or half brother, I think. I’m not really sure how that situation goes.”

      My pulse starts pounding. My ears begin to ring. There’s no air in this car. I’m not quite sure I can breathe. Once I open the window, I turn in her direction. “Maggie?”

      She looks over at me with a smirk on her face. “Yes, Makayla?”

      The devil in two different Converse sneakers is whom I’m narrowing my gaze on. “Doesn’t Brooklyn live next door to you?”

      As if all innocence, she nods. “Yeah, and Cam, too. I told you about them. Remember?”

      My eyes narrow. “I remember you telling me all about Brooklyn and how he decided to give himself a year to figure his life out after he graduated from UCLA. You told me he was trying to write a screenplay. That he wants to work behind the camera, not in front of it. You told me a lot about him. But you never mentioned he had a roommate.”

      She shrugs. “I could have sworn I did. Cam moved in almost six months ago. Like I said, he’s cool. We hang out all the time.”

      Staring over at her in complete disbelief, I am struck mute.

      Cam is her neighbor, which now makes him my neighbor.

      My neighbor.

      They hang out!

      Oh, shit.
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      Makayla

      To see it in person is like seeing it for the first time.

      The little tropical-themed bungalow that belonged to Maggie’s grandmother has been transformed into a beautiful, sophisticated beach home. The flamingo wallpaper is gone and the once mauve walls are all painted a stark white, which sets off the dark furniture perfectly. The matching pink carpets of the nineties have been pulled up to reveal beautiful hardwood floors.

      Right on Pacific Coast Highway, and a block from the heart of the Village, this place is beyond magnificent. Situated on a street-to-beach lot, a double carport now occupies the empty space we used to play in as kids and provides a little privacy from the road. The old garage that served as the front of the house has been demolished and replaced with an extended outdoor living space downstairs and a new bedroom and bath upstairs, complete with a balcony overlooking the town and a small side window looking toward the water.

      That is my room. Maggie took her grandmother’s room downstairs in the back, which has beautiful French doors that open to a magnificent view of the beach.

      The place itself is small. Enough for us, though. Just under one thousand square feet inside, it’s still bigger than my apartment in New York City. The best part is the outdoor living space and the view; they are both to die for. Beyond the short breaker wall is the white crystal-like beach and the ever blue of the Pacific Ocean.

      What more could a girl ask for?

      Running my hand over the shiny black granite in the galley kitchen, I look around again in awe. Franke farm sink, Sub-Zero refrigerator, Wolf cooktop and oven. Everything is new. The only thing that is the same as before is the solid wood flooring beneath my bare feet. When Maggie told me her mother had remodeled the place with intention to help her sell it before Maggie decided to move back here last year, I never imagined it would look like this. Katherine lives in LA and never wanted to move back to Laguna; that’s why the bungalow was left to Maggie.

      Maggie’s mother, like Maggie, was an only child raised by a single mother. Maggie’s grandmother’s family had come from money made during the California Gold Rush, a time when loose gold nuggets could be picked off the ground. The money had survived generation after generation, but for this generation it has almost run dry. This bungalow is the last of the wealth for the May family. Luckily, Maggie’s mother has a great job and earns a good living.

      Taking a few moments to absorb all the changes in the house, I can’t help but think how vastly different this place is from Manhattan. For once, change isn’t causing me to break out in hives.

      I’m more than okay with it.

      Moving forward the only way I know how…without regret.

      After unpacking and napping for a few hours once we’d arrived from the airport, Maggie insisted we go to the beach. Although I was nowhere near done setting up my room, I gave in and went. The day was warm and sunny, and I wanted to feel the heat on my skin and the sand between my toes. And maybe, just maybe, I hoped to get a glimpse of a certain lifeguard on duty. We walked for miles. Every time we passed a lifeguard tower, I snuck a quick glance at the guy in red shorts and a white T-shirt, but not a single one was Cam.

      By the time we got back, and horsed around by dousing each other with the hose on the side of the house like we used to do as kids, I had needed some more sleep, and so did Maggie. Feeling beyond exhausted, I went from the doorway of my new room to the bed in a few steps. I shed my dress and dove onto the soft mattress with its mound of white covers and pillows. Smiling under the sheets, I looked around. I had a blank canvas to decorate and make my own—all in due time.

      Yet, even though I was tired, I tossed and turned.

      Images of Cam floated through my mind.

      I wondered if it was only because I knew that eventually I’d see him again. He was my neighbor, after all.

      Sleep wasn’t forthcoming. It was seldom easy for me, but this time it was because memories of Cam were causing that ache he had created so many hours ago to throb, almost painfully.

      I wished I’d already bought that vibrator Maggie had put on the list. I could use it right about now. My hand would have to do. I wasn’t sure if Maggie was asleep, though, and what if the bed squeaked? I gave half a second’s thought to embarrassment and tossed it aside for the sake of finding relief.

      The bottom line? I was horny.

      The memory of Cam Waters’ groan slid over me and traveled somewhere deep inside me right down to my clit. I didn’t do this often, but I knew how to make it quick. Having a roommate for so many years taught me that.

      Turning to my side, my fingers circled my hard nub and I plunged one inside to fuck myself. Sweat slid down the line of my spine and rested just above my buttocks. Then it trickled down a little farther, and it felt so much like a tongue licking along my skin, it put me close to the blissful edge of climax. I shifted ever so slightly against my hand, once, twice, three times.

      Sweet tension curled inside my belly. Before I could blink, my sex tightened and my body tensed. Soon, I found myself tipping over faster than ever at the thought of being the reason Cam had made the sounds he had.

      I shook in silence and then turned farther to bury my face in the pillow and stifle my own moans. Boneless and sated, after that, sleep found me.

      The house was quiet when I woke and once I’d showered, I unpacked enough to find something to wear to meet Maggie’s we don’t have a label guy. Uncertain if the upcoming night air would be chilly, I went with a simple white KVF wrap dress with silver sandals. Once I’d dressed, dabbed some makeup on, and blow-dried my hair, I snuck out onto the balcony. Looking one way, then the other and back, I spent more than fifteen minutes staring at the house to my left and the other to my right.

      Which did Cam live in?

      Maggie’s being coy and deliberately not talking about him. Okay, so maybe not coy exactly. I might have said to her, “I don’t want to talk about him.” And then added, “Ever again.”

      The bitch of it is, I’m super curious and for the life of me, I can’t tell which house he lives in. Eventually, I’ll break down and ask, but for now I’m going to enjoy a glass of spiked lemonade on one of the lounges on the patio that overlooks the water and wait for the sun to set or Maggie to wake up, whichever comes first.

      Slipping off my sandals, I settle in the chair. I wish I had my book, but as luck would have it, I left it, along with my iPod, on the plane. Yes, me, Miss Organized, did that. In my defense, all I cared about at the time was getting the hell out of Dodge. I checked with the airport and neither was found. I’ve added these purchases to my to do list. The iPod will have to wait, but I’ll go to the store some time next week and buy another copy of Summer’s Ménage, if only to pretend it’s Cam reading it to me.

      I’m uncertain of when Maggie plans on going out, and my stomach rumbling tells me I should get up and get something to eat in the meantime. There is some hummus and carrots in the refrigerator, and I think I saw some all-natural cheese there, but there are no crackers in cupboards. Maggie’s on a minimalist health kick and shops accordingly.

      Tomorrow I’m so hitting up the grocery store.

      The thought of the rather unappetizing food isn’t enough to motivate me to get me to move from this spot, so I decide to wait a bit.

      The sound of the waves and feel of the warm breeze makes me feel more relaxed than I have in ages.

      “Hey. I thought you might be out here.” Maggie stands at the end of the pathway along the side of the house that leads from the driveway to the patio, wearing a red baseball hat, tight jeans rolled up to the ankles, leopard pumps, and a white sleeveless silky top with a black sequin blazer.

      “Hi.” I shade my eyes to look at her. “I didn’t know you even left. Here I was creeping around the house because I thought you were still sleeping.”

      She laughs. “I ran out to get food for dinner.”

      “You’re cooking?” I ask in utter shock, and possibly with a hint of concern about what she could be cooking.

      She laughs again. “No, Derek is going to grill some fish.”

      “He cooks?” I make an impressed face.

      Shrugging out of her jacket, she tosses it on one of the chairs at the outdoor table for four and walks toward the house, but pauses to turn around. “Not exactly. He grills. The rest of the meal is from the Whole Foods salad bar.”

      That sounds more like Maggie. Setting my drink down, I swing my legs onto the ground. “Let me put my sandals on and I’ll help you unload the car.”

      “No, it’s all set.”

      “You should have told me you were going; I would have come.”

      Maggie opens the barn-like door to the kitchen. “Don’t be silly—you were tired and needed to sleep.”

      Once I’ve slipped my sandals on, I begin to walk toward her. It’s not until I’m a step away that I hear the loud male voices inside.

      Male voices.

      As in two men.

      They must have come in the front while she came around back.

      My eyes bug out of my head. “Maggie?”

      She turns toward me and squints. Still, I can see the mixture of guilt and mischievousness in her eyes. “Yes, Makayla?”

      “Who’s inside?”

      Her smile is as bright as the setting sun. “Remember, I told you Derek and his partner wanted to talk to you about selling your designs in their surf shop?”

      I’m going to kill her!

      “Yes; however, you never told me that was what we were doing tonight. You told me you wanted me to meet Derek, and that we were having dinner with him.”

      Before I can say another word, a very good-looking blond man with his hair pulled back in a slight ponytail, pressed white shirt, and black pants appears in the open doorway. A suit. Just like I thought. Albeit a hot-looking suit. He’s a very tanned, very tall, and very well-built man.

      God, he must work out night and day.

      Maggie smiles at him and his arms go around her small waist. “Hey, babe, should I start the grill?”

      Babe?

      He calls her babe.

      Okay, personally, I think when that word is used, it means the relationship status has passed the no-label phase.

      Allowing a moment of tenderness to pass between them, she soon pushes off his big, broad chest and grabs his hand to turn him in my direction. “Derek Helmsley, I want you to meet my very best friend in the whole, wide world, Makayla Alexander.”

      His smile is genuine, and I get the idea right away that he is, too.

      I hold out my hand, but he surprises me with a kiss to the cheek. “So you’re the infamous Makayla. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Crushing my irritation with Maggie, I manage a courteous smile. “Not all bad, I hope.”

      His arm swings around to pull Maggie closer. “No, nothing but good. This one right here thinks you walk on water.”

      Okay, so he’s pushing it a little, I’m sure, but scoring brownie points never hurts. “You’re going to make me blush,” I tease.

      Just then a man dressed in a gray button-down and black slacks with a black leather necklace of some kind around his neck appears in the doorway. He has a bottle of wine in one hand and four stemmed glasses woven between his fingers in the other. How he managed that is a feat in itself.

      This guy might even be taller than Derek, but he isn’t as wide. Whereas Derek is football player material, he is more the soccer player type. His dark, slicked-back hair borders on black. I’m guessing Italian or Latin. He’s attractive in the boy-next-door kind of way. Just not the boy next door that I, for some reason, want to see. “Hey, am I missing the introductions?” He smiles. He has a really great smile and really white teeth.

      Maggie and Derek rush to take the open wine and glasses from him. Without preamble, Derek nods toward his business partner. “Makayla, this is Andre Randle. We own the surf shop in the village here in Laguna. He also owns other surf shops up and down the Pacific coast.”

      Andre shakes my hand and his eyes rake over me. “Very nice to meet you, Makayla.”

      His hand is warm in mine and his grip tighter than I’m normally accustomed to when I meet men. “Nice to meet you.” I smile.

      Clasping my other hand with his other, he practically makes us hold hands. Like I said, he’s attractive; I just don’t know if I’m attracted to him.

      “Wine, anyone?” Maggie asks, looking at me specifically with puppy dog–like eyes that are screaming, “please don’t be mad at me.”

      My glare tells her I’m going to kill her.

      “Let me get you a glass,” Andre offers.

      With a sweet smile, I answer, “Yes, sure. That would be great,” even though I could walk the four feet to the table to get it myself.

      After the wine is poured, Maggie announces, “I’m going to get the food ready.”

      “I’ll help you,” I answer, trying not to grit my teeth.

      “No, really, Derek and I can do it. You sit down and relax. The sun is just about to set. Tomorrow your Cinderella duties can start,” she teases.

      My laugh is forced, but that joke always gets me and a real chuckle eventually ghosts out of my mouth. She knows I love cleaning. It’s my thing. And since she hates it, when we lived together in the past, she would do anything to get out of cooking and cleaning.

      With a glass in each hand, Andre hands me one. “What do you say we sit on the beach and take in that sunset?”

      Sunsets are beautiful and especially at the beach. With that, I can’t say no. “Sounds great.”

      Andre offers his arm and I loop mine through his. Okay, he’s handsome and charming.

      How bad can the night be?

      Sitting on the sand outside the breaker wall, we fall into easy conversation. “So, Maggie tells me you worked for a fashion house in New York. What did you do there?” he asks.

      My gaze lands on the setting sun. “I was a designer in the accessories department at Kate von Frantzenberg.”

      “Did you like working in New York with all that traffic and all those people?”

      I dig my toes into the sand and look over at him. “It’s the only place I’ve ever worked. I don’t know any other way.”

      Andre sips his wine. “So,” he says, “what made you quit and move out here?”

      The wind blows and my hair tangles in front of my face. I push it away. “I was ready for a change.”

      He doesn’t look away from me. “Lucky for us. By the way, I saw your work. I think it is fantastic stuff.”

      Feeling proud of what I’ve created, I smile at him. “Thank you.”

      “What if I could sell your designs in all my stores, not just here? Would you be interested?”

      My heart thumps in excitement. “Yes, of course I am, but there are some things to discuss.”

      “What are you concerned about?”

      I take a sip of wine. “I’m not concerned per se, but I think it comes down to how much you can sell them for, and what your cut will be?”

      He shakes his head with a small laugh and swallows a sip of wine. “Something tells me I may be more willing to negotiate my terms with you than I am with most of my vendors.”

      With excitement in his voice, he goes on to tell me about his shops. What he sells, where he finds the goods, and how each item is unique and some of the products are even custom made for him. He’s young and seems to have done extremely well for himself.

      Looking out toward the fading yellow glow, I push myself up. “We should get back; they’ll be waiting for us.”

      Andre stands and takes my empty wineglass. “I hope I’m not coming across as being pushy. I just really think we have a win/win here.”

      “No, not all. I just want to make sure it’s a deal that can work for both of us.”

      “It will be,” he assures me. “We need to figure out a way to mass-produce your pieces.”

      The wind blows my hair in my face and I push it away. “That’s just it. They’re handcrafted, which it what makes them unique.”

      Andre turns to me with a grin. “Maggie told me you’d be a hard sell. I just want you to keep an open mind. How about we agree to discuss it another time?”

      Seagulls above squawk and I look up and then over at him. “Sounds like a plan.”

      We walk side by side, and my eyes wander to the house on the right and then the one on the left. Cam lives in one of those houses. Which one? Is he home? Does he see me out here? What will he do when he finds out who I am? How will I react when I see him? Only time will tell.

      “Here, take these,” Andre says, handing me the glasses.

      Once the trade-off is complete, he opens the gate from the beach to Maggie’s private outdoor living space. As I pass by, he stops me and whispers in my ear, “No more business talk tonight, I promise.”

      I smile at him and think he really is charming.

      “Oh, good, everything is ready. Sit down,” Maggie says excitedly.

      No longer able to stay mad at her, I give her a grin and look around.

      Andre sets the glasses on the table near my lemonade and rushes to pull my chair out before sitting beside me.

      The rumble of tires on gravel has my ears perking up. There has been no activity at either house to the right or left of us all day. The one to the right had lights on when we walked back from the beach, but I saw no one outside.

      This is the first sign of life, and I know the car just pulled in to the house on the right because the one to the left has a paved driveway, not stones.

      After trying to crane my head, I give up and decide I can’t see anything from here.

      As soon as I can, I’ll excuse myself and run upstairs to take a look.

      “Food is ready,” Derek says, taking the fish off the grill.

      Looks like it will be a while.

      I sigh and decide to put my mind to rest. It probably isn’t Cam anyway, and even if it is, he’s no one I need to be dwelling over. I was more than likely just another almost notch in his belt. With that stark, cold reality, I vow to enjoy the night.

      After all, Maggie worked hard on this. Soft rock is playing in the background; the table is set with real dishes, not paper; more wine has been poured, and candles are flickering all around us.

      It’s almost romantic.

      Too bad the man beside me isn’t the one I want to get romantic with.

      But then I think about the list. About the ten items on it and how Andre could help me check off number two or number three.

      

      Wear a bikini

      Have sex with someone you don’t know—Andre?

      Fuck on the beach—Andre?

      Join the Mile High Club

      Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home

      Give a guy the best blow job of his life and make sure he knows

      Get a vibrator

      Don’t plan your day for the next thirty days

      Take a nude selfie

      Read an erotic romance novel in public

      

      Just looking at him, I can tell he’s a player, so it’s not like either of us will get hurt when this goes nowhere.

      And besides, what is it they say—take what you can get?

      I look over at Andre, who is grinning at me.

      Maybe I just will.
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      Cam

      Living with your best friend’s famous little brother isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

      In fact, sometimes it fucking sucks.

      After pulling a double to try to earn some extra cash to pay my sister back for the plane ticket, I walk into the house and want to cover my ears immediately.

      “Oh, God, faster, faster, that’s it, faster!” It’s the shout of another unknown chick and she’s just like the last one, and the one before her.

      Seriously, all I can do is laugh. Again. Because he’s fucking another girl. Again. And again she’s screaming about it from the rooftop—not literally, but I’m willing to guess she would if she could.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a cock-blocker, but fuck me, every girl Brooklyn ends up with thinks she’s up for a starring role in his next series. And he has no intention of ever doing another, so they put on a show without knowing it’s for nothing.

      There are times I actually feel sorry for the dude. Good-looking young guy gets a role on an MTV reality series about teenage surfers and even though the show has ended, every girl still remembers him from Chasing the Sun. They all want to be his leading lady on whatever he’s certain to star in next.

      It’s not like he lures them in with that. He doesn’t lie. He tells them there isn’t going to be a next. I’ve heard him; they just don’t listen. The irony of it all is that it’s me who ends up listening.

      With my head still on the girl from the plane—the smoking-hot sex we were about to have, the sudden derailment, and then her more-than-uptight response to getting caught—I just can’t handle it tonight.

      Needing to get the fuck out of here, I quickly hop in the shower, run my hands through my hair, throw on a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and pause for a moment to shake my head.

      “Oh God, oh God, that’s it, that’s it, don’t stop.” The lines are all the same. I’m starting to wonder seriously if someone hasn’t posted a script somewhere on the Internet for how to play the role of Brooklyn James’s fucking partner.

      Shoving my feet in my boots, I make a mental note to do a search on that and then head over to Maggie’s to catch a beer with her.

      The path down the side of Maggie’s house to the kitchen door is wetter than usual and my boots slosh over the stepping-stones. Slowing my pace, I’m surprised to hear music playing. When I look ahead, the patio has a dim glow coming from it.

      Can’t remember the last time I saw Maggie outside on the patio at night; she’s normally either inside on the couch or out at the beach.

      “Hey, Maggie,” I call out as I round the corner, “how about a beer?” Just as I’m about to hustle for the kitchen door and put the twelve-pack in my hand in the refrigerator, I stop dead in my tracks.

      No fucking way.

      I can’t move.

      How did she get here?

      Maybe the sun got to me today and I’m seeing things. I blink a couple of times to be certain. Nothing changes, though. The image in front of me is still that of her. The woman from the plane, the one I thought I’d never see again, the very same one I haven’t been able to stop thinking about.

      In an instant, our gazes lock. Her eyes are wide, not quite as startled as mine but almost, and her mouth falls open. There are words to be spoken. Introductions to be made. Right now, though, I can’t seem to do anything but stare at her.

      From the minute I first laid eyes on her, there was something refreshing about her. Sure, she’s a natural beauty with all that shiny light-brown hair and that killer body, her softly upturned nose, and those stunning hazel eyes. Oh, and I can’t forget those long, long legs or pink lips, either. Yet, it wasn’t just her looks that attracted me to her.

      It was her sharp wit, her ability to laugh at herself with the fucking sexiest laugh I’d ever heard, and that quirky guard that she had up and then let down so easily. Which was dangerous as well, and I damn well knew it. Hence why I didn’t try harder to go after her. I wasn’t anything she needed, and I knew she wasn’t anything I needed in my fucked-up life right now.

      Everyone at the table is already turned in my direction. When my gaze circles the seating arrangement, the wine, the candles, the empty dinner plates, and the guest list, I feel an odd sense of outrage. The girl from the plane dumped me like I was nothing, and now she’s getting cozy with that douchebag Andre Randle.

      Randle.

      Fucking douchebag Randle.

      Shitty businessman with a bad rep for fucking every girl that works for him, and a little roughly, I might add. Word is that his fraternization policy is strictly enforced in a way that comes across as fuck me or be fucked.

      What is Maggie thinking, bringing him around her best friend?

      Then again, she might not know. I do only because I’ve heard about how unethical his business dealings are.

      “Cam,” Maggie answers in surprise, her eyes darting to the girl from the plane that must be her best friend.

      Does Maggie know about her friend and me?

      If so, how?

      No invitation is given to join them. So, I have two options here. One, I can be cordial and say “sorry, I didn’t know you had company” and leave. Or two, I can sit the fuck down and officially meet the girl Maggie has been gushing about since I moved next door six months ago. The same one I already had my mouth and hands all over.

      The first is unacceptable. The second is bold. I go for it. “Hey,” I raise my arm with the beer in it, “mind if I join you? I have enough to go around.”

      How can she say no to that? Right?

      Maggie jumps to her feet, her eyes still on her friend. “No, not all. We have leftovers if you’re hungry. Let me grab you a plate.”

      Like I said, she wouldn’t say no.

      Fidgeting in her seat, the girl from the plane looks like she might pass out at any minute.

      This is going to be very interesting.

      Stepping closer to the table, I shake my head. “Thanks, but I grabbed something at the beach.”

      Derek gets to his feet and holds out his hand. “Hey, man, how are you?”

      I plop the twelve-pack of Corona in the center of the table, closer to my almost fuck buddy than any of the other three, and then I grasp his hand. “Living the dream, man, living the dream.”

      Clearing space for me on the table, he and Maggie begin to stack some of the dirty dishes. “Cam, you know my business partner, Andre Randle, don’t you?” he says.

      The douchebag stands and the girl from the plane follows.

      Oh, good, we’re all standing around the table now. Perfect. Fucking fantastic. Maybe we can join hands and say a little prayer.

      “Yeah, we’ve met.” I offer the douchebag my hand and we shake.

      “Camden Waters,” Maggie says, sounding more cheerful than she had at first, “this is my best friend, Makayla Alexander from New York.”

      Makayla.

      I like it.

      It sounds good on my tongue.

      Being a dick isn’t something I make a habit out of, but there is no pretending we hadn’t almost fucked less than twenty-four hours ago. Determined to make sure she hasn’t forgotten, I step around Maggie and Derek and dive right in to kiss her cheek, my hands grasping her arms maybe just a little too hard while I do. “Makayla,” I growl into her ear and then pull back. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.” Considering the way you bolted on me, I don’t bother adding.

      She shivers under my touch and this close to her, I can see the rise and fall of her shoulders as her breath catches. “Maggie told me you were her neighbor,” she admits.

      “You two know each other?” Derek asks, refilling wineglasses all around the table.

      “Yeah, small world, right? They met on the plane,” Maggie tells Derek.

      I throw Maggie a confused look.

      She shrugs. “Makayla saw you talking to me at the airport, and asked if I knew you.” Maggie seems a little uncomfortable talking about it.

      She knows.

      She definitely knows.

      “Let me get you a glass,” she offers.

      “No, I got it,” Derek tells her and heads toward the house.

      “Hey, man, I’m good with beer,” I call to him.

      “Then let me grab another chair from inside.”

      “Thanks, babe,” Maggie tells him, sitting down.

      It was either going to be a chair from the kitchen or I’d be pulling a lounge up to their cozy table for four and stretching myself out on it. Maybe not a bad idea after all.

      Andre looks toward Makayla and with his chin, indicates she should sit too. Blood boils in my veins when she starts to do so because of his silent request. Do they know each other? They can’t. She’s new and must be unaware of his reputation, in business and with women.

      Unable to control myself, I move to push her chair in. “Here, let me help you,” I offer, invading her space.

      Makayla looks like she’s still having trouble breathing. I’m available for mouth-to-mouth if she needs it. I am certified, after all. “Thank you, but I’m good,” she responds, her voice catching on the words.

      Happy with the reaction I elicited, I let go of the chair, grab a beer, and offer it to Maggie. “They’re cold.”

      She nods, reaching out her hand. “Sure, I’ll have one.”

      The gentleman that I am, I pop the top before handing it to her. Hoisting another bottle, I offer it to Andre even though I’d rather not. Couldn’t stand the dude before, really can’t now. He raises a hand in refusal. “I’m good with wine.”

      Thumbing the top off, I tip the bottle back for a long swig. I need it.

      Makayla’s eyes are on me, watching me, and that breathing of hers seems to be growing a little more excited with every swallow I make.

      Time to find out what her deal is.

      Figuring why the hell not, I take Derek’s seat.

      “Did you want a beer, Makayla?” Andre asks, glaring at me as if I’m the asshole he thinks I am.

      “She doesn’t drink beer,” I bite out. “It bothers her stomach.” And I glare back, knowing he is the asshole I think he is.

      That shuts him up.

      “Here you go.” Derek is standing close to the table, with one of Maggie’s white leather kitchen chairs in his hands. When he sees I’m already sitting, he sets it between Maggie and Andre. “I’ll take it.”

      I should offer to switch, but at this point, it’s done, and besides, I’m right where I want to be.

      Andre stares at Makayla and me as if trying to figure us out. “So tell me about how you two met.”

      She seems to have recovered from the shock of seeing me and sits up a little straighter, squaring her shoulders. This isn’t the time to be drooling over a chick, but she looks sexy as fuck in that white dress, which hugs her small tits tightly and keeps them in the perfect place. I doubt she’s wearing a bra, and the thought of sliding my hand inside the fabric gives me cause to sit up straighter myself.

      She glares at me with what looks like a frown. When she turns and sweetly smiles at Andre, it twists my gut. What the fuck? “We sat next to each on the plane, that’s all,” she tells him, not sounding the least bit convincing.

      His dark eyes shift between the two of us in suspicion and then land on her hazel ones. “So let me get this straight: the two of you were seatmates for the long plane trip from New York to California and the entire time you never discovered you’d soon be neighbors?”

      “No, we didn’t.” She laughs. “Crazy, right?”

      Laughs. Like it’s fucking funny. There’s some insane madness circling my brain right now and I can’t help but scowl. It’s anything but funny. If she’d spoken to me after the bathroom, we might have.

      The douche leans closer toward her and I tighten my grip on my bottle. “Guess you didn’t talk much,” he says smugly.

      Fucking hell. Now that simply isn’t true. Finishing another swig of my beer, I lean my elbows on the table. “Sure we did, didn’t we, Makayla?” I say to her—or maybe I hiss it, I’m not certain. Everything is a little red right now in my haze of anger. “In fact, our mouths never stopped moving,” I toss out there because I can. Because it’s true. My tongue moved inside her mouth, hers moved inside mine, we explored each other like we were searching for food and hadn’t eaten in days.

      Okay, so maybe everything is a little green, not red. Still, I’m not jealous. Just pissed. Fucking pissed as hell, actually.

      There’s this part of me that wants to go on and tell him that we got to know each other so well in fact that we almost fucked in the bathroom, but when I see her body stiffen, I stop myself.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Maggie nudge Derek. Seconds later, he clears his throat. “Hey, Andre, what do you think about calling that supplier from Mexico to see if they have any contacts to get the materials Makayla needs for her necklaces? I’d love to start selling them.”

      Andre swings his gaze toward Derek. “Yeah, that’s a great idea. I’ll do it tomorrow.”

      “I have a supplier in Brazil that offers the best quality stones. I think I’ll stick with him, but thank you,” says Makayla.

      Smart girl.

      The smirk on my face isn’t for any reason. “So, you’re thinking about selling those gemstone necklaces locally?” I ask her.

      Makayla switches her gaze back to mine and her eyes are small slits of fiery anger. Whoa, she is pissed. “Yes, I am. Andre and Derek have already offered to help me out,” she answers tersely. “And how do you know about them?”

      Maggie puts her hand up. “That would be me. I told him about your necklaces and how I thought you should sell them. Oh, and I gave him one to give to his sister, too.”

      Andre breezes right over this small exchange. “Listen, Makayla, I know I said no more business tonight, but you really should consider the supplier I have. His prices can’t be beat.”

      Andre is an insistent bastard. A little pushy, if you ask me. “That’s because his product is shit,” I blurt out before Makayla can even answer him.

      Everyone around the table swings their heads in my direction.

      Okay, I could have been a little more tactful.

      The hot-headed Latino is a sight. He looks like he might lose his shit, and on me. Come on, bring it. I’m so ready to take him on. But when Makayla hisses, “How would you even know anything about it? You’re a lifeguard,” I feel like she just slapped me.

      Defenses up, I tell it like it is. “I know that because he’s selling surfboards made of the poorest quality resin and they’re busting while dudes are surfing. Five guys have had to go to the hospital in the past six weeks.”

      Andre points his finger at me. “You don’t know what you’re fucking talking about.”

      I push up from the table, ready to lunge across it. “Yeah, I do.”

      Makayla grabs my arm and glares at me. “Stop it.”

      I glare back. “I will if you talk to me. Alone. Right now.”

      Two choices. Ignore me and learn how badly this douchebag runs his business or talk to me and I’ll stand down. She looks at me with those hazel eyes filled with anger. “Yes, talking is probably a good idea.”

      I give her a nod. It’s about fucking time she tells me what happened on that plane. Makayla turns to Andre and whispers something. My fists ball at my sides, ready to take him on. He nods and then glares at me. “We aren’t done here, Waters.”

      Plucking the beer from the table if only to stop myself from punching him right this second, I glare right back. “No, we’re not, but our beef is meant for another place, Randle.”

      I look toward Maggie. “Sorry about this.”

      She glares at me, too.

      This mood of mine has put me in a ton of shit.

      “Come find me, anytime. You know where I am,” Andre barks out.

      “I will,” I tell him, and then stalk for the privacy doors that lead to the beach with Makayla hot on my heels.

      The door slams closed behind her and I keep walking all the way down to the water. When I reach the shoreline, I drop the beer to the sand and turn around.

      Within moments she catches up to me. The moon and stars above are our only light, and the beach is quiet except for the sounds of the waves lapping against the shore. We’re alone. All alone.

      Makayla points her finger at me. “Why are you being such an asshole?”

      Tired of this game, or whatever it is, I step toward her and the words slip off my tongue without thought. “Why are you being such an uptight bitch?”

      The look on her face is as if I’d stabbed her. Rather than responding to me, she starts running down the beach.

      “Makayla, wait,” I call out.

      “Go to hell.”

      Baby, I’m already there.
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            My Eyes Are Up Here

          

        

      

    

    
      Makayla

      No trees, no shrubbery, no brick walls, or buses or cars, nothing for miles and miles. The beach is a beautiful thing, but right now it’s my ruin. There’s no place to run. No place to hide.

      “Why are you being such an uptight bitch?” The words he spoke are still echoing in my ears.

      Ringing.

      Stinging.

      Causing way too much pain.

      The only eight words in the world that could destroy me and he managed to find them. Just keep moving, I tell myself. You ran track. He’ll give up. One sandal, then the other, gets lost in the sand. I don’t care. I just keep going. My heart is beating so fast that it’s catching in my throat and causing my body to tremble.

      “Makayla, wait.” His voice is close.

      I run faster. Arms moving. Legs lunging. My dress blowing in the wind, sand swirling in my wake, the water splashing me as I move along the shore.

      “Makayla, stop.” He’s catching up with me.

      I ignore him and his manwhore, slutting, gigolo ways.

      A hand grabs for me.

      Furious that he caught up with me, maybe more so that he struck a nerve I wanted to keep buried, I lose my footing and stumble. Before I can catch myself, I’m on the ground. Facedown in the sand, and he’s on top of me. Again. “Get off me!” I scream, pressing my arms into the sand and trying to push myself up.

      Gently, he grabs my wrists, and even more gently, he whispers in my ear, “I’m not going to hurt you; I just want to talk. That’s all.”

      The scent of him, no longer lavender, but so extremely man, is intoxicating. Yet, it’s the feel of him on top of me that makes me freeze. My muscles clench and by body goes stiff. Strange thing is, it’s not fear doing this to me, it’s arousal. For heaven’s sake, my body needs to get a life. I twist my neck toward the sky. “Okay,” I concede. “You have five minutes.”

      With that, he rises from his prone position and plops down next to me.

      Pushing myself up from the sand, I sit beside him and wipe the granules from my face and hands with as much dignity as I can muster. Once I feel like I can face him, I turn my head his way.

      His palms are behind him in the sand, legs stretched in front of him, that body of his long and lean. “You’re fast,” he says, drawing in a breath.

      Ignoring the flutters in my belly from just catching sight of him, I swallow my attraction and resume my angry stance before I glower at him. “I ran track in high school.”

      Those gray eyes of his are looking out into the ocean. “I can tell.”

      Enough small talk. Time is ticking. “What do you want to talk about?”

      His head whips in my direction. “What do I want to talk about?” His tone is laced with bitterness.

      Matching his tone is easy. “Yes, that’s what I asked.”

      There’s a slight grunt-like noise of disbelief escaping his throat. “How about we start with the way you shut down on the plane after we got caught. I didn’t peg you to be such—” he stops there, not finishing his sentence.

      I do it for him. “An uptight bitch, right? That’s what you want to say. After all, it’s what you called me.”

      He briefly closes his eyes. “I shouldn’t have said that, I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t have called me an asshole, either.”

      Anger curls in my gut. “You’re right; there’s a whole other category of names I should have used.”

      Totally off topic here.

      Cam lifts his head, eyes heated. “What the hell are you talking you about?”

      My mouth trembles with emotion. I’m uncertain why I care about the way he treated Megan with a B, but deep down I know why. Is that the way he treats all women after he gets what he wants? Unwilling to let this pass, I put it out there without much thought as to the very unpretty light it casts upon me. “Two nights ago you were at Bar On.”

      His jaw clenches and the tension is thick between us. “Yeah, I was. How do you know that?”

      Okay, so any remaining dignity I have is about to be washed out to sea. I suck in a breath and decide to make my confession as quick and painless as possible. “I was there. I’d ducked into a private room to rest my feet and check my messages. I dropped my phone and had to reach under the table to get it. That’s when you came in with a woman.”

      Those gray eyes swirl like storm clouds in a hurricane. “You were in that room?”

      The night is warm, but my legs are wet and the wind blowing against them causes me to shiver. “Yes. I’m not proud that I didn’t say anything, but it all happened so fast. Anyway, I can’t undo that. Still, I saw you with that woman. Well, kind of. I never saw your face. Like I said, I was under the table. But I did see her open your shirt and, and,” I stumble on my words and gulp down the memory, “I saw your tattoo. It’s very distinctive.”

      More than likely struck speechless, because I’m certain I would be in his position, he just stares at me.

      Nothing else to do but continue to drown in his gaze, I go on. “Then, when we were in the bathroom last night, I saw that same tattoo. Up until then, I had no idea you were the same guy from Chinatown. And after seeing it, I freaked out because I felt like I was just another notch in your belt.”

      “A what?” he growls.

      “You know, another conquest, another love-them-and-leave-them encounter, another girl to do whatever it is you do with.”

      That stare of his could be deadly. “I know what you meant.”

      Feeling slightly bad at the way my angry little tirade came across, I go on. “I mean, obviously I know you didn’t screw that girl even though she wanted you to, so I guess that means something.”

      Hauling himself to his feet, he looks down at me. “You don’t know shit about what was going on.” He stalks off, leaving me feeling guilty.

      Getting to my feet, I chase him, wondering if I pushed too far. “Cam, wait—you’re the one who wanted to talk, so talk to me.”

      Waves lap up over his boots and onto the denim of his pants, but he doesn’t seem to care. I follow in his footprints, my toes sinking in the wet sand with every step, collecting my shoes along the way. When we reach the spot where we started, he takes a beer, opens it, and sits right down in the surf.

      Following suit, I do the same, beer and all. The first sip is hard to get down, but the second is a little easier, and by the third, I don’t taste the carbonation any longer.

      “I thought you couldn’t drink beer?” His voice is rough, and it reminds me of that night when I thought he was broken.

      I look over at him painted in the shadow of the moon. “I can’t, but I think right now is the perfect time to risk the consequences.”

      Shrugging, he takes a long pull of his beer. “Not that I owe you an explanation, but Vanessa and I were together for over five years. We met our sophomore year in college and then went to Columbia Business School together.”

      Okay, so she isn’t B.

      Surprised by his candor, I feel my own guard slipping. I know what’s coming next has to be bad. Not only from his tone, but also because of his demeanor with her that night. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Another swig of beer and he drops the empty in the holder and grabs another. “With you? I think I’ll pass.”

      Okay, I deserved that.

      Boy, did I make an ass of myself by referring to him as only a lifeguard. Just reflecting on that comment makes me feel like a catty bitch. And I’m not. I don’t judge. So, why did I say it? Because the situation was awkward and I act out in anger when I find myself in an uncomfortable position.

      I really need to work on that.

      Liquid courage. I need liquid courage. I down the remaining beer in my bottle and, like him, grab another. “Look, sorry can’t even begin to explain how I feel right now. Still, like it or not, we’re neighbors. We might not be friends who borrow cups of sugar from each other, but I really don’t want to us be enemies, either.”

      When he looks over at me, I’m surprised to see a smirk on his face. “Frenemies have benefits, you know?”

      The beer sloshes in my belly and I swear I feel it bubbling. The small hiccup that escapes my throat can’t be missed. My hand flies to my mouth and I cover it, repeating the word frenemies as a question around my fingers.

      This time, when he racks his beer, he doesn’t take another. Instead, he reaches over and wraps his long fingers around the neck of my bottle. Our hands lightly touch and I feel the slight impact like an instant shot of desire. The way his mouth parts tells me he does, too. “You’ve had enough,” he laughs, dropping my bottle beside his. “And frenemies are friends who are enemies. They don’t talk much, they have a hard time getting along, and they usually fuck.”

      That word again, bold and direct, but so freaking sexy.

      Not wanting to ruin the mood, I play right along. “I’m not sure friends who are enemies necessarily screw each other’s brains out.”

      That brow rises, the one I want to put on repeat. “‘Screw each other’s brains out’—that’s quite a visual.”

      I give a noncommittal shrug. “I said, I’m not sure if they do that. What if all they ever do is argue?”

      The wind blows my hair in my face, and he moves closer to push it aside. “If that is the case, that would be a dirty shame.”

      Breathing heavily, I want to lean forward to kiss him. To put all of this behind us and make frenemies with him, right now.

      “So Vanessa and I,” he starts, and I lean back instead of forward, “broke up because she cheated on me, with my father.”

      Oh, my God!

      That bitch!

      The gasp I let out can’t be stopped.

      His laugh is dry. “Yeah, right. The almighty Pearson Waters had to have what was mine.”

      I know he must have cared for her. I can hear it in his voice, see it on his face, interpret it from the words he uses. The fact that he called Megan with a B mine doesn’t get past me either.

      He pulls his knees closer and drops his head. “It was Thanksgiving, and Vanessa and I had spent the day with my mother in Brooklyn. While there, she got called into work, so we planned to meet at her place later. She worked for my father and I didn’t think a thing about it because it happened to everyone who worked for him—you were on call night and day. It was the first Thanksgiving without”—he stops, draws a breath, and then goes on, “since my parents’ divorce and my sister was in Paris on an internship, so when I left my mother’s, I felt bad that my father had spent it alone and decided to stop by his kingdom in Manhattan and check on him.”

      The moonlight reflects off the water and highlights his handsome silhouette. I want to reach out and provide comfort, touch him, soothe him in some way, but something tells me he’s not looking for that.

      Another breath. An even longer exhale. “When I got there, I used my key and walked in. I thought he might be eating Thanksgiving dinner alone, but what I found wasn’t what I expected. There he was all right, eating, just not turkey, and not alone. His face was buried right between Vanessa’s legs, and her ass was planted right on the dining room table.”

      Oh, my God, she really was the devil.

      “Cam, I’m so, so sorry.”

      Lifting his head in my direction, he stares at me with dead eyes. Like the thought of what happened had killed his spirit. I get it. For the longest time, I thought I might be dead inside, until he touched me. Again he gives a dry laugh. “Shit happens.”

      Boy, he isn’t kidding. “Want to hear about the shit that happened to me?” I ask.

      That puts a small light in his eyes. “Did you just swear?”

      “Oh, I swear,” I say indignantly.

      He laughs.

      “I do. Like a sailor. Shit. Hell. Fuck.”

      Cam gives a low whistle. “Wow. Total rebel.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m serious. In fact, when my shit happened, I threw two double middle fingers in the air right on the streets of Manhattan.”

      Done making fun of me, he grows serious. “Tell me more.”

      Without liquid courage, I have to dig deep to stop the burn of tears that threaten to spill at the memory. “Sebastian and I had met after college. He worked for a small, private wealth management firm on Wall Street. Our relationship progressed quickly and one year after we met, he asked me to marry him.”

      “You were engaged?”

      I nod. “For a whole four weeks before the shit hit the fan. Just enough time to start planning the wedding.”

      “What happened?”

      My white dress has turned an odd shade of dingy, the water is cold, the night air cooling, but still the heat of his body so close warms me. “One night I decided to surprise him.”

      Uncertain if I should go on, reveal the mortification of it all, I pause.

      “Surprise him how?” Cam prompts.

      This time it’s me who laughs. “Okay, this might be as embarrassing as witnessing you receiving oral sex.”

      Cam cringes. “At least call it what is was, a blow job, will you? And by the way, did you see anything?”

      Feeling a little hot and bothered at the thought of really seeing his big, thick cock, I know immediately when my nipples pop.

      Great.

      “No, I didn’t see anything. Only the back of Meg—” I stop and correct myself, “Vanessa’s head.”

      Cam’s eyes are on my small buds in an instant. To his benefit, in white, they must be really hard to miss. “Well, not sure if that’s good or bad, for you,” he says, “but we’re off track—finish your story.”

      Ignoring the sexual energy surrounding us, I settle my gaze on him and wait for his eyes to lift. And wait. And wait. And wait. “Cam,” I say.

      “Yeah,” he answers.

      “Could you look up here?” I point to my face.

      That does the trick. But then I’m distracted by the swipe at his lips with that tongue that had so expertly sucked and licked at my neck. Laughing, he clears his throat. “Sorry, I’m good now.”

      I find myself laughing along with him for no reason at all, especially considering I am about to tell him one of the most painful things that ever happened to me in my life. Weird how suddenly I find it rather funny and can even laugh at myself, which I do as I speak. “So, like I said, I wanted to surprise him. He’d been working late hours and we hadn’t had much time together. That night he was again working late. So I waited until I knew he’d be home to go over there. It was a rainy night, and I wore my raincoat and nothing else.”

      Cam’s chest rises and falls faster and faster. “Let me get this straight. You, the good girl, went over to your fiancé’s place naked?”

      Embarrassed, I look down at the sand and find a seashell. Picking it up, I toss it out into the ocean. “Not naked. I told you: I was wearing a raincoat.”

      There’s a shell in his hand and he’s throwing it. “Yeah, I got that.”

      Fingers still in the sand, I rake them through it over and over and watch the water wipe the marks away. If only life’s scars disappeared so easily. Ripping the Band-Aid off quickly, I decide to go on and just put it out there. “Like you had at your father’s, I used my key to get in. He was standing in the living room on the other side of the couch. Feeling triumphant, I unwrapped my coat, flung it open, and yelled ‘surprise.’ Imagine my surprise when I saw Sebastian was naked on the other side of that couch, with someone dressed in leather on their knees.” I raise my gaze to his. “Don’t you dare make a joke about me seeing another, as you so kindly told me to say, blow job.”

      His hand covers mine in the sand. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Good, because unlike you, who were with an ex-girlfriend, my fiancé was with a hooker. Later, I found out his boss had been pressuring him to take on more of a family role if he wanted to move up the ladder. And I was the one who fit the bill for the family role.”

      Instead of throwing me a pity party like most people do when they hear the story, Cam surprises me when he asks, “Were you not giving him what he wanted in the sack?”

      Shocked, I pull my hand away and hop to my feet. “I am not an uptight bitch.”

      Cam rises as well, wetter than I in his jeans. “I didn’t say you were.”

      Giving him my back, I head toward the house. “Well, Sebastian did. In fact, it was the last thing he said to me.” I toss the words over my shoulder.

      This time when Cam catches up to me, he whirls me around to face him. “I asked you a question.”

      I ignore him.

      “Hey, I’m just asking because I can’t figure out why any guy would want anyone else when he had you.”

      Hot tears stream down my face. “If you must know, he never gave me any indication what we had wasn’t enough. If he wanted more he only had to ask. I’d have given him anything. Turns out I couldn’t give him the one thing he wanted.”

      “Which was?”

      “Cock. The hooker was a male dressed as a female.”

      His reaction is to let out a stream of expletives. “Then you have nothing to be upset about. It was all him. He’s a fucking needy john who obviously wouldn’t know a good thing if it were staring him right in his fucking face.”

      In the midst of the heaviness, I find myself laughing. “Did you just call him a john? Isn’t that like from the turn of the century or something?”

      He shrugs. “No fucking clue. All I know is that he was using a hooker for sex, and that makes him one.”

      Practically bending over with laughter, I wish so much I would have thought to say that to him. Called him a john. Shouted it from the rooftop. Sebastian would have keeled over in embarrassment and probably had a heart attack. Wouldn’t want to tarnish his shiny image and all. I never found out if he preferred males to females; I doubt he did. I think he was just looking for adventure. Honestly, I didn’t want to know.

      Mirth glitters in Cam’s eyes as he looks at me. “We both definitely ended up with two very fucked-up people.”

      Finally able to stop laughing, I look him over from top to toe. “And you know what I say to that?” I tell him.

      The sexiest smirk lifts the corners of his mouth. “What?”

      Raising my arm, I turn toward the east and salute the sky with my middle finger. “Fuck them.”

      “Hell yeah, that’s the way to do it, naughty girl,” he says, and follows suit. “Fuck you, Vanessa!” he shouts.

      “And fuck you, Sebastian!” I yell.

      “May you have the worst sex of your life for the next hundred years,” Cam tacks on.

      Both saluting the people we left behind in New York, we laugh until we can’t laugh anymore.

      When we lower our arms, Cam places his hands on my hips and pulls me a little closer. Within moments, his fingers trail up to my neck and then stop at my cheeks. Holding my face in his palms, he smirks, “With all the talk about blow jobs, I can’t stop thinking about you wrapping your mouth around my cock.”

      Trembling under his touch, I say what I want to say without worrying that it sounds too forward. “And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about doing just that, and giving you the best blow job of your life.”

      Yeah, so what if it’s on that stupid list. I still want to do it. For me. And for him.

      His response is to look at me with the most smoldering gaze I’ve ever seen. Hot mess and all. And I swear I can feel the heat of it all over my skin. “Blow jobs aside for now, if we start this again, this time I plan to finish…inside you.” The growl-like threat is so cocky, so exciting, and so unlike any male sound I’ve ever heard.

      Stomach fluttering with a million tiny wings, I’m done waiting. Wanting the same thing he does, I close any distance between us and crash my lips to his. Sucking, licking, and devouring as much of him as I can.

      Whoever said a girl can’t kiss a boy first, anyway?
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      Cam

      Usually the line is “Your place or mine?”

      Not in this case. Uncertain if Maggie still has company, I take Makayla’s hand and lead her quietly to my house.

      “Fuck,” I curse when the back door is locked. Looks like we’re going around to the front.

      “What are you doing?” Makayla asks.

      “That should be pretty clear—trying to get you to my room.”

      “We can’t go inside like this,” she whispers, looking down at her sand-covered body.

      I look down at my own clothes, which are much worse off than hers. “Sure we can.”

      That adorable head shake and scolding demeanor only make my cock throb and ache for escape. “I need to get this sand off me, Cam. Like now.”

      Trying not to huff, I change direction and head toward the beach entrance. This house is a rental and nowhere near as nice as Maggie’s. It has no fence or patio or built-in grill. Our outdoor living space consists of a slab of grass with a couple of flimsy lounge chairs on it, but we do have an outdoor shower.

      “Stand right here,” I tell Makayla.

      She looks up toward the small showerhead. “Is it going to be cold?”

      Taking off my shirt and pants, I toss them in a pile and stand in front of her in my white boxer briefs. “What do you think?”

      Her gaze rakes over me, and the look is hot as hell. “I’m not taking my clothes off out here. Anyone can see.”

      “I didn’t tell you to, did I? And besides, I can still see plenty through that wet, white fabric.”

      She shakes her head. “Not only do you have a dirty mind, but you’re awful bossy, you know that?”

      “Bossy, no. In charge, yes.”

      This time she rolls her eyes at me.

      Holding back my snicker, I decide to prove it. I pull the chain and then feel a little bad when ice-cold water sprays over both our heads.

      “Ahhhhhhhhh, that’s freezing, Cam!” she screams, looking up at me with those eyes I want to get lost in.

      Needing to quiet her down or we’ll have Maggie peering over her fence, I lower my head and capture her mouth with mine. Our lips meet, softly at first, but with enough pressure that there’s a tightening in my cock. The rapid beat of my pulse can’t be denied, just like the taste of her on my tongue is unlike anything I’ve ever had. The water flowing over me might be cold, but the hunger within me is spinning hot and out of control. Lost to the moment, I open her wider and kiss her faster, deeper, and harder still.

      Soon enough, she stops flailing, and even though the fire in my veins smokes and flames as she presses her body to mine, I know it’s time to stop, out here, anyway. Still, doing so is hard with her slight curves molding against me, aligned in such a way that her pussy is flush against my cock.

      Shivering, she shifts, pulling away from my mouth. Unable to control the pull I have toward her, I yank her to me to feel her one more time before letting her go. Like this, still so close, I find myself groaning softly into her hair and feel my muscles knotting in anticipation.

      Every nerve in my body is aware of her. I want to fuck her so hard, finish what we started and do it all over again. Now more than ready to get out of here, I brush her wet hair aside and kiss behind her ear. “Do you think you’re clean enough yet?” I murmur. If says no, I might just have to lick the sand away.

      She jerks her head up and stares at me. We remain like this, eyes locked, unmoving, her closeness turning me inside out until she finally says, “Yes, I think I’m clean enough. Come on, let’s go.”

      Smirking, I turn the water off. “We have to go around to the front. I didn’t bring my keys to get in the back door.”

      Already heading in the right direction, she leads the way, and I let her. “That’s fine,” she says, moving fast.

      Once there, she stops.

      Standing behind her on the front porch, I lean down. “Now listen,” I whisper into her ear before I open the door, “I know you tend to like sexual public displays, therefore this is fair warning: my roommate has a guest over and she sounds like a porn star, so try not to get too excited and attack me until we at least make it to my room, or it might be you on public display this time if they walk out into the family room.”

      Whirling around like a little firecracker, she places her palms on my chest and rakes her nails down it, rough, sharp, and such a turn-on. “I’m giving you fair warning right now, I have a real angry streak that tends to rear its ugly head in awkward situations, and I don’t think you want to be on the other end of that with your pants down.”

      After considering using my hands to cover my dick and balls, I opt for raising them surrender style instead. “Whoa, down, girl—save it for the bedroom.”

      A very wicked smile spreads across her luscious-looking lips. “Say ‘down, girl’ one more time and you won’t be needing pants ever again.”

      “You know, you could throw me a bone here,” I tell her, trying not to laugh at her attempt to scare me.

      She raises a brow. “What are you, a dog?”

      A grin lights up my face. “I’m not past begging.”

      Feigning shock at the thought, or maybe really shocked, she covers her mouth with her hand. “You didn’t seriously just say that?”

      I take a step closer, pinning her against the door and caging her in with my arms on either side of her. “I’ll drop to my knees right now to prove it.”

      “How can I turn that offer down?” she breathes hot against my neck.

      Just as I’m about to do it, the front door swings open and Makayla goes flying backward, crashing right into Brooklyn and his latest fuck.

      Holding onto her to keep upright, he laughs. “Whoa, bro, what is going on?” Brooklyn first looks at Makayla in her white dress dripping wet and then at me standing in my boxers, also white, both leaving little to the imagination.

      Makayla surprises me when she stands straight, pushes her hair back, and smiles like nothing is out of the ordinary. “Hi, Brooklyn, I’m your new neighbor, Makayla Alexander.”

      Brooklyn grins at her. “Makayla, as in Maggie’s best friend, Makayla?”

      Squaring her shoulders, she holds her hand out. “The one and only.”

      As if this whole scene is normal, he glances at me, and then her. “Far out, nice to meet you,” he says and pulls her in for a hug.

      “I’m all wet,” Makayla tells him as if he hadn’t noticed.

      Pulling back, he smirks at her. “Oh, the places I could take that, but so I don’t embarrass my boy Cam here, I will refrain.”

      “Appreciate that, bro.”

      The girl beside Brooklyn sticks her hand out to me. “I’m Jennifer.”

      Hoping like fuck she washed her hands after touching Brooklyn’s dick, I take it. “Cam,” I tell her.

      Then, as if he forgot about the chick standing beside him, Brooklyn gestures her way. “Right, everyone, this is Jennifer. Jennifer, this is everyone. We’re headed out to grab some food. You want to come?”

      Yes, I want to come, but not with Brooklyn and his latest fan. Shoving the thought aside for now, I take over from here and answer for the two of us. “No, we’re good, but you two take your time.”

      “See you around,” he tells Makayla and closes the door behind him. Score some points for him. He didn’t look at her in that see-through white dress in any way that would have gotten him clocked. At least he has brains, if not moves.

      “You handled that well,” I laugh.

      With narrowed eyes, she wrinkles her nose at me. “Not like I had much of a choice. I thought they were making porno noises?”

      “Hey, they were when I left to go over to Maggie’s.”

      “That was over an hour ago.”

      Jerking her to me, I run my hands up and down that hot little body of hers. “Baby, that’s nothing. I hope you’re not tired. I plan to spend all night with you.”

      She bites my lip, almost hard enough to draw blood. “When are you going to put your money where your mouth is, Camden Waters?”

      “First things first,” I tell her, grabbing my phone off the coffee table where I left it when I first got home from work and typing out a message.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Keeping Maggie off my back.”

      She grabs my phone as I press send and reads the message: “Makayla won’t be rejoining your dinner party. Hope I didn’t piss you off too much. I’ll make it up to you at Pinkberry later this week. Promise.”

      “Pinkberry.” She smirks. “You like Pinkberry?”

      “Not me, gorgeous; your best friend does, though.”

      “I hope you weren’t trying to be territorial with that text.”

      Scooping her up, I toss her smart ass over my shoulder. “Nope, it’s about putting my money where my mouth is, Makayla Alexander.”

      Those small fists bat against my ass. “Set me down.”

      “Harder, baby, harder,” I laugh. “I like it rough.”

      Once the garage, my room is in the back of the house behind the kitchen and down a small hallway. As with all of these old beach homes, modifications were made to allow for more than one bedroom. My room doesn’t have a view of the ocean, but it’s private.

      Kicking my door shut, I ease her slowly down my body.

      Again, she pushes her hair from her eyes. “Next time, I’m perfectly capable of walking.”

      That hot button of hers is certainly a lot of fun. “Next time.” I raise a brow. “Does that mean you already want more of me?”

      At that, she clamps her mouth shut.

      “Well, shit,” I say, “that might be a no. Looks like I’d better prove myself worthy of a redo.”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know they sound dumb, like I’m looking for more. I’m not.

      Or I don’t think I am.

      Before she can speak, I yank that tie on her dress that I know will reveal all. “So here’s how this going to go. First, I’m going to taste your sweet pussy and eat you like you are my last meal, and then I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked.”

      She gasps the sexiest little noise and her eyes are like giant saucers. Those fucking do me eyes that make my cock thicker with a just a glance.

      Dress parted, she stands in front of me breathing heavily and showing me just a glimpse of her smooth, pale skin. “I thought you wanted that blow job we seem never to be able to stop talking about?”

      I place my finger over her parted lips. “I want this mouth wrapped around my dick more than I want anything, but all in due time.”

      Here I am promising more when now hasn’t even taken place yet. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Sucking in a breath, I push the wet fabric from her shoulders and just like I thought, she’s braless. I toss her dress and when it lands on my brother’s picture, I falter for a moment. Exhaling, I look at her standing before me in nothing more than a skimpy white thong, and I pull my shit together.

      Moments pass and then she runs her hands down her body, and I think I might explode right this minute. “Fuck, you’re sexy as hell.”

      “You have a dirty mouth.”

      “And you like it.”

      Before I can move, her lips glide over mine. “Maybe I do.”

      Quick as a flash, I find those sweet lips again. She tastes of the sea and they feel velvety soft—a delicious combination.

      We lick, suck, and taste each other like we know each other. And in a way, we do. Step by step, I pull her along with me toward my bed. When the backs of her legs hit the mattress, I break the kiss.

      “Hold on a second,” I tell her and tug down the comforter that haphazardly covers the sheets.

      She grins at me.

      “What?”

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you as the kind of guy to unmake your bed before sex.”

      I raise a brow. “You’re already thinking about pegging, are you? I have to be honest, the dildic arts aren’t really my thing.”

      There may be a blush creeping up her cheeks. “Dildic arts?”

      “You know, big ol’ fake penises to stimulate the prostate gland.”

      Her hands go to her hips. “That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

      “Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t. Why don’t you come over here and tell me the kind of guy you did peg me for? The bend-over-the-desk type, or doggy style on a bed?”

      She shrugs. “Stop it. That’s enough.”

      Not really caring that she doesn’t have an answer, I reach for her. “Well, I did it in case you were cold, smart-ass.”

      That gives her cause to step into my outreached arms and throw hers around my neck. “I think you can warm me up just fine.”

      “You’ve got that right.” My hands grip her hips, and when I close the last of the distance between us, we fall into the bed in a tangle of limbs and laughter. Flesh to flesh, and it feels so fucking good.

      Pushing her up to the top of the bed, I crawl over her and stare down into her hooded eyes. “I want to taste you.”

      Her breathing picks up. “God, I want that too.”

      Hands all over her, I can’t get enough of the feel of her damp skin.

      “Cam,” she breathes.

      “Yeah,” I manage as my gaze travels down her body.

      Pulling me closer, her lips skim down my neck to center over the pulse in my throat. Makayla sucks, gently, then takes the skin between my teeth. The bite doesn’t hurt, but the sensation goes right to my cock. “Please don’t make me wait. I’ve waited long enough.”

      I don’t think my pulse has raced at an uncontrollable level like this ever. She’s so fucking beautiful beneath me with her long, brown hair fanning out over the sheets of my bed, her breasts small but perky, and her body open and ready for me. Sucking in a breath, I draw my lips down her neck and stop at the hollow below it. Nipping at the taste of her delicious skin, I dip my tongue in and out of the space. “I promise I won’t.”

      Pushing me down her body, she moans, “I’m going to hold you to that promise.”

      Fueled by excitement, I continue down and over the small curves of her breasts and then stop to suck and lick her already pebbled nipples.

      Her back arches with that sexy moan and my dick twitches in response. When my lips skate over her ribs and skim down to her navel, I stop only to pull her skimpy white panties down.

      “Fuck,” I mutter in appreciation when I finally get to see what I’d only gotten to feel for the shortest of seconds.

      A shiver shakes her body. “When you say that word it sounds so freaking sexy.”

      Smiling to myself, I know I’ll be saying it often.

      Spreading her legs even wider, I stroke my tongue across her smooth pussy just once. Yeah, I knew I was going to love this. I fucking love that she’s bare, love the lack of any barrier between us, the fact that she’s so sensitive.

      A gentle kiss on her thigh, then another and another. I trace a half-moon around her pussy from one side to the other. She squirms and her fists clench the sheets. I feel a grin cross my lips when I see how turned on she is. When I get to the other thigh, I lift my face to look at her. “Watch me,” I tell her.

      “What?” she asks, almost confused.

      “I want you to watch me make you come.”

      She sits up on her elbows.

      With her eyes on me, I quickly descend to cover her clit with my mouth. I suck on it immediately and she cries out, sending adrenaline shooting through my veins. Next, I place a soft kiss in the same place I just engulfed with my mouth and suck on it again. She whimpers, alternating between sounds of pleasure and pain—the pained sounds come when I stop; the pleasured moans escalate with every suck. I take her to the edge and then ease off. Wanting her to thoroughly enjoy this, I do it over and over. “You’re so wet,” I groan, circling her clit before plunging my tongue inside her.

      “Oh, God,” she moans.

      “Do you like that?” I ask, already knowing she does.

      “Yes,” she answers through gritted teeth.

      “Do you want me to do it again?”

      “Yes,” she cries out, her legs stiffening in anticipation.

      I look up at her. “Are you sure?”

      I know she wants to roll her eyes at me, but instead she says, “Yes,” in a pant.

      With the moonlight shining in on us, I devour every single inch of her. Her fingers thread in my hair. And when my fingers move her apart and my tongue dips way deep inside, she tugs on my locks. When her knees pop up and her toes dig into my calves, I know she’s close. Needing to see her face, I stop for a moment and look up.

      “No, Cam. Please don’t stop,” she says, her words choppy, sounding as though she’s having trouble speaking.

      “I won’t. Just tell me what you want me to do,” I groan, my words coming out with equal effort.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you to make me come, Cam. Make me come like I never have.”

      A smug feeling settles over me and without another thought, my mouth covers her sweet pussy again. This time I lick and suck at the same time, giving her everything I have, and help her find her release.

      “Oh, Cam, yes!” she screams. “Oh, God, yes.”

      My hands find her toes curled into my calves and I clutch them as she rides another wave of pleasure and then another. With my heart pounding in my ears, I crawl up her body. Hovering over her, I gaze down at her. “Are you ready for more?”

      Her hands move to slide my boxers down. “More than ready. Take these off,” she tells me. No, she orders me. Orders me with such a cute voice that I almost laugh out loud.

      Jumping to my feet, I find myself obeying. “Whatever you say,” I laugh, unable to hold it in.

      Raising herself to her elbows once again, her eyes dart right to my crotch. “Stay there a minute—I want to see your cock.”

      Practically choking, I am at a loss for words. Laughter rolls out of me. No girl has ever said that to me.

      “Don’t laugh. Unlike you, I didn’t get to sample the goods ahead of time. I want to see you. Come closer.”

      Oh yeah, I do. “And here I’ve been calling you a good girl. Are you a sex addict? Because you have moves that are definitely addicting,” I say. And it’s so fucking true. I already want to taste her again. I want to watch her come again. I want her again and I haven’t even had her yet. She’s that addicting.

      No joke, she stares at my cock and talks at the same time. “I only wish that were true,” she laughs. “I don’t know, with you I feel comfortable being honest, telling you what I want. Weird, right?”

      I lean down and capture her mouth with mine. “Not weird at all. Tell me what you want right now—I’ll make it happen.”

      Her hands find my cock, then just like that, one of her fingers goes right to that spot beneath it. “What are you? A genie in the bottle?”

      Fuck, if I weren’t already ready for her, what she’s doing right now would make me hard instantly. “Just call me Aladdin.”

      “Get on top of me, Aladdin.”

      Complying, I do just that. “Ah, you’re a missionary kind of girl, so you are a good girl,” I tell her, stretching and hooking open my nightstand drawer with a finger.

      The movement brings my chest close to her mouth and she licks me. The feel of it makes me shiver. This girl is smoking hot. How could any guy have ever cheated on her?

      Grabbing a handful of condoms, I pull back and open my hand. “You pick.”

      She laughs. “That is quite the collection. Let me see them.”

      Sitting up, I fan them out, not at all proud that she just called them a collection.

      Taking the lot from my hand, with a laugh she says, “I haven’t used condoms in a while. I never realized there were so many options.”

      Lifting her chin to look at me, I ask, “When was the last time you had sex?”

      Lowering her gaze to read one of the labels, she answers, “Not since Sebastian and I were engaged.”

      In my case, I can’t say the same. Ever since Vanessa cheated on me I find myself fucking around whenever I want, because I can, because I never did when I was with her. And yeah, maybe it is a way to stick it to her. Who the hell knows.

      Anyway, I don’t ask Makayla any more questions because I can’t stand to hear his name roll off her tongue. Not that I’m possessive or territorial, because I’m not. I just hate the guy for what he did to her. That’s all.

      Redirecting my attention to her, I watch as she looks over her choices.

      A smile prods her lips. “Wow. Ribbed, Feather Light, Extra-Lubricated, Strawberry, or Glow in the Dark.”

      I pluck the Strawberry condom from her pile. “Not this one—that came free in one of the boxes,” I tell her and drop it to my floor.

      “And not this one, either,” she says, taking the Glow in the Dark package and tossing it aside. “That is just plain ridiculous.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

      She raises a brow.

      “Okay, maybe a little,” I concede. “Let’s start with this one.” I tap the Ribbed package.

      She raises that brow again and is left with one package in her hand. “Start?”

      Setting the others on the nightstand, I roll onto my back and place my hands behind my head, dick standing at attention. “Yep, start,” I say, rather bemused and more than ready.

      Staring at the condom, she says, “You want me to do it?”

      “Absolutely.” I smirk.

      Perhaps nervous, and I can tell that by the way her hands are shaking, she rips open the package and straddles my thighs. When she strokes up my erection, I push my hips forward. I can’t help myself.

      She does it again, and this time I untuck a hand from behind my head and slip it between her legs. Her shiver isn’t to be missed.

      I rub. She strokes. We stare at each other and within minutes we are both panting. When I slide my finger inside her and feel how fucking wet she is, I blurt out, “I can’t wait any longer.”

      “Can you do this? I never have,” she asks.

      I shake my head no. “I want you to.”

      “Fine,” she mutters and with her hands still shaking, she finally rolls the condom over my very ready dick.

      I grip her hips. “See, I knew you could.”

      Makayla leans forward and places her hands on my shoulders. “I thought you were ready?”

      I look into her eyes and shift her body slightly so that my cock is aligned with her pussy, and then slowly she begins to lower herself on top of me.

      Oh, fuck. She feels incredible.

      She stares down at me, and I nod. Soon following, she lowers herself farther. With slow, steady surges, my hips rise and fall. Moments later, she starts to move with me. We find a rhythm almost at once.

      My hands grip her hips. She shifts, and the change in angle makes every thrust feel deeper, more intimate, more intense. I look at her closed eyes, her parted lips, the look of contentment on her face. “Makayla.”

      She opens her eyes.

      My tongue slips out of my mouth to lick my lips. “I love fucking you like this . . . you look so hot when your tits bounce up and down.”

      Biting her lip, she arches her back as if wanting to show me more.

      My words come faster now. “Your pussy wraps my cock so tightly.”

      “Yes, yes,” she pants, riding me harder, faster.

      Tugging on the long strands of her hair, I pull her head to mine. I nip at her lip with my teeth and she nips back. Then I press my mouth to hers and attack it as hungrily as I feel. Soon, I’m fucking her mouth with mine.

      She moans loudly and calls out my name a few times and I’m pretty sure she’s just as far gone as I am.

      Stopping my assault on her lips, I whisper in her ear, “I’m so deep inside you, so close, I’m ready to come. . . . Are you?”

      Her response is to raise her body and then slam it down on my cock.

      “Oh, fuck,” I mutter, “now I’m really going to come.”

      Wetting her lips with a satisfied smirk on her face, she does it again.

      My hips surge to follow her rhythm.

      Her chest rises and falls rapidly. “The answer to your question is yes,” she moans. Goose bumps form along her arms and she cries out this time more frantically, “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Halfway between a prayer and a curse, I shout out a string of words that make no sense and start to come. As I grip her hips tightly, she arches her spine and leans back. Fuck, that feels incredible. I find myself saying her name over and over as the pressure wells deep, deep, deeper than I can ever remember. When a tingling sensation strikes the tip of my cock from the way her pussy squeezes it, I jerk my hips up. It feels fucking unbelievable.

      Makayla shifts, leaning forward and pressing her palms to my chest, which makes the spasming only amp up into contraction-like tremors, and then that tingling turns into a current of electricity and shoots from my cock through my entire body. The incredible feeling doesn’t fade quickly, though, it only builds, and as I let myself go, I cross that threshold of indescribable pleasure over and over until I’m spent.

      Fingers clutching her hips so tightly I worry she might get bruises, I ease off and reach a hand to twine in her hair. Her eyes are still closed and I tug the strands to pull her mouth down to mine. “Come here.”

      “I am,” she giggles. “You don’t have to pull my hair.”

      “You like it a little rough, I can tell,” I say, rolling us over.

      Gently, she pushes the hair that has fallen into my eyes aside. “I can honestly say before tonight I would have vehemently denied that, but the jury is out on that right now. My swollen lips and the bruises on my hips might just be deliciously sore later or hurt like hell—I’ll let you know.” Her tone is playful, light, relaxed. She’s easy like that. I honestly can’t remember the last time I had this much fun.

      I’m still inside her and matching her tender touch, I kiss her softly in the aftermath of that hurricane-like sex we just had. That felt fucking amazing. This time when I think it, I have a weird thought that the feeling isn’t going to fade anytime soon.

      For some reason, the idea of it grabs me and occupies my mind for a bit.

      But not for long because it’s time to take care of business, so I pull back.

      Giving me a lazy smile, she gazes at me. I think for the first time since meeting her, I can see in her eyes what she really feels. They’re more than unguarded, they’re unshuttered, wide open, and she looks incredibly vulnerable.

      An uneasy feeling courses through me. I need to be careful and proceed with caution. Fun. We’re just looking to have fun. My life is so fucked up, I can’t allow someone else to be a part of it. The last thing I want to do is hurt Makayla. I need to figure out who I am and what I’m going to do before I dare cross that line.

      Jumping out of bed, I grab some gym shorts out of a drawer. “Let me just use the bathroom and take care of this,” I point down with a smirk, “And then I’ll walk you home.”

      No idea what her intentions were before my little announcement, she sits up and brings the sheet with her. “Yes, it’s getting late and I have a lot to do tomorrow. I should get back. You don’t have to walk me, though—it’s right next door.”

      Feeling like the biggest dick for basically kicking her out of my bed, I glance at her before closing the bathroom door. “I want to.”

      She smiles at me. “At least we’re close neighbors, so it’s not that far.”

      “And at least we won’t be frenemies,” I joke.

      “Yeah, I guess I can borrow that sugar now,” she laughs.

      Half-heartedly laughing along with her, I close the door feeling like I just made a huge mistake.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      I am such a dick.

      When I come out, she’s gone and there’s a note on my nightstand near the unused condom packages. It reads, “I had fun, Cam. See you around.”

      Yeah, see you around, Makayla.
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            What You See Isn’t Always What You Get

          

        

      

    

    
      Makayla

      Seven long days later and I still haven’t seen Cam.

      Just because I spent the day after we slept together trying to figure out whether he drove the Jeep or rode the motorcycle—both were parked in the driveway of the house to my right—doesn’t mean I haven’t been busy.

      My days have been very, very busy. Unpacking. Scouting out the area. Merchandising my wares in Derek’s surf shop. Talking to Andre’s supplier. Creating a website with Maggie’s help so I can sell my most popular designs to anyone searching gemstones online. And looking for a car.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      And yes, this counts as a plan, but I can’t help myself. Maggie knows this too, which is why she’s not judging.

      I am who I am. Soon, maybe, I’ll be a little less uptight, but I’ll always be me.

      Andre did ask me out, and first I was going to say yes, but I couldn’t. I knew I wasn’t into him in that way. When I said no, he was cool with everything. Obviously he was about as into me as I was into him. Which was nothing past considering a possible friendship, but more than likely only the business relationship we were building.

      You know what they say, anyway—don’t mix business with pleasure. I think that’s good advice to follow.

      Still, even without dates, like I said, I’ve been busy.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      So it’s not like I have been running out to my balcony to see if Cam’s Jeep, which I figured out to be his vehicle only when Maggie finally told me, is the one coming and going whenever I hear the sound of crunching gravel.

      And it’s definitely not as if I care that he quickly brought our night to an end. I have a life to start living. A list to check off. I’m very busy.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      Busy.

      Too busy to care what made him turn from hot to cold faster than the speed of light. Mr. We Are Going to Need Multiple Packs of Condoms needed only one, and I know it wasn’t because he didn’t enjoy himself. No one could fake the noises of pleasure he was making.

      Whatever.

      So what if it was the best sex I ever had.

      I’m single.

      In a beach town.

      With a lot of half-dressed men.

      Hot sex will happen again.

      Right?

      “You’re not happy.” Maggie makes this observation over turkey sandwiches at The Cliff. It’s her lunch hour and she asked me to meet her here.

      “Why would you say that?”

      She points to my food. “You’re not eating.”

      That would be because the food tastes disgusting.

      But I don’t tell Maggie that.

      I pat my stomach. “Just watching what I eat. I have to wear that bikini. You know, item number one on the list.”

      She laughs. “You have to buy one first.”

      Nibbling on the gluten-free bread that tastes like nothing, I set it down. From afar it looked really good. “For your information, I’m doing that after lunch. And then I’m going to look at cars.”

      Maggie is working on the Main Beach today, which is a ten-minute walk at most from our house, so I have her car to run errands. While I’m out, I’m grabbing a hot fudge, filled with dairy, sundae. Again, I don’t tell Maggie that. Pinkberry is where she’d direct me. Dairy free, made from coconut milk, vegan yogurt. Looks good. Tastes terrible. “It’s to die for” are her words, not mine. Yet, they might not be that far from the truth. I might die if I have to eat another one. Sure, I believe in balance. Eat healthy. Exercise. And a small cheat here and there. That is not Maggie’s philosophy. In fact, everything in California is so extreme.

      Gulping her wheatgrass shot in one swallow, she sets the glass down. “Cam asked about you this morning.”

      Outwardly, I shrug, but inside my belly flutters. “And?” I ask nonchalantly.

      “And nothing. That was all. Just wanted to know how you were doing.” She wipes her mouth with her napkin.

      “Oh, okay.”

      She stares at me for a long while. “Are you sure you’re not upset about what happened with him?”

      I poke my fork around my side dish of kale salad. Chips would have been so much better. “No, I’m not. I shouldn’t be, right?”

      She shrugs. “Did he make any promises?”

      Choking down a bite of the bitterness, I set my fork on the table. “No, he didn’t.”

      Maggie puckers her lips. “Then you probably shouldn’t be upset.”

      I sigh. “But he didn’t even ask me for my number.”

      She laughs. “He lives right next door.”

      “Yeah, but still, it would have been nice for him to have asked me for my phone number after I spread my legs for him, even if he never intended to use it.”

      Maggie laughs again. “Oh, you shouldn’t get hung up on that—it happens to me all the time.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “That’s a lie. You’re the one who never calls guys back.”

      “Well, you know me—it’s all about having fun.”

      “Yeah, when I think about it, we did have a lot of fun.”

      “And besides, there’s a bright side.”

      “And that would be?”

      “He helped you check number two off the list—have sex with a stranger.”

      “That’s true, but to be honest, forgetting about that night is harder than I thought it would be.”

      Maggie frowns and pushes her plate aside. “Do you want me to talk to him? Find out where his head is at?”

      My stomach flips at the thought, and it hasn’t been doing well this past week. “No, Maggie, that will only make matters worse. We’re neighbors. I want us to be cordial, not awkward. Everything will be forgotten soon enough. One-night stands always are.”

      Her sun-streaked, long blond hair blows in the wind from the open window beside us, and she ties it with the elastic around her wrist. “You’re certain?”

      I nod and look out at the water down below. “Most positively.”

      “Okay then,” she tells me, reaching under the table into her bag. “Two things. First, this is for you.” She plops a black bag with the name Adam & Eve scrolled across it and an outline of half an apple around the last e.

      My suspicion radar goes up immediately. “What is this?”

      She dips her finger in the last of the tofu-something sauce on her plate and then sucks it off. “A gift.”

      Eyeing her skeptically, I peek over the bag but can’t see anything beyond the red paper. Slowly, I poke around inside as if a giant anaconda might announce its presence at any second. When I’ve shifted enough tissue, I pull the item out slightly. The small box reads LELO Mia 2 Rechargeable Clitoral Vibrator. My jaw drops and I shove it back inside.

      Maggie sits in her chair and crosses her very tanned, very long legs. “Number seven on the list,” she says with a grin. “It’s small and portable. And you can use the USB on your laptop to charge it.”

      Shoving the bag in my purse near my feet, I sit up and slurp the last of my berry smoothie. “Why, thank you, Maggie, you shouldn’t have,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Big, blue eyes sparkle in the sunlight with an innocence that would make any best friend want to claw them out. Okay, that wasn’t nice.

      The waiter takes our money for the check and I know lunch is coming to an end.

      Almost afraid to ask, I do so only to get it out of the way. “Do I want to know what the other thing is?”

      Maggie checks the time on her phone and stands up. “We’re going to the Underground tomorrow night. It’s a dance club, so while you’re out shopping maybe you should pick something up to wear.”

      Taking a deep breath, I blow it out. “Maggie, I don’t want to go out with Andre. I already told you that. He’s a nice guy; I’m just not into him.”

      All five feet, ten inches of her looms over me in her red shorts and white tank top. “Makayla, I think I got that when you left him sitting at my table to go fuck Cam. Derek, you, and I will be meeting up with a bunch of people from the patrol.”

      “The patrol?” I question, knowing that means the people she works with.

      “We go all the time and you don’t have to worry, Cam never comes with us. Dance clubs aren’t his thing.”

      “I guess karaoke is,” I laugh.

      She takes a step back. “Yeah, about that: next time you two talk, you should ask him why he ended up there.”

      I stand up and make sure the Adam & Eve bag is buried deep in my purse. “If you know, why don’t you tell me?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. Besides, I have to run. See you home later.”

      And just like that, the California girl is gone.

      And the New Yorker is left to spread her wings.

      As I head toward the car, I eye the bag in my purse. Maybe I should say I’m left to get myself off.

      Just my vibrator and me.
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      Cam

      Behind my polarized frames I watch every splash, every screech, every ripple. From high in my tower I spend my day deciding if that person over there has been under too long, if that one across the way is doing the back float or is really in trouble, or if the one way out there is actually struggling or just learning to swim.

      The decisions I make are crucial to saving people’s lives, yet, every day that has passed this week, this job has been feeling more and more just like that—a job.

      That yearning I felt for a career before everything happened is starting to come back a little more every day. And for the first time, I find my anger toward my brother lessening. Not saying that’s a good thing, though, because I’m not sure where that leaves us.

      When I finally get home from a long day, I go straight to my room, hop in the shower, change, and walk out into the kitchen to grab some food.

      Shocked before I even make it to the refrigerator, I almost barrel over in laughter when I see Brooklyn at the sink. His notebook is tossed on the counter and instead of writing like he usually is, he’s washing dishes, by hand. “Hey, man, dishwasher broken?”

      Blowing a handful of suds out of his face, he turns toward me. “No, I’m doing this for my health. What do you think?”

      Laughter continues to roll out of me. “I think you’re going to make someone a terrific wife.”

      Setting the last of the dishes on the counter, he pulls the drain, and then flips me the bird. “I’m taking Sasha Gomez out tonight and if things go right, she’ll be coming back here. Just thought I’d tidy up.”

      I lean against the counter. “Thanks for the warning.”

      Sasha is an up-and-coming pop singer who got her start on MTV. Brooklyn and she have been friends for years. They’ve been fuck buddies for that long, too.

      Brooklyn smiles. “Anytime, man. By the way, I saw Makayla over at the surf shop today when I stopped in to get some wax for my board. Her stuff is crazy cool. She gave me a couple of pieces to give to Sasha. Nice chick. You shouldn’t let her slip away.”

      If his older brother were here, he’d sock Brooklyn right in the arm for saying anything like that. Keen Masters is heartless, though, and has no soft side whatsoever. Big balls, I always tell him. He prefers the term steel dick. Whatever.

      Pushing up from the counter, I skip the food idea and open the door. “She was never mine to let slip away, bro. Have a great night.”

      “Moody fucker,” Brooklyn calls after me.

      I, in turn, throw him the finger.

      Just as I plop myself down on the lounge chair, my phone rings. I take a quick glance at the screen.

      It’s my mother.

      She’s called three times this week, and I have yet to return her call. Last week in New York was tough, and I just don’t want to talk about it. Still, I should pick up this time.

      “Hello,” I answer.

      The crackle of static and silence greets me. Then, “Camden?”

      I stare out at the Pacific and try to absorb some of its calm. “Hey, Mom, sorry I haven’t called you yet. I worked a crap-ton of hours this week.”

      “I know why you haven’t called me, and it has nothing to do with work. I just wanted to hear your voice. How are you doing?”

      Running a hand through my hair, I want to pull it. “After that family fiasco last Thursday, I honestly don’t know.”

      “Cam, honey, I think it’s time you let your anger go. It’s not good for you to carry all that resentment around.”

      My eyes shut and I squeeze them closed tightly. “I try every day, Mom. I really do.”

      She sighs. “Tell me what’s new there.”

      “I’m still a lifeguard, if that’s what you are asking.”

      The hiss of static makes me think we’ve lost connection, but then she’s back on the line. “You know I don’t care what you do as long as you’re happy.”

      “That’s just it, I’m not happy. There’s hundreds of businesses here that I look at and think, I can fix them, make them better.”

      “Then do it, Cam.”

      “You know I can’t. That takes capital, and I don’t have any.”

      “Yes, you do. Stop being stubborn. Your grandparents left you that money. The trust fund is yours to do with what you want. It has nothing to do with your father.”

      “I’m not ready to go down that road.”

      “Then you’re not ready. It’s okay.”

      I look over toward the house next door. “I met a girl on the plane ride to California who turned out to be Maggie’s best friend. She moved here from New York.”

      “Really? Small world. What’s she like?”

      “She’s really cool. She worked for Kate von Frantzenberg in the city and moved out here to design her own jewelry.”

      “She sounds fascinating.”

      Fascinating. That’s a good word to describe her. Especially since I still feel amazing after being inside her. Okay, I need to can the sex thoughts when I’m talking to my mother. I try to blink them away and then quickly change the subject. “Yeah, anyway, other than that, nothing new.”

      “Well, I have some news.”

      “Oh yeah, what?”

      “Josh and I are getting married the weekend after Labor Day. I know it’s quick, but we both want this. I’d like you to come back for the ceremony. It will be small. Just his family and mine. I hope Amelia will come.”

      Drawing in a breath, I let it out. “I’m happy for you, Mom.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. You deserve to be happy.”

      “And so do you, Camden,” she says.

      Yeah, the problem is it’s been so long, I don’t know what that means anymore. Then I think of Makayla and the fun we had. She made me happy.

      The rest of the conversation is spent talking about the wedding plans and Josh. Josh is a cool guy and I’m glad she found someone who makes her happy. She deserves it.

      Once I get off the phone with my mother, I stare out at the ocean for the longest time before deciding to see what Makayla is up to tonight.

      The sun is about an hour away from setting by the time I peek over Maggie’s fence. No one is outside, but I know they’re home. I spotted Maggie’s car in the driveway. Well, spotted is a loose term, since I looked.

      That dick move I made with Makayla has been eating at me all week. After going at her guns blazing and then ceasing fire faster than a gun draw at the O.K. Corral, I probably owe her an explanation. I’ll just lay it all out there, tell her I know she’s a nice girl and didn’t deserve that. That I’m in a bad place right now. In this case, the whole “it’s me, not you” thing is the complete truth.

      There’s one bit of happy already bleeding through the bleakness that is my life—it’s the weekend and for the first time in months, I’m off until Monday morning. Therefore, talking to Makayla should be easy. Tons of time. I can ask her out to eat. Take her to a movie. Something, anything, to atone for my shitty treatment of her.

      If I’m being honest, I thought we might run into each other sometime during the week, either outside or in one of our driveways, or perhaps on the beach, but we never did. I even tried to get some info from Maggie, but her lips were sealed tight.

      Looks like going next door is the best way to talk to Makayla, and I am going equipped with things that should make her smile—her book and iPod. She left them both on the plane and even though I tried to catch her to give them to her, I couldn’t. She really is fast.

      Beer in one hand, a bottle of wine in the other, my backpack with her things on my shoulder, I take the pathway around to the patio and knock on the kitchen door.

      It swings open and Maggie stands there, still dressed in her lifeguarding clothes. “Just get home?” I ask.

      She steps aside to let me in. “About an hour ago, but I decided to crash and watch some television before motivating. I have to be at work early in the morning, and I’m already exhausted.”

      Peering through the galley kitchen into the family room, I see no sign of Makayla. “What are you watching?”

      She grabs a beer from the six-pack and heads toward the couch. “Just turned on The Walking Dead. Come watch with me.”

      Maggie and I have watched every episode together—twice. Another round couldn’t hurt.

      Putting the wine in the refrigerator and dropping my backpack on the counter, I grab a beer for myself and follow her. “Sure, why not.”

      Flopping on the couch, she looks over at me. “Feel like ordering a pizza? I’m starving.”

      Dinner. That is perfect. That should get Makayla out here. “Yeah, sure,” I tell her and make the call.

      About thirty minutes later, the pizza arrives, half veggie, no cheese for Maggie, the other half pepperoni, sausage, and double cheese for me. “Derek not around tonight?” I ask, grabbing a piece from the box and taking a bite.

      Maggie puts a slice on her plate. “He has to close the shop. He’s coming over later.”

      Still she says nothing about Makayla, nor does she ask her if she wants to come eat with us. Just as I’m about to suggest she call her down, the kitchen door swings open.

      Holy fucking shit.

      Straight down my center of vision stands Makayla in a bright green bikini, looking hotter than fuck. Looking more sunburned than tan, she plops a bag of shells on the floor and looks right at me, catching me licking my lips.

      “Hey,” I call out, trying to keep my voice normal but feeling like my rising cock took all the high notes and left me with nothing but a squeak. Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m not fifteen.

      “Hi.” She smiles, and her nipples instantly pop through the fabric of her top.

      There goes my cock, even higher. I should have gone with denim instead of gym shorts.

      “Hey there, Alexander.” Maggie sets her plate down and wipes her hands. Then with a raised brow and a flirty tone, she asks, “How was your walk?” There’s some kind of hidden code in the way she speaks the words. What, I have no idea.

      “Great, really great,” Makayla answers and stops to wash her hands at the sink.

      With her standing like that, I get the full profile. It’s enough to suck the air from my lungs and make me shift in my seat. That body. She’s tall, not Maggie tall, but tall. And fit. Really fit. And that hair. Her light brown hair is long and wavy. Carefree. She’s not plumped, or primped, or primed like most of the girls I know in New York. Nothing fake about her. Everything about her is just so natural. Flawless is the word, I think.

      Once she’s wiped her hands on the towel, she grabs a glass and gets some water from the dispenser. Drinking it, she walks toward Maggie and me and stops to lean against the entranceway into the family room. “What are you two doing?”

      This close, all I can see is that smooth skin I had my hands all over a mere week ago. With my eyes glued to her, I’m the first to speak. “We’re just catching some old episodes of The Walking Dead and eating pizza. There’s wine in the fridge. Want to join us?”

      Maggie is quietly volleying her gaze between Makayla and me with keen attention.

      The room is set up with the couch facing the television and a chair on either side of it. Passing by me, Makayla casually sits in the chair opposite me, which happens to be at the greatest distance from me as well. “Thanks, but I can’t. I’m meeting Eric Sullivan for dinner, and besides, that is not my kind of television.”

      That mixture of red and green haze blurs my vision. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before last week. I’d better think about seeing an eye doctor.

      Clapping her hands together, Maggie practically jumps out of her seat. She’s this excited that Makayla has a date? I really need to get her on my side here. Wait, I don’t have a side. “He called you back?” she asks.

      Makayla looking equally excited makes my body go cold. “Yes, can you believe it?”

      Relief washes through me as I recall who he is. “Eric Sullivan, the owner of Gemstone Gallery in the Village?” I ask. By the way, he’s older, married, with grandkids I think. Phew, nothing to worry about.

      “Yes, that’s him, and he’s looking for someone to manage the store full time. He thinks I might be just the right fit,” Makayla answers, finishing the last of her water.

      Maggie picks her plate up and sits Indian style on the brown leather couch. “Managing? I thought you were trying to sell him your designs.”

      Makayla nods and sets her glass down. “I was, but he’s not interested in that.”

      There’s a concerned look in Maggie’s eyes, as there should be. “You want to work for yourself, be hands-on, remember? Managing someone else’s business isn’t going to help you meet your goal.”

      Before adding my two cents, I wait for Makayla to respond. No sense putting the cart before the horse if I don’t need to.

      Leaning forward, Makayla pinches a piece of pepperoni that has fallen to the side of the pie. “No, it won’t, but Eric isn’t looking for a designer right now; he creates all the pieces he sells himself. He does, however, have a job that will help me learn how to get what I want someday.”

      After a few tiny bites of her vegetables, Maggie makes a face at Makayla. “Not to sound like Debbie Downer here, but what’s the rush to get a job? You’re already selling pieces at the surf shop, so why not wait and see how that goes? Besides, I thought you were going to take the summer off and kick back.”

      I assume by Maggie’s comment that she’s not charging Makayla anything to live here.

      When Makayla eats the piece of pepperoni in her hand, I have this urge to lick the grease from her fingers. Shit, I have to shift around in my seat again. She swallows and looks at Maggie. “I don’t know, I just feel like this is an opportunity I shouldn’t turn down. You never know where it could lead.”

      “Not so sure about that,” I finally pipe up. “If you’re looking to learn the ins and outs of the gemstone market down here, Eric isn’t your guy.”

      “How do you know that?” Makayla asks.

      “He’s third generation and looking to get out. I know he’s talked to a few potential buyers since I moved here. He’s a nice guy, but if he’s looking to hire a full-time manager, that tells me he won’t be around much. He has a place in the Bahamas and already spends a lot of time down there.”

      A piece of broccoli falls to Maggie’s plate and she picks it up and eats it. That’s just nasty. “Cam knows everything about business in town. He’s like the walking, talking Chamber of Commerce,” she tells Makayla.

      Walking, talking sex God has a better ring.

      “Thanks for letting me know, Cam. It’s good information to have when I talk to him tonight.” Makayla smiles and that smile does something to me.

      God, I want this girl.

      “Anytime.” I grin and think I should have said something along those lines last week when I kicked her out of my bed instead of the “see you around” vibe I gave her.

      “He knows a lot about managing a business, too, Makayla,” Maggie offers up. I can’t figure her out.

      Makayla watches Maggie plucking the veggies off her pizza one by the one with the same look I’m giving her. “That’s great,” she says to me. “I might have some questions for you as soon as I figure out if going out on my own is the career path for me.”

      I raise a brow. “I could be like your teacher.”

      “Teacher?” Maggie laughs, choking on a pepper.

      “Yes, teacher. I rather like the sound of that.”

      Instantly, Makayla’s cheeks turn pink.

      Maggie rolls her eyes and stands up. “Blah, blah, blah. Enough of this boring conversation. You two are way too grown up for me.” She looks at me and raises the hand with her empty. “Another?”

      I relax in my chair, relieved this situation isn’t uncomfortable and feeling like Makayla and I might be able to move forward. Maybe with the whole no-strings-attached kind of thing. “Sure, I’ll take another.”

      Alone in the room together, I’m about to ask Makayla if she wants to go out to eat tomorrow night when she stands up. “I need to take a shower and get ready, but it was good to see you, Cam.”

      And just like that she’s gone. Blowing me off like, well, like the asshole I was, I guess.

      Something inside me doesn’t feel right, but at the same time I know it’s my own fucking doing.

      Pizza finished, beer gone, and the Walking Dead episode just ending, I’m slouched in the oversized chair when I hear the creak of the stairs from the small hallway behind the couch.

      Maggie, who is now lying on her back on the couch, rises to look over it. “Oh, my God, you look fantastic. I’d hire you.”

      The earth seems to be shifting a little beneath my feet and I wonder if they are even still on the floor.

      Makayla is a knockout. She’s dressed in a tight black skirt and a top that shows a hint of her abs. Not exactly Wall Street attire. Maybe she should cover up? However, I suppose for an interview in the retail industry it’s appropriate. The room is still shifting beneath my feet. I’m beginning to wonder if we’re not experiencing an earthquake here. I’m having trouble staying upright.

      “Cam, doesn’t she look great?” Maggie prompts, and I can tell she’s up to something. Either she wants me to feel like I might have ruined the best thing that could have happened to me or she wants me to go after the best thing that could happen to me. The jury is still out on which.

      Either way, the smoldering look I cut Makayla can’t be helped. “Yeah, you look great.”

      “Thanks, you two, wish me luck,” she says and opens the door to the driveway. And again, just like that, she’s gone.

      You two?

      Now, I’m a part of a you two?

      “Pinkberry or another episode?” Maggie asks.

      “I’ll pass on the Pinkberry shit, but we can watch another episode if you want,” I mumble, intending to wait around for Makayla’s return anyway, so I can ask her out.

      “Hmmm.” Maggie points the remote at the television. “You’re in a mood tonight.”

      Perceptive girl.

      Well into our third episode, Maggie has turned over and is fast asleep on the couch. It’s after ten and Makayla still hasn’t returned. Opting to leave her a note, I grab paper and pen from the kitchen and head up the stairs to go into her room. I’ve been in here a million times helping Maggie lug shit. That was before it was Makayla’s room, though.

      I look around.

      Everything is so neat and organized.

      But I already knew by her personality it would be. What surprises the ever-loving shit out of me, though, is the vibrator plugged into her laptop.

      The image of watching her getting herself off with that little thing is hard to push aside. That sweet pussy is all I can think about now. Five fucking minutes is how long it takes for me to move toward her desk.

      Just as I set my paper down so I can write my note, I hear a car engine in the driveway.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Wish I’d gotten her phone number and texted her now.

      Hauling ass down the stairs, I have no choice but to sit in the chair and pretend to be sleeping. If I don’t, when she walks in, all I’m going to do is smirk at her. The door opens, and I hear footsteps.

      Needing to rouse myself before she escapes up the stairs, I’m just about to pretend to open my eyes groggily when I hear wet smacking sounds, like kissing.

      My eyes fly open at that.

      Derek is leaning down over Maggie. “Hey, babe, sorry I’m so late.”

      She sits up and rubs her eyes. “No, it’s fine,” she tells him and wraps her arms around his neck.

      Grabbing onto her ass, he lifts her up. “How about I take you to bed?”

      My cue to get the fuck out of here. I clear my throat.

      Derek swings around with Maggie in his arms. “Sorry, thought you were sleeping, dude.”

      Bolting to my feet, I nod in his direction. “Don’t worry about it, man—it’s late and I should be going. Thanks for the company, Maggie. See you around, Derek.”

      “Okay, Cam. See you tomorrow,” Maggie tells me and then ducks her head to find Derek’s lips.

      Grabbing my backpack, I hightail it out of there and over to my house. I spend the rest of the night in my room waiting to hear the sound of another car engine in the driveway of the house next door.

      It’s after midnight before that sound comes.

      Deciding stalker doesn’t fit my personality, I opt not to run outside.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      I have something so much better in mind to get her attention back on me.

      Tomorrow can’t come soon enough.
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      Makayla

      Cam’s mouth. That’s what I want on my clit instead of this vibrator.

      More than his mouth. I want his hands and fingers. His teeth and tongue. I want to feel the crush of his weight on top of me. See the whisper of his eyelashes as he closes his eyes to kiss me. Hear the sounds he makes when he comes.

      I want a lot.

      But you can’t always get what you want. Wait, isn’t that what the Stones sang? I think so. Now, I’m singing it too. Another song to add to my karaoke list should I ever endeavor to try that again.

      At least I can say that I have checked numbers one, two, four, seven, nine, and ten off my list. Oh, and Maggie agreed to let number eight slide.

      

      Wear a bikini ✓

      Have sex with someone you don’t know ✓

      Fuck on the beach

      Join the Mile High Club ✓

      Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home

      Give a guy the best blow job of his life and make sure he knows it

      Get a vibrator ✓

      Don’t plan your day for the next thirty days

      Take a nude selfie ✓

      Read an erotic romance novel in public ✓

      

      I’m counting the almosts.

      Why not?

      There are no rules about it, after all.

      As for number nine, I took a nude selfie this morning. It’s on my iPhone. Not that I will ever be sharing it with anyone. That is a big, fat never.

      List. Oh, list. I’m more than halfway there. And I already feel so much less uptight. It really is working.

      My vibrator is working, too. Every single one of my nerve endings is on fire. I’m so close. Almost there. Almost. A little more. Just a little more. I push up the hem of my sundress. Adjust my stance. I already tried this naked on my bed. The outcome was dismal. I tried it in the shower, again to no avail. Now I’ve taken my panties off, I’ve got one leg up on my desk, and I’m going to town with this damn thing.

      Okay, I must be doing something wrong because it’s now ten in the morning and still no orgasm.

      Trying really hard to get in the zone, I almost topple over when “Like a Virgin” blares through my open window.

      Turning the damn contraption off, I fly over to the window.

      Oh, my God!

      Cam is lying out in a lounge chair in his yard. Shirtless. Reading a book. Wait one minute. I open the screen to the window and lean out. Farther. A little farther still. Any more and I’ll be a pile of flesh on the rooftop of Maggie’s outdoor patio. Without cause, the small hot-pink device in my hand slips out, and down, down, down it goes, landing right in our backyard.

      You have to be kidding me!

      Not worried about that thing at the moment, I grab my phone and press camera. Needing to be certain, I zoom in and snap a picture. Backing away from the window before I lose anything else, I look at the photo.

      Oh, my God is right.

      Cam is reading Summer’s Ménage.

      That bastard has my book and iPod from the plane.

      What is he up to?

      After washing my hands, I don’t waste another minute before I stomp over there to find out. Yes, I make a short pit stop and tuck the vibrator under the cushions of one of the lounge chairs. Never know if I might need it again.

      “Raspberry Beret” is playing when I cross the threshold from the beach to the small square of grass in Cam’s backyard.

      I feel a flush of heat at the sight of his bare chest.

      Not the time for gawking.

      With my hands on my hips, I clear my throat. “What are you doing?”

      Shading his eyes, he peers up at me. “Oh, hey, Makayla, I thought I’d read a little before it gets too hot.”

      Damn that quirk of his lips. It causes that swarm of butterflies in my belly to take flight every time. Needing to ignore my body’s reaction to Camden Waters, I narrow my gaze. “That is my book.” And then I circle my hand in the air as if the tunes could be seen. “And that music is from my playlist.”

      Closing the book and setting it down, Cam sits up. Sitting like that, there is no ignoring that six-pack or his muscular thighs. “Yeah, you left them both on the plane. I brought them over yesterday to give them to you, but you were rather rushed. Since you were so busy and all, I thought I’d bring them by another day and then this morning, well, the mood struck me to read.”

      Playing it sweet or I might just slap him, I smile and say, “You could have just left them on the counter for me.”

      There’s a water bottle beside him, my iPod, and a Bluetooth speaker he is using to broadcast my Songs About Me playlist. He picks up the water and screws off the cap. “You know, I could have, but I didn’t think of it. Interesting song, by the way. What is it about it that made you want to add it to your list?”

      Sure, I could snatch my things and go, but he is toying with me, playing a game, and I decide to play right back. “I always wanted to wear a raspberry beret…and nothing else.”

      Choking on his water, he practically spits it out. “Come again?”

      “I said,” I shout, “I always wanted to wear—”

      “Got it,” Cam interrupts, and then he picks up the iPod and changes the song. “I think this one is one of my favorites,” he tells me, and “Black Coffee in Bed” now blares in his backyard.

      Now completely bemused, I tsk, “Oh, right, that one. After Sebastian and I broke up, I went out with one of his friends.”

      Cam harrumphs like he’s jealous. He can’t be jealous. “I thought you said you hadn’t had sex since you broke up with that asshole fiancé of yours?”

      I can do this all day long. “Oh, I didn’t. That doesn’t mean I didn’t think about it, though. This playlist is more like a fantasy list about me, I suppose.”

      Another change of song. This one lands on “Dance for You.” He makes absolutely no comment as he clicks to the next.

      More than amused, I decide to take a seat. It’s not until I’m sitting down in the lounge chair beside him that I remember I’m not wearing panties. Oh, shit. Small detail that hopefully he won’t notice.

      When “S&M” starts to play, I should be embarrassed at the sexuality in my song choices, but I’m way past that. And besides, at this point, all humor has disappeared from Cam’s demeanor, and it looks like he’s struggling to keep it together.

      Good.

      Before moving on to the next song, he turns it off and looks over at me. “Well, your taste in music is interesting, I can tell you that. Me, I’m more of a Doors, Kinks, Grateful Dead, Radiohead kind of guy.”

      Grabbing my iPod, I scroll out of that playlist and find another. “I like those bands too.”

      He moves to peer over my shoulder as I hit play on “Rockaway Beach.”

      “The Ramones, now there’s a band for you.”

      Feeling a little full of myself, I throw him a saucy look. “What can I say? I have it all.”

      Smirking at me, he mumbles something under his breath that I don’t catch.

      We smile at each other for a moment, me almost forgetting how badly he blew me off after he fucked me, and him, I don’t know what he is thinking.

      “I should get going,” I tell him.

      He opens the book that’s still on his lap. “Why don’t you stay for a few minutes and find out what Summer and company are up to?”

      Considering he just shortened my current to-do list by two items since I no longer need to go to the bookstore or get a new iPod, I figure why not. “Sure, but when I leave here, that book is coming with me.”

      “Only if you promise that you’ll only read it when I’m around.”

      “What is this, a book club?” I laugh.

      “It can be whatever you want it to be,” he answers in a much more serious tone than my own.

      Still laughing, I look over at him. When I do, I see a guy a little lost in life, not the asshole I thought him to be after we had sex. Feeling that kindred spirit thing again, I let my animosity go. So what, we fucked? Who knows, maybe we’ll do it again. Maybe we won’t. Either way, my seatmate turned neighbor turned lover now wants to be my teacher and my book club partner. As long as I keep my head on straight and remember that’s all this is—fun—what do I have to lose?

      Turning the music down, I sit on the lounge and pull my feet up, stretching them out and getting comfortable. “Sure, I’ll stay. Go ahead and read.”

      Ooey, gooey caramel drips from his mouth. Not really, but I swear it might, his voice is that low, deep, and thick. “‘The summer was about pleasure. Not only for Summer, but also for the two men she was sharing it with. The day had been spent at the beach. No touching was the rule outside of the house. Everyone was filled with pent-up sexual tension by the time the evening arrived. That night a storm was batting against the windows. The electricity had gone out and candles lit the room. It was the perfect time for fun and games. As usual, Gabe found himself on his knees. Summer rather liked him that way. Submissive and in trouble, the two most perfect ingredients to get them all off.’”

      Holy hotness. I can feel myself growing wet and worry it might show through my dress.

      Cam’s voice doesn’t waver as he continues. “‘Gabe had tried to kiss Summer on the lips. That was simply not allowed. Punishment was necessary. He looked up at her as she wrapped the end of the silken rope first around one wrist, then the other. He smiled when she tugged it up and around his neck. And he looked down when she looped it around his already hard cock. As she tugged it, he seemed to drink in the pain. The sound of leather slapping skin wasn’t unfamiliar to him.’”

      This book is beyond erotic. My girl parts are just as hot and bothered as I am. I find myself squirming.

      Cam looks over at me and laughs a little. It sounds like syrup, smooth and sweet. “You okay?” he asks.

      Squeezing my thighs together, I smile at him. “Super great.”

      Almost nonchalantly, the hand not holding the book lowers and his fingertips tickle the bare skin of my thigh.

      I draw in a breath.

      He does the same and then continues. “‘When Summer finished her lashings against Gabe’s bare thighs, she slipped her finger in his mouth. He bit playfully. Summer immediately stood and took him hard by the chin to make him go still. She pulled his face toward Owen, making him watch what she was about to do. Owen was standing still in front of the bed as instructed. And as further punishment for Gabe, she ran her wet finger down Owen’s chest and circled the head of his erection, which was tapping his belly. Owen knew better than to make a sound unless told to. And because he followed the rules, he was rewarded. Summer moved her hands down to cup his balls, and then tugged. She knew Owen loved when she touched him like that.’”

      Cam stops there.

      My eyes are on his bare torso, that tattoo he has yet to tell me about, and I have yet to ask about, and the way it moves up and down faster and faster with each word.

      This is dangerous. Reading something like this together.

      Hormones are everywhere, whirling and swirling around us, pushing those sexual thoughts way past friendly. At this point, we may be outside, but it seems all the air is gone.

      “Shit,” Cam says, “this is getting intense. I don’t think I could be in either of those guys’ shoes.”

      Needing water, I pick up his bottle, using this opportunity to shift a little so his fingers are no longer touching me. “Mind?”

      He shakes his head.

      After taking a sip, I ask, “If you had to be one, though, whose shoes would you wear?”

      Pondering it for a moment, he says, “I’ll tell you after a few more pages.”

      “Why a few more pages?”

      “Whichever guy gets laid first, that’s who she likes better. And that’s who I’d be.”

      I laugh. “Okay, I follow your logic. I think its Owen.”

      “And I think its Gabe.”

      I scoot my chair closer so I can read along silently with him. “It’s the whole bad-boy-versus-good-boy thing here. You know that, right?”

      The smirk that crosses his lips is almost too much for me to see.

      “Get reading so we can find out,” I tell him, trying to pull myself together.

      He chuckles the sexiest sound and it’s so close to my ear that I can’t help but shiver. “By the way,” he says, “tying anything around a guy’s dick, that is a big no.”

      “Gabe deserved it. He broke the rules.”

      “I don’t know if what he did was severe enough to invoke bondage. My balls hurt just thinking about that scene.”

      Laughing, I nudge him in the side. “Come on, you have to see he wanted it; that’s why he did it.”

      Cam shivers, even though the sun is warm and bright. “Agree to disagree,” he says. “I am almost afraid to see what he does next.”

      Trying my hardest not to cozy up to him, I still find myself closer than I know I should be.

      “‘Summer slowly strode over to the dresser in her garter belt and bra and after opening a drawer, she turned around. She had a present for Owen for his good behavior. One she’d never gifted a man before, but she wanted Owen to feel pleasure like he never had.’”

      “See,” I shout, “she likes him more!”

      “We don’t know that for sure. Maybe she only wants to keep him busy so she can fuck Gabe.”

      “Just keep reading.” I sigh, feeling way too angsty over what is to come.

      “‘With a glass plug…’” Cam chokes a little and readjusts his body on the lounge.

      “You okay? Want me to read?” I offer with a smirk.

      “No, I’m good,” he says.

      Needing to find out, I ask, “Is she really going to do what I think she’s going to do?”

      “Yeah, there’s a chance she might be going for the male G-spot, but who knows, maybe not.”

      I raise a brow. “Prostate stimulation is supposed to feel really good, so I’ve heard.” Keeping a straight face is difficult, and a bit of laughter escapes my throat.

      Shooting me the evil eye, he starts reading again. “‘With a glass plug in one hand and a bottle of lube in the other, Summer ordered Owen to lie on the bed.’”

      Now, my laughter can’t be contained. Yep, Summer is going for prostate gland stimulation.

      Suddenly, Cam pauses.

      I look over at him.

      “Oh Jesus Christ, if this is going where I think it’s going, that would be another big fat no. My ass is seizing up just thinking about what she’s about to do.”

      “Come on, Cam, live a little—no harm in experimenting,” I say with an elbow nudge.

      “Okay, good girl, I will have to remember to remind you of your words next time we get together and I break out the lube and glass dildo.”

      My girl parts should be seizing up, too. They aren’t. Just the fact that he thinks there will be a next time makes me a little excited. And I wonder if he really does have a glass dildo… “Shut up and read, Cam.”

      “I got you thinking,” he says, and goes on. “‘Gabe was still kneeling and could see everything from his position. Summer gave his rope a tug as she walked by. She had set the scene this way. She wanted Gabe to see her as she straddled Owen’s thighs. See her ease the plug inside Owen, see the way the curve pointed upward toward his belly. The base had a ring on it for rocking back and forth. Summer gave Owen a nod, allowing him to vocalize his pleasure, and then tugged on the ring once. He cried out in lustful moans and his cock thrust upward into empty air. Summer shifted. It wasn’t his turn just yet. She did, however, lead Owen’s hand to the ring and left him to use the plug for his own pleasure. He knew his cock would get attention soon and for now, he was fine with his present. Summer turned to Gabe and got on her knees in front of him. She called him a very bad boy. He grinned. She liked it when he grinned like that. Then she bent to lick the pre-cum off his erection. Once, twice, three times. Restraint didn’t come easy for Gabe, but he wanted her mouth around him more than he cared about anything else.’”

      Right now the tingling between my thighs is so severe, I know if I had that vibrator, it would only need to be turned on for a second and I’d come.

      Cam stops and wipes the sweat from his brow.

      I can’t help but look up at him and stare at the sexy stubble so close to my mouth that I’d love to lick my tongue over it.

      As if hearing my dirty thoughts, he scrubs at his jaw before he continues. “‘Summer never left anyone out and she wasn’t about to start. Both men were not allowed to fuck her pussy in the same night. She had her reasons. Reward and punishment—maybe. Maybe not. Untying Gabe, she tugged on his nipple ring and led him to the bed. After the day they’d had, she was hot for them both tonight. She gave Owen a choice. He could leave the plug in and she’d make him come with her mouth or he could remove it and use it for himself in the morning before returning it to her. Normally masturbation and orgasms were allowed only in her presence, but this was his gift. He chose to remove it. He knew tonight would bring a pleasure he couldn’t pass up. Very soon, Summer had a man in front of her and one behind her.’”

      That makes Cam stop reading.

      He’s breathing heavily.

      So am I.

      My eyes drop to his mouth.

      Arousal shoots through me, and I glance away quickly, afraid he’ll catch sight of my desire. When I feel a little more composed, I turn back and find his eyes trained on my lips.

      Noticing he’s been caught, he switches his stare back to the book.

      My mouth parts at the thought of his lips touching mine. At the many kisses we shared and how good they were. And at the memory of the things we did to each other’s bodies.

      Cam’s gaze rises to return to mine. “Okay, time for a break. What do you say we hit the water? Preferably really cold water.”

      Unable to be close to him for another minute, I hurry to my feet, so full of lust that I worry I might leap on top of him at any moment. My voice is hoarse and weak when I grab my iPod and tell him no, that I can’t. That I have to go.

      “Wait,” he calls, lifting the book.

      “Keep it,” I tell him. “We’ll finish another time.”

      “Makayla,” he calls, chasing after me.

      I stop just before my feet hit the sand.

      “Go out with me tonight.”

      Every bone in my body wants to say yes. “I can’t. I have plans with Maggie and some of her friends to go to the Underground. You could come?” I suggest.

      He shakes his head. “I hate clubs. I try to avoid them whenever I can. It’s bad enough when I’m in New York and my best friend drags me out. But how about tomorrow night?”

      I lower my gaze, kicking myself for suggesting he come tonight only to have him blow me off. Deciding that keeping things between us the way they are is probably best. “I’m not sure what my plans are.”

      He bends sideways until he meets my gaze with his.

      I laugh out loud. “What are you doing?”

      “Making you look at me.”

      To straighten him up, I physically place my hands on his sides to move him. As soon as my palms touch his bare skin, electricity courses through my body. This is too much. The temptation is so bad. Quickly, I move him to an upright position and drop my hold.

      “Okay, I am. Now what?” I ask him.

      He tips my chin to look at him and I think of the way Summer tilted Gabe’s head. His touch is much gentler, though. Just the same, the touch is sizzling and too much to bear. “I want to take you out. I want a chance to explain myself to you. I owe you that much,” he tells me, sounding one hundred percent sincere.

      Sincerity isn’t what I need. I shake my head. “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Cam, you don’t.”

      “Makayla, I do.”

      “Cam, stop it. Let’s let it go and be friends.”

      He steps closer to me. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      With a low laugh, I step back. “It’s not just up to you,” I tell him and walk away.

      Hope that wasn’t too bitchy. I really am working on it.

      “Makayla, just talk to me.”

      I can’t do that. I already had one week of wondering what the hell happened. I really shouldn’t put myself through another. Not right now. Not when I’m trying to get my life together. He’s obviously full of regrets and confusion. Neither is something I need in my life right now. Yet, in a way, I wonder if it is.

      “I’m not giving up,” he calls.

      I can’t help but smirk to myself.

      Really, I’m not trying to play hard-to-get.

      Shaking my ass, I keep moving. I know just where I’m headed. To get that damned vibrator I tucked under the lounge cushion and hope to God this time it works for me.

      I glance back.

      Sure enough, his eyes are glued to my swaying behind.

      If he wants me, he’ll show up tonight.

      And we’ll take it from there.

      Or we won’t.
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      Cam

      Clubs have never really been my thing.

      For many reasons. First and foremost, they were my brother’s thing.

      So when I walk into the Underground, clean shaven and somewhat dressed up in my black jeans and white button-down, I thank fuck it’s not karaoke night.

      A DJ is spinning tunes, or whatever it is they do. Dance music is blasting through the large open space. Like everything in Laguna, this place has a cool, relaxed vibe. I rather dig the California lifestyle. It’s a “make love, not war” type of place. Drink, talk, and fuck is the New York way to say it, though. Same thing, just not as politically correct, I suppose.

      The large space is lit in lines of blue and green. There’s a shit-ton of people in here. Most of them dancing. Some of them talking at high-top tables. Others flirting at the bar. No one is going home alone, that’s for sure.

      I push my way through the pulsating throng of people and toward the bar. “Corona with a lime,” I mouth to the bartender and take a seat. He nods and melts away into the cries of the other thirsty customers. My eyes adjust to the darkness as I look around. Bright lights from the neon signs on the wall illuminate the faces in the crowd, but I don’t see her anywhere. There is a floor above us where I can see feet moving and a floor directly below us where I can see the tops of people’s bopping heads. Three dance floors is a lot of moving bodies.

      Soon, the bartender returns with my beer. Once I’ve paid him, I push off the stool and go in search of Makayla.

      Sipping my beer, I take my time moving through the bar. Spotting no one from our patrol, I head down the stairs. No one I recognize down here, either. I start to wonder if they changed their plans.

      That would fucking suck.

      As soon as I hit the top floor, a crown of blond hair in the center of the dance floor attracts my attention. Plans were not changed. It’s Maggie dancing like a disco queen. Dressed in orange leather shorts and a white frilly see-through top, she stands a head above everyone. Derek is bumping and grinding behind her and I have to look away. You see, Maggie is like a sister to me, and watching her with a guy like that makes me cringe. Here’s the thing: I like Derek; I just don’t trust him.

      The whole surfer-vibe thing attracts a lot of chicks, and every time I see him, he’s wallowing in the attention. Not saying that’s not okay, because according to Maggie, they haven’t put a label on their relationship. Hey, if she’s cool with it, so am I.

      As my gaze darts away from the pair, it lands right on Makayla, who is doing a spin on the floor with Kurt, one of the guys from the patrol.

      Holy fuck.

      Holy fuck.

      Holy fuck.

      Could she get any hotter?

      In a tight red dress, she’s moving to the beat. All I can do is stare. I consider rubbing the drool off my chin when I see that her outfit is backless. Actually, there is not much to her dress at all. Spaghetti straps hold the fabric up, and those same straps jet all the way down to the curve of her spine. No way is she wearing a bra. Can’t say why, but I love that about her. It’s such a turn-on.

      Equally as sexy is her long hair. It’s down, and the waves move along with her. Once she stops spinning, she lifts her hair off her neck as if overheated and she needs to cool herself.

      I’d love to help her with that. Thoughts of slipping those straps down and licking the sweat from her shoulders come to mind. What the fuck is wrong with me? She’s got me all twisted up in a way I can’t explain. And then it occurs to me that I have no idea what I’m doing here.

      Stay or go.

      Stay or go.

      What the hell should I do?

      “Never back down” has always been my motto, so why change it now?

      Looking at her again, she’s stopped spinning, but I haven’t. Still struck stupid from the sight of her, it takes me a moment to compose myself. Once I do, I down the rest of my beer, place the empty on a table nearby, and step foot onto the dance floor.

      Kurt now has his hands on her hips, and at least it’s loud in here so no one can hear my growl.

      As if sensing my presence, her head darts in my direction.

      Although her face remains stoic, her body responds instantly to seeing me. Her hardening nipples that start sprouting through her tight dress aren’t the only sign, either. The goose bumps on her arms also tell me what I already know—that she feels that same pull of attraction I do whenever we’re together. There’s no sense in either of us trying to deny it. It’s there. Front and center. Sparks and all. Who would have ever thought I’d actually think cosmic reaction is reality?

      “Hey,” I say to Makayla.

      Her eyes wide, she snakes her tongue out to slide along her lips. “Cam.” Her voice is a squeak.

      For the sake of niceties, I turn to Kurt. “Hey man, mind if I cut in?”

      I can honestly say I’ve never said those words before.

      Kurt responds with a chipper, “No, not at all, but this is the last place I expected to see you. You never come out with us on dance club nights.”

      Making myself part of their twosome, I try not to think of it as a threesome. He needs to get lost, and soon. “Yeah, I know. I usually only go out when there’s a pool table involved, but I couldn’t help myself tonight.”

      I let my gaze wander to Makayla and I drink in the sight of her so close, all the way from the top of her head to the tip of her high-heeled sandals.

      Fucking hot.

      Perhaps noticing the steaming heat between us, Kurt says nothing more and turns to dance with someone else from the patrol. It’s like he’d be happy with whomever. Good for him.

      Now it’s just Makayla and me on the dance floor. She keeps moving. I remain still. Staring. Admiring. Fucking yearning. Breathing hard. Heart pounding. Cock raring to go. Down boy. Down. I have some groveling to do first. Not sure it’s even going to work.

      “So,” I yell over the music, “I forgot to ask you earlier, but did you take the job?”

      She shakes her head. “It wasn’t right for me. You were right. He wasn’t going to be around. He only wanted a manager.”

      Still standing there, unmoving, I nod. “You’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      Who knows, maybe I will too.

      Continuing to move, she leans closer. “Are you going to dance, or what?”

      “I don’t dance,” I tell her, my eyes on those small nubs protruding from her dress. God, I want to suck on them so badly.

      With a shrug, she says, “Suit yourself,” and then turns around to dance with whoever is standing close by, just like Kurt did.

      Wait one minute!

      The song changes and even more people start wiggling, bouncing, moving to the beat.

      She doesn’t turn around, either.

      She wins.

      She fucking wins.

      Unable to stop myself from making a move, I put my hands on her hips and push myself up against her back. She melts into my touch and allows me to shift our bodies so she is no longer part of any other group.

      I’m not sure you can call what we are doing dancing. To me it feels more like fucking with our clothes on.

      Pushing her hair to the side, I kiss her shoulder.

      She twists, and with a gasp whispers, “I thought you didn’t know how to dance?”

      Licking up her neck, I find her ear. “I said I don’t dance; it doesn’t mean I don’t know how.”

      “Oh.” The small noise she makes in response causes heat to flare throughout my body.

      Turning her to face me, in one step, I draw her close. Two steps, my hands go to her waist, and they feel like they were made to match her curves. Three steps, and I slide my thigh between hers.

      Makayla anchors herself with her hands on my shoulders and then looks up at me with those hazel eyes that again are unshuttered, but this time instead of running, I find myself getting lost in them.

      The bass thumps on and on and we move together. When my hands slide down to her hips, hers rise and circle my neck.

      It’s been a long time since I gazed into someone’s eyes and let her see me, and the enormity of this, of me opening myself for her to see, feels right. Feels like it’s time to take a step out of the fiery pit of hell I’ve been in.

      Dancing to a song I don’t even know, I let the music’s sensual beat guide me.

      She feels so good in my arms.

      I slide my hands up her bare back to tangle in her hair.

      She tips her head, baring her throat to me, and the only thing I can do is bend down to slide my lips along her soft skin. Makayla shivers under my touch and I draw her even closer.

      Bodies all around us are pressing together too, but when my cock presses hard against her belly, all of this becomes too much. Finding her neck, I kiss up it and whisper in her ear, “What do you say we go back to my place and dance?”

      Pulling back, she stares at me for the longest time, and then smirks. “What? Horizontally, with no clothes on?”

      With a wink, I say, “That hadn’t crossed my mind, but if you insist.”

      “Liar.” She smiles.

      Grazing my hand across her ass, I kiss her neck again. “Well, I might have been lying a little, but seriously, I do really want to talk to you.”

      She runs her hands down my sides suggestively. “Aren’t you of the school of thought that believes talking is overrated?”

      “I subscribe to my own philosophy. There’s a time to talk…and a time to fuck.”

      Stepping back, she keels over in laughter.

      “What is so funny?” I ask.

      Sucking in a breath to control herself, she says, “Are you trying to quote Kevin Bacon from Footloose? Because if you are, he says, ‘There’s a time to laugh…and a time to weep, a time to mourn…and there is a time to dance.’”

      Laughing now too, I hook my arm around her. “That’s right, ‘Nobody puts Baby in a corner.’”

      She slugs me with her arm. “Wrong movie. That’s Patrick Swayze in Dirty Dancing.”

      “Don’t dance, don’t watch dance movies, remember?”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “You’re right,” I tell her and mean it.

      Her smile doesn’t fade.

      With that, I tug her off the dance floor. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Just as we reach the stairs, we pass Maggie, who stops me in my tracks. It’s nearly impossible to hear anything above the music, so she whispers in my ear, “Makayla isn’t your typical beach bunny, so please be careful with her.”

      I nod in understanding and give Maggie a quick peck on the cheek and tell her I’m taking Makayla home.

      On the way to my Jeep, I find a spot that overlooks the cliff and tug Makayla over there. I take a seat on the railing. Makayla remains standing and looks at me, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “You look great,” I tell her.

      Her hair blows in the wind. “Thanks, but don’t think I wore this dress for you.”

      I smirk at her. “Right. I guess not, since I told you I wasn’t coming, and all.”

      She stares at me. “I wore it for me.”

      “Yeah, well, I still think you look great.”

      Makayla shifts her eyes my way but says nothing more.

      At first I find myself looking away, but then I turn my head to meet her gaze. “Look, I’m really sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For the way I acted last week. I shouldn’t have ignored you.”

      Our eyes lock. “I accept your apology, and to be honest, it did hurt my feelings that you didn’t come over to talk to me at all this week.”

      I give her a hesitant shrug. “I could lie and say I was busy, but the truth is my mind is in a really bad place right now and I wasn’t sure what to do.”

      “I get it, Cam, but I thought we were just having fun.”

      Uncertain why, I put myself out there. “We were. I mean we are. I mean I want to. It’s just, I haven’t felt like that with someone in so long, it freaked me out.” I pause, flustered with myself.

      “Go on,” she prompts.

      “After you left I convinced myself we’d run into each other outside, and when we didn’t, I started to wonder if you were avoiding me.”

      She smirks at me. So she was.

      This time I take control and raise a brow. “Look, I know I screwed up, but the truth is that over this past week I realized that I have more fun with you than I’ve had with anyone in a very long time.”

      That flirty look she gives me tells me she believes me.

      Done with the whole feelings thing, I reach for her hand and pull her to me. With my hands threading through her hair, I take her mouth and seal my lips to hers.

      Her hands on my ass surprise me.

      Breaking the kiss, I pull away. “‘Fact is, the law says you cannot touch.’”

      “Oh, my God, you do watch dancing movies. You watched Magic Mike.”

      I slap her ass. “Twice. Get your dollar bills ready, baby—you’re going to need them.”
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      Makayla

      Driving down Pacific Coast Highway, I look out in the darkness and smile. The moon and the stars and planets might be lighting up the sky, but right now my universe is aglow with Camden Waters.

      Never in my twenty-four years have I left a club with a guy who wasn’t my boyfriend; then again, I’d never had a one-night stand, either. It just wasn’t in my DNA. Note the wasn’t, because it is now.

      I’m not exactly drunk, but I am tipsy, and Cam is driving me home. That means I can cross number five off the list, I think with a giggle.

      5. Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home ✓

      “What’s so funny?” Cam asks.

      Reaching into my purse, I take my phone from it and pull up the list Maggie sent me. “Pull over—I want to show you something.”

      He raises one sexy brow. “If you want to show me your gorgeous tits, you can just flash me right now. I promise I’ll drive faster so I can suck on them for a good long time as soon as I get you home.”

      Such a dirty boy.

      Just to see his reaction, I consider flashing him, but in this dress it will be nearly impossible. That’s when a better idea strikes. I’ll give him dirty. “You know what? Never mind; just keep driving.”

      “No way. Now you have to tell me.”

      I shake my head. “Not happening.”

      “Give me your phone.”

      “No.”

      “Come on, hand it over,” he says.

      Closing the list, I do as he asks. Why not let him ponder for a bit. He’ll never find it in the email anyway. And it’s fun to tease him.

      When Cam comes to a light, he glances down at my phone and presses a few buttons. “Holy shit.” He whistles. “I just struck gold.”

      Oh, my God!

      No.

      No.

      No.

      “Give me that!” I shriek, having forgotten all about my little photo shoot this morning.

      Smirking to himself, he presses some more buttons and hits send before I can grab my phone from his hands.

      “What did you do?” I ask, horrified. “Please tell me you didn’t post my picture on your Facebook wall or tweet it or something equally as mortifying.”

      The light turns green and he presses on the gas. “First of all, I added you to my contacts and needed a pic to put beside it. Second, I’d never share you with anyone. Third, I don’t have any social media accounts anymore. They were a big pain in the ass. And finally,” he grins, “have I told you lately that you are so fucking hot?”

      Inside, I dance a little; outside, I frown. “Give me your phone,” I tell him.

      “No way.” He smirks.

      “Give it to me so I can delete that picture.”

      “Now why would I do that?”

      “Because I’m naked.”

      “Exactly! When did you take it, anyway? Wait, let me guess: when you were spying on me this morning and got all hot and bothered.”

      My features pull together, somewhat relieved, but not really. “No, I did not. As a matter of fact, I took it of myself this morning before I spied on you. I mean before I used my camera to figure out what book you were reading.”

      “Right,” he says.

      “It’s true. And if you must know, I was going to show you a list of things I want to accomplish, and since we’re having fun together, I thought you might help me.”

      “I’d love to help you.” There’s suggestiveness in his tone, and he’s not too far off in using it. “What is this list?” he asks. “Anything to do with your playlist?”

      Surprised he figured it out, I can only answer him truthfully. “Yes, it’s a way for me to prove to myself that I’m not the uptight bitch Sebastian called me.”

      In a flash, he opens the window. “Fuck you, Sebastian, Makayla is not an uptight bitch. She’s downright gorgeous is what she is!” he yells, throwing the middle finger.

      Laughing, I can’t help but feel a tug at my heart that he gets me. Someone gets me. He gets me.

      “What do I have to do?” he asks once the laughter fades.

      Placing my hand on top of his thigh, I give it a little squeeze and in a voice somewhere between playful and seductive, I say, “All you have to do is keep driving.”

      With a full-blown blinding smile that makes my heart skip a beat and my lips tingle, he cocks his head and glances over at me. “Drive. That’s all?”

      “Yep. Just drive.” Smiling, I lean over the center console and add, “And don’t stop.”

      Laughing huskily, he glances down at my hand on his lap and both eyebrows shoot up.

      Super excited by his reaction, I begin to slide my palm up his leg to the button on his jeans, slipping my fingertips inside his waistband.

      His breathing picks up and he groans when he feels my fingers wiggle around. “Makayla, what are you doing?”

      Leaning toward him again, I whisper in his ear, “You might want to keep your eyes on the road, or better yet, pull over as soon as you can.”

      His gaze falls to his lap just as I successfully unbutton his jeans and begin pulling down his zipper. “Makayla, really, what are you doing?”

      Tickled that I am able to shock him, I glance up from under my lashes. “Cam, you’re a smart guy. I think you know what I’m doing.”

      The noise he makes is something between a moan and a growl.

      Seductively, I whisper, “You don’t know me well enough yet, but I never let an item go unchecked on a list if I can help it.”

      “Undressing me in my Jeep is on your list?” he manages to ask.

      By this point I am kissing his neck, his jawline, and the outer edge of his ear. “No, it isn’t, but giving a guy the best blow job of his life is.”

      “A guy?”

      “You, Cam. You. I’m going to give you the best blow job of your life.”

      Practically unable to speak, he mutters, “Didn’t you promise me that once before?”

      “I did, but you ran away before I delivered. Now I’m going to put my money where my mouth is.”

      Almost incoherently, he laughs, “I’ll be happy for you to put your mouth on my cock, but I’m not sure I want to be a check mark.”

      My fingers fumble and falter as I manage to get his cock out. It is thick and long, glistening at the head with clear, sweet pre-cum. Dipping my head to taste him, I lick it clean. Once. Twice. Three times.

      He cries out, low and aching. “Okay, hell, I don’t care—go ahead and use me to check that box off your list.”

      Outside the weather is cool. In here it’s hot and steamy. “That’s really generous of you to let me use your cock for my list.”

      He laughs. “Now that the issue of having my cock is settled, how about we wait until we get home?”

      Pleasure arcs through me hot and electric as soon as I grip him at his base. “No. I don’t think I’m going to wait.”

      “Fuck.” He quickly moves from the outermost lane to the side and reduces his speed.

      More than ready, I drag his cock along my lips.

      The car jerks and he pulls over.

      Sitting up, I look around. We’re in an empty parking lot. This is perfect. Unbuckling my seat belt, I glance over at him. The night is dark, but the moon overhead sheds enough of a glow that I can see him. His back is pushed against the seat, his lids are slightly hooded, and his eyes are overflowing with desire.

      My heart skips a little. I’m doing this. Really doing this. Without any more thought, I reach over and trail a finger up the hardness of his belly muscles to circle a nipple covered in soft fabric.

      His whole body shaking, he trembles and moans from just my touch and I feel powerful. Very powerful. With his mouth open just a little, I get a glimpse of his teeth and tongue. That look is beyond sexy and his name escapes my lips with a moan of my own.

      Fast as sin, his hand goes to the back of my neck and he yanks me to him. Fingers tangle and tug in my hair as his lips brush across mine, whispering filthy words of lust. He draws me closer. I bite his lower lip, catching it between my teeth and pulling until he jerks back.

      I breathe his air. Neither of us moves for a few long moments; we just stare at each other. Seven long nights I’ve thought about him. About touching him like this. Kissing him again. Wrapping my mouth around his cock. I wonder if he has, too.

      Beneath my now-flattened palm, I can feel Cam’s heart thud faster and faster. “Come here,” he demands, in that low and rasping voice that soon might send me hurtling over the edge of orgasm.

      A thrill runs through me. Excitement bounces and moves across my skin. The almost feral tone enough in itself to launch me right over.

      Those hips of his jerk upright as soon as my tongue darts to that delicious tip, circling it just once for another taste before skimming my mouth down his cock and back up. Down and back up. Then once again.

      His fingers tug my hair a little harder this time, and when I go down on him this time, I use my teeth.

      Fueled by that spark of desire surging between us, he thrusts into my mouth. Letting my muscles go lax, I take him in, take him so deep, all the way to the back of my throat.

      “Oh fuck,” he cries out, his voice deep. Hard.

      Moving my mouth, I take him again. Then once more.

      As I ease his hot, thick flesh into my mouth, then out, I can hear my own erratic breathing, and it matches his.

      A hand soothes down my back and dips inside my dress. Those long fingers caress my bare cheeks and then slide along the seam of my thong, pressing, applying a little pressure along the way.

      No one has ever touched me there. Not like he is doing. Completely off limits up until now, I never expected to be so turned on by it.

      My clit pulsing, aching, ready to burst into orgasm, I clench his base with one hand and slide my mouth down, down, down. Muscles relaxing, I let go of my hold on him and find myself deep-throating him. Who would have thought it to be a real thing?

      Letting go of my head, Cam grabs my free hand and starts to suck hard on my thumb. “You’re so fucking hot, Makayla.”

      Passion is bubbling over inside me as I take him in my mouth as far as I can. When his tip hits the very back of my throat, I keep it there. Moving my mouth just slightly, this time I use my teeth, not my lips.

      “Oh, fuck, oh fuck.” His breathing is hoarse.

      Clenching my thighs together, I think I might just come without a single touch. See, I didn’t need that damn vibrator after all.

      Pushing him even farther, with my tongue, I continue to lick circles around his base. I feel him shudder. Once. Twice. Three times.

      His body’s reaction, his groans, his heavy breathing, they’re all stoking the fire already blazing through my body. I want this to be the best he’s ever had, so I suck harder and move faster. I can feel myself getting wetter and wetter with every passing movement—both his and mine.

      With the loudest of groans, he tugs on my thong, and it causes a pressure against my clit that makes me feel like comets are streaming down on us.

      Taking him all the way in and pulling him out as I rasp my teeth gently against his long, hard length, I do it over and over with everything I have.

      “Oh fuck, Makayla,” he curses and his body stiffens before relaxing. If I could see him, I’d bet he’s about to lose control.

      Sliding my lips down him again, I find his balls and fondle them.

      “Oh fuck, Makayla,” he repeats. Groaning loudly, he slides his hand across my back, muttering my name over and over.

      His breath quickens as I rock my head up and down. His hand grabs my ass so tight, I know I’ll have bruises. I don’t care.

      Hearing Cam suck in a few quick breaths through his teeth, I know he’s close to coming. When I flick my tongue across his tip, circling it, sucking it, he hisses, “Fuck, it’s going to happen. I’m going to come. You have to stop now.”

      “No, I want to taste you. Swallow you. Take all you have to give me.”

      Cam’s nearly panting when his body stills and his muscles clench. I can taste the salty sweetness flowing down my throat as I swallow. Taking a few moments to let him catch his breath, I run my hands up and down his thighs.

      Raising my head, I wipe my mouth with my hand and I can’t help but grin at him. His breathing slowly returns to normal. Content, I lick my lips, still able to taste him, and his eyes widen.

      “Holy fuck, I think I’m seeing stars,” he mutters.

      I give him a quick wink. “Good. Now let’s hurry up and get back to Maggie’s, because I really need you to fuck me.”

      “Want to do that again as I drive?” he asks with a quirk of his lips. “It was definitely the best blow job I ever had in my life.”

      If I weren’t boneless right now, I’d be jumping for joy.

      I did it.
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      Cam

      The most commonly used sexual position in the world is the missionary style. I learned this in the eighth grade when I Googled it. I can’t even say why I typed those letters into the search engine, not out loud, anyway. Just the thought of my parents doing it makes me want to barf.

      Although I usually avoid that position if I can, tonight I go for it. Face-to-face and skin-to-skin with Makayla is exactly what I want. Need. Crave. Of course, the ability to control penetration depth and speed of thrusting is an added bennie. Not why I picked it at all.

      The downside to this position is it makes it more difficult to hold off ejaculation due to the intense friction and deep thrusting. No worries, though—I have that little issue solved. Devious mind that I have, I had inconspicuously unplugged her vibe and slipped it under a pillow on her bed.

      Now, feeling like I might come way too soon, I push up to create space between us, so I can sneak it in to help bring her to orgasm along with me.

      The screech she makes as soon as I turn it on, followed by the thud of the vibe against the wall, puts an end to that solution faster than I had anticipated.

      May the pink vibe rest in peace.

      It’s cool, don’t worry; I have more tricks up my sleeve, or naked ass in this case. Not literally. The thought of that seriously gives me chills.

      Almost urgently, I raise her left leg so her knee is level with my right shoulder and tell her to keep her other leg flat on the bed. Then I thrust toward the inner thigh of her raised leg. This adjustment forces tighter penetration and more clitoral pressure. It’s brilliant, really.

      Everything about us right now is hot. I thrust, faster and faster. Soon, I can feel that sweet pussy of hers squeezing against my cock. She starts to come, shouting my name. I’m right there, calling out her name. With my face twisting, eyes slamming shut, and fingers clutching her body, I come so fucking hard. When I’m spent, I arch my back and roll onto the pillow beside her.

      That cute little moan she makes has me opening my eyes a moment later, and I smile at her. When she smiles back, I reach to tangle my hand in her hair. I tug it, pulling her close to kiss my mouth. “That was amazing,” I whisper.

      “It was,” she sighs, settling her head beside me.

      Lazy waves of the lustful aftermath lull me, but I can’t let it pull me under—not yet, anyway; I have business to tend to. Disengaging from her, I go into the bathroom to discard the condom, ultra-smooth this time. Since we were at her place, she had no choices, and wasn’t happy about it when I pulled two of the same ones from my wallet. Next time, I’ll be more prepared, I told her. She winked and told me variety was the spice of life. I’d give her variety all right.

      Post-sex sleepiness lodges in my eyes and all I want to do is crawl back into that big, soft bed of hers with the satiny sheets, pull her to me, and fall asleep.

      When I come out of the bathroom, Makayla is standing at the foot of the bed in a tight, super-tight, I might add, tank top and lacy panties, both black, both see-through, and both hot as fuck.

      Mere moments ago, I might have thought I was tired, but my cock has a different idea, already rising again just minutes after coming. This is fucking nuts. With her anywhere near me, I seem to walk around with a constant hard-on.

      As soon as she sees me, she jerks out her arm. That’s when I see my clothes hooked in her hand.

      I furrow my brows. “What are those for?”

      Practically expressionless, she tilts her head and gives me that sexy low-lidded stare I like so much. “So you don’t walk home naked.”

      My surprise has to be evident on my face. “You’re kicking me out?”

      For some reason I just thought I’d be staying.

      Poker-faced still, she seems to be contemplating my question. “I wouldn’t call it that,” she answers.

      After a few seconds of silence, I ask, “What if I refuse to leave?”

      Instead of answering me, she whirls around to face the bed, her hand flying to her mouth and a giggle escaping her throat. “Then I guess you can stay,” she manages with all-out laughter.

      Yeah, she got me.

      Narrowing my eyes at her, even though she can’t see me, I have a choice to make. Call her bluff and leave or provide the ultimate payback. Of course, I choose the latter.

      Lunging for her, I tackle her to the bed, flip her around, and pin her wrists over her head. “That was mean, just down-right mean.”

      She bites down on her lip and looks up at me. “I couldn’t help myself, but the look on your face was priceless.”

      I take both wrists in one hand and use my other to find her belly. “Payback is a bitch, baby.”

      That smile. Fuck, that smile. “No, stop. I’m ticklish.”

      “You shouldn’t have told me that,” I murmur and tickle her from under her arms to way down below her belly.

      “Stop, please—that was payback for the vibrator.”

      “Say, ‘Camden Waters is a sex god,’ and I’ll stop.”

      That body of hers bounces, that laughter gets higher and higher, and I feel a strange something going on in my chest because of it. “Mercy!” she calls out.

      Leaning down, so our noses are almost touching, I breathe hot against her lips. “Say, ‘Camden Waters is a sex god.’”

      If there were ever a master tickler, it would be me. Just ask my sister. I used to make her so mad with the things she had to say to get me to stop. None of them sexual in nature, of course, but things that pissed her off, like, “My brother is always right,” or “My brother is the best ever.” It was so much fun. This is equally so, and then some.

      Makayla snorts, tears falling from her eyes, and then finally it comes. “Camden Waters is a sex god.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      “Camden Waters is a sex god!” she shouts.

      Satisfied, I stop. “I think everyone knows now.”

      She punches me, and I grab her arm again, this time tugging her to the head of the bed and pulling her snug to me, her back to my front.

      Happy like this, I bend to pull the sheet around us and then kiss between her shoulder blades. She tucks her hand under her cheek.

      My hand drifts up and down her hip, moving the sheet in a motion like waves rolling in the ocean.

      Some time passes and then Makayla turns around to rest her head on my shoulder.

      I kiss her hair. “I don’t know what this is between us, but I can’t get you out of my head.”

      “I don’t know either, but I feel it too.”

      That is all that needs to be said for now. “Good.”

      Her fingertips dance lightly across my skin and soon she traces the B on my chest. She’s never asked me about it, but I know she must wonder.

      The words just come out. “We called ourselves the ABC’s—Amelia, Brandon, and Camden. Brandon was the oldest. He was always the fun-loving one. I was the middle child and the responsible one. And Amelia, well, she was our little princess.”

      Makayla’s hand pauses for the barest of blinks before continuing to stroke my chest. “Brandon, is he B?”

      I nod my head. “Yes. He died just over a year ago.”

      Her head lifts to look at me. “Tell me about him.”

      “He was always the life of the party. Everybody loved him. He had that kind of gravitational pull, you know?”

      She nods in understanding.

      “It made everyone always want to be around him. But as the years went on, he just refused to grow up and be responsible. That was always my role—taking care of the three of us while our parents argued their way through life.”

      Makayla listens without comment.

      “That’s what fucking pisses me off the most. All he had to do was talk to me. Tell me what he was feeling. I would have helped him any way I could. Instead, now every time I look in the fucking mirror, I wish I hadn’t gotten this damn tattoo because it only reminds me how pissed I am at him.”

      Her head lifts, but again she says nothing.

      I close my eyes. “The night you saw me in Chinatown was the night of his memorial service. One that my father insisted on having to ease his own conscience or put on a show for his friends, who knows. I was out just trying to forget about it.”

      She moves closer to me. “Why? You didn’t want to go?”

      My eyes fly open. “Fuck no. I hate to go to any of my father’s dog-and-pony shows. I went for my mother and sister.”

      “What about for Brandon?” she asks.

      “I already told you—I’m fucking mad at him.”

      “But Cam, he’s your brother.”

      “Was,” I clarify.

      “No, Cam, he is. Just because he isn’t alive doesn’t change that.”

      “Fuck that. He overdosed and left me. Left me because he couldn’t deal with our prick of a father or cope with the demands of growing up. Unlike me, Brandon never stood up to our father. I didn’t realize working for our father was making him so unhappy. If I had, I would have gone to bat for him against the prick.” I pause for a moment before adding, “I just never knew how bad things were.”

      “Was he a drug addict?”

      “Yes, but I never knew it. I only thought he liked to party. He was good at hiding his addiction.”

      Both of her elbows on my chest, she asks, “But Cam, that’s what addicts do—hide it.”

      “But I was his brother; I should have seen it. Why couldn’t he have talked about his condition with me? We were best friends, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Maybe he didn’t want to burden you?”

      I sit up, wanting to be done with this conversation.

      She wraps her arms around me. When I don’t recoil, she tightens her hold. “It isn’t your fault. I don’t have to know all the circumstances or exactly what happened, but I know that addictions have a way of taking over someone’s life. And sometimes it’s hard for us on the outside to understand that.”

      Getting up on my knees, I turn around to face her. “I’ve heard it all before,” I tell her.

      “Then you’re not listening. Bad things happen, Cam. And I get that right now you hate your brother for dying, but he didn’t do it to you. He died from a drug overdose. And maybe that’s what you should think about because I am certain he wouldn’t want you blaming yourself.”

      “I know that,” I spit out.

      “Do you? Isn’t your guilt holding you back from doing something with your life you might care about?”

      I look over my shoulder with a scowl. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      There’s no pity in her eyes as she looks at me, just a softened expression and maybe a little understanding. Lightly, she kisses my shoulder. “Yes, I do. I know you want to do more than you are.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I see your mind working whenever you talk about local businesses around here and how they’re doing. You always have an idea about how to make them better. You see what others don’t. You need to move forward, Cam. Stop letting your hatred for your father or your anger toward your brother hold you back. You may not ever be able to forgive your father, but you have to forgive your brother.”

      Bold words, and they strike me like lightning.

      With a sigh, I try to explain myself without getting angry with her. “You don’t get it. That’s all I can think about. I graduated Columbia Business School four weeks after Brandon died. I was supposed to go to work for my father, but I didn’t. The grief of my brother’s death was too much. Vanessa went to work for him instead and I took some time off. I have no idea how long she had been fucking him before I found them that Thanksgiving. I never asked. She tried to tell me his grief had gotten to her and she only wanted to comfort him. His grief? His grief! Can you believe that?”

      Makayla gets on her knees and put her hands on my arms. “No, I can’t. I can’t believe you had to deal with that in the midst of grieving for your brother. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m not. In fact, catching them together might have been the best thing that ever happened to me because it brought me out here. Lifeguard or not, my life is so much better here than there. Like I told you, my mother thinks I’m living in a dreamworld and that I refuse to get a real job because I want to hurt my father, and she tells me as often as she can that I’m hurting myself more than him.”

      Her hands slide down and she squeezes mine. “Do you think she might be right?”

      I put my hands on her hips and pull her close to me. “Sometimes I do. Lately, more than I used to.”

      She rests her head on my shoulder. “Maybe that means you finally believe it and are ready to do something about it.”

      “I don’t know,” I breathe out with a deep sigh. “All I know is I’m ready to stop talking about this.”

      For a long time we stay that way. Staring at each other. Unmoving.

      Having had more than enough pillow talk, I push her to the bed and lean down to kiss her knee.

      She giggles. “That tickles.”

      The sound is breathy and hoarse. I like it. Liking the way her skin feels, I glide my lips down a little to kiss her calf, then lower still to kiss the bone of her ankle.

      Her toes wiggle, and I take her foot between my hands and start to massage it.

      She rises on her elbows. “That feels so good.”

      Maneuvering my fingers, I apply a little more pressure. “The summer after college I went backpacking with my brother and my best friend, Keen Masters. Somehow we ended up on a plane to Singapore, because Keen had this idea in his head that the women in Singapore were like no others on earth.”

      Her grin lights up her whole face. “And were they?”

      I bob my head from side to side as if stretching the muscles in memory. “They were gorgeous, that was for sure, and they were small, so short and petite. But let me tell you, they had the most amazing hands. The massages they gave were definitely like no other.”

      She covers her mouth and feigns shock. “Let me guess…you all enjoyed your happy endings.”

      I raise both my brows and wiggle them. “That we did.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “I give a pretty good massage, too, Mr. Waters.”

      I lick my tongue up her thigh. “I will most definitely be taking you up on that, Ms. Alexander.”

      Her nipples go tight beneath her tank top when I nip at the lace of her panties, and I know she has to be wet for me. “Anytime, day or night.” She winks.

      I meet her gaze and the air shifts. “Take your top off,” I tell her.

      Without wasting a minute, she stands and strips it off, and then hooks her thumbs in the side of her panties.

      “Stop,” I tell her, and then make a twirling motion with my finger. “Turn around.”

      She does.

      It is not a thong, but half of her ass cheeks show. So fucking hot. “Fuck, what do you call those?”

      “Brazilians,” she purrs over her shoulder. “And don’t you dare ask me to put on six-inch platforms and pretend to swing around a pole.”

      My cock rises against my belly and I stroke it lightly. “That could be fun.”

      From over her shoulder, her eyes land on my hands and her lips part. I stroke a little harder, seeing how much it excites her.

      “Sorry, no pole in here,” she says.

      “That could be arranged.”

      “I don’t think Maggie would appreciate it.”

      “Shhh,” I order. “Come here.”

      Turning around, she takes her panties off as she walks and flings them across the room before she joins me on the bed.

      I breathe her in. I breathe her out. Voice muffled against her flesh, I whisper, “Fuck me.”

      And she does.
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      Makayla

      You know how sometimes you meet someone you just click with?

      Yeah, for me that never happens. Not until now. Not until Cam. He and I talk about everything. No subject is off limits. It’s fun and exciting, and a little scary, too. Our views are sometimes the same, sometimes different. Debates are always up for grabs. And long discussions seem to go by in the blink of an eye.

      I know all about where he ranked on the swim team in high school and who his favorite football team is. That he likes basketball over baseball and wants to get season tickets to the Lakers this year. He’s even shared stories about his brother and sister, such as how they would trick their nanny into leaving them alone. How they used to get on the subway without their parents knowing and explore the city on their own. How they always counted on each other. Did everything together.

      In turn, he knows I graduated top in my class. That Maggie and I despised cheerleaders in high school and that I didn’t lose my virginity until I went to college. Yes, I took a lot of flak about that from Maggie. I told him about my mother dying. About Maggie’s mother taking me in and how she is like my own. And he knows that designing jewelry is my lifelong dream.

      With each waking hour, I think we learn a little more about each other.

      It’s not as if I’ve been keeping track in my date book or anything, but we’ve seen each other every day for the past twenty-two days. We haven’t spent every night together. However, the nights we didn’t stay together, Cam snuck into my bed in the early hours of the morning to wake me up before he went to work. All I can say is the sex is fantastic. Varied. Wild. Crazy. Subdued. Romantic. Hot. The list goes on and on. And yes, don’t shoot me, but I made a list of adjectives to describe it.

      Then there are his text messages. Like clockwork, he texts me during the day when he’s on break—funny texts, dirty texts, downright pornographic texts sometimes. They always make me laugh and sometimes make me blush.

      I try to be as witty as I can, but when it comes right down to it, I’m just not as funny as he is.

      Shhh…don’t tell him that.

      Cam goes back to New York tomorrow for his sister’s graduation. He’ll be gone a week, and I think I might miss him.

      It’s odd to think a guy I haven’t known that long already means so much to me.

      Honestly, I’ve tried not to think about it too much. I have a tendency to overthink everything and I refuse to overthink us.

      As I fit my key into my door, a text goes off from my phone.

      

      Cam: I’m off for lunch at 1. Want to meet me?

      Me: Just got home. Let me pick something up and we can have a picnic. Where should I meet you?

      Cam: At the main lifeguard tower. Grab the book. It’s on my nightstand right next to the studded condoms. Feel free to bring one of those along too. Gabe will have nothing on me.

      Me: Keep dreaming

      

      Taking my time, I go inside and yank my dress clothes off so that I can slip into something more comfortable and maybe a little sexier. A strapless sundress is perfect. I pull my hair back and grab a pair of flip-flops. Much better.

      I’d spent the morning calling on boutiques with my portfolio to try to place my designs in their stores. Again, no bites.

      Turns out I couldn’t live without a plan. It just isn’t me. Free love. That I can do. Free bird? Not so much.

      List complete or not, I think I know who I am. The same old Makayla—just an improved version. And I like who she is.

      Still, I need a plan. The sales at the surf shops aren’t taking off quite the way Derek and Andre had projected. The prices are too high, and there is no way to lower them and still make a decent profit without compromising on quality. And that I’m not willing to do. Andre and I have gone round and round about it. He’s giving it two more weeks. Soon, I’m certain I’ll be pulling my designs out of his stores.

      Cam and Brooklyn hide their spare key under the front mat. How clichéd is that? But hey, it works out when I need to get inside.

      Unlocking the door, I hurry through the kitchen and stop when I see a gift box on the table.

      Now, we all know curiosity killed the cat and I should know better, but still I can’t resist, and I lift the lid slightly. There’s something silver and shiny inside and it gleams in the sunlight. Now I have to know what it is.

      Lid off, I stare down at it, almost studying it, completely uncertain what it is. It’s one solid piece of metal with three beads on the end and a curved handle. There’s a card, so I pick it up. It reads, “Cam, here’s a fun wand, which can be used vaginally and anally, not necessarily in that order. Bring it with you when you come to New York and stop by. No strings attached. Promise. Can’t wait to see you. Love, Vanessa.”

      Like a hot potato, I drop it into the box and wish I’d never even looked inside. Now, I not only have the picture in my mind of how it works, but of Megan with a B using it in front of Cam to lure him back.

      Awesome. Just awesome.

      Rushing from the room, I run to his. Taking a breath, I calm myself down. I have nothing to worry about. He’s never given me cause in the least to fret over Megan with B. Just because she hung out with him and his brother all the time and they share memories of Brandon doesn’t mean he wants to fuck her. Just because I saw him give in to her once doesn’t mean he will again.

      Convinced I’m right, I grab the book and stare at the condom package with a smile. Cam bought a whole bunch of silly ones, but that one is by far the funniest. Small silver studs coat the outside with one large one at the end. It is meant to simulate the feeling of a piercing when inside me. So far, I have refused that one, but who knows, I might decide on it tonight.

      Feeling better, I leave, trying not to think about the fun wand—in all its shininess and the angles of pleasure it promises to bring. Cam and I don’t need toys like that to find our pleasure.

      Excited to be driving my first automobile, I hop into my bright blue Jeep. I had narrowed it down to either the two-door Jeep, smaller than Cam’s, or a Ford Focus. Horrified at the idea of me driving anything but a car without a roof in a beach town, Cam talked me into the Jeep. The color wasn’t his favorite. Girly. Bold. It suited the new me perfectly.

      Stopping at the only sandwich shop in Laguna Beach that offers more than gluten-free bread, I order two ham-and-Swiss-on-whole-wheat sandwiches, a bag of veggie chips (because they didn’t offer real potato chips), and two waters. Painting a smile on my face while still dwelling on what he was going to do with that present, I head to the beach. Once I park my car, I go in search of him, trying not to think about the kind of sex life he had with Vanessa. Whereas Sebastian and I were vanilla all the way, were he and Megan with a B chocolate?

      Oh, God, I’m stressing.

      His shirt off and foot propped up, I spot his long, lean body immediately. He’s standing outside the main lifeguard tower, which strangely enough is not used as a tower anymore because of its age. Yet, it remains firmly planted on Laguna because it is iconic. At least that is what Cam has told me.

      From afar, I watch him stretch and move. Always fascinated by the lines of his body and its dips and hollows, I wonder if I freeze right here, how long I can watch him before he looks my way.

      Within seconds, he turns my way with a smile so wide and bright and genuine that I want to kiss his face off. I want to run my hands through that mess of his hair and smooth my fingertips over those brows and trace the curves of his ears with my tongue. I want to eat him up like the juiciest of apples and let him drip down my hand, my wrist, my arm, and then lick him all up.

      Instead, Megan with B is all I can see, that image from the night in the club when she licked him all up, and all I can muster is the barest hint of a smile. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” He scoops me up and twirls me around, ignoring or not noticing my standoffish behavior.

      “You look…great,” he says as he lowers me to the ground.

      I don’t respond. I look at the picnic basket I packed in my hand instead, though honestly, I don’t care if we eat at all.

      “I snagged us a cabana for the next hour,” he tells me, pointing to one about five huts over.

      The solicitous hand at the small of my back as he takes the basket from me makes my knees go weak.

      “So I had this kid near my tower this morning who kept pretending to drown…”

      Telling each other about our days is always something I look forward to, but right now all the words seem to blend together. Step-by-step, side-by-side in the sand, I feel like I might burst if I don’t ask him about what I saw.

      Inside the cabana there is a television, a couch, a couple of chairs, and a minibar. It’s pretty nice, I have to say. Cam sets the basket on a table in front of the couch and turns to me with a frown. “Are you mad at me?”

      “Should I be?” I press my lips together and rub my tongue slowly on the inside of my teeth to keep my voice low.

      “Let’s see, as far as I know, nothing has happened since I ate you for breakfast,” he says, taking my arms with his rough, callused hands and making me shiver.

      That hint of a smile on my lips makes me angrier. Why does he always do that to me—make me laugh in any situation, even when I don’t want to?

      “Are you on the rag?” he asks. “Because if you are, you could have warned me. PMS sometimes turns women into another being. My sister is always a real bitch during that time, so I know how to deal with it.”

      My mouth falls open and the words just fly out. “No, I do not have my period. But did you know how to deal with Vanessa when she was on the rag?”

      He blinks a few times and then I think it hits him. “You looked in the box on my kitchen table, didn’t you?”

      I shrug. “I might have.”

      He laughs. He actually laughs.

      I want to punch him. Instead I step back.

      Cam grabs me and holds me tight. “Vanessa has been sending me sex toys since I moved here, like her being provocative would woo me.”

      “And what, you hold on to them?”

      He laughs again. “No; in the past, I’d find a girl and use them with her—you know, as a ‘fuck you’ to Vanessa. But this time, I was just going to throw it away until Brooklyn stopped me. He wanted it to play some joke on his friend Sasha.”

      My whole body relaxes. “Oh,” is all I can say.

      That laughter takes over the small space and he pulls me flush to his body. “Are you jealous?”

      I push away. “No, should I be?”

      Unwavering, he tugs me back. “No, I only want you,” he whispers in my ear as he licks around it. “I won’t even be seeing her this week since my sister can’t stand her. But even if I do, you have nothing to worry about.”

      Cam’s confession fills me and I feel stupid for being jealous over a woman who hurt him so badly. “I’m sorry,” I offer, “I shouldn’t have reacted like that.”

      His lips find mine. “Baby, green suits you, but if you’re feeling guilty, I think I can come up with a good way for you to make it up to me.”

      Dying to hear this, I lean back. “And what would that be?”

      He winks at me. “How about we talk about it after lunch.” And then he opens the picnic basket.

      Once the food is set out, we sit beside each other on the couch and go about eating. I unwrap my sandwich and shake a little mustard pack on it. Cam watches me with keen interest. I give him a smile, and he licks his lips before he starts chewing his sandwich. I sip my water. Swallow. He takes a bite of a chip and makes a face. That breaks our comfortable silence.

      “They taste like cardboard,” he says.

      “I know. But it was either that or kale salad.”

      He shivers and takes another bite. “I’ll stick with the cardboard.”

      After that, things return to normal between us and I tell him about my morning. Slight detour, but we’re back on track.

      We finish our food and Cam grabs the book. “Book club time.” He grins and stretches out on the cushion that isn’t exactly as soft as a couch, but better than the sand we laid on last week when we did this. It’s taking a while to finish this book because we keep getting distracted.

      I squeeze in between him and the back of the outdoor furniture and rest my chin on his bare chest. Unable to stop myself, my gaze lowers to his body. To his abs, which are smooth and so ripped I have to trace the indentations with a finger. His legs are solid muscle, and I push one of my legs between his just to feel his strength against me.

      My eyes lift to his nipple right beside me, and I think about how much he likes it when I bite him there, then to his tan neck, thick and strong, his Adam’s apple sexy as he speaks in that deep voice.

      “Makayla.” He slaps my ass.

      I meet his gray gaze.

      “You ready?” He laughs as if knowing exactly what I’m thinking.

      “Ready.” I smile up at him and close my eyes.

      With his arm outstretched and the book over our bodies, that caramel voice is clear and loud. “‘It was midsummer. The halfway mark. Summer lay in the center of her bed, looking at both men. She knew their bodies as well as she knew her own. Gabe was taller than Owen and had ink on his pale skin, whereas Owen was tan and had none. Gabe had come to Summer with nipple rings, and his recent gift to her of a piercing on his cock brought endless pleasure.’” Cam pauses.

      Smoothing my hand on his warm chest, I look up at him. “You’re still hung up on that, aren’t you?”

      He shifts a little, causing my body to cover more of his. “That piercing. I just can’t even think about it. It has to hurt like a motherfucker.”

      I can’t stop touching him, circling my fingers around his nipples. “He did it for her. For her pleasure. I think it’s romantic.”

      His head jerks down. “I don’t know. Flowers would be just as romantic, and way less painful.”

      I pinch his nipple hard. “Just keep reading.”

      “Ouch,” he says. “Do that again. I can take the pain in the name of romance.”

      That laugh sends shivers through my body. “Keep reading, Romeo.”

      “Okay, okay. ‘Summer looked down at Gabe and Owen with gratitude. They knew her body as well as she knew theirs. They knew what she liked and what she didn’t. How to please her. Summer raised herself to her elbows to see the two sets of eyes upon her. Two men licking her cunt, stroking her, fucking her with their fingers, bringing her to the edge of pure, undiluted pleasure. Abruptly, Gabe stopped his ministrations and told her to sit up. She tolerated the command only because she knew oblivion would soon be hers.’” Cam stops and runs his hand down my ponytail.

      I grow hotter at his caress.

      With his eyes burning into mine, he says, “Gabe is obviously the alpha, so why does he continue to share her with Owen? Why not kick him to the curb?”

      Sweat warms us and practically melds our bodies together. With the air between us practically crackling, I answer him. “Because Owen gives her what Gabe doesn’t—tenderness.”

      His strong shoulders, muscled biceps, and hard, sculpted six-pack are suddenly all I can see as he shakes his head in disbelief. “Why can’t one man be enough?”

      I watch a drip of sweat trickle down his washboard abs. “I think for most, one is,” I say, and wonder if he’s thinking about why Vanessa cheated on him.

      Cam tugs on my ponytail a little forcefully. “Do you think I have a little Gabe and a little Owen in me?”

      I look into his needy, hot gaze. “Yes, I think you do, and you’re more than enough for me,” I reassure him.

      Puffing his chest, he laughs. “That sounded a lot like I was fishing. Please forget I even asked you that.”

      My fingertips trail over the top of his thigh, and I bend to kiss his chest. “I will not. I rather like the thought of being a little good and a little bad.”

      He shakes his head. “You, Makayla Alexander, never cease to amaze me with what you say.”

      A small lick around his nipple makes my own poke against the cotton of my dress. “Good. Then I know I can always keep you guessing.”

      With a laugh, Cam settles his gaze on the book. “‘Summer moved to the side of the bed and placed both feet on the floor. Gabe had expended his short-lived control and ran a hand up her thigh to swipe a finger across her wet pussy. Her body reacted with the slightest of shivers and he smiled deviously. Owen slid around behind her, straddling her back and pulling her to rest against this chest. He was always the sweet one, the gentle one. Gabe settled between Summer’s legs and put his hands roughly on her hips. Summer’s heart pounded as Owen clasped his arms around her ribs just below her breasts. Gabe shifted on his feet and gripped his cock at the base, guiding it to her opening and pushing inside her. In one quick thrust, he pushed inside her to the hilt. The metal piercing causing a sensation of pleasure to ripple through her.’”

      Neither one of us comments, both entranced by the activities of these three.

      “‘With Owen behind her, Gabe fucked her slowly for a few strokes, then hooked his hands beneath her knees, bending them, pushing her harder against Owen and deepening the angle. Summer cried out as he pumped inside her and then he stopped, giving just enough time for Owen to lift her and lower her back down. His body shifted so he could enter her from behind, and together the three of them rocked. Skin slapped and sucked. Someone moaned. Another groaned. Pleasure struck so fiercely, it left all three of them breathless. Owen was the first to come. Slick heat spurted from behind Summer. Gabe thrust inside her one more time with a shout, and then he, too, came. Summer had started coming long ago, and was now lost to the depths of oblivion.’” Cam slams the book closed and pulls me fully on top of him.

      I peek up at him from under my lashes.

      His eyes blaze down at me.

      With the feel of his erection hot and thick against my belly, I dig my chin sharply into his chest and gaze at him, squirming a little. “Hey, big boy, did you get a little turned on there?”

      Abruptly, Cam sits up, scooting me to sit beside him. “I would never, ever share you with another guy.”

      “I…I would never want that.”

      Standing, he tugs me to my feet. “Good. Then yes, I’m really turned on and only have twenty minutes before I have to get back to work. Come with me.”

      Trailing behind him, I find it hard to keep up with him as my flip-flops keep getting stuck in the sand.

      I have no idea where we are going.

      But really, it’s not like I wouldn’t follow him anywhere.

      Anywhere.
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      Cam

      Planning to have sex on the beach takes all the spontaneity right out of the fun.

      That’s why Makayla and I have yet to do it. Also, the patrols down the beach at night deter any wrongdoers and since I’m part of those patrols, getting caught would mean a lot of heckling.

      Yet, there is a place that would check number three off Makayla’s list and allow our extreme pent-up sexual needs to be eased. Besides, waiting until after work to get inside her would be a bitch after the scene I just read.

      The tower looks more like it belongs to a medieval castle than an Orange County beach city. In a place that values the newest and the latest, the lifeguard tower remains standing because it is iconic. Inspiring, they say. It represents the growth of the city and the need to expand the lifeguard force. It represents change. What it really means is someone paid a shit-ton of cash to keep it here.

      The hexagonal building remains unused and locked. Lucky for me, I have a key. With people, benches, volleyball nets, and the American flag all close by, I hurry past them and unlock the door, discreetly pulling Makayla inside and locking the door before anybody notices.

      I’ve been here a few times, not to fuck, but to make sure no one has gotten in. People like to pick the lock and go inside for a quickie. This is one of those places that got Laguna named the best place to have sex on the beach. The tower, along with Shaws Cove, Moss Point, and the Thousand Steps Cave, is prime real estate for those who prefer hiking up skirts to collecting seashells.

      Inside is an old desk, worn from years of use, and nothing else. The space was stripped of all lifeguard supplies years ago. It’s hot and musty, but functional nonetheless.

      The windows down below are so dirty, no one can see inside, yet up above in the tower, the sun shines through them bold and bright.

      Makayla has her back to me.

      “This is the last item on your list, Makayla,” I tell her.

      “It is,” she laughs and goes on to recite the list:

      

      Wear a bikini ✓

      Have sex with someone you don’t know ✓

      Fuck on the beach—will be completed soon!

      Join the Mile High Club ✓

      Get drunk and let someone else worry how you’re going to get home ✓

      Give a guy the best blow job of his life and make sure he knows it ✓

      Get a vibrator ✓

      Don’t plan your day for the next thirty days

      Take a nude selfie ✓

      Read an erotic romance novel in public ✓

      

      I laugh too. I think I know each item by heart as well. I’m happy for her. Not that I think it will change her in the least, but then again, I like who she is and how she is. But it makes her feel like she’s accomplished something, and I get it.

      She turns around. “Is it safe in here?”

      Playing with her, I allow my gaze to the circle the area filled with nothing but walls, and laugh. “I don’t think there are zombies hiding anywhere, unless we’ve entered an apocalypse in the last thirty minutes that I’m unaware of.”

      “No, I mean clean? Germ-free?”

      Stalking toward her zombie-style, I grab hold of her and pretend to bite her neck, and then I whisper in her ear, “I know what you mean, Makayla. Not to worry, baby, I’ll bend you over the desk so you don’t have to worry about the dirt on the floor.”

      She throws her head back. “Stop with the Walking Dead crap. It’s creepy.”

      I push myself up against her body and move her back. “Not until I get you to watch it with Maggie and me.”

      “Never,” she moans.

      I have her against the old desk. “Never say never.”

      Her hands go to anchor herself and she leans back.

      I yank her top down to expose those breasts; I knew they’d be bare. The sweat is warm on her breasts, and delicious, and then my palms travel up her long, smooth legs, bringing her dress with me. Something strange is happening between us. I can’t stop touching her, no matter where we are. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to feel this way. Happy.

      “You’re smiling.” Makayla looks at me from beneath hooded eyes. “Want to let me in on it?”

      “A Yankees doubleheader, March Madness, overtime during the Frozen Four hockey finals, the Jets winning the Super Bowl.”

      Makayla rocks her hips ever so slightly. “Huh?”

      “Things that make me happy.” I grin as she ponders my crazy-ass comment and clash my mouth to hers. “You,” I add.

      Teeth crash and as our bodies mold to each other, I take the kiss all the way. Deep. So deep, my head spins at the taste of her.

      Everything about us is hands and mouths.

      My hands are on her breasts, cupping them, fondling them, playing with the small handfuls. When she moans, I find her nipples, already hard for me, and roughly roll them between my thumb and forefinger.

      Her mouth is on my throat and her responding bite is a little hard. I can’t stop from hissing. She doesn’t seem to mind the sound and licks the sting away. I wouldn’t mind if she did it again.

      Laughing, I stare down at her. “Zombie bites don’t scare me.”

      She’s breathing hard. “I want you.”

      I yank her up and turn her around. “You got me, baby, you got me.”

      A dizzying, gasp-like sound escapes her throat.

      “Hold on,” I tell her.

      She grips the edge of the desk, which is only about six inches from the wall, just enough for her to hold onto.

      Behind her, I hike her dress up again and stare at the leopard thong she’s wearing, the one I bought her as a joke when I bought the condoms.

      Condoms.

      Oh fuck.

      I have no wallet on me, which means I have no condoms.

      “You wore it,” I growl in her ear, running my fingers down the thin strap along the crease of her ass.

      She pushes her ass toward me. “I think it’s sexy.”

      My finger circles that forbidden zone. “It is. Someday, I want this,” I tell her.

      Her ponytail swings and she twists her head to look at me with those fuck-me eyes that make my dick feel like a rod of steel. “Maybe,” she whispers. “Maybe someday.”

      Fuck me. That wasn’t a no. “I can live with that,” I say. “I just want a piece of you no one has ever had.”

      That blush she gets every now and then paints her face.

      “We have a slight problem,” I admit, sliding her thong down and reaching around to run my fingers along her slick, really wet, really ready-for-me pussy.

      “What?” she breathes out, pushing her sex into my palm.

      “I’m going to make you come, but that’s all we can do for right now.”

      “What?” she repeats.

      I slip a finger inside her. “I don’t have any condoms.”

      “Fuck me without one. We’ve both been tested. I’m clean. You’re clean. I’m on the pill.”

      I add another finger and move them up and down. “You sure?”

      “Yes,” she cries out. “Just do it now.”

      A sudden roar of fire licks up from my bare feet, shooting through my whole body at the thought of going bareback inside her. Inside Makayla’s sweet, little pussy.

      “Cam,” she prods.

      Giving her one last finger fuck, I remove my hands and yank down my swimsuit. Then I nudge her legs apart and with my cock in my hand, I find her slick entrance and plunge inside her. Oh fuck, her pussy is so warm, so tight, and I feel like I could live inside her like this forever. “You feel amazing,” I grunt as I thrust.

      She moves against my thrusts. “So do you.”

      My chin presses into her shoulder and my mouth nuzzles beneath her ear. “Makayla.”

      Tilting her head to the side, she allows me full access to her neck.

      “Makayla,” I murmur against her soft flesh.

      “Cam,” she whimpers back.

      My hands travel from her hips to her clit, and I press my fingers to it, applying pressure. “I’m not going to last long.”

      “Neither am I,” she cries out.

      “Fuck.” I take my hands and put them on her hips so I can pump into harder, faster.

      “Fuck,” she cries out, and it only spurs me on. The good girl has a dirty little mouth when she’s turned on. I fucking love it.

      “Come for me, Makayla,” I command, my voice gruff with need. “Come around my cock. I need to feel it.”

      That hard demand must trigger her release because she cries out my name, over and over and over.

      My hands caress the curve of her ass and my fingers dig into her hips as her pussy clenches around my cock. The feeling is unlike anything I’ve felt before and I swear my eyes roll into the back of my head. “Christ, you’re hot,” I murmur. “Like the fucking sun…”

      I hear voices from just outside the door, and then the door handle jiggles.

      Hard and fast I move. My teeth graze her neck, and I muffle my outcry against her soft flesh. My cock jerks inside her and I thrust one more time, hard enough to push the desk forward.

      The voices disappear but I’m not sure if the people are gone as I leave this earth and rocket to climax.

      Makayla smacks her head against the cement wall.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, squeezing my hands gently against her sides.

      She starts laughing. “I’m seeing stars.”

      Most people don’t like to laugh during sex, but Makayla and I seem to revel in it. Pulling out of her, I slide her panties up her slim hips. “That was me, baby. All me.”

      She flips around and smooths her dress, then runs a hand up my chest. “When you’re inside me I see more than just stars, I see planets and comets and the moon.”

      The voices are back and I’m not sure if it’s the beach patrol or beachgoers, so I place a finger over her lips to remain silent.

      Still laughing, she bites my finger.

      Shaking my head at her, I pull my hand away to tie the string that holds my swim trunks up. When I’m done, I lean down to bite her lip and I think…so do I, baby.

      So do I.
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      Makayla

      Don’t worry, everything is going to be groovy and amazing.

      Not my words—really, they aren’t. Something like that would never come from my mouth. It is the slogan for the natural foods restaurant Maggie insisted we try for lunch.

      With Cam in New York City, I’ve had a lot more time on my hands and Maggie has been eating it up. Literally. One vegetarian restaurant after the other.

      I push my spoon through my acai bowl, which per the menu is made with love. Truly it shouldn’t be that bad. Then again, I did ask for no chia seeds, no green foods powder, no spinach, and no anything I’d never heard of. That leaves me with a bowl of berries and yogurt. And how bad could that be, right? Again, it is made with love.

      Maggie gives me a small smile as she sets down her wheatgrass shot and picks up her watermelon juice. “You should try this; it really is so good.”

      Feigning gagging, I shake my head. “I tried it at that café we had dinner at the other night. No thank you.”

      All this healthy eating is going to help me lose a few pounds. Not because of the nutritional elements, but because I’m simply eating less. Honestly, the food here in Laguna is taking some getting used to.

      I squint my eyes and glance across the table. My contact lenses are dirty and need to be changed. Still, it doesn’t take clear vision to see something isn’t right. Maggie isn’t her normal chipper self. Whereas when we first sat down, I thought she might have been hung over, now I think she just looks sad. I hadn’t considered that option until right now.

      In her white tank top, Maggie doesn’t have any qualms about the possibility she might drip pink juice down her shirt as she slurps through the extra-wide straw. I watch as she sets the cup down and then pushes her black bean burger around on her plate. She hasn’t even taken a bite. Now that is very unlike her.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, scooping the yogurt into my mouth.

      She gives me a little shrug. “I told Derek we were over last night.”

      Not sure if I’m shocked or just surprised, I quickly swallow my food. “Oh Maggie, I thought things were going so well. What happened?”

      She stares down at her plate. “They were. So well that, believe it or not, I told him I thought we should be exclusive.” She pauses a little and laughs. “And he told me he liked things the way they were—unlabeled. In other words, he wanted to keep fucking around.”

      Her voice breaks, and I know the hugger needs a hug. Getting up, I round the table and circle my arms around her. “I’m sorry. That really stinks, but at least he was honest.”

      Squeezing me back, she takes a deep breath. “Yeah. I could have kept seeing him, but it didn’t feel right anymore. I’m just so tired of sleeping with men who are sleeping with other women.”

      Taking a seat, I look across the table at her. “Hold on, Mags—not to rain on your pity party, but isn’t that what you do all the time? Sleep with other men when seeing guys? That’s the definition of not putting a label on it, isn’t it?”

      She heaves a heavy sigh. “Yes, I know, but I’m so tired of it. I don’t want to do it anymore. I just want to meet a nice guy, hang out, and have fun. You know, like you and Cam.”

      I smile at that. “You can, Maggie. Guys are all over you all day long. You have to find one who is a match for you.”

      “Yeah, I know. Much easier said than done.”

      “That is very true.”

      She laughs.

      “What?”

      “Look at you, giving me relationship advice.”

      I pinch a berry from my bowl and drop it into my mouth. “Well, I am officially uptight free now that I finished the list.”

      A napkin flies across the table at me. “Makayla, you were never uptight; it’s just how you saw yourself because of Sebastian.”

      I could argue, but maybe she’s right. Being with Cam has allowed me to be more fun, be freer, and maybe, just maybe, be myself.

      Finally, Maggie takes a bite of her cold, pushed-around-her-plate black bean burger. “Mmmm…this is so good. You have to try it,” she says.

      Breakup blues are short-lived when it comes to Maggie and I think my job is done here. “No, I’m full,” I tell her, pushing my food aside. That was not yogurt, by the way. “I have to pick up Cam at the airport.”

      Balling her napkin up, she tosses it on her plate. “Oh, that’s right—I almost forgot he’s coming home today.” She points to me. “I should have known, considering that dress has a hot factor of about a fifteen on a scale of one to ten.”

      “This old thing,” I laugh.

      “Liar! It’s new. I know my mother left it for you the other day when she dropped by and you weren’t around. It looks really good on you, by the way.”

      I push my hair behind my ear. “Yes, so maybe it is a Simon Warren and new. I’m just really excited to see him and want to look good for him,” I admit.

      While he’s been gone, we haven’t talked that much on the phone. He has been busy with his sister and mother. He did send some dirty text messages, though, and a few sweet ones, too. And like I thought, I have missed him.

      Maggie suddenly claps her hands together. “Oh my God, this is perfect timing. Brooklyn asked me to cook him some curry and you guys can come too. I’ll even invite some other people. It will be like a dinner party.”

      Okay, nothing about that sounds appetizing, from Maggie cooking to curry. “Hold on, Maggie, back up. Why are you cooking for Brooklyn?” I eye her suspiciously.

      Her gaze roams as if searching for something, but then snaps back to mine. “Nothing like that. You know we’re just friends. He’s good-looking, but a little too young and way too assertive for me.”

      I have to laugh. She definitely likes to rule the roost, so to say, and Brooklyn does seem to have some alpha tendencies. Besides she always goes for the easy going suits. Always.

      “And he didn’t ask me to cook for him,” she goes on. “We were walking through the command center together the other day, and he saw someone eating a bowl of curried chickpeas in the break room from the Indian restaurant down the road and asked me what it tasted like. I couldn’t believe he’d never tried it, so I told him I’d make it for him.”

      “But you don’t cook.”

      “You know,” she says, her cup in her hand and her gaze focusing on the store attached to the restaurant, “I bet I can find everything I need here. If not, I’m done with work today anyway, so I have time to go to the Indian market.”

      Determined as she is, there is no talking her down, so standing up to leave, I just go with it. “Groovy,” I tell her, taking my lead from the logo on the menu. “We’ll be there.”

      Taking one last sip from her straw, she practically chokes on her laughter. “Far out,” she mocks and laughs even harder.

      Uptight free now, I make the peace sign as I head toward the door.

      “Those are rock horns,” she yells.

      Oh, okay, so I need to study the hippie dialect a little more.

      Still, I think I’m one cool kitten.

      Or is it cat?

      Yeah, it’s cat.

      I’m one cool cat.

      Right on.
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      Cam

      The Orange County airport is becoming way too familiar.

      The plane ride back was nothing like my last one, and the memory of almost joining the Mile High Club only spurs on my need to see Makayla. Laguna Beach and she have somehow settled in my heart. Every time I return to New York, I feel less and less like it’s home and more and more like this place is.

      Passing the John Wayne statue, I look around. And around. And around. No Makayla anywhere. This place isn’t as big as LaGuardia, but it is big enough to attract a rather large crowd. Families are waiting for their boarding times. A suit-wearing businessman is checking his BlackBerry. Old ladies with their bags of oranges and palm tree T-shirts are hugging their grandchildren goodbye. But not a single one of them is Makayla.

      Finally, I catch sight of her smile and long brown hair coming up the top of the escalator and she looks hotter than fuck in a short purple dress. I haven’t seen it before. It’s sleeveless and has cutouts on the side. I’m already imagining dragging my tongue along the seams and eating through it to get to that sweet pussy.

      I stand where I am, trying to catch my breath like a pussy myself. Just as I’m about to say fuck it all and go for her like they do in the movies, she takes off toward me. She’s close to me before I can even move in her direction.

      Catching her as she leaps into my arms, I twirl her around, just like every happy, sappy couple does in the movies. Shit, I’m watching way too many romantic comedies. Time for some fright and gore.

      Loving the smell of her and the feel of her in my arms, I bury my face in her neck and breathe her in. I squeeze her hard and she squeezes me back just as tightly.

      After a few moments I pull back to look at her. It has been only a week, but at the same time way too long. I have a lei around my neck that I bought in a gift shop in LaGuardia. It’s for those people wishing they’d gone to Hawaii but ended up in New York, I guess. Ridiculous, right? Who’d buy something like that? Yet, I found myself doing just that. I take it off my neck and wrap it around hers. “For you,” I say.

      She looks down at it with a grin and then up at me. “Is this your way of telling me you’re hoping to get laid?”

      Having missed that sense of humor and sass of hers, I pull her to me again, twirling her once more just because I want to. While doing it, I whisper in her ear, “That’s the plan.”

      She whispers back, “I can’t wait.”

      When I set her down, I kiss her, at first softly, then much harder. Lips. Teeth. Tongues. Hands. Bodies crushing. Now this is a scene from a movie.

      “Fuck, I missed you,” I tell her.

      “I missed you, too. How was New York?”

      “Lots of family drama and bullshit, but it was good to spend time with my sister.”

      I lean forward to kiss her again, but she holds me at arm’s length, almost studying me. “Want to talk about it?”

      I take her hand and head toward baggage claim. Due to the length of my stay, I had to check a bag. I hate having to do that. “Not especially.”

      “Would you?” she asks.

      I let her go first and follow. “The best news is there were no confrontations with my old man. I kept my distance and he kept his. My sister was a little suspicious and started asking a lot of questions. Except for Brandon’s memorial, we haven’t been all together since I found out he was fucking my girlfriend.”

      Makayla shudders.

      Yanking her hand to my mouth, I kiss it. “Ex-girlfriend,” I clarify. “But I did talk to him alone.”

      She steps off the escalator and waits for me.

      “I went to see him about my trust fund, and I told him I wanted it signed over to me. Believe it or not, he did it—no argument, no questions asked about what I have planned for it.”

      I’d already told her about the money. How my father’s parents left each of his three children a decent amount of money with a string—that we use it for investing. To make money. Not to spend on lifestyle shit. My father has been managing our accounts. What happened to Brandon’s, I have no idea. Anyway, he turned it over. I have to say, I was shocked.”

      We walk toward the assigned baggage belt and when we get there, I turn to look at her. “Fuck, Makayla, I missed you so much. All I wanted to do was jerk off to the naked picture of you, but somehow I held off.”

      She raises a brow. “Why?”

      I raise one back. “I just knew the real thing would be so much better.”

      She throws her arms around my neck and whispers in my ear, “I made myself come every night thinking of you.”

      Every muscle in my body tenses. “No…you didn’t! Did you buy a new vibe?”

      “No,” she laughs. “Just used my fingers.”

      “Fuck me,” I say. “Christ, that’s so fucking hot. I want to see it.”

      She presses that hot little body of hers against me and breathes in my ear. “Take me home quickly and while you jerk off in front of the real thing, maybe I’ll show you how I did it without a vibrator.”

      Holy fucking shit. I lunge for the belt. I can’t get my suitcase fast enough.

      Taking the elevator to the garage seems to take a million years. My cock is as hard as steel and more than ready to go. A week of celibacy after a month of nonstop sex has me wishing I could hire a chopper to get us from Santa Ana to Laguna, or at the very least, that I’d hired a driver.

      Her bright blue Jeep is parked in the middle of the garage, surrounded by dozens of cars. As soon as I get in the driver’s seat, it’s not the car I want to start, but her.

      With the uncontrollable need to feel her sweet pussy, I lean over to kiss her. It isn’t intentional, but all revved up, I can’t stop the reflex reaction to run my hand up her thigh. Higher. Higher still. I fucking love that she’s in a dress.

      Easy to get my fingers in her panties.

      As soon as I touch that slick flesh, I’m a goner. I caress down the center of her wetness. Just once, I tell myself.

      Makayla makes a noise.

      And with that sound mingling with my breaths, I have no choice but to ease a finger inside her. “So beautiful, I can’t wait to be in here,” I whisper into her ear.

      “Cam,” she says, squirming.

      Removing my finger, I ease my body back into my seat but leave my hand right where it belongs. “No one is going to know, baby. Just sit back and make like we’re having a conversation.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think I can—”

      I rub little circles over her clit with the pad of my thumb. I wish I could put my face in her lap and eat her like she is my last meal, attack that purple dress and rub my body all over it. Soon, I think. Soon.

      “Oh, God,” she moans.

      “That’s it, baby, just talk to me and let your body go.”

      Her hips start rocking to the motion of my hand.

      I keep going.

      The bulge in my pants is going to have to wait, though. There’s no way to conceal that. Suddenly I hate that I convinced her to buy an open-top Jeep. Sorry, buddy. This is about right here, right now, and you’re just going to have to wait.

      She opens her legs wider for me.

      Needing to get my fingers nice and wet, I start fucking her with one finger at first. Then another, and finally a third.

      Her eyes glaze as lust takes her over.

      Soon, I can feel her pussy clenching around my fingers, and I know she’s about to shatter. “Oh, Cam. Oh, God. Oh God,” she moans into the car as she comes.

      Ready to move this little homecoming forward, I turn to her and lick my fingers. “Now, I’m going to get us home because this,” I point down, “needs some attention.”

      Running her hands over her flushed face and looking more than satisfied, she smiles at me. “I can take care of you on the way home.”

      Don’t think the idea hadn’t crossed my mind. “Well, if you insist,” I tell her with a wicked grin and plant a kiss on her lips before I put her Jeep in reverse.

      By the time we turn onto our street, I’m feeling unbelievable. Like on top of the world and a million bucks rolled into one. No, I feel like a man who was just crowned king over his own kingdom.

      I really needed that.

      Although the week was drama free, it was not stress free. My sister asked me a million questions, and I hated not telling her the truth, but I couldn’t tell her about our prick of a father, not right now when she’s on the outs with our mother. I will not leave her without a parent to turn to. I refuse to do that.

      The line of cars in the driveways of both my house and Makayla’s is my first clue there’s a party going on. I point ahead. “What’s going on?”

      Makayla starts laughing. “Maggie broke up with Derek, and this is her way of mourning the relationship.”

      “With a party?” I ask, scratching my head.

      “Well, she told me she was going to cook Indian food for Brooklyn and invite a few people.”

      “A few people,” I laugh. “This might be the whole town.”

      “You know Maggie—go big or go home.”

      With a laugh, I drive past our houses, turn around, and then end up parking at the very end of the street. So much for getting Makayla into bed ASAP. At least I won’t have a dick of steel throughout the night.

      Leaving my shit in the car, I open her door and steal a kiss before grabbing her hand. “Did Maggie finally have enough of Derek’s fucking around?” I ask.

      Her head swings toward me. “You knew?”

      I draw her closer. “Not for certain, but all the signs were there. Then again, she seemed cool with a no-strings relationship. That’s why I didn’t say anything.”

      The sidewalk glistens with speckles of sand as we walk down it. “Yeah, well, she was ready to be exclusive, and he wasn’t, so she broke up with him.”

      “Good for her,” I say.

      “Oh look.” Makayla points to the red Mercedes convertible in the driveway. “Katherine is here.”

      Maggie’s mother has to be one of the coolest women I know.

      Makayla is excited and hurries past the open gate and into the open front door.

      Hand in hand, we make our way through the crowd. Music is playing. Everyone Maggie and I work with is here. Beer bottles are everywhere. Bottles of wine, too. Quite the last-minute party.

      “I don’t see Maggie or Katherine,” Makayla tells me just as we walk into the kitchen and see Brooklyn, notebook tucked in front pocket like he thought he might be able to write, with what has to be another MTV wannabe. They all look the same. You can spot them a mile away with their fake smiles and fake boobs to match. Always tan in designer clothes, they aren’t to be missed. And this one isn’t either, even as she walks away.

      Brooklyn has a bowl of something nasty-looking in his hand. “What the hell is that?” I ask him.

      “Curried chickpeas,” he answers around a mouthful of mush.

      And then it hits me, the smell of curry all around us. “Dude, that’s just nasty.”

      “No, it’s really good. Here, try,” he says, shoving the bowl my way.

      I shove it right back.

      Brooklyn offers it to Makayla.

      She looks horrified. “Ummm…no thank you.”

      That look has me cracking up. “Not a fan either?”

      “No way. Just the smell alone grosses me out.”

      “I think I love you,” I tell her, not realizing what it is I’ve said until Brooklyn practically drops the bowl in his hands. “I mean because you’re so much like me,” I clarify, even though it’s not true. I just love her.

      Makayla stares at me.

      I stare back and say nothing to smooth over the awkwardness I created.

      “How about a drink?” she asks.

      Me, I don’t know what the fuck to do, so like a dumbass, I say, “Yeah, sounds good.”

      “Dumbass,” Brooklyn mutters.

      Makayla walks over to the fridge and tosses me a beer, and then tosses one to Brooklyn. Pouring a glass of wine, she stares out the window.

      “Damn, bro, I think I like her more than you,” Brooklyn says, setting his bowl down to open his bottle. “At least she knows how to handle an awkward situation. If you love her, tell her so for real—don’t make light of it.”

      “You’re giving me relationship advice?”

      “Yeah, I am, dude, because you need it.”

      When I glance toward Makayla, she’s walking out the door.

      I’m on her heels. “Where are you going?”

      “I saw Maggie and Katherine in your kitchen. I’m going to find out what’s going on.”

      “I’ll come with you.” I grab her hand and take the lead, using the path to get over there, which is not only faster than the beach but more private, too.

      About halfway down the stepping-stone pathway, I stop and push her up against the house. “I know we never talked about what this is happening between us, and I have no idea how you feel about me, but I meant what I said. I know I played it off like I didn’t, but I did. I love you, Makayla Alexander. I love you.” I grab her face between my hands. “I love you.”

      Tears stream down her face and when she says nothing, I start to think she doesn’t feel the same about me as I do about her. I put myself out there, and I get nothing. Nothing. I should be okay with it. But I’m not. I break away from her and stare at her. I don’t know why, but I start moving away from her.

      She’s standing there motionless.

      I keep moving.

      Just as I reach the end of the path leading to Maggie’s backyard, she comes rushing for me. “I love you, too, Camden Waters. I love you, too.”

      Stunned, shocked, and feeling like the luckiest guy alive, I stumble, and we both tumble to the ground. Me on my back, her on top of me—right where she belongs.

      Her lips crash down to mine, and I take the back of her head and thread my hand through her hair. Teeth clashing. Lips melding. Mouths crashing.

      Clapping is what pulls us apart.

      We both turn our heads.

      Brooklyn is standing there. “Bravo, that’s the way they do it on TV, man. I’m so fucking proud to call you a friend.”

      “Fuck you,” I tell him and get to my feet, bringing Makayla with me.

      “Anytime, bro, anytime.” He laughs and walks away.

      Crying from the open kitchen window of my house takes our attention away from our admissions of love and back to where we were headed before it all started.

      Makayla looks up at me, and I give her a nod. She takes off and I follow her.

      In my kitchen, Maggie is looking slightly shaken and her mother is holding her hand, trying to calm her down.

      “Is everything okay?” Makayla asks.

      I close the door and stand behind her.

      Ms. May is a beautiful woman, tall with short blond hair. And she is always dressed just to the nines. Today is no different. She’s wearing a black suit and high heels.

      She smiles at Makayla. “Hi, Makayla.” She lets go of Maggie’s hand to hug her.

      “Hi, I didn’t know you were coming,” Makayla says.

      “It wasn’t planned. I just wanted to talk to both you and Maggie before anything is made public.”

      “What is made public?” Makayla asks, her voice full of worry.

      “Hi, Cam.” Ms. May waves.

      I clear my throat. “Hi, Ms. May. I’ll leave you three to talk.”

      “No, it’s fine. You can stay,” she says.

      I look toward Makayla, and then Maggie.

      Both of them nod, letting me know it is okay to stay.

      “Please, sit down,” Katherine says.

      Once we are all seated, she sits too. “I already told Maggie about this, Makayla. Simon Warren is in financial trouble. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I am going to stick it out with them, and that means I may have to move back to New York City.”

      “Mom, I already told you, I think you should take some time to consider this. You hated it when we lived there.” Maggie’s voice is soft. “Take what I have left in my trust. You can use it to hold you over until you find a new job.”

      Ms. May has tears in her eyes. “I appreciate that, but I can’t. That is your money, and someday you might need it. I don’t want you to worry about me. I’m going to be fine.”

      Both Makayla and Maggie get up and wrap their arms around her. “We know you are,” I hear Makayla whisper in her ear. “You’re the toughest woman I know.”

      About ten minutes later, everyone seems to have calmed down enough to head back to the party.

      Makayla grabs the wine bottle she opened earlier and a Corona from the refrigerator. “Come with me,” she says.

      I follow her up the stairs and into her room.

      Once inside, she peels off that purple dress and then she removes her panties and bra, followed by the lei I’d given her. “This is who I am,” she says.

      My eyes take her in from head to toe. “I know who you are,” I tell her.

      “I like things neat. I’m quirky. I do not like to try new foods. I cross my t’s and dot my i’s, always. I have weird phobias. I always wonder what if. I hate sleeping in and like to go to bed early.”

      I look into her eyes and see everything in her gaze. Fear. Hope. Pride. And love. Heat, too. That so familiar and welcome heat. I walk toward her. “I love you,” I tell her softly. “I love everything about you.”

      She lets out a breath, as if she’d been holding it. “I love you, too, but I think I should also tell you I don’t think I can ever let you in the back door.”

      Nothing can stop the rip-roaring laughter that bubbles out of me as I lift her and swing her onto the bed. “That’s okay, baby. As long as I can go in the front door, that’s all I need.”

      She’s all I need.
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      Makayla

      It feels like all I did was blink and summer is already coming to an end.

      Sales at the surf shop didn’t pan out. And even though I had enough money saved for the summer, I became more and more nervous about my future. The California carefree lifestyle must exist only in the movies. Anyway, worries are why I ended up taking the job at Gemstone Gallery. It’s not the best, but not that bad, either. I manage the business, and Eric has even allowed me to showcase a few of my own designs.

      Maggie has been taking as many extra shifts at the lifeguard station as she can to preserve her trust, should her mother need it. Sadly, Simon Warren is not in any better shape than it was, even with Katherine running retail operations in New York. There’s a very real possibility that by the year’s end the company will be closing its doors for good.

      Aside from that, things are going amazingly well for me, except for one small issue…I’m late.

      I turn to Cam. “I can’t sleep.”

      He runs his fingers through my hair with a sigh. “Makayla, baby, I love you, but you are driving me insane. The fifteen home tests we took were negative. The test at the doctor’s office was negative. Stop thinking about it. You are not pregnant.”

      I rise onto one elbow. “I know, but I’m late. I’m never late. What if the blood work from the doctor’s office comes back positive? What if I am pregnant? What if they say it’s twins? Or triplets? What if we’re the next Jon & Kate Plus 8? We’re not ready for something like that.”

      Cam is looking seriously ill. “Listen, go to sleep and stop worrying. Tomorrow will come soon enough and then you’ll stop all this craziness.”

      Flopping onto my back, I stare at the ceiling. I know Cam is as worried as I am. He’s trying not to show it, but I can tell.

      What if…I am?

      What if…he can’t handle it?

      What if…I can’t?

      What if the fact that I want to eat pickles right now is a sign?

      What if…

      Early the next morning, I wake up to the muffled sound of vomit coming from the bathroom. At first I think it’s morning sickness, then I realize that would have to be me in there, not Cam.

      I listen and then I hear the toilet flush and the water in the shower turn on. The water runs for such a long time that I’m about to get up and check on him when it turns off.

      Minutes later, Cam comes into the dark room and slips into bed behind me, naked.

      “Are you okay?” I ask over my shoulder.

      He smells minty, like mouthwash. “Yeah, I’m fine. Maggie’s eggplant Parmesan must have upset my stomach. I’ll be okay.”

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “No,” he answers, pulling me close to him. “All I need is you.”

      “I’m always here.”

      “Right now,” he growls. “I want you, right now. I want to spread you open and fuck you until dawn.”

      Dirty, dirty boy.

      Desire explodes in my stomach as those rough words hit me. “Oh, God, Cam, me too.”

      Anything to distract me.

      The muscles in his upper body ripple against my body and he rolls me over so he can squeeze my breasts and bite the tips of them. I can’t help but wonder if the sensitivity I feel when he does it is due to pregnancy. Maybe my breasts are swollen and achy. I’m not sure. No, I think they are. Then he bites at my nipple again and I think no, they feel the same.

      Get out of your head, Makayla. Get out of it. It’s dangerous in there. Take advantage of this distraction. I know Cam is thinking the same thing I am. If we fuck until the doctor’s office calls, it will lessen our worry.

      I allow him to consume me with his mouth. Within moments, my bones feel like they have disintegrated inside his body. Like we are one.

      “Do you want my cock in you?” he asks roughly.

      Yes. Yes. Yes. The place between my legs burns and yearns for him. My voice is achy and needy, full of arousal. “I want you to fuck me…hard,” I breathe.

      He exhales a shaky breath. His thumb scrapes my lips, runs down my jaw, circles the hard points of my nipples. “You sure?”

      “Cam,” I say, my heart squeezing in need as I close my hands around his cock. “Fuck me, now, or I’ll fuck myself.”

      A low, rumbling growl rips up his throat as he turns me around. “Makayla,” he rasps, rubbing his cock against my entrance. “I want my hands all over you, and my cock inside you, and after I make you come so hard you see stars, I’m going to run my tongue all over your hot little body, and then I’m going to rub it for hours against your clit.”

      That dirty, dirty boy.

      “Oh, God, Cam.” My clit throbs between my thighs as I press my ass into his cock.

      “Harder,” he huskily demands, and when I ram myself against him, there’s a slight pain that soon becomes a feeling of unbelievable pleasure.

      “Again?” I ask, waiting for his command.

      “Harder,” he says again and this time, it sends prickles of excitement racing through my veins.

      We move. Harder. Faster. More intensely than we ever have.

      While one hand is squeezing my breast tight, the other is rubbing my clit. “Oh, fuck,” he cries.

      “Oh, God, I’m coming. I’m coming,” I moan in unbelievable pleasure. My body is leaving this planet like a rocket and going into outer space. Comets, planets, the stars and moon are all I can see.

      Before I’ve come back to earth, as promised, Cam is flipping me over and running his tongue all over my chest, licking my nipples, sliding down farther and capturing my sex in one giant swoop.

      My hands on his hair press him to me.

      He pushes my knees up and soon he’s lifting me with a hand on my ass. “Stay like this,” he orders.

      Kegels. I’m doing Kegels.

      And he’s feasting on me, licking me, sucking me.

      Oh, God, it feels so incredibly good.

      Like his tongue should be illegal.

      As if knowing my thoughts, he runs that tongue from my sex all the way up the crease of my ass. Swirls it around and around that forbidden zone, and then licks his way back down.

      Rising on his palms, he licks his lips and his eyes twinkle in mischief. “You taste so fucking good.”

      My pulse is beating frantically in my throat while the heat he’s kindling inside me starts to blaze like an inferno.

      Cam doesn’t hesitate as he swoops back down and sends me to Mars, Jupiter, Venus, and Uranus, over and over and over.

      “Cam, I can’t, I can’t, no more,” I cry out as he brings me to orgasm again.

      Looking up at me, he wipes his mouth with a grin.

      “Cam,” I breathe, “it’s my turn. I want to kiss you…down there.”

      His grin is wicked and he flops on his back, his cock sticking straight up in the air.

      The sight of him like this flames my need. “I’m going to eat you all up, and after you come all over your belly, I want to slide on top of you and roll around in your desire.”

      And that’s exactly what I do.

      An hour after waking, we are both beyond spent and sated.

      Looking down at myself, slick and tender and swollen, I inhale sharply. “I think I’m going to ache for days.”

      His voice gentler than it has been, his hand cups my sex, gently caressing it. “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      I turn to look over at him. “I’m sure you will.”

      As we pant and lie there trying to recover, I cuddle up to him, kiss his lips, and feel his skin, hot and hard, against mine. We share a connection that I hope never breaks. No matter what happens.

      He’s quiet for a moment, then softly, tenderly, says, “Everything is going to be okay, Makayla.”

      There’s an ache in my chest that I want to rip out of me, but it’s so deep, I could tear my heart out and it would still be there.

      It’s guilt.

      What if… I am pregnant?

      What if…

      The what ifs are back.

      I rest my head on his chest and revel in his scent.

      A knock on my door has me jumping up.

      I must have fallen asleep.

      I look at the time—eight in the morning.

      “Makayla,” Maggie calls.

      I look down at Cam, who is just waking again as well.

      “Come in,” I tell her, pulling the sheet and comforter up and over us.

      The door opens and she’s standing there with Noah, her new boyfriend, right behind her.

      “What’s going on, Mags?” I ask.

      In her striped tank top and Christmas tree shorts, she rushes to the bed with her phone in her hand. “You have to see this.”

      I blink a few times and reach for my glasses on my nightstand. “By any chance can you show me later?”

      Shoving her phone in my face, she sits beside me. “No. This cannot wait.”

      Cam lies there and watches us, slightly amused.

      I put my glasses on and take her phone. On it is a picture of Sasha Gomez on the red carpet in a sleek black dress, and the necklace and bracelet she is wearing are my designs. They are circled, and my name is printed in the middle of it. I look at her. “Oh, my God, those are mine.”

      Happy as pie, she shrieks, “You’re famous! You’re famous!”

      Cam sits up. “Let me see that.”

      I hand him the phone. He gives a low whistle.

      “Noah.” Maggie snaps her fingers.

      In a pair of heart-covered boxers, he strides over to Maggie with her laptop in his hand and gives it to her. She takes it. Hits a few keys and shoves it toward me.

      With one hand holding the sheet up, I take it with the other. It’s the website order form that I created when I first arrived in Laguna, and there are over ten thousand orders in the “to be processed” box.

      No way.

      No way.

      No f…ing way.

      I think I might faint.

      Wait! Is that a symptom of pregnancy? If so, forget I thought that.

      “And,” Maggie says, hitting a few more keys, “these are messages from people. I hope you don’t mind, but I read a few. They’re from people inquiring about your next line. Can you believe it? Your next line! How cool is that?”

      Cam hands Maggie her phone and puts his head on my shoulder. “Holy fuck, that’s a lot of emails.”

      Just then my cell phone rings.

      I freeze as Cam reaches for it.

      I look at Maggie and give her back the laptop. “I need to take this. Let me get dressed and I’ll come downstairs.”

      She pops up. “Hurry up. I don’t have to be to work until ten and I want to read the emails with you. I’m so excited for you. You’re going to be the next Kendra Scott; I just know it.”

      Wow. Just wow.

      This is surreal.

      My cell is still ringing as Cam hands it to me. “Thanks, Mags,” I tell her and then answer the phone. “Hello.”

      My heart is beating out of my chest.

      This phone call might change my entire life.

      “Hi, Miss Alexander?”

      I put my phone on speaker. “Yes, this is she.”

      “This is Dr. Solomon’s office. We have your test results.”

      “Yes, what are they?” I suck in a breath.

      I can see Cam clenching the sheets.

      “The blood work came back negative. You’re not pregnant.”

      “But I’m almost ten days late, and I’m never late.”

      “The doctor understands that and attributes it to possible stress.”

      My job has been stressful in that, to be honest, I really don’t like it.

      “Thank you,” I tell her and we hang up.

      Cam looks incredibly relieved, and so I am. Someday I want to have a baby. Just not right now.

      “False alarm.” I smile at him. “Looks like TLC will have to wait for their new Jon & Kate Plus 8.”

      Cam doesn’t find my humor very funny.

      Not at all.
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      Cam

      I never thought I’d be more than happy to say my girl is on the rag, but my girl is on the rag.

      Finally, Makayla got her period yesterday.

      Twelve days late.

      Because of our scare, she and I have decided to go back to using condoms for a while and I promised to find the best choices for her.

      Thinking she might be pregnant was a stressful time, but it kicked me into gear. Time to get back on track. Get my head in the game, and all that shit.

      That is, if I can.

      I’m worried about the hows, wheres, and whats to do. I’m worried about making a wrong decision. I’m worried about blowing my trust fund and having nothing.

      Today is my day off, but instead of working on my own plan, I spent the first part of the morning doing what I always do on my days off—talking to some of the guys who own local businesses and helping them assess their issues.

      When I get back home, I start to get this itch, like it’s my time.

      Kicking into gear, I grab my laptop and start to do some research, punch some numbers, and try to figure out if what I have in mind is the right move.

      I want to buy my first company, but I’m not sure the one I’m looking at is the right choice. I make a quick call and plan to visit the company tomorrow. I think I’ll see if Brooklyn wants to tag along, because he knows the area well.

      Pushing away from the table, I look around my kitchen and rub my hands on my shorts. All of a sudden I’m feeling a lot of pressure for no fucking reason at all. I think I need a break, so I decide to take a walk on the beach.

      Trekking through the sand, I find myself breathing in and exhaling the salt air. Being inside for all those hours has worn on me. Looking out into the clear blue of the water, I feel a little better now. Out of nowhere I have an urge to hit the waves, so after I change into my wet suit, I grab my board.

      There’s a weightlessness that exists as I move quickly—up and down, hovering over the water. I gain speed and it’s thrilling, exhilarating, liberating even. When I break through its ledge, I position myself on the peak. It’s large and hollow and I have to move forcefully to stop from getting caught in the lip, but I do it and just like that, I’m riding the best fucking wave.

      The sun rises higher off in the horizon and there’s a haze hanging in the air as I enfold myself inside the wave’s whorl. I look ahead and can’t help thinking that for the first time in the past year, I’m focused, I have no doubts, and I know what I want to do.

      It hasn’t been easy. It’s been a long road. Grief definitely took hold of me. Blinking my sad thoughts away, I look up as the swell emerges from more than fifty-foot depths and I watch as the silver-tinted waves of the Pacific roll in at a lightning-fast rate. Then I ride them out like a master. Well, not really, maybe more like an apprentice. Especially when I take a fall and have to swim to the surface.

      Up on my board again, I give it another try. I take a full breath, all the way from my stomach to my chest, tilt my head back to open my lungs, and take in more air until the water cascades all around me and once again I’m completely submerged. Time stands still while I swim through the blur of the ocean and toward the light. I reach the surface and blinking, I see more than the clear day. I can see a future.

      Chest to board, I paddle in and watch the shore come alive in the early afternoon hours. As I scan the beach, my eye catches a familiar sight off in the distance. I strain to make sure it’s her. Cupping through the ocean faster, I pick up speed and hit shallow water. I can’t help grinning at the sight of her.

      Last night I was pissed as hell at her for arguing with me about what she should do about her jewelry business. She was nervous; she couldn’t calm down. If I suggested proceeding, she thought I meant that she stop. If I said yes, she heard no. I get that it was her nerves. In my current state of mind, though, I found it to be so damn frustrating.

      But seeing her now, all the frustration just slides away because the sexy, sassy, and funny-as-hell girl is waiting for me. Waving a hand in the air, I shake the water from my hair and tuck my board under my arm.

      “What are you doing here?” I yell as I emerge from the water.

      “We have a lunch date, remember?” she responds, shading her eyes with her hand.

      “Right.” I smile with a laugh.

      She narrows her eyes. “Did you forget?”

      “No. I just lost track of time.”

      That face she makes tells me she’s not sure I’m telling the truth.

      I am.

      And I’m not.

      I didn’t quite forget.

      Or I didn’t mean to.

      I got caught up in my business ideas.

      That’s all.

      Letting my guilt go, I allow my gaze to sweep the length of her and once my body stops humming in desire, I curl my fingers over my mouth to stifle my laughter at that mad face she’s making. “Hey, you look great,” I tell her.

      She’s wearing a flowered green dress with gold straps, earrings, and one of her necklaces. She looks fucking beautiful, like Miss America. She’s also wearing sparkly sandals. It’s as if she could light up the whole beach, just like seeing her is lighting me up.

      As I close the distance, I feel that same feeling I do every time she’s around. It’s in the way she looks at me. Angry or not, her alluring features are all I can see—the long strands of her hair blowing in the wind, her perky tits popping out from her form-fitting top, the slight curve of her hips, and fuck me, the smile she gives me without knowing she’s smiling. Then again, if she knew she was smiling, I doubt I’d be getting one. You see, I was an ass last night. I have some making up to do.

      Kicking the sand up beneath my feet, I allow my gaze to focus on hers and try to tame the thudding of my pulse. It isn’t easy.

      When a cool breeze presents itself on the shoreline, I stop on my heels and dig my board into the sand. Then I unzip my wet suit and move a little closer. “Want to go for a swim?”

      She frowns at me. “I have to get back to work, Cam. I can’t go swimming now.”

      I know she’s not trying to make me feel guilty that I have a flexible schedule and she doesn’t, but I do. I run my hand through my hair. “Let me get changed and we can go anywhere you want.”

      With a step toward me, she smiles what I know is meant to be a real smile, and then she kisses me on the lips. “You stay out here and have fun. I’ll grab something quick on the way back to work.”

      “You sure?”

      She nods. “Yes. How about dinner instead?”

      And then just like that, wet or not, I grab her face. Our mouths meet, our tongues collide, and we breathe each other in. We kiss with a hunger that I’m almost certain can never be satisfied. Time slips away as our hands move freely, roaming over each other in ways they shouldn’t in a public place.

      Then just like that, she breaks our connection. My mind is whirling with how much I want her, right here, right now. The beach is fairly secluded, even if it’s not private. Yet, I know better than to risk it.

      “Come inside with me,” I whisper.

      She steps back and straightens her dress, now a little wet. “I can’t, Cam. I have to get back to work. How about tonight?”

      With a sigh, I answer, “I can’t. I told Oscar I’d meet him for dinner and look over his expansion plans.”

      “Oscar Trivo from Trivo Furniture in the Village?”

      I nod.

      “What are you, Laguna’s unknown Chamber of Commerce?”

      I rest my forehead against hers and grab her fingers, lacing our hands together. “He asked for my help,” I say, and kiss her once more. She’s not wrong. I do spend a lot of time helping others. Nothing wrong with that, but it is time to work on me.

      “Lunch tomorrow then?” she asks.

      With a lick around her lips, I find her ear. “Yes. Lunch tomorrow. And I can always come over tonight when I get home, you know.”

      She kisses me back. “I’d love that, but I have to get up early, so I really should go to bed early.”

      After I press my lips to hers one last time, I pull back. “Lunch tomorrow it is.”

      Walking backwards, she waves at me. “See you then.”

      I wave back and get this odd feeling, like there is something wrong between us that I can’t quite get a grip on.

      I don’t know if it’s big or small.

      It started with the baby scare, but it didn’t end when we found out there was no baby.

      All I do know is that I need to find out what it is before it’s too late.
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      Makayla

      The list is complete.

      I’ve checked all ten things off and I really do feel like a newer version of myself. Although thinking about it, about my state of mind after I found Sebastian with that hooker, I have to wonder if I really needed the list to reinvent myself or just some time on my own.

      There were so many things wrong with Sebastian and me that I had become focused on those wrong things. I just couldn’t see that we weren’t perfect for each other because I wanted perfect so much. I wanted a family. To belong to someone. To be loved. And he had what I wanted. Offered it to me. Sebastian was really close with his family, and I loved that about him. I loved them. They loved me too. But he always put them before me. He put almost everything before me. Normally, it wasn’t a problem, but sometimes it was.

      His constantly being late also bothered me. As did the fact that he would forget to do about half of the things he said he would. Nothing big. Just little things, like he’d say he’d pick up ice cream for after dinner and show up at my place without it. Tell me he’d bring me coffee in the morning and never show up. When we’d talk later, he’d tell me he got called into work. Maybe it was true, maybe not. I could never tell.

      The sun is hot in the bluest of skies today. The air is warm. And palm trees are swaying back and forth. I really do love it here.

      As soon as I turn the corner, I spot Cam’s mop of dark brown hair. He’s sitting at an outdoor table at the café around the block from my work, just like he told me he would be doing today at noon when we firmed up our lunch plans, but he’s alone, he’s with Brooklyn.

      “I don’t know, man, but I’d say that’s an easy one,” Brooklyn says to Cam, removing his dark sunglasses. His light blue eyes almost disappear as he squints against the sun.

      “You’re a lot of fucking help,” Cam says in return.

      “What’s easy?” I ask as I approach Cam from behind.

      His head snaps around. He looks a little guilty about something. Ever since the pregnancy scare I have felt that something’s going on. My mind might be reading too much into everything, but I can’t stop myself. He seems to be pulling away from me. And after his forgetting lunch yesterday, all I can think about is how everything started to fall apart with Sebastian just in this way. Small things that at the time meant nothing, but they should have been seen as signs.

      “Hey, there you are.” Cam stands up.

      I glance over at Brooklyn to see if he’ll answer, but obviously he isn’t going to either.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I say.

      “You’re not late,” Cam says, lowering his head.

      I turn my cheek so his kiss lands on it. I have no idea why I do that.

      His eyes sweep me in my short skirt and jacket and I know he has sex on his mind. He always does. Not that I don’t, but I’m also starting to feel that maybe we’re overly focused on it. That we need more balance. He didn’t come over last night, but he did call me, and so we had sex—phone sex, but sex nonetheless.

      “What? Does my breath smell?” he jokes, and pulls my chair out.

      Feeling guilty for transferring my old feelings from Sebastian onto him, I resolve to stop it. So when he leans down to place my napkin on my lap, I whisper, “You do smell—good enough to eat.”

      I’m full of mixed signals and even I know it. If it’s driving me crazy, it must be driving him crazy. I should tell him—tell him how I feel so he knows. And then we can approach whatever is going on together.

      I will tell him.

      Soon.

      “Hey Brooklyn, I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Yeah, Cam and I have this thing to take care of this afternoon—hope you don’t mind.”

      It could be my imagination, but I swear Cam just kicked him under the table.

      “No, not at all,” I say.

      Thing.

      What thing?

      Cam squeezes my hand and leans over to kiss me again.

      Brooklyn sits there with his notebook in front of him and an amused look on his face.

      Cam rolls his eyes. “What?”

      “You’re different when you have a girlfriend.”

      Cam shrugs, or maybe flinches, I’m not sure. “No, I’m not.”

      Brooklyn opens his notebook and jots something down, then looks up. “You are. It’s good, man, though. It’s all good. In fact, I’m using you both as my muses for my screenplay.”

      “Whatever, dude,” Cam comments.

      Brooklyn shrugs and then waves the waiter over and points to the menu. “Three to start.”

      “I’ll get those right away, sir,” the waiter answers.

      “Wheatgrass shots,” says Cam. “What kind of restaurant is this, anyway?”

      My gag reflex kicks in. No way am I drinking one of those. “Raw food,” I answer, turning around and pointing to the sign under the name. “You picked it, so I assumed you liked it.”

      He shakes his head no. “Brooklyn suggested it.”

      I feel a little more deflated. This was our lunch date and he let someone else pick the spot.

      Stop it, Makayla. It’s no big deal.

      Cam opens his menu. “Kale chips, sunchokes, seawitch? Are you kidding me? What kind of food is this?”

      Ignoring him, I look at my own menu. “I haven’t eaten here. What’s good?” I ask Brooklyn.

      Cam bursts out laughing. “Let’s just say whatever you order, you’ll want an early dinner.”

      I glare at him again.

      He tosses me a questioning look as if he doesn’t know why I’ve reacted that way. Especially since he knows I talk about Maggie and her food choices all the time. Again, I don’t know why I reacted that way either.

      “Speaking of dinner,” I say. “I was thinking we could try to cook something together, like we’ve talked about.”

      “I can’t, Makayla, I’m sorry,” he says, “but I don’t think I’ll be back before nine tonight.”

      “Oh, right,” I say, “you and Brooklyn have a thing.”

      Brooklyn looks uncomfortable.

      I don’t want him to be, so I smile and make like all is good. Like I used to do with Sebastian.

      Conversation during our meal is mostly about my jewelry business. I feel like I’m doing most of the talking. Cam seems preoccupied. Even with Brooklyn here, it feels strained and once we’ve finished eating, I feel a little impatient to leave and I stand up.

      “Where are you going?” Cam asks me.

      “I have to get back to work.”

      “I’ll walk back with you.”

      “I have some stops to make. I’ll catch up with you later,” I tell him.

      I don’t have stops.

      I want him to insist he walk me. Lame, I know. I want to feel like he’s putting me first. Lame again, I know.

      “Okay.” He lowers his head to kiss me.

      Again I turn my cheek.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” he whispers.

      “Nothing. I just have a lot to do. See you, Brooklyn,” I say, and turn and walk away. Tears leak from my eyes and I can’t stop them.

      Okay, late PMS must be so much worse than normal PMS.

      Right?

      Don’t answer that.

      It has to be.
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      I’m on the fence.

      Worried as fuck to pull the trigger.

      Punching numbers, plugging in costs, estimating marketing, determining profits. It all seems like such a crapshoot.

      When my cell rings, I don’t even look to see who it is when I answer it. “Hello.”

      “Camden, it’s your father.”

      I freeze.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      I should have looked at my screen.

      I shouldn’t have answered.

      He clears his throat. “I’m calling because that money I transferred to you more than two months ago is still sitting untouched in the holding account.”

      Fighting back my fury, I slam my laptop down. “And…”

      “And, as a businessman, you know leaving that much money in a non–interest-bearing account isn’t good business. I’d like to send you a list of companies you might consider investing in.”

      Clenching my fists, I fight back the urge to say, “Fuck you,” and instead keep quiet.

      “Cam, are you there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Listen, son, I know you’re angry at me and you have every right to be. What I did was wrong, but don’t waste your life because of it. It’s time you stand up and become a man.”

      The fact that he is right only irks the living shit out of me. When Makayla and I thought she might be pregnant, it wasn’t having a child that worried me; it was how the fuck I was going to be able to take care of one. Take care of both Makayla and our child. That’s what terrified me. I need to get a real job.

      He goes on. “I know Brandon didn’t have what it took to make it in this business—”

      Anger swoops through me, and I cut him off. “Don’t you dare mention his name, not like that. Everything Brandon did, he did to make you proud, and because it was never good enough for you, he needed an alternate reality. He shot needles in his veins to forget who he was, to forget that he was your son. You might not have handed him that last needle, but you were the reason he used it. So you don’t get to talk about him.”

      The line goes dead and I know I pushed him too far this time.

      Good.

      It had to be said.

      Minutes pass and regret settles in.

      I don’t really believe that.

      Not anymore.

      I’ve come to accept that Brandon’s fate was his own, and the life he lost was his own to lose. It doesn’t mean I won’t miss him. Or that I don’t love him. Because I do. It just means I know there is no one to blame.

      Fury rips through me at what I did. I punch the wall. I shouldn’t have said that to my father. No matter how much I hate him, I shouldn’t have said that.

      Finding a bottle of whiskey, I pour a drink, then another, and another, too.

      Shoving it aside, I lay my head down and close my eyes.

      Fuck my life.

      When the door opens, I barely hear it.

      “Cam?” Makayla calls from the living room.

      With my head still down on the kitchen table, I slowly lift it. I have no idea how long I have been sleeping, but the pool of drool below me tells me quite a while. When she appears in the doorway, I try to make it seem like I’m fine. “Hey.” My words are only slightly slurred.

      She comes rushing forward with some rather large file folders and her date book, which is never far from her side. “I’m so glad you’re home. I need some help. I can’t decide what to do.” Her voice is frantic and her words come so fast, I can barely comprehend them.

      I rub a hand down my face. “Slow down. What are you talking about?”

      Sitting next to me, she starts going through the items she just set on the table. “The jewelry orders,” she snaps, like I’m a mind reader and should have known.

      Slow at the draw, I ask, “What about them?”

      Her face creases and little lines of anger appear on her forehead.

      I consider reaching over and smoothing them with my finger.

      “Cam,” she says loudly.

      No, I don’t think she’d like that.

      Those lines have rearranged themselves around her mouth now because she’s pursing her lips. “How could you forget? We talked about all of this yesterday at lunch.”

      I cock my head to the side. “How about you remind me?”

      Fuck me, but with the state of mind I’m in, I can’t remember my own name right now.

      Not giving me an inch, she huffs a frustrated sigh. “I have to decide if I should decline new orders on my jewelry until I can make the product? Or if I should accept the orders, but create a back-order status? Or if I should just process them and state a three-to-four-week shipping time?”

      Oh yeah, now I remember. The thing is, my head was already pounding and now it’s spinning with her issues and my issues all mixing together. “Makayla, I already told you the first rule of business is never turn away business. But you have to figure out a realistic delivery date before you can do anything.”

      She starts rattling on about the same things we discussed yesterday. What materials she has. Blah blah blah.

      I push my fingers through my too long hair.

      Shit, I need a haircut.

      What she has to order. Blah, blah, blah. How long it takes to make each piece.

      I already know all of this. “Makayla,” I interrupt. “Just tell me a fucking date, and then I can help you decide the best action.”

      Those beautiful hazel eyes narrow at me. I’ve seen it before, and trust me, there is no calm before the storm. “Why are you acting like such an asshole?”

      That’s it. I’ve been patient, but we’ve done this dance before. “Why are you acting like such a bitch?”

      Makayla stomps to her feet.

      Fuck, I regret it the minute it comes out.

      Hurt is in her eyes and red is painting her face. “Go to hell.”

      Her words stun me. “Makayla!” I shout, jumping to my feet. “I’m sorry, but I have my own shit to deal with right now.”

      She grabs her things and turns away, toward the window. Bars of afternoon sunlight streak her body. “Then don’t let me bother you.”

      I grab her upper arms. “Stop acting like this.”

      “Let go of me!” she screams.

      “I will when you cut the shit. Just leave all that stuff and I’ll look through it later. I just can’t do it right now.”

      She shrugs out of my hold. “Forget I even asked. I’m not an idiot. I was looking for advice, not for you to swoop in and take over.”

      “Take over? What the fuck are you even taking about?” I yell, grabbing the folders from her. “Just let me see your projections.”

      In her attempt to yank the pile of folders away from me, somehow it ends up slipping from our grasps and smashing to the ground, and a whirlwind of papers cascades around us.

      Makayla stares at the mess.

      I reach for her again, and again she shrugs away from me. “Makayla,” I whisper.

      Entirely out of sorts, she raises her gaze to look me right in the eyes and grits her teeth. “Forget it, Cam. I don’t want your help anymore.”

      I punch my fist into the wall and I consider pounding my head against it. “Makayla, that’s enough. I told you I have some shit to deal with. Cut me a break here.”

      Bending down to pick up her things from the floor, she looks up at me. “I can’t go through this again.”

      “Go through what?”

      “What I did with Sebastian. This is him all over again.”

      “What do you mean, him?”

      “The forgetting, the being too busy, the everything. It’s Sebastian all over again.”

      “No, it’s not. You don’t understand, Makayla, I’m trying to figure something out.”

      She raises her chin. “I do understand. And you know what, Cam? When you figure it out, why don’t you come find me. Until then, I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

      I want to explain. I should explain. I don’t. “Son of a fucking bitch, will you sit down and talk about this with me?”

      High color rises in her cheeks. “There’s nothing more to say, Cam. I meant what I said. I’ll see you around.”

      “Makayla, I’m sorry,” I say again as she heads for the door.

      She ignores me.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat, over and over, but she’s already out the door.

      What the fuck just happened?
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      Makayla

      Things are moving fast.

      Every jewelry piece I had in stock has been sent out. The semiprecious gemstones and metals are showing up everywhere from SoHo to Los Angeles. Last week a private equity firm based in San Francisco approached me about partnering with them to produce my designs.

      After a lot of deliberation, I decided to accept their proposal.

      That means this is happening. Really happening. Makayla Alexander will be launched as a real company by the end of the year.

      I quit my job at the Gemstone Gallery the day Cam and I broke up, or took our break, or whatever it is we are doing. Just like I’d basically told him to get his shit together, I needed to get mine together, too.

      As soon as I left him that day, I knew in my heart he wasn’t Sebastian all over again. Cam just isn’t like him. I should have seen that.

      Here’s the thing, though: that part of himself that he buried with his brother was eating away at him. Who knows, maybe he is trying to figure himself out, maybe not. All I know is he helped me figure out who I was and I wish I could have done the same for him.

      Sure, that whole awkward-turns-to-anger thing I had going on wasn’t pretty, but he didn’t even stay and fight for me.

      I have no idea where that leaves us.

      Are we are on pause?

      Broken up?

      Over?

      I just don’t know.

      He took off that night for New York City, two weeks earlier than he had planned to return for his mother’s wedding, and none of us have heard a word from him. I was supposed to go with him to the wedding. Obviously I didn’t.

      The gaping wound in my chest is still wide open. I’ve typed out hundreds of text messages to him and have yet to send a single one. One day I’ll compose the right message. It will be one that tells him exactly how much I love him. Which is enough to set him free. To allow him to take the time he needs to find himself. And hopefully, like the saying goes, he’ll come back to me.

      The container of leftover macaroni and cheese I brought home from lunch the other day is nowhere to be found. Searching amid the tofu and couscous that Maggie made last night, I can’t find it. Practically diving into the refrigerator, I begin to wonder if Maggie tossed it out, but then I find the white foam container in all its glory and try not to leap with joy.

      It’s the little things that help me get through the days without Cam. Like carb-filled, grease-laden, fatty, and oh so good foods that Maggie normally outlaws.

      Due to my delicate state of mind, she’s been easy on me. My taste buds and I appreciate it.

      “Caught you,” Maggie scolds, shaking her finger at me.

      I raise my palms surrender style and the macaroni and cheese falls to the floor.

      Crap.

      Crap.

      Crap.

      The container bounces twice, but to my amazement, it doesn’t open.

      Small things. Like I said. It’s the small things.

      I consider bending to pick it up, but wait to make sure Maggie doesn’t have a dastardly plan up her sleeve.

      She casts a glance at the macaroni-and-cheese container by her toes, then at me. And then, because it is the small things that matter, she picks it up and hands to me.

      “Thanks.” I take the food and ease past her to put it in the microwave. I look over my shoulder. “Want some?”

      She laughs and shakes her head before opening the refrigerator and removing a number of items I’d prefer not to name. “I’m going to make black bean burritos. There’s plenty if you’re still hungry after you eat that artery-clogging meal.”

      I give her my evil look. The one I reserve only for her.

      Slapping her hand to her forehead, she looks right at me. “Right,” she quips, “how could I forget—heartbroken Makayla doesn’t eat healthy food. Silly me.”

      I pick up my wineglass and throw her the finger around the glass with a smile.

      She shrugs and grabs for a cutting board. “Still no word from Mr. Tall, Dark, and Broodyface?”

      I shake my head. “No, and we are not talking about him, remember?”

      At least she doesn’t call him an asshole like she did Sebastian.

      “Oh, I remember,” Maggie says, slicing the end off an onion. Then, under her breath I hear her mutter, “And here are his balls,” and the knife slices the onion in half.

      Ouch! Just the thought.

      For someone who didn’t know how to cook three months ago, she’s become quite the chef. Ginsu knife and all.

      The microwave dings and I remove the container, holding it toward her. “You sure you don’t want any? It’s really, really good.”

      She shakes her head and points to the can of black beans. “These are going to be delicious, so save some room.”

      Pulling a fork from the drawer, I find myself laughing. Believe it or not, the laugh sounds more genuine than any I’ve faked over the past three weeks. “I’m sure they are, just like the tofu tacos last night.”

      “Those were a little overdone,” she admits.

      Cardboard in a soggy whole-wheat tortilla shell—there are no words to describe it.

      Just as I sit down and swallow my first bite of deliciousness, the kitchen door swings open.

      “Hey, beautiful ladies,” Brooklyn greets us, looking like James Dean with the sleeves of his white T-shirt rolled and a pack of cigarettes tucked in one of them. He’s always got a cigarette tucked behind his ear or dangling from his lips, but I’ve never seen him smoking. “Anyone up for a movie? There’s a new horror flick playing in the Village,” he asks.

      “I can’t,” I say to him. “I have an early morning meeting.”

      Brooklyn gives me one of his sympathetic nods. The one where I can tell he wants to talk about Cam, tell me what a stand-up guy he is but doesn’t, because maybe he doesn’t believe it. Or maybe he doesn’t think he should. Guy code and all. They’re buddies and he would never talk badly about Cam—I get it.

      Then again, we all seem to be staying quiet about Cam for our own reasons. Like we are waiting for the numbness of his abandonment to wear off. The thing is, I know Brooklyn must be in contact, if only because Cam’s best friend is his brother. Still, I don’t ask, afraid of what he might say, I suppose.

      Averting his eyes from me, Brooklyn shifts his gaze to Maggie. “What about you?”

      Maggie’s eyes are watering from the onions. “I can’t either—Matt is coming over later, and besides, I have to open the tower tomorrow.”

      Matt is Noah’s replacement. He’s even more obedient that Noah, if you can believe that. Maggie is holding to the exclusive thing, one exclusive guy after the other.

      Brooklyn takes a seat next to me at the counter. “That sucks. I hate the morning shift,” he says to Maggie.

      Having moved on to the stove, Maggie turns around with a wooden spoon in her hand. “Stay for dinner. I’m making burritos.”

      “Sure, sounds good,” Brooklyn answers.

      When Maggie turns around I mouth, “Bean,” and offer him a bite of mac and cheese.

      Taking my fork, he chews and swallows before getting up to stride over to the fridge. It’s then that I notice he is still in his lifeguard clothes. He knew we were going to turn him down. Grabbing two beers, he offers one to Maggie and takes the other for himself.

      Gulping a mouthful of red wine, I start to think about how he’s been around a lot lately.

      The pot on the stove bubbles and small pieces of bean seem to be launching like mini rockets. “Oh, shit, they’re exploding,” Maggie cries.

      Brooklyn rushes over and turns the gas down. “The flame is too high,” he tells her.

      Oh, boy, does she give him the evil eye.

      Almost crying from laughter, I try to compose myself when she glares at me next.

      As soon as Brooklyn sits down, I swivel my chair toward him and push my food his way. “Finish it,” I tell him. “I’m full.”

      Honestly, I haven’t been eating much lately, and not because of Maggie’s cooking, either. I just have no appetite.

      Stuck between a rock and a hard place, Brooklyn pushes it in front of me and covertly sneaks bites when Maggie isn’t looking.

      “So,” I say. “No hot date tonight?”

      “Just you two.” He grins.

      “I’ve got a few friends who’d love to date you,” Maggie tells him, popping the burritos in the microwave.

      Brooklyn tilts his bottle back and casually answers, “I’m cool.”

      I guess that’s a nice of saying no freaking way am I letting you set me up with one of your homegrown, earth-loving, save-the-world friends.

      They are nice.

      All of a sudden, the microwave has a white haze coming from the inside. Like it’s possessed or something.

      I point to it. “Ummm…Mags, should the microwave be smoking?”

      She rushes over to it and opens the door, removing the plate with more-than-steaming-hot shells. “I guess they didn’t need to be warmed up for very long,” she says with a smile.

      About twenty minutes later, my plate is empty, and the burritos are done. Maggie grabs the food and a stack of plates. “Let’s sit in the family room and eat.”

      I hope Brooklyn can eat another meal.

      Maggie and I take the couch. Brooklyn takes the chair.

      Once we all have the exploded bean burritos with uncooked onions and overcooked shells on our plates, Maggie turns toward Brooklyn and points to him with her fork. “Now I know,” she says through a mouthful of food, “that you ate Makayla’s macaroni and cheese, so don’t lie to me when I ask you what’s up with you and the ladies lately. Why haven’t I seen you, or heard you for that matter, with any of those MTV wannabes?”

      He winces after he takes a bite of his food and sets his plate down. Then, being one hundred percent serious, he answers her. “I’ve decided to try celibacy for a while.”

      Maggie practically spits her food out. “Why would you do something as stupid as that?”

      Recovering from choking on my wine, I elbow her. “Don’t say that.”

      Brooklyn sighs. “I’m so tired of every girl going on about who I was. I’ll never be that guy again. Young and free, with tons of money. That guy grew up, and he’s me, but none of these girls around here seem to get that.”

      “What about Sasha?” I ask.

      After all, I owe her my career. I have to root for her.

      He smiles at me. “We will never last. It’s the same old thing every time we get together. One of us always gets hurt. It’s time to put an end to that too. Believe it or not,” he says, grabbing for his notebook, “I’m ready to grow up and figure out who Brooklyn James is.”

      Amen, I think.

      Amen.

      And then I shift my eyes toward the ceiling. I don’t ask the big guy up above for much, but right now I find myself praying that Cam finds himself, too.

      Please, God, help me out, just this once.
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      Cam

      Getting my shit together wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be.

      Then again, I’d been working on the plan to buy Simon Warren for the past month. I hadn’t said anything to Makayla or Maggie in case the deal didn’t pan out. I didn’t want to raise their hopes about Katherine returning to California and then dash them. I had to do my research first. Keeping it quiet killed me, but letting them think I was still futzing around hadn’t seemed like a problem.

      At the time.

      In hindsight, it wasn’t the best plan. Makayla read all kinds of wrong things into it. I could have come clean that day in my kitchen, but she was right, I needed to figure my shit out.

      Obviously, Makayla sensed my need to do something more and thought I was holding myself back, when really I was plunging forward. Looking into a company. Hoping to do something good, if my research proved it was the right move.

      Turns out, the foundation of Simon Warren is solid. It has a huge customer base, it is bicoastal, and best of all it’s cheap. The owners are looking to get out while they are still above water.

      It will be the first of many companies that I buy and put back together.

      With some new branding and a possible play on their name, my projections say that in two years’ time Simon Warren will once again be turning a profit. Of course, it will require a lot of hard work and dedication. Good thing for me, Katherine has agreed to stay on and run retail operations. She’ll have to stay in New York for the short-term, but once the company is on its feet, she’ll be able to move back to California.

      Yes, getting my shit together has kept me busy.

      Before I left Laguna, I stopped by the lifeguard station and gave my notice. The captain let me go without any obligations and promised me a job should I decide to come back.

      From New York, I managed to find the perfect California company to partner with Makayla. I contacted them, told them about her, and asked them to keep my name out of it if they decided to approach her. I wasn’t sure if she’d listen to them if she knew I’d been involved, even in this smallest of ways.

      I also spoke with my father, and he told me that he and Vanessa were over. I told him I could never forgive what he did, but someday I might be able to forget it. Someday—but not any day soon.

      As for Vanessa, I did call her and ask her to stop with the gifts, texts, and calls. To my surprise, she agreed to do so. Truth is, she doesn’t want to get back together with me, just as I never want to get back together with her. There is a reason she cheated—together we didn’t work. I think she was just looking to hold on to something that wasn’t there.

      Putting my sister and mother in the same room proved very difficult, but I managed to do it. They talked—a little. All I can say is they are a work in progress, and I can live with that.

      And then, of course, I purchased Simon Warren, with Katherine’s help.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Giving my sister a show, I make a few faces that I know I’ll regret later when she posts my picture all over social media like she always does. When I stop and get serious, she lowers her camera with a sigh.

      “I have to go,” I say.

      “I’m going to miss you.” Amelia throws her arms around me. “It’s been really great having you around.”

      I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be back before you know it, and you can visit me anytime.”

      She and I talked about her job in detail during my trip home. According to her, she likes working for our father, and although she doesn’t love her job, she’s happy with it. After everything that happened with Brandon, I was skeptical at first, but staying with her, I almost believe it’s true. Almost.

      Either way, she’s so much stronger than Brandon ever was, and I believe she will do what is best for her, when she’s ready. I did tell her I’m always there for her, should she decide she wants out. For now, though, I think she wants to give it a try and I have to let her.

      I still haven’t told her what happened with Vanessa and my father, or about our father in general. I just couldn’t do that to her. Yes, she’s strong, but she’s fragile, too. She’s a daddy’s little girl, and maybe I just want her to have that.

      And then of course, I told her all about Makayla and how much I love her. She can’t wait to meet her. That is, if Makayla takes me back. Of course, Amelia had all kinds of names to call me for being so dense and not making up with Makayla sooner, so I could bring her to the wedding, of which I convinced Amelia to attend.

      But I, too, am a work in progress.

      I pull back and give her now more than faded turquoise strand of hair a tug. “I have to go, Amelia.”

      She hugs me one last time. “Don’t forget to call me.”

      With my backpack on my shoulder, I rush through security and get on the plane. Late again. It almost feels like déjà vu, minus the first class and minus Makayla.

      The plane is full, and I have to shove my backpack under the seat in front of me. As I take my aisle seat, image after image, memory after memory, of the summer I shared with Makayla comes rushing back.

      A smile tugs at my lips just thinking about her, and then that weight slams in my chest. All I can do is hope that what she said, she meant—when you figure it out, why don’t you come find me.

      I’m ready, baby. I only hope you are.

      I close my eyes and the moving plane lulls me to sleep. When I wake, the flight attendant is serving drinks and snacks. I’m so glad the flight attendant who was working when I met Makayla isn’t on board. I had to promise to take her to dinner to avoid going to the slammer. And then I gave her my number with one digit incorrectly written.

      It was a shit thing to do, but reflecting back, I did it in the name of love.

      Okay, done with the sappy shit, I promise.

      Deciding to go over some of the divisional financials for Simon Warren, I yank my backpack out and set it on my lap.

      As soon as I open it, a black photo album with silver lining pops out.

      Uncertain, I pull it out. The note taped to the top reads, “This one is for you. Take care of it. With love, Amelia.”

      Letting my backpack drop to the ground, I set the album on my lap and stare at it for the longest time.

      “Sir, what can I get you?” the flight attendant asks.

      My head snaps in her direction. “Nothing, thank you.”

      When my gaze shifts back down to the photo album, the inscription gets me right in the chest. It reads, “The Adventures of the ABCs.”

      I have to curl my hands into fists to stop them from shaking. All I can do is stare. Sweat coats my brow, I can feel my breathing increase exponentially, and I sit here, letting time pass.

      Finally, I feel strong enough to open it. Slowly, I pinch the cover and even more slowly, I open it.

      Staring right at me is an 8×10 color photo of Brandon and me in our “I’m a Big Brother” T-shirts, both holding Amelia in a bundle of pink. We’re smiling so wide. I wasn’t even two yet, so I don’t remember it, but I feel I could if I tried hard enough.

      My vision starts to blur and I feel like the space in the plane has clouded over. It’s as if I’m the only one here.

      A strange mix of hope and fear spurs me to turn the page.

      There are two photos on the page to the left. The first is of the three of us the first time we all rode the subway together. I’m not sure how old we were, but Amelia was in a stroller. Excitement fills our faces because we were going on a train ride. I don’t remember that day, but I remember those matching cowboy hats and holsters Brandon and I wore. And Amelia’s pink hat and spurs. We thought we were outlaws from the West. And we were on the getaway train.

      A smile tugs at my lips. We kept that cowboy gear for a long time. Amelia would sneak into our room in her pink hat and point her finger at us. “Put ’em up, or I’ll shoot,” she tried to say, but never got the words quite right.

      The second photo on the page is of the three of us in our Easter outfits and we have the biggest frowns on our faces. I remember this day. Brandon was seven, I was six, and Amelia was four. Our parents had taken us to the country club for an Easter egg hunt and forgot our baskets. We were so mad at them because we had to use a plastic grocery bag. Made egg collecting very difficult.

      Page by page, I find myself flipping. Smiling at the happy memories and knowing these are times that can never be forgotten.

      Soon, though, I have to stop. I feel like I might suffocate. Like I can’t breathe. Jumping to my feet, I tuck the album away and head for the lavatory.

      Once inside, I splash water on my face and then look in the mirror. Moments later, I find myself clawing at my T-shirt to get it off. As soon as I do, I stare at the scripted B on my chest and trace every delicate line of it.

      When my finger returns to where it started, I look into the mirror. “I love you, Brandon,” I whisper.

      I love you.

      I miss you.

      Now and forever.
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      Makayla

      Never say never.

      That’s all I can say.

      Season five of The Walking Dead has me so nervous that I’m biting my fingernails. Seriously, do they have to make it so full of angst? I have no idea how I’ve managed to watch this series all by myself.

      A zombie jumps out of the shadows and I scream. My pulse is racing so fast that I have to cover my head with my blanket. Honestly, I might have just had a heart attack.

      Knock. Knock.

      “Ahhhhhhh!” I scream even louder.

      Realizing it isn’t a zombie coming to get me, I release the breath from my lungs. Someone is at the kitchen door, and the sound against the glass only made my heart beat faster. Get it together, Makayla. You’re a big girl. There are no bogeymen in the dark, or zombies in this case.

      Maybe I can pretend I didn’t hear the knock and whoever it is will go away and let me finish this episode. It’s either Maggie’s latest beating her here before she even gets home from work—he has a habit of doing that—or Brooklyn and the door is locked, so he can’t get in.

      Knock. Knock.

      Hesitantly, I pull my head out from under the blanket and avert my attention away from the television, but it’s too dark outside to see who it is.

      Setting my huge glass of red wine down, I hit pause on the remote and slowly rise to my feet. I spent all day making pieces and filling orders, and I am spent.

      Another rap.

      “Coming,” I call.

      Wearing nothing but a T-shirt and panties, I wrap a blanket around me and start for the door. I flick the light on and freeze on the spot. Momentarily taken aback, it takes a few seconds before I begin to move again.

      The closer I get, the faster my pulse races. There’s a distinct shadow in the dark of a man that looks very familiar.

      A very tall, very handsome man who shared my bed all summer.

      My heart stops at the sight of Camden Waters standing there. My steps falter, my breathing picks up, my mind spins into a daze of nothingness.

      He’s back.

      In a suit that fits his body perfectly, he looks ever so powerful. His shirt is unbuttoned at the top and his tie hangs loose. It looks like he’s been doing something important.

      With a million tiny butterfly wings poking at my belly, I open the door. I have to grip the knob for support and to keep my knees from buckling beneath me. I draw in a slow, silent breath of relief because there he stands, leaning against the door frame with his head down and something in his hand.

      That grin he gives me lights me up from the inside. “Hi,” he says.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      Trembling.

      Uncertain.

      And yet, so thrilled to see him.

      With a smirk, he holds out his hand. In it is a measuring cup. “I was hoping I could borrow a cup of sugar.”

      Trying not to smile in return, I reach for the cup. “I’m not sure I have any.”

      “Please,” he begs.

      Okay he begged. I can’t turn him down now. I tip my head to the side. “Since you asked so nicely, let me check.”

      “I’d appreciate it,” he returns.

      With that, I close the door. And yes, he is on the other side of it. Setting the cup down, I hold onto the blanket and pretend to rummage through the cabinets with my heart pounding and my pulse thundering the entire time.

      He’s back. He’s here. Now what?

      Seconds later, Cam knocks on the door again.

      Holding back my smile, I walk over to it, and with the blanket clutched in one hand, I open it wide with the other. This time when our eyes meet, warmth floods my whole body as we grin at each other. “Sorry, I don’t have any.”

      Slowly, his gaze ravishes my face, and every feeling he has for me blazes in his eyes. “Let me try this a different way. Can we talk?”

      No.

      No.

      No.

      Yet, instead of saying no, I nod and move aside. I just can’t deny him. Honestly, I don’t want to.

      That long, lean body of his strides in like he never left and I almost wish he hadn’t. Then I remember that we both had things we had to work out, and my stomach flips uneasily at the thought of Cam coming just to tell me he’s moving back to New York.

      A wariness consumes his expression and he leans against the counter. “Makayla, I am so sorry,” he starts, his voice gruff with emotion.

      My entire body is shaking.

      “I’ve never met anyone like you before. In fact, there’s no one like you. You are everything I could possibly want and I screwed it up. I never meant to hurt you, or ignore you; I was only trying to find myself. Can you forgive me?”

      “Cam,” I whisper, overwhelmed that he’s back, and not wanting to remember that day when both of us acted rashly.

      He pushes off the counter and takes one small step toward me. “Shhh…don’t answer that yet. Let me explain to you what I should have explained that day in my kitchen, okay?”

      Gripping onto the blanket, I nod and swallow the tears threatening to spill.

      A complex mix of confidence and insecurity stares at me. “You are the most important thing to me. I will always put you first, I can promise you that, but you were right—I needed to get my shit together. I had already figured that out. I just didn’t know where to start, but I figured it out, and that’s what I’ve been doing over the past month. I want to bring companies back to life. I bought Simon Warren and I’ve been working with Katherine on a plan to revitalize it.”

      My hands fly to my mouth and I can no longer hold back my tears. He really has been finding himself and this is what he should be doing, something he loves, what he was meant to do.

      “My whole life I wanted to run a business, and I let go of that dream after Brandon died. The pregnancy scare made me realize I needed to do something with my life. And watching you going after what you wanted, it made me see my dream was still alive too. I just had to find it buried under all of that anger.”

      He’s found himself. He’s really found himself.

      Cam takes a step closer, and in the small galley kitchen we now stand only a foot apart. “Makayla,” he says, “we’ve been seatmates, frenemies, book club partners, friends, teacher/student, and lovers, but I was hoping right now you could just be mine.”

      Tears roll down my cheeks, but there is no hesitation in my movement as I take that one step keeping us apart and fling myself at him. The blanket falls to the ground and I just don’t care.

      Catching me, he cups my ass and whispers in my ear, “I’m so sorry. Do you forgive me?”

      “Yes, I will always forgive you. I love you,” I choke out against his warm chest. “And I’m sorry too—I shouldn’t have acted like that. Can you forgive me?”

      In answer, Cam gently pulls away but keeps his palms right on the lacy fabric of my panties, leaning back just far enough so he can look into my face. I am without makeup, exhausted, and overwhelmed. A mess. But he stares at me like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. His voice is intense as he tells me, “I love you, too, Makayla Alexander, so goddamn much.”

      My arms tighten around him and I never want to let him go.

      Just then the pause timer from the television releases and the sound of zombies travels into the kitchen.

      Amusement curls the corners of Cam’s mouth. “Are you watching The Walking Dead?”

      I bite my lip anxiously and gaze into his gleaming eyes. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

      “I knew you would cave,” he laughs.

      Cocky bastard.

      Our eyes connect and it feels like minutes pass, but it’s only seconds. That electric pull is there, stronger than ever.

      I feel like I’m wearing a raspberry beret.

      No, I’m Madonna dancing in all my jewels.

      Better yet, I feel happy, so happy that I want to clap along.

      Cam smiles—not a full smile, but that half-grin. His lush lips are begging for me to kiss him and I don’t want to waste another minute as I throw my arms around his neck and crash my mouth to his. He puts one hand behind my neck and the other on the small of my back. We both open our mouths wide as our lips connect, and I feel the connection between our souls.

      We kiss.

      And kiss.

      And kiss.

      After he tosses me over his shoulder, keeping that one hand on my ass that is now inside my panties, he carries me all the way up the stairs and into my bedroom.

      Very caveman of him.

      Secretly, I love it.

      Once inside, he sits on my bed with me in his lap and I curl my legs around him.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers again.

      I blow out a long breath. “No more sorrys, okay?”

      He nods and his eyes light up. “I’ve missed you and your body so fucking much.”

      “This body has missed you,” I purr. “I even broke down and bought a new vibrator.”

      “I jerked off every day to your naked picture,” he confesses.

      I’m glad now that I never deleted it from his phone.

      I squirm in anticipation at the thought of his long, thick cock. “Oh, God,” I moan. “I want you.”

      My T-shirt is short and his hands easily slide into my panties again and start to caress my ass.

      I thought he was a boob man, but I’m starting to think he’s more of an ass man. I might have to reconsider the forbidden zone. Someday.

      “No condom,” I tell him.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m fertile free right now, so let’s take advantage of it.”

      His face twists. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “Get over it,” I tell him and manhandle him. Unbuttoning his shirt, I rip it off him. With the fabric open, now I get to trace the perfectly sculpted lines that outline each lean muscle. Under my palm, I feel his heart pounding. I smooth my hands all over him and then push his arms from the sleeves so that he is shirtless.

      Cam puts his mouth to my ear and with a low, husky voice tells me, “Stand up and take your clothes off. I need to feel you.”

      His words rush through me like waves at high tide. I’ve never felt such an intimate connection to anyone. And because I secretly like when he takes control, I get up and get naked.

      His hands are on my hips and pulling me back to his lap. With my hands on his shoulders, I look down at him.

      He has the most intense bedroom eyes I’ve ever seen. I could melt under that gaze. It doesn’t last long, though, because soon his hands are cupping my breasts and his mouth is on mine. That wicked tongue of his finds its way to mine, and as it twists and turns, all I want to do is eat him up.

      After a few minutes of an intense make-out session, he lifts me off the bed, turns us around, and sets me on my feet. Kneeling in front of me, he licks his lips. Our eyes stay connected every second. Even as he guides me to the edge of the bed, even as he places my legs over his shoulders, and even as he kisses the inside of my thighs.

      His eyes are still on me as he runs his fingertips up and down the backs of my thighs and places his hands behind me, pulling me closer to him. And then. Then. Oh, sweet oblivion, his face is in between my legs and his tongue is on me.

      Getting right to it, he licks up my slick flesh.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Oh, God, I’m seeing stars.

      Then I have to close my eyes when his fingers open me and his tongue strokes deep inside me. There is nothing like it in the world. Category four hurricane taking place right here.

      Already leaving this planet, as soon as he strokes his tongue to that area he wants me to give up to him so much, I start convulsing. My body is a trembling mess as I take off like a rocket. “Oh God, Cam,” I call out, but he doesn’t stop. He keeps sucking me even through my orgasm, pushing me farther. Gripping my hips tightly, he licks, kisses, and laps every inch of me. I don’t even feel like my body is my own when another wave blasts through me. “Yes, oh God, yes!” I scream and when I know I have nothing left, I gently push his shoulders back. He looks up at me and I drop to the ground to sit in front of him.

      I kiss him and he smiles through our kiss. “I wasn’t finished. I wanted to hear you scream my name again.”

      “Oh you will, I promise.” I unbutton his pants and run my hand inside his boxers, just needing to feel him. “Take these off,” I order him. “For what I have in mind, there are no pants required.”

      Getting to his feet, he quickly removes his shoes, pants, and boxers and stands there looking so incredible, his taut muscles on full display. With the biggest shit-eating grin on his face, he takes my hand and tosses me to the bed. “It’s time to fuck,” he laughs.

      Laughter bubbles out of me, but he isn’t wrong—it is time to fuck. And I want to feel every inch of him, so I roll us over and hover over him. He groans and pulls me down to him. With a tongue that should be declared illegal, he traces around the shell of my ear and then whispers all the dirty things he wants to do to me for the next three days.

      “Three days, that’s all?” I ask.

      “You’re wicked,” he says. “I can keep you up here until Monday, then we both have to go to work. But I want you up here, naked and waiting, when I get home.”

      “With your slippers and martini?” I joke.

      “Preferably wet and ready for me.”

      “You are such a perv,” I tell him, dragging my tongue down his neck, his chest, and then getting serious when I take him in my hands and gently stroke him.

      That groan of his gets loud. Really loud. I worry he might alert the whole neighborhood that we are in here having sex.

      Screw it! Who cares?

      Hovering over him, I place a knee on either side of his legs and glide my lips down his stomach. My hands continue to move up and down his length and when my lips meet his tip, he shudders. I lose myself in the moment. This is the intimacy that I’ve missed. But when my mouth covers him, he pulls me up.

      Crashing down onto his hard chest, I press my naked body into his and peek up at him. “Why’d you stop me?”

      He lets out a sigh and another loud groan. “I want to be inside you when I come.”

      I move my mouth to his ear so I can whisper, “You can be.”

      “I will be,” he growls, and then molds my breasts with his palms before moving my hips.

      Elation sweeps through me as he easily slips in. His hands move to my backside, pressing me into him. When I fold my knees beneath myself and sit up, he lets out a long, tortured groan.

      Control freak in bed that he is, when I try to control the pace by interlocking my fingers with his on either side of his head, he just grins and shakes his head.

      That’s okay. I just rock into him over and over, rolling my hips. Before long, his hands are on me. But you see, I got this.

      Leaning back, I rest my palms on his knees and move slowly, rising just far enough so we both feel the thrill of him sliding back inside. With every passing moment, I sink faster and deeper but stay close. My pulse pounds with excitement. Before I know it, he’s clutching my legs, focusing on my every move. Our eyes meet, and we are hypnotized by each other’s expressions of pure pleasure. When I reach between us and alternate stroking and squeezing whatever flesh I can get my hands on, he groans and curses so loud I lose myself.

      Continuing with this rapid pace, I feel nothing but complete bliss. The pressure builds swiftly and I am quickly on the brink of climaxing again. It’s heavenly.

      Unexpectedly, he pulls me to his chest and seals his lips to mine, thrusting his hips up. Breathing heavily, I know he’s close. He rolls us over, never breaking our connection. Pulling my hands over my head, he takes control and it’s perfect.

      I watch as his body flexes rhythmically with mine. He moves faster, kissing me furiously. I’m pushed over the edge the second his tongue hits the roof of my mouth. “Oh God yes, Cam, yes!” I scream once again and he stills, shouting my name as my waves of ecstasy bring on his climax.

      When we are both spent, we fall into each other’s arms and cuddle close together. “I love you, Cam,” I say.

      “I love you, Makayla. I love every single thing about you.”

      I can’t contain my smile. “I missed you,” I whisper.

      He smiles at me and palms my behind. “I missed you too, and this hot little body of yours.”

      Feeling extremely thirsty, I reach for the open water bottle on my nightstand from last night. I can’t believe I forgot to bring it down with me this morning. Oh well, turns out to be a win for me. As I rise on his hard muscles, I catch sight of our novel next to it. “Book club?” I ask, grabbing the water bottle.

      Cam glances at the nightstand and grabs Summer’s Ménage before I can. “Yes. We have to finish this. I’m dying to see how it ends.”

      “Me, too,” I tell him, flopping onto the pillow beside him.

      Cam eyes me. “Did you read it without me?”

      “No, I swear.”

      He’s still looking at me.

      “I didn’t.”

      “I’m going to choose to believe you because good girls don’t lie,” he tells me, and opens the book.

      Not sure about me being a good girl anymore, but I’ll go with it.

      Getting cozy, I snuggle beside him. I really have missed the sound of his voice, so much caramel oozing down a hot fudge sundae.

      The window is open and there’s a cool breeze coming inside. Cam pulls the sheets over us and holds the book up. “‘It was the last day of summer, and Summer took a moment to look at the sprawling property that stood on the South Shore of Long Island. She took a cautious sip of her wine and tried not to think about going back to the city. To her life of social obligations. To her husband.’”

      My eyes snap to the page. Did he read that right?

      Cam choked out the last word. “She’s married?”

      “There must be a reason she goes to the Hamptons alone, though?”

      “Yeah, obviously her husband doesn’t meet her needs. Must be a workaholic.”

      I bump his shoulder. “You don’t know that. Keep reading.”

      “‘The off-the-shoulder cocktail dress drew attention to her breasts, and she knew it. Tonight she would say goodbye to both her lovers. Gabe, the sinful bad boy with the “I don’t give a fuck” attitude that drove her wild, and her sweet Owen, the one who made sure her every desire was met. Taking two lovers was something to think about for next summer. Would she do it again? She’d decide when the night was over.’” Cam pauses and looks over at me. “Told you she likes Gabe better.”

      I nip at his shoulder. “You do not know that. Nowhere on the page does it say that.”

      “Let’s see who she says goodbye to first.”

      “Let’s,” I say.

      Shifting on the bed, he starts to read again. “‘Both Gabe and Owen were waiting for her in the dining room, in the tuxedos and cuff links that she had purchased for them. She nearly lost her breath. Earlier they’d dined on lobster and drank the finest wine. She’d admired their good looks then, but now, tipsy on wine and fueled by desire, they looked edible. Which was good, because tonight they would fuck on the dining room table. Why? Because they could.’”

      Cam pauses and looks at me. “Would you let me fuck you on the dining room table?”

      I laugh. “Sure, if we had one.”

      He raises a curious brow. “And you’d eat on it after?”

      I rise on one elbow. “Let me think about that. I’ll get back to you later.”

      He laughs. “You do that.”

      “Just read.”

      “Okay. Okay,” he laughs. “‘Summer circled her men like they were prey. Looked at them. Appraised them. Waited for one to break. Tonight, neither did. Good boys deserved to be rewarded, and that’s what she did. She pushed each back against the table and one at a time unzipped their pants. They were fully erect, but she knew they would be. Her breasts showcased like they were as she moved around them guaranteed that. She ordered them to sit on the table and then bowed her head over Owen’s lap. With her mouth around Owen’s cock, her hand found Gabe’s and she stroked him.’”

      Cam coughs a little. “That’s a lot of dick.”

      “Oh, God, Cam, stop with commentary—I need to know how this ends.”

      Cam stretches out on the bed fully and puts an arm behind his head. “‘Summer didn’t hold back as she brought Owen to orgasm, and then Gabe. Now, it was her turn. She stripped out of her fancy dress and lay naked in the center of the table. Gabe and Owen circled her. She was theirs for the taking, to do with what they wanted. She wouldn’t tell them what to do. Not tonight. It was her departing gift to them. No rules. All summer she had never allowed them both to fuck her pussy in the same night. They had to take turns. Tonight they would both get to penetrate her pussy. Summer was surprised when Owen hovered over her first. She had thought Gabe would take the lead. She was happy Owen did. He had grown this summer. Become more confident. He fucked her, soft and sweet as he was. She came in a state of calm oblivion, and she wanted to remember it. It would have to last her until next summer. Gabe didn’t give her much time to recover as he mounted her minutes after Owen came. He was wild and rougher, normally, but tonight he was just intense. He had learned patience. He thrust into her, hard and fast, and she wanted to come so much her muscles leaped. Unlike Owen, he drew it out. If she were in charge, she’d have ordered him to fuck her faster and make her come. Still, she came soon enough and pleasure rocketed through her.’”

      “Wow,” I comment, fanning myself.

      “Yeah, wow,” Cam repeats.

      Desire fills my room as sure as the words from the page do.

      Sighing, he turns the page. “Last chapter.”

      “Already?”

      He nods and gives me a little squeeze. “‘The summer was over. It had flown by. Summer never allowed the men to kiss her, and tonight was no different. The only rule she kept in place. There would be no goodbye kisses. She stood at the door as the car drove up to take the men back to town, where she’d found them months ago. As they walked away, they talked to each other and Summer could hear them. They talked about going for a drink, which made the corners of her mouth tilt up. And then the men talked about next summer, about looking for a woman to share, which made Summer wistful. But they knew she wouldn’t be with them again; she’d made that clear. It would be too messy. Once Summer closed the door, she leaned against it and smiled. It was time to see her husband. She missed him. Bedridden and paralyzed from a skiing accident that took place ten years ago, he was still the love of her life. Unable to do anything that someone didn’t do for him, he was dependent on a team of people. Every summer his mother came to stay with him, and Summer spent that time at their summer home. Taking a summer lover had been his idea. Two as well. He’d even suggested three—one for each month. For variety. He hated that he couldn’t satisfy her. Yet, he did just by suggesting this. Next summer, she’d take two lovers again, but perhaps not at once. She liked having the good with the bad. They were traits her husband had once exhibited, and although he didn’t see it, still did. In fact, maybe she’d take three for added variety as he suggested. Summer wasn’t certain about that. She’d have to think about it. Then again, she had a whole year to decide. Didn’t she?’”

      I bolt up with tears in my eyes. “I so didn’t expect that.”

      Cam reaches over me and sets the book on the nightstand. “Yeah, that was…I don’t know. Different than I expected.”

      “Good different?”

      “Yeah, good different.”

      Emotion in my throat, I say, “I liked it.”

      Cam kisses me. “I’m not so sure I could be as unselfish as Summer’s husband.”

      I look into his eyes. “I think he loves her and wants her to have what he can’t give her. He knows she loves him. I think he’s more secure than unselfish.”

      Cam kisses me again. “You know, I think you might be right.”

      “What?” I gasp in mock surprise.

      His lips slide down my throat, and the vibration of his laughter feels so good. “Yes, I said it. You heard me. Now, moving on . . .” He kisses the tip of my breast. “Do you think Summer’s Ménage Two is out yet?”

      My head falls back. “I’m not sure, but I’ll look tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good,” he murmurs, licking around my nipple.

      “I like that,” I whisper. “Do it again, a little lower.”

      As if practicing being obedient, he obliges. Then he moves lower, and lower still, making me squirm in the most delicious way. And he doesn’t stop there.

      Later, when we finish for the second time, he takes me in his arms and holds me tight. Cuddled up against the heat of his body, I can’t stop thinking about Summer and how completely she and her husband loved each other.

      Realization dawns. I think I was wrong before. You don’t love someone and set him free to see if he comes back to you.

      You hold on tight and never let go.

      And that’s just what I intend to do.
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        Musical What?

      

      

      Cam

      Two Months Later

      “Happy Anniversary to you.

      Happy Anniversary to you.

      Happy Anniversary, Camden Waters.

      Happy Anniversary to you.”

      I look at Brooklyn over the top of my dark shades. “That’s how you sing the birthday song, dumbass.”

      He unloads the box from his shoulder onto the floor. “Fuck you, fucker,” he says and adds the two-handed one-finger salute. “It’s close enough.”

      The laughter rolls out of me. “You really should stay for Thanksgiving.”

      He shrugs. “Nah, I have some things to do.”

      “Well, if you change your mind, come over tomorrow.”

      His nod tells me he has no intention of changing his mind. It’s the open road, his video camera, and that manuscript he’s been working on for him.

      It’s scary how well I know him.

      Hard to believe one year ago, I moved to this beach town with nothing but a duffle bag and a bad attitude. I knew one person, Brooklyn James, my best friend’s younger brother—well, half-brother. Lucky for me he’d recently rented a house on the beach and invited me to move in with him. And even luckier for me, I did. The fucker went out of his way to help me out. He hooked me up with a job, showed me the lay of the land, and introduced me to Maggie. And as they say in the movies…the rest is history.

      But let’s not give him too much credit or it will go to his head, and it’s already big enough because of his movie-star good looks.

      “Is that it?” I ask, glancing around the bedroom that used to be Makayla’s, but is now Brooklyn’s.

      “That’s it,” he says, plopping on his bed and unrolling his pack of cigs. “Operation musical houses is complete.”

      Walking past him to the door, I slap a hand on his shoulder. “Seriously, bro. Thanks for doing this.”

      Pounding a cigarette out, he sticks it into his mouth and then slants a glance at me. “Oh, dude, you are so going to owe me for this.”

      I stop at the door and turn around. “Anything, anyplace—you name it.”

      He points that cigarette my way and gives me one of his famous Brooklyn smiles. You know, the kind that can light up a Christmas tree, or so the girls say. “I’m going to remember you said that.”

      “My word, man.” I thump my heart with my first.

      In return, I get one of those California slow, you better believe I’ll take you up on it nods.

      I’m so fucked.

      Downstairs, Maggie is busy in the kitchen…with her new boyfriend. Abraham, I think, or maybe it’s Abel. Not sure. Some biblical name, anyway.

      I clear my throat. “How’s that pumpkin pie coming for tomorrow?” I ask in amusement. It must have a little bit of tongue and a dash of saliva, because they are making out hot and heavy, tongues and all.

      Fuck, Brooklyn is screwed.

      Maggie breaks away from her guy. “I’m about to start it. Don’t worry, I’ll have it ready by tomorrow and be over with bells on to help with Thanksgiving dinner.”

      I stride past the happy couple. “I hope so, because it’s not your bells I’m worried about.” I look down. “It’s mine,” I joke.

      “Right,” she laughs. “Can you please do something to make Makayla less nervous about meeting your mother and sister tomorrow? Please. I don’t care what.”

      I twist my head around. “I have just the thing in mind.”

      “Go get her, tiger,” Maggie roars, showing me her claws.

      I shake my head.

      She’s too much.

      I wish it were that easy, though. She’s nervous because I’m nervous. My sister agreed to come even with my mother and new husband coming only because they weren’t staying with me. What she doesn’t know is they’re staying at Maggie’s, in Maggie’s room, and Maggie is staying with her boyfriend.

      So that’s why Makayla is a nervous wreck. She wants everyone to get along.

      Shit, I’m not sure that’s possible.

      But I have hope.

      Walking up the path and around to the house that Makayla and I are now officially sharing, I look into the kitchen to see her standing at the sink. Hair down. Tousled. A little messy. Wearing a tight tank top. Looking sexy as hell.

      And right here, with my foot on the step, the feeling strikes.

      A sense of home.

      It’s been a long road and a lot has happened, but yes, I’m finally home.

      And it feels fanfuckingtastic.
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      Thank you for reading NO PANTS REQUIRED!

      You can read book two in the Men of Laguna series BEDWRECKER now.

      

      Every girl has had a broken heart. 

      Every girl knows love hurts. 

      Every girl has a story.

      This is mine... 

      My name is Maggie May and I met him under a haze of purple lights. As cliché as it sounds he was tall, dark, and handsome as hell, and I had fireworks in my eyes...literally. 

      It was New Year's Eve and beneath the magic of all that glitters and shines, I fell for him and his wicked ways. The way he moved, the way he touched me, the way he brought me to orgasm over and over. 

      You should know that I don't believe in love. Fairytales and happily-ever-afters are never anything I've dreamed of...until him. 

      

      Something changed the moment our eyes met. It wasn't insta-lust or insta-love, it was simply him and me, and the dance floor at our feet. 

      The problem is our story ended three days after it started. 

      But now he's back. 

      And he says he's sorry. 

      Can I believe him? 

      Do I want to believe him? 

      

      He calls me his bedwrecker...but what if he wrecks me?

      

      ONE CLICK BEDWRECKER NOW

      

      Turn the page to the sexy romance with a broody, sexy ex-Navy SEAL who isn’t afraid to turn on the charm in RUINED BY THE SEAL.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ruined By The Seal

          

          Zoe York

        

      

    

    
      The Navy SEAL’s fresh start lies on the far side of her defeat…

      Mick Frasier owes his life to his fellow Navy SEALs. Now that he’s discharged, one of them offers him another lifeline: a new future on the Caribbean island of Miralinda.

      But when he arrives at the abandoned sugar plantation he’s supposed to whip into shape as an executive training facility, he finds it already under renovations—overseen by the beautiful director of the island’s Historical Society.

      Cara Levasseur is too young for her job. Too pretty. Too…unorthodox. She’s heard it all, and now that she’s finally secured Villa Sucre, she’s not going to let anything get in the way of her first big professional coup.

      Not even a sexy, strapping ex-Navy SEAL who isn’t afraid to turn on the charm—or when that doesn’t work, declare all-out war. When she sets up camp in the ballroom, because there’s not a chance in hell she’s giving up her claim on the estate, Mick stakes out his own territory around the only working bathroom on the property.

      With tempers flaring and passions running hot, Cara’s intent on not letting Mick ruin this opportunity for her—and she doesn’t want him to ruin anything, either. Her life plan, for example. Or her heart…
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      Mick Frasier had a three-step plan for his new life.

      Beach, beer, sleep.

      After months of rehab and fighting his discharge from the Navy SEAL teams, he needed all three badly. And at his first deep inhale of the salty Caribbean air, he’d been surprised to discover that deep down, this crazy plan his SEAL buddy Will Parry had sent him on felt right.

      He could smell the sunscreen and feel the ice-cold beer in his hand already.

      Hello, Sugar Island. He’d bought the beer at the airport, from two smiling men selling them from a cooler next to the customs hut. A hut. At an international airport.

      But any place that handed out beer to new arrivals sounded about right to the tired and grumpy toddler trapped inside Mick’s grown-man body.

      Sugar Island wasn’t the Caribbean nation’s real name, of course. Miralinda just had that nickname because of the historical sugar plantations that had been so valuable to the French colonists that settled here in the early seventeenth century.

      One of those plantations—and the titanium rod in Mick’s leg—had forced a change of plans. He couldn’t play beach bum forever, but he had enough savings to spend the rest of the winter under the Caribbean sun, and thanks to Will’s grandmother, maybe by the time the summer arrived, he’d have a new career.

      Villa Sucre—Will’s inheritance—was going to get a new lease on life. They were going to turn the tired, no-longer-functional plantation into an executive training facility. Give wealthy business owners a legitimate, tax-write off reason to visit the island, and maybe teach them a few survival and team-building skills while they were at it.

      Mick had the easy job. Show up, secure some construction permits, and lie on the beach until Brayden Lucas, the third Musketeer in their crazy plan, arrived on the island. A fellow SEAL, Lucas had two more months of active duty, and then he’d join Mick to begin construction.

      They’d have three months to get the place operational, and then Will would join them and hit the ground running with the first flight of training groups.

      It was a crazy plan.

      It was a good plan.

      And best of all, it allowed Mick to chill the fuck out for a while, first—if he could remember how.

      His taxi stopped smack in the middle of the circular drive, right in front of the entrance to the faded white colonial two-story mansion. Three chickens lazily pecking their way across the drive added a certain ambience Mick wasn’t expecting as well.

      As soon as Mick stepped out of the cab, he could hear the music.

      Pulsing R&B, the good kind that would make him want to dance if he wasn’t like an oversized elephant in a club. Someone had decent taste in music. He paid the driver and added a generous tip, refusing his offer to stick around. “I’m not heading out again today, no matter what. Thank you very much for the ride.”

      The driver handed over a business card. “I live in Petite Ciotat, so if you need anything—a ride somewhere, or an emergency rescue—just call.”

      All he needed at the moment was a nap.

      “I’ll be fine.” He grinned as they shook hands, then he stepped out of the way and stretched, easing the ache in his leg and his back.

      Inside he found dust.

      Everywhere.

      The wide plank floor was covered in it, and as he walked down the central corridor in the direction of the thumping bass-beat, he left a trail of footprints.

      Not a problem. He wasn’t the trespasser, although he had the sinking suspicion that the owner of the music wouldn’t see it that way.

      He glanced into each room as he passed. A living room up front, although it probably had a fancier name than that. A dining room. On the other side, a massive room that had probably been a ballroom.

      Every room had drop sheets covering the scant amount of remaining furniture. Neatly typed pieces of paper hung next to each entrance way, detailing what work needed to be done. At the bottom of each note was a dire warning. All work must be approved by Cara Levasseur.

      Oh, honey, you’ve got such a rude awakening coming your way in ten, nine, eight…

      He found her in the kitchen, high on a step stool, cleaning the inside of a cupboard. He noticed her legs, first. Long. Curvy. The warmest shade of brown he’d ever seen. Bare. She was wearing shorts, and they were, in fact, short.

      Her legs were spectacular.

      Above that she had some lacy shirt thing, but it was mostly obscured by long, wavy ringlets falling down her back. The wild mix of blonde and brown curls did a strange thing to his insides. Or maybe it was that her hair and her perfect legs both pointed right at her jiggling bottom.

      Someone liked to dance.

      His countdown to a rude awakening died inside his chest. This wasn’t going to be fun. He looked for the source of her music—a cell phone plugged into portable speakers—and pulled the plug out of the wall. The music dropped to a tinny whisper.

      The jiggling stopped. She whipped her head around, giving him a totally no big deal that you caught me dancing look. Her face was just as spectacular as her legs. Heart-shaped, with high cheekbones and large, bright eyes surrounded by flawless mocha skin. “Can I help you?”

      “Good afternoon. Sorry to interrupt.”

      “Not a problem.” She hopped down, her hair flying off in all directions as she strode across the room and pressed a button on her phone, turning off the now-quiet music. Then she held out her hand. “Cara Levasseur. I wasn’t expecting any tradespeople this afternoon.”

      Her accent was slight. He found himself straining to catch more of it.

      He shook her hand, surprised by how firm her grip was. “Mick Frasier. And I’m not a contractor.”

      He’d never been one to avoid conflict. He had the high ground of surprise here, and he should use it to his advantage. There was a letter in his bag that he should whip out now so he could blithely watch as she scurried out the door.

      Seriously? Second thoughts because she’s pretty?

      She wasn’t just pretty, though. He wanted to think there was a look in her eye, an innocence…

      But that was ridiculous.

      So even though it took him a few beats longer than usual, he squared his shoulders. He was a cold-hearted bastard. Requirement of the last job, and apparently, useful in the new one, too. Besides, he was fucking tired and needed to lie down before he fell over. “I’m afraid I have some bad news, Ms. Levasseur. You’re renovating a house that doesn’t belong to you.”

      Her green eyes darkened, like the bottom of the sea churning up as a storm approached. Appropriate. “Excuse me?”

      “This estate. I’ve been sent here by the owner.”

      “What are you playing at? The owner has passed away. I represent the Miralinda Historical Society.”

      “Mrs. Gwendolyn Parry?”

      She gave him a wary look. “Yes.”

      “I represent her grandson.”

      The wary look turned ice-cold. “I think you’d best explain what you mean. Does he mean to establish a claim against Villa Sucre?”

      She pronounced it veeja sucre, the blend of spanish and french snapping through his fatigue and sparking something inside him. Something that hungered to hear her say more. Anything, really. Maybe while he closed his eyes and the ocean crashed nearby. He’d blink up at her every so often to appreciate her mouth, wide and lush. It was gorgeous even as she pinched her dusky pink lips together in disapproval. He wondered what else she said that sounded like sex on the wind.

      He’d never find out. Shoving aside his sleep-deprivation-induced island-girl fantasy, he unzipped the outside pocket on his bag and pulled out the letter Will’s lawyer had drawn up and handed it over.

      She eyed him, and the paper, reluctantly, then snapped it away. She cocked her hip to one side and her head to the other as she slowly read, then glanced up at him, eyes narrowed. Her entire being doubted his veracity.

      “This can’t be true. Why are you here and not this…Will Parry?”

      “I’m acting as his agent in this regard.”

      “A Parry unable to make time for Villa Sucre. No surprise there. And you expect me to believe this is authentic?”

      No matter how seductive a woman’s voice, she didn’t get to suggest his best friend was anything but honorable. “I have no doubt it is.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you and the absentee Will Parry, but his grandmother bequeathed this estate to the Miralinda Historic Society. We received a similar letter from the same law office, months before the date on this letter. We did our due diligence and as you can see, we’ve begun restoration.”

      He frowned. None of this made sense. “There’s gotta be a mistake.”

      “I’m afraid if there has been, it is in your visit to this island.”

      “Hey!” He was fuming like a bull now, his nostrils flaring and steam practically coming out his ears, but she was just so damn sure of herself. “What if the error lies in your understanding of the situation?”

      “That seems unlikely, given that we’ve known for the better part of a decade that the late Mrs. Parry would donate the estate to avoid a substantial death tax on the property.”

      “Death tax?” Jesus Christ, this was getting better and better. He glanced at his watch. “It’s nearly end of the work day.” And it was Friday to boot. Fuck. “I’ll call Will, and have him follow up with this lawyer, and I’m sure you’ll want to do the same. But that’s probably going to take some time, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just…”

      He looked around. He could smell the ocean. He just wanted to put his bag down and then follow it, getting himself into a horizontal position where none of this nonsense mattered for a while.

      A door at the far end of the hall promised sunshine and a back terrace. Surely that led the way to the beach. He started in that direction.

      Cara shot him a look of alarm and scurried into his path. “What are you doing?”

      What did it look like? “Going in search of a flat surface so I can lie down for a while. I’ve been travelling since the middle of the night.”

      It was that or just fall over where he stood, which would feel like shit on his leg. He moved to step around her.

      She matched his step.

      He propped his hands on his hips.

      She crossed her arms under her breasts.

      Not the time to ogle her tits, man. Whatever. His filter had vanished somewhere over the Caribbean Sea.

      “You can’t stay here.”

      “I can, and I will.” He glanced around, smirking. “Who am I bothering by being here?”

      She blinked at him. “Me. You’re bothering me.”
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      Cara couldn’t get over the nerve of this guy. Six-plus feet of rudeness. No way was she letting him saunter onto her estate.

      And it was, very much, her estate. She’d been a breath away from being fired as the director of the Historical Society when they’d received notice that they’d been bequeathed Villa Sucre. The property was a feather in the cap of the Society, but more to the point, it had finally given her a chance to show the board of directors just how capable she could be when given real work to do.

      So there was no way that Mr. Chiseled Right Angles was going to saunter in here and blithely blow that all out of the water for her. And there was sure as hell no way she was going to let him then go swimming. The nerve.

      She shook her head, feeling her curls bounce all over the place. Good. Let him think she’s a crazy voodoo chick or something. “You can’t just walk in here, drop this news bomb on me, and then go in search of the beach!”

      He gave her a bland look that said she didn’t scare him. “Why not? I’m exhausted and nothing’s going to get sorted out until after the weekend, so….”

      “You can’t stay here! Go back to town and get a hotel room.”

      “No.”

      The muscles up and down her right leg twitched. She desperately wanted to stomp her foot for emphasis. She clenched her fists instead and took a deep breath. “Mr. Frasier—”

      “Mick is fine.”

      “Mr. Frasier, I must insist that you vacate the property.”

      He gave her a slow, surprised blink, then crossed his arms over his chest, mirroring her stance. “Ms. Levasseur, I in turn must insist that you vacate the property.”

      She glared at his passive expression. He was trying to get her goat. It wasn’t going to work. She was a professional. University-trained, board-of-directors-hazed, island-hardened professional. She didn’t take any crap from contractors, construction workers, or bitter senior citizens, and she wasn’t going to let this man best her either.

      She stepped back and let her arms swing loose at her side. Something about his aura threw her off-balance. Distance would be good. Calming. Reason and logic-restoring. “That is not going to happen.”

      Except it was nearly the end of her workday and she had to meet her friends Daphne and Arielle for dinner.

      As if he could read her mind, he said, “You aren’t planning on going home for the night?”

      “Of course I am.” Her mind started to spin with the beginnings of a plan. “As you say, nothing will happen over the weekend. Good luck finding the beach. It’s terribly rocky and the tide is vicious.”

      “Sounds delightful.”

      She smirked and grabbed her phone. “See you on Monday.”

      Her purse was…somewhere. She walked, head held high, toward the hallway, hoping—a-ha. It was hanging on the doorknob. Without a backwards glance, she slung it across her body and headed for the side entrance, where her old hatchback was parked.

      Come Monday, Mr. Chiseled Right Angles would be long gone.

      There was no functional bathroom anywhere on the estate. He’d take a dip in the ocean—if he survived, she hadn’t been kidding about the current—and quickly realize there was no way to rinse off the salt.

      Sucked to be him.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not eating.” Daphne said this a little louder than necessary, making a few people around them in the outdoor cafe turn around and look. She shrugged unapologetically when Arielle shushed her. “What? She’s not and she’s also ignoring us.”

      Cara glanced down at her untouched grilled fish and sighed. Then she gave her friends an apologetic smile. “I know. I’m terrible company tonight.”

      “We don’t mind,” Arielle said softly.

      “Yes we do,” Daphne said, not softly at all. “And not because it hurts us, you dork, but because something’s clearly wrong and you aren’t sharing.”

      She thought about telling them about the unexpected visitor to the estate. They’d heard all about her drama getting the board to agree to the renovation project.

      So why didn’t she want to tell them about this new hiccup? They’d have her back if it turned into a fight, and God knows, with the board of directors, she could always use a couple of allies, even if it was just for moral support.

      They were all in the same boat, after all. All young and just getting started in their careers. Kind of broke and two bad luck breaks away from needing to leave the island in search of a better opportunity elsewhere.

      But Arielle’s father had recently disappeared, so she had that drama going on. It wasn’t the first time and it probably wouldn’t be the last, but that didn’t change how scary it was for her friend. And Daphne was job hunting in between pulling bartending shifts at the fanciest resort in Petite Ciotat and fending off pervy tourists. Compared to their problems, Cara having to put up with a sexy beast arriving on her doorstep hardly sounded like a real problem.

      Sexy beast? What the ever-loving hell? No. He was…tall. Too tall. Bossy. Way too bossy. And incredibly off-putting.

      If he was also incredibly good-looking, that just added to the annoyance, because why weren’t good-looking guys like that ever nice?

      “You know what’s wrong?” she finally said, setting her jaw in determination. This would be a lie of omission, sort of, but it was really at the root of her frustration. Not a violation of the friendship trust that expected honesty. “I don’t think the board of directors takes me seriously.”

      Daphne groaned. “Still?”

      Would they ever? She sighed and stabbed her fish with her fork. “Right? It makes everything I do fraught with doubt, you know?”

      Daphne shook her head, her blonde shaggy bob swinging wildly as she crossed her arms. “No! We talked about this. You rock at your job. And they need you. They just want you to think that you need them more than they need you. But that’s not true.”

      “It is true. I need them to keep me employed so I can pay rent and keep going out for fun dinners with you guys.”

      “This isn’t that fun,” Daphne said dryly. Unlike Arielle and Cara, Daphne didn’t have the lilting island accent. She’d been born and raised in the States and moved to Miralinda a few years earlier, right around the same time Cara came back after going off-island for university.

      They’d met through Arielle—Cara’s childhood best friend, and Daphne’s new roommate. An instant three-way friendship was formed over coffee one morning as they shared hard-luck stories.

      “You’re right,” Cara said, laughing for the first time in what felt like days. “I should move off island and get a real job. Find some real friends and—” She shrieked as Arielle launched herself around the corner of the table and squeezed her tight.

      “Don’t you dare,” her best friend whispered.

      She wouldn’t. Ever, because she loved Miralinda. But especially not now. Not while Arielle needed her. “You’re stuck with me,” she whispered into the smooth, straight fall of Arielle’s black hair.

      They were so different looking, but as they held each other, Cara was reminded that Arielle and her were the same from the inside out. They both carried in their blood the mosaic DNA almost unique to the Caribbean—a little of this, a little of that, a lot of the heart and soul that came from the sea and mixed it all together.

      Where Cara’s parents went back generations to ancestors in North African slaves, French colonists, American pirates, all colliding here on Miralinda before the turn of the last century, Arielle’s mixed heritage was…fresher. Her mother hadn’t been an island girl. She’d come to the Caribbean as a poor nanny from the Philippines, working for a British ex-pat family. When she’d fallen for a local bad boy, and “gotten into trouble,” the Brits had left her behind.

      Arielle was six when her mother took her own life.

      Cara’s parents hadn’t had a lot—her father had been a fisherman, her mother cleaned rooms at a resort. But what they did have, they shared readily with their widowed neighbour and his grieving daughter.

      And when Cara’s father was killed in a car accident when she was sixteen, Arielle and her father repaid the kindness.

      They were family.

      She wasn’t going anywhere.

      But that didn’t mean that her job was safe. With Mick Frasier’s arrival, her job was anything but safe.

      God, she didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to have to come up with a Life Plan B.

      Maybe that’s why she wasn’t telling them about Mick. She was hoping she’d show up on Monday and the six-foot-something problem would be gone. Poof.

      You’re not that lucky, she reminded herself.

      True story. But that didn’t mean anyone else needed to know about the problem before she knew for sure it was a problem.

      She’d stopped at her apartment on the way to the cafe and sent an email to the lawyer’s office in New York. Hopefully some overworked associate would look into it over the weekend.

      Daphne reached across the table and snagged some of her fish. At least one of them would enjoy it. She pointed her fork in Cara’s general direction once she’d finished chewing. “You know what we should do? We should go to Freeport for the weekend. Get our freak on.”

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      “Not until Sunday. Come on. It’ll be awesome.”

      It sounded awful. Club music and sweaty bodies, groping hands and constantly watching her drink… Why was she the only person whose idea of getting one’s freak on consisted of staying up late and spending too much money on Etsy?

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She nibbled on her lower lip. She liked dancing.

      “Come on…” Arielle cajoled. “We’ll take Daphne’s boat.”

      Cara hated flying, even though that was the easiest way to hop island to island. But when Arielle moved back into her father’s house—in part to keep an eye on him, and to take care of the house when he did his disappearing act every few months—Daphne had bought a boat instead of looking for a new roommate.

      So now they had options.

      She was trapped. “Okay. Fine.”

      Both of her friends squealed and threw their hands in the air.

      Cara rolled her yes and tried to join in their enthusiasm. A girls’ weekend was a good idea. If she wasn’t feeling that down to her core, that just underlined the fact that she needed this. Staying in a funk all weekend wouldn’t do her any good.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, forcing a more legit smile onto her face. “Yes. Let’s do this. This is a good idea.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Arielle said with a wink. “And now…dessert!”

      She almost said no, but then her stomach growled. What the hell. She hadn’t eaten dinner, but she was a grown-up and she’d had the most frustrating—and apparently secret—afternoon. And tomorrow would be for her friends. The least she could do for herself was have a damn sundae. “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      When the call came in from the chairman of the Historical Society’s board of directors the next day right before noon, Cara had just stepped onto Daphne’s boat. She gave her friends an apologetic smile and hit the button to answer the call.

      Two seconds later, she held up her hand, signalling that Daphne maybe shouldn’t cast off just yet.

      “Slow down, Bill, I can’t understand a word you’re saying.” But the sinking feeling in her gut told her exactly what this call was about.

      The chairman took a deep breath and started again. “The electrician went out to Villa Sucre this morning and was barred from entering the premises by a naked man.”

      Cara’s eyebrows shot sky-high. Naked? An unbidden image of the calm, infuriating giant—now without clothes—slid into her mind. She squinted and tried to pretend it wasn’t there. “Right.”

      “Right? Ms. Levasseur—”

      “Jesus, Bill, call me Cara. If you’re going to ream me out, do it as equals, okay?” She took a deep breath. She’d pay for that, and have to put up with weeks of huffing and concern. It was worth it. She hated playing games.

      “It is imperative, Cara, that the trust we’ve placed in your hands is not…abandoned.”

      How could she explain to him that the day before, a strange man had shown up at the villa and she’d just let him stay? That she’d scooted out of the way, even, and kept it all to herself, hoping that he’d just disappear by Monday?

      She hadn’t lived up to that trust, not this weekend.

      Pressing her hand to her forehead, she took a deep breath and made a solemn promise to herself that she’d fix it. Then she repeated it to her boss. “I’m sorry, Bill. I’m…listen, I’m at the marina right now. I need to go home and grab a few things, then I’ll head out to the plantation and make it all right.” Before he could interrupt her, she headed off his next question. “And as soon as I excuse myself from here, I’ll call you right back and explain everything.”

      “Five minutes, Cara.”

      “I’ll call you in four. Promise.”

      Daphne was holding out her bag even as she disconnected the call. “Work trouble?”

      “I’m sorry. You’ll need to head off without me.”

      Her friends gave her matching understanding smiles.

      “You want us to stick around?” Arielle asked.

      They would. Cara knew that without a doubt. But she hadn’t wanted to tell them about Mick the night before, and she really didn’t want them to follow her out to the plantation today. No, it would be better if they were off-island for the next twenty-four hours. When she went nuclear on his stupid, brawny body, it would be best not to have any witnesses.

      “I’m sure,” she said with a decisive nod.

      As they started the engine behind her, she hurried up the dock and tossed her bag in the back of her car. Steeling herself for more recriminations, she dialled Bill back, a plan already forming in her head.

      An hour later, she found Mick lying in a hammock he’d strung up between two pillars on the back veranda. Because of course he was having a nap, the giant ass.

      Stomping right up to him, she tried not to notice that while he was wearing clothes, strictly speaking, there was a lot of bare skin on display.

      Tan, muscled, solid-looking skin, and then a slice of less-tanned lower abdomen sliding out from the low-riding waistband of his board shorts.

      Her eyes got stuck on the flat, ridged planes of what looked like eight-pack abs for a second before she remembered she was there to yell at him. She propped her hands on her hips and glared at him, ignoring his vaguely amused expression as he blinked up at her—apparently he wasn’t napping, just resting his eyes so he’d be fully prepared to blast her for being in his way.

      Well, two could play that game. She loaded up her best boss-lady voice and fired. “You sent away my electrician?”

      He shrugged and slowly rolled up to sit on the edge of the hammock, clearly immune to boss-lady. “Not expressly.”

      “What happened? He was left with the impression he wasn’t allowed in the house.”

      “Oh. Well yes, I did tell him that.”

      “You don’t have that authority!”

      “Yes, I do. You just don’t recognize it. Have you heard from the lawyer’s office yet?”

      There was enough of an authentic question in his voice for her to know that while she hadn’t, neither had he. So she didn’t answer him. Suck on that, mister.

      “Where did you get a hammock?”

      “In town.”

      In town? She sputtered and gapped at him as the corners of his mouth curled up, lazy and proud as a peacock. She tried to suck in a breath. It hurt. “What…” She trailed off, then tamped down the outrage and tried again. Her voice was strained, but at least it was working. “How else have you made yourself at home?”

      He stood, again moving slowly, just to irritate her. But as he towered above her, it wasn’t only annoyance she felt. Through her bristling anger came a wave of awareness. She narrowed her eyes to keep them from rolling at herself. Really, hormones? Him?

      Yeah, him.

      Had he been that tall yesterday?

      No, yesterday she’d been wearing wedge sandals. Today, in her flat deck shoes, she felt positively miniature next to him. Focus, Cara. “Have you been in contact with your…friend?”

      “So many questions, Ms. Levasseur.” He winked at her and moved past her. She refused to breathe in. Don’t smell him, don’t smell him…

      He disappeared into the kitchen, and after giving him a reasonable head start, she followed. She found him at the counter, where two boxes of supplies glared at her. So a hammock wasn’t the only thing he’d picked up. Bottled water, bread, bananas, the largest pack of Slim Jims she’d ever seen. Cereal, shelf-stable milk—ick—and cookies rounded out the groceries. Okay, so he wasn’t cooking or settling in for the long haul.

      But he would still be here on Monday.

      She took a deep breath. “Until confirmed otherwise, work will continue as planned. And you are not to scare away any tradespeople with nudity.”

      He gave her a lazy grin. “I was wearing clothes.”

      She glowered at him.

      “Okay, I was wearing boxers. It’s the weekend, and I was making myself some breakfast. I wasn’t naked, and even if I was, that’s nobody’s business but mine.” His smile got even cockier, if that was possible. “And yours, if you want it to be.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then stop staring at my chest.”

      She jerked her eyes up to his face—she could have sworn she was just looking at him. She’d seen him grin. And then…maybe there’d been some gaze drifting. Not her fault. “You’re taking up a lot of valuable real estate right in front of me.”

      “Uh huh.” This time his smile was crooked, his eyes hooded. He looked like he was about to ask her a question he already knew she’d say no to. “You got a bathing suit on, by any chance? I’m heading down to the beach.”

      He wanted to go swimming together? The only thing she wanted to do with him was bid each other a polite farewell as he carried his ridiculously oversized, over-muscled, over-everythinged body off the estate and out of her life.

      “No, I do not,” she lied. “And stop calling it a beach.”

      “Oceanfront property, lady. In my world, that’s a beach.”

      He was insufferable. “Well, go enjoy cracking your head open on the rocks, then. I have work to do.”

      “On a Saturday?” He frowned. “I thought you’d said you’d be back on Monday.”

      That was before you started waging a guerrilla war based on some misguided sense of possession being nine-tenths of the law. “Change of plans.”

      He gave her a long, scrutinizing look. She held her ground. She wouldn’t be intimidated.

      Finally, he canted his head to the side and nodded. “Well, if you’re hungry, there are sausages and grilled tomatoes in the fridge.”

      “The fridge isn’t…” She trailed off. It hadn’t been connected to power. But as she glanced over his shoulder, she realized he’d moved it back against the wall and plugged it in. So cereal and shelf-stable milk were his backup pantry staples. Crappity crap.

      Two could play at that game. “Thank you for the offer, but I had my breakfast a few hours ago.”

      He smirked at her. “Early riser, are you?”

      “You should try it some time.”

      That shouldn’t amuse him, but it clearly did. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      She stiffened. “Anyway, if you’ll excuse me…”

      “Just what work are you doing on the weekend? Suddenly?”

      She gave him a bland look. “Why?”

      He gave her a slow perusal. Up and down his gaze crawled, and it should haven’t felt good. It didn’t feel good, she lied to herself. They were on opposite sides of what could turn into a serious legal battle.

      This man was the enemy, no matter how tall or how handsome he was. No matter how warm his gaze.

      The. Enemy.

      “Because I think you’re going to be a problem for me, Ms. Levasseur.” Okay, so he was on the same enemy-page. That was…good. She swallowed as his gaze hardened. “Does that start today?”

      Did the fact that she’d brought all the camping supplies she owned and quietly set up shop in the ballroom constitute the beginning of an all-out-war? “You tell me. Does it?”

      He laughed quietly. “Answering a question with a question. I’m guessing yes.” He took a few steps back, slow and sure, his eyes never blinking as he held her gaze. “I’m going swimming.”

      “And I’m going to work.”

      “See you later.”

      “Definitely. You can count on it.” She really didn’t need to say both of those things. She pressed her lips together to keep any more empty, threatening promises from spilling out.

      “Ms. Levasseur?” She jerked her chin up in response to his slow drawl of her name. He smirked as he pointed to the jug of filtered water that she used for tea. He hadn’t used any of it, she saw. “In case you were looking for some running water. I got the bathroom hooked up in the servants’ quarters.”

      What? She gapped at him. “When?” The question stuttered out of her.

      He grinned. “You’re not the only one who had breakfast hours ago. I’ve been busy.”
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      Mick looked down at the frothing surf swirling around his ankles.

      He shouldn’t take as much glee in throwing Cara off-kilter as he did. But there it was—the first bit of fun he’d had in a long while.

      And for all her bluster, for all the hard, angry looks she threw his way, he felt an odd familiarity with her.

      So he secretly liked the woman he’d spend the next few days around, at least as much as he liked anyone, and he was having fun.

      This was all good.

      The ocean was fun, too. The surf had been pretty vicious first thing this morning—exactly how he liked to greet the day.

      But not even the crashing waves felt as good as poking the sexy, fiery, defensive woman currently plotting his demise up at the main house. Every time they clashed, she lit up like a Chinese lantern. It hadn’t taken much for him to realize that his slow and steady “not going anywhere” attitude was an easily lit match, and he used it at will because…

      Well, because it was fun.

      He laughed. He hadn’t used that word as many times in the last ten years as he had in the last ten minutes inside his head.

      And he’d wanted to hang on to that life, desperately? What was wrong with him?

      Although it probably wasn’t healthy that he got a charge out of clashing with Cara and invading her space. Until the question of ownership was resolved, he had to recognize that it was her space, at least in her head.

      He wasn’t going to do anything with it, really. Other than a bit of basic plumbing.

      Buying a used moped…well, a guy needs transportation.

      And stocking the kitchen just meant he had snacks at the ready between swims and naps.

      He grinned again as he surged away from shore, over the rocks he’d now memorized. Cara hadn’t been kidding about the rough water access, but that wasn’t a problem for him. If anything it ensured his privacy, which he needed, because there wasn’t anything impressive about how slowly he moved on the unsteady footing.

      His smile fell away. One wrong twist and he’d be rendered useless, flopping like a fish in the water. His hollow victory over fixing some damn pipes was just that—empty. Meaningless.

      Unimpressive.

      He dove into the surf, a shallow glide that did nothing to restore his faith in his ability. He’d hoped this trip would give him a new purpose in life. Instead, he’d realized that he’d been served a pile of shit to deal with, not of his own making, but now it was his only hope for the immediate future. He didn’t have any other career options. Didn’t want to go into private security like so many of his buddies did. And he didn’t have any other transferrable skills.

      He couldn’t even do something fluffy like bartending, because he was downright rusty on the interacting with other human beings thing. Cara’s pretty face swirled in his mind. Fuck. What he wanted to do was stalk back up to the house and kiss the scowl right off her dusky pink lips.

      Wanted to tell her he wasn’t the bad guy here, he wasn’t the enemy she needed to guard against. He was just a messenger and he didn’t really care.

      Except a part of him did.

      He dove deeper, exhaling effortlessly. The stream of bubbles against his face felt good. Little pops of reality bursting through his denial.

      He didn’t want to be done with life at thirty-five.

      He wanted a new career, a second chance.

      That was why he was pushing back at her. Not because he was just Will’s errand boy.

      He wanted Villa Sucre.

      Pretty, pouting mouths be damned.

      A mistake had been made, but it wasn’t his mistake, and he wouldn’t pay for it. He’d lean on Will to lean on the lawyers, and he wouldn’t let up until they’d broken the news to Ms. Levasseur.

      She was no longer Cara of the curly hair and endless legs. Her full name was the safest way for Mick to think about her now.

      His unfortunate enemy.

      Not of his choosing, but when were they ever?

      In the past, he’d been fighting for the greater good.

      Now he was fighting for himself and his own future. He’d give it all he had. It might not be everything he’d once have brought to a battle, but it was still formidable.

      He almost pitied the Historical Society director and her big, luminous eyes.

      Almost.

      Then he thought of the way she cagily refused to answer his questions and he girded himself against sentiment. She would show him no mercy. He’d give her the same right back.

      Fun time was over.
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        * * *

      

      Cara filled her bucket from the pump in the front garden and hauled it back into the ballroom. She’d swept the room twice, but there was still dust everywhere. For her plan to work, she needed to stake a claim right in the heart of the estate.

      As the cold water splashed over her hand, she tried hard not to think of Mick. He’d sauntered off in the direction of the beach. Was he slicing through the waves right now? Or climbing back out, droplets rolling down that impressive chest?

      Clinging to each defined ridge for a moment before tumbling to the next… She closed her eyes as she pictured it. He was a mountain of a man, complete with his own built-in waterfall system.

      Cara had been born and raised on Miralinda. Fit men in swimsuits were a dime a dozen.

      So this man was visually distracting—big whoop. It meant nothing.

      She thumped the bucket in the centre of the room and grabbed a rag from the pile she’d assembled. Dunking it, she relished the cold grip of water around her hand.

      Time to get real.

      That man was a menace on every level. Visually distracting. Morally bankrupt—obviously a conman, even if by accident. His friend had sent him down here on a fool’s errand and Cara could spare him no sympathy.

      His tough loss that he’d come all this way for nothing.

      And now he wasn’t even getting a quiet weekend in paradise because he’d made the mistake of interrupting the careful flow of work she’d organized.

      She scrubbed the baseboards and the windowsills, all the places where dust had accumulated, until the room shone.

      It was a beautiful room. Villa Sucre was a beautiful estate. Worthy of the protection of the Historical Society. Set aside her own selfish reasons for wanting the project to continue as planned, she also couldn’t let a group of American men stomp in and destroy a building rich with history and tradition.

      She’d protect it from the big, bad, scary man and his so-called friends.

      “Brute,” she muttered under her breath.

      “You talking about me?”

      She screamed and jumped in the air.

      Mick chuckled behind her.

      She whirled around and stabbed her finger at him. “That was mean.”

      He arched one eyebrow as if to say, yeah? So? And that eyebrow of course brought her attention to his wet hair, spiky all over except for right in front, where it was longer and curled onto his forehead. The droplets that ran down his corded neck and onto his—

      No. She didn’t care about how broad his shoulders were or where that water was heading next. “You’re dripping on the floor.”

      “The morning maid failed to leave any towels,” he said dryly.

      “Did you seriously expect hospitality?” She took a deep breath, ready to launch into a tirade about the gall of him, but then her gaze finally met his again—because fine, it had gotten stuck on his stupid shoulders after all—and realized he was laughing.

      At her.

      She growled. “That’s not funny.”

      “It kind of was.” He let his own gaze linger on her face for a moment, then he looked past her. And the laugh lines disappeared. “What is that?”

      She grinned. “My tent.”

      “What is it doing here?”

      Her smile got wider and she didn’t answer. This felt good. Hello, upper hand. Nice to make your acquaintance.

      “Are you…staging some sort of sit-in?”

      “That’s not how I’d describe it.” She crossed her arms, belatedly remembering she had a dirty wash rag in her hand. She tried not to flinch as the wet, filthy cloth hit the back of her arm. Ew.

      “You have so much work to do this weekend that you can’t go home to sleep?”

      Okay, maybe it was a sit-in. “Honestly, Mr. Frasier, I’m not sure I can trust you to be alone on the property.”

      “I told you, call me Mick. What do you think I might do?”

      She gave him an incredulous look, because really? “You’ve already admitted to messing with plumbing. We have a set schedule for tradespeople to come in and do work. You interfered with it once already today. How do I know you won’t sabotage something else? You clearly have the skills, although I’m sure they’re…amateur.”

      He returned her glare of indignation with a slow, hooded look that she pretended didn’t affect her at all. “You haven’t even seen my handiwork.”

      Ignoring the double entendre, she turned on her heel and dropped her washcloth in the bucket. “I don’t need to see whatever hackney workaround you’ve figured out. I have no doubt you’ve done your worst to the plumbing in the servant’s quarters.”

      “It’s perfectly fine!”

      She jerked her head around, glaring at him over her shoulder. “It’s not. Not perfectly fine, not funny, not anything. You don’t belong here, Mr. Frasier. You are a nuisance, and you need to stop interfering. Don’t. Touch. Anything. Else.”

      “My. Name. Is. Mick. And maybe I’m helping.”

      “More like you’re helping stall until your friend can show up and take this con to the next level.”

      “Con?” He propped his hands on his hips. “You think I’m conning you?”

      “The Parrys are ruthless business people.”

      Something flickered in his gaze. He wanted to spit something back at her, but he was holding himself in check.

      She tested that again. “I’m sure your friend doesn’t fall far from the matriarchal tree in that regard.”

      Yep. Definitely didn’t like his friend being questioned.

      The nervous tremor in her gut annoyed her. So what if he was loyal?

      She’d known him for less than twenty-four hours, and Mick Frasier was definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent a threat to everything she’d worked toward for the last four years.

      And if he managed to somehow still come off as a good guy—call me Mick, look at me worry about my friend, blah blah blah—that just meant he was good at what he did.

      She wouldn’t fall for it. “Look, I don’t really care what your game is. The point is, I see right through you. And besides, it doesn’t matter. We’re well under way with our work, and there’s no stopping the project now.”

      “What the hell are you doing beyond fixing it up?” Now he though it was his turn to glare at her?

      She huffed. “We’ve commissioned an architect to modify the parts of the building that can’t be restored in a historically appropriate way.”

      His eyes narrowed. “We'll happily take over that commission and have him redraw the plans to our specifications."

      Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask… She couldn’t help herself. She braced herself and asked, “What kind of specifications?"

      "A gun range. Weapons vaults. An obstacle course. The usual."

      Oh, sweet mother of God. It was worse than she’d suspected. They were going to destroy the estate. “The usual?”

      He leaned in close, probably to make sure she wouldn’t miss just how serious he was. “That’s just the start of it.”

      Her nose twitched uncontrollably and she could feel her cheeks turning what was probably an embarrassing shade of red. “This is a historic building and you can’t just—”

      “Oh, but I can.” He stepped back and squared his shoulders again. The man was disturbingly geometric. Human beings shouldn’t have that many angles. Or that much confidence. “It might be old, but it’s not protected, right?”

      Well, no, it wasn’t…but that wasn’t how the island did things. And… She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t know that.”

      His expression gave nothing away.

      That was enough of a tell. She swallowed hard and lied. “We’ve begun the process to protect this as a historic site. You’re too late.”

      A twitch. Just one, right above his right eyebrow. He doubted himself. Good.

      “There’s nothing historic about this monstrosity.” He ground out the words from between tightly gritted teeth.

      “Now you’re pretending that it’s a monstrosity?”

      “I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours, here, sweetheart. I know just exactly how run-down it is.”

      “It’s not—”

      “Until thirty minutes ago, when you set up your ridiculous little tent, it had sat unoccupied for more than ten years. It’s full of more rats and birds than I can shake my fist at, and no exterminator could fix that. We’re going to need to rip everything back to the studs anyway, so we might as well keep going and knock out a few walls.”
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        * * *

      

      Mick could tell that every word of his last sentence landed squarely. Cara’s eyes got wider and wider, and then snapped shut, like she didn’t want to hear anymore.

      He ignored the visible tremor in her cheek and the wobble of her full lower lip. She was a distraction, nothing more, and he wouldn’t let her bother him another minute.

      He took one last grim look at her ridiculous tent and offered a platitude he almost definitely didn’t mean. “If you need me, I’ll be in my quarters.”

      “They’re not your quarters. And I’m not going to need you,” she hollered as he strolled out of the ballroom.

      She would, though, if she hung around long enough. The only running water was in his bathroom. Now that she was staking her ridiculous claim in the middle of the ballroom, he’d have to play hardball.

      Which was a shame, because when she wasn’t yelling at him, Cara was…interesting. Smart. Pretty, too. Definitely someone he’d be happy to share a shower with.

      But no hot water for her.

      She wanted a fight? He’d give her one.

      The tiny little historian with the crazy curls and flashing eyes had no idea who she was messing with.
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      Mick had already established his high-ground position near the running water. Next step in surveying the battlefield: recon.

      So he spent his second twenty-four hours on Miralinda watching a beautiful woman through the windows of her house. Sort of. It might be his house. Or his-adjacent. His by proxy.

      She always changed inside the tent, so it was pretty PG-13 as far as perving went.

      But it was still stalker-esque. And no good intel came from it. She actually spent her Saturday night and Sunday morning working, as she claimed. She moved through the rooms, cataloguing the dilapidated furniture and referencing a clipboard with only God knew what other information on it.

      If he were in her shoes, it would be a list of everything that should get tossed on a bonfire. Starting with the few remaining pieces of furniture, which surely housed families of mice, and including all the interior walls, because they only looked lovely if one squinted.

      Or if one were overly affected by nostalgia.

      She had a computer set up in one of the upstairs rooms, and when she left for an hour on Sunday afternoon, he snuck in and checked it out.

      It wasn’t even password protected.

      There was no wifi, and the only files on it were old copies of letters saved to the computer’s desktop. A thank-you note to a donor, a dry-as-dust memo to the board of directors.

      There was no drama here, other than a mix-up. One of them would get some disappointing news, and life would move on.

      Until then, he had beach access and a hammock at his disposal, and he wasn’t taking proper advantage of either of them. Enough of playing Spy-vs-Spy.
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        * * *

      

      Cara had the world’s fastest shower at her apartment in Petite Ciotat, then quickly booted up her laptop. She’d slipped away quietly enough—Mick probably hadn’t even noticed her leave. And she wouldn’t be gone long.

      Just long enough to wash off the grime and do a little research.

      Mick didn’t seem to have a social media presence. No Facebook account, at least not under that name and with a picture of his face. No profiles on any of the lesser, business-oriented pages. For that matter, neither did Will Parry. But there was mention of Mick’s friend, at least obliquely, in a society pages article about the Parry clan.

      Twin grandsons had joined the Navy.

      Will and Quinn.

      And neither of them had any digital footprint, either.

      Cara tapped her index finger against her lip. Her mind went in a million different exciting directions. CIA, drug-wars, undercover operations. None of which she’d want anywhere near her villa.

      Her shoulders sagged. What was she doing? Hoping the Internet would offer up a perfect solution for kicking Mick out of Villa Sucre?

      Yeah.

      Too bad the Internet hadn’t gotten the memo.

      She set her laptop aside and padded to her small bedroom. She needed more clothes at the estate. Grabbing a few items, she shoved them into a bag, then headed for the kitchen. Mick couldn’t be the only one who stocked the kitchen with supplies. She didn’t have quite the eye for balanced rations that he clearly did, but she surely had enough food in her pantry to sustain herself for a few days.

      Rations.

      Navy.

      She screeched to a halt, practically tripping over her toes as the obviousness of it all dawned on her.

      Was Mick in the Navy, too? That would explain the close friendship and his defensiveness over his buddy’s motives. Brotherhood and all that. Plus there was his body…

      Maybe he was built like a machine for a reason.

      But why was he here?

      The question bugged her for the rest of the day. She thought about it as she settled back into the ballroom, then made lunch in the kitchen, taking her sweet time in case she might catch a glimpse of him out the window.

      She didn’t.

      It bothered her when he finally roused, late in the afternoon. She watched as he wandered out of the servant quarters and, after stretching and yawning, headed straight for the beach. He always moved at an annoying, leisurely pace. Like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      It ran contrary to the fire she saw in his eyes every time they clashed.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      And he wasn’t giving her any further clues, so by the time the sun dropped low over the jungle that separated the estate from Petite Ciotat, she gave up and crawled into her tent with a good book.

      She was on the third chapter when she heard him quietly enter the kitchen through the back door.

      She had a couple of options. Ignore him being the most obvious and best one. Or she could go and stake a claim on the kitchen. If he had the running water, maybe she should draw a line at the kitchen door. You get the showers, I get the refrigeration.

      Stay in her cozy little tent nest.

      Go to the kitchen and poke the mysterious bear.

      She set her book aside and stared up at the tent poles curving above her. They didn’t line up exactly. There were three of them, and they all fed through a nylon loop at the centre of the roof, but one was off-center. She sighed and sat up, reaching for the offending pole. She nudged it back into place. It stayed lined up with the other two for a few a seconds, then snapped back to where it had been.

      It didn’t matter. The nylon loop held them all roughly in the middle of the domed ceiling.

      But Cara hated disorder.

      She liked it when everything was neat and proper.

      She glowered in the direction of the kitchen.

      She couldn’t ignore him.

      But it would be rude to go into the kitchen, verbal guns blazing. Even though the thought of yelling at Mick made her palms tingle, she wouldn’t do that.

      Wouldn’t do it at first, anyway. If he pushed her over the edge, it would be his own damn fault.

      Go make nice, she told herself. And find out more about him.

      That was smart.

      She unzipped her tent and pulled on a sweatshirt. It wasn’t cool, exactly, but she was only wearing a cami and little sleep shorts. An extra layer would be like armor.

      He didn’t turn around when she entered the kitchen, but he threw a quiet, “Hey,” over his shoulder as he lit the gas range.

      “I thought you’d maybe ceded the kitchen space to me.” She gave a quick shrug when he threw a surprised look back at her. “Or not.”

      “I was busy today. I ate stuff I’d packed up.”

      “Oh.” She pinched the skin on her palm to keep herself from asking just exactly how and with what he’d been busy. It was her business, after all, but poking him wasn’t her game plan at the moment.

      “Do you want eggs and tomato?”

      Her stomach growled before she could say no.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “You don’t need to—”

      “It’s fine.”

      She moved restlessly around the kitchen while he cooked. She should do something. Would he want coffee? But as she opened her mouth to offer, the kettle started to whistle. She’d missed him filling it. He poured the hot water over coffee grounds in a simple filter, filling one mug, then another.

      “You need milk or sugar or something?” He didn’t really look at her, but just in her general direction. She watched as he carefully dumped the grounds into the compost bucket she kept under the sink—man, this guy was observant—and slid her cup down the counter toward her.

      He picked his own up and took a long sip, his eyes closed. He drank his coffee black. Well then, so could she.

      “I’m good.” She echoed his action, and surprised herself by sighing as the smooth, rich liquid slid down her throat. “This is delicious!”

      “Pour-over coffee,” he grunted, lifting one shoulder. “Something I learned to perfect in the field.”

      It was an opening, and she carefully set down her cup. Take it, she told herself, but be polite. “The field?”

      He laughed, almost ruefully, and stared down at his mug. “Nothing. You got anything against onions?”

      “No.”

      “Some people do.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Good.”

      He set his coffee down and gave her his back as he finished cooking.

      Well, so much for that being an opening to a conversation.

      She grabbed two plates from the open cupboard—something else he’d apparently quietly done. The dishes had been in a box on the far side of the room. They came with the estate, and weren’t anything special. Probably had just been used by the last housekeeper.

      But she still didn’t like that he’d found them, washed them, and put them on the shelf. Like he planned to stay.

      Of course he plans to stay. And boot your optimistic ass out without a second thought.

      She needed to get ahold of that law office in the morning.

      And until then, for her own sanity, she needed to set all of that noise aside and just be pleasant.

      He took the plates and divvied up the food. Eggs scrambled, light and fluffy, with sautéed vegetables and a side of toast.

      Her stomach growled and he smirked at her as he handed her one of the plates. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” She glanced at the table. It was covered in work orders. She could have—should have—cleared it off while he was cooking. And they needed chairs…

      “We can eat standing up, if you want.”

      “Or we could go sit on the veranda?” She pointed outside. There were a couple of small table-and-chair sets from various decades out there, but they would suffice.

      But once they were outside, she realized she’d made a mistake.

      Having been born and raised on Miralinda, she should be immune to the romance of a hot Caribbean night.

      She was not.

      The warm, fragrant air surrounded them, dusk had settled and brought with it a dark drape of intimacy. The jungle provided a distant soundtrack that lent a wild and exciting vibe to a situation that was most definitely not either of those things.

      You’re eating dinner with the enemy. She looked at her plate as they settled at one of the tables. If this was a movie, she’d make him prove it wasn’t poisoned. But this wasn’t an over-the-top adventure flick. It wasn’t even a laugh-a-minute comedy. It was her real life, and she hadn’t asked for any of this. Hadn’t asked to have to defend this estate against a claim of ownership by a big, hulking, good-with-food and even-better-without-a-shirt Adonis.

      No, this wasn’t exciting.

      It was confusing and strange.

      She didn’t like it at all.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She jerked her head up. “What?”

      “You aren’t eating.”

      “Maybe you poisoned it,” she blurted out.

      He laughed and popped a big forkful into his mouth. “Maybe,” he mumbled. His eyes danced as he chewed and swallowed. Then he pressed his lips together and raised one eyebrow expectantly.

      “Murder suicide,” she said under her breath, but picked up her fork. The first taste wiped away any grumpiness she’d been feeling. This was good. It hit the spot after a weekend of non-stop stress. She hadn’t eaten a real meal since Friday night’s dinner with Daphne and Arielle.

      “This is delicious,” she admitted when she’d finally eaten enough to take the hard edge off her hunger.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She laughed. “I didn’t say thank you yet.”

      He winked. “I figured that was as close as you were going to get. And you don’t actually need to thank me. It’s the least I could do, given the way I’ve turned your life upside down. It’s not your fault that someone messed up.”

      “I’m not sure my board will see it that way.” She straightened her back. “If. If. There’s a problem. I don’t believe there is. At least not for me. You’ve come a long way for nothing, of course.”

      He gave her a sympathetic look that said he knew there was a problem.

      She scowled at him.

      He laughed.

      Her scowl deepened.

      He glanced away, looking out in the dark. The path to his quarters disappeared into inky black nothing. From the distance came the crashing of waves. “It’s a beautiful place.”

      “One that was long abandoned by your friend’s family.”

      “His family, maybe. Not him. He didn’t even know it existed.”

      “And why isn’t he here?”

      Mick’s mouth tightened into a straight line. “He’s required elsewhere.”

      She had enough hints now that she could guess that meant he was deployed or on active duty somewhere. But she wouldn’t be doing her job if she just rolled over. “Then maybe he doesn’t want this badly enough.”

      “He won’t be tied up forever. And when he’s done, he’ll need something. A purpose.”

      Were they talking about Mick’s friend? Or was she getting a glimpse behind the mask, finally? He didn’t look easygoing now. He was practically vibrating with tension.

      It wasn’t her place to pick at that scab, though. That would be going too far.

      She returned to her meal, finishing every last crumb on her plate. He ate, too, but his gaze kept slipping to the darkness around them.
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      When Cara finished eating, she cleared her throat. “Do you like the jungle?”

      “I like the ocean,” he answered readily. Too readily. And it wasn’t really an answer to her question.

      Interesting. But she couldn’t quite bring herself to file that away in the “he’s the enemy” file. Her heart beat a little faster as she tucked it away in the “boy, this man might just be human” file instead. Then she stamped it top-secret, because nobody needed their weaknesses used against them like that.

      “Well, I should get to bed,” she said, pushing up from the table. They carried their dishes back inside and Mick set the kettle back on the stove to heat for dishwater.

      They jostled for position in front of the sink as Mick plugged it up and Cara poured in an inch of water from the jug labeled For Washing. He dumped in the boiling water once it was ready, and she reached for the tea towel, ready to dry, but his elbow bumped it from her hand. She laughed as she knelt to pick it up, but the small sound died in her mouth as her gaze collided with his knee.

      The scar ran down the side of his leg, long and straight. Surgical. Thick and still pink, although it was turning white.

      Oh.

      She’d thought that lazy, purposeful walk of his was arrogance. And maybe that was part of it, because no man like Mick would be comfortable with a limp.

      She gripped the tea towel and told herself to set that thought from her head.

      It didn’t matter if he’d been wounded. He was fine. He was in front of her, washing dishes. He was on her estate, planning a new business.

      “And when he’s done, he’ll need something. A purpose.”

      Cara stood between Mick and his future purpose.

      At the moment, she knelt at his feet. A wobbly, hysterical laugh ripped out of her mouth as she pushed herself back up to stand on shaky legs.

      “You okay?” he asked, sliding his hand, wet from the dishwater, around the back of her elbow.

      “Fine.”

      His fingers tightened against her skin and she tried not to shiver, but it was impossible. His nearness overwhelmed her, his size and his voice and his strange, unreadable gaze all making a most confusing package that affected her on a dangerous level.

      A primitive, emotional level.

      “It’s been a long weekend,” she added quietly as she took the first plate, then the second, drying them carefully. Every extra second she stretched the task out was a second she’d spend side-by-side with Mick. Tingles still skittered up and down her arm from where he’d touched her.

      “Right. You said you wanted to get to bed.”

      Heat bloomed low in her belly at Mick saying the word bed, then whooshed through the rest of her as her brain pictured what that would be like. He was so much bigger than her. He didn’t give much away. Would he be vocal? Or the strong, silent, commanding type?

      What did she want him to be?

      Stop it, she hissed in her mind. She couldn’t want him to be anything related to sex. She couldn’t want him at all. She needed him to be gone.

      The swirl of water down the drain jerked her out of her thoughts. She stepped back from the sink and nodded inanely at his shoulder. “Yes. Okay. Good night.”

      And she stood there.

      She told herself to walk backwards. But nope, she just stood there, waiting.

      Because tomorrow they’d wake up and they’d both call the law offices in New York. Tomorrow, one way or another, they’d get to the bottom of this.

      Tomorrow they’d be enemies once again, on the opposite side of a fight, and in the balance would hang her job and his future. Only one of them could be happy tomorrow.

      But tonight, she couldn’t stop thinking about the wet glide of his fingers against her skin and the hooded, tight expression on his face as he stared into the darkness. Tonight, she didn’t want to say goodnight to this man that she’d just seen for the first time, really.

      She wanted him to turn around and look at her, maybe see her, too. Her made her want to be reckless and do something stupid.

      But when he turned around, he just gave her a slow half-smile and dipped his head. “Okay, then. Good night.”

      She rocked from side to side on the balls of her feet. “Tomorrow…”

      He lifted his head. He frowned for a split second, then rolled his lower lip between his teeth, slightly off-centre. “Let’s worry about that tomorrow.”

      “Thanks for dinner.”

      “My pleasure.”

      No, it had been hers, in a strange, unexpected way. She gave him a tentative smile, her eyelashes brushing her cheeks as she let herself—just for a second—savour the moment.

      When she opened her eyes again, he was closer.

      Her heart thumped hard in her chest.

      He lifted his hand and, light as a feather, brushed his third finger over her cheek. “You’ve got an eyelash there,” he said gruffly.

      “Should I make a wish?” she whispered, shifting closer. His own eyelashes were thick and straight, golden brown in the dim light, and she wished she had an excuse to touch his face.

      His face was all hard angles and carved lines, but up close, his mouth was lush. A hidden softness in the tough guy exterior, and when he parted his lips, she caught a glimpse of straight white teeth.

      Would he sink those into her skin if he got carried away? Mark her, then soothe that spot with his tongue?

      “I think you already are,” he rumbled, and she blinked up at him. “Making a wish.”

      She gasped. Was she that transparent? Her hand flew to her burning cheek. “I…”

      “It’s okay.” He grinned as he loomed closer still. Her head swam with the delicious scent of his skin. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      Her pulse thudded slow and heavy, like lust had turned her blood to sludge and it was hard to move through her body. She definitely wasn’t thinking clearly. As soon as they were done kissing, she’d make that point very clear.

      Wait, what?

      No. There could be no kissing.

      And after at least three panicky seconds of internal back and forth, she took a very small, very difficult step back.

      “I can’t do this.” She cleared her throat and slide her gaze away from his too-keen eyes.

      “Do what?”

      “Kiss you. Or let you kiss me.”

      “Awfully cocky assumption about what was about to go down,” he said dryly, but stepped back as well, mirroring her movement.

      Heat swept up her neck and curled onto her cheeks. “Okay. Well, if I’ve also just embarrassed myself—”

      “Hey.” He said it quietly, but there was a commanding edge to his voice and she jerked her head up, catching his gaze before she remembered that looking at him was dangerous. His dark eyes glittered. “Nothing to be embarrassed about. I was totally going to kiss you.”

      Her lips parted but no words came out. He dropped his gaze to her mouth, and she felt the phantom kiss so realistically her knees went weak.

      “But you’re right. It’s not a good idea.”

      “Terrible,” she whispered.

      “We should probably just do our own things…”

      “Yeah. No more shared meals.”

      His jaw tightened, the tense pop of muscle all the more stark because of the dim light and the ruthless play of shadows across his skin. It was like she was watching him shut himself off from her. Which was the point, right?

      Distance.

      Separation.

      Space.

      They needed a border between them, literally, or she’d push him against the counter and find out just how good that kiss would be.

      Amazing. She had no doubt.

      Shit.

      “You should stick to the staff quarters,” she muttered, crossing her arms. “And I’ll use the main house.”

      “What if I want the main house?” He again mirrored her movements, and his arms were so big, suddenly he felt close to her again, even though he hadn’t moved. She was pretty sure he hadn’t moved, anyway. Why was it so hard to think clearly. He was so close to her, she could feel the heat radiating off his chest against her arm.

      Okay, he’d definitely moved closer.

      “Too bad,” she said with more confidence than she really felt. “I was here first.”

      “Is that how it’s going to be?”

      She nodded. “Until we sort this mess out, it’s for the best.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      She didn’t move.

      She could still feel his gaze on her mouth, hot and interested.

      “Fine,” he finally muttered, back away. “Tomorrow we sort all of this out.”

      Yes. Her heart plummeted at the thought. No matter what, tomorrow wouldn’t be a good day.

      And there was a solid chance it was going to be the first of many awful days to come.
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      Mick left Cara in the kitchen and headed through the dark to the staff quarters where he’d started to make himself at home. It was a bunkhouse of sorts, although every room opened to the veranda and the ocean was just down a short path, so that beat a ranch any day of the year. He’d taken the room closest to the basic bathroom, and it was spartan.

      Not like that was a problem. He was used to spartan.

      What he wasn’t used to was radio silence. Not without a plan.

      It hadn’t taken him long to realize that they’d been way too lax about this mission. Because it wasn’t a mission. He’d come in blind, with nothing more than a letter.

      Still, he should be handling this better. Doing more.

      Saving the world.

      Except really, the only task here was to save Will, and that fucker hadn’t gotten back to him.

      Mick had texted three times and left him two voice messages. He wasn’t blowing up the guy’s phone again, not when there was a solid chance he was away on an unexpected mission. A real one that didn’t involve a plantation and a gorgeous girl with mocha skin and sun-kissed curls.

      And since Mick was out of the navy and off the teams, whatever Will was doing—if it was work—was none of his business.

      Bitter resentment twisted in his guts. And then he hated himself for that reaction.

      He grabbed his phone and threw himself on the single bed he’d claimed for his own. No new emails. The crappy reception out here let texts through, but his email hadn’t downloaded in days.

      Staring up at the dark ceiling, he waited for Brayden to answer the phone.

      No answer.

      Next he called Finn Callahan, who he’d just seen a few days earlier. Finn was a former SEAL teammate, and the last time Mick had seen him, he’d been living it up. Damn. Had it really only been a few days? A weekend of sparring with Cara and he felt like he’d been in Miralinda forever. And not in a good way.

      Finn answered on the first ring. “Hey man, how’s the island paradise?”

      “Not as…paradise-y as expected.” Mick sighed. “Are you still island-hopping yourself?”

      “Shit. That’s too bad. Nah, I’m back in Florida now. You looking for a place to crash?”

      “Nope. It’ll work out, I’m sure. But…I can’t get a hold of Will.” Mick rubbed between his eyes. He’d taken his time getting to Miralinda, knowing he had months to get the project started. When was the last time he’d talked to his buddy. Two weeks ago? Three? “I don’t have access to the internet here. My phone’s only so good, you know? I’m going to go in search of an internet cafe tomorrow, see if I can sneak onto the dark net. But can you do me a solid and find out where he is—even if you can just tell me they’ve gone radio silent and maybe a timeframe they’re expected to return?”

      “Can do.”

      “Thanks, I owe you one.”

      “I’m sure I’ll call it in at some point. And seriously, if you need to come here for a bit…We can always use an extra pair of hands.”

      Finn and a couple of former SEALs had started a canine-training business in the Florida Keys. They kept the military supplied with working dogs, and also placed canines with private businesses that needed the additional security. It wasn’t a bad offer, but Mick frowned at the thought of leaving Villa Sucre. No, he didn’t want to do that. This was a frustrating speed bump, that was all. “I’m good. Just need to connect with Will.”

      “All right, brother. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      He lay in the dark for a while, rolling their conversation over and over in his head. Thinking of Cara, tucked into that ridiculous tent of hers.

      Who pitches a tent in a ballroom?

      Why not stay in one of the rooms upstairs?

      She was making a statement. More to the point, she knew what statement she wanted to make. One of righteous ownership.

      Mick’s possessive feelings were murkier. More about the idea of the place than the place itself. What it represented.

      So he lay in the dark and waited for another dawn. Another day. Hoping that when it came, it would bring clarity or peace or, if he was damn lucky, both.

      Since he didn’t sleep, morning didn’t bring either peace or clarity. Instead he got up when the jungle started stirring and scowled at the birds as they swooped and soared along the ocean’s edge that he knew was just past the trees.

      He had a headache.

      He wanted breakfast, something hot and filling, but Cara had laid out a clear boundary: stick to their own spaces.

      Looking at the sky, heavy with white clouds, but grey in the distance, he also realized that he didn’t have a lot of time to dick around making fancy omelets for pretty women.

      For himself. Not Cara.

      Unless she was hungry.

      The band around his head tightened and he growled. A protein bar and a bottle of water would do just fine. He grabbed those and his phone and wallet, shoving the latter two into his pockets as he ate and walked as quickly as he could toward the house.

      He should have moved his moped down to the servants’ quarters last night.

      Now he’d have to cross into her space just to leave the property. Not really, of course. He could walk around the main house.

      Could.

      Wouldn’t.

      Except he didn’t even need to go inside to find her. Not that he’d wanted to find her, he lied to himself. Because of course that was why he’d been heading toward the kitchen, with a plan to retrace his steps on Friday. Right down the centre of the plantation.

      Marking his claim, a claim that was fresher and less clear than hers, but still…it needed to be made.

      Mick Fraser wasn’t going anywhere.

      This was his future, he’d been promised it like a lifeline when his world blew up, and he was going to fight for it.

      Cara was on the back veranda, reading. She set her book down as he approached and stood, moving to block his entrance to the house.

      She wore jean shorts again today, just like the first day, and a sky blue t-shirt that set off the bronze of her skin and the bright, daring anger in her eyes.

      Why did she have to be so captivating?

      Why did he have to care about her feelings?

      Why did she have to have so many damn feelings, anyway?

      “Working hard?” he snarled, stopping on the path a few feet away from the steps.

      “Waiting for the workmen to show up.” She shrugged. Island time. “They might not. A storm is coming.”

      “Good to know. We won’t employ them when we take over the estate.”

      She laughed at him, as if unaffected by his bluster. “Not going to happen, but if it did…good luck with that. You take what you can get around here. And when a storm starts brewing…you pick up a book.”

      He snorted. “Well, I’m going into town.” If he tapped out another God damned email on his phone, he’d want to punch something. “Don’t fucking do anything while I’m gone.”

      She gapped at him. “Excuse me? I think that’s what I’m supposed to say to you when I leave!”

      “Like you’d ever leave!” He was yelling now, practically shaking from the adrenaline suddenly coursing through his body. It wasn’t strictly speaking true. She’d left the day before, in fact. But logic and reason eluded him whenever he fought with Cara. All the fucked-up chemistry clouded his judgment.  “You moved into the damn ballroom just so you could keep an eye on me!”

      “Because you’re an intruder.” She stomped down the stairs and right into his space. “Because you’re ruining everything, Mick Frasier.” She shoved her hands against his chest, and he grabbed her wrists to…not stop her, exactly. Now that he had his hands on her, he wasn’t pushing her away.

      Maybe he should pull her closer.

      That felt like a good idea, deep down inside. He could breathe her in and maybe, if she got close enough, she’d fit into the ever-present achy hollow in his chest.

      She might not like him, and right now he didn’t like anything, but he wanted her.

      He wanted her so much it hurt.

      And she was close enough that her legs brushed his, her elbows dug into his chest, and he could see every glittering facet of her hazel eyes.

      He let her go.

      She fisted his t-shirt in her hands. “Let’s get one thing clear. I don’t trust you. I only have to leave because there’s no running water here.”

      He smirked, more than willing to goad her now that she had her hands on him. “There’s a perfectly good bathtub right beside my bedroom, sweet cheeks.”

      Her nostrils flared as she narrowed her eyes. “You’re a pig.”

      “Why? Because I’d rather imagine you sliding into a bubble bath than harping at me about something completely out of my control?”

      A wounded growl sounded in her throat and she slapped one hand flat against his chest.

      “Hit me again,” he said low, under his breath. “Punch me.”

      She balled her fist and bounced it too lightly against his pecs.

      He wanted more. He grabbed her wrist and pressed her tightly clenched fingers to his mid-section. “I’m not going anywhere, Cara. You’re going to have to try a hell of a lot harder than that.”

      “I’m not going to hit you,” she whispered, her fist still pressed hard against his abs.

      “Then kiss me.”

      That wasn’t what he’d meant to say. But when she gasped and her gaze flew back to his face, he couldn’t regret it. Yes, he thought. Kiss me. Punch me. Make me feel anything other than this empty fucking ache.

      In the distance, thunder rumbled in warning.

      Cara’s lips parted and her eyes widened in shock. After last night, she couldn’t be surprised that he wanted her to kiss him, could she?

      On the other hand, this was the second time in as many days that he’d made his desire pretty fucking clear and she’d shot him down. So who was the clueless idiot, really?

      He needed to go into town. He dropped her wrist, ignoring the way she swayed slightly into him. “Never mind. I have to go.”

      “Mick…” she trailed off, her voice sliding into nothingness. Her eyes darkened as she stared into his face. “Maybe after we hear something.”

      He laughed. “You’re not going to want to have anything to do with me then.”

      She jutted her chin out as she crossed her arms and stepped back a step. Two steps. Whatever moment they’d just shared was over. He could practically hear the vault doors slam shut.

      Screw her, then. He didn’t need any extra drama. He shook his head. “You’re a stubborn—”

      “Don’t,” she said, unexpected steel making that one word solid. Vault, indeed. “Whatever you were going to say. Just…don’t.”

      He frowned. “You think I’d call you a name?”

      She looked down at the ground. “I think you’d do anything to throw me off-kilter.”

      The only way he wanted to disrupt her life was throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her off to that stupid tent so he could get as far under her skin as she was under his.

      But his infatuation was clearly one-sided.

      And stupid as fuck.

      He snarled something that he’d meant to be a laugh but probably ended up sounding feral. Rude.

      Right on target for her impression of him.

      With a calm he definitely wasn’t feeling for real, he turned and stalked as quickly as he could around the house.

      He needed coffee, the internet, and a new supply of beer. All before the storm rolled in, or his head exploded, whichever came first.
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      Cara stared dumbly as Mick twisted on his heel and disappeared.

      Come back, she wanted to cry out. Come back and I’ll kiss that pissed-off look right off your face. But she’d screwed that up, pushing him away for the second time.

      She wouldn’t get a third shot at a kiss. She knew that to her very core.

      It was for the best, she told herself, but the way her body felt cleaved in two, a raw tear right down her centre, she wasn’t convinced.

      Worse, she’d insulted him. It was a knee-jerk reaction to having been treated poorly in the past, and when she thought about it, maybe in the present, too. Every interaction she had with Mick set her past so-called relationships with men in stark contrast.

      No man had never commanded her to kiss him. Had never teased her or even made her dinner. Never made her feel a fraction of the crazy roller coaster of emotions that Mick had created in her.

      God, what a mess.

      She stared out at the sea. It looked like this storm might blow past. They’d get some rain, though, so painting was out. With a sigh, she headed back inside. She triple-checked that the work orders were posted outside each door, just in case anyone came by to work, then stuck a note on the front door that she’d gone into town.

      With any luck, she’d be back before Mick returned and he’d never be the wiser that she’d left.

      A hot flush of anger flooded through her body. She did too leave. Just because she was staking an active claim on the plantation didn’t mean that she was psychotic.

      Maybe she would stay away for the afternoon. Show him that she didn’t care.

      What was the worst he could do in a few hours?

      Well, he repaired the bathroom…

      Right, so he fixed something. Where was the damage in that again?

      There were too many voices in her head. “Stop it!” she said out loud, which wasn’t any less crazy. She tossed her book into her tent—another sign of probable insanity—and grabbed her purse.

      She needed to track down the lawyers in New York. And it was time for her to confess her secret to her best friends, because she couldn’t figure this out on her own.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “There’s a gorgeous man ordering you to kiss him and you’re here…why?” Arielle blinked at her.

      “Because he’s also a threat to my job.” Cara groaned and took another long sip from her drink.

      On the other side of the bar, Daphne clucked her tongue in that way she did, warning a talking-to was about to happen. For once, Cara didn’t mind. Her friends could see the situation clearly, she hoped. She definitely didn’t have that ability right now. “You have to…” Daphne trailed off, then rolled her lips together. “Do something.”

      “Wow. I wish I’d thought of that,” Cara said, reaching for her glass again. Drowning herself in the rum cocktail seemed wiser and wiser with each passing second.

      “Well give us a second.” Arielle laughed. “We’re still trying to process the fact that you’re hiding a sexy beast at the plantation.”

      “He’s here in town somewhere,” she muttered. “Maybe the internet cafe.”

      Arielle hopped off her stool. “Then I’m going—”

      “Nope!” Daphne pointed to the vacated seat. “Sit your butt down. We are not spying on the man. Not until we have a plan.”

      Cara snorted. “That rhymes.”

      Daphne grabbed her drink. “And you’re drunk.”

      “That’s Arielle’s fault.” Cara had downed two of the cocktails in the time it took Arielle to arrive at the resort where Daphne was working an afternoon shift.

      “Excuse me for not leaving school children unattended,” Arielle snorted. She taught history and social studies at the town’s only high school. “With storms threatening, I needed to make sure everyone left the building before I rushed to a bar to drink with my friends. It’s called job security.”

      “They’re teenagers. They can fend for themselves. And job security is exactly the topic at hand.” Cara sighed. “I’m only tipsy. Give that back.”

      Daphne slid the glass back into her hand, and Arielle sat back down.

      Daphne leaned both hands on the bar. “Okay, so the plantation might not belong to the Historical Society after all. Let’s assume that’s the case, and plan for worst case scenario. What are your options?”

      Cara eyed her phone. She’d called the law offices in New York. If they’d just call her back…right now…and tell her there was nothing to worry about, they wouldn’t need to have this conversation.

      Her phone didn’t ring.

      “I don’t know,” she said miserably. “That’s why I’ve come to you guys.”

      “So right now it sounds like you guys are working under the same assumption—that whoever gets the estate can do whatever they want with it. And if that’s you, then that’s probably true. But if it’s him…” Arielle trailed off, her forehead wrinkling. “Can’t you intervene or something? Protect the building?”

      Cara shook her head. “The board is pretty set against anything that requires legal action. That gets expensive really quickly.”

      “It’s a shame there isn’t a lawyer on the board,” Daphne mused.

      There were a lot of problems with the board makeup. Cara groaned. “Tell me about it. There’s been an empty seat for months, too. But the nomination process—”

      “What?” Arielle interjected. “There’s an opening on the board? Let’s fill it.”

      “With a lawyer,” Daphne added. “One who’s under the age of fifty and totally switched on.”

      Cara laughed. “Just like that.”

      Daphne nodded. Cara turned and looked at her other best friend. Arielle nodded. “Yep. Just like that. Well, not just like that. It’ll probably take a while. So you need to stall.”

      “Stall?”

      “The sexy man? The lawyers in New York? The will debate? Stall.”

      “Uhm…” Cara blinked hard at her drink. No more rum for her. It sounded like her friends were suggesting that she solve the problem with sex. Surely not. “And how do you think I should do that?”

      Daphne cleared her throat, then pointed to Cara’s chest and did a little shimmy. “You said he liked looking at you.”

      “I don’t think that’s exactly what I said.” Her cheeks flamed. “And I can’t do that.”

      “Do you want to kiss him?” Arielle asked.

      Yes.

      “Do you like it when he looks at you?”

      Like wasn’t the right word for how that made her feel. “I don’t dislike it.”

      Daphne snorted.

      “What do you think I should do? Seduce him and every time his phone rings, shove it out of his hand?”

      “Just until we come up with a back up plan,” Arielle said lightly.

      “That’s not going to work. You don’t understand how—” She cut herself off. She was going to say they didn’t understand how Mick brought out the worst in her, and her in him, but that wasn’t the whole truth.

      He did like looking at her.

      She did want him to kiss her.

      She didn’t much care for the idea of prostituting herself for the cause, and wouldn’t for any other man, but maybe…

      “I don’t know if it will work,” she amended her answer. “But I guess it couldn’t hurt to be nicer to the guy.”

      Daphne cackled. “Yeah. Nicer. That’s a word for it.”

      Cara groaned, but any further discussion was ended by her phone ringing. A New York number appeared on the screen.

      She took a deep breath. “I gotta take this.”
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      Mick had to admit Petite Ciotat had a certain charm. Wide streets, whitewashed buildings, street vendors…but also a modern supermarket and a bank, plus a few restaurants right at the centre of town. The long stretch of the main street promised even more stores, but the clerk at the supermarket pointed him down a back alley to the internet cafe and since he hadn’t yet had coffee—and Petite Ciotat didn’t have a Dunkin’ Donuts or a Starbucks—he headed straight there.

      By the time he’d found it and handed over his money for an hour of computer time and an extra-large mug of what was thankfully excellent coffee, he was feeling slightly more level-headed about the situation with Cara. She’d been right to insist on boundaries. The chemistry that sparked between them was destabilizing to the extreme.

      Distance from her was a good thing, clearly. He sorted through his pile of emails and tried not to think about the hot rub of her knuckles against his abs and his chest. Even though the fabric of his t-shirt, her fingers had imprinted on his skin.

      His cock thickened against his leg. Idiot. And he was back to being pissed off. He needed to figure out a plan in more ways than one. A plan to survive his foolish attraction to the island’s ice queen. A plan to get his retirement goals back on track.

      So much for beer, beach, sleep.

      That was fine. He never slept well anyway.

      He pounded out a detailed email to Will, interrupted here and there by other emails. After one from Dex Riley, asking if he could borrow the plantation for a honeymoon—which took Mick some processing, because the last time he’d seen Dex, the man had been single and on the prowl. Well, actually…in hindsight, maybe not on the prowl. But there’d been no mention of a future Mrs. Dex. And now…A honeymoon. Shit.

      Too bad Villa Sucre wasn’t his to lend out just yet.

      He marked that email unread, promising himself he’d come back to it just as soon as he sorted out this ownership mess.

      Then he went back to the email to Will, but hesitated over the send button. Unloading all of that into Will’s inbox wasn’t going to change the fact that Mick was the guy on the ground. He was the only one who could turn the tide of this disaster.

      He rocked back in his chair.

      More to the point, he wanted to do it. Will owned the property. Brayden, who was wrapping up his last session as a BUD/S instructor, would do the heavy lifting in curriculum design. And heavy lifting in general, since before he joined the SEAL team he worked in construction for a few years.

      Mick got to tag along on this new lease on life because he was a free body to stake a claim on the property. So far, all he was offering was his oversized form. Time for him to put his head in the game and stop whining about how it hadn’t gone perfectly easy the first few days.

      This wasn’t only Will’s fight, it was Mick’s as well.

      He was going back to Villa Sucre to tell Cara she needed to get her gorgeous ass off his estate, once and for all.

      Right after he stopped at the store. Sleep might be elusive and the storm front might rule out any beach time, but the beer thing still had a chance of happening.

      When he got back, she was still on the porch, reading, but her hair was twisted in a damp braid. She pretended not to see him. He didn’t stop to pick a fight.

      Not yet.

      He shoved his way into the bunkhouse as he’d started to think of it, propping the door open to get a breeze circulating. Next on his repair to-do list would be fixing the overhead fan. With a thunk, he set the beer on the table in the main room. It was cold, but it wouldn’t stay like that for long. Shame the only working fridge was in the kitchen in the main house.

      Another couple days and it would be all his. Even if he didn’t succeed in shoving her off the estate, eventually the fact that she didn’t have a functional bathroom in the main house would tire her, right?

      He told himself that this would soon be over, one way or another, and he could stop thinking about her earnest hopefulness and the way her hair curled into a million golden brown tendrils as it dried in the sun.

      She’d moved out into the garden now, as the sun had peeked out between storm clouds. She was out in the open between their two declared spaces. So he was entirely within his rights to watch her, to observe her with her guard down.

      He was coming to an uncomfortable understanding that Cara really loved this place. She was invested in it, and not just as a professional accomplishment.

      And he was the asshole that wanted to ruin that for her.

      He twisted the top off a bottle of beer and started pacing.

      The problem was, if he held himself back, he was just prolonging the inevitable. That wasn’t being kind to her. He needed to somehow push the issue, make her see for herself that they’d overstepped or whatever, gone ahead too quickly with this project.

      Maybe he could convince Will that they could…dunno. Do something for the Historical Society. A gimme.

      No. That was his heart going all soft again. They’d do something for Cara if it made good sense for their new company. Not just for her.

      But she’s worked so hard… He didn’t know that.

      He didn’t know anything about her.

      Harden the fuck up, man.

      “You’ll wear out the floor, pacing like that.” He jerked his head around and found Cara leaning in the open doorway.

      “We’ll probably tear this place down, anyway.”

      She tightened up, from her toes all the way to the tiny muscles around her eyes.

      Direct shot. This was going to be too easy. He took the last swig of beer, finishing the bottle, and set it down a little too roughly on the table. Then he grabbed another one. With a rough twist, he sent the cap flying.

      Another wince.

      Think the worst of me, babe. “What do you want?”

      “I spoke to a lawyer this afternoon,” she said. “From New York.”

      He tipped his beer bottle up in silent response.

      “He apologized for the confusion.”

      An empty statement. Mick wasn’t impressed. “You should sue them. Recoup your investment in the renovations.”

      She gave him a dry look.

      Not that easy. Fine. He leaned against the wall, ignoring the protest in his leg.

      “He apologized to both of us, and said they need more time to ascertain where the error was made. Obviously, one of us got incorrect information. But he wouldn’t give any indication as to which one of us that is.”

      “That doesn’t sound like it bodes well for you. If he thought you were in the clear, he’d probably tell you.”

      She shrugged. “Why? He’s not my lawyer.”

      “Yeah.” He crossed his arms and dangled the bottle loosely from his fingers. “You should get one, though.”

      “I don’t need one. I’m not personally involved in this.”

      He snorted. “Could have fooled me.”

      “Just because I take pride in my—”

      “You know what? Don’t care. You’ve violated your own boundaries. So if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go put the rest of my beer in the fridge.” He pushed off the wall and moved toward the table.

      She frowned. “I came over here to give you an update. That’s hardly the same thing as you making three meals a day in the kitchen.”

      “I didn’t realize that cooking was so offensive to you.”

      “Cooking doesn’t offend me, you oaf. You offend me. On purpose, I’m pretty sure.”

      “Look, I’m flying blind here. Like you, I’m not personally involved—” This time it was her turn to snort. Fine. They were both pretending on that front. “And I don’t have a damn lawyer to call.”

      “Where’s your friend?”

      “I told you, he’s busy.”

      “Doing something…important.” Her voice dropped and stretched out the last word. He wasn’t the only one going for a direct hit.

      “You wound me,” he said sarcastically, covering up the fact that it was also true. When did he get so God damned fragile?

      Her cheeks flushed.

      Gotcha, babe. She didn’t have the stomach for warfare.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m willing to trade.” She nervously licked her bottom lip, just the tip of her tongue peeking out to swipe the plump flesh. “It’s likely that we’re going to be sharing the estate for a while, so… I’d like to negotiate a more friendly agreement. I was hasty to say that we needed to steer clear of each other. What do you think about a trade? Access to the kitchen for access to the shower in here.”

      He told himself not to think about her mouth. Or the apology, either. “You’re deluded, lady.” He took a long swallow of beer, letting the bitter taste seep into his tongue to colour his next words. “I have full access to the entire estate because Will owns it and I am his agent. You’re a squatter, and I’m allowing you to stay here out of the goodness of my heart.”

      “There’s nothing good about your heart.” Her tone sharpened again. “The rightful ownership is anything but clear, so I’m protecting the Historical Society’s claim. I have a responsibility—”

      It wasn’t his fault that her flashing green eyes did him in. She was a vixen. A temptress. All brains and beauty and unwavering principle.

      Unwavering principle always got him hot, even when it also got him hot under the collar.

      Before she could finish her tirade of righteous indignation, he’d crossed the room and was crowding her against the door frame. Not touching her—he wouldn’t do that until she was begging for it.

      And the way the chemistry was sparking between them, she would. The heat damn near threatened to burn the place down.

      “You don’t need to trade, Cara. You can have access to the bathroom whenever you want.”

      Her nostrils flared and her eyes darkened, nearly emerald-green as her outrage hit maximum. “Without you lurking around. I want a schedule.”

      “I took my watch off the first day I got here, babe. It’s not going back on.”

      “I’ll make a sign.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” God, she smelled good. Vanilla and tropical blossoms. Her skin glowed with a honeyed warmth that distracted him from the fight, so he closed his eyes, but that just heightened his sense of smell.

      And touch.

      Strictly speaking, they weren’t touching. But his skin prickled with awareness. Of her closeness. Her warmth. An impossible silky softness that reality surely couldn’t live up to.

      “What’s the matter, Mick?” The soft, sultry, teasing purr was a complete surprise, and his eyes flew open just in time to catch her gaze jerk back to his face. But she wasn’t embarrassed at having been caught checking him out. If anything, she sank with terrifying ease into this new seductress role.

      Aw, hell. Like he’d been rendered into stone, he stood there, caught in the tangle of her attention.

      She smiled, the ends of her mouth curving up gleefully. “I’m starting to think you’re trying to intimidate me.”

      “You’re not easily intimidated.”

      A slow shake of her head had her curls tumbling all over the place. They were…distracting. He could tangle his hands in them and force her to the floor… She licked her lips. “No, I’m not.”

      Time for him to go in for the kill. “I don’t need to intimidate you, though, do I? I just need to put the fear of God in your board of directors. How much of a legal battle can they really afford against a billionaire?”

      “Your friend isn’t a billionaire.”

      “Close enough.”

      Her lips tightened. “That’s awfully close to intimidation, Mr. Frasier.”

      “Just a reality wake-up call, Ms. Levasseur.”

      They stared at each other for a long, heated moment. Then she softened her face. It took effort, he could tell. But she sighed, and with that single, breathy noise, it didn’t matter that she was putting this on for him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said gruffly.

      “Don’t be,” she said quietly, her lips twisting into an almost-smile. “We’ve been playing this tug-of-war since the moment we met, haven’t we?”

      “Seems so.”

      “Ever think that maybe…just for a night…we should drop the rope?”

      “I think I tried a couple times,” he said slowly. He wasn’t going to try and kiss her again. Hell no. But every fiber of his being ached to find out where she was going with this.

      “You did.”

      “What’s changed?”

      “Maybe we’ve been thinking about this all the wrong way,” she whispered. “Maybe there’s a way we could work together…” She trailed off and pressed her hand against his chest, spreading her fingers wide. She made a little humming sound that went straight to his blood stream.

      “Together?”

      “In more ways than one.”

      They’d been yanking Villa Sucre away from each other from the very second they met. Engaged in a mutually understood battle against each other.

      Now she’d dropped the rope and was about to climb him like a tree.

      In the distance, a warning bell sounded. There was something not quite right about this, but he couldn’t see it because she was warm and sweet and right in front of him, all doe-eyed and willing.

      Ring. The warning rang again, and it wasn’t a bell, it was his fucking phone.

      She glanced down his body, sighing with a regret that he felt to his bones. Noooo. But yes, after days of silence, someone had chosen this moment to fucking call him back.

      Fuck.

      He stepped back and yanked his phone from his pocket. Will. He should take it. No, he needed to take it. His best friend did not take a back seat to whatever fucked up chemistry experiment they were messing with.

      He waved his index finger in the air between them, pointing in the general direction of her cutely twitching nose. “This is not over.”

      “I’m sure it’s not,” she murmured, her eyes dancing as she stepped backwards toward the door. “And I still want access to the bathroom.”

      “Not going to happen,” he muttered without conviction. If she wanted to join him in the shower, he wasn’t going to say no. If she wanted to join him in the shower, he’d roll over and expose his belly to her.

      Swallowing that realization, he watched her walk back across the garden, then hit the call answer button on the fourth ring. “Yo.”

      “Did I interrupt a siesta?”

      “Fuck you and your lawyers. What the hell is going on?”

      “I was on exercise,” Will laughed, clearly unperturbed by the fact Mick was losing his mind over an intoxicating woman. Of course, Mick hadn’t shared that fact with his best friend. Hadn’t full realized the extent of the problem until a few minutes ago. “Anyway, I’m sorry about the mess. I’ve put a call in to the senior associate at the law firm. Should have more information for you by the end of day tomorrow. Is the historical society lady giving you a lot of grief?”

      She’d given him a fucking hard-on. Did that count? “She’s got a lot invested in this place, Will. I don’t think she’s going to accept being blown off.”

      “Just remember, Villa Sucre is our ticket, baby. Don’t worry about it.”

      Mick loved Will. A lot. Most of the time.

      But when his friend slipped into that easy-life, frat-boy, rich-kid mentality, totally used to getting his own way and believing that no obstacle was really a problem…

      It pissed Mick off.

      So for that reason, and not because he could still smell Cara’s scent all around him, he hung up the phone.

      And he didn’t answer it when Will called back thirty seconds later. Guilt lancing through his chest, he fired off a text message.

      Mick: Signal weak. Call later.

      Then he threw his phone onto his cot and grabbed a towel. He needed a swim before dusk fell. And he didn’t give a flying fuck how choppy the waves were. Anything would be calmer than the storm brewing between him and Cara.
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      Crash. Cara woke up with a start.

      It was pitch black. She heard the same slam of wood against wood, set against a backdrop of wind and hammering rain.

      One of the shutters, she told herself, but it didn’t ease the pounding of her heart. All of a sudden, her tent seemed claustrophobic. Cursing under her breath, she blindly reached around for her phone. Where the hell was it?

      It was pitch black inside her little room within the larger cavernous room. She’d liked the tent at first but now it seemed weird and eerie. Calm down. She took a deep breath and tried to think about where she’d put it when she fell asleep.

      She’d been reading on it. She’d rolled to her side…and yes. There it was. A relieved sob tore from her chest as she turned on the flashlight feature and pointed it at the zipper.

      Then her battery died.

      “Motherfu—“ She cut herself off and tossed the phone back against her pillow with a growl. “Of course you’re dead, you asshole jerk of a phone!”

      Her fingers stiff, she found the zipper again and slid it open to only find more of the same inky darkness. Fantastic. She fell forward, resting on her hands and knees for a minute, half inside and half outside the tent.

      She was all alone in a half-torn-apart mansion in the middle of nowhere. And her phone was dead. She’d bet any money that the power had gone out, too, since she couldn’t hear the hum of the fridge, either.

      It was deadly quiet.

      Creak.

      She screamed louder than she’d ever heard herself scream before and lunged for the rock that she knew was holding the door to the ballroom open.

      Gripping the heavy weight in her hand, she huddled against the doorframe and tried to make out movement in the shadows.

      Nothing.

      She wanted to laugh at herself, but frankly, she was still petrified.

      “Cara?”

      She sagged with relief at the urgent shout. She knew that strong voice. Mick. “Yeah.” She scrambled to her feet, and made her way down the hall and into the kitchen. He stood in the open hole where the door used to be—now it hung off the hinges at an alarming angle and bounced uselessly against the wall.

      The rain lashed against his skin, but he didn’t come inside. Instead he braced his arms on either side of the doorframe and raked his gaze up and down her body. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I heard a scream.”

      She pointed to the door. “That woke me up, I guess, when it blew open.” She took a deep breath. “It scared me.” And then I heard you on the stairs and thought you were a monster or something.

      “You should’ve gone home for the night.”

      She frowned. He was lecturing her now? “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      His mouth fell open. “I honestly wouldn’t give a fuck, Cara.”

      If he’d said anything else, she’d maybe have continued to be polite, even grateful to see him, but what the hell had she done to him…at least tonight? “Great. Continue not giving a fuck somewhere else.”

      He glared at her, then pushed himself off the doorframe with a curse and turned, disappearing into the wind-churned downpour.

      Well, shit. She hadn’t meant that literally.

      “Come back here, you idiot,” she cried, shoving her feet into her sandals and running out onto the verandah.

      He turned around as lightning cracked overhead, casting him momentarily in bright blue light. “Go back to bed,” he called out as they were plunged back into stormy darkness.

      “It’s not safe!”

      All of a sudden he was in front of her again, like he didn’t care at all that he was running back and forth in a ticking time bomb of a storm. “You’re perfectly safe inside the house.”

      “I didn’t mean me.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      “You couldn’t hear my shouting from the servants’ quarters,” she whispered. Her pulse jacked up. “Were you coming to see me?”

      “In the middle of a hurricane?” He gave her a long, hard look and shook his head. “That would be crazy.”

      Absolutely insane. She reached for him. His shirt was soaked right through to his skin. He felt warm for now, but he’d get cold soon. He needed a hot shower. “You strike me as only having a moderate claim on sanity anyway.”

      He laughed. “Sounds about right.”

      “I don’t have a bed,” she said, moving closer. Now the rain was whipping at her, too, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was getting close enough so their barbed words didn’t have any space to land between them.

      “What?” His voice was rough and husky as she tipped her face up to his. Rain drops fell from his hair, plopping on her cheeks, her lips…trailing down her throat. He wiped them away with his fingertips.

      “You said, go back to bed. I just have a sleeping bag inside a tent.”

      His hand stilled at the base of her throat, then his fingers curved and he collared her neck, lightly. Just for a second, then he let go. “Go back to it.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I have a bed.”

      “And a hot shower, right?” She licked her lips. “You need that. You’re soaked to the bone.”

      “You think I need a shower and a bed?”

      She nodded.

      “I only need one thing right now,” he said, his words ragged and torn as he hauled her against him. “And it can happen in a bed, or in the shower. Hell, it can happen in the middle of a hurricane for all I care. You just need to say the word, Cara.”

      “What word?”

      “Yes. Say yes, kitten.”

      “Yes,” she breathed, and before he could kiss her, she launched herself into his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Mick had been lying on his bunk, wide awake, when the storm hit. As the wind raged, all he could think of was Cara alone in the house. How fiercely attached to the plantation she was, that she wouldn’t even leave during this vicious gale.

      He’d gotten up and paced back and forth, looking at the manor house every time it was lit up by the crack of lightning. As it sat in the middle of the clearing, at the top of the rise, it was getting the worst of the winds. Shingles were peeling off the roof. Shutters were shaking.

      Before he knew it, he was out the door, storming across the garden. He was only halfway aware that he was feeling panic—it pricked at the back of his mind, behind the rational thoughts he tried to order in front of it.

      Perfectly reasonable to go and check on a woman alone in a big house.

      They were neighbours of a sort.

      He was strong and capable.

      But while those were all true and valid thoughts, none of them were as true as the fact that he needed to see her in front on him.

      And when she screamed, that worry slammed to the front of everything else.

      You shouldn’t be alone mixed with let me hold you—but then they were snapping at each other again.

      His fear gave way to bitter frustration that they were going to go another few rounds of the push-me, pull-me game they’d been playing at, but Cara had surprised him.

      “Go back to bed.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      That was all he’d needed to hear. He’d just needed her to open herself up to him that little bit, enough to see that while yes, they were still at odds, and yes, they were still playing games…this attraction was real.

      His need was echoed in a very real way in her own need.

      Relief coursed through his veins as Cara threw herself at him.

      The storm had all but disappeared from his awareness as her hands slicked over his shoulders and her mouth collided with his. Her lips were full and soft, and before he could fully process just how good they felt against his skin, her tongue got into the game and his mind stuttered.

      The first taste of her was unexpectedly hot, like a lit match to dry, hungry tinder.  A confession, of sorts,  that she had wanted this as long as he had. Of course, for both of them that had only been three days.

      Three days.

      It felt like a lifetime.  And her kiss—angry and sweet, desperate and still holding back, still tentative—said she felt that history as keenly as he did.

      In three days, they’d packed in a lot. One kiss, one night if he was lucky, wouldn’t erase all of it. Might even make it worse.

      But he’d asked her to say yes. And she’d not only said it, but she’d given herself to him to underline how much she meant it.

      He couldn’t let them burn themselves down. Couldn’t let them get too out of control. He cupped her cheeks in his hands and gave himself over to her kisses, the whole time thinking, we need to talk.

      “You’re soaking wet,” she whispered against his mouth.

      “Your tent?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Let’s make a run for your bed.”

      “You sure?” He was breathing hard, and he’d fall on his knees if she said no, but he needed to ask.

      She  reached up and covered his hands with hers. “ I don’t know what’s going to happen in the morning, but yes I’m sure about tonight.”

      Another wave of relief slammed into him and he bent her backwards, kissing her hard before lacing his fingers through hers and running across the gardens, his leg screaming at him but he needed to get Cara inside before the next lightning strike.

      When they got to the smaller out building, he pushed through the door. He’d left an LED lantern on, hanging on a hook next to his bedroom door, and he guided her toward that pale blue light. In the doorway of his room, he stopped and peeled off his t-shirt. It was sopping wet, and he tossed it roughly in the direction of the bathroom.

      Hanging their clothes to dry could be tomorrow’s problem.

      Wordlessly, she followed suit, tugging off her almost equally wet tank top.

      His mouth went dry, because beneath that slim bit of cotton, she’d been wearing absolutely nothing.

      She dropped her arms to her sides and stood there waiting for him.

      Her breasts were beautiful, like the rest of her. Surprisingly full on her slim frame, with enough weight to sway as she moved. Brown nipples, already hard for him.

      With a quiet, guttural groan, he crowded against her and kissed her again, his hands eagerly diving into her hair, then down her shoulders and over her back, crushing her breasts against his chest. He wanted to fall to his knees and love them with his mouth, but there was time for that. No need to rush, although rushing was all he could think about. Getting inside her, taking her, claiming her.

      She was warm and soft in all the places where he was hard and cold, broken and brittle. And she pressed into him—into, not just against— winding herself right into his heart.

      He raked his hands into her hair again and leaned over her, taking control of the embrace. He needed more of her tongue against his, more of the slick delight of her mouth. More of everything. Her breasts against his chest. Her hips pressing against his erection…

      With a groan, he dropped one hand to her ass. The sweet, cotton-covered flesh filled his hand as he shifted them together. Yes.

      “Yes…” Cara murmured as they moved together, tasting and teasing.

      Finally they were on the same page. “I want you spread out naked on my bed,” he groaned, kneading her bottom.

      “Yes,” she said again, her hands falling to his waistband. Her palm flattened over the heavy ridge of his erection and he froze.

      No. “Fuck.”

      “Yes,” she said, laughing. She leaned against him, nudging him backward into the dark bunk room.

      “Nope.” He hissed out a breath and fought with his dick to hang on a fucking second. “I mean, yes, naked, and yes, bed. But no…fucking.”

      She laughed. “Don’t feel like you need to be all gentlemanly on my behalf. I want you. Every way you want to take me.”

      Her words were more powerful than he imagined Viagra must be. His cock thumped against her hand and she squeezed his length, making an appreciative sound that didn’t help matters.

      “No condoms,” he finally burst out.

      She froze.

      For a minute, all he could hear was their erratic breathing and the howling storm outside.

      “Oh,” she finally said.

      “But naked is still good,” he said, more than a little desperation leaking into his voice.

      “Right.” She stepped back, and he practically lunged after her, but she held up her hand and gave him a gentle smile. “Well, then, we should make the naked part really count.” She grabbed the lantern from the hook and brought it into the room, setting it on the small table beside his bed. Then she flicked her gaze down to his shorts. “Strip for me.”

      His heart rate pulsed heavy in his neck as he licked his lips and dropped his hands to his fly. She wanted a show? He could do that.

      He flicked the button first, then ran his palm up the flat of his belly, over the ridges that were contracting all on their own. Every inch of him wanted to perform for her. He gave her a slow, heavy-lidded look before sliding his hand south again…and he kept going, past his zipper, to squeeze his erection the same way she had a minute earlier.

      An involuntary moan slipped over her lips, and he grinned as he slowly worked his zipper open, revealing the fact that he was commando underneath the heavy fabric.

      She took a quick step toward him, and it was his turn to hold up his hand.

      “Your turn, kitten.” She pressed her lips together in protest, but he wanted the same treat. He took himself in hand and stroked, slowly, showing her what she did to him. “I’ve been imagining you like his since the minute I laid eyes on you.”

      She smiled. “Before or after you growled at me?”

      “During.”

      She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and slid them down an inch, stretching them over the widest part of her hips. “This is a terrible idea, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve had worse.” He let himself rest his gaze on her breasts as they wiggled and jiggled as she turned from side to side. He was breathing heavy, each exhale moving his entire torso. The spell she had on him was something else.

      “You want me to stop?”

      “Not on your life.”

      She turned all the way around and shimmied the shorts lower still, showing him that he wasn’t the only one who’d only been wearing one layer of clothes.

      He sat back against his bunk, nearly whacking his head because all he could focus on was the round swell of her ass coming into view, then the long, dusky stretch of her legs, finally bare for him. All the way bare, from her delicate ankles up to the inner curve of her thighs, and the shadowy promise there.

      “Turn around,” he said, his voice a harsh interruption of her silent performance.

      She glanced back at him over her shoulder and smiled, then followed with the rest of her body. Her body was one endless, graceful curve, nipping and swaying in and out and around. She was slim, but lush, and he found himself stunned once again in the face of her beauty. “Cara…” He held out his hand and she came to him, blocking out the lantern light with her body as she climbed on top of him.

      Their next kiss was…well, it wasn’t a kiss so much as a low, slow, intoxicating slide into an altered universe. He wasn’t sure where he ended and she began as their hands and mouths and limbs entwined, twisting and rocking together on his bed.

      If he’d been cold before, he was burning up now. His cock throbbed between their bodies, hard and wet at the tip. Poor guy. Wouldn’t be getting what he wanted tonight, but there was more than one way to make love to a woman.

      Cara made him want to go up and down the list in every creative way possible.

      He rolled onto his back, positioning her on top of him, her thighs spread wide. He took a moment to appreciate the flex of her muscles under his palms, then squeezed up to her waist at the same time he licked his way down the valley between her breasts, breathing in her scent. It tugged at his gut in a way that went beyond the base male appreciation of a woman. Underneath the sexy layer of vanilla and tropical flowers lay another, sweeter essence that registered with him on a primal level. Mine.

      He was practically mauling her as she writhed above him, but he couldn’t get enough of her—the feel of her under his hands as he palmed her flesh, the taste of her on his tongue. Her nipples pebbled harder still as he stroked them and then sucked them deeper into his mouth.

      “Mick, oh my God, yes, yes…” She scratched her nails through his hair and he repeated that on the other nipple, teasing the first wet peak with his thumb. First a firm rub, then a pinch. She liked them both. With a rough, fast inhale, he set his teeth against the tip of her other breast and tested how much his girl liked a nip of pain.

      She arched into the air and cried out his name again.

      And when she came back down to him, her hips rocked back, seeking his cock.

      Fuck, that was so tempting.

      “I want you so much,” he ground out. “I want to be buried so deep inside you that you scream.”

      “Yes,” she breathed. It was his new favourite word. Yes. It had been frustrating to want her and not have her beneath him—or on top of him. But the wait had made this even sweeter.

      “But first, I want to taste you.”

      She leaned over him again, brushing her breasts against his hungry mouth. He swallowed the tips of her swollen flesh, back and forth until she was groaning, then he flipped them over.

      The bunk shook somewhat alarmingly. Don’t break on me, you fucking piece of shit. He leaned into her, giving her his weight as he kissed her mouth again. He wanted to get drunk on her, sip every last drop of her passion.

      He twisted his head and kissed her shoulder. Her arms. Another pass at breasts, squeezed together. If they got to do this again, he wanted her on her knees for him, wanted to slid his cock through that luscious cleavage that she hid oh-so-well beneath her flowy tops.

      And here he’d been thinking she’d been showing off her body.

      She’d been hiding the God damned Garden of Eden.

      Those round, spectacular breasts.

      The tightest waist he’d ever seen.

      And as he nosed down her belly…pure heaven.

      She whimpered as he slid his hands beneath her bottom and lifted her high enough that his mouth brushed against her core.

      No more foreplay.

      He needed to feast on her.

      This was going to be the main event tonight. He was going to make her come on his tongue, on his face. Over and over again until she was sated. Until he’d made saying yes completely and utterly worth her while.

      It was too dark to see her clearly, which he hated, but as he nuzzled her mound, then found the top of her slit, and her clit just beneath, he found himself reveling in the dimly lit coupling. Their secret passion, protected by the dark and the storm.

      And here in his room, on his bed, Cara opened for him, giving him every last inch of her. He slowed down, ignoring the staccato pace his thudding heart wanted him to set.

      He was going to explore her folds slowly…carefully…and thoroughly. Find out where she liked the flat of his tongue and when she needed a firmer flick. If she liked having her lips sucked or nibbled, or she liked him working her clit as much as he enjoyed the feel of that firm, aroused bud in his mouth.

      When she started jerking up to meet his ministrations, he tightened his grip on her thigh with one hand and pressed the other against the flat of her belly.

      The immediate flood of moisture against his tongue told him she liked being held down. A lot.

      Fuck, he wanted to flip her over and rail her into the bed.

      He wouldn’t. Couldn’t.

      But he wanted to so much his dick ached and he ground his hips against the mattress.

      “I’m getting close,” she whimpered.

      “Good. Come for me.”

      “No….” She shifted restlessly as he licked around her clit, faster now. “Yes….”

      “Yes.”

      “No!” She laughed and tangled her fingers in his hair, weakly tugging him away from her sex. “Come here.”

      He shook his head as he lifted up onto all fours. “Can’t.” Fucking liar. He could. His body wanted to so much it hurt.

      She licked her lips and glance between their bodies, down to where his dick bounced against her leg.

      Slow as molasses, she reached between them and like she had magnetic superpowers, he shifted up her body until his cock slid into her palm.

      With a tight grip, she stroked his length. Did she know that with each downward pulse, she rubbed his throbbing crown against her belly? That a bit of his pre-come wiped against her skin, marking her in hungry little licks?

      He braced his knees between her thighs, against the mattress, and held himself over her on one forearm. With his free hand, he caressed her, from her wet, parted lips, over her breasts and down her belly. Their arms jockeyed for a moment, and then he found her wet and open for him, ready for his fingers.

      The first thrust inside her stole her breath. She gasped, then froze at the top of the inhale, like she knew it would be hard to take another.

      Hard to fucking breathe? He knew the feeling. She had him twisted inside out from a hand job.
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        * * *

      

      If Cara had any doubts about whether this was a good idea or not—and she really hadn’t, not after that first kiss—they would have been evaporated by the intensity of this moment.

      Mick slid another finger inside her, whispering how beautiful she was. How wet she was for him, like she couldn’t feel the slickness at the tops of her thighs.

      He was wet, too. As she jerked him slowly between their bodies, warm, sticky lubrication slowly coated her fingers. She was on the Pill, and took it regularly. Every morning with her breakfast, even after moving into that ridiculous tent.

      They could…

      But no. They weren’t even dating. They hadn’t talked about their histories.

      This was a freak event, spurred on by the storm and their constant fighting. This was chemistry, nothing else.

      He stared down at her, watching her so solemnly as they worked each other closer and closer to the dirty, sweaty pinnacle they both so desperately wanted.

      Nothing more than chemistry?

      Try another lie, she told herself. That one didn’t work. She cupped his cheek with her free hand and he bent down, their lips brushing in an almost kiss as her desire started to spool inside her. Tighter. Faster. His breath fanned across her mouth as she arched beneath him, tipping her head back. His lips fell on her neck, searing her skin as she exploded around his fingers.

      Her own grip flew faster, up and down his shaft until he cried out, his release spilling hot and wet against her fingers, her belly…

      And then he was on her again, no space between them. Nothing left but their lips and their sighs, and they were one as they kissed. He rolled onto his side, taking her with him, holding her tight against his body.

      She yawned. She couldn’t help it. “We should shower,” she said drowsily.

      “Wait here.”

      She lay flat on her back, staring up at the bunk above as he crawled over her. A few steps and he was out the door. Water ran, then he returned, and carefully cleaned her belly, her hands, and between her legs.

      She blushed, but it was too dark for him to see that—she hoped.

      When he returned, he rolled her over and spooned her from behind, his big, solid arm warm as it wrapped around her. “Go to sleep, kitten.”

      She kissed his biceps. “Hell of a first kiss.”

      He chuckled against her hair. “I know, right?”

      “Are we going to get to do this again?”

      “Hell, yes.” He growled.

      She grinned as she closed her eyes. “Do you want to talk about—”

      “Nope.” He pressed his hand to her belly. “Go to sleep.”

      She’d never slept naked with someone before.

      It turned out, it was pretty wonderful.
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      Mick watched Cara drift off to sleep. Her eyelids fluttered shut, her lashes sweeping against her cheeks. The tips of them were blonde, then darker against her skin. He wondered—not for the first time—if her wild hair was a natural mix of blonde and brown or if she did something to make herself look even more the part of the perfect, exotic Caribbean princess.

      He chuckled to himself. Would she hate that? She was ruthlessly professional. But on the other hand, she wore those short shorts that made him crazy and danced like nobody was watching while she worked.

      He was quickly learning that this island beauty didn’t play by any rules he recognized.

      When his phone vibrated what felt like a minute later, he was surprised to see dawn breaking out the window. Huh. He’d slept after all—hadn’t been sure he could, because he didn’t want the night to end. Maybe he’d drifted off somewhere between competing thoughts of could he be any sappier and how did she smell so amazing?

      His phone sounded again. It would wake her up if he didn’t check that message.

      He climbed out of bed, rubbing his thigh with the heel of his hand, more out of habit than actual pain. That was a fucking relief. Cara was the first woman he’d slept with since before he was injured, and it wasn’t like he’d given any thought to being careful the night before.

      Except for with Cara. Of course he’d been careful with her. The wave of tenderness that washed over him should have surprised him—and, if it had ever happened in the past, would have embarrassed him. But he couldn’t stop looking at her, marvelling at how right it ha felt to be with her, to hold her and love every inch of her body.

      Would they do it again?

      Fuck. He wanted to wake her up and do it again right now, but the woman had earned her rest.

      He swiped his phone and punched in his password to read the text.

      Will: Just hang tight.

      Three words. How many messages had he sent? He’d gone into town to email the guy before a God damned hurricane struck, and that’s all Will could say?

      He glanced over at Cara, curled up in his bed.

      Okay, so his friend had called yesterday. And Mick had hung up on him.

      But he’d gotten out of bed for Just hang tight? He sighed and threw his phone into his bag.

      His stomach rumbled. He should make them breakfast. Cara made a mumbling sound in her sleep and snuggled deeper into the blanket. He looked outside. He should make them breakfast in another hour or two.

      Until then, he should burn off some of his frustration in the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Cara found Mick at the beach. Dawn had barely broken, but she’d woken up to an empty bed and a quiet sky, and there was a note left on his pillow. Went swimming.

      He was a man of few words.

      As she watched him move effortlessly through the surf, racing away from shore with huge, powerful strokes through the water, she found herself wondering what he would make of the plantation—other than the gun range and all the other horrifying renovations he threw at her that first day.

      An executive training facility, he’d said. Mick? Training people? That would require talking. Although he had a certain charm, when he wasn’t thinking about it. When he was teasing…

      She blushed and burrowed her toes in the sand.

      It was a lovely stretch of beach.

      Awful rocks in the water, but maybe those could be moved.

      That wasn’t in the Historical Society’s mandate, of course. Nor its budget. But a girl could dream.

      Turning the plantation into a bed and breakfast or an inn. Letting her mother run an establishment instead of just cleaning one.

      But the millworks—the only fully intact ones remaining on the island—were a national treasure. They didn’t deserve to be abandoned so the property could be a commercial venture. They needed to be protected.

      She frowned and dug her toes a little deeper. She couldn’t lose sight of the importance of protecting the historical value behind her. And now she had her girls on her side. They’d figure something out.

      In the distance, Mick turned around and headed back.

      She stood up, holding the towel she’d brought down to him.

      “Were you watching me?" he called out as he stood up, twenty feet out from shore, and made his way carefully over the rocks.

      Cara let her eyes drop to the scar on his leg. Whatever surgery he was recovering from it hadn’t interfered with his ability last night. But in the cool, grey, early morning light, she could see how he held himself carefully. Maybe when he wasn’t thinking about it, his body was capable of a lot more then he thought it was.

      She stowed that thought away for another time. They had more pressing concerns to deal with.

      “Yes, I was watching you. Enjoyed the view, too. You're quite a capable summer." She laughed. “Is that a ridiculous thing to say to somebody who was in the Navy?”

      Mick took a long slow breath and set his jaw as he gave her a hooded look. “I don’t remember telling you that.”

      “You didn’t,” she said quietly.

      He took a few more steps towards her, stopping just outside her reach. “There's probably a lot that we’ve learned about each other that we haven't shared, isn’t there?”

      She nodded.

      He held out his hand. “I’m Mick.”

      She stood up and took it. “Cara.”

      “I’m recently retired from the U.S. Navy.”

      “I’m the director of the island’s Historical Society.”

      “Ahh,” he said, giving her a wry smile. “What brings you to Villa Sucre?”

      She let go of his hand and turned around, pointing back up the path through the jungle. “It’s a property of some historic significance.”

      “Is that so?”

      She handed him the towel and stepped to the side. He fell into step with her as they walked back toward the servants’ quarters. “The mill is the only remaining sugar works on the island.”

      Mick stopped suddenly and looked at her, his brow wrinkling. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this sooner?”

      “When would I have done that? When you were yelling at me to get off the property? Snooping on me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “How about while I made you dinner?”

      “You weren’t very talkative.”

      “‘Hey, Mick, let me tell you why this place is special.’ Is that so hard?” He lifted his voice, mimicking her, and she wanted to growl.

      Yes, it was that hard. “You showed up out of the blue,” she protested, her blood pressure rising with each word. “Seriously? Now you’re putting this on me? How about you stop for a second and say, ‘Hey lady, why are you working so hard to restore this place, anyway?’”

      He started laughing as she copied his voice, but stopped when she glared at him. “Hey, that was funny.”

      “This isn’t funny,” she said, shaking her head. “One minute together, awake, and we’re fighting again.”

      “Maybe that’s because we haven’t had our good morning kiss yet.” He gave her a half smile and brushed his fingertips against her temple. She twisted and pressed her cheek against his palm.

      His warmth grounded her and she nodded. “Maybe.”

      “Come here.” His fingers curled around the nape of her neck as he tugged her closer, and she didn’t care that he was still damp from his swim. She folded right up against his body and parted her lips for him, tasting the salt of the sea and the reassuring warmth of his tongue.

      His lips pulled and pushed against hers, coaxing her into an extended, breath-taking embrace that had her reeling when they finally pulled apart.

      “Good morning, Cara,” he said quietly with a wink.

      She grinned and pressed her fingers to her swollen lips. “Good morning,” she murmured.

      “Can I make you breakfast?”

      Her stomach rumbled. “Yes, please.”
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      After Mick made breakfast, Cara took him on a tour of the grounds. The sugar mill, the fields, the main house. He made a list of storm damage on his phone. It wasn’t that bad, although the roof needed to be repaired before the next one hit. It was a miracle the house had stood vacant for a decade and not been destroyed.

      They held hands and talked and didn’t fight, which was a minor miracle.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t talking around the elephant in the room—or on the estate, as it were.

      His future plans meant taking all of this history and turning it into something ruthlessly modern, ruthlessly commercial.

      She wanted to ask him about it, ask him to explain it to her so she’d understand, but she had to be honest with herself—she wouldn’t hear it. Wouldn’t hear anything past, “this all has to go.”

      So she didn’t ask, and he didn’t offer.

      They stuck to what the plantation once had been, and the island’s history in general. She told him more about her friends and how they were sisters from other misters.

      Mick teased her that for a French girl, she didn’t have much of an accent, and she explained about her years away at university in California.

      “I can’t believe that for years we were only an hour apart, and the universe never put you in front of me,” he said quietly. They were in the hammock together, their legs tangled up. He was stroking his fingers up and down her bare arm, and the late morning heat was making her drowsy.

      “Maybe our paths crossed,” she mumbled, her eyes drifting shut.

      “I would have remembered you.”

      “Maybe Fate didn’t want us to meet until now.”

      He was silent then. Well, she wouldn’t take it back. She felt strongly about him, separate from any drama over the property. She was drawn to him and it wasn’t just sexual. If he didn’t feel the same way, better to know that now before her heart got too attached.

      It might already be too late.

      “You believe in fate?” He settled his hand on her waist. Big and warm. Solid. Sure.

      “I actually hate to think about life like that,” she admitted. “My dad died when I was a teenager—a car accident—and ever since, the idea that life events are destined to happen makes me want to cry.”

      “I get that. I’ve seen a lot of awful shit. I’d prefer not to think it’s part of a master plan.”

      “But…” She snuggled closer. Their breathing patterns had matched up, slow and lazy, and she felt his chest rise and fall with her own for a few beats. “I don’t know. There’s something different about the good things in life.”

      “Like they’re special gifts and should be appreciated?”

      “Yeah.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I do appreciate whatever or whomever put you in my path, Cara Levasseur. I appreciate the hell out of that.”
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        * * *

      

      Mick had a serious fucking problem. He was pretty sure he was falling hard and fast for a woman whose heart he was about to break.

      Cara’s history lesson had completely dismantled his cocky perspective on what they should do to Villa Sucre. But it wasn’t his estate, and he knew his best friend too well to hope that Will would be similarly swayed.

      If anything, Will might even be annoyed that Mick had let a woman get under his skin. Could he choose Cara over his only viable career option? Would she want him, broken and unemployed?

      And all of this was a stupid place for him to let his head wander when he hadn’t slept for shit the night before and was enjoying a perfectly amazing mid-day nap with a gorgeous woman in his arms.

      But he couldn’t stop thinking about the look on her face when she talked about restoring the plantation to its original beauty. Open it to the public as a museum.

      Not that she’d ever get that opportunity—the more he thought about it, the clearer his picture became of what had happened. Someone, probably an intern, had sent a letter to the Historical Society based on an earlier will. Then they’d forgotten to retract that letter, or maybe the intern had kept that oops to themselves.

      Either way, there was no reason for Mick not to believe that his letter—the more recently dated one—was accurate. It was the only inheritance Will had received from his grandmother. Surely the old woman wouldn’t have forgotten to give her grandchildren something? Or if she had, she’d have realized the error and corrected it.

      Will was blood. That trumped a charitable donation.

      It was just a matter of time until Cara had to face the fact that she’d lost the estate.

      What would she do then? She obviously had a lot riding on this project—so much so that she’d moved in to maintain a claim of possession.

      A stab of fear gripped his heart. Would her job be riding on it, too?

      He couldn’t do that to her.

      Fuck.

      “What are you thinking about so hard?” she asked, her voice jarring him back to the hammock and their cuddle.

      “Stuff.”

      “The same kind of stuff I asked you if you wanted to talk about last night?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You wanna talk now?”

      “Nope.”

      She sighed. “We’re grown-ups, right?”

      “You more than me, probably.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      He was silent for a long while. She didn’t say anything else. Finally, he opened up, just a little. His voice caught on the words and it took a few tries to get out. “I don’t have a lot of prospects, Cara.”

      “Mmm.” She rubbed his chest, then down to his belly. “That’s a scary place to be.”

      “You know about that, maybe?”

      “A bit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, that’s life, right?” Another sigh, and she stretched her legs out as far as she could, making a satisfied sound as her toes brushed his. “I’ve got a friend. Arielle. And her father’s a successful businessman, but…he’s mixed up in some stuff. I don’t know what. Drug smuggling, maybe. I hope not, but he comes and goes, disappears sometimes without warning. It’s stressful for her. Meanwhile my mom and I have cream tea every Wednesday afternoon at the hotel where she cleans rooms. So who am I to complain about what I don’t have?”

      “I wasn’t complaining.” At least he hadn’t meant to.

      “Oh, no…I know that. I just mean…maybe this isn’t what you thought you were getting down here. But maybe it could be good anyway? No matter which way it goes?”

      “Would you still…” His eyes were hot and scratchy. Fucking emo bullshit. He squeezed her hip, then palmed her ass. The teenage boy deep inside him gave him a fist bump. It wasn’t whether or not she’d still want him. Fuck that noise. It was his job to be worthy, no matter what. “Yeah. It could be real good. I’ll land on my feet, kitten. Don’t worry about me.”
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      She did, though, and even after he fell asleep, she thought about their conversation over and over again, looking at it from all sides.

      When he started snoring lightly, she slipped out from under his arm and lightly twisted her way out of the hammock.

      Inside the house, she found her phone and plugged it in. Then she pinned a note to Mick’s shirt say that she’d gone into town, and went in search of dinner supplies.

      And condoms.

      After hitting the market and the pharmacy, she swung past Daphne’s boat, but her friend wasn’t home. Arielle would be at the school for another hour at least.

      Cara chewed on her lower lip. She needed to tell her friends that the situation had changed. That Mick wasn’t anyone’s enemy, and surely they could find a way to…

      But she didn’t know how to finish that thought

      She wasn’t sure what they were going to do after today. Today’s plan, though, was to get Mick out of whatever funk he’d slipped into. With condoms. And her mouth. Whatever other part of her body might please him, too.

      When she got back to the plantation, Mick wasn’t in the hammock. The lunatic had found a ladder from somewhere and he was on the roof, slowly moving around, stopping occasionally to poke at the shingles.

      “What are you doing?” she hollered, shielding her eyes as she stared up at him.

      “Checking the roof damage from last night,” he called back. “Why?”

      She held up the box of condoms. “No reason.”

      “I can’t tell what that is,” he said, planting his hands low on his hips. “But if it’s condoms…”

      “It is.”

      “I’ll be right down.”

      She braced the bottom of the ladder, and as soon as he hit the ground, they were kissing.

      And laughing.

      She tipped her face up to the sun as he spun her around, his mouth on her neck and his hands…everywhere. This was good. This was very, very good.

      “Hammock sex?” Mick mumbled as he slipped his hand inside her t-shirt.

      “No,” she panted.

      “Bed?”

      “Too far.”

      “Tent?”

      “Too stuffy.” It was muggy and humid, the damp of the storm lingering in the air. “Upstairs.”

      Mick stopped her as she turned to go inside. He pressed the hard, flexing bulk of his front against her back, and she shivered. “What’s upstairs?”

      She grinned. “The most amazing balcony…I haven’t shown it to you yet.”

      There were two balconies, actually, one stretching across the front of the house, matching the full length of the verandah below.

      But in the back, there was a smaller one, off what once had been the master bedroom. Empty now, like all the other rooms in the house, it seemed nearly as cavernous as the ballroom below.

      The balcony, however, was small, covered, and had the most amazing view of the ocean.

      “You’ve been holding out on me,” Mick rumbled behind her.

      “You going to punish me?” she whispered, glancing back at him.

      He shook his head slowly as a feral grin curled up his face. “Not my style, kitten. I prefer sweet rewards.”

      “Oh yeah?” She turned and moved all the way across the balcony until her back touched the thick wooden railing. She dropped the condom box to the floor, spread her arms wide and gave him a coy look. “What do I need to do for a reward?”

      He braced his hands on either side of her hips, his feet set wide too, and somehow managed to loom over her without really touching her. Sure, his arms brushed her waist, his legs glanced against her calves as she shifted restlessly in the cage of his body and the railing, but it wasn’t enough.

      It was a cruel tease.

      He gazed down at her, his eyes crawling slowly over her face. “Tell me what you like. I’ll reward honesty.”

      “I…” Her skin was too hot. She wanted to feel his eyes and his hands and the wind on her flesh. “I like to be naked.”

      “I like you to be naked, too.” He dropped one hand to her waist and rucked up her tank top. "You have the most gorgeous skin."

      "Take it off…please.” She was begging, and he’d just touched her belly. He was so, so good at this.

      “I don’t think so.” He dropped the fabric of her shirt and ran his knuckles up her torso, between her breasts. When his fingers got to the neckline, he hooked over it and tugged it down. “Pretty bra.”

      She didn’t say anything as he worked her shirt beneath her breasts, then continued his lazy exploration of her skin with the tips of his fingers. Along her bra cups. Over her collarbone. Up her neck and into her hair, until he found just the right spot to hold her head, and then he kissed her.

      He said he liked to reward, but this felt punishing. Pent-up feelings poured out of him. Maybe he wasn’t punishing her so much as them, together, for causing such a complication when he wanted nothing of the sort.

      He thrust his tongue into her mouth, commanding her to take him. At the same time, he worked his hand into her bra, squeezing her breast almost to the point of pain.

      Almost. Not quite.

      No, it didn’t hurt in the least.

      “More,” she gasped against his mouth. He fondled her more roughly, giving her an edge that made her thighs ache. “Yes…”

      “God, Cara, you feel so good.”

      She let go of the railing and tugged at his clothes, needing to touch him the same way he was touching her. “I want you.”

      “You’ve got me.”

      “I want you, now. I want you inside me.”

      “We’ve got all night.”

      She groaned as she found his erection, hard and ready. She stroked him twice, then spun around, pushing her shorts to the floor as she spread her legs. “All night is for rounds two and three.”

      Slow and controlled, he took off her top, then unhooked her bra and replaced the satin cups with his hands for a fleeting second before he released her.

      She sagged against the railing as he leaned down and grabbed protection, then stood and wrapped himself around her from behind. “Your wish is my command.”

      He kissed her shoulder, her neck, scrapping his teeth along a spot behind her ear she had no idea made her wet, but it did now. Then he squeezed her hips, lifting her onto the tips of her toes as he slid his sheathed cock between her legs.

      “Don’t tease me,” she gasped as he rubbed the tip against her clit.

      “Breathe,” he whispered. “Feel that? Feel how hard I am for you? If you’re not wet enough, that’s gonna hurt.”

      “I’m ready.” Jeez, she was whining now. But she wanted to feel him— “Oh.”

      “Okay?”

      “Ahhhh…” She tried to breathe. Wow, he was big. He’d just worked the head inside her, but she was already stretching around him to the aching point.

      “It’s the angle,” he said, his voice strained.

      She shot him a look over her shoulder that she hoped was equal parts accusing and appreciative. “Pretty sure it’s your size, not the angle. But don’t you dare stop.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He bent his legs and tugged on her hips, lining them up a bit better. And he sank in another bit.

      “Oh, yes.” Yes! She swallowed her next moan and closed her eyes as he worked himself in and out, in and out, until he was all the way in.

      Blissfully, achingly, solidly inside her.

      Mother of…

      His mouth touched her back again, her shoulder, as he folded over her and started moving. His hands crept up her front, stroking her belly, then settled on her breasts, cupping and squeezing the hot, achy flesh.

      He had her trapped, pinned for his pleasure, and he was giving just as much as he was taking. His thrusts were steady and strong, making her cry out as he heated her up, making her stretch for him. It felt like he was tunnelling deeper and deeper into her body, discovering erogenous zones she’d never experienced before.

      The G-Spot? Check.

      The magical, mysterious sweet spot a bit further back? Oh, yes. In both directions.

      The blindingly good rub against her cervix? More, more, more of that.

      “Your accent gets stronger the closer you are to coming,” he said in her ear, his own voice thick with lust.

      “Oh, does it?” Shit. It did. She tried to laugh but he was pounding into her now, nearly lifting her off the ground, and all she could do was wrap her arm back around his neck and close her eyes as the fireworks started low in her belly.

      “Cara,” he growled. “Come for me.”

      And she did, spectacularly, as he pistoned himself two, three, four more times into her, then froze. His grip tightened as they were both wracked by tremors, their orgasms continuing as they found their breath again.

      She blinked her eyes open.

      It really was an incredible view. “Wow,” she said.

      “So gorgeous.”

      “I know.”

      He kissed her shoulder, and she turned, slowly, as he slipped out of her body.

      She’d been looking out at the ocean.

      But Mick only had eyes for her.

      Oh. “Wow,” she repeated, barely a whisper.
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      The next day, Cara was taking pictures of the mess of flower and weeds in the front garden, trying to document everything so she could upload the photos to her heirloom plant expert and find out what could safely go, when a limo pulled up to the gate, then slowly crawled toward the house.

      There weren’t many limos on the island. Like everything that fancy people brought in with them, she had the knee-jerk, not the island way reaction to the shiny black car. But the license plate was Miralandian, so that was just her bias showing.

      Go away, fancy people.

      But it wasn’t a Parry that stepped out of the limo, at least not one she recognized from her internet snooping. The man approaching her was older, with a full head of silver hair. There were only two men left in the Parry family of this age, and neither looked like a bulldog who ate caviar for breakfast.

      She straightened up and marched straight toward the visitor. A good offense, and all that. “Hello,” she called out. “I’m the temporary caretaker of the estate. Can I help you?”

      “Ms. Cara Levasseur?”

      “Yes.” She smiled with a polite welcome that she didn’t feel beneath the surface.

      “Frank Dewiller.” The name rang a bell, and she placed it at the same moment he smiled broadly and blinded her with his brilliant white teeth. “I’m a senior partner in the law firm handling the estate of Mrs. Gwendolyn Parry.”

      The firm who handed Mrs. Parry’s will. Oh, shit.

      Her first instinct, crazy as it was, was to turn and call for Mick.

      But whatever this was about…one of them would be happy, and the other would not.

      That’s what they’d been circling around for days now. Down-right fighting about at times. Ignoring when they were making love, but that didn’t mean that it had stopped existing as a problem that would need to be dealt with.

      And now the help they’d both sent furious emails and placed international phone calls to demand, seemingly to no avail, was standing in front of her.

      Help had shown up, and in the form of a senior partner no less…and Cara just wanted him to go away. Don’t tell me, she thought, ridiculously. Go away and let me stay here, locked in endless combat with the blockhead. I like his secret handyman skills and his curiously laid-back way. I love the way he looks at me and how he brings me endless pleasure. Go away and leave us to our fantasy.

      But there wouldn’t be any relief. Dewiller turned on the charm and moved them toward the building like he owned the place.

      Maybe he did.

      Maybe that’s why he’d shown up. Joke was on both of them, and there was yet another will, breaking both their hearts.

      She’d almost rather that, really.

      They could rebuild their lives together.

      She shook her head. This was ridiculous. She cleared her throat, too, because talking was proving a challenge. “Right. Yes. I’m sorry. Of course. Would you like something to drink?”

      “Water would be great.” He nodded toward the building.

      “Yes. This way, please.”

      She set her camera down on the kitchen table, then fetched him a bottle of water from the fridge.

      She glanced out the back window. Mick was nowhere in sight. “Would you like to see Mr. Parry’s agent as well?”

      “Is he here? I expected to find him in town.”

      She tried not to blush. “He’s staying in the out building. There are beds and a bathroom there…”

      “And the tent in the ballroom we passed…is anyone staying there?”

      “Ummm…” She busied herself finding another bottle of water. “Not at the moment, no.”

      The last two nights she’d slept on top of Mick.

      Beneath him, at least once in the middle of the night. Although that wasn’t strictly speaking sleeping.

      “Perhaps we should wait for Mr…” The lawyer trailed off.

      “Mr. Frasier,” she offered.

      “I apologize for the confusion, Ms. Levasseur.” He kept going, ever so formal, and she nodded, pretending to listen. But he was saying nothing, really. Just niceties and empty almost-excuses. “But it hasn’t been too difficult with the…dispute. Between the two of you?”

      Difficult. No, it hadn’t been difficult. Not really. Not even at first.

      Frustrating, fiery, and more than a little distracting. But not difficult.

      “It’s been fine. He speaks highly of Mrs. Parry’s grandson. And I’ve had an opportunity to impress on him the historical value of the property,” she added, because there was being kind and there was committing professional suicide, and she wouldn’t do the latter.

      One way or another, she’d have to stand in front of her board of directors and explain how this conversation went down, and she would be able to honestly say she defended their position.

      If it even mattered.

      “Hmmm,” the lawyer said.

      Go away, screamed her primal self.

      “What’s going on here?” Mick asked from the doorway, and she practically sagged with relief. He glanced warily between her and the lawyer, who introduced himself, and Mick’s gaze swung immediately back to her. “You okay?” he asked, more quietly, as he moved to her side.

      She nodded. “Mr. Dewiller has just arrived. He hasn’t said anything about the estate yet.”

      Mick rocked back on his heels and crossed his arms. He’d gotten a lot of sun while he was here, she noticed inanely, like that was the most important thing going on at the moment. He looked like he belonged, though, and maybe that was an important realization for her to be making.

      It all depended on what the lawyer said.

      “Right, about that,” Dewiller said, opening his briefcase. He pulled out two sheets of paper.

      A letter, it looked like, the same one printed twice.

      He hesitated. “A situation has arisen, and once again, we really are quite sorry for any inconvenience that either of you have faced because of this.”

      “What situation?”

      Cara glanced sideways at Mick. He’d asked the question that was on the tip of her tongue.

      Dewiller gave them a pained look. “It seems Gwendolyn Parry may have signed two wills on the exact same day. Unfortunately, none of the witnesses are available.”

      None of them? Cara could feel her eyebrows hitting the roof.

      “It’s quite unusual. More to the point, we believe that…well, we cannot proceed in good faith under such conditions. It is our belief neither will would stand up to a legal challenge.”

      “What?”

      “Excuse me?”

      They were talking over each other now, both firing questions at Dewiller, but he raised his hand, and like errant school children they sullenly quieted.

      “As the executors of Mrs. Parry’s estate, it is our legal obligation to assess her intent, and provide a well-documented probate plan to the court in New York City.”

      That didn’t sound good. It sounded messy. It sounded like it would take a long time.

      “And in the mean time?” Cara’s heart pounded in her chest.

      He shrugged. “That’s up to you. The plantation property isn’t such a significant part of the entire Parry estate, and we won’t be assigning a property manager to it. On the other hand, I must unfortunately make it clear that neither Will Parry nor the Miralinda Historical Society rightfully owns this property. I’d advise both of you to cease any and all renovation plans until this matter is resolved.”
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      Mick knew that Cara was reeling. He was, too.

      This changed everything.

      But it also bought them some time.

      He wasn’t a mind reader, and she didn’t react much at all while the lawyer continued to speak to them. She listened, took his card and the letter that explained the executor’s formal notice of something or other, nodded a lot, frowned a few times, and watched silently as the limo pulled away.

      The whole time, Mick just watched her.

      He’d been handed a letter, too, because apparently Will couldn’t be found again.

      And then they were alone, and she still didn’t say anything.

      Finally he went for it—in completely the wrong way. “This is good, don’t you think?”

      “No.” She pressed her lips together, and blinked at him. “This is awful.”

      Damn. “But no decision is better than—”

      “Maybe for you!” She burst out, flailing her arms wildly. “You just want to be a beach bum and wait a few months, so this is actually perfect for you. Meanwhile I’ve sunk thousands of dollars into this project on behalf of the Historical Society and now that’s in limbo!”

      “Maybe you could recoup some of that from the executors. Move on to another project.”

      She gasped, then laughed, and neither was a good sound. Fuck. “How many historical sites do you think there are around here?”

      He didn’t want to point out that the entire island seemed to be covered in three hundred year old buildings, a good number of them empty and in need of her special brand of “get it done” vigour. Surely there were other options for her to focus her attention on. But she didn’t seem to think that was the case and he wasn’t stupid enough to suggest otherwise. “Okay. Crap. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry. You didn’t do this.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I have to go call the chairman of the board.”

      “Do you want—” He cut himself off as she glared at him. No. She didn’t want help with something that he knew nothing about. Right. He gave her a helpless I wish I could help look. “Good luck.”

      She stomped her foot and stared at the ground, then let out a strangled curse. Then she was gone, the front door bouncing in her wake. He watched as her station wagon bumped down the lane and out the gates. Fuck.
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      By the end of the afternoon, Cara had talked to three members of the board of directors—two in person at the Society’s cramped offices just off Boulevard Honore.

      “This is a disaster, Ms. Levasseur,” Bill Chouhan, the chairman said as he sank into the chair opposite her desk.

      She nodded. She knew it.

      “We’ll have a board meeting tomorrow. You’ll be expected to explain yourself.”

      Again, she thought more bitterly than she realized at first. She’d already explained herself three times over. What was another round for the entire committee? “Of course. I’ll be prepared.”

      “See that you are.”

      She worked late into the night, and when she finally folded her tired, aching body into her car, she thought about going back out to the plantation. But she’d need a hot shower and work clothes first thing in the morning, and she didn’t know what she’d say to Mick.

      One of those things was more serious, bigger and more dangerous than the other.

      But she pretended both reasons were equally weighted and climbed into her bed in her small apartment in town.

      Sleep took a long time to fall over her, and when she drifted off, her dreams were unsettled. Monsters and shouting mobs. Storms and taking chase.

      In the morning, she quietly got herself ready.

      Pencil skirt past the knees. A blouse with cap sleeves and buttons nearly to her neck. Sensible yet professional heels.

      A folder full of documents that highlighted that she’d acted in good faith, and with the board’s full support.

      Would they remember that? Did it matter?

      At the office, she turned on the overhead fans in the board room. With a quiet whirr, they started moving the stale air around the room. She pushed up the far windows, then sighed.

      She’d been planning to put a copy of the report she’d assembled at each seat. The breeze would likely just blow them away.

      Instead, she set them in front of her own seat and weighted them down with the digital voice recorder she’d use to type up the minutes after the fact.

      Ice water was next. Then another slide around the table, ensuring all the chairs were neatly pushed in.

      Tick. Tock. She flicked her eyes to the clock on the wall.

      Five minutes to the hour.

      She stepped into the foyer of the office just as the door opened and the first board member ambled in. “Good morning, sir,” she murmured, taking his umbrella.

      One by one, they filed in, none of them talkative.

      Even those who hadn’t come by or called yesterday had clearly heard the news.

      As they were all formal society types, they didn’t launch right into grilling her. They waited until the big hand ticked past the top of the hour, then they took attendance and approved the previous minutes, added a few items to the day’s agenda.

      Niceties. Protocol.

      Empty, meaningless shit. Cara’s palms were sweating. She pressed them to her skirt, grateful she’d worn a dark colour.

      “And now to the unfortunate matter that arose yesterday,” Bill said when it was finally her turn. “Cara, you can explain.”

      She stood and handed around her report, with the letter from the lawyer, Dewiller, on top. After running down the highlighted points, she looked around the table, trying to make as much eye contact as possible with each board member. “This is, as Bill said, unfortunate. We will need to pause our plans for renovation and campaign in a reasonable fashion for our claim against the estate.”

      “Campaign how?”

      “A letter, to start. A formal statement of Gwendolyn Parry’s philanthropy on the island and her fondness for the Historical Society.” It was a bit of a reach, but in the same territory as the truth, and the woman was dead. It didn’t matter.

      “We can’t afford a lawyer.”

      She nodded. “Of course not.” It was a crapshoot, bringing up Daphne and Arielle’s idea, but what did she have to lose? “One option would be to recruit a local attorney to the board of directors. All of you have been so gracious with your time. I’m sure if we had a new director with legal knowledge, they might—”

      “That is an incredibly self-serving thought,” one of the older committee members, Bettina Hugo, snapped out.

      Cara flushed. “I was only thinking of—”

      Bill held up his hand, cutting her off. “We’ll take that under advisement.”

      But Bettina’s criticism had opened the floodgates, and the meeting slid far and fast from professional politeness.

      “We can't afford to wait forever,” said one member.

      “This might bankrupt us!” said another.

      She listened to them imagine horror stories, and finally raised her voice. What if it didn't cost anything? Let’s not jump to worst case scenarios. Let’s just start with a simple letter.”

      Bettina stood, her cane shaking against the table. Cara felt awful, but she wasn’t in the wrong here. “It costs us every day that you're there and not doing the other, very important work of the Society.”

      “Like polishing the plaques on board member's homes?”

      Stunned silence greeted her inappropriate and unfair outburst.

      She wanted to cry.

      “That's enough, Ms. Levasseur,” Bill said quietly.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, staring intently at Bettina. “I didn’t mean that.”

      Bill gestured for them both to sit down. “We appreciate that you are passionate about this project. We'll give you a week to wrap up the work out at Villa Sucre. Itemize the expenses, document everything as much as possible, and have a report back to us next Monday.”

      She nodded. “Understood.”

      “But this is probably it. You can write that letter, sure. But you need to wrap it up out there, Cara. That can't be where your head is next week. We need to move forward on the assumption that Villa Sucre is going elsewhere in the Parry family.”

      She nodded numbly.

      “Let's move on to the next agenda item.”

      She sat woodenly and listened to the rest of the meeting. When it wrapped up, she excused herself, painfully aware that as soon as she headed for the door, everyone else sat down again.

      Her days were numbered. She had to make them count.
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      Mick hadn’t realized he’d been holding his breath until Cara drove back up the lane the next afternoon.

      He stood on the verandah and watched hungrily as she climbed out of her car.

      She was dressed up like a librarian or something. A historian, he supposed. Her wild curls had been tamed into a bun, and her long, gorgeous legs were mostly hidden by a demure skirt. The heels made what he could see of her calves go on for endless miles, though, and he wanted to drop to his knees and hike that skirt up, inch by inch, until her thighs fell open and revealed all her secrets for him.

      Sex wouldn’t change the fact that she ran away the day before. But it sure as fuck would feel good. And maybe what she needed was a reminder of just how intense their connection was.

      She moved around her car, to the trunk, and opened the back door, lifting out a large basket covered in a checkered cloth.

      “Hey!” he called out, raising his hand.

      She waved back. “Hi.”

      He headed over there. “Can I take that?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not heavy. But there’s a hibachi back there, too, would you get that?”

      He stopped in front of her. He wanted to give her a kiss, but she gave him a look, like…that wasn’t a good idea. Fuck. He settled for rubbing his knuckles lightly against her bare upper arm, from her elbow up the silky curve of her skin to the fluttery cap sleeve on her blouse. “Sure thing.”

      He grabbed the portable grill and closed the hatch on her car before following her through the house to the back deck.

      She set the basket on the table and gave him a weak smile. “Corn and pineapple, and some lobster, too. I thought we could get our grill on.”

      He grinned, happy as a stupid fool just to hear her voice and see her pretty face again. “I accept your apology.”

      “That’s not what this is,” she said softly, but her eyes sparkled. Finally.

      “Sure it’s not.”

      “I’m being nice.”

      “Okay.” He raised one eyebrow. Spit it out, woman.

      She licked her lips. “I don’t think either of us has wronged the other here.”

      “You don’t.”

      “No.”

      “Then why weren’t you in my bed last night?”

      “I was swamped. I had to make a presentation to the board this morning and I was working late…”

      If she hadn’t trailed off, he might have just believed her. But that wasn’t the whole story. And he was pretty sure it wasn’t just last night. “After we ‘get our grill on’… Will you head back into town?”

      She gave him a pleading look. “I think so, yes.”

      “Why?” He softened his voice as much as possible. “Cara, what happened yesterday?”

      “I have a week,” she burst out. “A week to document everything I did here, how valuable this property is and why we should fight for it. And those last two things? They don’t even want me to do that, but I have to. So I don’t have time to be distracted by your arms and your smile and your secretly sneaky kindness.”

      “I distract you?”

      “Yes. And okay, fine, this is an apology dinner.” She busied herself unloading fruit and vegetables from the basket. He didn’t miss that she’d bought him beer, too. And the same brand he’d been enjoying.

      He set his jaw. “But you’re not saying sorry for yesterday.”

      “No.”

      “What are you making amends for, then?”

      “I need you to let me be for the next week.”

      “Let you be.”

      “Yes.”

      “Alone?”

      “Just…don’t distract me.”

      “With my arms and smile and…my kindness.” His huff did a good job of conveying what he thought of her excuse. This was crazy. “I don’t get it.”

      “I screwed up.” Her eyes flared wide in her face and her lips drew tight. He knew panic and fear well, and felt them and conquered them, talked other guys through it on the battlefield.

      He hadn’t expected to see it here, like this. “I doubt that very much,” he said softly.

      “That’s what the board thinks.”

      “What do you think?”

      “That hardly matters.”

      “It matters a great deal.”

      She dropped her eyes, hiding her gaze.

      “Hey, I’m not trying to make you fee bad. But mistakes happen. Human error is a fact of life. We learn from it and we get better. It doesn’t need to be about blame.”

      “You haven’t met the Miralinda Historical Society,” she muttered.

      “I’m not sure I want to if they’re asshats.”

      She laughed weakly.

      “Whatever you need to do to fix this with them, I can help you.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Pretty sure that part of it is damn simple, kitten.”

      She stopped unpacking and pressed her slim hands to her cheeks. “Stop that.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Don’t call me kitten, don’t try to seduce me, just…let me deal with this, okay? And then once it’s done…” She whirled around, facing him, and he took a step back at the emotions rioting on her face. Her eyes were full of tears. “I’m going to lose my job, Mick. I can’t give anything less than a hundred percent this week. And if I give any part of myself to you…”

      “Okay.” God, that hurt. He held his hands out wide. No tricks up his sleeve. “You know me. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll lay on the beach, out of your hair, and when you’re in a better place…call me.”

      The tears breached her eyelids then, flooding her cheeks, and he crossed the deck, pulling her into his arms.

      “I’m sorry. Jesus, Cara, I’m so sorry.” He held himself back from kissing her hair. Just a friendly hug, that was all. “You want a beer? Want to tell me about what happened today?”

      She shook her head. “No. To talking, I mean. Yes—hell, yes—to the beer.”

      He let go of her, his heart cracking as she slid out of his arms.

      “I don’t think you’re lazy,” she said quietly as he twisted the caps off two bottles of beer. “I may have a habit of lashing out, verbally. I do owe you an apology for that, and probably more than once.”

      He handed her one. “You’re on the defense, and with good reason. I’m not going to sweat it. Plus you brought me dinner. Unless you want me to cook?”

      She laughed. “I can handle it.”

      He peered more closely at the lobster. “Is it already cooked?”

      “Shhh. That’s the secret to my culinary skills—outsourcing.”

      As she wrapped the corn and prepped the pineapple onto skewers, she told him about the fish shop in town that parboiled the lobsters for her.

      “So all I need to do is mix up the jerk rum butter, slather, et voila…impress you.”

      He was impressed all right. “Tell me more,” he said, settling back in one of the chairs as she lit the grill. “In French.”

      “As-tu faim?” She smiled at him as she put the corn on first, then lowered the lid. “That means, are you hungry? This will take about half an hour, so I hope only a little.”

      “Oui.” Yes, he said, dragging out one of the few french phrases he’d learned. The others—Mettez vos mains, put your hands up, and mettez votre arme, put your gun down—had no place here. “I am a little hungry.”

      She turned back to her prep work, pulling out a small pot, into which she put butter, onion, and red pepper, and his mouth watered. Not for the food, although his stomach insisted he was hungry for that, too. But the twist of her hips in that skirt—the buttoned up librarian look worked for her.

      He wanted to undo every last button and explore the tight confines of that skirt with her perched in his lap.

      And she needed him to cool it for a week.

      It would take a Herculean effort, but he’d give her that.

      “Tell me more about the sauce,” he said abruptly, shoving his filthy thoughts to the back of his mind. Couldn’t turn them off, but he could force them into a curtained off closet.

      She lifted the lid on the grill and set the pot down. “First I’ll melt the butter, and start the onions and peppers cooking. Just to soften, you know?”

      “That sounds great.”

      She leaned over the basket. Don’t notice how her skirt pulls tight over her ass. “Then we add…” She pulled out a bottle. “Rum, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      She laughed. “It is the Caribbean, after all.”

      “Rum and turquoise waters?”

      “And laughter. You can’t forget that.”

      He grinned. Would never forget that. “How about dancing?”

      She did little sashaying step. “Of course. Do you like to go to clubs?”

      “Not if it’s techno crap. But I’d go dancing with you.”

      She made a satisfied little sound as her knees bent and her hips rolled. He was ten seconds away from clearing the table and tossing her down on it. So much for curtained off mind closets. She spun in a circle, then pointed to him. “See? You’re doing it again.”

      “Me? You’re the one whose dancing like you learned to do it before you could walk. Those moves are illegal where I come from.”

      She laughed out loud, her teeth flashing white in her happy face. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “Once everything falls into place—and I have a lot of faith in your abilities, Cara, so I’m sure they will—you could take me dancing.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “I will.”

      “Then it’s a date. So…what do you do with the rum?” He pointed to the pot on the grill. “Add it to that?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She nodded and carefully poured in two measures. “And then jerk spice mix.”

      “Hot.”

      “You know it. And finally a good squeeze of lime. And we’ll have more lime wedges on the side, too.” She turned her attention to the lobsters. “Okay, these are next. And then dinner is just ten minutes away. Will you get plates?”

      He did more than that. He grabbed all the dishes and cutlery they needed, spread out the cloth she’d brought as a tablecloth, and found a utility candle on a shelf. He stuck that in a mason jar and lit it.

      “Nice touch,” she murmured as she brushed past him with two groaning plates of food.

      “It’s getting dark,” he said gruffly.

      “Of course.”

      He should be annoyed at the hot and cold, but how could he be? They’d known each other less than a week and her job was on the line. And staying cold to each other wasn’t an option, either. He couldn’t help himself—so he could hardly blame her for indulging in a little flirtation.

      Besides. A week—that was nothing. He’d spent longer on a mountainside staring down the scope of a rifle.

      They ate in agreeable silence, only broken by his occasional groan of delight at how fucking good the food was. “I want to eat this every night.”

      “Welcome to Miralinda,” she said with a wink. “We like our lobster.”

      It wasn’t the same as he’d had in Maryland and Maine, but it was just as delicious in a different way. “What other island treats are in store for me?”

      “Have you had conch?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then we’ll add that to the dancing date. And we have a lot of fruit, which you’ve already tried, and excellent eggs…”

      “You should have excellent eggs, there are enough chickens running around the island.”

      She let out a hoot. “True. And pigs, too. Not here, but on the other side the mountain. Fantastic barbecued pork.”

      “You’ll take me over there?”

      She held his gaze. “I will. Promise.”

      They finished eating, then cleaned up together. With each passing minute his pulse picked up another beat,  frustration swiftly building at the fact that their dinner was over and it was time for her to leave.

      Time for him to go against all his instincts and leave her alone for a few days.

      Time to say goodnight

      In a minute, he told himself. “Are you going back to work tonight?”

      “No,” she said slowly as she reached up to put the last plate away. “I’m beat. I'll get to bed early and start first thing in the morning.”

      He moved closer to her. Close enough to make his intentions—his desire—clear, without pushing himself on her. “Then let me follow you home. Tuck you in. And starting tomorrow, I'll get out of your hair until you have space for me again.”

      She gave him a beseeching look. “I didn't mean to say I don't have space for you. That's awful. You're worth more than that to me. You are.”

      “I know. But it's the truth that you need me to back off. I never want you to hide the truth from me.”

      She took a long, shaky breath, then nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay, what?”

      She reached for him, her fingertips grazing the front of his t-shirt. Time slowed as she blinked, then glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. “Follow me home.”
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      Cara was painfully aware of Mick’s every movement as he parked behind her car and silently followed her up the stairs to her apartment. She lived one block off the main drag in Petite Ciotat, off a private lane, so nobody was watching, but there was something secret and special about tonight, a stolen moment together before she threw herself into work for a week.

      A week without Mick. Hell, she hadn’t even had a full week with him, and already the thought of shutting herself off from him hurt her. But deep down inside, she knew she’d been unprofessional since the moment he’d first stepped into the kitchen at Villa Sucre.

      And the more she got to know him, and saw behind the mask he wore by defensive default, the less she wanted to fight him.

      Now the fight was out of their hands, sure, but could she have done something differently? She’d never know.

      She owed it to herself to try and salvage her job.

      Starting in the morning.

      Tonight, she’d give herself to him once more. All of her, no holding back. A promise of sorts.

      It was quiet already in town, most people down at the beach or tucked into their houses, and a potted frangipani outside her door laced the night air with a heavy, sensual scent.

      As she fit her key into the lock, he traced the curve of her neck, bare for once beneath her heavy, twisted bun.

      “I like the studious librarian look,” he murmured. “All buttoned up. Like a serious, smart present for me to open at the end of a long day.”

      She stretched her head to the side, baring the skin there even more. “I didn’t even ask you about your day. Have you had a chance to talk to your friend?”

      “He’ll be fine,” Mick said quietly, his voice washing over her, rich and velvety. “No work talk tonight, okay?”

      She nodded and pushed the door open.

      Her skin prickled with more awareness as he followed her into the darkness. She turned on the small lamp in the hallway. He closed and locked the door with a quiet click.

      Turning slowly, she held out her hands and he crossed the space between them. He was so big. Corded muscles stretched the sleeves of his t-shirt, and defined his neck, his forearms, even his jaw and his cheekbones. She followed those hard lines with her fingers, then her lips, whispering kisses over his skin until she found his mouth.

      She gave him a slow, fluttery, barely-there kiss, then another. Teasing. Coaxing. But also honest. He wanted the truth and she’d give it to him, but it was heavy. Serious and intense. The truth was she was way past flirting and games. “I want you to do more than just tuck me in.”

      His voice was thick with need when he responded. “Me too, kitten. Me too.”

      “But I want to do something for you, first.” She kissed him again, harder this time, and he opened for her willingly. She tasted him until her breasts grew heavy and her legs stared shifting restlessly, and his roaming hands promised he was affected just as much. But his mouth was addictive. Heady. She pulled back and saw a lusty, half-drunk look on his face that matched exactly how she felt. “I could kiss you all night.”

      “You should.” His grip tightened on her hips as her mouth drifted down his throat, to his collarbone. “There. Kiss me there.”

      She parted her lips and swirled her tongue against his skin, tasting the faint salt of a long day. His skin pebbled under her lazy exploration so she widened her mouth and sucked.

      He groaned and squeezed her waist. “Harder.”

      With a gasp, she sucked again, marking him just below the neckline of his shirt, then she released the fabric and shoved the shirt up his torso instead, so she could kiss him again a little lower.

      Then lower again.

      She left a line of love bites down his chest and only his rippling abdomen. She kicked off her heels, then carefully lowered to her knees, still in her skirt.

      Her blouse was still buttoned nearly to the neck.

      She licked her lips as she looked up at him. “What’s next in your kissed by a librarian fantasy?”

      “A historian,” he rasped, cupping her cheek in his hand. His thumb rubbed against her lower lip. “That’s my fantasy. A feisty, smart-mouthed historian.”

      He pressed into her mouth, just enough to send a dirty thrill through her. She slowly, softly swirled her tongue around his finger, sucking him into her body. A tease, like all the kisses. A promise, too. She’d be whatever fantasy he wanted. When he slipped his thumb out of her mouth, she buried her face in the front of his shorts and rubbed against the thick erection there.

      “Kiss me there,” he whispered roughly.

      Fingers shaking, she opened his shorts. They fell to the floor and he kicked them to the side, his sandals flying with them.

      His legs were a thing of beauty. Long and well-muscled, and the scarring didn’t detract from that at all. It was a part of him, and she longed to know more about that story. For now, she settled for carefully stroking around the pink, puckered skin as she coasted her hands up his knees and onto his thighs.

      Over his tight hips. She bit her lip in appreciation of how fine he looked in black boxer briefs. Lady porn in 3D.

      And right in front of her, a bulge that made her mouth water.

      “Just a kiss?” Her heart was racing as she looked up at him. The look on his face—intense and hungry, but full of warmth, too—sent a jolt of desire through her. She kept her eyes on his face as she hooked her fingers into the waistband and tugged down, freeing his erection.

      “Whatever you want to do is going to feel amazing to me.”

      She pressed a sweet kiss right to the tip of his crown.

      He groaned.

      Emboldened, she kissed him again, this time holding the press of her lips against his shaft a little longer. The intoxicating scent of him swirled around her, and with each restless beat of her heart she drifted into another space.

      One where she was the type of woman who did this. Who sank to her knees and took a man in her mouth and drove him wild.

      So what if she’d only done this in her fantasies before?

      So what if he was really, really big?

      She wanted him. She trusted him.

      The next kiss, she parted her lips and her tongue snuck out, stealing a taste. God, his skin was soft like velvet there, stretched tight over throbbing muscle, but still so sensitive, she was sure.

      She closed her eyes and thought of what she liked when he made love to her breasts, when they were hot and heavy and aching.

      Tugging. She like that solid pressure. With a few more tentative licks around the head, she drew him into her mouth and sucked.

      “Oh, kitten. Yes, God, yes. Suck me.” She wanted to give herself a high-five at the strangled tone in his voice. Score one for the chick on her knees.

      He kept talking, telling her what he liked, encouraging her to go deeper, faster, harder.

      And then he stopped her.

      “Hey!” she protested as he picked her up like she was made of paper. Her words died in her mouth as he moved her backwards, all the way to the oversized armchair she had instead of a couch.

      As the backs of her legs bumped into the upholstered arm, his mouth crashed into hers, and his hands went everywhere. He rucked up her skirt, all the way to her waist, and he started unbuttoning her shirt—very, very slowly.

      His fingers were nimble, but with each new inch of bared skin, he stopped and stroked her chest. Up and down, back and forth, teasing her breasts until her blouse was half undone and he could finally cup her mounds through the light layer of bronze silk that lifted them up.

      “I was in the middle of doing something,” she muttered without any strength.

      “With your talented tongue, I know.” He scraped her lower lip with his teeth as he fit himself solidly between her legs. “You almost made me blow my load down your throat.”

      She cried out at the combination of his coarse words and the new nearness of his erection to her sex, covered only in a skimpy pair of panties. “That was the plan.”

      “Next time.”

      She pressed her legs together, squeezing them against his hips as her body reacted to the filthy promise. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      He laughed and tipped her back, his mouth rubbing against her neck as he found her pulse point and sucked. “You’re going to hold me to it? I’m going to loosen your hair until it flies wild and free, like the fucking goddess that you are, and then I’m going to tangle my hands in it and hold you to it. I want you on your knees over and over again, Cara. As often as I can get it, if you’d like. But tonight? You’ve had the long day today, babe. Tonight is all about you. Your orgasms. Your pleasure. Your very sweet dreams after I tuck you into bed, all worn out.”

      She wasn’t an idiot. “Okay.”

      Another laugh, right against her skin, and then her shirt was open and being pushed down her arms. When she was down to her lingerie and her skirt, uselessly wrapped around her waist, and her heels, dangling off her feet, Mick stepped back. He stroked himself as his eyes raked over her.

      “So beautiful,” he said, suddenly quiet. His lips tugged into a firm, straight line as he rubbed the spots where she’d kissed up and down his torso, leaving red lovebites. “Missing my mark, though.”

      She was shaking like a leaf, and precariously balanced on the edge of the chair, so when he dropped to his knees, she nearly toppled over.

      “I’ve gotcha,” he murmured, kissing the inside of her thigh. Then the other one. Back and forth he went, two, three times, until she was squirming from the scant brush of his lips across her core as he made each pass from left to right and back again.

      “Mick,” she panted. “Seriously.”

      “What?” he grinned up at her, and her heart stopped at the moment their gazes collided.

      “I—” She couldn’t speak. Emotions she didn’t want to name welled up fast and furious in her chest.

      He squeezed her thighs, spreading her legs a little wider apart. “Trust me,” he said with a wink.

      Oh, that wasn’t a problem. “I do,” she squeaked as his mouth latched on to the soft skin right at the top of her left thigh. His tongue swirled over the skin as he sucked hard enough to leave a gentle bruise. Then he pulled her panties to the side, baring her sex, and lapped up the proof that she’d enjoyed that very, very much.

      “Good girl,” he rumbled before snapping her panties back into place and repeating the mark on the other side.

      Finally he stood.

      He stared down at her for a moment, his heavy breaths matching her own, then he carefully pulled out her hair clips, setting them on the side table. He watched as her hair fell in what she could only imagine was a tangled mess around her shoulders, but the look in his eyes made her feel beautiful.

      Then he wordlessly picked her up, his palms under her ass, and she pointed toward the bedroom.

      A few quick strides and she was flat on her back and her bra was coming off. He had no problem coordinating the clasp in the back at the same time as his mouth was closing over first one peak, then the other. Wet, hungry, arousing attention to both breasts, first individually, then pushed together, quickly had her writhing beneath him.

      “Still,” he barked, and she giggled at the disappearing act the rest of his words had taken. “Woman!”

      She ignored him and made herself useful, getting rid of her skirt and her underwear, then his boxer briefs.

      He let her get them naked, then pinned her down again, holding her still as he worked her body into a frenzy of need. From her neck to her breasts, her sides all the way down to the hollow behind her knees, and up again between her thighs, he found all her erogenous zones and worked them over until she was soaked for him.

      But when he climbed between her legs again, their sexes rubbing together just right, all he did was kiss her. Long, and slow, and sweet.

      Achingly perfect.

      And incredibly frustrating.

      She whispered his name as she broke off their kiss and shifted under him, trying to line them up.

      “Wait,” he ground out, but she’d already gotten him where she wanted him—notched right against the hottest part of her body, where she was slick enough that he started to slip inside her.

      It was foolish. She knew that. They were missing something quite important, although she was on the pill. Had she told him that?

      “Just…” She was breathing hard as she fought her desire to lift her hips and take him inside her. The feel of him, bare, was totally different. Less slick. Hotter. He rocked back, dragging the tip of his cock back up her slit to nudge against her clit. She whimpered and rolled her hips again. She wanted him back there, poised at her entrance.

      “Condom.” His one word barking really did it for her. She’d have to tell him that when her brain unscrambled and she was capable of speech again.

      “’Sokay,” she mumbled into his shoulder as he dragged the hard ridge of his erection south again. Yes. She wrapped her legs tighter around him as they fit together.

      He froze.

      She lifted her hips, tilting her pelvis to ease the stretch of him entering her body. Slow blinks and shuddering breaths passed between them as he searched her face. If he was looking for permission or explanation…well he had the former, and she didn’t have any clue about the latter.

      Except there were those big feelings again in her chest. Too big to name. Four letter words are scary. She almost said it out loud, but then he closed the gap between them and kissed her as he pressed home, stretching her wide.

      This was different. And not just because they were making love skin on skin, in a bed. But their connection was deeper now. She’d shown him her fragile underbelly, her weaknesses, and he’d carefully scooped her up and taken care of her.

      His arms braced on either side of her head, he started to move them together as one, surging up and into her, then dragging back out, leaving her hollow and hungry for the next thrust.

      He was a machine, his hips pushing deep, pistoning back again. He set a steady rhythm that made her see stars as he stroked against all those magically alive places inside her he’d clearly memorized.

      She cried out his name, then just sounds that approximated words—yes, oh, God, yes, there—as the desire twisted and coiled inside her, readying for a final countdown.

      But Mick wasn’t in a hurry. He slowed down, keeping her right at that out-of-her-mind pre-orgasm state. How was it possible to feel this good from the inside of your body? And how was he not out of his mind already?

      She nipped at his jaw and licked down his neck. Dug her nails into his back and her heels into his fine, sculpted ass. And still he gave her that half-lidded, in-control look.

      He was good at that. Putting up that wall. But she’d seen the other look in the living room. The one that said he wanted her so much it hurt. She knew the feeling. And she wanted to know that they were both feeling it, now, as she started to climb toward what felt like the highest mountain peak in the world.

      She reached between them, stroking first his chest, then her own. He liked that. His gaze followed her hand as she squeezed her breast, then trailed her fingertips up to her mouth.

      But it was when she twisted her hair around her hand and lay back, surrendering to his onslaught, that he lost the edge of his control. And then brick by sexy brick, it all fell away, until he was holding her down and fucking her so hard she could barely breath from the overwhelming pleasure of it.

      Yes, she screamed in her head. Yes.

      When she exploded, he came with her, filling her up.

      He stayed there, buried deep, until her heart rate returned to normal. When he moved to shift away, she tangled her fingers in his. “Stay.”

      His grin was quick and easy. “Okay.”

      She snuggled right into him and nearly drifted off, but she needed to put her hair up if she was going to look presentable the next day without an hour of styling time.

      “What?” he mumbled. She wasn’t the only one who’d slipped into drowsy post-sex mode.

      “I have to do my hair,” she whispered.

      “I love your hair. It’s perfect.”

      She laughed. “It’ll be awful in the morning if I don’t put it up.”

      He gave her a weird look. “Did you do that when you were staying in the tent?”

      “No.” She blushed. “You saw the wild child version of me, I guess.”

      “I like both sides.” He kissed her cheek. “Can I watch?”

      Her cheeks grew hotter. “Me do my hair?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re weird.”

      “And you’re fascinating.”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      He followed her into the bathroom and leaned against the doorframe, talking about nothing and everything while she sectioned off her curls, treated the ends with a coconut oil and shea butter mixture Daphne made her, then twisted them into loose, braided mini buns and pinned them in place.

      Mick was mid-sentence, telling her about his preferred mountain climbing gear of all the random things, when he trailed off.

      “What?” she asked around a mouthful of bobby pins.

      “Any chance I could get you to wear a gold bikini?”

      She laughed and all the bobby pins bounced into the sink. “Princess Leia fantasy?”

      “You didn’t see that coming?”

      She wiped her eyes. Oh good Lord. What a typical man. She pressed her lips together. It just so happened that she did have a gold bikini tucked in her dresser. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He gave her a pleased wink and she stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Now let me finish this, and then…” she sighed. “I really do have to get to bed.”

      “I know.” He reached out and caught her back the nape of her neck, and slowly tugged her toward him. Her hair half-up, the rest flying sideways, she must look awful. But he only had eyes for her, not her hair or anything else, as he kissed her softly. “I’ll get going.”

      “No,” she said quickly. “Stay. Tonight. We’ll say goodbye in the morning.”

      “You sure?”

      She nodded.

      “Deal. And then I’m going to get out of your hair for a bit, for real. I’ve got a friend in the Florida Keys. Finn. They have a canine training facility and we might have them involved in our executive retreats at some point, so…”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Just for a couple days.” He brushed his lips against hers. “But I like the way you worry about that.”

      She thumped him lightly on the chest, then hugged him tight. “One week. That’s all I need.”

      “Good. It’s probably all I could give you.”
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      Since she was adamant about not wanting any help, Mick kissed Cara goodbye and watched her drive off the next morning, knowing he wouldn’t see her for a week. He wasn’t even going back to the estate to pack his bag. He had his passport and his wallet. He didn’t need anything else—except a plane ticket to Florida.

      His first stop of the day was the internet cafe. He needed to book a flight and send a couple of long emails.

      When he arrived, the only other customers were two teenagers gaming at the back of the shop, but as he was getting a second cup of the truly excellent coffee, the door chimed and in walked a pretty, curvy woman with chunky blonde hair—a woman he might not have noticed quite so much if she hadn’t stopped and stared at him.

      He lifted his cup in greeting and sat back down at his computer.

      In his peripheral vision, he saw her move slowly to the counter, then lean with her back against it. Watching him.

      He wasn’t surprised in the least when, after she got her own cup of coffee, she sat down across from him.

      “You’re Mick,” she said.

      “I am.”

      “I’m Daphne.”

      Ah. One of the friends. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Is it?” She arched one eyebrow.

      He resisted the urge to laugh. “Sure. Any friend of Cara’s is a friend of mine.”

      “I don’t trust you.” She crossed her arms.

      He shrugged. “That’s fair. You don’t know me.”

      “You seem slick.”

      “I’m anything but. You want slick, you want my friend Will. Now he’s—”

      “Are you going to steal the plantation and break Cara’s heart?”

      He took a sip of coffee as he appraised her. She was awfully pissed off for so early in the morning. And he had no clue what she knew—and it wasn’t his place to really fill in the gaps. Except for the second point. “I’m going to do my damnedest not to hurt Cara, and she knows that.”

      “What about the plantation?”

      “That’s complicated, and entirely out of my control.”

      An uncertain look flickered across her face. “That sounds like a line, I gotta say.”

      He shrugged again. “I can’t do much about that. It’s not a line. I’m just a guy who was sent here to get construction permits.”

      “And how’s that going?”

      “Not well, thanks for asking,” he said dryly as he leaned back in his chair. Clearly he wasn’t getting back to his emails any time soon.

      “So what are your intentions toward my best friend?”

      No more glib answers. Not to that question. He considered it thoughtfully, because this was important to get right. Other than Cara’s mother, all she had in this world was the bond with her friends. This woman was, for all intents and purposes, her sister.

      On the other hand… “Cara and I haven’t had this conversation yet.”

      “I can keep a secret.”

      He snorted. “Okay.”

      “No.” Daphne set her cup down and leaned forward over the empty half of the table. “Really. I just…she’s not tough. Not in matters of the heart. She doesn’t have a lot of experience. And if you’re using her—”

      Jesus. “I’m not. I swear to you, Crazy Blonde Girl, I’m not going to hurt her. I already told you that.”

      “The name is Daphne.”

      “Crazy Blonde Girl seems to fit at the moment. Did you follow me here from her place this morning?”

      She blinked at him. “You stayed at her place?”

      “Nice innocent routine.”

      She scowled. “I really just came here to get online. I live on a boat. No wi-fi.”

      “Likely story.”

      “Whatever.”

      Had he really gotten in a snapping match with one of Cara’s best friends? He took a deep breath and tried again. “Okay… Daphne. What can I say here to convince you I’m really just a guy, sitting an internet cafe, trying to book a plane ticket to Florida? Not plotting any evil seduction plans to ruin your friend’s life.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      “I’m coming back.”

      Doubt practically dripped off her as she shifted in her chair. “Tell me you understand how important the island’s history is to Cara.”

      “I do. That’s why I’m getting out of her hair for a little bit. We’re…We may have just met, but I have strong feelings for her. And that’s a distraction she doesn’t need right now.”

      “Why?”

      He winced. “That’s for her to tell you. But she’s got a lot to do the next few days.”

      Daphne shoved back from the table. She couldn’t be more than a few inches over five feet, but she still looked fierce. “What happened?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Yet.”

      She spun on her heel and ran out the door, and Mick closed his eyes with a groan. Not the right impression to make on her best friend. Not by a long shot. And now he had no doubt she was going to run out to Villa Sucre and do exactly what Mick had promised Cara he wouldn’t do: get in her way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So…”

      Cara turned around at the sound of her friend’s voice behind her. Daphne stood in the doorway of the ballroom.

      “Hey. So….what?”

      “So what the heck is going on?”

      Cara shook her head, only half paying attention to her friend. She needed to itemize all the rare and historic elements used in the construction of this room. The original twelve-panel sash windows on the east-facing wall, for example—how many buildings on the island had those? “Ummm…” She stuck her pencil between her teeth and crouched down to look at the masonry around the fireplace. She hadn’t had this assessed yet, but it might be original. She’d find a way to write that up, too.

      “Cara!”

      “What?” She stood and turned around. “Sorry, Daph, I’m just in the middle of something. Hi.”

      “What are you in the middle of?”

      So ignoring the question wasn’t going to work. “I’m making a report about the property for the board of directors.”

      Daphne frowned. “In the middle of the project?”

      Cara sighed. “It’s not the middle of anything anymore. The gift of the property has been called into question, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be getting it back any time soon.”

      “That rat,” Daphne growled. “That lying asshole. I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      “What rat? Who’s an asshole?”

      “Your…the…that usurper. The tall one with the muscles.” Daphne’s mouth twisted like she couldn’t bring herself to say Mick’s name.

      Cara didn’t have that same problem. She laughed gently. “You mean Mick? He didn’t do this.”

      “What do you mean? I just left him at the internet cafe. He practically admitted he was involved with something.”

      She shook her head. “Me, you ninny. He’s involved with me. And he’s just as affected by this new development as I am, unfortunately. No, the rats in this situation would be the members of my board.”

      Last night, Cara had been upset. This morning? She was pissed. Yesterday’s board meeting had gone so badly because in small part she’d overreacted to their criticism, but mostly because everyone was blaming her for something that was entirely outside her control.

      They’d all acted on good faith when they’d received the letter months earlier from Mrs. Parry’s attorneys. They’d even filed the ownership with the land registry office. Technically, Villa Sucre now belonged to the Historical Society, and it didn’t matter what a court in New York City said.

      Except for the legal battle the Society couldn’t afford if a plane full of lawyers showed up here.

      “You have the sourest look on your face right now,” Daphne said as she came closer and tried to look at Cara’s clipboard.

      Cara snatched it against her chest just to be mean. “Stop being nosy.”

      “You’re keeping secrets. I don’t like it.”

      “You just don’t like being in the dark,” Cara laughed.

      “Exactly. Spill, spill, spill.”

      So Cara spilled. She told Daphne about the board meeting, about the two wills, about her and Mick. She talked and talked until Daphne knew everything and as she unloaded all the drama of the week, her anger, which had been simmering, turned into a full-fledged rage.

      “This is fucking bullshit, isn’t it?”

      Daphne nodded. “One hundred percent.”

      “But we don’t have that lawyer that we need on the board. And what can I do? Tell them they’re all full of hot air and nonsense?”

      Another nod.

      “No.” Cara frowned. “I can’t do that. Why are you still nodding?”

      “Because that’s—”

      Cara gasped. “That’s exactly what I should do.”

      “—Exactly what you should do. Yes.” Daphne gave her an amused look. “I’m glad I could help.”

      “Shush, I’m thinking.” Cara tapped her pencil on her clipboard as she started to pace. “I need a killer report. Like, whoa. And I need to give them an ultimatum. My way or the highway.”

      “Don’t say it like that, though.”

      “Because they need to get with the program. Hello, it’s the twenty-first century. We need to be doing big things, bold things. No more empty, preserved tombs.”

      “I think you’ve lost me.”

      Cara stopped right in front of her best friend and tapped the pencil on her clipboard once more time. “Living history, Daph. Living. History.”

      “Okay. Count me in. Team #LivingHistory.”

      “Oh my God. Yes. Hashtag. Blog.” She waved her pencil in the air. “You’re going to have to help me with that.”

      “I have to work in two hours.”

      “Not today.” Cara shook her head. “I mean, I don’t need your help today. Yes, go to work. I need to finish this up, and that’s going to take me a couple of days, but come this weekend, Daph, we’re going to blow the socks off this island.”

      “Nobody wears socks. It’s a hundred degrees in the shade.”

      Cara scribbled that down. It was good. Then she wrote Tourism Board above it, because there was more than one way to open a coconut. “You’re a genius, Daphne.”

      “What did I say?”

      “Shade. Beach. Tourism. Genius.”

      “Okay. I want a cut of the profits.”

      “No profits. Non-profit, to be more specific. Oh, this is going to be good.”

      Cara left her friend standing in the ballroom as she took the stairs two at a time. Tricky in heels, but her enthusiasm didn’t care.

      “I’m still not clear on what this is,” Daphne hollered after her.

      “#LivingHistory,” Cara shouted back, her face splitting into a grin. It didn’t matter if she hadn’t explained it properly to Daphne just yet. She could see it so clearly now in her head, it was a thing of beauty.

      She couldn’t wait to tell Mick.
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      “Turn right in four hundred yards,” Mick’s GPS lady told him.

      He raised his eyebrows. As he was currently driving a rental car down the Overseas Highway that stretched between the islands of the Florida Keys, turquoise water on either side, that was quite a trick she was proposing. But then up ahead appeared another island, and the British computer lady voice reminded him his turn was coming up.

      Search and SEALs was located on Angel Cay, a tiny slice of white sand and palm trees. Mick figured it was as good a place as any to train search and rescue dogs. The island was small but private, and the dogs set up a racket when he pulled to a stop in front of a group of bungalows. Finn came bounding out of the one labeled “Office,” although Mick had never seen an office with an ocean view like this one. The blue water of the Gulf was everywhere he looked.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were all-in down on Miralinda.”

      Mick held out his hand and Finn shook it—a rough, familiar greeting that helped settle Mick a bit.

      Just a bit, though. He couldn’t stop thinking about Cara. “Yeah. I am. I’m going back. I just needed to get away for a bit, and the island’s like ten feet long, so…thought I’d come visit you guys. Thought we could talk business a bit, too.”

      “Using Will’s money to pay other people to do the work for you?” his friend poked good-naturedly.

      “Nah. Not doing any construction yet.” Mick cleared his throat. “We ran into a snag. Turns out the estate needs to be probated or something. Gonna delay us a few months. It’s all good, though.”

      Except it wasn’t good, not exactly. It was resolved, as much as it could be. Settled. Done.

      But good? That was far from certain. The Historical Society had invested real money in Villa Sucre, and someone—Cara—would have to be held accountable for that waste.

      Finn frowned at him. “You don’t seem enthusiastic about this new venture.”

      Mick shook his head. “I am. It’s just complicated. There was a woman…”

      Finn laughed as Mick trailed off. “Shit. That’s never a good complication. Unless she’s stacked, in which case, bring it on.”

      A flare of jealousy lit up in Mick’s chest. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Uh-huh, nothing.”

      “Not just a woman. But a woman. One you’ve developed inconvenient feelings for?”

      “What would you know about that?”

      “All feelings are inconvenient. Talked to Evan, though, about Dex and feelings appear to be making the rounds.”

      “Yeah, that’s some news about Dex, eh? He actually wanted to borrow the plantation for a private getaway with his new bride.”

      “And he can’t have it because…”

      Mick scuffed his heel against the sandy dirt. “It turned out Will wasn’t the only one who thought he’d inherited Villa Sucre.”

      Finn let out a low wolf-whistle and crossed his arms. “This story I gotta hear. Over a glass of something cold?”

      Mick nodded and followed Finn inside the main building. “This is great place. You gonna show me around?”

      “Think of this as a hostage exchange,” Finn tossed over his shoulder. “First I hear about the girl. Then you get the tour.”

      Finn held up two cold beers and Mick nodded. Then he silently followed his friend out to the patio behind the office.

      Mick started at the beginning and didn’t leave much out, except for the parts where Cara got naked. That was nobody else’s business but his. “So I’m giving her some space—to clear out of the plantation, to re-focus on her job and give it all she’s got. She’s worried she might lose her position over this, which is so fucking unfair.”

      “You’re not worried she’s going to loot the place?”

      Mick shot his friend a dirty look. “No. Jesus.”

      “Trust her that much, huh?”

      Yeah, he did. “It’s not her fault that this got messed up. Hell, she was probably right to try and preserve it…”

      They sat in silence for a minute, maybe two, before Finn cleared his throat. “You gonna finish that thought?”

      Mick rubbed the tension spot between his eyebrows. “It’s done and over.”

      “It feel over?”

      No. “I’m not sure it’s my fight, you know? I’m just barely getting my life back together. Trying to make Will and Cara and everyone else happy…that’s too much.”

      “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Didn’t think you were a quitter.”

      “We’re all quitters. Don’t give me that. I couldn’t stay on the teams.”

      “Not what I said. To everything there is a season, and we’re done serving our country in that way, sure. But we’re not done being good guys and doing good things, right?”

      But Mick thought he might be tapped out. Drained of all that heroic virtue he’d once thought such a core part of his being. He hadn’t felt like a hero since the day his leg had been ripped to shreds, and he sure as shit didn’t feel like one now.

      Except…he couldn’t shake that nagging feeling in his gut that he shouldn’t have left the plantation. Shouldn’t have left Cara.

      He might not feel heroic, but he still had a strong sense of duty. He just resented it, because… “You guys are doing good things here, aren’t you?”

      Finn shrugged. “Yeah, I think so. It’s hard not to be on the front lines anymore. But you also gotta trust that the guys who took our place are the best.  Brayden’s trained them to be hard as fuck, right?”

      Mick had to nod. Yeah, his buddy was the best BUD/S instructor there was.

      “You didn’t leave a hole there, Mick. Getting injured…that's life-altering. But you didn’t wound the navy. You’re the one that got hurt. You’re the one that needs to be put back together. The navy will carry on just fine without you.”

      He laughed, raw and hollow at first, but then the truth of what Finn was saying finally hit him. “Damn.”

      “Yeah.” Finn took a long, slow drink, watching Mick over the bottle the whole time. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before continuing. “Can I ask you a hard question?”

      “What has the rest of this conversation been?”

      Finn laughed. “Didn’t you know you were coming to the Keys for kick-in-the-ass therapy?”

      “Not exactly.” Mick tipped his head forward. “Shoot. Hit me with your worst.”

      “Does your woman know you’re torn up like this inside?”

      No. And if he had anything to say about it, she wouldn’t. Ever. “It’s dark, you know? That guilt. Like I’m embarrassed to feel this way. But it’s hard to shake, too.”

      “I get that.” Finn spread his arms out wide. “I’m not judging, man. At all. Just talking it out.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Just remember, getting out of the military didn’t change your personality, and what you need. It’s in your blood, it’s who you are, and if you pretend otherwise, you’re never going to be satisfied with the new life you’re trying to create. It won’t be enough.”

      They sat like that for a few minutes, Mick stewing over his thought, Finn just watching the dogs in the nearby dog run.

      Then Finn stood and pointed to the kennel. “You want to see what we’re doing here?”

      “You bet.” Mick stood as well, promising himself that he’d leave as much of this shit behind him when he left again. It was time to step up and be all-the-way honest with Cara about who he was and what he wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mick returned to Miralinda late two nights later, he couldn’t find Cara anywhere.

      She wasn’t at home, or the plantation, and he even looked up the Historical Society and went by their offices. Closed up for the night.

      He’d promised her a week, but after spending two days getting some good sense knocked into him by Finn, he knew he couldn’t stay away that long.

      He didn’t need to stalk her, though, so he headed back to the plantation and tucked himself into his bunk.

      While he was gone, Will had arranged to officially rent the space from the estate, so Mick was a legal tenant. This was his home for the foreseeable future.

      In the morning he would see what he could do about getting a bigger bed.

      After his worn paperback copy of Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep smacked him in the face for the third time, he admitted he needed to just go the fuck to sleep.

      She’ll be around in the morning.

      He left his light on, though. Just in case.
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        * * *

      

      Cara’s heart swelled in her chest when she pulled into the estate in the middle of the night.

      A little bird had told her that Mick had landed at the airport, and when she got back from Sunshine Bay, Miralinda’s capital city, she came straight to him.

      Using a flashlight to light her way, she made her way through the garden. There was a faint glow in the front window, and when she opened the door she found the source—he’d left his lantern on and his door open.

      After slipping off her shoes, she kept silently into his room and lifted the soft sheet draped over his large, slumbering body.

      He needed a bigger bed. Maybe one that didn’t have a top bunk.

      “Cara?” he mumbled as she curved against his back.

      “Shhh, go back to sleep,” she whispered, kissing his back.

      “I couldn’t stay away.”

      “I know. I’m sorry I asked you to.”

      “Come here.” He rolled over and pulled her into his side. His voice was full of sleep and all his muscles were relaxed, and it was like being hugged by a giant, sweet teddy bear. “Just let me hold you.”

      An unexpected tear leaked out the corner of her eye as he quickly drifted off again, his arms now steel bands around her.

      She didn’t sleep much herself, which was totally fine, because when he woke up at the crack of dawn, she rose with him, and over coffee she told him her plan.

      “They can take it or leave it,” she said after explaining how she’d come to the realization that she didn’t need the Historical Society to do what she wanted to do with Villa Sucre.

      “Are you sure you can be that firm with them? It all sounds expensive.”

      She nodded. “And that’s where your friend comes in. The billionaire?”

      “He’s not exactly a billionaire,” Mick said, his lips twitching at the echo of his own threat.

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “I know. But his grandmother was, and there’s a butt load of money somewhere in that estate. So I think, and this is where you come in—we make a joint application to the executors. Will inherits the land, as it’s probably rightfully his, but the millworks and the main house are protected and supported by a trust. There’s enough land around, either that came with the property or that could be purchased adjacent to it, that he can build a modern training facility somewhere that doesn’t require demolishing those two buildings. And the trust would provide money, not just for repairs, but also fund an endowment that would support an ongoing living history project. And if we do that right, then the Tourism Board would provide an annual grant as well. Tax write-offs, charitable good will, and a tourist draw that goes beyond beach and pampering. It’s a win for everyone.”

      “You’ve thought this out.” He looked surprised, and then chagrined. “Of course you have. This is what you do, isn’t it?”

      It was what she’d wanted to do, but the Historical Society had never been interested. But now… she pressed her hands tighter around her coffee mug to keep her fingers from shaking. “When I was at school, I did a placement at an aboriginal village living museum. It was amazing. I don’t want to go off-island to have that kind of career opportunity again. I want to make my own opportunity, you know?”

      He looked at her for a long, stretched-out beat, then nodded. His cheeks had coloured a bit. “I do. And I wish I’d seen that before. It’s a brilliant solution, Cara. But more than that, I’m proud of you. I’ve spent the last couple of days with a friend of mine who’s built something really incredible in the Florida Keys. I want to do that here. With you. It would mean a lot to me to get this right.”

      Mick was talking about feelings? The world had tilted on its axis overnight. “That’s great,” she said softly. “So you had a good trip?”

      “If by good you mean humbling, then yes.” He gave her a rueful smile. “But at the end of it, inspiring as well. Finn reminded me that I need to find something I can fight for again. He’s struggling with his own demons, too, but he’s still putting one foot in front of the other. That’s what I need to do. That’s who I am—a fighter, a protector. Leaving you to do this on you own didn’t sit right with me. But I’m proud as hell that you dug deep and figured out what you wanted.”

      “I did.” God, that felt awesome to admit. “Still need to actually put the plan into action, though.”

      “We’ll do that together.”

      “I might need to quit my job.”

      “We can be unemployed together.”

      “I’m going to start a blog about this.”

      “You’re on your own for that. I prefer to lurk in the shadows of the internet.”

      “I know.” She let out a small squeak when he set down his mug and stood, rounding the table.

      “Cara…”

      “Yes?”

      “Were you spying on me?”

      “You were spying on me! You left my computer on after you looked in it.”

      “No, I definitely turned it off.”

      “Ah ha!” She slid off her chair and shifted it between them, laughing like an idiot when he lunged for her. “I tricked you into admitting you spied on me, though.”

      “Full points for trickery.” He snatched the chair from her grasp and shoved it out of the way.

      Three steps. Two steps.

      Bump. Her back hit the wall and Mick leaned in, trapping her against the rough wood. “Got you.”

      “Brute,” she whispered, her chest rising and falling between them.

      “Take me down, then,” he said quietly, gliding his fingertips along her jaw and down her neck. “Torture me until you get me to admit other things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I love you.” His eyes crinkled just a bit as he said it, suddenly sober again.

      Oh. She sucked in a breath and held it. He loved her?

      The four letter word she’d been holding in burst out of her so fast she barely heard herself say it back. “Love you too.”

      “Cara—”

      “I wanted to tell you the other night,” she said, the words still tumbling out of her mouth. “When we made love at my place. But it was too fast, too scary. So I didn’t say it then, but I do. Love you. So much.”

      “It is a little scary, isn’t it?”

      She nodded, pressing up on her toes. A kiss would make it better. A hug. Mick’s arms around her could keep any and all darkness at bay.

      He brushed his lips over hers, softly at first, then deeper, as they wound themselves around each other and filled in the rest of the conversation with their bodies.

      A very long hour later, they stumbled out of his bedroom for the second time that morning.

      Mick was in front of her, so when he stopped suddenly, a few feet into the common room, she bounced off his back. Solid as a rock, the man was. Great for mind-blowing sex. Not so great for walking into. “Babe?” she asked as she peeked her head around him.

      He was staring at the empty room.

      “What is it?”

      “Move in with me,” he said. “If you quit your job. You should move in with me. We can bring over the kitchen appliances from the main house, because they’re not historic, and while this place might have been kinda squashed for a full complement of staff, it would be a great house for two people.”

      “What about your friends when they get here?”

      He glanced down at her with an amused look on his face. “Seriously? They’re my brothers in all the ways that matter, but they don’t pull rank over the woman I love. They can sleep in town. Or in the main house if they promise not to damage it. Maybe in a tent in the ballroom.”

      She turned pink.

      “Or in Petite Ciotat. I think we’re going to need to radically revise our own business plan, and I bet you can help with that. But sooner or later, we’re going to need office space. Might as well be social and have it in town.”

      She straightened up and slid around him. That was as far as she got because he banded his arm around her waist, holding her close. She liked that. She loved him. It was actually a very simple decision to make.

      “Yes. I’ll move in with you. I’ll even bring my bed.”
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      He heard the front door open, and pictured Cara moving through their space as he listened to her steps.

      She’d moved into The Bunkhouse, as he’d officially re-named it with a sign he made out of driftwood, shortly after quitting her job with the Historical Society.

      It allowed her to save the money that she’d been spending on rent. And instead of buying a new bed, they now slept together in hers—in what turned out to be a pretty big bedroom once they threw out the bunk beds that had taken up a lot of valuable floor real-estate.

      It had just been a few weeks, but they already flowed around each other like they’d shared a space for ages.

      “Mick?” she called out.

      “In here,” he shouted back.

      “Want a beer?” It had been a long, hard day of work for both of them.

      “Yeah, thanks!”

      The fridge door opened, then closed. God, he loved the sound of cold beer bottles clinking together. Loved it even more when he knew he was a few minutes away from sharing the end-of-the-day drink with his love.

      She appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, then started laughing. “You’re in the tub.”

      “Yes.” He grinned at her.

      Her eyes hooded as she took in the bubbles and his legs sticking out the end. “You’re naked.”

      “That’s the general idea when one takes a bath.” He swirled his hands through the steaming water. The bubbles shifted and she made a weak, gurgling sound that made him want to haul her into the tub with him.

      “I was just going…” She trailed off.

      “Cat got your tongue?”

      She gave him a smirk and propped her hands on her hips. “This isn’t fair.”

      He knew what she meant. She had to go into town. But he wanted to have a bubble bath with his woman. Town could wait. He gave her a look of pure innocence. “I spent all morning ripping shingles off the breakfast room. My muscles wanted a soak.”

      “With my cocoa butter bubble bath?”

      “It’s extra moisturizing.”

      “You know I can’t resist…” She stopped her foot. “Mick! This is cruel. I have to go run some errands.” She didn’t move.

      “You want to join me?”

      She yipped, a fucking adorable sound that primed his pump in a real way. Her eyes were wide as he settled his hands on the sides of the tub and lifted himself up a few inches. Her gaze darted from his mid-section, just barely still covered in bubbles, to his arms, and then as her cheeks turned red, back to the bubbles.

      He gave her another inch. Any second now, his cock would bob out of the water, and…

      She pulled off her tank top. “If I don’t get to the market before it closes, we’re having leftovers for dinner.”

      He waited until she shoved her shorts to the floor, then snagged her wrist and tugged her in. Her little white panties would look delectable when wet. See through and utterly erotic.

      “This bath isn’t about soaking your muscles at all, is it?” she murmured as he settled her in front of him.

      He scooped up some bubbles and used them to paint her pretty brown nipples, darker than the rest of her skin, but not by much. God, she was beautiful. “What?”

      “You’re incorrigible,” she said with a laugh that turned to a moan as his ministrations got a little rougher.

      “I’m in love,” he retorted. “It’s a new and amazing phenomenon. I’m still exploring all its many side benefits.”

      “Such as?”

      “Orgasms are better than drugs, did you know that?”
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      Cara would never tire of hearing that carefree, happy tone in her boyfriend’s voice. So different than the carefully laid-back but secretly guarded man who’d stormed into her life not that long ago.

      She grinned to herself. “Pretty sure you had orgasms before you met me.”

      “Pretty sure my hand doesn’t make me high, kitten.”

      She rolled her eyes, but she knew what he meant. There was definitely something intoxicating about the magic they made together.

      “Plus the after-effects last for days.”

      “How would you know? You’ve hardly gone days without another hit.”

      “I did that once. It was enough to know there’s an awful, miserable crash on day four.”

      She giggled. “Poor man.”

      “I know. Awful.”

      “So if I said I’d received an invitation to a conference in Denver and might be gone for a week or two?”

      “Really?” The joking tone in his voice dropped and he turned her around, sloshing water out of the tub. The lusty look on his face had been replaced by straight-up keen interest. “What kind of conference?”

      “An association of living history and farm museums. Someone found my blog and shared the link.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “What about your orgasms?” she asked, teasingly.

      “That’s what Skype is for.” He hauled her against him for a wet, splashy kiss. “Oh, kitten, I’m so proud of you.”

      She snorted. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “But you will. We will. And that’s amazing. It took me months to bounce back, barely—really, allow myself to be dragged back—from losing my career. You’ve hardly blinked.”

      “That’s because I didn’t lose anything at all,” she said softly. She nuzzled her nose against his, then slid closer again for another kiss, this one sweeter, and longer than the last. And then it wasn’t sweet at all, but slow and hot and dirty, and before she knew what was happening, he had her turned around, facing away from him.

      He teased her through her lace panties, then slid them to the side and entered her roughly—just the way she wanted it. He always knew.

      She gripped the side of the tub so hard her knuckles turned white, and still he moved her with him, filling her over and over again with his thickness.

      “Proud of you,” he muttered, his mouth plastered to the back of her neck, right beneath the curve of her hair that he’d shoved over her shoulder.

      His hands found her breasts and cupped them firmly as he picked up the pace, his body pressing against hers in a dozen different places, but she needed—

      “Touch yourself,” he growled.

      She bit her lip as she smiled. He always knew.

      Shifting her grip to balance on one hand, she reached between her legs, the warm water bouncing against her knuckles as she touched first him, then herself, where she stretched around his cock, and finally where she was most aroused.

      It didn’t take much. A few slow rolls over her aching clit and she started clenching around him, urging him—dragging him—into the abyss with her.

      “Well that was better than grocery shopping,” she finally said once they’d recovered and rinsed off, standing up and using the shower this time.

      He laughed. “I grabbed dinner stuff this morning. When I ran into town to drop off the building permit applications.”

      “You meanie!” she gasped. “And here I was feeling all conflicted and guilty, being a terrible housewife.”

      He kissed her soundly. “Never.”

      She climbed out of the tub and grabbed two towels—if she wasn’t contributing anything else to the care and order of their little home, at least she could do that small kindness for the man she loved. “I did cook for you once last week…” she said, squinting as she tried to remember if that was in fact true, or maybe just something she’d meant to do.

      She’d been so busy the last few weeks, diving headfirst into her new role, which was a bit of a work-in-progress, since her crazy boyfriend had offered her a job that didn’t exist, on a payroll funded by a guy who had no clue what was going on.

      And it had all worked out, somehow, miraculously, just fine.

      Except for the part where she remembered to buy groceries and make dinner.

      “You’re perfect,” Mick said with a satisfied grin as he wrapped his towel low around his hips. Her gaze tangled up on the deep vee carved between his lower abs and his hips. “And… eyes up here.” He winked. “I’m not a piece of meat, kitten.”

      “Maybe not, but you are very pretty.”

      He snorted. “Covered in scars?”

      “Every last inch a beautiful, wonderful man.” She tightened her own towel over her breasts and headed for the bedroom. There was something so lovely and intimate about getting dressed together.

      She tugged on shorts and a new tank top, then dropped a quick kiss on his shoulder as she cruised by to fix her hair before it got out of control. “What are we having for dinner, anyway?”

      He swung through the bathroom to collect their beer bottles. “Rice with peas and mango, chicken drumsticks.”

      “Yum.”

      He held up the beers. “You want to take a walk down to the beach with these while the chicken cooks?”

      “Sure.” She flashed him a smile from under her arms as she worked on twisting her hair back into decent looking spirals. Daphne’s hair cream was good, but it didn’t work magic if the frizz got out of control.

      He disappeared, and she heard some kitchen noises, but by the time she made it out to the living room, he was waiting for her with a little smile on his lips. “Ready?”

      “Yep.”

      He handed her beer over and they headed down the path to the beach, hand in hand.

      She kicked off her sandals as soon as they hit the white sand and he followed suit. They walked a little ways down the shoreline, but the jungle encroached on a headland not too far along, so they turned back, taking their time.

      When they got back to what she thought of as their beach, she sat down on a piece of driftwood and dug her toes into the sand. There was something soothing, healing about just sitting and listening to the waves. A sound as old as the ages, it whispered right into her heart that everything would work out.

      Mick watched her for a minute, then joined her on the log.

      “I went to see your mother yesterday,” he said quietly.

      “Oh?” Her mom had met Mick twice already—the first time right after Cara had told Mellie she was quitting her job. Her mother had stood up and insisted she be introduced to this man that made her daughter crazy in the head.

      But Mick had won Mellie over. Not enough to explain a spontaneous visit, but…Mick was that kind of guy. Sweet—deep down inside, anyway.

      “I was in town, and I thought…” He shrugged and mimicked what she was doing with her toes, burying his own in the sand beside her. “She said that when you were a kid, you used to talk turning Villa Sucre into a Bed & Breakfast.”

      She turned pink. “Yeah. It was a pipe dream.”

      “Any room for a B&B in the living history proposal?”

      Her heart rate picked up. “I don’t know.”

      “You should think about it. Might be a nice idea. We’re going to have to use one of the resorts on the other side of town. Could be good to have closer accommodation options as well.”

      She was already picturing the proposal. It would mean only doing re-enactments on the main floor, and they’d need to do something about the kitchen… She licked her lips. “What did my mother say?”

      He laughed. “You don’t want to ask her yourself?”

      God, her cheeks were warm now. “I don’t want to get her hopes up. If I did something like that, part of it would be for her, you know?”

      He nodded. “I know. One of the many things I love about you.”

      “My guilt over the fact that my mother still works as a maid?”

      “That you’re kind and giving and a good daughter.” He bumped his shoulder against hers. “She doesn’t stop talking about you, you know.”

      “Really?” Cara knew her mom was proud, but hearing it from Mick was something else. “Thank you.”

      He stood up and walked down toward the water. The sun was dropping fast behind them, and cast the entire sky pink and purple.

      He turned around. “I didn’t know,” he said, his voice carrying a bit.

      “What?”

      “That this was what I was looking for.” He came closer again. He was smiling, and it reached his eyes, softening his entire face. Still strong and capable, but he was also truly relaxed. It made her heart nearly explode from the joy of it.

      “Me too,” she said.

      He slowly sank to one knee, and her chest got even tighter as she watched him duck his head for a second, then look back up at her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I talked to your mom about something else,” he said slowly. She stood and walked toward him, her legs shaking. “I told her how much I love you. How I never want to let you go and I always want to be there for you.”

      “Oh, Mick…” She blinked back the tears. “You’re a crazy, wonderful man.”

      “So I don’t have a job,” he said with a laugh.

      “That’s okay, neither do I,” she whispered.

      “And I live in a shack.”

      “It’s got a beach.”

      “Filled with rocks.”

      “Keeps the tourists away.”

      “Good point.” He took a deep breath and pulled a thin gold ring from his pocket. She recognized it immediately. “That’s my mother’s engagement ring,” she said through the tears she couldn’t hold back any longer.

      “She thought that since I was a broke-ass American vet, she might do me a solid and let me use it to propose to you.”

      Cara hiccuped as she laughed. “She did not say that.”

      He shook her head. “No. She said that she didn’t regret a single day of her marriage to your father and that it would be foolish to wait until the right time. Life is short and love is precious. So Cara Levasseur, would you make me the happiest man on the planet and be my wife?”

      She nodded, over and over again, as she sank to her knees and threw her arms around his neck. “for richer and for poorer. I’ll marry you tomorrow, Mick Frasier.”
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      Thank you for reading RUINED BY THE SEAL!

      Keep reading in the Hot Caribbean Nights series… One-click BOUND BY THE SEAL, Arielle and Brayden’s book, next!

      

      Sometimes enemies make really fun bedmates…

      Navy SEAL Brayden Lucas assumes that when he detains a burglar at the Caribbean plantation he’s house-sitting, it’ll be a straightforward matter of figuring out who the would-be thief is and turning her in to the authorities if need be.

      That was before he tied her up, and they started talking.

      But the truth is there’s nothing straightforward about Arielle Day. Not the way she lights him up inside, or the secrets she’s obviously keeping.

      And nothing is going to stop Brayden from exploring the explosive chemistry between them…

      

      ONE CLICK BOUND BY THE SEAL NOW

      

      Turn the page for the the passionate story between a strong American architect and beautiful Giselle from Paris in HUSBAND MATERIAL.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Husband Material

          

          Raine Miller

        

      

    

    
      She left me the week before our wedding.

      Said I wasn't "husband material."

      Actually, I'd have to agree with my ex on that matter...because I'm just better off alone.

      But everything changed for me the day I met a mysterious beauty sketching on the beach.

      Giselle…

      We had one magical night together...and then she was gone—a French beach fairy who danced away with the dawn.

      I searched until I found her again.

      And now I can't let her go...because maybe I am husband material after all.
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      This is me breaking up with you. Enclosed is the ring that you made me pick out—alone. The same ring-choosing at Tiffany's you were an hour and ten-minutes late for.

      Yes, that's right, Gage, my dear uncaring asshat fiancé. I've left you, and this godforsaken beach shithole.

      We've reached the natural progression of all our fights, all your pointed silences, all your lame excuses. By now, it has to be fifty going on a hundred times you've sworn to change, sworn you're trying to open up to me. But I think we both know the indifferent mask you wear has become so ingrained it's a part of you now.

      Not to mention your zero consideration for me. You should know what I'm going to say here—because in the last two years, how many millions of occasions have I asked you to put your dirty socks in the hamper? But you haven't even been able to do that simple little thing. Asshole.

      And yes, what I found this morning–determined the end of this shitshow of a relationship. The sock that broke the loveless relationship's back. Fitting, in a sad way. Dirty weed-green socks flung in actual sneezing distance of the wicker hamper–the very one I bought with an easy-open lid just for you. I stared at those disgusting dirty socks and decided that I didn't want to do this anymore. Not with you.

      Because let's face it, this isn't just about socks. This is about respect. The respect you do not have for me, or my feelings in any way, shape, or form. But that's understandable considering your cold heart barely beats even on a good day. So, I've decided it's much better to do this now instead of later.

      Gage Danielson, I will not go through with a farce of a marriage like the one you proposed only from a dull sense of duty. Paul and Isa's wedding breaking down at the altar last month was like a last-minute-rescue-mission-wake-up call for me. I've realized I don't have to do this with you anymore. I don't have to marry a man who won't ever love me the way I deserve to be loved. You aren't husband material any more than your neurotic friend Paul is.

      Unlike you, work isn't my life. My life is my life, and I intend to keep it that way. And I intend to spend it with a man who loves me.

      Get ready for this next part.

      You know your friend Parker? Well, you successfully managed to ignore me so much that I ended up making him my friend too. The kind of friend you have naked sleepovers with.

      I would say I'm sorry and wish you the best, but let's not lie to each other.

      Not every man has what's necessary to be husband material. And since you're definitely not one of them, I guess you'd better get used to being alone...forever.

      -Cassidy
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      “The worst part is that she's right."

      I shook my head slowly.

      Before Gray could respond, I continued. "Near the end, it did get pretty bad. But still, I didn't see this train wreck coming."

      Gray ran a hand through his light brown hair, his eyes set obliquely to the left. "Must've been crazy rough, having to cancel that five-hundred-guest wedding she'd arranged down to the last pink peony and everything…"

      "Don't remind me."

      Gray had been one of the intended guests—my best man, in fact. He, along with Paul, and Reid, my other friends, and of course, good old Parker—trusted friend/fiancée stealer/MIA asshole of the year.

      My hands clasped into tensed fists on the table. How long? Cassidy said she'd finally given up on us that morning, so exactly how long had they been having their naked sleepovers? I shouldn't really give a fuck, but what—? Had the idiot planned to accept Cassidy as my wife and still fuck her on the side? He's more of a moron than I thought possible. A look around the restaurant provided nothing in the way of interesting distraction for me. Everything was too dully recognizable, from the cheery streams of sunlight filtering in through the wide-open windows to the faces of the patrons it illuminated. Vaguely familiar faces looking just as delighted to be here as I wasn't.

      Sure, it was good to see Gray, but the past weeks had been nothing short of hell on earth. Concerned calls from those I considered "close" alternating with judgmental and fucking obnoxious inquiries from far-off relations, and barely friends of my ex-fiancée streaming in on the regular.

      My parents and I weren't on speaking terms over it, and Cassidy had been true to her word. After her spiteful letter, I hadn't heard a single bitchy peep from her. Which I guess was good, all things considered. She'd actually disappeared from Charleston entirely. Was apparently sunning it up in Barbados with her asshole beau, which explained fuckhead Parker's absence.

      I tossed some water down my throat, careful not to slam the glass on the table with the anger I felt. "A fucking letter?" I swigged the ice around in my glass listlessly. "I guess I shouldn't be surprised I got the most overdramatic letter from a failed actress."

      Gray poured me some more water. "Please take comfort she did this before the ceremony, and you weren't in a tux in front of five hundred watchful wedding guests like Paul. You dodged that mess, at least.

      I smiled bitterly. "It's the little things, true. Just wish it wasn't my so-called friend who took my girl, you know?"

      "But did you really think of Cassidy as your girl, Gage? Not to be an asshole, but from where I was standing, she didn't make you happy. She was never…easygoing or…friendly."

      I got that Gray was trying his best to be diplomatic in saying that my ex was a fucking bitch most of the time. Honestly, I haven't mourned her departure. Have enjoyed the silence. He should, because diplomatic skills were burned into his DNA. Grayson T. Lash III was the grandson of a former POTUS and the current Attorney General of the great state of South Carolina. To me, he was just my friend since as long as I could remember. I shook my head, my eyes going to the corner of this place. Jazz Street, it was called. There was no actual jazz here and, to my knowledge, there never had been in its long and illustrious history, dating back a good hundred years. But Jazz Street did have good food, windows that looked toward the beach, and a decent wine list.

      Gray and I had come here more times than I could remember, right to this vaulted-ceiling corner with the slightly tippy table. Our usual spot for catching up on the latest news in our lives. He'd heard all about the perpetual Cassidy issues that had plagued my life over the last two years, so I figured it was past fucking time to find a new topic of conversation with one of my best friends, who also happened to be married to my cousin, Reese.

      "She's definitely right about one thing," I said suddenly. "I'm not husband material, and I think I'm meant to be single. For good."

      Chin in his hand, Gray tilted his head toward me, raising a brow.

      "I mean it." I chomped on an ice cube, annoyed. Already, I could guess what Gray's reaction would be. "I know how things ended up working out for you and Reese, but that's not in the cards for me. I thrive on working hard and, to be honest, I probably haven't viewed any of my relationships as more than a convenience for getting laid."  And I can't even remember the last time Cassidy and I fucked.

      Over the rim of his crystal glass, Gray regarded me. "Has it ever occurred to you that you haven't met the right person yet?"

      I shrugged. "With the number of women I've been with? No."

      The other part I didn't mention to him. That last line of Cassidy's hatefully penned rant, the one telling me to enjoy being alone forever. Reading that part had sent a shiver through me like the unmistakable precision of a very sharp fucking blade. An omen of sorts.

      My gaze absently left our table and spanned the familiar faces arranged within the white-walled, white-floored room. There was my old gym teacher, Mr. Cho Mi, with the perfectly spherical bald spot on his hair and too-bright, darting eyes. There was Laney, one of the many girls I'd dated, doing her best to keep her pointy chin turned well away from me. There was even a third cousin of mine, Paulina, who also wasn't looking at me, since she'd taken Cassidy's side in our breakup—for reasons that still escaped me, since they'd spoken to each other all of maybe two times.

      As I sucked on an ice cube, my gaze snagged on one of the last people I wanted to see.

      Mrs. Bardot–-aka—Cassidy's mom, whose stick up her ass was roughly the same size as her daughter's. Her chlorine-colored eyes locked on me with nothing short of absolute hatred. Perhaps I should have paid more attention to her, given that the apple certainly hadn't fallen far from the tree. And why the fuck is she angry with me? Cassidy fucked off and stopped the wedding.

      I emptied the rest of my water glass. "Think it's time to hit the waves."

      Gray shifted uneasily in his seat. "You okay?"

      I felt my brows knit in irritation. I'd always liked Gray's no-bullshit attitude. But ever since he and Reese had gone all BMCF—my business partner, Reid's cheeky invention, Best Married Couple Forever—he'd reached obnoxious heights of openness and transparency.

      Which meant that right now, he was annoying the shit out of me by asking a question I didn't want to answer.

      "You know, it's been four weeks since the letter." I picked up a napkin, tossed it up a few inches, then let it fall. "It still feels like yesterday."

      I squared my shoulders as I rose.

      There. I hadn't told the I'm fine lie. The one, which in the past month, had become my refrain to the point of sounding glib. But I hadn't told the truth either. I was fucking weeks, probably years away from fine. Because although I didn't miss Cassidy and knew I could get laid easily enough if I bothered to go out and find someone for the night, I didn't want to be alone forever. Which is possibly why I asked her to marry me in the first place. Idiot.

      "Gage," Gray said sharply.

      He smiled apologetically. "I am sorry. But you may want to stick around for another fifteen minutes or so."

      I eyed him warily. "Why?"

      He glanced at the door, then back at me. "It was Reid's idea. Lena's fresh out of her divorce, so we thought maybe that you two could…"

      I shook my head. "Oh hell, no."

      I'd heard enough horror stories through Reid to know that his psycho half-sister, no matter how chastised from her failed marriage she may have been, was the last thing I needed.

      Demanding and over the top were not things that would make me a happy camper right now.

      "Sorry, man." I tossed two twenties on the table. "But I've got to go. Glad we could meet while you were in town."

      I barely gave him time to say "Bye, Gage" before my legs rapidly weaved me past rows of round tables toward the door. I was practically through its heavy frame when I nearly collided with her.

      Lena raised her drawn-on eyebrows at me, to which I gave her a curt nod. She's lucky she'd even got that before I continued out the fucking door, the adrenaline ricocheting inside me fueling me forward.

      Most of my relationship with Cassidy had been on her terms, and I wasn't about to subject myself to that doomed experiment again. Over the course of the time we'd been together, Cassidy and I'd enjoyed weekly yell-fests, monthly breakup threats, and quarterly out-and-out walkouts. Cassidy had also been especially skilled at meticulously outlining every single one of my faults.

      Faults, which, as it turned out, were as numerous as the fucking stars in the solar system…apparently. Fucking socks on the floor? All her complaints had circled back to one overarching theme: I never opened up to her, and I hadn't truly appreciated her.

      Heading to my Mercedes-Maybach with the wise owl of hindsight on my shoulder, I had to admit it was possible that she'd had a point there. Whatever the case though, she should've made up her mind then—either accepted me for the disappointment I was—or left me a long fuckin' time ago. And it now makes me wonder if Parker is the first? Ah, who gives a fuck.

      Finally inside my car, I closed my eyes and pictured the beckoning vista of blue that awaited me to help me calm down before I started driving. When I opened them a minute later, I wasted no time in heading out. It was a twenty-minute drive to Folly Beach in low traffic, and no way did I want to be thinking of my dearly departed, bitchy ex for the duration.

      That was harder than it should be, though. This whole area was haunted by her to some degree—because we'd lived here together for two years.

      And yet, Charleston was my place, had been since I was a kid. As easy as it would have been to leave, it felt like there was something wordless tying me here—something like unfinished business. Or maybe it was because this was the only home I'd known, and that I'd designed the beach house I now lived in. Or rather in my ex's words: this godforsaken beach shithole. Again, I should be offended, but what-the-fuck-ever.

      Its location right on Folly Beach was perfect for surfing when I wasn't working. No way would I give that up because the woman I'd made the mistake of trying to build a life with had decided I wasn't husband material. She hadn't minded my money though. Cassidy had liked to spend it with gusto, so I hoped that fucker Parker was up to the challenge of credit limit increases on his Amex. I think the real beginning-of-the-end came when I asked her to sign the prenup. I'm not that dumb. I wouldn't have married her without it, and she must have known it.

      It was time to quit fucking crying over a girl that probably never even loved me anyway. Had I ever loved her, though?

      No, was the honest answer to that question.

      I was better off without her. Gray was right. I didn't miss Cassidy as much as I was furious about how she'd left me standing at the proverbial altar with my dick hanging out and thirty thousand dollars of non-refundable wedding cancellations. The blow to my ego in being dumped still stung, but I'd have to get over my butt hurt with that. I hadn't loved her any more than she'd loved me. Honestly, I doubted I’d ever fall in love. Maybe I was broken when it came to loving someone.

      Sometimes we all needed a sharp kick in the balls to move on, I thought as the water came into view. Taking my own sharp kick from the waves would do me the most good. And then? Forget the bitch, pay the debts, and move the fuck on with my life.

      Luckily, I'd been prepared when I'd met Gray at Jazz Street by wearing board shorts to our late lunch and taking my surfboard with me. As close a friend as Gray was, instinct had told me that our meal wouldn't go well. Probably because every time I met up with anyone these days, my failed wedding disaster cast an impossible-to-escape shadow over it.

      It cast a shadow over my thoughts these days, too. By now, thanks to Cassidy, I knew more about the dark side of women than I cared to.

      Ah yes, women.

      Why did we chase after them? Barely memorable sex? I couldn't remember the last time my cock had been in her mouth for longer than two seconds. Or the cordial treatment in public that was probably all an act in the first place. Her BFF girlfriends tittering as they shopped away our joint finances, in on the big bad secret—that they didn't need us as much as we needed them. Lies.  This was all a bored game for them, a hopeless clash of make-believe with reality. And, in the end, everyone lost. Their Disney Princess bubble view of men was burst, as was our hope for any companionship or comfort. I'd seen them, the longtime "tamed" husbands with the already-dead eyes. The last thing I wanted was to become one. She was right. I'm not husband material, and I never fucking will be. But I hoped she was wrong about the "being alone forever" thing. Wasn't it possible to have enough in a long-term relationship to keep me from being alone?

      Once I finally arrived at my house, I sat for a minute, taking a breath. Mental rants like this—against Cassidy and women in general—were happening more often than I'd like. It wasn't good for me. Maybe I needed to go on a vacation somewhere…Costa Rica, Bermuda…somewhere hot and sleepy where I could drink away my problems for a good week or three on a beach with some waves.

      Going on vacation right now wasn't an option with work. No, the closest thing I had to an escape was surfing, and I took it every chance I got.

      I made a beeline for my house, tossed my shirt and shoes inside, tucked my beloved Hypto Krypto under my arm, and I was good to go.

      Sinking my toes in the warm sand, my eyes closed with gratification.

      Yes.

      No matter what had happened before, things were going to be okay now. The ocean sent a beckoning finger of sea air up my nostrils. My eyes snapped open.

      It's time.

      Since it was the middle of a Wednesday afternoon, the beach was empty—just how I liked it. Perfect for how I surfed.

      Being out there alone with no one to be seen for miles made me feel like a king, one who tempted fate. Like a fearless explorer or adventurer. I'd loved Indiana Jones as a kid, and riding waves, which were as untamed a beast as Mother Nature gave us, was the closest I could get to my own modern-day adventure.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I strode into the water.

      Unhalting. The very best way to bear the uncomfortable cold shock of the water.

      As it mercilessly encased my legs in its icy tendrils, I soldiered ahead. This was how you dealt with the cold, literally and figuratively. The same way I'd been dealing with the separation. One day after the next, hurling myself into work with a more determined, single-minded drive than I'd ever had.

      Once the waves reached my waist, I clambered onto my board and started paddling to the approaching swells.

      And then suddenly, I was there. As I was lifted, I arched my back, hyper-focused on popping up. This was it. If I wasn't focused, the unsympathetic wave’s strength would slam me back down, mocking my paltry attempt.

      My squint of focus relaxed only slightly with the realization that I'd done it. I was riding the sea.

      Not conquering it but moving with it—in a synchronized dance between wave and man. Saltwater hung from my face and a far-off gull cry echoed in my ears, and yet none of it mattered in this, this single, perfect instant when I was immortal. When the mirage of life opened its shaded doors to me.

      And then the wave crashed, and I was freed, spewed out, to chase the next one. The next fleeting escape.

      The next hour was more of the same. The wash of water over my eyes and ears. The dives, the falls, the bravery. My head resting on my board. My feet held fast on my board, sailing on pure liquid rush. The closest I could get to walking on water.

      And then it was over.

      But my mind was the textbook definition of clear. Maybe even holy calm had been achieved. Like the waves and the daring of them had somehow sloshed the disturbing thoughts out of my head.

      No, there was only life, plain and simple and right. The cool lick of the water stroked my front, slipping down my body. The far-off wheeling seagulls, celebrating. The sweeping expanse of tan beach. Empty.

      Almost.

      Except her.

      A girl who was…beautiful and carefree…standing on the beach with the wind fluttering her sea-colored dress against her body and whipping her long dark-blonde hair across her face. She also looked straight at me as I came in from the water.

      Or did she?

      I craned my head over my shoulder, transported back to high school. One of the handful of times a hot girl—like Nina with her unsettling Spanish eyes, or Chelsey with her rainbow bracelets encircling each arm, or Jeanne with her tall boots on long lovely legs—waved at me, and I'd craned my head around my shoulder to confirm whether they were actually waving at me and not another uniformed boy with floppy hair in the mass of students.

      But this time, there was no one and nothing else in sight except for an orange buoy bobbing innocuously in the sea. Only…me.

      Catching my eye, a radiant smile emerged on the girl's face. She waved.

      I guess that was a yes?

      
        
        She was waving at me.
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      “How are you liking it?" Stupid thing to ask, but my mouth seemed to be in the mood for only doing stupid with her, so I just went with it.

      Her delicate fingers had formed a visor shading her from the sun as she peered up at me from where she was now sitting in the sand. "How am I liking what?"

      Blankly, I stared at her. Really, I'd meant the beach. But now that I saw she had an open notebook in her lap and a sharpened pencil in her hand, I wanted to know what the half-visible image on the paper was. And she clearly had an accent—French maybe—which for some reason made me want to get to know her even more.

      I gestured at her notebook. "How are you liking whatever you're doing?"

      She bit her lip into a grin, glancing down.

      When she aimed her dark eyes at me again, they carried the same radiance as her smile. "I love it."

      I stood there awkwardly for a minute, debating whether to press her when it was obvious she was sidestepping my question.

      With a half-smile and a toss of her head, she flicked her notebook to me, paper-side out. Striding forward and crouching down, I made out the drawing. A well-rendered sketch of Folly Beach showcasing some pumping waves and, what looked to be a small figure on a board.

      "Sorry." She turned the drawing back around. "I have been at this for ages, but still get self-conscious. Some people despise being drawn."

      Her pretty eyes flicked to me again, looking for some kind of a response.

      I shrugged. "I'm only the size of a paper clip in your sketch." As her cheeks colored, a tempting thought occurred to me. And again, my mouth took over speaking more stupid shit I couldn't take back. "Actually, I've never had my portrait done. It could be cool. I mean, I could sit here for you with my board…if you want." Your fucking mouth, dude.

      She paused, her gaze drifting away from me as she followed the undulating waves. Perhaps she sensed my innocent question was not all that innocent. I could see now that her blue dress was fishnet, with holes large enough for me to see the yellow bikini she wore underneath it. Plenty of her very lovely golden skin was visible too. I could sit and stare at her for a long time without getting bored. My view was certainly spectacular, and if she talked to me in that accent of hers while she drew, I'd like it even better.

      She surprised me though when she gave me a vigorous nod. "As long as you are fine with sitting for a long time. An hour at the very most least."

      The adorable double negative she added to the end of her sentence was the clincher for me…if I hadn't already been convinced. I slung my board down and sat beside it. "I've got time." And for some reason, for her, I do have time. It was as thought I’d slipped into an alternate reality. When had I ever answered, I’ve got time?

      Something I couldn't name drew me to this girl. I wasn't able to walk away. My feet would simply not fucking move even as my brain shouted for them to go. Because I needed to find out who she was. Why was she here? Where did she live? I needed to know so much more about this beautiful exotic girl with the Parisian lilt to her words and the sexy smile, who wanted to draw my portrait.

      Oh, yes.

      She stood abruptly. "In that case it would be better if we sit in the shade. I was only sitting here because it was the only place with a good view of the water."

      I swallowed back my grin at the purring quality of her "r"s, and got to my feet, gesturing with my hand. "There's a palm tree about a five-minute walk down that way. I'm Gage, by the way, and I live in that house over there." I pointed out my place for her, so she would feel—

      Feel what? Safer? Assured I wasn't a serial killer? I had no fucking idea what I was even doing with this girl. Offering myself as a sketch model for a stranger—because she waved at me on the beach? Sounded fucking dumb when I spelled it out in my head. But that's exactly what I'd done. Happily, too.

      Another brilliant smile lit up her face. "Gage, it is lovely to meet you. I am Giselle. Your plan is perfect."

      Perfect all right. And I fucking love your name.

      Five minutes later, my ass was planted in the sand with my surfboard across my knees and the mysterious Giselle studying me in silence.

      She ripped a piece of paper out of her sketchpad and placed it on top. Feeling oddly self-conscious, I scratched at the side of my neck and wondered if I was going to regret this. "Am I allowed to talk?"

      She fired back with a quick and firm, "No."

      The disappointment must have showed on my face, because she laughed. "Of course, it is permitted." She then added a playful pat to my hand.

      My dick twitched in my shorts and my hand tingled from her fingers, as I sat there and said…nothing. My brain needed to catch up—fucking quickly. This kind of shit did not happen to me. Pretty girls rendering me speechless with a simple touch to my hand and a few smiles? Not part of my universe. Could she be an alien female perhaps?

      Biting her lip and brushing a stray curl out of her face, she said, "In actual fact, it is probably quite a lot better if you do talk."

      "Great."

      It occurred to me that I had absolutely no idea what to say to her. Everything seemed hopelessly stupid and trite. So, I settled on the most hopelessly stupid and trite question of all. "You're not from here, are you?"

      Another laugh.

      She'd started on the actual sketching, and since it involved her coffee-colored eyes bowed to her work instead of inspecting every inch of me, my shoulders relaxed a little.

      "What gave me away?"

      I bit back "everything" and instead settled on, "Your dress."

      In a roundabout way, it was true. The style was way more bohemian and less buttoned-down than Charleston's usual beach-chic locals or its beach-casual tourists.

      She ran a hand over the fishnet material absently. "This dress I actually made myself." She smiled, drawing her arm down her body as if painting the picture of what she was saying. "Originally, when I saw this crazy too-large jumpsuit in the thrift shop, it looked so horrendous that I classed it as a lost cause. But something about the crochet fabric beckoned to me, so I bought it on a whim and decided to see what I could do with it."

      My eyes spanned the dress, but even more so what was underneath the dress, trying to imagine how the gorgeous result in front of me could've ever looked horrendous.

      "The material is very soft. Here, touch."

      She offered the hem of her dress. It felt kind of stiff and rough to me rather than soft, but I didn't want to sound rude. I hoped she was so entranced in her drawing, she couldn't see my reaction at exactly how un-soft her blue crochet dress felt.

      I caught her eyes sneaking my way before I clued in she was teasing me again. "Nice one," I said with a shake of my head.

      Pausing, she clapped her hands together as more laughter poured out. "Ah, sorry. I really ought to stop. It's just that everyone here is so polite, I can't help but to tease."

      Since I couldn't decide whether to be annoyed or intrigued, I settled on an easy laugh instead. "That's Charleston for you. Full of people who are polite to a fault."

      She focused on her notebook again, her pencil scrabbling away. "And you?"

      Her question caught me off guard, because I didn't want to talk about myself at all, but I couldn't deny her even the most basic of requests.

      "And me, what?" I asked, even though I knew what she wanted to know.

      Her eyes lifted momentarily from the sketch. "Are you like that too?"

      The hardened patch of sand where I was sitting started to dig into my ass.

      "It just helps," she explained. "For the portrait. I find knowing details about the sitter makes it easier to draw them. A more accurate portrayal, I guess."

      Her words reminded me of what I'd heard about how artists developed not just an eye for detail, but for people too. For seeing beneath the façade and finding the truth the faces might tell.

      "Doesn't your artist's eye tell you?" My question came out harsher than I intended.

      Another smile twitched at the corner of her mouth as she bit her bottom lip. "Yeah…so I think you are not."

      "Polite to a fault? Unfortunately, not. It's why I don't always get by so well here."

      "Then why do you stay?"

      I shrugged. "It's home. It's all I know. I've travelled, sure, but I've never really felt like I belonged anywhere else."

      "But you don't feel like you belong here either."

      A few beats of awkward silence. Then, seeming to believe she'd said something she shouldn't have, she bit her lip again and said, "Sorry."

      "Don't be sorry."

      Right now, Giselle's words were like addicting stabs. I wanted to see how deep they could cut me before I bled.

      "Tell me. Look and tell me. Tell me what you see."

      The startling intensity of her eyes made me almost want to avert my gaze. But looking iris-deep into them, I'd swear they weren't just the melted-chocolate color I'd noticed at first, but layers upon layers of browns, sparkling with passion that stirred me up and put fear into me at the same time.

      "Tell me," I urged, her silent stance suggesting she was considering it. "I can handle it, Giselle."

      Once again, our eyes met, and a shock of electric sensation zapped right through me.

      She shook her head. "I don't know. It's better when I don't only look, but also"—her head tipped down—"touch too."

      My cock heard her again, too, although I did my best to stifle it. The last thing I needed right now was to be flashing an erection while she had her attention fixed on me so diligently.

      "That's fine," I told her.

      She nodded, her eyes closing as her hands neared my face. Her fingertips gently slid up to my eyelids.

      "Eyes closed for you too, Gage. It is easier."

      I closed my eyes. Her hands started out on the rigid plane of my forehead, feeling out the strong brow bone my dad always used to boast about. Then they swept down, over my eyebrows. "You are a hard man. Closed off," she said softly, without a trace of judgment.

      Cassidy said the same thing.

      Even though I'd heard it many times before, coming from Giselle it didn't have the same sting.

      Her hands swept down to my cheekbones.

      "Proud."

      My faults were being revealed one by one underneath her busy fingers. Why couldn't she spot anything good? This subconscious bullshit was probably only revealing the many negatives she guessed about me. By now, Giselle probably had me pegged as a cocky, unfeeling, rich boy who wasn't interested in anything more than getting laid.

      It's true though.

      When her fingers swept down around my eyes, however, she paused. "Sad." The word came out, softly, a little unwillingly.

      My eyes snapped open as I ripped my face away from her hands.

      Giselle blinked at me, as if startled from a deep trance. Her cheeks were now beet red.

      "Sorry," she said again.

      I shook my head, stretched out my arms, and rubbed at my temples. "You don't have to keep apologizing. I asked you to tell me. I was just…getting uncomfortable being in one position for so long."

      Lame.

      She nodded wordlessly, clearly seeing right through my obvious lie. But was it enough to have her make an excuse and leave my pathetic ass on the beach?

      I didn't want her to leave, though.

      "I'm sorry." I'd said those two words to Cassidy countless times but they sounded foreign on my lips when saying them to her. "I'm just not used to—"

      "People just saying what they think?"

      Another soft smile from her had me studying the sand where her toes were buried, the soft grains partially obscuring her feet at the end of her long lovely legs. "Yeah. It's a bit disarming…but I don't want you to stop doing it."

      "Oh." Her lips formed an O in surprise. "And…you also wish for me to keep on drawing you?" She blushed as she asked the question.

      "Yes. Please."

      The next few minutes, she worked in concentrated silence. Although I was itching to talk to her, I kept quiet, figuring I'd blabbed enough already. But when she lifted a hand to twirl a strand of hair absently, revealing a vibrant wrist tattoo, I couldn't resist.

      "What's that?"

      She glanced down. "Oh, this?" Smiling, she lifted her wrist, so it was inches away from my face.

      Many shades of color: azures, amethysts and every hue in between, expertly twined together into what looked to be a tiny sparrow. "I guess it is my spirit animal, you could say."

      Above the colorful bird was the sweeping script of an N, and then below an F.

      "Those letters, are they a French form of the compass?"

      Giselle withdrew her wrist to hold it close to her. "My French accent is that much of a giveaway, yes?" she asked after a minute, with a little smile.

      I nodded. She didn't say anything, though, and got back to her sketching. Apparently Giselle was the only one who got to dig deep.

      "Do the letters stand for 'never fear'?"

      As she glanced up, I caught the beginnings of a smile and then…sadness. I kept my gaze steady and determined, though. So far, Giselle had been the one leading and guiding our conversation. Now it was my turn.

      "You are close. It's for 'never forget,'" she said after a minute, her eyes growing more distant.

      As if sensing my next question, she explained, "It is reminder. For why I left home. Why I came here."

      By now, she looked so distraught that I only wanted to take her in my arms and comfort her. Instead, frustration thrummed in me—at myself, for prying where I shouldn't have.

      "Listen, Giselle…" I took her hand. "I—"

      And then, a gust of wind snatched her drawing away. As it sailed through the air, Giselle leapt up, taking off after it. "Merde!"

      I scrambled up and after her, already several paces behind. Suddenly, with a cry, Giselle toppled to the sand.

      When I reached her, her foot was clasped in her hands and her toe was streaming blood.

      "Shit. Are you all right?"

      Giselle shot a glare at the nearby rock jutting up from the sand responsible for her injury. Then, she tossed a wistful look over her shoulder as the wind whisked the paper out of sight. "Looks like that is the end of your portrait, Gage."

      Her jaw set in pain, as I looked around for something to wrap her toe in. The best option was a piece of palm leaf from the nearby tree. She barely made a noise while I fiddled with the leaf. Cassidy would have been crying blue murder, demanding to sue the beach for a hidden rock. Although, she’d never allow sand to get between her manicured toes, so I guessed that point was moot. Yet, Giselle was quiet. Fearless. I tied the leaf around her foot twice, but despite the way I bound it, red blood still seeped through my makeshift bandage. Should I take her to my place for some proper first aid?

      She gave a small, bitter laugh. "Ought to have been more careful. I am one for the mishaps. And then there is the whole name of this beach."

      Despite the situation, I found myself smirking. "Folly Beach, yeah."

      I made up my mind.

      Before I could think about it, I grabbed my surfboard and swept her up in my arms. There was a second or two of a communal balancing act—but she ended up higher in my arms, and my Hypto Krypto in hers. It would work.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Taking you to my house. The hospital is a good thirty minutes away, and even if you just want to go to a drugstore, that's a twenty-minute walk. My house is about five."

      Giselle relaxed in my arms. "All righty then." She peeled her eyes away from the reds and pinks the setting sun was flinging into the sky and aimed a testy look up to me. "Promise me you are not an absurdly attractive axe murderer?" Absurdly attractive axe murderer? Where have you come from, Giselle?

      I gave her a small squeeze. "Promise."

      Our eyes locked together.

      Adrenaline flowed through my veins as we returned to her notebook underneath the palm tree. We gathered up everything a second time between us, and I carried her to my beach house.

      Except this time as I walked, "absurdly attractive axe murderer" ran through my head like an addictive sort of tongue twister.

      And she is an alluring, French beach fairy.
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      “So, we have pink, blue, or regular old white."

      At the kitchen table with her injured foot propped up on a dinner plate, Giselle tilted her head at me quizzically.

      "Bandages," I said, holding up the three cloths.

      I left it at that. I wasn't going to explain how my ex was the reason I had pink and blue cloth bandages in the first aid kit. She was a smart girl, and probably had already figured it out anyway in the time it took me throw on jeans and T-shirt. Even though I loathed the feel of salty skin under clothes, I’d shower later. Right now, I had a beautiful woman in pain to tend to. She crinkled her nose at me and said, "What the hell, I choose pink."

      Fuckin’ adorable.

      After inspecting and cleaning her cut, the injury didn't look quite as bad as I'd originally thought, so a simple wrapping over some antibacterial would probably best do the job. If her toe was broken, then time was the only thing to heal it. Thankfully it wasn't her big toe that had taken the blow against the rock. I could feel her eyes on me as I worked, so I looked up and gave her a smile. She'd given me so many. Smiles. In a short time, I'd become rather addicted to Giselle's smiles. I didn't have a lot of experience with smiling women—any really—but I knew enough to understand that I liked them from her. A whole fucking lot.

      "What?" she asked.

      "Your English." I made the final wrap-around before tucking the excess pink fabric in. "How'd you learn to speak English so well?"

      "Oh that," she said sweeping out her hand. "I was just a nerd, I suppose. Ever since I was small, my dream was to see with my own eyes the America I'd read about in my textbooks and seen in the movies. The America with the mint-green goddess of Liberty, the delicious apple pie, and where everyone was so loud and wild and raw. So, in class I was one of the few ones who paid attention and studied on my own. And so"—she cracked a smile—"here I am."

      "Is it what you expected?"

      Her head shake was decisive. "Nope."

      But that still hadn't told me what I really wanted to know. "Why here, though? Charleston, hell—or even South Carolina for that matter—isn't exactly on most foreign traveler's top ten."

      "I already did check out New York City and Boston.” She made a quick sequence of finger tapping, from her thumb to her pinky, as if that was how fast her trip had gone by. "Anyway, I ran out of money and was tired of all the city, city, cities. I wanted somewhere more quiet…on a beach. Like Cannes in France, but small."

      "You choose well then. Guess your English lessons paid off."

      Her eyes lit up with mischief. "Not exactly. Our English classes themselves were trash—all Disney movies, and mocking whatever the teacher said to us. It was more my stubborn pigheadedness, as my père used to say, that got me anywhere, and studying at home with Brynne, an American university student who lived with us in Paris. I did my lessons with her. Things like that."

      I nodded. "The French classes at the private school I went to were pretty much trash too. I mean, don't get me wrong, the teachers really tried. But I think it's like you said, most of us kids just weren't interested. My French exam in the twelfth grade was passed by the slimmest of margins—sixty-one percent and only by writing Dr. & Mrs. Vandertramp on my frog eraser."

      Giselle stuck out her bottom lip at me in a pout. "Alors tu ne peux pas parler à moi?"

      My blank stare probably said it all, as my dismal years of primary French failed to comprehend what she'd said. "Uh, bonjour?"

      Giselle threw her head back and laughed, the deep rumble making her body shake all the way from the long length of her dark golden hair down to her delicate tan feet. After few seconds, she paused. Sticking up the big pink mummified creation that was her middle toe, she wiggled it, and laughed some more. "It is like a big pink marshmallow."

      "Just don't go eating it," I said wryly, seeing that she did have a point.

      She stuck her tongue out at me playfully, and then it hit me. "Hey, you must be hungry. Sorry, I didn't even think to ask."

      Giselle nodded her head up and down dramatically. "The worst host, you are."

      Her frown held for a quarter of a second before it cracked, letting loose another peal of laughter. "Although I would appreciate anything you have, really." Her smile sheepish, she added, "When I get into drawing like I do, I often forget to eat."

      I strode over to the pantry and then looked back over at her. "I don't know. I feel like I really have to live up to this worst host thing." I wasn't one to tease in conversation, but with her it felt very natural. Easy.

      Our eyes locked on to each other's in a sort of sarcastic staring contest. What were we even doing here?

      Crossing her arms across her chest, Giselle flicked her head in a sideways uncaring motion. "At least when I die of starvation, you will not have to waste any more of your beloved pink bandages on my corpse."

      Opening the cupboard, I retrieved a package and tossed it at her. "That should hold off your starvation for at least another hour or two."

      She caught the bag of giant marshmallows and set it on the table with a grin. "My subconscious powers of suggestion worked."

      I nodded, sitting at the table. "You're lucky you didn't say your bandage looked like a mushroom, because I have some of those too."

      She wrinkled her nose adorably.

      I noticed our feet were touching under the table. Giselle's good foot had draped lazily down and was now resting against mine. She didn't try to move it either, as she busied herself with trying to open the bag of marshmallows.

      Frustrated, she shoved the bag over to me. "If you meant to mock me by providing me with a marshmallow bag that doesn’t open, congratulations, you have succeeded."

      With one quick rip I tore open the bag and tossed a marshmallow her way.

      Giselle jerked toward it and caught the marshmallow neatly in her mouth.

      Impressive.

      As she chewed, she winked at me, with what was most certainly a surprised expression on my face. "Drawing is not my only skill."

      "That's obvious." Her words sent a stroke of excitement down to my cock, keeping me on the edge. Just being around this unexpected woman, I sensed there was more truth to her words than even she herself realized. What would it be like to be where that marshmallow was right now…pressed against her rosy lips? Having her tongue moving against me…licking and sucking. Shit.

      Something soft hit the side of my face. Giselle's expression of pure innocence changed to disbelieving when I picked up the marshmallow she'd thrown and tossed the entire thing in my mouth.

      "How?"

      As her brown eyes widened, I managed to squeeze another giant one into my mouth and kept on chewing.

      As she raised her half-eaten marshmallow and pointed at my mouth expectantly, I shook my head and mumbled, "Hink hat's it."

      Lips pursed, Giselle leaned over, steadying herself on the table with the hand that wasn't clasping her own half of a marshmallow.

      Determined, she mashed her marshmallow half into my already stuffed mouth slowly. The whole process was as sexy as fuck, and I did not stop her. Couldn't. Once finished, she clapped her hands together. "Ha!"

      Her eyes dipped to my lips, paused. Our eyes met and held. Every atom in me urged me to lunge forward and press my marshmallow-coated lips to hers.

      But I didn't.

      I got up from my chair instead and strode over to the sink, cranked on the faucet, and shoved my hands under the cold stream. This was not for the purpose of cleaning my sticky fingers or mouth, but actually to force myself into some space and perspective.

      I'd just met this girl, and she was clearly in a vulnerable situation with an injured foot. Whatever my simmering mental state, right now wasn't the time to act upon my urges with a total stranger.

      But right now, I did have Giselle sitting at my kitchen table, with her features set into what looked to be pain.

      "You okay?" I asked.

      She mustered up an unconvincing smile. "I will live."

      I felt a bit helpless, and it was fucking frustrating seeing her this way. "In France, what do they do for pain? Like, to take your mind off it?"

      A smile lit in her eyes. "The same way I presume they do here in America."

      I liked the sound of this already. "Oh?"

      She glanced down, her cheeks blushing pink. "Wine."

      She looked back at me, meeting my gaze brazenly this time. For what seemed like one long dreamlike minute, we stared at each other. Was it just my imagination? Or did Giselle have more than a fair idea of what I'd like to do with her? Maybe something she wanted…too.

      She was the first to tear her eyes away. "Sorry. That was a bit assuming of me, asking for wine after you have been so generous and accommodating already. You do not have to. In fact, forget about it."

      I'd already made my way to the wine cupboard, though. "You don't have to apologize for anything. Before I met you, I'd had a shit day myself. Some wine would be an excellent way to top off the night. I'll even throw in cheese and crackers while I'm at it to show you my social skills aren’t a complete waste of—"

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized I couldn't just toss her out onto the beach when we were finished drinking the wine. She didn't have a car or a way to get home that I knew of, and she wasn't walking back in the dark with an injured foot.

      "Would you like me to drive you where you're staying?"

      She shook her head no.

      "Sorry, I didn't even ask you about that before I brought you here. I forgot—I don't even know where you live." My rambling seemed to do nothing in the way of earning me any more information from her, so I finished it by making her an offer. "Although, you're more than welcome to stay here too, if you'd prefer." Oh, that's smart, asshole.

      Yet I really wanted her to say yes. What the fuck, man.

      Giselle looked past me. "Whatever is easiest for you is perfect for me."

      My decision was big, significant—and yet I made it in a split-second, sensing that if I pondered for a second longer then I wouldn't firm up the offer. I didn't invite women to my house to stay the night. Ever. Not even pre-Cassidy.

      "Then you can stay. But I only have one bedroom furnished at the moment, so I'll sleep on the couch."

      At this, Giselle firmly shook her head no. "It would be impossible for me to stay if you did that. Please, let me have the couch. These past few months I have slept on the odd couch for a night or two when necessary, and in horribly crummy hostile beds that are like glorified sacks of potatoes."

      I tried to bite back my grin…and failed.

      "What is so amusing to you, Gage?"

      You. Everything you say. The way you are.

      "Just, the beds. Did you mean hostel beds, or were the beds themselves actually hostile to you?"

      Hearing her mistake, Giselle giggled while I scanned the bottles in the wine case carefully. "How does Château Margaux 2010 sound?"

      Giselle clapped a hand to her lips. "Oh no, I could never. That wine is…rare and very expensive."

      She was right…and knowledgeable about wine. Cassidy's parents had gifted us the bottle. A thousand-dollar bottle of cabernet to enjoy on our honeymoon. In the madness of the wedding cancellation and shipping out Cassidy's things, I'd forgotten about it. And nobody had asked for it back, so they’d probably thought it was tainted from its original purpose. Good thing I didn't share their sentiments.

      I set it on the marble countertop and popped the cork, pouring two glasses and then handing her one. "I think you can, Giselle. Enjoy it while I set up the rest of our night-time feast."

      Smiling slightly, she accepted her glass without a word.

      When I returned with the cheese and crackers, I didn't miss her wince of pain as she got up and tried to follow me. I glanced to the adjoined living room. "Here, let's get you on the couch now."

      She made no protest as I swept her up again and carried her over, although she did let out a small exhale of surprise. "You made that look very simple."

      That's because it is. I set her down on the suede cushions, grinning like an idiot. "I'm sure if you went to the gym as much as I do…plus, you are easy to carry." I’ve never carried a woman like this. For some insane reason, it felt right. She felt right in my arms.

      "Ha." Giselle threw up a hand. "Do not lie."

      "I'm not lying," I said, passing her glass to her and depositing myself on the opposite end of the couch.

      I was far enough away that when she lifted her glass to make a toast, I had to really reach in order to clink my glass to hers. "To a failed drawing, but a successful evening nonetheless, yes?" she said.

      I nodded slowly and tasted my wine. We stared at each other, shared shy smiles, and mostly said nothing. Right now, in the warm, dim lights of my living room, she was all I could see. In her blue dress, with her golden skin and long silky hair—a contrast to the soft tone of my sofa—she looked…beautiful. Perfect. Like there was nothing else in the room to look at but her. It took all of my self-control not to kiss her.

      So, we sipped and ate in a comfortable silence instead. As the clock ticked out the minutes, I pushed away a hundred different comments and excuses to talk to her, because sitting beside her like this was amazing. Not in any way awkward. Giselle was simply easy to be with, and I didn't want the moment to end.

      "Gage?"

      "Yes?"

      Seeing her glass was empty, I reached for the bottle to refill her glass, but she declined with a sad smile.

      "This has been more than enough. It has been months, to tell you the truth. I-I…" She shook her head, and another sad smile appeared on her lovely face. "No matter. The point is"—she met my eyes and bit on her luscious bottom lip again—"I really just want to thank you…for your incredible kindness today."

      I tried to keep my focus on her eyes and not the distracting lip-biting thing she did so well. "Of course." Right this second, every part of me was screaming to move closer to her, to meet those lips of hers that looked so delicious.

      Instead, I got up from the sofa and made my way to the kitchen with the cheese plate and the half-empty bottle. "Tomorrow, I've got an early morning. Should probably be getting to bed." It was a lie, though. You're a pussy.

      But what the hell was I supposed to do? Giselle was essentially a stranger. She probably didn’t want some horny American guy leering at her. Let along touching her. Kissing her. Tasting her.

      Oh fuck. Yeah, you’re still a pussy.

      "Oh. Of course," she said, her tone quiet, unassuming…possibly disappointed even. I refused to look her way. The next words she spoke to me were dismissive, coming from a stranger's voice. "You may turn off the light on your way up."

      No.

      Frustration rattled through me as I snapped off the light switch. I was halfway to the staircase when she said, "And Gage?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Can you come back for a moment? There is just one more thing I want to say to you."

      Caution had every hair on my body standing on end, but now that my feet had been given permission to do what they'd been itching to for hours, they strode back to her obediently.

      As I stood behind the couch and she peered up at me, I came to another realization. In the moonlight, her features had assumed an almost mystical clarity, as if this were her intended state all along. Like she was always meant to be here in my house, on my sofa, staring up at me, wanting me to be with her. There couldn't be any other reason.

      "Closer," her whisper commanded. So, I dipped my head down slightly, allowing the last of my good sense to give the fuck up in defeat.

      She beckoned me again, and again I leaned in closer.

      And even closer still, until any kind of retreat had become a ridiculous impossibility.

      As her luscious lips swept up to mine, in the instant before they met, she murmured, "I want to kiss you good night."
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      Her lips against mine were the absolute end of it. The end of my self-control. The end of dancing around the intense attraction we both felt. One movement followed another, all joined in a matrix of predictability.

      The initial soft crush of her lips to mine doomed me. Without a trace of uncertainty, Giselle knew what she was doing, and what she wanted. She wanted me. I wanted her too, but it was more a realization on my part that our first kiss changed something inside me. I couldn't explain it, but I certainly felt whatever it was, wrapping around me, growing and building as our lips moved together. Her tongue dove in to tease with mine, darting in and out of my mouth, leading me on a wild chase that only ramped me up more.

      By the time I'd clambered onto the couch with her, our hands were all over each other as if we both already knew the landscape. Although her crochet dress seemed impossibly hole-filled, and my fingertips kept getting snagged in the threads as I stroked over her beautiful body. If it bothered Giselle, she didn't let on. Her own hands were dipping underneath my shirt to sear into my skin. We both pushed, sought to be closer. Needed our skin to be touching.

      I whipped my shirt over my head and tossed it. With that useless obstruction gone, her palms pressed along the contours of my chest as if she were a sculptor hand-fashioning her creation—molding the clay to her will—and I was her clay. Willingly.

      I let her touch me. I would have done anything she wanted from me in this moment. In the pale darkness, my hands spanned her breasts over the dress. God, I wanted it all off so I could see her in the moonlight. I didn't ask. I sat her up and swept the dress over her head without a word.

      Silent, sexy Giselle was apparently in agreement with me, because as soon as the dress was off her body she brought her hands to the back of her neck…and pulled on the tie that held the top of her bathing suit up. The two yellow halves separated as gravity took over and revealed the most magnificent tits I'd ever seen…or imagined. Fucking gorgeous.

      Two gloriously full mounds with dark pink nipples tightened into buds. When I cupped them, she shivered…or maybe that was me. They felt exquisitely soft, and in desperate need of being kissed and sucked and licked.

      As my lips dipped to those awaiting nipples, I heard the words that made my already rock-hard dick gunning to escape from my jeans. "Oh, oui."

      I almost came.

      Those two words from her did something to me.

      With my lips sucking on her nipples, her fingertips found their way through my hair as we battled it out. She arched her back and moaned in French. Yes, she fucking did. Giselle's lovely moans and sighs and whimpers were clearly voiced to me in French…rather than English. This was something I understood as clearly as my name.

      The pebbled bud of her nipple and the softness below felt so good in my mouth as I sucked on it, I didn't think I could pull away. I forced myself to move to the other side with a groan of my own. Closing my palm around the first breast, I tugged on the nipple while I sucked on her new one. I might be at this for hours. How would it be possible to get enough of her perfect, gorgeous tits?

      As another shiver ripped through her—along with more whines in French—I knew I was doing what she liked. Her reactions to my kisses and touches did wonderful things for my ego. Seeing her in such a state of abandonment pushed me to ask for more.

      My hands went to her sides and then down her long, lovely legs before pausing.

      Her eyes fluttered open only for an instant, one brow cocked, as if asking me, "What are you waiting for?"

      I didn't need to voice my answer, because my hands were already stroking the inside of her thighs and up and up…until they stopped at her bikini bottoms—a yellow frill of fabric that was wonderfully wet right where it should be.

      Christ. She’s not faking this. She’s turned on. Fuck, yes. As we continued eye-fucking, my fingers explored. First, rubbing over the outside of the wet fabric covering her pussy, and enjoying the shudder that swept through her whole body. The eager part of me wanted to yank those yellow bottoms down her legs to see the full glory of her. But the other hungry part didn't want to pause for a second, didn't want any chance of slowing down, ruining this. No. It was too perfect right now. She's too perfect to be real.

      As our lips twisted and my tongue claimed her mouth with a foreshadowing of what I'd be doing later with my cock below, I dared to dip my hand under the fabric to bury my fingers in her wet heat.

      Giselle moaned decadently into my mouth.

      I barely noticed my jeans being tugged, because my fingers were busy sliding into her incredibly tight, warm pussy. As she clenched around my two fingers, I felt my jeans pushed down. Clearly Giselle's clever work if the woozy smile on her lips was any indication.

      I countered that by wrenching her bikini bottoms down to her feet. With one sweep of her foot, she propelled them through the air.

      We followed the path with our eyes and saw where they landed with a soft swish onto my coffee table. Then we looked back at each other, and burst into laughter. For a fleeting second, it was almost as though things were innocent like before. Like this was our secret dream or fantasy nobody would ever know except for the two of us.

      But then I looked at her—completely naked, spectacular, and ready to be fucked by me—and I was lost again. Her clever hands gripped the waistband of my briefs and dragged those fuckers down my legs. As my cock dipped up and Giselle's mouth formed an O, I knew something was different. I couldn’t explain what I felt, but I recognized this experience as something new.

      When the final barrier between was gone, our bodies collided into each other. Breasts to chest, lips to neck, hip to hip. Hands went everywhere. Long, golden hair became tangled in my fingers as I held her down and sucked on her tits again.

      When my hard cock kissed in between her legs, my eyes snapped open at the same time hers did. One look at those parted lips and heaving chest, and I knew it was time. "I have to get a condom. Don't move, gorgeous." I kissed her quickly on the lips and hauled myself off her. Fucking worst torture ever. Stumbling around in the dark for a condom took too long, but I finally managed to find one and roll it onto my aching cock.

      She held both arms out to me in the sweetest welcome. As I eased myself on top of her, she adjusted for me, opening her legs to allow for the perfect fit of our bodies. I fell into another deeper kiss, but I couldn't quite shut my eyes. No, I needed to see the expression on her face when I first slid inside her.

      I watched the head of my cock sink into her pretty pussy and kept going. As I penetrated her more deeply, her whole face slackened in pleasure. Her half-lidded eyes looked at me in urgent need.

      Because it felt So. Fucking. Good. with her.

      And with every one of my strokes, her whole body responded, thrumming with the same frenetic energy consuming me—almost as if her body couldn't bear a feeling this good or might burst from the impossible joy of it.

      With every one of my thrusts she lifted and twisted to meet it. Every single slide into her depths was a new surge of ecstasy. My actions were less than conscious, urges acting out of their own accord, using our bodies for their purposes. And still, I couldn't close my eyes.

      With hers still half open and her parted lips moaning sighs and gasping in French, she was as into watching us fuck as I was.

      Was out of my hands anyway. I couldn't take my eyes off her.

      Normally, I'm seized with urgency while fucking. Throwing myself into one position after the next, trying to fulfill every desire as much as physically possible. But this time, with Giselle, this was enough. In and out. Farther and deeper and hotter. It felt like we were perfecting the act together. Like anything more, any subtle change would've taken away from the perfection. As if this intense physical connection was all we needed…or would ever need..

      Already, I felt like I was going to lose it. Clenching my teeth together, I focused control on holding off as long as possible; but when my thrusts became sharper and hungrier, when my pace rocketed to top level and the cries falling from her lips joined mine into one breathless call, I knew it was time to make her come.

      My hands found her tits and squeezed as I drilled into her, urging her on and on and on…until she broke apart for me. She was beautiful as she came. Beautiful to feel, too. I felt her pussy begin to spasm and clutch at my cock so tightly it almost couldn't be real. Her whole body went rigid and then started to shake as her climax took her over. Magical words fell from her lips, "Oh, oui…oui…oui!"

      Words, which became a perfect trigger for me, sent my own orgasm crashing down with exquisite brutal intensity right behind hers. As I emptied into her, she thrashed and arched against me—the beautiful wildness of her body in the throes of passion something I never wanted to forget. I wouldn't ever forget this moment with her.

      And then, all there was left to do was hold and kiss her until the aftershocks faded and we could breathe again. I managed to ditch the condom and settle us under the afghan I pulled from the back of the couch. I drew her close and breathed in the sweetness of her perfume mixed with the unmistakable scent of amazing and superb fucking. Intense, exceptional, unsurpassed fucking.

      Our arms and legs were tangled together peacefully when the warm blanket of sleep finally settled over me.
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      I woke up alone in my quiet house.

      Sitting straight up, I rubbed my eyes and studied my surroundings. The fact I'd slept naked on the couch confirmed that the wild romp with Giselle last night actually had happened.

      I called her name.

      Silence.

      I didn't see her yellow bikini or her blue dress anywhere either. Would she have gone without saying something? I didn't think so, but then I didn't really know anything about the woman I'd spent my night with, other than how amazing she’d felt in my arms while I was inside her. I didn't even know her last fucking name let alone her number.

      I grabbed my jeans from the floor, pulled them on…and went searching, chastising myself the whole way.

      You met a pretty French artist and lost your shit completely.

      Yep. Pretty much that.

      I'd only known her one meager day. My anticipation of seeing her again was probably just the aftereffect of how great the sex had been.

      I told myself that as I stormed through my house searching for her. The only visible trace that she'd been here was the bag of marshmallows on the table and the two empty wineglasses by the sink.

      Heading outside, I scanned up and down the beach, hoping she might be sketching another picture there.

      She wasn't.

      Giselle was gone, and she'd left me with absolutely no way to reach her.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      I retraced my steps with her from yesterday in an attempt to dislodge the growing certainty that Giselle really had just up and left after our amazing night together.

      I spent the next hours in a determined blur trying to find her. That my French friend had really left without saying goodbye didn't seem possible. I felt sort of locked in motion; threading my way from one unlikely spot to another, figuring eventually that I'd find her at one of them.

      I stopped by the nearby BLU restaurant, the Surf Bar, then back to the house, then drove into town to do the rounds. I hit up the usual public places. The Main County Public Library. The City Market. Even freaking D'Alessandro's Pizza. And at every single one of them, it was the same story.

      "Long dark blonde hair and wearing a blue crochet dress? Nope, haven't seeing her. Why do you ask?"

      Each time the question was asked by well-meaning but nosy friends of friends, it took all of my tact to sidestep their question with a polite waved "thanks", and leave it at that. No way was I in the mood to come up with some clever lie.

      By lunchtime, though, I was defeated. And hungry as hell.

      At Bohemian Bull, while devouring a charbroiled chicken burger, I answered my phone.

      "Want to go surfing?"

      Reid, sounding as cheery as I was not.

      "Now?" I asked, glancing outside.

      Okay, so it was sunny. But the prospect of actually doing work on this madcap Thursday felt like being woken up from a drowning dream.

      "No, I was thinking more like in 2022," Reid said. "Yes now, Gage. In thirty minutes, if you want. Meet me on the beach."

      I paused. My profoundly shitty mood would be drastically improved by surfing. Although I didn't exactly relish being around anyone else right now, with my wound still fresh from the morning.

      "You still pissed about the Lena thing?" Reid asked.

      "Yeah," I said noncommittally. "But I'll see you on the beach in thirty."
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        * * *

      

      I drove back to the house, picked up my board, and was on the beach quickly enough. Reid was already hitting the waves. A few minutes later, I was out there with him.

      Surfing with Reid was a distraction. The waves were hollow and peeling, but with such short intervals between sets there wasn't really time for actual conversation. Definitely what I needed, even though my head kept asking the same question. Why the hell didn’t she stick around?

      After our session, when we were walking back onto the beach, I saw it.

      Caught in the knots of a lilac bush, a familiar-looking piece of paper.

      Reid said something to me, but I ignored him as I jogged to the paper, certain it wouldn't be what I hoped it was.

      "Hey, kinda looks like you," Reid said from over my shoulder.

      I nodded. Sketched in skillful lines, Giselle’s portrait of me was a little ragged and smudged in places but still in one piece. God, she’s talented. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell Reid, if anything at all.

      My eyes stopped on the corner of the paper, which bore a distinctive embossed E. Where had I seen that before?

      "Hell, it's been ages since I've been to Elysium," Reid said thoughtfully.

      My questioning glance only made him shrug.

      "You know, that fancy art shop downtown?"

      Bingo. The façade of the store flashed in my mind. White Grecian-columned exterior, like it was a temple to the arts. An interior like a hippie's wet dream, with tie-dyed colors splayed everywhere. If that was where Giselle had gotten this paper from, that meant…

      "Want to go there?" I asked abruptly.

      Amusement taking over his face, Reid leaned on his board, which he had propped in the sand, and settled in for a good long wait as I looked at him—stone-faced.

      I knew Reid well, and also what would get me off the hook with him. Clearly, this was going to require me dishing out some details.

      "Some girl I met. We had a great time together and then got separated."

      Reid dragged a hand through his wet hair before hoisting his board under his arm with another shrug.

      "Sure, lover boy, we can go there."

      Irritation sparked through me, but I followed him nonetheless. I wanted some company for this next part of my search. I wasn't sure why, other than a vague uneasiness I might benefit from some backup.

      Uneasiness that I was heading into some dangerous uncharted territory…for my heart.
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        * * *

      

      Elysium was just as I remembered it. From its walls and floors painted in vibrant shades down to the now-ancient owner. The last time I'd been here was probably more than ten years ago, for some project at school. I recognized the grumbly old bat from back then and she seemed mostly unchanged.

      "Revealing customer information is against the law," she said with a toss of her frizzy white-haired head to my question about a girl named Giselle matching her description. As if that concoction of "herbs" I smell isn't, lady.

      She aimed her red-rimmed eyes at Reid and then me before turning away to rifle under the counter.

      I looked to Reid for help as he muttered, "The shit I do…"

      "Ma'am." He leaned on the desk.

      She bobbed her head up and cocked a brow at him impatiently. "Really nice place you've got here. Decorated it yourself?"

      With a frown set so deep into her face that I wondered if it would ever come out, she nodded warily.

      Reid then glanced around the shop, taking it all in with a wistful sigh. "You made all of this with your husband, didn't you?"

      Miraculously, the frowning set of wrinkles on her face softened. She almost smiled. "Took us months. We almost didn't think it would be ready in time. Didn't even know whether the store would work, but here it is still thriving all these years later."

      Reid rubbed the side of his jaw like that was the most fascinating thing he'd heard all week. “It’s obviously been in exceptional hands then. Kudos to you.” Then, he gestured to me. "My friend Gage here, the person he's asking about, well, they have a connection. He's not some crazy creeper, I can attest to that. He's just a guy who's looking for a girl. There was this…misfortune…where they were separated without getting each other's information. So if you had her phone number that would do him a world of good."

      The woman gave me a long, hard look before tapping a finger on the mouse connected to her ancient desktop. After a beat and a pause, she said, "Unlucky for you we don't deal with phone numbers. Phone calls aren't our style." My whole body sagged in defeat. Fuck.

      "But"—Old Bat Art Lady lifted her eyes upward, as if seeking guidance from above—"some people set up accounts to have things delivered directly…like Giselle Fleury, 24 Clair Creek Lane." Clearly, she'd made her decision in advance because of what she said next. "Don't thank me for the information because I didn't tell you a thing. You only overhead my mention of the details of a client's delivery. In fact, don't say anything to me unless it's to ask for the price of whatever you're buying before you go." She had game, I'd give her that much. I also now had a way to find Giselle, so I didn't even care Old Bat Art Lady was grifting me.

      Reid nodded gravely.

      I followed her very specific instructions. "How much for three pads of this fine sketching paper, ma'am?"

      She finally cracked the beginnings of a smile when she gave me the total for my purchase.

      We waited until we were outside before the congratulatory knuckle tap. Then Reid stepped back and leaned on the wall of the store, that annoying debonair-Southern-gentleman act of his in full fucking swing and asked me the question.

      "So, you want to tell me why you're stuck on this girl, Gage?"

      I jostled the bag holding the three sketchpads I'd just bought for Giselle and shook my head.

      "No. I'm not stuck on her. It's…only that we got separated…and I just want to make sure she's okay. She hurt her foot." The truth—mostly.

      Reid nodded with the air of someone who didn't believe a word I'd said but would pretend to buy it for my sake anyway. Clapping his hand on my back, he said, "I'll leave you to it then. Take care of yourself, brother."

      I gave him a shoulder bump. "You too. Thanks for wooing the info out of the crazy old bat for me. I owe you one."

      After he left, it gradually dawned on me that our hasty victory wasn't exactly one. I hadn't gotten Giselle's phone number as I'd hoped. I'd gotten her address, which demanded a very different commitment—and potentially different interpretation by Giselle herself. Although she had seemed reckless and easygoing in some ways, what if she thought me showing up at her place unannounced was creepy and stalkerish?

      Reading the address I'd recorded on my phone, I squared my shoulders. Although the normal way of getting Giselle's number and shooting her a call or a text would have been preferable, I didn't have that option. And it wasn’t acceptable to not see her again. I felt something for her and wanted to explore what that might be. Even though I have no clue if she feels anything for me. It was either this or nothing.

      Tucking my phone in my pocket, I set off for home. If worst came to worst, it would be the same as me doing nothing at all—and never seeing someone who brought unexpected light into my life again. And that feels terribly wrong.
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        * * *

      

      I waited until the next morning.

      It wasn't that far so I walked, mulling over my nonchalance about her to Reid, and feeling annoyed with myself. Why couldn't I have admitted that I'd had a great time with Giselle and wanted to see her again? What was the big deal?

      Instinctively, I avoided answering my own question. Something told me I wouldn't like the answer. Already, the lengths I'd gone to see this French girl again was unsettling. I didn’t pursue. I didn’t put myself out unless it was for my business. So, why her?

      A quick ten minutes later I was walking down Bluff Lane, grinning as I took in the pastel, low-lying structures. Of course Giselle would be staying on Rainbow Row. I should've guessed.

      I'd made it to 10 Clair Creek when I saw her. Headed straight for me and looking just as beautiful as I remembered. Because the memory of her is something permanent now. She was wearing a short yellow dress instead of a blue one, but her long lovely legs looked just as gorgeous regardless of the color. I had my cock buried between those lovely legs. The frown she also wore once she recognized me didn’t retract from her beauty. Don't fuck this up. No matter what.

      "Giselle."

      "Gage."

      Her cheeks had a sun-kissed hue.

      "I am—"

      "I know I—"

      Speaking at the same time, we broke off, laughing.

      "I'm so sorry about yesterday," she said quickly. "When I woke up, you looked so deep in sleep, I would not allow myself to disturb you. It was better for me to go quietly…I felt I'd caused you enough trouble already."

      I nodded, digesting her words. They made sense, although they still weren't exactly satisfying. "I understand I guess. I wanted to see you again, and I was concerned about you leaving without telling me especially when you were hurt. I was worried about you." I looked at her foot, relieved to see my pink marshmallow bandage had been replaced with a discreet flesh-colored Band-Aid. Her toenails were now a similar pink though. Pretty feet…pretty girl. So fuckin’ pretty. "How are you?"

      The corner of her lips twitched into a smile. "Such a gentleman you are. And I thank you for asking about my poor toe. It is much improved today, thanks to you."

      "I'm glad it's better today. Where are you going right now?" I couldn't resist asking, even though it was clear I was taking a liberty with her she'd not granted me yet.

      "Ahh, yes well, I have an important meeting with my landlord right now. I…I cannot be late."

      Like a school boy virgin, I blurted, "What would you say to going on a date with me later?"

      The beginnings of her smile disappeared just as quickly. She shook her head sadly without looking at me.

      "Unfortunately, that may not be a good idea."

      "Why not?"

      "Because...I have reasons."

      I searched her face for answers I'd probably never find. But man, I wanted to know her reasons…so badly. Nearby birds chattered cheerily, far-off children squealed in either joy or rage, and something about Giselle's tense stance gave me pause.

      It wasn't that she didn't want me here. It was that she did.

      I shifted from one foot to another, weighing my options. Pushing her was not only bad manners, but potentially stupid. It could be that my attraction to Giselle was through a fool's rose-colored glasses. But it isn't, and you fucking know it.

      "So, that's a no?" I asked.

      She gave her head a single shake and then bit down on her bottom lip. "But it is not a yes either."

      And, just like that, she continued on her way with me itching to follow along after her.

      "Thank you for checking on me, Gage," she said from over her shoulder with a sexy smile.

      "My pleasure, Giselle."

      It most certainly was.

      Instead of feeling rejected on the walk home, I was hopeful. Maybe she hadn't agreed to see me, but she definitely hadn't told me to stay away from her, either.

      And if her shyness in my presence was any indication, I figured I might have a chance with her when I showed up for our date in a few hours from now.

      Giselle might not be expecting me to show up so soon, but I was going to use the shit out of my element of surprise.

      
        
        Giselle

      

      

      Il était l’homme le plus sensuel, le plus exaltant et le plus beau que je n'avais jamais vu, embrassé, et couché avec. Mais il ne pouvait pas être à moi. Probablement ne voulant pas être à moi.

      Je voulais porter toute sa tristesse sur mes épaules. Je voulais que Gage me regarde chaque jour avec ses aveuglants yeux bleus. Je voulais ce que je ne pouvais pas obtenir.

      N’oublie jamais.

      Merde.

      ~pour vous en anglais~

      He was the most sensual, exhilarating, and handsome man I’d ever seen, had ever kissed, ever slept with. But he couldn’t be mine. Probably didn’t want to be mine.

      I wanted to take all of his sad onto my shoulders. I wanted to have Gage look at me with those blinding blue eyes daily. I wanted what I could not have.

      Never forget.

      Shit.
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      Five hours later.

      On the fourth knock, she answered the door wearing a sexy garment that could've been a dress or a slip for all I knew, but she looked fucking hot in it. As I'd hoped, she also wore a very surprised look on her beautiful face.

      "What are you doing here, Gage?"

      "I'm here for our date, Giselle, and to bring you these." I held out the sketchpads I'd bought from Elysium. "I thought you could put them to good use."

      "Thank you, how very kind." Her voice softened as she accepted the sketchpads, but then she pursed her lips, looking past me to see my convertible parked in front of her house. "And if I have plans?"

      I leaned against the door frame. "I can wait."

      Another one of our cheeky staring contests commenced for about a minute before a smile finally graced her face. "Fine. Give me ten minutes."

      And, ten minutes later, she emerged from her house sporting the biggest sunhat I'd ever seen. As she settled in the Jag next to me, I took in her headwear's impressive contours. "At least we'll be covered, rain or shine."

      With a giggle, Giselle held up her chin at a tilt. "We will see about that." As I pulled onto the road I could feel her stare. "Do I want to know how you got my address, Gage?"

      I turned down the radio—Every Woman by The Doors—so I could hear and answer her better. "The art shop," I admitted. "But don't get pissed at the owner. My friend Reid is a real wheeler-dealer."

      "Hmm," she said with a brisk nod. "And do I get to find out what exactly our date is for?"

      I grinned.

      I hadn't even had time to say what we were doing. This whole experience of her—her reaction to me showing up at her doorstep, the incredible dress she had on, the fact she'd readily agreed to come with me, had thrown my whole plan into disarray. My original idea had been to make my pitch at her door: a drive to Magnolia Gardens in my convertible for a picnic.

      "How long have you been here again?" I asked.

      She tucked a section of flickering hair behind her ear. "Not very polite to answer a question with a question, you know, but…for months now."

      "So you've probably heard of Magnolia Gardens then?"

      She visibly brightened. "Really?"

      I winked before reaching over to tug on her hat. "You're wearing just the attire for it too. We won't need to find a tree to sit under."

      Giggling, she turned away, happily admiring the landscape.

      Once we were outside of the city and the traffic cleared to basically empty, I opened up the Jag for some real speed. As my foot dug into the gas, the wind picked up. So much so that it threatened to rip off her straw hat completely. Reaching over, I carefully removed it and tucked it under her legs. She smiled at me in thanks.

      Feeling the full force of the breeze, she threw her head back and let out a laugh at the sea-blue sky above. "Your car, it's so—"

      As the wind whipped her hair behind her, she exhaled on a sigh, "Fantastique."

      Once again, the sound of her speaking to me in her native French did something to my insides. "So my car is "fantastique", huh? I'm guessing that means—"

      "Silver." Giselle offered helpfully.

      For half a second I frowned before seeing her head fall back in that carefree laughter. I shook my head at her. Every damn time with her.

      "I could not help it." She smiled wide, showcasing a slight space in between her two front teeth, and then sighed dramatically. "Who am I kidding? I'm not sorry, Gage. Your gullibility is too cute."

      I kept my eyes on the road, unsure how I was supposed to manage it after that comment sailed off her lovely lips, but luckily we were almost to the gardens. Everything about Giselle had me on full alert and aware of our…connection. Whether either of us could admit there was a connection was pointless. Because it was definitely present in every exchange between us, spoken or otherwise. The staring contests, the smiles, the laughs, the teasing, the gentle scolding—all part of what pieced us together. It was so unexpected...and refreshing.

      I tried paying for both of us once we made our way inside, but Giselle managed to sneak her own admission when I wasn't looking.

      "Is that how they do things in France?" I asked, frowning at her insolent little smirk because she'd messed with my plans. "The women pay for everything?"

      "Maybe."

      My hand closed around her waist as I whispered in her ear, "Don't make me pick you up and carry you there myself as punishment."

      She gave me a look that was a little bit teasing and a little bit defiant—and really fucking sexy. "And if I scream and shout for police?"

      "I don't know about that. Police here in America aren't the same as in France."

      She laughed. "That I do not doubt."

      Growing up in Charleston, I'd been to the Gardens at least twenty times over the years, but with Giselle it felt new to me. She had a knack for pointing out the beauty of our natural surroundings—flower, tree, and sky alike—in a way that made me see it with more color. More…vitality.

      By the time we'd reached the willow trees, we were both hot and ready to take a break. The shady spot, along with the picnic basket I'd ordered waiting for us on a blanket, was a welcome sight. It was the first time I'd ever arranged a picnic, and I figured I should do it right if I was going to do it at all. Giselle dropped down onto the blanket with so much enthusiasm her hat fell off. I caught it with my hand and handed it back to her. "I hope there is food in that big basket because I am starved. The flowers were a beautiful distraction, but this looks just as lovely to me right now."

      "I agree," I said, only I wasn't referring to our scenic spot or the picnic basket. "Why don't you open it and find out."

      I could watch her for hours and not get bored. It was the truth. And even though it still shocked the hell out of me, I didn't try to make excuses for the things I felt that I couldn't even name. Honestly, feeling anything at all for a woman I'd known for all of two days was something I never saw coming.

      She took my suggestion and opened the lid, revealing wine, cheese, a collection of fruit and other delicious things topped off with a baguette broken in two. "You didn't!" Giselle's delight—her transparent joy—over something as simple as a packed picnic basket only made me want to do more things like this for her. I should be working. I never would have taken days off like this for Cassidy, but for Giselle… She was unreserved with her smiles, happy with simplicity, and seemed to find the good in everything. I couldn't get enough of her.

      I reached over and snagged one half of the baguette and took a big bite. "You're right, I didn't. Ted's Butcherblock packed it up for me. And you should be really happy about that because I am certain Ted does one hell of a better job than I ever could."

      "Well, I shall be grateful to Ted then, because he has made us a beautiful picnic, but thank you, for arranging it."

      We spent the next hour eating and laughing while we chatted under a huge old willow tree with branches weeping so low we were pretty much under our own private umbrella. I started asking questions, hoping she might finally tell me something about her life. "So, you really are an artist—like as a job?"

      With two fingers, she wiped the crumbs from her lips and swallowed before responding. "Yes, I really am an artist. Now, do not mistake me, I do not, exactly, ‘live large’ as you say. But what I do earn is enough to get by."

      "How old are you?"

      She giggled. "Even I know that asking a lady her age is a faux pas in any language, but I don't mind telling you I am recently turned twenty-four."

      So young. Younger than I thought.

      "Apologies for my breach of manners, but I'm just curious how someone so young can be so carefree and yet certain of what they want to do." There was something about Giselle that was so diverse and so physical. Like a wild creature in its natural habitat. Except her natural habitat was everywhere. She knew where she wanted to be and she just…went there.

      "What?" she teased with a gentle prod into my ribs. "Is it so surprising in America to see someone doing what they actually want to?"

      "A little bit, yes," I admitted. "But I think it's a dying trend though, just chasing safe jobs. Anyway, I do what I like, mostly."

      Nibbling on the edge of a triangle of cheese, she looked up with interest. "What is it you do that you mostly like, Gage?"

      "I'm a commercial architect, and a partner in a gin distillery with two brothers I've known all my life. I am not as involved in the gin business as my partners, Reeve and Reid Greymont, but my name is on the label."

      "Like gin to drink? You make it? What is the name of this special gin, so I can buy it?"

      "You don't have to do that. I'll give you a tour of the plant sometime if you're interested. Greymont-Danielson is the name, but our label shows a turquoise ‘G’ and ‘D’ on a hexagon bottle."

      "Oh my God, that is you, G & D Gin? You are the ‘D’ with…Danielson? I have seen it in the shops."

      I nodded. "Yeah, I'm in involved with the Charleston plant with Reid. There's a larger one in Wilmington that his brother, Reeve runs. But I am an architect by trade…" I trailed off, not sure why beyond the fact I was in the wide-open outdoors, but yet talking about work felt like the walls were closing in on me.

      "And why do you mostly like what you do?" Giselle missed nothing in conversation I'd noticed. She was an excellent listener and very easy to talk to, so the words sort of tumbled out of my mouth.

      "It's being here...in Charleston." I popped a grape in my mouth and chewed. Swallowed. Giselle waited patiently for me to continue. "I think maybe I need a change...from some things I'd like to forget. I don't know all the answers, but I might want to leave at some point."

      Giselle nodded understandingly. "Even if somewhere is our home, and we love it dearly, that does not mean that staying indefinitely is always right." The brown pools of her eyes reflecting the green boughs of the willow tree swaying all around us looked a bit sorrowful.

      "Sounds like you know what you're talking about," I said.

      "I suppose…" She began tracing the design in the pattern of the blanket with her fingers.

      I closed my hand around hers, and when she looked up at me, I asked, "Why did you come here?"

      Her lips parted, as if preparing to say something, but then she diverted her attention back to the picnic basket and said, "I do hope Ted has packed us something lovely for dessert."

      She doesn't want to tell you.

      So, I decided to leave her alone. After all, Giselle and I didn't really know each other, and I still hadn't even told her about…

      "I was engaged. Recently."

      She turned toward me, the intensity in her eyes understanding and questioning both at the same time. Why did I just say that to her? Was I trying to goad her into a sharing session where I would find out more about her? I'll tell you mine if you tell me yours, kind of thing?

      Whatever the case, with her intelligent eyes resting on me now, there was no way to sidestep the truth. "It was a…mistake," I said carefully.

      She pressed her pink lips together and nodded once, letting it drop.

      It was a relief knowing that as far as the sharing game went, Giselle was willing to accept my silence if I was willing to accept hers. For now. But a part of me wants more.

      "So, what about these for dessert?" I lifted a container of strawberries from the basket and handed it to her.

      "I hope there are Twinkies to go with the strawberries," she said.

      "Twinkies?"

      "Yes, the small cakes in the shape of a tube with cream inside them. They taste good, no?" She looked sincere enough as she described what a Twinkie was, but so many times already…her wicked sense of humor had held the upper hand over me.

      "I know what a Twinkie is, Giselle. But what I want to know…are you messing with me right now?" She had to be. A girl like her would not have a Twinkie addiction, would she? I really had no idea with her anymore. Teasing me was one of her best skills.

      "No." She shook her head. "I have never tried a Twinkie, but I'd like to. I just thought maybe Ted would have"–she gestured toward the basket and shrugged—"you know, packed them for our dessert." She even looked mildly disappointed as she said, "It is fine if you don't have Twinkies today, but some time I do want to try one."

      "If you've never had one, I'm not sure you're going to like them—but they might have Twinkies in the gift shop where they sell snacks. Want to wait here while I go try to find you some?" I guess you could say I'd officially lost my fuckin' mind, with no end in sight to the madness that seemed to overtake me when I was with her. Twinkies, dude.

      Giselle shook her head and crossed her arms across her chest. "I think you will never learn, Gage Danielson, when I am teasing you, but I will keep testing my theory." She then broke into peals of laughter while trying to get the words out, "Twi—twink—twink-ieees…are j-just the m-most—oorri-blllle—"

      I pounced before she could get the rest of words out, pressing her down to the blanket and tickling her until she shrieked, begging me to stop. "I think it's lucky for you I very much like your wicked teasing, Giselle Fleury, but I'll wise up eventually." What I really wanted was to kiss her senseless and then slide her silky dress up her legs, so I could take my sweet time making her shriek for another reason. But that wasn't exactly possible in public gardens so I made do with the smiling contest we were having instead.

      "If you release me, I can make it worth your while."

      With the sound of her sexy promise purring in my ears, I eased off her to lie on my side facing her. "I am intrigued."

      Giselle put on one helluva sexy show as she pulled a glossy red strawberry out of the bowl and bit down slowly.

      Then she brought her berry to my lips and pressed it against them. My eyes locked onto hers; I opened my mouth and bit down. As the sweet taste swept over my tongue, Giselle closed her eyes and sighed, "Strawberries…my favorite."

      No sooner had she opened her eyes, she bit into another berry, again offering its smaller form to me. This time, I bit closer, my lips brushing her fingers and holding them there. She didn't move, or take her eyes off me.

      And so, the game began. Each shared strawberry brought us closer together. Until there was only one last berry left, which I snatched out of her fingers before she could feed it to me.

      I pressed it to her pouting lips this time. Her eyes lowered to the strawberry, then rose back to meet mine, unmoving as she slowly bit into it.

      I kissed her just like that—with a strawberry in her mouth.

      So, my next taste was of her…of strawberry and want…and Giselle.

      We kissed for a long time, savoring the final part of our dessert—the taste of each other.

      She was soft in my arms, her skin petal smooth, as if she was a moving, breathing flower that had floated away from inside the gardens. We chased lips and tongues, pressing inside for more and more. Our fingertips stroked and explored, becoming bolder with the swish of wind egging us on. We kissed and rolled on and over each other in the grass. Until we found ourselves somehow in the space behind the huge old tree and a patch of tall sunflowers. A private cove that shielded us from view.

      On top of me, Giselle paused to look through the tall flowers which fanned out high above us. "Oh no. Please do not tell me this is the part where the aliens come and get us."

      I laughed. The shit she says…is freaking adorable.

      Leaning over, she delivered another kiss to my lips, her eyes half-lidded in that sultry way that had my cock hard and twitching.

      "Seriously, though." Her gaze traced over me in curious strokes. "What happens now?"

      There was something of a dare in her question and the way it dropped to my crotch, so I decided to do her one better. Flexing my cock upward against her ass, I said, "Why don't you ask him?"

      I saw a bit of fear in the excitement sparking in her brown eyes as she bit down on her lip, but it didn't deter her, because…she reached for the top button of my jeans.

      She's not actually…

      But my jeans were open, and my briefs were shoved down by her busy, busy hands. Giselle was going—down—on—me in a public garden. Is this real? Is she real?

      "Someone's happy to see me." She took me in her hand and stroked, giving one last sultry look of pure lust before dipping her head down. Her sweet lips met the head of my cock in a wash of feathery sensation that had me groaning incoherently in less than a second.

      "...have no idea, baby…fuuuuuuck…ahhh yeah..."

      The random words spilling from my mouth as she peppered my cock with kisses only helped to remind me this was really happening. It wasn't just some fantasy I was jerking myself off to. Her tongue took over, hot and wet and stroking up and down my dick.

      I had to open my eyes to make sure we were out of sight because my mind was perilously lost in GiselleIsSuckingMyCockLand…and hoping like hell to stay there. But we were securely surrounded by tall sunflowers and a massive tree trunk, hidden from others who might come near. Still dangerously public though as Giselle's expert full lips performed a lewd act upon my eagerly cooperating cock.

      I had to grit my teeth and clench my hands into fists to stop myself from losing it on the spot. It wasn't just her open-jawed lips wrapped around my cock, or her tongue-swirling way of sucking me down. No. It was how she moaned around my cock as she did it, as if it was giving her as much pleasure as it was giving me.

      And then a hand cupped my balls as sweet series of sucks began. Each one a perfected work of art. Long, painstaking savoring as she sucked all the way down to the base so that the tip of my cock bottomed out against the back of her throat. An actual moan came out of her lips as she came up, sending sparks of pleasure firing through my legs.

      As her other hand took over the skillful stroking, she was all about quick slickness and flow. Up, down, and around, she sucked. Bobbing her head side to side. Angling her mouth. Seeing her virtually worshipping my cock, it took all I had not to burst on the spot.

      And then, when she peeled my cock out of her mouth and started rubbing it over and around her lips, I thought I would die right there.

      "So hard…" Her saliva-sweetened smile purred with pleasure.

      You're making it so fucking hard.

      When she put me in her mouth again, I knew I was close. Clearly, she did too. This time, slow was a thing of the past. Her lips and tongue throttled up and down me fast, deep, and hard.

      Blood rushed in my ears.

      With the scents of earth and grass and flowers all around me, my eyes opened.

      Seeing her on hands and knees working over my cock while sexy moans rolled out of her, I lost it. "Giselle! I'm gonna come."

      She didn't back off me, though, even with my desperate warning.

      I came. Hard. Spurt after spurt of white-hot ecstasy shot out of me as my fingers sunk into her hair, and she sucked me down hungrily.

      Perfect fucking impossible bliss…

      And how was this even happening? How was any of this real? This woman? Giselle? This this…now?

      I sagged back into the soft grass and opened my eyes hazily.

      Giselle was wiping the side of her lips daintily with her fingers.

      Then she crawled up to meet my lips for a final kiss. As casually as if we'd just finished our meal and left it at that, she draped herself in my arms and looked through the branches at the sunny blue sky. Giselle smiled up at the white clouds and then at me, with nothing but happiness and easiness in the moment. "I love strawberries," she said softly.

      I think strawberries love you too.

      "When I have you back at my place later I'm returning the favor. Repeatedly."

      "Oui, I cannot wait," she said against my neck.

      Neither can I, my tempting French beach fairy.
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      Time passed in a whirlwind after our memorable afternoon at Magnolia Gardens.

      Days of working and surfing turned into a week of afternoon trysts and nights with Giselle. The week turned into a month of having her with me on the beach—at my house—in my bed.

      Giselle. The addictive enigma who, even after all this time, I still seemed to have only scratched the surface of. My mysterious Gi, as I called her now.

      Lying in bed on my side, I could see her through the bedroom's open balcony. The moonlight traced an unearthly glow over her slim curves showing through the transparent nightgown she'd put on.

      The sight had me pulling on shorts and leaving the bed to be with her as she leaned on the railing and admired the night sky. When I wrapped my arms around her from behind, she froze for a second as if I'd broken her out of a deep trance. But she then relaxed into my hold, resting her weight against me, our bodies flush.

      "I was just thinking." Her voice was clear. As clear as the shining full moon above us. "About how long it has been. About us."

      "Me too," I said.

      "Must be the full moon," she said with a little laugh.

      "One of the first jobs my dad got when he was in his early twenties was at a corrections facility. He said it was at a full moon when the great majority of the fights and madness occurred like clockwork."

      She turned her head to meet my eyes.

      "The question is, what kind of madness does it mean for us now?"

      The challenge I saw in her eyes suddenly weighed me down. Although I didn't want to let go of her, I slumped back to sit on the end of the chaise lounge.

      "You know, it feels like there's enough madness already." She waited for me to say more. "These feelings—I mean…they're just…not at all what I expected."

      She continued with her moon-gazing. "Not what you expected in a good way? Or bad?"

      Pushing upright, I caught her by the waist and flopped back into the chaise, bringing her down with me.

      "Bad, obviously." I nuzzled and kissed her neck. "So terribly bad."

      She laughed lightly. "Me too. What a summer being stuck with this Gage guy."

      As we laughed, she eased herself back, until her head rested on my shoulder. "Seriously, though. When I came to Charleston, I never expected…to find…someone like you."

      Her hand rested on top of mine, facing forward as we held them up, and I could see how much smaller her delicate fingers were compared to mine. Fingers that drew portraits, that touched my body with perfect skill, that I loved to have in my mouth and kiss.

      "Same. When I met you, I was in a low place mentally. My ex and I had just recently broken up and…"

      "You don't have to tell me if you don't want to."

      The free pass was implicit in her words even though I wouldn't accept it. Not this time.

      I focused on the glossy circle of the moon and stroked her silky hair through my fingers.

      "We fought for more than half of our relationship. About the stupidest things, too, like…my socks on the floor. Although I think, deep down, all that was because of the real problems, the ones we barely talked about. I couldn't open up to her."

      Giselle stiffened against me slightly, but she didn't speak. She was in listening mode. And since this was something I wanted her to know about me, I kept on talking. Because this wasn't really about her—it was about me. I was saying these things out loud for myself.

      "In the end, she left me. And she was right to."

      "But didn't you say that she was—"

      I clasped her hand in mine. "Okay, so she did it in the shittiest way possible, by giving me a page of handwritten hate-speech and running off with one of my friends, who she’d already been fucking." I let out a half-laugh that had been trapped deep in my chest, but now seemed to want to be free. "But the past months have given me perspective. That it was for the best. That Cassidy and I, we weren't right for each other. She knew it, and, deep down, I knew it too." I shrugged. "I guess I just figured our relationship was normal. What you did. Found a person you were more or less compatible with and settled down. Built a life that was better together than if you were alone. Whenever I saw those romantic comedy movies, I'd always roll my eyes. I never thought it was possible to feel—"

      "That strongly about someone." Instead of sounding cheerful, Giselle's whisper was desolate…like a death sentence. And yet, she snuggled against me, and held me tight. "I'm so happy I met you, Gage."

      Her words pricked my heart.

      Suddenly, despite being outside in the open air, I felt stifled. I cared deeply about Giselle. And so, the right thing would be to tell her about the type of man I was. Clearly the right thing to do, but it felt agonizing doing it.

      "Giselle." I took both her hands in both of mine and pressed them tight. "I need to say something."

      My nerves left me as soon as I made the decision. How could I even know Giselle was thinking that far ahead? We'd only been together for one month, after all. Maybe she wouldn't mind what I was going to say. She’d never mentioned exes or marriage or children.

      After a few seconds of deliberating over the right words, it occurred to me there weren't any.

      "One thing my ex said in her letter was definitely right. I don't think marriage is in the cards for me."

      An overpowering silence screamed between us.

      Giselle didn't react as I expected she might. No piercing wit or sarcastic teasing. No dismissive little laugh. Only a cool solemnity that came over her features. Her eyes closed for a moment, and then when she opened them again, they were resolute as she spoke into the cool night air.

      "I have something to tell you too."
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      “My visa is expiring. I have to go back."

      Her words were logical, and yet, they wouldn't compute in the structured confines of my brain no matter how many times I ran through them.

      "I have to return to France in two days. I am sorry."

      Two days? What the fuck!?

      She twisted around, finally with the dejection in her eyes I'd expected. "I could not manage to figure out how to break it to you. I kept meaning to, and then…"

      Catlike, she left my lap and made her way to the balcony railing. I went to the opposite side and leaned over as far as I could without falling, half suspended in open air.

      A Molotov cocktail of emotions boiled through me, pushing me under in a sea of shock. Fury, despair, fear. But what did I expect? That Giselle would stick around indefinitely when she didn't even fucking live here?

      As I accepted her news, I realized I was lucky it had ended like this, instead of the Cassidy-way, with another woman disillusioned.

      I had to face facts: there wasn't an exhaustive supply of women who would be content to just pass time with me, knowing any "relationship" we had wouldn't really go anywhere. I knew all too well how young girls were raised, even today in the so-called era of the "modern woman"…on Hallmark Channel movies and Instagram wedding envy. I'd seen it with my friends, Paul and Isa, and I'd seen it with Cassidy. I had no doubt that most women, apart from a very few, would have the same expectations in mind.

      Not that that had been the problem here, clearly. I have to return to France in two days. Christ, did she really have to break this to me so last minute? Sure, this whole time it had felt like things with Giselle had been too good to last, but still. I'd thought I would've at least had enough time to reconcile myself to her leaving when the time came. Say a proper goodbye.

      "Do you want me to go?"

      That she had to ask me at all cut me off at the knees, because there was something deeply wrong with me. I should be able to tell her how I felt about her. I should be able to say, “No, I don't want you to go back to France and leave me,” but I didn't say any of that. Two days. In two days, she'll be gone…

      I closed the distance between us and pulled her into my arms. "On your second to last night here? Not a chance."

      Before my eyes, her face transformed. The statuesque coolness melted away into a soft smile. "So, what does that mean, Gage?"

      "What that means"—I leaned in to give her a quick kiss on the lips—"is that we still have one more day together."

      She arched a brow. "What will we do?"

      I shook my head. "All you need to know is this"—I tightened my hold around her— "tomorrow belongs to me."

      There was something almost tragic in the smile she gave me. Nonetheless, she pressed her sweet lips to mine and kissed me until I took her back to bed.

      I stroked, kissed, sucked, licked, fucked—every thing she loved to pull the two words from her that I craved above all others.

      "Oh, oui…"
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      "Rise and shine, Gi."

      Giselle's eyes fluttered open, then closed just as briefly. Settling myself in the bed beside her, I carefully balanced the plate on my bare chest and speared a sausage with my fork.

      "I guess I'll just finish this fine breakfast myself if you're not hungry."

      Like a switch being flipped, Giselle's eyes snapped open and she let out a huff of annoyance. When I kissed her cheek, a pouty frown crept over her face.

      In the early days, Giselle had warned me she was not a morning person. "Gi in the morning," we called it. I took the opportunity to tease her out of it most days, but this morning I found her black temper incredibly cute.

      Wriggling herself upright, Giselle accepted the fork I offered her and took a tentative bite, looking like the French sex goddess she was…with the sheet about to slip below her left breast as she ate her breakfast in bed. I'm going to miss this so much.

      "One question," she said, in between bites.

      "Just one?" I teased.

      Giselle's obsession with questions was no secret. She enjoyed nothing more than to hit me with five or so questions at a time, fascinated by the responses.

      She jabbed out her fork slightly, as if considering. "Just one—for now."

      "Ask away, then." I tugged on the sheet and made it fall.

      "Do I get to know what we are doing today?"

      Leaning in, I kissed the tip of her nose, and then moved down to give some attention to her perfect and gorgeous breasts, smiling all the while. "This is how it starts."
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      It felt like déjà vu all over again flying down the highway in my Jag, Giselle wearing her spaceship of a sun hat looking beautiful and happy.

      Although I wasn't taking her to Magnolia Gardens again. Today we were going somewhere she'd told me she very much wanted to visit but had never been able to go. The zoo.

      Her excitement when I pulled into the parking area was the reaction I hoped for, but I know we were both feeling the urgency of time winding down for us. There was only a little bit left, and I wanted to make sure she was doing something enjoyable with the few hours that remained.

      Still, seeing her as overjoyed at the sight of a doe lying with her fawn, I couldn't regret even a moment of being in a public place with her when I only wanted her all to myself. I had hoped that there was a chance we could figure something out after she returned to France. She could come back to the US again after she fulfilled the requirements of her visa in France. She could…if she wanted to.

      "Just look at the bébé." God, I was going to miss how she found joy in simple things. It was how Giselle existed in life—laughing and dancing her way through it.

      Leaning in, I whispered, "Hate to say it, but I think a baby deer is your true spirit animal, rather than the sparrow."

      "Maybe yes," she said. She rested her eyes on me and became thoughtful. "And what would your spirit animal be I wonder.? Something proud and solemn I'd say. Like a stag watching over his deer family."

      More of our past flashed in my head—the last time she had looked at me so deeply, at the beach, when she had first drawn me and made her less-than-flattering assessment. Hard. Proud. Closed off.

      "Sorry if I was a bit blunt that first time I drew you," she said softly.

      "How did you know I was thinking about that? Can you read minds too?"

      She laughed and shook her head. "No, I am not a mind reader, but I can connect the dots much of the time."

      I'd have to agree with her. Even now, as she looked at me, her eyes appeared to have an all-seeing gift. "Do you still see me that way?" I asked with a casualness I didn't feel.

      She frowned and bit her lip. Not a good sign—

      "In some ways, yes." She slipped her hand around mine and squeezed it. "In a lot of ways, though, no." Her shy gaze found mine. "When we spend a lot of time together, sometimes I feel like you are a different person. So warm and genuine and…" Her face scrunched up, and she slapped a palm to her lips. "There I go again, insinuating that normal you is this cold monster."

      I gave her a smile that I knew was only for her. Nobody else had a chance in hell of making me smile after pointing out my faults to my face. "Don't worry about it."

      She pulled her hand from mine. "No, I will worry about it. I need to make you understand. How…I cannot pinpoint what it is, but sometimes when you have been with me for a long time or"—she peered up at me and held my face in both of her hands—"Like now. Your eyes look different. Happier." Because you make me fucking happy, and I hate that you’re leaving.

      "Because I am happy when I'm with you, but please don't let it go to your head, Frenchy."

      She pushed up on her toes and kissed me. "I will not, Surfeur américain."

      The rest of our time sped by far too fast. More cute animals to admire. More kisses shared along with some strawberries when we ate lunch. Finally, when she slumped her head on my shoulder wearily, I swept her off her feet and carried her to the car as she squealed in protest.

      Inside the car, I begged for forgiveness in the form of kisses.

      "Stop, Gage." Her face the textbook definition of absolute glee, told a completely different story. "I mean it."

      "Your mouth says stop, but your body says go," I said, flipping up her poufy skirt. She only laughed more uproariously. As I traced my hands up her thighs, I admitted, "I guess you're right. We need to get started on our grand finale before the day is over."

      Even though I was laughing as I said it, as was she…the words sliced into my heart with painful precision.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hours later, after wining and dining her, and our time was ticking away too fucking fast, I finally had her where I really wanted her. The two of us alone in my house with the cool night air blowing in through the open balcony doors.

      "Oh, what is this?" Giselle asked when she spotted the teal-and-gold-wrapped gift on my bed.

      My hand on the small of her back urged her forward. "It's just something for you to put to good use, and I know you will." No way was I ever going to admit that I'd actually told Old Bat Art Lady to find gift wrap that matched the color of Giselle's crochet dress and the dark gold of her hair the first time I saw her waving at me on the beach. That secret would have to go with me to my grave.

      The image of the very first time you saw her will too.

      Giselle began opening it carefully, as if to preserve the pretty paper, then abruptly said, "Oh, what the hell," before the rest of it was ripped away in a haphazard second.

      When she saw what it was, she fell silent. Almost in slow motion, she turned to me and did something I'd never seen her do before.

      Her eyes filled with tears and she…cried.

      Slowly she sat on my bed, holding my gift in her lap like it was the most precious treasure. "Oh, Gage, you didn't…"

      I sat down beside her as she focused her teary eyes on the drawing set I'd found at Elysium—a tiered mahogany box containing a selection of the highest quality graphite, charcoals and sepias money could buy.

      "But I did."

      Giselle traced her fingers over the glossy wooden box lovingly before hugging it to her chest. "Thank you, thank you, thank you!" She leaned into me and gave me the sweetest thank-you kiss I'd ever received from giving a gift. As we drew apart, her shining eyes still locked on me, she said, "No one has ever been better to me than you have."

      Her brutally simplistic words left me speechless, because I didn't feel like I'd done much for her at all. A few dinners and some outings, where if I hadn't watched her carefully, she'd have snuck to pay while I was distracted by something? That was what she meant? She was so far off from my truth if that was what she believed. Giselle was the one who'd given me far more than I could ever give to her. And that was the part that bothered me the most…because I didn't know what to say or how to explain it in words. No one has ever been better… And there was so much finality in her words. She was leaving.

      But being the mind reader she was, Giselle caught on. She sensed my discomfort and took me out of that uncomfortable place in my head and replaced it with something much better.

      Carefully placing the drawing set on the bedside table, she then climbed to the middle of the bed and spread herself out like a decadent feast ready to be devoured.

      "How may I ever thank you?"

      The sultry roll of her r 's had me instantly hard. "I can think of some ways."

      "I think you can too," she said with eyes half hooded and an arch of her back that let me know her pussy was already wet.

      I crawled up on the bed beside her and slid my hands up her short skirt for the second time today, hyper aware that I wouldn't be able to do it again after this. I paused to admire the sight of her in nothing more than the lacy pink panties she had on, but not for long. I was on a mission critical with not a minute to waste. "As much as I love this view, I think—no—I know that these have got to go, baby."

      She responded by arching her back and shoving her tits out…but best of all, by moaning for me in French. My favorite. I slipped my fingers underneath the lace and pulled them down her long lovely legs to unveil my stunning prize.

      Then I slid my hands to the inside of her knees and spread her wide open. Yep, her pussy was wet…and very much in need of my mouth. As I descended to kiss and lick her to a perfectly pitched crying orgasm, in French of course, one thought looped through my head on repeat: How will I survive never doing this with her again?

      The knowledge that this was the last time was felt by both of us. So, while the sex took on a sort of harried urgency, we also relished each and every moment. After I made her come the first time, I stripped away every remaining stitch of clothing from her body until she was naked and perfect just as God had made her. I did the same with my own clothes while she watched until we were a matched set. We set out to savor the touch of our lips and tongues across every inch of skin we could kiss. My lips found a mole on the back of Giselle's left upper thigh I'd never noticed before. It felt cruel that I only discovered it now.

      My lips skated down the line of her spine and settled on the dip above her ass, and then lower. The desperate moans escaping her pretty lips were music to my ears.

      But it was her Oh, oui! that I lived for. That was when I knew I was really getting somewhere.

      So, when I pulled her to her knees and opened her up to lick at her clit from behind, it was those two words I was gunning for. Even as my fingers slipped into her slick pussy, I didn't let up on my stroking until I heard her say them. The sound was as sweet as heaven's doors opening just for me.

      Her golden hair had tumbled free of her ponytail, and now wildly shook as she contorted herself in abandon. Giselle was all about expression…in everything she did in her life. Sexual pleasure was no different an expression for her than the joy in blowing me in a patch of sunflowers. It was beautiful to witness, and I felt like she'd given me a precious gift to be able to be the one to help her with that expression.

      When I finally pressed my cock into her sweet, sweet self, that thought disintegrated. All thought did. Thought was transmuted to sensation, two bodies learning and flowing as one. This is the last time. This feasting and clashing of kisses. This stroking and claiming and owning of bodies. This feeling of hands and fingers engaged in a dance nearing its inevitable end.

      And, amidst it all, the omnipresent clash of us coming together, the in, the out. More and more, farther and deeper, her tight heat, my penetrating cock. Together. How we were meant to be for this perfect, last time.

      And yet, it was too divinely designed to stop. We both moved with a sort of learned carefulness. To make it good, but not too good. Perfect, but not perfect past the point of control. Because then, it would be over. This is the last time.

      So, we flowed from position to position like synchronized dancers who'd gone through this a hundred times, until we could make it look seamless. Fucking her became…life. Because every part of Giselle responded exquisitely to my touch. And yet, when she started clasping and grooving my dick into her, and new heights of pleasure started to grip me, I knew with a pang of regret, there was no putting off where this was headed anymore.

      Not anymore. Not this finale of finales. This inevitable ending that was in our beginning. This building and growing and becoming.

      Oh, oui became my refrain as we kept on joining into each other, merging into one unending moan. Flowing us onward. Surging me forward. My dick acting of its own accord. In and out and deeper. More and more. Neurons firing and nerve endings blasting. And through it all, us, coming as one. One organism. One urge. One being satisfying itself and then, finally…one release.

      Her cry seemed to come from outside of her and my own groan was something I'd never heard before. I lost control completely, and my body flailed with hers, against hers, as hers.

      Finally, it was over. And fuck if that didn’t feel so incredibly wrong. Over. Finished. Last. I hate it.

      I held her in my arms. I didn't dare speak, lest I voiced the trite thing vibrating through my whole body, the only thing that would've been right to say: I never want to let you go.
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        * * *

      

      I woke warm. She was still in my arms. My Frenchy beach fairy was snuggling against me in my bed. Everything felt wholly right and quietly, peacefully, still.

      Except…I needed to piss, so I reluctantly disentangled myself from her sleeping form. When I left the bathroom, my bare feet made contact with something. In the sliver of moonlight sneaking through my curtains, I could just make out…my dirty socks.

      Smiling grimly, I took one step more, then paused. Cursing to myself, I bent down, grabbed them, strode over to the hamper, and chucked them in.

      There.
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      I woke up cold.

      As soon as my eyes opened, I knew. She'd left. Giselle had gone without even saying goodbye.

      Although I did have her cell number by now, I didn't bother, because I knew she'd already shut it off. No, I was almost certain where I would find her.

      Tossing on whatever clothes in my bedroom floor radius seemed to take half an instant and several decades too long. Racing out to my car took too fucking long too.

      Only a few minutes later, once I merged onto the busy highway, did I realize what I'd been in a race with: my sense of certainty. And if the paperweight lodged in my chest as I stared unseeing at the stream of cars ahead of me was any indication, I had lost.

      After breaking the news that she was leaving, Giselle had made no real mention of her flight. What sort of moron hadn't asked her for that vital fucking information? Or would have figured the best plan was to head to the airport—not her place—first? I'm so fucked.

      I glanced at my watch for the fifth time. Yep, it was 12:17 p.m. already—I'd somehow managed to sleep in until noon. Fuck. At least if Giselle wasn't at the airport, then I could probably catch her at her place still, right? Unless she was on her way out at this very moment and I managed to miss her by seconds. Epically fucked.

      Whatever the case, all I knew was that I had to try to see her again and chastising myself as I sped along a busy highway wouldn't do me any favors.

      Inside a few minutes and one shitty parking job later, I thanked the gods that Charleston didn't have numerous terminals like a bigger airport. Here I was, the only terminal Giselle could be in if she was at this airport and hadn't gone through TSA yet. She’d be flying to New York most likely because there were no direct flights to Europe from Charleston. My eyes slid from one faceless person to another, rapid-fire, seeing only that they weren't her.

      There was a Caviar Banana stand (whatever the hell that was), a wooden-paneled stand called Harvest Grounds, and then there, in the corner, looking almost as stupefied to see me as I was her…my French beauty. She looked delighted, and upset, and contrite all at once as I rushed over to her.

      When all those emotions had washed away, all that was left was a miserable expression.

      "I am sorry, Gage." She looked at me with her eyes up and her head lowered, like a child about to be scolded. "I am very terrible at goodbyes."

      Frozen motionless, half-believing my incredible luck of finding her here, I threw my arms around her and pressed her to me tight. "I'm just glad I caught you," I said against her neck, inhaling the scent of her so I could remember.

      She buried her head in my chest as our bodies eased into each other. I felt woozy, sick, like if I peeled away from this woman, my body parts would fall to the floor.

      The motherfucking loudspeaker boomed above us, "1:20 p.m. flight to Paris through JFK now boarding. Please proceed to gate—"

      Giselle eased out of my embrace and hiked her bag over her shoulder. "That is me. Late as always."

      And yet, she didn't move. We stared at each other, as if willing the other to make the move, say the words. The right ones that didn't exist that would make this better. But what? What was the point? Her flight’s been called. This is it.

      Giselle tried to smile, but her lips only drooped more before she shook her head and said, "Au revoir, mon beau surfeur." She pressed a finger to her lips and then blew a kiss to me before turning and walking toward the security checkpoint. My understanding of French had improved enough that I knew what she'd just said to me. She'd said it before. Goodbye, my beautiful surfing man.

      I watched her go in a dreamlike state, realization descending on me gradually. The one thing that mattered. What I should've said.

      Gi…I love you.

      But I'd let it go too long…and now it was too late.

      Those were fairy-tale heartfelt words for a different time, different place, and most of all…different person. Not me. Not the hard, proud, ever-closed-off disappointment of Gage Danielson.

      Giselle had even said it herself. Sad. Because without her, that was what I was. Would be. Fuck.

      
        
        Giselle

      

      

      M'éloigner de lui était probablement la chose la plus pénible que je n'avais jamais faite. Mais j'ai vu son visage, et il ne pouvait pas exprimer ce qu'il ressentait pour moi.

      Si Gage m'aime vraiment, il peut me le dire. J'en mérite autant.

      Même lorsqu'il y a tant à donner à l'intérieur de lui, il a toujours peur.

      Mon beau surfeur ne connaît pas encore la profondeur de ce qu'il pourrait offrir, si seulement il permettait à l'amour de traverser la douleur qui habite son cœur.

      N'oublie jamais.

      Je ne t'oublierai jamais, Gage.

      Mon amour.

      ~pour vous en anglais~

      Walking away from him was probably the hardest thing I've ever had to do. But I saw his face, and he could not say whatever he does feel for me.

      If Gage does love me, he can say it to me. I deserve that.

      Even when there is so much inside of him to give, he is still afraid.

      My beautiful surfing man just does not yet know the depths of what he could give if only he would allow the love to break through the hurt that lived in his heart.

      Never forget.

      I will never forget you, Gage.

      My love.
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      Four days later.

      “You holding up okay?"

      I frowned as I lolled back onto my bed, closing my eyes. Although Gray's call was our first talk since our meal at Jazz Street a little over a month ago, I could guess that Reid had filled him in on all the Giselle details he'd pried out of me since her departure.

      Couldn't have even one week to myself to process things before my friends came crowding in. Nope. Reid had shown up unannounced the very next day after Giselle left, and seeing my dejected state, had point-blank guessed the whole thing.

      Clearing my dry throat, I lied, "I'm okay, Gray."

      "Good. At least it was only a month."

      "Yeah," I echoed hollowly.

      A month, I reminded myself. Only a month. Not long enough to truly know anyone…or to fall in love with them. Whatever I'd felt for Giselle was just lust in its purest form.

      You keep telling yourself that, asshole.

      It was common knowledge that those spur-of-the- moment, love-at-first-sight Vegas weddings never worked out. Not for rich and famous celebrities, and definitely not for us regular people. No matter how strongly I believed I cared for Giselle, all it could be was simple head-over-heels lust.

      Liar. Just keep on lying to yourself, motherfucker.

      "How are things with you?" I asked. My attempt at being a decent friend, before I indulged in bad manners crying about my life without asking about his.

      "Really great, actually." His sorry tone set my teeth on edge. "Reese is getting impatient for the baby to be born. She's cranky and uncomfortable and in need of constant reassurance that she'll be a good mom, and that I'll still love her if she weighs a few pounds more than she did before. Shit like that. And it's just…great…"

      I tuned Gray out as I pretend-listened to him tell me how "great" it was to be with the one you love and living through the milestones of life I'd probably never experience. I started rifling through the contents of my bedside drawer as a distraction. It was a catchall for pencils, receipts and random notes, so when my hand made contact with something unfamiliar, I pulled it out.

      A piece of drawing paper from Elysium.

      "Gage?" Gray asked.

      I turned the paper over and saw words written in a familiar hand.

      "Yeah?" I answered on autopilot.

      "Reid's dating this new girl. She's Brazilian and so tall she has to—"

      I stopped listening to whatever the fuck he was saying because…I was reading the poem in my hand.

      

      love

      is not just a word with you

      love

      is your sweet kiss at the small of my back

      love

      is a new smile in your eyes on our third hour mark

      love

      is our dirty socks entwined in the hamper

      love

      is just you

      

      I read it again and again. The answer to a question I hadn't even asked her started strumming through my veins.

      "Sorry, Gray," I told him, "Just realized something. Talk to you later, brother."

      I lifted the paper to my lips, pressed and held it there. My eyes closed, and I breathed deeply in and out.

      It was obvious now. What my body had known, but my mind had taken too fucking long to figure out.

      I loved Giselle, and she loved me too. Thank God she had the courage to say it.

      I didn't know what in hell that would mean for me now, except that by letting her go, I'd made the biggest mistake of my life.

      So now, the only thing for me to do was to set it right.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening.

      The flight to Paris was one level beyond unbearable.

      Unable to secure anything in business class, my last-minute seat assignment had me wedged between a tired mother, her cranky toddler, and a very large man on the aisle in a flop sweat. With the toddler shrieking and the man's prolific sweaty rolls angling for me, it seemed like they were in an unofficial competition as to who could make the flight more awful.

      I slapped headphones on and cranked up the music…and thought about how Giselle would make this hideous experience somehow laughable—something funny to reflect upon at a later time. My French beach fairy possessed special skills like that.

      When my seat mate fell asleep and began snoring (and sweating) on my shoulder, no matter how many times I prodded him off, he won.

      Seven-hours-and-twenty-minutes of claustrophobic hell later, it all came to a welcome end when I stepped out into the early morning Paris sunshine. I hadn't been to Paris in years, but I soon began to align myself with the layout of the city. My chest still had the ache firmly in place, but maybe it was eased somewhat in knowing I was on the same continent as Giselle again.

      The taxi line out of the airport wasn't exactly a quick affair, and the trip into the city took a while, but I knew where I was headed. Although calling it a "lead" was being generous.

      "I just cannot get enough of drawing at the Tuileries Garden," she said. "My favorite spot is under those perfect rows of trees, in the shade." A wistful smile came over her face as she remembered. "Before I left, it had gotten to the point where I had named all of the trees and learned the names of some of the regulars. There was Maurice, the little old man who talked to himself and even to me too if I bothered him enough. There was Hillary, the middle-aged woman with the long winding yellow scarf, who came at twelve o'clock for one hour precisely each and every day. There was Winston the squirrel, who would stop by every so often to nibble at my sunflower seeds."

      So, to the Tuileries I went.

      Unlike my expectations, most people I asked for directions knew English and were very polite to use it with me. Although I'd been to Paris before, I'd never gone to the Tuileries. So, I followed their instructions and sure enough, when my squint stopped on green that extended as far as I could see, I knew I was golden. A quick walk through the gardens found them far bigger than I expected.

      But I was fatigued to nearly collapsing-level proportions, so I stopped in at a nearby express grocery store to deal with the basics. After loading up with several incomprehensible but still clearly ham packages, Doritos, some oranges, and a container of strawberries, I hit up the bathroom.

      There, after washing the strawberries in the sink, I popped one in my mouth.

      “I just love strawberries.” she'd said amidst the sunflowers. It had only been a month ago, but it seemed like a different era entirely.

      Quit fucking crying about it and get your sorry ass moving, fool.

      Determined not to waste another second, I strode outside and into the park. There, I began my search, which also doubled as sight-seeing. Now I could see it through her eyes just as she'd sketched it for me in my mind.

      I meandered past several giddily spurting fountains, brigades of expertly crafted statues, a ton of painstakingly tended gardens with flowers every shade of the rainbow, and an infinite number of trees.

      After an exhaustive search, peering around every shrub and oak, examining every vaguely Giselle-resembling girl who passed me by, there was nothing left to do but camp out by the long rows of trees Giselle had told me about. The shade was where I slouched for my wait.

      Here I would sit, and here I would stay. This was the best—the only—chance I really had for running into Giselle. This will work. She'll come.

      A few hours later, down to my last chewy ham slice with the sun nosing down the horizon, I wasn't so sure. I'd been sitting on this uncomfortable patch of grass for what had to be four hours now. Despite the vigilant and borderline insane way I'd been staring holes and occasionally following any woman that even passably resembled Giselle, I hadn't seen her. So far, the police hadn't showed up to ask me to leave, so I counted my blessings, even though it wasn't much.

      Although I'd had ample time to imagine what Giselle might be doing while I sat waiting in the Tuileries hoping to find her. No matter what odd charming situations I half-pictured in my mind's eye, they always came back to the same image of her eating strawberry pancakes in her flat while looking out over Paris. Yep, that was the only other "lead" I had on her. Giselle lived in the city and apparently loved it.

      So, all I had to do was search out every twenty-four-year-old artist living in downtown Paris… What an easy fucking task that'll be. I prayed it wouldn't come to that. The Tuileries was my best chance.

      Scowling, I swatted away a fly descending on what was left of my half-eaten strawberries. The ants, flies, and the occasional bumblebee had long since discovered my presence and had banded together to drive me insane.

      "M. vous doivez partir." A man decked out like a swanky mall cop leaned over to give me the brunt of his judgy well-mustached frown.

      In response to my blank face, he let out an impatient sigh.

      "The park is closed," he said in a heavily accented voice, stabbing his finger out to drive the point home. "You must leave."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was up early, wolfing down my croissant as I barreled down the stairs two at a time. Surprisingly rested after sleeping so well in my room at Hôtel Juliana, I decided it was because I was now in the same city where she was.

      Outside, speed walking was essential, since the sidewalks were already flocked with people.

      About twenty minutes later, I was back at my spot. Parked in the very same indentation in the grass where my ass had been situated less than twelve hours prior. Flanked by my sentinel of perfect tree lines and a grasping, increasingly diminishing hope.

      And so the hours slowly crept along as I leaned on the tree and a parade of not-hers passed by. Most looked to be tourists. Fascinated timeworn men, bored adolescent girls.

      Seeing a lilac-haired one stride past without so much as lifting her eyes off the screen made pain scrape through me. Giselle and I had talked about that, one night—people barely living because they were so concentrated on their phones—after I'd nonchalantly mentioned never seeing her on her own Motorola.

      "The whole phone thing, it is like a screen for the present moment," she said. "To face the world head-on, to give it one instant or iota of their full attention, is something most people today cannot bear. So, they glaze it away. Glue their gaze and minds to the screen. Scrolling, scrolling to infinity. Maybe a picture, a few texts saying nothing in response to less. When you think about it, it is nothing more than a smart, sad strategy. Always being halfway in this world and halfway in that, so there is no room."

      "Room for what?" I asked.

      A shadow passed over her face. "For the thoughts they cannot bear creeping in."
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        * * *

      

      As I stared glumly ahead, the thoughts I hadn't wanted to face hit me square in the gut. Cassidy had been right about me. That in the end, even when I'd met a girl I really did care for, or love, I'd messed it up.

      Maybe I was doomed to be alone.

      And Giselle? I'd never found out what had driven her to Charleston so impulsively. Why hadn't I pushed until she'd told me? We’d spoken about many things, but had we ever truly gone beneath the surface? Had she wanted me to?

      Something in me ached with recognition. Regret over what could've saved everything. Maybe if we'd bonded over her intimate secret, maybe she would've stayed. Maybe I would've realized sooner what she meant to me.

      The sun seesawing from one horizon to the other was my indication of time passing and marching forward. When the shining orb began its inevitable descent, so too did my last dregs of hope. This was it, then.

      She isn't coming.

      I'd been wrong. Maybe Giselle was staying with some friends on the opposite side of town. Maybe she wasn't even here in Paris. She'd once told me that her father lived on a farm in the countryside and had started a second family with his new young wife after her mother died. Maybe she'd gone to visit them. After all that had happened with her, the only thing I could admit to myself with complete certainty was that I didn't know her as well as I should've.

      When my eyes stopped on the seventh Giselle look-alike of the day, I tossed my last slice of orange in my mouth. The moment seemed ironically symbolic, watching the wind ruffle the golden waves of her long hair as she paced down the aisle of trees, toward me. My last bite of orange, the last sight of a Giselle look-alike. It was time to go; I could see that now. I'd have to try to find her another way.

      I rose, and the Giselle look-alike stopped.

      "It is you," she breathed.

      I gaped at her. At her green dress fluttering in the breeze. Her parted lips that couldn't seem to settle on the smile her eyes were shining with. Those eyes, that weren't brown as I remembered them. Now, surrounded by so much green, they were too. Dark green shining emeralds.

      "Gi." I rasped out her name. I did not believe it was her at first. Couldn't fucking believe it. I'd seen too many girls with the same hair dancing in the wind. I'd seen too many girls with bohemian style and an unhurried step. Too many girls who were not her.

      “Gage, what are you doing here?"

      Giving you my heart.

      Still, her face couldn't decide whether to be surprised, happy, or both. She looked a little shocked.

      Taking both her hands into mine, I said, "I'm here for you."
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      “What are you saying?" she asked quietly.

      Under the view of those candid, expectant eyes, there was only room for one thing. The truth.

      "I'm saying that I'm not fine with leaving things as they were." I held her gaze. "Or ending things—ending us. I don't know how, but I do know who. For me, it's you, Gi. As soon as you left and I found your poem, I understood that I don't want to live without you for even one more day—"

      She stopped my words in their tracks with two fingers to my lips.

      The wind had stopped blowing. All was still as though we needed the calm to speak.

      "There is still so much you do not know about me, Gage." She was guarded, but truthful. I could live with truth, though. The truth would get us to where we needed to go together.

      I raised her hand that was still clasped in mine to my lips and kissed it, breathing in the sweet scent of her skin, knowing relief for the first time in days. "But I've got time." I winked and gave her a grin hoping she remembered.

      She bit on her bottom lip as a pretty smile bloomed on her face. "I think you've used that same line with me before."

      "It's a good one…and if it works…well, then I'm using it on you, Frenchy."

      She laughed softly. "Would mon beau surfeur like to come to my flat?"

      "Oui." He would very much like to come to your flat. He would very much like for you to come in your flat, too.
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        * * *

      

      Her Parisian flat was close to how I'd imagined it. From the old limestone walls to the eclectic interior. A bed with tie-dye sheets of teal-blues, lime-greens and canary-yellow, and presiding in the center of the room, her easel.

      I'd never been in her room in Charleston, now that I thought of it. It'd never really crossed my mind because when I wasn’t working—and God, had I become an excellent delegator—we'd spent nearly all our time together at the beach house or on the actual beach. Her sketching while I surfed. But being here, in the place where she lived, seemed far more intimate than I could've asked for.

      She flopped down on her bed and gestured for me to sit.

      I sat beside her.

      The silence in the room was keen. Giselle clasped and unclasped her hands, wrestling with something painful within herself.

      Every atom in me burned to say something, to console her. To tell her whatever she had to say was safe with me.  I was safe. That the strength of my love for her wasn't something that some dark new revelation would extinguish. Even if I wanted to feel differently about her, I couldn't. I understood that now.

      One glance of her wretched face indicated that right now my part was to stay silent. This was Giselle's choice, and her fight to fight, her story to tell.

      Finally, she spoke.

      "I went to Charleston to get away."

      She drew her fingers through her hair, and when they caught a snag she ripped them free, shaking her head in frustration. She let out a tortured sigh, as if finally accepting the imperfect narrative she needed to tell.

      "Henri and I met when I was sixteen, at a time when my mother was dying of cancer, and I was angry at having to lose her. A few months was all it took for us to form a bubble between the rest of the world and ourselves. I moved out, I dropped out of school. We had the most insane lives, like in a storybook."

      A bitter smile I wanted to kiss away until she was back to her usual carefree happiness marred her beautiful face, but she had so much more to say. And…more importantly, for her, I had time to listen.

      "Dancing and partying and drinking all night. It was all such brilliant fun that I almost didn't notice what was happening. How my friends were dropping away. My life. My art." She shook her head. "He started stealing to support us, and he got pretty good at it, I guess. The years blurred together, and our bubble shrank and shrank and shrank. Until there was nothing left for me but him. Until our lives were so stifled and limited that we had no choice but to hate each other. He became irritable and tyrannical, blowing up at any wrong thing I said." She closed her eyes, her lower lip trembling as if she were experiencing it in this very moment. "The first few years, I tried to leave. That was the saddest part of all. Wherever I went, whoever I stayed with…he would somehow find out. He would know. Every time he showed up with his grim apologetic smile, familiar kind eyes, and I figured it was a sign. That someone who fought so hard for me could not possibly be wrong."

      She shuddered, her head wilting in defeat.

      "And yet, how wrong I was. The longer I spent with him, the more I whittled away into nothing. I became bone thin, quiet, depressed. We would drink just to get through the day. And his temper grew worse and worse and worse. He manipulated me to get me stealing with him, only I was not nearly as good. I got caught. Several times."

      Her head lifted. In her eyes burned a defiant fire so hot I'm sure my skin was being singed.

      "You want to know the worst thing?" Her voice hitched. "When they arrested me on my fourth straight offense and finally sentenced me, I was glad. I was glad to escape him. Since he didn't have visiting privileges, I was free of him for months. And then when I got out…" Her shoulders slumped. Her voice went flat. "He came for me. He came for me and took me…and I let him. All the while I had been in the detention center, I had sworn to myself that things would be different when I got out. That I would be different. And then, one look in those tender eyes of his and I crumbled."

      Her hand had found mine and was gripping so tightly, as if it were the last lifeline keeping her sane.

      "That night, sleep never came for me. Instead, my mind was swarming with regret—swallowed by a sudden wave of realizing that this was it. If I stayed here with him like this, I was not going to survive it. Even before, I had been having suicidal thoughts, but now…" She shook her head firmly. "Now, this time there would be no escaping it."

      Her breathing had amped up, had taken over her whole body, all rising in heavy inhalations and exhalations. Suddenly, her head snapped to face me, and she shuddered as if the memories still terrified her.

      "So, I left. I packed my bags and I walked out the door. I took the first jet I could to the US. New York City. Where I had always dreamed of going as a little girl; and my dreams finally came true. Sure, I had to go into crazy debt on my MasterCard to afford the flight, but I did it. I was gone."

      Now her face had taken on a shining, luminous quality. This girl was magnificent. So young, so much heartache, yet so strong and resilient. How could I not have known I loved her?

      "It must have been only a few weeks in New York, when I got word from an old friend that Henri was on his way. Most likely, he heard me wax poetic about the city enough times to correctly figure if I was going to go anywhere, it was there. So, I left again."

      A grim smile.

      "In the airport, the one place that sounded charming and warm and yet I'd never heard of, was Charleston. So, I took a flight, and the rest is history."

      Her body rigid, she looked as anguished as she had before she'd told her story.

      I stroked a finger over her wrist tattoo and traced over the bird. And as I suspected she might, she answered my question without having to ask it.

      "The sparrow is for freedom. That was what I learned from all of this. That the most important thing for me, and for my life, is freedom. Without it, there is nothing. I saw it on a poster in New York. The sparrow, the words. N’oublie jamais."

      Her two fingers swirled in a circular motion over her tattoo as she murmured, "Never forget."

      Stillness. Somewhere nearby, a bird twittered. I realized in an instant, the only thing her story had done was emphasize what I already knew. Giselle was it for me. My girl.

      Slipping my arm around her, I eased her up. I steered us toward the balcony door I'd noticed while she was telling her story. Fitting. Like certain themes in our relationship—strawberries, public gardens—balcony talks were in there too.

      Giselle snapped, "That is it? You have nothing to say?"

      I squeezed her hand and drew her forward. "I have so much to say."

      Once we were outside, a few breaths of fresh air helped me focus my thoughts and the words I wanted to say. Somehow, I managed to find myself in France chasing after a girl I barely knew, yet also loved with all my heart. Had I completely lost it? No, you haven't. You've found it.

      A blue wooden bench with chipping paint was my only option so I sat and faced her. Giselle wouldn't quite look at me, but she wasn't looking away either.

      "I'm sorry about all that happened to you with losing your mom…and Henri. But if you think that changes how I feel about you, then you're out of luck."

      Her eyes flickered over to fix on me.

      "When I met you, Gi, you threw me so hard and so far, it was like a wave crashing over me with no warning at all. It had something to do with your easy manner…your smiles…your accent…how hours with you would flash by in a second—and it also had nothing to do with that." It was painful, getting these words out, but saying them was like finally expelling a simmering sickness that had been inside me for a long time. "All this time, I kept trying to play us down. Thinking that we were just a summer fling and nothing more. I never stopped to really think about my growing feelings for you because…I didn't want to acknowledge them. I was familiar with meaningless hookups. I'd just left a serious relationship that had crashed and burned. I was closed-off when I met you. Part of me hoped that our time together was just more of the same meaningless shit, so it'd be easier when it was over."

      My hand found hers and pulled her down to my lap. I kissed her hair and inhaled again, loving that she was in my arms again. I'd never get enough of her scent—flowers and sunshine and goodness.

      "And yet, part of me knew that wasn't the case. Things were different with you. Painfully so at times, as you pulled me out of the darkness and into the sunlight with your sincerity and laughter and joy. I never expected for this to happen to me…and yet…" I turned her face to mine as I spoke my next words. "It did. You happened."

      I tapped her lower lip with my finger. "You caught me. Like a fish in a net. The instant you stepped out of my life it disintegrated to dust. That first night after you left…the thought of sleeping without you, or not seeing you laugh again, or never hearing you speak French to me when we made love…was too much to bear. It was all you. You, who made me love my life again. You, who cracked open the rigid structure I'd built around myself and showed me there were possibilities for something I'd barely dared to hope for."

      Giselle's eyes were luminous, frightened almost as she asked, "What was it you barely dared to hope for?"

      "Love. Finding someone to love who would also love me."

      "And d-id you f-find this person?" Her eyes filled with shimmering tears reflecting the blue and white Paris sky as she waited for my answer.

      I helped her off my lap and onto the bench before standing in front of her. I slipped my hand in my pocket and found the velvet box I'd brought with me. Then I went down on one knee.

      "I did. I found a French beach fairy, or rather she found me." I pulled the box out of my pocket. "And I fell in love with her. She's everything I want…and need in my life. She's beautiful and sexy and funny and a wicked tease that catches me every single time. She's an incredibly talented artist, and so very generous and giving that I have to remind myself she's real sometimes. She's a gorgeous bohemian girl I barely know yet love with all my heart. She probably thinks I'm certifiably insane. But true insanity would be me not seeing the once-in-a-lifetime love in front of me right now."

      I opened the box to reveal the ring I'd found in Charleston before I'd headed to the airport. An aquamarine the color of her dress set in a platinum band carved with rolling ocean waves. "So, there's only one more thing I need to know. Will you, my once-in-a-lifetime love, marry me?"

      Giselle sat frozen, her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide and trailing tears. I hoped like hell they were happy ones.

      She put a hand to my face and stared into my eyes. "Oui, mon beau surfeur, je vais t'épouser." Yes, my beautiful surfing man I will…I think.

      "I'm taking that as a yes, but I think I should revisit French lessons." The smile twitching at the corner of her luscious lips was begging me for a kiss, but she still had more to say to me.

      "It will be on one condition."

      "Which is?"

      She tugged me up from kneeling to sit beside her and looked out contentedly at the city. "Okay, okay, actually two conditions."

      I gulped. If my time with Giselle had told me anything, it was that she could be stubborn about getting her way. "All right, what?"

      "One thing I need to know is where will we live?"

      I kissed her first, loving the taste of her lips after so many days without them, until she started making those wonderful French sounds and words I needed to hear for the rest of my life—and then I answered her.

      "I will live wherever you are. We can live in Charleston at the beach house, or somewhere else altogether if you want. We can even live in Paris if that's what you need in order for us to be together. The point is, my gorgeous Gi, you are my home. Wherever you want to be is where I will live."

      A look of relief passed over her beautiful face as she put her hand to my face again and caressed over my lips with her thumb. ”I want to live in Charleston on the beach…and draw pictures of you surfing and the sea and the sky…and bring strawberries to you at work and feed them to you. I will teach you French and even pick up your dirty socks when you forget to put them in the hamper. I want to grow a patch of sunflowers for us to lie under for picnics in the garden. I want a simple life with small surprises and a great deal of peacefulness. I need that life to be whole again. I will come back here often to visit certainly and to see my family, but I want to live in Charleston with my mon beau surfeur, Gage, who I love with my whole heart."

      I couldn't answer her right away. I was too busy kissing her sweet lips again. And trying to keep my heart beating inside my chest.

      "What's the second thing?" I asked once I could speak.

      "You have to promise me that you will stay gullible to my teasing and never let on even if you know I'm doing it," she said with complete seriousness.

      I swept her up in my arms and twirled her around and laughed. "I don't think you'll have a thing to worry about on that point, my lovely Gi. I’m American, so of course I’ll stay gullible!"

      Now Giselle was the one who was kissing me as I held her above me with the view of Paris spread out before us. "Then I have just one word for you, my love," she said.

      I hope it's my favorite word.

      "Oui."
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      Six months later.

      Folly Beach

      Sprawled out on the blanket in a warm bed of sand, I pulled my wife to my chest.

      "So how does it feel to have a husband?" Cheesy comments had become my favorite method of teasing her, and the levels to which I'd go were fairly limitless.

      Her chin plopped on my chest, a small smile snaking along her lips. "It feels hard and warm and rather nice actually," she said as her hand wandered over my chest and then down my abs and over my shorts to palm my cock through the material. "How does it feel to be the luckiest man in the universe?"

      I laughed—something I did a lot more often now Giselle had come into my life. "Still trying to hold on to the lower leg with the teasing. I told you there was nothing to worry about me ever losing my gullibility with you. But to answer your question, it feels like I won the wife lottery. Not every guy can put a ring on a French beach fairy and keep her. It's a helluva lot harder than it looks."

      Giggling cheerily, she snuggled closer, her arms draping around me. "But you did it, so good job, husband. It is quite fun being married to you, even if it's only been for a day. After all, think how great our wedding turned out, mostly based on my suggestions."

      My hand gripped a handful of her gorgeous ass and squeezed. "Yeah, yeah, Frenchy."

      Although, she was right. Only sixty guests consisting of our families and close friends had attended the small, intimate ceremony. Reese and Gray, Reid, Reeve, Paul and Isa, who were still trying to work out where their crazy relationship was headed, Giselle's friend Brynne, who'd lived with her family in Paris as an exchange student, came out from Vegas with her husband, a handful of Giselle's local artist friends (including Nora, previously known as Old Bat Art Lady) and a few of our neighbors joined us for our ceremony on Folly Beach. Yes, we’d said our vows where we'd first met, and it was exactly how we wanted it to be. Our wedding cake was vanilla strawberry (my clever suggestion) and there was still some leftover in the freezer.

      We were recovering from the party, then we’d slowly pack and get ready to leave for our honeymoon in Cannes next week. Giselle had been the one to suggest we have a break between the wedding and the honeymoon, and she was right...of course. Racing through life never gave you more time. My wife was very wise about how we lived our life. So much wiser than her years. She was an old soul in a new body.

      My fingers settled on the messy knot of her hair and caressed the silkiness. "A little sparrow told me that there's something buried for you on this beach somewhere."

      Giselle tossed a glare at her wrist. This was an ongoing joke between us that her sparrow tattoo liked to tell me secrets more than her. She sighed. "That ungrateful sparrow never tells me anything."

      Nevertheless, she got to her feet and started walking around, peering down at the sand for clues, digging her toes in places.

      "Do I get any sort of hints?" she called over her shoulder.

      "You get one stick of a hint," I called back.

      Giselle stopped at the place in the sand where a long stick was jutting out and grinned over at me. "But how am I supposed to—"

      I tossed a child's plastic pink shovel her way, which she neatly caught, just as I'd known she would.

      "I really have to earn this gift, no?"

      Propping myself on one arm, I said nothing, just winked. I could hardly wait for the magic moment when she found it.

      It only took a minute or so of gritty digging before Giselle paused. "A chest?"

      Getting up, I went to sit beside her as she lifted it out. "Yeah, you like chests, don't you?"

      She gave me a light elbow nudge before returning her attention to the chest. "It is beautiful."

      It had taken me a few days of stealth antique hunting before I found one that fit the bill. Old looking, but not so grimy you wouldn't want to touch it. Like some impressively preserved piece you might find at the bottom of the ocean that had belonged to some old pirate captain. That was another thing I'd learned about Giselle in the past few months: one of her childhood dreams, adorably, was to own a pirate ship—but to be a good pirate, as she'd taken great pains to stress to me.

      "Maybe it's only an old chest with nothing inside it," I teased.

      "Only a chest. We'll see about—"

      She opened the lid. "Ohhh," she breathed as she gathered up the green fabric in her hands and pulled it to her chest lovingly. Then she stood and let it flow down as a deep sigh spilled from of her trembling lips.

      "Gage, you didn't."

      "I totally did." I grinned at my wife feeling quite impressed with myself.

      In her hands was the insanely expensive crochet dress in a soft green we'd stumbled on in a local artisan shop downtown. The intricate twines of the crochet had been carefully handcrafted with extra-fine detailing. And though Giselle would never justify such a cost for a dress no matter how much she loved it, I had no problem whatsoever with the price. Surprising her with something perfect I'd found for her was my prerogative as her husband—as I'd told her many times.

      "Don't make me wait too long," I called to her. "Let's see it on you."

      Holding the dress to her body, eyes tearing up, she turned away and started to put it on over her bikini. This was another of her adorable traits. Even though we were husband and wife and I'd seen her cry at least four times now, she still hated being seen with tears in her eyes. Apparently insulting her whenever she cried had been another one of Henri's many cruel habits.

      I sighed. Yes, it would take probably a lifetime for Giselle's scars regarding her ex to heal, but I was more than up to the task of helping her with that. Every time I woke up next to her, I thanked God for sending her to find me. That's what I believed, so it became my truth. She had been sent from heaven or somewhere to find me…and save me. To be mine. Forever.

      When she returned, my jaw literally dropped. Mind. Completely. Blown.

      The crochet dress looked like it had been constructed with her body in mind. The placement of every finely woven hole was perfection incarnate my fingers itched to sink into.

      She cocked her hip. "What do you think?"

      "Crochet is definitely your thing."

      "You think?" she asked, all arched-brow innocence.

      In one swift motion, I hoisted her up, so her legs could wrap around my torso.

      "I know," I said, a second before my lips crashed into hers.

      The rest was preordained.

      I walked us off the beach and back inside the house as fast as I could get us there.

      The urge to feel and kiss every crochet-exposed hole, every delectable piece of bare skin, was my only driving need right now. My lips were drawn to the nub of her nipple spiking through her suit and the crochet, while my hands danced up and down her beautiful body, stroking to claim all the parts of it I was able.

      Giselle's hands went to work on my board shorts, undoing them but not taking them off…yet.

      Disengaging herself with a taunting smile, she stepped back and slowly reached down to grab hold of the hem before pulling her new dress up over her head carefully. "I don't want to snag this beautiful thing. I love it so much, but I love you more for giving it to me." I waited while she folded it and carefully placed it on the back of the chaise.

      We weren't going to make it upstairs to our bedroom before we started fucking. The couch had worked for us the first time, and it had definitely been used plenty of times since then, so it would do perfectly now.

      Adrenaline spiked in my blood as she came forward to meet me, her hands at the back of her neck pulling the tie of her bikini top. A move she had perfected to an incredible degree of sexiness by the way. As it fell to reveal the perfect tits I worshipped as often as I got the opportunity, she had managed to get the tie at her back undone so the whole top dropped with a soft swish to the floor.

      Jesus.
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        * * *

      

      "Oh, oui." The words spilled from her lips as my tongue made love to her clit.

      That was when I really got to work. Feasting on my wife's pleasure, spurring her release forward, pushing her for more upon more. Every part of me hyperfocused on this one goal, this one act. To hear and feel her sweet body lose it under me.

      So, I took my time, but just enough so her release would be continuous. I swirled my tongue and fingers in perfect tandem, to a subterranean beat. Our bodies grooved together. Her hips thrust against me as her head dug back into the cushions, all while moaning decadently in French.

      Until the shaking of her body became sporadic. A reaction to what she couldn't hold back any longer. The piercing pleasure I was sucking and ramming into her at top, deep-stroking speed. And then she came. Her body flailed up, and then collapsed back, the shakes taking over her, becoming her, and finally, finishing with her.

      Then was I settling myself over her. Our lips found each other.

      Yes, it was time.

      Our lips were the first to meet, but when my cock kissed her wet slit, that was when the real shuddering began. It was nothing short of life-giving. The first notes of the beautiful tune that you knew was your favorite.

      Before I could thrust in deeper, she was already grinding against me as another shake ripped through us, both of us clutching each other. Our bodies tinged with rapid-fire shots of pleasure and this feeling—this fucking nirvana. Of being with the one you were meant to be with. Being with the only person that would ever matter.

      Our bodies moving in tandem. Stroking and grasping hands. Notes of thrills and laughs and moans. All interspersed amidst that primal motion of in and out, flesh claiming flesh. That more and more. That cresting pleasure driving us forward to the end.

      And so, I kept on taking her as she was giving herself to me. We swapped positions like breathing, swapped them so many times I lost track. It was all lost in the flow. Her legs up and around me. Her hands ripping through my hair and her skin bristling to the touch. Her softness bearing my roughness. Her flowery scent in my head. Her and her and her.

      Until I was not only fused into her, I was her. We were. And like this, as us, we came.

      The aftermath was a timeless spell of blissed-out bodies trembling with remembering. Fucking rapture.

      She whispered the sweetest words to me. "Très cher Gage, je t'aime."

      My dearest Gage, I love you.
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      Thank you for reading HUSBAND MATERIAL!

      Ready for a steamy Billionaire? Then you will love FILTHY RICH, available now!

      

      Billionaire Caleb Blackstone lives in the glamorous world of wealth and success, with every material luxury. But the moment he sees Brooke Casterley, none of that matters. Caleb is filled with a raw, undeniable need that he can’t ignore…for a girl who is so completely different from everything and everyone he’s ever known.

      Only Brooke isn’t looking for love. She knows all too well just how much damage the wrong guy can do. Still, what sane, broke British girl can resist the charms of an incredibly sexy, chivalrous billionaire? What starts as flirtation quickly turns into all-consuming passion. Nothing could have prepared her for the searing heat of Caleb’s touch—or just how much she craves him.

      Their whirlwind romance is the stuff of high-society fantasy—but for every moment of pleasure, there is a cost. Past mistakes and tragedy shadow them both…and falling for him might be the kind of trouble she can’t afford.

      

      ONE CLICK FILTHY RICH NOW

      

      Turn the page for the super sexy menage between two handsome cowboys and one woman trying to find her place in the world in SMALL TOWN SIREN.
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          Lexi Blake writing as Sophie Oak

        

      

    

    
      Two cowboys looking for love…

      Jack Barnes and Sam Fleetwood met in foster care. Over the years, they’ve become best friends and partners. They share a business as cattle ranchers and a house. There’s only one thing missing: a woman to share. The men are sure they’ve found that woman when Abigail Moore arrives in their small town, Willow Fork, TX.  

      A woman trying to find her place in the world…

      Abby left her hometown twenty years before under a cloud of scandal. She’s raised a daughter, forged a new life for herself, and is ready for the next phase when she meets the handsome cowboys.  

      One small town that’s ready to explode…

      They’re a dream come true—Jack is the sexy Dom, and Sam the playful lover. It’s everything she’s ever fantasized about. There’s only one problem. She’s still not welcome in Willow Fork, and someone is willing to kill to keep her away.
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      Willow Fork, Texas

      20 years before

      Abigail Moore held her plain white T-shirt up just under her breasts as she stared at herself in the mirror, trying to see any sign of the change to her body. Shouldn’t she be able to see some kind of alteration? After all, her whole damn life had changed with a single pee.

      Pregnant. She was pregnant and Adam was dead, and what the hell was she going to do?

      She let the T-shirt drop. There was zero change to her body yet, but she could see it in her face. Seventeen years old. She was seventeen and her life was over. Everything they’d said about her was true. She was reckless and stupid and she was going to pay the price.

      She heard the door to the trailer open and braced herself. Her mother was home. It was time to tell her mother that she had screwed everything up.

      Abby wiped away her tears. She had a high school diploma and roughly three hundred dollars from her summer job saved up. She could work through the pregnancy and try to start community college classes after she had the baby.

      She would go slow. Slow but steady.

      It would be easier to tell her mother about the baby if she had a plan. It was a shitty plan that mostly involved hoping and praying everything went okay, but it was something of a plan.

      Bright smile. She would convince Momma that everything was going to be all right.

      The smile died on her face when she realized it wasn’t her mother standing there in the living room.

      It was Ruby Echols. Adam’s mother. She was standing in the middle of the trailer Abby had grown up in wearing one of her best Sunday suits and looking around the place like she was trying not to touch anything.

      She wasn’t alone. The sheriff was standing with her. Behind her, really. The sheriff was in full uniform, his hat on his head and that Colt at his side in view.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Ruby said, her voice calm and even, as though she was here to talk about the church charity function. “I knocked, but no one came to the door.”

      Because Abby had been crying in the bathroom. “I didn’t hear you. My mom isn’t here. She’s still at work.”

      Abby glanced at the clock. Her mom wouldn’t be home for another half hour. Her stomach twisted. Ruby would likely know that. Abby had come to understand that Ruby Echols knew absolutely everything that went on in Willow Fork.

      A serpentine smile curled up Ruby’s lips. “Oh, when she comes home is up to you, dear.”

      God, Adam had hated his mother. Don’t look her in the eyes, he would say. You might turn to stone. I can’t wait until we blow this town, baby. We’re leaving and never looking back.

      Adam Echols. So beautiful. So reckless.

      She would never love another man. How could she? Adam had been the love of her life and now she had to face it all alone.

      “What does that mean? And you, Sheriff Lyle? Are you suddenly interested in enforcing the trailer park home owner’s association codes?” She wouldn’t put it past them.

      Since she’d started dating Adam, Ruby Echols had done everything in her power to make Abby’s life miserable. She’d made sure the only grocery store in town wouldn’t sell her anything. Abby had to drive forty miles to find a fast food place that would hire her. She’d gotten more tickets for traffic violations than she could keep up with. It wouldn’t surprise her at all if the sheriff started ticketing her for not keeping the grass a certain height.

      “Don’t you turn that smart mouth on me, missy,” he growled her way. “I’ll have you in a jail cell and I promise you won’t like it.”

      She turned her chin up. “You can’t arrest me. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      He stared her down. “I think I can come up with something.”

      Ruby held a hand up. “I don’t think that will be necessary today, Sheriff. I think Miss Moore will prove not to be a problem after today. Tell me something, Abigail. Was the test positive?”

      She felt her eyes widen. “What?”

      “The pregnancy test you had that whore friend of yours buy for you this morning. Was it positive?”

      Her hands started to shake. God, she’d just found out about her baby. Mere moments before she’d been considering all her options and now fear rushed through her system as icy cold as the stream that ran on the outskirts of town. “That’s none of your business.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” Ruby said, her tone entirely too reasonable for this conversation.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you can make this easy on yourself or it can be hard on everyone.” She clutched her bag in one hand, patting her helmet of icy blonde hair with the other. “You can leave this town and never come back and your mother will continue to have a job and a pension and a home, or you can decide to stay and she will lose all of those things. Right now her employer is waiting to hear from me. If I call before five, he’ll fire her today. Imagine that, Abigail. Your poor, uneducated mother trying to find another job that pays even half as well. And she’s a diabetic. I’m afraid her health care will go.”

      The thought turned her stomach. “She didn’t do anything to you.”

      “Oh, but she did. She gave birth to the slut who killed my son.”

      Abby could argue that Adam had done that himself. Adam had been the one who’d driven away in the middle of a thunderstorm. She’d begged him not to, but it wouldn’t make a difference to the Echols family. Everything was Abby’s fault.

      Ruby wasn’t finished. “In addition to your mother suffering if you don’t leave this town, I promise if I see you walking around here with a bastard in your belly, I’ll come after it. I won’t love it. I won’t consider it mine. I’ll make sure that child knows every single day what a whore its momma was. You really should have taken me up on my former offer.”

      Her former offer had been five thousand dollars if Abby would leave Adam and never see him again. Abby had turned her down flat.

      “And if I leave?” It took everything she had not to run back to the bathroom and throw up. How was this happening? How was Adam dead and gone and his child growing inside her? How was her world falling apart?

      She’d fallen in love with a boy. That was her only crime.

      “Like I said, I don’t want that bastard. I’m not even certain it’s Adam’s. Probably not given that everyone knows you spread your legs for half the county.”

      She hadn’t. She’d given herself to Adam because she’d loved him, but Abby knew it didn’t matter.

      And she knew one thing. All that crying in the bathroom and trying to figure out what to do about her pregnancy had been silly. She knew now. All it had taken was Ruby Echols’s threat to make her understand she was going to be a mother.

      She would never let anyone hurt her child.

      “I need a few days to settle things.”

      Ruby shook her head, though that helmet of hers moved not a centimeter. “You leave today. You have ten minutes to pack, not that there’s anything in this hellhole that’s likely worth having. I’ve got an envelope containing a bus ticket to Dallas and one thousand dollars. The bus leaves in thirty minutes. You’re either on it or I’ll start paperwork to ensure that baby in your belly comes home with me.”

      “But my mom.” Her head was whirling. How could this be happening? Maybe this was all one long bad dream. She would wake up and Adam would be alive and they would go off to Austin for college.

      “Leave her a note, dear. She can’t be surprised. After all, you’re the town whore. Her life is going to be so much easier without you around,” Ruby promised. “Now hurry. This is a one-time offer that goes away if that bus leaves without you.”

      She wanted to stay and fight. She wanted to tell that bitch to fuck herself.

      The Echols family ruled this town. They owned most of the businesses and the bank. Every charity in town depended on their goodwill.

      If she fought, she would lose.

      Abby turned and went to pack her things.

      

      Thirty minutes later, she looked out the window of the Greyhound bus that would take her to Dallas. She’d already decided that once she was there, she would take another to Fort Worth. Her aunt lived there. She would show up on her Aunt Rita’s doorstep and promise to pay her back for the help Abby needed.

      She was going to college and then she would see what the world had in store for her baby.

      She would never give up.

      As she rolled out of Willow Fork, she vowed not to come home again.

      She put her hand on her belly. “All right, baby. Let’s go see the world.”

      

      Willow Fork, Texas

      Ten years later

      Jack Barnes looked out over the spread he’d spent every dime he had on. Ten thousand acres of prime Texas ranch. It was quiet in the early morning light, a fog rolling in over the land.

      In a few hours it wouldn’t be so quiet. In a few hours they would receive eight hundred head of prime cattle and then they would be in for it.

      Jack took a sip of the coffee he’d made, noting how it steamed against the cool morning air.

      God, he hoped he knew what he was doing. Life had been easier in Dallas, but he thought he could see where that lifestyle was going to take them. Him and Sam. He couldn’t lose Sam. His best friend.

      So here he was. Barnes and Fleetwood. Cattle ranchers. Organic cattle ranchers.

      “Hey, Jack,” a familiar voice said.

      Sam walked out, his golden hair hidden under a beat-to-hell Stetson he’d found at a garage sale.

      “Morning,” Jack said, turning back to the land. He couldn’t quite take his eyes off it. His. It was all his.

      No. Theirs. It was his and Sam’s.

      “How was your night?” Jack asked.

      Sam’s shoulders drooped a bit. “I don’t know. It was weird. The town is very closed off. Did you know they don’t even sell beer at the grocery stores?”

      “We’ll have to stock up then,” he offered. He put a hand on his best friend’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I doubt you’re going to have time to think about beer for the next few weeks. We’ll be working way too hard getting this place ready to go.”

      A smile lit Sam’s face, reminding Jack so much of the kid he’d first met in foster care. “We have a cattle ranch, Jack.”

      Damn straight they did, and that look on Sam’s face was exactly why he’d taken them out of Dallas.

      “We do indeed,” Jack agreed. “You ready for this?”

      Sam hustled off the stairs and moved toward the stables. He held his arms out as though embracing the world around him. “To be a cowboy? Hell, Jack, I was born to do this. I’m going to ride the fence line one last time before our babies get here. Wouldn’t want to lose one.”

      They’d been training for this for months. Julian had found them a mentor, though they’d both worked as ranch hands before. They knew how to work a herd, but running a business was new.

      He had to make this work. He’d gambled everything on this land and this ranch.

      Their ranch.

      Jack set the mug down and hustled after Sam.

      Couldn’t let his friend have all the fun, after all.

      Jack breathed in the early morning air and promised that he would conquer Willow Fork, Texas.

      This was going to be his kingdom.
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      Willow Fork

      Present Day

      Sam pulled up behind the old sedan that was parked in front of Christa Wade’s three-bedroom ranch house. She lived in town, a few blocks off of the square where her diner was located. The front yard was littered with kids’ bikes, proving this was probably the place where all the kiddos liked to spend their afternoon.

      He could believe that. Christa was a nice lady and her husband Mike was just about his best friend, outside of Jack, of course.

      His cell phone trilled and Sam picked it up. “Hey, Jack.”

      “Hey, when you grab the order from the hardware store, could you run by the grocer? Benita says we’re out of olive oil. She’s texting you a list.”

      “Sure thing.” He wasn’t sure what they would do without Benita Wells. She’d been their housekeeper since two weeks after they’d moved into the ranch house and figured out that while they were pretty good with cattle, neither one of them could cook for shit. They’d put an ad out but one of the ranch hands had come forward, offering for his wife to take the job while they looked for a permanent solution.

      Benita was the solution and now her husband was their foreman.

      “Tell her I’ll be back well before din… Holy shit.”

      Sam stopped, the phone suddenly not important at all as that crap-ass sedan’s door opened up and the single most luscious thing he’d ever seen in his life stepped out.

      She had vibrant auburn hair that ran like a waterfall down her back. So much hair. And that wasn’t the only thing that hot honey had been blessed with. She wore a V-necked T-shirt and jeans that clung to her body the way he clung to a cold beer after a long day.

      She bounced out of the car, proving those amazing breasts were real.

      He could feel them in his hands, practically see her nipples tightening under his gaze.

      Lust hit him hard and fast and in a way he’d never really known before. Not that he hadn’t wanted a woman at first sight before. Hell, men were wired that way, but this one…oh, this one was damn near perfect.

      “Sam!”

      Damn it. He picked the phone back up. “Sorry, Jack. I’m going to have to call you back. I’ll get the oil. Hey, why am I going to the grocery store for oil? I can get some from Mike. He’s gotta have a couple of quarts in his garage.”

      He kind of halfway listened to Jack as he watched the luscious redhead run into Christa Wade’s arms. Those could be his arms. The world seemed to slow and she did that Baywatch bounce of a run. He could see himself as Christa, opening his arms and welcoming her into them. Sure, Christa kissed her sweet cheek and he would have his tongue halfway down her throat, but it was somewhat the same. Except that he would also pick that pretty girl up and haul her into the bedroom for some sweet, sweet double penetration, and he was fairly certain Christa wasn’t planning to do that.

      “Sam!”

      Why did he have a phone in the first place? “Yeah, Jack?”

      “Are you drunk or did you see a woman?”

      He felt his lips curl. At least Jack knew him well. “The most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. She seems to be some sort of friend of Christa’s since they’re doing that thing when women friends haven’t seen each other in a long time.”

      “Were they doing that thing where they jump up and down and their boobs touch?” Jack asked.

      He prayed he wasn’t drooling. They were still hugging, but they’d both bent backward a bit so they could talk to each other. Redhead had the most gorgeous lips. She smiled and the whole fucking world seemed to light up.

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, you need to take a deep breath. How about you go to the hardware store now and come back to Christa’s later?” Jack suggested. “Or perhaps skip Christa’s altogether. We don’t have to have her out to dinner. It’s probably better that we don’t. We’ve got a shit ton of work to do. We don’t have time to socialize.”

      Damn it. If he left it to Jack, they wouldn’t have a damn social life at all. They would spend all their time with cows and people who worked for them. Jack was a workaholic. “Nope. I’m going to talk to her.”

      “Do you even know who ‘her’ is?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He was going in. She was probably some friend of Christa’s from out of town and she would likely be married because if some man hadn’t claimed that woman, the universe was out of alignment.

      “Sam, think about this,” Jack warned. “You remember what happened last time.”

      He felt his eyes roll. Jack often took things way too seriously. “Last time I nearly got my ass kicked by someone’s husband. But it all turned out okay. We ended the discussion with a round of beers or two.” Or ten. “And she wasn’t half as gorgeous as this one. This one would be worth a beating. I’ll get the oil that’s not motor oil. I promise. Bye, Jack.”

      He hung up because there was no talking him out of meeting her. Jack would try to be all logical and stuff, but Sam preferred to let his dick take over in cases like this.

      He slid out of his truck. The good news was he’d taken a shower before coming into town. He was sweet smelling and ready to take down a lady or two. He pointedly slammed the truck door, trying to get the attention of the women.

      They paid him absolutely no mind.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Christa was saying. “I thought it would never happen. You’re standing on my lawn.”

      “It was never your lawn I had a problem with,” Red said.

      Red had a husky voice that went straight to his cock. Damn. He needed to get a grip or he would scare her off.

      Christa hugged her tight again. “I missed you. I know we talk all the time, but I missed you.”

      Whoa. There was only one person in the world Christa Wade would talk to like that. “Abigail Moore?”

      She was a legend in these parts. Ever since he and Jack had moved here, they’d heard stories of her wild teen days. Her adventures were toasted in bars and whispered about in the churches of the town. Even twenty years later there were still members of the small town who considered her a siren leading young men to sin. She was a cautionary tale. She was a legend.

      Damn straight she was. That woman could lead him into sin any time she liked.

      “Sam?” Christa took a step back, wiping at her eyes. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      A kernel of guilt sparked. He’d interrupted something important, but it was quelled by getting his first real look at Abby Moore as the redhead turned toward him, an amused look on her face.

      “Looks like my reputation precedes me,” she said with a shake of her head. “That one is not originally from Willow Fork. I know because I would remember him.”

      She had a gorgeous hourglass figure made for fucking. Her hips were womanly, and though she was petite, there was nothing delicate about her. She’d been made to please a man in bed, and Sam didn’t see why that man couldn’t be him.

      As for her reputation that was merely a plus in his mind. Abby must be in her late thirties now, but he had a hard time imagining that she’d been sexier as a teenager.

      Christa’s head swung slightly between the two of them as though she was trying to figure something out. “Abby, this is Sam Fleetwood. He and his partner, Jack Barnes, moved to Willow Fork about ten years ago. They own what used to be the old Jones spread outside of town.”

      A laugh huffed out of Abby’s mouth. “Well, naturally they do.” She shook her head and held out her hand. “Mr. Fleetwood, it’s nice to meet you. Please excuse my casual state of dress. I drove straight here from Fort Worth. I have a few boxes I’m going to store in Christa and Mike’s garage. My momma’s trailer doesn’t have much room, you see.”

      He took her hand in his and a vision of her between him and Jack smashed through his senses. She would be so small between them. They would turn her this way or that, taking turns kissing her and touching her.

      He gently squeezed her hand. “Please call me Sam. I’m not one to stand on formalities. And I’d really like to call you Abby.”

      Her smile wavered, but not in a bad way. No. That high-voltage smile had briefly dimmed, as though she’d become very, very aware of him. It was something Jack had taught him to look for. It was important to read the signs a woman gave off, and Abigail Moore had enjoyed touching his hand. It was over in a second and she was right back to smiling brilliantly. “Abby is my name. And how long have you been with your partner? I think Christa called him Jack.”

      He reluctantly let her hand go. “Hell, Jack and I have been together so long it’s hard to remember a time we weren’t.”

      “That’s nice to hear,” Abby said. She glanced Christa’s way. “How about some coffee and then I’ll put this fine young man to work. You look like you can handle some boxes. Only if you have time. The moving van was about thirty minutes behind me.”

      He needed to get back out to the ranch, but there was no way he wasn’t going to stay. “Of course. I’m here to help.”

      And find a way in because there was no way he was letting that lady go.
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      Abby took the coffee from Christa and wished the world was a fairer place. Here she was for the first time in her adult life without a child or husband to worry about. She was free and clear to have some crazy times and the hottest man she’d ever met in her life was right in front of her.

      And naturally he was gay.

      The van had already come and gone and she’d watched that hot-as-hell cowboy move her boxes into Christa’s garage. He’d done it all without breaking a sweat, which was sad because if he had he might have taken off his shirt.

      She was getting to be a dirty old lady. He had to be ten years younger than she was.

      She wondered what Sam Fleetwood’s partner looked like.

      “So, you bought the old Jones spread?” She was curious. She tried not to be. Not about Willow Fork. But years had softened her and she had to admit she’d had her share of good times in this old town. “Did his son not want to run the ranch?”

      Christa shook her head as she joined Abby on the couch. “Kyle left for college. He’s a lawyer in New Orleans now. Mr. Jones had a heart attack and couldn’t work anymore. He died two years back.”

      There was the tragedy of the small town. Too many young people left and there was no one to run the traditional businesses. The Jones spread had been a small cattle ranch that had struggled the whole time she’d been growing up. It was a hard life. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Even though old man Jones had been one of the men to stand behind Ruby Echols. Abby had tried to get a job at one of the few restaurants in town, and she’d been told Jones wouldn’t sell his beef to anyone who employed her.

      She took a long sip of coffee, trying to let the old worries go. Her mom needed her and twenty years had passed. It would be different this time around. It had to be since she was sitting here in ultra-conservative Willow Fork talking to a gay cowboy.

      When she thought about it, it was kind of amazing.

      If only he weren’t the first man in forever who made her hormones perk up and sing.

      “But Jack and Sam have reinvigorated the whole ranch,” Christa said with a smile. “They rebuilt those nasty old stables.”

      “Hey, our horses deserve the best,” Sam said with a sunny smile.

      Oh, that’s what he was. Sunshine. He seemed so light and fun. A breath of fresh air after years of clouds. She was going with the flow. So what if he wasn’t crazy-mad affair material. He was fun and she could use a friend.

      She would be here for a few months, most likely. If she could have some fun, it would make the time pass more quickly while she decided what to do with the rest of her life.

      Her baby girl was grown. She was moving to Austin to go to college. It was time to start a new chapter in her life.

      “What brings you back to Willow Fork, Abby?” Sam asked politely.

      “My mom recently had surgery,” she explained. “I’m a registered nurse so I’m going to help her through the worst parts. She’s coming out of the hospital tomorrow. She’s a fighter. She’ll be on her feet in no time at all.”

      Her momma. It was going to be odd to live with her mom after all this time.

      “A nurse?” Sam asked.

      “Abby’s a terrific nurse,” Christa explained. “Graduated top of her class and went straight for the good stuff.”

      That made her laugh. “She means straight for the crazy stuff. I worked as a trauma nurse for years at John Peter Smith in downtown Fort Worth. Oh, I could tell you some stories.”

      Sam leaned forward. “I want to hear them all.”

      Such a sweetheart.

      The door rattled as someone pounded a fist on it.

      “Well, aren’t we busy today?” Christa stood up. “I think it must have gotten around town that Mike made a brisket for supper.”

      Christa stepped out of the living room to open the door.

      “I think we’ll have to welcome you properly to town, Abby,” Sam began. “You’ll have to visit us at the ranch. I was coming here to invite Christa and Mike out to dinner next week. We’re having a barbecue for some friends and our hands. We’d love to have you.”

      She felt her whole body flush at the idea of him having her. Yep, she was going to have to watch it so she didn’t make a fool of herself around this golden god of a man. “I’ll check my very busy schedule.”

      “You do that,” he replied with a steady smile.

      “Sam,” a deep voice began.

      Abby looked up and felt her jaw damn near drop open. Standing in the middle of Christa’s frilly living room was Sam’s exact opposite. Where Sam was sunny and light, this man was dark and decadent.

      Like one of the characters in her favorite romance novels had walked off the pages.

      Six foot two, with jet-black hair and eyes the color of emeralds.

      Abby hoped she wasn’t drooling.

      Sam sat back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. “Jack, meet Abigail Moore. Abby, sweetheart, this is my partner, Jack Barnes.”

      Jack Barnes turned toward her, his eyes narrowed, and for a moment she wondered what she’d done to piss this man off. For a second it was as if she was seventeen again and she was up against the judgmental authorities of the town. Except he would be even harder to stand up to. This was a man who would get what he wanted, and if he wanted her out of town, she would go or he would ensure that she regretted it.

      And then it was gone as though that dark look had never existed. His whole face softened and he held out a hand.

      “Ms. Abigail, forgive me for the intrusion. I thought Sam was causing trouble where he shouldn’t,” he admitted.

      “Trouble?” She couldn’t imagine Sam causing trouble, though admittedly she’d only recently met him. He seemed super sweet. If he came into her ER, she would immediately put him in the easy-patient category.

      Not so Jack Barnes. He would be stubborn as hell if he thought he wasn’t getting the right care.

      “Sometimes Sam forgets where he’s supposed to be,” Jack said with a frown.

      “Sometimes Sam finds a new place that he’s excited to be in,” Sam returned smoothly. “Sometimes Jack forgets what it means to be spontaneous and to have fun.”

      “Sometimes Sam forgets he’s got a job to do,” Jack replied.

      “Oh, I never forget that Jack. It’s just sometimes you don’t like how I do my job,” Sam replied with a silky smile.

      Wow, they had some issues. She stood up, hating the fact that she’d already caused trouble. “Mr. Barnes, please let me apologize. I asked Sam to help me with moving some boxes and then Christa offered him some iced tea. It’s my fault if he’s late to work.”

      Jack Barnes looked her over. “Yes, I can see that.”

      Sam didn’t miss a beat. “Abby is from Fort Worth. She’s a nurse and unfortunately she lost her husband a few years back. She’s been on her own since then. She’s in town for a few months to help her momma recover from surgery. You can see why I offered her some help with her boxes. She’s not going back to Fort Worth. She’s not sure where she’s going next.”

      “I’m in transition.” She didn’t know why but she felt a need to explain herself to the dark-haired man. “I think it’s time for a change, but I haven’t figured out what that means yet.”

      He shook his head and released a long breath. When he looked back up, he was charming and held out a hand. “Ms. Abigail, please forgive my temper. We’ve had two hands down with the flu and I’m on edge, but I should never take that out on a lady. I’m glad Sam could help. Please feel free to call on either one of us if you need anything at all.”

      His hand enveloped hers as she took it. He covered her with his other hand, encircling her with warmth. She had to remember to breathe for a moment. He was so big and…solid. That was the word.

      This was a man she could count on if he liked her. This was a man who would do anything for someone he cared about and anything to his enemies.

      And it was very obvious he was jealous of his boyfriend’s time.

      “Thank you for that, Mr. Barnes,” she replied, gently removing her hand. “But I think you’ll find I’m a very independent woman. Boxes aside. I’m here for a few weeks, month and a half tops, and I intend to be very quiet about my stay. I doubt you’ll even notice I’m here.”

      “I don’t think noticing you is going to be a problem,” he replied.

      She flashed him what she hoped was a carefree smile. “Well, I better get on over to my momma’s place. Christa, I’ll take you up on that job while I’m here. I can start tomorrow if you’ve got a shift in the morning. Mom doesn’t come home until tomorrow night.”

      Christa hugged her tight. “I’ll have a uniform waiting and ready. I love it. You and me against the world. It’s high school all over again.”

      Sam stood up, frowning. “Maybe I should follow you over to your mom’s. In case you need any help.”

      She shook her head and grabbed her purse. “No, but thank you so much.” She glanced up at Jack, trying to let him know she wasn’t going to come between him and Sam. She’d been happy to make a friend. The last thing she needed was to cause trouble. “Like I said, I’m very independent. Y’all have a good night.”

      Abby stepped outside before she could start a fight between them. She was sure Mr. Jack Barnes had heard the rumors about her and hustled over to save his boyfriend from getting mired in her problems. She couldn’t blame him.

      Well, she could, but it wouldn’t change a thing. She’d meant what she said. She was here for a brief time and then she would move on again.

      Because the last thing she would do was stay in this nasty old town. No matter how hot the cowboys were.

      She got into her sedan and was grateful when the damn thing turned over.

      Head held high, she drove away, not looking back once. That was a lesson she’d learned the hard way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did you have to run her off, Jack?” Christa crossed her arms over her chest and gave him a frown that could have frozen fire. “That is my best friend in the world. I don’t care what you’ve heard about her, if you can’t be civil to her in my home, maybe you’re not welcome here.”

      Whoa. Jack put his hands up. He had obviously been misunderstood. “Chris, I meant no disrespect, and you know I don’t listen to gossip. I thought Sam was about to get into another shitload of trouble, and you know he’s on thin ice with the sheriff after the last bar brawl. I had no idea he was talking about your best friend.”

      “Talking about her?” Christa looked between him and Sam. “I thought you came over here to drop off an invite to the barbecue.”

      Sam was frowning his way. “I did and then I saw her. I was talking to Jack and explained that I needed a few minutes to say hello. I was being neighborly.”

      Christa’s eyes narrowed. “You were being horny. I don’t think it’s a good idea. Abby’s been through a lot. The last thing she needs is the two of you humping her leg and making a spectacle of her around town.”

      “I would never hump her leg,” Jack replied sardonically. Though, damn, he’d hump plenty of other parts of her. She was the single most gorgeous woman he’d seen in forever. He understood why Sam had gone crazy, but he wasn’t thinking. “How long has she been a widow?”

      “A few years now,” Christa admitted. Her shoulders had finally relaxed. “It’s not that you two aren’t great guys…”

      It was simply they were two men with somewhat perverse needs. That was what he understood and Sam did not. “I understand.”

      “If we’re great guys, then why didn’t we ask her out?” Sam rarely gave up.

      Christa looked utterly miserable. “It’s not that I don’t think you should. Honestly, if you could keep it all quiet, I would tell you to go for it, but Abby’s been burned by this town before.”

      “I don’t give a damn what the town thinks,” Sam began.

      “But she will,” Jack finished for him. “And she does. Her momma lives here. Hell, Sam, how many women do you know who are happy to date two men at the same time? There’s a reason they don’t do it. It’s considered perverted.”

      “Well, of course it is. It wouldn’t be fun if it wasn’t perverted,” Sam replied. His eyes held an implied “duh.”

      “Did she seem like the kind of woman who does things for kicks?” Jack asked. “Who has a sexual bucket list?”

      Sam frowned.

      “You know people who have sexual bucket lists?” Christa asked.

      “Yeah, I do. I know them because Sam and me, well, we help them check off the ménage portion of that list.” He utterly hated the fact that here he was playing the bad guy again. “It’s not going to happen with her. You need to leave her alone, Sam. She’s here to take care of her mother. Let her do that in peace.”

      Something died in Sam’s eyes, a little light. When he smiled this time there was no joy behind it. “Sure thing, Jack. You’re right. She wouldn’t want to have anything to do with us. Not if she knew the truth. Christa, it was good to see you. I’ll go run my errands and see you back at the house, Jack.”

      “Sam,” Jack said, unwilling to let him go without some kind of offer to make things better. “We’ll head up to Dallas in a week or two. We’ll spend some time in The Club.”

      This was all his fault when he thought about it. He’d gotten wrapped up in work and they’d missed their last two planned trips into Dallas. There was a club there that catered to men like him and Sam. They needed a good weekend of indulgent sex to get their heads straight. He wouldn’t let it go so long next time. It would be kind of like setting an appointment to change the oil in their cars, routine maintenance. If they got regular, rocking-good sex, maybe Sam would settle down and stop going after women like Abigail Moore.

      “Sure thing,” Sam said. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      He strode out of the house and Jack’s stomach sank.

      “There’s a club?” Christa asked.

      “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” he replied. A nasty thought hit him. Christa and Mike were the only people in town who knew for sure about their “proclivities.” Well, besides the women they’d fooled around with, but he thought he’d managed to keep it mostly to rumors. But what if it bothered her? “Unless you would rather we stayed away from you and Mike altogether.”

      She rolled her eyes. Had she been in the lifestyle, she would have made a glorious brat. “I’m so shocked, Jack.” She sobered a bit. “I didn’t mean to hurt Sam like that. Abby’s been gone for twenty years. We’ve kept in touch. She’s my best friend, but I’m not a hundred percent sure she’s ready for any of this. Don’t take it wrong, Jack. Believe me. I want her to stay here, and if she fell madly in love with the two of you…”

      He held a hand up. “Stop right there, Chris. I’m too old to believe I’m going to magically fall in love with someone. I will admit that she is one fine-looking lady, but I can’t see myself falling in love with anyone. If anything, I suspect Sam is going to be the one who’ll get married. If the woman he loves is on the open-minded side, perhaps we can work something out, but I don’t expect more than sex.”

      “That sounds sad,” Christa said.

      “I’m a realist.” He had to be. One of them had to be. He left, following Sam and hoping his best friend in the world could forgive him.
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      Two days later, Sam eased into the booth at Christa’s Café with a brighter outlook on things.

      “You get to look at the reports?” Jack asked, pulling out a newspaper.

      Once or twice a week they came into town and had breakfast at Christa’s. There was always some errand they needed to run. Today they were picking up feed. Jack said it forced them to socialize, but what he really meant by that was it forced Jack to socialize. Sam socialized plenty.

      He glanced around the café. Yeah, he’d socialized with a couple of the women here, but for the most part he managed to stay friendly with them.

      Ah, there was the one he didn’t want to be friendly with. Well, he did, but he wanted it to go way further than friendly.

      Abby Moore stepped out of the kitchen and she was wearing one of the short pink dresses Christa’s waitresses all wore, though she filled that sucker out way better than the teenagers Christa hired. He had zero interest in those babies. He wanted a woman, and the perfect one had just walked out.

      “Sam? You listening to me?”

      He smiled. “Yep. I read the reports. The cattle are healthy and happy and exceptionally eager to get sold and made into hamburgers.”

      The herd this year was in excellent health, with most of them at prime weight to be sold in the next few months, but then he didn’t need a report to tell him that.

      Jack followed his line of sight and went still. That was interesting. There were times when Sam could read his partner like a book and this was one of them.

      Jack didn’t want Abby? Bullshit.

      He’d seen the way Jack reacted to her, how he’d covered her small hand with both of his. He’d watched Jack go from pissed off to sad when he realized what kind of woman Abby was. Hell, he even knew why Jack had come running. Normally Sam had terrible taste in women. Well, that was what Jack would say. The truth was he had excellent taste in women. It was simply discretion and Jack’s pickiness he lacked. If there wasn’t a fabulous woman waiting around on a Friday night to go home with him, he’d take the mean one home because it wasn’t like he was planning on having a pleasant conversation with her. Sex was easy.

      What he wanted to try with Abigail Moore…now that was going to be a bit trickier.

      Because he had conversed with her. Because despite his very clever ruse the other day, he’d walked straight out to his truck, gone about his errands, and then happened to find himself at her sad single-wide trailer. He’d wanted to make sure she was safe. He hadn’t spent more than thirty minutes talking to her, but he’d called later on and that had led to a much more detailed conversation and now, two days later, he’d spent roughly four hours on the phone with her.

      Oh, he liked her quite a bit.

      “Seriously? I thought we had this conversation, Sam.”

      Sam let his eyes go wide. “What are you talking about? We eat here every time we come into town.” He huffed a little. “Are you saying I can’t get my waffles because you don’t like the waitress?”

      Jack sat back, setting the newspaper down. “It’s not that I don’t like her.”

      “You don’t even know her so how could you dislike her?”

      “She seems very nice.”

      “I think she’s lonely. Have you noticed how some of the people won’t talk to her?”

      Christa stopped at their table with a pot of coffee in her hand. She filled their mugs. “Hey, boys. Abby will be with you both in a moment. Unless you want another waitress.”

      Jack looked around the diner. “Why are we the only ones in this section?”

      Christa sighed. “It’s what I like to call ‘church lady’ day. At this time of day, it’s all women who meet for the church or the public school. They plan events and activities. They don’t much like Abby, but she can use the money and it’ll pick up come lunchtime. The highway workers don’t give a crap who brings them their burgers.”

      Abby seemed to realize she had customers and smoothed down her tiny skirt that could easily be flipped up so he could have access to her pussy. She looked slightly flustered as she tried to find her notepad. She gave him a bright smile and then it seemed to dim as she saw Jack.

      He was going to have to be charming enough for both of them until Jack got his head out of his ass and realized that the world wasn’t all dark and dim. The man brooded too much.

      “Why does she need the job here anyway? I thought she was a nurse,” Jack said, obviously unable to take his eyes off her.

      He was probably thinking about that pink skirt, too. And the wealth of beauty that lay under it. Though he would bet Jack was thinking about her pretty ass.

      “Her husband’s cancer treatment was very expensive. Even the co-payments nearly wiped her out. Not that she had much to start with. She paid her own way through school and raised her daughter by herself. She has enough savings to get Lexi through four years of school and for a down payment on a small house or condo. She can use some spending money until she can find work again.”

      Jack’s hands made fists on the table and he moved them under. “We’ve got a hospital.”

      “They told Abby they didn’t need her services, but they would call her if a position opened up. Small towns work in mysterious ways,” Christa said as Abby joined them. “So, Abby is going to help you boys out today. Have a good breakfast.”

      Abby had a smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes, as though she wasn’t certain of her welcome. “Hello, Sam. Mr. Barnes.”

      “It’s Jack, Abigail. You can call me Jack.” Jack’s hands made a reappearance, reaching for his coffee. “You are looking lovely today.”

      Score one for his freaking team. All he needed was to poke that place in Jack that couldn’t stand not lifting up the underdog. In this case, they would be lifting her up and setting her right back down on one of their dicks.

      She flushed slightly. “Thank you. It’s been a while since I wore a waitress uniform. Now, what can I get you two for breakfast?”

      “What do you like here?” Jack asked as though he hadn’t ordered the same damn thing for the last ten years. “I’ve heard the waffles are pretty good.”

      Abby grinned. “They are. They’re excellent. Of course, everything is. Christa’s mom used to run this place and Christa still uses most of her recipes.”

      She was off, talking about how she and Christa used to play in the kitchens when they were kids.

      When they left, Sam noted the overly large tip Jack left.

      It was only a matter of time.

      He had to be patient. A wee bit manipulative.

      His best friend had taught him that. Sam went about his day with a spring in his step. This was going to work out. He knew it was.
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      Abby sniffled as she tried to figure out how to get the cracked board off the stairs that led up to the tiny trailer she’d grown up in. The stairs probably hadn’t been properly taken care of since her father died. They’d been tricky to maneuver even back when she’d lived here.

      She took a deep breath and tried to remind herself why she was here. Her mom needed her. When she didn’t need her, Abby would head straight for Austin to see how she liked the city.

      Her baby sure seemed to like it. Lexi was thriving in college. That had to be enough.

      The unmistakable sound of heavy tires crunching on the gravel road brought Abby’s head up and she got off her knees. There was no way she was having this conversation on her knees.

      “Hello, Ken,” she said, recognizing her old high school classmate despite the fact that he was wearing a deputy uniform instead of a football jersey. He’d been the best running back in the area until he’d blown out his knee in his sophomore year at LSU.

      Maybe he’d seen her struggling and this was a friendly call. So far she’d been lucky. With the exception of the Thursday morning brunch club refusing to sit in her section, she hadn’t felt unwelcome. The community around her mom had given her a warm welcome, but given Ken’s frown, she thought her luck might be about to change.

      “Ms. Moore,” he began and then sighed. “Hey, Abby. Damn, you look good. Have you aged a day since high school?”

      She’d so aged. His voice had softened, but she noted he wasn’t moving any closer to her. No welcome-home hugs. “You look good, too, Ken. What are you doing out this way?”

      His face flushed, another sure sign this wasn’t going to go well. He was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, she got his hard lawman voice. “How long do you think you’ll be staying here, Abby?”

      “As long my momma needs me.” She wasn’t seventeen years old and desperate. She couldn’t be bought off for a thousand bucks and the promise of being left alone.

      “Do you have any idea how long that will be?” He stepped toward her.

      She held her ground. “She had surgery. I’m going to be here probably six weeks. Maybe eight.”

      “That’s a long time,” he said with a frown. “Shouldn’t she have a nurse? Why hasn’t her insurance brought in a professional?”

      How little they knew about her. “I assure you there’s no one they could bring in who could do the job better than me. I’m a registered nurse with fifteen years of service under my belt. My degrees have degrees, Ken. Do you know how I managed that? I managed to get my degree while raising a child alone and working thirty hours a week to support us. So you tell your boss Ruby Echols that the girl she shipped away is not the woman who came back.”

      His jaw tightened and she knew she’d rubbed him the wrong way. She talked to doctors like that all the time and they rolled their eyes and usually did what she told them to because those men were perfectly confident in themselves. That was what she’d learned. It took confidence to be able to listen to other people. Ken looked hard and mean as he stepped into her space.

      “My boss is the sheriff of this county and you better not forget that, little girl,” he began.

      She heard the sound of another car coming down the road, but she knew she couldn’t count on anyone to save her. Not from the law. She kept her eyes on the deputy. “Like I said, I’ll be here until my mother is on her feet again.”

      He loomed over her. “And like I said, your momma needs a professional, someone who isn’t related to her.”

      “You mean someone who doesn’t make Ruby Echols mad.”

      He stopped, his eyes looking down at her. “You know it strikes me that we could work something out, Abby. That old lady doesn’t have to know you’re still here. Not if you promise to stay in this trailer. Hell, I wouldn’t even leave you alone. I’d come and visit you.”

      She could bet he would. She fought back tears. Damn but would this ever stop? She wasn’t safe here.

      He stared down at her. “What do you say, Abby? You want to stay here, you gotta pay the price.”

      “Is there a problem, Deputy?” A hard voice broke through her fear.

      Abby looked over and Jack Barnes was standing in her momma’s tiny, well-kept yard. He was big and solid and she kind of wanted to run over and throw herself into his arms.

      She didn’t, but she wasn’t sure if she’d ever been more grateful to see a man than she was to see Jack.

      Ken glanced over at Jack and took a step back. “Now, Mr. Barnes, I was discussing a situation with Abby here. Get back into your truck and move along.”

      “Is that what he’s doing, Abigail?” Jack asked. “Is he having a normal discussion with you? A consensual discussion?”

      She had two choices. She could keep the peace or she could throw herself behind that big, broad body and let him protect her. Would she be getting him in trouble? Would she be making Jack Barnes’s life worse for stopping to help her out?

      “Abigail…” His deep voice broke through the questions running through her mind. “I want to know what’s happening. Do you understand me? I don’t want some bullshit because you think we should avoid conflict.”

      Ken turned toward him. “Mr. Barnes, there’s zero reason for you to be here.”

      “Except that I want to know what’s happening with Abigail,” he replied, his voice steady.

      There was a moment when she wasn’t sure what was going to happen, when she worried she was about to get Jack Barnes into serious trouble. And then Ken stepped back, his shoulders coming down and his whole demeanor changing in a second.

      “Nothing at all, Mr. Barnes,” Ken said. “Just checking in on an old friend. Abby, good to see you. Think about what I said.”

      She stared at him, not giving him a single word. He didn’t deserve one. She stood there with her stupid hammer in her hand and wondered why the hell she’d thought this could work.

      Jack moved in, taking Ken’s spot, though he turned his back to her, watching Ken as he got into his car. He was a big bulwark between her and the cop. He crossed his arms over his chest as he watched the deputy drive away.

      Abby took a deep breath.

      Jack turned to her. “You all right?”

      She nodded.

      “But he wasn’t being pleasant, was he?”

      She felt tears pierce her eyes. Shame, that old nasty friend, flushed through her. She managed to shake her head.

      Jack Barnes stepped in, crowding her, but not the way Ken had. Somehow she knew she could back away and he would let her go. He wasn’t trying to take something from her. He was trying to give, to give her comfort, to let her know she wasn’t alone. His hands came up and he used his thumbs to brush away her tears.

      “You call me if he comes around again. You get in the house and lock the door and call me, you understand?” Jack’s voice was low, deep and solid.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      His jaw tightened and for a second she could swear she saw a flash of something hot in those green eyes of his. “Damn it, Abigail. You’re killing me.”

      He turned away and looked down at the porch.

      “I was trying to fix it but I couldn’t get the board off.” It was way easier to talk about the stupid steps than it was what had almost happened.

      He held out a hand. “Let me deal with it.”

      She passed him the hammer because she was done trying for the day. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I wouldn’t turn down some iced tea. Give me ten minutes and I can have this fixed.” He got down to one knee and allowed her to step up and into the trailer.

      She practically ran to the fridge. Her mom was still asleep, and that was a good thing. Sleep was healing, and it also meant she hadn’t witnessed that terrible scene with the deputy.

      She stopped at the sink. What the hell would have happened if Jack Barnes hadn’t gotten out of his truck and intervened? Would she have been forced to use that damn hammer on the deputy?

      She took a deep breath. It had been a very long time since she’d been that intimidated, worried that something very ugly was about to happen to her.

      One breath and then another and another, and then she turned and got some ice and poured his tea. All the while she could hear Jack hammering. How was that such a soothing sound?

      He was an overwhelmingly large man. He could do anything he wanted to her. It was only her and her momma here, and no one would hear her yelling at this time of day. Yet she felt not an ounce of hesitation as she poured a second glass and walked back out.

      He was putting the last of the nails in. “This place is falling apart.”

      “You’re telling me.” She handed him the glass and sank down on the steps.

      They were barely wide enough that he could sit beside her.

      She tried not to think about how nice it felt to have his hips brush hers.

      “I don’t think I like that deputy,” he said, his eyes staring ahead.

      “Well, there’s something we have in common,” she replied.

      He drank down his tea and then stood, passing her the glass again. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card, handing that to her, too. “Thank you, Abigail. And you remember what I said. You find yourself in this position again and you call me. My cell phone is the second number. I don’t care what time it is. Day or night, you call me. You tell them you’re calling me. You understand? You tell them Jack Barnes is going to want to have a long talk with any man who tries to hurt you.”

      She nodded slowly, looking down so he wouldn’t see how affected she was by his words.

      His hand came out, gently lifting up her chin, and he shook his head.

      He sighed and stepped back. “Like I said, you’re going to kill me, Abigail. I’ll have someone out tomorrow to look at that lock on the door.”

      She started to argue, but his eyes went dark. “Yes, Jack. Thank you.”

      He turned and got in his truck and drove off.

      And she watched the truck until he turned on to the highway, wishing all the while he would have stayed.
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      “Right through there,” Christa said, waving a hand toward her garage.

      Sam stood in the kitchen while a cheer went up in the living room, letting him know the Longhorns had scored. Christa and Mike’s house was full of football fans, and apparently low on indoor fridge space since the hostess was sending him out to the garage.

      “I just want a beer. Should I be worried that I’m about to be viciously murdered?” He couldn’t tell if Christa was trying to get him to move some stuff around her garage or maybe introduce him to a serial killer who lived in there.

      The way he’d been going hard after Abby, it really might be the latter.

      Two weeks had passed since the day he’d met Abby and he was fairly certain he was crazy about that woman. She was the one, but he couldn’t get Jack to understand that sometimes a woman required proof that two men were better than one.

      Jack was maintaining his distance. He was insistent that Abby would be utterly horrified if she realized what they wanted. So he’d allowed Sam to hang out with her alone.

      “Yes, through there, and no you will not be murdered, though you might think about murdering me for wasting so much of your time,” Christa said, biting her bottom lip. “You have to understand. She’s my best friend. I had to make sure she was ready. When I opened that box…well, she’s ready. At least in a fictional sense. Check the box marked books.”

      Now he was interested. He moved into the garage and found the box Christa was talking about. It was obvious this was one of the boxes Abby had been into. The tape had been removed, making it easy to pull it open and get to the goodness on the inside.

      What the hell?

      He stared at the box of books, and everything inside him stilled.

      Not everything. His cock suddenly wasn’t still. That sucker grew to what felt like an impossible length, but once it had reached its limitation, even that stilled in shocked awe at the bounty sitting before him. Sam knew that if his dick had a face, it would probably have the same shocked expression on it as the one attached to his head.

      Books. Lots and lots of dirty books. That was not what he’d expected to find. Well, except for the fact that the box had been marked books. But he’d thought she would have like Oprah books.

      He was fairly certain Her Twin Doms by one Ms. Cherry Sparks didn’t have the Oprah seal of approval. Nor did Their Virgin Fuck Buddy by one Dakota Cheyenne.

      There were numerous books by a woman named Amber Rose that also seemed a bit on the salacious side.

      Were they all written by strippers, because he knew a couple of strippers who had those names.

      After a moment of looking at the books on the top, he managed to find the strength to see what was beneath.

      It just got worse—or in his opinion, better.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed quietly, since he didn’t particularly want anyone to know he was out in the garage pawing through Abby Moore’s belongings. He was supposed to be out here grabbing a couple of beers from the fridge. That’s what Jack thought he was doing.

      But damn, he’d wasted weeks of his time.

      If it had all been lust, he would likely have shown up on her doorstep and seduced the lady, but he felt something for her. If this was more than mere lust, then he had to think about Jack. He might be able to screw a woman on his own, but if it became serious with Abby, he would never be able to do that without Jack. He’d made the decision to keep his hands off Abigail Moore until he could bring Jack into the picture.

      Thus had begun the roughest two weeks of Sam Fleetwood’s life, and considering his childhood, that was saying something. He was caught between a rock and a really, really hard place. He managed to arrange several meetings between the two. They’d all had dinner at Christa’s Café on Wednesday night after Abby’s shift ended. It had been a simple thing to invite her over, and once Jack had realized she was hungry and likely eating all by herself, he’d been the one to invite her to stay. Sam had been able to wrangle an invitation to the Wades’ traditional Saturday football watching, and he’d complained until Jack went with him.

      Abby Moore was worth fighting Jack’s antisocial tendencies over.

      Sam hadn’t figured he’d be fighting so hard. Every single time he managed to manipulate Jack into spending time with her, Jack obviously enjoyed it, and then pulled away the minute she got in her car and drove off. Jack had admitted that she was beautiful and loving and sweet, but he’d been burned too many times before. Despite his best arguments, Jack wasn’t even willing to approach her about the possibility of dating them because he assumed she would be shocked and appalled at the thought of a relationship with two men. Sam knew the argument. He’d heard it himself many times. It was all right for a night or two, but most women weren’t willing to risk community outrage by dating both of them. Jack had been sure Abby wouldn’t even consider a covert sexual relationship with them.

      Jack had turned into Eeyore on the subject.

      Sam grinned as he looked down at the box of books. Jack was going to have to rethink everything once he saw what Abby considered great literature. Sam shook his head at the ridiculous covers on the books. These were women’s books? Everyone was naked.

      What had she done? Had she typed ménage into the search engine at Amazon and bought everything that came up?

      He couldn’t help himself. He read the back cover of one and then another and another. Most were about one woman and two men. It was perfectly reasonable in his mind. Despite the salacious covers, they seemed to be about love, and one woman and two men constituted a romance in his world.

      Then he got to the really wild stuff.

      “What the hell is she thinking?” This particular one seemed to be about a woman servicing five men. Five? Where did one woman put five cocks? A strange sense of outrage flashed through his system. He was a reasonably tolerant man. Hell, he had shared women with his best friend since they were seventeen and the woman across the street introduced them to sex, but now he felt like a prude. The thought of Abby playing around with five damn men annoyed the hell out of him. He could feel his face setting in a stubborn line as he repacked the box. His honey was going to have to be satisfied with the two cocks she was going to get. He wasn’t getting into anything wild, like sharing his wife with some stranger. It was him and Jack, and that would have to be enough for his dirty little Abby.

      Sweet little Abby. Hopefully curious Abby, because he would bet a lot that these books were as far as Abby had gone into ménage world.

      He smiled as he got the beers he’d been sent out here for. A light joy overtook him as he realized Abby wasn’t going to be shocked by what they wanted from her. Hell, it was her fantasy. If he was wrong and she’d been in a relationship like it before, then she would know what was coming. He wasn’t sure why it hadn’t worked out before, but he knew one thing for sure. He and Jack wouldn’t screw this up. He popped the cap off his beer, took a long, satisfying swig, and headed back in to start the seduction of a lifetime.
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      Jack tried his hardest to concentrate on the big screen. He shifted on the sofa, aware that his eyes kept moving to the woman curled up on the recliner across the living room. He was sitting in the Wade house surrounded by their friends. When he and Sam had shown up, they’d been introduced to the five or six other guests the Wades had invited, but Jack couldn’t remember their names to save his damn life. All he could think about was Abigail Moore.

      Everywhere he turned these days, the gorgeous redhead seemed to be there, looking at him with her big, wounded, love-me, protect-me eyes. Lately, when he tried to go to sleep, those eyes haunted him.

      The truth was, it was getting harder and harder to resist her, though he wasn’t about to tell Sam that.

      He sure as hell wasn’t about to tell Sam that he’d talked to Barry Houseman, who lived in the trailer across the street from Abigail’s mother. Barry lived there with his wife and three kids and every one of them now had Jack’s number in case they saw anything that seemed wrong happening across the street.

      “Find what you needed?” Christa asked Sam as he walked back into the living room.

      Jack and the rest of the group sat watching the Longhorns play. There were chairs and barstools huddled around the big screen. Jack and Sam had staked out the couch early. Mike and Christa cuddled on a love seat. There was a secretive smile on Christa Wade’s face. Jack took in the sight of his best friend. Sam practically skipped back in the room, and that set off a warning bell. Sam had been in a shit mood for weeks over Abigail. Now he looked like a kid given the toy he’d wanted for Christmas. He really hoped Abigail hadn’t done something to give Sam hope. The last thing he needed was Sam with a broken heart. He’d wander around the ranch like a kicked puppy for months.

      “I found everything I could ask for, Chris.” Sam’s grin told Jack he was in trouble. “I really appreciate the heads-up.”

      From across the room, Abigail smiled curiously. His insides clenched. Damn, but that was one fine-looking woman. Maybe he could handle it if she was simply gorgeous and had a banging body, but her smile was so warm he wanted to bask in it. She was soft and sweet and everything feminine.

      She was exactly the kind of woman he needed to stay away from.

      “Heads-up?” Abigail gave the group a laugh.

      Sam’s grins could be infectious. Sometimes he wondered if he’d ever smiled before he met Sam. Sometimes it felt like they were two halves of a whole person—Jack the serious half, while Sam was all about the light. It put Jack in the position of older brother, though the two were only three months apart in age.

      “I was looking for some beer, sweetheart.” Sam winked.

      “You’re always looking for some beer.” Her lips curled up, and she shook her head with an affectionate giggle as she turned her attention back to the game.

      Damn but he liked seeing her smile. Seeing her scared and lonely had sent a hole into him that he hadn’t quite managed to fill up yet.

      Sam sank onto the couch next to him and a cold beer was pressed into his hand. Abigail started talking to the town’s high school football coach. Jack knocked back a long drink as he gave his partner a pitying look. He wasn’t going to let himself fall for Abigail. It would be an easy thing to do, but he was in control of his emotions. He wasn’t falling for a woman after two dinners, a couple of football games, and that one time Sam convinced him to see a movie then picked her up along the way.

      Jack’s eyes went straight to the redhead like a moth to the flame. There weren’t many women like Abigail. She was smart and funny. Her take on the world challenged him. He’d learned more about politics from her in the few weeks he’d known her than he had in years of browsing through the papers. In addition to working at a hospital, she volunteered at a homeless shelter and had raised a daughter. She’d also been married for ten years, and just two years ago had lost her husband to cancer.

      Jack sighed. He didn’t care what the town gossips said. She was a lovely, respectable woman. She would be shocked by what he and Sam wanted to do to her. She would run screaming the other way if she had a hint of how badly he wanted her trapped between him and the man he loved like a brother. Jack felt his eyes glaze over as he thought about it. She would be small in between their big bodies. Sam would immediately go for that sweet pussy of hers. He couldn’t help it. Sam loved to eat pussy. Jack would be free to tease her lips with the hard head of his dick. He would tell her exactly what he wanted and how deep he wanted her to take him. He would explain, and she would comply. She would do everything he asked her because she would learn to trust him. He would take damn good care of her in and out of their bed.

      She would never have to change a tire again or deal with a crooked plumber the way she had last week. The trailer she was staying in was falling apart around her. Jack wanted nothing more than to get her the hell out of there. She deserved a beautiful house with lots of space. One where she didn’t have to worry about asshole deputies intimidating her.

      That was the kind of relationship Jack wanted deep down. He wanted a woman he and Sam could take care of. He was bigger and stronger, so he should be the one to take care of the heavy lifting. He should make life easy for her because she would make it worth living for him. In exchange, she would take care of them. She would tell them when they weren’t properly dressed for an event and force them into suits and ties occasionally. She would watch their beer intake.

      She would fuss over them.

      She would also suck his cock. That was a given. Sex was a big part of what he wanted from Abigail. He wanted nothing more than to come in from a hard day’s work and sink his dick into some warm, wet place on her body. If there was a spanking involved, then that made the day better. Jack liked to be in charge. The thought of dominating Abigail made his cock strain against the fly of his jeans.

      Yes, Sir.

      He could still see her standing there in her front yard. She’d looked up at him like he was some kind of damn hero for intervening between her and the deputy. She’d called him Sir and couldn’t have any idea what that meant to him.

      He came out of his daydream and shifted, hoping no one noticed his raging hard-on. No such luck. Sam was obviously trying hard not to laugh out loud at him.

      Jack took a long, cold swig of beer and stared mulishly at the TV screen. He didn’t even know the score. That woman had ruined the football season for him. All he could think about was sex when she was around.

      “Your turn.” Sam pointed to his empty beer.

      “That was fast.” Maybe he should start watching Sam’s beer intake.

      “I was thirsty,” Sam drawled. “Still am. Beer’s in the garage.”

      Jack sighed and stood up. Hell, he was almost empty, too. “I’ll be right back.”

      Sam pulled on his shirtsleeve as he walked by. Jack leaned over. Sam whispered low enough that Jack strained to hear him, but the message was clear. “Check out the box marked books.”

      Why the hell would he be interested in a box of books? Still, there was something in Sam’s eyes that made him pick up the pace.

      He opened the door to the garage and quickly found the box Sam had talked about. Abby had left a good number of her boxes in Christa’s garage since her mom’s single-wide left no space for storage. Jack’s jaw dropped when he opened the box.

      He picked up book after book. All romances. Most of them ménage, but there was also a bunch of books about Doms and their submissives. He sat down in the middle of the garage and thumbed through a couple, trying to figure out what Abigail saw in these books. They were a window into her soul. Was she interested in sex, curious about the pleasures ménage could bring her? Or was it something more.

      He picked up a book by a woman named Amber Rose and read the ending.

      Jackie looked down at the twin rings on her finger and her heart was full. She had no idea why she needed Heath and Cass the way she did, but only those two men could truly fill her soul. Her Doms. Her husbands. Her men.

      Jack closed the book.

      Abigail Moore had sealed her fate. She might not know it, but she was staying in Willow Fork on a permanent basis. She would be staying with him and Sam. Jack took a long moment to think. He wasn’t a man to act immediately. He was a man who appreciated a plan. Sam might not like it, but he was taking over this courtship.

      Jack smiled, but if Abigail could have seen it, she might have run. Jack felt his heart rate speed up in anticipation.

      He’d met his mate, and he had no intention of letting her go now.
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      “Well, look at that. Your friends are here.” Christa grinned as she rang up a customer. “And they’re sitting in your section. I wonder what that means.”

      “Maybe it means they’re hungry.” Abby stared as Jack and Sam slid into a booth. Sure enough, it was in her section. Abby glanced around Christa’s Café. This late in the afternoon there wasn’t a lot of traffic. She counted two people at the counter and another small group in the section Christa was working. It would be hours before the dinner rush. By then, she and Christa would be back at her place, their long shifts over for the day.

      Christa looked pointedly at the cowboys who had been haunting Abby’s dreams for the last month. “They’re hungry, all right. Those boys have been hungry for a month.”

      What had changed in the last week? She couldn’t put her finger on it. Ever since that day when they had sat in Christa’s living room and watched the Longhorns play, something had changed between them. Before that day, it had been Sam who called on her, with Jack only making the occasional appearance. Suddenly, Jack was everywhere. In the last week, she’d been out with the two of them almost every night she wasn’t working. On the nights she was working, they would show up at the café and insist on escorting her home. It was weird. And wonderful. The last week she’d felt protected.

      It was the first time since she’d come back to Willow Fork that she’d felt truly safe.

      Abby pulled out her order pad and smoothed down the pink skirt of the uniform she was wearing. When she looked up, Sam was studying the menu, but Jack’s eyes were squarely on her.

      They were two glorious slabs of masculinity. They both wore tight jeans and western shirts, but the similarities stopped there. Sam was smiling and jovial. Jack was more thoughtful. Abby couldn’t stop dreaming about them. It was just her luck that the minute she decided to live a little, she ran into the two most gorgeous cowboys she’d ever seen and they were gay. It was disappointing, but it certainly made her comfortable around them. Well, it made her comfortable around Sam. Sam was the light-hearted, friendly one. Jack, truth be told, scared her a little. He was intense, and she always felt like he was watching her every move, waiting for her to step out of line.

      Then he went and blew the whole bad guy image by fixing her mom’s porch steps and saving her from the deputy. He’d told her to call him if anything else needed fixing.

      She hadn’t, of course. It was a friendly gesture, nothing more. She’d been thrilled he stopped to fix the steps, but she knew she was on her own. It wasn’t the easiest place to be, but she’d done it before.

      Abby smiled as a mental picture of her husband flashed through her brain. Ben had been kind to both her and Lexi. He’d been everything she could have hoped for in a husband. The sex might not have been the hottest, but he would have dealt with that nasty old Caleb Nevins who’d tried to swindle her over her mother’s clogged pipes. Jack had heard her complaining about Caleb overcharging her at the café and not two hours later, she had a refund check in her hand. Jack Barnes certainly knew how to handle the occasional con artist, and she had no doubt it was Jack and not some magical change in Caleb’s heart.

      But until last Saturday, Jack had been very careful not to touch her physically. Sam touched her casually all the time. He was always there to help her out of her car or give her a friendly hug. When they sat on the couch to watch the game on the weekend, he would casually sling an arm around her shoulder, but Abby knew it was just Sam being Sam. He was a tactile person, and Abby didn’t mind. If she’d been more secure, she would have slipped her hand into Sam’s sometime simply for the comfort of warm skin against hers. It had been a very long time since a man had held her.

      Last Saturday afternoon, though, Jack had been the one to pull her out of her chair and lead her to the couch while they were watching the game. He’d said he wanted her to have a better view of the television, but she’d been able to see fine. Nevertheless, she had quickly found herself between the two big men, and they hadn’t seemed concerned with things like personal space. Jack had casually rested his hand around the back of the couch, lightly touching her shoulders. His eyes held no small hint of challenge when she looked at him. It was as if he was claiming some right to touch her and daring her to deny him. Abby might have been able to stand up and tell him off if she hadn’t seen that part of Jack that was horribly vulnerable. It was there in his eyes when he looked at her. He was waiting for her to reject him. Besides, she had told herself when she settled against him, she didn’t want to reject his affection. Jack might be gay, but he was a stunningly gorgeous man. He and Sam must be lacking in female friends out in this small, narrow-minded town. Abby had lots of gay friends, and they tended to be very affectionate.

      Still, it hadn’t stopped the longing she felt as she took Jack up on his offer and let her head rest against his broad shoulder. Jack’s arm curled around her, and when she felt Sam pulling her feet into his lap, she didn’t protest, just sighed and enjoyed being close to another human being.

      This last week she’d spent a lot of time between them, she suddenly realized. Every chance they had, they moved her to the middle. She sat between them in Jack’s big truck when they drove to Tyler to see a movie. She’d been in the middle when they watched TV at her mom’s place. Everywhere they had gone in the last week, she’d had a hunky cowboy on either side of her.

      “Do you want me to take that table, Abby?” Christa’s voice pulled Abby out of her thoughts.

      Abby winked at her friend. She took out a pen. “Nope. I can handle those two. I bet they want burgers.” It was all they ever ordered. Sure enough, two minutes and a lot of playful flirting later, Abby placed their orders.

      Christa cocked a single eyebrow. “You sure they aren’t bugging you? I like them, but I can run them out if you want me to. I’m quite handy with a broom when it comes to pests.”

      Abby sighed. “No. I like the fact that they make sure to sit in my section. It’s good to make some friends. I’m flustered. Those are two gorgeous men, after all.”

      Christa’s ponytail bobbed, reminding Abby of what she looked like at sixteen. “Well, we can talk about them all night tonight. It’ll be like a slumber party when we were teens. Right down to the cheap bottle of wine I used to sneak out of mama’s liquor cabinet and eighties music.”

      “Why not?” This was the night a nurse came and stayed with her mother to give Abby time off. She had packed an overnight bag and would spend the night in Christa’s guest bedroom. It served two purposes, this slumber party. It gave her time with her friend and a willing man to change the oil in her car. Mike was probably already hard at work on her junker.

      It was the most she could hope for in this town, to have a nice, slightly drunk night and sleep in a comfy bed for once. Now she wished she’d packed her vibrator. The damn cowboys had her flustered and horny. Abby smiled a little. At least her books were at Christa’s. She could sneak out into the garage, open her box of books, and lose herself in some hot romance. Those books were the only romance she’d indulged in for a very long time. It must be why she was so fascinated by Jack and Sam. They would be horrified if they knew she had fantasized about them last night. They were the fuel for her masturbation. Jack Barnes, Sam Fleetwood, and a pack of double-A batteries. That was all she needed to get going.

      Christa gave her a hug. “I know I’ve said it a million times, but I’m so glad you’re here. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you. The yearly trip to visit you and Lexi in Fort Worth isn’t the same as having you here full time.”

      Abby looked into her friend’s pretty face. She missed Christa, too. Unfortunately, some things never changed. “Don’t get used to it. I have to move on. If there’s one thing being back here has taught me, it’s that Willow Fork doesn’t change. I’ve gotten pulled over three times by the sheriff. So far it’s been warnings, but eventually he’ll start giving me tickets for everything under the sun. I think the only reason he hasn’t done it yet is that he knows my mom needs me. I’ve promised him I’ll be gone as soon as she’s on her feet again.”

      Christa’s black ponytail swung righteously. “I am going to have such a talk with Len James. How dare he harass you like that?”

      Abby sighed. This was why she hadn’t mentioned the deputy at all. She appreciated her friend’s indignation, but it wouldn’t get her anywhere. She’d sealed her fate twenty years ago by having the audacity to fall for the richest boy in town. The Echols family had made it plain how they still felt. They didn’t want anything to do with her or her daughter.

      They had missed out. Lexi was everything a mom could want from a daughter. She had Adam’s good looks and Abby’s force of will. It was an amazing combination. Abby had never been prouder than the day her daughter started college. Her job wasn’t exactly over as a mom, but the really tough work was done. Alexis was in her freshman year of college, and her future looked bright. It was time for Abby to figure out what to do with the rest of her life.

      “Don’t give Lenny hell, Chris.” Abby gave her a sad smile, thinking of the sheriff. He’d been a nice guy in high school. When he’d gone into a government job here in Willow Fork, he had come under the iron fist of the Echols family. It was just Ruby and her younger son, Walter, now. Hal, the patriarch of the family, had passed on last year according to her mother. Still, Ruby wielded her influence with all the subtlety of a pit bull. “He feels bad enough as it is. What do you expect him to do? He’s an elected official. Nobody gets elected in this town without Echols’s money backing them.”

      Christa took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s time that changed. Those assholes have run this town for way too long. Now Walter is talking about running for state senate. They don’t need any more power than they already have.”

      Abby searched her friend’s face. “Have they been giving you trouble about me helping out at the café?”

      “No.” Christa’s voice was flat. There was an arrogant look on her face. She was a small-business owner who knew how good her product was. “My restaurant is the only one in town that serves a decent breakfast. I haven’t seen anything but an uptick in business since you started taking shifts.”

      “They’re curious to see how I turned out,” Abby said with a self-deprecating laugh. Despite the church ladies’ weekly brunch, she’d found most of the working-class part of town was more than interested in her. Many had been shocked to discover she’d worked her way through nursing school. She’d managed it all on her own and still sent some money back every month to help her mother out. Abby had rapidly discovered a world beyond Hal and Ruby Echols’s dominion. It had been a world that Abby conquered in her own small way.

      “Or it could be that Sam and Jack suddenly started eating every meal here hoping to catch a glimpse of you. I bet their housekeeper is thrilled with all her free time, lately.” Christa looked over the counter to where Sam and Jack were sitting and talking. Sam laughed heartily. He was really something else. Sam Fleetwood was a testament to the fact that the universe was good to some people. He was broadly built, with strong shoulders and a chest that must look lovely without the encumbrance of a shirt. His golden blond hair curled even in its short style, and his handsome face spoke of a man who laughed easily. He was the opposite of his brooding friend. Jack looked like sin on a stick, and he was…well, he wasn’t paying any attention to Sam now.

      Jack was watching her, and not like before. Abby’s breath caught. There was no wariness in his dark green eyes. He was watching her with the eyes of a hungry predator. He didn’t even try to hide it. He let loose with a slow smile Abby felt in her toes. It was a smile that promised a wealth of dirty fun.

      Abby looked to Christa suddenly. Her heart was pounding at the invitation in Jack’s eyes. “What the hell is wrong with Jack? He’s looking at me like I’m a perfectly cut filet and he’s been on vegetarian rations for a month.”

      “Wow, he’s not even subtle, is he?” Christa looked at the big, gorgeous cowboy with a sort of amused fascination. “Guess that’s what he needs Sam for.”

      She turned to her friend and whispered behind her hand. “I’m sure he needs Sam for a lot more interesting things than his subtlety. I’ll be honest, Chris, those two make me crazy. I would give a lot to be able to watch them make love. It would feed my fantasies for years.”

      Christa’s mouth hung open for a long moment. She stared at Abby and then glanced back at the men, her voice going low. “Seriously? Oh, Abby, we have should talked before now. You honestly think they’re gay?”

      Abby kept hers at a whisper, too, so the men sitting at the counter eating lunch wouldn’t hear her. “There’s nothing wrong with it.” It was shocking that her best friend was homophobic. It wasn’t something she’d expected. Had she outed the two men when they’d been trying so hard to fit in? She was the last person who wanted to cause them trouble. She knew how hard it was to fit into a small town. “I could be wrong, of course. It’s perfectly reasonable for two men to be roommates in their thirties. I’m sorry I said anything.”

      Christa rolled her eyes and snorted. “I couldn’t care less what they do in the bedroom, though I suspect it’s much more interesting than you think from some of the stories I’ve heard. I like the hell out of Sam, and I think Jack Barnes is an honorable man. I want you to be happy. You need to cut loose and live a little. Ben died two years ago, and Adam a long time before that. It’s time for Abby Moore to find herself again.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Abby asked.

      “It means watch out, you got an order up. This is a place of business, after all, not some gossip station.” Christa waved her finger with an imperious snap she softened with a wink. “Go forth. Those men need beef. And keep a damn open mind.”

      What exactly was she supposed to be open minded about? Tray in hand, she approached the table. She gave them her sauciest smile, hoping she hadn’t hurt their reputations. “Here you go, boys. Two burgers, one with bacon and cheese, one plain and medium rare.”

      Sam looked ready to demolish his burger. “You’re a priceless jewel. I can’t believe how hungry I am.”

      “I can.” Jack’s voice was a low growl.

      Abby had the sudden feeling he might not be talking about food. She flushed under his gaze. “I’ll go refill your Cokes.”

      The minute she turned, she hit a slippery spot on the floor and her sneakers slid.

      Sam’s arms came up around her to keep her from falling back. She wondered when he had gotten behind her. He moved fast. Jack was there, too. He took the tray from her and held her hand in his.

      “Careful there, darlin’.” Sam’s slow drawl was soft and sweet to her ears. “We don’t want you to fall. But don’t worry too much about it, Abby girl. Jack and I’ll catch you if you go down.”

      “You will?” Even to her ears she sounded breathy and surprised.

      “I promise.” Jack’s hands securely held hers.

      “So do I,” Sam interjected with a happy smile.

      She nodded, not sure what to do. When she’d fallen back into Sam, she was pretty sure she’d felt the hard press of an erection against her backside. That was crazy. It was probably his wallet or something else in his pocket.

      She would not look down to get visual confirmation. Nope. She was keeping her eyes firmly on his face. The last thing she needed was to get caught checking out their packages to see if they were ready for delivery.

      “I’ll try to stay on my feet, boys,” she promised.

      Jack’s hands were warm and surrounded hers. It made her wonder what it would feel like to have those big hands all over her body. It was impossible not to imagine that callused hand cupping her as he pulled her into the hard strength of his body.

      “You all right now?” Jack pulled her away from Sam so that she was steady on her own.

      “I’m fine. I’ll get those Cokes,” Abby said shakily, her every nerve ending on high alert. She was standing between the two most gorgeous men she’d ever seen, and it was too much like a fantasy. She needed to pull herself firmly back into reality. She was thirty-seven years old and a mom. She wasn’t seventeen anymore with a gloriously firm body. Her boobs sagged, and while she tried to stay fit, she’d put on a few pounds. The boys were playing around. She had to keep her head on straight.

      She had to remember, at all times, where she was. This wasn’t Fort Worth, where people mostly lived and let live. This was Willow Fork.

      Yes, just for a moment she’d forgotten that. This was Willow Fork and maybe they weren’t as nice as they seemed. It happened from time to time that she made the mistake of trusting the wrong people. Jack and Sam had been in Willow Fork for ten years. They were pretty firmly entrenched in the community, which meant they’d probably spent time with the Echols clan.

      If she started parading around with these men, it would prove to everyone in the county that she hadn’t changed. The threats from the sheriff and his deputy hadn’t worked. Maybe Ruby Echols had come up with another plan. Humiliate her. Make her look like a whore in the eyes of the town.

      Why else would two of the best-looking men she’d ever met suddenly change their relationship with her? Why go from perfectly platonic to sending her heated looks when she knew she wasn’t their type at all?

      The thought sent an ache through her.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack’s hand tightened on hers. “You looked very sad for a minute. What happened?”

      “I’m fine.” She moved firmly out of their reach. It was time to stop playing and be realistic. She was older than them. If they wanted female friends, they needed someone their own age. Otherwise, she looked like she was begging for something they would never give her. She would look pathetic, and that was exactly where Ruby Echols wanted her. “I’ll be back in a minute with your drinks.”

      She walked away to join Christa at the counter. That was one trap she would never fall into again.
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      Jack watched Abigail’s fine ass sway as she walked away from them.

      “What just happened?” Sam slid back into the booth, his eyes tight with obvious worry.

      “I don’t know.” Jack’s gaze never left his rapidly retreating prey even as he took his place across from Sam. He looked down at his burger. It didn’t look as good as it had before. “She was responding to us. She practically purred when I held her hand. I would have sworn she was aroused.”

      “Maybe you come on too strong, Jack.” Sam sounded bitter.

      “Oh, I come on too strong?” Jack rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Sam. You think I wasn’t watching you last Saturday? You nearly sucked her toes into your mouth when we were sitting on the couch. Don’t think I didn’t see that. You are the most orally fixated person I have ever met. You have to put everything in your mouth.”

      “Well, blame my mama,” Sam shot back. “I wasn’t breastfed. It had an effect. We need to try harder. This whole courtship thing isn’t working.”

      Abigail was talking to Christa behind the counter. Jack would have given a lot to be in on that conversation. The two women whispered, and Christa laughed lightly. Something had happened to make her suddenly wary. She had enjoyed their attentions for the past week. His plan had been working. From the moment he realized she might be amenable to a ménage, he’d been carefully preparing her for it. She was a serious woman, and he intended to treat her right. They were taking it slow, allowing her to get used to being between the two of them. She had been ready to move on to kissing, and he intended to do that tonight. He and Sam were going to talk her into coming out to the ranch to watch a movie and then they would kiss her. Sam had argued for doing a hell of a lot more than that, but Jack was sticking to his courting plan. He wanted everything out on the table before they took her to bed. They would talk about what a relationship could be like between the three of them. He might have to rethink that plan. Now she was afraid.

      “You don’t think Christa warned her off of us, do you?” He really hoped that wasn’t true. They had a good business relationship with the café owner. Beyond that, Sam considered her husband a friend. Mike Wade was Sam’s drinking buddy. He’d hate to see that go away.

      Sam snorted. “Damn, Jack, who do you think told me to open that box of books? Christa told me where to find them and everything.”

      Jack was relieved, but it didn’t solve the core problem. “I think we should pull back and give her some space.”

      “Screw that.” Sam looked a little desperate. “It’s been a month. I can’t take another night. This whole dating thing is crazy. Can’t we fuck her now and date her later?”

      “No, Sam. You asked me to give this a chance, and I’m giving it the best chance I can. She’s not a one-night stand,” Jack said firmly. “She’s nervous now. We need to set this on the right footing. We need to let her know we’re going to treat her like a lady. Let’s ask her out to the ranch. We’ll have a nice meal and show her around. She’ll see how serious we can be.”

      Sam looked disappointed, but he rarely argued. “All right. I’ll follow your lead, but damn, Jack, don’t take too long. I’m likely to die of sexual frustration.”

      Abigail walked back up, two drinks in her hand. She placed them on the table. “Is everything all right with the order?”

      He hated the flat, professional voice she was using. There had to be a way to get her back to the vivacious woman she normally was. “This burger better be good, darlin’. I won’t have my product being mistreated.”

      Curiosity flashed in her hazel eyes.

      Sam took the ball and ran with it. “This burger here is 100% organic beef. It’s the best you can buy.”

      “Really?” She looked down at the burgers. “Christa buys your beef?”

      “Straight off the Barnes-Fleetwood Ranch,” Sam said with a smile. “We’re becoming quite big. When we started, we barely had a couple hundred head of cattle. Now we run several thousand and have a bunch of ranch hands helping us out. We have a packaging plant, too.”

      “We’re still smalltime, and I like it that way.” Jack could talk about business. “If we get much bigger, we’ll have to hire more hands and deal with more people. The quality will go down, too. There’s a reason organic ranching is hard.”

      Her eyes sparkled with interest. “So you don’t give the cattle antibiotics?”

      “No, unless they’re actually sick, of course.” Sam slathered his bun with ketchup. “We won’t let an animal go without if she needs it, but we don’t proactively dose our herd. We take care of them. They’re grain fed.”

      “Yes, I’ve read about that,” she replied, her head shaking. “Those big ranches feed them protein and sometimes they feed them other cows. It sounds horrible.”

      “It’s a way for them to cut corners,” Jack explained. “It’s cheap. The public wants cheap beef, so they use the parts they can’t sell to feed their herd. It’s easier to keep the cattle in pens than to let them roam and feed naturally. It’s why we’ll have to stay small and local.”

      “So you don’t pen up your cattle?” Abigail pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

      Sam popped a French fry in his mouth. “We’re old-school cowboys, darlin’. We let the herd wander our spread. When we bring them in, we do it on horseback.”

      Jack shook his head slightly. Sam did like being a cowboy. “One day I’d like to try to add a dairy farm. I think we could sell to the local stores and even feed into Dallas–Fort Worth.”

      Abigail smiled shyly. “That’s sounds like a good plan. I like the fact that you take care of your cattle.”

      “Jack and I personally give each heifer a kiss good night,” Sam interjected, causing her to laugh. “You should come out to the ranch sometime. You would find it interesting. I’ll take you riding. We’ve got some gentle mares.”

      “It has been a long time since I was in the saddle.”

      Jack bit back a groan at the thought of riding Abigail. Sam was right. This dating thing was going to kill them both. “You’ll like our horses. We take care of them, too. We take damn fine care of everything that belongs to us.”

      Sam looked up at her. “How about you come out to the ranch tonight? We could show you around and take you riding, and then we can have dinner, maybe watch a movie.”

      A bubbly laugh came from her mouth, her face flushing. “Well, Sam, you make that almost sound like a date.”

      “Then I wasn’t trying hard enough, darlin’,” Sam said with a serious expression on his face.

      “You’re asking me on a date?” She looked between them, her confusion plain to Jack.

      “I apparently wasn’t doing a good job. Yes, Abigail Moore, we would like to ask you on a date. Will you go out with us?” Sam seemed as confused as Abby. “What does she think we’ve been doing for the last week, Jack?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack turned to her. Maybe he’d been too subtle. “Abigail, what do you call it when a man takes a woman out, picks her up, pays for everything, and then politely takes her home?”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip. Her gaze shifted between the two men. “I thought we were being friends. Like Will and Grace, if you two were both Wills. A lot of gay men like hanging out with women.”

      “What?” That came out way louder than he’d intended and suddenly everybody in the café was watching their table. In all the scenarios that ran through his brain, Abigail thinking she was auditioning to be their Grace hadn’t come up.

      Sam seemed unperturbed. His blue eyes were lit with laughter. “Jack, I believe she thinks we’re gay.”

      Jack stood up suddenly. It was obvious she was under a misconception that he intended to remedy. “Darlin’, I have never been accused of not enjoying a woman. While I don’t have any problem with a person’s sexuality, I don’t swing that way. I haven’t been spending time with you hoping you’ll give me the name of your hairdresser. I’ve been spending time with you to try to get you into bed.”

      Sam could barely talk for his laughter. “Well, if we’re gay, Jack, at least I’m the pretty one.”

      Her hands twisted around her notepad, crushing it slightly. “It’s a perfectly reasonable assumption. You two are unmarried, successful men who spend almost every moment together with no visible female in either of your lives. I’m sorry if I offended you. If it helps, I thought you made a very attractive couple.”

      “Damn it, that does not help, Abigail,” Jack said.

      “Abby, we’re not gay.” Sam slid out of the bench to face her.

      “I’m getting that now.” Her eyes were wide.

      “But we do like to share.” Sam patted Abby on the back almost sympathetically.

      Her mouth formed a perfect O before she turned and fled. She was running by the time she entered the ladies’ room.

      Sam stared after her. “Guess that whole dating thing is over.”

      Jack felt his eyes narrow. Everyone was watching, but he had no intention of backing down. He’d tried to take things slow. He’d tried to be a gentleman. That was over. If she thought he was backing down, she had better think again. “Time for a new plan, Sam.”

      He strode toward the women’s bathroom.

      “Hallelujah!” Sam’s shout rang throughout the small room like a battle cry.
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      Abby stared at herself in the mirror, the quiet of the ladies’ room almost deafening. What the hell had happened? She’d been dating two men and hadn’t even known it? And Jack Barnes was wrong about dating. A date ended in kissing. She hadn’t even been kissed.

      The door to the women’s room slammed open. Abby practically jumped, ready to beg whoever was walking through to give her some privacy. Jack filled the doorway with his presence.

      “You can’t come in here, Jack.” She smoothed down her uniform and swept back her hair, trying to retain as much dignity as she could.

      “Why not, darlin’? I am going to admit that I’m not a man who tends to let things like social conventions keep me out of a place I really want to be in.” Jack walked right up to her. The man really wasn’t big on personal space.

      Sam walked in and closed the door. He leaned with his back against it. One boot rested negligently against the painted pink door.

      “Sam, tell him he can’t come into the women’s room.”

      “You’re the one who chose the venue for this particular conversation, Abigail.” There was nothing vaguely resembling a joke in Jack’s voice now. Abby looked to Sam for help.

      Sam shook his head. He was grinning like an idiot. “Hell no, honey. You’re gonna have to learn that when Jack gets that hard edge to his voice, he means business. Besides, I’m happy with the way things went. Thank you, baby. You made this so much easier. Jack was talking about dating you and treating you like a lady. That was gonna take forever. It’s much simpler this way.”

      “What’s simpler?” Abby was unable to keep the trepidation out of her voice.

      “Taking you home, taking you to bed, and showing you where you belong,” Sam replied with a wink.

      “Where do I belong?” Abby couldn’t take her eyes off Jack. There was a simple smile on his face that held a wealth of arrogance. He’d been serious. He really had been playing the gentleman. Abby got the feeling she was about to get a full dose of Jack Barnes, and damned if she wasn’t looking forward to it.

      “Always between me and Sam.” Jack reached out and put his hands on her shoulders, his expression intense. “Tell me you don’t want us, Abby, and I’ll walk away right now. I won’t bother you again.”

      “Don’t give her ultimatums.” Sam sounded a bit desperate. “I thought we’d give her a taste before we forced her to make a decision. Baby, why don’t you let us play around a little? I promise you’ll want us.”

      She looked up into Jack’s forest-green eyes. They were very serious as he stared at her. His hand came up to cup her face. He forced her to look at him and Abby felt his will. It should scare the crap out of her, but she found it amazingly sexy. This was a man who would always keep his promises, no matter what it cost him.

      “She already wants us.” Jack brushed his thumb across her mouth. It was all she could do to not open her mouth and suck his thumb in. “She just needs to admit it. Can you tell me you haven’t spent the last few weeks thinking about this? Thinking about you and me and Sam coming together in bed?”

      “No,” she said. Jack’s eyes flared, and she felt compelled to continue. “I have thought about it, but I’m scared.”

      The time for honesty was here. She could run, and they would probably accept her decision. She could give in and enjoy the sex and walk away. Or she could ask for what she wanted. She could be brave and tell them what she needed and what she was scared of. If she did that and it all fell apart, then she would have to forgive herself. She’d learned that one of the great joys of maturing was learning how to forgive herself.

      “What are you scared of?” A deep crease appeared in Sam’s forehead. He walked up to her and leaned forward. “Honey, we want to take care of you. We don’t want to hurt you.”

      She felt tears pricking at the edge of her eyes. Everything in her was screaming for that to be true. She wanted them. She craved them.

      “You could be lying to me. You could want to make me look bad.” She could hear her teenaged self in the statement. She felt every bit as vulnerable as she had then. The last month she’d spent with these two disparately different men had been one of the best of her life. Every evening they’d spent together over the last month had made her want them more. More than once, she’d fantasized about them sweeping into the diner and carrying her away. Lately, when things went wrong, her first thought was to call Jack. Now that her fantasy seemed to be coming true, she didn’t trust fate.

      Jack’s hands came out and soothingly rubbed the back of her neck. He hadn’t stopped touching her once. “Sweetheart, why would you say something like that? Why would we want to make you look bad?”

      “Because the Echols family wants me out of town.” Her heart soared when she saw the complete confusion on their faces. They couldn’t make that up.

      “Are you talking about that crazy old biddy who runs the church socials?” Jack seemed to struggle to place a name with a face. “She always looks at me funny.”

      “Ruby. That’s her name.” Sam frowned. “She’s real unpleasant to me. Why would we do anything for her? For that matter, why would she care that you’re in town?”

      Hope swelled inside her. They really weren’t gay, and they really weren’t working for Ruby Echols. If that was true, then she had to assume they wanted her. It suddenly didn’t matter that they were in a bathroom in a public place. She couldn’t wait to feel their mouths pressed to hers. It wasn’t forever. The universe didn’t work that way, but she could have this moment. She could have a few weeks with them.

      “It doesn’t matter. Kiss me.”

      “Which one?” Sam asked.

      Abby continued to smile, looking from gorgeous man to gorgeous man. “It doesn’t matter, but one of you should kiss me.”

      Jack’s eyes never left her face. “Sam, take care of that door. We wouldn’t want anyone walking in.”

      Sam cursed and bemoaned his fate, but he walked back and took his previous position.

      Jack took Abby’s face in both his hands. “I’m completely crazy about you, Abigail Moore.” He leaned over and finally, after what seemed to Abby like a lifetime of wanting, pressed his mouth to hers.

      Abby felt helpless against the onslaught of desire that rocketed through her as Jack took her mouth. He plundered it, his tongue gently forcing its way in and dancing strongly around hers. She held on to his lean waist for dear life as he slanted over her mouth again and again. He poured his will into her and everything inside her responded. She felt that kiss in her pussy and already she was slick and warm. Jack’s hands reached up and pulled at the band that held up her hair. He set it free and pulled back to look at the mane of auburn locks he’d unleashed.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” Jack breathed almost reverently as he stroked her hair. In that moment, with Jack’s green eyes looking at her like she was some goddess he was worshipping, Abby felt gorgeous.

      “Why don’t we take this home, people?” Sam’s voice was tight. Abby looked back at Sam, and his blue eyes were dark with passion.

      He wanted to go home so he could join in. He wanted to have his turn. The thought should have turned her off, but all it did was get her hotter.

      Jack’s lips turned up in a lazy smile. “You’ll have to forgive Sam, darlin’. He’s always so impatient. Always has been.” Jack suddenly lifted her up and set her on the counter. He looked back at his friend with great affection. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve told him that anticipation is the best part?”

      Jack’s hands pushed up the skirt of her uniform.

      “Anticipation is damn frustrating, Jack. And I’ve been anticipating for weeks,” Sam complained.

      Even from her vantage point, she could see the erection tenting Sam’s jeans.

      “Jack? Maybe Sam’s right. People will know something’s going on in here.”

      “Hush,” Jack ordered. His tongue traced the shell of her ear. Abby sighed and let her head fall forward against his shoulder. It felt so good she suddenly didn’t care if the whole town knew as long as Jack didn’t stop. His long fingers teased their way into her panties, and she heard a low chuckle come from deep within his chest.

      “Oh, Sam is going to love you, darling,” he whispered wickedly in her ear. He gently parted her pussy. His middle finger began to circle her clit.

      “Oh, god, Jack,” Abby panted. She couldn’t help it. She pushed back against his hand, wanting to force it lower. She wanted his fingers deep inside her.

      “You want to come, Abigail?” Jack’s voice was hard and sexy against her ear.

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      “Should I let her come, Sam?”

      “I don’t know, Jack,” Sam replied, his voice husky. “She did think we were gay.”

      Jack’s fingers moved down and dipped into her soaking wet pussy. Abby cried out. He pushed in one and then two fingers. “I think we’ll have to forgive her for that. Let’s make it plain from here on out exactly how much we want her.”

      He moved suddenly and with power. Jack lifted her up. Her back was against the wall, and he moved between her thighs.

      “Wrap your legs around me. Follow my lead. This part is all about you. This part is lovely and sweet and it’s for you.” Jack pushed against her, placing the hard ridge of his erection right against her clit. “Can you follow my instructions?”

      “Yes.” She squirmed against his jean-clad erection. There was only his jeans and her cotton panties between them now. He felt so good against her.

      “Yes, Jack,” he corrected. “You say my name when I’m fucking you.”

      Sam’s face was taut. She could see him plainly over Jack’s shoulder. “Damn it, Jack, you’re killing me here. Finish her off. I want to watch her come.”

      “Please, Jack.” Her need was so urgent. She was ready to explode. She could do it if he would rub her clit once. That was all she needed. She was so close. “Please, it’s been so long.”

      “Then ride me, baby.” He pushed up against her.

      She was caught between the hard wall and an even harder Jack. He kissed her deeply while he stroked her up and down his cock.

      “How long has it been, baby?” He never broke the rhythm of his thrusting hips.

      Jack had been right. There was something sweet about this. They could have been teenagers stealing pleasure. “Four years,” Abby practically cried.

      She heard Sam and Jack’s shock, but she wasn’t concerned with that right then. She tightened her legs around Jack. She was so close. It was right there. “Please.”

      “Hush now.” Jack gently nipped her ear, sending electricity through her. “I’ll take care of you.”

      His palms wrapped around the globes of her ass, and he pushed up one last time. His big erection slid over her clit.

      Abby sobbed when she came.

      She was shaking lightly as she came down from the high. Jack transferred her back to the counter. He kissed her gently. His hands pushed back inside her panties.

      “You are so wet, darlin’.” Jack continued to lightly caress her pussy, sending her into spasms as he hit her still-sensitive clit. She was boneless against him, and he seemed to revel in it.

      “I got the first kiss.” Jack pulled his hand out of her, and she protested the loss. He wasn’t listening. He held his wet fingers out. “You want the first taste?”

      Sam’s eyes glazed over. Without hesitation, he left his post to join them. He looked at Jack’s callused fingers coated in her cream.

      “You know I do.” Sam’s voice was almost guttural. He leaned over with no self-consciousness and sucked those creamy fingers into his mouth. He licked her arousal off Jack’s fingers. She felt herself getting wet all over again. “Oh, god, she’s so sweet.”

      Jack looked at her. He leaned over and kissed her briefly. “No more games, Abigail. We want you to come home with us tonight. We want you with us. Think about it. That was a small taste of what we can do for you, but understand, we want you for more than sex. We’re serious about you. If you can’t say the same, then stay here. We’ll be waiting in the truck.”

      He dropped one last kiss on her mouth and then the damn man strode out the door. She watched him go with great regret.

      Sam shrugged. “He’s serious. He really won’t bother you again if you don’t come with us. Don’t worry, Abby. I’m not like Jack. I’ll bother you until you’re so sick of me you give in.” Sam took her head in his hands and pressed his lips to hers in an almost innocent kiss. “Make it easy on me. Come home with us.”

      Sam left, too. She had to think about it.

      For roughly two seconds.

      She was out the door, running to catch up. There was no way she was letting them go now.

      There was a knowing smile on Jack’s lips as he paid the tab. He winked up at Christa. “Abby’s shift is ending early tonight.”

      “It is?” Christa looked at her, her brows rising.

      “It is.” Jack sounded sure of himself now. He took her hand and Abby followed him.

      And felt herself blushing as she walked out to the truck.

      

      The ride back to the Barnes-Fleetwood Ranch seemed to take forever. Abby sat between Jack and Sam in Jack’s enormous black truck. Her hands were folded in her lap. She was sure she looked very prim and proper and not at all like a woman who had recently ridden a man to orgasm in a bathroom. She felt a smile curl her lips up. It was good to feel naughty.

      Jack made it easy on her. He talked about everyday things, calming her and making her feel like this was all normal.

      “There it is.” Pride was plain in Sam’s voice as he pointed out the ranch house. It was big, with a wide porch and bay windows. In the distance, Abby could see a big barn and a smaller house. Despite the fact that she’d grown up in Willow Fork, she’d never been out to the Jones spread. Mr. Jones hadn’t been particularly sociable, and his son had been a few years behind her in school.

      “It’s huge.” She studied the big ranch house. It looked to be in excellent shape, with a large wraparound porch and neatly kept yard. The driveway had been upgraded to smooth concrete, but she could see where a gravel road led back toward the barn.

      “It’s a good house. It has great bones. It was one of the reasons we decided to settle here.” Jack brought the truck to a stop.

      She was still dazed when Sam hopped out of the truck. He reached back in to help her out.

      “I’m so happy you’re here, Abby.” There was a satisfied smile on Sam’s face.

      Jack got out and went to unlock the front door.

      “I am, too.” Though now certain problems were popping up. She’d run out of the diner awfully fast. “I probably should have grabbed my bag from Christa’s place. And gotten my car. My car is at Christa’s, too. I could go get it and come back.”

      “I’ll take care of everything in the morning.” Jack opened the door. “Trust me to take care of you.”

      Sam took her hand and led her swiftly through a long hallway. She got a vague impression of a house that needed a woman’s touch. The house was older, but Jack was right. It had good bones. Sam opened the door to the bedroom. Jack turned on the light behind them while Sam picked her up and then set her gently on the king-sized bed. Sam pulled his clothes off, throwing them in a pile on the floor by the bed. Jack stood over her, looking down with a smile playing on his sensual lips. It was the happiest she could remember seeing Jack since the first time she met him. Her heart filled when she realized she had put that smile on his face.

      “I’m going to watch for a while, darlin’.” Jack leaned over to kiss her. He played lightly with her mouth before stepping back with a rueful grin. “I think Sam has some things he would really like to do to you.”

      “Damn straight,” Sam said, and Abby’s eyes widened as she got her first good look at him. He was beautiful. His body was rock hard. He had long legs and strong arms. His chest was cut and tapered perfectly to his lean waist and then there was…

      “Wow.” Her words came out as a breathy giggle. She looked at Sam’s enormous cock. Long and thick, he was beautiful everywhere.

      “That’s what all the girls say. Take off her clothes, Sam.” Jack watched the scene with heavily-lidded eyes. Abby could see his dick straining against his jeans. He seemed to be built on the same monstrous proportions as his friend.

      “Anything you say, boss,” Sam drawled. He hauled her into an upright position. His hands moved quickly as he unbuttoned the front of her uniform, pushing it aside and exposing her breasts. He whistled as he stared down at her breasts, barely held in place by a lace demi-cup bra. “Damn, now that is perfect.”

      Abby knew she should be feeling self-conscious, but she was still a bit drunk from the first real man-given orgasm she’d had in four years. It gave her a confidence she hadn’t felt in forever. She pulled her arms out of the sleeves and eased out of the uniform. She reached around the back of her bra and quickly twisted the clasp loose. She tossed the bra away, wanting more than anything to feel Sam’s hands on her. She lay back on the big bed.

      It was hard to feel self-conscious when Sam looked like he was going to drool. Abby smiled at him. His hands came out to cup her breasts.

      “See, these pretty things are begging for me to suck on them.” Sam looked utterly fascinated.

      “Get the rest of her clothes off first, Sam,” Jack said quietly, but it was a tone that brooked no disobedience.

      Sam nodded, obviously used to following orders. Jack pulled up a chair and sank gracefully down. He unfastened his fly, but he didn’t pull out his cock. A lazy predator who knew he’d get his fill.

      “You are beautiful, Abigail.” Sam looked at her with lust in his eyes.

      “Right back at ya, Sam,” she managed with a husky laugh. Her hands were still shaking a tiny bit, and she wondered if it was the cold or the fact that she was finally playing out her deepest fantasy. She wasn’t sure why she was so stuck on the idea of being loved by two men. Perhaps it was because both the men in her life that she’d cared about had died and the thought of loving and then being alone again left her hollow. Or perhaps it was simply the way the writers she read made it sound—being surrounded by warmth and pleasure, two men who put her first, who needed her so much they were willing to share…it was a fantasy, but for tonight she intended to revel in it.

      Sam’s warm hands ran up her legs to her hips, where he hooked his thumbs under her bikini panties and dragged them down and off. He swore as he revealed her pussy.

      “I told you,” Jack said with a knowing grin. He looked at her, and she began to get the idea that this was where Jack felt comfortable. He was in control. Despite the fact that he wasn’t the one on the bed with her, he was still calling the shots, and that did something for her. Utterly self-assured and confident, Jack watched Sam salivating over her naked body. Jack’s eyes lit up as he looked her over. He leaned forward and palmed her breast, sending a flash of heat through her. “Sam has a thing about pretty, naked pussies. I think he’s finally found his heart’s desire.”

      “Ohhh,” Abby moaned as Sam’s fingers ran up the slit of her pussy. It made her very happy she’d kept up her grooming routine during her long dry spell.

      “It’s perfect. It looks like a hot, ripe peach, and I love peaches.” Sam climbed onto the bed and settled between her legs.

      She couldn’t breathe. He was so close. It had been forever since she’d been this turned on, her every nerve alight with desire. She wanted them, wanted them in a way she hadn’t wanted anything in a long while. It was like someone had flipped a switch and her black and white world had suddenly shifted to vibrant color. Sam hooked her knees over his shoulders, and she felt the heat of his mouth hovering over her, teasing and tempting her.

      “Jack?”

      She heard Sam ask the question, a plea in his voice.

      “Go on, Samuel.” Jack gave the order. “Eat that sweet pussy.”

      “With pleasure.”

      She bit back a scream as Sam ran his tongue through the full length of her pussy. She felt herself cream as he settled in to torment her. He kissed, licked, and loved her with his tongue and lips.

      “Oh, god, Sam,” she ground out as she wound her hands in his curly hair. Sam responded by parting her with his fingers and fucking her with his tongue.

      She caught Jack’s gaze as he seemed to be watching her, studying her response.

      “It’s his real talent. He considers it his life’s work.” Jack had finally pulled his cock out, and he sat there with his legs spread. His big, beautiful dick jutted out from the V of his thighs, and he stroked it up and down while he watched them. The purple crown and the drop of cream topping it held her attention even as Sam continued his slow devouring of her.

      Jack’s eyes heated up, going from his normally cool emerald to a warm green. He stroked himself again but swiped his thumb over the head of his cock, sweeping off the pre-cum. He leaned forward and put his finger to her mouth.

      “Taste me,” he demanded.

      She sucked his thumb into her mouth and tasted the salty essence of Jack Barnes. She sucked off every bit of that drop and longed for more. Jack pulled his thumb out and kissed her, tangling their tongues briefly before pulling away again. He winked at her and then moved lower.

      Her back arched off the bed as Jack captured a nipple in his mouth and sucked. Sam continued his assault. His mouth moved to her swollen clitoris, tonguing it as he thrust his fingers into her pussy.

      “Oh, oh, I’m gonna come again.” It was building inside, rising like a wave that threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Come on my mouth, baby,” Sam urged her. “Come all over my mouth. I’ll lick it all up.”

      “I think I might try that, too.” Jack growled, and he moved down her body. Like they’d done it a thousand times before, Sam replaced his fingers with his strong tongue, and she felt the heat of Jack’s mouth working her clit hard. She looked at the two heads working in time and felt her womb spasm as the orgasm raced through her. Her head fell back, and she let the sensation roll over her body in delicious waves of ecstasy. She stroked Jack’s soft black hair as she fell back to Earth.

      He and Sam licked and sucked for a while longer, doing exactly what Sam promised, trying to suck up all her cream. They teased and tormented her until she didn’t think she could take any more. Finally, Jack moved up to kiss her lips, and she opened like a flower for him. She was completely willing to do whatever these two men wanted. While Jack explored her mouth, Sam stayed between her legs. He seemed to be endlessly fascinated with her taste and smell and feel.

      “Did you like that, baby?” Jack’s voice was low and husky in her ear.

      “You know I did, Jack,” she said. “That was the best orgasm of my entire life. Thank you. Thank you, Sam.”

      She felt him smile against her pussy. “You’re welcome, darlin’. Just so you know, I am willing to work for food.”

      “I’ll remember that.” She laughed and for the first time in a long time, truly relaxed.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s cock was harder than he could ever remember it being, but he had more to prove to Abigail than the fact that he could get a raging erection. He took a deep breath and stood up. Quickly, he pulled his clothes off and lay back down beside her, putting a possessive hand over her belly.

      This time was different. He’d known it would be if they could simply get her into bed. He’d known sleeping with Abigail would mean something different than the encounters they’d had before. This time was more than sex. Seeing her in his big bed felt right, but he also was smart enough to know the fight wasn’t over yet.

      This was a woman who had no intentions of hanging around. He needed to find a way to make her want to stay because he had no intentions of some short-term affair.

      He was a careful man and he didn’t jump into anything long term easily, but weeks of knowing her, pursuing her, had taught him one thing. He wanted her, and that wasn’t a feeling that would be assuaged in a few weeks. He was beginning to think he might need a lifetime with this woman.

      Jack slowed down despite the throb in his cock. He had a couple of questions. Besides, Sam was still doing his thing. He’d moved up and started to nuzzle her magnificent tits. Jack cuddled up to the left side of her and kissed her mouth again. He was never going to get used to how he felt when he kissed her.

      Electric. Alive. So fucking possessive he could barely stand it.

      She moved restlessly as Sam laved her nipples.

      “Why four years, baby?” Jack brushed her pretty red hair back.

      Her voice was breathless, but she answered him immediately. “Too much going on. Ben was sick, and then I was mourning. I had a teenage daughter to raise. I didn’t have time, but if I had, I wouldn’t have found anything like this.”

      “So you haven’t had a relationship like this before.” Despite those hot books of hers, he would have bet his life she hadn’t actually tried ménage. “We’re your first.”

      And for damn sure your last.

      “Why would you think I’ve done this before?” Her hazel eyes were wide.

      Sam looked up from tonguing her nipples. “Baby, all the books you read are about ménage. It’s a reasonable assumption you might have tried it before.”

      Her face flushed, eyes going wide with obvious horror. “How do you know about my books?”

      Sam came up on her right side, and she was caught between them. “Darlin’, I found that box of dirty books in Christa’s garage.”

      Abigail tried to sit up, but Jack had her pinned down with a hand on her belly and a leg over hers. She gave Sam a stern look. “You went through my things?”

      Sam’s face was completely unrepentant. He laughed deep in his throat as he nuzzled her neck and his fingers played with her nipples. “Just your books, but if the rest of your stuff is half as hot as those books, I’ll inspect all of it.”

      Abby looked like she wanted to protest. It was definitely time to distract her. He ran his tongue along the shell of her ear. Sam joined in, palming her breasts.

      “Do you want to check out my vibrator, too?” The question popped out of Abigail’s mouth and she turned a bright red.

      “Yes,” Sam replied quickly. “I would very much like to see your vibrator and any other sex toys you have.”

      “And all your lingerie.” Oh, she was fun to tease. He loved how her whole body flushed the sweetest pink when she was embarrassed. “I bet her vibrator is one of those little things. Women always buy vibrators too small. We should get her a butterfly.”

      Sam’s eyes lit up. “A strap-on with a remote control. We could make her wear it when she works at the café, and we could turn it on when she’s pouring coffee and watch her come.”

      “Whoa—” Abigail held her hands up. “I don’t think Christa would appreciate the lawsuit that would come when I spill coffee into someone’s lap because Sam dialed up my clitoral stimulation.”

      Jack put a finger over her lips. It was time to get serious. “Hush, now. Sam won’t be trying anything crazy, yet. Now, sweetheart, I need to know something.” His hand trailed down, and he traced a teasing design across her pussy. He loved the feel of her soft skin. He needed to make a few things plain before they continued. “Do you know what we want to do to you?”

      She took a deep breath before replying. “You want to have…make love to me?”

      Good girl for switching those words around. They were getting somewhere. “At the same time.”

      Sam’s hand slid under her backside to cup her ass. “One in your sweet pussy, and the other fucking that tight ass of yours. We want to fill you up.”

      “Sweetheart, have you ever had a man take you anally?” Jack thought he knew the answer to the question, but he wanted to be sure.

      Abigail chewed her bottom lip softly as she shook her head. “I’ve read about it, of course. It never came up in real life. I know I have a bad reputation, but I didn’t actually earn it. There was only Adam and then Ben. Adam and I talked about it, but we never did it. As for Ben, well, it wasn’t his style. I’m not opposed to it, but it scares me a little.”

      Sam cradled her against his chest. “Shh, it’s all right. We’re not demanding that tonight. We’ll get you ready for us.”

      “Sam’s right,” Jack cooed in her ear. “We have all the time in the world to prepare you for that. Tonight, though, we’ll take turns. Sam, get the condoms.”

      Sam groaned a little but kissed her forehead and slid out of bed. Jack took full advantage, pulling Abby close, rolling his body over hers. He didn’t try to keep his weight off of her and she didn’t protest. Yes, this was what he needed. He needed her softness against him, all her warmth and feminine sweetness beneath him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him with everything she had. His tongue delved in her mouth, seeking to fuse them together.

      His dick was so hard he could pound nails with it. Patience. He needed some as he parted her legs.

      She was so small and delicate compared to him. He sat up suddenly as Sam passed him a condom. Jack looked down at the erotic sight of Abigail spread out for his pleasure. She was gorgeous and soft and so fuckable he couldn’t stand it anymore. He tore the condom open and rolled it over his cock.

      He found his place at her core and moved inside her.

      “God,” Jack moaned as he began thrusting in short bursts, trying to work his dick into her incredibly small pussy. “You’re so tight, baby. You feel so good.”

      Her voice was shaky, deep in her throat. “I think you were right about my vibrator. It was definitely too small.”

      “Hush, baby. I’ll go slow. You’ll see that we fit together fine.” He didn’t let up but he was gentle.

      Sam moved in beside her. His hands began smoothing back her hair. “It’s all right, baby. You’re so beautiful. I wanted you the minute I saw you. I took one look and said I am gonna make that woman mine.”

      Abigail relaxed as Sam talked to her and his hands caressed her breasts. Jack’s patience paid off as he managed to thrust in to the base of his cock. He held himself still over her, waiting for her to adjust. After a moment, she moaned. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, an insistent plea.

      “It feels good, Jack.” Her eyes were half closed, and a dreamy smile came to her lips.

      “That’s right,” Sam said happily. “Give yourself to us. We’ll make you feel so good.”

      Her hot pussy was a vise around his cock. He needed to move. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      She wrapped her legs around his waist as he started to thrust and twist his hips. He sought the perfect angle to make her fly.

      “Oh, Jack,” she cried out.

      He looked into her eyes. She was close. It was a good thing, too, because his balls were starting to draw up. He nodded to Sam to let him know he was close. Sam’s talented fingers tugged on her nipples. Abby’s head fell back as she came. Jack picked up the pace, content he’d taken care of her and could seek his own release. He spread her legs apart, hooking her knees over his elbows, leaving her completely exposed. He thrust forward, and he could feel his tight balls against her ass. He pulled back and thrust again. His body tensed, and he exploded inside her. He continued to thrust until he emptied himself, then fell forward into her arms. His chest heaved like he’d run a race. He breathed in her smell.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist, hugging her as he laid his head on her chest. She felt perfect there. He kissed her breast reverently and felt one of Abigail’s hands tangle in his hair. He saw she was doing the same to Sam, and he was perfectly satisfied that they hadn’t scared her off. She’d liked everything they had done to her so far.

      But he knew damn well tomorrow would start the fight to keep her all over again.

      After a moment’s sweet rest, Jack rolled off her and she protested the loss of his warmth.

      The minute he got up to dispose of the condom, Sam was on top of her. Jack laughed at the speed with which his partner took over. He was on top of her before she knew what was happening.

      “My turn.” Sam had the smile of an eager puppy.

      “I’m in trouble.” She laughed as her arms wound around Sam’s waist.

      Weren’t they all?
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      Sam’s head came up as he heard the door slam. He sat up in bed and immediately looked for Abby.

      All night he’d been warm and happy. Normally he slept in his own room. He didn’t complain, but he honestly didn’t like sleeping alone. The night before, he’d slept like a baby, curled up against her, knowing that Jack was on the other side.

      Where had that woman gone?

      He yawned and stretched, every muscle singing as he moved toward the window. She was probably in the bathroom. There was a thought. She would want to take a nice long shower, and he could help her with that. A vision of Abby all soapy and warm made his dick come back to life.

      Then he knew that wasn’t going to happen because he saw Abby on the porch, her purse in hand.

      “Damn it.” He went for his jeans because the housekeeper and the hands would be wandering around at this time of day. “She’s running, Jack.”

      He poked his partner’s back. Jack was asleep on his stomach and didn’t look too concerned that Abby was making a break for it.

      Sam looked down at the bed they’d shared with the glorious redhead. He looked at the clock. It was a little past seven. It was way too early to be up on a Sunday.

      “I’m going after her.” Sam wasn’t sure where she thought she was going. “What is she thinking? We’re miles from town.”

      Jack stirred at the sound but waved him off and pulled a pillow over his head to drown out the noise. Sam zipped up his jeans and reached for a shirt. He came up with Jack’s, but that didn’t matter. Where were his boots? He couldn’t go running after her barefoot. “That highway is dangerous. There’s no place for her to walk. She could get run over, damn it.”

      “She isn’t walking,” Jack grumbled.

      Sam heard the distinct sound of a car door slamming. He went back to the window, this time jerking the curtains open so he could see the whole of the yard. Jack groaned as light flooded the room. Abby was in Jack’s truck. It purred to life and he knew he was too late. Sam sat down on the bed as the truck screamed out of the driveway.

      She was gone. She’d left. Without even saying good-bye.

      Jack’s head came up as he heard the truck’s gears strip. He smiled a little. “I swear if she wrecks my truck, I am gonna paddle her bottom raw.”

      He didn’t get Jack’s calm demeanor. He was panicked, but Jack simply yawned and settled back down, pulling the quilt over his body. What the hell was happening this morning? He’d been sure Jack had been as crazy about Abby as he was. Last night had been the best sex of his life, but what if it hadn’t been the same for Jack? Sam had spent the last five weeks of his life chasing after Abigail every free minute he had. He thought after last night that the relationship was settled. It looked like he was wrong.

      “What the hell are you panicking over?” Jack’s eyes were sleepy as he yawned and rested his head in his hand.

      “I’m not panicking.” That was a lie because he kind of was. How could she have left like that? It wasn’t like he hadn’t had a woman sneak out on him before. Hell, he’d done the same, but he hadn’t expected it from her. It hurt. They’d connected and she’d run.

      Jack rolled his eyes. “I can feel it from here, and it’s disturbing my sleep. Don’t worry about Abigail. She’ll be back in this bed tonight. She might run, but she won’t get very far. She’s got a shift at the café starting at nine.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Jack stretched. “Because after you fell asleep she told me she couldn’t miss her shift. I explained that we would get her there one way or another,” he said with a satisfied grin.

      “Then why did she leave without waking us up?”

      Jack sat up, his back against the headboard. “Because she’s scared. We were overwhelming last night.”

      “You don’t think we hurt her?”

      “No. She’s scared because she feels something for us,” Jack said. “To tell you the truth, I’m happy she ran. I’d be worried if she’d gotten up and fixed breakfast and acted nonchalant. She’s a forever kind of girl, and this morning she’s worried she had a crazy one-night stand. It was easier to take the truck and expect that we’ll come and pick it up from her in a public place than to face us in private.”

      Sam felt his eyebrows came together in perfect consternation. “But we told her how we feel about her.”

      “And no man ever lied to a woman like Abigail to get what he wanted?” Jack yawned. “She’s no untried girl. She’s been through a lot. She doesn’t trust us yet, but she will. Right now, she’s coming up with a whole bunch of silly reasons that last night happened. She’s calling it a one-night stand and thinking it won’t happen again. She’s doing it all because she’s trying to protect herself in case we decide we’re done with her. We have to get her thinking straight, and then she won’t have anywhere to go except right back to us. I’ll get her for us, Sam. You do your good cop routine, and I’ll be the big bad boy. No woman can resist it. Have I ever let you down before?”

      Sam took a long breath and released the worry. He would trust in his partner. He had ever since the day when he was fifteen and had been placed in a group care home. Jack Barnes had quietly threatened the other boys in the house with egregious bodily harm if one of them touched the young, terrified Sam Fleetwood. Sam had lost his mom and dad, and he’d stuck by Jack ever since. Jack was bigger and tougher than anyone he’d met before or since.

      “Not once, Jack,” he said with a grateful smile.

      Jack’s years in foster care had given him street smarts that Sam still didn’t possess. He knew what could have happened to him if Jack hadn’t been there. He knew because most of it had happened to Jack.

      “It’s gonna be all right,” Jack promised. “Now get some more sleep. Chasing that woman is going to be damn tiring work.”

      Sam laid back down with a smile on his face because Jack was in charge. He didn’t have anything to worry about.
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        * * *

      

      Abby answered her cell phone without bothering to look at the number. It was a mistake she made because she was so flustered she wasn’t thinking straight.

      “You get out of town, you whore!”

      She sighed and touched the screen to hang up as she maneuvered Jack’s enormous black truck onto the street across from Christa’s house. The thing drove like a tank. Those phone calls were becoming more and more frequent. She would have to change her number soon.

      Ruby Echols enjoyed calling her far too much.

      She couldn’t help but think about Adam every time she got one of those calls. It was odd how it all seemed like a dream at times, like something that had happened to another person. At other times the memory was so fresh she could hear his voice, see the way his dark hair had curled around his ears.

      She couldn’t help but remember how they’d parted. He’d gotten jealous and she’d been sick of having to justify herself over and over again. Their fight had been loud and public. Adam had driven off, swearing they were over. Then he’d gotten drunk and wrapped his car around a tree.

      Damn, but she’d been young then. Now she had to wonder if they would have made it. Could they have actually had something long term? Or had she gotten swept up in young love and passion and drama?

      Was she getting swept up in the same thing all over again?

      She parked Jack’s truck and tried not to think about what he’d done to her last night. It was impossible. Her whole body hummed happily, reminding her how well the men had used her. She had needed it. She was single and no longer had an impressionable teenager under her roof. She was free to play around.

      Except last night hadn’t felt like playing. It felt serious and that worried her. The way they talked to her and held her made her think they were guys she could fall for.

      She rested her head down on the steering wheel with a groan. Not going there. She wasn’t seventeen and naïve. She was thirty-seven years old. Jack and Sam were younger than she was. She had a certain reputation, and those men required the goodwill of the community to do business here. If the Echols family chose to, they could probably cut off Sam and Jack from vital resources. They could stop their feed supply or screw with their financing at the bank. They would do it, too, just to spite her. Even if she was brave enough to have a crazy relationship with two men, it would hurt them in the end.

      She opened the door and jumped down. Jack would ease out of the seat, but she practically needed to pole vault out of the thing. She’d felt so petite when she stood between Jack and Sam. It was their fault. She was a perfectly normal-sized woman, but they were practically giants.

      Giants who had taken such sweet care of her last night.

      She would have to resist them next time, though. It was for their own good. The night before she hadn’t been thinking about anything but her own wants and needs. She owed it to them to protect them. They didn’t understand how this town worked. Her friends could accept her all they liked, but without Ruby Echols’s support, she was a pariah.

      She was getting ready to text Jack and let him know he could pick up his truck at Mike’s when she turned the corner onto Christa’s street. She would leave the keys with Mike and maybe he and Christa would even drive it back out to them.

      Maybe a flirty thank you text would be a good way to leave things between the three of them. After all, men often backed off once they had what they wanted. It would make things far easier on all of them if they did.

      Then she got a look at her car. “Damn it.”

      The plan to take her car to work was blown to hell because someone had spray-painted WHORE across the hood and slashed her tires. Luckily, the car was in the carport, and no one could see the vandalism from the street. Abby took a deep breath and banished the tears that threatened. She had promised Christa she could have Sunday mornings to spend with her family, and she meant to keep that promise. She wouldn’t wilt away because some jerk thought it was funny to humiliate her.

      She could go to the sheriff, but it wouldn’t do any good. He would make an obligatory report and then nothing would be done about it. She would ask Mike for advice later. In the meantime, she would be driving the tank. It served Jack right since he was the one who had insisted on leaving her car behind. If he’d let her drive her own car, it wouldn’t have been defaced.

      God, she wanted to call Jack. She wanted to call him and cry and throw the whole thing in his lap. He would take care of it and Sam would cuddle her and coddle her until she felt better.

      She hopped back into Jack’s monster truck and tried to pull away from the street. She closed her eyes when she heard the door scrape against Mike’s trailer as she tried to make a too tight U-turn.

      Jack was gonna kill her.

      Maybe he’d just spank her. It might make her day.

      Maybe, she thought as she pulled away from the scene of her crime, it wouldn’t hurt to see them one more time.

      If they wanted to see her again. No one had to know. If they kept it very, very quiet, she might even manage a couple of nights with them.

      She could remember her time with them for the rest of her life. It would be a shield against all the lonely nights to come.

      Well, if Jack didn’t kill her for wrecking his car.

      

      Two hours later, she smoothed down the skirt of her uniform. It was a pale pink waitress uniform that Christa had all of her waitstaff wear. It was unforgiving, but she wore it anyway. Luckily, Christa also kept a few around in case a waitress spilled something. Abby had been able to change into a fresh one.

      The short-order cook shouted out that her order was up, and Abby grabbed the plates of scrambled eggs and pancakes and moved toward Kyle Morgan’s table. He sat with his two young boys. Abby had gone to school with Kyle and had heard he’d gone through a divorce a couple of years back. He’d kept custody and seemed to have survived with very little bitterness. He was a regular customer, and she liked talking to him. He smiled at her as she set down his breakfast.

      “Thank you, Abby,” he said, and both his kids thanked her as well.

      “Do you need some more coffee? I think they made a fresh pot.”

      “I would love some.” Kyle’s hand covered hers as she turned to grab the coffeepot from the counter. He was handsome, but she’d never thought of him in a man-woman way. He was a friend she hadn’t seen in a very long time. “I was wondering. I thought maybe you could come by the house tonight for supper. I was going to grill some steaks. I thought it would be a good way to catch up.”

      “I’m afraid Abby has plans for tonight,” a low voice growled behind her.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin. She pulled her hand quickly away from Kyle and wondered why she felt guilty. She hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Jack looked like she had, though. At least Sam looked happy to see her.

      Kyle’s eyes widened. “Does she?”

      Sam slapped Kyle on the back. He managed to make the gesture friendly. “She does, indeed.” Sam looked at the young boys. “How’s the team going?”

      The boys smiled and chattered about their baseball games. Kyle looked a bit rueful as his gaze switched between the men. “The team really appreciated the new uniforms and the lighting system is incredible. It’s really helped those kids. They love baseball. Now they can play night games since we have the lights. As their coach, I have to say thank you. You’ve made a huge difference in those kids’ lives.”

      “Glad to help, Kyle.” Jack’s eyes were still dark.

      Sam chatted with the kids, and Kyle leaned forward, directing his attention to Jack. “Is that the way it is, then?”

      “It is,” Jack replied firmly.

      “What is?” Abby didn’t understand the masculine byplay. She had the notion that this cryptic conversation was all about her, but neither man was actually looking at her.

      Kyle’s head fell back and he laughed. “Well, hell, I always did say it would take two men to tame Abigail Elizabeth Moore.”

      “Kyle Morgan!” Abby looked around the café. Sure enough, people were staring.

      “Remember that,” Jack said blandly as he took Abby’s hand. “I need to talk to Abby about a little thing called grand theft auto. Sherry, take her tables for a bit, will you?”

      She found herself being hustled back toward Christa’s small office as Sherry, the other waitress, leapt into action. Did everyone jump to do Jack Barnes’s bidding when he opened his mouth? Abby was willing to admit he was a strong man, but he needed to understand she wasn’t a doormat.

      “Don’t you push me around.” Abby found herself being herded through the door.

      She turned to face Jack and forced herself to stand her ground as he looked at her. He really could be intimidating when he wanted. Abby stepped up and went toe-to-toe with him. Unfortunately, it meant she had to crane her neck to look up at him.

      She reached up and poked him straight in the chest. “You don’t scare me, Jack Barnes.”

      “I can tell,” he said with a sexy smile. His mouth turned down as he got serious. “Maybe you better get a little scared, though, darlin’. Let’s go over all the ways you have insulted me today.”

      “I wasn’t insulting you,” she protested.

      “You left this morning without so much as a kiss good-bye. Do you how much that hurts a man? Sam didn’t even get in his cuddling time. He gets cranky without it. Were you using us for sex, Abigail?”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Her hands unconsciously went to his chest and started rubbing soothingly. Now that he was close and they were alone, she was thinking about all sorts of things she’d rather do than fight with him. All the reasons she had given herself earlier seemed far away now that Jack was standing right in front of her. He was here and solid and she wanted to feel good for a few minutes. No one in her life made her feel the way Jack and Sam did. “Of course I didn’t do that.”

      Jack’s face could have been carved from granite. “How am I supposed to know that? I worshipped you last night. I told you how I felt. You said nothing, and then this morning you left, stealing my truck in the process.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you worry.” Jack was really upset. They had been serious about having her in their lives. Her heart seized at the thought of having them with her all the time.

      “Then I walk in to try to talk to you, try to figure out what we did wrong last night…”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said quickly. “You and Sam were perfect.”

      “Then why were you making a date with Kyle Morgan?”

      “I wasn’t making a date with Kyle Morgan.” How could he even think such a thing? Getting busy with Kyle Morgan was the furthest thing from her mind. “He wanted to catch up. We went to high school together.”

      “Don’t be naïve, Abby.” Jack pulled up a chair and sat down. “He was asking you out. He wants a mama for his kids and a sweet body in his bed. He must have thought he hit the jackpot when you sashayed back into town.”

      Kyle coached high school football. There was no way he could be seriously contemplating a relationship with her. Walter Echols was on the school board. He might be running for a higher office, but Adam’s younger brother would never be so absorbed with his campaign that he couldn’t crush one man’s career.

      “I wasn’t going to date Kyle Morgan.”

      Jack pulled her into his lap, and she steadied herself on his broad shoulders. She was already responding to him. How could she want him again so soon after last night?

      “Why wouldn’t you go out with him?” Jack asked quietly, his hand tipping her face up to look at him.

      “Because I don’t want anyone but you and Sam. I haven’t since I walked back into town.”

      Jack’s lips curled up a bit. He leaned over and brushed his mouth lightly against hers, leaving her wanting more. His hand played on her knees and threatened to go straight up her skirt.

      “Jack, we can’t,” she whispered. “People might be able to hear.”

      “Then you’ll have to be quiet, won’t you, darlin’? I know that will be hard for you. You make a lot of noise, and I love it.” Jack had a devilish look on his face. “We still need to figure out how you can make up for stealing my truck.”

      She had a wicked idea. Jack and Sam made her forget her inhibitions. The truth was no one would come back here. And very few people were in the café to have even seen her walk off with Jack. And hell, half the town still called her a whore under their breaths. Why shouldn’t she at least earn their scorn?

      But that wasn’t what this was about. For a while, she could go wild again. Just for a few more weeks—if she was careful—she could feel young and free again.

      She slid off his lap and got to her knees in front of him. Jack’s cock immediately responded. She touched the denim of his jeans and felt the long, thick line of his erection. Jack sighed while she gently lowered the zipper. The previous night, the boys had been intent on pleasuring her. Jack had been right to say they worshipped her. They made her feel like a goddess, but she hadn’t been required to do more than lay back and enjoy it.

      She’d missed actively participating. They hadn’t asked her to suck them off, and that had been a mistake. Jack shifted in the chair, pushing his jeans and briefs down. Nope. She hadn’t had enough time to appreciate the cock in front of her. Reaching out, she let her fingertips skim the soft skin covering that rock-hard erection.

      “Lick the head,” he said, his voice low.

      She let her tongue reach out to delicately lick the broad purple crown of Jack’s cock. He moaned, letting her know how much he liked it. She treated it like a delicious ice cream cone she wanted to savor, curling her tongue around the ridge and sucking the head lightly into her mouth. The tip of her tongue delved gently into the slit, licking the salty confection already forming there. She loved this, genuinely loved sucking cock, pleasuring her partner.

      “That’s right, darlin’. Damn, your mouth feels good.” His hands found her hair, and before she knew it, her ponytail was gone and Jack’s fingers were tangled in her long hair. “Take me deeper now.”

      Abby obliged, loving the feel of his hardness against her tongue. He was all steel and silky skin, and she loved the way his cock jumped when she lightly licked it, as if it was seeking her out. She relaxed her jaw and let him sink deeper into the warm wetness of her mouth.

      “God, that feels incredible. Suck harder.”

      He tightened his grip on her hair and slowly fed her his length. She didn’t panic as he filled her, simply breathed through her nose and let her tongue swirl around as much as it could with what little room was left.

      “Take it all, darlin’. Swallow me down.”

      Jack thrust his cock deeper.

      “Baby,” Jack warned, “baby, you’re gonna make me come.”

      She pushed farther until she could feel the head of his cock touch the back of her throat. Reaching up and caressing his tight sac, she pointedly swallowed around him. Jack groaned and held her head on him as he spurted his semen into her mouth. Her throat worked furiously to suck it all down. It was salty sweet, and she licked it off his dick as he softened inside her.

      Jack’s hands were gentle in her hair. She looked up at him, and his eyes were so tender. Had any woman ever seen him looking so vulnerable before? Oh, she was in so deep with the both of them. With Jack and Sam. It both terrified and thrilled her. She had thought this feeling long past her. She’d loved her husband. They had been friends first, and then lovers and partners in raising her daughter. If she was honest with herself, she’d married Benjamin as much for Lexi’s sake as her own.

      What she felt for Jack and Sam had nothing to do with anyone but the three of them.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Jack’s voice was deep with sexual satisfaction. He tucked himself back into his briefs and redid the fly of his jeans.

      Smiling brightly, she came off her knees and settled herself back on Jack’s lap. She held her face up, ready for his kiss. “You’re welcome. I hope that makes up for me leaving this morning. I should have stayed and cuddled.”

      Now that she thought about it, she was upset she’d missed cuddling time. If she kept it quiet, maybe she could manage an affair with the two of them. She had to keep them off the Echols’s family radar.

      Lightly brushing his lips across hers, Jack’s hands went firmly to her waist. “I am properly placated for your very rude exit from our bed this morning.”

      Quicker than she could think, Abby found herself flipped over and turned across Jack’s knee.

      “What the hell?” How had he moved so quickly? She wasn’t exactly a lightweight, but he’d picked her up and maneuvered her like she weighed nothing at all.

      “But there is still the matter of one stolen and damaged truck,” Jack announced in that voice Abby was beginning to realize meant business. One big hand caressed her bottom as the other held her down.

      “Now, Jack.” Abby tried hard not to laugh because that might upset him further. She had no honest fear of him at all. He would never hurt her, and frankly, she was curious. The last few years had been one long, dry spell, and she’d filled in the dreary space with an astonishing amount of erotica. Jack might think she was intimidated, but in truth, she was already getting hot. Sucking him off had made her wet and ready. His hand getting ready to spank her did nothing to change that fact.

      Submissive. That was the word for how she was feeling. Submissive and hot and ready. “I’m sorry about the truck. I have depth perception issues.”

      He flipped the pink skirt of her uniform up to her waist, uncovering the bikini panties she wore.

      “These won’t do.” With a strong jerk, he pulled the panties off her hips and they tangled around her knees, leaving the twin globes of her ass exposed. She couldn’t help but wiggle as his hand cupped her mound. His deep chuckle warmed her. “Now, what do we have here? You’re already wet, Abigail. I guess I don’t have to worry about scaring you off. I am more than willing to let you drive my truck whenever you like, darlin’.”

      Jack teased her with his long fingers. A moan came from deep inside her. She wasn’t trying to get away. Not at all. She wanted to tempt him inside. “I’m even willing to deal with your depth perception issues. But you have to deal with the discipline I will hand out for every ding you put on that fine piece of machinery.”

      His hand pulled away from her but only for a moment. Then it came down with a hard thwack to her ass.

      She barely stopped herself from screaming. The spanking stung briefly, and then she felt the heat deep in her pussy. She moaned as he brought his hand down again. Maybe ten times. Maybe more.

      She could feel him getting hard again.

      “You like this? I like it, too. Your cheeks are a pretty pink. I love that color.”

      “Do it again.” She thrust her butt up. She wondered what it would feel like if he spanked her pussy.

      “Maybe later, sweetheart,” he said with a chuckle. He leaned over and kissed her ass, one kiss on each cheek. He reached down and pulled her panties off, then set her on her feet.

      “What are you doing?” Her entire body flushed with sexual arousal.

      He shoved her white panties into his jeans pocket. “I think I’ll take these with me. I like the idea of being able to push your skirt up and have my way with you.”

      “I like it, too.” She was getting suspicious that her punishment wasn’t over. A sexy spanking was one thing, but leaving her unsatisfied was going to piss her off. “Let’s do it now.”

      Jack patted his stomach. “Oh, darlin’, I can’t. I was denied my breakfast this morning. I had to spend the whole morning worried sick about you, so I don’t have the energy.”

      “You asshole,” Abby spat as he made for the door. “I want my panties back.”

      Jack pulled them out and waved them. “Spoils of war, baby, spoils of war.”

      He shut the door behind him, and she thought briefly about walking out after him and announcing loudly to everyone in the café that Jack Barnes was a terrible tease.

      Revenge. She would get some revenge on that man. Right after she’d taken care of herself. Bastard. She was so hot she couldn’t think straight, and he was probably sitting out there laughing about it.

      “Abby, sweetheart?” Sam’s voice was soft as he opened the door and looked her over before closing it and locking it behind him. He stood there with his angelic face, and it was all she could do not to jump him. He looked delicious in a white western shirt and tight blue jeans. “What did that mean old Jack do to you?”

      Abby felt herself pouting but couldn’t quite stop it. Sam’s hands reached out for her, and the look on his face was sweetly lascivious. Jack might deny her, but Sam sure as hell wasn’t going to.

      “He yelled at me.” She heard the hitch in her breath. Emotion welled up inside her. It had been that kind of morning. She had been able to put her car out of her mind, but now it seemed to be crashing in on her. She needed some affection. She should never have left this morning. The world would be a better place if she’d stayed in the comfort of that big bed, safe in between them. “He yelled at me, and he spanked me, and he stole my panties.”

      Sam looked like he was trying hard not to laugh. “Was that the worst thing he did?”

      She shook her head.

      “What was the worst thing?”

      “He didn’t even fuck me,” she admitted on a low wail.

      Sam pulled her into his arms. “I’m so sorry that mean old Jack did that. He can be downright ruthless sometimes. To be truthful, though, you did steal his truck.”

      “And I tried to make up for it.” She nuzzled his chest and let her arms wind around him. “I gave him a blow job and everything.”

      “Well, I’ll have to step up and take care of you. I can’t let Jack get away with something as bad as that.”

      She went up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. “No, we can’t let him get away with it.” A thought made her pause. “Sam, we should stop. I don’t want to make Jack mad. I don’t want to come between the two of you.”

      He grinned as he looked down at her. “Who do you think high-fived me on my way in here? He didn’t have any plans to leave you unsatisfied, baby.”

      She sighed, and her hands went to his zipper. “I knew there was a reason I liked him.”

      He leaned down and kissed her passionately, his tongue forcing its way in to play with hers. She hopped up on the desk, thankful Christa was such a neat freak. There was next to nothing on the top. She let her knees fall apart, and Sam immediately invaded. He shoved his pants down to his knees, and his fingers foraged between her legs. He slipped a finger between the slick folds of her pussy, rubbing up and down and circling her swollen clitoris.

      “Damn, baby,” Sam breathed against her mouth. “Jack did a number on you. You are soaking wet. Did you like your spanking?”

      She bit her lip and pressed up against his teasing hand. She needed more. She needed his cock. “I did. Please, Sam.”

      Sam’s blue eyes were dark as he looked at Abby. Abby watched as he quickly sheathed his big cock in a condom. “Please, what? What do you want me to do to you?”

      She knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t afraid to ask for it. “Fuck me, Sam. Fuck me now, and fuck me hard.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Sam slammed into her pussy.

      He felt so right inside her. She held herself wide for him. He pushed and pushed until he was tightly seated. He didn’t need to go easy. Jack had her wet and ready for some rough play.

      She moaned and clutched Sam’s shoulders as he pounded into her. Her hands slid down his back to tighten on his perfect ass. It clenched and released under her hands, and she fought to pull him in deeper.

      “It’s feels so good, Sam.” Her head fell back.

      Sam’s hands found her still-sensitive ass, using her rear to hold her tight for his fucking. Her cheeks tingled, reminding her of everything Jack had done to her, and the image made her even hotter. He was sitting out there in the dining room, and he knew exactly what they were doing.

      Sam fucked into her pussy like a man on a mission. He pressed into her and rolled his hips so he could slam against her clit with each thrust. Abby pushed back against him, fighting for her orgasm with everything she had. Sam’s finger slipped between her cheeks, and he circled her tight anus.

      “I can’t wait to take you here.” Sam groaned, and she felt his finger push inside her rear.

      “Sam!” Abby cried out at the surprise sensation.

      Sam played with her anus, gently pushing in and out, while she started to come. She panted as she tightened her legs around his waist.

      Abby’s release was the best feeling in the world. Then it was Sam’s turn to moan. He picked up the pace and pounded into her. His finger came out of her ass as she fell back, completely sated, and Sam took his own pleasure. He rocked hard into her, throwing his head back as he stiffened over her when he came. He fell over on top of her. Joy. It was pure joy to have him so close. She kissed his cheek and the strong line of his jaw. When he looked up, he smiled at her.

      “If that was punishment, Sam,” she began with a grin, “you tell Jack I’m gonna be a very bad girl.”
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      Walter Echols valiantly managed to not roll his eyes as his mother joined her small group of friends. Not a one of them was younger than seventy, and he liked to think of them as a school of blue-haired barracudas.

      There were five of them, not counting his mother, and they met each week at the First Methodist Church of Willow Fork. Walter wondered why it had ever been called First. It seemed silly since he expected there never would be a second. There was a Presbyterian church on the other side of town, but it was attended by the blue collars of Willow Fork. Sometimes Walter wished he could be counted as one of those hard-working men and women. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy his family’s money. He enjoyed a good car and fine dining as much as the next person. But in a small town, money wasn’t simply something he enjoyed.

      Money defined who he was in Willow Fork, and he had a duty to it.

      One of the barracudas broke from the group and began swimming toward him. She was using a walker to do it, but Walter still felt the menace. Even an ancient barracuda still had teeth. They might have been purchased, but they were sharp. This was one of those times when not having money would work in his favor. Hillary Glass slowly worked her way toward him, an indignant gleam in her eye. If he was a regular Joe, he would be free to flee. But he was an Echols, and he had a reputation to uphold.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Glass,” he said politely as he looked around the fellowship hall. His wife was talking to the pastor. No help there. He reached mentally for something to say. “How is your son, Lyle?”

      Walter smiled broadly, proud of himself for pulling that out of thin air.

      “Still queer and going to hell,” the old lady said with a frown. “That’s what happens when you let your son leave a nice place like this and go to college in some godless city.”

      Oh, yeah. Walter remembered why he didn’t normally mention Hillary’s son.

      Lyle Glass was a flaming homosexual. Funny man. Walter had gone to school with him. Lyle never failed to make his classmates laugh, but he’d been gay long before he’d reached the godless campus of Baylor University. If he recalled correctly, Lyle had moved to Dallas after he finished his undergraduate degree and was working for a large corporation as a manager. Walter would have to look him up the next time he was there. Walter was thirty-five and rapidly discovering this was a time when a man wanted to reconnect with his past. But then, he suspected, the past was exactly what had put the righteous gleam in Hillary Glass’s rheumy eyes.

      “What are you doing to protect your poor mother from that tramp?” Hillary’s voice was loud enough that a few people turned to see what was going on.

      “I doubt Abigail Moore is coming after my mama,” Walter said evenly.

      The thought of Abby actively attempting to hurt his elderly mother was ridiculous. The woman could have had her revenge in a million different ways, yet she hadn’t even sued the family for her daughter’s support. Adam had died with a trust fund, but Abby hadn’t come after it. The truth be told, he’d actually started wondering how he was going to protect Abby from his mama.

      Not that he was good at protecting anyone from his mama. Even himself. He loved his wife. Jan was his second wife. He’d been young when he had allowed himself to be shoved into a marriage with the “right” woman. Claire had come from a good, solid family and had been selected by his mother. It had only been a few years after Adam’s death, and he’d been willing to do anything to please his parents. They’d been shell-shocked, and so had he. After Walter graduated from college, he’d let his mother shove him into the next step.

      Unfortunately, his mother’s choice of a perfect wife had left him for another man two years into the marriage. When Walter’s mother had tried to come up with another mate, Walter had put his foot down for the first time in his life. Ruby Echols might not have approved of Jan, but ten years and two beautiful kids later, she’d been forced to accept her.

      Yes, he loved his wife, but if he’d been single, he would have been all over Abigail Moore like cheese on nachos.

      That was one gorgeous woman, even now. He had seen her on a couple of occasions and thought she might even be sexier than she had been then. There was a worldliness about her now that had been absent before. She had confidence that only experience could give a person.

      He’d been two years younger than his brother when Hurricane Abby hit, but even at fifteen he’d understood what his big brother saw in the redhead. She was beautiful and loyal. Abby had been funny and always sweet to her boyfriend’s kid brother. She’d been wild. She and Adam had lived a fast life for a small town. They’d been caught drinking at the lake on more than one occasion, and if they were in a parked car, everyone knew not to approach it until it stopped rocking and the windows cleared. Walter could still remember how happy his brother had been once he’d told his parents off and promised he would keep seeing Abby even if they disinherited him.

      His parents blamed Abby for Adam’s wildness, but Walter knew his brother better. Adam had been wild long before he got together with a girl from the wrong side of town.

      Now she was back, and twenty years hadn’t dimmed his mother’s fury.

      “That piece of trash being in this town hurts your mother,” Hillary complained.

      “She’s only in town to help her mother get back on her feet.” Walter tried to be reasonable, though he’d already attempted the line of logic on his mom and it hadn’t worked. “Diane Moore broke her hip a while back and had some surgery. She’s been struggling.”

      He didn’t mention that Abigail was a registered nurse. Hillary wouldn’t be impressed with her education or experience.

      “I don’t care about her,” Hillary said bluntly. “And neither should you. It’s her fault her daughter turned out so vile. You better do something, Walter, or your mother’s friends will step in and do it for you.”

      He heard the click-clack of Hillary’s walker as she moved away from him and put his fingers to his temples. Yes, he could feel a migraine coming on. He’d already talked to the sheriff about gently edging Abby out of town. He didn’t want to inundate her with tickets, but she needed to know it would be hard to stay here. She’d been plain in her intention to leave once her work here was done. She wasn’t shoving her way into the upscale social events of Willow Fork. She worked at her friend’s café and helped her mom out. Why his mother couldn’t leave be, he had no idea.

      He would have to come up with something else to placate her.

      Jan looked over at him and smiled as she picked up their little girl and fixed her four-year-old body to the hip his mother had commented was far too large for a true lady. His mother wouldn’t know a true lady if one bit her in the ass, and Jan had offered to on several occasions. Walter smiled back and wondered when he was going to be a man. His one foray into rebellion had netted him the best woman he’d ever met. He was currently engaged in his second foray. His mother had been dead set against him running for state senate, but Walter wanted out of town so bad he could taste it. Luckily, his father had been all for it before he died last spring. Walter felt bad for Abby, but he needed his mother’s support.

      Just this one last time.

      Once he got to Austin, all bets were off, he promised himself. But for now, he had to find a way to deal with Abigail Moore.
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        * * *

      

      After spending a couple of minutes in the bathroom trying to make sure she didn’t look like a woman who had performed numerous sexual services for two different men, Abby walked back into the kitchen with her head held high.

      She was a professional. She had spent years working in one of the toughest ERs in the state, and she could stare down almost anyone. Working as a nurse in the emergency room had prepared her to handle just about anything. If someone gave her that righteous look she’d come to expect, she would treat them like a drunk on a full moon night at John Peter Smith Hospital.

      “You done with your break, hon?” Len Sawyer gave her a knowing smile as she walked into the kitchen.

      He settled a massive stack of bacon on a single plate. He’d been Christa’s short-order cook for ten years. She’d only met him a month ago, but he seemed to have taken a shine to her. He was an older man who was happily married to a beautician. Karen Sawyer had told Abby to come into her shop any time she liked and she would take care of those troublesome grays. Abby had very much appreciated the thought, but instead used a box at home because she didn’t want to put anyone out of business. It was a pain in the butt, but she was also driving to Tyler when she needed anything.

      “Yes,” she said with a crisp nod. “I’m quite refreshed and ready to go back to work.”

      Sherry bounced into the kitchen, her ponytail bobbing up and down. She called out an order and then turned to Abby. There was a broad smile on her face. “You have got to tell me how you did that. I have been trying to be the meat in that sandwich for ten years.”

      “Don’t you go being nasty, girl,” Len warned.

      Sherry looked up, completely guileless. She was twenty-five and had no ambitions beyond making her hair appointment next Monday. “I am not being nasty. Well, maybe I am, but this is girl talk. You don’t listen in.” Sherry sighed. “Ten years. I understood in the beginning. I was jail bait, but even after I was all legal and stuff, I couldn’t get them to date me.”

      “Them?” Abby was shocked that Sherry knew. It was supposed to be a closely guarded secret.

      “Hon, everyone knows those boys are perverts.” Len waved his hand. “I suppose the old church ladies might have cared at one point, but Jack and Sam rebuilt First Presbyterian after that fire a few years back, so they decided to close their mouths. To each their own, I say.”

      “It’s not like they haven’t dated.” Sherry wrinkled her cute nose. “Those boys haven’t been celibate, but they tend to be real picky. Well, Sam’s not, but Jack is. They might try to keep it quiet, but this is a small town. Everyone is up in everyone else’s business. Those boys made a public declaration of intent regarding you. It’ll be all over town by the time the Cowboys game is on.”

      Her cheeks felt like they were on fire. How was she going to go back out there when everyone knew what she had been doing?

      “I’d watch out for Melissa Paul, though,” Sherry warned. “She works at the Walmart a town over. She has wanted to get her hooks into Sam Fleetwood for a long time. Sam went out with her about a year ago, but Jack couldn’t stand her, which tells me he has good taste. Sam broke it off, and she’s been acting like a scalded cat ever since.”

      “Sam dated someone without Jack?”

      Len nodded as he cracked eggs into a bowl. “Sam is the one who dates. Jack joins them later, if you know what I mean. I just about fell on the floor when he told Kyle Morgan he was serious about you and you were his girlfriend.”

      Abby’s jaw dropped. “He said what?”

      Sherry’s face lit up. She loved juicy gossip. “Kyle Morgan’s boys asked if you were Jack’s girl, and he said yes. He even smiled when he did it. I didn’t know his face worked that way. Usually Jack is grrrr, and dark and broody. He likes to have a badass reputation.”

      “Then the man shouldn’t rescue every stray dog he finds.” Len laughed as he flipped a pancake. “It was hard to stay terrified when I saw him stop that big truck of his to move a turtle out of the road. Let me tell you, Abby, it didn’t take long before the women of this town figured out Jack Barnes was a sucker for a hard luck story. That man has fixed more leaks, roofs, and cars than any one should have. He doesn’t date the way Sam does because he doesn’t have the time.”

      “But he does it all with a frown on his face,” Sherry observed. “I suppose he thinks that keeps his image up.” She stared out the window to the dining room. “Gotta go. The natives are restless.”

      She walked off, a fresh pot of coffee in her hand.

      “He’s a good man.” Len pushed the tray toward her. It was full of pancakes and greasy bacon and runny eggs. It was a heart attack waiting to happen. The nurse in Abby wanted to lecture someone. “So is Sam. A woman could do a lot worse.”

      She noted the table number and stopped in her tracks. “Len, we’re going to have to change this order.”

      The cook looked back curiously as she explained to him what she was going to need. He shook his head like he wasn’t so sure this was a good idea, but she had a plan. If Jack Barnes was going to announce she was his girlfriend, he was going to have to learn to deal with what that really meant.

      Five minutes later, she reloaded the tray herself and got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Jack stared down at the plate Abigail placed in front of him. There were eggs, Canadian bacon, and a bowl of fruit. There was only one problem with it.

      “This is not what we ordered.” Jack had been looking forward to a huge breakfast of his usual pancakes, bacon, and fried eggs. He’d worked up an appetite, but it seemed their woman wanted some revenge. His mood took a deep dive. He hadn’t expected that.

      “It’s all you’re getting,” she said saucily.

      Sam poked at the fruit like it was some foreign thing he’d never seen before rather than chunks of pineapple and melon. He looked at Abigail with a desperate expression on his face. “Where are our pancakes? We ordered pancakes. Come on, Abby. I was nice to you. Jack was the mean one who stole your panties. Punish him.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed on her as she rested her hand on her hip and appeared ready for a fight, which he was willing to give her. “Take this back, Abigail. Bring us what we ordered.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. There are no more pancakes for you here.”

      Jack slid out of the booth and stood over her. Now everyone in the café was watching. “Are you telling me we are no longer welcome in this establishment?”

      Sam stood behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, almost as if he was ready to pull her out of Jack’s line of fire if he had to. “I’m sure that’s not what she meant, Jack.”

      She rolled her pretty hazel eyes. “I’m not kicking you out. Why would I do that? I’m telling you that if I’m your girlfriend, I have certain rights. You’ve taken certain rights and privileges concerning me, and I think I should do the same with you.”

      “What privilege is it you’re looking for, Abigail?”

      She didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by him as she poked him straight in his chest. “I am claiming the privilege of keeping you alive through tomorrow.” She leaned in and kept her voice low. “Do you have any idea how much lard Len uses? I had to make the egg white omelets myself because he said it was a sin to waste the yolk. If that is the way you eat every day, then you’re a heart attack waiting to happen. I see it every day. Don’t think a thirty-year-old man can’t have a heart attack.”

      “But we work on a ranch all day,” Sam argued. “We need a lot of calories.”

      “Calories are fine as long as they come from a good source,” she said practically. “You need good, low-fat protein and complex carbohydrates.”

      Every muscle in Jack’s body stilled for a moment. He looked into Abigail’s eyes, searching for the truth. “Are you telling me you changed our order because you’re worried about us? Not because you want to get back at me?”

      The confusion in her eyes was all he needed. He felt his gut unclench as he realized she was fussing over them.

      “Why would I do that? What would I need revenge for? I will get my panties back, though, Jack.” The last part was whispered with a purely feminine promise of retribution, and it caused him to laugh long and hard.

      He sat down again, picked up his fork and dug in, giving Sam an encouraging smile.

      “It’ll be fine, Sam.” Abigail winked at them. “You’ll find you can survive perfectly well on relatively healthy food. People do it all the time.”

      Sam eased into the booth and frowned at the plate. “Who eats fruit for breakfast?”

      “People who want to live.” She turned to check on another customer, but Jack’s hand reached out and held her.

      “We have a date tonight,” he reminded her. She hadn’t actually said yes when they asked her out the day before, but she’d fucked them a couple of times since then, so it seemed a reasonable bet. “We’ll pick you up at seven.”

      Abigail sighed and put a hand over the one holding her arm, stroking him as though trying to soothe him. “I can’t leave my mom. I’m sorry. Believe me when I say there’s nothing I would rather do than see the two of you again.”

      Sam grinned. “I think you’ll find your mama is playing bingo at the Presbyterian church tonight with her friend Sylvia.”

      “But Mom can’t drive and Sylvia won’t be able to support her if she needs help.”

      “That’s why one of our ranch hands and his wife are going along with them.” Jack had already solved that problem. “Juan and his wife are very fond of bingo.” They were also fond of the bonuses Jack handed out and had fallen all over themselves to be helpful. “Your mom knows them from church. She’s very excited about getting out of the house.”

      “I bet she is,” Abby said in a low drawl. “Are you going to go over and help her with her hair, Jack?”

      “If that’s what it takes.” He had the confidence of a man who knew he had all the exits guarded. “Seven o’clock. We’ll go into town. Somewhere nice.”

      She seemed to brighten at that and nodded. “Seven it is, then. I’ll be ready, and I think I’ll wear a dress…and maybe some heels.”

      She gave them what he was starting to think of as her siren smile. It never failed to get him excited. As she walked away, he felt somewhat responsible for the bounce in her step.

      Sam stared at his partner. “Are you really going to eat that?”

      “Every bite,” he swore. “Maybe you’ve had enough people who gave a shit about you in your life, but I haven’t. She made this herself, and I’ll be damned if I don’t eat it, despite the fact that Canadian bacon is far inferior to honest-to-goodness American bacon. You’re going to eat it, too. It might hurt her feelings if you don’t.”

      “Fine.” Sam tried the melon. “At least I have dinner to look forward to. Promise me she won’t get up from our table at the steak house and take over the kitchens to make us something healthy.”

      “I promise nothing. That woman is a force of nature.”

      Sam nodded. “That was smart of you to set up a fun night for her mom.”

      “It’s all about breaking down the stop signs she’s going to put up.” He was a firm believer in plowing through obstacles. He never tried to go around something when he could smash through. “She wants us. She’s a little scared. We need to treat her like a fractious mare.”

      Sam’s eyes lit up with mirth. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying. We need to sneak up on her real quiet-like, and then, when she’s calm and stuff, we jump her, force a saddle on her, and ride that baby until she can’t imagine a time we weren’t on top of her.”

      “Exactly,” Jack agreed as his phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the number. It was familiar so he answered. “Hello, Christa, how are you doing this morning? Are you checking to make sure Abby got to work? I assure you she is one hundred percent here and giving us both hell. Whoa…what do you mean? They wrote what? Tell Mike not to have it towed yet. I want to see it for myself. We’ll be there in half an hour.”

      “Eat fast, Sam.”

      “What’s up?” Sam took a drink of coffee.

      “Looks like someone in this town doesn’t see how sweet our Abigail is,” Jack said in a low growl that let everyone who heard it know there was going to be trouble.
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      “I love you,” Abby said into the phone.

      “I love you, too, Mom,” her daughter replied. “I just worry about you being in that town. I hope you’re finding something to do there.”

      Abby felt herself blush. “Absolutely, baby. I’m finding plenty to keep me busy. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      When she likely wouldn’t tell her precious baby girl what she was really doing in Willow Fork. Jack and Sam. Yep. She’d been doing two hot cowboys, and she would very likely do them both again tonight if all went well.

      She hung up with her daughter and went back to looking at herself in the mirror, trying to get her makeup just right.

      “You look beautiful, Abigail,” a soft voice said behind her. “But then, you always were. Even as a child, I knew you would be a beautiful woman someday.”

      Abby turned from the slightly warped mirror in the tiny bathroom and smiled at her mother. The trailer was small, and there was only the one bathroom. Her mother leaned against the doorway. “You look like you’re feeling better.”

      Diane Moore was a handsome sixty-year-old woman. Her hair was the same auburn color as Abigail’s, though she’d stopped dealing with grays years before and now they had mostly taken over. She was dressed in a charcoal gray pantsuit that was slightly too big for her. Diane had joked that falling off the porch and breaking her hip had done wonders for her figure.

      “I’ve had a very good therapist.” Her mom winked at her. Abby had taken her to and from the rehab facility and diligently made sure she did every exercise.

      “You look pretty yourself, Mama.” Abby gave her a careful hug.

      She patted her graying hair. “Well, Abigail, you never know who you might meet playing bingo.” Her mother crossed her arms and suddenly looked serious. “Are those old biddies leaving you alone?”

      She didn’t want to think about them tonight. “Don’t worry about it. I can handle them.”

      “You shouldn’t have to. I should have taken care of it back then.” Her mother looked so sad that Abby turned and reached out to her. “I should never have let you leave.”

      “I didn’t give you a choice. You know I couldn’t stay. There were too many bad memories. You would have lost your job and your pension for nothing.”

      “How dare that Ruby Echols think you weren’t good enough for her son? I’m glad she didn’t have anything to do with raising Lexi.”

      Thinking of her daughter made her smile. If there was one thing she didn’t regret it was raising Lexi outside of Willow Fork. She’d thrived in Fort Worth and she would conquer Austin. Her baby could be anything she wanted to be. “I am, too. Now stop talking about people who don’t matter. I have a date tonight.”

      “Are the boys picking you up in that tank of Jack’s?” her mom asked as she turned back to the mirror and applied some gloss to her lips.

      Abby winced. Jack’s truck was already in the shop. Sam had picked her up from work earlier in the afternoon. He’d used their time alone together to get her all hot and bothered again with an impromptu make-out session.

      “I think we’ll have to use Sam’s Jeep. I kind of put a dent in the truck.” Her mother frowned, and Abby suddenly felt like a teen again. She crossed her arms defensively over her chest. “I had to get to work. He can’t blame me. Well, he did, but let me tell you that man’s bark is way worse than his bite. Underneath that rough exterior, he’s a big old teddy bear.”

      “I doubt that seriously.” Her mom sounded incredulous. “Oh, he might be around you, but make no mistake that Jack Barnes is one dangerous man. He grew up real rough.”

      Abby turned around, lip-gloss suddenly way less interesting than what her mother was saying. “I know his mom died when he was young.”

      Christa had told her that much, but she hadn’t known a whole lot more about Jack’s history.

      “I don’t know the whole story. Jack doesn’t talk about it, but I know no one claimed him after his mom died. He grew up in foster care, and that’s where he met Sam. The first time I met Jack I thought maybe it had damaged him, you know. Sometimes when a person doesn’t get enough love as a child they become cold and distant. Jack seemed to be that way.”

      “He isn’t.” Abby leaned forward. She wanted her mother to believe. Jack was anything but cold. Even when he tried to keep his distance, he’d been caring. He’d been unsure and scared, she realized now. He hadn’t wanted to get close until he had been sure she wouldn’t reject him out of hand.

      “Everyone knows that.” Her mother patted her hand. “But don’t make the mistake of thinking because he’s gentle with you that he can’t take care of himself. When those boys first bought that ranch, there were people in town who treated them badly. Their lifestyle was odd, to say the least. It didn’t seem to bother Jack, but it made Sam upset when people treated him like dirt. Do you remember Frank’s?”

      Abby nodded. “I sure do. It used to be the only bar in town. I remember they had some strict rules. No liquor could be served after midnight, even on a Saturday, and there was no dancing and no loud music.”

      The town had restrictions, and though Frank’s was a private club, it had to follow the rules.

      “They refused Sam a membership,” her mom said. “The only place in town where he could get a beer and they wouldn’t let him in the front door because Frank Webb thought he was gay.”

      “Asshole.” Sam was so social. It would bother him to be closed out. “I’m glad they went out of business. What a jerk.”

      Her mother’s face was practically gleeful. “They went out of business exactly six months after they told Sam he wasn’t welcome. Two weeks after they tossed Sam out on his butt, The Barn opened up. It was on some land in an unincorporated part of the county, so the rules didn’t apply. Is it so surprising that everyone in town flocked to a place where they could drink and dance and listen to whatever music they wanted, however loud they wanted it?”

      “That was a very happy coincidence.” She should check out the honky-tonk. It sounded like fun. Christa and Mike were regulars. She bet Sam could dance. Conversely, she would probably have to coax Jack to take a turn on the floor with her. It would be worth it to have those big arms around her as they swayed to the music.

      “Coincidence? Whose land do you think it was on, baby girl? Jack Barnes called some friends of his, and he gave them the seed money and the land to open the place on. He crushed Frank Webb. I’m telling you this not because I think you should be wary of the man. I want you to understand that he takes care of his own.”

      A hundred questions popped through Abby’s mind. “It makes you wonder. How does a boy with no family and no connections end up with a huge spread? How much do you think he and Sam spent on the ranch?”

      “All I know is sometime between turning eighteen and being basically homeless after he aged out of the group home he lived in, and when he and Sam started Barnes-Fleetwood five years later, they came up with roughly five million dollars. I heard Bernard, the city treasurer, talking about it, and that’s what he figured it cost to start up their business. I doubt they earned it flipping burgers.” There was a knock on the door. Her mom leaned over and kissed her cheek. “That’s my ride now. You have a good time tonight, Abigail. You let those boys take care of you. I won’t wait up, honey.”

      “Okay, Mama. Have fun.” She watched her mother disappear down the narrow hall. As she finished getting ready for her date, her mind whirled with the possibilities of the night to come.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s jaw dropped when Abby opened the creaky door to her mama’s run-down single-wide. Nothing that gorgeous should have been in a sad trailer. She deserved to be walking down a grand staircase, making an entrance worthy of a princess.

      “Damn, you’re going to give every man in the county a heart attack.” A low whistle came out of Sam’s mouth.

      “Do you like?” She twirled so they got a good view.

      Jack took in the sight of her in an emerald green dress that clung to her delicious curves and showed off her creamy, ivory skin. Her auburn hair hung past her shoulders in soft curls that made him want to thrust his fingers in and feel the silky softness of the locks. He loved the fact that she had curves. It made her soft and feminine, and it took his breath away that such a lovely creature wanted him. And there was no doubt in his mind that she wanted him. It was there in her hazel eyes as she looked at him. He had to take a deep breath.

      Dear god, he was really, deeply in love for the first time in his life. It was amazing and scary and made his gut twist in a knot at the thought of losing her.

      When he and Sam had talked about finding a woman to marry, he’d thought Sam would fall in love and he’d go along for the ride. He would need to like the woman, of course, and he had intended to be good friends with her, but he hadn’t expected for his heart to seize every time she smiled at him or his knees to feel weak when she took his hand. He even liked it when she gave him hell. He wondered for the first time what she would look like in a wedding dress.

      “Hey,” she said softly, looking up at him with gentle eyes as she smoothed down the fabric of his dress shirt. “What’s wrong, Jack?”

      He pulled her close and breathed in the sweet scent of her hair. She always smelled like peaches. He’d started to crave the fruit.

      “Nothing’s wrong.” He wasn’t lying. Everything was perfect.

      Sam came around the other side, and he hugged her from the back. Abigail sighed and leaned against him, obviously loving the way they surrounded her. Sam looked over her shoulder solemnly at Jack. Sam knew. He’d known all along that this woman was theirs.

      “You look stunning.” Sam laid a gentle kiss on her shoulder.

      “There won’t be a man in town tonight that will be able to keep his eyes off you.” Jack frowned at the thought. She looked really amazing. There was no question Abigail was the most beautiful woman this town had probably ever seen. She was sexy as hell, and her sophisticated dress bespoke years of big city living. “Maybe you should put on a sweater.”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Not on your life. I will not cover up this work of art with a staid, old sweater. I assure you, the people around here have seen a cocktail dress before.”

      “Not the way you fill it out, they haven’t.” He was already thinking about how he was going to handle covetous eyes. He would stare them all down. He could handle it if all they did was look, but the first hand that touched was likely to get ripped off.

      Even in heels, she had to go up on her toes to press her lips against his.

      “You like the way I fill it out?” The question was husky and did all sorts of things to his cock.

      “I love the way you fill out everything, darlin’.” All of his previous thoughts were lost in that haze of lust that seemed to follow Abigail around. He let his hands roam the curve of her hips as he deepened the kiss, tasting the mint of her mouth and groaning as her tongue reached out to his.

      “Hey, I want in on that action, baby.” All too soon, Sam was turning her head toward him and taking her mouth with his own.

      Jack didn’t feel a surge of jealousy as Sam’s mouth slanted over Abigail’s. Watching his best friend with their woman just made Jack hot. He let his hands find her amazing breasts, slipping his palm up and cupping them through the green satin of her dress, satisfied with the way the nipples pebbled for him. All he had to do was push the bodice down and he could have them in his mouth. If he pushed the dress up, he could go down on his knees and taste her sweet pussy. He liked the dress even more. She should wear dresses more often. They were awfully convenient.

      “Hey, someone said something about feeding me.” She pulled away from Sam, her tone light and teasing. “This is our first official date, misters. I will not have it be said that I’m easy.”

      Sam grinned down at her. “You might not be easy, baby, but I assure you I am hard.”

      Abigail kissed him affectionately on the cheek as she righted her dress and grabbed her purse. “You’re always hard. I’m coming to rely on the fact.” She grabbed Jack’s tie and smoothed it down. “You look too good tonight to stay in. You’re not distracting me. I want my night out.”

      “Whoa, there!” Sam struck a pose. “I would like to point out that I am the good-looking one in this partnership. And the charming one.”

      “And the sarcastic one,” she finished for him as she opened the door. “And Jack is the dark, sexy, broody one who steals women’s panties.”

      “Just yours.” He didn’t want her to think he routinely engaged in panty theft. It was something special he did just for her.

      “Well, I found a way around your tendencies toward absconding with my underthings. I’m not wearing any.” With that and a happy laugh, she ran toward the Jeep.

      Sam immediately ran after her, asking if she was serious, and Jack stood there with a smile on his face. His best friend in the world was chasing their future wife around a tree, swearing he was going to get his hand up her skirt to see if she was lying. All the warmth in the world waited for him. All he had to do was step out the door and he could be a part of it.

      He hesitated. All the warmth was out there, but there was risk involved. It wasn’t simply that Abby could leave them or change her mind or fall in love with someone else.

      She could die. It happened all the time. His own mother had died when he was six years old, leaving him all alone in the world. Sam’s parents had died. Abigail’s husband had passed on. It was inevitable that he would have to deal with it. Abby would die someday and so would Sam. Jack didn’t know how he would ever be able to recover if that happened, but what choice did he have? The way he looked at it, he could take the risk or walk away.

      Jack walked through the door. In the end, there was no choice at all to be made. He loved them. That was what mattered.

      “Leave Abby alone, Sam,” Jack commanded as he made sure the door was locked. “We’ll find out soon enough what’s under that dress. I promise. Let’s feed her because she’ll need the energy.”
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        * * *

      

      Abby shivered, even in the warm interior of the car. Sam kissed her throat and moved up to her ear. They were cuddled up in the back of the Jeep while Jack drove. Sam was taking advantage of his “alone time,” as he called it, to make out while they made the hour-long drive to town. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to last for sixty minutes of Sam’s exquisite torture while they drove into Tyler. They had only been driving for ten minutes and she was ready to push him down and jump on top of him.

      It would ruin her dress, though. She didn’t want to walk around in a dress that was obviously wrinkled from use.

      “Hey, you two, hop out and let them know we’re here,” Jack ordered from the front seat as the Jeep rolled to a stop.

      She was aware that he’d watched them through the rearview mirror, and she’d caught him smiling at her. The car was stopped in front of an austere-looking building she knew only too well.

      Sam was already opening the car door and getting out before she’d fully processed what was happening.

      “Delbert’s?”

      She was a little dazed at the prospect. Delbert’s Steak House was one of two nice restaurants in Willow Fork, though The Treasure Cove hadn’t been around as long. Delbert’s was the place for the wealthy people in town to be seen and the poor people to aspire to go. It was exactly the type of place she meant to avoid.

      “Yes, it’s the nicest place in town.” There was a satisfied look on Jack’s face. “Nothing but the best for you.”

      He looked so happy with himself and earnest that she found herself letting Sam ease her out of the car. Sam gave Jack a salute to let him know he would follow orders, and the Jeep pulled off to go around the building to park.

      “Come on, sweetheart.” Sam took her hand to lead her into the building. “We’re a couple of minutes early. Let’s get you warm and we can wait for Jack in the bar.”

      She stopped under the elegant green awning. It was lit with pretty twinkle lights. “I thought we were going into Tyler. You said we were going into town.”

      Sam frowned but squeezed her hand. “I suppose that is what you would think. Sorry, Jack and I live outside of Willow Fork. We call it town. I’ve heard people here talk about going into town, though. I suppose they do mean Tyler. Is there something wrong?”

      She stared at the frosted glass of the door. It was a Sunday night. It might not be too crowded. Back when she was growing up here, Sunday night had been an important church and family night. It was possible there might not be trouble. She didn’t want to wreck her first fancy date with them by having to explain she wasn’t welcome in most of Willow Fork’s fine establishments. It might put a damper on the mood. It also might make them think twice about seeing her. If they really understood what an outcast she was with the important people in Willow Fork, it might force them to face the fact she could hurt their business.

      “No,” she forced out with a too-bright smile. It had been over twenty years, after all. It might be perfectly fine. “I was surprised. Delbert’s didn’t have a bar the last time I was here.”

      Sam held the door open for her. “I expect things have changed over the years, sweetheart. Both Delbert’s and The Treasure Cove became private clubs about eight years ago. I like to think of it as progress. Now there are two whole places in town where you can get beer. I’m going to start lobbying the city council to let us buy it at the grocery store. I have to buy in bulk when we go into Dallas.”

      “I’m sure that’s inconvenient for you.” She looked around the place. She had only been in here once, and that had been her sixteenth birthday. Her father had told her it was a special occasion, and they’d all gotten dressed in their Sunday best. It had been a wonderful night.

      He died a month later.

      The place hadn’t changed much. There was new carpet on the floor, but she caught a glimpse of the crisp white linen on the tables and the single rose and candle in the middle of each. That was the same. The lobby area still had antique couches for people to sit on while waiting for a table. The place was surprisingly full this evening.

      As they approached the hostess station, she realized that hadn’t changed, either. There was still someone snooty standing there. The hostess was an icy-looking blonde who warmed up considerably once she got a look at Sam.

      “Mr. Fleetwood.” The young woman had a voice that sort of grated on Abby. Icy Blonde completely ignored her, preferring to grant her chilly smile to Sam. “I saw your name on the reservation list. I made sure to give you and Mr. Barnes the best table in the house.”

      “I appreciate that.” Sam’s hand pointedly came to Abby’s waist, and he drew her to his side. “We all appreciate it.”

      Icy Blonde did not notice. It was like Abby didn’t exist. She leaned forward and looked around to make sure no one could hear her. “I was thinking we could hook up afterward. I get off at ten. You and I could go back to my place. We can invite Jack, too, if you want.”

      Sam’s ready smile faltered slightly. He pumped that charm right back up though. “I’m afraid I have to pass, Cecelia. I have a girlfriend now, and she might have a problem with it.”

      “I certainly would, Sam.” Abby was surprised at the blatant rudeness of the young blonde. Abby didn’t recognize her, but she looked a bit like a girl she’d gone to high school with. Helen Smith had been two years older, and she’d gotten pregnant young, so this was more than likely her daughter. The fact that she was competing for men with girls her daughter’s age made her queasy.

      “I’m sorry, Sam. I was mistaken. She doesn’t seem like your usual type. She’s much more…mature.” The blonde sneered, finally giving Abby her full attention.

      Sam laughed. “Hell, everyone’s mature compared to me. At least that’s what Jack says. If you’re talking about age, she’s only five years older than me. Trust me, she’s one hundred percent my type.”

      But maybe she was too old for him. Self-doubt and insecurity crept into her brain. What the hell was she thinking? She was older than them. She had a past that could really cost those men a lot. She had no intention of staying in this horrible, small-minded town. Now she wished she’d put on that sweater Jack advised her to wear. The dress that seemed so perfect before now felt cheap. It was cheap. She had bought it at a thrift store.

      The blonde got back to business with a haughty shrug and told them their table would be ready in five minutes.

      Sam glanced around the lobby, obviously putting the whole thing out of his mind. “Hey, that’s Dave Klein, Abby. He’s our feed supplier. We do a whole lot of business with him. I need to go say hello. You wait here for Jack, all right?”

      She nodded, a little shell-shocked. She watched Sam greet a man in a big Stetson with a handshake and stood there feeling ridiculously vulnerable. Everyone was staring at her and talking behind their hands. Gossiping. The town ran on gossip, and not in a good way.

      The blonde stared down her nose, and Abby could practically hear her thoughts. She was wondering why anyone would pick an almost forty-year-old mom over someone as firm and young as her. As for the rest of them, they were thinking that Abby Moore had come back into town and immediately taken up with not one, but two men.

      She was still living up to her reputation.

      Maybe she should tell Jack she wasn’t feeling well. It wasn’t exactly a lie. Her stomach was in a knot. They would take her home, and then she would do what she should have done in the first place. She would get her mom back on her feet and look for a job in Austin. She could chalk up the whole thing to a crazy midlife crisis and get back to reality.

      A deep masculine laugh brought her out of her dark thoughts. Across the lobby, Sam was talking and laughing, his blue eyes full of mirth. He was so beautiful. He made her feel lovely and young. He deserved better than what she would bring him.

      Was she ridiculous for falling for them? For wanting more with them?

      “Oh, no, no, no,” a firm voice said from behind her.

      She turned and saw the owner of the restaurant hurrying toward her with a stern look on his face. Luther Delbert was older, but he still looked imposing enough. A thin, tastefully dressed man in a three-piece suit, Luther was every inch the wealthy host of the establishment. There had always been an aristocratic air about him, and now his slender face was pinched with distaste.

      “This won’t do.” He turned to Icy Blonde with a frown. “Who took this woman’s reservation?”

      Icy Blonde looked briefly satisfied. Her eyes crossed the room as though making sure Sam was occupied. “I certainly didn’t, Mr. Delbert. She just walked in.”

      Abby was about to protest when Luther Delbert hooked her elbow with his right hand and started to pull her toward the door. Her shoes caught on the carpet, and she pitched forward, falling to her knees.

      “Get up,” Delbert said, his voice low but clear. The man obviously didn’t care that everyone was watching now. “Your kind is not welcome here. How you have the gall to walk in here I have no idea, but I won’t serve you, do you understand? I would lose the business of the good people of this town.”

      Suddenly there was a warm hand reaching down to envelope hers.

      “Abby? Are you all right?” Concern and confusion marked Sam’s handsome face.

      She blinked back tears as she let Sam haul her to her feet. Her knees ached where they’d met with the tiled floor and she nodded mutely. What the hell had happened? Humiliation had happened and every person in the restaurant had seen it, bore witness to how unwelcome she was.

      “I apologize for the drama, Mr. Fleetwood.” Delbert’s voice was all smooth and silky now as his professional demeanor took over. “Your table will be ready in a moment. If you don’t mind, I’ll escort this…lady out. She doesn’t have a reservation.”

      “Oh, I mind.” Sam clutched at her hand and looked around at the crowd, a fierce frown on his face. “What the hell is wrong with you people? You don’t help a lady when someone assaults her?”

      Quiet filled the room and Sam flushed a dull red. Some of the patrons were whispering into their cell phones, others texting away, getting the news out to the town that Abby Moore had caused trouble. Again.

      Though he kept holding her hand, it was obvious he was beginning to get the picture. Some of the older patrons turned their backs on her. She tried to step away, wanting to get the focus off of Sam, but he wasn’t having it. If anything, he pulled her closer.

      “Is there a problem?”

      Every head swung to the front of the lobby where Jack Barnes stood in a tailored suit, looking like the devil himself. Sam sighed beside her, and his hand went firmly around her waist.

      “Not at all, Mr. Barnes.” Delbert wiped the bitter look off his face in favor of a gracious smile. “We’re having some trouble with an unwelcome guest, but I’ll get it sorted out very quickly. If you and Mr. Fleetwood would care to step into the bar, the first beer is on the house.”

      “He pushed her down, Jack.” Sam’s voice was tightly coiled.

      Jack’s eyes flared briefly at that statement, and then an arctic chill settled in his dark green orbs. She took a deep breath because she was intimidated, and she knew that look wasn’t directed at her. Luther Delbert seemed to shrink right before her eyes. The lobby had gone deadly silent as Jack stared at the owner of the nicest place in town.

      “She fell,” Delbert explained as he seemed to realize there was something going on he failed to understand.

      He looked back and forth between Abby, Sam, and Jack as a revelation seemed to slowly dawn on him.

      “I guess I’m not used to the heels. I lost my footing.” She wanted to get out of there. The debacle had drawn enough attention to them. She could see the feed store owner whispering something to another customer. The words were too low to hear, but she was pretty sure she wouldn’t like what he was saying.

      She’d known better and now she was going to get them in trouble.

      “Because he grabbed you.” Sam looked the owner directly in the eye. “You told her you wouldn’t serve her or her kind. What the hell is that supposed to mean? What is her kind?”

      “Sam.” Jack’s voice was deep and deliberate. “I think Abigail would prefer another place to eat tonight. Why don’t you take her out to the car and we’ll find something more suitable. I promised to take her someplace classy, and it’s obvious I made a mistake by bringing her here.”

      She couldn’t force herself to look at Jack as Sam laced his fingers through hers and started to lead her out. All she could think about was how much this incident might cost him. Sam stopped briefly in front of Jack’s enormous frame.

      “You gonna take care of this?” Sam’s question was low.

      “Yes,” Jack promised. “I think I would like to have a private discussion with Mr. Delbert.”

      She walked out, pulled along by Sam. Her feet beat against the tile in a staccato rhythm. Like she was a zombie shuffling along. She supposed Jack was going to stay behind to try to smooth things over. It had to be done. She hated the fact that she’d pulled them into her trouble, but she should have known better. A blessed numbness overtook her as Sam gently maneuvered her toward the parking lot.

      Nope, nothing had changed at all.
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      Sam watched Abby laugh as Christa ordered another round of drinks, the bar loud and vibrant around them. The girls were enjoying those pink fruity things the women on TV liked. He didn’t care what it was. It was loosening her up, and after the scene at Delbert’s, Sam would have given years of his life to put a smile back on her face.

      “Tell me you’re going to crucify that fucker, Jack,” Sam said as his partner sat back down at their table at The Barn. It was hours later, but the rage still simmered close to Sam’s surface.

      It had taken everything he had to walk Abby out of that place and soothe her wounded pride. He’d gotten her back to the car and then made a few calls while she retouched her makeup. Sam hadn’t missed the tears in her eyes. The first call had been to David Sandberg and his wife, Polly. They were old friends of his who ran The Barn. Sam had been explicit in his instructions, and he hadn’t been disappointed.

      Abby had smiled when she was shown into the small, private dining room at the honky-tonk. It was located in the back of the building and mostly used for storage, but it was quiet, and Polly had done wonders turning it into a romantic space. She’d gone all-out in the twenty minutes she’d had. By the time they’d escorted Abby in, the space had been transformed with an intimate table and pretty tablecloth, china and silver for the place settings, and candles the only illumination in the room. The light made everything soft and gauzy, and he’d watched Abby relax as Polly played the gracious hostess. She had soft music on and glasses of wine ready for them. He and Jack were really more beer drinkers, but they could handle a glass of wine on occasion.

      They had carefully avoided the subject of the scene at the steak house after Abby had tried to apologize and Jack quickly shut her down. He let her know that there was nothing to be sorry about. It was their fault for taking her to a place that would treat her like that.

      Slowly but surely, she’d started to laugh again as they enjoyed their quiet meal. Sam and Jack told her all about the pitfalls of cattle ranching in the modern age, and Abby told them stories from her life as a trauma nurse.

      It had been nice to share a meal with her. He had done it many times over the last month, but this was different because all the cards were on the table.

      “I’m gonna kick his ass, you know,” Sam stated flatly.

      Jack’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “You’ll do what you need to do, Sam. Make sure to let me know what your alibi is so we can have our stories straight.”

      Sam nodded. Mike Wade sat down at the table with his second longneck of the night. Sam had been thrilled to see Christa and Mike were at The Barn. Abby could use a girlfriend.

      “So the rumors are already all over town.” Mike looked over to the bar, his gaze finding his wife and Abby.

      “That was fast.” He shouldn’t be surprised. It was a small town and everyone in that lobby had a cell phone and knew how to use it.

      “Oh, I bet it wasn’t five minutes after it happened that Christa got the call.” Mike took a long swallow of beer. “She’s friends with one of the bartenders. Christa said the staff thought Luther would have a heart attack after Jack had his talk with him. The way they told it, the man went white as a sheet and left for home early. What the hell did you say to him?”

      “I pointed out a few facts of life he has overlooked up to this point,” Jack said evenly. “I explained to him that he had roughly six months’ worth of business left, so he should start looking for a new career or move to a new town. He did that sputtering thing. You know, the one where people tell you they don’t believe you, or you can’t do that. I find that part of these conversations very annoying. I greatly prefer to move on to the part where he realizes I’m going to bury him. Men handle this one of two ways, I’ve found. They get pissed off or they cry. Luther, it turns out, is a crier.”

      Mike whistled. “Damn, Jack, what did you tell him you were going to do?”

      “Offer The Treasure Cove a thirty percent discount on all our products. Pull our beef out of Delbert’s, obviously. I happen to know that the owner of the Cove has had trouble getting a loan to redecorate and expand his selection. He wants to hire a new chef. I believe I feel like investing in a restaurant again. This one turned out well.”

      “Damn straight.” Sam loved it when Jack plotted. Sam would have simply kicked the man’s ass, but this was much better.

      Of course, he would still kick the man’s ass, but Jack’s revenge was longer lasting. Sam’s would just make him feel better.

      “If that doesn’t tempt the good people of Willow Fork away, I’ll buy the property and kick him out,” Jack finished. Like Sam, Jack had ditched the jacket and tie. He watched Abby with an unmistakably possessive gleam in his eyes.

      Mike nodded. “Well, I’m with you. I believe in retribution. There are people in this town who more than deserve a little justice coming their way for how they treated Abby. I saw they already towed the car.”

      “Yeah, her new one will be delivered tomorrow.” Sam grinned at the thought of Abby tooling around in her brand-new convertible. He’d ordered it himself when Jack had informed him Abby needed a new car. Sam had chosen a pretty pearl Mercedes. It would look nice with Abby’s auburn hair.

      “She’s going to put up a fight, you know,” Jack mused.

      “That’s half the fun.” Sam sat back. He was looking forward to Abby’s reaction when she got the car. “She looks awful cute when she’s yelling at us.”

      “That she does.” Jack turned to Mike after taking a long swig of cold beer. “This is really all about some boy who died more than twenty years ago? I don’t understand what the problem is. From what I’ve heard, Abigail wasn’t even in the car with him.”

      Mike rolled his eyes and sighed. “Abby and Adam had a big fight that night. Practically the whole town heard it. They said some awful things to each other. You gotta understand, Adam was wild. He ran off, got drunk, and killed himself driving too fast down the highway. One of his friends said he was trying to get to Abby so they could make up. He wouldn’t have been on the highway if he hadn’t been trying to see Abby. It’s ridiculous, but they blamed her. Adam’s mama, Ruby, claims Abby changed him. Back then, the Echols family ran this town. I suppose they still do. They used to be the biggest employers in Willow Fork. Ruby’s dad ran a textile mill. It closed down shortly after Abby left. It hurt the town, but the Echols family didn’t seem to lose much cash.”

      “Then why does everyone follow their orders?” Sam had noticed a certain portion of the town practically worshipped at the old biddy’s feet.

      Mike shrugged. “I suppose it’s a habit. People want a king. Especially in a small town. I guess that person is usually the town’s mayor or the richest family or the biggest employer.”

      “Two out of three ain’t bad,” Jack commented with an arrogant smile.

      “It’s going to have to be. I don’t think either one of us wants to be the mayor.” Their packaging plant was small, but it still employed more citizens than any other business around.

      “No, but the mayor might be more willing to stand up against the Echols family if you and Jack mentioned that you might have plans to expand in the future,” Mike mused. “Plans that might not include Willow Fork.”

      “They might not.” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “If this town doesn’t accept our queen, then this set of kings will take their business and their money and their jobs elsewhere.”

      Sam exchanged a look with Jack. Sam would go along with whatever needed to be done. It would be hard, but they could do it. He wouldn’t have Abby treated like that.

      Jack put his beer down. “Mike, will you excuse us for a moment? I need to have a private word with Abby and Sam.”

      Mike smiled knowingly as Jack stood. “I’ll keep the table warm.”

      Sam’s entire body went on red alert at the thought of cornering Abby. He’d been crazy to find out what she was wearing under that skirt. “What’s the plan, Jack?”

      “Follow my lead,” Jack said with a predatory look.

      Sam had been following Jack’s lead for years. He wasn’t about to stop now.
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      “What is this place?” Abby tried to contain the excitement of being alone with Jack and Sam.

      Jack used a key to open a door at the top of the stairs. The Barn had, at one point, been an actual barn, Jack had explained over dinner. When they renovated it to make it a bar, they created a second floor for offices and storage.

      “Sam sometimes gets plastered.” Jack escorted her through the door into the room. “I had the contractors build this room specifically for those times.”

      It was a small room but well kept. There was a bed and a dresser. Several bottles of water and aspirin were on a bedside table, ready for use. “Are you telling me Sam has a drunk room?”

      “Hell, no.” Sam’s smile was wicked. “The bar is my drunk room. This is my passing out room.”

      “It’s a drive from the bar to our house, and I was worried Sam might decide to take the more direct route right through our land.” Jack turned on the light by the bed. “I couldn’t take the chance he might plow through our fences or hit the herd.”

      “I don’t always make the best choices when I’ve had a few,” Sam admitted with a negligent shrug.

      “Come here.” Jack sat down on the bed. He indicated his lap, and she felt her body getting soft and warm.

      This was the part of the evening where she’d sworn to herself she would explain that she needed to slow things down…like to a stop. She would be polite, but she needed to end things. It was for their own good. So why was she coming up with a million excuses to put it off?

      Earlier, she’d told herself that they had gone to the trouble of changing their plans, so she should enjoy dinner with them. Then she thought it wouldn’t hurt to dance with Sam. Just once. Once with Sam and once with Jack. Then she would tell them. Then Christa had shown up. Now she was wondering if she shouldn’t chuck the whole idea of leaving them. The truth was she didn’t want to. She wanted all of this to be real. She found herself settling onto Jack’s lap. His hands went around her waist, and for the first time in hours, she felt safe.

      “I need you to tell me why you didn’t mention that someone had vandalized your car, sweetheart.” Jack’s voice had gone dark and deep.

      She sat up straight, her whole body on alert at the tone he used. How had he found out about that?

      “Abby didn’t know about it,” Sam protested. “She was driving your truck, Jack.”

      She flushed because she knew the truth.

      “Abigail went by Christa’s earlier in the day.” Jack looked down at her. “I suppose she meant to trade my truck for her car, but then realized that plan wouldn’t work. That’s how she got that dent in the truck. It was from Mike’s trailer.”

      Damn, she was in trouble. It was right there in his stare. “I am sorry about that. I know I should have gone on and taken my car anyway, but I was embarrassed, and I didn’t have time to get four new tires. They slashed those tires good.”

      Jack tilted her head up so she was forced to look him in the eyes. “What you should have done was call me. What you should have done was been mad as hell and told me what was going on. She didn’t call out for you tonight, did she, Sam?”

      Sam’s face was grim. “No, she didn’t. If she hadn’t fallen, I expect Luther would have hustled her out the door without me knowing about it. I was busy talking to the feed store owner.”

      “You should have shouted out the minute you even thought that son of a bitch was going to lay a hand on you,” Jack explained sternly. “I never want to have to hear about you being hurt or humiliated from someone else again. I want to hear it from you because I want to be the first person you call when you need help. It’s me or Sam. There’s no going it alone.”

      It looked like they were going to push her into the discussion after all. “I don’t think you should get involved in this.”

      “Wrong answer, sweetheart,” Sam said.

      Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Not get involved?”

      She swallowed. Yep, now that intimidating look was turned right on her. “Just in that part, Jack. It’s nothing that should worry you. I can handle it.” Jack’s face was turning a slightly pink color and his right eyebrow started to twitch. “Are you all right? I think you might be having a reaction to the stress, or is that a nervous tick?”

      Sam started laughing.

      She sent him a dirty look. “Don’t you laugh. Stress is a serious problem.”

      “And I need some stress relief, Abigail.” Jack’s hands tightened around her waist. “Can you think of anything that might relieve my stress?”

      “Exercise.” At least he’d asked her a question she could answer honestly. “It’s absolutely the best thing for stress.”

      “Excellent.” Jack neatly flipped her over his knee.

      “Do you practice that move?” She found herself staring at the floor again. He was really good at it.

      “It looks like I will be getting a lot of practice in the near future.” Jack pulled the skirt of her dress up, exposing the fact that she had been completely truthful about her lack of undergarments.

      Cool air hit her backside. Her heart started to race. She had always thought she might be sexually submissive, but these men were proving it to her.

      “I want to make a few things very plain.” Jack’s voice was a dark seduction. “I want to settle some things between us so there is absolutely no misunderstanding. Do you understand the type of sexual relationship I want with you? That Sam and I want with you?”

      It took everything she had not to laugh at him. She was laid out over his knee with her bare ass in the air. He couldn’t be less subtle if he tried. “Yes, Jack. You want to top me.”

      “It is not something I want to play at.” Jack’s hands caressed her buttocks. She heard him sigh. “I’m in charge in the bedroom. If I hurt you, I want to know because that is not my intention, but I want to experiment. I want to push your limits. I want you to trust us with your pleasure.”

      “I trust you.” All thoughts of leaving them were gone now. She had to find out where this was going. She owed it to herself to see if this was really what she wanted.

      Adam had been very dominant. It was what had attracted her to him in the first place, she recognized now. They might not have understood the correct terminology, but they had been headed toward it.

      Her relationship with Ben had been completely different. She had subjugated her own needs because she wanted to protect her heart. Ben had been what she needed then, but Jack and Sam…she needed them now more than she’d ever needed anything in her life. She was ready to discover who she was as a woman.

      “We’ll take good care of you, baby.” Sam’s voice had gone husky.

      A hard hand came down on her ass, the pain a shocking burn that bloomed across her skin and then turned to a sweet heat that sank deep inside her. She moaned and waited for Jack to continue.

      “That was for not telling me someone vandalized your car.” Jack’s hand came down strongly on her other cheek.

      She cried out and clutched at Jack’s leg. Her pussy was getting ridiculously wet. Please don’t let him walk out like he had before. She wanted both of them, wanted Jack to fuck her hard while she sucked Sam’s cock.

      “That was for not telling Sam that some asshole was threatening you.” His hand rained down on her, sharp and hard. He gave her another five.

      She gritted her teeth, letting the sensation wash over her. It hurt and aroused her all at the same time. Her bottom was hot and sensitive, and she wriggled against his lap, trying to get some relief from the desperate ache lodged in her pussy.

      Another sharp slap.

      “Stop moving,” Jack ordered, and she stilled. She was rewarded with Jack’s fingers slowing pushing into her exposed pussy. “When I am disciplining you, you will remain still. If you need it, I’ll tie you down.” His fingers slid into her wetness as his thumb slipped over her clitoris, and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. “Outside of our sex life, I won’t completely dominate you. I will protect you and take care of you, but I won’t expect you to not be you. I won’t order for you in a restaurant or tell you who to be friends with. I want you to have all the things you want. But when we’re alone, I want you naked and submissive. I don’t think you’ll mind, sweetheart. Sam and I will treat you like a princess.”

      “We want to give you everything you need, everything your heart desires.” Abby felt Sam’s hand caressing her bottom where Jack had spanked her. His fingers trailed over her cheeks, tracing the sensitive skin. “If you have obnoxious friends, we’ll put up with them.”

      “But here, in the bedroom, I want you to obey me.” Jack lifted her up, easing her around.

      Sam’s strong arms lifted her off Jack’s lap, and she found herself on her feet. Jack got up as well. He towered over her. It made Abby feel very petite.

      “I want your submission,” Jack said solemnly. “Can you give it to me?”

      “Yes.” She felt Sam relax behind her as she answered. Had he really thought she would refuse?

      Jack’s smile was slow and satisfied. “I want you to undress me, Abigail.”

      He stood in front of her, hands at his sides, waiting for her to obey. She eagerly went to the buttons of his shirt, drawing them through and exposing his gorgeous tan chest. “Does Sam top me, too?”

      Jack’s smile was warmer than she could ever remember. He was in a happy, safe place, she decided. He needed this from her.

      “If he likes. But mostly Sam likes to be told what to do, too. He’s got a submissive streak like you, darlin’.” He glanced back at his partner, who was waiting patiently. “Sam, you can take your clothes off or you can wait for her to undress you.”

      Abby looked briefly at Sam.

      He was tossing his clothes off behind her. “I can get it.”

      Sam’s eager voice made her smile. She carefully unbuttoned Jack’s white dress shirt, pulling it from his slacks and pushing it off his strong, broad shoulders. Her skin sang wherever she touched him. Even as she went to the small closet and hung it up neatly, she could feel Jack’s quiet satisfaction with her. She did the same thing with his pants. She neatly took care of the rest of his clothes, making sure they were hung up or folded. Sam’s were chucked to the floor, and he was eagerly kissing the nape of her neck as she put up Jack’s shoes.

      “You’ll have to get used to Sam.” There was great affection in Jack’s voice. “He is impetuous, to say the least.”

      “I think I can handle it.” With Jack naked in front of her and Sam naked behind her, she reveled in the feeling of being between them.

      “Look up,” Jack commanded. “Give me your mouth, sweetheart.”

      She tilted her head up and gave him what he wanted. Jack’s lips touched hers, and she felt his tongue demanding entry. Her mouth softened, allowing him to press her lips apart and sweep inside. His tongue plunged in as he slanted his mouth over hers. Jack held her face in place, and she felt the delicious thrill of Sam’s teeth on the back of her neck. Sam’s hands trailed down her spine. He grasped the zipper of her dress and slowly lowered it. The dress hit the floor, and she started to step out of her heels.

      “No.” Jack’s hands pulled her bra off. “The shoes stay. Sam, hang up her dress. You might not care that you’re walking around wrinkled, but Abigail does.”

      Sam went to hang up the dress while Jack pulled her into the hard circle of his body. His erection prodded her belly, but he took the time to hug her to him, cuddling them close together. The light sprinkling of hair on his well-muscled chest tickled her nipples as he held her, obviously enjoying the contact. Suddenly, Sam’s erection nuzzled her backside as he got in on the action.

      “Come on, Jack.” Sam’s voice was deep. “Cuddling is for after. I want to fuck.”

      She felt Jack’s deep chuckle against her body. “All right, Sam. Always so impatient. On your knees in front of Sam, sweetheart.”

      She turned and dropped to her knees. She felt Jack kneel behind her. His warm hands cupped the curve of her hips and ran down her buttocks. Her cheeks were still sensitive from the spanking and she shivered at the sensation.

      “Take Sam in your mouth, Abigail.”

      Sam’s blue eyes were deep as he stood before her with his cock in his hand. He stepped forward to tease her lips with the head. “Open for me.”

      “Go slow,” Jack instructed her. “Lick him first and keep your hands off him. Use your mouth.”

      She did as he asked, balancing on her knees as she leaned forward to delicately lick the head of Sam’s dick. She paid close attention to the slit in the head, allowing the tip of her tongue to briefly thrust inside. He was salty and silky on her tongue, and she loved the taste of him.

      Sam moaned as she ran her tongue along the underside of his cock. “Fuck, Abby, that feels good. Touch my balls, baby.”

      For someone who liked to be told what to do, Sam didn’t have any trouble barking out orders, Abby thought with a smile.

      She briefly turned to look at Jack. He was in charge. Jack nodded his permission. She brought her right hand up to gently roll his sensitive sac. Sam growled with pleasure as she licked up and down his rock-hard length and cupped his balls.

      “Feed her your cock, Sam.” Jack moved behind her. “Spread your legs, Abby. Whatever I do to you, you don’t lose that cock until he comes, understood?”

      Jack didn’t wait for an answer, which was good, since she found her mouth suddenly full. Sam pressed forward. His hands tangled in her hair, gripping it firmly. He looked down at her, and his face was a mask of lust.

      “Do you know what this is doing to me, Abby?” The question was a guttural groan. “The sight of my cock disappearing into that hot mouth of yours is the sexiest thing ever. Take it all in. Relax, baby. You can take me. You can take all of me.”

      “She’ll take all of you,” Jack stated. She was glad Jack was so certain because she was struggling a bit. Sam was an awful lot of man. “She’ll take all of you, and when you come, she’s going to swallow. As for me, I think I’ll eat some of this incredibly ripe pussy.”

      Jack slid underneath her. He lifted his head up slightly, and his tongue slid into her slick slit. Abby cried out around Sam’s dick.

      “Don’t you lose that cock.” Jack’s fingers slipped into her pussy as his tongue placed firm pressure on the pearl of her clit. “You come all you like, but I’ll stop if you lose Sam.”

      Sam gripped her hair firmly. “She won’t lose me. How long before I can come?”

      “If you want to come with her, you should fuck that mouth, Sam. Her clit is ready to go off. I give her thirty seconds.”

      Sam pulled and pushed her head as he fucked her mouth. He worked her hard, but she barely noticed. Jack was sucking her clit between his teeth, his fingers curled deep inside her, and it was all she could do to breathe.

      An orgasm shot through her, pulsing like a great wave through her pussy and outward. As Jack continued to lick her, she relaxed and let Sam use her mouth. He thrust in staccato rhythms as his dick seemed to get even bigger.

      Sam held her hair and pushed his cock to the back of her throat. When she swallowed around him, he let himself go. She loved how crazy she could make him. He groaned as he came in her mouth. She swallowed as fast as she could, not wanting to miss a drop. She continued to lavish affection on his dick as it softened.

      Sam went on his knees and caught her as she started to pitch forward. She fell into his arms as Jack slid out from under her. Sam took her mouth again, this time with his own. His kiss was sweet and grateful, and he played with her tongue for what seemed like the longest time.

      Sam held her close as she shook with the aftermath of her orgasm. “That was amazing, baby. I love how you respond to me. You don’t hold anything back. Do you know how sexy that is?”

      “It isn’t hard to go wild with you.” The way he was looking at her made her feel beautiful and precious.

      “Back on your hands and knees, sweetheart.” Jack’s deep voice rumbled out the order.

      She immediately complied and spread her knees, anticipating Jack’s penetration. He was the only one who hadn’t come yet. She closed her eyes and waited for the glorious feeling of Jack filling her wet pussy.

      “This is going to be a little cold, darlin’.”

      She bit back a gasp at the feeling of Jack parting the cheeks of her ass and a cold substance being shoved gently up her anus. Yep, she hadn’t been expecting that. She shivered slightly as he pressed against her flesh.

      “What was that?” Abby asked, even as she figured out the answer for herself.

      “It’s lubricant.” Sam’s voice was soothing. “Jack is going to insert a plug, and it’s going to stretch you to get you ready. Do you understand?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. The plug touched her and she groaned as it pushed against the super-tight muscles of her sphincter.

      Sam murmured to her while stroking her hair. “Just relax.”

      Easy for him to say. Jack pushed the plug gently forward. Sam wasn’t having something shoved up his ass to make way for something even bigger to later be shoved up his ass. Abby concentrated on breathing and letting Jack have his way. Lots of women did this. Many of the women in her books dealt with anal plugs, and they seemed to like them just fine.

      “Push back for me, sweetheart,” Jack ordered.

      Abby groaned as she shoved her ass toward Jack and the plug slipped in. She wriggled at the tightness she felt, but once it pushed past the initial ring of her anus, there wasn’t any pain. There was a strange sort of discomfort, but she could probably get used to it.

      She felt Jack place a kiss on the small of her back before he got up. Sam held her hand to steady her while she rose to her feet. The plug felt odd, but she was learning that the tight feel could be pleasurable as well. Jack got on the bed on his knees. Her eyes widened at the sight of his big cock curved up along his stomach. It was so hard it looked painful.

      Jack sheathed it quickly in a condom, and then Sam was lifting her up, seeming to know instinctively what Jack wanted. She found herself on her hands and knees facing Sam. He stood at the edge of the bed, seemingly ready to watch the action. She felt the heat from Jack’s body cover her skin as he came up against her back. Sam leaned down and kissed her gently, and she felt Jack’s hands on her hips and his cock seeking entrance.

      Jack pushed her slightly forward, pulling down on her hips and pushing up into her pussy. Even as wet as she was from her recent orgasm, she groaned as Jack fought his way in.

      “Fuck,” Jack groaned. “She’s so fucking tight.”

      He pushed himself in another inch.

      She struggled to stay on her knees. She’d never felt so full. It was uncomfortable and thrilling at the same time.

      “You’re so beautiful, Abby.” She could hear Sam’s sweet words. “I am so crazy about you. I can’t wait until we can share you. Think of it, all three of us together. That’s how it should be.”

      Sam’s hands came forward to mold her breasts. His fingers plucked at her nipples. Sam wasn’t good at just watching. She’d figured that out rapidly. He dropped to his knees in front of her, trying to join in. Jack found a rhythm, and she started a glorious, slow build toward another peak.

      “You feel so good, sweetheart,” Jack groaned from behind as he pushed and pulled his way in and out of her body. “You’re so perfect for us.”

      Jack’s breathing became labored, and she knew he was getting close. She wasn’t, but she was okay with that. Jack had already given her a monster orgasm. She could handle it if she didn’t come this time.

      Jack wasn’t having that. He pulled her up, giving Sam a good view of her pussy. Abby was on her knees, her back nearly flush against Jack’s chest. He held her tight, his cock still deeply embedded.

      “Stroke her,” Jack demanded hoarsely. “I’m gonna come.”

      Sam was on the bed in a heartbeat. His eager hand quickly parted her slick labia, and the minute he firmly stroked her clit, she went flying. Her fingers dug into Sam’s shoulders as she felt the orgasm explode along her every nerve. She sobbed against Sam and pushed back to get every second of sensation. Jack hammered into her as he reached his own orgasm. His low groan was music to her, and she shoved her ass toward him, helping him to go as deep as he could. He finally exploded inside her. Jack fell forward, pushing her into Sam, who laughed as they all tried to fit on the tiny bed. Jack rested against her back as he came out of her body.

      “I love you,” she heard herself whisper. “I love you both.”

      Jack stilled behind her, and for the barest moment, she wondered if that had been a terrible mistake. She hadn’t meant to say it. God, she hadn’t meant to feel it. She shouldn’t feel it.

      “I love you, too, Abigail,” he said, sounding terribly vulnerable.

      She knew in that moment that he had never said those words before to any woman. She couldn’t take them back. She couldn’t.

      Maybe it could work.

      Sam’s smile was sweet as he kissed her forehead. “I loved you the moment I saw you.”

      She let her head rest on Sam’s shoulder and her hand trailed back so her fingers tangled in Jack’s hair. She had everything she could have hoped for in that moment, and just then, it seemed like it would be enough.
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      The big Grandfather clock in the living room chimed the nine o’clock hour, but Ruby Echols wasn’t even beginning to think about going to bed. There was no real point in it. She had gone to bed at the traditional hour of ten o’clock for the last month as a matter of principle, but she slept very little. Every single night Ruby lay awake knowing that dirty whore was back in town. How was she supposed to sleep knowing her own sweet son was buried in the ground while the woman who had led him to his death was having a grand old time?

      Ever since the moment Abigail Moore sauntered back into town, Ruby’s life had been taken over again by the rage that had simmered close to the surface for twenty years. Adam had been her beautiful baby. He was headstrong, but that was to be expected. He was handsome, rich, and smart. Arrogance went hand-in-hand with that. Unfortunately, he also had a man’s terrible taste in females.

      Had Adam lived, he would have come to his senses. He would never have actually married someone of Abigail’s class. He would have realized he had a future that couldn’t possibly involve a tramp like that red-haired hussy.

      Ruby felt a smile cross her face. Yes. It was all going to be fine. Adam would attend the finest schools and take his rightful place in proper society. She already had a girl picked out for Adam. Claire Winbourne would make a lovely bride. She was blonde and looked elegant in designer clothing. She wasn’t fat like the Moore girl. What men saw in fat women Ruby couldn’t understand. She herself had always maintained a proper figure. She ate very little because to be full meant one lacked restraint. It was what a lady did. Adam’s wife would be slender and graceful.

      She put a hand to her head as the pain came. It flashed through her head and brought her back to the present.

      Claire had married Walter, not Adam. Claire couldn’t marry Adam because Adam died.

      Sometimes she got these things mixed up. Claire had married Walter, and Walter had screwed everything up. Now he was married to some fat girl named Jan who had been a secretary at one time.

      “Mother Echols?”

      She looked up to see fat Jan in the doorway. Jan Lane Echols was a brunette with large breasts. They made her look trashy, and Ruby had offered to pay for plastic surgery to help her look more like a lady, but Jan refused. Ruby carefully schooled her expression. She had done everything she could to get rid of the gold digger, but it hadn’t worked. Now she had to deal with the fact that her granddaughters would grow up to be the sort of women who should be dancing half-naked for tips. The stupid cow hadn’t even managed to produce a single son.

      “What is it you want, Janice?” Ruby asked evenly.

      “I came down to see if you needed anything. I heard the rumors about what happened at Delbert’s. I thought it might upset you.”

      The thought made her smile. She’d gotten the news earlier in the evening and had reveled in the gossip. More than one of her friends had called, all taking great delight in informing her of the whore’s dismissal. The fact that the Moore girl had thought she would be welcome in a genteel place like Delbert’s boggled the mind. Well, the idiot had never been very smart. The fool had turned down the money she offered her to stay away from Adam.

      “It didn’t upset me at all. It simply proves that society still works. A person of her character should not be allowed to mingle with the rest of us.”

      Jan’s blue eyes rolled. It was further proof that her daughter-in-law wasn’t Echols material. Sarcasm had no place in a properly bred lady. “You need to be careful, Mother Echols. She wasn’t alone tonight. She was with Sam Fleetwood and Jack Barnes. You might not approve of their lifestyle, but there is no question you don’t want to upset those men.”

      A brief vision of Jack Barnes entered her head. He was dark and handsome, like Adam. He was broader, but Adam would have been broader, too, had he been allowed to reach maturity. Adam would have taken on a man’s build and authority. Sometimes, she got confused and saw Adam when she was looking at Jack Barnes. Ruby waved off the statement, her big diamond ring catching the light. It shouldn’t shock her that Abigail Moore was trying to get her hooks into the Barnes fellow. She’d heard he was considered quite the up and comer in the business community.

      “They have no place in society.” Neither man ever attended socials or the charity balls. They might have money, but they weren’t socially powerful.

      “Only because they don’t want to,” Jan replied. “I don’t know how serious they are about Abby Moore, but I wouldn’t want to get between Jack Barnes and something he wanted. I’m asking you to think about Walter before you do anything to hurt that girl. I wouldn’t want Walter’s election to get nasty.”

      “You worry about Walter’s campaign.” She was against him moving to Austin, but she certainly wouldn’t let him fail. Failure wasn’t something an Echols did. “And I’ll take care of that whore.”

      Jan started back up the stairs, but turned, her mouth a flat line. “I don’t get what your problem with Abby is. I know she had a thing for Adam, but it’s been twenty years. Isn’t it time to let go of all this anger? People change and she seems perfectly nice. I had lunch at the café with the girls. She was really sweet to them. Everything I’ve learned about that woman points to how fine a life she’s led since she left town.”

      She stood up, reaching her full five-foot height and feeling rage well within her. “You took my granddaughters to meet the whore who killed their uncle?”

      She might not care for the girls, but they carried the Echols name and would not be allowed to sully it.

      “Adam was killed in an accident and it was twenty years ago.” Jan’s mouth firmed, and she crossed her arms stubbornly. “I’m not going to have some twenty-year-old feud hurt Walter’s chances of getting elected. The way you treated that girl was shameful then and ridiculous now, and I won’t do it. I am not going to pretend she doesn’t exist. I intend to ask Ms. Moore if my daughters can meet their cousin. They won’t have any more, so I think it’s important that they know the family they do have.”

      The crack of her open hand against Jan’s face resounded through the room. Pain bit through her palm, racing up her arm, but she ignored it. She was sixty-eight and knew people considered her physically weak. They didn’t understand the strength that a righteous cause could give her.

      Walter flew to his wife’s side, surprising them both. Walter’s arms went around Jan, hugging her to him. “Are you all right, baby?”

      Jan pulled away from him and rubbed her reddened cheek. “I’ve had enough. I never wanted to push this, but I am going to now, Walter. I love you. It’s me or her. I don’t want her influencing my girls anymore.”

      “You idiot,” she sneered at her daughter-in-law. “A boy never leaves his mother.”

      Walter was quiet for a moment. “I’ve been thinking a lot about that lately, Mother. I’ve been thinking about all the times you held me and lavished your love on me. It didn’t take long to go through those memories since they didn’t exist. Everything you had was reserved for Adam. Every bit of love you had in your heart was for him, not me. No matter how hard I try, I can’t make up for the fact that Adam is dead. I’ll be damned if my girls have to live like that, too. Only one person has ever loved me for being me. Mother, if you think I would choose you over Jan, you really have lost your damn mind.” He looked to his wife. “Pack up the girls. We’ll stay in the motel tonight. I’ll find us a place to live tomorrow.”

      How could he speak to her in such a manner? She watched her youngest child like he was a stranger. Didn’t he know his obligations? Hadn’t she spent his whole life making sure he understood what he owed his family?

      Walter ignored her. He was too busy looking at his fat wife.

      “I love you, Jan. I love you. I will always choose you.” He finally turned to Ruby. “As for you, Mother, I’ll make certain the housekeeper knows to take care of you.”

      Her whole world shifted. She steadied herself as her son turned to leave. She still had one card to play. “I will cut you off, Walter. I will make sure you don’t get a dime.”

      Walter shook his head. “I’m not the idiot you think I am. I don’t need your money, Mother. I have worked my entire adult life, and I know how to save. Daddy made sure I knew how to take care of myself financially. I’ve made some very savvy investments. Jan and I will do fine. You keep your money. I suspect it will be the only thing you have to keep you warm at night.”

      With that, he took his wife’s hand and walked up the stairs. Ruby Echols sank to the antique divan that had been in her family for generations.

      Her head felt heavy. Adam was leaving. Again? That was what Adam had said. He’d stood right here in this living room and said the words.

      I don’t need your money, Mother. Abby and I will be fine.

      Adam was leaving her again and this time he was taking Walter, too. Abigail Moore was the reason she was losing her family. Just tonight Adam had tried to take her to a fancy restaurant. He was going to make fools of them all and that couldn’t happen.

      She picked up the keys to her car. Abby Moore wasn’t going to win this time.
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        * * *

      

      The honky-tonk seemed even louder than before after the quiet intimacy of Sam’s room. Abby immediately spotted her best friend still sitting at the bar. Christa’s left eyebrow was practically in outer space as she walked up to her. It took everything she had not to pat her hair or smooth down her dress self-consciously. Did she look like a woman who had recently had mind-blowing sex with two men? Suddenly, with her body still humming from the recent orgasms, she didn’t care.

      “You look like the Cheshire Cat, you know.” Christa smiled as she slid a frosty cosmo Abby’s way.

      “Do I?” She took the drink and sighed. “I can’t ever think why.” The grin on her face wouldn’t go away.

      “Probably for the same reason I need to hose down my desk from this morning’s session,” Christa complained good-naturedly.

      Embarrassment flushed through her system. “I am so sorry about that.”

      “No, you’re not,” Christa replied. “I wouldn’t be. So was it Sam or Jack on the desk?”

      She gingerly sat down on the barstool, the small butt plug still lodged discreetly where Jack said it would do them all the most good. She leaned over to her best friend and was so happy she had someone to confide in.

      “Sam was on the desk. Jack was in the chair.”

      Christa’s mouth hung open for a moment before she shook her head and laughed. “Girl, I am gonna live through you from now on. I want Facebook updates hourly. I can see it now. Abby Moore…is exhausted from doing her two gorgeous men.”

      She gnawed thoughtfully on her lower lip. “I think I love them, Chris. Hell, I don’t think, I know I love them. I’m seriously considering staying in this two-bit town so I can be with them.”

      Christa’s hand went up in victory. “Yes! Another evil plan works. Damn, I’m good. My brain is wasted on this town. Mike is gonna owe me a week’s worth of dish duty.”

      “What do you mean?” She glanced over to where Jack stood talking to Mike. Sam was joining them, his blond hair still slightly damp from the shower. Abby’s insides fluttered when she thought about what he’d done to her in the shower.

      Christa looked entirely satisfied with herself. Her jet-black ponytail bobbed as she nodded. “Oh, yeah, it was me. I sold you out. I told Sam to rifle through your book collection if he wanted to know the way to your heart, which, by the way, is apparently through your…”

      “Christa Marie Wade!” she admonished righteously, then ruined it by grinning. “You hush that filthy mouth of yours. I should be angry with you for giving that away. Girlfriends are supposed to keep quiet about their friend’s porn.”

      “Not in this case,” Christa argued. “I saw the way you looked at them. Every time either one of them walked in the room you would go all gooey. Sam followed you around like a puppy, and Jack brooded even worse when you were around. They wouldn’t approach you because they didn’t believe you would be okay with their lifestyle. Those books let them know you were an open-minded girl. If I hadn’t shown Sam, the three of you would still be all about unrequited love. Instead, you’re practically glowing. And you owe it all to the fact that I can’t keep my nose out of other people’s business. If it keeps my best friend in town, then all my plotting was worth it.”

      Sam eased up behind her barstool. “Oh, Christa, did you confess?”

      He lifted his hand to let the bartender know he was ready for another beer, and then his palm settled on her back, warming her.

      “I did, indeed.” Christa favored Sam with a saucy wink. “It’s my weakness as a super villain. I have an undeniable need for credit. I was thrilled to hear that Abby was thinking of staying.”

      A single brow rose over Sam’s eyes at the pronouncement. “Thinking?”

      “Well, it’s a big decision.” She noticed Sam’s handsome face had turned mulishly stubborn, and she was beginning to recognize all the signs of Sam getting ready to tattle on her to Jack. She put a hand on his arm. “It’s not like I’m planning on leaving anytime soon. I have to make sure my mom is fully healed, and I have to find a job.”

      “Why would you need a job?” Sam asked a bit too loudly.

      She looked over, and sure enough, Jack had heard the exchange. He was staring at them, his green eyes filled with suspicious concern.

      What exactly did he expect her to do? Lie around and wait for one or both of them to need some attention? She’d worked all her life and she wasn’t going to start selling herself out now. Especially not when there was zero real commitment between the three of them. “Because life requires money. Did you expect that I’d hang around in my mom’s trailer for the rest of my life? It’s going to take a hell of a lot of money to put my daughter through college.”

      “You don’t trust us to take care of you?” Sam asked, sounding perfectly indignant.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she confirmed that now Jack was hurrying toward them.

      Like she hadn’t heard that one before. Several doctors had offered to “take care of her” before she’d married Ben. They had been quite easy to chase away. Her head was a little buzzy and she felt some of the recklessness of her youth flowing back through her veins tonight. “If you want me to trust you to take care of me, maybe you should think about marrying me.”

      The minute the words were out, she sobered and realized what she’d done. That wasn’t something she should joke about. They weren’t flirty doctors looking for a quick hookup. She was about to apologize and take it all back.

      “All right,” Jack’s deep voice said from behind her. “Thursday work for you, sweetheart?”

      Christa’s eyes were wide and Abby realized she wasn’t the only one watching this scene play out.

      She turned to Jack, certain her whole body was a nice shade of pink. “Jack, I was only trying to freak out Sam a little. He was being a tad bit overbearing. I wasn’t demanding that you marry me.”

      “She sure as hell was.” There was an arrogant grin on Sam’s face. “She said she wouldn’t be able to trust us if we didn’t marry her.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. I was joking. Besides, you are overlooking the fact that it’s illegal to be married to two different men at the same time.”

      Sam shrugged. “We got it all worked out. We’re going to rock-paper-scissors for it.”

      Jack sighed and shook his head. “No, we are not going to do that. We take this very seriously. I am going to legally marry you. You’ll be Abigail Barnes in the eyes of the law, but we expect you to wear Sam’s ring, too. I expect you to take him as seriously as you do me.”

      Sam was wearing a dippy grin. She put one hand on her hip. “That’s hard sometimes.”

      “You’ll muddle through.” Jack leaned over to steal a kiss. “I’ll apply for the license tomorrow. It takes three days. We’ll move your mother into the guest house.”

      Her head whirled. “Wait a minute. We’ve only known each other for a month and a half. You can’t railroad me into marriage.”

      Jack smiled wistfully. “Would it help if you knew I considered it more like I’m gently herding you into marriage?”

      “No.” She had to laugh at the picture of Jack and Sam treating her like prized cattle. They did love their cattle. “That doesn’t make it better.” She got serious, thinking about what had happened earlier. “There’s a lot I don’t think you’ve considered. Marrying me means something in this town, and not something good.”

      Jack shook his head. “It’s too late, Abby. You said you loved us. You’re not going to be able to wiggle out of it now.”

      “You belong to us,” Sam said implacably.

      “And you belong here.” Christa looked as serious as the men. She reached over and grabbed Abby’s hand. “I’ve missed you. I love you and I’m tired of being apart. This is the time in our life when we get to go crazy again. This is the time when we get to be who we are instead of who we thought we should be. I can’t stand the thought of figuring that out without you.”

      Sam’s hand reached out to wipe away the tears she didn’t even realize she’d shed. Was she really going to let something that happened twenty years ago cost her all her happiness now? If she did that, then she wasn’t the woman she believed herself to be. If she let them run her out of town, she would be going against everything she’d worked to become. The idea of explaining to her daughter that she now was going to have two stepdads was daunting, but at least she knew her mom was all right with it.

      Had anything in her life ever felt as good and right as being with these amazing men?

      She looked at Jack and Sam and grabbed her joy with both hands. “Thursday sounds great.”

      The smile that spread across Jack’s face was well worth it. He looked happier than she’d ever seen him, and his masculine beauty took her breath away. Jack leaned in and kissed her lightly, but with the promise of so much more. “I love you, Abby-almost-Barnes.”

      “I love you, too,” she said solemnly.

      Sam was less circumspect. He hauled her off the barstool and twirled her around before leaning her back for a wildly passionate kiss.

      “Damn, Abby, you made us wait long enough.” Sam’s hands cupped her cheek with a tenderness that took her breath away.

      “I made you wait a whole month and a half,” Abby pointed out. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.

      “Like I said, it was too damn long.” He smiled over at Jack, but something else seemed to catch his attention. She watched as his face went stark white and he swallowed deeply. His face twisted like he was really trying to think of how to put something to her. “Baby, you know how I explained to you that I don’t always make the best decisions when I am inebriated? Here comes one of those bad decisions. Please save me.”

      He placed her strategically in front of him in a suspiciously shield-like fashion.

      “Look what the trash man forgot to pick up.” Christa stood up and came to Abby’s side.

      Abby was aware that Jack had moved onto her barstool. He looked terribly amused as a bleached blonde slinked into the room, wearing a shirt that barely contained her store-bought breasts and jeans that someone had spray-painted on. Her hair had been teased to within an inch of its life, and Abby couldn’t tell how old she was under the pound of makeup she was sporting. There wasn’t anything wrong with a woman wanting to look good, but this was way, way too much. There was no mistaking the predatory gleam in the blonde’s eye as she looked around the bar. Her brown eyes were hard, but they widened when she caught sight of her prey cowering behind another woman. It didn’t seem to affect her. She gestured to someone, and yet another peroxide devotee of far too little clothing came out of the woodwork.

      “Oh, look. She brought a friend,” Christa said with a sarcastic grin. “I do believe she did that for you, Jack.”

      Jack had the good sense to shudder. “I would hide behind Abigail, too, but Sam is taking up all the space.”

      The dynamically tacky duo pushed their way across the crowded dance floor, making a beeline for Sam Fleetwood.

      “You want to tell me who I’m protecting you from, Sam?” Abby had a guess.

      “Melissa Paul.” Sam confirmed her suspicion. “She took advantage of me one night while I was drunk out of my mind, and then she had the horrible idea that she was my girlfriend.”

      “Women get that way when you sleep with them,” she murmured.

      “Well, they shouldn’t.” His hands tightened on her shoulders. “I assure you I didn’t mention it to her. I could have been stone drunk out of my mind, but the words I love you wouldn’t have passed my lips. I saved those words for you, baby.”

      “Uh-huh,” she muttered with a resigned sigh. She looked back at her cowering future husband. “Does it bother you that you’re currently hiding behind a woman’s skirts?”

      Jack laughed but Sam looked unrepentant. “No, ma’am. You will find I am very flexible when it comes to your skirts. I will attempt to get into them as often as possible, and when the need arises, I will hide behind them shamelessly.”

      Abby grinned because he was really heartbreakingly gorgeous. He was going to make her life a joy to live. She would never be bored with these two around. Abby couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face.

      She was going to marry them.

      “Sam,” Melissa Paul breathed in a sultry voice. It was so deep and sexy that she wondered if the woman got paid by the minute to talk on a sex line. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re avoiding me.”

      “Then you must know something we don’t.” Christa sounded sassy and confronted the blondes with one hand on her waist. “Because he is definitely trying to avoid you.”

      There was a huffing sound from the secondary blonde, but Melissa Paul rolled her eyes and focused on Sam. “Can we go somewhere and…talk? Leslie here can keep Jack company. She doesn’t mind at all, do you, Leslie?”

      The other blonde was slightly unsteady as she took a step toward Jack. “I don’t. He looks hot. I don’t think he’s scary at all. Lissa thinks you’re too kinky for her, but that don’t scare me none.”

      She reached out and put a hand on Jack’s chest.

      That was too much. Abby reached out and forcibly removed the offending hand. “Hands off, honey. This one is mine.”

      “Maybe he should decide.” The blonde was now paying attention to Abby.

      Jack was stumbling all over himself to get the words out of his mouth. “Oh, I am one hundred percent hers. Yup, all hers. We’re getting married on Thursday.”

      Abby heard Christa laugh and barely managed to contain her own because Jack looked positively terrified at the idea of having to deal with the horny chick.

      Melissa Paul looked infinitely pleased. “So old Jack is marrying the village whore. Good for him. I always knew he didn’t mind used goods.”

      Sam suddenly wasn’t cowering anymore. He stood straight up, and Jack was out of his barstool, too. Leslie had the good sense to look afraid, but Melissa didn’t have the Darwinian instincts to know she was in trouble. She was still looking coyly at her prey. If she wanted to defuse the situation, she would have to take it in hand. When she thought about it, this was a ridiculous situation to find herself in.

      Her throaty gut laugh got everyone’s attention. Sam, Jack, and Christa all looked at her like she’d gone the tiniest bit crazy. Abby gestured toward the blonde. She couldn’t stop laughing. It was making her cry a little.

      “Look at her. She called me a whore. Seriously? Honey, I can see your nipples. Don’t be ridiculous.” She took a deep breath. “Now, turn around before you make a complete idiot of yourself.”

      Melissa Paul’s head bobbed in outrage. “I’m not the one making a fool of myself. You’re some old cougar trying to get her hands on a man who could be her son.”

      Abby’s hands went up in disgust. “What? Did I have him when I was five? I am not that much older than him. What have you done, Sam? Have you slept with every twenty-something blonde in the county?”

      Sam looked at her with wide eyes. She was beginning to think of it as his kicked puppy look. “Not every single one. I’m sure there are some I missed, and now I promise my blonde-banging days are over. I swear I haven’t slept with a single other person since I met you. I am all about the redhead now.”

      Abby sent a questioning look back at Jack.

      He smiled angelically. “I don’t even like blondes. You’ll find I’ve practically been a saint compared to Sam.”

      “I believe that,” Abby said flatly, shaking her head the whole time. She turned back to her younger rival. “Now, you’re scaring Sam. Please go away.”

      Melissa looked between the two men and Abigail, a revelation slowly dawning. “It’s true, isn’t it? I thought that was some ugly rumor. You two perverts like to share women. Well, hell, Sam, if that’s all you need, I can do Jack, I suppose. You don’t have to settle for some old chick. I can be kinky, too. Me and Leslie will even do a four-way if you like.”

      “But I’m the whore.” Abby looked to Christa, who had the same look of disgust on her face.

      “Damn straight, you’re the whore,” Melissa shot back. “Everyone knows it.”

      There was a charge of electricity running through the bar. Everyone was watching them. This could get bad. Christa winked, letting her know she had Abby’s back. A strange sense of excitement thrilled through Abby. Her life had been relatively calm for the last couple of years. Christa was right. This was the time to reclaim a little of her crazy youth, and it was definitely time to put the young girls in their place.

      “Keep your hands off my man.” She wasn’t going to back down. “This one’s mine, too. I don’t know what he did to make you think he wants you, but he doesn’t. He’s very sorry to have led you on…”

      “I didn’t…” Sam started, and then smartly shut his mouth at the look on her face.

      “…but he is very committed to our relationship,” Abby explained firmly. “There will be no more drunken hookups. He’s going to curb his drinking so he can make more appropriate choices in the future. Sam is limited to three beers from now on.”

      “What?” Sam looked around for help from some corner. There was none forthcoming. “Damn it.”

      “So go find some other man to bother.” Abby dismissed the woman with a curt nod of her head.

      Melissa Paul obviously wasn’t used to being dismissed. She leaned over and shoved a hand into Abby’s chest. “Listen here, bitch. I am not letting some old cougar push me around. You can have Jack. I think he’s a pervert, anyway, and I’m going to tell everyone in town that he’s forcing Sam to sleep with you. Everyone knows Sam depends on Jack for money. I’m going to ruin all of you if I don’t get Sam.”

      Christa gasped. The whole bar seemed to hold its collective breath.

      Abby had had far more than enough. Her hand curled into a fist. “You forgot one thing about us cougars. We have claws.”

      She reared her fist back and punched the younger woman straight in the face.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell are we supposed to do, Jack?” Sam couldn’t keep his eyes off the two women.

      Abby got Melissa in a chokehold. Leslie had tried to jump into the fray to help her friend, but Christa had given a loud rebel yell and leapt on the smaller woman. They were wrestling on the floor of the bar, tangles of limbs and hair and vicious nails.

      It probably shouldn’t arouse him, but it did. Well, his Abby taking on Melissa Paul did.

      “Watch out for her nails, Abigail!” Sam yelled. He knew how deep they could sink. Not that he was going to mention that to Abby.

      Abby and Christa taking on the women who’d come for him and Jack had caused a chain reaction. Many of the women in the bar seemed to think a taboo had been broken and had thrown themselves into the new norm with a malicious glee. Three other girl fights had broken out, and it was hair-pulling, nail-scratching chaos.

      “We do nothing.” Jack took a long drink. “That woman is defending your honor and you’re going to let her. Besides, Abigail’s winning. Our little honey is downright mean. You had best follow that three-beer dictate of hers or she’ll pile drive you. Where the hell did she learn that move?”

      Melissa pulled out of the hold and reached out to snatch at Abby’s hair. Abby yelped, but then kicked out perfectly with her heel and Melissa went flying.

      Sam watched his future wife pull another female up by her hair. A warmth flooded him. She was really pretty when she was fighting.

      “And think about it, Sam,” Jack continued. He was watching Abby with a content grin. “She’s doing all of it with a plug up her ass.”

      Sam’s breath caught. Jack was right. “She is one hell of a woman.”

      “And she’s all ours,” Jack said with a satisfaction Sam couldn’t mistake.

      He turned to the man sitting next to him, pointing toward where Abby had Melissa down for the count. “We’re going to marry her.”

      The cowboy’s eyes widened. “Brave man.”

      In the distance, Sam heard a familiar noise. He quickly calculated the distance and figured they didn’t have long.

      Jack hopped off his barstool. He looked back at David Sandberg, who stared at the proceedings with complete shock on his face. The Barn had seen its share of bar fights, but nothing like this.

      Sam clapped him on the back. “It’s going to be okay. From now on Sunday night can be girl fight night.”

      “Tally up the damage and send me the bill, Dave,” Jack said with a wink. “The cops are coming. I’ll collect Abby. You tell Mike he needs to get Christa out of here or we’ll be posting bail.”

      Jack walked over to their future wife and tossed an arm around her waist, hauling her off her screaming blonde opponent.

      “Hey, I wasn’t done with her!” Abby yelled as she was carted out like a piece of luggage.

      Jack laughed. “You’re done for now, warrior princess. Sam’s honor has been avenged. It’s time to call it a night.”

      Sam ran ahead. He helped Mike pull his wife off a crying Leslie. Christa laughed when Jack caught up to them. Even though they hustled, Sam noticed Abby and Christa seemed satisfied with the chaos they had wrought.

      “Abby Moore’s back.” Christa made the pronouncement with a hearty fist pump.

      Sam opened the door.

      Even from her position over Jack’s shoulder, she replied with an arrogant grin. “You tell this town they ain’t seen nothing yet!”

      Sam couldn’t wait to see what she’d come up with next.
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      “I’m sorry, Jack, but I have to do this.”

      Abby sat up in the backseat of the Jeep as Jack turned onto the two-lane highway where her mother’s trailer park was located. Jack had tried his hardest, but she hadn’t been swayed by his arguments that she should stay the night with them. If she was going to change her whole life and make the attempt to stay here and build something, she needed to talk to her mom about it. Her mother would be impacted by this decision.

      They’d been arguing for fifteen minutes, and all the while Sam had been trying to seduce her in the back of the Jeep. Sam didn’t seem to be following the conversation she was having with Jack. He was intently concentrating on rubbing her nipples and nibbling on her ear.

      “You’re putting off the inevitable,” Jack claimed.

      She sighed when Sam kissed a very sensitive spot behind her earlobe. “I can’t leave her alone, and I can’t uproot her without any warning. It’s not going to change anything. I don’t think it will. She was very clear that she approved of the two of you, so it might not be as hard as I think to convince her to move.”

      “Looks like something’s going on,” Jack said, easing off the gas.

      Even in the dark, she could see the smoke pouring out from somewhere up ahead. She rolled the window down and was assaulted by the acrid smell of burning wood and plastic. Up ahead, she could see a police barricade across the road. The fog of the smoke made the red and blue lights appear eerie, and Jack slowed down the car.

      Abby got a horrible feeling in her gut.

      “Stop, Sam. Something’s wrong.” Abby pushed him away.

      The minute the Jeep rolled to a stop in front of the barricade, she opened the door.

      Sam called out behind her, but she ran toward the lights. The rest of her neighbors were out of their homes, clutching robes around their necks and passing coffee around. She ran past them because it was obvious now where the fire was.

      She hit the police line just in time to watch the volunteer fire department putting out the last of her mother’s smoldering home. Fire had gutted the small trailer, and there was almost nothing left.

      A cry came from her mouth. It hadn’t been much, but she’d grown up in that trailer. Pure panic raced through her. What time was it? Bingo ended early in the evening. She looked around wildly for her mother. Had she been in the trailer?

      Sam’s firm hands came around her, holding her. He pointed to a spot a few feet away. “Baby, your mother is right there, talking to the fire chief.”

      Real physical relief flooded her body when she caught sight of her mother shakily talking to the fire chief. Her mother’s eyes were swollen from crying, and she could see the strain on her face. Her mom looked up and held out her arms as she saw Abby walking toward her.

      Sam let Abby go, and she ran the last few feet into her mother’s arms.

      “What happened?” Abby hugged her frail body. It struck her exactly how much her recent illness had taken out of her mother.

      “I don’t know.” Her mom’s voice was shaky. “It was already on fire when I got here. Juan and his wife kindly took me out for a late cup of coffee at the café. Oh, Abby, if they hadn’t…”

      The fire chief, who Abby remembered was named Eric Thompson, looked on the women with compassion. “Hello, Abigail. I’m sorry about this. Obviously, it’s a total loss. Mrs. Moore, do you have insurance?”

      Abby heard her mother’s quiet no. She felt tears start to fall. Everything her mother had was in that trailer. It was all gone now. She shook at the thought of having to start all over again at her mother’s age.

      “The Red Cross has a shelter in Tyler that can take you in,” Eric said.

      “Don’t worry about the Moore women.” Jack strode up, his shoulders broad against the lights from the fire truck. “I’ll take care of them. You want to explain to me what happened here?”

      The fire chief looked relieved at having an unemotional man to talk to. While Jack dealt with the realities of the situation, Abby felt Sam’s presence at her back. His hands found their way around her waist.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Sam promised. “Jack will take care of the formalities. Let him take care of you. It’s what he does. Don’t worry about a thing. This setback just moves up our plans.”

      Her mother looked up at Sam. “What plans?”

      Sam smiled down. He released Abby’s waist and reached out to take her mother’s hands in his. Abby was grateful for his abundance of charm because Sam was able to calm her mother down. “Abby agreed to marry Jack tonight. She’s moving in with us, and we’re moving you into the guest house. Now, we were planning on doing that before we found out about this fire, so don’t you worry about it. You’ll have everything you need, Mrs. Moore. We’re going to make sure of it. I know we can’t replace pictures or memories, but don’t you worry a bit that you won’t have a roof over your head. You have a home with your daughter. We will always take care of her and the people she loves.”

      “You’re a good man, Sam Fleetwood.” Her mother sniffled into a tissue. “I would be very proud to stay in the guest house.”

      Jack walked back over, his expression grim. “They think it was faulty wiring. We won’t know for certain until the report is finished. It could be a week or so.” Jack cupped Abby’s face in his hands. “Are you all right, sweetheart?”

      She nodded and threw her arms around Jack’s waist, loving his quiet strength. She would always be able to depend on him. “I’m fine. Can we go home now?”

      He kissed the top of her head, and Sam began to help her mom toward the Jeep. “Yes, there’s nothing we can do here. Let’s get you home and get your mama settled in. It’s going to be all right, Abigail.”

      She nodded, even though she wasn’t so sure of that. Faulty wiring seemed too coincidental. She had a feeling there was nothing accidental about her mother’s home burning to the ground.

      She allowed Jack to slowly walk her toward the car, hoping all along that she was wrong.
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      The next morning dawned and with it a quiet sense that, even though something terrible had happened, all was finally right with her world. Abby woke up warm and safe in bed.

      The previous night, Jack had done his thing and before Sam had even gotten them all home, had made arrangements for a nurse to join Diane full time until she was completely done with therapy. Abby had been able to go to sleep knowing her mother was safe and well taken care of. She’d fallen asleep with her head on Jack’s chest and Sam pressed against her back.

      Sometime in the night, she came to the conclusion that she was being crazy. No one would go so far as to torch her childhood home. That would be the work of an insane person. It had to be coincidence. Or maybe, she thought as she woke up cuddled between two gorgeous men, it was just fate.

      After hopping over to check in on her mom, Abby joined her fiancés for breakfast in the dining room. There was a small breakfast table in the kitchen, but Jack had been explicit in his instructions. They would use the large dining room. She wasn’t sure why they went so formal for breakfast when she was dressed in one of Sam’s shirts and his robe, but she went with it.

      “How is your mom?” Jack asked as she walked in.

      Abby walked over and kissed him soundly. “She’s great, thanks to you.” She walked around the table to Sam. “And you.”

      After giving him a kiss, she took her seat and a small, older woman walked in carrying a pot of coffee, a ready smile on her face.

      “Abigail,” Jack began, “this is our housekeeper, Benita Wells. You would have met her earlier if you hadn’t stolen my truck and run away.”

      Abby wrinkled her nose in dismay at Jack before turning to the sixty-something woman with steel gray hair and kind eyes. She shook her head indulgently at the men, and Abby got the feeling Benita viewed herself as a mother figure.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Wells,” Abby said.

      “Call me Benita, and it’s good to meet you as well.” Benita smoothed down her white apron. “My husband works as the foreman here on the ranch. We live in a small house out beyond the swimming pool. I think you’re going to love it here. I’ve waited a very long time for these two to bring me a lovely woman to work with. I can’t wait to show you around. It’s a beautiful place, though it needs a woman’s touch.”

      Sam was busy shoveling scrambled eggs on his plate. “Benita has been bugging us to redecorate for years.”

      Benita shook her head sadly as she gestured to the room around her. “I remember the seventies. They should go away.”

      Jack winked at his housekeeper. “I’ll call a decorator. Abigail, I’m sure, will get busy shoving the age of disco right out of this house.”

      A light gleamed in Benita’s eyes. “We should also discuss updating the kitchen. Much progress has been made in appliances in the last forty years. Were you aware, Miss Abigail, that they now have machines that wash dishes?”

      She schooled herself to look properly impressed. Bringing this place into the modern age would be fun, and it looked like Benita was going to be an excellent design partner. “I had not heard. We should look into that.”

      Benita nodded and walked to the door that led to the kitchen. “Excellent. I’m off, then. I have some grocery shopping to do. I sent some muffins and coffee over to the guest house and asked Mrs. Moore to join us for lunch at twelve-thirty. I’ll lock up as I leave.”

      “Set the alarm as well.” Jack took a sip of his coffee. “Thank you.”

      Abby poured herself some coffee and decided she might be able to get used to the idea of having a housekeeper. It was rather nice to have breakfast she hadn’t prepared for herself. She did have a few questions though.

      “Why are we turning on the alarm in the middle of the day? And why are all the blinds closed?”

      The overhead light was on, but outside was a bright, beautiful day. She’d been happy with the gorgeous blue sky overhead as she walked the short distance from the big house to her mother’s place. It was a perfect fall day in Texas. In the distance, she’d been able to see the hands already hard at work. The ranch was bustling and full of life.

      “I thought you would prefer the privacy, sweetheart,” Jack murmured. “I know I don’t particularly want my employees to see my future wife naked. Take off the clothes, Abigail.”

      She looked between Jack and Sam, but neither gave any appearance that Jack had been joking. Sam was contentedly eating his breakfast and watching her with pointed fascination. Jack’s long fingers drummed against the table, a sure sign of his burgeoning impatience.

      “Abigail, when I give you a direct order, I expect you to comply.”

      “You said you were only really in charge in the bedroom.” Abby repeated his words from the previous night. She was a little shocked at the idea, but it wasn’t offending her, per se. The idea of eating breakfast in the buff hadn’t occurred to her before.

      Jack put down his coffee, and the paper beside him was forgotten. “Then let me rephrase. I’m in charge of our private life. When we’re alone, I want you naked. I’ve done everything I can to ensure our privacy, and now I expect you to keep the promise you made to me last night.”

      “He’s serious,” Sam offered with a sigh. “You should really drop the clothes or he’ll take them off you himself.”

      It wasn’t anything they hadn’t seen before and he really had made sure they were totally alone. She decided to go with it. In for a penny…in for a whole lot of naked. Her hands went to the tie of the robe, easily shrugging out of it. “I wonder how this is going to work when I’m eighty.”

      Jack looked at her with a very serious expression on his face. “Maybe you should think about this. I know we’re demanding a lot from you. You need to understand this isn’t some phase that’s going to pass for me. When you’re eighty, I will still think you’re beautiful. I will still consider your body mine, and I will still want you naked.”

      Abby pulled the shirt over her head and blinked back tears. She wondered if he knew he’d said the precise thing to make her comfortable. For a man who didn’t talk a lot, he always knew what to say to her. She sat back in her chair, enjoying the way both men’s eyes had gone slightly glassy at the sight of her naked body.

      “So when we’re alone at night watching television or I’m reading a book…?”

      “I’ll want you naked and cuddled up with me.” Jack leaned forward, touching his hand to hers. “We’ll sit on the couch and you’ll be between me and Sam.”

      Sam had his chin propped on his hand, watching her with a happy grin. “You’re better than TV. I think you’re really pretty naked.”

      “Why, Samuel Fleetwood,” she teased, “I had no idea you were attracted to me.”

      “Besides the fact that I practically humped your leg the first time I saw you?” Sam teased right back. “I’ll have to be less subtle.”

      “Not this morning you won’t.” Jack pushed his chair back slightly. “Come here, Abigail.”

      She got out of her chair and realized she was already getting aroused. Just being naked and having their eyes on her got her hot. She wondered when she would get used to them. She hoped never. Jack patted his lap. Abby sat down obligingly, and Jack’s arm went around her waist securely, holding her to him. He offered her a warm blueberry muffin, which she took gratefully. He then proceeded to go back to reading his paper. It was all Abby could do not to laugh. Most men didn’t peruse the paper while naked women ate breakfast in their laps. But it didn’t seem to bother Jack in the least.

      “The organic alfalfa we ordered is coming in today.” Jack continued to read as he spoke to Sam. As far as she could tell, it was some article on business.

      “Good thing, too,” Sam replied, and then they were off on a discussion of all the work coming up later in the year.

      She quickly learned that there were a whole bunch of cows having calves this spring. She didn’t inject herself into the conversation, preferring to listen to the two men talk. Their easy manner with each other was obviously the result of a long, intimate friendship.

      After she was satisfied with her breakfast, she let her head rest against Jack’s shoulder and her hands play on his well-muscled chest. Her mind started to wander in a way it hadn’t for a long while. She suspected she’d stopped daydreaming because her life had been filled with too many responsibilities and she’d had no one to share the burdens with. It had not led to hours of fanciful thoughts. It was pleasant to rediscover the joy of imagination.

      She let her thoughts go where they wanted. Ideas about what she’d like to do with the house played around in her head. Mid-century modern or farmhouse chic? So many choices. She would be considerate, of course. It was obvious any money Jack and Sam made probably went back into the business, but she had a little put away, too. It would be nice to have new furniture to cuddle on. Fabric would be cozier, but she should probably go with leather given the nakedness to which she was supposed to aspire. Sure she might stick to it from time to time, but it was so much easier to keep clean.

      Her eyes closed as visions of the future played out like a movie. They would snuggle on the couch, and then Jack would look down and kiss her. Sam would have to get in on that. His hands were always restless, and they would move over her, stroking her until she was crazy for them. She would spread herself out so they didn’t miss an inch of what belonged to them. It was all right because the belonging went both ways. Jack would growl low in his throat right before he pounced…

      “Is she asleep?” Sam’s voice poked through her reverie.

      She felt Jack laugh deep in his chest. “I think she’s dozing. Apparently, our in-depth discussion of calving has made her sleepy.”

      “Was just thinking,” she murmured.

      “About what?” Jack’s voice took on a low, sexy timbre that made Abby suspect he knew what she’d been thinking.

      “You and Sam.”

      Jack’s hand moved on her thigh, slowly climbing up. “Spread your legs.” Without thinking, she complied. Jack’s fingers met her warm honey and started to part her gently, stroking in and out. “What exactly were you thinking about us? Whatever it was, it seems to have inspired you. Should I take care of this?”
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      Jack watched his fingers slip in and out of her pussy. She was slippery wet, and he wondered exactly what fantasies had been playing out in her head while he discussed feed schedules with Sam. His cock strained against the fly of his jeans when a fresh coat of arousal coated his fingers.

      “Please.” Abigail wiggled against him a little. He was playing with her, and she obviously wanted more.

      “Up,” Jack demanded, putting her off his lap. He tore open his pants and shoved them down to let his cock free. He pulled it out and stroked it up and down, moving from the thick base to the bulbous purple crown.

      She licked her lips as she watched him. The hot look in her eyes made him all the harder.

      “Sweetheart, I don’t have a condom. I can have Sam go get one, but I’d rather not have anything between us.” She was so hot and tight around him. It would be heaven to ride her bareback. He was a careful man and never took a woman without a condom, but Abigail was different. “I had a physical a month ago. I haven’t been with anyone but you since. Are you on the pill?”

      “Shots.” Her voice was breathless to Jack’s ears. “I take a shot every three months. We’re safe.”

      Jack gestured her to come back. “Straddle me.”

      She climbed on, placing her legs on either side of his hips. Her knees wouldn’t fit on the narrow chair, so Jack used his strength to lift her onto his cock. He kept his head down, watching as his cock sank into the warmth of her pussy. He moved slowly, working his way in, finally allowing gravity to seat him as she moaned and leaned into him.

      Jack held her there, enjoying the depth of their connection. His hands stroked up her waist and then cupped her breasts. Her skin was silky and soft. He gently rolled her taut nipples between his thumb and forefinger before leaning over and licking the tight tip. She gasped and slanted back. Her fingers tangled in his hair and she ground herself down on him. He stopped what he was doing. It was time for some discipline.

      “Be still,” he demanded.

      He brought his hand firmly down on her ass. She tensed slightly and then sighed. When she obeyed, he went back to teasing her nipples.

      “I want to come.” She was protesting, but she didn’t move.

      “You will, but not until I’m through with you. I want to play for a bit, and you’re going to be a very good girl and let me, aren’t you?”

      “The answer is yes, Abby.” Sam’s grin was wicked as he moved his chair so he would have a better view.

      “Yes.” Abigail gave him the answer he wanted.

      He gently bit down on her nipple and then laved it soothingly with his tongue. All the while he filled her. His cock throbbed inside her, begging to be let loose, but he had rigid control.

      He sucked her nipple deeply into his mouth. Abigail moaned. She was being an awfully good girl. It made it fun to play with her, but he could tell she was reaching the limit of her control. Finally, when it seemed like she might go crazy, he leaned back.

      “Ride me, Abigail.” He thrust his hips up and shoved down on her hips.

      She braced herself against his shoulders. Jack bit back a moan while she worked her way up and down his length.

      His head fell back, and he gave himself over to the experience of making love with her. She moved, slowly and deliberately. It wasn’t fast enough for him, but she seemed to be enjoying it, so he took the torture. Her sweet, tight pussy was sucking all along his dick, and he gritted his teeth at the exquisite pleasure of being inside her. Sam watching made it hotter. He was looking forward to the time when he would look over her shoulder and see the same look of passionate agony on Sam’s face he was sure was on his own now.

      He felt his balls draw up and knew he was getting close. He thrust his hand in between them, and his thumb found her sweet spot.

      “Oh, Jack.” She moaned as she picked up the pace. She ground her pussy against his thumb, and he felt the tiny contractions of her orgasm.

      “Oh, fuck.” His cock exploded, the orgasm flooding his every sense.

      He pulled her against him, pumping his semen deep inside her welcoming body. Abigail fell boneless against him as he ground out the last of his release. A deep sense of calm satisfaction spread throughout his body as he held her against him. After a long, quiet moment, he kissed her soundly and cursed as he looked at the clock.

      “What?” Her head came off his shoulder. She was deliciously disheveled.

      “I have to go to work.” Jack regretted the necessity. His foreman was probably wondering where the hell he was. They were riding the fences today, making sure everything was secure.

      “Okay,” she agreed, and then made absolutely no move to get off of him.

      Jack chuckled and threw his partner a questioning glance.

      “If you insist.” Sam got out of his chair. He pulled Abigail off Jack and held her in his arms. She obligingly threw her arms around his neck. “She needs a shower.”

      “I bet you’re the man to get me clean.” She cuddled against Sam.

      “Not until I dirty you up a bit more,” Sam promised.

      Jack tucked his entirely satisfied cock back into his pants and stood up, reaching for his Stetson. “You ride herd on her all day, understood?”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Sam said in a tone that stated he was happy with his assigned task.

      “Take her shopping and get her anything she needs. Ask Diane for a list as well.” His tone went lower. “And shift her up to the medium-sized plug. She can wear it while she’s shopping. I want to move into the playroom tonight.”

      “Does that mean I’m getting tied up?” She seemed to find the energy to look up. She flashed a slightly superior grin that did all sorts of things to his insides. “I know what a playroom is. I read, you know.”

      He nodded. “I do, indeed. It was your highly intellectual tastes that made me believe this could work out. You have fun with Sam. I’ll see you at dinner. And Abigail…”

      “I won’t wear any clothes,” she promised as Sam turned away.

      He knew he should be running to get to work, but he found himself watching them walk away, listening to them bicker playfully.

      “We need to talk about those books,” Sam said sternly. “Some of them are fine, but the one about the five men is perverted.”

      “You’re one to criticize fine literature.”

      “Fine literature, my ass.” They continued to argue as they rounded the corner.

      Jack stood there for a minute in the house he’d lived in for ten years. It struck him that, while watching the two people he loved walking through it, this old house had finally become a home.
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      Abby looked up and down Main Street and wondered whether she was going to have the courage to pull this off. There were a couple of new stores, but otherwise it hadn’t changed. It was still a neat slice of small-town America. She looked over at the barbershop her father used to go to. Two old men were standing outside watching her with suspicious eyes.

      This wasn’t going to be easy.

      Sam stared at her, a worried expression on his naturally happy face. “Are you sure you want to do this? It might be easier to drive in to Tyler today. We can get everything you need there. Hell, we can get the essentials in Tyler and wait until Friday and then spend the weekend in Dallas. I assure you, we can find anything you want in Dallas. We’ll go to Neiman’s.”

      Abby shook her head. She could handle the snootiest Neiman Marcus shoe salesman, but she wasn’t so sure about Greg Gunderson at the GrabItQuick. He seemed way scarier. The funny thing was the clerk at Neiman’s had to bet that a customer had the cash. Millionaires in Dallas came in all eccentric types. Greg Gunderson knew for damn sure he didn’t want to serve her. The trouble was Abby had to get herself served if she was going to make a go of it with Jack and Sam.

      In her quest to do this, she’d made two important decisions. The first decision was to lay it all out to Sam. This morning after breakfast, she told him everything she was afraid of. She started at the beginning, when she was seventeen and had finally bagged Adam Echols. She had spared not a moment’s shame, right down to leaving town in order to save her mother’s job and keep Ruby away from her daughter. She started with Sam because he was the easier of the two to talk to. She’d been relatively certain that Sam would take it all with equanimity. Boy, had she been wrong. By the time she was done with her story, Sam had been in a killing mood. He’d been so angry, and not with her. After she calmed Sam down, she told him her plan. He was willing to go along with it, but he still had issues, hence the Neiman Marcus argument.

      “Seriously, baby, it’ll be fun,” Sam continued. “We can spend the weekend at this ritzy hotel Jack and I stay at. We’ll get a big old suite and only leave when we need to take you shopping. There are some stores I’d like to take you to.”

      She sent him a harried look. “I know what stores you’re talking about, Sam. Try to tempt me another time, please. I’m still dealing with the last sex toy you shoved up my butt.”

      Sam had the good sense to look compassionate. The morning played out in her head. It had started with Sam tossing her on the bed, jumping on top of her, riding her until they both screamed, and ended with the pink medium-sized plug and a whole lot of lube.

      “Is it terribly uncomfortable?”

      She smiled and leaned over to kiss his cheek. “No. Surprisingly not. I have to do this. I have to face them down. It would be great to spend a weekend in Dallas, but I can’t drive to Dallas every time we need a gallon of milk.”

      “They really won’t sell stuff to you?” He still sounded stunned at the lengths the town would go to show her she wasn’t welcome.

      “Not for twenty years, although, truth be told, it started earlier than that. Once the Echols clan figured out Adam was serious, it was hard for me to buy groceries for my mom. Hell, I got an F in a class I should have gotten an A in. It was suggested that my foreign language skills weren’t up to snuff. My Spanish teacher attended church with Ruby Echols.”

      He kicked at the curb with his well-worn boot, cursing under his breath. “Hell, baby, let’s just tell Jack everything. He’ll fix it.”

      That was the simple solution but it wouldn’t work long term. “It isn’t his job to fix my life.”

      “Don’t you tell him that.” Sam wagged a finger at her. “You’re likely to find yourself over his knee getting the spanking of a lifetime. He takes this stuff seriously. He always has.”

      She leaned against the body of the gorgeous pearl-white Mercedes Sam was driving today. She knew she was procrastinating, but she was curious. “I know he’s protective of you. The two of you met in a foster home, didn’t you?”

      “It was a group home for teens,” he corrected. “I was almost fifteen. I guess they figured no one would want a fifteen-year-old boy. My parents and my older brother died in a car accident. I was left all alone. I was a terrified kid when I went into that home. It was basically a detention center with nice curtains. You have to understand that I’d lived a perfectly normal life up until that moment. I’d rarely left home except for school and the occasional sleepover. I went to camp once and hated it.”

      “Your parents took care of you.” She knew a bit about what it was like to get shoved into a cold world, though even when she’d been tossed out of her home, her aunt had welcomed her. Sam had nowhere to go.

      “I was sheltered. I’d never been without someone to take care of me. That made me a target for the more worldly kids. That first night, the oldest kid there decided to make an example of me after lights out. Jack stopped him. I’ve been with him ever since.”

      She reached out to run her fingers across his tense jaw. It hadn’t taken long to figure out Sam was a man who needed physical affection. She planned to give him all the touches and kisses he’d missed out on. “I’m sorry you went through that, but I’m glad Jack was there.”

      Sam crossed his arms over his chest and stood next to her. “I don’t know what would have happened without Jack, but I have a pretty good idea. I was a teenager, but Jack had been in the system since he was six. He never stayed in one place for more than a year. From what I understand, he was a difficult child. I’m pretty sure he was abused. You should know we’re both pretty damaged.”

      Her heart swelled with love for the two men. They’d been through so much, and yet were still capable of loving a woman. She slipped her arm around his waist. He didn’t fight her at all. He accepted her comfort.

      “I think we’re all damaged. You don’t get through life without some scars. You and Jack figured out a way to make it through.”

      They were halves of a whole. Tragedy had ravaged both men, but together they were complete. Jack was the responsible one. Taking responsibility for Sam had given Jack an anchor in the world. Sam was the bright side. He forced Jack to have fun and connect with people. In return, Sam had someone who would never leave him.

      And they both needed her. She would tie them together even more than they were now. They loved her. She was comfortable with that fact, but there was more to it. She was a conduit for them to express their love for each other. When she really thought about it, it was a beautiful thing to be. It was a unique solution, but it worked.

      “All I’m trying to say is let Jack take care of you,” Sam explained. “It’s who he is. He needs it.”

      She nodded. “I understand, but this is something I have to do for myself. If I don’t face these people, I’ll never be comfortable here. I have to stand up for myself this time if I want to live here with you. This is about more than being able to buy a gallon of milk.”

      “All right, but if they get nasty with you, you can’t expect me to sit back.”

      “If they get physical with me, you have my permission to ride in and rescue me. Otherwise, you hang back.” This was something she had to try to do herself.

      “Jack’s gonna kill me.” He pushed himself off the Benz.

      Abby fondly stroked the car. “I’ll be sad when he has to turn this baby in. I have to admit, driving this car gives me an ego boost the truck just can’t. I feel like walking in and telling everyone I drive a Mercedes, so you better sell me a Snickers bar or my car will destroy your car’s reputation.”

      Sam laughed. “Well, you feel free to tell everyone that.”

      She wrinkled her nose and shook her hair out. She was dressed in a pair of Christa’s Levi’s and one of Sam’s too big T-shirts. She did not look like a woman who drove a Benz. “Nah, I’d feel bad when I had to turn it back into the rental agency. But it is a gorgeous car.”

      “It isn’t a rental,” Sam said slowly.

      “Jack replaced his truck? Because of that tiny dent I put in it?”

      “Nope. He replaced your car.” Sam stood back. He gave her a charming smile and patted the car.

      “He bought me a car?” She tried to process the information. In a way, she should have expected it. Jack believed in big gestures. “That’s sweet, but my car is fine. It’s paid off, and it still runs…most of the time.”

      “Abby, it has WHORE painted on it,” he pointed out.

      “So, it needs a paint job.” And new tires and the alternator was tricky.

      “Even with a paint job, it’ll always be your whore car,” Sam reasoned. “You’ll never be able to look at it the same way again. You’ll always see it right there on the hood of your car.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a drama queen. My car’s honor hasn’t been impugned.”

      “Oh, yes it has.” There was a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “It’s completely ruined in the eyes of society.” His hands slid across the top of the Benz lovingly. “But this baby is pure as the driven snow.”

      “You’re insane,” she declared flatly. “I want my car back.”

      “Not really possible. Jack thought you might want your whore car back, so he had it crushed.” Sam held his hands about two feet apart. “It’s this big now. It’s a nice little cube.”

      She felt her jaw drop. “Jack cubed my car?”

      “You’ll find that Jack thinks ahead. He figured you might be stubborn about the whole car thing, so he took care of it for you. Now you can feel free to enjoy the pristine beauty of the Benz, since you can’t exactly drive a cube.”

      She felt her face flush. He really had cut her off at the knees. She wasn’t so stubborn as to throw the car back in Jack’s face. They were getting married, and he had caused her beloved Oldsmobile to meet its sad demise. He owed her a car. She simply worried about the expense. Jack needed to understand that she wasn’t some princess who had to have the best of everything. She was willing to work with them to grow the ranch. Her pointing finger came out, and Sam took a step back. “Jack and I will be having a discussion about this tonight.”

      “I will look forward to it.” Expectation lit his blue eyes. “Please don’t start in on Jack until I have a front-row seat.” Abby started down the sidewalk, and Sam followed. “I think I’ll pick up some popcorn because that is going to be one entertaining discussion.”

      She let the doors to the local grocery store swing open in front of her. She thought about getting a cart and shopping leisurely, but decided a quick guerilla assault was more likely to work this first time. She tried not to notice that everyone in the store was staring as she marched in. The girl at the register immediately picked up her phone and called for Mr. Gunderson.

      Let him come. She wasn’t going to be intimidated. Not this time. And she knew exactly what she wanted to be holding in her hands when that nasty Greg Gunderson showed up.

      She stalked through the store until she found the aisle with the feminine hygiene products. She grabbed a big box of tampons, and when she turned around, she nearly collided with a pimple-faced kid who couldn’t be much past seventeen. He dropped the box he had been carrying and packages of maxi pads went flying.

      So much for a quick assault.

      With a long sigh, she bent over to start helping the kid pick them up.

      “You’re Abigail Moore.” He was staring at her. She was pretty certain he wasn’t looking at her eyes.

      “Yes.” She was not able to keep the surly tone out of her voice. This kid hadn’t even been alive when she’d left town. She wasn’t putting up with his crap. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      He quickly shook his head. “No, no problem, ma’am,” the kid stammered. “My mom says now that you’re back, you’ll probably corrupt every teenage boy in town.”

      Teenage boys? What the hell was wrong with the women of this town? “Do you listen to everything your mama says?”

      He shook his head. “Not usually. I just thought…maybe I could take you out some time, Miss Abigail. I have some money left over from my birthday. We could go someplace nice.”

      She heard a man snort and saw Sam bent over in the aisle, laughing his ass off. No help was coming from that corner. She turned back to her boy suitor. He looked at her with the earnest expression of a young man who wanted desperately to be corrupted. “Should I expect further invitations from the town’s high school boy population?”

      He shrugged. “Most likely. We all decided you’re the hottest thing this town has seen since Lisa Donald brought back a string bikini from her aunt’s house in L.A.”

      Yep. Another problem for another day. She walked around the boy, completely ignoring his invitation. She narrowed her eyes at Sam as she walked by. “You’re supposed to defend me from things like that, Sam Fleetwood. Some fiancé you are.”

      “Hell, the high school boys of Willow Fork have spoken,” Sam managed to wheeze. “You are their goddess. Who am I to stand in the way? Besides, baby, he weighs all of ninety pounds. After the way you handled Melissa Paul last night, he’ll be a breeze.”

      She frowned at him and marched straight up to the checkout stand where Greg Gunderson stood waiting. He had relieved the clerk and stood panting from the exertion of running all the way from his office in the back of the store. He was about fifteen years older than she was, and she still remembered the first time he’d told her to get out of his store. He’d put on about fifty pounds since the last time she’d seen him. He still wore the tackiest ties, though.

      Slamming the box of tampons on the counter, she looked Gunderson straight in the eyes. “I would like to purchase that, please.”

      Unlike the last time, Gunderson looked slightly apologetic. “I can’t, Miss Moore. I’m sorry. I know it seems stupid, but I can’t have you in here.”

      A crowd of young mothers was gathering with their children in tow. Abby recognized Jan Echols among them. She’d met the woman at the diner and had been surprised someone in the Echols family had the good sense to marry her. Jan and her girls seemed like genuinely nice people.

      “Hey, Abby,” Jan said with a wave. “How are you doing today?” Her two girls were with her and they waved as well, one of them clinging to her mama’s skirt, the other trying to climb into the basket.

      Normal. It was nice and normal to have an acquaintance wave her way at the grocery store.

      She blinked back tears because no one had done that for her in this town. Abby nodded Jan’s way. “I’m doing well, Jan. Though I am having some trouble with the management of this establishment. Thank you for asking.”

      She looked back at the grocery store owner with a little more strength than she’d had before. She’d come too far to walk out defeated now.

      “Are you telling me I cannot buy a box of feminine necessaries in your store?”

      Gunderson sighed. “You know I can’t sell it to you.”

      “You’re the only grocery store in town, Mr. Gunderson,” she pointed out. “Where am I supposed to go?”

      He stammered as he realized there were a whole lot of young female eyes watching him. “Well, there’s always Tyler.”

      “You expect her to drive to Tyler for a box of tampons?” Jan asked flatly.

      She looked back, noting a slightly unholy gleam in the eyes of many of the women there. It was as though the entire crowd sensed the distress of the man and was waiting eagerly to pounce.

      “Obviously the man has never had a period,” said a young brunette with a baby strapped to her chest. She shook her head indignantly. “Is she supposed to hold it until she can get there? Because it doesn’t work like that.”

      “Now, this is certainly not a fit conversation for mixed company.” Gunderson’s eyes darted around, seeking out the first man he could find.

      He wouldn’t get any help from Sam. Sam looked like he was having a grand old time. He stepped back with the women. “If he can refuse to sell poor Abby Moore her much-needed tampons, what’s next, ladies? He’s a man on a mission to oppress the women of Willow Fork.”

      “That is completely untrue.” The round man seemed to sense his Monday afternoon shoppers were about to turn into an unruly mob.

      “We should protest,” someone from the back said. “We could get signs and everything.”

      Jan Echols smiled. “I think, perhaps, tomorrow Mr. Gunderson might discover his store window covered in maxi pads. They stick, you know. We could line the whole storefront with them. Don’t think of it as vandalism, sir. Think of it as artistic outrage.”

      “That’ll be five dollars and ninety cents.” Gunderson looked down at his cash register.

      Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a ten. She took her change and held the small bag in her hand.

      When she turned, the female mob burst into applause.

      “About time someone stood up to that old prude,” she heard another lady in the crowd mutter.

      “He won’t even carry hair color,” another said bitterly. “He says it’s for loose women.”

      “Maybe a protest is still called for.” Jan stared at the very nervous grocery store owner.

      “Maybe a new store is called for,” Sam offered cheerfully. “I’ve been looking to invest.” He took her by the hand and started to lead her away. “Baby, I take it all back. This is so much more fun than letting Jack scare the shit out of people. Let’s go up and down Main Street buying stuff you don’t need.”

      As she let Sam lead her triumphantly out of the store, she noticed the stock boy watching her. Their eyes met, and he held a single hand up to wave good-bye. The lovelorn look on his face was enough to make her giggle. It really had been worth the trouble.

      The nicest salon in town was across the street.

      She decided she needed conditioner.
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        * * *

      

      The stories of Abigail Moore’s conquest of Main Street reached Ruby Echols very quickly. She’d been taking tea in her sitting room when the phone was brought to her. Helen Talbot had been in the Winchester Salon when Abby had threatened a multitude of lawsuits if she was not offered the ability to purchase hair products. What was the world coming to when decent storeowners were not allowed to select their clientele?

      She wanted to shake with rage as she thought about the night before. It had taken a lot out of her to start that fire. It wasn’t as if the trashy trailer had put up much of a fight, but she had been obliged to walk through the woods in order to conceal her vehicle. A window had been conveniently left open, and some filmy curtains had been easy to set aflame.

      It had been satisfying to stand back and watch it burn. Her only real disappointment was that Abby hadn’t been caught in the trailer. She should have known the tramp would have the devil’s own luck.

      No, her work had been righteous and good, but ruined. It had been the sight of Adam taking care of the bitch that had infuriated her. Adam had walked up the lane and taken charge, as she had always known he would. Adam was the smart, confident one. He was a leader. He was everything she had dreamed he would become. His body was a man’s body now. He wasn’t a boy anymore.

      But he still needed a mother’s protection. He was still in that siren’s clutches, and it was up to his mother to make sure things turned out differently this time.

      She had another chance. She wasn’t going to let the same thing happen twice.

      Ruby’s head began to pound. Oh, she wondered, where was that youngest boy of hers? He was supposed to bring her those pills. She hadn’t taken them already, had she?

      Sometimes things were very confusing.

      She gathered the cashmere cardigan around her shoulders. The door chimes rang, and she heard the housekeeper hustling to the door. She sat carefully on the antique sofa as Hillary Glass, Helen Talbot, and Miranda Knight were shown into the sitting room.

      “Oh, Ruby, we heard all about it,” Miranda fretted as she moved to greet her.

      “Did you hear the news that the tramp’s trailer burned down?” Hillary settled herself on the early-American armchair Ruby’s great-grandmother had brought with her when the family moved from Atlanta after the War of Northern Aggression.

      “Yes,” she murmured. “I heard about it this morning. It doesn’t surprise me. I’m sure someone was drunk at the time. I doubt that her mother had insurance. Are they at a shelter?”

      It suited her to think of those trashy women as homeless.

      “No.” Helen shook her overly round head. Ruby had always thought Helen should lose some weight, but then again, her bloodlines were impeccable. One had to overlook such things at times. Now Helen’s large hands fluttered. “The rumor is she’s moved in with Jack Barnes and they’re getting married on Thursday. Barnes called the judge this morning and got the paperwork going. Can you imagine it? Abigail Moore is going to marry the largest landholder in the county.”

      She flushed, her hands threatening to shake. “No, she is not.”

      Helen shook her head. “I don’t know that you can stop this, Ruby. That Barnes fellow is quite intimidating. My son has done business with him. He says the man is tough but fair. However, when he’s crossed, he can be ruthless.”

      “If he’s decided he wants Abigail Moore, then he’ll have her,” Miranda pronounced.

      A plan formed in Ruby’s brain. She would drive Abigail out of town once and for all, and then Adam could come home. “Then we’ll have to convince Abby to leave him, won’t we? I do believe I would like to get a cup of coffee at the café in town. I think Abigail will more than likely show up there, don’t you?”

      Three hours later, Ruby smiled as a shaken Abigail Moore walked out of the café. It had been relatively simple to corner the girl. Miranda had waylaid the young man escorting Abigail around with tales of car trouble. The handsome blond man had been more than willing to help out a little old lady. Abigail had been flush with her own success. She had accepted Ruby’s invitation to talk with a look of challenge in her eyes.

      Abigail wasn’t so arrogant now.

      She had shown the tramp what real power was. Ruby had laid out a detailed plan of how she and her friends intended to destroy Jack Barnes and his business. When they were through, his business would be in ruins. Any money Abby thought she would take from the smitten man wouldn’t be worth the trouble Ruby would put them all through.

      She’d made it very clear that if Abby Moore didn’t leave town by the end of the day, she would make Barnes’s life a living hell.

      She had no delusions that Abby loved her fiancé. A gold digger like Abigail Moore wasn’t capable of love. She was a practical girl, however. She had learned her lesson the first time. She would move on and find easier prey.

      Ruby sipped at the coffee. It wasn’t up to her standards, but it tasted like victory nonetheless.
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      Jack rode in from the south field with a mounting sense of anticipation. He gently prodded Ranger, his solid-brown gelding, and the horse moved easily toward the barn. It had been a long day. The south fence had several places he and Juan had been forced to replace entirely. It was hard work, but it was best to get it all done now while the weather was nice. The weather could be very unpredictable this time of year. It could get cold fast, and he didn’t want to be pounding fence posts in freezing temperatures.

      Tipping his Stetson as he passed one of the wives of his ranch hands, he contemplated his current happiness. During his lunch break, he’d made arrangements for his marriage. The thought that he would soon have an honest-to-god wife made him smile. He’d always thought Sam would be the one to fall in love and Jack would allow him to have the legally recognized relationship. Loving Abigail changed everything, and he thought it would be for the better. He hoped Sam wasn’t disappointed, but Jack wasn’t letting their wife have any name but his.

      And she would be taking his name, he promised himself.

      She’d kept her maiden name when she married her first husband because she wanted to share her daughter’s last name, but Lexi was a grown woman. That argument would never have worked with him. He would have insisted on adopting Lexi and changing her name as well. He was a possessive man. He’d long ago stopped fighting it. He didn’t get close to many people in the world, but the few he did, he considered his. Sam was his. Abby was his. He knew it was a weird relationship, but he didn’t care.

      Jack dismounted and walked the gelding inside the barn.

      He could still remember the day he met Sam like it was yesterday. Sam Fleetwood had looked terrified. Everything the boy owned was in one suitcase and a backpack. Jack remembered thinking it was more than he’d ever had. He’d been jealous of the kid. Sam looked all wide-eyed and innocent. He had an easy charm, even through his grief. A charm Jack had never known once in his life.

      Jack had been sure that Fred Hall, the biggest bully in the group, intended to initiate young Sam that first evening. After lights out, it was pretty much a free-for-all as long as it was quiet. The monitor slept pretty soundly and didn’t really care what went on. Fred had tried that shit with him, but Jack was bigger than Fred and had easily handed him his ass. Jack had been vulnerable as a child, but once he’d gotten big enough to scare off people, he hadn’t been vulnerable again.

      He wasn’t sure what made him get out of bed that night. It would have been easier to ignore it and continue the way he always had. Even at fifteen he’d been sure of himself. He knew he didn’t give a shit about anyone. It didn’t pay to care because people always let him down. The only foster parents who’d been kind to him had either died, like the elderly lady who’d called him son and made him dinner each night, or had sadly explained they couldn’t keep him anymore. There were more people, of course, but they had other reasons beyond simple kindness for letting him into their home. He could almost forgive the ones who had beaten the crap out of him. He’d been a difficult kid. He’d certainly heard it enough. He couldn’t forgive the two who had gone further than that. So his fifteen-year-old self had decided to just never care about anyone. That way he never had to be disappointed, and he never had to share his shame.

      He’d lain in bed, knowing damn well that the new kid was going to get the crap kicked out of him. It happened all the time. The kid should get used to it. It wasn’t Jack’s place in the world to protect anyone. He didn’t let anyone in, and then no one could hurt him. That had been his mantra.

      It hadn’t held up.

      As he heard Fred walking past him, he’d gotten out of bed and followed him. When he’d attempted to assault Sam, he stopped it. He’d beaten the shit out of Fred, and the next morning everyone deferred to him. Jack found he liked being in charge. It gave him a sense of control and he desperately needed it.

      That morning, while he ate his breakfast in customary silence, Sam sat down in front of him.

      “What should we do today?” Sam asked.

      No one had ever asked him that. He and Sam rarely spent time apart since.

      At first, Sam Fleetwood had clung to him like a life raft, and he couldn’t shake the kid. Later, Jack acknowledged, he didn’t want to get rid of Sam. Sam was the one who convinced him to give sex another try. The woman who lived across from the group home had paid the boys to mow her lawn, and when she invited both Jack and Sam to her bed, Sam had convinced Jack they should take her up on it. It was the first hint Jack had that, maybe, he wasn’t as damaged as he thought he was. He still had fond memories of Ms. Jackson. She was kind to them both, patiently teaching them what pleased a woman.

      Years later, after they’d started the ranch, he had anonymously paid off the mortgage on her small house. He was a man who believed in paying his debts.

      Jack forced himself to take care of his horse. He slowed down and told himself to be patient. Abby and Sam were home and waiting for him. The Benz was in the drive. He would join them for dinner, and Abigail would talk about her day. He loved listening to her talk. She was bright and funny and could make the simplest events seem interesting.

      Did that woman have any idea how under her spell he was?

      “Jack!”

      He put down the brush he was using and walked to the front of the barn. Sam was running across the yard from the big house, a panicked expression on his face.

      Something had happened to Abigail. There was no other reason for the look on Sam’s face. Anxiety crushed against his chest.

      “What happened?” He had no idea what he would do if she was gone. Had someone hurt her?

      “She’s leaving.” Sam was breathless. “I don’t know what happened. We were fine, and then she was quiet for a long time, and when we got back to the house, she said she was leaving.”

      “She’s leaving?” The words felt foreign to him. “She’s not hurt. She’s just leaving?”

      Sam nodded, and there was a dullness in his eyes. He couldn’t quite meet Jack’s gaze. “She says she doesn’t want to live like this. She says she’d be ashamed to tell her daughter she was with us.”

      It was in that moment that Jack realized once and forever that the damage done to him as a child hadn’t broken him. What happened had been awful, but it hadn’t robbed him of his soul or his reaction to Abigail leaving would have been different. In his heart, he wondered if love wasn’t really a selfish thing. Somewhere deep down he’d told himself that if Sam left for some reason, he would cut the man out of his heart and move on. Even while falling for Abigail he had told himself the same thing. If she left, he would shrug and move on. He might hurt for a while, but he’d build his wall again, stronger than ever before.

      He should be marching up to the house and showing her the door. He should be righteously pissed that she’d put that look of shame on Sam’s face. If she wanted to go, he’d kick her ass out. She’d never really loved them in the first place.

      That should have been his reaction. His heart should be hardening, but it just softened further when he realized his love was far from a selfish thing, and if she walked out, he’d miss her for the rest of his life.

      Something had happened. Abigail loved him. She loved them both. He was as sure of it as he was his next breath. He knew her deep to her soul, and he knew she wouldn’t leave without a reason.

      She wasn’t ashamed of them. She was afraid.

      So he buried any anger or fear he had because one of them had to be reasonable. One of them had to be strong and unwavering. That’s what it meant to be married. They hadn’t signed the paperwork, but it was time for him to be a husband to her.

      Jack placed his hand securely behind Sam’s neck and gave it a comforting squeeze. “She’s not going anywhere, Sam.”
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        * * *

      

      Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. She couldn’t walk away. It was too far and now that she thought about it, where exactly was she planning on going?

      Sam hadn’t been an idiot. He’d taken the damn keys with him, and she had no choice but to sit here and wait for Jack. If she thought lying to Sam was hard, she couldn’t imagine having to do it to Jack.

      But she had to. She had to lie and she had to make him believe.

      She had to make him hate her.

      She wouldn’t be the one who brought them down. She loved them too much to cause them the kind of trouble Ruby Echols intended. It seemed that loving Adam when she was just a kid was going to cost her everything again, and this time she wasn’t sure she could put the pieces together. She would be able to move through her days, but there wouldn’t be any joy to them. She would spend every minute thinking of two cowboys and how happy she would have been.

      The back door opened, and her whole body tensed for the coming battle. This would be an awful scene. Jack was going to be furious. He would say horrible things, and she would say horrible things right back. She had to. She had to break this relationship in a way that rendered it irretrievable.

      Jack would still have Sam. She would be the one who was alone.

      “Abigail.” Jack’s deep voice was calm, soothing almost.

      That deep voice of his would haunt her forever.

      She took a long breath and turned to face him, her face schooled carefully into a polite mask. “I’m sorry Sam felt the need to bother you. Look, here’s the deal. It’s been fun, but I have an offer to work in Austin. It’s exactly what I want.”

      Let him think work was more important than them. She waited for Jack’s eyes to narrow. He would order her to stay, and she would tell him she couldn’t stand his arrogant, overbearing ways another minute.

      “Is this job that important to you?” Jack stared at her.

      “Yes.” She was pleased with the firmness of her voice. Inside, she was shaking. Sam stood beside Jack looking so heartbroken she wanted nothing more than to walk to him and wrap her arms around him. Jack looked…curious.

      “All right then,” Jack agreed.

      She forced herself to nod. Deep inside, she wanted to wail. She hadn’t expected that he would let her go without a fight. He was letting her walk out without so much as a good-bye, and she should be thrilled. She could leave without a scene. So why did she suddenly want to slap him? Had it meant that little to him? She couldn’t believe it.

      It was perverse. She was getting everything she wanted and it left her utterly hollow on the inside.

      “Do you need to leave right away?” Jack asked.

      “Yes.” A cold feeling was settling in her gut. Maybe he’d offer her a quick lay for old time’s sake. She knew it wasn’t fair, but she was bitter about his lack of feeling.

      “Sam, pack a bag. We’ll take the Benz. Call ahead and get us a hotel suite. We’ll go house hunting this weekend.”

      “What?” She felt her jaw drop.

      Jack shrugged negligently. “If this is important to you, then we’ll go.”

      “But the ranch…”

      “Juan can handle it.” There was nothing about the expression on Jack’s face that told her he wasn’t perfectly serious. “If Austin turns out to be the place you want to stay, then we’ll work something out. I like working on a ranch. I won’t lie to you. I love it here. But I love you more.”

      “So do I,” Sam said quietly.

      The world seemed to stop, going silent as their words sank into her soul. Of all the reactions she’d played through her mind before this confrontation, this wasn’t one of them. They were willing to leave everything she was trying to save? She couldn’t let them do it. “No.”

      Jack didn’t look surprised by her quiet denial. “No. Why not?”

      “I don’t want you to go with me.” She was struggling to maintain her composure. Jack wasn’t reacting the way she thought he would, and it was throwing her off. She decided some very tough love was required. She was going to have to get nasty. “You’re going to make this hard, aren’t you?”

      Jack smiled gently but made no move toward her. “I’m going to make it impossible, my love.”

      Her heart skipped at the sight of him, but she forced herself to roll her eyes, and her voice dripped with sarcasm. She laid it on thick. “God, Jack, I really thought you were different. It was what attracted me to you. I thought you would be a man I could have some fun with, who would know the score.”

      “I didn’t know we were playing a game, sweetheart.” His eyes were almost sympathetic.

      Was he not listening to her? She scrambled.

      “It’s always a game.” She used her worldliest tone. “It’s been fun. I enjoyed the whole fantasy, two men thing, but it’s not something I want to spend a life doing. I’m bored now. I want to move on. You couldn’t seriously think I would want to live in this pissant town. I hate it here.”

      “Then we’ll move,” Jack said plainly.

      Tears of frustration welled in her eyes. “You don’t get it, you idiot. I am leaving. I don’t love you. I don’t want you. I stayed here to help my mother, and now I’m leaving. As soon as I can get her packed up, we’ll both be out of here. You and Sam there were a nice diversion, but I’m not living this freaky life with you!”

      “You’re embarrassed?” Jack asked the question with an almost clinical detachment.

      “Yes,” she hissed, thankful he was finally following the conversation. He still didn’t sound pissed, though. “I’m ashamed to be seen with you.”

      Jack looked back at Sam. Abby realized that Jack had been closing in on her. He had been subtly moving closer and closer. “Did she hide her head in shame earlier today when you took her shopping?”

      “Hell, no.” Sam frowned. “She held my hand, and she kissed me in front of town hall. When some old lady called her a tramp, she patted my ass and agreed with her.”

      Jack chuckled. “Now that sounds like my Abigail.” He looked pointedly at her. “This does not. Are you going to tell me what happened, baby?”

      “I’m tired of people calling me a tramp,” she tried.

      Jack shook his head. He was standing so close to her, she had to look up at him. She could feel the heat coming off his big body. God, she would miss it. “Try again.”

      Abby pushed him away. “I don’t want you.”

      She wasn’t able to keep the tears out of her voice. Couldn’t he take a hint? If he kept this up, she was going to break. She couldn’t break now.

      “But I want you.” Her attempt at pushing him around had done nothing to keep him away. “Abby, I’m not a fool. I know Sam fucked up somehow.”

      “Hey,” Sam protested.

      Jack never took his eyes off Abby as he replied. “Did you leave her alone?”

      Sam stopped. “Well, I had to help this old woman with her car.”

      “That’s when they got to her.” Jack looked at her as though waiting for confirmation.

      “No.” She shook her head. She was losing control of this conversation.

      “Sweetheart,” Jack said quietly. “Watch what you say. You’ve been lying to me, and you’ll have to answer for it. Now listen to me and listen well. I love you. I don’t know what that old biddy said, but she can’t hurt me. Even if she could, you would hurt me more by walking out.”

      She sighed and the tears started to fall. Her hands shook with the force of her emotion. He didn’t understand. Ruby had ruined more than one person because she hadn’t liked them or felt they didn’t fit her idea of proper. “She can hurt you. Please, Jack, I can’t take it. Let me go.”

      “I will,” he promised. “If you can walk out the door after you’ve listened to everything I have to say to you, then I’ll let you go.”

      Abby nodded. She would listen and then she would go.

      “I love you.” Jack forced her to look him in the eyes. “That won’t change because you tell me you don’t love me. My love is not dependent on yours. It’s just there, and I won’t do anything to cut it out of my heart. It’s what I’ve waited for all of my life, and if you walk out that door, I’ll go to my grave loving you, missing you, praying that you’ll come back to me. I will never love another woman the way I love you. I will always be there for you. If you leave, know that my door is open. I will always be waiting for you to walk back through it.”

      She couldn’t help it. The tears flowed freely now. Every emotion she’d felt since walking back into this town surged up, a well that had been sprung.

      “I can’t hurt you this way,” she sobbed. “She said she would ruin you. She has plans, Jack. She’s going to cut off your access to feed from the feed store. She has friends on the city council. She plans to pressure them to rezone the area the feed store is on. It would force them out of business.”

      Jack looked slightly amused. “I assume if they dropped the ranch as a customer, the pressure would be off.”

      Abby nodded. He finally understood her. “That’s not all. She plans to try to shut down your packaging plant. She’s going to have city regulators all over you. She’ll bring in inspectors.”

      Sam laughed. “Let them in. I assure you, we can handle a visit from some inspectors. As for the feed store, we’re their biggest customer. Baby, you think this town still works the way it did twenty years ago. That old biddy can talk all she likes, but the city council is more interested in the jobs we provide than pleasing a nasty old lady. She’s got money but she doesn’t have a business anymore. She doesn’t provide the community with anything but social authority, and that’s only because no one else challenges her.”

      Jack sighed and pulled her into his arms. “You’re the only one who can ruin me, Abigail. And you can only ruin me by walking away.”

      “She’ll hurt you.” She cried against his chest.

      Jack pushed her back and shook her slightly. “Would you have wanted Ben to push you away when he found out he had cancer? Would you have wanted him to spare you the pain and heartache? Is that how you view a marriage? Is it something that should work only when no one has to sacrifice?”

      “No.” The world was a blurry mess, and only Jack seemed real to her. Where was Sam? Then he was there at her back, as though he could read her thoughts. He pressed himself comfortingly against her. She sighed and wrapped herself around Jack. “No, I wouldn’t have wanted him to do that.”

      “This is our fight.” Jack’s hands tightened on her waist. “We stand together. We face it all together. You and me and Sam.”

      A deep sense of relief flooded her. She knew suddenly that Jack was right. They were more important than anything else. They could make it through. Abby cried and her men held her, whispering soothing things and stroking her gently. Gradually, she calmed and felt contentment push out fear.

      “Sam, I believe Abigail could use a drink,” Jack suggested after a long while. “She likes vodka. I think there’s some cranberry juice in the fridge. I could use some Scotch.”

      Sam rushed to do his bidding, and she became aware that Jack was rigid with tension. She hesitantly looked up, and his jaw was tightly clenched. It didn’t take much to figure out that he was angry, and Abby didn’t fool herself about what had gotten him to that state.

      “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t enough. The words weren’t going to be enough.

      She’d lied to him. She had the best reasons for it, but she had lied, and he wouldn’t take it well. She had forced him into a position where he was afraid and worried. He had given her two rules—submission in the bedroom, and she wasn’t to try to face anything alone. She’d broken the more important of the two rules.

      Jack took a step back and sat down in the big arm chair that dominated the living room. Sam rushed back in and pressed the Scotch into his hand. Jack took a long drink. She could tell he was trying to get his temper under control before he dealt with her.

      “Fix him,” Sam said under his breath as he handed Abby her glass.

      She put it down without a single sip. If she’d broken one rule, she should really follow the other one. Without another thought, she tossed off her clothes. She noticed Jack watching her through hooded eyes. She pushed her jeans and panties off, and when she was naked, she walked to Jack and fell to her knees beside his chair. She sat with her head submissively down, waiting for him. She would stay there all night if that’s what it took.

      Less than a minute after she’d assumed the position, Jack’s hand was curling in her hair, pulling her head into his lap. She wrapped her arms lovingly around his leg and sighed as he stroked her hair. He calmly began talking to Sam.

      They spoke of completely innocuous things. Jack talked about the work on the fence and cows that were close to calving. Sam seemed to know what Jack needed, and he stayed away from anything that might remind him of what she’d put him through. Abby sat quietly, letting Jack stroke her, hoping it brought him some peace. After a long while, Benita walked in and announced that it was time for dinner. If she was shocked at Abigail’s state of undress, the housekeeper didn’t show it. She announced that roast chicken, potatoes au gratin, and sautéed green beans would be served.

      Jack stood up and reached down to help Abby to her feet. She wanted to throw her clothes on but sensed this was a turning point. She was either in or she was out. Jack might have been willing to slowly introduce her to the lifestyle he wanted, but she had pushed him. He had shoved every bit of his pride aside to keep them together, and now she could shove aside something as ridiculous and useless as shame.

      Without a word of protest, she took his hand and allowed him to lead her into the dining room. He sat her in the chair next to him and they shared a quiet meal. Jack seemed to relax when he realized she was accepting the situation. After dessert was served, Jack politely dismissed the housekeeper, thanking her for her work. When the door closed behind her, Jack held his hand out and gestured for her to come to his lap. She sat and put her arms around his neck. She leaned in and pressed a kiss to the hard line of his jaw.

      “You realize all this sweet submission is not going to save you,” Jack said, speaking to her for the first time in an hour.

      “I don’t want to be saved from you.” Abby knew that she was going to get the spanking of a lifetime, and she wasn’t afraid of it. Jack would need it after what he’d been through.

      Jack’s green eyes were filled with challenge. “You’ll allow Sam to tie you down?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “You’ll accept my discipline?”

      “Yes, Jack.” She gnawed a little at her bottom lip. “Though, if it’s going to be as bad as I suspect, I might need a gag to stay quiet.”

      Jack nodded. “When we enter that room, you will speak when spoken to. You will do exactly as I say. I am the Master in that room, do you understand?”

      She nodded and didn’t even try to hide the fact that she was already getting wet.

      Jack looked at his partner. “Sam, I realize that up to this point I’ve been willing to share power.”

      Sam’s eyes turned wary and he frowned. “I understand. You want her to yourself tonight. I can handle that.”

      Jack sighed. “Neither one of you lets me get a complete thought out. I wasn’t throwing you out, Samuel. I was changing the rules on you. When we’ve used the playroom before, we shared power over our lover. I was willing to do that because, quite frankly, I didn’t care enough about those women to take full responsibility for them. Now, I am willing to take that responsibility for both of you.”

      Sam’s entire body tensed, and she sensed Sam’s expectation. “What do you mean?”

      Jack’s smile was slow and sensual. “I mean I know what you need, Sam. Hell, you’re even more submissive than Abigail is. You want discipline. I’m now willing to give it to you. I don’t know how far I’ll go or what I’ll be comfortable with, but I’m willing to explore it.”

      Sam looked almost shy. “It doesn’t have to change. I’m not asking anything of you.”

      “I know. Somehow, with Abigail here, it all seems a bit more possible, if you understand.” Jack left his reflective mood, and she knew he was ready to move on. “The rules apply to you too, Sam. I am Master in that room. You will obey me. You will not question me or refuse me. If I request something of you that you are not willing to give me, your safe word is ‘red.’ You will say your safe word and everything stops. Is that understood?”

      Sam smiled slowly. “Yes, Jack.”

      “Excellent.” Jack kissed her on the cheek. “You can start by taking her and preparing her. I want her bathed, bound, and ready for my pleasure.”

      Sam eagerly got up, and in a second, she was in his arms.

      Jack looked at the clock. “You have half an hour. And, Samuel, she is not allowed to come, do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Sam replied. “You don’t want me to play with her or anything.”

      Jack laughed. “I didn’t say that. Play with her all you like. Get her soaking wet. But don’t let her come.”

      “I think I can handle that.” Sam looked down at Abby with anticipation.

      Suddenly, she realized a spanking would probably be the least of her torture.
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      It didn’t take Abby long to realize Jack wasn’t the only one she’d hurt. Sam was distant. He’d been like this since they’d left the dining room. He’d smiled at Jack, but the minute they were away from him, Sam had turned into a robot. He had mechanically washed her in the shower and brushed out her hair after drying her off. He’d said not more than one or two words to her, and those had been orders.

      Sam had taken her into the playroom from the master bath. She thought the door went to a closet, but had been surprised when Sam opened it and turned on the lights. Two of the walls were lined with floor to ceiling mirrors. There was what looked like an examination table from a doctor’s office, complete with stirrups, and several places in the walls and the ceiling where a submissive could be bound.

      Her first thought on entering the playroom was that it was remarkably clean and cozy for a dungeon. She couldn’t hold in her second thought. “What the hell is that?”

      “It’s a whipping bench.” Sam touched the device lightly. “Your chest goes here.”

      There was a padded board in the middle that formed the center of the bench. It looked like it would run from her head to just above her pelvis. It was tilted slightly at a downward angle so her head would be lower than her ass. She was sure it put her in the perfect position to receive Jack’s discipline. It didn’t take Sam to tell her that the four smaller padded boards were for her arms and legs. These boards were equipped with restraints that Sam would use to bind her down. She would be completely vulnerable.

      Sam started to smile, showing his even white teeth, but quickly shut it down. He indicated a flat, padded bench close to a sink. It was covered with a crisp white sheet. “Go lie down, face first.”

      “Sam.” She let the ache in her heart bleed through to her voice. “Sam, please.”

      His face was harsh as he turned back. “Am I not even worth obeying?”

      She gasped, and her arms went around Sam’s naked chest. “How can you say that?”

      He stood rigid in her embrace, and she wondered how she was going to reach him. “I can say that because you’re not on the table.”

      Reluctantly, she let him go and walked to the table. She lay down on the warmed sheet that covered the comfortable massage table and placed her head in the padded slot designed to let her breathe. She was quiet and entirely subdued as Sam poured warm oil onto her skin and began to rub his hands down her back. He started at the base of her neck and ran his thumbs on either side of her spine.

      She didn’t resist him in any way, but she took no pleasure from the ministrations, either. All she felt was a crushing guilt. She had screwed everything up. She thought she was doing the right thing. Protecting them had been all she could think about.

      “Relax.” Impatience bled into Sam’s tone.

      “I’m trying.” It was impossible when she couldn’t figure out how to heal the breach between the two of them. She was willing to do almost anything.

      Suddenly, it seemed like too much. Despite her success in forcing people to let her into their stores, she knew it would be a fight to make a place for herself here. And now, with Sam angry and unwilling to speak to her, she had doubts as to putting herself between Sam and his best friend. They had been together for so much longer. It wasn’t fair for her to come between them. She had been the catalyst for Jack changing the rules, and Sam was obviously not okay with that.

      “You’re crying.” It sounded like an accusation to her ears.

      “No, I’m not.” As she said it, she couldn’t stop a sniffle.

      “Damn it, Abigail. I feel your tears hitting my feet,” Sam complained.

      “I’ll stop.”

      Sam sighed, and he knelt down. His face was suddenly in view, his head at an awkward angle as he looked up at her. “Why are you crying?”

      “You’re mad at me, and I don’t know how to make it up to you.” She pushed against the table, forcing herself up. “I got you in trouble with Jack.”

      Sam got to his feet again. “I got me in trouble with Jack. I left you alone. He gave me explicit instructions, and I didn’t follow them. I’m upset with myself.”

      “I’m not…” She quickly closed her mouth when she realized what she was about to say.

      “If I were Jack, you would be over my knee right now.” His entire body was tense.

      “I’m sorry.” She was pretty sure she had said those words about a hundred times today. It had been her day for fucking things up. She reached out and ran her hands along the cut plane of his chest. “I’m not used to anyone caring about me the way the two of you do. I’m used to being the one to bear the burden. It’s my fault, too, you know.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “I knew Jack didn’t want me to be alone,” she admitted. “I could have, should have followed you. I walked into that café. The minute I saw Ruby Echols sitting there with her cronies, I should have marched back out and stayed with you. I can’t win with her. It doesn’t even pay to try.”

      A slow smile started to cross his face. “Put like that, it does seem more like your fault than mine.”

      “Sam,” she said, trying to pull him close. “I love you. I really do, but if I’m coming between you and Jack, then I should go. I don’t want to break the two of you up.”

      Sam’s blue eyes went wide. “I was thinking the same damn thing except that I should leave.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He glanced down for a moment, and when he finally met her eyes, he looked bleak. “I want a true threesome.”

      He stood there, seemingly waiting for her shock and dismay.

      The truth hit her with the force of a two by four. It didn’t bother her. It made sense when she thought about it. “You want Jack.”

      He nodded slowly, as though admitting it made it real and something they had to deal with. “I want Jack, and I want you. I know what that makes me, but I can’t help what I want. It’s just gotten stronger since we met you. I want the three of us together in all ways. Jack loves you like he’s never loved anyone else. I’m going to freak him out and upset you. Maybe it would be better if I left and let you and Jack have a normal marriage.”

      “I don’t want a normal marriage.” She spread her legs, completely heedless of her nudity as she pulled Sam in and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his chest. “I want you and me and Jack.”

      He finally gave up part of the fight. He relaxed in her arms. “Baby, think about it for a minute. I want to make love with Jack. Real-live gay sex.”

      Yep, she searched her mind and heart and not a single word of that upset her at all. It felt right, as though there had been a tiny piece of them that was slightly out of place and now they were perfect. “Do I get to watch?”

      “Abby?”

      She shrugged and snuggled closer to him. He was hard, and she almost had him where she wanted him. “It’s not gay if a girl watches.”

      All her worry had flown away now that she understood the problem. It wasn’t a problem at all in her mind. It was more like wish fulfillment.

      “I think most of the planet would disagree with you,” he said ruefully, but she noted he was pressing himself against her now.

      Abby tried to keep her breathing under control. She wiggled, and the head of his dick hit her clit. Just a bit more. A couple more strokes and she would be in a good place. “Who cares what the rest of the planet thinks? We’re involved in a committed ménage à trois where, apparently, two of us are sexually submissive to the dominant male. Oh, and I spent most of the day walking around with a plug stuck up my ass. What’s a little gay sex? It’s practically the most normal thing we’ll do.”

      Sam’s smile was completely awestruck. “You’re actually fine with this?”

      She nodded quickly, wanting to soothe his fears so she could get back to her subversive plan to come before Jack got here. “As long as I get to watch.”

      He beamed down at her. “You are one righteous pervert, Abigail-almost-Barnes.”

      “I’m fine with that.” There was no shame to be had. She was doing terribly dirty things with men she loved and trusted and was willing to commit herself to. She didn’t see anything wrong with it. Now all she had to do was get him to stroke her one more time with that hard cock of his…

      He took a forceful step back. “You’re also going to get me in a shitload of trouble. I know what you’re trying to do. Jack said no orgasm for you.”

      “But, Sam!” She had been so close.

      “No,” he said firmly. “And now you spent all your massage time trying to tempt me into disobeying Jack. Not happening, baby. We have exactly five minutes to get you ready. Go lay down on the bench.”

      She pouted but got down. It was obvious he was beyond temptation now, but at least the haunted look was off his face. She went on her tiptoes and lightly kissed his full lips. “I love you, Sam.”

      “I love the hell out of you, Abigail,” he replied with a ready smile. “As for the rest of it, we’ll see. I don’t know how Jack will handle it. I don’t know if that’s what he wants.”

      “I’ll handle Jack.” She was looking forward to it. “We just have to take it slow.”

      She walked over to the whipping bench and settled herself down. The bench narrowed a bit in the middle. She discovered her breasts hung over either side and her pussy was left on the edge of the bench.

      “Damn, you look so fucking hot, baby.” Sam worked the leather straps over her wrists. He made sure they were tight but comfortable. He moved to her ankles, and before long, she was bound completely. It should have made her feel frightened, but instead all she felt was a hum in her pussy as she anticipated what Jack was going to do to her.

      Sam stood up and ran his hand down her spine. When he got to her ass, he parted her cheeks, and she felt the cold spurt of lubricant. She sighed but made no protest. She had just gotten the plug out. Suddenly, she felt something warmer than the hard plastic of the plug. His fingers played with her anus, gently probing. He pushed against the resistance, shoving his thumb in to the first knuckle and rimming her.

      She gasped at the prickles of sensation she felt all along her spine. It wasn’t exactly pain, but the fine, hard edge of it was there.

      “Your ass is so pretty.” Sam continued to work his finger into her. “I can’t wait to fuck it.”

      “Neither can I,” a deep voice said.

      She turned her head as much as the bench would allow and saw Jack standing in the doorway. He was still in his jeans, but his shirt and shoes were gone. His hair was wet from a shower, and he looked at them with deep approval in his emerald eyes. His body was tall and lean from years and years of hard physical labor, and his shoulders broad and muscular. She sighed at how beautifully masculine that body was.

      “This is what every man wants, isn’t it? He wants to walk in and find his best friend finger-deep in his fiancée’s ass.” There was a smile in his voice.

      Rather than pulling out, Sam shoved his thumb in farther and rotated it. Abby groaned, not sure whether it was pain or pleasure. “She’s going to be so tight.”

      “Yes, she is,” Jack said. There was a wealth of satisfaction in his tone. He watched them for a moment. He seemed to silently enjoy the scene as Sam worked her ass, gently stretching her. Finally, he spoke again. “Has she been a good girl?”

      “Nope.” Sam pulled his thumb out. She felt him step away and heard the sink in the background running. “She tried her damnedest to rub herself to orgasm against me. She was like a cat in heat.”

      “And did she succeed?” Jack’s voice was a silky threat.

      “No. She only managed to work herself up.”

      Jack walked up behind her, admiring Sam’s handiwork. Abby discovered that she could easily watch him through the mirror to her left. She was small and vulnerable, spread and bound for him. She found the picture they made extremely arousing. Jack shoved two fingers roughly up her pussy. He slid them back and forth in the warm wetness he found there.

      “Nice,” he said approvingly before pulling out. He didn’t touch her clitoris at all. She moaned in frustration and felt a sharp slap to her ass. “I said no noise, Abigail.” Jack walked around to her head and gracefully knelt beside her. His face was very serious as he looked at her. “I’ve decided against the gag. I want you to be able to respond when I require it. Give me your word you’ll do your best to stay quiet and still while I discipline you.”

      “Yes.” She studied the hard, beautiful planes of his face. His pitch-black hair was wavy and just long enough to start to curl. She knew he would cut it soon, but she intended to talk him out of it.

      Jack’s eyes widened in expectation. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, Sir.” The rules seemed to be different in this room.

      She breathed out as she saw a flash of anger cross Jack’s face. “My name is Jack. Sir is something you call a Dom who hasn’t bothered to give you his name. I am not Sir, nor am I Master. I am Jack, and I am the only Dom you’ll ever get, sweetheart, so I expect you to use my name.”

      “Yes, Jack,” she said sweetly to placate him

      “I don’t scare you at all, do I?”

      “I love you,” she said.

      He leaned over and kissed her cheek before standing back up. “Remember that,” he warned her. “Give me the crop, please. The narrow tip, I think, for this first time, and while you’re there, Sam, you can get the leather whip as well.”

      She heard the closet door open.

      “Do you think she can handle the whip?” Sam didn’t sound like he thought she could.

      “No.” Jack’s voice was steady. “Her skin is delicate and sensitive. I have no intention of raising welts. I want her bottom hot and pink. That’s all. The whip I intend to use on you. And that’s an extra stroke for questioning me.”

      There was a short pause, and she really wished she could see the look on Sam’s face. “All right.”

      The closet door shut.

      “You can walk out at any time,” Jack offered. “I won’t hold it against you, and I won’t shut you out the next time we decide to play with our wife.”

      “I’m not leaving.” It sounded like it was the farthest thing from Sam’s mind.

      She sighed as Jack’s hands stroked her bare ass. “You are so gorgeous like this, sweetheart. You tempt me very much to forget this punishment and move on to the part of the evening when I sink my cock into you.” His hand found her pussy. “Unfortunately, I cannot allow what happened today to pass.”

      She gasped as the crop smacked her ass. Tears blurred her vision as the pain struck her with a ferocious heat. Jack wasn’t playing this time. She sank her nails in the leather-covered restraints. The crop came down again, and she swallowed the pain.

      “You don’t love me?” Jack threw her lies back at her. “Was that a lie, Abigail?”

      “Yes, Jack.” She bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      Smack. She breathed through the haze of pain. Her entire backside was on fire. She caught sight of Jack in the mirror. His face was grim as he pulled the crop back again.

      “You don’t want me anymore?”

      Smack.

      “You don’t want to live this freaky life?”

      Smack.

      Of all the things she’d said to him, that had been the one calculated to hit him where he was vulnerable.

      “I do,” she said shakily. “I want it so badly.”

      Jack thrust his fingers back into her pussy, and the pain turned into sharp pleasure.

      “Your pussy sure says you do, darlin’.” His thumb slid over and around, and she started to build rapidly toward a stunning peak. It was so close. He pulled out, and she stopped herself from begging him not to. She wanted him, needed him. “Your pussy doesn’t lie to me. Too bad your mouth doesn’t have the same sense.”

      Thwack.

      He was alternating cheeks, never hitting the same spot twice. Each time he struck, the pain bloomed, and then Jack gave it a moment for the sensation to radiate into heat and something resembling pleasure.

      “Are you ashamed of what we do?” The question was flat and calm.

      She knew a wealth of fear lay behind his calm facade. She wished she could take away the doubt she’d placed in his heart.

      She laughed through the pain. If there was one thing she knew, it was that she wasn’t ashamed of them. “No, I am not. I love what we do.”

      Jack put the crop down, and his hand slapped between her legs. He smacked her pussy hard, and she screamed at the sensation. It was wicked pain and insane pleasure bound together. He smacked her sore ass again with his hand, but this was different. It was just a tap, followed by Jack rubbing her gently. Now that he was done, she felt sore but strangely peaceful. She felt his worshipful kiss on the small of her back.

      Jack got back down to look at her. She could see the love shining in his eyes. “Abigail, this is the way things are going to be. You will live with us here. You will marry me legally and take my name. You will consider yourself also married to Sam, and you’ll honor your vows to us. You won’t lie to either of us again. You won’t ever attempt to walk out again, not for any reason. You will give yourself to us, body and soul. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Jack, I promise,” she agreed with a contented sigh. She felt like she was floating.

      “I love you.” He kissed her tenderly and then got to his feet again. “I will always take care of you. Everything you promised me, I promise you, baby. You won’t regret it.”

      “I know.”

      She wouldn’t. He’d promised, and Jack kept his promises.
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      “Your turn, Sam,” Jack intoned darkly.

      Sam nodded, the only thing he could think to do. This was new. Totally new, and he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to react. Was he supposed to pretend to be scared or like this whole thing was distasteful? Because he wasn’t sure he could do that.

      He was naked so he couldn’t hide his reaction. His cock was standing straight up. Jack had the leather whip in his hands and a small smile on his face.

      At least he wasn’t frowning. He could handle Jack making fun of him, but not looking at him like Sam had disappointed him.

      “Do you want me to let Abby up?” He tried to figure out where he should go. Was he supposed to get on the spanking bench now? This was a turning point and he didn’t want to screw it up. All of his adult life, he’d wanted to try this. He’d certainly had offers, but the truth was he’d only ever wanted one Dom in his life.

      He stood behind Abby, fascinated with the pink skin of her ass. It was beautiful and he wanted to touch it, but he held back. Jack hadn’t given him permission.

      “No.” Jack motioned for him to stay where he was. “I think she’s in the perfect position for you. You’ll need something to hold on to.”

      Sam felt his heart start to race, and lust was pounding through his system as he looked between Jack and their gorgeous, generous bride-to-be.

      “Seriously, Jack? I thought this was punishment.”

      “It will be,” he promised. “But what you did was dumb. What Abigail did was cruel and counter to everything it means to be married. She also took her punishment with incredible grace, so I find myself in a more forgiving mood when it comes to you. Assume the position now.”

      He moved forward, placing himself squarely between Abby’s bound and spread legs. So good. She felt so good as he pressed his cock deep into her soaking wet pussy. A deep groan stuck in his throat as he sank into her inviting warmth. He was gentle with her pinkened backside as he tunneled in, but there was no question the signs of Jack’s discipline made him hard as hell. He worked his way in to his balls and held himself against her. Abby’s sweet pussy clenched around him, but she was quiet. He looked at her in the mirror and could see the effort she was going through to follow Jack’s instructions.

      “Hold still, Sam,” Jack ordered. “Let the whip direct you. Don’t move on your own until I give you leave, understood?”

      “Yes.” Sam’s voice sounded deep and a bit foreign to him.

      The picture of the three of them in the mirror was one of the most erotic things he’d ever seen. He couldn’t stop looking at it. Abby, beautiful Abigail, bent over accepting him and Jack…Jack was everything to Sam. He had waited so long to have this, to be in the middle.

      The first lash stung and shoved him forward. He hissed instinctively at the delicate pain. Abby whimpered as her pussy tried to suck at Sam’s cock to keep him there, but the motion of the whip pushed him forward and then allowed him to pull out.

      “I have been indulgent,” Jack was saying as he applied the lash.

      Sam’s hands tightened on Abby’s waist as he drove in again, caught deliciously between her hot cunt and the lick of the whip. He let his head fall back, giving himself over to the mindless sensation.

      “It occurs to me that if this marriage between the three of us is going to work, I have to curb some of your more impetuous tendencies.” Jack cracked the whip again. “When I am not around, you’re responsible for her.”

      “Yes, Jack.” He tried to focus on anything but the pounding need to come. Abby’s pussy felt like a hot furnace, and it was taking everything he had not to pour himself into her. The lash hit again and Sam groaned, allowing it to push him deeply into her channel. Sam pushed slightly against Abby’s hips and pulled his cock almost all the way out, waiting for the next strike.

      “You’re responsible for her happiness and her safety,” Jack continued. “If I am not around, I expect you to see to her needs before your own. You left her alone today, despite my instructions.”

      “Yes.” He’d fucked up. It had weighed him down all night. Now, though, the guilt was leaving him. It seemed to float away as he was driven back into Abby’s body. There wasn’t room for guilt anymore. There was just sensation and passion and sweet emotion.

      “You will follow my instructions to the letter from this day forward or you’ll find yourself right back here,” Jack promised.

      Sam wasn’t so sure here wasn’t his favorite place in the world, but he didn’t like the idea of letting Jack and Abby down. He did like the idea that he was responsible for her happiness. It made him feel worthy and that he had a place in the world. He wouldn’t do anything to betray the trust these two precious people had given him.

      “I promise. I promise both of you.”

      Jack took a step back and sighed. “Go on then, Sam.”

      He couldn’t contain his lust any longer, and he pounded forward as Jack walked around to the front of the bench and roughly shoved his jeans down his body and onto the floor. Sam realized quickly that Jack might have been calm, but he was anything but unaffected. His cock was huge and hard as he stroked it and got it into position. Sam fucked Abby’s pussy as Jack’s cock found her mouth.

      “Open,” Jack commanded. Abby’s lips parted, and Jack’s cock began to disappear. “Let me use your mouth, sweetheart. You relax. This won’t take long.”

      The thought of Jack throat-fucking their gorgeous wife made Sam crazy. He pounded into her. Jack held her head in his hands and worked his cock in and out in perfect time to Sam’s thrusts.

      “Breathe through your nose.” Jack’s voice was low and guttural. “I’m almost there. You feel so fucking good. Swallow me, Abigail. Swallow everything I give you. Don’t you lose a drop of me.”

      Sam thrust in to his balls as Jack’s head dropped back. Jack groaned, and he held her still for his orgasm. His big, strong body shook from the force of his seed jetting from it. The sight triggered Sam’s orgasm, and his release shot from his balls like a rocket deep into Abby’s warm, willing pussy. Every muscle he had relaxed as the orgasm left him languid and sated and blissful. He was completely satisfied until he heard a soft cry from Abigail.

      Jack got to his knees, tearing at the restraints holding her arms down. He looked up at Sam.

      “Get her out of this, now,” Jack ordered, his voice hoarse.

      He immediately got down and quickly worked the straps that held her ankles. She was free in seconds, and Jack was hauling her up. Sam was terrified because Abby had tears running down her face.

      “Baby, you can cry.” Jack’s face was grim as he pushed back her hair and held her gently.

      Abby, given permission to let go, sobbed against him, holding on to him like he was a lifeline.

      Jack looked completely helpless for once. “Where does it hurt?”

      She shook her head.

      “Abby, please,” Sam begged. Had he been too rough with her? “You have to tell us where it hurts so we can fix it.”

      Abby looked up at him, tears pooling in those big hazel eyes. He felt his heart seize at the thought that they had really hurt her.

      “Too much,” she managed to hiccup out between sobs. “Too much everything.”

      Jack got up, his body not straining at all under her weight. He moved swiftly to the massage table and laid her down. “Sam, get the salve and warm water. Abby, I’ll run a hot bath for you. I’ll take care of you.”

      “I know,” she cried. “I’m so sorry I tried to leave. I love you so much. I never loved anyone…”

      Sam handed Jack the items he’d requested. He breathed a small sigh of relief when he realized the problem had nothing to do with physical pain and everything to do with the overwhelming emotion between the three of them.

      He leaned over, and his hands tangled in her hair as he held her close. “I love you, Abby. We’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry about the town or the Echols family or anything else. We’ll take care of it.”

      He kissed her and stood back. She relaxed back against the plush massage table. Jack used the warm washcloth to tenderly wash between her legs.

      She sniffed as she looked up at them. “Are you going to take care of me?”

      There was a certain pleading heat in her voice that made Sam smile. “I don’t think she’s talking about a bath, Jack.”

      Abby wanted to come. Sam wasn’t so sure her punishment was over yet.

      Jack smiled down at Abby. “Just what do you need me to take care of? You did a good job, Abigail. You made up for what you did. I’m feeling indulgent. What would make you happy?”

      Sam was ready to make her happy. A few orgasms should do it. He prepared himself to give it all to her.

      “Kiss Sam,” Abby requested, quietly looking between the two of them.

      Jack’s emerald eyes flared in surprise.

      Whoa. He took a step back. This wasn’t what he expected. He’d talked to her because he had to talk to someone. He’d never expected her to push it this way. Nope. There was no way Jack was going to do this. A fine tremble started in his hands.

      What would it be like? What would it feel like to submit to Jack sexually?

      “You want me to kiss Sam?” Jack’s lips had quirked up slightly.

      He didn’t sound like a man who intended to say no. He seemed more amused than offended. Okay. Way more amused and not offended in any way. Sam swallowed.

      Abby sat up. If her bottom was sore, it didn’t seem to bother her. She looked between the two men and sighed, a dreamy look coming over her face. “I do. I want you to kiss Sam, and I want to watch.”

      Jack looked from Abby to Sam. He winked at Sam. Sam felt something deep inside him ease. Jack wasn’t going to reject him.

      “Will that get you hot, baby?” Jack asked.

      “Yes, Jack,” she replied with a happy sigh.

      He looked over at Sam, serious all of the sudden. “I won’t do this without your permission.”

      Damn it. The man couldn’t just take him. Of fucking course not. “I mean, if Abby thinks it would be cool, I don’t have a problem with it. I…I’m good with kissing. Girls do it all the time.”

      “Is that what you’re going with? All right. We’ll start there then.” Jack shook his head with a rueful laugh. “Come here, Sam.”

      His cock twitched. He couldn’t help it. He was sure Jack noticed it, too, but was politely refraining from commenting. Sam fought for each breath as he put one foot in front of the other. He had to think about it, otherwise he might have tripped. Awkward. He was so awkward, but there was no way he was backing down.

      He was slightly shorter than Jack. This close, he had to tip his head up a little. Jack radiated authority. It practically pulsed over his skin. Jack brought his hands up to cup Sam’s face and pulled him in.

      Their lips met roughly. There was nothing at all feminine about the kiss. Jack was rough and masterful. It was so different than kissing a woman. There was nothing gentle about it, and that spoke to him, too. Jack’s tongue plunged in, invading and conquering. Sam fought back. His tongue met Jack’s in a rousing duel.

      This was what sex would be like with Jack. It would be a fight to get Sam to submit on every level. He didn’t think it was a fight he could win, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. Sam let his hand touch Jack’s perfectly cut chest. He had never wanted a man before, but he’d always longed for Jack. He was breathless by the time Jack pulled away.

      Sam noticed Abby had enjoyed the show. Her fingers were slipping in and out of her pussy.

      Jack’s hand shot out and slapped her hand away.

      “Not on your life, sweetheart,” Jack growled. “You got your wish. The rest of the night is for me and Sam. Take her to the bed.”

      Sam picked her up easily.

      “Thank you, baby,” he whispered as he carried her out of the playroom and through the master bath. She had made that moment with Jack possible.

      He tossed her gently on the big, soft bed and looked forward to the rest of the night.
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      Abby shrieked when Sam threw her on the bed. He was on top of her before she’d settled onto the comforter. He had completely recovered from his first orgasm of the night and, if his dick was any indication, was ready for more.

      It was perfect because she was totally ready for more.

      She let her hands weave into his hair as he covered her mouth with his. Sam was voracious, and she knew that finally kissing Jack had the intended effect on his libido. He covered her body with his and forced her legs open to make a place for himself at her core. She responded to him by wrapping herself around his waist and pushing up, seeking relief from the seemingly endless stimulation.

      “Are you too sore?” Sam asked when he came up for air. He tried to pull his weight off her.

      “No.” Abby dug her nails into the flesh of his back to keep him right where he was. “I’m fine. I’m just a little sore. It doesn’t hurt.”

      It didn’t really. She hurt a lot less than she would have imagined. What hurt was the ache in her pussy.

      His tongue delved deep again, and he stopped trying to spare her his weight. She was pinned under him, and it felt wonderful.

      “It was good,” Sam groaned. “So good. I always knew it would be. I always knew I would like the discipline. Watching him do that over the years, especially when we were at The Club…I always wanted it but I was afraid to ask. Thank you.”

      Before she could grind herself against his pelvis, Sam was working his way down. He kissed her face, licked her ears, and nuzzled her neck before he got to his destination.

      “Hello, you gorgeous tits.” He hummed happily, letting his tongue seek the tip of one breast. He tongued the erect nipple before sucking it deeply into his mouth.

      She felt the tug in her womb. She let her head fall back because there was no tempting him away now. Once he had some pink part in his mouth, Sam was like a dog with a bone. He sucked and played with her nipples, his hand molding the one he wasn’t sucking. His thumb flicked across the tip, making sure the nub stayed hard and at perfect attention.

      “Move over,” Jack said to Sam.

      She felt the bed dip under Jack’s weight. When she looked down, Jack’s ebony hair joined Sam’s gold as each lavished affection on her breasts. Abby felt her back arch when Jack took her nipple between his teeth and gently bit down.

      “Please,” she begged.

      “Please what, sweetheart?” Jack raised his head to look at her.

      She was restless underneath him, her body twitching and rolling. He was being so stubborn. She was sure he knew what she needed, but he wanted the words.

      “Please fuck me.” The ache in her pussy was too much to bear.

      Jack kissed her nipple one last time and then got to his knees. “Since you asked so sweetly…”

      Jack’s hands were suddenly on her waist, and he pulled her over until she was on top of him. His back hit the mattress. “Straddle me.”

      She hurried to obey. She spread her legs and reached down to guide Jack’s big, hard cock to her opening. Even as wet as she was, she had to work her way onto him. She bobbed up and down, gaining ground as Jack’s hips flexed up and his eyes watched her breasts bounce. Sam moved himself behind her, in between Jack’s splayed legs. His hand worked around and ran the length of her torso from her breasts to the wet, silky V of her thighs.

      “Oh, please.” She flushed as Sam’s fingers brushed her clit. So close. She didn’t know if she could survive it if they denied her again.

      “Give it to her,” Jack ordered as he thrust forcefully up, using his hands to pull her hips down. He filled her fully, and she moaned at the exquisite sensation. Her head fell back onto Sam’s shoulder as Sam’s finger found the throbbing pearl of her clit. She went flying blissfully over the edge.

      The orgasm bloomed through her body, leaving her shaking as she collapsed forward onto Jack’s waiting chest. Even as she shivered with aftershocks, she could feel Jack’s fullness as he pressed up into her, holding himself still. She was surprised when Sam held the cheeks of her ass apart and started to work a warm, slippery substance into her anus.

      “Shh, sweetheart,” Jack cajoled, pulling her head back down to rest against his chest. “He’s getting you ready. Just relax. When he tells you to, push back.”

      She gasped as Sam slid his thumb past the ring of muscles surrounding her anus. He gently worked the lube into her super-tight passage.

      “She’s so small, Jack.” There was no way to mistake the anticipation in Sam’s voice.

      “Then you have to be careful with her,” Jack replied.

      She felt Sam withdraw, but then something much, much larger than his finger or any of the plugs they had used before was there. The broad head of Sam’s dick was pushing forward, seeking entrance.

      She whimpered slightly as Sam tried to work his cock in.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Jack promised. She could see the strain on his face. He was holding back, waiting for Sam.

      “She’s so fucking tight,” Sam gritted out. “Push back against me, baby.”

      She didn’t think that was such a great idea, but she tried it anyway. Sam was thrusting in short bursts, taking territory and retreating, only to thrust and gain another inch.

      “It burns.” She wasn’t sure she liked the sensation.

      “It’ll get better,” Jack assured her. His green eyes were dark as Abby looked deeply into them. “I can feel him.”

      “Can you?” She forgot about the pressure for a moment. Jack looked so pleased.

      “Oh, yeah, baby. There’s nothing to separate us but this tiny bit of skin. I feel his cock sliding against mine. When he thrusts in, his balls rub against mine. I love this, Abby.”

      Sam hissed, and she groaned in reply.

      “I’m in,” Sam announced as he finally slid home. “Oh, she’s so fucking hot. She feels so good.”

      “Are you all right, Abby?” Jack asked. His face was taut with self-control.

      She nodded. She’d never felt so full. It was shocking and was tinged with an edge of pain. The burn was still there, but so was a full chorus of nerve endings she never knew she had. Those nerves were singing now, begging her to go further.

      “Can I fuck this sweet ass, please?” Sam begged, his hands restlessly moving across her torso. “I’m going to die if I don’t move soon.”

      Jack thrust up into her experimentally, and she felt Sam’s cock move in her ass. She shuddered at the feeling of the two men filling her up.

      “She’s ready,” Jack said as he pulled back.

      Sam pressed forward, and she gave over. When Jack pushed, Sam pulled. When Sam attacked, Jack retreated. There wasn’t a single moment her body wasn’t invaded and plundered deliciously. Abby cried out as Sam hit some place deep inside she hadn’t known existed. Jack groaned and his hips pistoned up, fighting for his place. Sam grunted behind her, pulling his big cock almost all the way out of her ass only to tunnel his way back in. Abby rode the wave of jittery pleasure that threatened to overwhelm her.

      Never had she felt so wanted and loved. Caught in between the two men she loved more than life, she gave herself completely to the experience. When Jack’s hand reached between them and gently pinched down on her clitoris, Abby worried she might pass out. She bucked and screamed as everything inside her clenched and then released in a great rush of pleasure.

      “Fuck,” Sam cried out. His hands tightened on her hips.

      Abby felt him come deep in her ass.

      Sam’s orgasm seemed to trigger Jack’s. She watched in wonder as his gorgeous face contorted, and he moaned when his semen flooded her womb.

      Sam fell on top of her, forcing her farther into Jack’s arms. Abby found herself in between two adoring men. Jack’s hands soothingly rubbed up and down her sides as Sam pressed his mouth into the nape of her neck.

      “Never again, Abby,” Sam said quietly. “Don’t ever think about leaving again. I can’t stand it.”

      She managed to shake her head against Jack’s firm chest.

      “She’s ours,” Jack vowed. “She won’t leave. She belongs to us now.”

      She would have argued if she’d had any strength left. She would have argued with the now part. She had always belonged to them. It had just taken her a while to find them.
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      An hour later, Jack rubbed his hands along Abigail’s recently bathed skin. Delicious. The word rolled around in his head. She smelled delicious, looked delicious. He could eat her up and never, ever get full.

      She lay face down on the massage table, her still slightly pink cheeks beautiful to his eyes. Every curve and valley of her body called to him.

      “Does that feel good?” This was their quiet time, the time when he could thank her for all she did for him, when he could worship her like the goddess she was.

      “Mhmm.” She sighed, her whole body relaxed.

      That was a good sound to his ears.

      He poured more of the fragrant massage oil into his hands and soothed it onto the perfect skin of her back. He liked this part almost as much as the sex. Caring for his lover after sex seemed so intimate. Though he hadn’t had many women he would truly call lovers, even the one-night stands or weekend women he’d been with, he tried to take care of.

      It was a million times better with Abigail since he knew she was truly his.

      He genuinely enjoyed bathing her and carefully rubbing salve into her pink buttocks. He certainly liked the intimacy of easing the muscles that had worked so hard to bring him pleasure. Her skin was soft and warm under his hands. This was the calm, loving after-time he always lavished on a submissive.

      Except for Sam. He’d been willing to take care of Sam since he’d felt the lash earlier, but Sam being Sam, had fallen asleep and wasn’t having anyone interrupt that. He’d grunted and pulled a pillow over his head when Jack had offered.

      “You’re really good at this, Jack,” she groaned as he ran his thumbs under her shoulder blades.

      “I’ve had practice.” He loved the creamy perfection of her skin and how it contrasted with his own. She was a pale, gorgeous ivory, and he was a man who worked in the sun.

      “At The Club?” she asked hesitantly.

      Jack’s hands paused before moving up to her neck. “Where did you hear about The Club?”

      “Sam mentioned it. Was it there that you found out you were a Dom?”

      He sighed and made the decision. She had the right to know everything about him. In the beginning, he’d been worried that his past could come between them, but knowing her as he did now, he doubted it. Still… “If I tell you the story, I should warn you, I might not come out looking like your knight in shining armor.”

      “I want to hear it,” she said quietly. “I want to know everything about you.”

      “All right.” He continued to move his hands over her skin, stroking her as he told his story. “I was involved with a woman shortly after I aged out of foster care. I was basically homeless, and Sam was three months from joining me. I had very little time to figure out how I was going to take care of us. I was responsible for him, you see. At first, I spent my nights trying to make cash playing pool. Despite the fact that I was eighteen, I looked older and could get into most bars. I met this woman at one. She took me home with her and she taught me what she liked. She liked to be dominated, and I enjoyed doing it. She was impressed with my control. Apparently, some men play at being a Dom when what they really want is to abuse a woman. The trust a submissive places in a Dom is a gift. It should be treasured. I was careful with her. She introduced me to a man named Julian Lodge. He owned an underground club in Dallas that catered to men and women in the lifestyle. It still does. I lived at The Club for several years. I made a living there.”

      Abigail’s head came up, and he waited for her judgment. He should have known better, because there was just a wicked smile on her face. “Really? People paid you to spank them?”

      There wasn’t a bit of condemnation in her big hazel eyes, and he relaxed. That was his woman. She would be far more interested in hearing stories about his time at The Club than she would waste worrying how it affected her.

      “Yes,” Jack said, returning her grin. “I worked for clients. I acted out scenes and scenarios with them. You have to understand that what I did mostly involved discipline. I got a lot of clients off, but I didn’t have sex with them, not the way you would think. I only had sex outside of work. I wanted to keep it separate.”

      She frowned and looked like a disappointed kitten. “They don’t have sex at The Club? That kills a lot of fantasies.”

      He leaned over and kissed her, a light joy lifting his heart. She was beyond perfect. “They have plenty of sex at The Club, baby. Not all Doms work the way I did. I preferred to keep sex private and off the clock. It seemed too much like prostitution the other way.”

      “What did Sam do while you spanked the regulars?”

      “Sam tended bar,” he explained. She’d turned over and he walked down to the end of the bench and took one of her pretty feet in his hands. He kissed the arch and started to work it over with his thumbs. He was satisfied by the happy purr that came out of his sweet sex kitten. “We worked there until we were ready to buy the ranch.”

      Her eyes narrowed curiously again. “You made enough money at The Club to buy this spread?”

      She didn’t sound like she believed it, and it wasn’t true. He decided to lay all his cards on the table. She would find out sooner or later. Sam had a big mouth and no ability to keep it shut. “No. I got that money the old-fashioned way.”

      “You stole it?” The question came out on a gasp, as though he’d finally managed to shock her.

      Lucky for him, that wasn’t the truth. “I blackmailed my politician father for it. Over the years, I became close to my boss at The Club. Julian was only a couple of years older than me, but he had so much more experience that he became a bit of a mentor to me. Julian believes in doing deep background checks on all of his employees and clients. He considers it essential to covering his ass. When he checked into my background, he found out some things I didn’t even know about my past. I’d always assumed my father was some guy my mom hooked up with who fled the scene. My mom was sweet and she loved me, but she wasn’t smart when it came to men. She was working as an assistant to a politician when she became pregnant with me. Shortly after, she left the job and she didn’t work again. Julian found it odd that she managed to raise me with no visible means of support.”

      “She had an affair with that politician, and he paid her hush money,” she surmised. “I’ve read enough tabloids to know how that story goes.”

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “My biological father took care of her financially until she died, and then it was easy to let me go into foster care. She was alone in the world. No one would have known or cared what happened to me.”

      “Bastard.” Her hands had fisted at her sides. She was a ferocious one.

      “After Julian confirmed I was, indeed, his biological son, we cooked up a plan. I went to him and explained the situation and offered my complete silence in exchange for five million dollars,” Jack stated. “Baby, you should know my biological father is Senator Allen Cameron, but I’ve signed a bunch of documents claiming it isn’t true.”

      “Holy shit. He’s talking about running for the presidency.”

      He nodded. “Yes. So you can imagine how having a love child who worked at an underground sex club could have put a wrench into his aspirations. He was more than happy to pay me off and get me out of his house. Funny thing is, now the bastard’s people call me trying to get me to contribute to his campaign.” He put her foot down and held his hand out to pull her to him. “So, you’re marrying a bastard son who used to work in a profession most people would consider prostitution. You still all right with marrying me?”

      She hugged him close to her. “I am going to be so proud to be your wife. I love you. I love Sam.” Her smile was radiant. “Though I still don’t see a ring on my finger.”

      He chuckled and held her close. “I will have to do something about that first thing in the morning. I wouldn’t want your finger to be ringless.”

      She bit at her bottom lip. He was beginning to see it as a nervous habit. He could always tell when she was worried. “I was kidding about the ring. We can get a band. They don’t cost very much. And you have to take the Benz back. I can make do with a cheaper car. I’m not a princess.”

      “You’re my princess.” He’d thought, maybe, she was under a few mistaken impressions, but this confirmed it. It just made him love her more.

      “Well, I can be an economical princess,” she stated firmly. “I will not have you hurting the business to dazzle me. I’m dazzled enough. I love you. I want to help out. I realize that every bit of that five million went into building your ranch. It’ll be years before it really starts to pay off, and I’ll help. I can get a job. Nurses make good money.”

      “Whoa.” He pushed her hair back, luxuriating in the soft feel. “I’ll take care of you. First, the ranch pays quite nicely. Second, seven years ago we found out that the ranch is built on top of roughly half a billion dollars’ worth of natural gas.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “You’re filthy rich, aren’t you?”

      “I am intensely dirty, baby,” Jack acknowledged. “I signed half of everything over to Sam. When you marry me, he intends to make you his beneficiary and so do I. If anything happens to us, you’ll be well taken care of.”

      Suddenly, there were tears in her eyes. “They can’t hurt you, can they?”

      “No.” He kissed her mouth. He would never get enough of this woman. “They can’t hurt me or Sam, and they can’t hurt you. I can’t promise that they’ll all be kind, but no one can force you out again. I can promise you that Sam and I will be by your side for everything that happens.”

      She clutched him to her body.

      The door opened. Sam’s eyes were sleepy as he watched them.

      “Did she figure out we’re rich and nobody’s going to mess with us?” Sam asked, scratching his naked belly as he yawned.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact she did,” he replied with an indulgent smile. “I thought you were asleep.”

      He still appeared to be. “Can’t sleep alone. Cold. Lonely. Come to bed.”

      He shuffled back through the bathroom, and Jack picked her up to follow. Abigail yawned, too, cuddling against him.

      “Jack?” She sounded sleepy and happy.

      “Yes, baby?”

      “I did tell you I loved you before I found out you were a multimillionaire, right?”

      Jack stifled his laugh. “Yes, you did. I believe you told a struggling rancher you loved him and would work hard to make his business successful.”

      Abby nuzzled his neck. “I rock.”

      He did nothing to contain his amusement this time. “You do, love, you certainly do.”
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      Later, after he’d settled her into bed and Sam was curled against her, Jack rose and got dressed. It wasn’t late. There was still time for what he needed to do. He took the Benz, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock when he rang the doorbell at the stately home that had housed the Echols family for years.

      A weary butler opened the door.

      “Tell Mrs. Echols that Jack Barnes is here,” he said. “We have something to discuss.”
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      Ruby Echols watched as the door closed. Adam was walking out the door once more. It was all happening again. At least she’d had her husband by her side that night twenty years before. She hadn’t been forced to face ensuing tragedy alone. This time she didn’t know where Hal had gotten off to. He should have been here. He could have made Adam listen to reason.

      “Ma’am?” The maid’s voice cut through her dark thoughts. “I have your medication.”

      She looked up and her eyes focused on the young woman in her black uniform. It was too tight. She would have to say something to the housekeeper about the help she was hiring. They weren’t up to the Echols’s standards. The brunette maid held a glass of water and a familiar bottle of pills. Which one was this? There were so many pills these days.

      “I don’t want it,” she snapped. “Get my son.”

      The young woman looked slightly confused, but Ruby had long since decided that all young people were confused. The public education system was in shambles. They weren’t even allowed to spank the children anymore. How would they learn anything?

      “Ma’am, Walter moved out a couple of days ago. He left a number to call.” The young woman stood by the phone. “Would you like me to call him for you?”

      “How can Walter move out?” she asked irritably. “He’s fourteen years old.”

      The idiot simply looked at her. Ruby huffed. Good help was impossible to find these days. She pointed out the window where she could hear a door closing and the engine to a car purr to life. “Go and stop Adam from leaving. He just walked out the door. Tell him his brother is missing. That should stop him.”

      Yes, she could use that. If Walter was in trouble then Adam would take time out of chasing that tramp to help him. They were brothers. A much stronger connection. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? The stupid girl stood there doing nothing.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      “Ma’am,” the girl chirped in her irritatingly young voice, “the only person who walked out of here was Jack Barnes. He’s a rancher. He owns the Barnes-Fleetwood Ranch outside town.”

      Ruby’s head hurt. She put a hand to her temple to rub the throbbing there. So much pain. It was better when the fog came over her.

      Yes, Jack Barnes had come by and threatened her. He’d been calm about it, so she knew he was serious. She understood that a man like Barnes was infinitely more dangerous when he was calm. He’d told her he could ruin her socially and financially and that he’d do it without a second’s remorse if she hurt Abigail Moore again.

      He was marrying Abigail Moore on Thursday. He was giving that slut his name and his protection.

      Or had it been Adam who said that?

      “Ma’am, please take your medication.” The girl’s voice grated on her nerves.

      Without thought, she downed the pill and took a drink of the water. She needed to rest. She had to plan. It was obvious Adam wasn’t going to see reason, and neither her husband nor her younger son could see how it all would end. They would tell her she was overreacting, but she would not have that tramp in her family. Sometimes Ruby felt like Cassandra from the old Greek stories. She told them all what would happen, and no one would listen to her.

      Ruby heard the door close softly and settled back against the plush cushions of the couch. She had to think, and this time she wasn’t going to bring anyone else into it. That had been her mistake. She let others influence her. She was Adam’s mother, and she was the only one who knew what he needed.

      This time would be different. She would take care of that siren and save Adam. Could a mother do any less for her son?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack growled at the reflection in the mirror. Well, he was really growling at the tie he couldn’t seem to get right. Damn tie.

      Sam shook his head and turned him around. There was a slight smile on his face, indulgent and knowing. “You never learn.”

      The sound echoed against the walls. The men’s bathroom at the Hamilton County Courthouse was empty save for Sam and Jack. It was a good thing, too. He didn’t need a bunch of men watching him screw up menswear. Damn, but he was nervous. Trying to fix his tie was a nearly impossible task. Sam sighed and took over.

      “Well, I don’t have occasion to wear them very often,” Jack admitted.

      He allowed Sam to pull the silk tie off and stood quietly as his partner efficiently began to retie the knot.

      Sam worked the silk with an easy hand. “You should be glad one of us listened to Julian’s numerous lectures on proper dress. I have to admit, it’s fun to see you so nervous.”

      “I’m not nervous,” he lied.

      Sam finished and looked over the pristine pinstriped suit Jack was wearing. “You look perfect.”

      He felt awkward. It was there between them. He could remember the way Sam felt underneath his hands, his mouth moving. Sam had been submissive and giving.

      Sam stepped back, worry lines forming around his eyes. “Is there something wrong? Besides the tie?”

      He thought about it for a moment. The truth was Sam had felt good under his hands. It had felt right to have them both under his control in that room.

      He put a hand on Sam’s shoulder and gave him a smile. “There is nothing else wrong and everything right.”

      The words brought the smile back to Sam’s sunny face.

      This new relationship with Sam was something they could explore. The possibilities suddenly seemed endless. But first, he had some formalities to get through.

      “Do you think we should have driven into Tyler and gotten her roses?” He looked down at the store-bought bouquet of lilies on the counter. It was wrapped in green tissue paper and covered with plastic.

      “No,” Sam replied. “Abby loves lilies. She’ll like the flowers, Jack. They’re the best we can get in Willow Fork. Now, I believe you’ll find that when we get to Hawaii, we’ll have to upgrade. Don’t worry. I planned everything out. We have the best suite, the finest hotel, first-class tickets to everything.”

      He nodded. “Good. I want that…for both of you.”

      Sam grinned. “Yes, you made that plain when you gave Abby the go-ahead to redecorate. I saw the check you wrote to the contractor. That was a lot of zeroes. I write the next one, okay?”

      He wanted to argue but shrugged instead. “All right. She’s your wife, too. Well, she will be in twenty minutes.”

      Jack turned and looked at himself in the mirror, praying he didn’t look like an idiot. Everything seemed to be in the right place. He needed a haircut, but when he’d mentioned it, Abigail had sweetly pleaded with him not to. She’d told him she liked his hair longer.

      Damn. He pushed the thick black stuff back. The things he was willing to do for that woman.

      There were, however, some things he was not willing to do. “You talk to Kyle Morgan about what’s wrong with his football players? You tell the coach that it is not my responsibility to give his players work. Ranching is not a part-time business.”

      For the last several days, the ranch had been inundated with high school boys looking for part-time work.

      “I don’t think they really want to learn the business. Besides, a couple of them offered to mow the lawn or clean the pool…for free.”

      “Why the hell would they do that for free?” he asked, letting irritation tinge his tone. “Why are they trying to do me favors?”

      Sam shook his head and readjusted his own tie. “I don’t think they give a damn about you. If you haven’t noticed, it’s Abby they ask for.” Sam looked down at his watch. “We have to go. It’s time”

      He didn’t really care about the time in that moment. “Are you telling me we’ve got twenty horny high school boys sniffing around our wife?”

      “Get used to it.” Sam slapped him on the back. “She’s one hell of a woman. That’s the good news. She loves us. I doubt she’ll be running off with the high school quarterback. He’s the one who offered to wash her Benz.” Sam guided him out of the bathroom and into the corridor that led to the justice of the peace’s office. “The running back has written a few lines of poetry to welcome Abby back into town.”

      He heard Sam, but his words didn’t really register. His attention was wholly on the woman in front of him. The rest of the world fell away the minute he caught sight of her.

      Abigail sat on a bench outside the office. She was talking to Christa and her mother. Mike stood in his best Sunday suit. He murmured something to the women, who looked up. Abby stood and smiled.

      She wore a form-fitting, cream-colored suit with black heels. Her glorious hair was in an elegant bun tied at the nape of her neck. A small hat sat dashingly on her head. She looked every inch the gracious lady, and he had no idea why a woman as beautiful as Abigail wanted to marry the two of them.

      “You still nervous?” Sam’s voice was full of emotion.

      “I was never nervous, Sam,” he replied, his own voice thick. “I’m anxious. We need to get her to sign those papers before she comes to her senses.”

      She walked toward them, glowing with happiness.

      “She’s never coming to her senses,” Sam vowed. “She’s going to love us forever.”

      “Thank god,” Jack breathed.

      “I was beginning to wonder if I was getting stood up,” Abigail complained good-naturedly.

      “Never,” the men managed to say in complete synchronicity. They each took a hand and led her into the office.
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        * * *

      

      The justice of the peace had never actually married a couple where the woman held hands with two men. He supposed sometimes the bride held hands with her father before he gave the bride away, but Fred Johnson didn’t think the other man in this scenario had any intentions of giving the bride away on a permanent basis.

      All in all, it was one for the record books.

      Abigail Moore said her vows with a steady voice, but the judge saw her squeezing Sam Fleetwood’s hand, though she was legally becoming Jack Barnes’s wife. It was an odd but emotional ceremony. Barnes didn’t seem to have a problem with Fleetwood kissing the bride after the ceremony. It wasn’t a friendly peck, either. It was quite the passionate kiss, but the new groom merely smiled indulgently before taking another kiss for himself. The small wedding party congratulated the bride, the groom, and Sam Fleetwood.

      And there had been a nice tip for him. Yes, it was clear that things were changing around Willow Fork.

      With a simple signature, the former outcast of Willow Fork became its queen. One simple “I do” and Abigail Barnes became the richest woman in the county, so the judge wasn’t about to say a thing about the odd, apparently true rumors about the ranchers’ habits. Money turned perversity into eccentricity, and the judge was smart enough to know it. He simply signed all the paperwork and wished the happy couple a good marriage.

      Or should he say threesome? He wasn’t sure, but as long as everyone was happy, it was all in a good day’s work.
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        * * *

      

      Abby held her new husbands’ hands as they walked out of the judge’s office and toward the exit of the courthouse. A sense of satisfaction flowed through her. It was going to be all right. It would be more than all right. It was going to be good. She would build a life with Jack and Sam, a life filled with love and joy.

      Sam dropped her hand and hurried ahead to open the door for her.

      “I know that the three of you are anxious to get on with the honeymoon,” Christa announced as the small party began to march out of the courthouse. “Still, I put together a lunch reception at the café. Some of your friends and neighbors would like to celebrate. You aren’t flying out until tomorrow, so come by and do your duty.”

      Jack frowned as they walked into the brilliant fall day. “Are there going to be any high school boys there?”

      Christa’s laughter had more than one head turning. She’d hoped Jack hadn’t noticed the mob of high school boys plaguing their door.

      “No, Jack. They’re all in school. Abby is safe,” Christa assured him.

      “Then let’s go have lunch,” Jack offered magnanimously. “Now that I have a wife, I should get used to doing more social things.”

      Abby grinned. He didn’t sound like he was looking forward to it.

      He would get used to being social because she intended to fit in, even if it killed her. It had occurred to her that this town needed a few things. Willow Fork lacked a free healthcare clinic. Young girls, like she’d been, had nowhere to go for healthcare. Abby felt a crusade beginning and knew Jack and Sam would have to put in face time with the county politicians if she wanted to turn her clinic idea into something real.

      Jack offered to bring the truck around when she caught sight of trouble.

      “Damn that woman,” Diane Moore cursed.

      Ruby Echols strode toward them, dressed in a pale blue suit and elegant pumps. She’d had her hair done and carried a large designer bag. It looked far too big for such a small woman to carry, but Ruby managed with her usual flair. The older woman looked all around with great disdain for the ordinary men and women walking in and out of the courthouse. Her steely-eyed gaze moved around the park in front of the courthouse, and Abby had no doubt who she was looking for. Abby sighed. She wasn’t about to let that old biddy ruin her wedding day.

      “I’ll call Walter,” Mike offered, pulling his cell phone out.

      Sam tugged on her hand, but she resisted. Ruby had backed her down a couple of days ago. It wasn’t going to happen again. That woman needed to understand that Abigail Moore…Barnes wasn’t going anywhere.

      “No, Sam. It’s long past time for me to stand up to that bat. I’m not letting her push me around anymore.”

      “Mrs. Echols.” Jack greeted her with a low warning as she stepped tentatively onto the courthouse stairs.

      Ruby had the strangest expression on her face as she walked up to the group. There was an odd affection in her gaze as she looked at Jack. Her eyes went slightly watery, and her hand disappeared into her bag, searching for something.

      “Hello, dear,” Ruby said, her voice warmer than Abby could ever remember it. “You look so manly in a suit. I always knew you would be a handsome man.”

      Jack and Sam exchanged a nervous look. Mike seemed to have gotten in touch with Walter. He was explaining the situation in low tones.

      There was something wrong with Ruby Echols and her son needed to take care of it.

      “Mrs. Echols,” Mike said gently as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. “Your son is on his way. Why don’t we go sit down and wait for him?”

      Ruby’s silver head shook. “Silly boy, my son is right here.” She looked at Jack with a maternal smile. “He’s here making the biggest mistake of his life. Luckily, he has his mama to correct it.”

      Abby gasped as Ruby pulled a revolver out of her bag.

      The world seemed to shift into slow motion, the moment elongating, horror drawing out. Her heart threatened to stop as Ruby held the gun up with surprising strength. It would hit her in the head. She was going to die. The sound of the gun firing split the air around her. She felt Sam jerk on her hand, but it didn’t do any good.

      And then she was on the ground, covered completely by Jack’s big body. She hit the concrete steps with a resounding thud and felt the wind knocked out of her body.

      She couldn’t breathe. Where was she hit? Pain wracked her body, but she didn’t think it was from a bullet. Her body ached from being thrown to the concrete. Had Ruby missed?

      The keening sound of someone wailing cut through the pain of slamming into the ground.

      “Jack?”

      Everything around her was chaos. Mike was rushing forward to do something. Someone was crying and screaming about her baby. Was that Ruby? Christa was down on her knees beside Abby, tears streaking down her face.

      Through it all she heard her mother talking on a cell phone.

      “Yes, there’s been a shooting,” her mother was saying.

      But she was okay. She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the air in her lungs.

      “Yes, we have a man down,” her mother said.

      Oh, god. Something worse than pain struck her. If she wasn’t hit…

      Sam was suddenly staring down at her, his face a ghostly white. “I’m going to move Jack. I’ll get you out in a second.”

      Panic welled inside her. “He’s been shot?”

      “Yeah,” Sam replied, his voice grim.

      “You can’t move him. Moving him could cause more damage,” she insisted.

      But Sam had already shifted Jack’s heavy body. “I don’t think I can do any more damage.”

      How bad was it? This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not today. She’d just found them. She couldn’t lose one of them. Abby looked down at him, at the man she’d married. Ten minutes before her world had been open and full of hope.

      Jack had promised to protect her, and Jack never went back on his word. He’d leapt in front of the bullet meant to end her life. His dress shirt was covered with blood. He’d been shot in the chest.

      Shot in the chest. Calm down. He was breathing. It was shallow but he wasn’t gone yet. She could panic or she could use decades of training and experience to do everything she could to pull him through this.

      It had been worth it. All the pain had been worth it if she could do this one thing. One thing was going to go right. She hadn’t fought, sacrificed, raised a child while going to school, worked her way to the top of her trauma unit to let the love of her life die in front of her eyes.

      She glanced up because the first thing she needed to do was take control of the scene. Sam looked like he was going to be sick. Christa was weeping. Mike had Ruby’s gun in his hand and was holding her back. She could do what she needed to.

      Abby got to her knees, slapping at Sam’s hands when he tried to pull her to her feet.

      “He isn’t dead,” she barked in a voice that would have let any intern know to back off. “Don’t move him any more than we have to.”

      She quickly took the phone out of her mother’s hand. “My name is Abigail Barnes. I am a trauma nurse. We have one man down with a GSW to what looks like his left lung.” She listened to the 911 operator as she felt for a pulse. “It missed the heart, but the victim is unconscious and…I’ve got air bubbles in the blood. I’m passing you off to someone else, but we need a care flight. He needs surgery and possibly life support. He needs to get to Tyler as soon as possible.”

      She handed the phone back to her mom. Suddenly, Jack’s green eyes opened. She felt a flood of relief that she didn’t allow to slow her down one bit.

      “You okay?” He struggled to get the question out.

      She looked around for something suitable to use. Jack’s lung was punctured, and he was losing air out of the hole in his chest. It was what they called a “sucking chest wound” in her field. She had to get it covered. The big bouquet of lilies caught her eye. “Sam, tear the cellophane off those flowers.”

      While Sam went to do her bidding, she stared down at her patient. “I’m fine, Jack. And so are you.”

      He looked like he wanted to say something but couldn’t. The pain was evident on his face. It was pinched and stark white.

      “I bet it hurts like hell, baby,” she said sternly. “That’s what you get for jumping in front of a bullet, Jack Barnes. Listen here, husband of mine, there’s no eternal rest for you today, got that?”

      Sam handed her the piece of plastic, and she gingerly covered the wound. Jack groaned when she pressed down, but his breathing eased immediately.

      “Better,” he managed. “I’m not allowed to see a white light?”

      She let a small smile tug on her lips. He still had a sense of humor, and as a nurse, she knew the value of that. “You can see it all you like, but don’t you dare walk into it.”

      Abby felt Sam at her side. His hands were shaking.

      “I love you,” Jack said, a weariness taking over. His body went slack.

      In the distance, she heard the thud of a helicopter coming to take Jack. Abby held her hand against his chest and prayed they would make it in time.
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      Six Weeks Later

      Abby stood beside her daughter, looking out over the expanse of land that made up her new home.

      “Should he even be on a horse six weeks after chest surgery?” Lexi stared out the window.

      She followed her daughter’s line of sight. Jack was by the barn. He carefully dismounted his horse.

      Abby was more than happy to have her daughter in Willow Fork. Having Lexi in the house she shared with Jack and Sam made it seem more like home than ever.

      “He’s made a remarkable recovery,” she murmured with a grin.

      “You know your mama’s taking excellent care of him.” Abby’s mother joined them at the family room window. She hugged her granddaughter.

      “I hear she’s the reason he’s alive,” Lexi said with a proud glance at her mother.

      Lexi had the Echols’s coloring. Her black hair and dark eyes gave her a slightly exotic look. Her hair was up in a high ponytail. To Abby, she looked younger than her twenty years.

      She would always be her mama’s baby.

      “The way Jack and Sam tell it, Mama was practically a superhero,” Lexi continued. “She managed to bandage up Jack so well the paramedics didn’t have to do anything but load him onto the helicopter when they got there.”

      “The doctors said she made the difference,” Abby’s mom commented. “Then, when Ruby collapsed, Abigail gave her CPR.”

      “That didn’t make a difference,” she said briskly.

      She didn’t like to think about that day at all. It only led to her thinking about the interminable hours she and Sam had spent huddled together in the waiting room praying that Jack would make it through. It was so much nicer to look forward, but Lexi deserved to know.

      Lexi turned and enveloped her in a hug. “You did everything you could, Mom. You did way more than anyone could have asked. She shot your husband and you still tried to save her life.”

      “Well, I was hoping she’d spend the rest of it in jail,” Abby allowed.

      There were tears in Lexi’s dark eyes as she ignored the joke. “Uncle Walter really appreciated it. He and Aunt Jan think the world of you.”

      Lexi had been visiting with Adam’s brother and his family quite a bit while she spent time in her father’s hometown. Walter had shown her around and told her all kinds of stories about Adam. Abby had been worried, but Lexi seemed to be enjoying learning about the dad she’d never met and getting to know her little cousins.

      “Oh, there’s Sam,” Lexi pointed out, shaking her head. “I’m going to have to get used to that.”

      “Used to what?” She stared out the window, trying to see what her daughter was talking about.

      Sam dismounted and went to help Jack, who slapped him across the chest. They bickered back and forth for a moment and then smiled as they walked into the barn to put up the horses.

      “How hot my dads are,” Lexi admitted with a groan. “I’ll never be able to bring friends here. They’ll drool over my dads.”

      Abby slanted her daughter a cautious glance. She had been pleased with how well Lexi had taken everything up to this point. Abby had to suffer through a few “Moms Gone Wild” jokes, but her daughter had seemed thrilled with the arrangement. “It’s all right to be embarrassed. I know that this new marriage of mine is…odd.”

      Lexi grinned at her. “I believe the word you’re searching for is bigamy, Mom. Polyandry is a good one, too. Don’t worry. I’m going to be a writer so it doesn’t bug me at all. My friends will think it’s eccentric and cool. Besides, threesomes are all the rage on campus.”

      “I don’t think I wanted to hear that,” Jack said as he walked in. He took his new stepfather role seriously. He’d groaned when he heard his daughter was dating a musician.

      “It sounds perfectly normal to me.” Sam followed Jack. Abby had noted how carefully Sam watched Jack since he left the hospital. He was always close, waiting to lend a hand if he needed it. “Now, when we start getting into foursomes or fivesomes, one has to start questioning the morality of the woman involved.”

      Abby rolled her eyes. He was still on her about that one little book.

      Sam had purchased a bookcase and placed it in their bedroom. He’d lovingly stored her entire collection of erotica, even the really filthy stuff.

      Benita walked in and, with a huge smile, announced that lunch was ready. Jack winked at Abby as he turned and started for the dining room. Sam was talking to Lexi and Diane about the renovations they were doing to the house, and Abby hung back for a moment, watching her family walking in for a meal together.

      She felt love surge through her heart as Sam said something that made Jack’s laugh boom through the house. He’d proven to be a perfect patient. He’d followed her every order. He seemed to bask in her attention and genuinely appreciated the love she lavished on him. Sam had stepped up and kept the ranch running in perfect order. Any worries he’d had about taking care of things were a distant memory now. Sam seemed surer of himself than ever before, and Jack was more peaceful. Her daughter and her mother loved her new husbands and had accepted them without a qualm.

      “Are you coming, sweetheart?” Jack asked, looking back into the living room.

      “The roast is going to get cold,” Sam pointed out.

      “I’m coming.” Abby brushed away the happy tears in her eyes.

      She couldn’t help but cry when she thought of it. It had taken twenty years.

      No, it had taken a lifetime, but she was home. She was finally and forever home.
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      Thank you for reading SMALL TOWN SIREN!

      Jack, Sam, and Abby will return in SIREN IN THE CITY, available now.

      

      Jack and Sam married Abby. It was supposed to be for forever, but lately Abby wonders where her alpha male has gone. Jack has retreated and life has become decidedly vanilla. It isn't the true marriage she and Sam wanted. Sam and Abby know the time has come to fight for what they need. 

      A call from his mentor forces Jack to revisit the club where he discovered his sexuality. Jack's half-brother is in the city and interested in a little blackmail. Can Jack handle two defiant subs and a brother in need of some tough love?

      Sometimes all it takes to find the way home is a little love and a lot of mischief.

      

      ONE CLICK SIREN IN THE CITY NOW

      

      Turn the page for the captivating story between James and Izzy guaranteed to set the pages on fire in RESIST ME.
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          Chelle Bliss

        

      

    

    
      Izzy Gallo has never been described as a member of the weaker sex. She's a woman who doesn't take shit from anyone. Growing up with four older overprotective brothers has hardened her, making her a force to be reckoned with. 

      Against the wishes of her two brothers, Joe and Mike, Izzy takes a weekend trip to Bike Week in Daytona, turning her world upside down. Over her head, in a world she doesn't understand, there's only one man who can save her. 

      James Caldo has dedicated his life to protect and serve as a member of the DEA. He's cocky, overbearing, and doesn't take no for an answer - the Gallo men have nothing on him. 

      When their paths cross, James makes Izzy question everything she believes about completely surrendering to the opposite sex. Does James have what it takes to overpower the headstrong Izzy, capturing her heart forever?
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      “I don’t like the idea of you going to Bike Week, Izzy,” Joe fumed, slamming his beer on the worktable and glaring at me.

      “I’m not a fucking child anymore, Joe. You can’t tell me what to do.” I stared at him, holding his gaze. I’d always been the little sister, the one everyone wanted to protect. When I was a child, I’d found it flattering, but now? Now it was just a fucking pain in my ass.

      “We’re not saying you’re a kid, babe. Too much bad shit happens during Bike Week. It’s not safe for you there. We’re just looking out for ya.” Michael leaned forward, running his fingers across the back of my hand.

      “I can take care of myself. It’s just for the weekend. Flash will be with me. I’m not going alone.” I sat back, tilting my head to watch their reaction. I knew it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      “Flash?” Joe asked with wide eyes. “I thought I told you to stay away from that dumbass prick.” He ran his hand down his face before squeezing the bridge of his nose. “It was bad enough you brought him to Thanksgiving dinner. I hate that asshole more than I ever did.”

      “Fucking unbelievable, Izzy.” Michael shook his head.

      “There’s nothing wrong with Flash. He’s harmless, but he’ll look out for me.”

      Flash wasn’t a pussy, but he wasn’t a Gallo man either. I didn’t give a shit. He was a friend and we hung out when he came through town. We had never been a couple, but he knew how to please me in bed. I liked being with him. He was uncomplicated and not looking for a relationship. He breezed into my life from time to time and exited just as quickly.

      “Izzy,” Joe warned. “He was a good kid, but now he’s prospecting to get into the Sun Devils MC. I know what shit goes down in a club. I’ve spent enough time at the Neon Cowboy to know what the life is all about. What the fuck do you think Tommy would say if he knew you were going there with Flash?”

      I loved my brothers. I truly did. But for shit’s sake, they could be overbearing.

      “I don’t know what he’d say because I haven’t seen him in over a year. I’m not Flash’s old lady or his whore. We’re going as friends. I’m going and you two can’t stop me. He’ll protect me.” I smiled, crossing my arms.

      “Flash is a fucking pussy.” Michael hit the table with his fists. “Mia could protect you better than him. Jesus Christ, Izzy, why are you so damn hardheaded?”

      “Didn’t you two teach me how to protect myself?” I glared at them.

      “Yes,” they answered in unison.

      “I can handle myself. I know how to kick ass and bring a man to his knees.” I tried to hide my smile. I knew the double meaning wouldn’t be lost on them. “I’ll be good.”

      “It’s not your behavior we’re worried about, baby girl,” Joe growled, cracking his knuckles. “Michael and I can’t risk jail because we have to kick some fucker’s ass for touching you.”

      “Speak for yourself, old man. You’re still pretty fucked up from the accident, but I’m always down to kick ass, brother.” Michael laughed. “Anthony is going to be fucking livid when he hears this shit.”

      I smiled at them. “He already knows, so shut it. I love you both and appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I’m an adult. Have a little faith in me for once. Who’s the first person you two run to when shit goes bad?” I arched my eyebrow and laughed. “Me. You’re always coming to me for help. I’ll be fine.” I waved my hands. “Don’t try and stop me. I promise to be safe and not go anywhere alone while I’m in Daytona. I’ll stay with Flash and won’t do anything stupid.” I stood, completely done with the conversation.

      “You’ll call us every day,” Michael insisted, giving in. He knew he wasn’t going to win this battle.

      “Text,” I replied. “I’ll text you every day while I’m gone, but that’s all you’re getting.” I headed toward the front desk to cash out my tips.

      “Fine.” Michael sighed, shaking his head. “Don’t like this shit one bit.”

      “Not my problem,” I called out from the front of the shop.

      “Women are a fucking pain in the ass,” Joe said to Michael, and they both laughed. “And shut your fucking mouth. I’m healed from the bike accident, dumbass. I can kick your ass right now to prove it too.”

      “I don’t hit the disabled.” Michael laughed.

      My boys. Their banter and laughter made me smile as I grabbed my money and slammed the drawer closed. I had everything I wanted in the world: four fantastic brothers, one that was MIA—Tommy—a flourishing business, a growing clientele. And I was totally unattached.

      What more could a girl ask for?
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      Rolling into Daytona was an unforgettable experience. The entire beachfront was lined with row after row of bikes, babes, and badass boys. Flash and I checked into the shitty, seedy-ass hotel, but at least it seemed clean and had a bed. I chuckled when I caught a glimpse of the old coin-operated machine that caused the bed to vibrate. We’d find a way to make that useful.

      After throwing my bag down on the floor, I collapsed on the lumpy mattress. The vibration of the three-hour bike ride still hadn’t left my system as I stared at the brown spot on the ceiling.

      “Hey, baby.” Flash crawled on top of me, crushing me with his weight. “I want to taste you before we head out.” He planted soft kisses on my neck before biting down on the tender flesh of my ear.

      I moaned, tangling my fingers in his hair. “You know how I like it,” I whispered, pulling on his scalp. “Do me good.” I pushed his head down my body, not wanting to waste any time.

      “Don’t I always?” He licked his lips as he unbuttoned my jeans.

      “Mm-hmm. Usually.” I smirked as I lifted my ass, allowing him to slide the denim down my legs.

      Flash was a beautiful man. He didn’t resemble the scrawny kid I used to play kickball with at recess. His blue eyes, killer smile, and chiseled body made my mouth water. I was sure I wasn’t the only girl out there who enjoyed his beautifully bent cock—not broken, just curved. It wasn’t too wide or thick, just total perfection. Each stroke hit just the right spot, and I’d never found another one since. It was the reason I always welcomed him in my bed.

      He threw my jeans across the room before he nestled between my legs. “No panties,” he mumbled as he kissed the skin on my lower abdomen. “Landing strip too. You know how I like it.”

      “Just for you,” I lied.

      It was the start of bikini season in Florida. I wouldn’t be caught dead with stubble or razor burn. I pulled my knees up, planting my feet flush with the comforter, to give him better access.

      He inhaled, a gleam in his eye. “You smell better than I fucking remember. You have the sweetest pussy, Iz. Fucking fantastic.” Sticking his tongue out, he flicked my clit as he gripped my hips, holding me in place.

      A jolt of pleasure shot through my body as I arched my back, pushing my head into the mattress. Warmth cascaded across my body as he latched on to me, sucking my flesh. Letting my knees fall toward the bed, I lay before him, spread eagle and wanting more than his mouth.

      His hands slid under my ass as he squeezed it roughly, kneading it with his fingers. He sucked and licked my core while he stared in my eyes. Our gazes were locked as he rubbed his fingers against my opening.

      “You’re so wet, baby. I can feel how much you’ve missed me.”

      “Stop talking, Flash.” My body was overly sensitive from the long bike ride. The slightest touch of his lips sent tiny shockwaves down my legs, causing my toes to curl. “Make me come and maybe I’ll let you stick your cock in me.”

      “I’m taking that shit,” he muttered against my flesh as he thrust two fingers inside me.

      I cried out, the pleasure too intense as he latched on to me. He rhythmically sucked and finger-fucked me until I screamed through the breath-stealing orgasm.

      “It’s my turn now, Izzy.” Flash patted my thigh as he sat up.

      “I said maybe.” I closed my eyes, lost in a post-orgasm haze.

      “I’m taking it. No maybe about that shit. I earned it,” he murmured as he nudged my legs farther apart.

      I smirked, closing my legs. “You didn’t earn shit. Eating my pussy was your reward.”

      “I’ll stick it in your ass, then, but I’m taking something,” he said as he flipped me onto my stomach.

      I reached back, covering my ass with my hands. “Oh, no you don’t!” I yelled. Then I felt a sharp sting on my ass as the sound of the smack he’d just landed filled the air.

      “You know you want my sweet cock, Izzy. Don’t play hard to get. It’s not a good look on you.”

      I laughed into the blanket as the bed sprang back from the loss of his weight. He opened his bag on the old wooden desk next to the television. The man could wear a pair of blue jeans. He looked in the mirror and caught my eye before turning with a condom in his hand.

      “Liking what you see, baby?”

      “Eh, it’s all right,” I mumbled putting an unimpressed look on my face. I did, but no fucking way would I ever tell him and let my foot off his throat.

      With a smile, he unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them down before kicking them off. His cock bobbed as he straightened, waving at me in all its hard glory. He tore the wrapper open with his teeth, sheathing his stiff, curved member before walking toward the bed.

      “Not even going to take your shirt off?” I asked, staring at his cock. Then I forced myself to look at his face.

      “You didn’t.” He pointed to me with a shitty smirk.

      I didn’t even care. All I’d wanted was his mouth on my pussy and the orgasm that had been just out of reach during the trip to Daytona. “I’ll fix that. You, off the bed and totally naked,” I commanded, pulling my tank top over my head.

      After grabbing the back of his collar, he pulled it over his head, exposing his washboard abs. Fuck. He was a sight. Then he crawled up the bed, his cock swaying and a shitty-ass grin on his face.

      “I know you want it. You need my dick more than you’ll ever admit, Izzy. No one makes you come like I do,” he whispered in my ear as he rubbed his hard length against me. “You want it?”

      “If you think you’re man enough to give it,” I challenged. I loved when Flash felt like he needed to prove himself. He worked harder at it, fucked me better, and outdid himself each time.

      “I’m busting that shit, Izzy. I’ll show you how a real man fucks.” He stood on top of the bed, pulling me up by the hips. “Ass up, princess,” he said as he smacked my other cheek.

      I giggled into the comforter. Dipping my stomach toward the bed, I pushed my ass in the air, wiggling it.

      “Don’t move,” he said as he landed another blow to my already stinging flesh.

      My laughter became uncontrollable as I buried my face deeper into the blankets, trying not to hurt his pride. Flash was hot. But controlling? Not one bit. I’d let him play the part for the pleasure of feeling his cock in me.

      He pushed into me in one quick thrust. His fingers dug into my hips as he pounded me. I moaned each time the head of his cock stroked my G-spot. I fisted the sheets, closing my eyes, and tried to remember to breathe. His body bounced off mine, slamming into me to the hilt before he withdrew. As our bodies collided, my ability to keep my upper body in place began to slip. I reached back, wrapping my hands around his ankles, holding our bodies together.

      He rested his palm against my lower back and placed his finger against the one hole I’d never given him. I opened my eyes, looking behind me. He towered over me with a hand on my hip, his abs clenching and relaxing, and a trail of spit falling from his lips. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to get my body to relax as he rubbed the saliva against my flesh.

      “Fuck,” he muttered as he pulled out his cock and pushed his thumb inside my ass.

      I whimpered, wanting the feel of his cock as I dug my fingernails into his ankles. He rammed his cock into me, filling me in both holes. Pleasure shot through my body as he worked one in and the other out. Moving out of sync and in absolute fucking perfection.

      “Who’s fucking you, Izzy? I want to hear you scream my name.” He stilled.

      I mumbled, not able to form words.

      His thumb dug deeper, pulling upward, hooking me. “What’s my name?” he growled, taking out his cock.

      “Flash. Fucking Flash,” I answered in one quick breath, burying my face in the comforter.

      He pummeled me, his balls slapping against my clit, the curved shaft stroking my G-spot, his thumb caressing my ass. The second orgasm tore through me without warning as I chanted his name.

      I lay there panting as the world came back into focus. My grip slipped from his ankles as I became putty in his hands. Flash picked up the pace, slamming into me a couple of times before resting his chest against my back and twitching. He gasped behind me, trying to catch his breath. Our bodies were stuck together by sweat-soaked flesh.

      “Fuck, darlin’. I’ve missed ya,” he panted in my ear as his cock slipped out.

      “I missed your cock, Flash.” I chuckled, earning me a swift smack on the ass. I started to crawl off the bed, ready to hit the town and get out of this shithole of a room.

      Flash grabbed my foot. “Where are you slithering off to?” he asked as he pulled me against his body.

      “I wanna shower and go out. I’m ready for a little fun.” I sighed.

      “Just lie here for a minute. I’m tired and I want to hold you.” He jerked me back, holding me tighter to his chest, and nuzzled his face in my neck.

      I relaxed against him. He did feel really good, but I wasn’t here to snuggle. Flash and I had never had that type of relationship.

      “You want more pussy this weekend? If you do, you’ll rest while I shower and take my ass out. Understand what I’m saying?” I looked at him, seeing only his eyes as he bit down on my shoulder.

      He released me, pushing me off the bed. “What the fuck ya waiting for? Go shower, wench.”

      I laughed as I grabbed my bag and flipped him off. Pussy was the great equalizer and always won when you needed to get one over on a guy who thought he was “the man.”
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      When he’d said that he’d take me out and show me the town, I hadn’t thought that included the shittiest biker bar in all of Daytona Beach. The place reeked of cigarettes; the air was hazy from the smoke. A band was playing behind a cage like in that movie ‘Roadhouse’. I walked through the door with Flash at my side. The floors were filthy and the men inside didn’t look much better.

      “None of your mouthy bullshit that I love so much when we talk to these guys, got it?” Flash cocked an eyebrow at me, standing like a statue as he waited for my answer.

      “I’m not mouthy,” I insisted, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Darlin’, ya are, and I fuckin’ love it.” His smile grew wider, giving me a glimpse of why they called him Flash. He had a perfect smile filled with shiny, pearly-white teeth, one that could charm the pants off any girl. It did funny things to my brain, and I couldn’t say no to him. “In this bar, with these guys, it’s not the place. Understand? I’m a prospect, and that shit won’t fly here.”

      I slid my arm around his waist, looking up into his baby blues. “I got it. I’m to be seen and not heard?”

      He grabbed my shoulders and stared back at me. “That’s how these guys are. You don’t like something they say, just keep quiet.”

      The last thing I wanted to be was a piece of arm candy that faded away in the background. It was not how I’d been raised. “Let’s get one thing straight, Flash. I know you’re badass and all, but I don’t stand in the shadows for anyone. Understand?”

      “Fucking hell,” he muttered, rubbing his face.

      “I’ll play the part this once, for you, but hear me now, mister. I’m not a club whore and I sure as hell ain’t your old lady. I don’t know what in the hell we are exactly, but if you want to be more than whatever the fuck this is”—I waved my hand in the air between us—“I will not stay quiet and be a mindless twat.”

      “Calm the fuck down, woman,” he croaked as he wrapped his fingers around my wrist. “I don’t think of you that way. This is for them.” He turned his attention to the table full of rough-looking men about twenty feet away. I could handle big and burly. I hadn’t grown up a pussy. “Just please do this for me and I’ll make sure to make it worth your while,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows and giving me a cocky-ass grin.

      “I won’t make a scene and walk out, but you owe me big time.” I tore my wrist from his grip.

      “Whatever you want, Izzy. You know that.” His eyes softened as he looked down at me.

      “I’m going to use my silent time to come up with something really big.” I swiped my fingers across the small hint of chest hair just below his throat.

      “I can do big.” He laughed and grabbed my hand to pull me toward the table.

      “Fucker,” I muttered to myself as I followed behind.

      He looked over his shoulder and said, “I heard that.”

      When he stopped suddenly, I ran into his back, and it felt like hitting a brick wall. I used his body as a shield from the men at the table. I didn’t know if I had an off switch, but this wasn’t really the place for me to test it. I just needed to keep my eyes down and pray their little hello didn’t last long.

      Flash leaned over the table, shaking their hands as I stood behind him pretending to be invisible—something I’d never done for anyone. Ever.

      When he’d said that he wanted to take me to Bike Week in Daytona Beach for the weekend, I hadn’t been able to imagine anything better than the feel of the wind in my hair, the sand between my toes, and a shitload of hot bikers. What could be bad about that?

      I hadn’t expected this, and I didn’t like it one bit. Flash would have to pay and pay dearly to make up for this “be seen and not heard” bullshit.

      “And who do we have here?” a rough voice asked, pulling me out of my thoughts on how to torture Flash.

      Flash shifted and reached around to grab my hand, tugging me to his side. “This is Izzy, my woman.” He tightened his grip on my waist.

      I glared at him.

      What the fuck? I wasn’t his woman. We had an agreement, but to call the naughty shit we did a relationship was overstating it just a tad. I gave him the stink eye and saw the corner of his mouth twitch.

      “Well aren’t you stunning, Izzy. Is that short for Isabella?”

      I turned my attention to the genius and smiled the biggest bullshit smile I could muster. “Yes, it is.” I swallowed the other words I wanted to say, still smiling like an idiot.

      He wasn’t a bad-looking man for someone his age. His long, gray hair was pulled back in a low-slung ponytail, making his emerald-green eyes stand out. A small patch of salt-and-pepper facial hair framed his thin lips. He looked a little like Santa Claus on crack. The vest covering his black t-shirt was the same cut as the one Flash was wearing, but it had more patches—including one that stated he was the VP.

      “Why don’t you sit down with us and have a drink?” He lightly patted the empty chair next to him, never taking his eyes off me.

      Flash moved in front of me and started to sit, but the VP grabbed his arm.

      “I meant her, you idiot. Not you.”

      Flash stopped dead, with his ass hovering just above the seat. “Oh, sorry, man.”

      What type of man would let another one talk to him that way? The way he’d said “idiot” hadn’t been the same as when my brothers called each other “jackass” or “dumbfuck.” His dislike for Flash was clearly evident in his tone, but Flash did as he was told, like a good soldier.

      I slid into the wooden chair as Flash gripped my shoulder. “Thanks,” I whispered, folding my hands in my lap.

      “My name’s Rebel,” he said as he brought my hand to his mouth, running his prickly lips across my skin. “These are the guys.” He placed my hand on his leg, patting it, and then grabbed his beer.

      Flash’s grasp on my shoulder hardened, but I didn’t dare look up at him.

      Fuck. How had my dumb ass gotten into this situation? Flash was a stupid bastard. I should’ve listened to Joe and Mike, but then again, I never did.

      “Hey,” I said, slowly looking around the table. I tried not to linger on any one man too long.

      They all said, “Hey,” and smiled—except for one man. The long hair hid his face as he picked at the label on the bottle. His reaction to me wasn’t friendly or welcoming like the others’. Nope, he was avoiding me.

      “So, Isabella,” Rebel said, pulling my attention back to him. “Can I call you that? You don’t mind, do you?” He leaned into my personal space and squeezed my thigh. The stench of cigarettes and stale beer invaded my nostrils.

      Flash gripped my shoulder and Rebel held my thigh. I knew Flash wouldn’t do shit. He was the prospect, the one trying to get in the club, and Rebel knew it. I just needed to be agreeable and get the hell out of here for my sake and for Flash’s pussy ass.

      I bit the corner of my lip before responding. “Sure.” The only people in my life who called me Isabella—who I allowed to call me by my full name—were my parents. I didn’t think telling Rebel to go fuck himself would be good for anyone.

      The tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose, and I felt like someone was watching me. Without looking, I noticed him staring at me out of the corner of my eye as I kept my attention on Rebel. It bugged the fuck out of me. I wanted to get a glimpse of him, just for a second, but Rebel wanted my total attention.

      “Flash, go fetch me a beer and get something for the beautiful girl too,” Rebel demanded, staring at me, paying no attention to Flash or anyone else.

      My eyes flickered to his face as he barked orders to Flash. “I’m fine. I don’t need anything to drink.” The last thing I wanted was to drink anything that wouldn’t allow me to be in control. Being around Flash was one thing, but I didn’t trust the men sitting at the table.

      Flash didn’t move. He kept his hand on my shoulder, squeezing it lightly, and I could almost feel the tension radiating from his body.

      “What the fuck are you waiting for? Get the fucking drinks, boy!” Rebel roared, slamming his fist on the table.

      I jumped. The anger that oozed out of him put me on edge. My heart stuttered in my chest and I wanted to get out of here. Flash released my shoulder, leaving me alone with Rebel.

      Rebel leaned over, twirling my hair with his fingers. “So, darlin’ Isabella, tell me about yourself.”

      I looked down at my hands, trying to stop the urge to bat him away. “Not much to tell,” I whispered.

      He pushed the hair over my shoulder, running his fingertips down my skin, lingering on my collarbone. “I doubt that, Isabella.” As he drew out my name, rolling the last bit off his tongue, his breath tickled my nose.

      Small prickles slid down my neck, the hair still standing at attention. I leaned back in my chair, trying to escape his invasion of my personal space, pissed off that Flash had brought me here and then left me like a pansy ass.

      “Tell me about you, Rebel.” I was deflecting. A man like him had to be full of himself, drunk off power, and I prayed it would take the focus off me.

      “Tsk, tsk,” he said, shaking his head. “I know all about me. I want to know about you.” His eyes bored into me as he started to slide his hand up my leg before settling on my thigh.

      I swear to shit I wanted to rip Flash’s dick off and shove it down his throat. I didn’t care if I ever fucked him again. His cock was not worth this bullshit.

      “I’m a tattoo artist,” I said with a sigh while looking into his eyes, knowing that I wasn’t going to get out of the situation without being cordial. It wasn’t one of my better traits, but I knew how to play the game. “It’s my life.” I plastered a fake smile on my face, trying to maintain eye contact with him. I wouldn’t show weakness. I was a Gallo girl, not a shrinking violet.

      “I love a girl who does ink. Maybe I should come to you next time I need some work done. I wouldn’t mind dropping my drawers for you, beautiful.”

      I wanted to heave. The mere thought of seeing any of this man’s junk or ass made me gag. “I’m between gigs right now,” I lied, biting the inside of my cheek.

      “The MC has a shop. Job’s yours if you want it.” Rebel squeezed my thigh, running his hand farther up my legs, stopping mere centimeters from my pussy.

      “Just like that, huh?” I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I didn’t want to seem too eager to please, or too easy. “Maybe my skills are shitty. Then what?”

      He inched his chair closer, squeezing my thigh again. “If your ink skills are shitty, I’m sure we can find other ways for you to earn.”

      “Listen,” I said, about to lay into him and give him the nicest “fuck off” he’d ever had, but the sound of Flash slamming the drinks on the table stopped me from finishing the statement.

      “Flash, you fucker,” Rebel said, releasing my leg and leaning back in his chair. “You spilled my beer,” he growled, wiping the glass with his finger. He turned to me, drawing his fingers into his mouth and sucking them as he stared.

      Sam, a.k.a. Flash, didn’t speak. Cool biker nicknames were reserved for badasses, and Sam had lost that right when he’d pussied out on me. He hadn’t stood up for me, and left me high and dry in the hands of Rebel.

      As Rebel grabbed the bottle to bring it to his lips, I turned and gave my “I hate you” scowl to Sam. He shrugged, grimacing before giving me a halfhearted smile. I closed my eyes, trying to calm the fuck down, because at this point, I wanted to tell Sam exactly how I felt and get the fuck out of the shitty-ass bar. I counted to five like they’d taught in a college psychology course I’d taken on a whim. I slowly opened my eyes to find Rebel staring at me again.

      Sam leaned down, resting his hand on my shoulder, and whispered in my ear, “Want to get out of here?”

      What a clusterfuck. Would he have balls big enough?

      “I’m getting tired,” I complained, standing to say goodbye. Before my ass was five inches off the chair, Rebel had his hand on my wrist, pulling me back down.

      “I wasn’t done talking to you.” He smiled, licking his lips.

      My eyes flickered to Sam, who now had wide eyes and an “oh fuck” face. I narrowed my eyes at him, wishing he’d man the fuck up, but nope. He must’ve checked his cock at the door. I turned back to Rebel, looking down at his hand, which was still wrapped around my wrist. Be diplomatic, Izzy. Do not piss off the MC vice president.

      I turned my wrist, breaking the hold he had on me. “I-I,” I stuttered, trying to figure out something other than, “Keep your fucking hands off me.”

      Just as I opened my mouth, a voice called out to Rebel. “Leave the fucking girl alone, you horny ol’ bastard.”

      I turned to look in the direction of the gravelly voice, where Rebel’s attention was now focused. My breath vanished and a dull ache settled in my chest as I sat there wide-eyed and in shock. The blue eyes shooting daggers across the table at me I’d seen before—I knew them. They were mine looking back at me.

      The smile I loved so much and the handsome, boyish looks were gone. His features were hard. Small lines had formed around his eyes since the last time I’d seen him. He didn’t look like man who had pushed me on my swing set and taught me how to throw a punch to defend myself. The man’s lips were set in a firm line as his glare focused entirely on me. He didn’t look anything like the brother I remembered, like the Tommy I loved.

      “You want a piece of this ass?” Rebel asked, looking from me to Thomas. “I wouldn’t blame you, Blue. It’s mighty fine,” he said as he turned back toward me, running his finger down my jaw.

      I snarled, moving my face away from his fingers. Rebel gripped my hair, yanking my head back and holding me in place.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Isabella?” He stared into my eyes, a smirk on his face.

      My heart started pounding, growing louder by the second as it beat out of control. This was bad, a real fucking nightmare.

      “I want her,” Tommy said, slamming his hand down on the table. “You got the last piece of ass and this one’s mine.”

      Rebel laughed, releasing my hair. “Want me to get her warmed up for you, brother?”

      “I don’t want your filthy hands on her. She looks too innocent and pure. I want to take that from her,” Tommy replied, laughing with the rest of the guys, his eyes only on me.

      “If you don’t do it, Blue, I will,” Rebel promised.

      “Oh, I plan to do all of her, and she’s going to like it.”

      Thank God the words were coming out of Tommy’s mouth, because I’d be totally fucked otherwise. Sam released my shoulder. The fucker still hadn’t said a word. He’d stood there like a fucking idiot and stayed silent.

      “Don’t I get a say?” I whispered, grinding my teeth. “I’m not a piece of property.”

      “Flash brought you here, darlin’, and you came out of your own free will. If Blue wants you, he gets you,” Rebel said, laughing like a hyena. “You can thank Flash later.”

      I turned to Sam as his eyes dropped to the floor. “Don’t you have anything to say?” I hissed, the venom dripping from my voice.

      He shook his head as he kicked an imaginary piece of dirt on the floor.

      “Fucking pussy,” I muttered before turning back to look at Thomas.

      A small smirk played on his lips; he knew I could never hold my tongue.

      Rebel slapped Sam, his laughter filling the air and mingling with the other guys’. “Even the girl can see you’re a pussy, Flash,” he teased, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      I would’ve pissed myself by now if it hadn’t been my brother claiming me for the night. I had fucked up, and although Tommy might have smirked, I knew I was in big fucking trouble.
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      “What in the fuck were you thinking?” Tommy screeched as he slammed the hotel room door and locked it.

      “Clearly, I wasn’t,” I quipped as I sat on the bed, avoiding his eyes. Fuck. I looked at the ceiling, my stomach flopping around like I was about to be chastised by my dad.

      “I know you do some dumb shit, Izzy, but this takes the motherfucking cake.” He paced near the door, checking the peephole, as he ran his finger through his hair. “How in the hell do you get mixed up with an MC guy?” He stopped pacing, turned toward me, and tapped his foot.

      I shrugged, not really having a good answer for him.

      “A shrug. I get a goddamn shrug?” he groaned as he walked toward me. “Izzy, look at me,” he barked.

      I looked up into his piercing blue eyes and could see a storm behind them. My mouth suddenly felt dry and I was at a loss for words—something totally out of my realm of comfort.

      “Thomas,” I whined, trying to find the right thing to say.

      “You are in over your head, Iz. This is some serious shit. If I hadn’t been there tonight or if Rebel had decided that he wanted you for himself, you’d be fucked, and so would I.” He rested his hands on either side of me and leaned into my space. “I mean that literally. This is a fucking nightmare.”

      I blinked slowly, taking in the sight of my very pissed-off brother, and sighed. “I just wanted to have fun, Thomas. I wasn’t expecting all this bullshit.” I swallowed and concentrated on breathing through my nose. Pissed-off Thomas was a scary fucking dude.

      “All this bullshit?” he whispered. “All this bullshit is what comes with an MC. They make their own goddamn rules.” He backed away, grabbing my hand as he sat next to me. “I have to keep you safe and get you the hell away from these guys.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled loudly.

      “I’m sorry,” I choked out, tears forming in my eyes. “I thought Flash would protect me. He promised a weekend getaway.” God, I sounded like a fucking idiot. Mike and Joe had warned me. They’d pleaded with me not to go, but as always, I did whatever the fuck I wanted to.

      “Flash is a fucking pussy and a complete moron. I worried he’d recognize me, but he was too young to remember me. Plus, he’s an idiot. Nice kid, but dumb as a box of rocks.”

      “Why are you still here, Tommy?” I inquired. He’d always be Tommy to me—my big brother who had been missing from my life for more years than I’d like to admit. “Why haven’t you come home?”

      He looked up at me; his shoulders slumped before he spoke. “I’m in deep, sis. I’ve moved up the ranks. I’m sergeant-at-arms now. I’m in the inner sanctum and doing everything I can to bring this club down. I don’t want the shit to be half-assed, either. I need to bring it to its knees. Cut off the head and burn the body. Leave nothing behind.”

      “It’s so dangerous.” I knew my statement was obvious, but I didn’t have anything else to say. The thought of something happening to him made my heart feel like someone was squeezing it in their fist, and I didn’t want to feel it pop.

      “It’s my job, Izzy. I have to see it through. I promise I’ll come home to everyone, and I’ll do it soon.”

      “You better. Ma is beside herself with worry. Joey is going to have a baby. The family is changing and you’re not there to see,” I grumbled. I wanted to run out the door with Tommy in tow and head home.

      “Joey’s going to be a dad?” he whispered, his eyes growing wide.

      “Yes. You’re going to be an uncle soon. You need to come home.”

      “I will, love. I will.” He wrapped his arms around my shoulders, bringing my face against his chest.

      I rested my hands on his shoulder blades, gripping them for dear life. I didn’t want to let him go. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen my brother, let alone been able to touch him. How was I going to be able to walk out the door and leave him behind?

      “Now what?” I asked, my voice muffled by his t-shirt.

      “Well, everyone thinks I’m banging your brains out.” He blanched and gagged. “After, I have to bring you back.” He sighed, pulling away from me as my hands slipped from his back. “Let me make a call. Do you have your phone? Mine isn’t safe.”

      I grabbed my purse, which I’d dropped on the floor when I’d sat down. I rummaged through the contents, pulled out my phone, and handed it to him.

      “Who are ya going to call?” I asked. I did not want any of my other brothers in harm’s way. It was bad enough that I’d put Tommy in this fucked-up predicament, let alone the others.

      “I only have one person near by I can trust to get you out of this clusterfuck.” He tapped the buttons on my phone but didn’t look up at me.

      “Who?” I asked. “Don’t call Mike or Joe either,” I pleaded, lying back on the bed.

      “Fuck no, woman. I’m calling a law enforcement buddy. Only he can pull this off without it looking like I had anything to do with it.” He stood, bringing the phone to his ear.

      Well okay, then. He still hadn’t answered my question. I looked around the hotel room as he walked away from the bed. This place was an even bigger shithole than the place Sam and I had booked for the weekend. The room hadn’t been updated since it had been built in the ’70s. The color scheme was straight out of The Brady Bunch on meth. Mustard yellow, burnt orange, and avocado green decorated the flowery wallpaper and the bedspread. I didn’t want to even think about all the things that had been done on this bed. It had to be crawling with germs.

      I stood, walking toward my brother, stopping to look out the peephole. The green shag carpeting did not make me want to kick off my shoes and feel the lushness. It was matted and trashed.

      “Hey,” Tommy said into the phone. “I need your help.”

      I turned, studying him as he moved around the room. He would’ve worn a path in the carpeting if the shag had still been good. I grabbed my purse and sat down on the bed, pulling my lip-gloss from my purse as I listened.

      “My sister’s here. I need you to help me get her the fuck out,” Tommy said, running his fingers through his hair. “I know. She showed up with one of the prospects and Rebel almost claimed her for the night, but he offered her to me—thank fucking God.” Tommy stopped and listened before moving again. “Yeah, Izzy,” he said, his eyes darting to me.

      My eyes grew wide. The person on the other end knew who I was, but I didn’t know them.

      “She’s the only fucking sister I have, James. What the hell kind of question is that?” Tommy glared at me as James spoke on the other end of the phone.

      I looked up at him, my mouth dropping open when I heard his name. James Caldo. He was the smug bastard who’d come to the wedding uninvited to drop off a card for Tommy. We’d shared drinks—way too many drinks. I’d woken up the next morning slinking out of his hotel room without saying goodbye. I’d gotten what I’d wanted, gotten the hell out, and never looked back.

      James was…how do I say it? Hot as fuck, but a little too bossy for my liking. He reminded me of my brothers, but times ten on the macho bullshit. I’d waited for him to grunt, “Me caveman. You’re mine,” after he’d fucked me into a coma after the reception.

      

      If I hadn’t been plastered by an abundance of Jack and Coke, I wouldn’t have been seduced by him and ended up in his bed…against the wall…on the floor.

      Fuck. Why did he have to call James? My stomach started to flutter, a wave of nervousness filling my body. My leg began to shake, a nervous habit I had when I couldn’t control a situation, as I sat there and listened.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have to see him. Oh God, please don’t let me have to see him. Maybe they’d devise a plan to get me out and that would be that. I closed my eyes, fell back on to the bed, and stared at the ceiling. I listened while crazy scenarios played in my mind.

      Maybe James wouldn’t help because I’d hit it and quit it. Would he be that cruel?

      Maybe he’d want payback with me on my hands and knees as a thank-you for my rescue. The sound of that wasn’t bad, but I would be subservient to no one, and certainly not James.

      “Yeah. I can find a way to get her on my bike after we leave here,” Tommy said, sitting down next to me. He scowled at me, maybe having heard something from James about what had happened that night. “Okay. I’ll have her text you when we’re leaving the bar, and you handle it from there. I trust you, James. Only you. She needs to be safe and brought home. She shouldn’t be here. Can you do that for me, brother?” He stood again and walked into the bathroom, closing the door.

      I exhaled, letting go of the breath I had been holding while thinking about James. I didn’t like the sound of this one bit. I closed my eyes and tried to block out the sound of the outside world and focus on Tommy’s voice, but it was no use. I couldn’t hear a fucking thing over my heart beating like the drummer in Anthony’s band. I wanted to run in the bathroom and throw up, but I stayed glued to the bed, waited for my brother, and closed my eyes.

      The sound of the bathroom door smacking against the wall made me jump. I sat up quickly, looking toward the noise to see Tommy staring at me.

      I gave him a fake smile and tilted my head. “Everything worked out?” I asked, my voice hoarse as I tried to hide my curiosity.

      “Fucking perfect,” he grumbled as he moved toward the window, peeking through the now yellowed, sheer drapes. “How well do you know James?” he asked, turning to me.

      “Um,” I said. Fuck. Lie—do not tell him the truth. “I met him at Joey’s wedding. He brought your card and we had a drink together.” I kept the fake smile plastered on my face, speaking quickly so as not to trip over my words.

      “Just a drink?”

      “Maybe two,” I replied, still smiling as my eyebrows shot up. God, I was horrible at the angel act.

      “James seemed to be very interested in helping get you out of here. Maybe a little too eager,” he complained as he moved to stand in front of me.

      I looked up at him. He could be intimidating, but he’d always be just my brother. I didn’t have anything to fear from him, but I wouldn’t tell him about my night with James. No fucking way.

      “He’s your friend, Tommy. Naturally, he wants to help out. You called him for a favor, and as any good friend would do, he agreed to help.”

      Tommy shook his head, a grin slowly spreading across his face. “You’ve never been a good liar, Izzy. I’ll kick his fucking ass if he tries anything with you.” One of his eyebrows rose and the muscles in his jaw ticked. “No one touches my sister,” he warned, the tiny grin disappearing.

      “Thomas, I’m not a child. We had a couple of drinks, and even if I wanted more—which I don’t,” I insisted as I stood. “But if I did…it wouldn’t be any of your business.” I poked him in the chest, driving the point home.

      His head dropped, his eyes staring at my finger as I held it against his chest. A rumble started underneath my finger and bubbled out through his mouth. He threw his head back, his laughter filling the room before he looked back at me.

      “Izzy, love,” he said, grabbing my face, his blue eyes shining with tears. “That has to be one of the funniest damn things you’ve ever said.”

      “What the fuck? It wasn’t funny.” I poked him harder and with my nail. “I’m a woman now, if you haven’t noticed. I make my own decisions.” I tilted my head and glowered at him.

      He was still laughing as he wiped his eyes. He shook his head as he spoke. “You’ll always be my little sister. Flash is going to get his ass kicked.” His laughter died. “He won’t know why, but I will. He’ll be hurting because I know he dirtied you. He’s not worthy of you.”

      “Flash is just a friend,” I said, because it was the truth.

      “He’s been in your pants, sister. Don’t try and bullshit me.” He glared at me, studying my every twitch. “He’ll pay.”

      I sighed, blowing out the air I’d stored in my cheeks. “Whatever,” I blurted.

      “James better not touch you either.”

      “I don’t like James like that. I thought you boys were bad growing up, but he makes you guys look like pussycats.”

      Tommy’s eyebrows drew together. “You got all this over a couple of drinks?” His jaw worked back and forth as he ground his teeth together. The sound sent shivers through my body.

      “Yeah.” I kept it simple. No need to throw up a flag that alerted his big brother Spidey sense that James had fucked me senseless.

      “Swear?”

      “Yep.”

      He sighed and wrapped his arms around me. Then he kissed my temple, and the warmth of his body felt great against me. He was my brother, and I had proof that he was safe and alive.

      “We’ll leave here in ten minutes. We have to make it believable, Izzy.”

      I looked up at him. “What do you mean make it believable?” I questioned, scrunching my nose as I thought about what that could mean.

      “They have to believe that I had sex with you,” he said.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, gnawing on my thumbnail.

      We smudged my lipstick, tore my shirt at the bottom, and messed up my hair. The bar was dark enough that hopefully it would pass. The most important part would be my attitude.

      “Don’t pretend to like me, but don’t hate me either. You aren’t attached to Flash, but you didn’t have a choice in coming with me, either.”

      “I love you, brother. You’re cute, so it’s not like I would’ve had to bang Rebel.”

      “Do not say the words bang and Rebel in the same sentence.” He cringed, opening the door for us to head back to the bar. “When we get there, just stay quiet and let me talk. I want to get us the fuck out of there as soon as possible so James can grab you.”

      I sighed, wishing the fucking night were over and that I were in my bed…at home and on the other coast. “You know how quiet and I work out, Tommy.”

      He stopped dead in his tracks and turned. “From here on out, I am not Tommy. Blue is my name. For fuck’s sake, Izzy, do quiet for me just this one time,” he pleaded before walking away.

      “Men suck,” I mumbled.

      As I approached his bike, Tommy turned and faced me. “I won’t see you again for a while, Iz. Although I’m pissed about you being here, I’m happy at the same time. I’ve missed you, baby girl.” His face softened as he held his arms out to me.

      I looked around, wondering if someone was lurking in the shadows, unsure if I should hug him.

      “It’s okay. Come here.” He motioned with his finger, beckoning me into his arms.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist, holding on to him for dear life. What if I never saw him again? I couldn’t think that way. Thomas was the toughest man I knew. If anyone could live through all this bullshit and come out on the other side unscathed, it would be him.

      “I’ll miss you,” I said, choking back the tears. I squeezed him tighter, rubbing my face against his t-shirt. “Come home soon.”

      He released me, wiping the tear off my cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Don’t cry. I got this.” He grinned, his beautiful blue eyes twinkling from the streetlight. “Let’s get this shit over with so I can know you’re safe. You listen to James and do whatever he says, Izzy. He’ll keep you safe.”

      I rolled my eyes, unable to hide my annoyance. My shoulders slumped as I thought about being trapped with James for any amount of time. It would be a total clusterfuck.

      “Fine,” I sang, grabbing the helmet and putting on my head. “I don’t like it, but I’ll try to be good.”

      “He’ll keep you alive. Remember that.” He climbed on his Harley and turned the key.

      “Got it,” I said as I nestled behind him and encased him in my arms.

      I rested my cheek against his back as we took off, headed back to the guys. I use that term loosely; they were more like animals that could talk.

      If my brother had known the sordid details of my night with James, he wouldn’t have asked me to obey his every command. James hadn’t contacted me after the wedding, and for that, I was thankful. I hadn’t had to avoid his calls or block him from my phone. The man knew how to take a hint, but thrusting the two of us back together without being able to be in control freaked me the fuck out.

      Why did I care so much about seeing him again? I closed my eyes, getting lost in the memory of the night that happened four months ago. James had been more of a man than I’d ever been with. He was a true alpha and didn’t take bullshit. Bullshit and me were the best of friends. He’d called me on everything, and I’d felt like he could read my thoughts. I didn’t want to be the type of woman that people could figure out. He knew when I was full of shit, and I didn’t like when anyone could figure me out so easily. I wasn’t a girl. I was fierce and no one’s pushover. Isabella Gallo was not subservient.
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      When we walked back into the bar, no one really seemed to care. Rebel gave me a once-over and quickly patted “Blue” on the back. They exchanged words as I sat down, my unhappiness evident from my tear-stained cheeks. They thought it had been caused by the sex I hadn’t wanted, but really, it had been at the thought of saying goodbye to my brother.

      After a round of drinks with Thomas’s arm draped around my shoulder, protecting and claiming me all at once, the group decided to head out for the night. Parties were happening all over Daytona, and they had club business to attend to before they hit the sack.

      “She’s riding with me,” Tommy declared as we walked outside and were greeted by the thick, humid Florida air that smelled like the ocean.

      “Whatever you say, brother,” Rebel conceded as he threw a leg over his bike.

      “Where’s Flash?” I asked, looking around one last time for him.

      “Fuck Flash, darlin’,” Tommy snarled, holding out the helmet to me.

      “But—” I started to speak but saw his lips set in a firm line as he glared at me.

      “He’s been sent off to do club business with some other members.” He shoved the helmet in my hands. “Get the fuck on. We don’t have time for your bullshit girl stuff,” he barked, turning around and starting the bike.

      The roar of the engine made me jump, and I quickly put on the helmet and pulled the straps tight. Climbing on the bike, I realized that this would be the last time I’d touch my brother for months. The guys took off just as I nestled myself behind him.

      When the roar of the bikes and the distance between them and us was sufficient, Thomas turned to me and smiled. “Make the call, Izzy. Love ya, kid,” he said before turning around and quickly taking off, hot on the tail of the other guys.

      I hit dial, ringing James’s phone to alert him that we’d left the bar. Thomas had said that James would stop us shortly after leaving the bar, and he’d had me put a baggie of cocaine in my pocket. James would do a search for some bullshit reason and place me under arrest.

      Daytona was crawling with cops and DEA during Bike Week. Undercover, I presumed, since I didn’t see a crazy amount of police presence, especially not with the amount of bikers that flooded the city during the event.

      Rebel led the pack and we pulled up the rear. Tommy had wanted it that way, figuring it would be easier to be pulled over by James. I tried not to think about what was about to happen as I held on to him, taking in all that was my big brother—strong, kind, caring, and protective.

      He’d made me laugh as a little girl, holding on to my hands and twirling me in the air like I was a blade of a fan. My mother would scream, but Tommy and I would just laugh and collapse in a heap of giggles. His face had been softer then; the years of undercover work and biker-life wear and tear hadn’t yet entered his life. I wondered if he could ever go back to that fun-loving, carefree guy again. I hoped he would, but living this life had to alter you in some form and stick with you for the rest of your days.

      My heart stammered in my chest as the sound of police sirens filled the air. I opened my eyes, the red and blue lighting bouncing off of Tommy’s jacket. I gave him a squeeze as he slowed the bike and waved off the rest of the guys.

      We pulled off to the side of the road as the police cruiser stopped behind us. The lights continued to flash, but the screeching siren noise turned off before I heard a car door slam.

      “Sir,” the familiar voice said as he approached us.

      The sound of his voice alone had my pussy clenching. Fucking cunt had always been a problem. I didn’t like James. It needed to cool its fucking jets and not think about his cock. James wasn’t the man I wanted…I couldn’t top him.

      Thomas sat still, peering in his side mirror until James came to a stop at our side. The others were far enough away, leaving us behind to deal with the cop issue.

      “Get her the fuck out of here. Blow is in her left jacket pocket.”

      “Hey, Iz,” James slithered out as he slowly looked me up and down.

      I lifted my chin, staring him in the eye without a smile. “Jimmy,” I replied, the corner of my lip twitching.

      God, he looked fucking good. No, good wasn’t the right word. He looked fucking amazing dressed in the law enforcement uniform. The brown dress shirt hugged his muscles, looking like a second skin against his tan flesh. The shitty polyester pants the force handed out clung to his muscular thighs, showing off every dip and crevice in his body. The gun sitting around his waist reminded me that he wasn’t a man to be crossed, though I liked to push his buttons. He could easily overpower me, and for some reason, the thought turned me on.

      His jaw ticked as I spoke his name. He hated when I called him Jimmy, said it reminded him of a child. I’d used it to only piss him off, crawl under his skin like he had mine.

      Tommy handed over his license and registration, shoving it in James’s hand as he openly gawked at me.

      James turned his attention to Thomas and cleared his throat. “What the hell are you going to tell them?” he asked, motioning toward the red taillights off in the distance.

      “I’ll figure some shit out. She’s just another pussy to them. She’s not a club whore or an old lady. She’s inconsequential.”

      “Men are such fucking pigs,” I bit out. “How can you even be around those douchebags? You don’t think that way, do you?” I asked, looking at Tommy.

      “Fuck no. I’m just playing the part. Ma did not raise me to think that way.”

      James laughed, drawing my attention in his direction. Why did he have to be so damn handsome? I mean, Jesus. Why couldn’t he be plain and not fantasy inspiring?

      “And you?” I asked him, wishing I could wipe that shitty smile off his face.

      “Oh no, doll. I love women. Not all of them are just a piece of ass. Not even the ones who slink out of my hotel room before the sun rises.” He grinned.

      My eyes grew wide as a lump formed in my throat. He wouldn’t dare tell my brother. Would he? I mean, the man had cockiness down pat, but he wouldn’t be dumb enough to clue my brother the fuck in on our sex Olympics.

      Tommy shook his head and turned to look at me. “Can I trust you to listen to him?” he asked, squinting as he peered at me.

      “I’ll listen,” I said, as James began to chuckle. I moved my eyes from Thomas to glare at James. “I can’t promise I’ll do as he asks, but I’ll listen and do what I feel is right.”

      “Izzy, for fuck’s sake. Just fucking listen for once in your life. I know you bow down to no man, but this is your life we’re talking about. I have enough shit to worry about and don’t need to worry about you getting home safely,” Tommy snarled, keeping his eyes focused on me.

      “I’ll be good to her,” James promised as he stopped laughing and cleared his throat. “I won’t let her out of my sight and I’ll keep her safe. You couldn’t put her into more capable hands.” James smiled, giving me a quick wink.

      I turned to Tommy, unable to take the smug smile on James’s face any longer, and spoke the words he wanted to hear: “Yes, I promise to do whatever is necessary to get home safely.”

      “Off the bike, ma’am. I need to search you. You too, Blue,” James barked out, stepping away from the bike.

      We climbed off, me with the assistance of my brother, and turned our backs to James. He frisked Tommy first. I straightened my back and watched him as he touched my brother, moving quickly and thoroughly and finding nothing. It was all for show. I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky. As he turned his attention to me, I closed my eyes and waited.

      I knew he wouldn’t be so quick when touching my body. He wouldn’t make it obvious to my brother or the eye of an outsider, but I remembered what his hands had felt like on my body. The amount of pleasure the strong hands had given me. The feel of them on me and in me was like nothing else I had ever experienced.

      “Back on the bike, sir,” he ordered. “Ma’am, hands behind your head and do it now!” he roared, as I was lost in my memories.

      As Tommy took his place on the bike, keeping a lookout for any stragglers from the club, I sighed and tangled my fingers together behind my head. Thankfully my back was to him. In this position, my breasts were pushed out farther, leaving myself exposed. He started at my wrists, brushing against my skin with the tip of his rough fingers. Tiny sparks shot down my arms, a direct line to my nipples. I opened my eyes, sucking in a breath before closing them again.

      I didn’t have to see his face to know that he had a grin dancing across his lips. His giant hands swept down my arms and stopped just above my ribcage. The tips of his fingers grazed my breasts as his hands slipped down the front of my torso before he searched my waistband.

      No matter how hard I tried to control a reaction or think of anything other than his hands on me, my body responded. I twitched and silently swore. I rolled my eyes at the feeling of being defeated. He knew in that moment that he had an effect on me. I was fucking doomed.

      I could feel his breath against my ear. My body shuddered as my heart skipped a beat, before it was gone and his hands slid down my legs.

      Please don’t…

      Fucker.

      His thumbs touched the holy land as his hands glided up my legs. As he reached the V of my legs, I swear to shit my heart stopped dead in my chest. I sucked in a breath, trying to calm my insides as my head dropped.

      I was happy when his hands left my legs until he caressed my ass, all in the name of a search, but I knew he was enjoying it too much when he gave it a quick, hard squeeze.

      “Must you?” I whispered as he moved closer, reaching into my pockets.

      “Yes,” he whispered back, his mouth coming close to my ear. “Think of all the fun we’re going to have as I give you a ride.”

      “You’re an asshole,” I hissed, turning my face to look at his profile.

      “That’s one part of you I haven’t yet explored,” he whispered in my ear, low and close enough that Tommy couldn’t hear.

      I gulped, closing my eyes and using all of my self-control not to turn around and give him a piece of my mind. I couldn’t react in front of my brother or the other eyes that could possibly be on us.

      “What do we have here, ma’am?” James asked, pulling his hand from my pocket and dangling the small bag in front of my face.

      “It’s not mine, officer,” I pleaded, shaking my head and playing the part.

      “Place your hands behind your back. I’m placing you under arrest,” he said, grabbing my arm, gingerly moving it away from my head and down to the small of my back.

      “Must we do this?” I asked, looking toward Tommy.

      Tommy winked, not giving any other physical indication that everything was okay.

      “We must, doll. Give me your other hand.”

      I wrinkled my nose and ground my teeth as I felt the cold steel of the handcuffs slap against my wrist. Great. Not only was I being placed in his custody, I was starting off bound and in his possession without a means of escape. Being with the men of the MC had felt less scary than what I felt about being a captive for James.

      “I’ll leave them loose so they won’t pinch, but you can’t get out. Not yet at least,” he said as a low, slow laugh tickled my ear.

      I glared at Tommy, not looking at James as he marched me toward the back of the police cruiser. He placed his hand on my head as he helped me into the back seat.

      “Stay put,” he ordered as I moved my legs inside.

      “Where the fuck am I going, genius?” I blurted out, the anger dripping from my voice. My hands were restrained behind my back and I was about to be locked in the police car.

      “You better watch that smart mouth of yours, doll.” He grinned, leaning against the frame of the car.

      “Or what? Are you going to rough me up, Jimmy?” I snuggled back into the seat, adjusting my body and trying to find a comfortable position.

      “I’d hate to add resisting arrest to your charges.” His grin turned into a smirk as he wiggled his eyebrows and licked his lips.

      “Just get this shit over with so we can get the fuck out of here,” I hissed, not finding him charming at all.

      “As you wish.” He slammed the car door, leaving me with my thoughts as he approached Tommy and spoke with him.

      I watched through the windshield as they exchanged some heated words—or at least they made it seem like they were. A dull ache settled in my chest as I watched them speak. This would be the last time I’d see my brother for some time. The not knowing was the worst part. Tommy looked over at me a couple of times as they finished their conversation. My nose began to tickle as tears threatened to fall.

      When James slid into the front seat, he didn’t speak. He turned on the car and started to pull away after Thomas had sped down the road.

      “When are you going to let me out of these fucking cuffs?” I asked. My wrists already felt the bite from the metal digging into my skin.

      “Tomorrow,” he answered calmly, looking at me in the rearview mirror. His eyes changed from the smile I couldn’t see but knew was there.

      “You can’t keep me like this until tomorrow.” Anger built inside me. My body was almost vibrating as I stared at him in the mirror.

      I knew I was now a pawn in his game. I’d have to play by his rules. I was pissed at Thomas for leaving me with James, and at asshole Flash for being an idiot and not realizing the amount of shit he was bringing me around this weekend.

      James looked at the road, the corner of his eye crinkling as he spoke. “Harder for you to run away like that. Plus, you look fucking sexy when you’re pissed off, Izzy.”

      “Jimmy, look, I didn’t mean—“

      “James.” His eyes momentarily flashed in the rearview mirror before leaving me again.

      “James,” I hissed, holding the end, letting the letter stick between my teeth. “I’m sorry about what happened.” I looked down at my knees, chewing the inside of my lip.

      “I’m not,” he said flatly.

      “It wasn’t nice of me to leave without saying goodbye. I was a jerk. Can you forgive me?” I wasn’t really sorry for anything, but I wanted the damn cuffs off my wrists.

      “It won’t work, Izzy.”

      “What?”

      “Your fake apology,” he said as he pulled up to the red light and his eyes returned to mine. His face had a red sheen from the traffic light. He looked like the devil I figured he really was. He’d torture me as long as I was in his custody.

      My mouth dropped open and a scream was crawling up my throat. “It wasn’t—“

      “Yes, it was.”

      I closed my mouth, grinding my teeth as the car started to pull away, and his face changed color. “I had fun with you and we both got what we wanted out of that night.” I swallowed, remembering the feel of him against my skin. Those sweet-ass lips that were pissing me off right now had brought me so many orgasms that I’d lost count, the amount of alcohol I’d consumed not helping my memory.

      “Maybe I’m sensitive and wanted a kiss goodbye?” he said, tilting his head up to look at me. I could see the corner of his mouth as it almost kissed his eyes. He was enjoying himself.

      I sighed and pushed my shoulders back. Glaring at him, I said, “That’s total bullshit.”

      “Maybe so,” he said, looking away, “but I did want that kiss.”

      Fuck, his voice was sexy. It matched him entirely…big in all ways. “You’re not going to play fair, are you?” I whispered, but I already knew the answer.

      “Did you?” he retorted with a clipped tone.

      “I’m sure you did the walk of shame many mornings, James.”

      “Doll, I’ve never been ashamed of spending the night in the company of a beautiful woman—especially you.”

      A knot formed in my stomach, and it felt like James had reached inside and was using his giant hands to untie it. He made my belly feel funny, and I didn’t like it. I pursed my lips, not taking my eyes off the back of his head.

      “It was easier for both of us,” I whispered, trying not to give anything away in my voice.

      He shook his head. “Can’t stop the bullshit from rolling off your tongue, huh?”

      “Are we there yet?” I was annoyed and pissed off. James did not get to question me on my truthfulness.

      “To the police station, yes, but not the entire trip.”

      “I can find my way home. I’m an adult woman.”

      “Why don’t you start acting like one, then?” he asked sarcastically.

      I felt like he’d punched me in the chest. No one talked to me the way he did—no one with a dick, at least. The only people who could get away with calling me on my shit were my girls, but not a man. Not even my brothers or father.

      “I am acting like an adult. I can rent a car and get myself back to Tampa. It’s only a couple of hours away.”

      “Izzy, listen up, because this is how it’s going to go.” He pulled the cruiser over on the side of the road, rolling to a stop. He turned around, resting his arm on the back of the passenger’s seat. “I promised your brother I would take you home. I promised him I would keep you safe. I will not just release you to fend for yourself.” He licked his lips, and my eyes moved to his mouth as he continued speaking. “It’s late, after two a.m., and I’m tired. We’re going to return the car and then find a hotel for the night and drive back in the morning. That’s the plan, and I don’t want your brother to worry that I’m not following the plan. He has enough shit on his plate right now. Understand?” He glared at me, waiting for my response.

      “Wow. Didn’t know you knew so many words.” I smirked, watching his jaw as he tried to stop a smile. “Fine, but I want my own room,” I requested, knowing that I didn’t have a choice in the whole “how to get Izzy home” plan, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to share a room with him.

      “One room, double beds,” he growled, turning around and pulling back on to the road.

      “No fucking way. I will not share a room with you.”

      “It’s for your own protection.”

      “Not happening,” I declared, looking out the tinted window, seeing the police station sign in the distance.

      “Yes, it is. Don’t fight me on this, woman.”

      “I don’t want to spend the night in your room.”

      “Our room, and you do.”

      “Jesus, you’re infuriating.”

      “Touché.”

      “Ooh, he knows French too. Didn’t know cavemen were bilingual.”

      “Must you always be a smartass?” he asked, parking the car in the “reserved” space.

      “Nothing good can come out of sharing a room,” I said as I sat up, unable to stop the anxious feeling. I had to get the hell out of this car.

      “I remember a lot of ear-shattering moans the last time we shared a room. I’d say only good can come from it,” he murmured, a low, smooth chuckle escaping his lips before he climbed out of the car.

      “Fucker,” I muttered as his door slammed.

      “Out you go, doll,” he said when he opened my door, the hot, humid air hitting my skin. He reached in and grabbed my arm, trying to help me up, and I fought the urge to pull away.

      “I hate that term,” I said, climbing out with his hands still on me.

      “Doll?” He smirked, giving my arm a light squeeze.

      “Yes. It’s patronizing,” I hissed as I turned my back to him.

      “As long as you call me Jimmy, I’ll call you doll. And what the fuck are you doing?” he asked, grabbing my shoulder.

      “The cuffs. I want them off.” I glared at him. Why did he have to make everything so fucking difficult?

      “I can’t take them off yet. You never know who has eyes on the station,” he said, and laughed.

      “You’re a prick.”

      “You’re hitting every word I like to hear—come, prick, fuck. What else do you have to say?” He smiled as he grabbed my upper arm and pulled me toward the station doors.

      “Let’s just get this over with.” I sneered at him as I tried to keep up with his large steps.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he whispered in my ear as he opened the door and waited for me to pass by. “So fucking much.”

      My body shuddered. This gravelly tone of his voice shorted the wiring in my brain. I’d spent too many years trying to block guys like him out, and I’d been successful. James was an entirely different beast. I didn’t know how to deal with him. He always had a reply. It was fucking infuriating.

      I closed my eyes, taking the final step into the station and hopefully to freedom—or at least an escape from him.
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      We only spent a few minutes at the police station returning the uniform and equipment they let me borrow to rescue Izzy from the clutches of the MC. She sat on the chair, her eyes never leaving me as I talked with a few of the officers. If looks could kill, I’d be dead and buried.

      After we finished at the police station, Izzy and I headed to find a low-key hotel just outside of the county. I wanted to be far enough away that no one would find us, but close enough that, if shit went down, I could get backup. She climbed on the back of my bike after protesting and arguing for a few minutes. She knew it was futile. I wasn’t letting her out of my sight.

      Feeling her body wrapped around mine—her thighs squeezing me tight, her arms holding on, and her tits against my back—was fucking perfection.

      When Thomas had called and asked if I’d help rescue his sister, I’d jumped at the chance to see her again. It wasn’t that I loved her—fuck no. I’d only spent a night with her, but there was something about her.

      No one had ever sneaked out of my bed the next morning without saying a word. Izzy was the exception to that rule, and for that, I gave her props. She was her own person. I knew she didn’t play by anyone’s rules but her own. Thomas spoke of her often, and I could feel the love he felt for her with his words.

      Thomas and I had met back during training. We’d both joined the DEA right after college. I knew it was where I wanted to be, and had dedicated my life to ridding the world of drugs. I knew it wasn’t possible, but I’d do my best to not make it easy for the sleazeball criminals who preyed on the innocent.

      I’d joined because I’d lost my little sister to an overdose. She was only seventeen and I was in my sophomore year at Florida State. Getting the news that your one and only sibling has died is indescribable. It crushes your soul and had made me question everything in my life. I’d felt like I’d lost direction in my life, and the only thing I’d wanted was retribution. The only way I knew how to do it legally was to join the one group that had the ability to stop the flow of illicit drugs. The DEA became my home and my new family.

      Yes, I still had my parents, but they’d fallen apart after the death of my sister. They weren’t the same people anymore. They walked through life as shells of their former selves, the sorrow too much for them to bear.

      When we met, we were excited and looking to kick some major ass in the drug world. We spent a lot of time talking about our families—his happy and mine not so much.

      We each had sisters, his alive and mine dead. Even though I could never touch my sister again and I couldn’t protect her, I still loved her more than anyone else on Earth. We spent our nights drinking too much beer and talking about life. Our conversations always veered off course and would turn to our sisters as the main reasons for us being there.

      Thomas said that Izzy wasn’t into drugs but he always felt a need to protect her, and others like her who didn’t come from such a loving family. I’d wanted to join because the same drugs had reached in and plucked my sister from my life.

      I was out for payback. After we graduated training, Thomas and I were partnered with veterans and taught the ropes. Years later, we were paired up, and it felt like coming home. He was the brother I’d never had. I was his go-to person when he was placed undercover. I was his link to the DEA and his call of last resort. I kept tabs on him and picked up information when he found a way to get it out.

      His case was solid, but at times, I worried about Thomas. I’d never admit it to him—he’d call me a pansy—but he was in deep. Deeper than I’d ever thought possible. He’d been able to move up the ranks and solidified his position with the club. I made sure to do my best to keep his cover intact and my ears to the ground in case shit went down.

      Leaving him for the weekend to drive his sister home was a sacrifice I wasn’t sure I could make, but how could I say no to him? I didn’t want him to go through the same loss that still squeezed my heart and hung heavy on my soul even after ten years. Loss is loss and it never goes away. We learn to deal with it, but the desperation and longing never fade. I didn’t want Thomas to experience what I had.

      I found a replacement in the agency, someone I trusted to cover for the weekend while I made the round trip with Izzy. I felt at ease knowing that he was protected and I could do the one favor—the only one, in fact—that Thomas had ever asked of me. His family was his number-one priority.

      I’d felt shitty after fucking Izzy when I brought the card on his behalf to his brother’s wedding. I felt like I knew Izzy after having heard stories about her ball busting for years. I’d seen pictures of her, but her beauty in person couldn’t be conveyed in a photograph.

      Her smart mouth, killer body, and bombshell looks had my cock throbbing and my mind reeling as I had a drink with her at the bar. A back-and-forth conversation over Jack Daniel’s left me hard as a rock, and I needed to crawl inside that sweet cunt of hers. After too many drinks to make a proper decision, I sure as fuck wasn’t thinking of her brother, and invited her to my room.

      I wasn’t surprised when she accepted, following me to the elevator as the party raged on. As soon as the elevator doors closed, I had her against the wall. I claimed her mouth, her tongue sweet from the Jack and Coke lingering on the surface as I devoured her. Caging her face in my hands, I stole her breath and replaced it with my own.

      When we reached my floor, I broke the kiss. She didn’t move as her eyes fluttered open, and her breathing was ragged. I grabbed her hand, pulling her toward my room, a little too eager to feel her skin.

      The chemistry was off the charts. We tore at each other’s clothes as soon as the door shut while our lips stayed locked. The need I felt to be inside her bordered on animalistic as our heavy breathing and pants filled the room.

      I dropped to my knees, looking up at her, and said, “I need to taste you.” She was a vision. She had on thigh-highs that connected to a garter belt and cock-hardening stilettos.

      She didn’t reply, but spread her legs. I cupped her ass, bringing her body forward as I swept my tongue through her hair. I could smell her arousal as I flicked her skin with my tongue. I wanted to worship at her altar.

      I lifted her with my hands, placing her legs over my shoulder as I feasted on her. I sucked like a starved man, licking every ridge and bump as she chanted, “Fuck yeah,” and “Oh my God.” I didn’t relent when she came on my face, her legs almost a vise around my head. I dug in deeper, sucking harder as I brushed her asshole with my fingertip. Her body shuddered, the light touch against the sensitive spot sending her quickly over the edge.

      It’s not that I didn’t want to take her in every way, putting my cock in every hole and making her dirty, but I wasn’t ready to go there—not yet, at least. I wanted to feel her pussy squeeze my cock and milk me. I needed it.

      I don’t know what time we both passed out. I’d never had sex so much in one night, but even after it all, I wanted more. She was the one person I couldn’t get enough of, and it didn’t sit well with me. When I woke up and found her gone, I won’t lie, that shit stung. In the end, I knew it was for the best. I didn’t need the headache in my life.

      I couldn’t tell Thomas what had happened—no way in fucking hell. He’d murder me and hide my body. That shit I knew. I hadn’t chased her or tried to contact her. Let that shit stay buried in the past.

      “Turn around or close your eyes,” she said.

      Lost in the memory of our first night together, I blinked. “What?” I asked, shaking my head, trying to clear my mind. I took in the surroundings of a very different room. It wasn’t the lush accommodations from the night of the wedding, but a crappy, run-down motel.

      “I need to undress,” she said, tapping her foot as she stared at me. “I don’t have my bag of clothes and I can’t wear this shit to bed.”

      “I’ve seen it all.”

      Her clothing didn’t do much to hide what I already knew lay underneath. The skintight jeans that narrowed around her ankle just above the black high heels had my dick aching. I wanted to feel the bite of them against my skin as I pounded into her.

      “I was drunk,” she groaned, her eyes growing into little slits.

      “Are you saying I took advantage of you?” She couldn’t be fucking serious. I didn’t do that shit. She’d wanted it as much as I had. I’d known from the moment she’d called me Jimmy that she’d wanted me. I’d known enough about her from Thomas that I’d had her MO down pat.

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly. You aren’t my type.” She wrinkled her nose, twirling her finger like I was going to roll over like a dog and face the other way.

      “Doll,” I teased.

      “Fuck you and that ‘doll’ bullshit. Turn. The. Fuck. Around,” she hissed.

      Laughing, I kicked back on the bed and covered my eyes with my hand. “Happy now?” I asked, leaving space between two of my fingers to get a clear view of her undressing.

      “Very.” She turned around, facing the opposite direction as she removed her Harley tank top that framed her breasts but left little to the imagination.

      Underneath, she was wearing a black bra that lay just below her shoulder blades. She reached back, unhooking the straps with her fingers. Black nail polish decorated the tips, and I wanted to see them wrapped around my cock and her eyes watering from choking on taking me to the back of her throat.

      She bent down, pulling off her jeans, and her breasts fell to the side, giving me a marvelous view. They were full, round, and natural. I licked my lips as my mouth watered, while watching her tits sway as she stepped out of her jeans.

      She climbed in the bed opposite mine, lying back, her tits on full display and her tiny black G-string the only thing she’d left on. Yeah, like that would protect her and keep her pussy safe from me.

      She pulled the covers up to her chin, closing her eyes for a moment, and then said, “All done. You can look now.”

      I turned to my side, resting my head on my hand, and smiled at her. “Now close your eyes,” I commanded, watching her face contort.

      “For what?” she asked, staring at the ceiling, avoiding eye contact.

      “I need to get undressed too, and I don’t want you to catch a glimpse.”

      “Please, Jimmy.” She laughed. “I’ve seen it all.” She rolled over and smirked.

      “Felt it too, but I still want you to turn around or close your eyes.”

      She rolled her eyes, throwing her hands down and slapping the mattress at her sides. “Really? You worried that I’ll jump on you and beg for your dick?” She made a pfft noise with her lips, blowing out a quick breath of air, causing her hair to blow away from her face.

      “Just do it, doll. I know if you see it you’ll be begging for me to crawl in that sweet cunt of yours and fuck you like no man has done before or since me.” I twirled my fingers, giving her the same patronizing gesture she did me.

      She stuck her tongue out and covered her eyes with her hand. “Just get fucking undressed so I can go to sleep already. I’m exhausted,” she said, resting her other hand against her breast.

      I could see that she was doing the same as I had—left a space between her fingers so she could peek. I knew she wanted me.

      “I bet I could find a way to wake you up,” I taunted as I sat up, pulled my shirt off, and threw it across the room, just catching the back of the chair.

      I pushed my shoulders into the mattress, lifted my ass, and contracted my abs, knowing that she was watching and taking in the view. I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down at a painfully slow pace just to prolong her show. I wasn’t the type of man who wore underwear, either.

      As soon as I lowered my jeans below my thighs, my dick sprang free, bobbing as if waving hello and calling her over. I knew it remembered Izzy as much as I did.

      Izzy sucked in a breath as soon as my cock entered the room devoid of covering, the piercing shimmering in the light.

      “You okay over there?” I asked, smirking because I had further evidence that she wanted me. She wanted me badly.

      “Yeah. Just a piece of dirt in my mouth.” She swallowed and coughed, playing the lie to the fullest.

      I wrapped my hand around my shaft, stroking my length as I spoke. “Want something to wash it down?” I had to bite my cheek to stifle the laughter I felt coming to the surface. The only thing better than fucking her was fucking with her mind.

      “No,” she breathed.

      “You sure? I can find something to help that tickle in your throat. I have something close at hand.” Fuck, I felt like a creeper. Only to her would I say such fucked-up, bigheaded shit to, because she was Izzy—ball-buster champion of the world.

      “I’m fine. I don’t need anything you have.” The corner of her mouth twitched.

      Damn, her cockiness was such a fucking turn-on. No one had ever made my dick as hard as she did. The torture, too much for even me to bear anymore, made me kick my jeans off the rest of the way and toss them to the floor.

      “Shit,” I mumbled, remembering that I’d left my gun on the stand next to the television. I never slept without it next to me in bed or on my nightstand.

      “What?” she asked in an annoyed tone.

      “My gun is by the TV. I need to get it. Keep your eyes closed,” I demanded as I placed my feet on the floor and faced her bed. I’d called dibs on the bed closest to the door in case anything happened. I’d be the one to protect her. I’d step in front of a bullet before I’d let anyone hurt her.

      “They’re still covered, Jimmy.” She smiled, thinking she was slick.

      “Uh huh,” I said as I climbed to my feet and stretched, my front on full display for her peep show.

      Her mouth parted and her tongue darted out, sweeping across her bottom lip. I wouldn’t call her out on peeking because, fuck, it was just too much fun to watch her suffer in secret.

      I stalked toward the television, taking small steps until I stopped and grabbed my gun. I lifted my head, catching a glimpse of her in the mirror that hung on the wall. Her fingers were spread apart for a moment, a smile playing across her lips before she closed the gap. Maybe she knew I’d caught her, but if she did, she didn’t confess.

      I walked back, my dick swaying and bobbing as it passed close enough to reach out to touch her as I gave her a full show. I wanted her to remember what I had to offer physically. She couldn’t fight it forever.

      After I pulled the covers just above my waist, I said, “You can look now.” I turned off the light and flipped on the television, needing some lighting in the room. I had to keep an eye on Izzy and be able to see if anything were to happen.

      She nestled in her pillow, placing her hands above her head, the sheet slipping just enough that I could almost see the pink skin that lay underneath. I silently prayed the sheet would slide an inch lower, exposing her piercings and the hard nipples that were outlined by the thin material.

      “Good night,” I yawned, trying to be a gentleman. “Sweet dreams.”

      “Yeah,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.

      I rolled toward her, resting my hand under my pillow as I watched her. Her face illuminated by the television, shadows playing across her features, she was even more stunning at peace. She looked like a different person as she slept. Her face was softer, but I knew the bite those sexy, full lips held when she was awake.

      I didn’t feel guilty for staring at her, watching her chest move up and down as her breathing slowed and grew shallow.

      Would she sneak out again? The woman was more pigheaded than any other person I’d ever met. She wouldn’t risk her life…would she?

      I couldn’t take the chance. I had to find a way to keep her in the room, and I knew just how I’d do it.

      I waited, watching the clock and her body as she slept. I needed her to be in a deep enough sleep that small noises wouldn’t wake her. When I felt she was ready, with small snores falling from her lips, I gingerly climbed out of bed, trying to avoid the box spring creaking with my weight.

      I walked quietly to the bag I had set near the end of the bed and unzipped it, listening to it snag on each tooth as I pulled it open. I grabbed my cuffs, holding them together in my palm. I stood and approached her bed, trying not to wake her.

      I’d never been so thankful for a shitty, old, ’70s-style bed frame. It was perfect to attach the handcuffs to in order to keep her exactly where I wanted her. I opened the cuffs, connecting them to the bed, wincing as I closed it around the wood slat.

      Her hand rested just below and in the perfect spot to quickly put them on before she’d have a chance to react. As I reached out to grab her hand, she moved and her face turned away from me. I held my breath and prayed she didn’t wake up as I stood next to her. My balls and dick were too close and at eye level. I wanted to keep them and have them intact and functioning. I didn’t need her attacking me.

      I pushed down on the pillow with the metal as I slid it under her wrist. As soon as they were closed, her eyes flew open and she yanked her arm, but it stopped, held by the handcuff.

      “What the fuck?” she screamed, pulling against the cuff that trapped her. “Get this shit off of me, James.”

      I laughed, moving out of the way of her kicking feet. “Calm down, Izzy.”

      “How the fuck can I be calm when you did this shit?” she fumed, holding up her arm and shaking her wrist.

      “I wanted to make sure you didn’t sneak out again.” I shrugged and smirked. “I used the only way I knew. Thomas said to ‘use any means necessary,’” I said, making air quotes.

      “I don’t think he meant naked and handcuffed.”

      “Details,” I muttered.

      She grabbed the wooden slat with her free hand and began jostling it back and forth, trying to break it free from the frame.

      “Stop,” I warned. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “Is this really necessary?” she complained, lying still and glaring at me.

      “Yep,” I crooned as I crawled back in bed.

      Minutes passed as I heard her moving in bed, tossing and turning the best she could with one arm suspended above her head.

      Finally, she stopped moving, the sheets crinkling as she turned to me. “James,” she whispered.

      “Yes?” I answered, closing my eyes. Hearing her whisper my name with that sugary-sweet tone had made the bottom of my stomach drop like I was on a rollercoaster ride and had just plummeted from the first hill.

      “I’m scared.”

      Now that I knew was a load of shit. From what I knew of and had experienced with Izzy, she was never scared—or at least she wouldn’t admit to it. She was hatching a plan, but I’d play along.

      I glanced over at her, taking in her beauty and feeling slightly guilty, but not enough to make me undo her cuffs. Izzy restrained was priceless. She was like MasterCard—everywhere I wanted to be.

      “I got ya. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She had let the sheet drop down a bit when she’d turned. Her nipple was almost showing, and my hands and mouth itched to feel her.

      “Will you lie with me?” She pouted with sad eyes, trying to pull me in and break me down.

      Obviously she didn’t give me much credit in the intelligence department. Did men always fall for her bullshit? I imagined that, with having four brothers, she was well practiced in getting her way and using her femininity to her advantage.

      “That I can do, Izzy.” I didn’t bother to tell her to cover her eyes. I threw back the blanket and climbed to my feet. Fuck it. I could play too.

      Her eyes grew wide as they traveled up my thighs and became fixated on my cock. “You could’ve warned a girl.”

      “I don’t see a girl here, and you’re well acquainted with what I have.” I smirked, rounding the bed, not looking over my shoulder. I didn’t have to see her to know that she was staring at my ass, taking in my bare skin. “Like what you see?” I teased.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      There were two things I knew with her words. The first thing I knew was that her answer wasn’t a lie. She was affected no matter how much she wanted to deny it. The second was that the niceness that had oozed out of her mouth was bullshit. There were no weapons near her, and I assumed she hoped to charm me with her nakedness to gain her freedom.

      “You sure about this?” I asked as I stood on the opposite side of her bed, stark naked and unashamed.

      She nodded and pulled back the blankets for me to climb in next to her.

      I slid across the stiff sheets that sounded more like paper than cotton as my body moved closer to her. I punched the pillow a couple of times, trying to find comfort in my limited amount of space, but it was useless with Izzy this close to me. My semi-hard dick had grown rock solid with her proximity.

      “James, will you hold me?” she asked, turning to me with those same doe eyes.

      “Always,” I said as I faced her, placing my front to her side. I rested my hard length against her thigh and saw her eyes grow wide before a small smile played on her lips.

      I couldn’t hide how attracted I was to her. I’d never had the capacity to turn off a hard-on. There was only one way to tame the beast, and she was currently at my mercy.

      Turning her face toward me, she stared in my eyes, and I could see emotion behind her wild sapphire eyes. As part of the agency, I’d been trained in reading emotion and knowing when someone lied during an interrogation. Izzy wasn’t hard to read, since I knew her personality from firsthand experience and Thomas’s stories.

      “Kiss me,” she blurted out, and bit her lip.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      There was nothing more I wanted in this world than to taste her again, but I wouldn’t get to taste all of her like I wanted. It would be an appetizer. Just enough to drive me mad and remind her of our night together.

      I leaned over, hovering just above her lips as I looked into her eyes. “Last chance,” I warned, waiting for her to respond.

      “I want you, James,” she whispered against my lips before moving her mouth to meet mine.

      Her mouth felt soft, and I craved to feel her lips wrapped around my dick, sucking me off and choking on my hardness. What started as a gentle kiss turned hot and heavy as my need for her intensified. Leaning over, I held her face in my hand, resting my thumb against our mouths.

      She didn’t smell the same. The stench from the biker bar had almost washed out her perfume. I hadn’t been able to be near a woman who wore the same scent without growing hard.

      Her mouth was unforgettable. The way it moved across my skin, devouring my lips, and took all of me was something I could never wipe from my mind.

      She moaned as I swept my tongue against hers. I nipped her lips, drawing them into my mouth and sucking with enough pressure to cause them to be swollen tomorrow. I wanted her to remember where I’d been.

      Moving my hand away from her face, I let it fall to her neck, feeling her pulse race under my palm. What started as a plan had turned into something more, something that could swallow us whole and suck us in so deep we wouldn’t be able to turn back. She dug her nails into my back, scraping down, and rested her hand just above my ass.

      As she whimpered in my mouth, pushing her leg against my dick, I pulled back and looked at her. “You want me? “ I asked, resting my forehead against hers.

      Breathing raggedly, she swallowed and answered, “Yes,” as she slid her hand down to my ass and squeezed.

      I smirked, moving myself on top of her before taking her lips again. I captured her moans and tiny whimpers in my mouth as I pushed my cock against her G-string, driving her closer to the edge.

      “James, my hand,” she whispered, grinding her pussy against me. “Please. I want to touch you.”

      I was tempted to free her hand. I wanted to feel her fingers roam my skin and her fingernails scratch down my back, but I hadn’t been born yesterday.

      Sliding my tongue down her neck, I latched on to the sensitive spot near her collarbone. She cried out, flinching from the pressure of the bite. I fisted the thin scrap of lace she thought was underwear, ripped it from her skin, and tossed it on my floor.

      

      She sucked in a quick breath, pushing her hips into me. “Hand,” she whimpered.

      Hearing her beg made my dick harder than it had been before. I could feel her wetness against my length as I feasted on her skin. She was right where I wanted her—horny and ready to take all of me.

      Placing my hands on either side of her, I captured her lips, moving my hips to glide against her heat. I backed away, stared in her eyes, and pushed myself off her.

      As I stood, her eyes grew wide and she pulled at the restraints. “What the fuck?” she thundered.

      “I know your game, Izzy,” I replied as I walked toward my bed.

      She kicked the mattress and grunted. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Get your ass over here and finish what you started.”

      I smiled, sitting on the edge of the bed, my cock standing at attention, and looked at her. “You started it. You only want me to take off the handcuffs, and that shit ain’t happening.”

      “I wanted you, James.” She stilled in the bed and stared at the ceiling.

      “You’ll get me when you’re not trying to play me for a fool.”

      “I wasn’t,” she pleaded, closing her eyes and exhaling.

      “The next time you have me, you’ll be begging for it, and maybe, just maybe, I’ll give it to you.”

      “I won’t beg.”

      I smiled, fisting my shaft as I stroked the length. “I won’t fuck you again until you’re begging for me to fuck you. Fuck you like I did months ago.”

      She turned toward me, her eyes staring at my dick. “I won’t beg.”

      I continued to move my hands up and down, teasing myself just as much. “You. Will. Beg.”

      “You’re an asshole. I’ve never begged a man for cock,” she said through gritted teeth with her body uncovered and on full display.

      “Those were boys, Izzy. I’m a man. I remember how hard you came with me, how many times you came on my cock and in my mouth. You fuckin’ loved it.”

      “I was drunk,” she protested, stroking the space between her breasts with her fingertips as she moved them up to her neck and traced the same path down toward her belly button.

      Sweet fucking Jesus, watching her touch herself made me want to the throw my brilliant plan out the window and fuck her senseless.

      Her olive skin was highlighted with tattoos. Most of her tattoos were hidden from public view. They were for her personal enjoyment. She had a dragon down her left ribcage with the word “Gallo” underneath. Near her left breast, she had an intricate hibiscus flower in vibrant reds and oranges. The leaves and vines wrapped around her breast, almost cradling it. For a tattoo artist, she hadn’t overdone the artwork yet.

      Her piercings captured my attention the most. Her nipples and the hood just above her clit were pierced. I wanted to yank on it with my teeth and scrape against her clit, causing her to chant my name. The small piercings hanging from her nipples had me fantasizing about the ways I could put them to use. I imagined restraining her using those alone. Fuck, I needed to stop thinking about fucking her.

      “Not an excuse. I didn’t take advantage of you,” I said, pulling on the tip, running my fingers over the apadravya. “And I know you loved feeling this,” I declared as I gave the piercing a tug, “stroking you from the inside.”

      “I’ll admit, the happydravya is a nice touch,” she conceded, pursing her lips.

      “Happydravya?” I asked, tightening my grip around the shaft.

      “It’s a nickname for that type of piercing.”

      I released my cock, too close to coming, and placed my legs in the bed as I swiveled around. “Go to bed.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yep. That’s it, doll. You won’t get my cock until you’re on your hands and knees, begging for me to fuck you. It won’t be as a ploy to untie your hands.”

      “Asshole.”

      “I’ll fuck you there too. I’m taking all of you the next time I sink my dick in you balls deep.” I punched the pillow, resting my head against the lumpy mess.

      “You’re so full of yourself,” she whispered as she lay on her back and pulled the covers over her breasts.

      I smiled, knowing that she was right. I was an asshole and full of myself, but she was right there with me. The girl had confidence and bullshit down pat. She was a master and could get her way with any man—anyone but me. I was impervious to her charms.

      “You’ll be full of me again someday soon.”

      “Fuck off,” she hissed.

      “Good night, Isabella,” I crooned as I switched off the lamp and closed my eyes.

      She didn’t reply. I could hear her breathing, jagged at first, begin to slow. Once she was asleep, I allowed myself to think of making her mine as I drifted off.

      Isabella Gallo wasn’t an easy target, but nothing worth having ever is.

      She didn’t know it yet, but I had my sights set on her, and I always got what I wanted.
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      My body was covered with sweat as I kicked off the sheets. James had invaded my goddamn dreams. Motherfucker had gotten into my head last night with his smug bullshit.

      The brown ’70s alarm clock on the nightstand read eight. The drapes were closed and blocking out the sunlight, but the illumination of the television made James glow like an angel. Not an angel sent by God, but a fallen one put on Earth to torture me. The numbness in my arm had woken me from the wet dream I’d been having. Once again, I’d been denied the orgasm I needed and wanted.

      The blankets had shifted as he slept. One leg rested on top, the other still underneath and hiding. I sat up, placing my back against the headboard, and took in his wicked beauty.

      He was exactly how I liked him best—silent.

      I’d never had the chance to really look at him. I couldn’t bring myself to give him the satisfaction of drinking him in. He towered over me. He was wide too, more than twice my width, and he easily overshadowed me. Not only was he bigger than I was, he was cockier too.

      He looked like a giant in the tiny-ass bed. The man needed a California king to look like a normal-sized person. His feet touched the end and almost hung off as his head rested just below the headboard. Even when he was sleeping, when his muscles should be the most relaxed, everything was taut and hard.

      His washboard abs looked like a product of Photoshop, and flexed with his breathing. His black hair was longer than the last time I’d seen him. It lay across his forehead in a wild mess, touching his eyebrows. His lips twitched slightly, and I ached to touch them. They were full and made to be kissed. It was a shame they usually spouted such smug shit.

      I admired his tattoos, which flowed down his shoulder and ran up his ribcage. He must’ve spent hours in the chair. It wasn’t colorful artwork—all of it was black with gray shading. Waves stretched across his side, reaching from his hip to just under his armpits. Riding the waves were koi fish and Japanese-inspired flowers. His shoulder piece was as unique as the other. The claws of the dragon touched his pec, ran down his shoulder, and ended a couple of inches above his elbow.

      Each one of my brothers had a dragon tattoo, and even I had one on my ribcage. It was a family thing—a symbol of our togetherness and all that bullshit. I’d just thought it was a kick-ass tattoo.

      The fact that James had a dragon tattoo could enter him into the Gallo brotherhood without needing extra ink. I hoped he never discovered that simple fact. He’d probably go off about how we had been made for each other. Yada, yada. The man probably thought he was God’s gift to women.

      “Like what you see?” his deep-sleep voice asked.

      I closed my eyes, knowing that I’d been caught, and sighed. “Just looking at your ink and nothing more.”

      “Sleep well?” He rubbed his eyes and yawned.

      I jiggled the cuffs in the air. “How do you think I slept?” I growled.

      “Stiff?” he asked, a playful smile spreading across his lips.

      “Sounds like your problem, not mine.” I laughed, but inside, I was secretly dying.

      We had been so close to having sex last night. What had started out as a plan to get him to let me go had turned into something more. The memories from Joey’s wedding night came flooding back, and I wanted more. I’d rather him think it had all been just an act. That was preferable to admitting that I wanted him.

      “Can you take these off now? I have to pee.”

      James stood, stretching his muscles and showing off his body. The man had no shame. I didn’t either. He grabbed the key off the desk near the door and sat on the bed, staring at me.

      “What?” I snapped, annoyed and over the entire situation.

      “I like you like this.” He smiled, rubbing his chin as he ran his finger across his lips.

      “Well, you better memorize it, because you’ll never see me like this again,” I muttered, chewing the inside of my cheek.

      “I bet I will, Izzy. You can’t resist me forever.”

      “I didn’t know you were trying, Jimmy.”

      Starting at my wrist, he lightly ran his fingers down my arm and traced a path to my chin. He stroked my cheek and stared into my eyes. “I’m telling you now. I love a good chase and a worthy adversary. You. Will. Be. Mine,” he said calmly, swiping his thumb across my bottom lip.

      I swallowed hard, trying to get the lump that had formed in my throat to disappear. “I don’t go for the caveman shit,” I insisted, trying not to let him hear the delight his words had caused me.

      “You do. You just won’t admit it.” He leaned forward, kissing the corner of my mouth.

      I closed my eyes, savoring the scent of him. He smelled amazing. The light hint of musk and leftover cologne invaded my senses.

      I turned my face and said, “I have to pee or I’ll do it right here.”

      “You always have an excuse. Keep running, but I’ll get you in the end.”

      What a cocky-ass motherfucker. I’d grown up with cocky. I knew it well. My ability to sniff it out had been honed since I was a child. I’d spent years trying to avoid it. It wasn’t that I wanted a pussy; I just didn’t want someone who felt like they owned me. No one told me what to do. I was Izzy Gallo. Slave to no one and master of my destiny.

      I glared at him, about ready to start shifting in the bed from having to go and the effect James was having on me. “Please let me up,” I said, playing the sweet card.

      “Do your business and then let’s hit it. I want to get you home as soon as possible so I can get back to Thomas,” he replied as he reached for the cuff. Holding my wrist, he worked the key in the lock, freeing me.

      After pulling my wrist down, I rubbed it, soothing the spot the metal had rubbed against all night. “Thomas should be your priority right now,” I said as I rolled off the other side of the bed and away from him. “Not me.”

      “I’m a multi-tasker.” He laughed. “Plus, your sweet ass is the one in front of me, so you take the top spot.”

      As I walked by the bed, he reached out quickly and swatted my ass. I jumped, turning to face him, and glared. “What the fuck was that for?”

      “I couldn’t help smacking that beautiful ass. Next time I do it, I’m going to be buried inside you and you’ll be begging me for more.”

      I grabbed my clothes off the floor near his feet and stood, leaning into his space. “You’ll be the one begging, Jimmy. You bet your tight, hard ass on that one.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up and his emerald-green eyes sparkled. They were an amazing shade of green. A picture would never capture their beauty and the depth of color. I needed to stop thinking of how beautiful he was and stick to my guns. James would not get what he wanted from this girl.

      “Doll, I’m flattered you noticed my tight, hard ass.” He laughed, grabbing my face quickly and planting a kiss on my lips.

      I felt the spark, just like the one I’d felt the first night he kissed me in the elevator. We had electricity—enough that we could probably light up a small town for a year—but no spark was worth dealing with his smug ass every day.

      Pushing him away, I smacked him. “Don’t ever do that unless I want it.”

      “Oh, you did,” he said, shaking his head and breaking out into laughter.

      I placed my open palm against his head, pushing him backward. “Clearly we need to go over when no means no.”

      I could hear his laughter as I walked toward the tiny bathroom. After closing the door, I tossed my clothes to the floor and leaned against the cool wooden surface. Sealing my eyes shut, I rested my hands on the door, and breathed.

      James had my number. I was so totally fucked. I didn’t know if I should be happy or totally pissed off. I liked the idea of the chase. Fuck, it could be fun as hell, but knowing what it meant if I were to be captured did not make me overly excited. I loved a good sparring partner as much as the next person, but James was an entirely different animal. He wasn’t a pushover, an easy victim. No, he was the worst kind of all—a clear-cut victor and an opponent I couldn’t beat.

      I had to channel my inner Tyson. The man had known that Holyfield would kick his ass and he wouldn’t win with his fists alone. He’d resorted to biting the dude’s ear off to not show his weakness. I’d be like Mike. Play dirty or lose it all.

      A small knock made me jump. “What?” I yelled as I slowly peeled myself off the door.

      “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t slip out on me. I didn’t hear any activity.”

      Where the hell would I have gone? There wasn’t even a window in this craptasic bathroom. “I’m almost done,” I sang, hovering over the toilet.

      I heard his footsteps as he walked away, giving me privacy. It had never felt so good to go to the bathroom. Shivers racked my body from having held it so long. Afterward, I threw on my clothes and washed my face. What I wouldn’t have done for some makeup and a toothbrush. The motel had been kind enough to supply not only soap, but also a small bottle of mouthwash. I cracked open the top, taking a mouthful and swishing it around. Using my finger, I scrubbed my gums and teeth before spitting it out. I wasn’t high maintenance, but this was a little beyond my comfort zone.

      As I opened the door, my eyes took in James—fully naked and leaning against the wall.

      “Have you no shame, man?” I asked as my eyes traveled up his body and stopped on his face.

      My face felt flushed and my belly dropped. I wanted to jump on him, wrap my legs around his hard body, and rub my pussy against him. I hated him. His devilish grin, his sparkling eyes, and his beautiful face pissed me off. The man played games and played them well.

      “What’s to be ashamed of? I saw you staring last night. I thought I’d give you one last look before I got dressed.”

      “You’re obviously delusional.” I glared at him and started to walk past him.

      He grabbed my wrist, pulling me back. “Stay right here.”

      “Why?” I asked, looking down at his grip on me.

      “I don’t trust you not to bolt. You stay right outside this door or I can handcuff you again. I prefer the second option, but I leave it entirely in your hands.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Just do what you need to do so I can get the hell away from you.” I tore my wrist from his hand and sneered.

      “You’re never getting away from me, Izzy. Right here.” He pointed to the spot outside the bathroom, close enough that he could keep his eye on me while he was inside.

      I saluted him, feeling the need to be a smartass, as he stalked into the bathroom and left the door ajar. “Where’s my phone?” I asked. It wasn’t in my pants pocket where I’d left it.

      “Nightstand.”

      “Can I grab it, master?” I asked.

      I heard him suck in a breath, pausing a moment before answering. “You don’t know what those words do to me, and yes, you may.”

      I rolled my eyes just for the sheer satisfaction, because there was no one else to see me do it, and walked toward the nightstand. As I grabbed my phone, something on the floor caught my eye. Sticking out from under the bed skirt was my black lace G-string. Unable to help myself, I picked it up and stuffed it in his bag next to the door.

      “Where are you?” he yelled from the bathroom.

      “I’m coming!” I yelled back as I headed toward my assigned spot.

      Jesus, the man was a control freak.

      “Mmm, I like the sound of that,” he said as he walked out of with a smile.

      “Get dressed already.” I sat on the bed, crossing my legs, and enjoyed the increased pressure on my core. Why couldn’t he have dressed while I’d been in the bathroom? “Or I’ll leave without you.” I wouldn’t, but he didn’t need to know. I didn’t even know where the fuck we were to have someone to pick me up.

      “Keep your panties on. I’ll be ready in two seconds.” He grabbed his clothes, pulling on his jeans first, tucking his dick inside, and then zipping them. His t-shirt he slowly pulled over his head, thinking he was torturing me.

      I didn’t stare at him, but I watched him out of the corner of my eye as I pretended to check my phone. The only messages I’d received overnight were from Flash. He seemed to be in a panic.

      “Who ya texting?” James asked as he looked over my shoulder, catching me off guard.

      “Flash is worried.”

      “Fuck Flash. Put that phone down.” He grabbed my hand, plucking the phone from my grip.

      “He’s my friend,” I said, glaring at him.

      “He sold you out and left you at the hands of the MC. That’s no friend I ever want.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “I know enough about him. Do not respond to him. If you never listen to me again, Izzy, please do on this one thing.” He ran his fingers through his hair, taming the strands that had wandered when he had put on his shirt.

      “I know he’s a pussy. Trust me. I’m pissed the fuck off at him, but I want to tell him that I’m fine.”

      “You wait to do that shit when I have you on the other coast and in the protection of your family.”

      “You worry too much,” I argued, grabbing the phone and pushing it in my back pocket.

      “You don’t worry enough.” He lifted his bag, touching the small of my back as he opened the door. “Let’s go.”

      I squinted when the bright Florida sun hit my face as we walked out of the dark motel room. I hooded my eyes and looked around. We were in the middle of nowhere and far from home.

      “This is going to be a long-ass ride.”

      “You make it sound like a bad thing,” he said as he walked to his bike, grabbed the helmet, and held it out to me.

      I approached, ripping it from his grasp. “Three hours on the back of your bike doesn’t sound like a joyride.”

      “You say the word and I’ll pull over and give you something to smile about,” he murmured as he touched my cheek.

      With my free hand, I batted his away from my face and put the helmet on, cinching the straps tight. “In your dreams,” I huffed out, standing next to the sleek Harley V-Rod Muscle bike. I’d spent enough time around boys with their toys to know my Harleys. It wasn’t traditional, but it matched his personality perfectly—strong, sexy, and loud.

      “It’ll be my reality. Just you wait, beautiful.” He climbed on, twisting his body before patting the back seat.

      I stared at the sky, closing my eyes and making a silent plea to put distance between us. Why had I fucked his brains out the night we met?

      Holding his shoulder, I adjusted myself. Wrapping my arms around his torso, I smashed my tits against his back and smiled. I’d make the ride just as uncomfortable for him as he always made me. I invented games.
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      The girl had game and mad fucking skills. I’d never met a female who was as full of shit as I was. Izzy was everything I’d ever wanted in a woman—fierce, strong, driven, and full of attitude.

      Riding with her on the back of my bike for over three hours should’ve been boring and tedious. I was finding out that nothing we did together could be described with those words.

      She’d taken every chance to brush against my dick when we were stopped at a light. Running her hand down my thigh, all in the name of stretching her back. She hadn’t just held me to stay on the bike. She’d felt me up and I fucking knew it.

      As I pulled into her drive, I could feel my semi-hard dick I’d been sporting for the last twenty miles start to stiffen. It wouldn’t happen today. I had shit to do, including a long ride back to Daytona.

      I parked the bike, securing it in place before turning off the engine. Izzy pushed off using my shoulder and plucked the helmet from her head. Leaning over, she shook out her hair, flipping it like a wet dream. She was a fucking tease.

      “Thanks for the ride.” She smirked, holding out the helmet.

      “Can I use the bathroom before I head back?” I asked. I figured I could have a little more fun with her before I walked out of her life for a short time. I knew I’d be back. No one could keep me away from Izzy Gallo.

      She rubbed her face and stared at the ground. “If you must,” she mumbled, bringing her eyes to meet mine.

      In the sunlight, her eyes matched the color of the Gulf on a sunny day. Turquoise with hints of sky blue. They were lush and big for her face. I didn’t speak as I hopped off the bike and stretched.

      She walked away, heading for the door, and I followed behind, admiring her ass. Looking over her shoulder, she glared at me before stopping in front of her door and unlocking it.

      The house sat on a canal, the Gulf of Mexico not far away from the multistory dwelling. The façade was white with muted orange trim, and it stood three stories tall. Following her inside, I took in the beauty of the living room. It was like Izzy—loud and unforgiving and alive with vibrant color. Large windows lined the back of the house as the sun cascaded through the room and shone on the dark wooden floors.

      “Restroom?” I asked, looking around, taking in the layout of her home.

      “Over there,” she replied, motioning to the left with her head.

      I walked away, finding a hallway where she had pointed. I stopped when I passed an open door that held a bedroom. I didn’t think it was hers. It was all white and too plain for her tastes. I continued to the next room and found the Holy Grail.

      This was Izzy’s bedroom. The walls were painted a deep red with black trim. Black curtains hung from the floor-to-ceiling windows. Along the opposite wall was a king-sized bed with black satin bedding. It wasn’t feminine, but totally her.

      “Find it?” Her voice carried down the hallway, forcing me back into the hall.

      “Yeah!” I yelled, and moved toward the last door on the right.

      After I was done, I didn’t bother looking around before I headed back to find Izzy. She was standing in the kitchen, moving with ease, a coffee pot in hand.

      “Want a cup before you head out?”

      Look at Betty fuckin’ Crocker. “Sure,” I said, my voice uncertain.

      “It’s the least I can do. I need you to make it back to my brother safely.”

      “Well, I’m kind of hungry too.” I smiled, taking a seat at her breakfast bar.

      “I don’t cook, and you’re pushing it.”

      “I’ll grab something at the gas station down the street,” I responded, propping my chin on my hand and staring at her.

      She blanched. “I have some leftovers from my mom’s place.” She opened the fridge and bent over to look through the contents.

      It was a perfect ass shot. I grinned, watching her move.

      “How about some pasta?” she asked with her head still stuck inside.

      “Perfect.” I leaned back, looking away before she turned around. I wouldn’t fuck with pasta from Mrs. Gallo. Thomas always raved about it.

      She pulled off the plastic wrap and splashed a bit of water on the plate before sticking it in the microwave. “Is my brother really okay, James?” she asked with her back to me.

      I sighed, wishing I could fuck with her mind, but I wanted to put her at ease. “He’s doing okay, Izzy. He’s smart and tough. He’s made it deeper than any other agent.” I tapped my foot on the floor, feeling uncomfortable while trying to shovel a load of bullshit at her.

      No one in the life was safe. It could all end without notice, in the blink of an eye.

      “That doesn’t sound so promising.” The microwave beeped, and she grabbed the plate from inside. “Will he be done soon?” she asked as she placed the pasta in front of me.

      “Hopefully. We’re trying to get him out ASAP, but you know your brother. He wants more. He’s never content.”

      She grabbed a fork from the dish strainer and held it out to me. “That’s how all the Gallos are. We always want more.” She smiled.

      “I’m counting on it, doll.” I snatched the fork from her hands before she could throw it at me. I knew she hated it, but I wanted to change the subject from Thomas to something that made me happy.

      “Just eat and shut up.” She took the dishrag from the sink and wiped down the counters.

      Shoving the first forkful in my mouth was sheer happiness. Even a couple of days old and dry, the taste exploded in my mouth. I hadn’t had homemade sauce this damn good since my grandmother passed years ago.

      “Mm,” I mumbled, taking another forkful. “I never pictured the domestic side of you.” I laughed, placing the noodles on my tongue.

      “Someone has to clean. I do it all myself, except cook. That is my weakness. Never had the patience for that shit.”

      Swallowing my food, I offered, “I could teach you.”

      Her hand stilled as she looked at me with big eyes. “You cook?”

      “I’ve been known to, yes. I’d love to get your mom’s recipe for this sauce.”

      She shook her head and stared. “That is for Gallo family members only. It’s a closely guarded secret. So, what do you cook?” She leaned over the counter and gawked at me as I attacked the pasta.

      “Anything you want. I had to learn to cook, being single. I couldn’t maintain this body and eat shit food all the time.”

      “Interesting,” she mumbled, watching me shove the fork in my mouth. “Never took you as a Paula Deen.”

      I laughed, almost choking on my food. “I think of myself as a better-looking version of Emeril.”

      “His food is so damn good. I’ll never believe you can cook like that.”

      “Someday you’ll find out.” I wiped my face after I inhaled the pasta.

      She pulled my plate from the counter, setting it in the sink. “I won’t, but I’ll take you at your word.”

      I smiled but didn’t respond to her remark. She turned me down at every opportunity, but I was fine with the chase. Fuck, I loved a good game of cat and mouse. It was one of the reasons I’d joined law enforcement.

      “It’s quite a place you have here,” I said, swiveling around on my stool.

      “Want to see the upstairs? It’s my favorite part of the house.”

      “Sure. And I’d love that cup of coffee.”

      “You can bring it up with you,” she said as she grabbed two cups. “Black?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She filled the cup, adding sugar to hers before turning around with her hands full. “Here,” she said, placing it in front of me. “Let’s go.”

      Once I took my cup, I followed her closely up the stairs I hadn’t noticed before. I had been lost in my thoughts of her and all the dirty things I wanted to do to her.

      “This is why I bought the place,” she said when we reached the top.

      As I made my way behind her, the stunning landscape came into view. She had a view of the Gulf of Mexico in the distance. The sun shimmering across the water made it look like a sheet of glass covered in glitter.

      “Stunning,” I muttered, sipping the coffee.

      “Come outside on the deck and have your coffee before you go.” She pulled open the sliding glass doors.

      “I’m not used to the nice-girl act,” I said as I followed her.

      “I’m not always a twat.” She laughed, sitting down on the swing, facing away from me. “Close the door, please.”

      “I’d never call you a twat, Izzy. You have such a mouth.”

      “You love my mouth, from what I remember, James.”

      “I so fucking do.” I sighed as I closed the door and made my way toward her. As I sat, I said, “This is a little slice of heaven.”

      “It’s my serenity. When shit gets bad or my life feels overwhelming, this is where I come to center myself.”

      Listening to her talk while we sat together, I felt like I was seeing the real Izzy for the first time. She had her guard down and was speaking to me differently. There was no sarcasm in her voice, no smartass comment—just Izzy. I liked this side of her, but the other one made me wild and drove me crazy.

      A comfortable silence settled between us as we sipped our coffee and gently rocked back and forth. The last thing I wanted to do was get back on my bike and leave her, but I had to. Duty called. If I didn’t go back and something happened to her brother, I’d never be able to make her mine. All hope for the future would be killed.

      “I better go,” I said. “Thank you for the perfect ending to the last twenty-four hours.” I didn’t look at her as I spoke. I stared off into the distance, taking in the beauty of the Gulf and longing for this life.

      I loved my job, but some nights, I wished for someone to be mine, someone to spend my life with. I didn’t want to lead a senior-citizen lifestyle. I wanted a partner, someone I could spar with and make love to at the drop of a dime. Izzy was what I wanted; she just hadn’t accepted her fate. She couldn’t resist me for long.

      “This has been nice. The rest…not so much. I could’ve done without the cuffs, James.” She turned to me and smiled.

      I laughed. “You’ll learn to love them.” I winked at her, and her cheeks grew flushed.

      “In your fucking dreams,” she shot back, rolling her eyes.

      I reached up, stroking her cheeks, and leaned into her space. “I know many uses for handcuffs besides arrest. Imagine your body at my mercy. I could feast on your flesh for hours, Isabella,” I murmured against her lips.

      She blinked slowly and stared into my eyes. “You say such pretty shit, but I’ll pass on the offer.”

      Running my hand to the back of her neck, I gripped her roughly, holding her in place. “I could have you right now if I wanted. Don’t kid yourself. I don’t buy your bullshit. You want me as much as I want you. You haven’t forgotten how good my cock feels inside you.”

      Her eyes flashed and her tongue darted out, swiping against my top lip. “You’ll never—“

      I captured her words in my mouth, crushing my lips to hers to quiet her. The smart-mouthed woman I fucking craved was back, and I couldn’t control myself. I didn’t want to listen to her lies. I knew I’d have her again.

      As my tongue slid across hers, mingling her taste with mine, the sweetness of the sugar from her coffee made my mouth water. She tasted so fucking good. I’d leave her with a reminder of what I felt like and how I tasted.

      The tiny hairs on the back of her neck rose, brushing against my fingers as we kissed. She panted into my mouth, kissing me back with her hand resting on my forearm. Her body spoke the words she was too afraid to say.

      I backed away, breaking the kiss, and stared at her face. We were both breathless and didn’t release our grip on each other.

      “What were you going to say?” I asked, trying to calm my breathing.

      “I don’t know,” she said, her voice breathy and her face flushed.

      “I can show myself out.” I stood and grabbed my coffee cup off the small table next to the swing.

      Izzy sat there looking like a deer in headlights as I reached to open the door to the house. “Wait!” she yelled, standing on shaky legs.

      “Yes?” I asked, turning to her.

      “I can at least show you out,” she said.

      I smiled and released the door handle.

      “It’s more for self-preservation, really.” She opened the door, trotting down the steps in front of me. “I want to make sure you don’t leave a reason to come back.”

      “I don’t need to leave something behind,” I said as I reached the last step, following her into the kitchen and toward the front door. “I’m all the reason you need.” I walked up to her as she stopped by the door and pressed her against the flat surface, brushing my lips against hers. “My cock is a good reason. I remember you mumbling something about God when I was finger-fucking you. And then…then there’s my mouth; you almost suffocated me to death. Do I need more reasons?”

      She glared at me and exhaled loudly, her breath hitting me in the face. “James, I think it’s you who can’t forget my pussy. It was so damn good you keep coming back for more. We’ll see who’s begging.” She ducked, weaving out of my grasp, and laughed as she stood behind me.

      I hung my head and smiled. The girl had smartass perfected. “Maybe we both have a problem.” I straightened my back and turned toward her. “We’ll find out soon enough. Thanks for the meal and coffee, doll.”

      A flash of anger clouded her eyes before a small smile spread across her lips. “You’re welcome. Keep my brother safe, ya hear me?”

      I opened the door and waved, leaving her behind. “I will. That I promise you, Isabella.”

      I climbed on my bike, smiling as I pulled away, and caught a glimpse of her standing in the door watching me head away from her home. No one did that if they hated the person. The girl had it just as bad as I did. Now I had to figure out how to get her to admit it.
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      I spent the rest of Saturday at home relaxing. No one expected me at work, so I didn’t bother. I answered a few text messages and lay around. Even Flash got a short response. I told him that I was fine but too pissed to talk to his sorry ass. He took the hint and left me alone. I mean, what the fuck could he say anyway? “Sorry I left you at the mercy of an MC guy so he could rape you”? He was a total dumbass.

      I didn’t feel like hearing bullshit from my brothers if I went into the shop. I’d have enough explaining to do showing up at Sunday dinner, but I had to go. I needed to tell everyone that I had seen Tommy. They’d be relieved that he was well, but totally pissed off at me.

      I rubbed my face as I stood outside my parents’ front door. I could hear everyone inside laughing and carrying on. We were never a quiet bunch.

      “Here goes nothing,” I whispered to myself, trying to put on a happy face and come up with a bullshit excuse.

      I opened the door, walked into the foyer, and dropped my purse next to the stairs. “I’m here!” I yelled, heading toward the great room.

      The smell of pasta sauce filled the home and made me think of James. He’d looked so damn hot sitting in my kitchen, scarfing down pasta like it was the best fucking thing he’d ever eaten. I wanted to plop my pussy on the plate and let him attack it like it was his last fucking meal.

      I shook my head, clearing James from my mind. The man had me all crazy and losing focus.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Anthony hollered, standing from the couch and stalking toward me.

      “Nice to see you too, brother.” I smiled, wrapping him in my arms and patting him on the back.

      “You weren’t supposed to be back until tonight. What happened?” he asked, backing away and looking me up and down. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Anth. Really. Bike Week just wasn’t for me.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Joey and Mike striding toward us. Here we go. Let the inquisition begin.

      “Hey, guys,” I said, turning toward them and holding out my arms.

      “Don’t give us that bullshit, Izzy. What happened?” Mike growled, coming to halt and glaring at me.

      “I just wanted to come home. I’m not built for that life.” I looked at Joey, trying to wrap him in a hug.

      “I call bullshit, little sister. You better spill and spill quick before I track Flash’s ass down and beat him to a bloody pulp,” Joey snarled.

      I pinched my nose between my fingers, trying to massage away the stress. “Honestly, I’m fine, guys. I made it home in one piece. I just missed you, is all.”

      “Bullshit,” Anthony coughed, and looked at the floor.

      Glaring at him, I sighed. “Listen, I’ll tell you all about it, but I want to say hi to Ma and Pop first.”

      “You will spill, Izzy.” Joey crossed his arms over his chest and did his best to look intimidating. He wasn’t to me; I’d known him my entire life. I knew the man underneath the big, hard exterior.

      “I know, I know.” I threw my hands up, walking away to find Ma, who was in the kitchen, pouring the sauce over the angel hair pasta.

      “Hey, Ma,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her from behind. I loved her more than life itself. She was everything to me, even though she thought I favored my pop over her. I did at times, only because he was a pushover and I loved him for it.

      “I’m so happy you’re here, baby girl. I thought I heard you walk in.”

      “Probably heard the three stooges out there.”

      She laughed, her body shaking in my grip. “They can be a pain in the ass, can’t they?” She giggled, turning in my arms.

      “Ma, I haven’t heard you use that language in a long time.” I kissed her cheek, a small laugh escaping.

      “Sorry. I’m just stressed. Dinner!” she yelled over my head and toward the four men, who were now sitting in the living room along with the other two females in my life, ones I adored like they were my sisters.

      I flinched, covering my ears as she yelled. Years of raising five children had given her the lung capacity to not need a megaphone to be heard over the loud, obnoxious cackles of their voices.

      “Jesus, Ma. Warn a girl before you yell in her ear. Will ya?”

      She chuckled and grabbed the giant bowl of pasta from the counter. “I want to hear all about your weekend. Was it exciting?” she asked as I followed her to the dining room.

      Everyone was already seated. They must’ve run when they’d heard her voice. No one kept her waiting—at least not if they liked their life too much. She wasn’t to be fucked with.

      “It wasn’t what I’d expected.” I sighed.

      I sat down in my usual chair next to Joey, who sat at the head opposite my father. My mother always took the seat to his right; often, I’d catch them holding hands while they ate. Suzy sat next to Joey in the same manner my parents sat. Mia and Michael were across the table next to my mother, and Anthony sat on the other side of me. We all had our places, but there was always a void at the table—Thomas’s spot.

      All eyes were on me. I felt them. They were waiting to hear why I’d returned early. The only ones not paying attention were my parents. My ma was speaking with my father and dishing him out a heaping helping of pasta.

      “So, dear, tell us about your trip,” Pop said after Ma filled his plate.

      Smiling, I began to speak. “Well, it was a train wreck of sorts.” I looked down at the table, grabbing my napkin and placing it across my lap. I rested my elbows on the table and caught Joey’s watchful eye. “Don’t say it,” I warned him, holding up my hand.

      “Are you okay?” Ma asked, continuing to work her way around the table.

      “I’m fine, Ma. I wasn’t hurt.”

      “What the hell did Flash do?” Michael asked, cracking his knuckles as he glared at me. I knew that suspicious look; he’d used it on me many times as a child when pulling information out of me.

      “He didn’t do a thing. That’s the problem.” I laughed, preferring to freak everyone out for a moment.

      “Izzy,” Pop warned.

      “Not like that, Pop. I saw James,” I croaked out for some unknown reason, hoping to take the heat off Flash.

      “Oh my God,” Suzy screeched, with a giant smile.

      “Who the hell is James?” Anthony asked, looking at me with knitted brows.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Suzy, in her excitement, answered for me. “He’s Thomas’s friend. He brought the card from Thomas to the wedding. Izzy met him there.”

      I nodded to Suzy, not worried about anything else she’d say about James. No one, not even Suzy, knew that I’d slept with James the night of the wedding. That information I hadn’t shared with a soul. I knew when to keep a secret, and that was one I’d hold close to the vest.

      “Isabella, did he have anything to say about your brother?” Ma asked, and I couldn’t hold out any longer.

      “Well, that’s the thing.” I swallowed, readying myself for the barrage of questions and some pissed-off brothers. “Flash took me to a biker bar and we ran into his club.”

      “I told you to stay the fuck away from that MC,” Joey interrupted.

      “Language, son,” Pop said, and then returned his eyes to me. “Go on.”

      I shifted in my seat, worried that the dinner would turn into a free-for-all, but I knew the information about James would both be a relief and a worry. “When I got there, one of the men at the table wouldn’t look at me. He was acting funny.” No one was eating, and everyone was staring at me. “When he finally made eye contact with me, I knew it was Tommy,” I said, leaning back in my chair.

      A collective gasp sounded around the table as my words seeped in.

      “Is he okay?” Ma asked, dabbing at her eyes.

      “Yeah, he’s good, Ma.” It wasn’t an outright lie. He was okay, relatively speaking.

      “Did you get to talk to him?” Pop asked, resting his fork next to his dinner plate.

      “I did. We spent an hour alone together.” I nodded and smiled. The last thing I wanted to do was add more worry to their lives. “He promised me he’d be home soon and he asked me to send his love. He misses us all.”

      “How did he look?” Joey inquired, leaning forward with his hands clasped over his plate.

      “He looked tired, but otherwise good,” I answered.

      “How exactly did you get time alone with him?” Anthony asked, the perpetual scowl on his face intensified.

      “That’s not important,” I snapped, glaring back at him and biting my lip.

      “Like hell it isn’t. Spill it, sister,” Joey growled with snarled lips.

      “Jesus,” I muttered. “He kinda called dibs on me for the night.” I smiled, pretending like it was no big deal.

      “I’ll kill Flash!” Joey yelled, slamming the bottom of his fist on the table.

      “Fuck,” Anthony groaned.

      “Dead man walking,” Mike growled.

      “Calm the shit down!” I yelled over their over ramblings.

      “What’s that mean?” Ma asked, confusion written all over her face.

      Pop shook his head, patting my mother’s hand. “I’ll explain it later, love,” he said to her.

      “No matter how it happened, I was able to spend time with Tommy,” I said, looking around the table. “I wouldn’t trade my time with him for anything—not even the nonsense I had to go through to be with him.”

      “Tell me more about what he said,” Ma said, ignoring the others at the table.

      I spent the entire dinner talking about Tommy and answering questions. Knowing that he was alive and breathing was something we didn’t know on a day-to-day basis. Not being able to hear his voice over the phone or get a text message were the hardest parts to deal with.

      He’d been missing from Sunday dinner for so long that it had become the norm. His seat was never filled; it sat open, waiting for his return.

      I ate my last forkful of pasta, placing my napkin on my plate, and sighed. I felt relieved to get the information off my chest and be done with the questioning by my family.

      “Thanks for the great dinner, Ma.”

      She patted my shoulder as she walked by me on the way to the kitchen. “Thank you, Isabella.”

      I smiled at her, nodding. As she left the room I looked over at my brothers, who were still wearing scowls. They were like little girls who couldn’t let shit go easily.

      “We’re not done here,” Joey barked, standing from his seat and carrying his plate in the kitchen.

      “Oh boy,” I whispered, breaking out into a fit of giggles.

      Pop winked at me. He always knew when shit was going down. He had my back. That I knew. He’d make sure the boys didn’t get too crazy.

      As I stood, plate in hand, Suzy stood too, following behind me.

      “James, huh?” she teased, elbowing me as we entered the kitchen.

      “Yeah.” I rolled my eyes, placing my plate on the counter next to Ma. “Want help?” I asked her as she rinsed the pans.

      “Nah, baby. Go sit with everyone. You’ve had a long weekend. I’ll be fine.”

      I sighed, turning and running into Suzy. She smiled and winked at me. She wanted to know only about James, and it made me uncomfortable. I walked by her and made my way toward the family room and my usual spot on the floor.

      “Did you talk to him?” she asked before my ass hit the carpet. She settled down next to me instead of next to Joey.

      “Who?” I asked, playing stupid.

      “James,” she groaned. “Come on. I know there’s more there than you’re saying.” She grinned, tilting her head and studying me.

      “We spent some time together.”

      “Ooooh,” she whispered, positioning herself next to me as she sat Indian style.

      Suzy was now five months pregnant, and showing. I couldn’t imagine having a lump sticking out of the front of me. I always lay on my stomach and would be uncomfortable during the entire pregnancy. I winced thinking about childbirth and babies. I loved them, but fuck. I was nowhere near ready to become a mom.

      “Don’t you have a man to sit next to?” I hinted, motioning toward Joey.

      “Nah. He’s okay for now. They’re talking sports.” She rolled her eyes and put her finger in her open mouth and stuck out her tongue, making a gagging sound.

      “What else is new?” I turned toward the television, hoping she’d drop the topic.

      “I know there’s more to you and James than you’re saying, Izzy.” She nudged me with her side, almost knocking me over.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, shaking my head and looking into her eyes. “There’s nothing between us.”

      She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “I saw you two sneak out of the wedding reception.”

      I looked at her, my mouth gaping open, shocked by her words. “You never said anything to me before.”

      “I forgot with the honeymoon and then the baby.” She rubbed her belly in a circular motion as she spoke. “You mentioned his name and it all came back to me.”

      “Lucky me,” I whispered, resting my head in my hands.

      “Did you sleep with him?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “No. Wait. When?”

      “I knew it!” she roared, breaking into a fit of laughter. “Tell me all about it.” She fluttered her eyelashes, moving closer to my face. “I won’t tell a soul.” She crossed her fingers.

      “He got me out of Daytona, but no, I didn’t sleep with him this weekend.”

      “Tell me you did on my wedding night. I want all the juicy details.”

      “It was such a huge mistake,” I whispered.

      “Why?” she asked, her eyebrows shooting up and her smile vanishing.

      “I knew it the moment I woke up in his hotel room. I got my shit and got the hell out of there.”

      “Oh, no. You hit it and quit it?”

      “Where in the hell did you hear that phrase?” I asked as I started to laugh.

      “I’ve been hanging around you for too long.” She laughed, biting her lip.

      Talking to Suzy always made me feel better. I knew what I told her never made its way to Joey. He never questioned me on anything I confided in her, and I knew without a doubt he’d ask if it had. My brother couldn’t keep a secret. No one in my damn family could, except my girls.

      “What are you two talking about?” Mia asked as she stretched out on the other side of me.

      I was now in the middle of a Mia and Suzy sandwich, and I couldn’t be happier. These were my girls. The sisters I hadn’t had growing up, but I was thankful for them now.

      “James,” Suzy blurted, drawing her lips into her mouth.

      “Me likey,” Mia said, and laughed.

      “How do you know him?” I asked, turning to her, confused.

      “Suzy told me about him at the reception. We watched you slink out with him and not return.” She cocked her eyebrow and stared at me.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “Did anyone else see?”

      Mia shook her head, pursing her lips. “I don’t think so, and if they did, no one has said anything.”

      I looked toward the ceiling and sighed. “Thank Christ for small miracles.”

      “Is he the one?” Mia asked, a giant smile on her face.

      “What? I’ve seen him twice in my entire life. That’s quite a leap, Mia.”

      “I knew about Michael after only a couple of dates.”

      “When the hell are you two going to get married, then?” I asked. “If you’re so sure, why wait?”

      She shrugged and picked at her nail. “I’m waiting for him to pop the question.”

      “Fuck that old-school thinking. Ask him to marry you,” I insisted, shaking my head.

      “No way in hell would I do that. Michael’s too old school and he’d have a coronary.”

      “Have you two talked about marriage?” Suzy asked.

      “Yeah. Neither of us is ready to take that plunge.”

      “He’ll ask when the time is right. It took Joey’s accident before he popped the question,” Suzy said.

      “I’m not worried, ladies. I love Michael and we’re in a really good place. The clinic is doing so well right now, and living together is enough for me.”

      “Makes shit less complicated,” I said, cracking my knuckles.

      “When you’re in love, everything is complicated,” Suzy said, smiling and rubbing her belly. “Joey has made my life complicated since the moment I met him.”

      “You didn’t fall in love with him right away.” I remembered how he’d had to chase Suzy and make her admit her feelings.

      “I don’t remember not loving him. Sometimes you can only lie to yourself for so long.”

      “I don’t believe in love at first sight,” I lied, but didn’t even convince myself with that statement.

      “Girl, sometimes there’s a spark you can’t ignore.” Suzy rubbed my shoulder. She was always so touchy-feely.

      I hung my head, as the girls seemed too ecstatic about my time with James. “Ladies”—I cleared my throat—“I don’t do relationships, and certainly not with a man like James. I fucked him once and that’s it.”

      “What do you mean a man like James?” Mia asked with raised eyebrows.

      “Mia, you keep wiggling those things up and down and you’re going to get a cramp.” I laughed, slapping the floor.

      She scowled. “Shut the fuck up and spill it, woman. Your deflection doesn’t work on me.”

      “Fine. You two are nosy bitches.”

      “That’s the pot calling the kettle black.” Suzy giggled.

      “You both know how Mike and Joey are, right?” I whispered.

      They looked at each other with dopy smiles, and nodded.

      “I don’t like how they are, and James makes them seem like kittens compared to him.”

      Mia’s mouth opened into an O shape, and Suzy’s smiled grew wider. Half of my sisterhood understood my dilemma.

      “What’s wrong with how your brothers are?” Suzy asked, looking over her shoulder at Joey.

      “Um, hello. Bachelorette party ring a bell?” I asked, shaking my head. “They’re bossy, demanding, and cocky as hell.”

      “Yeah,” Suzy whispered, turning back to me with that lovesick-puppy look. “I’ve grown to love it.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, Suzy, but that man has seriously scrambled your brains.” I rested my face in my hands, hiding my eyes and wondering what happened to my girls.

      “I get it,” Mia said, touching my shoulder. “I get it more than anyone here. Mike made me crazy at first. I had been on my own too long to put up with his bossy bullshit, Izzy.”

      “Add Joey and Mike together and they don’t equal James.”

      “Fuck me,” Mia whispered.

      “Exactly.” I sighed. “He’s too much for me.”

      “I felt the sizzle and pop between you two, Izzy,” Suzy said.

      “Suzy, it was electric, but that doesn’t mean I want the man as a part of my life.”

      “You’re scared ’cause he has you nailed,” Suzy replied.

      “He nailed me all right,” I said, trying to hold back a laugh. “And it was fucking amazing.”

      “I don’t see you with someone like Flash. You need someone who won’t put up with your brother’s bullshit. James is that man. Don’t you think so, Mia?” Suzy asked, looking toward Mia.

      “That’s hard to say, but she definitely needs someone who will tell these boys to go to hell. No wimpy guy will survive in this family. No way in hell.”

      “He drove me home Saturday.” I don’t know why I felt the need to share that fact with them, but maybe they needed to understand the caliber of man I was dealing with here.

      “And?” Suzy asked, moving closer to me.

      “Let’s go outside or for a walk. I can’t tell you where the others will hear.” I sat up, quickly moving to my feet. I held out my arms, helping Suzy and her growing belly off the floor. “We’re going to sit outside and enjoy the fresh air,” I told the guys, not caring if they were okay with it or not.

      They grunted and waved goodbye as the three of us wandered onto the lanai and sat around the table. I faced the living room so I could keep an eye out for anyone heading our way.

      “Mia, reach back and close the door all the way,” I said, motioning toward the glass siding door with my chin.

      “This must be juicy,” Suzy shrieked, rubbing her hands together.

      I loved her. She was sweet and pure, and she always wanted to think the best of everybody. Usually, she was misguided, but thankfully, she was my biggest cheerleader. Someone like her needed a man like Joey to protect her. It wasn’t that she was weak; Suzy was just naïve and way too kind for her own good.

      “First off, I did not have sex with James this weekend.”

      “Darn it,” Suzy whispered, snapping her fingers as Mia laughed.

      “Tommy called James and had him bring me home.”

      “Sounds like no big deal to me,” Mia said, leaning back in chair, twirling a piece of her long brown hair in her fingers.

      “It is a big deal. When I slept with him on your wedding night”—I looked at Suzy before I continued—“I didn’t stick around for a goodbye. I grabbed my things and left before he woke up.”

      “Oh, you’re a bad girl,” Mia crowed, laughing. “That takes balls.”

      “Hey, I am who I am. Well, Friday night he didn’t want me to ‘run away’ again.”

      “Oh boy,” Suzy said.

      “Anyway”—I turned back to Mia—“he waited for me to fall asleep and he handcuffed me to the bed.” I put my head on the table, banging it lightly against the glass surface.

      “I like him already,” Mia whooped.

      “He didn’t?” Suzy asked with her mouth hanging open and her eyes as large as saucers.

      Lifting my head, I answered her: “He did.” I nodded, a small smile playing on my lips. “I tried to convince him to free me, but my charms didn’t work.”

      “Did you try to seduce him?” Mia asked, covering her mouth and laughing.

      “Fuck yeah, I did, but he didn’t fall for it.”

      “He left you like that?” Suzy asked. “All night?”

      “All night.”

      “Hold up. How did you try and seduce him?” Mia inquired, leaning forward, clasping her hands together in front of her.

      “Well…” I sighed. “I told him I was afraid. He crawled in bed with me and we started to make out.”

      “Ooooh,” Suzy cooed, resting her hands on top of her blossoming belly.

      I laughed at her response. It was sexy looking back at it, but when it had happened…well, fuck, it had been sexy then too.

      “I asked him to free my hands because I wanted to touch him.”

      “What did he do?” Mia asked, her right eyebrow shooting up toward her hairline.

      “He ripped my panties off and left me in the dust and handcuffed to the bed.”

      “He plays dirty.” Mia laughed. “Yep, I like this James guy.”

      “Oh fuck off, Mia,” I hissed, but couldn’t hold on to the fake anger. “He’s so fucking bossy.”

      “He knows your game, sister, and that’s why you’re scared.” Mia smiled, her eyes teary from her laughter.

      I blew out a breath through puffy cheeks. I knew she was right. My schemes didn’t work and he seemed to know my next move.

      “I don’t like him,” I whined, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Yes, you do,” Suzy argued, nodding as she smiled.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “You so do. You’re fucked.” Mia cackled, leaning in her chair and throwing her head back.

      “I’m totally fucked,” I whispered, closing my eyes as I tried to come to terms with this knowledge.

      I didn’t want to like James. Men like that always rubbed me the wrong way, but when James did it…well, it sent sparks through my body.
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      Bike Week ended, and this year had been relatively quiet compared to previous ones. The Sun Devils MC, along with Thomas, headed back to Leesburg—a town north of Tampa, and their home base.

      It had almost been a week since I’d walked out of Izzy’s house and headed back to Daytona. I couldn’t get her out of my mind. She was like a wet dream I couldn’t shake. Her smile, her taste, her smell—everything about her had stayed with me, and I wanted more.

      It didn’t help when I found her G-string shoved in with my shit. I’d walked out of her house with a hard-on, wanting to slam her against the door and take her. The throbbing in my dick and aching in my balls needed some attention, and I’d do what I needed to do to make it happen.

      I twirled my phone in my hand, wondering if I should pull the trigger. Send her a text and find my way in. I couldn’t wait any longer. It was fucking killing me. Either I’d die of blue balls or boredom. Izzy Gallo was the only thing that held my attention. It was ten p.m., but I figured she had to be awake. She didn’t strike me as the type of girl who turned in early. Plus, she might still be at work.

      Me: Hey, beautiful. Thinking of me?

      Within seconds, my phone beeped with a reply.

      Sexy Fugitive: Who the fuck is this?

      I smiled as I thought about how I’d added my number to her phone while she’d slept. I woke up in the middle of the night to check on her and saw the screen light up. It captured my attention, and I couldn’t stop myself from sending a message to steal her number. I saved it and added mine to her contact list. I didn’t use my name. No, that would have been too boring. I put myself in as…Man of My Dreams.

      I laughed, picturing her pissed-off sneer as she looked at her phone and read my message.

      Me: I can’t stop thinking about you.

      Sexy Fugitive: Creep.

      I typed with a dopy-ass grin on my face.

      Me: Only for you, doll.

      I didn’t have to add in the nickname she claimed to hate, but I thought I’d clue her the fuck in if she didn’t already know it was me.

      Sexy Fugitive: What do you want, James?

      Me: You.

      What more could I say?

      Sexy Fugitive: Well…you know where to find me.

      I stared at the screen with my eyebrows knitted together, rubbing my chin. Was this an open invitation or was she busting my balls?

      Me: You can’t resist me forever.

      Sexy Fugitive: Catch me if you can.

      Me: Catching isn’t the hard part… It’s keeping you that’s the challenge.

      Sexy Fugitive: You seem to be the type of man who doesn’t take no for an answer.

      Me: I always get what I want, Izzy…always.

      Sexy Fugitive: Smug bastard.

      I laughed. No matter what she called me, I knew she liked me. Even when her words were venomous, I still knew. She tried like fuck to deny the connection we had, the electricity that flowed through our bodies when we touched, but I felt it.

      Me: You know you want me…

      No quick response came from Izzy. With an aching dick so hard it was ready to break off my body, I crawled out of bed. I put on some clothes and set my sights on her. I had the weekend off, and the last thing I wanted to do was spend it in this sleepy Florida town. I wanted her and I couldn’t stay away any longer.

      Izzy Gallo would be mine tonight.

      As I locked my front door and headed for my bike, my phone beeped in my pocket.

      Sexy Fugitive: I can’t talk now. I’m working.

      I wasn’t surprised by her text. She never wanted to admit her attraction to me. The entire time I spent with her last weekend had been a barrage of bullshit denying what her body betrayed.

      Me: When do you get off?

      Sexy Fugitive: As often as I want.

      Fuck. My dick hardened, straining against the denim, as I thought about the sounds she made as she came.

      Me: On my way…

      Just as I was about to shove my phone in my pocket and climb on the bike, she replied.

      Sexy Fugitive: Now?!?!

      Me: On my way, and I won’t take no for an answer this time. I’m bringing my handcuffs too.

      Sexy Fugitive: Fuck.

      Me: Two hours, Izzy, and you’re mine.

      I didn’t wait for her reply. I put the phone on vibrate, placing it in my back pocket. Throttling the engine, I thought about her screaming my name, and took off toward the only woman who felt right in my arms.

      She’d be mine tonight.

      Her days of running were over.
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      I pulled into Izzy’s drive just after midnight. Her sleek black Infiniti sat in the driveway, and the front porch light illuminated my pathway to her pussy.

      I almost expected her not to be home. That would be something she’d do. She’d avoid me and play hard to get, denying herself the one thing she was too stubborn to admit.

      I turned off my bike, stretching as I climbed off, and then secured it for the night. I didn’t plan on leaving until the next morning at the earliest, but I hoped to stay the whole weekend.

      It was rare for me to have this kind of time off in my line of work, but since returning from Bike Week, the club had been lying low and things had been calm. I’d been told by my supervisor to take some R&R for the weekend and be ready to hit it hard when I returned on Monday. His ideas of R&R were different than mine—mine did include hitting it hard. I planned to fuck Izzy until she couldn’t even remember her name, let alone her smartass attitude.

      I knocked gently, trying not to startle her even though she knew I was on my way. I heard voices and rustling inside, and I leaned in, trying to hear their words.

      “You better get the hell out of here,” Izzy said, her voice muffled by the thick wooden door, but I could still make them out.

      My heart started to pound so hard I felt like I’d just run a forty. My mind started to race with thoughts that someone was inside and it wasn’t me.

      “Izzy!” I yelled as I banged on the door. “Open up!”

      “Go, Flash. I won’t ask again!” Izzy yelled, quieter this time, but loud enough that I heard with my ear pressed up against the door.

      Hearing his name made my blood run cold. I knew exactly who the little prick was. Flash was a prospect in the MC Thomas had been working undercover in for over two years. Flash was also the cocksucker who’d brought Izzy to Daytona and thrown her to the wolves.

      “Fuck no,” he replied. “I’m staying right here. We’re going to have a little chat.”

      I’d had enough. I was getting in the house if I had to bust down the motherfucking door. Leaning back, I shouted, “Izzy, I’m going to bust this door down if you don’t open the fuck up!” I pounded on the wood, the door jumping under my fist.

      “Coming!” Izzy sang, her shoes clicking against the wood floors as she moved closer.

      I needed to calm myself. Murder wouldn’t be the best way to start the weekend.

      As soon as she opened the door, I took quick stock of her appearance. She looked unharmed and calm, but maybe a little frustrated.

      “Izzy, what the fuck is going on?” I barked, looking over her head to see a pair of boots resting on her coffee table. “What the hell is he doing here?” I touched her cheek, caressing her skin with the pad of my thumb.

      “He’s harmless, James.” She looked at my face but didn’t make eye contact.

      “Izzy.” I gripped the back of her neck, forcing her eyes to mine. “He’s not harmless. I know exactly who he is, and he’s leaving your house with or without my help.”

      “No,” she pleaded, placing her hand on my chest.

      “Yes, doll, he is.” I released her, grabbing her shoulders and picking her up as I moved her out of the way.

      The door closed behind me, her heels clattering as she followed me. I rounded the corner, getting a full view of Flash leaning back on the couch, his arms outstretched and his feet up. “I think the lady asked you to leave,” I growled as I fisted my hands at my sides.

      I didn’t want to spill blood and break shit in Izzy’s home. Breaking shit from hot fucking, I enjoyed. Doing it to beat some punk’s ass? Not so much.

      “I came here to speak to you,” he answered as he rose to his feet and looked at Izzy before turning to me with a smile. “Man to man.”

      I stepped closer to him, breaking his line of sight with Izzy. “I have nothing to say to a piece of shit like you.” My voice echoed in the house, the wood floors carrying it throughout the open space.

      “There are things I need to explain,” he said.

      “James,” Izzy begged, grabbing my arm from behind. “Just talk to him.” Her face was soft, all smartass gone. This was Izzy asking me to do something I didn’t want to do. Not one fucking bit.

      I looked over my shoulder, staring in her eyes, and nodded. I turned back toward Flash. “You got five minutes and then I’m showing you the fucking door.”

      “Outside.” He started to walk toward the French doors that led to a staircase to the backyard.

      “Wait for me in your room,” I ordered, holding her by the arms. “If shit gets bad, I don’t want to worry about where you are.”

      “James, really. I’m a big girl.” She smiled, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I never said you weren’t. This is for my sanity. I’ll let him speak his piece and I’ll fill you in when I come up.”

      “I don’t like being told what to do,” she hissed, pulling away from my grip.

      I rubbed my face. The woman could be trying at times. “I’m asking you to please do this for me.”

      She nodded, glaring at me as she walked down the hallway, and disappeared in her bedroom. I made a beeline to the backyard, ready to get Flash the fuck gone.

      “Make it quick and get the hell out,” I grunted as I descended the stairs and stopped in front of Flash. “You have two minutes to convince me why I shouldn’t beat the fuck out of you.”

      “You don’t know who I am,” he growled, moving a step closer to me.

      “I know exactly who you are.”

      He shook his head and reached into his back pocket. “You don’t.”

      “I know all I need to.” I kept my eyes trained on his hand, ready to fight back if he pulled a weapon.

      “I know you’re law enforcement, James. DEA to be exact,” he replied as he pulled a black wallet from his pocket.

      My stomach sank as he spoke. That information was a closely guarded secret. I wondered if he knew about Thomas.

      “How do you know that?” I asked, stepping closer to him.

      He flipped open the wallet, flashing an ID and badge at me. “I’m FBI,” he whispered. “Not many people know that about me. Not even Izzy. I live the life and I’m totally immersed.”

      “Fuck,” I grumbled, raking my hands through my hair.

      “I’m prospecting, trying to make a name for myself within the club. I’m not supposed to take a dominant position inside. I’m their ears and eyes on the inside.”

      “How the fuck didn’t I know this?” I asked as my nostrils flared and my anger turned toward the law enforcement branch of the US government.

      “My boss thought it would be better if I was treated like everyone else.” He swallowed, turning his back to me. “I only found out about you and Thomas”—he paused—“when Blue took Izzy out of the bar.”

      “How could you be so reckless?”

      “I know, I know. I didn’t think shit would go down like that.” He shook his head as his shoulders rose and fell.

      “Reckless as hell, Flash.”

      “Sheer stupidity. I have no other excuse.” He sighed.

      “How did you find out about us?” I didn’t understand how he knew about us but we had no fucking clue about him.

      “When she left with him, I freaked the fuck out and went to my contact. Immediately, my supervisor was informed and they called me in. I was told about the two of you and reassured that Izzy was safe.”

      “That’s all it took, huh?”

      “Listen,” he said, turning back to face me. “That girl in there?” He pointed toward the house and continued. “I love her. There’s no one like her. I know she’ll never be mine, but fuck, I’d kill for her.” He closed his eyes, regaining his composure. “They were worried I’d blow my cover and start ripping shit up to find her.”

      “You love her?” I repeated, glaring at him as my heart started to pick up speed, the sound of blood gushing through my ears.

      “I do,” Flash responded, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered.

      “James, she doesn’t want me. She never has. We’ve been friends since we were kids. We’ll never be anything more.”

      I felt bad for Flash. To love a woman and not have the feeling returned had to be fucking gut wrenching, but there was something he wasn’t saying.

      “You’ve fucked her?” I inquired, trying to contain my rage.

      “That’s not important. We’re only friends,” he answered quickly, holding his hands up. “I’m not a threat, James.”

      “All men are threats,” I growled.

      “Not me. I’m too busy building my career and focusing on my work right now. Plus, I know when I’m not wanted. She’s all yours.”

      “All mine?” I laughed. “You must not know her as well as you think you do, bud.”

      He shook his head, kicking at the dirt. “She told me tonight when I came by that she wouldn’t see me anymore. She dropped your name and I tuned out. Izzy has never spoken of another man. Don’t listen to her bullshit. She acts tough as nails, but she’s a powder puff.”

      His words shocked me. Izzy had talked about me…mentioned me when breaking off contact with Flash. One of us was being bullshitted, and I hoped it was me. I knew she wanted me physically, but maybe, just maybe, there was more to us. Either way, I’d do whatever I could to convince her to give us a shot.

      What could go wrong?

      The connection we had, the lust I felt, and the current that surged between us couldn’t be ignored any longer. I’d make sure of it.
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      As I watched from the window, Flash and James talked, and it didn’t seem to be a pissing match. My heart raced as they’d stood toe to toe in my backyard. I’d expected it to go down very differently. I had figured one of them would end up bloodied before it was said and done. Who the fuck was I kidding? Flash would’ve been the one a heaping pile of broken bones after James had beaten him. Instead, they’d acted like grown men. They’d spoken low enough that I hadn’t been able to make out the words, even after cracking my window to be able to hear better, and the handshake at the end had sure as fuck thrown me for a loop.

      No fists were thrown, Flash disappeared between the houses, and James made his way up the stairs and back into the house. I walked down the hallway toward the kitchen as I heard the back door close. “Everything okay?” I asked as I turned the corner and almost ran right into James.

      He was grinning with his head tilted and the corner of his mouth curved. He looked proud with his chest puffed out. Any moment, he might have broken out with “Me Tarzan” by the way he carried himself. His eyes were fiery yet playful.

      “Perfect,” he whispered, grabbing my chin.

      My belly sank—but in the most wonderful way—as he held my face in my hands. I felt his hot, sweet breath against my skin, and the small hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Just like when you’re waiting for something that you know will scare the holy fuck out of you to happen—James was my holy fuck. He scared the piss out of me.

      “Izzy,” he growled.

      “Yes?” I responded, my voice weak.

      “You want me?” His eyes pierced me, held me in place even though my mind was screaming for me to run.

      I looked down, unable to maintain eye contact, or maybe I just didn’t want to look into the eyes of the boogeyman. “Yes,” I whispered, placing my hand on his muscular forearm. I needed the extra support when saying those words. Letting James in was the biggest leap of faith I’d ever taken in my life. I just hoped there wasn’t a rocky bottom I’d dive into headfirst.

      “Just give me tonight,” he breathed, moving his lips closer as he kept his eyes locked on mine.

      “One night,” I said with wide eyes as I swallowed hard. I felt like my airway was closing and I couldn’t breathe.

      “Just feel me, Izzy. Feel us and how our bodies respond to each other.”

      He didn’t wait for me to respond as he crushed his lips to mine. He gave me the air I hadn’t been able to find moments before. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulled me close and held the back of my head.

      “James,” I moaned into his mouth as his hand grabbed my ass, squeezing it roughly.

      He pulled away, grinding his rock-hard dick into me. “I’m not taking no for an answer tonight. I barely survived last weekend, having you so close and not sinking my dick into you. It’s heaven, and I won’t let you deny me again.”

      Well fuck. How could I say no to that? Shit, I didn’t want to say no. The man did me better than anyone ever had. The entire week, all I’d thought about was him. The asshole had even invaded my dreams. I tried to put him out of my mind when I was awake, but once I closed my eyes, my subconscious took over, and it, along with my extremely wet pussy, both wanted James.

      Pushing me against the wall, he placed his lips against my neck and nibbled just below my ear. Goose bumps broke out across my flesh as tingles cascaded across my skin like a water drops finding their path to my feet and rooting me in place. I clawed at his t-shirt, wanting to feel his skin. When I pulled it up, my knuckles skimmed his ribs.

      As he sucked in a breath, he stole the air in my lungs. Releasing me, he pulled the shirt off his body, revealing his mouth-watering chest. I placed my palms against his hard pecs, kneading the muscles with my fingers as he kissed a path down the opening of my tank top. His hands found my thighs, looping underneath. As my feet left the floor, I wrapped my legs around his torso, grinding my pussy against him. He carried me down the hall, his lips back on mine, as he held me tight against his body.

      His grip lessened just over the threshold of my bedroom doorway, causing me to slide down him. I grinned, looking into his eyes and seeing the desire on his face.

      He took a step back, crossing his arms and cocking his head. “Strip,” he commanded.

      My body swayed as his words hit me like a ton of bricks. “What?” I blurted, shocked by the forcefulness in his voice.

      “Strip, and make it good.” He didn’t move or change expression.

      “Excuse me? Is that any way to talk to a lady?” I barked, kind of turned on but not willing to share that little nugget of information.

      I glared at him, my eyes raking over his body and stopping dead on his crotch. I could clearly see the outline of his long, thick cock straining against the material. I knew how it felt to have that monster inside me, and it made my mind mush. I started to slowly take down the straps of my tank top without waiting for his response.

      “Don’t I get music or something?” I quipped, cockiness in my voice as I removed the material from my arms. I turned as I gathered the tank in my hands. Bending at the waist, I stuck my ass in the air as I shimmed out of my shirt and then tossed it across the room. Shaking my hips, I started to hum as my ass bounced, and I peeked at him between the gap of in my legs.

      He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, and studied me. He seemed pleased with what I was doing. Turning around, I held my hands over my breasts, covering my hard nipples as I shook them in my hands. Bouncing them in my hands, I licked the top of my breast - the skin feeling like velvet against my tongue.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, his lips turning up into a snarl as his nostrils flared.

      My body warmed from his reaction, and I felt a sense of confidence in my movements. Stripping for someone when it’s your idea is entirely different than doing it when being told to. James’s reaction made it fun, and I figured why the fuck not tease him in the process?

      “You like when I cock tease you?” I asked, opening my fingers, letting my nipples show. A black lace bra covered my breasts, leaving little to the imagination. I rolled my nipples in between my fingers as I licked a path to my other breast, peeking up at him through hooded lashes.

      “Lose the clothes, Isabella.”

      He dropped my formal name, once again causing the bottom of my stomach to flutter.

      “Yes, master,” I responded, curtseying to him and unable to hold my smartass comments.

      His face changed as he squinted at me. “Those words make me so fucking hard,” he whispered.

      Was James one of those men? Was he the type of guy who got off on being in total control and wanting a sex slave in the bedroom?

      After I peeled off my pants, leaving nothing between him and me except my lace black panties and bra, I stood still, my tongue sticking out as it hovered just above my breast. I wanted to be touched, and if he wouldn’t do it, then I sure as fuck would be the one to take up the task.

      “Crawl to me,” he demanded.

      I shrugged, thinking, What the hell? Why not? and dropped to my knees. Moving slowly across the wooden floor, I crawled to him like a cat stalking its prey. Sticking my ass up in the air, I raised my shoulders as I approached him.

      Funny that I didn’t feel weird or humiliated crawling to him as he’d asked. It turned me on, and from what I could see from being eye to eye with his dick, he was hard as a rock.

      “Unzip me,” he said, his voice softer.

      I looked up at him, taking a moment to drink him in. Yeah, I was totally fucked. Perching up on my knees, I pulled his zipper down, releasing his cock.

      It was bigger than I remembered, especially up close. Then again, I might have had half a bottle of Jack by the time we’d ripped each other’s clothes off in the hotel room.

      Palming his thickness, I stuck my tongue out, capturing the small drop of liquid off the tip. Divine saltiness spread across my tongue as I leaned in to take him in my mouth.

      “Wait,” he said, grabbing my face with his hands.

      “James,” I groaned, leaning back on my heels to look up at him. “Make up your mind.”

      “No hands. I want only your mouth on me,” he growled. This was a side of James I hadn’t expected, but I liked it.

      I nodded, gripping his thighs with my hands before I slid his jeans down his legs to give me better access to his hardness. The hair lying across my back moved as he wrapped his hand around it, fisting it tightly. Small tingles started at my neck before shooting down my spine and straight to my core. I ached to be filled by him, and would do whatever it took to have him thrust me over a cliff of ecstasy.

      I gripped his firm, muscular thighs, placing my fingers just below his ass. I dug my nails into his flesh. He hissed, sucking in air as I swirled my tongue around his piercing. The metal felt soft compared to his throbbing cock as I slid the length of him across my tongue until it touched the back of my throat. I gagged slightly, pulling him out to relieve my body’s reflex to repel the contents.

      “Take all of me. You can do it.” He thrust his hips forward, jamming his cock to the back of my throat.

      My eyes watered as my ability to breathe was cut off from the foreign object filling my mouth. He gripped my hair roughly, pulling his cock from my lips before sliding it in over and over again. His grunts and moans spurred me on and kept me focused.

      Drool pooled at the corners of my mouth, slowly oozing from the sides as he pummeled my throat with his rock-hard dick. Tears streamed down my cheeks, my fingers digging into my skin as I took the torture, wishing it were my pussy on the receiving end of the blunt force trauma.

      Just as I felt his cock grow bigger, filling my mouth further, he moaned, “Fuck.” Then he pulled my hair back, releasing his dick from my mouth. “Not yet. Not like this,” he moaned on a shaky breath. His fingers slipped from my hair and slid across my face, capturing the moisture from my chin. “You’re so fucking sexy right now.”

      I blinked, wondered how I possibly looked sexy. I had drool on my face, blurry eyes, and tear-stained cheeks. That didn’t fit my idea of fuckable, but then again, I didn’t have a cock.

      A thought occurred to me as I kneeled before James. I thought women who acted like I just had—following sexual commands without question—were weak, but that’s not what I’d felt. I’d felt empowered and in control. Even though James barked out the orders, I was the one to carry them out, and I held his world in my hands—or in this case, my mouth.

      A small smile spread across my face as I used my tongue to grab the moisture from the corners of my mouth. His eyes zoned in on my tongue as his cock bobbed. “Fuck, Izzy,” he hissed, holding his hand out to me. “Off your knees before I lose control staring at that fuckable mouth.”

      I grabbed his hand, letting him pull me from the floor, and slid up his body. My tits rubbed against his skin. Feeling the hardness against my throbbing nipples sent a shiver through my body. Having him in my mouth and remembering our first night together had driven my body so close to the edge that I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to come.

      I stared in his eyes as he held my face in his palm and my neck in his grip. Just as I was about to start rubbing my pussy against his leg, unable to bear waiting any longer, his free hand glided down my body toward the promised land. I silently thanked the gods for taking pity on me. As his fingers slid through my wetness and his palm massaged my clit, my head fell back and my body moved forward on its own.

      “James,” I moaned as I slid my hands up his arms and dug my nails into his shoulders.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” he murmured.

      His finger rubbed my G-spot, driving me closer to the thing I wanted most—an orgasm. A second finger joined the first; stretching me and making me feel full as the others stroked my outer parts. Shivers racked my body as he worked my pussy to the point where, at times, he stole my breath. The pressure was so intense that I could barely form a thought. Wetness and warmth filled my senses as he licked a path up my neck, stopping at the spot where I could feel my pulse beating rapidly under his tongue.

      “James.” It was the only thing I could say. My mind had become muddled. Everything in my body was tight and ready. I pushed up on my tiptoes, trying to get more leverage and work his fingers deeper inside me.

      His hand stilled. “You want my cock?” he whispered against my neck.

      I nodded my response. I wanted to come, but I wouldn’t mince words with him putting me so close to an orgasm that I felt like I would explode.

      “You just want to come,” he grunted, pushing my neck forward and forcing my eyes to his.

      Heat crept across my face as I looked into his eyes. It pissed me off that he could read me so well. I’d prided myself on being unreadable my entire life, but James had an ability that unnerved me.

      “I want you,” I pleaded, nipping at his lips.

      His fingers began to move at a torturous pace. Slowly, he rubbed my insides as he pulled out and pushed back in with force, but kept his palm clear of my clit.

      “Tell me what you want,” he insisted, digging his fingers in my neck.

      “I want you to fuck me.” I could feel the buildup again as my pussy clenched down on his fingers, trying to keep him inside.

      “Ask me nicely.” He smirked against my lips as his cheeks rose, almost touching his eyes as his hand stilled again.

      I sighed, knowing that there was only one way to get what I wanted. I could fuck around and play a game with his mind. I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him. The proof of that was pressed against my hip.

      “James, will you fuck me?” I asked, not breaking eye contact.

      “Please,” he said before nipping at my jaw and massaging my insides without the in-and-out motion I fucking craved.

      He wanted me to beg—something I’d never done for anyone in my life. People begged me. I’d never wanted anything enough to beg. If I couldn’t get it for myself, then it wasn’t worth having or lusting after.

      James was different. He was something I couldn’t get without groveling and giving more of myself than I wanted to. I was too close to coming to turn back now and tell him to get the fuck out of my house. A small part of me wanted to tell him to take his junk and leave, but the part I wanted to punch in the face later said, “Please fuck me, James. I want you.” Fucking traitorous words. Later, I’d kick my own ass.

      His smirk turned into a smile as his fingers slipped out of me. He placed the fingers that had just been inside me into his mouth, and swirled his tongue around them. “Mmm,” he murmured as he licked my juices off. “You taste fucking fantastic. Just how I remember.”

      “You’re an asshole. If you’re getting your rocks off by making me beg and then you’re just going to—” I didn’t get to finish the sentence, as he moved my face to his and swallowed my words with his lips.

      When he backed away, I was breathless and wanton. I would’ve professed my love and a horde of children to this man for a single orgasm. He’d driven me so close and then pulled away so many times that I no longer was Izzy Gallo, kick-ass chick—I was Izzy Gallo, cock slave to James. I only mildly hated myself for it.

      I swayed as he removed his pants, dug in his pocket, and then discarded his jeans to the side. James stood before me, naked and magnificent, with a giant, cocky-ass smile on his face. As he slipped on the condom, I took in his hotness. He had the entire goddamn package—piercings, tattoos, rock-hard muscles, and a beautiful fucking cock. The only downside to James that I could think of was his mouth, but even though I wanted to smack it sometimes, it did crazy fucking things to me. Things I didn’t like to admit.

      Before I could move, he lifted me with one arm under my ass and impaled me on his cock with a grunt.

      “Fuckin’ heaven,” he moaned, pushing farther inside.

      All negative thoughts about the smug bastard standing gloriously naked in front of me vanished as his piercing stroked me from the inside. Turning us, he pounded into me as he pushed my back against the wall.

      Using his arm and the solid surface behind me, he battered my body. Drawing my nipple into his mouth, he drove my body higher, granting him deeper access to my pussy and bringing my tits closer to his face.

      As he bit down, I hissed, “Fuck.” The pain was soon forgotten as his strokes increased and the mounting pressure returned, more intense than before.

      I clawed at his flesh, scraping his skin, as he pounded me into the wall with each blow. He grunted, moaning against my nipples as he sucked and bit on the tender skin.

      My eyes found the mirror across the room. There was just enough light for me to clearly see his body as he thrust inside me. His ass cheeks clenched and released as he pushed himself deep, driving me closer to the edge. My arms were wrapped around his torso as I stared at our reflection. The pink streaks caused by my fingernails were visible clear across the room.

      Watching him fuck me, and the feeling of his dick slamming into me, made it impossible to stave off the impending orgasm.

      “Fuck yes!” I screamed, hitting my head against the wall. “Harder!” I demanded.

      My toes curled as his fingers gripped my ass and his cock pulverized my pussy in long, thick strokes.

      He released my nipples, pulling my body down harder on his cock. He moved his mouth next to my ear and said, “Come for me, Izzy. I want to feel you squeeze the life out of my dick.”

      All the muscles in my body grew rigid as he moved his hands to my waist, forcefully pulling me down against his cock. I bounced off his body like a rag doll. Everything around me ceased to exist except James and his dick.

      My nails slid against his skin, tearing the flesh as I screamed through the best fucking orgasm of my life. I mumbled and chanted like a person in a trance as one orgasm passed and another started to build.

      “Don’t you dare come again,” he growled, pulling me from the wall and walking toward the bed.

      My eyes flew open as I stared at him. “What?” I asked, swallowing hard and trying to catch my breath.

      “Not yet, doll. Not like this,” he groaned as he stilled inside me.

      As we approached the bed and he started to lay me back, I wrapped my legs tighter around him. My pussy ached from the devastation he’d just inflicted upon it, but I wanted more.

      “Let go,” he ordered as he released me and pulled at my legs.

      “No,” I cried, pulling him in deeper and increasing my viselike grip.

      He looked down at me and smiled. “Such a selfish girl,” he whispered as he ran his fingers over my lips, tracing a path down my body.

      His fingers stopped at my breasts, circling around each one, as his fingernail scraped against my nipple.

      “I’m not selfish, James, I’m horny.” The first orgasm, even in its intensity, hadn’t done enough to quell the ache and throb I felt when I was around him. His fingers, mouth, and dick made me want more. That was exactly why I’d done the walk of shame out of his hotel room months ago. He scared me.

      “Izzy,” he barked, bringing my attention back to him as he pried my legs apart. “Flip over, beautiful. I’m not done with you yet.”

      My pussy convulsed with his words. That divine clenching of both happiness and anticipation. I shifted, and he slipped from my body. A dull ache was left by the emptiness inside me as he walked away.

      “How do you want me?” Why I asked this question, I had no fucking clue. Did it matter?

      He bent down next to his pants, and the sound of metal clinking filled the room. My heart stopped in my chest as I closed my eyes and knew what he grabbed. I looked over my shoulder, finding him approaching the bed as he twirled them around his finger.

      “I brought these just for you.” He leaned over, touching my skin with the cold metal, and dragged it down my spine.

      I sucked in a breath, the sensation intense against my hot damn skin. I closed my eyes, enjoying the feel of the icy hardware, and when I opened them, James had a very smug grin on his face.

      “Hands behind your back, Isabella.” He smirked—as he probably assumed I’d do just about anything right now.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked, more concerned with him leaving than anything he’d do to me physically.

      “I’m going to get mine now,” he said, holding the handcuffs in the air with one hand as he stroked his condom-covered cock in the other. “You want this?” he asked, fisting it rapidly and looking down at his dick. “Then you’ll get these.” He shook the cuffs, causing them to make a loud clatter.

      “Promise you won’t leave?” I pleaded, needing to be sure before I handed over total control. Before, when I’d crawled to him and let him fuck my face, that hadn’t been giving him free rein, but being restrained and naked left me vulnerable and at his mercy.

      “I’d never do that. I want to bury myself inside you until I can’t fuck you anymore. Hands,” he commanded.

      I swallowed, placing my hands behind my back and burying my face in the comforter. He moved quickly, grabbing my body and pushing me up the bed. Before I could respond, a cuff was around my left wrist and attached to the headboard. The bed dipped and rose as he climbed off and back to his feet.

      My stomach sank. The nasty feeling of being duped entered my bones. “Where the fuck are you going?” I snarled, panicking as a lump formed in my throat as he bent down.

      As he stood, he said, “To get these,” and jiggled another set of handcuffs in his hand.

      “Thank shit for small miracles,” I whispered low enough so he wouldn’t hear. I turned forward, feeling the bed dip as he returned and hovered over my body.

      “Give me your hand,” he said, holding out his with the handcuff in his grip.

      I sighed, reaching out and willingly giving my hand to him. Butterflies filled my stomach as he restrained my right arm to the headboard. I lay there splayed out before him, for his enjoyment and use.

      He pushed my hair to the side, biting down on my neck as he slid down my body. His hard shaft left a trail of tingles as he glided across my skin. I looked over my shoulder to see him kneeling between my legs.

      “Mm, so fucking beautiful,” he groaned as he squeezed my ass roughly, kneading it in his grip. “I want this.”

      Closing my eyes tight, I said, “James.”

      There was no fucking way his dick would go in my ass. No goddamn way. He was too fucking big for that to happen. I started to thrash as he spread apart my ass cheeks, rubbing his thumb over my opening. My body locked up, my ass clenching to stop the assault. I’d let him restrain me. I’d given up complete control.

      “You’ll love it,” he replied as wetness filled my crack.

      “Where did you—” I started to ask, but as his fingertip pushed inside, my mouth quickly shut.

      Pain sliced through me for a moment and was replaced by a fullness I hadn’t anticipated. James had huge hands and, in turn, thick, long fingers.

      “I’ll make it feel good,” he whispered, working his finger inside me as he began to stroke my pussy opening with his other hand.

      I’d had anal sex before. I even enjoyed it, but something about James and his size scared the shit out of me. My palms began to sweat; the thought of the pain as he filled me made me nervous.

      My eyes rolled back in my head, the pleasure making it impossible to keep a watchful eye on him. I pushed against his hand, needing the pleasure of his fingers pounding into my pussy to forget the burn in my ass. More wetness fell against me before he added a second finger in my ass, driving me over the pain-pleasure threshold. Too many feelings were mixed in my body as my mind turned off from all thought or ability to yell stop.

      They worked out of unison from each other. As he moved one hand in my pussy and the other out of my ass, I found myself spiraling dangerously close to an orgasm I thought would stop my heart. The pleasure building up from deep inside had my heart pounding uncontrollably. This could be the destroyer of all men who might grace my future. James was wrecking me and doing it on fucking purpose.

      My hands moved, trying to grip on to something to ground myself, but it was futile. I couldn’t reach a fucking thing, and I didn’t have the strength to shimmy up the bed as he worked my body perfectly.

      A moan fell from my lips even as I tried to bite back the words. “Oh, yes. Fuck me, James.”

      Just then, his fingers left my ass. I buried my face into the bed, both happy and relieved at the loss of fullness. I mumbled something incoherent even to myself as he still thrust his fingers inside my cunt.

      Scooping more wetness from my pussy, he rubbed my juices against my ass before jamming his cock into my pussy.

      “Still so fucking wet,” he said, moving his face close to my ear. “I want your ass, Izzy.”

      I sucked in a breath, fear gripping me because of his size. “James,” I moaned. I wanted to say no, but everything the man did to me felt fanfuckingtastic.

      A few thrusts later, he removed himself from my core and rubbed against my asshole. As he pushed the tip inside, I whispered, “You’re too big,” and bit down on the comforter.

      “It’ll fit. You’re so fucking ready for me.”

      Problem was, he was fucking right. I didn’t like when James was always right.

      “Push out. It’ll make it slide in easier,” he grunted, placing his hand underneath me and stroking my clit.

      “Fuck,” I moaned, pushing down with all my strength as he circled my clit with his fingertips. “Yes,” I wailed.

      I pulled at the handcuffs, wrapping my fingers around the cold metal chain connecting the two parts, and took what he gave me.

      “Fuck,” he moaned, seating himself fully inside of me.

      I moved, grinding my pussy against his hand and hoping it would urge him to move. The only thing worse than being fucked in the ass was someone stopping with their dick inside you. I needed the movement and the friction against my pussy. I needed to come. My body was wound so fucking tight I thought my heart would burst.

      “Selfish,” he whispered, his hot breath licking my ear as he began to rock in and out of me.

      “Just fuck me and shut the fuck up,” I hissed, pushing back against him.

      His palm came down fast on my hip as he slapped it hard enough to cause me to focus on another point of pain. “You’re not the boss anymore, Izzy. I am.” His words surprised me more than his palm, and the funny thing was…I liked it.

      “Yes, sir,” I spouted back, feeling the need to be a smartass.

      “Always have to be such a tough-ass,” he grunted, gripping my hip and thrusting inside me. He pinched my clit and rolled it between his fingers.

      I cried out. The orgasm that had built broke loose. I screamed until my throat was sore and my voice hoarse. I grew limp, my body and mind both sated and in post-orgasmic bliss, as his thrusts grew more punishing.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, praying for his release and my freedom. My body couldn’t take much more of James and come back unscathed. His movements became sporadic as he hissed, “Fuck,” and collapsed against my back.

      Our bodies were slick with sweat as he lay on top of me, crushing me against the mattress.

      “Jesus,” he murmured between labored breaths.

      I moved, his dick feeling like an unwelcome guest.

      He shifted, pulling his cock from my body as he rolled off me. “Sorry,” he said as he stroked my ass with his fingertips.

      “James, let me go,” I whispered, and yanked at the handcuffs.

      “I may keep you like this all night.” He traced a path up my ass cheeks to my spine. “I like you so willing and ready.”

      I glared at him, turning my head in his direction. “My arms are getting numb,” I bit out, trying to not yell.

      “I’ll never believe your bullshit.” He laughed, climbing off the bed.

      “Where the fuck are you going?” I roared, worried he’d leave me like this all night.

      “Getting the fucking key,” he responded, bending down and retrieving it from his jeans pocket.

      “Oh,” I mumbled, feeling like a fool.

      As he climbed on the bed, the mattress dipped, much like my stomach from his nearness. As he released my arms, he rubbed my muscles and eased the tension inside. The feeling of his strong hands massaging my limbs felt amazing.

      “So fucking good,” I muttered as he continued the same treatment on my other arm.

      “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      I watched as his beautiful, tight ass walked to the bathroom until he closed the door. Hearing water running, I closed my eyes and thought about James. I was currently in the love phase of the love-hate relationship I had with him, but I was certain that, soon enough, the orgasmic haze I was in would wear off and I’d slide on the other side of that thin line.

      I cracked open an eye as the door opened. He was approaching the bed with a washcloth. “Let me clean you,” he whispered, crawling next to me in bed.

      Without speaking, I opened my legs and relaxed. The warmth of the towel against my pussy and ass relived the throbbing I’d felt a moment ago. His cock had been brutal, but his kindness and the fucking orgasm made it all worth the abuse.

      “Ouch,” I hissed as he pressed it against my asshole.

      “It’ll help. Just lie still,” he whispered, working the soft cloth against my skin.

      I did as he’d said without a fight. I didn’t have the energy to argue with James tonight.

      Leaving the washcloth against me, he stood and pulled back a corner of the sheets. “Up you go,” he said, cradling me.

      I wrapped my arms around him, rubbing my nose against his neck, and inhaled. He smelled like musk, sweat, and sex.

      He placed my head on the pillow, climbed over top of me, and settled in the bed. After covering us, he cocooned me in his arms.

      With my back to his torso, I closed my eyes and exhaled. My eyes were heavy as I blinked, straining to keep them open.

      “Sleep, sweet Izzy,” he whispered, increasing his grip around my body.

      I drifted off, listening to his breathing in my ear, blissfully sated and exhausted.

      James would be the death of me.
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      I woke the next morning to Izzy’s light snores in my ear. During the night, she’d shifted, turning her face toward me and wrapping her body around mine. Now, we were in the same position with her face buried in my chest.

      I didn’t want to move. Izzy looked sweet and almost angelic lying in my arms, curled around me. I knew that, the moment her eyes opened, her wicked tongue and smartass words would be nonstop. The girl needed to stop running—or at least pretending to.

      I never believed in love at first. Lust, yes, but not love. The problem was that I did love Izzy Gallo. She wasn’t like other women who’d spent time in my bed; she was in a class all her own.

      I didn’t have to peel back the layers to find out who the real Izzy was. Her brother had already told me almost everything I needed to know about her. He had shared pictures with me, told me stories about his wild sister, and sung her praises for years. I had seen the fire in her eyes when I stared at her picture and listened to him talk about her. Meeting her in person had brought it all to life.

      I loved her spirit. She grabbed life by the balls and played by no one’s rules but her own. I wanted a woman who would challenge me. Ladies caved too easily and gave no chase, but not Isabella. She was my prime target.

      I eased her body away from mine, sliding out of bed to make a pot of coffee and some breakfast. I wanted to start the morning off on the right foot. If she hadn’t been so exhausted last night, I was sure she would’ve had a few choice words to hurl in my direction.

      Sliding on my jeans, I looked at the bed and Izzy sprawled out amongst the dark sheets. The material hung just below her belly button and her breasts were uncovered, a tangle of brown locks framing her body. I wanted to crawl back in bed and wake her with my dick, but I knew she had to be sore from the pummeling I’d given her last night. I wanted her to remember where I’d been and how I felt filling her from the inside. Izzy Gallo wouldn’t be forgetting my territory for days.

      I checked the coffee maker, the grounds and water already inside, and pushed the “on” button before heading outside to my bike. I grabbed the bag I’d packed, hoping I’d be spending a couple of days here, and stopped to look around the neighborhood.

      A light fog covered the houses in the distance and hadn’t broken up yet from the sun. The birds chirped as a few people milled around the neighborhood walking their dogs and hurrying off to God knows where at this time of day.

      The aroma of freshly brewed coffee hit me as soon as I walked back into the house. I needed to clean up before the princess woke from her slumber.

      After washing my face and brushing my teeth, I grabbed two cups of coffee and headed to the bedroom. Izzy hadn’t moved while I was gone. I set the cups on the nightstand and kicked off my jeans, setting my phone on the nightstand. Once I’d crawled back in bed, I stretched out next to her and stared for a few minutes before I stroked her skin.

      It was as smooth as silk and free from imperfections. Her long, dark lashes rested against her cheeks while she slept. I traced her lips with my fingers, restraining myself from devouring her whole. I kissed her softly, enjoying the velvety feel of them against mine until she began to stir. Her eyes fluttered open as her lips turned up into a small smile.

      “Good morning,” I whispered against her lips.

      “Good morning,” she said after turning her face away from mine and yawning.

      “Sleep well?” I moved the hair away from her neck and planted a light kiss against her pulse.

      “I’m so tired,” she mumbled, curling against my body and drifting back to sleep.

      “Izzy,” I whispered, kissing her cheek.

      “No,” she moaned without opening her eyes.

      “I brought you coffee.” I ran my fingertips over her skin, tracing tiny circles and watching a line of goose bumps break out across her skin.

      “What time is it?” she groaned, rubbing her eyes.

      “A little after eight.”

      “Why are you up so early?”

      “I don’t need much sleep.”

      Her blinks were slow as she stared up at me. “Did I hear you say coffee?” she asked with a groggy voice.

      “I brought you a cup just how you like it.”

      “I don’t want to move,” she said, closing her eyes.

      I pulled her body against me and stroked her hair. “Just sleep. We have all day,” I whispered.

      “Wait. What?” she asked as her body stiffened in my arms.

      “I have all weekend off. I’m all yours for forty-eight blissful hours.” I smiled, biting my lip as I waited for her to freak out.

      To my shock, her body relaxed and melted into mine. “Good. I can go back to sleep,” she said, closing her eyes and making noises of pleasure as I caressed her back.

      Her breathing slowed as she drifted back to sleep. I held her, stroking her body as she snored softly. I’d expected her to throw me out or have a fit when I said that I’d be here for the entire weekend, but to my surprise, she’d fallen back to sleep.

      That was the thing about Izzy. She was a woman full of surprises. I couldn’t nail down what her reaction to anything would be. She kept me on my toes, and for that, I’d be more than happy to keep her on the edge of her seat.

      Just as I was about to drift off to sleep myself, my phone beeped and startled me. Izzy didn’t move when I jumped or when I rolled backward to grab my phone.

      Tapping the screen, I saw a message in my inbox.

      Thomas: Checking in. Quiet week. Hope you’re doing something more fun than I am.

      Fuck. A wave of guilt rolled over me, settling deep in my stomach. Thomas was risking his life while I was busy fucking his sister. I couldn’t admit it to him, at least not yet.

      Me: Good. Took the weekend off.

      No reply came, as was usually the case. One message a week was what we were allowed before he’d wipe his phone clean of any remnants of our communication.

      Izzy stirred in my arms, touching my face. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Never better.” I turned off the screen and tossed the phone toward the end of the bed.

      “Did you say something before about the entire weekend?” she yawned.

      “Yep. I’m all yours,” I replied, kissing her forehead.

      “Um, I have to work today.” Her body shook in my arms as she stretched.

      “I’d love to see the shop.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather do something else?” She pulled from my grip.

      “I’ll find something to do today after I drop you off. We can go out later when you’re done.”

      “I work late, though.”

      “Don’t you own the joint?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Maybe you can get off early.”

      “I was hoping to get off now,” she said, and laughed, covering her mouth with her hand.

      I inched closer, bringing my body to hers. “That I can do,” I growled in her ear.

      “James,” she said, pushing against my chest.

      “Hmm mmm.” I nibbled on her ear before nipping a path down her neck.

      She moaned as I bit down on the tender flesh above her collarbone. Using my tongue, I tasted her skin as I captured her nipple in my mouth and sucked hard, flicking it.

      “Keep going.” She laughed and dug her fingers in my hair.

      Izzy and I stayed in bed for a couple of hours, feasting on each other and drifting back to sleep. Finally, after showering, we were ready to head to the tattoo parlor a little after noon.

      As she locked the door, she turned to me and said, “James, I’ve never brought anyone to the shop.” She kicked at the ground with her right foot and looked down.

      “Izzy, I met everyone at the wedding. I’ll tell them I was in the area and you let me crash on your couch.”

      Looking up, she rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah, ’cause that’s believable.”

      “Listen, little mama. We can play it however you want to. I can say I fucked you mindless last night or that I just crashed at your place. I’ll let you explain it. I thought it would be nice to see the shop Thomas has told me so much about.” I climbed on my bike, lifting the stand as I straddled the machine.

      “Skip the mindless fucking part,” she said, walking toward my bike.

      “I’ll be your secret.” I winked at her, patting the back seat of my bike, and hoped she’d let me give her a lift.

      “It’s not that I want you a secret. I just haven’t figured us out yet. I don’t know what I want.” She squeezed in behind me, gripping me with her thighs. She felt so fucking good wrapped around my body.

      “You want me,” I replied, laughing as I turned on the engine and revved it. I took off before she could respond, and headed toward her business.

      She yelled in my ear when I needed to turn. I didn’t tell her that I already knew where it was because of Thomas. Our jobs were dangerous and we had to share everything in our lives with our supervisors. Our families were monitored for their safety, and files were built about them. Thomas knew my life just like I did his. There were no secrets—until now, at least.

      She climbed down, shaking out her hair as I turned off the bike. “I can’t believe I agreed to this shit,” she said loud enough for me to hear.

      As I got off the bike and stretched, I said, “They’ll be more concerned about Thomas than what I’m doing here with you.” I twirled my keys in my hand as I followed her toward the front door.

      “Let’s hope. This shit could blow up in my face.”

      “What could go wrong?” I grabbed the door, opening it for her.

      “Hey!” she yelled as she walked inside.

      The reception area was empty, but there were voices and movement coming from the back.

      “Yo! Back here,” a male voice called out from the tattoo area.

      “Come on,” she whispered to me, motioning for me to follow.

      I took a moment to look around the shop. It was stunning. Totally unlike some of the seedy shithole tattoo parlors I’d been in. This joint was classy, with colorful walls and beautiful decoration. It had Izzy written all over it.

      “Hey, I brought someone,” she said as we walked into the back.

      Mike, Joe, and Anthony stopped, looking up in unison. One by one, smiles crept across their faces as they recognized me.

      “James,” Mike said, standing to shake my hand.

      “Hey, Mike. Good to see you again.” I shook his hand, squeezing it firmly.

      I didn’t feel out of place seeing the Gallo guys again. I’d met them all at the wedding. I’d spoken with each one of them, sharing the information about Thomas that I was able to without putting him at risk.

      “Yo, James,” Anthony said, nodding to me without standing up.

      I smiled, giving him a nod back.

      “James, I’m surprised to see you here,” Joe said as he stood and held out his hand to me.

      I smiled, taking his hand in mine and shaking it roughly. “I just wanted to see how Izzy was doing.”

      “Ah.” He looked at me with squinted eyes and the corner of his mouth twitching. “I heard all about last weekend.” He released my hand, a dull throb in my joints where Joe had squeezed back as I hard as I had him. We were that type of man. We never showed weakness.

      “Oh, did you?” I asked, a giant smile playing across my lips.

      “Izzy never listens to us. We told her to stay the hell out of Daytona and stay the fuck away from Flash.” He sat back in his chair, looking at his sister. “She has to learn everything the hard way. Thank Christ she had four brothers to watch over her.”

      I laughed as I looked at Izzy and practically saw steam coming out of her ears. No woman liked being talked about in this way, especially Izzy. She wasn’t weak and didn’t always need to be under the watchful eye of her brothers.

      “Yeah, Daytona was rough. She’s home safe now and Flash is of no worry. I took care of him.”

      “Good man,” Joe said, opening the drawers to his station and placing tiny cups for the ink on the perfectly laid-out paper sheet to keep the area clean.

      “How’s Thomas?” Mike asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “He’s well. It’s pretty quiet in the MC right now, but he’s kicking ass.”

      “When the fuck will he be home, man?” Anthony asked.

      I felt every eye in the place on me, waiting for the answer to a question I couldn’t give a simple answer to. “Soon. He’s so close he can taste it. You know Thomas. He won’t stop until he gets the job done.”

      “Izzy said she saw him last weekend,” Joe said.

      “Yeah. We both did.” I didn’t feel the need to expand upon the information. The details of which I was sure Izzy hadn’t given to them fully.

      “She said he looked okay but a bit worn,” Joe prompted.

      “The life he’s leading wears on a person, especially someone like Thomas.”

      “I just want him home and safe,” Izzy commented as she walked up beside me and stopped.

      I reached out, wrapping my arm around her, and drew her close. “He’ll be home soon, doll,” I promised, kissing her temple.

      She stiffened in my arm. I looked down at her and followed her eyes to see three very curious faces.

      “Want to share something?” Anthony inquired with one eyebrow reaching for the sky.

      “Nope,” Izzy responded, quickly moving out of my grasp.

      I grinned, happy with what had been done but knowing I’d probably catch shit for it.

      “I’ll let you guys get to work. I’m going to head out for the day.” I nodded at them and turned to Izzy. “What time should I pick you up?”

      “We don’t close until late,” she responded, looking up at me.

      “Iz, you don’t have any appointments after six. You can take off after that,” Mike chimed in.

      “Perfect,” I said, turning to him and winking.

      She glared at him. “Thanks,” she hissed.

      “I’ll be back at seven. Walk me out?” I asked, pulling her against my body.

      “Fine,” she bit out.

      “Oh hey, James,” Joe called out as we started to walk away.

      “Yeah?” I asked, turning around to face him.

      “My parents would love to talk with you. Mind going over there tomorrow for Sunday dinner?”

      I smiled. The entire weekend was turning out perfect. I couldn’t have planned it any better if I’d tried. “I’d be more than happy to see them. I’ve heard amazing things about your ma’s cooking.”

      “For the love of all that is holy,” Izzy muttered, rolling her eyes as she fisted her hands at her sides.

      I laughed when her glare was now trained on me. “You okay with this?” I asked her, putting her on the spot with her brothers there for the show.

      “Yep,” she barked. “Peachy.”

      She was pissed off, and I loved it. When Izzy was angry, she looked even more beautiful.

      “Good,” I said to her, and turned toward Joe. “I’ll be there.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and ushered her toward the front of the shop and away from the watchful eyes of her brothers.

      “Pissed off?” I asked as I stopped near the door.

      “Not with you. Not entirely, at least.” She looked down and bounced on her heels.

      “With them?” I motioned with my thumb over my shoulder.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “They’re nosy bastards. And you.” She poked me in the chest. “What the fuck are you doing being all touchy-feely with me in front of them?”

      “Just letting them know how it is,” I growled, drawing her against me.

      She didn’t relax or melt into me like she had done when we were alone. “Only I let them know how it is.”

      Moving my head back, I looked down at her and grinned. She was a pussycat. “I’ll behave from here on out.”

      She rolled her eyes and pursed her lips. “I don’t believe a word that comes out of that sexy-ass mouth.”

      “Probably smart.” I laughed, squeezing her tighter as I kissed her lips. Backing away, I stared at her. Her lips were parted and her breathing a bit uneven. She fucking wanted me and she couldn’t hide it any longer. “I’ll be back at seven.”

      “Okay,” she whispered as I released her.

      As she walked away, I reached out and smacked her ass. “Be ready, doll. There’s no rest for the wicked.”

      “Jesus,” she whined. “Will you ever get enough? I ache all over.”

      “When it comes to you, the answer is no. I want that body destroyed by the time I head home. I want you to remember who owns that pussy.”

      “Caveman asshole.”

      “Speaking of which, I want more of that too.”

      “Get the fuck out of here,” she demanded, shoving me toward the door.

      “Until later, doll,” I grunted as I touched her face, letting my fingers slide from her cheek.

      I climbed on my bike, heading out to chill on the beach for the day and catch some rays. I’d be back for Izzy well rested and ready to ravage her body all night long. I didn’t want to miss a moment together. I’d have her ass loving me and wanting no one else but me before I walked out the door tomorrow.
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      After two nights with James, my body ached like I’d done the Tough Mudder obstacle course. Just peeing was a major issue. Everything hurt—even my face from smiling too much. James had entered my life like a hurricane, slowly building over time and then creating total and utter devastation in his path.

      I’d always lived my life like a free spirit. I never gave a fuck what anyone thought of me and I was never apologetic for my actions. The words “slut” and “whore” left a bad taste in my mouth and made me want to rip the nuts off any man who’d muttered them. I acted like many men did; I used people for the physical aspect but never promised them anything more. I wasn’t into relationships or being tied down. Having a man tell me what to do and how to act was my biggest fear, and something I’d run from at every opportunity.

      Men seemed okay with how I behaved for the most part. Only a few had hurled insults because they’d wanted more. Those boys had ended up on the floor, gripping their balls and crying like babies. Each one of them had thought they could get me, capture my attention long enough for me fall in love, and be the one. They hadn’t been man enough to be worthy of my time, let alone a lifetime of sacrifice.

      After having spent thirty-six hours with James, I knew I needed to end it. Not because he wasn’t worthy of my time, but because he was too much of what I wanted. There was a problem. I wasn’t ready for someone like James to come crashing into my life and turn shit upside down.

      When I opened my eyes this morning and watched him sleep, I knew what I had to do. I needed to gracefully bow out of whatever the fuck this was. James was a big boy and I was sure he’d understand. Maybe I could be his hookup when we both had an itch that needed to be scratched.

      I knew I was scared, but fear was enough to make me lash out and run away. James had a way about him that altered the axis on which I teetered. I knew how I liked my life—uncomplicated and simple. He was a complication of epic proportions.

      No one bossed me around—not even my four very demanding brothers. When James bossed me around, I bowed and said, “Yes, master,” giving more of myself than I ever had with anyone.

      “You ready, Izzy?” James asked, walking out of the bathroom as I sipped my coffee.

      Setting it down on the counter, I turned to face him. God, he looked amazing. He wore a plain black t-shirt that clung to every inch of his torso and arms, and dark blue jeans that hugged his thighs. His feet were bare. The fucked-up part of it all was that I even loved his motherfucking feet.

      “Yeah,” I said, watching him approach.

      “You look beautiful.” He kissed my temple, wrapping me in his arms.

      I closed my eyes, letting myself enjoy the feel of him against me. “James, we can’t do this at my parents’,” I whispered against his chest.

      “Do what?” he asked, rubbing my back with his palm.

      “Touch like this,” I responded, pushing him away. The feel of him had become too much with what I knew I had to do.

      “I’m not fucking you, Izzy. It’s only a goddamn hug.” He crossed his arms, looking down at me.

      “My parents are old-fashioned,” I lied. My parents were used to my touchy-feely brothers and their girls. Hell, even my parents were prone to public displays of affection. It was one loving and nauseating family.

      “Okay, Izzy. I’ll keep my hands to myself if it makes you happy.” He smiled weakly, his shoulders falling as he exhaled.

      “Good. That makes me happy.”

      “That’s all I want. Your happiness is my highest priority.”

      Fucker. Why did he have to be nice? I’d rather him be an asshole and tell me to get down on my knees and suck his dick. That would make tonight so much easier.

      “Ready to go?” I asked as I grabbed my coffee cup and set it in the sink.

      “Yep. I’m starving.”

      I smiled, knowing that he’d enjoy the food my mother had prepared. I was sure word had spread like wildfire about his appearance at Sunday dinner. She’d probably spent all night preparing a feast for the guest of honor. I prayed my brothers hadn’t spilled their guts about what they’d seen in the shop yesterday, but they all had loose lips.

      “We’re taking my car,” I told him as I locked my front door.

      “Whatever you want, Izzy.” James headed toward the passenger’s side door of my Infiniti as I unlocked the doors.

      We didn’t speak on the trip, as I turned the radio volume up high enough to make it impossible. James toyed with my fingers and stroked my arms as I drove. I fought everything in me to not close my eyes and get lost in the feel of him against me. His simple, loving touches were almost enough to push me over the edge and pull the fucking car over and beg for his cock.

      I dragged my hand away from his as I parked the car on the street in front of my parents’ home. Turning the radio down, I said. “We’re here.”

      “Finally,” he replied as I shut off the car. We climbed out at the same time, making our way to the front door. “Wait,” he growled, grabbing me around the waist. “I want to kiss you before we go inside. It’s a long time not to be able to touch you.”

      I nodded, biting my lip as I stared up at him. His eyes matched the color of the leaves that had just bloomed on the tree behind his face. His dark olive complexion had made his eyes appear brighter than they were. Before I could reply, he kissed me, wrapping his arms around my back as he drew me in.

      I melted into him, moaning slightly at his taste. James’s kiss was like a hit of a crack pipe for an addict. “Stop,” I mumbled against his lips. “Someone will catch us.”

      “Shh,” he whispered before delving deeper inside my mouth.

      Just then, the door popped open and I heard, “Oh heavens.”

      Fuck.

      My mother had caught us red-handed. I pulled back, heat creeping across my face as I looked at my ma.

      “Sorry, Ma.”

      “Oh no, child. Nothing to be sorry about.” She laughed, looking between James and me. “James,” she crooned, smiling at him and holding out her arms.

      “Mrs. Gallo. It’s nice to see you again,” he replied, hugging her.

      “It’s very nice to see you again, and with my Izzy too.” She winked at me over his shoulder, still tightly holding on to him.

      “Ma, we’re not together.”

      “Looks like it to me, dear.” Her smile grew wider as she watched me and released him. “Let me get a good look at you, James.” She snickered as she held his arms and drank him in.

      “Ma, you’re embarrassing him.” I crossed my arms over my chest, watching my mother rape him with her eyes.

      James laughed, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. “It’s always a pleasure, Mrs. Gallo.”

      “Oh, sweetie. The pleasure is all mine,” she whispered, looking over her shoulder at me. She linked her arms with his and ushered him into the house. “James is here!” she yelled as I closed the door.

      I’d already known this was going to be a long-ass day, but having my mother catching us in a lip lock made it that much worse.

      “Me too!” I screeched, feeling a little left out.

      Suzy and Mia both rounded the corner from the family room with giant smiles on their faces as they looked at James.

      “James,” Suzy cooed, holding out her arms to him. “I’m so happy you’re with Izzy.”

      “We’re not together,” I said.

      “Uh huh. Sure, hon.” Mia laughed, drinking in James at such a close proximity. “I’ve heard a lot about you, James.”

      He turned to me, winking with a grin on his face. “You have? That’s interesting,” he replied, looking back to Mia. “I hope they’ve all been nice things.”

      She nodded as her smile widened. “Yep. Izzy’s told us all about you,” she said as she looked down at his crotch and wiggled her eyebrows.

      “Oh,” James said, and laughed.

      “For the love of all that is holy, shut the hell up, Mia.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. A sense of doom seeped into my body.

      My ma leaned over and whispered not so quietly to Mia, “They were kissing outside.”

      “You were not,” Suzy said, smacking me on the shoulder. “I knew you liked him,” she whispered—also not so quietly.

      “Would everyone just shut it, please?” I begged, ready to run out of the house like a little girl throwing a temper tantrum.

      “What’s all the commotion in here?” Pop asked as he entered the foyer with his eyebrows knitted together. As soon as he saw James, his face lit up like a fucking Christmas tree. “James, my boy,” he said, holding out his hand to him before pulling him close. “How the hell are ya, and my boy Tommy?”

      “Fine, Mr. Gallo. I’m just fine, and so is your son.” James shook his hand, gripping his forearm.

      I glared at my girls as they stood there with dopy-ass grins on their faces, staring at James. “Traitors,” I mouthed, snarling my lips.

      Suzy stuck out her tongue while Mia shrugged and laughed. My ma, on the other hand, was watching James and my pop very closely.

      “Come on and sit with the men. Dinner will be ready soon,” Pop offered, motioning toward the family room with his head.

      “Hello?” I whined, wondering where my greeting was.

      “Sorry, baby girl,” he said, stopping and walking in my direction. “I got caught up in the moment.” He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my cheek.

      “Seems to be a problem in this house,” I groaned.

      “Let’s go, son. They’ll call us when it’s time to eat,” Pop said to James.

      Son? Really? What the fuck just happened?

      James gave me a wink before he disappeared with my pop to lounge in front of the television and bullshit. Ma smiled at me and quickly excused herself to check on dinner.

      I turned my attention to Mia and Suzy. “What the fuck just happened?” I asked.

      They laughed and shrugged. They were no fucking help.

      “Just nice to have someone new here for a change,” Suzy responded.

      “A fucking homeless guy wouldn’t get that kind of reception,” I bit out.

      “Maybe if he was as sexy and locking lips with you he would.” Mia laughed.

      “Fucking lying bitches,” I muttered, walking away from them.

      I did love those girls. They were lying through their teeth, but they knew what had gone down between James and me. They were looking for some juicy gossip and they’d get it, but not today.

      “Need help, Ma?” I asked as I walked in the kitchen to find my mother straining the pasta.

      “You talk and I’ll cook,” she replied, keeping her back to me.

      “I’d rather cook.” I leaned against the counter and watched her.

      She looked at me with a smile on her face as she tossed the pasta, washing away the last bits of water. “I’m sure you would, but I want to know how James just showed up this weekend.”

      “The boys invited him to dinner, Ma. I didn’t have anything to do with it. I’m sorry.” I crossed my arms, watching her.

      “Baby girl, I know that. I mean how did he end up locking lips with you at my front door?” She laughed, knowing that I hated talking about this shit.

      “I saw him last weekend and he dropped in to check on me.”

      “Isabella, I wasn’t born yesterday.” She snickered as she poured the pounds of perfectly cooked pasta in the serving bowl.

      She always had her ears to the ground. She knew everything that went on in this family.

      “It’s a long story, Ma.”

      “Do you like him?” She stopped, turning to face me with a grin.

      “He’s okay,” I lied, feeling my cheeks warm.

      “Just okay? Looks like he’s more than okay, dear.” She scooped sauce over the pasta, tossing it to keep it moist.

      “Eh. He’s not my type.” I shrugged, hoping she’d drop it.

      But in true Mama Gallo style, she replied, “You doth protest too much.”

      “Ma, he’s bossy,” I whined, grabbing the bowl of pasta off the counter.

      “Bossy or doesn’t put up with your bullshit?” she asked, following me into the dining room.

      “We’ll talk about it later.” I sighed as I placed the pasta in the middle of the table.

      “Fine, but I won’t forget.” She turned on her heels and walked back into the kitchen.

      “Dinner!” I yelled toward the family room, and joined my mother in the kitchen.

      We filled our arms with her chicken parmigiana, an enormous salad, homemade garlic bread, and a dish piled high with meatballs and sausage.

      “You cooked for an army,” I said, trying to balance the dishes in my arms.

      “I wanted to make sure no one left here hungry.” Her feet clattered behind me into the dining room.

      Everyone had found their seat around the table, James sitting in the chair next to mine. He rose to his feet, moving toward me quickly, and grabbed two dishes from my arms.

      “Thanks,” I whispered, placing the other bowl on the table.

      “Everyone have everything before I sit down?” Ma asked, standing near her chair.

      “We’re good, darling,” Pop said as he patted her hand.

      “Guests first,” she said, passing the bowl of pasta to James.

      A collective groan filled the room as James had first dibs on each dish. My father went next before the rest of us were able to fill our plates.

      “James here said Thomas is doing great and hopes to be home soon,” Pop said as he filled half of his plate with pasta.

      James nodded, grabbing my leg under the table as he waited for the next dish to be passed his way. “He’s an amazing agent.”

      “How about our Izzy? She’s pretty special, isn’t she?” Ma remarked as I tried to swallow a sip of water but ended up choking on it.

      James patted me on the back as I tried to catch my breath while coughing up the water that had gone down wrong. “There’s no one like her,” he replied, smiling at me.

      I held up my hand, trying to set shit straight, but I couldn’t stop choking. God was playing a wicked trick on me. Everyone was in James’s corner and no one had my back. What the fuck?

      “You okay?” Mike asked with a grin on his face.

      I glared at him as I tried to clear my throat and rid it of the invasion. “I’m ooo—” I croaked out before choking again.

      “So are you two seeing each other?” Suzy asked, biting her lip as she stared at James and tried to ignore me.

      “I guess you could say that,” he replied, squeezing my knee.

      “Wait,” I whispered, my throat finally clear enough to speak. “We are not.”

      “You have a habit of kissing just anyone, baby girl?” Pop asked with his fork in midair.

      Goddamn it. I closed my eyes, wiping away a tear that had formed while I’d been choking. “No, Daddy. I just don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea, is all.” I smiled halfheartedly, hoping that it was enough to stop his line of questioning.

      “No one is thinking anything. That’s why Suzy asked. We’re curious. You’ve never brought anyone to Sunday dinner before.” He stuffed the pasta in his mouth and began to chew.

      I shook my head and sighed. “I didn’t invite James. The guys did.” I motioned toward my three jerkoff brothers around the table.

      James leaned in to my ear and whispered, “Way to make me feel welcome, doll.”

      I glared at him before turning my venom toward my brothers. “You know I feel this is family time.”

      “James is the closest thing we have to Thomas right now, and for that, I’m grateful that he’s here. He’s welcome any Sunday he’d like to join us for a nice home-cooked meal,” Ma insisted.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Gallo. Your cooking is superb. Better than any Italian restaurant I’ve ever been to, and the closest to my grandmother’s cooking I’ve ever found.” He smiled, turning toward me and winking.

      I was in a losing battle. I was sinking fast, making a total asshole out of myself, and no one would throw me a fucking life vest. James had turned into the golden boy, and I felt like a major cunt for saying that I hadn’t invited him, because in all honesty, I liked having him around and I knew my family did too.

      “We mean it, son. You’re welcome here any time,” Pop reiterated between forkfuls of pasta.

      I hung my head, playing with the food on my plate as I wallowed in my asshole behavior. James pushed the hair away from my face and moved into my personal space.

      “You and I will work this out later. Eat,” he whispered, reaching down and stroking my leg. “You’re going to need your energy.”

      The man was sex crazed. Every part of my body hurt, and there was no way in hell I could have sex with him again. I wouldn’t be able to walk right if we did it one more time. He couldn’t honestly be serious…could he?

      I turned, looking into his emerald eyes, and saw the seriousness behind his words. I ate the rest of my dinner in silence, letting the family talk to James and monopolize the conversation. I’d never sat silent for so long at the dinner table before today. I’d let them ask their questions and hear about Thomas’s work within the MC. I knew it was helping dampen the fears each one of them had about his work.

      After dinner, we all fell into our usual spots—me on the floor with Anthony and the others on the couches and chairs around the room. James stretched out next to me, facing the television as he twirled a piece of my hair out of view of my parents. They wouldn’t have cared, in all honesty. I knew that about my parents, but I worried they’d see how I responded to him. They already didn’t believe that he meant nothing to me. I’d have a lot of explaining to do the next time the girls cornered me alone.

      James Caldo was like a parasite, although a fucking sexy one.
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      I collapsed next to her, completely winded from an orgasm to end all fucking orgasms. Izzy Gallo was a beast in the sack. She fucked like a porn star and took everything I had to give. Every moment I spent with her and her family, I fell a little bit farther into the rabbit hole, and I knew I’d never be the same after this fucking weekend.

      “Jesus,” I murmured through labored breaths.

      “I don’t know if I can even walk,” she whispered, rolling over and resting on her back.

      “I can’t remember a better weekend in forever, Izzy.” My words were true. It had been the most relaxing forty-eight hours I’d had in years.

      It wasn’t just that it had been relaxing—that I could do with a cold beer and a weekend of football. This was different. She made every minute enjoyable. Just watching her squirm at her parents’ had been enjoyment enough.

      “I don’t think we should see each other again,” she said, putting her back to me.

      What the fuck? “Excuse me?” I asked, turning toward her. “You can’t be fucking serious.”

      “Dead fuckin’ serious, James.”

      “Izzy,” I whispered, grabbing at her shoulder as I tried to roll her back toward me. “Look at me.”

      “No,” she barked, pulling her body from my grip. “I don’t want to see you again.”

      “Not this shit again,” I muttered as I ran my hands through my hair. “Can’t even let me enjoy the goddamn afterglow before you start spouting your bullshit. I don’t believe a word of it.”

      “Believe what you want, James. This isn’t working out for me.”

      “Seemed to be working out just fine when you were grinding your pussy on my face and chanting my name.” I stared at the ceiling, thinking about what my next play should be to stop the train of destruction that was heading straight toward me.

      “That was fucking, nothing more.”

      “It was more than that and you know it.” I curled toward her, trying to hold her body against me.

      She went rigid in my arms. “You should go before it gets dark,” she whispered.

      “That’s it, huh? Fuck my brains out and toss me out like a piece of trash?” I asked, mystified at her thought process.

      “Yeah,” she replied, her body flattening against the mattress.

      I knew she was scared, but I was too pissed off to try and calm her fears. I bit back like a wounded animal.

      I climbed off the bed, grabbing my jeans off the floor and sliding them on. “We’re not done, Izzy. I won’t stick around for us to say things we’ll regret. Shit we can’t take back.”

      “The only thing I regret is spending the weekend with you.”

      “You’re a fucking liar!” I roared, so pissed off I could barely see straight.

      “Think what you want, but you’re not my type.”

      “You just want a pussy you can boss around. I have a dick, babe. One you seemed to love this weekend. You get your head on fucking straight and give me a call when you’re ready.”

      “Not happening, James,” she replied as she turned to face me.

      I’d already raised my voice, but I couldn’t fucking help it. The woman was maddening. “I’m exactly what you need and want. You’re too fucking scared to admit it.”

      She shook her head as she crawled out of bed and started to dress. “You’re not all that.”

      “When you grow the fuck up, call me,” I said as I stalked toward her.

      “You’re a total dick,” she hissed, moving to slap me.

      I grabbed her wrist, pulling her to my body. Gripping her hair in my fist, I gave it a slight tug as I hovered over her lips. She gasped, holding my shoulders.

      “You know you want me,” I growled, my lips a breath away from hers. “I wrecked you for any other man. I own your ass, Izzy. I’ll let you run, but you can’t resist me forever.”

      I crushed my lips against her, holding her by the hair. She moaned into my mouth as her body betrayed her every word. Backing away, I released her and left her standing in her room half naked and speechless.

      The ride back to Leesburg gave me plenty of time to think of my next move. I’d give her space—for a little while—before I came crashing back into her life. We had that spark, that something special that couldn’t be denied. Come hell or high water, Izzy Gallo would admit that she wanted to be with me.
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      “Who pissed in your damn Cheerios?” Bobby teased as I walked in the office on Wednesday morning.

      Bobby was my regional supervisor, but I often told him to go fuck himself. We had one of those relationships. He didn’t hold back when pointing out the obvious.

      “No one. Just a shitty-ass week,” I snapped, throwing my bag on the floor and collapsing in my chair.

      “Ah. Pussy problems.” He laughed, kicking his feet up on the desk.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I snarled through gritted teeth.

      “You better sort that shit out and get your head in the game,” he said, riffling through a file. “There’s movement on the coast within a rival MC. We need to keep an eye on Thomas and make sure he’s safe.”

      “I got his back,” I grunted, pulling myself toward the desk.

      “Not when you have pussy on your mind.”

      “I got this shit, Bobby.”

      He stood and walked toward my desk. Leaning over, he placed his fists against the surface. “Sort your shit out. Got me?”

      “Yes, sir.” I knew he was fucking right.

      One thing I’d gathered about Izzy through conversations with Thomas was that she was the most stubborn person he’d ever known. Izzy wouldn’t be the one to make the first step or reach out to me. I knew I had to be the bigger person in this nonexistent relationship.

      I needed to at least contact her and hope she had changed her mind. If she hadn’t, I needed to find a way to help her do that. I needed to break down her walls. Finding the crack was the problem. Once I did, victory would be mine.

      Me: Thinking of me?

      Hopefully she hadn’t blocked my number. The girl was feisty enough that she’d do something like that. Try and remove all temptation from her life. I knew that if she responded, I had her.

      I threw the phone down on my desk, grabbing a cup of coffee before going through some surveillance footage that had been gathered the night before. When I returned to my desk, I had a message waiting. I smiled to myself as I read her words, feeling victorious.

      Sexy Fugitive: Hey.

      It wasn’t much, but it was a reply. The name I’d put in my phone when saving her number fit our situation perfectly. I tapped my pencil against the desk, debating on how to respond.

      Sexy Fugitive: I’m sorry.

      I almost fell off my chair as I read her message. Izzy didn’t seem like the type of girl who used those words often. Her stubbornness did not allow her to admit when she was wrong or regretted something. My heart started to pound as I saw a glimmer of hope for us.

      Rubbing my chin, I wondered if I should ask about which part. It could be about a myriad of things, including fucking me or kicking me out of bed afterward.

      Me: For?

      I’d let her be the one to explain her need to apologize. No way was I going to fuck up the one inroad I had. No fucking way in hell. Once that shit vanished it would be gone for good.

      I set my phone down, starting the video on my laptop of the MC in action last night. We had surveillance cameras everywhere outside their compound, and in areas Thomas had told us were usual spots where club business took place. When we were finally able to bring them down, we’d have video proof to back up the allegations.

      Letting it continue to play, I picked up my phone to read her reply.

      Sexy Fugitive: For being a bitch.

      Her message was still vague and cagey, but perfectly Izzy. She wasn’t a fucking fool. No one likes to admit they were wrong, especially not someone as stubborn as she is.

      Me: I wouldn’t use that term.

      Sexy Fugitive: I didn’t mean to be a cunt.

      I cringed at her colorful wording. Cunt wasn’t a word I threw around when describing a woman. That shit would be immediately met with a punch to the face or a kick to the balls.

      Me: I hate that word, especially when thinking about you, unless…

      Sexy Fugitive: Unless what?

      Me: Unless we’re talking about your beautiful, selfish pussy and how it milks my cock.

      I waited a moment, but there was no quick response. I turned my attention back toward the screen, watching as the prospects, including Flash, exchanged a duffel bag with an unknown man for a package. I didn’t know what was inside, but the group was heavy in the drug trade in the central Florida region. Most likely it was heroin or meth.

      Sexy Fugitive: You scare me, James.

      I knew I’d come on strong, but fuck. I didn’t want to waste time playing a bullshit game. I’d laid my feelings out for her, made my intentions known. Izzy wasn’t just another easy fuck to me.

      Me: Nothing to be scared of, doll. I’m not the boogeyman.

      Sexy Fugitive: You’re scarier.

      I paused the video, Izzy taking precedence over the grainy images on my laptop.

      Me: Why?

      Sexy Fugitive: I don’t want to like you.

      I deconstructed her words. She didn’t want to, but she did. I smiled, rubbing my lips as I chose my next words carefully.

      Me: What scares you most?

      I needed to cut off the head of the beast. Face her fear head on and alter her perception. The last thing in the world I wanted was a scared Izzy Gallo. She needed to know that I wasn’t the enemy.

      Sexy Fugitive: I swore off men like you.

      Men like me? What the fuck did that mean? I knew I could be demanding in the bedroom, but besides that, I was like every other red-blooded American man. She wanted easy, someone she could control. That shit I was not down for. Just like her, no one told me what to do.

      Me: Men like me?

      I wanted her thoughts. She needed to voice her fears to me. Maybe it wasn’t my demanding ways in the bedroom. I didn’t want to expand until I knew her reasoning. I always believed in not giving too much information without knowing the enemy you faced. My enemy in this battle was Izzy’s fear.

      Sexy Fugitive: You’re demanding and bossy.

      I laughed when I read her message. Izzy wasn’t a fucking cream puff. Those exact words could be used to describe her.

      Me: The only time I’m bossy and demanding is when we’re fucking, doll. I like things done my way in the bedroom.

      I had particular tastes. Most people do. I didn’t do missionary style with rose petals spread across the bed. I liked shit raw and rough, and I wanted to be in total control. That’s not to say I wouldn’t hand over the reins from time to time, but I was a man, after all, and the bedroom was my domain.

      Sexy Fugitive: You want shit done your way all the time.

      Me: That’s bullshit. I like you because you’re the most aggressive and strongest woman I’ve ever met. I don’t want a pushover who’s going to do everything I ask.

      Sexy Fugitive: You want me to fight back?

      Me: Outside of the bedroom, yes. I love that fucking smartass mouth of yours. When you get mouthy, it makes me rock fucking hard.

      Sexy Fugitive: And inside the bedroom?

      Would Izzy understand the difference? Would she be able to give herself willingly during sex? She’d seemed to enjoy herself this weekend when I’d told her to strip. She’d had me by the balls during her striptease.

      Me: I’m the boss in the bedroom.

      Sexy Fugitive: I don’t know if I can deal with that.

      Me: Did you like when I told you to strip?

      Sexy Fugitive: Not at first.

      Me: And then?

      Sexy Fugitive: I liked teasing you as I danced.

      Sitting there, I thought of her naked, shaking her ass and hips as she took off her clothes. Her dark olive skin and brown hair had made me hard in the dim lighting of the room. It had taken everything in me not to throw her to the ground immediately and fuck her brains out.

      Me: Did you like when I fucked you?

      Sexy Fugitive: Yes…

      The dot dot dot told me that she wasn’t happy with admitting it, but she had nonetheless.

      Me: Was there anything I did that you didn’t like?

      I wanted to know where her head was with what I did to her. Maybe I moved too fast, but I wouldn’t apologize for who or what I was.

      I started the video again, needing to get my head in the game. I wanted to nail these motherfuckers as soon as possible so I could get the fuck out of this town. Five minutes later, there still wasn’t a reply from Izzy, but I knew we weren’t over.
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      “Hey, Terri,” I said as he walked through the door, interrupting my conversation with James. I knew it was shitty spot to leave him hanging, but I didn’t have a choice. It would be hours until I could answer the question.

      “Hey, babe. I’m ready,” he said, cracking his neck.

      I winced and patted the chair in front of me. The piece was a monster—an entire back design. I had done the outline previously, and today, we’d finish it. The dude, although not a pussy, didn’t like to talk while he got inked. He put on his headphones and blocked out the world while I worked.

      My workstation was set with everything I needed, so I was ready to go when he arrived. After a few kind words, I got down to business. I shaded the massive design while he faced the opposite direction.

      Since I’d kicked James out on Sunday, I hadn’t given myself much time to reflect on what had happened. I’d kept myself busy with work, friends, and family. The last thing I’d wanted to do was linger on my epic fuck-up. I hadn’t meant to be such a bitch to him, but I hadn’t known how else to handle the situation.

      I hadn’t been able to even face him when I told him to leave. I hadn’t wanted to see his face—I couldn’t see it. I would’ve taken the words back if I’d seen the hurt I’d inflicted. The rub of the entire situation was that I did like James—maybe more than I was willing to admit.

      Even when he was a bossy asshole, I liked having him around. The banter between us was wicked fast, and his ability to call me on bullshit was matched by no one outside my own family. Maybe it was his ability to read me that unnerved me the most.

      No one in my family, especially my brothers, had ever liked any man I spent time with. James was the exception. He had been welcomed with open arms, treated as family, and invited back.

      Would I be willing to let him in my life? Would I still be me after he invaded my world?

      I didn’t like weak women. They drove me fucking insane – the women who changed and made themselves the perfect woman for their man. I wanted to be me, and would do everything in my power not to lose myself. I saw it happen all the time with my friends as they settled down, and although I loved them dearly, it pissed me the fuck off.

      Would James try and change me? Did he want a meek woman who would agree to everything he wanted? He said that he loved my smartass mouth, but would he feel that way later? Was he just saying the words I wanted to hear to get back into my bed?

      I took a page out of Suzy’s playbook as I worked on Terri’s back. I needed to figure shit out about James. I needed to go through the pros and cons and see which side won. I mean, that’s a rational way to make a decision, right?

      James had a lot of pros. He was funny, smart, kind, and respectful to my family. He loved my brother, and he was handsome and sexy as hell. He had a dirty-ass mouth, and he was an amazing lover, Plus he made me feel good about myself.

      His cons were a mixed bag. He pissed me off…a lot. He was bossy (although that could be a pro in the bedroom—fuck, I did like it). He was too smart for his own good, knew my game before I could play my hand, and didn’t put up with my bullshit. He was a arrogant prick, he knew how sexy he was, and I liked him too much.

      The list of reasons not to be with James was longer than why I should give him another shot. In all fairness, the list of bad qualities weren’t truly bad. I remembered him saying that I wanted a man I could control, and based off the cons, I’d say his words were true.

      Flash was an example of a man who didn’t know how to handle me, and for that, I let him hang around and come back for seconds. I didn’t have to worry about him overtaking my life and losing myself. Flash didn’t ask for much, just a fuck every once in a while and nothing more. He’d tried once and I’d shut that shit down quick. He’d accepted it and we’d continued as friends with benefits.

      I’d tried to steer clear of men like my brothers my entire life. Suzy had changed since she’d met Joe, but she hadn’t lost herself. It was the opposite, actually. She was stronger than she had been the first time I met her. She spoke her mind, slung profanity like a true Gallo, and seemed more confident. A strong man like Joe helped the real Suzy shine.

      Mia was just Mia. Mike hadn’t changed her at all. She had still been the same sassy, no-nonsense chick since the day I met her. She didn’t put up with his bullshit. She called his ass on the carpet and met him head on in every situation.

      Mike and Joe had enough testosterone and bossiness in them that they could rule the fucking world if they put their minds together. The fact that I’d never thought about their inability to change the women in their lives was surprising. I’d thought it happened in every relationship, but maybe I’d just focused on the people I knew who had lost themselves instead of those who had become stronger with the love of a good man by their side.

      “I need a piss break,” Terri uttered, pulling off his headphones.

      I almost didn’t hear him, lost so deep in my thoughts as I dissected everything I knew about love and all of my fucked-up theories.

      Moving my hand away, I set down the ink gun. “Sure, Ter. Take as long as you need.” I leaned back, stretching my muscles. I felt stiff after sitting for a couple of hours hunched over his back.

      I felt like a doormat—totally used and exhausted after not having slept well for three nights. I hadn’t felt like I’d slept when I woke in the morning. It was like I had lain there in a trance as the night had passed, haunted by the words that had been thrown around before James left. I felt guilty, and it wasn’t an emotion I knew how to deal with.

      “What’s wrong, Iz?” Joe asked as I stood to stretch.

      “I just haven’t been sleeping well.” I rolled my neck on my shoulders, trying to relieve a headache I felt building.

      “Is this about James?” Mike piped in, leaning back in his chair and watching me.

      “I don’t know. I’m just a fucking mess.”

      “Izzy, you know I hate any man who is with you or wants to be with you. Yes?” Joe asked, placing dollops of Vaseline on the plastic wrap on his station. “I mean every fucking one of them.” He set the small, round inkwells on top, prepping his workstation for his next client.

      “I know, Joe. I remember you threatening the lives of more than a few.” I laughed, bending over the stretch my lower back.

      “I like James,” he said, causing me to stand up and look at him.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I said, completely in shock.

      “He’s not a shithead. He’s a solid guy. Works hard, likes your brothers, and seems to adore you. Fuck, he fit right in with the family too.”

      “He adores me?” I shook my head. “Clearly you saw something else than I did.”

      “I saw the way he looks at you, Iz,” Mike agreed, getting up from his chair and coming over to my workstation.

      “Like a piece of meat he can control.” I knew my brothers didn’t want to hear about my sex life, and I sure as fuck didn’t want to tell them, but I thought my words could be taken many ways.

      “I’m going to talk to you as a friend and not my sister,” Mike said, looking down at me with a smile. “Shit’s going to be hard to swallow, but I’m going to say my piece.”

      “Here we go,” I whispered, sitting back down and waiting to hear his pearls of wisdom.

      “He looks at you like I look at Mia and Joe looks at Suzy. He looks at you like he worships the very ground you walk on, Iz. Men are bossy creatures—it’s in our nature. If you find one who isn’t, then they don’t have a set of balls,” Mike explained, shaking his head. “Every boy you liked was a total pussy and not worthy of your time. They wanted in your pants and that’s why we ran them off. James is an entirely different animal.”

      I sighed, knowing that my brother was right. I knew the look on his face when he stared at me. I was sure it was a reflection of how I looked at him, but it didn’t mean I liked it.

      “He’s bossy, Mike. I don’t think I can deal with that caveman bullshit.”

      “You deal with ours just fine.” Anthony laughed across the room as he walked toward his seat.

      “You guys are different. You’re my brothers and you do things to protect me and make me happy.”

      “Who’s to say James isn’t the same?” Joe asked, swiveling his chair around to face me.

      “I have to love you because we’re blood,” I said, avoiding his question.

      “I try to stay the fuck out of your business, sister, but for once, you’re wrong,” Anthony interrupted.

      “When you guys need help, I’m the first person you run to, and now you think you know what’s best for me?”

      “We come to you for help because you’re the toughest chick we know. You’re always one step ahead of everyone and everything. You’re a force to be reckoned with, Isabella,” Joe said.

      I hated when they dropped my full name. It showed that they were serious. Where the fuck was Terri? I wanted him to get the fuck back in here so this conversation would be put on the back burner.

      “Listen, boys, I don’t need a man in my life to complete me. I’m not weak.” Fuck it. I was the fiercest bitch I knew. People didn’t fuck with me unless I let them. Many men had been brought to their knees by a swift kick to the balls by me. The only people in the world I let talk to me this way were in this room.

      “Weakness is walking away,” Mike muttered, grabbing his chair and pushing it close to my station. “It takes strength to face the unknown and do it in the name of love.”

      “You’ve been listening to too much Barry Manilow or Lionel Richie or some bullshit. Who’s filling your head with this nonsense?” Where had my tough-ass brother gone? I mean, a year ago he wouldn’t have been telling me that it took strength to take a chance on love.

      “Listen here, smartass. Love doesn’t make you weak. You’re stronger as a couple than you are apart. If he’s the right man, he’ll know how to bring out your strengths. He’ll make you a better person. If you lose yourself, then you weren’t strong to begin with. Man the fuck up and take a chance for once. Prove you got a set of balls on you like you always claim.”

      Mike was challenging me and being all philosophical and shit. I turned toward Joe, hoping he’d have something better to say. “And you?” I challenged.

      “What he said,” Joe replied with a smile and a wink.

      I looked over at Anthony, who was staring at the ceiling, avoiding eye contact with me. “Anth, I know you have something to say. Tell them they’re wrong.”

      Slowly, he brought his eyes to mine and shrugged. “You know I think relationships are bullshit, Iz, but I think James is a great guy.”

      “When did everyone jump off team Izzy and hop on the James train?” I asked, ready to pull my hair out.

      Before anyone could answer, Terri walked back into the work area. “Sorry,” he coughed, plopping his ass back in the chair.

      “No worries, Ter. You rescued me,” I said as I picked up the gun and got back to work.

      Terri was a big-ass biker around fifty, and he had an old lady at home. He’d been coming to the shop for a couple of years and I knew some things about him, but we didn’t spend much time chatting like two old friends.

      “Ter, let me ask you something before you disappear into your Led Zeppelin haze.”

      He placed the headphones around his neck and leaned forward, displaying his back. “Sure thing, kid. Shoot.”

      “You’re married, right?”

      “Twenty years.”

      “You happy?”

      “Well, yeah, or I wouldn’t be married anymore.”

      “She a pushover?”

      “What?”

      “You like your woman weak?”

      He shook his head, turning slightly to look over his shoulder at me with his unibrow arched inward. “Babe, I don’t do weak.”

      “Is your wife a ‘yes, sir’ kind of woman?”

      “She’s the toughest woman I know.”

      “You seem like a badass dude, yet you’re with a tough chick. Why?”

      “I said that I don’t do weak. I wanted a partner. If I just wanted someone who would fill my bed, I would’ve stuck with club whores, kid.”

      “I thought tough guys liked weak,” I said, placing the needle against his skin and starting on the heart I’d woven with the skull.

      “Weak pricks like weak chicks. I want someone to keep me on my toes. You have some fucked-up thoughts on men, babe.”

      I thought about his words, letting them sink in before I spoke. “I have four brothers who act like the missing link between modern-day man and cavemen,” I said, laughing to myself as I pictured them beating on their chests.

      “They’re men and not pussies like boys are today. Video games, manscaping, and metrosexuals have fucked up society. We’re raising a generation of pansy-ass motherfuckers. Your brothers are solid dudes. I’d want them at my back when shit went down.”

      “Huh,” I said, knowing that his words were true. My brothers always had my back and were there when I needed them. I’d never feared shit because of them.

      “We done?” he asked, holding his headphones in his hand.

      “Yep,” I answered, not looking at my brothers as I continued to work. I knew they were all smiles with shitty “I told you so” looks on their faces.

      Opinions were like assholes—everybody had one.
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      Four hours had passed since I’d sent Izzy the message asking her what she didn’t like. She could’ve been writing a goddamn novel to describe everything that drove her ass crazy. Just when I was about to lose my shit, my phone beeped.

      Sexy Fugitive: Sorry. I had an early client and it took for fucking ever… HUGE piece of work covering his entire back.

      At least I knew her quietness hadn’t been intentional.

      Me: I thought you were giving me the brush-off… again.

      Sexy Fugitive: I don’t even know where to start, James.

      Me: Anywhere you want, beautiful. Tell me one thing you didn’t like.

      I was possibly inviting disaster.

      Sexy Fugitive: You’re bossy.

      I laughed as I read her words. Izzy was a bossy little thing too. She wasn’t a patsy for anyone, especially someone with a dick between their legs.

      Me: Only when I need to be.

      Sexy Fugitive: So all the time basically you feel the need.

      She was a ball buster. Her brothers had raised her right and hadn’t sheltered her.

      Me: When I feel the need to protect something important, then yes.

      Sexy Fugitive: I’m capable of protecting myself, James.

      Me: Never said you couldn’t, but I’d rather be your shield and take the brunt of anything thrown your way.

      A few minutes passed and I waited, sipping on a beer as I let ESPN play in the background. Seventy-two hours ago, I’d walked out of her house and waited for her to make the first move. It hadn’t come, but I’d been man enough to suck it up and take the first step.

      Sexy Fugitive: You’re cocky.

      Me: Wait a second here. Are we listing your traits or mine?

      She had cocky down pat. The girl had the shit in spades.

      Sexy Fugitive: Don’t be an ass. We’re talking about you.

      Me: Confused me there for a second. I am who I am just like you are who you are… Smug, bossy, and beautiful.

      Sexy Fugitive: Flattery will get you nowhere.

      Me: I know. You like the challenge as much as I do.

      Sexy Fugitive: Bullshit. You’re infuriating.

      Me: And it makes you wet.

      Sexy Fugitive: You can’t be serious.

      Me: I’d never joke when talking about that sweet-ass pussy of yours, Izzy.

      I had a hard-on just thinking about her. It took everything in me not to hop on my bike and have this conversation face to face.

      Me: Touch yourself. I’m sure you’re wet right now.

      Her reply was swift and made me laugh. She didn’t like the thought of me being right.

      Sexy Fugitive: Fuck off, James.

      Me: If you were here, I’d have you on all fours, begging for more.

      Sexy Fugitive: Maybe I’d want to be on my back and looking in your eyes.

      Me: Lying through your teeth, doll. You’d be slamming yourself against my cock, taking all I had to give.

      Sexy Fugitive: STOP.

      My dick throbbed, aching for release. My balls had to be blue with the way they felt. Bastards may burst at any moment. I needed inside Izzy and I didn’t want to wait. I knew that if I jerked off, it wouldn’t fucking help. My hand didn’t compare to her milking the life out of my dick.

      Me: Panties soaked?

      Sexy Fugitive: I didn’t wear any today. 

      She didn’t understand how her trying to shut me the hell up was a total cock tease. I loved it. I could go out and find some nameless woman who would lay herself out and offer her pussy to me to relieve the ache deep in my balls. I didn’t want that. I only wanted her. After having a few tastes, I was hooked. No one else would ever compare.

      Me: STOP.

      Sexy Fugitive: I’m almost dripping thinking of you jamming your hard, long cock inside me.

      She was the devil.

      Me: STOP.

      Sexy Fugitive: My fingers don’t feel as good as your dick driving into me.

      I closed my eyes, rubbing my hard-on through my jeans as I thought about her fingering herself. I refused to let myself come until I was buried deep inside her.

      Me: You’re wicked.

      Sexy Fugitive: Spank me.

      I thought that she needed a visual. I unzipped my jeans and pulled out my cock. Gripping it from the base in one hand, I snapped a picture and sent it to her. Let her choke on that.

      I gave my cock a quick squeeze, trying to stop the ache before I shoved it back in my jeans. Tonight, I’d need an ice bath to quell my hard-on.

      Sexy Fugitive: You don’t play fair.

      Me: When it comes to you…no fuckin’ way.

      Sexy Fugitive: I have a client. Gotta go.

      Me: Think of me when you touch yourself tonight.

      Sexy Fugitive: Arrogant asshole.

      I left it at that. I had her.
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      “What’s troubling you, Isabella?” Ma asked as she sat down next to me at her kitchen table.

      James and I had been texting for the last twenty-four hours—a constant volley of messages to drive each other insane. I didn’t know what I wanted anymore. The world seemed to be conspiring against me when it came to James. Was I the only one who thought we were a terrible idea?

      “James,” I whispered without looking at her as I rubbed the smooth wooden table with my fingertips.

      Placing her hand over mine, she stopped my nervous motion. “Izzy, look at me.”

      I met her soft, kind eyes. My mother was and would always be my best friend. I looked up to her and how she lived her life. From the outside, people would assume that she didn’t run the show, but make no bones about it—she was the boss of this family.

      “What are you so scared of?” she asked, stroking the back of my hand with her thumb.

      “He’s just so…“

      “Perfect for you?” she asked, smiling wide.

      “Ma, are you crazy?” I asked, flabbergasted by her question.

      “I know when a man is smitten. I’ve seen you with other men, Izzy. No one got the reaction out of you that James did.”

      “Isn’t that a bad thing, Ma?”

      “Oh, honey, no. Your father still gets a rise out of me. It’s what keeps us going after all these years of marriage. Without the fire between us, we would’ve ended long ago.”

      “But you and Pop love each other.”

      “Fiercely,” she said, staring out the window as she watched my dad tend the garden. “Even after all these years, he makes me batshit crazy.”

      “Pop isn’t bossy like James.”

      “Isabella, you look at your father through rose-colored glasses. Salvatore was the bossiest man I’ve ever met.”

      “Not Daddy,” I said, following her eyes to watch him as he handpicked some tomatoes.

      She laughed, patting my hand. “Child, that man made your brothers look soft. I’ve worn him down throughout the years. Don’t tell him that, though.”

      I giggled, thinking of my mother laying into my dad. “I remember what you told us before Suzy and Joe were married.”

      “Men like to think they have all the power, but we really know who rules the roost.”

      “Ma, if you start talking about sex, I’ll puke right here.”

      “James will make you happy.”

      “He makes me miserable. What if I become one of those women who changes for her man?”

      She shook her head, turning her attention back to me. “Izzy, baby. I raised you to be strong and independent. That’ll never happen. A man like James needs someone who is his equal. I can see it in his eyes when he looks at you.”

      “What do you see?” I asked, wondering how I missed all the signs.

      “He looks at you like your father looked at me when we dated. Hell, he still looks at me that way now.”

      “Like a piece of meat?”

      “Like a challenge worth the fight, baby girl.”

      “I don’t know, Ma.”

      “Have I ever given you bad advice?”

      I thought about it for a moment before I answered her. Shaking my head, I said, “No.”

      The door opened as Dad walked in. “Baby girl, what are you doing here?”

      “That happy to see me, Daddy?” I asked, jumping to my feet to kiss him.

      “I’m always happy to see my favorite child.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “You say that to all of us.”

      “You’re my favorite daughter,” he said, setting the tomatoes on the counter.

      “Your only daughter.”

      “You mince words. Give me a hug,” he demanded, holding out his arms.

      I buried my face in his chest, wrapping my arms around my dad. Even at his age, he was still toned and muscular. It was in the male genes in the Gallo family. They didn’t breed them small.

      He stroked my hair and spoke softly. “What’s troubling you, Isabella?”

      “You and Ma are scary,” I said, moving from his arms to look up at his face.

      “Why?” he asked with knitted brows, creasing the lining his forehead.

      “She asked the same exact question.”

      “What was your answer?”

      “James.”

      “Ah. I like that man.”

      I rolled my eyes, releasing my grip from my dad’s shirt. “Who doesn’t?”

      “I know you’re sweet on him too, baby girl.”

      “Dad—”

      He put his finger against my lips. “I always have your best interests at heart. No one will ever be good enough for my baby girl, but James is a man’s man. I know he’ll protect you when shit gets bad. I won’t ever have to worry about your safety.”

      “I’m kind of old for you to worry, Daddy,” I grumbled, smiling and rubbing his face.

      “You’ll always be a little girl in pigtails to me, Isabella. The little tiny thing playing with her Barbie dolls in her room or trying to tackle her brothers in the backyard when they played football. You may be a woman, but I don’t see you that way. I just can’t.” He sighed, brushing a hair away from my face.

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you too, baby girl.” He leaned forward, kissing me on the cheek. “What did you say, my love?”

      My mother sniffled, rubbing her eyes as I turned to look at her. “I said the same, sweetheart.”

      “There is just too much loving going on in this room. I need to go.”

      “Where are you headed off to today?” my pop asked as I grabbed my keys.

      “I have to work and then I’m headed out with the girls tonight.”

      “Mia and Suzy?” Ma asked.

      “Yep. It’s a girls’ night out. The boys are all going to play poker at Joe’s place while we have drinks.”

      “Just be careful,” he said as I kissed him quickly.

      “I will, Daddy.”

      “Call me tomorrow, dear,” my ma said as she walked me to the door.

      “I will, Ma. Love ya.”

      “Love you too, my sweet child.”

      After we kissed goodbye, I headed to my car feeling entirely different than what I’d felt when I’d arrived.

      Maybe I needed to give James another chance. Either that or I needed my head to be examined. I’d think about it over drinks.
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      I downed another shot of Patron, sucking on a lemon before I wiped my lips. My legs felt numb from the three shots I’d already ingested.

      “Izzy, you may want to slow down,” Suzy suggested, sipping her virgin something or other.

      “I got this shit,” I said, slurring my words as I threw the lemon on the napkin in front of me. Picking up my phone, I typed out a little message to James.

      Me: What are you wearing?

      I giggled, figuring I’d turn the tables on him. He wasn’t the only one who could send nudies.

      “Okey-dokey,” she whispered, rubbing her belly and frowning. “I can’t carry you out of here tonight.”

      Cocky Bastard: How much have you had to drink?

      Me: Enough.

      Cocky Bastard: Clearly you’ve reached your limit.

      “What?” I asked, missing what Suzy had just said.

      “I can’t carry your drunk ass out of here,” she repeated.

      I blinked, my vision partially clouded and my mind a little muddled. “Mia can do it,” I slurred, laughing before I typed another message.

      Me: You’re always so serious. Do you even know how to have fun?

      I set my phone down on the table, resting my head in my hand.

      “Bitch, I’ll roll ya out, but I sure as fuck am not carrying you anywhere.”

      “Whore.” I laughed, moving my head to rest on the table.

      “I think we should get the check,” Suzy said, touching my chair.

      I lifted my head, squinting toward her to bring her face into focus. “Don’t you dare! We’re not done here.”

      “What’s crawled in your snatch and died tonight?” Mia asked, polishing off her martini.

      “James.” I smiled, the dopy grin spreading across my face. I felt heat creep up my neck and settle in my cheeks. My entire body overheated. I pulled at the scoop neck on my shirt, trying to cool off.

      Cocky Bastard: I think I showed you a good time not so long ago. Let me remind you.

      Suddenly a picture of his cock, piercing and all, popped up on my screen. I blushed as I stared at it, almost in a trance.

      “He has your panties in a wad,” Mia teased, raising her hand to get the attention of the waitress.

      “He hasn’t been in my panties since last weekend,” I croaked with a frown as I scrubbed my hands across my face.

      “Missing him?” Suzy asked with a cocked eyebrow.

      “I kicked him out of bed.” I set my phone down on the table and looked at my girls with a giant-ass smile. I was proud that I’d kicked his ass out of bed.

      “You did what?” they asked in unison, moving backward as if I’d slapped them.

      Mia leaned forward, confusion all over her face. “Back the fuck up. You kicked him out of bed?”

      “Shameful,” Suzy muttered, shaking her head and staring with her beady blue eyes.

      “I did,” I yelped, slamming my hand down on the table. I tossed my head back and giggled, thinking that the entire situation was funny. I stopped when I realized that I was the only one laughing. “What?” I asked, calling over the waitress.

      “Why the fuck would you do that?” Mia asked.

      “Hello? James is a bossy fuck.”

      “He’s sexy too.”

      I smirked and looked at Suzy. “I know.”

      “Are you going to be a hardass your entire life?” Mia asked, handing over cash to the waitress and shooing her away.

      “I wasn’t being a hardass.”

      “No, you’re being a pussy,” Mia spat.

      “Am not.” I stuck out my tongue at her and snarled.

      “And a child.”

      “I’m drunk,” I blurted, burping and covering my mouth.

      “Have you at least talked with him?” Suzy asked, taking another sip of her drink.

      “When is that baby going to pop out so you can drink with us again?” I asked, leaning over the table and poking her belly.

      “More months than I wish to count.”

      “It better have a pussy, dear Suzy. No more cocks in this family.” I sat back down just as the waitress approached. “Ahh, perfect timing,” I howled as I grabbed the drink off her tray and set it in front of me without spilling a drop.

      “We want it to be a surprise,” Suzy said, smiling.

      “Surprises suck,” I shot back. “To pussy!” I yelled, holding my glass high before taking a sip. To my shock, it wasn’t what I’d ordered. “What the fuck is this?” I asked, looking at the drink.

      “I cut your ass off,” Mia replied.

      “You’re such a party pooper.”

      “You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      I turned my head to look at Suzy as her words registered with me. My brain had to work overtime to process each phrase. Clearly Mia had been right in cutting off my drinks.

      “Who?” I asked, swaying in my chair.

      “For the love of God,” Suzy whined, looking toward the ceiling.

      “Is he there?”

      “Who?”

      “I dunno…God?”

      “Jesus, girl. Get your shit together,” Suzy scolded me, biting her lip to stifle a laugh.

      “Why? We leaving?”

      “Are you going to see James again?” Suzy said, leaning forward, almost resting her belly on the table.

      “You don’t have to be so serious,” I said, blinking slowly and opening my eyes wide. I felt like I was sitting there with my eyes closed, looking through slits.

      “Mia, I’m gonna choke her ass out. You talk to her.” Suzy leaned back in her chair as she glared at me.

      “James, Izzy. Are you going to see him again?”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, trying to look at my phone, but my eyes were almost crossed. “We were texting and he said I’m to call him as soon as I get inside tonight and he’ll be over after work tomorrow or at least that’s what he said.”

      “I like him,” Suzy said, a sappy grin on her face.

      “You would,” I said, resting my head in my hand. I felt like I had a bowling ball rolling around in my head. I just wanted to lie down for a bit.

      “Come on, princess. It’s time to get you home. You’re going to need your beauty sleep if James is coming over tomorrow,” Mia said, grabbing me under the arms from behind.

      I slapped her hands away. “I can walk.”

      “Fine, tough ass. I want to see this shit on those heels.”

      “I’m a pro,” I bragged, trying to climb off the high-top chair.

      “I’m filming this shit to blackmail you later,” Mia said, pulling the phone from her purse.

      “I’ll kill ya,” I said as I slipped, grabbing the table for support. I steadied myself and turned to her. “Mia, put that shit away and help me.”

      “You’re one crazy bitch.”

      “You girls love me anyway.” I smiled, wrapping my arm around Mia as she helped me to the door.

      I must’ve passed out in the car, because before I knew it, I was sitting on the couch in my living room with Mia and Suzy.

      “Gimme your foot,” Suzy demanded, bending down in front of me and touching my leg.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, giving her my leg without hesitation.

      “Helping your hot-mess self get undressed,” she crowed, unstrapping my shoe.

      “I can do it,” I argued, falling back into the comfy cushions. “Just leave me here.”

      “Don’t you want to go to your bed?” Mia asked, standing behind Suzy.

      Mia looked like a giant Greek goddess from where I sat. Her long hair moved as if a soft breeze were circulating in the room. Clearly, I was three sheets to the wind and way beyond my limit.

      “No, don’t move me,” I begged. “Everything just stopped spinning.”

      “Fine.” Suzy stood and smoothed her pretty pink maternity dress.

      “Are you sure, love?” Mia asked, tilting her head and staring at me.

      “Please just leave me here. Go home to your bossy-ass men and leave me in peace.”

      “Love ya, Iz,” Suzy said, patting my leg.

      “You’re a crazy whore,” Mia said with a small laugh as she bent down to kiss my cheek. “I love ya too.”

      “I love you bitches, but if you don’t get the fuck out, I’m gonna scream.”

      They threw their hands up as Mia said, “We’re going. I left aspirin and water next to you. You’re going to need them.”

      “Fuck off, bitches.”

      The sound of their heels grew softer as they walked toward the front door before I heard the lock engage.

      I sighed, happy to be alone in peace as I let my heavy eyelids close and drifted off to sleep.
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      “Wake up, beautiful,” I heard a man say in my dream. “Isabella.” The deep voice rang in my ear.

      As I felt something touch my lips, my eyes flew open to see a pair of green eyes staring back at me.

      I blinked, clearing my vision. The alcohol must have clouded more than just my eyes, because he looked like… Fuck. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember his name.

      “Am I dreaming?” I asked, reaching up and grabbing his cheek.

      “You have to come with me,” he demanded, letting me clumsily paw at his face.

      “No,” I said. My head fell back. I was too tired and drunk to deal with this fucked-up dream. “Lemme sleep.”

      “Thomas needs you,” the man said, waking me from my dream.

      “What?” I asked, sitting straight up and blinking rapidly.

      “Come on, girl. He’s hurt and asking for you,” the thick, gravelly voice whispered in my ear.

      “Oh my God,” I cried, pushing myself off the couch only to fall back down against the cushions.

      Thomas needed me. He was hurt. Thomas needed me. He was hurt. His words kept ringing in my ears as I tried to stagger to my feet.

      “Let me help you up,” Green Eyes said, wrapping his arms around me as he lifted me from the couch. “Hurry, Isabella. We don’t have much time.”

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?” I asked, laying my head on his chest as he carried me from the house. “I need to get to my brother.”

      Those were the last words I spoke before passing out in Green Eyes’s arms.
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      I couldn’t sleep. It was two a.m. and Izzy still hadn’t called. I didn’t know if she was just being difficult or if I should listen to the nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Everything had been going smoothly since we’d started texting each other on Wednesday. We had worked out some issues and come to a general understanding. I knew shit would be rough, but this was fucking ridiculous. She couldn’t possibly be so cruel to not call. She had to know I’d be out of my fucking mind.

      I dialed her number, letting it ring until her voicemail picked up. I tapped end and redialed, but still nothing. Tomorrow, I planned to drive up to her place in the late afternoon and whisk her off to dinner, but I couldn’t wait. I had to know where the fuck she was. I’d probably get kicked in the fucking balls, but I’d go out of my mind if I didn’t know she was at home, safely sleeping in her bed.

      I grabbed the keys to my bike and started toward the door, but stopped. I tossed the bike keys on the table near the door and picked up the keys to my 1969 GTO. She had power and speed and I needed both right now.

      I sped down I-75 headed toward her house. I gripped the steering wheel, my fingers damp with sweat. I tried to control my breathing and nerves as I drove. Working myself up wouldn’t help get me there any quicker.

      What if something was wrong? My stomach turned as I thought about the possibilities. My mind, maybe, was a little too imaginative. If something bad had happened, I would’ve heard by now. Being in law enforcement and seeing all the bad shit in the world doesn’t help keep one’s imagination at bay. Every sick crime scene flashed through my mind, replacing the victim with Izzy.

      My blood turned cold the closer I got to her house. I hit redial over and over again until it went right to voicemail. I knew what that fucking meant. Either she had turned off her phone, it had died, or someone else had turned it off for her. There weren’t any other options.

      I slammed my fist down on the steering wheel, pressing my foot down against the pedal to pick up speed. I didn’t have time to waste with worrying about the cops pulling me over. They’d have to chase my ass down and follow me to her house if they wanted to catch me.

      My heart jumped out of my chest as my phone rang. When I looked down at my phone, I expected to see Izzy’s number flash across my screen, but it wasn’t her. I pressed speaker, placing the phone on my dash.

      “What the fuck?” I barked as the call connected.

      “Where the fuck is Izzy?” Thomas asked, breathing heavily.

      “I’m on my way to her now. What the fuck is going on, Thomas?” I gripped the steering wheel so hard I could have snapped it from the dashboard.

      “Flash just called me. He said Izzy was in danger. Somehow Rebel found out who she was. He knows who I am too. Find her, James, and do it now!” he roared, a loud slamming noise filling the air.

      “I’m pulling on her street now,” I growled, looking around the neighborhood as I sped down the road.

      “I don’t know who knows what at this point, brother. Find my goddamn sister.”

      “On it,” I barked, fear gripping my insides.

      “Call me back. I’m headed that way with Flash in tow.”

      “Give me five,” I replied, stopping the car in her driveway. I tapped end, jumped from the car, and ran up her front steps.

      Turning the doorknob, I realized that it was locked. I reared back and kicked in the door.

      “Izzy?” I thundered, flipping on the light in the entry.

      With no sign of her, I walked down the hallway to her bedroom, but it was empty. Her bed hadn’t been touched.

      “Izzy?” I continued yelling, running from room to room, but she wasn’t there.

      A lump formed in my stomach and I felt like throwing up. Izzy was gone and Rebel fucking knew about her and Thomas.

      I walked toward the front door and something on the floor caught my eye. Turning, I saw a single shoe lying on the floor and her phone on the coffee table.

      I ran from the house, dialing Thomas as I jumped back in the car. “She’s gone,” I bit out, slightly winded and in a total panic as I started the car.

      “Gone or missing?” he asked, anger oozing in his voice.

      “One shoe on the floor and her phone on the coffee table. She’s missing.”

      “Fucking Rebel,” Thomas muttered, his breathing growing harsh and loud. “Flash and I are an hour out. We need to figure this shit out and what our next move is.”

      “Fuck,” I hissed, trying to think of where they would’ve gone.

      “Stay the fuck there and make calls. Do not leave in case she shows up. We’ll be there in sixty.”

      “Hurry the fuck up!” I snarled, and hung up as I climbed out of the car.

      Once back inside, I dialed Bobby and began to pace. Ring. Ring. Where the fuck was he? Ring. I didn’t have time to wait for his lazy ass to pick up the phone. Ring.

      “Hello,” a groggy voice said.

      “Bobby, wake the fuck up. Izzy’s been taken and Thomas’s cover may have been blown.”

      “Wait, what?” he asked through a yawn.

      “Jesus, fuck. Thomas called me tonight. Said Izzy was in danger and that Rebel found out who he is.”

      “Fuck,” he spat, a loud thump sounding on the other end of the phone.

      “Get your ass out of bed,” I growled, ready to jump through the phone and choke his ass.

      If my life—or Izzy’s, for that matter—depended on this asshole, we were in fucking trouble.

      “I’m up. Let me make some calls and get back to you,” he said, disconnecting the call.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled, my voice echoing through the house.

      I called everyone I knew—local law enforcement in Leesburg, DEA, and FBI. All were working to bring down the MC, but the problem was that no one communicated with each other.

      No one had seen Rebel. They’d lost track of him when he left the compound hours ago and he hadn’t been spotted since.

      Just when I was about to start climbing the fucking walls, I heard a car outside followed by two sets of footsteps up the stairs. Reaching for my gun, I drew as Thomas and Flash burst through the door.

      “What the fuck did you find out?” Thomas asked, looking around the room.

      “Nothing. No one knows shit,” I ranted, running my fingers through my hair.

      “Flash made some calls on the way here. Everyone is searching for them. They can’t get far without us hearing about it.”

      I glared at Flash. “Did you open your fucking mouth?” I asked, charging toward him.

      His mouth dropped open and his eyes grew wide as he stepped backward to avoid my grasp. A set of arms grabbed me from behind, pulling me away.

      “Calm your shit down,” Thomas ordered.

      “Thomas, he’s the only douche who knew who you were!” I roared, prying his hands from my body.

      “Listen, fucker,” Flash snarled, moving toward me. “I went into Rebel’s room to leave a package on his bed and I found a file sitting in plain sight.”

      “What a fucking clusterfuck,” I hissed, scrubbing my face in my hands. “What was inside?”

      “A picture of Izzy with her full name and address and a complete file about Thomas.”

      “Think he told others?” I asked, looking at Thomas.

      He shook his head and winced. “I don’t think so. No one seemed to act any differently. Rebel was the only one missing at the compound when Flash called me.”

      “Did you at least grab the fucking file?” I asked Flash.

      “I’m not a fucking moron.”

      “When did you know about this?” Thomas asked, stepping in between Flash and me.

      “When you called.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew my mistake.

      “What the fuck do you mean when I called you?” He glared at me, invading my space. “How the fuck did you beat us here?”

      “Well, I—”

      “You didn’t give that file to Rebel, did you?” Thomas asked, standing nose to nose with me.

      “Fuck, man. No fucking way!”

      “James, I’ll fucking kill you if I find out you sold me out, and if Izzy’s hurt, I’ll bring your ass back from the dead and kill you again.”

      “You don’t even know how your words slice right through me.”

      “Who else could have given him that information?”

      “It wasn’t me,” I insisted, turning toward Flash.

      “Fuck, dude. You know I love Izzy. I wouldn’t risk her life. I told you that man to man, James.”

      “What the fuck am I missing here?” Thomas asked, looking between us.

      “James has a thing for your sister,” Flash told Thomas.

      There went any hope of explaining it when the time was right. Let’s add more gasoline to the flames.

      “What?” Thomas screeched, turning toward me, red-faced, with the veins of his neck popping out.

      “Thing isn’t really the right word,” I said, looking him straight in the eyes.

      “You’re going to start talking as soon as we get her back safe.”

      I nodded, knowing that I should’ve already been straight with him about my feelings for Izzy. Thomas deserved to know how I felt about her and that I wasn’t using her for sex. Flash had made it seem tawdry and sordid, but it was nothing like that.

      My phone rang, breaking the uncomfortable silence as Thomas and I stared at each other. I lifted the phone to my ear without losing eye contact.

      “Yo,” I barked, chewing the inside of my lip.

      “I got some news,” Bobby said, the sound of papers moving in the background.

      “Hit me.”

      “Rebel was spotted with a female at a motel in Bushnell. I just got the tip,” he said, then he covered the phone and spoke to someone. “Sorry. The wife.”

      “Text me the information. We’re heading that way,” I said before disconnecting the call. “Motel in Bushnell,” I said, grabbing my keys from the table and running toward the door. “Move your shit, Flash. We’re taking my car.”

      As we climbed in the car, Thomas shotgun and Flash in the back, I threw my phone to Thomas. “Handle it,” I said, starting the GTO and taking off toward Izzy. Thomas rattled off the address to the motel while tapping the screen on my phone.

      “Should we call backup?” Flash asked, leaning forward and sticking his head between us.

      “No,” I snapped, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “Sit the fuck back. I don’t need your face all up in my shit.”

      “Asshole,” Flash mumbled. “How do you want to handle this, Blue?”

      “We’re going to find out who else knows and then we’re going to kill the motherfucker,” Thomas said, not looking up from the phone screen.

      “Shouldn’t we arrest him?” Flash asked, his eyes wide as I watched him in the rearview mirror.

      “Fuck him. He deserves to die after taking Izzy,” I said.

      “What the fuck is this shit on your phone?” Thomas asked, holding out my phone and staring at me.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, glancing at him out of the corner of my eyes but not daring to take my focus off the road.

      “This shit with my sister, motherfucker.”

      “We’re friends,” I said calmly, wishing we weren’t having this conversation.

      “There’s some shit in here that can’t be unseen,” Thomas bit out, growling as he continued to scroll.

      “Stop fucking reading it, then.”

      “A fucking cock shot? Really? What the fuck? That’s my little sister and you’re sending her pictures of your junk?”

      “Give me my goddamn phone,” I growled, reaching over as I tried to rip it from his grasp.

      “After we kill Rebel, I’m kicking your ass.”

      I nodded. “I deserve it.”

      If she were my sister, I’d do the same. I’d want to beat the living fuck out of anyone who touched her or harmed her virtue. This was Izzy, and I wasn’t her first, but I planned to be the last damn man she ever bedded.

      “Shut the fuck up and drive!” he shouted, tossing the phone back into my lap.

      We drove in silence as we made our way to Bushnell. The highway was empty during the dead of night, a streetlight near an exit the only change in scenery.

      As we pulled off the highway, Thomas spoke first. “This is how this shit is going to happen. I’ll get the information from the desk clerk while you and Flash make sure no one leaves the motel.”

      The closer we came, the faster my heart pounded inside my chest. All the horrible things I’d imagined when I thought she hadn’t made it home safe amplified. Knowing that she was in the hands of Rebel, an MC vice president, made my fucking stomach churn.

      “Okay,” Flash said, pulling himself forward.

      “Then when I get the room number, you’ll wait outside”—he turned to face Flash—“and James and I will go inside and deal with whatever clusterfuck we find.”

      “But I want to go inside too,” Flash whined.

      “Man the fuck up. We need someone to keep an eye out in case others show up.”

      “Fine,” he snapped, slapping the front seat before he slumped in the back seat.

      “Fucking pussy,” I mumbled, trying to stop myself from turning around and punching him in the face. “Who’s getting Rebel?”

      “Let me deal with Rebel. You get Izzy out of there,” Thomas said, turning to look out the window.

      I flipped off the headlights as we approached the motel. The contents of my stomach began to churn inside me. Sweat dotted my brow as nerves racked my body. Jesus, I was so scared of what we might find inside. I’d kill the motherfucker with my own bare hands if he’d hurt her.

      Thomas went inside as Flash and I watched the motel, making sure no one left.

      “You got a problem with me?” Flash asked, my eyes flickering to him in the rearview mirror.

      If looks could kill, he’d be a dead man. “This shit is all your fault,” I said, my voice laced with anger.

      “How the hell is this my fault?” he asked, glaring at me.

      “You thought it was a great idea to bring her to Bike Week,” I spat out, wishing I could wrap my hands around his pencil neck.

      “I thought we could have some fun. How did I know all this shit would happen?” he asked, running his fingers through his hair.

      “Don’t they teach you anything at the mighty FBI? You don’t fucking mix personal and business. Ever.”

      “James, wouldn’t you call sleeping with Izzy a conflict of interest there, buddy?” A smug grin spread across his face.

      “Fucker, I didn’t bring her into my world. I went to her, never the other way around.”

      Thomas walked out of the office, motioning to us to follow. I grabbed my gun as I climbed out, and we both ran toward him on quiet feet.

      “Room 103. Guy inside said he only saw Rebel and no one else,” Thomas informed us, pulling the magazine from his gun and looking at it. “Ready?” he whispered, stopping before the room and jamming the magazine back in place.

      We nodded, removing the safeties from our guns as we approached the room that hopefully held Izzy.

      Thomas motioned to Flash to stand in the parking lot, pointing to his eyes and then around the exterior of the building. Flash was to be our lookout. Thomas lifted his chin, standing off to the side as I used my leg and reared up, kicking in the door.

      Charging into the room, I looked around and saw Izzy lying on the bed, unconscious. My heart sank as I ran to her. A heat and searing pain sliced through my arm as a loud bang filled the room. My body jerked sideways as I reached for her.

      I didn’t look or stop to help Thomas; he could handle Rebel without a doubt. He’d given me a task and I’d follow it—save Izzy and get her the fuck out.

      I carried her outside as another gunshot went off. She looked like an angel, resting and blissfully unaware of the shit going down. As I laid her on the hood of my car, I grabbed her face and placed my ear near her nose. She was breathing and reeked of liquor. I lifted her arms, studying every surface of her body. She was unharmed and had simply passed the fuck out.

      “Watch her!” I yelled at Flash before running back into the room.

      Kicking the door closed, I took in the scene before me. Thomas had Rebel on his knees with the gun to his head. Rebel was bleeding from his leg, his hands behind his head and his chin up in defiance.

      “I want to know how you found out about me,” Thomas roared, his hand almost shaking as he held it to the top of Rebel’s head.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Rebel sneered, spit flying from his mouth as he spoke.

      I stepped forward, wondering what I should do next. I was torn between my duty to the DEA and my feelings for Izzy. Rebel knew information that could end her life and Thomas’s.

      Thomas raised his hand, smacking Rebel with the butt of his gun. “You want to get out of this room alive? You better start fucking talking.”

      “You’re a traitor and a fucking rat. You might as well kill me, because I’ll put your ass in the ground otherwise. I’m dead either way,” Rebel bit out, wincing from the pain. “I brought you in and helped you move up the ranks. Fucking shoot me, you pussy.”

      “Who. The. Fuck. Knows?” Thomas said, moving to stand in front of Rebel with the gun still trained on his head.

      “Fucking sucks not knowing something, doesn’t it, Blue?” Rebel growled, kneeling and bleeding all over the floor.

      Thomas moved quickly, pointing the gun at Rebel’s shoulder and pulling the trigger. Rebel’s body swayed backward before he righted himself.

      “First chance I get, I’m going to taste the pussy on your beautiful sister.” Rebel laughed.

      I closed my eyes, seeing red as my stomach turned at the thought of Izzy being in danger. Fisting one hand at my side with my gun still in the other, I fought the urge to push Thomas out of the way and shoot the motherfucker in the head myself.

      “I bet she tastes as fucking sweet as she looks.” Rebel smiled, bringing his hand to his face and licking his fingers.

      I couldn’t stand the shitty look on his face. I didn’t want to listen to him talk about Izzy anymore. Lunging forward, I pushed Thomas out of the way, and Rebel’s eyes grew wide.

      I pulled the trigger, watching Rebel’s body fall back in a heap on the shaggy green carpet. Leaning over his bloodied body, I spat in his face. “Rot in hell, motherfucker!” I shouted, a growl rising in my throat.

      “What the fuck?” Thomas asked, hitting my arm.

      I looked at him and shook my head. “You two would never be safe with that motherfucker around. He deserved to die.”

      “I didn’t get the information out of him,” Thomas groaned as he sat on the bed.

      “No one knew. If they did, he would’ve had backup here with him. He had to know we were going to come after him.”

      He sighed, setting his gun next to him on the bed. “You’re right. Fuck, this complicates shit with the club.”

      “Only thing it does is move you up higher in the ranks, brother,” I said, sitting next to him and staring at Rebel’s body as the blood almost reached my boots. “What do you want to do with the body?” I asked, debating if we should bury him somewhere along the highway or make it look like a setup.

      “You take Izzy home and Flash and I will handle it,” Thomas said, standing from the bed as he stuck his gun in his waistband. “Is she okay, James?”

      “Izzy?” I asked, nodding. “Yeah, she’s just passed out. Hopefully she won’t remember a damn thing.”

      “Fuck. No one can know about Rebel’s death. Got me? No one besides the few people we called. Especially Izzy. Do not tell her.” Thomas moved toward the door and walked out.

      I stood and rubbed my face with my hands. When had my life gotten so fucking difficult? Everything used to be so damn simple.

      Thomas was hovering over her, checking her for injuries when I stepped outside.

      “I checked her. She’s fine,” I said, pushing him away and scooping her into my arms. “I’ll get her home.”

      He nodded, glaring at me as I held his sister in my arms. She nuzzled my neck as tiny whimpers fell from her lips.

      “Shh, doll. Sleep,” I whispered in her ear as I held her body tightly.

      “Flash!” Thomas yelled, causing Flash to jump.

      “What?”

      “Get your ass in the room. Let’s get Rebel and get the fuck out of here. James is taking Izzy home,” Thomas said, motioning toward the motel room.

      Flash looked at Izzy and me, then nodded at Thomas before disappearing into the room.

      I laid Izzy in the front seat. “You be careful, brother,” I said as I gently closed the car door, trying not to wake her.

      Thomas stepped closer, standing toe to toe with me. “I’ll text you when it’s done. Keep her safe,” he said, holding out his hand to me.

      “You’re okay with this?” I asked, taking his hand in mine.

      “Fuck no. I’m still going to kick your ass when everything is said and done, but for now, you make sure she’s okay.”

      “I’ll wait until she wakes up and then I’ll head back up to make sure shit doesn’t go down in the MC.”

      “No, you stay clear until you get the all-clear from me. Do not come back. Stay with her and don’t leave her side. Do you understand me?”

      “I can’t leave you without backup,” I said, shaking my head. I didn’t like it one bit.

      “I’ll be fine, James.”

      “I can’t bear the thought of losing you, Thomas. You’re like a brother to me, man.”

      “I don’t have time to stand here and argue with your stubborn ass. Let me ask you this: Do you love her?” he asked, lifting his chin and motioning toward his sister with his head.

      My feelings for Izzy ran deep—deeper than they had for anyone ever before. Was it love? To be truthful with myself and him, I replied, “Yes.”

      “Then keep her safe, James. I can handle the club, and Bobby will be around for help. Flash too. Now get the fuck out of here and take her home. Make sure she’s sleeping.”

      “Not a problem,” I said, smiling and turning my back to get in the car.

      My head jerked to the side, pain shooting across my jaw as his fist connected with my face. I turned quickly, gaping at him.

      “What the fuck was that for?” I asked, rubbing my jaw.

      “Keep your dick in your pants,” he said before leaving me standing outside with a stupid-ass grin on my face. “Get your fucking arm looked at too.”

      “I’ll patch up my arm when I get her home,” I said, touching the wound on my arm. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t dealt with before. I could patch it up with a first aid kit and a knife.

      I pulled away as he closed the door, leaving them behind and speeding toward Izzy’s before she woke.
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      I squinted, covering my eyes as I cracked open an eye. Everything in my body ached. My head throbbed and my stomach churned—both casualties of having overindulged the night before. Reaching out, I grabbed a spare pillow and yanked, trying to cover my face. The pillow didn’t move, stopped by something heavy. Turning, I saw him. I had to still be fucking drunk.

      Rubbing my eyes, I looked to my side again and saw James sprawled out and naked at my side. The sheet had slipped below his waist, showing off a very erect and hungry-looking cock.

      I turned away, staring at the ceiling and wondering exactly how fucked up I had been. I didn’t remember him coming over—or even inviting him, for that matter. I bit my lip while trying to remember the events of the previous night.

      I remembered leaving the club with help from Mia, and the girls bringing me inside. I didn’t remember the car ride at all. Although hazy, I remembered them leaving me dressed on the couch before I heard the door close.

      How the fuck had James gotten here? Did I have sex with him again and this time didn’t actually remember it?

      Covering my face with both hands, I played the night before back like a movie. Drinks, home, sleep…and then Green Eyes. I’d thought I’d dreamt him showing up in my house and scooping me off the couch, but I hadn’t.

      The churning in my stomach increased as liquid climbed my throat. After rolling out of bed, I ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. I grabbed the toilet, not bothering to lift the lid before I emptied the contents that were coming out one way or another.

      Heaving over and over again, I prayed for something cool and comforting. As the urge to throw up passed, I rested my head against the cool plastic toilet seat. “I’ll never drink like that again,” I whispered. “Just make me feel better and I’ll swear off alcohol forever,” I promised God, even though I knew it was a vow I wouldn’t be able to keep.

      Moaning, I sprawled out on the tile floor, resting my cheek against the cold surface. I hated being cold, but right now, it was the only thing I craved. My body was covered in sweat and I felt like I was on fire. When I closed my eyes, the only sound I heard was my breathing as I wished for death or sleep. Anything was better than how awful I felt.

      “Up you go, beautiful,” James said as he scooped me into his arms.

      “Leave me here,” I whispered, wishing for the cold tile instead of the heat from his body. “I wanna die.”

      “Shh. I’ll make you feel better,” he whispered, feathering kisses against my forehead.

      “Don’t even think about sex,” I groaned, lifting my head to look at him.

      He wrinkled his brows and smirked. “I’m not an asshole, doll. It wasn’t even a thought in my mind.”

      “What’s that poking me in the ass?” I said, laying my head against his chest.

      “My dick has a mind of its own.” He laughed, gently placing me in my bed and pulling up the blankets.

      I touched his arm, running my fingers along the bandage. “What happened?” I asked, looking up at him.

      “Nothing for you to worry about, Izzy. Just a small wound,” he said, cupping his bicep in his hand.

      I kicked at the sheets, using all my energy to keep the heat at bay. “I’m so fucking hot. I don’t want blankets,” I whined, moving the sheets off my body and sprawled out stark naked.

      “Kinda hard not to think about fucking you when you’re lying like that, Izzy,” James groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose and shaking his head.

      “Stop looking and make yourself useful.” I closed my eyes and motioned for him to go away.

      “What would you like, mistress?” he asked, a lightness in his voice.

      “Fetch me something cold, and medicine for my head.” I dismissed him with my hand as the corners of my lips twitched. I wanted to laugh but stayed in character. The playful side of James was something I hadn’t really experienced before, but I sure as fuck liked it.

      “How about I grab a giant fan and keep a cool breeze flowing across your skin?”

      I opened my eyes, taking in the sight of James standing at the end of my bed, naked as the day he was born, with a smile on his face.

      “Leave me in peace. Go fetch my things,” I demanded, throwing my arm across my face to block out the light.

      “Right away.”

      I moved my arm, making space enough for me to watch him walk away. I giggled softly as his beautifully naked ass strutted toward the door. He looked over his shoulder and winked, catching me peeking at him. I didn’t have the energy, or else I would’ve thrown a pillow at him before he walked out.

      I rubbed my face, trying to calm the throbbing in my head. It felt like the drummer from Anthony’s band was inside, banging away on the cymbals.

      The bed dipped, and I opened my eyes to see a smiling James staring at my flesh like a rabid dog. “Down, boy,” I teased, pushing myself up on my elbows. “The last thing I’m thinking about is sex.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered, handing me the aspirin and water. “It’s all I can think about when I’m around you.”

      “Do men ever grow up?” I asked before placing the pills in my mouth and taking a gulp of water.

      “I sure as hell fucking hope not.” He took the water from my hand and set it on the nightstand.

      Lying back down, I sighed and closed my eyes. His fingertips began to trail a path up my arms, moving gently across my skin. The light touches made goose bumps break out across my body. Shivering, I sucked in a breath as he drew a tiny circle on the space between my breasts.

      “James,” I whispered, my breathing altered by his movements. “Why are you here?” I opened my eyes to look at him.

      He smiled as he guided the hair away from my face. “You didn’t call me like I’d asked. I was worried, so I jumped in my car and headed over.”

      “What if I were with someone?” I asked, biting my lip.

      “Wouldn’t have happened,” he said, lying down next to me, resting his head in his hand.

      “How do you know?”

      He cupped my pussy, gripping it in his hand. “This right here is mine.”

      “Actually, it’s attached to me,” I said, smirking at him.

      “I thought we’d cleared this shit up already.”

      “That you’re a caveman pig? Yes, that we’ve agreed upon.” I laughed, grabbing my head as the pounding made me wince.

      “God’s paying you back for those nasty words.” He snorted, increasing his hold on my core. “You agreed to let me back in, and ‘in’ means the entire package. No one else touches what’s mine, especially when it’s attached to your body. It’s the only thing I care about.”

      “James, you’re getting all mushy. I don’t do mushy.”

      “I know, doll. You like it rough.” He laughed, dragging his hands from between my legs to my thighs. He began to trace small circles down my legs before starting the same path upward.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I whispered. “Hey, how did you get in?”

      “Broke the door down,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “What the fuck? Jesus, you could’ve knocked.”

      “Iz, you didn’t hear me bust open the door, so you sure as fuck weren’t going to hear me knock.”

      “I’ll get you a key so you don’t have to break any more of my shit.”

      He grabbed me by the waist, pulling me against him.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” I shrieked, trying to inch away.

      He nuzzled my neck as his hand mindlessly stroked my ribs. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      Using the last bit of strength I had, I slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re still a cocky bastard.”

      His face grew serious as he looked down at me. “Izzy, I want to tell you that I—”

      I covered his lips and shook my head. “Don’t,” I said, swallowing hard, afraid of what he was going to say.

      He smirked and spoke against my finger. “I think you should brush your teeth.” He broke into laughter, the entire bed moving under his weight.

      I closed my eyes, thankful and a little bit hurt that I’d jumped to the conclusion that he had been about to profess his undying love to me. We weren’t ready, and I sure as fuck could barely think the words, let alone say them. I cared for James. No one fucked me like him. He had the mix of animalistic sexuality that I hadn’t known I’d wanted.

      “Fuck off,” I snapped, lashing out at him as I rolled from the bed. “You’re not smelling as fresh as a daisy either.”

      “Better than vodka vomit,” he replied, covering his mouth as he laughed.

      “Patron,” I said, hanging my head and vowing to never drink tequila again. “He and I go way back.”

      “Tortured love affair?” he asked as his eyes followed me in the mirror next to the bathroom door.

      “Story of my fucking life,” I said, smiling at him.

      He stretched out across the mattress, looking at home in my room. Closing the door, I turned and looked at myself in the mirror. “Fuck,” I muttered, moving my face closer to get a better look at my reflection. Smashing my cheeks, I blinked twice, hoping it was just the alcohol affecting my vision. No such luck. I looked like death. Heavy black bags had formed under my eyes with my mascara smeared all around them, framing them and drawing attention to the nightmare.

      I grabbed a washcloth and a bar of soap and washed all evidence of the night before away. Brushing my teeth, I tried not to gag. Toothpaste and vomit didn’t make the task easy. I cupped my hands together to pool water in my palms before bringing it to my mouth and swishing it around.

      When I went back into the bedroom, I still felt like shit, but at least I thought I looked better.

      “Let’s talk, Izzy.” He patted the mattress next to him and motioned to me with his hand.

      I rolled my eyes, pain shooting through my head by the simple movement I’d done a million times. “Now? I’m too sick to talk.”

      “It’s the perfect time to talk.”

      “Ugh,” I whined, sliding in next to him. “Why?”

      “’Cause you aren’t as big of a smartass when you’re like this, and I need you to be serious for a few minutes.”

      “Oh boy,” I whispered.

      “Just shut it, woman.” He placed his finger over my mouth. “I’ll talk, and you pipe in when you don’t agree.”

      “So no talking?” I asked, knowing that wasn’t going to fucking happen.

      “If that’s possible,” he said, and laughed.

      “Not a fucking chance.”

      He rubbed his eyes, trying to hide the smile on his face. “Izzy, I want to give this a shot between you and me.” He paused.

      I stared up at him and blinked.

      “I know I can be demanding—”

      I giggled, covering my mouth and quickly turning my face back to stone.

      He sighed and continued. “I am demanding. I need control in the bedroom. It’s hard to explain it.”

      “Are you a swinger?” I blurted.

      “Fuck no. What kinda shit do you have in that head?”

      I shrugged and waited for him to go on.

      “I don’t want to control your life. I want a partner, but inside the bedroom or anywhere I’m taking you…I’m the boss.”

      “Okay. I don’t have any complaints when it comes to you and sex.”

      “Good,” he said, and smiled, lightly touching my cheek. “Are you into kink?”

      I smiled. Kink should be my middle name, but I’d play dumb for his sake. “Like what?”

      “Why did you call me master when we had sex?” he asked with one eyebrow cocked.

      “Felt right, and I was being a total smartass. I’ve been to a kink club in Tampa with my girlfriends once or twice to check shit out.”

      “What?” he asked, his eyes growing wide.

      “You know. We were curious. There was so much talk on the news about submission. We wanted to see what all the fuss was about.” I shrugged, feeling my cheeks turning pink as heat crept up my neck.

      “Did you do anything when you were there?”

      “James, I may have been easy for you, but I don’t just fuck around with every cock that comes my way.”

      He sucked in a breath. I thought I’d given him a little too much information.

      “Let’s just say it was eye opening.”

      “Did you like what you saw?”

      “Let’s say it piqued my interest.”

      “Did it make you wet?” he asked, running his knuckles down my cheek before resting his hand on my neck.

      “Some things.” I smiled, heat spreading throughout my body.

      “Which things?”

      “Have you been to one of those clubs?” I asked, throwing the question in his court.

      “I have.”

      “Really?” I whispered as images of James dominating women flooded my mind. “Tell me more. Do you like to hit women?”

      “Fuck, I’m not a sadist, but I like to dominate women sexually.”

      “Women or me? I don’t think I could handle you doing shit to other women.”

      He laughed, rubbing his nose against my cheek. “I want to dominate you, Izzy.” He nipped my ear. “No one else.”

      “Not in a club either,” I said, turning to face him.

      “Never. I don’t want anyone seeing what’s mine.”

      “I’m willing to try everything once.”

      “You’re a natural submissive, Izzy,” he said, smiling at me.

      I reached up, laying my hand against his forehead, and laughed. “Are you feeling okay? One thing I’m not is a submissive, James.”

      “You didn’t say no when I told you to strip and handcuffed you to the bed.”

      “I liked stripping for you. It was sexy.”

      “And the handcuffs?” he asked, touching my wrists where the cuffs had been.

      I closed my eyes, remembering the feel of him overpowering me and being unable to stop him. It sent a tingle through my body and made my pussy convulse. I opened my eyes and shrugged.

      “It was all right,” I said, pursing my lips.

      “Sweetheart, I remember how hard you came when I tied you up. Don’t lie to me,” he said, running his finger across my bottom lip.

      “Arrogant,” I whispered, licking his finger with the tip of my tongue.

      “I’m right. There’s a difference.”

      “I can already see how it’s going to be,” I said, pouting, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I ask only three things, Izzy.”

      “What?” I asked, removing the fake pout from my lips and replacing it with a smile.

      “You’re only mine, no other men. Secondly, don’t run away. The last thing I ask is that we get tested, you get on the pill, and no more barriers between us. I need to feel all of you.”

      “Sounds like a hell of a lot more than three,” I teased. I gnawed on my lips, looking around the room as if I were debating the two things he’d asked. I sighed before I replied, “I can do that.”

      “Try not to bust my balls too much, ’kay?”

      “Only when you’re being a total asshole. I’ll save it for those special occasions.” I smiled, a giggle escaping my lips. “So when people ask you who you are—and they will, trust me—do I say I’m your submissive?” I asked, and pulled at my lip, waiting for him to answer.

      “You’re my girlfriend, Isabella.”

      “So I’m not your submissive?” I asked, still fidgeting.

      He lay back, covering his face with his hands. “You’re so difficult.”

      “You have no idea. I’m just getting started, Jimmy.”

      He jumped up, jostling the bed, and started to tickle me. I laughed uncontrollably with tears streaming down my face. Grabbing for his hands, I yelled, “I can’t breathe!” as he pawed at my ribs.

      He stopped, his face quickly sobering. “Are you okay?

      “Psych!” I screeched, jumping on top of him and straddling him.

      “I can see this shit won’t be easy,” he mumbled, pushing his hardness against me and laughing.

      “Nothing in life that’s worth having ever is,” I whispered, leaning over and kissing him.
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      “I’m on my way, doll. You ready for me?” I asked, climbing on my bike and placing the key in the ignition.

      “I’m already naked,” she said, her laughter tickling my ear.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, scrubbing my face with my hand. “I already have blue balls.”

      “Hurry or I’ll start without you.” She laughed and hung up.

      I stared at the screen, shaking my head. She was the biggest prick tease I’d ever met. I shoved the phone in my pocket, started the bike, and took off.

      I spent every possible moment I had free with Izzy. Working with Thomas to take down the Sun Devils and living an hour away didn’t leave us much time together. I knew things would change eventually, but for now the distance worked. With her phobia of relationships and my overly bossy attitude—her words, not mine—the time we spent apart helped calm her fears. It had been a month since Izzy finally agreed to mine.

      We talked on the phone, texted nonstop, and Facetimed. I was able to convince her to masturbate while I watched, and it was the sexiest damn thing I’d ever seen. By the time I was able to see her, my cock ached, my balls were blue, and I couldn’t control myself. We didn’t spend too much time with clothes on when I visited.

      I thought about how she tasted, the smell of her skin, the feel of her hands as I drove to her house. By the time I parked my bike, my hard-on had become as hard as granite.

      “Shit,” I mumbled, climbing off my bike and adjusting myself. I grabbed my stuff and headed for the promised land.

      I didn’t bother knocking. She may be a tease, but I knew her ass was naked and waiting, just like she said before she hung up on my sorry ass.

      “Izzy,” I shouted, throwing my bag down next to the couch.

      “Back here,” she yelled.

      I headed toward her bedroom, unzipping my pants as I walked. As I turned the corner, entering her room, I stopped dead.

      “What the fuck?” I said, my eyes growing wide. I blinked and shook my head, wondering if I was seeing things.

      “Ya like?” she asked, smiling as she twirled.

      “What—” I was stunned. She had on a corset that hugged her every curve as her breasts spilled out the top. Black thigh-highs, a matching garter belt, and a G-string, with black stilettos.

      “I wanted to do something different.” She giggled, walking toward me.

      “I can’t—“ I said, feeling my cock about to break off in my pants.

      “You don’t like it?” she whispered against my lips, palming my dick through my pants.

      “Jesus,” I hissed. “I fuckin’ love it.”

      She pushed against my chest. “Wait, I got something else.” She walked next to the bed, opening her nightstand and pulling something from inside.

      “What?” I asked, a little worried about what she was adding to the outfit. Anything more and I’d explode in my pants.

      “These,” she whispered, holding up two sets of handcuffs and a crop. Her smile was wide, almost touching her eyes. “I thought we could get a little adventurous.”

      “Doll, I’m going to show you adventurous.” I beckoned her with my finger.

      “No way, James Caldo. This is my show.”

      “I’m not following,” I said, wondering when she thought she had the reins.

      “You want my sweet pussy?” she asked, sliding the crop up her legs and stopping at her G-string.

      “More than I want air,” I replied, pushing my pants down. “Get your ass over here.”

      “I’m in charge tonight, Jimmy,” she drawled, hitting her leg with the crop.

      “What?” I asked, shaking my head.

      “I get to boss your sexy ass around. That’s the deal. I get to play too.”

      “Fuck,” I said, my balls aching for release. “Whatever you want, doll. I just need to be inside you.” I walked toward her, kicking off my pants.

      “Not so fast, mister,” she growled, holding the crop out and hitting me in the chest. “I didn’t tell you to strip yet.”

      I bit my lip, keeping the laugh I felt coming from escaping. “Izzy,” I said.

      “Strip, and make it good or I’ll have to give you ten lashes.” She grinned, sitting on the bed and leaning back.

      I couldn’t bring myself to correct her on the type of impact a crop inflicted. “Yes, Izzy,” I growled, slowly lowering my pants to my ankles.

      “Mistress,” she croaked, the corner of her mouth turning up.

      “Mistress?” I asked, stopping my movement and staring at her.

      “I like the sound of it.” She shrugged, causing her tits to pop out of the corset a little more.

      I continued with my striptease, dancing around the room and teasing her the best I could. It didn’t take long for me to undress, since I only had on jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Such a letdown,” she whispered, shaking her head and pursing her lips.

      “Hey,” I said.

      A loud slap echoed in the room as I felt a pinch on my hip. Looking down, I saw the crop retreating from my body. “You did it too quick.” She laughed.

      “I did not,” I said.

      She swatted me again and giggled.

      “You hit me one more time for no reason and I’m going to take you over my knee and spank your ass,” I growled, stalking toward her.

      “James,” she murmured. “I didn’t say you could touch me.”

      “Izzy, I’m about two seconds from coming just looking at you. Get your ass naked and suck my dick.”

      “Tsk, tsk,” she said, placing the heel of her shoe against my abdomen. “Get on your knees and eat my pussy,” she commanded, pointing to the floor between her legs with the crop.

      That was an order I’d gladly follow. I dropped to my knees, pulling her body forward, and ripped the G-string from her body. Placing her legs over my shoulder, I leaned in and licked her. She flinched and whimpered, “James.”

      I held her waist, keeping her in place as I latched on to her wetness. Groaning, I devoured her as she writhed under my hands.

      “Harder,” she chanted, pushing her pussy against my face.

      I obeyed, driving her closer to the edge. I listened to her breathing, waiting until the right moment to pull away.

      “Don’t stop,” she demanded, looking at me with an evil glare.

      I smirked, going back to feasting on her as I inserted two fingers into her depths. Curling my fingers, I stroked her from the inside and licked at her clit like a man possessed. All I wanted to do was jam my dick inside her. I’d give her this moment to feel in control before I took over.

      “Yes, yes!” she shouted, her entire body growing rigid. “Fuck,” she hissed, trying to pull away.

      I didn’t relent, sucking harder while flicking her with my tongue. “Another,” I murmured against her pussy, sending her spiraling into a second orgasm.

      I backed away, wiping her juices from my face. “Your playtime is over, doll,” I growled, pulling her off the bed like a rag doll and impaling her with my dick.

      “James,” she screeched as I filled her, throwing her head back and gasping.

      “So fuckin’ good,” I groaned, pausing to gain my bearings. “Don’t move,” I said, holding her back in my hands.

      “You don’t have a condom on,” she whispered, looking at me with large doe eyes.

      “We’re clean, babe. I needed to feel all of you. It’s been too damn long since I’ve been inside you,” I said, grabbing her by the waist and easing her off my shaft.

      She blinked, a small smile spreading across her face. “Okay,” she whispered.

      Still kneeling, I slammed her back down on top of me, repeating the motion until I felt my balls about to explode. I stilled, not ready to come, and grabbed her face.

      “I’ve missed you,” I murmured, bringing my lips to hers.

      “I missed you too,” she whispered, staring in my eyes.

      I kissed her, holding her body tight, still planted deep inside. Breaking the kiss, I licked a trail down her neck to her breasts, still spilling over in her corset. Looping my tongue inside, I pulled her nipple from its restraint and sucked. Her pussy convulsed, milking me and matching the rhythm of my mouth.

      Unable to restrain myself any longer, I pulled her off me, letting my cock free from her vise. I thrust my hips as I yanked her body down, slamming into her.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, my body on the verge of orgasm. I kept battering her pussy, driving myself toward the release my body needed. Finally feeling her core gripping my cock, I hammered into her at a quicker pace. Sweat trickled down my back, and my body and balls overheated as she clawed at my skin.

      My vision blurred and shivers raked my body as I came. “Izzy,” I gasped, unable to catch my breath.

      As my world came back into focus, I saw Izzy pouting. “What’s wrong, doll?” I asked, nuzzling her neck.

      “I wanted to be the boss,” she whined, crossing her arms in front of her chest as her bottom lip trembled.

      “Jesus,” I mumbled, rubbing my nose against her soft skin. “We have all weekend,” I said, moving back to look at her.

      “Promise?” she asked. “I really want to beat your ass with this thing.” She snickered, smacking the floor with the crop.

      I shook my head, laughing as she smiled innocently. “You’re too much.”

      She bounced, stroking my semi-erect dick with her inside. “Yes,” she shouted, slamming down on top of me.

      “Keep doing that shit and I’ll show you how to really use that.”

      “Oh?” she asked, her eyebrows moving toward her hairlines.

      “I have so much to teach you.”

      “I can be a really good student,” she said, batting her eyelashes at me.

      “I’m sure you were anything but, Izzy.” I laughed, holding her under the ass and climbing to my feet with her legs wrapped around me.

      “James,” she whispered.

      “Yeah?” I asked, setting her on the bed and collapsing next to her.

      “I really did miss you.” She buried her face in my side, hiding her eyes.

      I grunted, unsticking her from my body. “When this shit with your brother is all over, I want you to live with me,” I said, staring down at her.

      “With you?” she asked, pursing her lips.

      “Ah, yeah. You didn’t heard me wrong, doll.”

      “Babe,” she said, reaching up and touching my cheek, “I’m not leaving this house.”

      “Fine, I’ll move in here,” I said.

      “Don’t you think it’s too soon?”

      “You want someone else?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Miss me when we’re apart?”

      “Yes.”

      “Love how I fuck you?”

      “Uh, yeah. Dumb question.”

      “Lo—”

      She placed her hand over my mouth. “You can move in here.”

      I laughed, falling on to my back. She was easy. Say any word that started with “lo” and she freaked the fuck out. I knew it was the best way to get her to agree.

      “Wise girl,” I mumbled, feeling her pulse under my lips as I kissed her neck.

      “Just remember I’m the boss,” she moaned as I bit down.

      “You’re the queen of the castle, but I’m master of the bedroom.”

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “Or any other room I want to fuck you in.”

      “Okay.”

      “Why are you so agreeable tonight?” I asked.

      “I think you literally fucked me stupid.” She giggled.

      “I’m leaving my shit here this weekend.”

      “Okay.”

      “Izzy, you’re fucking killin’ me here. You never just say okay to everything.” I brushed a few stray hairs that had fallen across her face. “What gives?”

      “I’m scared,” she confessed, covering her eyes.

      “Of me?” I asked as I peeled her hands away from her face.

      She nodded, biting on her bottom lip. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Isabella, don’t ever be afraid of me.”

      “What if I lose myself?” she asked, opening her eyes and stared at me.

      “You’re too strong for that to happen. I’d never let that shit happen either. I love you for the fireball you are. Your sassy mouth and sharp tongue make my dick hard.”

      She laughed, “Your dick is always hard.”

      “Only because of you.”

      “What if we fight?”

      “Makeup sex, doll. It’s fucking fantastic,” I whispered in her ear.

      She turned to face me. “James, what if something happens to you?”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You don’t know the future,” she said, closing her eyes and breathing deeply.

      “I waited all my life to find someone that lights my fire like you do, Izzy. Nothing can put out that flame. Come hell or high water, I’ll spend eternity lo—” Her hand flew to my mouth. “Stop doing that,” I hissed, pulling her hand from my face.

      “Don’t say it.”

      “As I was saying,” I said, holding her hands above her head, “I’ll spend eternity by your side and worshipping you.”

      “Why me, James?”

      I looked at her, taking a deep breath before speaking. “Your brother talked about you all the time. I felt like I knew you before we met. That night at the reception when I saw you and you threw your attitude at me…I can’t explain it. In that moment I knew I wanted no one else but you.”

      She smiled, blinking slowly. “But I ditched you.” She grimaced.

      I laughed, running my hand down her arm. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less.”

      “Really?” she asked, her eyebrows knitting together.

      “Really. I figured you’d run away. When I touched you for the first time, it was like fireworks exploding under my skin. I never felt that with anyone before, Izzy. Never in my entire life,” I said, grabbing her hand and linking our fingers. “I knew I’d have you again and that someday I’d get you.”

      “Liar.”

      “You didn’t feel it?”

      “Fuck,” she mumbled, looking down before bringing her eyes to mine. “Yes. Why the hell do you think I ran out of there?”

      I chuckled, pulling her against me. “I told you I love a good chase. I knew you couldn’t resist me.”

      “It’s kinda hard when you keep finding ways to pop into my life.”

      “Divine intervention,” I whispered, crushing my lips to hers.

      “Bullshit,” she muttered into my mouth.

      “Izzy,” I said, pulling her lip between my teeth.

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut the fuck up and suck my cock,” I growled, pushing her head down toward my dick.

      Her eyes flickered as a grin spread across her face. “Yes, master,” she teased, climbing down my body.
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      Two Months Later

      “James,” Mrs. Gallo crooned, holding out her arms to me. “It’s been far too long since we’ve seen you.”

      Izzy cleared her throat as her mother nuzzled against me, rubbing her hands down my back. “Ma, really? Must you paw him?”

      Mrs. Gallo pulled back, sticking her tongue out at Izzy. “I’m just giving him a hug, dear.”

      “Looked like more than a hug.”

      “She’s always been so sensitive,” she said to me, ignoring Izzy.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Izzy said behind me.

      “What your language, Isabella.”

      “Oh, she notices me all of a sudden.” Izzy’s voice was laced with sarcasm.

      “You should hear her, Mrs. Gallo. She has the dirtiest mouth I’ve heard on a woman.” I looked over my shoulder and winked.

      “It’s her brothers’ fault. Her father and I didn’t teach her to speak like that.” Mrs. Gallo shook her head, peeking over my shoulder at Izzy.

      “Oh please, Ma. I’ve heard you drop more F-bombs than anyone I know. Give up your Mother Teresa act.”

      “She’s a mouthy one, isn’t she? How do you deal with her?”

      “I’ll whip her into shape, Mrs. Gallo.” I turned to Izzy with a smile so large my cheeks hurt.

      “You do that, dear. Lord knows her father and I didn’t do a good enough job.”

      “What the hell?” Izzy muttered, pushing past us to get into the house.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Gallo.”

      “For what, James?”

      “Busting her balls for once.” I laughed.

      “Oh,” she said. “I’ve been doing it for years.” She smiled, laughing and looping her arms with mine. “Any news on Thomas?” she asked as we entered the foyer.

      “He’s well, but I can’t say much else. I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, her face beaming from the smile on her face. “No worries. Any news is better than no news. It’s been a tough couple of years.”

      “It shouldn’t be much longer.” I couldn’t give her a timeframe, but after Rebel’s death, things had been kicked into overdrive. The MC was heading for a cliff, they just didn’t know it yet.

      “James, how the hell have you been, son?” Mr. Gallo asked, holding out his hand as he approached when Mrs. Gallo headed toward the kitchen.

      “Couldn’t be better, Mr. Gallo.” I shook his hand, watching as Izzy followed her mother while giving me the evil eye.

      “Don’t mind her. All the ladies are touchy in this house lately.”

      “Must be the heat,” I said. Wondering where to take that topic of conversation, I decided to switch course. “How are your Cubbies doing?”

      “There’s always next year.” He shook his head and sighed. “Someday before I die, I’d like to see a championship. The rest of the men are watching the game. Join us?” he asked, tilting his head and smiling.

      I liked Mr. Gallo. He was my kind of man. Strong and protective, but he knew how to laugh. He loved his wife. That was evident the last time I was here. He cherished her, and I wanted their kind of relationship with Izzy. I hoped maybe someday we’d get there.

      “Sure.” I peeked into the kitchen on the way, seeing Mrs. Gallo and Izzy talking at the kitchen table. “Hey,” I said as I walked around the couch to find an open spot.

      They all waved, keeping their eyes glued to the television. Suzy was the only one to look at me and smile before she patted the seat next to her.

      Joe turned toward her, making a face. “Here,” he said as he stood and lifted Suzy, depositing her in his spot.

      I sat, feeling slightly uncomfortable, and looked around the room without moving my head. The couch dipped as Joe sat between Suzy and me.

      I gaped at him. My eyebrows drew together as a confusion spread across my face.

      “Just lookin’ out for what’s mine. You got me?” he asked, raising his eyebrow at me.

      “I do.”

      I could see why Izzy wanted to run away from me. All the men in this family were cavemen. We were cut from the same cloth.

      Joey’s head jerked forward, and I turned to see Izzy standing behind him.

      “What the fuck was that for?” he asked, turning to glare at her.

      “Being a jerk.” She snickered, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Jesus. You’re lucky you’re my sister.”

      “Izzy, doll, I’ve never seen your room,” I said, changing the subject.

      “What?” she asked as she turned toward me.

      “I want to see your room. Did your parents change it?”

      “Nope. Looks exactly like it did the day I moved out.”

      “Show me,” I blurted, getting up from the couch.

      “Ma!” Izzy shouted. “How much longer for dinner?”

      “Thirty minutes!” Mrs. Gallo yelled from the kitchen.

      “Is it okay, Daddy?” Izzy asked, looking at her dad.

      “You’re a grown woman.”

      She laughed, drawing her lips into her mouth. “They like you,” she said, pulling me by the arm up the stairs.

      “Ya think?”

      “I’ve never been allowed to bring a boy up to my room,” she mumbled as we hit the top step.

      “I like the sound of that.”

      “That doesn’t mean I haven’t had a boy in there, though, James. Don’t get too excited.”

      I stopped, pulling her into me as she grabbed for the door handle to what I assumed was her bedroom. “Have you ever fucked a man in your childhood bedroom?” I murmured against her lips.

      She sucked in a breath, blinking slowly. “No,” she whispered.

      I covered her hand in mine and turned the doorknob, opening the door. “You’re not scared?” I asked as I closed the door, locking it.

      “Of what?”

      “Getting caught,” I said, starting to undo my zipper.

      She shook her head. “Nope. They won’t look for us. They think you walk on water.” She laughed.

      Picking her up, I walked toward the bed, placing her on her back. My hand glided up her leg, taking the bottom of her dress with it. I smiled as I realized that she’d listened this morning and hadn’t worn panties.

      “I didn’t want them ruined,” she said, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Smart girl.” I rubbed my nose against hers as I cupped her mound. “You’re already wet.” I dipped a finger inside, watching her eyes close.

      She moaned softly, pushing her head back into the blankets.

      Covering her mouth with my free hand, I hissed, “Shh. Quiet.”

      Moving my hips, I placed my dick close enough to grasp it with my hand and slam it into her body. She gasped, biting down on my fingers.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      “Not so easy to stay quiet, is it?” she said, smiling underneath my palm.

      “Quiet, girl,” I commanded, slapping her hip before I slid my hand underneath her ass.

      She opened her mouth, pulling my fingers inside with her tongue. I pounded into her as she sucked my fingers. The extra sensation made my vision blurry, and I picked up the pace.

      She moaned, sending vibrations through my fingers straight to my balls. Staring down at her, I watched her tits bounce out of the top of her dress. She looked so fucking beautiful underneath me as I possessed her. Moments later, my world exploded as I pushed inside her one last time before collapsing.

      “Damn it,” I growled, swallowing as I tried to catch my breath.

      She wrapped her legs around me, holding my body in place. “I didn’t get to come,” Izzy whined, kicking me in the ass.

      “You’ll get yours.” I smiled, pushing myself up.

      “Who’s the selfish one now?” she teased, unwrapping her legs from my body.

      I stuffed my dick back in my pants and zipped it up, returning my outfit to its original state. I held out my hand, helping Izzy off the bed.

      “If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you play mistress again tonight,” I whispered, brushing my lips against her mouth.

      A smile spread across her face as her blue eyes blazed. “Only if I can use the whip again,” she said, clapping her hands as she bounced.

      “I’ve created a monster.” I laughed, picking her up and tossing her over my shoulder before I swatted her ass.

      “Mm, I liked that.” She giggled before biting the sensitive spot just below my shoulder blades.

      “Fuck, Izzy,” I growled, slapping her ass a little harder.

      “You better watch yourself, Jimmy. I’m gonna get you later,” she said through her laughter as we descended the stairs.

      I pulled her body down, letting it slide against mine until we were eye to eye. “You already got me, Izzy Gallo. Bring it.” I cradled her face in my hands and kissed her hard, demanding entrance into her sweet mouth.

      I finally felt at peace and secure with Izzy. Although we hadn’t professed our undying love to each other, I could see the sadness in her eyes every time I had to say goodbye and head back to Leesburg to work. We spent a couple of days every week together, but it was becoming harder to stay apart.

      My phone rang in my pocket, echoing throughout the hallways. I sighed, pulling it from my pocket. “I gotta take this. It’s work.”

      She nodded and walked away as I hit answer.

      “Yeah?”

      “Get your ass back here now,” Bobby barked, his breathing fast and hard.

      “What the fuck, Bobby? It’s my day off, man,” I whispered, trying to not draw the attention of the family.

      “The bust. Thomas called. It needs to happen tonight. It’s all hands on deck, James. Wipe the pussy off your face and stick your dick back in your pants. You have two hours to get the fuck back here and be ready.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, pinching the bridge of my nose as panic started to grip me.

      These were the final hours of the thing Thomas and I had been working years to accomplish. This was our chance to bring the MC to its knees and bite off the head of the snake. One fuck-up and everything could go wrong.

      “You got a dick?”

      “Yeah. Dumbass question.”

      “Well, so is questioning my orders. Get the fuck off the phone, kiss your lady goodbye, and get the hell back here ASAP.” A loud bang in my ear caused me to pull the phone away from my head before the line went dead.

      “Izzy!” I called, waiting for her to come back so I could spill the news.

      “Yes, Jimmy,” she answered as she walked in with a confused look on her face.

      “I gotta run, doll.” I kissed her on the forehead.

      She gripped my arms, staring into my eyes. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I got called into work. Tell your folks I had to run and that I’m sorry.”

      “I wanted to play mistress tonight.” She stuck out her lip, pouting at me.

      “I’ll be back in a couple of days and we can play mistress all you want.”

      “Jimmy.” She pulled me closer, her grip tightening around my biceps.

      “What, Izzy?” I leaned forward, resting my forehead against her.

      My heart ached from having to say goodbye. I’d told her I’d be back in a couple of days, but I didn’t know when I’d see her again. With the case wrapping up, I could be buried under a sea of paperwork and court dates.

      “Promise me everything will be okay?” she whispered with sad eyes.

      “I promise,” I lied. I couldn’t promise a goddamn thing except that I would do everything in my power to be back in her arms as quickly as possible.

      “Bring him home to my parents and yourself back to me.” She leaned forward, tenderly kissing my lips.

      “I will. We’ll be here together before you know it,” I said, kissing her one last time, inhaling and memorizing her scent and taste. “Izzy, I lo—” She placed her finger against my lips.

      “Don’t,” she whispered. “Tell me when you come back to me.”

      I nodded and released her, touching her hand until my fingers slipped from hers as I walked out the door. She waved from the doorway as I jumped in my car and sped off to the one thing that could bring me back to her forever.

      We needed to put an end to the Sun Devils MC and I needed to bring Thomas home safe.
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      Thank you for reading RESIST ME!

      Thomas Gallo’s story continues in UNCOVER ME now available everywhere

      

      Thomas Gallo has been living undercover with the Sun Devils MC for far too long. He's lost track of his life, becoming absorbed in the excess and violence surrounding him. The only bright light in the darkness is Roxanne, a stripper born and raised as a member of the club.

      When his assignment with the MC draws to a close, he needs to make a decision-- either walk away from Roxanne forever, or take her from the only life she's ever known. 

      But unveiling his true identity may jeopardize more than just his life.

      

      ONE CLICK UNCOVER ME NOW

      

      Turn the page for a protective, strong, sexy fireman ready to weep you off your feet in TEMPTATION.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Temptation

          

          Robin Covington

        

      

    

    
      At sixteen, Kit ditched her crappy life and moved to Nashville with only $200, her guitar, and a notebook full of songs. She hit it big, but five years of living like a rock star plus a stint in rehab has killed any good will she had with her label. The suits have ordered Kit to shape up or ship out of the limelight. The last thing she needs is a hot, sexy distraction with a sinful smile.

      He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.

      Max Butler is as far from a celebrity as you can get and he likes it that way. A Nashville firefighter, he’s living the single life with a revolving door of parties, friends, and a different woman in his bed every night. When his normal life suddenly collides with the girl on his favorite Rolling Stone cover, he sees the perfect chance to fulfill his ultimate fantasy and see just how bad Kit can be.

      Sometimes bad is so very good.

      With three weeks until Kit leaves for her big tour, Max promises to give her a break from being the good girl--no strings attached. But when hot days lead to sultry nights, the lines get blurred and suddenly three weeks of bad might not be good enough.
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      I was going to die in a bathroom.

      Just like Elvis.

      The thought that I might end up as one half of a morbid trivia question—I’ll take “name the music stars who died in the bathroom” for $400, Alex”—did not stop the panic from rising in my throat as I struggled to focus my thoughts over the God–awful shrieking of the fire alarms. In the restroom of my record label’s rehearsal studio, the emergency lights gave off just enough light to let me see the smoke creeping under the edge of the door. I was no expert on the ideal smoke–to–actual–fire ratio before you died of smoke inhalation, but I knew I had to get out of here and make it to safety. Now.

      Physically shaking off my dark thoughts, I stumbled over to the row of sinks, grabbed several lengths of paper towels, ran them under water and squeezed out the excess just like they’d taught me in school many years ago. Hey, Mrs. Midkiff; I really was paying attention!

      I caught my dim reflection in the mirror and it wasn’t pretty. Terror was not a good look for me. My long curly hair was in snarls and sticking to my face and neck with sweat, the crimson streaks that were my trademark looked Halloween–costume creepy when paired with my runny mascara and eyeliner and the smeared red of my lip gloss. I hadn’t looked this bad since I’d checked my ass into rehab.

      Coughing at the smoke irritating my throat, I slapped the towels over my nose and mouth, my hands shaking as I desperately tried to get my nerves under control.

      I didn’t want to die. I was only twenty–one years old.

      Succumbing to panic was not an option.

      I took another look at the smoke creeping under the door.

      And neither was staying here any longer.

      The smoke was definitely getting thicker now and I had to force my wobbly legs to take me to the door. I reached out with the back of my hand and touched the metal door to see if it was hot and I almost wept when it wasn’t. I might have a clear path to safety once I got out of the restroom.

      Dropping to my knees, I covered my mouth and eased the door open with my free hand. The alarm was even louder in the hallway and the smoke so heavy the emergency lighting was useless out here. I was now virtually blind and deaf because of the noise. Not a good combination.

      I picked the direction that I thought led to the stairwell, briefly considering going back to the studio for my beloved Martin guitar, Jolene. I loved that instrument more than anything in the world but I couldn’t risk trying to find my way back through the twisty hallways of the One More Song Entertainment studios. The thought of never holding it again made me want to lie down on the floor and bawl like a baby, but I couldn’t do it. I’d worked too hard to get clean and bounce back from all the stupid decisions I’d made eighteen months ago. I was just starting to see the future that I could have—one where I called the shots and where I figured just who the hell Kit Landry really was in and out of the spotlight.

      It wasn’t going to be easy—there were so many people who didn’t want me to rock the successful, money–making boat that they’d all ridden on for years. They wanted me to be the same girl—America’s country–music sweetheart—and I was just figuring out that I was more; that I could be more.  More than the image I’d hidden behind for the last five years. I was determined to have the chance to find a balance between the old and new Kit and that desire kept me crawling on this floor. It kept me from lying down and giving in to the exhaustion that was weighing me down.

      The top of my head hit an immobile object with a brain–scrambling thud and I reached up, feeling the emergency door under my fingertips.  Thank you, baby Jesus! With the excitement of potentially avoiding death giving me an extra jolt of energy, I lifted up and pushed on the release bar.

      It wouldn’t budge.

      Shit.

      Overcome with the urge to take a deep breath, I dropped to the ground and re–covered my mouth with the cloth. Panic hovered on the edge of reason as I frantically searched my brain for what to do next. I was running out of all the stuff I’d learned in the few years I’d attended school regularly.

      Okay... just staying here sounds like a bad idea, but I can’t see down the hall...maybe I should just stay here... the fire department will see me signed in on this floor... the smoke is getting really thick... don’t cough... makes it worse... damn, I really don’t want to die like this... this will be on one of those awful “How did they die?” documentary shows... I’m just getting my life back...

      Huddled closer to the ground, I tried to breathe in shallow bursts but the smoke was so thick I couldn’t stop coughing, and inhaled more and more smoke. I couldn’t go forward. I couldn’t see enough to go back.

      I was so screwed.

      Paralyzed with fear and only shitty options, I re–covered my face with the towels and listened for any sounds of rescue.

      I was dizzy and disoriented, a heaviness settling in my arms and legs—making it hard to keep my mouth covered. I tried to focus, but my mind was drifting, memories moving through like the way sunlight skated across my eyelids when I was a kid lying on the soft grass near my house—my Daddy and Mama, being on my own way too soon, coming to Nashville alone and broke at sixteen, selling my first record... touring... Jake when he was my first love and the first one to break my heart... my months at Spring Ridge Rehab... the fans... performing....

      Fuck; they were right. It really does pass before your eyes...

      But what killed me were the things I didn’t see. A normal life. A real date with a guy I hadn’t met through my publicists. An end to all the lying and secrets. A family. Marriage. Kids. A home.

      Hell, yeah, to the minivan. Bring it on—at least someday. I wasn’t going to judge something I’d never had.

      And if someone didn’t find me quick... I never would.

      I heard noises in the distance, relief kicking up the adrenaline again and giving me enough energy to raise myself up on my knees. I tried to see if anyone was coming down the hall but the smoke had thickened, the smell of burning plastic, commercial carpet, and electronics getting stronger by the second. Hot tears fell from my burning eyes and down my face, and I knew I was about three seconds from losing my shit. I was a tough girl. Life had knocked me around, but this blow had come from left field and I zigged when I should have zagged.

      Too fucking bad.

      I removed the towels from my mouth and yelled as loudly as I could. Which wasn’t loud at all.

      I sucked in another breath through the towel filter and coughed before trying again. “Help!”

      Oh, shit. That took it all out of me and I collapsed on the floor, ignoring the pain that shot through my chin when my head landed with a THUNK! on the nasty commercial carpet. I hoped to God that someone heard me because I had just blown my entire wad with that stunt. My eyes were sliding shut and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      A voice, distant and muffled, filtered into my consciousness. “Hey, Dean! I found someone over here!”

      Through the fog in my brain, I registered a pair of rough gloves yanking on my arms and hauling me close to a large body. A mask was placed over my mouth and I sucked in big gulps of smoke–free air. It was delicious. Better than chocolate, I swear.

      “Hang on. I’ve got you. Just hang on.” The smooth, deep voice of my rescuer rushed over me, calming me until I suddenly remembered Isaac, the security guard on duty.

      Pushing off the mask, I croaked, “You’ve got to get...” I wasn’t able to finish the warning because I started coughing, so much that I expected to see my toenails go flying across the room with the next big hack.

      “Is there someone else in the building?” He looked down at me, up close and definitely space–invading because of the thick smoke, but he was able to see me nod. He pressed a button on his uniform and spoke into a walkie–talkie mounted on his shoulder. “Dean, we’ve got a second vic in the building.”

      “Get yours outta here. I’m on it.”

      “My guitar.” I knew it was stupid and selfish to mention an object, but she was like a person to me.

      “Your guitar?” he asked and when I nodded he immediately shook his head. “Sorry, I’m not going back for a guitar. My captain would have my ass in a sling for that one.”

      My rescuer lifted me up, murmuring into my ear as he moved down the hallway, “Let’s get you safe and checked out. Just hang on, ma’am.”

      Shifting his hold on me, he shoved against the emergency door several times. It still wouldn’t budge even with his ginormous body ramming against it. That fucking door was really messing with my need to get out of the blazing inferno. Mr. Rescue wasn’t happy either.

      He let out a creative curse and spoke into the walkie–talkie again. “Unit Three. I have a female victim on the third floor. Emergency exit blocked. I’m headed to the windows on the northeast side of the building. Going to the fire escape. Over.”

      Fire escape. Heights. Rickety stairs.

      I pushed down the panic that surged up from my stomach and threatened to splatter all over his nice fireman’s uniform. I hated heights. When my team had suggested my adding some of that Cirque Du Soleil stuff that P!nk did in her shows to my concert, I told them that I was all for it as long as they issued raincoats to all the seats under me. I would hurl. Everywhere. I’ve seen me do it.

      But now, I could do nothing but cling to him as he carried me into an office, shut the door, and walked over to the expanse of windows.

      Placing me on the floor, he eyeballed me through the safety glass of his mask. “I have to break out this window.” He positioned my mask more firmly on my face. “Stay here and keep this on.”

      I started to nod my head in agreement but moving made me feel sick all over again, so I slumped against the wall and waited for him. Glass shattered and a clean rush of evening air cooled my cheeks. My rescuer knelt down, lifted me up, and propped me up close to the new opening.

      “Let’s get you outside for a little fresh air.”

      Let’s not. Let’s get out of the building in a way that doesn’t require me to suspend myself three stories above the very hard concrete on nothing but a rusty metal staircase.

      I kept my death grip on the wall as he stepped onto the escape and kicked at the ladder release with a booted foot several times. It shuddered and squealed and made noises that did not assure me of its stability. If he suggested that we jump, I would kill him.

      He swore and turned on his walkie–talkie. “Unit Three. Fire escape on northeast side is broken. We need a bucket.”

      Oh, great. I’ve seen this on TV. I’ve watched “Backdraft”. We were going to leave the fire escape and get into a container suspended on top of the fire ladder. Why was I here on a Friday night?

      That’s right; I was being a good girl these days.

      After confirmation squawked back into his device, he reached inside and lifted me through the open window and over the windowsill. I had shut my eyes tightly the minute it looked like he was going to take me out on the suspended death trap, but when he stopped I couldn’t help myself. I opened my eyes and immediately, involuntarily, looked down. On instinct, I jumped back away from the ledge, grabbing the fireman standing next to me.

      “Whoa, whoa. You okay?”

      Heart pounding, I hid my face against his chest like a little kid. “I’m afraid of heights.”

      He chuckled. “Well, we could go back inside...” When I grabbed him and lurched towards the opening that led back inside, he held me tighter and stroked my back soothingly. “Hey, we can’t go back in there. Sorry. Fireman humor.”

      I whimpered. Honest-to-God whined like a puppy but I couldn’t stop it. I now understood the whole “rock and a hard place” thing. I knew in my head that I couldn’t go back inside, but standing out on this tiny fire escape with smoke around us and the wind blowing was like someone had reached inside my head and arranged my worst–case scenario. But when I rubbed two of my oxygen–deprived brain cells together, I knew this was better.

      Still clinging to him with one hand, I moved the mask off my face. “I really didn’t want to die in the bathroom.”

      His chest rumbled with low laughter. “Most people aren’t real particular about the location. Just the not dying part.”

      I peered up at him in the dark but couldn’t clearly see his face with all the safety gear on. “Are you making fun of me?”

      “No, ma’am; just trying to distract you.”

      “Oh...” I huddled closer to him, shaking uncontrollably. “I can’t stop sh–sh–aking.”

      He chafed my arms with his hands, the rough texture of the gloves causing enough friction to warm me up a little bit. He grabbed the oxygen mask and put it back over my nose and mouth, tightening the strap to make sure it stayed on. “It’s shock. They’ll fix you up once we get you to the bus. Just hang on.”

      Nodding, I took a deep, shuddering breath to steady my nerves. Don’t cry. Don’t you dare cry.

      His voice broke across the silence. “What were you doing here on a Friday night? No hot date?”

      I coughed again and shook my head, moving the mask to the side in order to overshare. I babbled when I was nervous. Not a good trait when you had to give interviews to rapid–fire, story–hungry reporters all the time.

      “I haven’t had a date in over a year.”

      “The men you know must be stupid or blind.”

      My head was starting to do that swimmy–thing again, but I squinted up at him. “Are you hitting on me?”

      He shrugged, placing the mask back on my face. It was becoming a game. Yay.

      “Maybe. Is it working?”

      “Oh... you’re distracting me again.” I leaned against him as the coughing resumed. The lights from the fire truck that had pulled in below us hurt my eyes as he spoke to his co–workers on the walkie–talkie. My head felt like it was floating—I couldn’t focus. Bone–deep exhaustion was seeping into my muscles. I just want to go to sleep.

      “Hey!” He shook me gently and spoke into my ear, “Stay with me; your ride’s here. Don’t pass out on me now—you haven’t agreed to go out with me yet.”

      I tried to laugh, but the heaviness was pressing down again and it took all of my effort to stay awake. Through the fog in my brain, I was aware of my fireman securing a belt around my waist and moving me into the metal cage at the top of the ladder. I thought about going into a full–blown panic attack at this new level of craptastic fun, but I just couldn’t muster the energy. The rollercoaster lurch in my stomach as we made our way to the ground was minimized by my epic level of tiredness.

      Once it landed on the ground, I was instantly surrounded by a mob of people tugging on me, putting me on a stretcher, and checking my vital signs. I forced my eyes open and looked up into the face of the man who had saved my life.

      His mask was pushed completely off his face now and I could see his features clearly. His skin was smudged with black soot that emphasized his strong, angular jaw. His eyes were a deep topaz fringed by thick, black eyelashes.

      He was fucking gorgeous. Not movie–star or prettied–up male model good–looking, but real man, works–for–a–living, has–women–falling–all–over–him at the grocery store smokin’ hot. If I could have custom–ordered a man, this is what he would look like.

      I slumped against him and groaned. “Oh, no. I’m dead.”

      Concern clouded his perfect features as he leaned down to me. “No, ma’am; you’re okay. You’ll be fine.”

      “Nope. I’m dead.” I pointed at him with a shaky finger. “Because anybody as beautiful as you must be an angel.”

      I thought I heard laughter as everything went black.
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      Let’s be clear. I’m no angel.

      I’ve been called many things. Some of the people I rescue call me a hero but I hate that word. I’m just doing my job, but it did make me feel like all my hard work and the risking–my–life thing was appreciated by those I serve. The women in my life called me the name of the Almighty when they were under me and then a son–of–a–bitch when I left—but those were both exaggerations made in the heat of the moment. In truth, I was somewhere in between.

      But I have never been called an angel.

      When the tiny brunette had uttered those words at the scene, it was cool. But, when Bobby Lane, the firefighter manning the bucket, told the other guys on the A–Shift team, the warm glow of the moment turned into burning irritation.

      In the face of the ration of shit they gave me, I wore an expression of nonchalance—as my mom always said, “Don’t give that dog something to chase.” But two weeks of finding little halos and wings in my locker had grated on my last fucking nerve. Add to that the almost constant “411” commentary from the assholes on my celebrity victim and I was about to go out of my ever–lovin’ mind.

      I didn’t need the “411” anyway.

      I was Kit’s biggest fan.

      Now two weeks later, I’m trying to hide my six–foot–three–inch frame behind a fake plant in a random municipal conference room, still unable to believe that I’m going to meet her again. In fact, I’m going to be seeing a lot more of her since her label and my boss decided that the joint–positive PR from a few events was a good idea.

      I wasn’t complaining.

      In less than an hour, I would walk over to the makeshift stage situated on the other end of the room and receive a letter of commendation—delivered by Kit Landry herself. She was probably one of the few things that could have enticed me to get decked out in my dress uniform and endure the formal ceremony. I love the job, but I can’t stand the press–the–flesh crap that comes with the territory since we got our new director—Paul Bates. He never passed up an opportunity to rub shoulders with the celebrities in Music City, especially if it got him a photo op and some good press for the department.

      He was totally in love with me right now. Saving the “Sweetheart of Country Music” had saved my bacon with the brass. According to my captain, they were prepared to overlook some of my less–than–stellar off–duty activities—specifically my “chasing tail, drinking and fighting”.

      And I got to spend some quality time with my favorite fantasy girl.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t recognize her.”

      I glanced over at Dean, my best friend, and shrugged. “Man, it was smoky and my mind was on the job.”

      “Uh-huh.” Dean rubbed his lower back. “My back is still out of whack. How did I get stuck with the security guard built like a linebacker and you got the hottie who weighs about a buck ten?”

      “Righteous living, my friend.”

      Laughing, as Dean gave me the one–finger salute, we both turned as Bobby Lane sidled up to us. Bobby is an okay firefighter. So far, he’s managed not to get my ass killed at a scene but he’s also the world’s biggest douchebag.

      He fucks anything that moves and brags about it even though none of us wants to hear it. Don’t get me wrong; I’m all about getting laid as often as possible but I don’t have to brag about it. The fact that my partners usually end up coming back for seconds and thirds says it all for me. Truth be told, a third date is about the limit for the women I typically meet. Once they realize that moving in and buying a new comforter and throw pillows isn’t ever going to be on the agenda with me, they move on, unless they like to keep it hot and casual.

      “Is she here yet?” Bobby smoothed a hand over his short blonde hair. “I can’t believe you had the balls to ask her out.”

      I groaned. “I told you, I was just trying...”

      “Yeah, yeah; you were just trying to distract her.” Bobby waved me off. “Just let me know if you actually plan to follow through with nailing your dream–girl, because if you don’t...” He leaned in a little closer and I took a step back. Did I mention that he’s a douchebag and a close talker? “...I plan to.”

      Dean choked out a laugh and Bobby looked like he wanted to knock him on his ass. “Why do you think she’d go out with you? If she’s gonna go out with anyone, it would be Max. He’s the one who saved her life.”

      “I know.” Bobby placed his hand over his heart and flashed a leering smile. “God bless women at the scene—they’re always so grateful.”

      “Bobby, you need help,” I said.

      “Hey! Don’t act like you’ve never done it.” Bobby was offended and then accusatory. “You’ve done your share of cashing in on badge–bunny adoration.”

      Okay, he was right. I wasn’t one to pass up the best perk from the job—appreciative hot women who wanted to deliver their thanks up close and personally. I just didn’t want to talk about it with Bobby. And I definitely wasn’t talking about Kit with him.

      Dean was the first to speak. “Kit Landry is no badge–bunny.”

      “And, I’m not you,” I said. And, this was Kit Landry we were talking about. Famous people were a whole other species in this town and I wasn’t interested in dipping my dick or anything else into that gene pool. I’d grown up in Nashville and the celebrity around here was served with a side of fake and a dab of crazy. No thanks.

      But for Kit, I would make an exception. At least one night; one very long night.

      “Yeah, I know.” Bobby snorted. “You think because you don’t talk about all the fucking you do that it makes you better than me. How many times have I had to deal with one of your women who didn’t get the memo about how quickly you turn them in for the next model?” He had the balls to lean over and poke me in the chest. “And you’re going to do the same thing with your favorite jerk–off fantasy girl, so save the angel act.”

      His comment pissed me off and only Dean’s hand on my arm kept me from taking a swing. It wouldn’t surprise anyone around here if I got into a fight—just another one of the things they overlooked because I was good at my job. “Shut the fuck up.”

      Bobby had apparently eaten his Wheaties this morning, because he barely glanced down to where my fist was clenched at my side before he kept talking. “Look, we all know you have a thing for her. You have all of her music.”

      I shrugged. “So do lots of people.”

      Bobby wiggled his eyebrows. “Yeah, but everyone doesn’t have that issue of Rolling Stone with her centerfold in those little Daisy Duke’s and halter top stashed under their bunk.”

      I bit back a curse and looked away. Crap. He wasn’t wrong.

      I looked around the room, wondering when this was ever going to get started so I could get out of this uniform and away from Bobby. I hate being trussed up like a turkey on Thanksgiving even more than I hate Bobby and his childish attitude, which on a good day puts him on the same level of maturity as a fourteen–year–old.

      I needed to walk away before I also acted like a high–schooler and gave him a swirlie in the bathroom.

      But still, Bobby kept talking. “I’ll bet you a hundred bucks you can’t hook up with her.”

      Okay, make that a twelve–year–old.

      I turned my gaze towards Bobby as Dean mumbled something that sounded a lot like “what an ass”.

      “Are you kidding me? I’m not going to bet that I can fuck a woman—Kit Landry or anyone else. Were you born a dick? In what universe is that cool?”

      “Since your dream girl can’t get you motivated, I’ll throw in a little money to sweeten the pot.”

      I rounded on Bobby, the effort to keep my voice down in this crowd of bigwigs making my throat hurt. “I’m not crazy enough to take your sucker bet. Kit Landry is a world–famous country music star. She dates movie stars, football players, rock stars—do you see a pattern here?”

      “We all know she’s got a bad girl inside who loves to come out and play, and I’m betting that even rehab didn’t calm down Miss Kitty.”

      I would never admit it, but I think he’s right. Until a year and a half ago, she’d been the poster child for the kind of girl you took home to your parents and then put a ring on it. But then, she’d taken a turn—a sexy, bad girl turn—and then a nosedive. I hadn’t liked watching her spiral into rehab but I hoped that the new, improved Kit kept some of the edge from her walk on the wild side. While she hadn’t been hitting the party scene lately, she’d kept the crimson red streaks in her long brown hair, added a new tattoo on her arm and the bootleg versions of her new music circulating the local scene showed an entirely different sound. They weren’t the carefully executed songs that stayed with the good girl image, but raw and honest—with maybe a glimpse at the real girl behind the guitar.

      And that was a girl I would love to meet up close and personal, and preferably naked.

      Bobby moved my finger off his chest and flashed a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. That’s the thing about Bobby—deep down he had a streak of mean and I wanted no part of it. “I’ll make it five hundred.”

      The crowd behind us started getting loud, the buzz of excitement rumbling through the small space. I turned around just in time to see Kit come through the door. Flashbulbs were going off all around her, but they were completely unnecessary—she lit up the room all by herself.

      Today she was dressed in a modest black dress instead of her usual jeans, sexy top and boots. With her glossy black curls trailing down her back and her petite frame, she was the living and breathing version of my dream girl. And, as usual, my dreams were definitely drifting into the X–rated section of the mental video store.

      Bobby leaned over to me and stuck out his hand. “Five hundred. Are you in?”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Gentlemen.”

      I turned to look down at the man who’d slipped up behind us without our noticing. The press pass hanging around his neck was the last thing I wanted to see. Fuck me. What had he heard?

      The newcomer glanced around the group, but his eyes finally settled on me. His eyes were hard and assessing and, although I didn’t know exactly what the guy was selling, I knew I wasn’t buying.

      “Firefighter Butler.” His lips pulled back in a smile but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Congratulations on your commendation.”

      “Thanks.” I crossed my arms over my chest and waited him out.

      The stranger chuckled softly, reached into his pocket, and fished out a business card which he held out to me. I didn’t take it, didn’t even look at it. This dude was the worst judge of body language, otherwise he’d be long gone.

      “I’m Earle Foster with the Daily Scoop and I’m prepared to offer you one thousand dollars for an exclusive interview with you about Kit Landry.”

      “It isn’t much of a story. Everyone knows I rescued her from the fire. No big deal.”

      I was done. I turned my back on him. The reporter reeked of sleaze and lies and suddenly I needed a shower.

      “I don’t want a story about the rescue. I want an exclusive on the time you’re going to spend with her during these PR events your boss and her handlers have cooked up.”

      I looked down into the shorter man’s face. “You need to go. I’m not interested.”

      The guy smiled, as persistent as he was butt–fuck ugly. “I can go up to five thousand dollars if you get me a story that will put her on the front page again.” He looked over his shoulder to where Kit was standing on the stage before turning back to me. “She’s been such a good girl lately, we haven’t had any juicy stories to report.”

      “And you won’t get any from me.”

      I felt his hand dip into the pocket of my uniform and withdraw without the business card. When I fished it out and tried to hand it back to him, he backed up and shoved his hands in his own pockets.

      “Mr. Butler. Don’t worry. If you call me I’ll be discreet. Ms. Landry is extremely touchy about her friends talking to the press.”

      “I said no.”

      “I’m a good reporter. Maybe I’ll just poke around and find out what will persuade you to cooperate.”

      “Knock yourself out.”

      I was now officially over this conversation. I shoved him aside and walked towards the stage. I was within a few feet of Kit when another man decided to block my way—my boss, Captain Price. He was the only guy who was going to stop my progress right now.

      “Butler.”

      “Captain.”

      He looked me over and I stood at attention, holding my breath until he gave the nod that said I’d passed inspection.

      “Congratulations on your commendation.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Saving Ms. Landry pulled your ass out of the fire with the Department.” I looked at him to see if he was cracking a fireman joke, but his hard glare told me he wasn’t. “This is your shot to erase all the bar fights and the Christmas party incident from their minds when they review your application for promotion.”

      Holy shit. Were they ever going to stop bringing up last year’s Christmas party? It was like no one had ever had sex in a supply closet before.

      “I understand, sir—”

      “Let me be clear. There’s lots of press here today, people with video cameras. The whole goddamn city will see this on the news as they eat dinner tonight.” He nodded at someone across the room. “Don’t fuck this up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He barely looked at me before he walked away. I was a good firefighter, but when you were trying to get promoted, your extra–firehouse activities mattered—especially when they landed you in jail and in between the wrong woman’s thighs.

      I shoved all that to the back of my mind and looked back to where Kit sat on the stage. I had a few moments before the ceremony started and I had a surprise for our special guest up my sleeve.

      But first, I needed to properly introduce myself to Kit Landry.
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      “You didn’t tell me he was hot.”

      I didn’t even pretend to misunderstand who Bridget was talking about. Max was the hottest thing going in this room and we both knew it. Examining the hem of my dress, I shifted in the uncomfortable folding chair on the dais and rolled my eyes. I knew better than to encourage Bridget when she got on the subject of men... it never ended well. In fact, men in general never ended well for me. “I told you he was handsome.”

      “No, you said he was good–looking.” Bridget elbowed me in the side. “Now, just so we’re clear for future conversations—‘good–looking’ is between ‘not ugly’ and ‘I could lick him all over’.” She jerked her thumb in the direction of where Max stood with the other firefighters. “Max is clearly lickable.”

      I felt the rush of blood to my cheeks and neck, knowing that she’d made me go all red and splotchy. I grabbed Bridget’s hand and leaned in closer to whisper, “Could you please stop pointing? I was almost a crispy critter. I didn’t notice his looks all that much.”

      I was a big fat liar. The minute I’d walked in the door, I’d picked Max out of the crowd. He stood a good two inches taller than his friends and his broad shoulders reminded me of how safe I’d felt when he’d held me out on the fire escape. Thankfully, much of that frightening night was fuzzy, but I remembered Max. He was very hard to forget.

      Bridget laughed out loud—a belly laugh that had several people looking in their direction. Shaking her head, she dabbed at her eyes dramatically. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      I glared, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. “I’m going to fire you.”

      “No, you won’t. You love me. Besides, I’m trying to get you laid as your best friend—not your personal assistant.”

      “Who said anything about getting laid?”

      “I did. Since you seem to have given up on that part of your life entirely, someone needs to worry about getting you some action.” Bridget reached down to grab her PDA, which was buzzing like a bumblebee. Glancing at the screen, she groaned, “Ugh, it’s Ron. I’ll take care of this and you can go over and talk to Max and see if he’ll help you out with your little dry spell.”

      “The last thing I need is a little action.” Out of the corner of my eye, I spied the director of the fire department and Liam Connor, my record label president, headed over towards the stage. “I need to behave myself until my new contract is signed.”

      I had a lot of people who depended on my not fucking this up and I owed it to them. Romance—temporary or otherwise—shouldn’t be on my agenda. And I had other shit to figure out. Life for me was complicated and I didn’t have the energy or time to figure out how to fit someone new into the mix.

      In spite of my best efforts, my eyes wandered over to where Max was standing by the stage. Was he waiting for me? Our eyes connected and suddenly my skin was tingly, hot, and too tight. Needing to move and break the tension, I stood up next to Bridget, rubbed my damp hands on my dress, and averted my eyes. Hell, I’d played two sold–out shows at Madison Square Garden—I could handle the hot local firefighter.

      “The label is breathing down my neck to prove that I’m not going to go off the deep–end again. I’ve got a shit–load of my own money invested in a tour that starts in a month and a number of people who depend upon me for their paycheck.” I eyeballed my best friend and drove my point home. “I don’t have time for a relationship.”

      Bridget scoffed and gave me a slow, knowing smile. “Who said anything about a relationship? I was just talking about sex.”

      I stood there as Bridget sauntered away, unable to get in the last word unless I yelled or chased her down. I wasn’t running in these heels. “Damn. I hate it when she does that.”

      “Does what?”

      Startled, I whirled around too quickly and lost my balance, but a strong hand grabbed my arm just in time to keep me from falling over. My hands grasped the torso in front of me—a hard, muscular, male torso. I knew who it was before I looked up.

      “Whoa. Steady there.” Max’s voice was filled with concern and I bit my lip at the sexy, deep tone. If he ever gave up firefighting, he could do phone sex. Just for me. I would pay a lot of money for that.

      I was staring at him and couldn’t stop. His face was finely chiseled along the cheekbones—the skin a golden olive tone. His black hair was cut short and stubble shadowed his strong jaw. I wondered how it would feel against the tender skin of my face, my breasts….

      “You okay?” His brows were scrunched together in worry, his hands tightening their grip on my arms.

      I was... lusting... ogling... wondering what you look like under that uniform... “Fine.” Once again, the telltale hot flash crawled up my skin and I knew I was blushing. I eased his hands off my body, bit back a groan at the loss of his touch, and stepped back. I laughed and gestured towards my shoes. “I’m okay. These shoes...”

      He looked down at my high–heeled sandals and back up at me—a smile tugging at his mouth. Damn, this man was so fine and I know what I’m talking about. Prince Harry, George Clooney, Johnny Depp—I’ve met them all—and they’d never made me feel like this.

      “So, you hate when who does what?” he asked.

      “That was...” About you having sex with me. “Um... nothing.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and glanced over at the director finalizing all the stuff on the podium. Turning back to me, he offered me his hand with a full, sexy smile that curled my toes. “We haven’t actually met. I’m Max Butler.”

      His accent was movie–star southern, thick but not country–twangy like mine and I responded in my best “Scarlett O’Hara” impression as I took his hand, “My hero!” and giggled as a blush crept up his neck. Jesus, he needed to stop being so damn cute.

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “I’m Kit.” I tugged at my hand but he held it fast. My pulse was thrumming underneath his fingers and I wondered if he could feel it.

      His voice was soft. “I know.”

      I looked around the room and noticed that we were starting to attract attention and, while I liked holding hands with the big, hot guy, this was not the focus I needed right now. The “good girl” plan required by my label didn’t encourage public displays of affection—unless they were arranged by my publicist. I tugged a little harder and he dropped it, raising his own to rake it through his hair, giving it a slightly tousled effect. Probably what he would look like when he first woke in the morning—all drowsy and rumpled.

      Damn Bridget and her suggestions. Now that I had it in my head, I couldn’t stop my mind from drifting to X–rated fantasies of Max.

      His voice pulled me back to the present. “...I have something for you.”

      I blinked several times, trying to focus on his words and not the way his jaw was covered by the beginning of the sexiest dark stubble. “I’m sorry. What?”

      Max’s eyes twinkled mischievously and I wondered if he knew where my thoughts had drifted.

      “I have something for you. The brass wanted me to present it to you at the ceremony but I get the feeling that you wouldn’t want an audience for your reunion.”

      I was now thoroughly confused, craning my neck to watch him as he walked behind the stage, leaned over and picked something off the floor. When he straightened, I saw what he had in his hand and my heart did a somersault, the bottom fell out of my stomach and the tears that would ruin my hour–long makeup job threatened to do their worst.

      My guitar case. Jolene.

      “Oh!” I slapped my shaking hand over my mouth and resisted the urge to knock over the three people in between me and Max and my baby. He sauntered over, holding her as gently as you would a baby, before placing the case on a chair.

      “The case got a little wet from the sprinklers, but I checked her out and she sounds fine. No signs of warping or any damage.”

      I couldn’t speak. What the hell could I say to even touch what I was feeling at the moment?  This instrument was more than a bunch of wood and wire. It was the one link I had to my life before Nashville and the girl who existed back then.

      “Oh, my God. Thank you,” I managed to whisper over the tightness that had overtaken my throat. I blinked hard and fast, willing myself not to give in to the tears that this moment probably deserved. But I was a professional pretender and, while I didn’t think I would mind showing my hand to the man who’d witnessed my panic attack four floors above the ground, I wouldn’t do it in front of all these people. All these strangers. “This is the kindest thing...”

      I leaned over and opened the case and hovered over her. I always did this, savored the moment just before I touched her for the first time. This guitar was more important to me than any lover, our connection elemental, and I respected the hell out of it. She’d gotten my ass off the street and made it possible for me to take care of the people important to me.

      And with the songs I’d been writing lately, she was going to help me get back on top.

      “We were told that the building and its contents were a total loss. We already filed a claim for the insurance,” I said, finding my voice. I closed my fingers around her neck, cradled her body, and lifted her out of the case. The wood was cool but it would soon warm up to my body temperature, an extension of me in every way. I threw the strap over my neck and felt myself exhale down to my marrow. “I never thought I’d see her again. Jolene belonged to my grandpa.”

      “A Martin 1944 D–28.”

      I looked up at Max, not even trying to hide the surprise on my face. “You know guitars?”

      “A little. My Grandpa Butler loves them and I absorbed a little over the years.”

      I experimented with a soft strum, testing the sound. She sounded wonderful. “You play?”

      “Doesn’t everybody who was raised in this town?” He was quick to add, “Not well enough to do justice to this beautiful lady.”

      He reached out to touch her his long fingers stroking the neck with a reverence that told me he understood how special she was. He brushed my hand and I closed my fingers over his, giving them a squeeze that didn’t even come close to expressing my thanks.

      Max raised his eyes from my guitar to look at me and I caught my breath at the connection that arced between us. It was like Jolene was a conduit for all the untapped, raw interest we had in each other. I knew then that my attraction wasn’t one–sided. If I wanted it, all I had to do was reach out and take it. Max would meet me more than half way.

      Someone bumped into me from behind and I snapped back to the present. The room was even more crowded than before and people were watching us. I closed my eyes, centering my emotions and putting on my game face. When I opened them again, Max was staring at me, confusion clouding his eyes.

      He started to speak, but the sight of the director taking the podium signaled that the ceremony was about to begin. I reluctantly put Jolene away and tucked her case behind the stage. We took our seats next to each other on the dais and listened while Director Bates praised his firefighters for their bravery and dedication to the people of Nashville. I wholeheartedly agreed; their bravery had saved me from an untimely death, but I couldn’t focus because right now I felt really, really alive.

      Max was sitting close enough for me to feel the heat pouring off his body and it kept my senses on high alert. I shifted in my seat to ease the tension building in my belly.

      Maybe Bridget was right. It had been too long.

      Finally, we stood up so I could present Max with his commendation. Next to me, he stood at attention as the director read aloud the account of his brave actions the night he’d saved me from the fire. Max looked tense, uncomfortable; as if he disliked all of the attention. I put it in the column of one more thing I liked about him.

      The director finished his recitation and turned to me, handing over the ribbon to pin on Max’s chest. I reached up to do my duty, but hit a snag right away—he was too tall for me to reach comfortably without having my skirt ride up and show the whole world my assets. He looked confused by the delay until I motioned for him to lean down a little—a move that caused a ripple of laughter in the crowd and a small smile to form on Max’s lips that softened his features.

      Tearing my eyes away from his face, I focused on the task at hand and murmured so only he could hear, “Thank you for saving my life.” My hands were shaky with emotion as I struggled to get the ribbon pinned on his chest.

      “Well, I couldn’t let you die in a bathroom, now could I?”

      I laughed softly. “No, I guess you couldn’t.”

      Finished with his ribbon, I rested my hands on his chest and leaned up to kiss his cheek.

      Under my hands, his chest constricted with his swift intake of breath at the moment my lips touched his skin. I inhaled deeply, soaking in his scent of cedar wood, citrus, and warm male, while the blood pounded in my ears and my skin grew warmer. Pulling away, we both exhaled slowly as our eyes locked in a heated exchange of shock and desire.

      There was no mistaking the look of desire in his eyes, and I’m sure it matched the one in my own. I wanted him with jaw–clenching intensity and the part of me that was all woman unfurled after being packed away for so long. I might as well have been back on that fire escape, because this felt just as dangerous. More dangerous.

      Behind me, the gathered paparazzi began to call out above the murmuring of the crowd.

      “Give him a real kiss, Kit!”

      “Is that how you thank a hero?”

      “Kiss him!”

      At the sound of their voices, I glanced over my shoulder. Everyone was smiling encouragingly; the press wanted the photo, the other firefighters were cheering on their boy.

      I looked back at Max for his opinion.

      A smirk pulled at the edge of his lips. “I did save your life.”

      I narrowed my eyes, not really mad at the suggestion. “That’s not fair.”

      He shrugged his shoulders the slightest bit and grinned. “Chicken?”

      Oh. Hell. No.

      Determined and rising to the bait, I lifted my face, slowly closing the distance between our mouths. This would be quick, fun and flirty, and over before it began.

      I had no fucking clue what I was talking about.

      The first press of our mouths was like being hooked up to a live wire. We both broke contact in surprise but quickly began again, the lure of such intense pleasure already addictive.

      I was the one who took it deeper, running my tongue along his, dipping inside to taste him. I couldn’t help myself; it was like putting my favorite dessert in front of me and saying that I could only have a sample. Good luck trying to stop me.

      Max groaned and grabbed my hips, his fingers lightly digging into my flesh—tugging me closer and turning the kiss hotter, wetter. His mouth slanted over mine and his tongue stroked past my lips, taking what he wanted and what I freely gave. My knees went weak, and I clutched the fabric of his uniform, holding him close as the kiss went on and on.

      The sound of whooping and clapping startled me and snapped me back to reality. This wasn’t good.

      I distanced myself from Max, only far enough away to end the kiss but not far enough to lose the physical contact of his hands on me. I was breathing hard, my breasts swollen under the tight dress, my lips tender and tingly. Max was panting, his face hard and eyes hot.

      Painfully aware of our audience and my management and label president glaring at me from the other end of the room, I tried to pull back further but Max shook his head, holding me in his grip.

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” I said.

      “Maybe not, but I want to do it again,” he answered, his smile intimate and naughty enough to make me shiver. “And I want to do more.”

      I sucked in a breath. I had thought the fire was dangerous, but I was wrong. Max was the thing I needed to worry about.

      “You’re no angel,” I whispered.

      “I’m glad you finally figured it out.”
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      “I still can’t believe you kissed her.”

      I paused in my inventory of the truck equipment and shot a look over my shoulder towards Dean, who was leaning against the threshold of the open bay doors of the firehouse. It was a gorgeous early summer day and I was happy to take on a duty that let me enjoy the outdoors for a while. Turning back to my task, I replied. “Actually, she kissed me.”

      Dean scoffed. “Technically.”

      “No, not technically, asshole.”

      Dean laughed in my face, ignoring my shitty tone. “Well, you did kiss her back and I know I saw a little tongue action.”

      The sight of his waggling eyebrows made me laugh out loud. He wasn’t wrong. I’d seen the video of the kiss over and over, and sure enough, it was clear that the kiss was way more than a TV kiss peck of the lips. In fact, some commenters on YouTube said that it should be marked as inappropriate for people under eighteen. My mother had even called and lectured me on the types of kisses that were appropriate in a public forum.

      The director had flagged me down after the press conference and chewed my ass about proper conduct in uniform, but it rolled right off my back since I could still taste Kit on my lips.

      I turned, crossed my arms, and leaned against the truck. “I wish everyone would stop talking about it. It was a little publicity stunt and it’ll never happen again.”

      “Frustrated much? Wishing that Kit would take that kiss a lot further?”

      “Fuck, yeah.” I wasn’t going to deny it. I wanted her and now that I’d gotten a sample of just how sweetly hot she was, my bad mood was directly related to the lack of opportunity to pursue it. “I haven’t heard from her since she was swept away by her management team right after the press conference. I don’t have her number to call her.”

      “You could call her manager,” Dean suggested. “I’m sure he’d be happy to organize your booty call.”

      “Fuck off.” I didn’t want to do that, but it looked like the joint PR events might not be happening after all. If I wanted my shot with Kit, calling her handler might be my only option. I’d give it another day. “At least the press stopped following me around.”

      “Is that one reporter still calling you?”

      “The guy from the Daily Scoop?”

      “That the douchebag from the ceremony?”

      “Yeah. He somehow got my cell phone number and he’s even approached my mom at work. There’s no way in hell I’m going to give him a story, but he still keeps calling.” I curled my hands into fists; I’d made sure he’d gotten the message the last time he’d shown up in person. That dude could haul ass when he needed to and my six–feet–three–inches in his face was good motivation. “He threatened me the last phone call; told me that if I wasn’t part of the solution then he’d make it my problem and get the scoop on me, as well.”

      “You? What could he possibly have on you?” Dean asked.

      “Nothing. Even the last time I was hauled into the captain’s office for fighting in a bar was old news. But, we both know the director wouldn’t like any kind of bad publicity and it could screw up my chance at promotion.” I squinted into the sun shining into the firehouse, and counted down the six weeks until I could put in my request for a team leader position. At twenty–three, I was still junior to lots of the guys who would apply, and my chances weren’t great, but I needed to send a message that I wanted it. My interest would lead them to offer me lesser opportunities and that would make me more competitive the next time I applied. The politics of the job were not my strong point, but I was learning. Moving up in the ranks was determined by more than running into burning buildings. “All he wants is some dirt on her so he can get a byline, and he doesn’t care who he hurts to get it.”

      I’d lived in Nashville my whole life and it didn’t take long to notice how the press constantly hounded the local celebrities. Yeah, they’d chosen a career in the public eye and it wasn’t as bad as what people talked about in Hollywood or New York, but there had to be limits. Being a fan, I’d followed Kit’s stories this past year and rooted for her to pull out of her tailspin. Her crash and burn had rivaled Britney—minus the extreme haircut—but she was clearly trying to get beyond that and all this guy wanted to do was tear her down for the price of a daily tabloid cover price.

      And truth be told, I’d saved Kit’s life and that created a bond of sorts between us—at least one that required some degree of loyalty. But, even if I didn’t feel that connection with her, I possessed a highly developed sense of self–preservation. If I gave a story, then the possibility existed that I would become the story as well—at least for a short time.

      No. Thank. You.

      I’d keep my mouth shut, figure out a way to get in touch with Kit, and get her in my bed for at least one night. As it was, I was thankful my fifteen minutes of fame was over.

      Dean’s voice interrupted my train of thought. “Are you going to tell Kit about that guy?”

      “No. Why should I? She’s got a whole team of people keeping an eye on him, I’m sure. Soon I’ll no longer be worth his interest.”

      Dean stepped into the bay and leaned up against the truck. Oh, shit. He had his serious face on and that meant I was getting a lecture about my lack of a committed relationship at the ripe old age of twenty–three. “The heat between you two was pretty clear to YouTube viewers worldwide. Maybe you want to think about trying to get beyond casual with Kit.”

      “Dean, I’m glad that you’ve got your happily–ever–after with Shannon, but that’s not gonna happen for me. I don’t want that. I’d suck at that two kids and minivan thing.” I pushed off from the truck and walked over to the open bay, gazing out onto the street. “I tried that once and it blew up in my face.”

      “Yep. I remember.” Dean pointed at his chest. “Front row seat, remember? I’m not saying you’ll live happily ever after, but what’s wrong with living in the moment? Just having fun and seeing where it goes with no restrictions in your head about the shelf–life? You plan the end before you’ve even got the condom on the first time. Maybe you just see how it goes for once.” He smiled and patted me on the back as he headed towards the residential part of the station. Now he could answer my mother truthfully when she asked him to help me “find a nice girl and settle down”.

      I turned back to my task as I mulled over what Dean had said. Have a little fun with Kit Landry? Sure thing. Over and over, and all night long.

      Anything more than casual? Not going to happen.

      But, I couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. How she’d tasted, how she’d felt in my arms. Despite the difference in our size, she fit perfectly against me—like she was made to be there. We had chemistry, alright. But that was all it was or would ever be.

      “Excuse me, can you tell me where I can find Shannon Jones?”

      The voice came out of nowhere and I lurched up, banging the top of my head on the edge of the truck door. Biting back the “fuck me” that could get me written up, I straightened, turned, and found myself looking right into the eyes of the woman I’d just been obsessing over.

      Kit was standing there in my station, an expression of surprise and then concern on her face as she glanced to where I’d clonked the living shit out of myself just seconds before. She was wearing a low–cut, little blue sundress and cowboy boots and everything else was miles of bare skin and dark curls. My brain went mushy. Maybe I’d hit my head harder than I’d thought.

      Her voice was full of concern as she moved closer. “Max, are you okay? I didn’t mean to sneak up behind you.”

      I stared at her like an idiot. In person, I was reminded again of just how gorgeous she was. She walked towards me and I couldn’t move, couldn’t take my eyes off of her. If you looked up “dumbstruck” in the dictionary, you’d see my goofy–ass face pasted right next to it.

      I still hadn’t answered when she stopped in front of me. Standing on tiptoe she touched my recent injury. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Her voice was feminine, with a whiskey–edge that tied my gut up in knots. Her hand was cool on my over–heated skin and, as she moved closer, I could smell her sweet, summery, honeysuckle scent. All I wanted to do was pull her lush curves against my body, take her mouth, and find out exactly where this crazy chemistry would take us.

      I definitely had a head injury because suddenly I realized that I had her close enough to do all those things and I wasn’t doing anything about it.

      Get your shit together, Butler. Carpe the fucking diem.

      I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her towards me, turning us so she was backed up against the door of the fire truck. She still held her packages in her hands and I missed the feel of her touch on my body, but I could work with what I had.

      She stared up at me, her big, blue eyes wide with shock but mostly what I saw there was curiosity. She licked her lips and that was all the invitation I needed. I leaned into her, bypassing the prize of her mouth to press a kiss to her throat, just above the place where her pulse pounded against her skin. She was delicious all over, sweet and warm, and I wanted to drag her down to the floor and bury my cock inside her body for hours.

      I looked down and realized that my hands were shaking, my breath as quick as hers—and I hadn’t even kissed her yet.

      “When we fuck, it’s probably going to kill me.” It came out as a growl, as I tipped her face up to mine and wasted no more time in taking what I wanted.

      Kit didn’t play games, no pretending that she didn’t want this, too. She opened to me, meeting my tongue more than halfway when I dove inside. She was as hungry as I was and the kiss was anything but the usual finesse I used on women. There was no slow seduction here. It wasn’t in my power to play games. I was at the mercy of whatever she would give me.

      I slanted my mouth over hers, barely giving her a chance to take a breath before I went at her again like I was starving.

      And I was famished. For her. It was the craziest thing I’d ever experienced, but I wasn’t going to let a little insanity stop me. It never had before.

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, inserting my body in between her legs. The skirt of her dress rode up high on her thighs as I pressed my hard–on against the hot cleft of her pussy. I rolled my hips against her and she dropped the bags in her hands with a thud against the concrete, weaving her fingers into my hair with a pressure that brought a little pain with the pleasure.

      I didn’t care. She could do whatever she wanted to my body as long as I got to do exactly what I was doing right now. As long as she let me do this and so much more.

      The blast of my lieutenant’s voice over the station intercom was the biggest cock block of my short life. He wasn’t looking for me, but it made Kit pull back from the kiss and that was tragic. I held on tight, brushing my lips against her, light as a feather but as intense as bungee jumping.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, pressing a soft kiss against the side of her mouth.

      “I was looking for the paramedic, Shannon Jones.” One of her hands left the spot where they were looped around my neck to point at the floor by our feet. “I’ve got the T–shirts and tickets that I promised. She told me she would be around today.”

      “You could have sent somebody else with those things. No need to come down here yourself,” I teased, taking a chance that she’d shown up in my house without her entourage  because she couldn’t forget the kiss either. My gamble was rewarded by a soft laugh and an embarrassed flush on her cheeks. Busted.

      “I wanted to see you.” She pulled back, ending our kiss and replacing her smile with a frown. “To make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I know the press was following you after we...”

      “After we kissed.” I leaned back in and reminded her of what we were talking about. She sighed the minute our lips touched and I decided that the feel of her fingers in my hair was just about the best thing ever. I knew that standing here like this was insane in a busy firehouse, and it was only a miracle that we hadn’t been found yet. Time to cut to the chase. “It was a little crazy. It’s over. Thanks for asking, but that isn’t what we should be talking about right now.”

      “It isn’t?” She picked up on my tone and her lips curled up in smile. “Then what should we be talking about?”

      “Our date.”

      “Oh? Do we have a date to talk about?”

      “We will, once you say yes.”

      “I’m not supposed to be dating,” she bit her lip, her eyes losing some of their glow from a few minutes earlier. She was a grown woman, twenty–one and independent—who could tell her not to date? “The label, my management. Part of my deal was to concentrate on getting ready for the tour, writing music for the new album. Not dating.”

      Oh, the mile–wide loophole her team had left for me to plow through. I’d been getting around parental restrictions since I realized what fun girls could be when their mamas weren’t looking and how easy it was to get them out of their panties.

      “Don’t call it a date—an outing. Community outreach. No press. No pressure. Just you and me hanging out.”

      “I don’t know.”

      That wasn’t a yes, but I could hear her excuses crumbling like an old brick wall. It was time for the big guns.

      “I did save your life.”

      Kit narrowed her eyes. “What exactly is the shelf–life on you using that to your advantage?”

      I sensed that the prize was almost mine and I worked hard to repress my grin. That grin always got me in trouble. “I don’t know. Until I get what I want.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “I want you.”

      “You’re very direct.”

      “I don’t see any point in skirting the issue, since all I want is to get under yours.”

      She laughed, a small hand with black and silver fingernails clapping over her mouth to stop the giggle. I didn’t know if that was a good sign or not, especially when she wiggled out of my arms, removed her phone from a bag at her feet and held it out to me.

      “Give me your phone. Program in your number.”

      I did as she asked, wondering if she was ever going to give me that ‘yes’ I was looking for. When we were done, she bent back down and gathered her bags from the floor.

      “Okay. One not–a–date.” She walked past me towards the door to the main part of the firehouse. When she got to the door, she turned around and gave me a look that said that I was in for a wild fucking ride with this girl. “But if you want another one—you’ll have to rescue me again.”

      “Lucky for me, I have my own fire truck.”
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      “I can’t believe you eat that stuff.”

      I shoved the last piece of the sugar–covered funnel cake into my mouth and licked my fingers. Max watched in slack–jawed awe as I smiled up at him. “What? You bring me to a carnival and I’m going to eat carnival food.”

      “Come to think of it, I’m not as concerned about what you’re eating as in how much you’re eating.” He raised a hand and counted off on his fingers—as if I needed reminding. “A corn dog, cotton candy, ice cream, and now a funnel cake.” He waved in the general direction of my body. “Where do you put it all?”

      I looked down and checked out my outfit—jeans, a tank top, and flip–flops. None of it screamed “country music star” and that is exactly what I wanted; a low profile. Max had called that morning and I’d taken twenty minutes to throw on some clothes and sneak out of the house. With my hair pulled up in a ponytail, a baseball hat shoved on top of my head, and only mascara and lip gloss on my face, I was not what people would be looking for, even in Music City. I couldn’t be expected to walk around like I was performing at the Grand Ole Opry all the time, could I?

      “I run three miles every day, and do yoga. I don’t think my figure suffers for it.” I waved my hand along my body, inviting comment and ogling.

      Max didn’t disappoint. His eyes followed my lead, and lingered.

      The impact of his gaze was as powerful as a touch and my body reacted with a slow spiral of desire. No part of me had forgotten our kiss yesterday and all of me wanted another chance to feel that good again. Max was like a drug and I was seriously considering getting another fix as soon as possible. But we needed to get some ground rules established first—I couldn’t afford to proceed without making sure we were on the same page. My career might depend on it.

      And I had lots of people depending on me.

      He shifted closer until he brushed against me from breast to thigh. His height forced me to look upward to meet his gaze, as his hand lightly caressed my arm with a sensual touch that created a series of shivers under my skin.

      He smiled down at me, his grin telling me that he knew exactly what he was doing to me. “I think you,” his eyes moved back down my body and back up to my eyes in one long sweep, “look more beautiful today than you’ve ever looked before.”

      I stared at him, my mouth suddenly as dry as the desert, my brain cells scrambled. Now, I knew that Max was a sweet–talker and probably used it to get a new woman in his bed every night, but his look told me that he was looking at the girl and not the star and, damn, was that sexy.

      And scary.

      I could handle men looking at me as a conquest, a trophy for their arm, but I was unnerved by the way that Max treated me like something more. I knew he was a fan, but that had never been a thing between us. So, it often took a while for a guy to see me as just a regular person—if they even wanted to see me that way. Too many times I was just a meal ticket, a way to get their foot in the door to the music business or a chance to get more face time with the press by being seen with me. Many of my so–called friends and former lovers dove for cover when I detonated last year. It was a tough lesson to learn, but one I would never forget.

      But Max felt different and I was still trying to decide if this was a sign to stick around or run for it. He made me feel normal and this was unfamiliar territory for me. I was both thrilled and terrified. It was why I had agreed to go out with him in the first place—other than the crazy sexual heat between us. I had a shot at having something normal for at least a little while and it made me want to lean into him, wrap my arms around him, and just be Kit. What a concept.

      As if he could read my thoughts, Max’s large hand tugged at my waist, pulling me closer to him. My breasts pressed against his chest, my nipples tightening in response to his touch and residual lust he’d left me with since that crazy kiss at the firehouse. I wasn’t the only one feeling the effect of proximity. Max’s cock was heavy where his jean–clad body pressed into mine and I would have given anything to pull that zipper down and see if he could deliver on the promise he made with his every touch.

      Heavy lidded with desire, his eyes darkened and I licked my lips as he lowered his head to kiss me.

      “Oooph. Sorry, buddy.” I heard the apology from whoever it was that bumped into Max, jostling him and breaking us apart before I succumbed to the sexual lobotomy that happened whenever Max was near.

      I didn’t know what I was thinking. Anybody with a cell phone could grab a photo of us kissing and I’d have my label on my ass so fast they’d break the sound barrier. This man made me sloppy.

      Max was nothing but pure, unadulterated, yummy distraction and I really couldn’t afford a distraction right now. I needed to be good. I needed to rehearse my tour and write songs and give radio and TV interviews and whatever else I was told to do until they agreed to keep me on the label.

      When he returned his gaze to mine, I cleared my throat and attempted to sound casual, to ignore the way my fingers itched to reach up and touch his hair. “Beautiful, huh? Makes me wonder why I spend money on all those stylists and make–up people if you think I look better now.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and flashed a sheepish grin. “Don’t get me wrong, you look amazing on stage.” His gaze lingered over me once again. “But I like this Kit. You look like a normal girl.”

      I smiled at that and sauntered over to the arcade area. I was intrigued by this turn in the conversation. “A normal girl? I’m not what you expected?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Fuck, no.”

      “Why?”

      “I guess I expected the party girl who goes to fancy Nashville parties.” He glanced over at me and then around the small, local carnival. “I mean, I had no idea if you would like this sort of thing, but you’ve been awesome.” Max chuckled. “I can’t remember when I had such a great time hoping my date wouldn’t throw up on me on the Tilt–a–Whirl.”

      I punched him in the arm and Max hammed it up by rubbing the place where I’d made impact, as if I’d really done some damage. The guy had a good foot on me in height and one hundred pounds in weight and was built like a Mack truck. If he decided to take me right then and there, all I’d be able to do is hang on for the ride.

      It wasn’t lost on me that I wouldn’t mind taking that ride.

      Laughing, we walked down the row of stalls containing various cheap stuffed animals and carnival employees hawking their game as a sure–winner. One guy with a shaved head and goatee caught Max’s eye and cajoled him into winning a prize for me.

      I learned something about him at that stall—Max never backed down from a challenge and he had a killer arm. When I wasn’t distracting him.

      Thirty minutes later, we were walking back to the firehouse and I was carrying the largest stuffed frog I’d ever seen.

      “I can’t believe how rigged those games are.” Max frowned as he glanced over at me. “I think the only reason that guy let me win is because he thought you were pretty.”

      “Thank goodness! We might have been there all night if we’d waited for your aim to improve.”

      “Hey!” Max replied in a wounded tone. “I know what you were doing with all the touching and blowing in my ear. No fair distracting the pitcher.”

      Laughing, I stumbled on the sidewalk and the grip on my frog slipped. Max reached out to grab him but I resisted. “Hands off! I can carry Merle all by myself.”

      Max snickered. “Merle? Merle Haggard? You aren’t naming that frog after one of the greatest country music stars of all time?”

      I sniffed. I thought the name was perfect. “Merle will have a place of honor on my tour bus this summer. It’s only fitting that he has a name fit for a country music frog.”

      He sounded unconvinced. “If you say so.”

      Laughing easily, we walked along in a comfortable silence and I thought about the afternoon with Max. It had been the most fun I’d had in... forever.

      “Thank you.”

      Max looked over at me, his expression puzzled. “For what?”

      “For today.” I stopped next to my truck, dropped Merle onto the hood, and turned to face Max. “Thank you for giving me a break. For letting me be a ‘normal’ girl for the afternoon. I don’t get a whole lot of normal in my life.”

      He shook his head. “You know there’s something wrong with a girl who has the world at her feet, but can’t do what she wants once in a while.”

      “I did what I wanted for a while and it got me in a lot of trouble. Now, I’m paying for it. I have to be a good girl now.”

      “I get that, but when do you stop paying?” He stepped forward and tipped my chin up with his finger and leaned down so that I could almost look him in the eye. “It sounds to me like you need to take your life back.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “So, what’s stopping you?”

      Me. The answer was right there but I clamped my lips together, unwilling to spill my guts in the Harris Teeter parking lot.

      He moved closer to me—so close I could smell him, feel his body heat. Like a magnet, my body swayed forward slightly and I grabbed what little control I had left and backed up against my truck. Not a smart move. Max took a couple of steps forward and caged me in between his body and the truck.

      Max leaned in and nuzzled my cheek, murmuring into my ear, “I’m going to end this non–date by kissing you.”

      I normally didn’t like bossy men who crowded me with their bodies, but Max was breaking all the rules for me. I got off on it; he made me hot, wet, and itching to find a horizontal place with a door where we could get naked and sweaty.

      Swallowing hard, I was breathless when I answered. “This probably isn’t a good idea.”

      My body involuntarily arched into his and I exercised restraint I didn’t know I had in order to resist reaching up to run my hands over the hard muscles covering his chest.

      And then he did that bossy, sexually aggressive Max–thing and broke down one more barrier. He reached down and hooked his fingers in my belt loops, pulling my lower body close and nudging a hard thigh between my legs. Deliberately, he shifted his leg up and pressed against my core, and the pleasure was so good I moaned low and deep in my throat. He responded by rocking his cock into me again, his eyes hot and aggressive.

      “Fuck. I love that sound. It makes me hard.” Max touched a curl lying across my shoulder. “Even if this is the worst idea ever, I don’t care.”

      His hand grazed my collarbone and his eyes drifted down to where my nipples poked out against the thin cotton of my tank top. The slight lift of his mouth assured me that he knew exactly what he was doing.

      It pissed me off. Not in a bad way, but in the totally sexy, arousing way that led to long sweaty nights in a big bed where we worked out the power dynamic.

      I let my own gaze wander up and down the length of his body. So big, strong—I took another peek at the bulge in his jeans—and definitely interested. For the past year, I’d been out on dates with slick, phony, musicians or Brad Pitt–wannabes—all arranged by my label’s publicity team. It had been a long time since I’d indulged in what it felt like to be young, healthy, and sexy. Part of my treatment had focused on reclaiming who I was and this was a part of myself that I had yet to bring back online. At my core, I was a steady–relationship kind of girl, not the fling kind of chick, but maybe Max was the guy to help with my first step back into the land of the sexually living.

      It didn’t have to be anything serious. That was definitely in my plans, but Max would be a very enjoyable detour.

      I trailed my hands up his chest, caressing the hardness underneath his T–shirt. He shuddered as I scraped a nail over his nipple. Smiling, I wrapped my arms around his neck, caressing the smooth skin of his nape and tangling in his hair. He pushed against my hand, silently begging for more, like a big cat.

      His big hands trailed down my body, grazing the sides of my breasts and momentarily cupping their fullness before drifting lower to pull my hips even closer. He leaned in, his nose tracing a path of fire across my jaw, my neck, and landing just behind my ear. “I’m going to kiss you now. Last chance to object.”

      Rubbing my body against his, I had nothing. My head told me that this was a really bad idea—why tempt myself with something that couldn’t go anywhere? I was sure one word from me and Max would let me go.

      But I wasn’t going to say it and he knew it. I wanted this. Wanted him. It was time for me to rejoin the world of sexually active twenty–somethings and to enjoy myself. Just for the sake of sex. Just for the sake of feeling good.

      Moving my face to the side, I found his lips with mine and murmured, “Stop talking about it and do it already.”

      The kiss was not what I expected. He’d been fast and frantic before, but this joining was slow and sweet; just a gentle brushing of lips against lips. But it still burned me alive. The heat from his touch started at my mouth and caught fire as it raged through my system. My fingertips were glowing, my toes curling, and fire surged low in my belly. I pulled back a second to catch my breath and found myself looking into his eyes.

      I didn’t think it could get any hotter but Max knew how to play me better than any Nashville musician I’d ever worked with. He cupped my jaw with one hand to hold me in place and that little gesture flipped my switch and I spontaneously combusted, leaning up to take his mouth for my own. He tasted of mint, spicy male, and pure pleasure. His teeth nibbled on my lower lip before soothing the sting with a warm lick of his tongue. I gasped and he took full advantage, invading my mouth with a slow, teasing thrust.

      I really needed to write a song about this.

      Linking both arms around his neck, I drowned in the kiss, pressing my body into his hands as they roamed my back, over my hips, and down my thighs. Groaning against my skin, Max covered my neck with hot, open–mouthed kisses and the skin exposed by my skimpy tank top. I felt him tug on the fabric with his teeth.

      “I want to pull this down and suck on your tits until you come for me.”

      “Yes.” I wanted that, too.

      I grabbed his head between my hands and forced his lips back to my own and it was my turn to control the mesh of tongue, lips, and teeth.

      Max let me have my way for ten seconds before he grabbed my ass and lifted me off my feet. The movement prompted me to wrap my legs around him, bringing my aching pussy into direct contact with the hard length of his cock. Best. Position. Ever.

      “Hey, Max! Whoa! Sorry, man!”

      The voice rudely ripped through my sexual haze. Panting and flushed, I stared up at Max, his bewildered expression surely mirroring my own. Both of our gazes drifted over in the direction of the voice of the intruder.

      Dean, embarrassed, waved his fingers at us while Shannon peeked over his shoulder.

      Damn and double damn.

      And then it hit me. Anyone—fans, the press—could have seen me wrapped around Max in the middle of this parking lot.

      I looked down and realized I was still wrapped around Max.

      Bad. Bad. Very bad.

      Scrambling, I struggled out of Max’s arms and hit the pavement, quickly adjusting my clothes. This whole thing was crazy, and I needed to grab my frog and get the hell out of here, before Max worked his voodoo on me again and I actually fucked him in the parking lot of the Harris Teeter.

      I just needed some space. I needed to let Max know what this was and wasn’t. Set some ground rules.

      “I should go.”

      I turned and grabbed Merle, moving towards the door of my truck. My hands shook and I was cursing the blasted door lock when I heard Dean over my shoulder. “Nice frog.”

      Resting my forehead on the window glass, I took a few steadying breaths before I turned to face him. He was smiling and I flashed him a grateful look for breaking the ice. “Thanks. His name is Merle.”

      Dean nodded. “The Hag. Good choice.”

      I looked at Max and gave him an “I told you so look”, that he brushed off with a wave of his hand and roll of his eyes.

      Dean cleared his throat. “Sorry about the interruption. We came looking for you two because we need a favor. Shannon, the love of my life, has gotten us involved with a bowling league.” His facial expression was classic whipped male and I had to giggle when Shannon punched him in the shoulder. “Anyway, we’re short two people tonight and need you to fill in.”

      Shannon took over, her bouncy delivery making me smile. “No pressure, but we’ll have to forfeit if we don’t get two more bowlers.” She clasped her hands in a pleading manner. “Please?”

      “You don’t want me,” I said. “I can’t bowl.”

      “Don’t worry. We just need the bodies.”

      I looked over at Max. This was totally his call. Hanging out one–on–one was cool, but maybe he didn’t want me around his friends.

      Max crossed his arms over his chest, his face expressive but hard for me to decipher. He watched me for a few seconds, trying to gauge my reaction, too, I guess. Finally, he gave a quick nod.

      “I’m in if you are. You said you didn’t get a lot of normal in your life.” His lip lifted in a smirk. “There’s nothing more normal than bowling.”

      Yep, I’d said that and I’d meant it. Lately, I was always living cautiously, following the plan with no deviations. I didn’t have to be in the studio tonight; no rehearsal, no appearances until early tomorrow morning. Why the hell not?

      I closed and locked the door of my truck and turned back to the waiting group. “Okay. I’m in.”

      Pleased, Dean smiled and nodded. Shannon clapped her hands; talking a mile a minute as her boyfriend led her away.

      “You really okay with this?” Max asked.

      Was I? Did I want to spend more time with him? Get a chance later to talk about what was and wasn’t brewing between us?

      “Yep. I’m cool with this.”

      Max grabbed my hand in his, weaving our fingers. “Good. We’ll have fun.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. But, tell me this.” I matched his grin as we followed the others across the parking lot. “Why does normal have to involve rented shoes?”
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      “Holy shit. She really is terrible.”

      I stood with Dean on the side of the bowling lanes assigned to the league and watched Kit bowl the first ball on her last frame. We both tensed as the ball careened down the lane and finally landed in the gutter—again. I shook my head, as Kit turned to Shannon and lifted her hands in defeat. Shannon stood up and embraced her as they both laughed at something Kit said.

      I checked out her scorecard. Straight gutter balls. “Well, she did warn us.”

      “I know, but it usually isn’t true.” Dean’s face was contorted with laughter and disbelief as he raked a hand over his face. “People just say that kind of stuff to be modest.”

      “She should have let us put up the bumper guards.” I watched her as she grabbed the ball for her second roll and lined up on the lane. I leaned forward slightly as she walked forward, swung her arm out, and sent the ball down the lane. She was still bent over at the waist, anxiously watching the ball progress towards the pins and I couldn’t help but enjoy the view. Her ass was fine and I vividly remembered what it felt like in my hands when I’d kissed her earlier today.

      I could still taste her on my lips and smell her perfume on my clothes. Straightening, I discreetly adjusted my jeans over the permanent hard–on that appeared whenever she was around. What I’d intended to be a light, sexy kiss had blown up into something so hot that I was amazed my lips weren’t scorched.

      “Sorry about interrupting your make–out session in the parking lot earlier,” Dean said.

      “No worries; it isn’t like I won't get another one.”

      “Yeah? You going out with her again?”

      “It wasn’t a date.” I’d told Dean all about Kit’s reservations to call it an actual date. “I wonder how long her label and manager are going to keep her on such a short leash.”

      “If you believe the papers, she cost them a shit ton of money. They’re just protecting their investment.”

      “I guess.”

      “So is this it or are you going to have another non–date?”

      “I want to. She’s very cool.” Truth be told, she was one of the most fun girls I’d ever spent time with and we hadn’t even made it to a bed yet. And I wanted to take it that far with her. Over and over again, for at least one entire night. “I think she’s into me.”

      Kit glanced over her shoulder at me with a big smile before returning her attention to Shannon and the fans who had just realized who Kit was.

      Eyeing the exchange, Dean commented. “If the look on her face is any evidence as to how she feels, she’s into you in a big way. ”

      I continued to watch her as she laughed and joked with the rest of the bowling team. In the midst of a group full of strangers, she exuded warmth and friendliness—and she was so damn hot.

      Yeah, I’d fantasized about her, but the reality was so much better. And the crazy part? If the kiss was any indication, then Dean might be right, and she also felt this wild chemistry between us.

      We were going to fuck each other. For one night? For more? I had no idea, but it was something we needed to iron out. I always made sure the women knew where I stood and Kit was no different just because she was a celebrity. As soon as we got that straight, I’d consider it a green light.

      I didn’t know if she was looking for a picket fence, but I wasn’t offering one.

      Forget the whole movie–of–the–week bullshit about a regular guy and a celebrity; they had the cold reality of the situation to deal with. I’d brushed up against the life of the rich and famous in this town since I was a kid and had ended up way the worse for wear. Frankly, I didn’t know how she dealt with all the lies and bullshit in the music industry, but I did know that my future plans did not involve being in any tabloid.

      Kit was smack–dab in the middle of the very public fishbowl in which she had chosen to live her life, and anyone who wanted to be with her had to take that on. Always watching what you did, what you said, what you wore—it was exhausting to think about it. And now she was faced with having to play the part of the good little girl for the court of public opinion.

      A good girl. The words reminded me of the Daily Scoop reporter. The guy still called every day and I continued to refuse his offer. It must fucking suck to have assholes like that following you around all the time, buying your secrets from people who went cheap.

      After today, I had some secrets to share—at least some insight into her world and what she was really like. For some reason she trusted me, at least enough to let down her guard a little bit. If I was a dick, it would be so easy to use that trust and get her to reveal so much more. And if I got her to give into this attraction, and didn’t mind sharing the details? I could be at least five grand richer for the price of an afternoon at the local carnival, a condom, and a cell phone video camera.

      “So, what are you gonna do now?” Dean’s voice cut into my thoughts, dragging me back to the present.

      “I’m going to have the talk with her and then see where it goes.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Dean, don’t start.”

      “Max, I know I’m starting to sound like a broken record, but why do you set rules that kill any chance of you having more? You don’t have to marry her.” He leaned in like he had a secret to share. “There’s this thing called dating and some people think it’s a fun way to spend your evenings and weekends. You do it until you want to make it permanent because you love each other or you break up and change your statuses on Facebook. Why don’t you just try it and see where it goes?”

      “It’s not my thing. You know that.”

      “All I know is that every woman isn’t Sarah. You’ve got to let go of the past.”

      “I’m not the one who keeps bringing her up.” I reined in my temper. He was my best friend and he thought he was doing the right thing, but it was getting old. The disaster with Sarah went down four years ago and I’d learned my lesson and moved on. “Just fucking drop it.”

      “Hey Max!” Shannon skipped over to us, slinging her arm around Dean’s neck. It was hard to maintain the tense atmosphere when she was around. “Kit says she’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.” Her face beamed with excitement. “I can’t believe I got to bowl with Kit Landry! I have to call my mom!” She was practically levitating with excitement as she skipped away, dragging Dean in her wake.

      I decided to sit down and observe Kit while she wrapped up the last autographs. She gave each person focused attention, asking questions about them and their families. Her entire vibe was warm and approachable and she seduced them all with her authenticity. It was no wonder she had so many loyal fans.

      This afternoon with Kit had rocked my world and I didn’t want it to end today. Not yet. But, I wondered if she would be up for what I had to offer.

      No strings. A little fun between consenting adults.

      It was all I could offer. Ever.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Fifteen minutes later, the last fan walked away, excitedly looking at his photo with Kit now saved on his cell phone. She wandered over to me, smiling apologetically. “Sorry about that. Occupational hazard.”

      I stood up, letting her lead the way out of the bowling alley and towards my truck. “No worries. I liked watching you work.” I gestured towards a few fans still in the lot. “They love you.”

      She climbed up into the cab and I rounded the truck and was seated before she answered with a heavy tone. “They love the image. They don’t know me.”

      I was surprised at first by the answer, but there was truth in it. Hell, until the past few days, I’d been one of those people and even now I didn’t pretend to know her well at all. “If they got to know you, they would find lots to love.”

      “I wonder.” She leaned against the window and sighed. “Getting to know someone means looking beyond the image and taking the good with the bad—including the ugly secrets.”

      I couldn’t disagree with her. “I guess you’re right, but that’s true even if you aren’t famous. How often does anyone really let others see the deepest, darkest parts of their life?” I thought of all the reporters—and one in particular—who circled her like vultures. I turned to face her in the darkened truck cab. “We all have secrets.”

      She sighed and laughed softly. “Ignore me. I’m just tired.”

      I tried to see her in the gloom of the truck; something in her voice sounded off to me, like she was carrying something heavy. I didn’t have the right to pry and I guessed that she wouldn’t tell me even if I asked. Why should she?

      “Well, I’ve gotten to know you a little and I like what I see.”

      I watched Kit, noting how she nervously bit her bottom lip—a move I found entirely adorable. And sexy. She was about to bolt, and I knew this might be my one chance.

      Needing to touch her again, I moved closer, pressing my body against her and nudging her back against the seat of the truck. I rested my arms on either side of her tiny frame as she tipped her head back to look into my eyes. Her hands drifted up to rest on my chest, her fingers alternately clenching my T–shirt and petting my chest.

      My body jolted with the electric shock from where we connected and, just like that, I was right there. Hard as rock and dying for her. In the silent cocoon of my truck, I leaned in close, touching our foreheads together, listening to each other breathe as the seconds ticked by.

      Tracing lazy circles along the soft skin of her breast exposed at the top edge of her tank top, I murmured, “I want to fuck you and I think you want me to.”

      “I do.” She laughed softly when I paused. “What? You expected me to play it another way? I don’t do games, Max.”

      “You shocked me a little,” I admitted.

      “My work life is full of games. Half–truths and strategy. I don’t want that in my bed.”

      Jesus. She was me. Without a penis. Thank God.

      “What do you want in your bed?” I leaned in to bury my face in her hair, the warmth of her skin against my cheek and her sweet scent surrounding me.

      “You. For three weeks,” she murmured, arching her neck when I began pressing a series of soft kisses on her skin. She was melting under me, her body heating up with the fire we had growing between us. “I don’t have time for a relationship. I’m three weeks away from the most important tour of my life and I shouldn’t be thinking of anything except work.”

      “But...” I lifted my head to look at her, needing her to say the words to seal the deal.

      “I want you and I plan on having you. A lot.”

      “Any way you want me. Any time. I live to serve.”

      “Good.”

      I leaned forward and brushed a kiss across her lips. When her lips opened slightly, I slipped my tongue inside and leisurely explored her mouth. It was like I had the key to unlock her. She opened up under me, her legs spreading to accommodate me as much as possible in the front seat of my truck. I could take her here. Peel off her jeans and panties and slide in where she was hot, wet, and tight. It would be a fast and hard fuck that would take the edge off and then we could head back to my place.

      I broke off the kiss to lay out my plan of action when my phone went off.

      Fuck me.

      It was the ringtone for the department and I knew I had to answer it. My chances for getting lucky tonight were about as good as winning the actual lottery.

      I picked it up and accepted the call. “Yeah?”

      Dispatch told me exactly what I didn’t want to hear with a hot willing woman in my truck. My plans for Kit Landry were going to have to wait. I hung up and moved back behind the wheel.

      I looked over at her and wished I hadn’t. A tousled Kit, lips wet from our kisses, her tits on display under that tiny tank top was not a vision I wanted to trade for sweaty guys, smelly fire gear, smoke and flames. “I’m not on duty, but I’m secondary and they need all hands who are fit for duty to report.”

      “That’s cool. You’ve got to go.” She leaned over and kissed me, her hand trailing down my chest to settle on my cock. She stroked me lightly, making my eyes cross with the pleasure of it. I felt like fucking Superman when I managed to keep my hands on the wheel and off her. “We’ve got three weeks. I’m not going anywhere.”

      And at that moment, I wondered if I’d gotten in over my head with Kit Landry.
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      “He offered to do what?”

      I settled back into the chair and glanced around the open, utilitarian warehouse space the label had provided for rehearsals of my upcoming tour. I took a sip of my coffee as Bridget worked through her emotions. I wasn’t surprised. My band, my friends and companions for the past five years, stuck by me through the ups and the downs of my crazy career and they worried about me—especially after the train wreck my life had been just a year ago. But Bridget had sat right by me through the whole thing, never once breaking eye contact or dumping me.

      I’d been cruel to her at times—coming down from the alcohol and pills hadn’t brought out the best in me. She’d taken it like a champ, called me out like a true friend, and forgiven me when I asked for it. She is my sister, my secret keeper, my most trusted companion and she wasn’t on board the Max train. Not even a little bit.

      Bridget was now looking at me with expectation, so I took a deep breath and plunged right in. “I went over to the fire station to take the photos, T–shirts, and tickets and then he asked me out. We had a good time and then... one thing led to another. ”

      “Okay, I got it. He’s the reason you disappeared the other night.” She took a big gulp of her coffee and pointed at me across the table. “Get to the point where he offered the sex.”

      “Keep your voice down!” I glanced around the rehearsal space, noting with relief that none of my band mates seemed to have overheard this particular conversation. “He didn’t offer the sex until I asked for it.”

      “Oh, that makes me feel so much better.”

      “Bridget, it wasn’t like that.” I thought about how to ease her mind and explain my reasons for this. “He makes me feel something I haven’t felt in a long time. With Max, I feel like ‘Kit the woman’ and not like...”

      “‘Kit the merchandise’. ‘Kit the paycheck’.”

      “Exactly.” I pulled my hair off my face and into a scrunchie on top of my head.

      “He sleeps with a lot of women,” she mumbled, suddenly engrossed in the design of her Starbucks cup.

      I gave her the hairy eyeball. “Did you check up on him?”

      “Ron had your security team do the usual checks. He’s a good firefighter on the job, but he’s run into some trouble in his personal life.”

      “Like what?” I instantly regretted asking. This felt invasive. Unfair. Max and I weren’t about details. And if I was looking for any semblance of a normal thing with him, I shouldn’t act like a paranoid celebrity.

      “He’s got a hot temper. Won’t back down from a fight but he doesn’t seem to go looking for them.” She paused and I knew the next fact was a whammy. “And he slept with the Fire Department Chief’s niece...”

      “Was she legal? Married?”

      “...in the maintenance closet at the department Christmas party.”

      “Oh.” It wasn’t funny but I couldn’t help the chuckle that spilled out. “Not a career–enhancing moment.”

      From the look on her face, it was clear that Bridget didn’t find this as funny as I did. What did I care about who he’d slept with before me? His past wasn’t any more my business than mine was his. Although, to find out about mine all he had to do was Google me or follow the hashtag #dumbassdecisionsaboutmen on Twitter.

      “What the hell, Bridget? You told me to do this.”

      “Honey, I know I told you to jump his bones, but I didn’t think you’d actually do it. You never do what I tell you to do. You want something more in your life than tour buses and hotel rooms and I totally get that, but this guy—he could just be using you. He could sell his story to the tabloids and ruin all your hard work. The label would not be happy with another scandal.”

      I thought about my life. I’d given up a lot in the pursuit of my career and taking care of my responsibilities. Then I’d fucked the whole thing up when I’d missed concerts and album deadlines because Jake had broken my heart. I understood it now. I knew where the feeling of no control came from, why I’d spent a year watching myself do all the things I did from a distance in my head. In fact, everyone had been briefed by my doctor on why I’d lost it—but emotional breakdowns weren’t an acceptable excuse in the music business. Unless they increased your digital download sales.

      The label was giving me one last chance to prove that I was still a good investment, and I couldn’t afford to blow it. Some of the label management was looking for any excuse to drop my contract and they were all watching me like a hawk. Even at my young age, I wasn’t the newest thing to hit this town and I could feel the hot breath of all the new arrivals on the back of my neck.

      My head was telling me to stay away from Max—but the way he made me feel was addictive. With him, I felt like I could be myself because that was who he really wanted and this wasn’t going to last beyond this brief period in time.

      “I’m in a good place. I’m taking care of myself and following the diet and exercise plan put together by the nutritionist. We’ve built in lots of down time on the tour...”

      I looked around to see if anyone else was close by. Bridget was one of the few people who knew why I’d really gone into rehab and that secret would be a gold mine for any reporter who got their hands on it. The label and my management team had told us that market tests showed that “alcoholism trended better than crazy”.

      Their words. Not mine.

      So, I'd come out as a drunk—which wasn’t a total lie because I’d had a drinking problem. But my reaction had been extreme because I was also hypomanic—bipolar disorder’s manageable, but lesser known, little sister. I understood why it was necessary to pick the more marketable of my personal defects, but it didn’t mean that I was thrilled with adding yet another secret skeleton to the pile in my closet.

      I was tired of the lies. I was tired of an image that was put on me five years ago. I was ready and strong enough to make the change. If the fans followed—that was great. If they didn’t, I would change my course as necessary.

      “I’ve got my illness under control. I respect it and I’m on program.”

      “I know you are,” Bridget said and I didn’t miss the worry in her tone. I had scared the shit out of her for a long time and she was still waiting for the other stiletto to drop.

      My mother had suffered terribly from bipolar disorder. Actually, we’d all suffered—living with someone suffering from that illness and going untreated was a living hell. And it was hereditary. It had been somewhat inevitable that I was going to have to deal with some emotional issues, but I’d been as shocked as anyone to find out that my mood swings, alcoholic binging, and the disruptive behavior were due to my hypomania. I was learning to live with it, forging ahead, and that meant enjoying every aspect of my life.

      “I love what I do and you know how important it is for me to provide for the people I love. But, I’ve pushed aside having anything for myself for a long time. Not since Jake have I...” I faltered. I wasn’t a good enough liar to say that it still didn’t get to me. He’d stomped on my heart big time and, even though it had scarred over, it never quite pumped the same again. “Max is here and I want this now.”

      “We hit the road in three weeks.”

      “Yeah, we do; and when we go, this fling will end.”

      “What about finding someone to have a real relationship with?”

      “I want that. And I will have it, but we both know now is not the time.”

      “Look, Kit.” Bridget lowered her voice to prevent anyone overhearing. “Your illness isn’t the only thing you need to keep under wraps. Are you sure this is the right time to bring someone new into your life? Someone you need to trust not to play ‘kiss and tell’?”

      She was so right; I had no argument. I could count on one hand the number of people who knew my mother wasn’t dead, but living at the Shady Grove Assisted Living home. Years of drug use and drinking due to her mental illness had fried her brain—literally. Now, she lived quite happily with private nursing care in her world of dolls, crayons, and everything a young child would enjoy. Some days she knew who I was, and other days something would trigger a mania and she would slip into the peace the sedative injection would grant her.

      I was a young, poor, and hungry kid when I agreed to the lie of her death and that was my only excuse. They agreed to move her out of the state home and I signed the confidentiality agreement. Back then, I’d had no idea how much the secrets and lies would weigh on me and there wasn’t a day when I didn’t want to go back in time and say no. No matter who came into my life, I was lying to them from day one and that fact always stood in between. Jake had told me that I kept my heart locked up in a room with no door and that, no matter what he did, he was never going to be able to get in. It was why I had fought for him when he left. He was right.

      I plopped my head down on the table in frustration. Just yesterday, a blogger had printed the news that the fire in the studio was deemed “suspicious” by the NFD. The information would have eventually been made public, but the article also disclosed the details of the meeting with the label reps and my management, including the fact that I’d been questioned about anyone in my life who would want to hurt me. It was clear that the leak was on the inside and the label was furious.

      Hell, I was furious. Whoever it was better hope that someone else got to them before I did.

      On some level, I knew Bridget was right. I didn’t know Max and I had all this crazy shit going on. I had secrets. Big ones. Now was not the time to start expanding my circle of friends—but I wanted Max. And something about him told me that I could trust him.

      You want to trust him.

      This year of celibacy wasn’t by choice. No one had tempted me enough to take the chance of having someone turn on me and spill it to the press.

      Background checks really killed the mood.

      My head still on the tabletop, I mumbled, “I just want to have sex. Good sex. Up–all–night–sex.”

      Bridget lifted my hair from where it hid my face, her eyes filled with genuine concern. “Take a breath. Slow down to your usual pace of slower–than–molasses and think about this.” Her face lit up with her next idea. “Call Paul!”

      No way was I calling Paul. He’d retired from being my manager and I’d bothered him enough during the Jake fiasco. Paul had left his beautiful ranch and come to me when I’d hit the bottom, checked me into rehab and made sure I was fit to face the public again. No, I couldn’t bother him with this.

      “We have a lot to do before the tour starts.”

      I jumped at the sound of Ron Harris’ voice just over my shoulder and I hoped to God he hadn’t heard what we were talking about. The last thing I wanted to discuss with him was sex.  Looking up, I groaned at the pile of documents in his hands. Ron was an excellent manager. He organized, planned, and coordinated like the professional that he was, and I knew my recent revival was due in no small part to his hard work on my behalf.

      Lately, though, we’d had quite a few differences of opinion and it had strained our relationship. Ron wanted me to take on more projects and tour longer and farther. He wanted me to record the same kind of music I’d put on my last album. I wanted a little breathing room to explore other options both in my personal and professional life. I wanted to go with the music that had poured out of me since I’d walked through the fire and survived.

      Clearly, we needed to talk.

      Ron plopped down the tour itinerary on the table and what looked like four million promotional photos for my signature. “We need to discuss some stuff. We have a few new requests for appearances, and the label...”

      I cut him off. “Ron, I don’t want to add any more appearances to the next three weeks. The band needs to spend some time with their families and I want a little time for myself.”

      Ron stared at me like I’d sprouted a third eye. “Are you kidding me? You can take time later when you can only get booked at Branson.”

      Bridget flipped through the papers Ron had placed in front of her. “Australia? New Zealand? A Christmas special? Ron, you really need to loosen up. Kit has to take care of her health, pace herself.”

      He stopped her with a hand in her face and Bridget looked like she wanted to bite him. I would have paid to see that.

      “Look, in the three years since I’ve taken over Kit’s management, she’s tripled her income and is now one of the most recognized faces in country music. In spite of her lapses, her smaller arena shows are selling out in a matter of hours and her face is on at least one magazine cover every month. Give me another year and follow my plan, and you’ll be back to headlining at the largest concert venues in the country.”

      “All this,” Bridget gestured towards the papers on the table, “doesn’t have to happen in the next three weeks. Kit wants a little space...”

      He interrupted in a voice loud enough to make surrounding conversations come to a halt. “Kit doesn’t know what she wants.”

      Enough was enough.

      “Stop!” Silence descended as I took control of the situation. I focused first on Bridget. “I really appreciate you looking out for me, but let me handle this, okay?” Bridget nodded and I turned to Ron.

      “I appreciate you keeping my career afloat when I was sick, but I’m back now and I call the shots. I love your ideas, your enthusiasm, but you can’t make plans without asking me. You need to get a life. I don’t have one and I know you don’t because you’re usually with me.”

      I reached out and squeezed his hand. “Ron, once we hit the road I am yours one hundred percent, but right now I need some space... time to take care of some personal matters. You got me?”

      Ron stared at me for a few seconds, clearly measuring what he was going to say next. His face tensed with determination as he patted my hand and said, “Now, Kit, you’re on the verge—”

      “‘Of something big’. I know.” I interrupted the speech I’d heard many times before.

      It appeared that taking back control of my life was starting now.

      “Ron, I’m serious. No more stuff added to the schedule.”

      Ron looked at Bridget and gestured towards me in a “you talk to her” motion. Bridget shook her head while I rose from the table and moved towards the band.

      The conversation had solidified my decision. I didn’t know Max and having an affair with him was a risky proposition—especially for someone in my position. But Max was a delicious opportunity I was not passing up.
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      “I don’t know how you do this all the time.”

      Flashes were going off all around us as we stood on the sidewalk in front of the Bluebird Café. I could barely hear anything with all the reporters yelling out her name, but I knew she was right there beside me. Normally Kit was a force of nature, but in the spotlight she was a tsunami, a hurricane, and a tornado all at one time and everyone she came across was fighting for the chance to get pulled in.

      It was insane and she was the eye of the storm. Calm. Serene.

      She fucking owned this place.

      Kit leaned into me, grabbing my arm and looking up at me with a smile on her face. “This is one of the fun parts! All you gotta do is smile and look pretty.”

      “Well, you’ve got that down.”

      “You’re kind of pretty yourself, Mr. Butler,” she teased as the flashes doubled in frequency as they recorded every move we made. “So, on a scale of one to ten... how badly are you hating this right now?”

      “I’m ready to have a seizure.” According to the press release, I was here as her guest—a thank–you–for–saving–my–life present. I had no choice but to deal with it but it didn’t make it any less painful.

      “Okay, drama queen; we’re done. Come on; I hear there’s food inside.”

      She gave one last wave towards the crowd and pulled me through the front door and into the calm of the Bluebird. I’d been here once or twice with my grandfather before, to listen to someone play and I’d always liked the small, cozy place. No flash; no sparkles—just a place to enjoy great music with nice people.

      “I thought big industry parties were all held in expensive hotels,” I said as she grabbed my hand and drew me through the crowd towards the bar. Everyone spoke or nodded to her and most of them gave me a curious glance and then a second when they saw us holding hands. I squeezed her fingers before asking, “Is this okay?”

      We made it to the bar and she ordered a club soda and a beer before answering my questions.

      “This is the number one party for a song I wrote and I got to pick the venue. I didn’t want to spend the evening at some stuffy hotel.” She squeezed my hand again. “The press inside was hand–picked by me and my label. This is cool.”

      “Can I kiss you like I want to?”

      “No.” Kit laughed and nudged me with her elbow. “You’ll just have to control yourself for an hour or two.”

      “That’s easier said than done when you look like that.”

      Kit looked more like a star tonight than anytime since I’d met her, with a short sparkly black dress, hair curly and flowing down her back, and heels that gave her another three inches. She wore makeup, but underneath she was still Kit—right down to the crimson streaks in her hair.

      “Uh huh.”

      “Are you fishing for compliments?” I accepted my beer from the waitress and took a sip, letting the liquid cool me down from the heat that always pounded on Nashville in the summer. Even the A/C in the café was struggling to keep up with the number of bodies in here tonight. I noticed that several of the people were looking at her, clearly judging whether they could interrupt us. She was the party girl and needed to make the rounds. I was just the “plus one”. I placed a hand on the small of her back and nudged her towards the crowd. “I refuse to inflate your ego any more than it already is. Go see if one of these people will tell you how gorgeous you look.”

      She was immediately sucked in by a crowd of people who hugged and kissed her in congratulations. Watching her was becoming one of my favorite activities and I settled back against the bar—the best seat in the house.

      I’d surprised no one by calling her first. The emergency call had been a bad one and it took most of the night to clear up but before I hit my rack at the station, I’d called Kit to arrange our next non–date. We’d come to an agreement about what this was and I was anxious to make it happen. She was constantly in my thoughts and those were the kind that had me waking up hard and aching for her.

      She told me to pick her up for this party and suspended in the air between us was the knowledge that when I took her home tonight, I wouldn’t be leaving.

      “Having a good time?”

      I turned, surprised to find Ron, Kit’s manager, standing beside me. He didn’t like me and was really bad at hiding it. I was reserving judgment on him.

      Okay, that was a lie. I thought the guy was a dick.

      I sat back, waiting to see what he wanted because there was no way he was there to become BFFs.

      “Kit said she needed some time before the tour starts to take care of some personal matters,” he said, scanning the crowd, smiling and nodding when he made eye contact. “I’m guessing that you’re the ‘personal’ in the ‘matters’.”

      “I hope so.” What was I doing? I wasn’t playing games with this guy. If he was going to dig into things that were none of his business, then he was just going to have to deal. “I know I am. What’s it to you?”

      “Everything about Kit concerns me. It’s my job.”

      “And?”

      “Kit knows what she needs to do and that isn’t a distraction with a slick line, a rubber, and a truck parked off in the woods somewhere.”

      “Meaning that I should leave her alone.” I laughed. This guy had brass balls. “Why are you trying to cock block me, man?”

      That got his attention. He turned to eyeball me, his gaze calculating. If this guy was trying to figure me out, he was going to be really disappointed. He didn’t even know who the fuck I was.

      “I’d like you to keep your dick in your pants and away from Kit, but if you can’t, please keep it off the Internet. No sex tapes. No tell–all interviews.”

      “I think I can guarantee that I have no plans to plaster my ass on YouTube.”

      “If you need an incentive, I can make it worth your while.”

      Okay, he’d shocked me. I turned to fully face him because I needed to watch him as he pimped out Kit.

      “Are you offering to pay me to sleep with her or not sleep with her?”

      “That’s up to you,” he said.

      “This is what is fucked up about this business. If you’re who she’s got looking out for her, then I feel sorry for her.”

      He scoffed, “I didn’t realize you were trying to play knight in shining armor.”

      “Anybody who met her would do the same thing.” I was done with this douchebag. Kit was getting ready to take the stage and I sure as hell would rather listen to her. “Nice talking to you, Sir–Pimps–A–Lot.”

      I found a seat next to Bridget in the front, just as the head of her record label took the stage. Kit made her way to the front and I openly ogled her legs. They were spectacular and I’d be lying if I said I couldn’t wait to feel them wrapped around my waist later tonight. The view and the fantasy went a long way to lift the bad mood that talking to Ron had started.

      Kit caught me and winked, causing several people to turn and look my way. I winked back at her and she laughed, drawing the attention of her label president. She caught his look and immediately toned it down a notch or two in the fun department.

      “Don’t encourage her,” Bridget whispered in my ear, her smile taking the edge off the scolding. I opened my mouth to respond but never got the chance because the ceremony began.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, I’m Liam Connor, the president of One More Song Records and we are here to celebrate the latest number–one song written by our own Kit Landry.” He paused while we all clapped and a couple guys in the back added wolf whistles to the mix. Kit looked embarrassed by the attention, dipping her head and hiding behind her curtain of dark curls. “No one is prouder of how far she’s come since she signed with us at the tender age of seventeen.” He turned to her, waiting until she looked up at him to continue. “She went from a homeless kid living on the street, to three multi–platinum albums, sold–out arena tours, and twenty number–one songs written and recorded by her or the biggest names in this business. These are just a few of the things I can list that make her a great artist. But what makes her a great person is the way she walked through the fire and came back to us, healthy, happy, and filled with the same, signature Kit Landry country music.”

      Kit tensed at his last few words. It was hard to see if you weren’t looking, but I had my eyes trained on her and she didn’t like what he was saying one little bit. The room remained quiet as he reached for a large framed print of the sheet music for the song and turned back to present it to Kit.

      “Congratulations, Kit, on your latest number–one song.”

      The room burst into applause, and flashbulbs went off as the photo opportunity was played out on the stage. And as soon as it started it was over, and Kit was on the stage all by herself, looking out at the crowd with a smile as everyone quieted down. She was poised, everything you expected a star to be, and I remembered that she was only twenty–one. A kid, by most people’s standards and she was doing what most people only dreamed about and had survived having the devil on her tail.

      “I’m never good at speeches, so I’ll say thank you the best way I know how.”

      She nodded at a couple of guys just off stage and they joined her up there, pulling up three chairs. Kit turned and lifted Jolene out of her case and joined them in the intimate circle under the spotlight.

      She pulled the microphone closer to her and spoke into it, her low voice weaving a net that caught all of us. You had to stay and listen to every word she uttered; there was no way you’d have the power to walk away. This was how she’d sold all those records. This was why she’d get back on top.

      “Songs come from inside you. I write because I have all these things—pain, joy, longing, anger—inside me and they have to get out. I’ve had a lot to say lately as I’ve been working on the new album and... well... it’s different from what I’ve recorded before.” She took a deep breath, making eye contact with people as she scanned the room as if she was looking for allies. “Nobody stays the same. I hope y’all like what I have to say.”

      The guitars started a slow strum, the three of them playing as one on a melody that could only be described as delicate. The notes paused on a second in time, hung in the air like smoke, and then Kit’s voice added the element that I didn’t know was missing until I heard it. The lyrics were written to a lover, telling him to change his mind about trying to get her back. It was a plea to leave her alone, between the lines an appeal to come back and push her over the edge and a question of whether she would survive either option.

      It was sad and hopeful and raw and gritty and unlike anything I’d ever heard her sing before. It blew me away. I had no idea how she did it and I was in awe of her talent. For her not to do this would be a waste.

      She was in her element. I couldn’t tell where she ended and the guitar began.

      Kit sang in that spotlight, her eyes closed as she laid her heart and soul on the ground for everyone to see. This song was more than a love song; it was a tale of a life hard fought and won against demons. It was Kit’s testimony for anyone who looked deep enough to see it.

      I ran into burning buildings and this was the bravest thing I’d ever seen.

      She opened her eyes and the fire that blazed out was even brighter than the spotlight shining down on her. I couldn’t have looked away if I’d wanted to and I realized that I didn’t, even when she locked her gaze with mine and seared my soul for a few seconds before moving on to brand the next person in the room.

      I glanced around, gauging other people’s reactions to the song. Most were clearly enjoying it, moving their heads to the beat, tapping fingers idly on the tabletop in time with the rhythm. Everyone, except Liam Connor.

      He stood to the side of the stage, mostly in the shadows, his expression dark and disapproving. Hell, the guy looked like he wanted to walk on the stage and rip the guitar out of her hands.

      “What’s with Liam Connor? Did someone pee in his beer?” I asked Bridget.

      She glanced at him and cursed under her breath. She leaned over to me and whispered, “That’s what trouble looks like.”

      “Why? Everyone loves the song.”

      She grabbed her drink and took a sip before patting my hand like I was four years old. “You’ll need to ask Kit about it, but remember: the first rule of the music business is that it has nothing to do with the music.”
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      “What the fuck was that supposed to be?”

      I didn’t have to turn around to know who was behind me or to know what his face looked like. Liam Connor was always in a bad mood around me lately—I’d lost him money and that was the cardinal sin, in his book. I’d also deviated from the agreed–upon playlist at the last minute. Spurred on by my recovery, the great progress during tour rehearsal today, and the way Max looked at me, I was feeling good and empowered and in control for the first time in a long while and I’d decided to flex.

      “It was material for the new album. Everyone’s heard my other stuff and I figured I’d thank them all for their loyalty by giving them an exclusive sneak peek.”

      I turned to look at him and it was exactly as I expected. Face red and hard with his displeasure, he crowded me into the back staff room of the Bluebird where I’d gone to take a restroom break after my performance. He was a big guy, a former college football semi–star who’d moved into the music business after graduation. He wasn’t above using his size to make a statement, but I’d seen it all before. I’d faced shit down in my head that was scarier than Liam.

      “I haven’t approved that song for the album.”

      “According to my contract, you don’t get approval on content unless it violates the morals clause. I get creative control over my music.”

      “Yes, but I can refuse to release an album if I’m not happy with the final product.”

      Shit. He could. The label ultimately had the last word and it would be difficult for me to force them to release it or to get the rights to take it elsewhere. I wasn’t even sure I had the cash to buy out my contract and I didn’t want to go down that road unless I had to.

      “Liam, did you see the audience? They were eating it up.” I deliberately took out any agitation in my voice, hoping to get my way by gently shaking the sugar tree.

      “This crowd is all the ‘music is art’ group, but they aren’t a commercial audience. They aren’t your demographic, your fan base.”

      “I’m twenty–one; my fan base is growing up with me. They would love that song.” I took a breath and tried to plead my case. “I’m not the girl you signed five years ago. I’ve changed, grown. My image needs to change, too.”

      “I think you need to focus on how much you owe this label and how much you cost us with your little detour from your contractual obligations before you decide to change what’s been proven to make money.”

      Ouch. That hurt and I must have shown it on my face because he had the bad manners to look like a smug dickhead. I knew I’d lost them money, but they’d also recouped a bunch of it by releasing a “greatest hits” album while I was in rehab. But my alternative was to tell them to shove it up their bottom line and see if some other label would buy out my contract. Nothing was guaranteed with my track record. I was hoping to get back on top with this tour and a successful next album, and then I’d have more options.

      “Fine, Liam. Obviously we have a lot to discuss about the new album.”

      “I think you need to be prepared to do some listening.” He nodded at me, spun on his heel and walked back into the café to navigate the danger zone of having his mistress and his wife in the same room at the same time. I’d taken no end of happiness by adding them both to the guest list. It was petty and mean and I was not sorry.

      I walked over to the staff lockers, slamming a door in frustration. I knew I had to make good on my promise to apologize for my failures, but having to kiss his ass was a whole other story. I needed to talk to my legal team about my power over this album. I wouldn’t go to Ron; he sided with Liam and thought the status quo was the way to go. Once I knew where the lines were, I’d figure out which ones I wanted to cross and which ones needed to go entirely.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      I turned to find Max standing in the doorway, partially blocking the noise and people in the Bluebird. He took one look at me, glanced behind him at the crowd and shut the door. He stalked over to me, eyes locked on my face, and even though I wanted to look away, I couldn’t. Instead I did what I did best. I hid.

      “Don’t do that,” he said.

      “Do what?”

      “That thing where you shut down.” He reached up to brush a curl off my face and I leaned into the touch in spite of myself. “You did it the other day when I gave you your guitar. For a couple of minutes you were real and then it was like you flipped a switch and this mask came down.”

      I just stared at him. I knew exactly what he was describing. I’d started doing it when I had come to Nashville on my own at sixteen. It was self–preservation to keep people at a distance and it had stuck once I’d become a celebrity.

      “It’s Super Kit,” I mumbled, wishing I had a better way to describe it.

      “Super Kit?”

      “Yeah, that’s what Bridget calls my alter ego. The make–up, the costumes, the band behind me—they’re usually a dead give–away.” I flexed my arms and struck a pose like a cartoon superhero. It was lame, but Bridget and I had done it so often when I needed a laugh that it was second nature. “Super Kit! Able to fill arenas in a single night!”

      Max didn’t laugh. Instead he cupped my face with his large, calloused hand and looked me right in the eyes, his own searching for something I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to see or miss. He was warm and I was freezing in the A/C, and it took super human strength not to latch on to him just to steal his body heat.

      And cop a feel. I could be honest with myself about wanting to grope his ass at the first available opportunity.

      “I could use one of those costumes,” he said.

      “Sorry. It’s one–of–a–kind. I made it myself.”

      He pulled me close and I rested my head on his chest and wrapped my arms around his waist. We couldn’t stay in here forever. The rumble of the crowd was just beyond the door but I would take this moment for an opportunity for calm before launching back into the fray. It was nice to have someone on my side. Really nice.

      I inhaled deeply, indulging in the amazing combination of hot male and spicy aftershave. Yum. His body was hard beneath the cotton of his shirt and his muscles bunched and rippled when I touched him. His hand caressed the skin exposed on my shoulders and back and the sensation from the touch raced under my skin, lighting me up and starting a slow burn deep inside.

      His voice rumbled in his chest, just under my cheek. “A job that requires all that armor doesn’t sound like much fun.”

      I rolled my eyes and poked him in the side. “Says the man who wears a ton of protective gear every time he goes out on a call.”

      “Point taken.” Max pulled back and smoothed the hair back from my face. “But that’s a physical danger. Your costume sounds more like it’s designed to protect your feelings.”

      Uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation, I pulled out of his embrace, turning to trace the name on the locker closest to me. “I love what I do.” I tried to play it cool but, even to my ears, my voice sounded defensive so I paused to collect my thoughts. “Dolly Parton said that those of us in the music business have the same problems as everybody else. Money, fame—nothing changes that—we just get to do it in public.” I smiled to myself, the rightness of my new music bubbling up in spite of the smack–down from Liam. “The music makes it worth it for me. It always comes back to the music.”

      Max’s arms looped around my waist, his front pressed against my back, head resting on my shoulder. His voice rumbled in my ear and I felt it down in my bones. “But you still need the costume?”

      I sighed and leaned into the warmth of his touch. “You meet people and they have expectations of you because of the image. The trick is figuring out who you can trust enough to let them see behind the costume.”

      “And people you know?”

      Somehow he’d zeroed in on what had put me in this funk. Smart, nosy bastard.

      “My label, my management—they don’t want me to change anything about the costume.”

      “And now it doesn’t fit.”

      I turned around then, staying within the circle of his arms, and eyeballed him, wondering how he’d gotten all of this so right. He didn’t wait for me to finish.

      “That song... it was amazing, but Liam Connor was the only one not thrilled about it. Then Bridget said some cryptic shit about the music not being about the music and Liam left you back here in a mood and slamming doors.” I let the shock show on my face. I was impressed. His lip tilted up in a sexy grin. “I’m more than just a pretty face and big dick.”

      While I desperately hoped the second part was true, he’d accomplished what he’d sought to do. Make me laugh and shake off the fun–killing mood.

      We stood like that for a few moments while his words settled between us. I was more comfortable with Max, almost a stranger, than I was with people who surrounded me every day. He’d been real since the first time we’d met and he treated me like a normal girl, even though my life was anything but ordinary. I liked him and I ignored the whisper that said I could do a lot more than like him if our timing was different.

      Curious about him, I turned the tables. “So, your turn. Do you love what you do?”

      Max backed us up until my back was pressed against the cool metal of the lockers, the sharp contrast causing me to give an involuntary shiver. He placed one hand against the lockers, tracing the line of the skinny strap on my dress with his fingers. That gave me the shivers, too—for an entirely different reason.

      He broke eye contact with me, instead focusing on the movement of his hands, his face losing some of its usual playfulness.

      “Yeah. After high school someone close to me died and I wanted a job that helped people.”

      “Because you couldn’t help your friend?”

      He nodded. “I considered teaching like my folks, but the thought of a job stuck in a building all day didn’t appeal to me. I signed on with the NFD and I have no regrets. I’d like to get promoted, be a shift leader someday, but I still love it.”

      I gazed up at him, struck by his simple sincerity. Max seemed like such a real guy underneath all the swagger. I didn’t doubt that he would deliver on everything his body and sexy mouth promised, but there was more to him. I’d met lots of people and I think I’m a good judge of when I’m being fed a load of crap. I hadn’t always been adept at figuring it out and that had led to lots of heartache, broken promises, feeling used, and dating losers.

      Lots of losers.

      Losers who used me for rides. Losers who used me for a place to crash. Losers who used me for music connections. Losers who used me so they could sell the story to the tabloids.

      I was pretty sure Max wasn’t a loser. But I had to be sure.

      I already knew he had a truck.

      “Do you have a home, a place to sleep?”

      He was amused and baffled. “Yep. And I have a mortgage to prove it.”

      “Do you want to be in the music business?”

      “No, I can definitely say that I have no desire to be in the music business.”

      “Are you going to sleep with me and sell the story to the papers?”

      I cringed at how awful the question sounded actually spoken aloud. A quick peek to check his reaction and his thunderous expression told me that I’d definitely pissed him off.

      Max grabbed me and dragged me against him. His eyes were almost black as he loomed over me, trapping my body between his long, hard legs.

      He claimed my mouth in a kiss that was dominating, full of anger at my question, and the pent–up sexual heat that had simmered between us since we first met. Suddenly ravenous for him, I nipped at his lips and he plunged his hands into my hair, holding me still while he reclaimed possession of my mouth.

      I gasped when he pulled away and held my face in between his hands. Max’s voice was rough and edgy. “I want you. I want to do things to you that might be illegal in a few states. I want you in my bed, my truck, on a blanket by my favorite lake...” He moved even closer, grinding his cock against me and making my toes curl from the combination of his hard arousal and his words. “I want to lift up this skirt, push aside your panties and fuck you hard against this wall, but I do not want to tell any reporter about it.”

      His face was hard and intense and so damn sexy that I wanted to kiss him. So I did.

      I licked his bottom lip and kissed the corner of his mouth. My hands wandered; I couldn’t touch enough of him and I cursed the clothes that kept me from feeling the direct warmth of his skin. Max read my body like a book and he zeroed in on my neck, pressing kisses on the sensitive skin behind my ear, at the place where my pulse pounded under my skin. His hand returned to the strap of my dress and then drifted lower to cover my breast.

      I squirmed against his body, needing more of him than I could take here with a roomful of people just five feet away. I pulled back and soaked in the delicious sight of a spun–up, on–the edge–of–control Max and I knew what I needed to say.

      “Take me home, Max.”
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      “You live here?”

      I heard Kit laugh softly from the passenger seat of my truck. The directions she’d given me didn’t lead to the fancy, celebrity neighborhoods and farm–mansions that surrounded Nashville. Instead, she directed me to a part of downtown that wasn’t trendy, hip—or totally safe. A few blocks off Music Row, I pulled into an alley behind a building that housed an all–night Laundromat and a used bookstore. I’d plugged in the code Kit had recited at the gate and pulled in to park in a spot right next to a solitary door.

      I continued with my question. “Is it safe for you to live here?”

      “Yes. It’s safe.” She dug in her purse for her house keys as she exited the truck and I followed. “I have an alarm system and most people don’t know I live here—the celebrity home maps have it all wrong because they list my old place. I’ve never had any problems, but recently we’ve stepped up security with cameras that are monitored 24/7.” She gestured to cameras mounted all along the back of the building.

      Recently? What the hell did that mean? It was absolutely none of my business, but I tugged her close to get a better look at her face. “Is there a problem now?”

      She hesitated and I willed her to tell me the truth. The thought of someone trying to cause trouble for Kit made me want to howl as all of my protective instincts woke up. That link between us because I’d saved her life? Yeah, that was kicking in big time.

      She pulled away from my grasp and walked towards the building. “My life is always a little complicated, people wanting access that I cannot allow. My people are taking care of it. They tell me there’s nothing to worry about.” Her tone was clear that, even though she’d answered my question—the subject was closed.

      I let it go. My three weeks in her bed didn’t entitle me to a full access VIP pass to the rest of Kit’s life.

      I followed Kit over to the ugly security door and up a set of steep stairs. So far, I was unimpressed with the digs of a country music star but when I reached the top, it opened into a loft space that stopped me in my tracks. As she flipped on lights and threw her keys on a table, my gaze flickered over the open space, taking in the tall windows, the exposed brick, the living and kitchen area, and the area that was clearly her home office—the walls were covered with gold and platinum albums.

      “Surprised?”

      I turned to see Kit, observing my reaction. “I like it. I’m just surprised you don’t have one of those big mansions with security gates and a pool.” I shrugged and smiled at her. “You know, ‘Super Kit’s’ house.”

      “This place is just for me. Plain old regular Kit.” She turned away from me and nervously fiddled with something on the table behind her. She’d been all sexy and brave at the Bluebird but now that we were here—in the moment just before we took the leap from strangers to lovers—she was nervous.

      I watched her and marveled at how she constantly surprised me with her different sides. Kit was funny, sarcastic, sweet, and strong. But, now she was vulnerable and tender—and I wanted to walk over and hold her until she didn’t look so lost. I wanted to help her with the problem with her label and management team. I was hard–wired to do it. Hell, I ran into burning buildings for a living.

      I was three steps in her direction, when what I was contemplating hit me like a ton of bricks. This thing between us was not about becoming part of her life. This was about three weeks of fun and no strings. I couldn’t afford to forget the ground rules.

      Turning, I walked over to her display of awards and albums, and let my gaze wander over the signs of her success. Among the display were many photos of Kit with famous musicians, actors, and someone who looked suspiciously like the President of the United States. Fuck me.

      Shaking my head, I looked around and noticed a guitar and piano surrounded by stacks of paper that, upon closer observation, were filled with lyrics and musical chords.

      “Sorry about the mess.” I turned around to find Kit standing behind me. “I’m a complete slob when I’m writing.”

      She started to pick up the papers and I squatted down to help her organize the piles. I was impressed by the volume of work. She may have been a party girl in the past, but now she was clearly working her ass off. Letting out a low whistle, I said, “You sure do have a lot of songs here. Are these about anyone I know?”

      She winked at me and smiled. “I never write and tell.”

      “Protecting the guilty?”

      “Something like that.”

      Placing the last of the papers in her hands, I laughed, “So, are you going to write one about me?”

      “Nope.” Her tone was instantly chilly and I physically felt the temperature change in the room.

      Shit. I’d touched a sore subject and wasn’t sure how to proceed. That’s what happens when you forget the ground rules. Just sex. No talking. Talking always gets you in trouble. She was still silent so I decided to go with the humor angle. “You wanna think about that a minute before you just shoot me down?”

      “Sorry, but I won’t be writing a song about you.”

      Warily, I watched as she got up and took the papers over to a desk. Still looking down at her work, Kit continued, “I only write songs about men I fall in love with or who break my heart.” She turned and caught me with her gaze. “We aren’t going to do anything crazy like fall in love or get hurt, are we?”

      Oh, hell. I’d walked into a minefield and had no clue where the danger was. Removing my tongue from the roof of my mouth, I swallowed hard and searched for the words that wouldn’t get me sent home with a major case of blue balls.

      “No. We aren’t going to do anything crazy.”

      We stared at each other and I recognized what passed between us—a silent agreement—that we would not cross over the line that was drawn in the sand. I was fine with it since I had no intention to go there again. I knew what held me back—broken promises, disappointment, loss. If half of what was printed in the magazines was true, I knew Kit had her reasons to stay away from the pitfalls of love and relationships, as well.

      Now that we understood each other, it was time.

      I stood up and walked over to where she stood, leaning against her desk. I watched her closely, taking the cues from her. She remained silent and still for so long that I’d almost decided the affair would end here, but then she reached out and gently brushed her thumb across my lower lip and my stomach dropped a couple of feet. I was hard, aching, and I had never wanted a woman so much in my life.

      Stepping forward, I pressed the entire length of my body against hers, groaning with the enjoyment of all her sexy curves. I lifted my hand to cup her face as my desire surged to flashpoint in about thirty seconds. I moved my hand back until my fingers wove into her hair, wrapping several curls in my grip and tugging her head backwards. I bit back my own groan when she gasped, her lips parting on the sound. Starving for her taste, I took her mouth in a bruising kiss. Our tongues tangled together in a slow glide and I thought I controlled the kiss until she pressed her body against my cock and my brain short–circuited.

      Releasing her mouth, I stared into her violet–blue eyes, lost to everything but the sensation of being here with her, right now.

      “Now see? You are Super Kit.” I licked my lip, tasting her on my mouth. “Because when you go all soft and hot in my arms, I’m sure I can fly.”

      She half–laughed and half–moaned when I nipped at the soft flesh behind her ear and then licked it softly to sooth the sting.

      “Kit?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Let’s go to bed.”
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      “Yes.”

      It was like the one word flipped a switch for Max and he’d decided that we’d waited long enough. I agreed completely and only let out a little squeal when he lifted me in a fireman’s hold over his shoulder and carried me across my loft to the bedroom. He stopped at the edge of my bed and slowly lowered me to the floor, making sure that every inch of my body stroked along his on the way down.

      “I didn’t get to do that the night we met, so...” His grin was contagious and I found myself smiling back at him.

      “You could do it again.” I took a step forward and ran both of my hands over his chest. I had this urge to touch him, to feel his warmth and let it burn me up. “But next time, we need to be naked.”

      “That’s how we did it at the fireman’s academy.”

      “Really?”

      “Thank God, no.” Max laid his hands on the bare skin of my shoulders, stroking down with a light touch along the length of both my arms. I closed my eyes in pleasure. This simple gesture woke up all the nerve endings under my skin, making every inch of me super sensitive, tingly. I moved against him, needing to do something to alleviate the heavy weight of lust in my belly, between my legs.

      His hands briefly circled my waist, skating over my hips; the heat from his touch searing me through the fabric of my dress. I looked up at his face and saw him watching his hands progress down my body, stopping at the hem of my dress. He toyed with the fabric, pausing as if he were considering his next move.

      “I want to take this dress off you, lay you down on your bed and fuck you until neither of us can move.”

      “Yes.” I loved how direct he was with his wants and needs. It was such a turn–on to be free of the double–talk and bullshit in my life. I nodded—it was all I could manage with the excitement making my skin tight, my mouth dry.

      He kept his promise, his long fingers clutching the fabric and lifting it over my head in one, long move. The air in the room was chilly against my bare skin, the only protection I had against the cool air was my bra, thong, high–heeled shoes and Max’s body as he invaded my space and pulled me up against the hard length of him.

      He kissed me, bypassing the slow build–up and coaxing my mouth open with the sensual swipe of his tongue along my lower lip. The man could kiss, his every move calculated to evoke the image of what he could do with his cock and by the time he lifted his head for a deep gulp of much–needed oxygen, I was wet and squeezing my thighs together against the ache.

      Max walked us backwards, stopping when I felt the brush of my comforter against the back of my legs. He leaned back, taking another lingering inventory of my body.

      “Fuck, but you’re gorgeous,” he whispered, reaching a hand towards me but stopping short of actually touching. I bit back a whimper, shocked at how much I craved that press of his fingers against any part of me. I needed him that much.

      I didn’t have the usual urge to make excuses for my cup size, to cover up the freckles that peppered my breasts or to shield my slightly rounded belly from his view. Something about the way he looked at me told me that he was pleased with what the saw, wanted it under him, around him.

      “Sit down.” Max did touch me then, one finger placed in the space between my breasts where the crisscross of satin was highlighted with a tiny bow. He pushed me back with a gentle shove and I did as I was told, glad to be off legs that I wasn’t sure would hold me up much longer.

      Max peeled off his jacket, draping it over the bench at the end of the bed. Next was the shirt—pulled out of his waistband—each button undone with a slowness that made me dig my nails into the coverlet. I wanted to do this task, wanted to expose inch upon inch of his flesh to my eyes and my hands but I didn't move. I wanted to see what he would do next. Needed to let him lead me down this path, to show me just how good this could be.

      The snowy white shirt joined the jacket on the bench and he stood in front of me, his skin glowing golden in the dim light of my lamps, the moon glow coming through the window. His shoulders were broad, the muscles on his body honed to a fine point, flat brown nipples in the light whorls of dark hair that covered his chest and led in a narrow trail down into his waistband.

      His right bicep was covered in a tattoo—a red heart, bisected with a sword and surrounded by long, angel’s wings. It was gorgeous, perfectly highlighting the finely cut muscles of his upper arm and rippling with every flex of movement.

      He didn’t tease either of us, unfastening his belt and button and unzipping the fly while never looking away from my face. I was watching his progress but I knew he was zeroed in on me, no doubt cataloging my quick breathing, hard nipples, and shaking hands. Max was in control of this and I was happy to go along for the ride and just play passenger for a change.

      He toed off his shoes and socks and then lowered his pants, stepping out of them and placing them in a pile with his other clothing. He stood before me for a few seconds in a pair of black boxer briefs, his erection pressing hard against the soft cotton, but soon those were gone, too, and he was naked. I sucked in a breath, the exhale stuttering out with the impact of just how fucking gorgeous he was.

      His cock, hard and flushed, stood up against his belly and while I watched, he wrapped his long fingers around it and stroked it from root to tip. Max walked two steps forward and stood right in front of me, his hand still working his length in a slow deliberate glide. My mouth watered with what I knew was coming next. He’d tell me to suck him off and I couldn’t wait to taste him, to feel the weight of him against my tongue.

      I was not expecting him to lower himself to his knees, place his hands on my thighs and spread me open. He moved in closer, settling inside the notch of my legs and kissed me sweetly, a brushing of his lips against mine. I wove my fingers in his hair, pulling him in closer and trying to speed this up. I knew he wanted me the way I wanted him—so what was with the slow roll?

      “Let me enjoy you,” Max murmured, in between kisses. I felt his hands travel around my back meeting in the middle to undo my bra. He pulled away from my mouth and dragged the lingerie with him. “I’ve been waiting forever to suck your tits. I bet they’re as sweet as they look.”

      He dove back in immediately, covering my neck with a trail of hot kisses that took a detour over my collarbone and ended in the valley between my breasts. His stubble rasped against the tender flesh as he pressed his face against me, his breath warm as he closed over a nipple.

      His tongue was just as good on my body as it was on my mouth, and I gasped at the way he lit me up from inside. This was more than pleasure; this was ecstasy—the kind of thing that you only read about and never expect to experience. I moaned, long and loud, as he sucked on me, traveling to the other one to deliver the same mind–blowing attention.

      I was so strung out on what he was doing to me that I almost didn’t notice his one hand sliding low, stopping at the edge of my thong. He stroked back and forth there, one finger tracing the edge of lace with a deliberate slowness that caused my thighs to clench together. I was this close to coming and he hadn’t even taken my underwear off.

      His finger finally dipped inside—low—even lower until he parted my flesh, petting my clit with a slow stroke that set off sparklers behind my closed eyelids. I threw my head back, bracing my weight on my arms. My legs fell open—an invitation he couldn’t ignore. He didn’t.

      Max abandoned my breast and dipped his head lower. Soft kisses against my belly tracked his progress until his hot breath, rapid and hollow, skated over my skin. He pulled down the thong, maneuvering it off while keeping my heels on and then spread my legs wider, opening me and exposing me to whatever he wanted.

      “I want you to come on my mouth.” He looked up at me, his eyes heavy–lidded with his own passion. I could see his cock, hard and heavy in the frame created by my legs and it made me flash hotter, higher. “Then I’m going to slide inside you and make you come again. You okay with that?”

      I could only nod. I didn’t have enough blood in my brain to actually respond verbally, so I let my body do the talking. I reached up and grabbed his hair and pushed him down towards my sex.

      He groaned, the vibration of it combining with the first swipe of his tongue. I shorted out—there was no other word to describe the electric shock that zinged through my body. My toes curled in my heels, my hands abandoning his hair to grasp huge sections of the coverlet, my legs opening even wider in spite of the overload of sensation. I did not want to back down from this. I wanted it all.

      His tongue swirled, lapped, and stroked every inch of me as I watched from above. I could not look away. Could not stop sounds coming from me as he drove me higher and higher. Max slid a finger inside me and found that magic sweet spot that was directly related to the “off” switch in my brain and I was nothing but one big nerve ending. Only feeling, only here in this moment with him.

      His mouth continued to work me and his finger eased in and out of me, sliding, pressing until I was there... and then over.

      I came apart, shaking and falling back onto the bed as he drew the orgasm out. The huge explosion had died down but with his attention, smaller firecracker orgasms rocked my body and matched the sparklers going off behind my closed lids.

      I declared this my own personal holiday—complete with a second round of pyrotechnics as soon as possible.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Kit. I can’t wait.” He was staring down at me, rolling a condom over his erection.

      I nodded, loving the weight of him as he lowered his entire body on top of mine. It was delicious perfection, and I was immediately overtaken by the sensation of his hard, blunt length sliding into my body. I was ready for him, slick and soft, and I opened up like he was meant to be there. I arched into him, drawing him deeper until he was fully inside me.

      I opened my eyes and he was staring at me, his face hard, eyes intense and he began to move. Long strokes where he almost left my body, the ache of loss sharp in my belly. And then he was there again, his cock filling me and touching every spot that built the fire inside me again.

      I lifted my legs and wrapped them around his waist, bringing him closer to me, his stroke deeper and Max closed his eyes. He threw his head back, tendons tight in his throat, low grunts escaping him with every thrust.

      “Fuck me, Max,” I cried out as I dug my fingers into his back, dragging him even closer to me.

      “You’re so hot. Wet.” He gazed down at me again, the words forced out between his clenched teeth. “I knew it would be this fucking good. I want to see you come again. I want you to come all over me, Kit.”

      The hard planes of his abdomen stroked against my clit with every stroke and I needed little encouragement to get there again. It was white hot, and I shattered like glass around him as he shoved his hard length into my body with a desperate edge. He leaned down and took my mouth, his tongue invading me as his hips slammed against me one last time.

      I swallowed his moan as his entire body went rigid, the muscles on his back like iron under the sweaty silk of his skin.

      It was amazing; over the top. He’d probably ruined me for sex with anyone else, but it was worth it. Every girl should experience a guy like Max. It should be a constitutional right.

      I giggled, letting the absurdity of my thoughts wash over me and Max lifted his head to look down at me. He slid out of my body and lowered himself to the bed, one long, heavy leg pinning mine in place. He laid a hand on my belly, a show of possession that I didn’t mind.

      “Usually women don’t laugh after sex with me. Should I be worried about my performance?” he mumbled against my neck, his breath warm.

      “Um... no.” I pushed back a little to look at him. “Wait. Are you fishing for a compliment?”

      “Kit, every man wants you to stroke his ego after you’ve stroked his cock. It’s crazy, but we’re built like that in our DNA.” His lips turned up into a sensual smile that promised a reward if I delivered. “So, c’mon. Humor me.”

      “I need to write a song about it.”

      “Really?”

      “It will be a number one. Fans will riot if I don’t write it, scream if I don’t sing it. You’ll be mobbed by women everywhere you go.”

      “I could deal with that,” he was laughing now, his body shaking with it.

      “Well, then let me get started on it right away,” I said as I moved to get out of the bed. “I don’t want to lose the inspiration.”

      He yanked me back, rolling on top to pin me to the mattress. His smile was still there but it was more feral than cute and I shivered with the promise I saw there. It was going to be a long night.

      “You can write that song later.” He leaned down and kissed me by the ear, whispering, “Right now you need more inspiration.”

      Yes, I did.
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      “Oh my God, that is amazing.”

      I watched in fascination as Kit devoured the ice cream I spooned into her mouth. She sat cross–legged on her bed, holding the gallon of vanilla ice cream that we’d liberally doused with chocolate sauce and her spoon. And she was naked—boldly, completely, and unashamedly naked.

      Ice cream and a naked Kit. I could sell this to Ben & Jerry’s and make a fortune.

      But that would require me to leave this room.

      Not a chance.

      She scooted closer and scooped up a spoonful of the ice cream to feed to me. I kept my eyes on her and groaned when her tongue darted out to touch her bottom lip, her teeth biting into the swollen plush cushion of her mouth when I closed my own over the spoon and sucked off the sweet dessert. Her hair was tousled around her shoulders, cheeks flushed in the afterglow of her orgasm, ice cream dribbling down her arm. She was natural, uninhibited, and the sexiest fucking thing I had ever seen. My cock was already hard with the idea of having her again.

      Sex had always been good for me. What was there not to like? I love women—their curves, tits, ass—every single thing about them was to be enjoyed to the fullest. It was a mandate. They were God’s gift to my unworthy gender and we were supposed to worship their bodies at every opportunity.

      But Kit... she was something else entirely. Maybe I’d built her up in my mind after watching her for so many years, but what had happened between us wasn’t because of her picture on the cover of Rolling Stone. That shit had nothing to do with celebrities and fans—that was all raw chemistry between a man and a woman.

      “That tickles.” She squirmed as my tongue snaked in between her fingers and slurped up the melting ice cream. “If you don’t stop, I’ll...”

      “You’ll do what?” I kept my tongue working on her fingers. She didn’t pull away. In fact, she inched closer.

      “I’ll, umm...” She laughed and shook her head in confusion. “...I don’t know what I’ll do, but it’ll probably require hospitalization.”

      “You don’t scare me. I grew up with three sisters.”

      Kit managed to pull her hand away from me and settled back in the bed. She dipped the spoon and fed me another mouthful. “Three sisters? Are you the only boy?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I have a younger brother. I’m the second oldest of five.”

      “Five? That must have been fun, growing up with such a big family.”

      And then I remembered—she was an only child. That explained the longing in her voice and the idea that having to share a bathroom with three sisters was anything but a living hell.

      It was my turn to use the spoon. “Yes it was a madhouse. My parents should be sainted since we all lived to adulthood and weren’t sold to gypsies.”

      “Your parents are teachers?”

      “My dad is the school superintendent in Lively—a little place just outside of Nashville where I still live. My mom is a kindergarten teacher, and my sisters, April and Elizabeth, are as well. My brother, Josh, is in law school and the baby, Ashley, is still in college at the University of Tennessee.”

      “Did you go to college?”

      “No. Straight into the NFD after high school, but I’m taking classes towards my degree in psychology.” I winked at her. “So, you can lie down on my couch and tell me all of your secrets.”

      She laughed and shook her head, the movement causing her bare breasts to sway, the nipples tight and pink against the paleness of her skin. I settled back against the headboard to enjoy the view and thanked God again for how utterly at ease she was with her nakedness. She was such an odd mix of the public persona and the private parts—all in all, a pretty amazing combination.

      But the question remained—how much of the public Kit was the real Kit?

      Now was as good a time as any to find out. “I can’t remember. Did you go to college?”

      She shook her head. “No. I have my GED, but I haven’t had any time for college.” She set down the tub of ice cream and absently plucked at the sheet twisted around her legs. The nervous gesture reminded me of how her fingers manipulated the guitar strings and I wondered if she even knew she did it. “A college degree is definitely on the list of things I want to do. I’ll go when my career slows down.”

      “Why didn’t you get to finish regular high school?”

      “I quit high school at sixteen to work and support myself.”

      I watched as she retreated even further into herself. She wasn’t backing away from me, but there was a barrier there—like she was shielding herself from whatever difficult memories my question had brought to the surface. I didn’t need to know her story bad enough to kill this mood or bring her down. I opened my mouth to take it all back, but she stopped me with her response.

      “My daddy died when I was fifteen and I started working to help support myself and my mama.” Kit swallowed hard. “By sixteen she was...” Kit blinked rapidly, briefly focusing on a point just over my shoulder. She stopped, took a deep breath and continued with a voice that had a rough edge. “She was gone and I was on my own. So, I quit school, got my GED, and started working—waiting tables, cleaning houses, singing a little here and there, until Paul Bryant discovered me at an open mic night at the Bluebird Cafe.” She looked at me, her smile strained, but there. “I didn’t have a normal life or the typical American dream situation, but it worked out all right.”

      “Is that what you want?” I clarified when she looked baffled. “Normal. The house in the suburbs, two kids, a minivan.”

      “Yeah. Not today. Not tomorrow, either. I just want...” Kit paused, clearly revising her answer in her head. “Actually, I guess I just want somebody—my somebody. It’s been a long time since I’ve had anything other than the music.”

      Oh shit. All kinds of alarm bells were going off in my head. Just like earlier when we’d discussed her writing a song about me, I’d stepped into a minefield. Any time a woman started talking about wanting a permanent relationship, it was 50/50 on how it would end.

      “You don’t want that,” she said, reading my silence or my expression like a piece of sheet music. If I was a dick, I’d use this moment to my advantage. Cash in on her honesty and lie to make sure I got to fuck her again. I was many things, but I wasn’t that big of a dick.

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Ever?”

      “No.” We stared at each other, the weight of my confession and her dreams threatening to bury this fling alive. I asked the next thing I wanted to know. “Who taught you to write music and play the guitar?”

      At that question, Kit smiled and I felt the tension pooled in my gut ease off. Keeping this casual was proving harder than I’d thought it would be. I liked her. She was interesting and I wanted to know more about her. But I reminded myself about the ground rules: I wasn’t here to bring her down. I was here for the good stuff—for both of us. Keep it loose, Butler.

      “My daddy gave me my first guitar. Jolene—the one you rescued from the fire. Both he and my grandfather played and I learned by watching them. Song writing... well, that just kinda came to me. Just like performing in front of people—once I did it, I was hooked.”

      “So, you’d do it even if you didn’t have a big contract?”

      She laughed, but the light didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I might get to find out the answer to that question.”

      I didn’t like the worry that settled on her face and I remembered very clearly how upset she’d been just a few hours ago at the Bluebird. Her label was playing hard–ball. I reached out and tried to pull her close. Kit resisted, her body stiff and tense. “Lots of people would kill to get one chance in the music business. I’m getting two—so, no bitchin’ allowed.”

      “No way. You paid your dues. You should get to call the shots.”

      “And I blew it. As far as everyone is concerned, I’m back at square one.” She sighed. “As much as I’d love to push back and tell them to shove it, I’m not in the strongest position to make demands.”

      “So what? You just...” I stalled out. I really had no idea what any of this meant. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I write the songs they want me to sing and I wear what they want me to wear and I go to work.” Her hands clenched into tight fists, so hard her knuckles were white. The tone in her voice was frustrated, angry, and it was clear to anyone that even though this might be the deal, she wasn’t happy about it. “It doesn’t matter that I’m not that girl anymore. I’m a product and the goal is to sell as much of me to as many people as possible.”

      I scooted closer and enveloped her in my arms. When she didn’t resist the caress, I brushed a kiss across her temple. “It’ll be okay.”

      She looked up at me with vulnerable eyes and it just about did me in.

      Kit snuggled her face into my chest, and I lightly stroked my hand up and down the smooth planes of her back—the silence stretching companionably between us. She’s so small and taking on Liam Connor and his label.

      This was dangerous territory. Kit was quickly becoming more than a fantasy and I was a sucker for people who needed me. The combination was going to get me in trouble unless I remembered why I was here.

      I fixed and protected on instinct, a combination of my training and what my mom called my “white knight, Neanderthal DNA” and Kit was pushing all my buttons. Not good, but I knew it and that would keep me straight.

      Kit stirred in my arms and I loosened my hold enough to lean forward and reach for the tub of ice cream. Her fingers stroked my back and I jumped a little, the featherweight glide across my skin causing me to shiver with pleasure.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wanted to...” her voice drifted off as she explored my ink. People often paused when they first saw the tattoo on my back, so I was used to her reaction.

      A set of angel’s wings covered the broad expanse of my back, the detail on each feather making them come alive as the muscles moved under my skin. One wing was the typical angel’s wing—white with deeper shading of the lightest grey. The other was black, tipped with the darkest blood red.

      “When did you get this?”

      “Just after I joined the NFD.”

      “I know what they are, but what do they mean?”

      “It’s my light and dark. A reminder of the best and worst of me.”

      “Why?” I felt her shrink back from me and I turned and caught her wrist. “I shouldn’t pry. I’m sorry.”

      “No. Don’t apologize.” I was used to explaining them. Some people got it and others got the hell away from me. I thought I knew what Kit would do but I could be wrong—it had happened before. “I have both sides inside me—the good and the bad—and I don’t pretend to know which one is stronger. It depends on the day, on the moment. But I know there have been times when I hurt people... a person... and I can’t ever take it back.”

      “So, this is your punishment?”

      “No. A reminder. Both sides are equal and have their place, and I don’t pretend to try to be a good man all the time. I am who I am, but I do try not to deliberately hurt anyone.”

      “It’s your code.”

      I shrugged. It was as good a word as any. It had been called an excuse, a shield. “I call it real.”

      “Do you have any?” I was entirely focused on her when I’d stripped her down earlier, so focused that I couldn’t remember if I’d seen any ink. I was torn between whether I wanted her to have one or not. Her skin was so smooth and perfect; I almost hated to think of her fucking it up with a design. But, on the other hand... ink on a woman in the right place was seventh layer of hell hot.

      “On my back.”

      I had to see it. I scooped her up and flipped her over onto her stomach. She protested with a mild “Hey!” but relaxed when she realized what I was doing.

      My fingers traced the design, a heart surrounded by barbed–wire and a honeysuckle vine, and I recognized it as the logo for all her albums, T–shirts, and other merchandising. The heart was designed to look solid, but a little battered and bruised. I guessed, after hearing her earlier story about how tough life had been for her, that the design was more than just a kick–ass logo. It was Kit, once again exposing her heart and soul to the world.

      “When did you get it?” I slid my fingers a little lower on her back, glancing over the sweet swell of her ass.

      “I got that in Texas about two years ago. Jake...” she stumbled over the name of her famous ex–boyfriend, the crazy asshole who’d dumped her for his ex–wife co–star. “...well, he had a fit. Hated it. But, I designed it myself and I haven’t regretted it.” She glanced back at me, flipping her hair over her shoulder in a sensual move that shot heat right down to the erection that had waned but had never fully gone away.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      I leaned over and kissed the tattoo, letting my lips and tongue linger over her silky skin. Kit stretched out, humming in pleasure as my fingers roamed. That sound was addictive. I could  make a career out of touching her just to hear her make that sound over and over again.

      “It tastes good, too. In fact...” I glanced over to the gallon of melting ice cream and back up at Kit, “...I wonder if you taste good all over.”

      Kit’s eyes grew wide as I flipped her back over, grabbed the ice cream, and drizzled the gooey dessert all over her breasts and stomach. She sucked in a breath at the cold and tried to scoot away, but I held her in place with my body and lowered my head to enjoy my dessert. I lapped up the ice cream, giving little bites here and there to heighten her pleasure. Circling her breast slowly, I laved her nipple with my tongue, knowing how much she loved it. Her tits were sensitive and I knew that if I reached down and stroked her slit, she’d be wet for me.

      Having licked her clean, I lifted my head to gaze down at her. Damn, I thought I’d visualized every possible scenario with Kit as my ultimate fantasy girl, but I was wrong. Like this—stretched out and open to me—her eyes begging me to take her, to do whatever I wanted. Fucking heaven.

      I couldn’t have imagined this fantasy. My imagination wasn’t that good.

      “Max, are you just going to keep looking or are you going to do something?”

      The question made me laugh and get rock hard at the same time. She was a unique mix of innocence and pure sex and the combination made me want to spend hours, days, even weeks exploring the limits of her sexuality.

      Oh, I was going to do something alright.

      “I’m going to make you come again with my mouth and my hands and then I’m going to slide my dick into you and make you come all over me.” Her eyes widened, a soft “oh” escaping as she reached for me, her body inviting me to take exactly what I wanted. “So, yeah... I’m gonna do something.”

      Her eyes followed my movements as I parted her thighs and ran my hands over her soft skin. Shifting down so that my shoulders rested between her legs, I soaked in the sight of the thin line of hair covering her sex, the pink folds already wet with her arousal.

      She writhed against me, moaning low in her throat. My dick twitched against my belly, urging me to just grab a condom and mount up. We’d both enjoy it; I could get her off that way but I wanted more. I reached beneath me and grabbed my cock at the base, willing it to settle down so I could do this right.

      “Kit, what I want to do to you.”

      Her eyes were glued to where my hand stroked my erection. “Anything. Just do it.”

      “Get on your hands and knees. Ass up high.”

      She complied so sweetly, lowering her head to the bed as she offered herself to me. I moved in behind her, covering her back with my body. My cock nestled perfectly between her cheeks, providing just enough heat and friction to keep me on the edge. Kit pressed back against me and I closed my eyes against the almost–too–good sparks of sensation that rippled up my spine.

      I was no newbie, but Kit had the ability to bring me down fast.

      I pushed her long, thick hair over her shoulder, pressing kisses along the delicate bones of her spine as I made my way down her back. I paused to linger over her tattoo, tracing the heart with my tongue as she moved under me with her restless need.

      “Max, please.”

      “I know, baby. I’m right there with you.” I moved lower, kissing the soft flesh of her ass and lower until I could see the core of her. I lowered myself to my stomach, stretching out on the bed, hissing with the contact as my dick rubbed along the soft sheets. This wasn’t going to last long.

      I went down on her, my tongue swirling, lips suckling on the tender flesh as she clutched the sheets under her with a growl. I was dying to see her fall apart, to give me her pleasure so I worked her hard and fast—no slow build–up here. It was as if I’d never had her before, as if I hadn’t just come an hour ago. Nothing would satisfy until I was inside her.

      “Max,” she cried out as she came hard, her body half–collapsing onto the bed, the sheets twisting even tighter in her hands.

      I lingered as long as I could, drawing out the little shudders that continued to make her moan but I was lost, desperate, almost out of my fucking mind. I reached over to the pile of rubbers on the bed and opened the wrapper, sliding it on one–handed while I looped the other under her body and pressed up on her belly, urging her back on her hands and knees.

      I pushed inside her slowly. She was still soft and wet for me and it was easy, the warm, tight clasp of her body almost taking my knees out from under me. I slid out and back in, watching my dick disappear inside her and overcome with the way she offered herself to me so sweetly.

      “Fuck, Kit. I wish you could see this.” I ran my hands along the length of her back, speeding up my strokes as she began to push back against me. She cried out softly with each thrust and I loved that sound. It was erotic and full of surprise that anything could feel this good.

      I leaned over her back, moving my hips faster as my own climax began to spark in my spine, my balls. Her hair had fallen forward, exposing her neck to me and I kissed her there, inhaling her scent. She groaned, her arms shaking where they held her up.

      “Max, please.”

      “What, baby?”

      “Touch me, I need it,” she begged.

      “You want me to touch your breasts?” I reached under and palmed her right breast, caressing the hard nipple, loving the way she shuddered under me. “I bet I could make you come this way. Is that what you want?”

      One of her arms gave way and she fell forward and I went with her, my body driving deeper into her. The tight clutch of her body almost tipped me over but I wanted her to find her pleasure first. I needed to see it one more time.

      Kit began to arch up against me, her movement continuing the deeper thrusts. She was close and I was beyond ready.

      I left the sweet weight of her breast and drifted lower, searching for the place where we were joined. Kit was already there, her fingers wet with her lube as mine joined hers in the caress of her clit. Knowing she was touching herself flipped my switch and I was crying out, hips pounding into her as I rode out my orgasm and hers.

      We collapsed fully onto the bed, chests heaving, sticky with sweat and ice cream.

      “Oh, my God,” Kit laughed. “Three weeks of this will probably kill me.”

      I laughed with her, settling into the curve of her body. Normally I was on my feet, pulling up my jeans and heading for the door but I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to move.

      “We never talked about sleeping over,” I hedged, letting my tone carry the question.

      Kit rolled over, her head resting on my chest as she tangled her legs with mine.

      “If you leave right now, I’ll kill you.”

      I guess that answered that question.
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      “I haven’t made out in a closet since high school,” Max said.

      I squirmed in his arms as his soft laugh vibrated over the skin on my neck while he covered me with hot kisses. The storage closest in the back of the rehearsal space was dark, intimate, and just large enough for a party of two.

      Rehearsal had been long, but productive. The band was clicking, my voice was strong, and the new material was blending seamlessly into the set list. The tour was selling out, too. I wasn’t playing the largest arenas—the label wasn’t taking a chance on my singing to empty seats—but the medium–sized venues were full. We were even talking about a couple of nights at Madison Square Garden if the numbers kept rising.

      I’d been going over a new song, when I spied Bridget leading someone into the rehearsal space—Max. The sight of his tall, muscled frame encased in blue jeans and a red T–shirt made me mess up my lyrics as I struggled to resist jumping his bones in front of my band and the press covering the rehearsal. His mouth curved into a smile—he was laughing at me even though my screw up was entirely his fault.

      I barely remembered the introductions, the television interview with the two of us, or the tour of the rehearsal hall. In all honesty, I hadn’t been able to pay attention to anything but the way Max was devouring me with his eyes.

      Bridget had cleared her throat and made some comment about getting back to work and for us to “go get that room, already”.

      So, we did.

      The first available room I could find was the storage closet. Which is how I ended up on a table, with my legs wrapped around Max and him nibbling on that spot on my neck that made me nuts.

      “Funny, I figured you were an ‘under–the–bleachers’ guy.”

      He tightened his arms around me and nipped at my earlobe, making me shiver. “Oh yeah, but that didn’t work in the winter.” I pressed a warm kiss to his collarbone, inhaling his masculine scent as he continued. “It was harder to get a girl to go into a storage closet with you. I worked on Susie Miller for three months and I never did close the deal. But when spring rolled around... well, she loved the bleachers.”

      I looked up into his smiling face and laughed out loud. “You’re a dog.”

      Max swooped in to reclaim my lips, murmuring “woof” just before he thrust his tongue into my mouth. I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. His body molded into mine perfectly and I shivered at the shot of pure pleasure that raced through me.

      I eased off the kiss, stroking the silky strands of hair at the nape of his neck. “Well, I have no experience in closets or under bleachers, but this was the most convenient place for this.” Breathless, I leaned in and pressed my forehead against his. “I really needed this.”

      Talk about an understatement.

      Since having sex with Max two nights ago, my mind had constantly drifted back to the way he’d aroused me with his hands, mouth, and body. I’d drifted off to sleep in his arms after the orgasm-inducing gallon of ice cream, but woke up alone in my king-size bed.

      My first thought had been, “I miss him” and it scared the shit out of me. I hit the floor and the shower and didn’t even think about hitting the snooze button.

      “I didn’t like waking up alone. I was sleepy, and sticky from all the ice cream.” I narrowed my eyes, as I pulled aside my top to display my shoulder. “You even gave me a hickey!”

      Max examined the spot and grinned, no apology anywhere on his face. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “No, I’m not.” He leaned over, placing a kiss on my bruise and then moved up my neck to whisper in my ear, “But we both know that if I’d woken you, I would’ve been late to work.”

      I bit my lip, stifling a moan as his thumb brushed against my nipple through my shirt.

      Max kissed my mouth lightly. “Besides, I left a note and I called you.”

      Oh, yes, he’d called.

      And sent text messages.

      The texts were funny, sweet, and so sexy that I’d walked around overheated and distracted—much to the amusement of Bridget and the band and to the annoyance of Ron. But damn, it felt so good to be flirting, making a guy crazy for me, anticipating the next time we could be together. I felt like a normal woman for the first time in a long time. And it felt really good.

      Max kept kissing me. Nothing heavy or intense, just a leisurely tracing along my neck, my shoulders, his mouth traveling down to caress the tops of my breasts. It was sexy and romantic and I regretted missing high school if this is what happened during study hall.

      “Did you get any work done last night?” he asked. “I wouldn’t want to be accused of keeping you from your work.”

      I laughed. “Oh no, we wouldn’t want that.” Needing to touch him, I traced my lips along his strong jaw. “Lucas and I wrote until one a.m. It was amazing. I had no idea what a few orgasms could do for my creativity.”

      “Well, I guess I could be persuaded to continue giving them to you.” His eyes twinkled with good humor. “Anything I can do to help you pull off the ‘must see concert event’ of the summer.”

      I paused, pulling back a fraction to get a look at him. I raised an eyebrow. “I see someone has been reading at the grocery store checkout.”

      He shrugged, the dimple on his right cheek drawing my attention for a second. The dark stubble on his jaw, the inviting fullness of his lips—they were all too distracting. “It was a long line.”

      The tips of his ears flushed pink and I realized he was embarrassed. It was so freaking hot, I itched to strip off his clothes and see if he’d turned red all over.

      I reached out and stroked his cheek. “Didn’t anyone tell you not to believe what you read in those magazines?”

      “Why don’t you tell me what I can believe?” He captured my hand and pressed a kiss to my palm and then held it against his chest. “It said your tour is called ‘Beauty and the Beasts’ and you’re on the road with Mac Daniels and Tyler Grant. Mac drives a Harley and looks like a member of Hell’s Angels and Tyler is a pretty–cowboy wannabe.”

      I laughed. “A pretty–cowboy wannabe?” Tyler wouldn’t like that.

      “It also said you two were lovers once.”

      I nodded.

      Max looked down to our intertwined hands, continuing in a subdued tone, “And the rumor is that you will be,” he made a couple of air–quotes, “rekindling the romance on this tour.”

      Wow. He really did read the magazines. I leaned down a little to look him in the eye. “Like I said, you can’t believe everything you read in the magazines.”

      He watched me, his eyes searching mine before he leaned in and kissed me softly. “Good to know. I don’t want to be getting in the middle of something.”

      I brushed my hands over his shoulders, enjoying the play of his muscles underneath his T–shirt. “If I were ‘in the middle of something’, I wouldn’t be here with you.”

      Shortly after my break–up with Jake and while I was in what I now knew was a manic episode, I’d been lovers with Tyler for a short time. He was the rebound guy—a poor choice on my part—and I’d broken it off. Touring with him wasn’t a problem for me, except for the fact that Tyler had never made it a secret that he was open to trying again—to me or the press—and I’d been portrayed as the callous woman who’d broken his heart.

      What a load of crap. I’d pegged Tyler early and still stuck to my assessment. He knew that a relationship between us would help his career get to the next level. Country music fans loved a good love story between their stars—June and Johnny, Faith and Tim, George and Tammy—the list was legendary. He was hoping to add our names to the list.

      I’d been encouraged by Ron to give it a go when I left rehab, but it was a non–starter for me. Unfortunately for Tyler, he wasn’t the one who was distracting me to the extent that I flubbed lyrics I knew like the back of my hand.

      I kissed Max and leaned back. “What about you? I’m not getting in the middle of something, am I?”

      Max barked out a short laugh. “That would be a ‘hell no’.”

      “That sounded pretty definite.”

      “A guy has to know his limitations.” He shrugged. “We covered this the other night.”

      I watched him shut down right before my eyes. Max was pretty open, but the subtle shift in his shoulders communicated as loudly as a neon sign that he wasn’t going to talk about it anymore. That was fine. We weren’t about having a relationship, so he didn’t owe me any explanation.

      “So, how much time do you think we have in here before you have to get back to work?” he asked.

      “Well, I told the band to ‘take five’ and that’s really just a figure of speech, so... Oh!” I arched my neck as Max leaned in and nuzzled the sweet spot behind my ear, his lips soft and his breath warm. I needed to get back, but a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt anybody. “So... I guess we have some time... not long though... I’ll be missed.”

      “Then we better make the most of it.”

      Max cupped my face with his large hands and I lost all thoughts of rehearsal, reporters, and my job as he claimed my mouth. He kissed me over and over again and made me breathless and achy. I knew what he could do to my body and I just wanted to get back here as soon as possible.

      I was so lost in the taste and feel of him, that I entirely missed the voices outside the closet door until it was too late. We broke apart, blinking at the sudden onslaught of light that flooded the dimly lit space. Ron stood in the doorway, and he didn’t look happy with me. I knew the look because I’d seen it a lot lately.

      It brought me crashing back to earth and reality. It was not a soft landing.

      Max uttered a quick, “What the hell?” and shifted to shield me from Ron, but I knew the gig was up. Adjusting my clothes, I eased down to the floor and braced myself for the fight I knew was coming.

      “Kit! What the hell are you doing in here?” I winced at the outrage and disbelief in every word. “We have a rehearsal hall full of musicians, reporters, and countless other people here on the clock and you’re in here making out like some teenager. I know you’re going through some sort of mid–twenties life crisis.” He waved his hands in the general direction of Max. “But can you at least keep your panties on long enough to do what needs to be done?”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      My face flushed hot with embarrassment as I imagined what this must look like to him. The evidence of my selfish and unprofessional behavior was hard to ignore—my clothes were in disarray, lips swollen. I’d taken one look at Max’s sexy bod and blown off my responsibilities. This was not the game plan. Max was the after–hours playtime, not the afternoon delight.

      Before I could speak, Max advanced on Ron and when he spoke it was with serious menace. “You better watch your mouth when you talk to her. I don’t know who you think you are but—”

      Not easily intimidated, Ron cut him off. “I’m the one who’s here to keep her career afloat,” he sneered. “What are you doing here? Getting your rocks off with a celebrity so you can brag to your friends? Or sell it to some tabloid?”

      Max’s hands clenched into fists, his jaw tight as he stepped closer to tower over Ron. “Why don’t we take this outside and you can say that again right before I knock...”

      Okay, that was enough. I didn’t know what the hell was going on between these two but I didn’t need this crap right now.

      Stepping between the two of them, I pushed them apart. “Are you both out of your mind? You are not going to ‘take this outside’ and beat each other to a bloody pulp.” I turned and pointed a finger at Ron. “As you pointed out, we have reporters here today and the last thing we need is to give them a front row seat to a front–page headline that will piss off the label. Am I clear?” I eyeballed them both until they nodded in agreement.

      Max grabbed my arm and turned me to look at him. His voice was hard and edged with frustration, “Kit, you can’t let him talk to you that way. He deserves to get his ass beaten.”

      “And you think you’re going to be the one to do it?” Ron jeered and Max advanced on him again while growling something about “teaching him a lesson about talking to a woman like that”.

      I shoved Max back and rounded on him. “Max, zip it. While I appreciate your help, this is none of your business—so, back the hell off.”

      Ouch. I hadn’t said that the right way, but it got my point across.

      Max flinched, his face turning to angry stone. “Fine. You want to let him talk to you like you’re dirt, you go ahead.” He backed up and lifted his hands in a dismissive gesture. “I’m outta here.”

      Damn. My heart squeezed in my chest as I watched Max stalk off, his back and shoulders rigid with anger. I wanted to go after him, but I had to take care of things here first. As Ron had pointed out, I did have a rehearsal hall full of people waiting on me and I needed to keep my head in the game. Once again, my personal life had to wait.

      But it didn’t mean Ron was going to get away with acting like a total ass.

      I turned to look at Ron and I didn’t hold back anything I was feeling. I was going for the Wonder Woman/Xena Warrior Princess vibe but it probably looked more like “woman on the edge”. Either way, it did the trick. The smug look slowly melted off his face.

      “Ron, if you ever speak to me like that again, I will fire you. Tour or no tour, I will drop–kick your ass on to the street so fast it’ll be next week before you realize what happened.” He opened his mouth to sputter out some excuse and I nipped it in the bud. I clearly needed to establish some boundaries. “My personal life—who I do or do not sleep with—is none of your business as long as I keep it private. Don’t ever think you can pull that kind of crap with me again. Am I clear?”

      He kept his mouth shut and just nodded his agreement. Smart boy.

      I turned my back on him, walked out of the closet, and made my way back to the rehearsal area to finish my job.

      Once that was done, I could find Max and make it right with him.
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      “Kit’s manager is a real asshole.”

      Bridget’s eyes widened as her head swiveled in my direction, and I would have laughed if any part of what just went down was even remotely funny. I looked over to where Kit had reentered the rehearsal hall with flushed cheeks and a murderous expression on her face. Ron slumped out behind her and touched her arm to try to get her attention, but Kit shot him a lethal glare and gave him her back.

      Good. She was pissed off at that jerk.

      And she looked so hot when she was pissed.

      I had lost my mind. One minute I was angry enough at Kit to chew nails and then—poof—turned–on to the point where I wished I had a pillow to throw on my lap. God, this woman tied me in knots.

      I really needed to get out of here.

      I groaned and slid down onto the couch next to Bridget. I stared at the ceiling, breathing deep and trying to get my crazy emotions under control. I’d done what I always did, jumped in and gone immediately to solving the problem by slamming my fist into someone’s face. I hadn’t done it this time but I’d been damn close.

      Bridget tapped me on the arm, her voice anxious. “What the hell happened? I thought you and Kit were off playing ‘seven minutes in heaven’ in the closet.”

      I lowered my gaze from the ceiling and noted the concern etched in Bridget’s face, despite the sarcastic humor in her question. Jesus.

      “We were in the closet doing... stuff... when Ron walked in and started whaling on Kit to get back to work.” I ground my teeth together, my anger still fresh when I recalled the way he’d spoken to her. “Then he insulted her and I lost my cool and threatened him.”

      “You did what?” Bridget stared at me with her mouth hanging open. “What did he do?”

      “He got in my face and we were getting ready to take it outside...”

      “You didn’t hit him, did you?”

      “No. Kit jumped in and told me to butt out of her business.” I rose from my seat, intending to leave. I didn't pretend to understand the dynamic between Kit, her manager and the label, but I knew it was fucked up. “And that is what I’m going to do. I can’t sit by and watch Kit get treated like shit by that guy. Between Ron and Liam Connor, she seems determined to be a fucking doormat.”

      I turned when Bridget touched my arm.

      I expected her to blast me for criticizing Kit, but her tone was low and calm. “Listen, I need to explain something to you. Kit and Ron—they’re in a weird place right now.”

      “Does that weird place allow him to insult her?” Bridget wasn’t going to defend this guy, was she?

      “No. It doesn’t.” Kit’s best friend paused and creased her brow in concentration. “They’ve been fighting a lot lately. He’s been riding her pretty hard about jumping through hoops for the label until her new contract is signed. She’s focused on making it work, but she’s tired. It’s caused a lot of strain between them.” Bridget gestured around the rehearsal hall. “Remember I told you that the music business isn’t really about the music?”

      I nodded.

      “Kit’s contract isn’t just about her. It’s about all of these people having work. Right now seventy–five people depend upon her in order to make a living and she already feels guilty about the way she screwed up and let them all down. At twenty–one, she’s the CEO of a multi–million dollar corporation and it’s been like that since she was a teenager.” She squeezed my hand as she continued. “Kit’s life hasn’t been easy. She works to make sure that she can stand on her own and take care of her people. They’re her priority—even ahead of her own happiness. So she’s not going to just fire Ron when he’s being a jerk. This tour is too important. She isn’t going to face off with Liam when she isn’t sure she can win the fight.”

      She stood up, giving the “one minute” sign to a young guy holding a clipboard and gesturing for her to come over before turning back to face me. “I know you think she’s being a doormat, but she doesn’t just have herself to consider.” Her mouth formed into a crooked half–smile. “So, cut her a break, okay?”

      I took a look around the rehearsal hall. There had to be fifty people working here today and more behind the scenes. How many people did it take to run a tour that lasted months? My gaze settled on Kit. She stood with her band and Tyler Grant, readying their instruments to rehearse a song and all the while Tyler kept hitting on her. A touch here, a squeeze there. A constant public pawing that was starting to piss me off. Kit looked tense, stressed, and so unlike the carefree, sexy woman I’d held in my arms a mere twenty minutes ago.

      I looked at Bridget, all the anger gone now. “So, who takes care of Kit?”

      “Ha!” She scoffed at my question and patted a hand on my shoulder like I was a little kid. “That’s the million dollar question. Kit doesn’t let anyone close enough to take care of her. Someone is going to have to make it happen.”

      She glanced back over her shoulder at the clipboard–guy who was now hopping up and down impatiently for her attention. Returning her gaze to me, she considered me for a long moment before leaning closer, so I was the only one who could hear. “Are you the one?”

      I watched her walk away, too stunned at her question to answer. What did she want from me? To be “the one” for Kit? Hell, that wasn’t what I signed up for. Even though I cared about Kit, liked her even, a long–term place in her life wasn’t going to happen.

      Across the room, Kit approached the microphone and launched into a duet with Tyler that I recognized as a hit from a couple of years ago. She turned into a different person once the music started.

      She was the woman from the Bluebird again. The creases disappeared from her forehead, she smiled as she interacted with her band, and even Tyler trying to cop a feel didn’t faze her. She was in her element, queen of all she surveyed and at peace with the world. With sudden clarity, I understood why Kit wanted these three weeks. Right now, the only place she had to let go and be herself was on the stage.

      I remembered my question—who took care of Kit?

      For the next three weeks, it would be me. I could do that.

      I was strangely at peace with my decision. I could show her a good time and take her away from all the pressures of her job. I’d keep my nose out of her business shit since my involvement only put more stress on her and blurred the lines on what this fling was all about. Just be the boy–toy. Keep it casual.

      I sat there for another hour, watching Kit rehearse and conduct business with her staff while I figured out a plan to show her a good time. A few quick texts and it was set. Tomorrow was my day off and I planned to make good use of our time together tonight.

      She looked exhausted, and when she turned in my direction and I gave her a tentative smile, she cautiously returned. Wrapping up the job, she walked over to where I sat on the couch and joined me on the sofa.

      Her hair swirled around her, creating a curtain for her to hide behind. I couldn’t see her face but her voice was tired. “I didn’t think you’d stay.”

      “Yeah, well... neither did I.” I shrugged my shoulders and huffed out a short laugh. “I figured you’d call security and kick me out.” I nudged her with my elbow. “Thanks for not doing that, by the way.”

      She slid her glance over to me and when she responded her tone was even, but firm. “Max. I appreciate your standing up for me but you... can’t.” I opened my mouth to justify my actions but she held up a hand and halted any excuse I had. “You’re a good guy but I’ve got to handle this stuff on my own.”

      Keep it casual.

      “No problem. I got out of my swim lane. It won’t happen again.”

      She looked surprised. I guess she was expecting a debate.

      “Seriously, I’ll be a good boy. I promise.” I smiled at her as I crossed my heart.

      “I doubt that.” Kit groaned and buried her face in her hands. “I’m so sorry for letting that get out of hand. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” She lowered her hands and looked at me finally, regret shining in her eyes. “Forgive me?”

      “No. No. I stuck my big fat nose where it didn’t belong. Besides, Bridget explained to me...”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “Is there something she shouldn’t have?”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Kit looked seriously alarmed, so I jumped in to soothe her fears. Looking around to make sure no one was watching us, I touched her hand. “No deep, dark secrets, I promise. She just explained a few things.”

      I leaned closer, breathing in her scent. She leaned into me, her head resting on my shoulder and my heart clenched in my chest. Her body was warm, relaxed, and so soft pressed against me. I squeezed her hand and waited for her to look up. When she did, I took one look at her tired eyes and decided on my next move.

      Standing up I dragged her with me, heading towards the doorway. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      She dug in her heels and tugged until I stopped with a sigh and looked down at her. She smiled sweetly at me, but I wasn’t fooled. Especially, when I heard the steel in her voice. “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      She shook her head, wrinkling her nose in protest. “I don’t like surprises.”

      I pushed her out the door. “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.”
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      “So, where are we going?”

      Max rolled his eyes at me for the hundredth time and shook his head. “You really don’t understand the concept of ‘surprise’, do you?” He continued with exaggerated patience. “Let me explain this again. If I tell you where I’m taking you, then it isn’t a surprise.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him and shot death–ray glares at his smug face. “I don’t like surprises.”

      He snorted, but kept his eyes focused on the road. “No kidding.”

      I stared out the window of his truck, moodily watching the passing scenery. I really didn’t like surprises. Surprises always ended badly. Even if the planner tried to orchestrate the perfect thing to do, it was always a toss–up as to how the surprisee would take it. I’d watched a reality TV show where a couples’ anniversary party started—and ended—as they stumbled through their front door half–naked, with her hand down his pants. Not good.

      For me, the memory of a time when I had no control over my life was too fresh for comfort. I’d worked so hard to gain control, to plan when things were going to happen. I wasn’t good at going with the flow.

      The past year had made me really want to hold on tight. When you can’t always control your body, it adds a whole new layer of control freak to the mix.

      “You don’t have to gloat over there. It’s not like you don’t have your faults.” I wanted to bite back my remark the minute it passed my lips. I’d been edgy since my fight with Ron this morning. That whole scene had been happening more and more lately and I knew that, sooner rather than later, I’d have to do something about Ron.

      Max laughed at my attempt to put him on the defensive. He drawled out his response with a nonchalance that made my teeth grind together. “I’m sure I do. In fact, I am also a control freak.” He cut me a sideways glance. “It takes one to know one.”

      I squirmed in my seat as he hit too close to the mark. “You guys have to stop watching so much ‘Dr. Phil’ at the firehouse.”

      He was shaking his head. “No, no. I’m serious. I get it. You have life smack you around and you try to keep it from happening again by holding on real tight. For the most part it works, but it’s exhausting.”

      Yeah; no kidding. I watched his profile as he drove. “But, sooner or later something breaks free.”

      “And bites you in the ass.”

      Max made a turn off the road, his face clouded by the thought of whatever had taken a piece out of his hide. He’d mentioned a bad breakup. Must have been a bad one. Is there such a thing as a good one? I reached over and laid my hand on Max’s thigh. He glanced down and laced the fingers of his free hand with mine.

      He pulled off the main road onto a dirt path that snaked alongside corn and soybean fields. Cattle grazed in the far distance as the day surrendered to the pull of the night. The sky was purple and orange and shot with reddish gold. I lost track of the turns he made as we wound our way through the beautiful hills of Tennessee.

      He pulled the truck into a stand of trees bordering a pond and came to a stop alongside at least two dozen other trucks and vehicles. A bonfire flickered from a clearing surrounded by portable folding chairs.

      It was a party.

      Not one of the industry parties I was used to attending. This one had a couple of kegs, music and a bunch of twenty–somethings enjoying the fact that they were young. This was not what I expected but my heart sped up with excitement.

      Max hopped out of the truck and grabbed two chairs from the back before coming over to the passenger side and helping me out.

      “You okay with this?” he asked, his arm around my waist as he pulled me close.

      “Yeah. Very okay.” I leaned into his touch as we navigated the sea of folding chairs, coolers, and couples dancing.

      Trucks were pulled up around the perimeter and people sitting on open tailgates waved at Max as we passed by.

      “Who are all these people and where are we?” I asked as he claimed our spot by the fire and set up our camp chairs.

      “The usual crowd. People I went to school with, firefighters from other stations. They’re all cool so you don’t need to worry about them being weird about who you are.”

      “I’m off the clock?”

      “Absolutely. No Super Kit here.” He dragged me close again and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Just be a twenty–one–year–old woman with a hot date who can’t keep his hands off you.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      “Good.” He leaned in to kiss me but we were interrupted by Dean and Shannon appearing out of nowhere. They were good at that—it was their superpower.

      “Here’s a beer, Max. You obviously need to cool down,” Dean handed over the bottle with a smile. “And here’s a Diet Coke for you, Kit. Max told us it’s your favorite.”

      “It is. Thanks.”

      “Everybody,” Dean shouted out and most of the party–goers turned to listen. “This is Kit and we’re all under direct orders from Max not to mention that she’s a celebrity and not to ask her for an autograph. No photos and no requests for her to sing at your wedding. I’m looking at you, Tara and Glenn.” A pretty girl stuck her tongue out at Dean while the guy who must be Glenn flipped him the bird. “Any violators will have their nuts crushed. Direct quote. Carry on!”

      “Dean, you’re a jackass.” Max shoved his friend, but Dean kept laughing.

      “Did you really say all that?” I asked Max.

      “Yep.”

      “Including the nut–crushing thing?”

      “Yep.” He stuck his hand into the back pocket of my denim skirt and smiled. “I just wanted you to have a good time.”

      I stared at him. Damn, but he kept surprising me. First Jolene, and now this.

      “Good surprise, Max.”

      “I’m sorry.” He cupped his hand to his ear. “Can you repeat that? I’m not sure I caught it.”

      “Don’t push your luck, buddy.”

      We all sat down, the warmth of the fire just enough to chase away the chill of the summer evening as the sun went down.

      “So, how was the Bluebird thing?” Shannon asked.

      “It was good,” I answered. “More friends than industry people there and that’s how I like it.” I nudged Max with my elbow. “And our guy did fine. Didn’t even break out in hives when they took his pictures.”

      “The miracle was getting him there at all,” Shannon said. “Max is the only person in this town who goes out of his way to avoid anything about the music industry. Ever since Sarah died.”

      Even if I hadn’t been looking at them all, I would have felt the tension descend on the three of them like a downpour. Max tensed and looked ready to beat feet back to his truck while Dean was concerned and Shannon stricken with regret. Whoever Sarah was, she was not a happy conversation starter. I was dying to ask about her but I’d told Max to stay in his box not an hour ago so I needed to give him the same courtesy and respect the boundaries of our fling.

      “Well, you handled it like a pro and I’m glad you came,” I said, reaching over to grab his hand and weave our fingers together. The tension in his muscles eased when he figured out I wasn’t going to push the topic.

      “Kit sang this amazing new song. Had the crowd eating out of her hand,” Max said with a smile in my direction. “It’s going to be her next number one.”

      “From your mouth to Liam Connor’s ears.”

      “Forget that asshole. He doesn’t know a good song when he hears it.”

      “My favorite is ‘Troubled Times’.” Shannon shot a glance at Max, daring him to stop her from violating his rules. “If you don’t mind, can you tell me about it?”

      “I don’t mind. I love talking music with people who love it as much as I do.” I noticed that several people around us were listening so I pitched my voice a little louder and smiled to include them. “I wrote it when I first got to Nashville. I had two hundred dollars, my guitar, one pair of shoes and three pairs of jeans and T–shirts in a backpack. I was staying at a shelter trying to dodge the cops and social services because I didn’t want to be in the system.”

      Max let go of my hand and placed it on my upper back, his strong fingers warm against my skin as he offered me his support. I accepted it, letting it be what it was.

      “I was pretty low and feeling pretty sorry for myself but there was this guy at the shelter who had this dog he couldn’t bring inside. One night while he was sleeping, somebody killed his dog. He found him the next morning tied up where he left him.” I could still see the image of the old man hunched over the body of the animal, weeping as he held him in his lap. I’d never heard such a lonesome sound in my life. “He was heartbroken and all I could think is that I’d thought I was the only person who had trouble. Somebody else was always going to have it worse than me until it’s my turn to be the one on the bottom. I decided then I wasn’t going to borrow trouble.”

      “Live with what you have,” Dean added.

      “Yep. Sometimes it’s good, sometimes bad.”

      “That must have been hard, growing up on the streets?” Shannon asked.

      “I survived.” I shrugged it off, refusing to go back there and let it have any of my present. “I was so busy getting by that I didn’t realize I’d missed so much until years later. I never got to hang out at a party like this. No football games. I didn’t even learn to drive until two years ago.”

      “Really?” Max was surprised. “I was driving on the farm at twelve.”

      “I was too young and then I rode the bus or walked when I first came to Nashville. Then when I was old enough to get my license I had people driving me everywhere.” I smiled at the leap that my life had made when Paul Brandt found me at the Bluebird.

      “So what else didn’t you get to do?” Max asked. He waved his arm as if I could have the universe. “Your wish is my command.”

      I looked around the party, watching the couples sway to the music.

      “I never danced at a prom or any school dance.”

      Max followed my gaze and turned back to look at my face. He put his beer bottle on the ground and stood, lifting me with him. “Come on. We’ll fix that right now.”

      He walked us over to a place near the perimeter of trucks, the firelight not quite reaching as we stepped into the shadows. He wrapped me in his arms and pulled me in close, nuzzling the sweet spot behind my ear that turned my insides to mush.

      “Pretend the moon is a disco ball and the trees are crepe paper streamers.” He chuckled against my neck. “Dean is spiking the punch and I’m not hearing any part of the power ballad played by the DJ because I’m trying to figure out if you’re going to give it up after the dance is over.”

      “I’d say your chances are looking good.”

      “Excellent.”

      We swayed to the music and I closed my eyes and let him lead. He was warm and strong and I was content to just be held as one song led to two and three. This was up there with one of my best moments ever.

      “Thank you, Max. You’re sweet to do this for me.”

      “Are you kidding? You never pass up a chance to hold a beautiful woman close. Dancing is the perfect excuse.”

      “Sure.” I laughed, my cheek resting against his chest.

      “Trust me. You do this right and you are ‘in like Flynn’ later. Women eat this up. I know what I’m talking about.”

      “So what other opportunity do you never pass up?” I looked up at him and caught my breath. His face was all dark angles and shadows, his eyes hot with desire and mischief. What had been a light and playful sexual tension morphed into something sharper, darker, hotter. His voice was rougher when he spoke.

      “You never pass up the chance to do this. Especially with a kickass, passionate woman who knows how to survive.”

      Max kissed my cheeks, eyelids, and finally my mouth. A simple slide of lips that spiraled into a sensuous thrust and parry of velvet tongues against each other. I wrapped both arms around his neck and hung on for dear life because—have mercy—my knees had liquefied and I doubted they would support me if he let go.

      “You also never, never, pass up the chance to take a woman down to the lake in the moonlight and fuck her.” He held me close, nuzzling my hair sweetly; his tender actions contradicting the raw passion of his words. I breathed him in until I heard him speak, his voice barely a whisper, “I want to see you, Kit. Under the moon and under me.”

      Damn.

      I wasn’t going to lie to myself. My heart was right there—ready to fall for him if I let down my guard for one minute. Hell, I already liked him. And why wouldn’t I? He was passionate, tender, funny, and endearing. Everything I wanted in a guy.

      And absolutely unavailable.

      We’d set clear ground rules. I’d tried this relationship stuff before and it hadn’t lasted. How could it when I spent two–hundred–fifty–plus days a year on the road? Emails, phone calls, and stolen weekends only held it together for so long and then it fell apart. Not suddenly and violently, but wrenchingly, achingly, and in slow motion like on every tabloid TV show. It was a goal to change whatever I needed to in order to have a relationship but that was tabled for a little while.

      Right now I had three weeks. Three surprising, sexy, fantasy–fulfilling weeks.

      And now, I had a surprise of my own.

      Removing myself from Max’s embrace, I led him away from the crowd, past the line of trucks and deeper into the gloom of the woods. The lake shone with the moonlight and it was enough to see Max, to find a stand of tall trees that was shielded from the eyes of anyone else from the party.

      I pushed him against a tree. As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I saw him clearly, arms crossed across his broad chest, intently staring at me.

      “Your plans are going to have to wait.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

      “You might want to hold on to that tree.”

      I took one step, then another, until I stood right in front of him, our chests touching with each heavy breath. I dropped to my knees at his feet, never breaking eye contact so I saw his expression morph from surprise to “fuck yeah” in a few seconds.

      I reached up and unfastened his belt, the top button on his fly and then grabbed the tab on his zipper. He kept his eyes locked on me, the tension in his jaw growing with each click of metal against metal until I reached the end. He’d done me the favor of going commando, so I reached inside and grabbed his cock, stroking it slowly as his knees gave slightly.

      I licked across the head, moaning at the salty taste of his pre–cum. His fingers dug into the bark of the tree as he groaned. I’d told him to hang on for the ride.

      “What am I going to do to you, Max?” I smiled, as I recalled his words from the night before. “I’m going to do everything.”
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      Fuck. She was going to kill me.

      I did what I could as she took me in hand and then into her hot, wet mouth—lock my knees and try to stay upright.

      There was just enough moonlight for me to see my cock slide in between her pretty little lips. My skin glistened in the night as she sucked me and I fisted my hands with the extreme effort not to grab her hair and take over the slow ride of torture and ecstasy she was taking me on. Moments slid into minutes as I battled with myself to keep my orgasm at bay. It was a workout and sweat dampened my skin then turned cool with the breeze off the lake. I shivered.

      She stopped. Oh, Jesus. I almost whimpered at the loss of pleasure.

      “Is that good? Anything you want me to change?” Her lips were already swollen and slick with her effort as she stuck out her tongue and licked that spot under the head that made my eyes cross.

      It was an effort to keep my eyes open. I didn’t want to miss a minute of this. I’d spent a lot of time fantasizing about Kit and I realized that my mind wasn’t dirty enough for where she could take me.

      She glanced at where I clutched the tree and shook her head.

      “Why don’t you put those hands to use?” She shook out her dark curls, her expression wicked and mesmerizing. “Grab my hair and show me how you want it. Take control, Max. I can handle it.”

      Holy hell.

      “Are you sure?”

      She answered by placing her mouth a hair’s breadth from my cockhead, her expression telling me that if I wanted it, I had to take it.

      “I hope you mean it.”

      I wove my fingers in her curls, my palms flat against the back of her head as I took a deep breath and eased myself in her mouth. She was hot, scalding, and sucked me with a tight hold on my dick. She took almost all of me as she tested just how far I could go and still make this good for her.

      Kit’s eyes shone as they watched me, little sounds of pleasure escaping with each thrust and vibrating around me to add another layer of sensation.

      She let go of me, giving me total control of this joining and I set up a rhythm. Not slow. Not fast. Calculated to keep us both on edge, to bring us within sight of the ecstasy but unable to catch it. My body was tight with the effort to make it last, that telltale tingle of warmth in my lower back alerting me to the fact that I was about to lose control.

      I was a great collector of blowjobs. I’d begun early with several girls in the hayloft on my family farm and I loved them. Sitting back and taking my pleasure, the God–like control, the carnal bliss at watching a girl work hard to get me off. I loved it. I was a guy and, like any man, I was a pig when my thoughts turned to how down and dirty it could get.

      But nothing—not a goddam thing—prepared me for the sight of Kit on her knees, her mouth open for me, her tongue tasting every inch of me.

      “Kit, I’m going to come.”

      She moaned around me and her eyes fluttered closed. I looked down and the picture before me finished me off. Kit’s right hand had disappeared under her skirt as she brought herself to a body–jerking orgasm. The knowledge that she got off on this little scene pushed me beyond the edge and I fell into the chasm. My eyes slid shut, my hips thrusting forward as I tried to pull out.

      Kit shook her head and gripped my hips to keep me where I was and I shot. I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t slow down. I could only hang on to her for dear life as she brought me down to where no woman ever had before.

      Aw fuck. I was a goner. I was hooked on Kit. She was going to have to beat me off with a stick for the next three weeks now that I knew just how fucking awesome we were together. Damn, it was going to be hard to let her go when our time was up.

      Beautiful. Smart. Talented. A sex kitten in and out of bed.

      If I was smart, I’d keep her.

      I’d never been a smart guy.

      “Goddam. Look at you,” I whispered, my voice rough and harsh to my ears. “You’re gorgeous.”

      I pulled out of her mouth and yanked her to her feet.

      I slid my hand through her hair to cup the back of her neck. She shivered as my lips took a slow slide across her jaw, cheekbones, and barely brushed across her lips. It wasn’t enough.

      I plunged into her mouth, taking the kiss directly to that crazy point where I was ready to forget where we were, strip her down and take her on the ground. My hands shook, groin tightening when I tasted me on her tongue. I let her go.

      She barely contained the protest on her lips as her eyes fluttered open and met my gaze. She swayed a little on her feet. I knew what she was feeling—my world had tilted on its axis, too.

      I shoved myself back in my jeans. “My place isn’t far from here. This party needs to go there now. I’ve got a big bed and I want you naked in it all night. My neighbors aren’t close enough to hear anything and I feel like making you scream.”

      She grabbed my arm and tugged. “Let’s go.”

      I smiled and followed her up the path, deciding to leave my chairs for Dean to bring to me tomorrow. I wasn’t going back to the bonfire because if someone tried to start chit chatting, I’d kill them.

      I overtook her, clasping her hand in mine as I planned our exit. I was so caught up in Kit and the evening ahead that I didn’t notice the cop cars until they turned on the blue lights and hit the siren for a couple of cycles.

      I hadn’t thought anything could bring me down from my Kit–induced high but this was a buzz–kill.

      People scattered, running in opposite directions as they desperately tried to avoid the four police officers. I heard truck doors slamming, engines starting as some lucky bastards made their escape.

      We weren’t so lucky.

      They didn’t cuff us but they wasted no time in assisting us into the back of the police car while the several other people they’d caught were leaning up against the second vehicle in a straight line. We sat in silence mainly because I had no fucking clue what to say. I’d had some crazy shit happen on dates but I’d never been arrested for trespassing.

      The officers recognized Kit and they were just a few steps away discussing exactly what they were going to do. They’d come here expecting to round up a bunch of rowdy underage drinkers and ended up with a hodge–podge of members of the fire department and a woman whose picture was on the cover of this week’s People magazine.

      “Kit. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Her voice was low, tense. I wasn’t dumb enough to say that it was okay when this clearly was not. “I’ll give Ron a call when I get a chance. He’ll clear this up.”

      What she didn’t say was obvious—getting us out of the slammer would be easy but keeping it out of the press wouldn’t be. It would be impossible to keep it from my boss.

      I opened my mouth and then shut it. I really had nothing here.

      A truck pulled up, its high beams temporarily blinding us all. A collective protest went up from the crowd and luckily the driver killed the lights. A farmer hopped out of the cab and made his way over to the cops. He was in his mid–fifties, wearing a ball cap, T–shirt, jeans and boots and an expression that said he was fucking pissed. The cops immediately went on alert.

      “Sir, you need to get back in your truck and leave.”

      “This is my land—”

      “That’s fine, sir, but you still need to go.”

      “I’m sick of all these kids coming here and leaving their trash and messing with my crops,” he boomed out, determined to have his say.

      This wasn’t anything new. For as long as kids have grown up in the country, they’ve partied in barns, hunting sheds, and open fields, and the property owners have hated it.

      “I understand, sir.” The larger officer moved over to the man, exposing us to his line of sight. The farmer peered into the vehicle, curious to see who was in the back of the car. He looked away and then returned his gaze to our faces and I knew the minute he recognized Kit. The cops knew it, too; their bodies tensed as he leaned over and shouted, the thin line gone and replaced with a huge grin.

      “Is that Kit Landry?” He didn’t wait for anyone to answer, taking off his hat as he waved at her. “My name’s Brian Wood. I’m a huge fan. My wife is, too. We have every one of your albums.”

      Kit leaned forward, giving him a small wave and a smile. “Thanks so much. I really appreciate it.” She turned towards me and gave me the “go along with it” look. “This is Max.”

      I waved, following her lead.

      “You’re that guy who saved her from the fire.”

      “Yes, sir. Nice to meet you.”

      Kit took over the conversation again, stepping out of the vehicle and over to Brian. “I’m really sorry about trespassing. We didn’t mean to.”

      “Don’t you worry about that; just some harmless kids.” He waved off her apology and plowed on as if it was the most normal thing in the world to fan girl all over her while Nashville’s men in blue stood by with people they’d arrested based on his complaint.

      “She’s going to be upset that she missed meeting you. We couldn’t get tickets to your concert here. The cheap seats sold out too fast.”

      Kit reached out and touched his arm, giving him an even bigger smile. “I’d be happy to get y’all tickets and VIP passes to that show as an apology for tonight.”

      “You can?” He looked at the officers, nudging them with an elbow and chuckling. “That would be so nice. Very nice.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” She gestured towards the others still lined up against the other police car. “And we can let everybody go?”

      “Oh sure.” He could have agreed to let aliens give him an anal probe as focused as he was on digging his phone out of his pocket. He fished it out and held it up with an even bigger grin. “Can I get a picture?”

      “Absolutely.” Kit took the phone from him and handed it over to the big officer who took it with a smile. I bit back a snicker at how she’d manipulated this entire situation. It was genius. Somebody should have started a slow clap in tribute.

      Brian looped a burly arm over her shoulders and pulled her in tight. Kit’s eyes got a little bigger with the surprise at being manhandled, but she recovered and smiled for the photograph. In between the time to set up the “just in case” second shot, she turned to me and winked. The expression on her face was pure mischief and it looked good on her. Really good.

      I laughed out loud and she joined me. We were both crazy, relieved from dodging the bullet and high on being together. Nothing about this night was what I expected but I was glad I hadn’t missed it. And if I believed in that emotion, I might have fallen a little bit in love in the back of that cop car.
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      I wasn’t laughing now.

      My hands shook and my vision went blurry as I threw the pictures onto the island in my kitchen and reached for the edge to support myself. My entire body had gone slack, my skin prickly with that feeling that usually preceded throwing up.

      The tabloids were full of my little run–in with the law the night before but the coverage was all about how I’d given the property owner the VIP passes and tickets. Brian had wasted no time sending the pictures of us together to a local affiliate and the story he told was the kind of good publicity I could never buy.

      But this. What I was looking at was the kind of story that sunk careers and sent you to Branson.

      The Daily Scoop had provided the entire package to me and my label as “a courtesy” before they printed them all. I was welcome to provide a comment and they’d be happy to run it. I was going to find this Earle guy at the Daily Scoop and rip his balls off. It wouldn’t stop the story from running but it would make me feel better. My ears were still ringing from the irate telephone call from Liam Connor and the sound of him breaking a vase in his office. I didn’t know which one he’d shattered but I would find out later at my command appearance in his presence.

      Fuck.

      I looked down at the photos and papers on my counter and came up short with any way to make this mess any better. This was ugly. This was likely the final nail in the coffin of my career.

      The pictures were dark and grainy but what was in them couldn’t be denied.

      Me.

      On my knees.

      With Max’s cock in my mouth.

      And as if the photos weren’t bad enough, the accompanying article was ugly. It made me out to be a two–timing slut with Max and Tyler and hinted that I had started drinking again.  Just what I needed right now when the label was going to such pains to maintain/fix my image. As Liam had screamed, “America’s fucking Sweetheart does not suck off some guy like a twenty–dollar whore.” I bit back my reply that she obviously did, but I wisely kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t billed as a Pollyanna but this was really over the top and country music sponsors were largely conservative. They overlooked my multicolored hair, the tattoos, and my songs that talked about sex and drinking, but this was going to cost lucrative endorsements for me personally and for my tour.

      Bridget and Ron walked over and each took their turn viewing the pictorial train wreck. Their expressions morphed from concern to absolute horror as they saw the photographs. I sat on the nearest barstool, unable to do anything but stare at the shiny silver surface of my fridge.

      Bridget sat down beside me and grabbed my hand. “Kit, honey, this is gonna be okay. Your lawyers are going to stop them from printing the article and it will all blow over.”

      I wasn’t convinced, but I appreciated her effort.

      “This is bad, Bridget, and we all know it.” I leaned forward, resting my cheek on the cool granite countertop. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the label used my morals clause to ditch my contract.”

      “You’ve been thinking of buying it out.”

      “There’s a whole world of difference between walking away and getting kicked out.”

      My door buzzer sounded and I glanced at the clock. It was Max. He’d texted to say he’d be over this morning. I wasn’t the only one whose boss was going to be less than thrilled about our sex life getting front page headlines. This new development was going to get him in serious trouble.

      “Ron, can you let Max in?”

      He cursed, but walked to the door, looking at the video monitor before buzzing him up. When his footsteps got to the door, Ron ripped it open and walked away, but not before giving Max a dirty look. I had no clue what was going on between the two of them, but psychoanalyzing their relationship was the least of my priorities.

      “Lover–boy’s here.”

      “Kiss my ass, Ron,” Max replied as he walked over to me. He didn’t like what he saw because he stopped in his tracks about three steps in front of me. “What happened?”

      I gestured towards the pile of career–ending shit on my countertop. “See for yourself.” I needed to warn him. “It’s bad.”

      He picked up the sheaf of papers and as he progressed I saw his complexion go from tan to shockingly pale. His hands shook, from anger or what, I don’t know, but he was messed up and my heart went out to him.

      We weren’t just fuck–buddies. We were friends and I hated to see anyone brought down because of me.

      “I’m sorry, Max.”

      His eyes were blazing when he looked at me. Anger... it was pure fury. “For what?”

      “You would have never been a target for those vultures if I wasn’t in the mix. They are after me and I dragged you into this with me.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you had to do a lot of arm–twisting for him to let you give him a blowjob,” Ron sneered.

      I turned on him. “Ron, shut the hell up. I know what I did. I know you don’t approve, but it’s done.”

      “You would have never let this happen if it wasn’t for him.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You used to be careful.” Ron advanced on me, his face screwed up with his own frustration. “You used to know what had to be done and you’d do it. You avoided trouble like him.”

      “Kit is entitled to live her life—” Max joined the argument, but Ron cut him off.

      “Oh, what the fuck do you know about it? You can’t even keep your dick in your pants long enough to get through the department Christmas party!” He laughed when Max took a step back, his surprise written all over his face. “What? You didn’t think I had you checked out? I knew you were bad news for her after the deep–throat kissing at the commendation ceremony. I told you to stay away. But what the fuck do you care? You got your rocks off and now this affair is over, so get the hell out.”

      “Don’t act like you know what’s going on between me and Kit.”

      “What? Is this a love match now? Are you going to live happily ever after?”

      I sucked in a breath at his words as my heart did a leap. I locked eyes with Max as we both faced off over the words that still hung in the air like fog.

      Jesus. Why did I wish that Max would answer him? Why did I want him to tell Ron it was different than what he’d said? I was standing on the edge of making a very big mistake when it came to this man and the involvement of my feelings. Every fiber in me screamed for me to tread carefully and I was listening.

      “I don’t think our status is the issue here. We need to figure out what we’re going to do about this story and these pictures. Now,” I said.

      The silence that followed was complete as we all calmed down. Not even my appliances had the balls to make a sound while we all brainstormed a way to get out of this mess.

      Bridget spoke first, her voice low and cool. The eye of the storm, as always. “You have a meeting with Liam Connor at two. I think you’re going to want to meet with your attorneys and security before that one.”

      “I put a call into the firm and they are looking into a legal injunction to stop the Daily Scoop from printing the pictures,” Ron offered, scrolling through his phone. “I have Mandy at the office checking the Internet to make sure they aren’t out there already. We need to get Earle Foster to name his source.”

      I was still staring at Max so I saw his reaction to the reporter’s name. He jumped and then rubbed his jaw with a large, calloused hand while walking towards the big bank of windows that faced the street, a nerve twitching in his left temple.

      I braced for impact. I’d had enough bad news in my life to know when it was coming.

      “He approached me to get a story on you, Kit.”

      “What?” This was the first I’d heard of any reporter approaching Max. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t think it was important,” he said as he swiveled to face me. “I would never take the money or sell your story and I figured he would go away...” he sighed. “Dean told me to tell you. He told me you’d be hurt if you found out this way.” He clenched his fists at his side in frustration. “We were supposed to be about having fun and I didn’t want to weigh our time down by bringing up all the crap you were trying to forget. I never thought he would find another source at the party. Never.”

      “So which one of your buddies sold you out?” Ron asked.

      Max sighed and kept his eyes locked on mine. I wanted to reach out and touch him, as if a physical connection would help me sort this out. Did I believe him? My track record with men wasn’t great. It would have been no surprise that I’d been fooled—again.

      Oh, but I wanted him to be the real deal.

      “I have an idea,” Max said.

      “Give me the name,” Ron’s finger hovered over the screen on his phone. “I’ll send our security guy over there.”

      “No,” Max said, turning to look at Ron. “If I’m right, then he’s my problem and I’ll deal with him.”

      “That’s unacceptable,” Ron barked.

      “Too bad.”

      “Fine.” I put my hands up to stop round two. I was about two seconds away from losing it and I needed to get a plan on the table before I fell apart. “Max will check and let us know what he finds out. But that doesn’t answer the question of who dragged the Tyler/Max love–triangle stuff into it.”

      Max scoffed. “Not me. All I know about Tyler is what you’ve told me, which is nothing.”

      I turned to the others. “Okay.”

      I looked at Ron and he avoided my gaze and I knew... I just knew.

      I stared at him; my teeth ached from grinding them together. “Are you telling the press I’m dating Tyler? Cheating on Tyler?”

      “Absolutely not.” Ron flushed brightly, his pulse pounding in his throat.

      I watched him closely and I could read him like a book. In typical Ron fashion, he was calculating how much I knew and whether he could convince me to do what he wanted. Son of a bitch. My vision blurred; my ears rang as I sank to the couch.

      “I didn’t tell them you were seeing Tyler. But we both know that a strategic use of ‘no comment’ is very useful.”

      My eyes crossed in exasperation. “Ron. Are you insane? What are you thinking? They made me look like a nympho in that article. It almost sent Liam into a stroke.”

      “Kit, get your head out of your ass and back into reality.” His tone was even but the edge was scathing. “Music is not enough to keep an artist on the charts anymore. You need to keep your face on the magazine covers and your name on the lips of every talk–show host. Hell, you aren’t even on the A–list for Jimmy Fallon anymore. When you were with Tyler, your numbers went through the roof. The fans loved it and you were at the top. A love triangle is just that much better.”

      I stood, needing to move. “Ron, have you looked at our numbers lately? They’re growing and my interview requests are steadily increasing. I’m co–headlining the number–one concert of the summer and it’s not because of who I’m sleeping with. My music is enough to keep me at the top of the charts.”

      He snorted in derision. “I am well aware that your success is not because of who you’re sleeping with.” He pointed a finger at Max. “This guy? Who is he anyway? Some nobody whose asshole buddy sold all of your bedroom secrets to the tabloids.”

      Max stepped forward, his voice hard with anger. “The last time you spoke to her like that, I backed off because she asked me to.” His hands clenched at his sides in a white–knuckled fist. “But it won’t stop me this time. Do you have any idea what you’re doing to her? Don’t you have any loyalty at all?”

      Ron sneered. “Oh, you’re one to talk about loyalty to Kit. You’re going to fuck her and then move on. Get out of my face and let me do my job.”

      I stared at the two of them arguing and my brain hurt with the effort it took to process all the crap thrown at me in the last twenty–four hours. I knew what I had to do. Ron wasn’t going to be happy and neither was Max. Fuck; I wasn’t happy about it, either.

      “Ron, call the publicist and issue a denial of any romantic relationship with Tyler.” He sputtered to say something and I raised my hand to stop him. “Also, confirm that Max and I were seeing each other but that it’s over.” I heard Max mutter a low “fuck, no” but ignored him. “I’ll call Tyler and warn him. This will hurt his ego and he’ll be an ass on tour, but that’s how it’ll have to be. I’ll record that duet with him as an apology.”

      Ron shifted on his feet, his face red with frustration and his jaw clenched with the effort to shut up and do as he was told. Finally, he gave a curt nod of agreement.

      I looked at Bridget and took a deep breath. “I want a drink...”

      “Kit.” Bridget’s voice was soft, understanding of what I was asking in her eyes.

      “So, I need you to clear my calendar today after my meeting with Liam so I can go talk to Cyrus. I’ll be okay.” Cyrus was my sponsor and he knew everything. He was the one safe place I had when I was like this. When I was at the crossroads of good and bad decisions. I was feeling edgy, like I was craving something I couldn’t name. I knew the signs of my illness and I knew when I needed help. A good talk with Cyrus and I’d get past this.

      Right now, I needed air and space and to get away from their sad, scared, concerned faces looking at me. I walked out of my kitchen, turned the corner and bolted up the stairs that led to my rooftop terrace.

      I emerged at the top of the stairs, sunshine warming my icy limbs and boosting my energy level a little bit. I stood at the railing, watching the people on the street below and wondered how I’d arrived at this place in my life. I was faced with so many decisions, and no path looked familiar or correct.

      I needed to deal with Ron. He was somebody I didn’t know anymore and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. At twenty–one I was bone–tired, overwhelmed, and more scared than when I’d arrived in Nashville with no job, no money, and no home.

      “Kit.”

      It was Max.

      “Go away.” I just couldn’t deal with him right now. I was starting to feel a little out of control and I needed to focus, to work through my exercises that were designed to help me deal with panic attacks, my cravings for alcohol.

      “No. I want you to talk to me.”

      “Not now. I need time to think.”

      I felt him walk up behind me and, even though I anticipated his touch, it still moved me. I wanted to turn and let him hold me and lose myself in him but playtime was over.

      “I swear I didn’t talk to the reporter.”

      “I believe you.”

      “You do?” He turned me to face him, his face holding too much hope for me to string him along.

      “It doesn’t matter. I have to focus on fixing this and I can’t worry about this thing between us. I just can’t.”

      Hell, it hurt to say it but I was right. My life was too crazy, too fucked up to try to navigate whatever this was. And no matter how much I wanted to take the time to figure it out, I was out of that commodity.

      “I can help you deal with this. Don’t shut me out.”

      “I’ve got people to help me with this.”

      “People on your payroll. People with their own agendas.” He pointed back towards the stairs. “You can’t trust Ron. You know that, right?”

      I just stared at him. I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. The possibility of parting ways with Ron had been on my “to do” list and, with the last conversation, it had moved to the top. Max took my silence as agreement and plowed on.

      “Kit. Let me help you.”

      “No. I can’t.” He tried to pull me close and I pushed him away, shifting just out of his reach. It was too hard to do this when he was touching me. “Just go away. Call Ron if you need help dealing with the NFD.”

      “So that’s it? What about our three weeks?”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a suitable replacement in no time.”

      “What if I don’t want to?”

      “Don’t.” I sighed.

      “Don’t what?” he asked, stepping closer and backing me up against the wall. “Don’t let me help you?”

      “Don’t make this more than it is!” I snapped, pressing both hands against his chest to force him to give me space. My hands were shaking and I clenched them at my sides, hoping he didn't see the tremor. “We set the parameters of this and nothing included you becoming any part of my life. Because, newsflash Max—this is my life. It’s complicated and messy and I don’t have time or energy to...”

      I lost steam when he stepped forward; cupping my face in his large, warm hands. His eyes were fierce, contradicting the gentleness of his tone.

      “Stop,” he said. I shook my head, raising my hands to pull his away, but my actions stalled and I ended up wrapping my fingers around his wrists, leaning into his touch. “Just stop and let me help you. You don’t have to do this by yourself. Not anymore.”

      I wanted him. Wanted to let him stay and be my rock. But what I hoped he was offering and what he meant did not match.

      “Max. Nothing has changed.” I found the strength to pull his hands away and step backwards. “We knew this had a shelf–life when we started. I’m calling it early. You need to go.”

      “And if I don’t want to end it?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I do.”

      I’d known it would hit the mark and I had excellent aim. Max looked as wretched as I felt and I was the one killing this thing. Whatever we could have been was done.

      “Kit.”

      I lifted my hands to keep him from coming any closer. “Please, Max.”

      He stared me down, waiting me out to see if I would cave.

      “This isn’t over right now. I will not accept it. I respect that you need space to deal with your shit but I’m not going anywhere.”

      All I could do was stare at him. I had nothing except the headache that was now spiraling behind my right eye. I must have looked like I meant business because after a few moments he nodded and turned his back on me. I watched him as he progressed across the terrace, never taking my eyes off him as he descended the stairs and disappeared.

      I wanted to call him back so badly it was like a physical ache in my marrow. Every part of me hurt with the effort to stay where I was. I turned and leaned on the terrace wall and reached for my phone.

      There was one more person I needed to worry about. I thumbed the screen and placed the call. The phone rang once, twice and then the voice of my mother’s nurse came across the line.

      “Lilah? It’s Kit. No, no I’m okay.” I closed my eyes and steadied my voice. If I didn’t, Lilah would worry about me and I needed her to focus her emotions elsewhere. “How’s she doing today? That’s good. Listen; let me know if anything weird happens. No... nothing to worry about... the publicity is heating up and it could get a little crazy... I won’t be there tomorrow... okay, call Josef or me if you need anything... I mean it—anything. I’ll be there as soon as I can... Bye.”

      I ended the call and brushed away the tears that burned my eyes. I was so tired but I had to hang in there. A few meetings. A potential lawsuit. Liam Connor was going to be a dick and I needed to bring my A–game. We’d figure it out. I’d paid for the best lawyers and security for a reason. Same shit, different day in this business.

      I wiped at my cheeks, cursing the stupid tears that were running down them and a fucking reporter named Earle Foster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          
            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked into the firehouse looking for one person.

      “Max,” Dean called out as I walked past him.

      I didn’t even slow down. Dean’s known me long enough to understand what was about to go down. He ran up behind me and our movement drew the attention of the rest of the guys on duty. I was going to have an audience and I didn’t give a shit. The more people to back up how this went down, the better.

      I found Bobby in the truck bay and I knew the minute he saw me. Fear has a look and he was the poster child for terror.

      “How much?” I advanced on him, using my height and bulk to my advantage. He cowered and I was glad. Be very scared, motherfucker. “How much did he pay you for the pictures?”

      “Man, c’mon.” Bobby backed up two steps and I followed him. “This is how it goes. She’s a celebrity and she should know better than to blow you at a party where everyone can see.”

      I hit him. I was aiming for his fucking ugly mouth but he dodged and I landed it on his nose. I felt the crunch and saw the blood. I’d likely broken it and I didn’t care one little bit. When I was done with him, his nose would be a minor problem.

      “You asshole. You broke my nose!” The pain pissed him off and gave him a backbone because he got up in my face and kept talking. “I’m your brother. You’re coming after me because I sold some pictures of a drunk, shitty singer who’s probably fucked half the town to get her record deal? Dude, you of all people know what women will do to get a contract. They’ve all been on their backs.”

      “Bobby—” Dean’s voice cut in over my shoulder, his tone full of warning. “You don’t want to go there.”

      “What? We don’t talk about Sarah. Everybody knows that she fucked around on him with that producer.”

      “This isn’t about Sarah and I asked you a question... how much?” I was like ice, stone–cold and serious about getting my answer and the SD card.

      “Fuck you.” Bobby spat blood on the floor and dared me to make my move with a “come on” wave of his fingers.

      That was his second mistake. I jumped him and beat him with every ounce of anger in my body. I punched him until he fell down and then I pinned him to the ground for another round. He was tough and he landed some good punches on my face and stomach. I tasted blood but it didn’t slow me down—I had purpose. I didn’t do this for me. I was doing this for Kit and for the vulnerable look in her eyes when she said she wanted a drink and for the tears she cried when she’d thought I’d gone inside.

      And I did this for the way my chest hurt when she’d pushed me out of her life and ended us.

      “Butler! Stop this now!” The voice of my captain barely pierced the haze of fury, but his arm latched around my neck as he yanked me off Bobby got my attention. He manhandled me up and shoved me towards Dean with a terse “keep him on a leash” and then he leaned over to jerk Bobby to his feet.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” He was looking at Bobby when he asked the question, but he turned to me for the response. “Butler? You’re still in deep shit with the director and me over your trespassing. Don’t think we didn’t hear about it because your new friend got the charges dropped.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So why did I come in here and find you beating on a brother firefighter? In my fucking house?”

      I didn’t want to tell him but I had no choice. I wasn’t going to add insubordination to my list of infractions. “He took pictures of me and Kit at a party and sold them to a tabloid reporter.”

      “And what were you doing in these pictures? Anything that would violate department rules?”

      “No, sir.”

      I knew what his next question was going to be and to say that telling him the answer was the last thing I wanted to do was an understatement. Not just for my sake; he was the one who’d caught me fucking the director’s niece at the Christmas party, so my sexcapades weren’t a big mystery. I didn’t want everyone to know about Kit. We’d been secluded, in a private area and Bobby had followed us. There was a good chance that no one else knew about it. And if Kit’s lawyers succeeded in getting the article stopped, then I didn’t need to expose her actions to all the guys standing around and watching the show.

      “So what was in the pictures?” The captain’s tone told me he wasn’t going to ask again.

      I walked closer to him, close enough so only he could hear me. “We’re having sex in the pictures. She’s giving me a blowjob.”

      To his credit he didn’t even blink, only a muscle twitch by his left eye gave away any reaction.

      “I see.” He looked at Bobby. “Is this true?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you accepted money?” Bobby nodded and he bit back a foul curse. “How much?”

      “One thousand dollars.”

      I saw red; my jaw clenched so hard that pain shot up my temple. He’d gone cheap when he’d thrown her under the bus. Fucking Bobby.

      “Where are these pictures? Did you make copies?” Bobby mumbled “on my phone” and “no” and the captain held his hand out. “Give it to me.”

      Bobby handed it over and I watched as the captain pulled out the SD card and handed it to me.

      “Give this to Ms. Landry. I’ll call her manager and let him know that if she wants to sue Mr. Taylor, the department will fully cooperate.”

      “Yes, sir.” I shoved the card in my pocket, knowing it was not the end of this. There was no way I was getting away with whaling on Bobby, no matter the reason. It was NFD policy.

      I was right.

      “Butler, you’re suspended for two days without pay for fighting at the house. I’ll write it up and you have five days to grieve the reprimand.”

      It was a light reprimand, since I could have received a week without pay but it was going in my jacket. As of right now, I could kiss the next round of promotion boards goodbye. Fuck it. I’d do it again.

      “Taylor, get cleaned up and report to my office immediately. You’re suspended indefinitely, pending a full review. I don’t think I need to tell you that your behavior casts a pall on the department and violates every tenet of common decency.” The captain’s voice was like a whip and I was really glad it wasn’t aimed at my ass. “And bottom line, that’s a shitty thing to do to a brother. How is he or anyone else here supposed to trust you to have their back at a call?”

      The message was loud and clear: Bobby might lose his job.

      Look at me not giving a shit.

      Everyone filed out of the bay since the show was over, and I turned to head out to my truck and head home. It had been the shittiest day and there was a six–pack and my back porch calling my name.

      But I had to do one thing first.

      I dug in my pocket for the SD card, holding it out to Dean. He looked confused, but took it from me, no questions asked. This was why we’d been friends our whole lives.

      “I’ll call Bridget, Kit’s P.A., and tell her you’re bringing this over.”

      “Why don’t you deliver it?” he called after me as I walked out of the bay and into the sunshine.

      “Because she doesn’t want to see me anymore.”

      And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it—no matter how much I wanted to.
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      It wasn’t any surprise at all to find my mom waiting for me when I got home.

      I pulled into my yard and parked my truck alongside her little Prius in the shady spot under the magnolias my great–grandparents planted many years ago. She was sitting on the broad front steps of the farmhouse that had been in my family since before the Civil War. It was mine now, my early inheritance from my Grandpa Butler who held the note that I paid every month. He was living it up and charming the ladies at the Augusta Senior Living Village now.

      I climbed out of the truck, grabbed the beer off the passenger seat and walked over to sit next to her. She didn’t waste any time making her point.

      “Dean said you got suspended for two days.”

      “Fucking Dean.” I didn’t even dodge the smack she leveled against the back of my head for my language. Some families put money in a jar for every curse word; we had my mom’s half–hearted attempts to give us brain damage. I pried the top off a bottle with my keychain and handed it to her and then opened my own.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      Did I want to? No.

      Was she going to stay here until I did? Yes.

      “Are you going to tell me how you ended up in a sex tape with Kit Landry?”

      I made a mental note to kill Dean the next time I saw him.

      I turned and faced my mother. She was looking at me with the same look she’d worn when she’d caught me half–naked on the living room couch with Tamara Riggs. She’d calmly sent Tamara home and then proceeded to pierce me with her steady gaze until I confessed everything and willingly listened to the “sex talk”. Ten years later, she still knew how to make me talk.

      “It wasn’t a sex tape.” I cleared my throat and took a drink from my bottle. “It was just... you know... pictures.”

      “Uh, huh.” She sounded skeptical and reached over to adjust the collar on my shirt. “You two seemed to have hit it off.”

      I needed to tread carefully here. She was circling in for the kill. “Well... you know... we’ve become friends.”

      “That’s great, Max.” She smiled and took a sip from her own bottle.

      I knew it was coming. There was no way my mom was letting me off the hook on this one. As a rule, I didn’t talk with my mom about the women I slept with. My dad, either. I didn’t bring them home, so there was nothing to discuss.

      Her voice was deceptively soft and sweet. “Would that be what they call ‘friends with benefits’?”

      “Mom!”

      She turned back to me and shrugged her shoulders. “Did I get it wrong? That’s what Ashley told me the term is these days.”

      Why in hell was she talking to my little sister about this?

      Pain started throbbing at my temples. I covered my eyes. “No, Mom, you got it right.”

      “Good.” She sounded inordinately pleased with herself and then confused. “So, what does that mean exactly?”

      Maybe Ashley hadn’t explained everything to Mom.

      “It means that it’s... umm... casual.”

      “I see.” Her voice was slightly disapproving.

      I waited and occupied myself by watching the bees buzz around the honeysuckle on the fence. I knew this trick. My mom would sit quietly and patiently wait for her victim to cave in under the weight of the silence and spill the beans.

      Oh, hell.

      “Mom, we’re just hanging out until she goes on her tour. Well, we were. It’s no big deal.” How could I explain this? And why wasn’t I telling her that Kit kicked me to the curb? She’d said it was over but I wasn’t ready for her to end our time together. “Kit works too hard and she’s got no one to take care of her. We started just to give her a break, to have some fun, that’s all.”

      My mom turned and nailed me with her cool, gray eyes. “Max. What are you doing?”

      “I just told you.”

      She shook her head slowly. “You just told me you care about this girl enough to notice that she needs someone to take care of her.” She stopped me when I tried to interrupt. “It doesn’t surprise me that you stepped in to try to help, but I am surprised you picked her.”

      “Mom. We’re spending some time together. End of story.” I needed to make this clear. “This was never going to be anything more than these three weeks. Our worlds wouldn’t work together.”

      “Here we go again,” she sighed, and set her beer bottle on the deck with a loud clunk.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Ever since Sarah died, you’ve divided up your life into these tiny little compartments. Work. This house. Sex.” She smiled at the look of surprise on my face. “I’m your mother; I’m not deaf, dumb, or blind.”

      “Mom.”

      “Don’t ‘Mom’ me.”

      Her voice had that scary “don’t mess with me or you’re grounded” tone, so I shut up and let her finish.

      “Sarah cheated on you and then she died and you never got the chance to come to terms with what happened. No one blames you for having lots of ‘friends’.” She gently smoothed back my hair from my face. “But you can’t expect to live like this forever to protect your heart.”

      I ducked out from under her touch and away from her piercing gaze. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “Big surprise. You’ve never been a talker—so be a listener.” She chuckled lightly and patted my knee. “Some of the best things in life are the ones you don’t see coming.”

      Smiling, my mom stood up and handed me her beer, leaned over to kiss me on the cheek and walked down the steps. She got to her car and paused, shouting across the yard, “Call your dad. He wants to know if you kicked Bobby’s ass. He’s always hated that guy.”

      I laughed, lifting my bottle as she drove away. Leave it to my mom to come by, bust my balls, and get me thinking about shit I did not want to think about. Like Sarah, relationships, and Kit Landry.

      The last few hours had been a nightmare—worse for her. The thing with Kit had been going along fine and now it was a mess. And while I’d normally be out of here with all the crap happening, I wasn’t headed for the door even though she’d opened it up and told me to find my way out.

      What the hell was I doing?

      I knew what.

      Kit was amazing. She was easy to talk to, to laugh with, and she was the hottest little firecracker I’d ever had in bed. I was only signed up for a three-week gig and I was already dreading the day when she would no longer be part of my life.

      I wanted my three weeks. After that? I had no clue.
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      You know it’s a bad day when the main evidence in a lawsuit is a picture of you giving a guy a blowjob.

      I exited the judge’s chambers with my full entourage behind me—Ron, Bridget, my attorney, and my bodyguard. In spite of what the public thought, my life was more late night drive–thrus than red carpets but I was glad for the perks today as we headed out the back of the Federal Courthouse and avoided any press in the front.

      I settled into the backseat of the black Suburban, kicking off my heels as I sank down into the leather seat. I leaned back and closed my eyes, wishing I could take the day off but I only had time for a quick nap, rehearsal, and then a late flight to New York City for several promo appearances.

      “Well, I’m glad the judge ruled in our favor,” Bridget said.

      “Judge Fairfax is known to be fair and sympathetic to violation of privacy cases,” my attorney, Patrick Sweeney, commented while he checked the messages on his cell phone. “The Daily Scoop has to destroy the photographs and they cannot print that story, but they can still run one about your love triangle with Max and Tyler.”

      “I’m not involved with Tyler,” I grumbled, not even opening my eyes. I don’t know why I bothered to protest; that story had taken hold and was running on every major media source. Ron was getting his wish, as my record sales and radio play were picking up. He never passed up the chance to give me an “I told you so” look.

      “If they base the story on ‘unnamed sources’ then they can do it,” Patrick explained. “I’ve got a paralegal at the firm who will be monitoring their stories on you. If they screw up, I’ll be all over them.”

      I looked over at him, reaching out to give his hand a squeeze. “Thank you so much. I don’t know what I would have done if they’d printed those pictures.”

      “Well, let’s try not having public sex again and we won’t have to find out,” Ron muttered from the front seat of the car.

      I ignored him. I’d been doing a lot of that since yesterday in my apartment when I’d discovered he was stirring up the Tyler crap in the press. Patrick shot me a look and I knew he was thinking that I needed to do something about my manager. I was glad I had him working on that, as well.

      “I’ll call the NFD later and tell them the ruling. As you can imagine, they were concerned about the photo getting out as well since it also involved one of their firefighters. They will use your statement and today’s case in the disciplinary hearing against Bobby Taylor.”

      “What about Max?” I asked, looking out the window as downtown Nashville slid by. I had another two weeks here before hitting the road and I couldn’t wait. On tour, I could just focus on the shows, the music, and my career. It was my norm, my comfort zone, and I was so ready to get back there. But I couldn’t even fool myself that I wouldn’t miss Max. I would; very much.

      “He was suspended for the fighting, not the photo, so there isn’t much I can do for him unless you want to send a note and try to get it lifted from his record.”

      “He did beat the crap out of Bobby for you,” Bridget said. “I think it’s the least you can do for a guy who is such a hero.”

      “I can’t believe he got the SD card for me.” Dean had shown up and handed it over and filled in the blanks on what had happened at the firehouse. Max had done it again—saved my ass from the fire but I still couldn’t call him.

      If I did, then we would keep going for the next two weeks and I’d be in danger of getting in over my head. I was already into him and fourteen more days wouldn’t slow that down. The other night at the Bluebird I’d sung a new song, the one about not wanting to risk getting too close because I knew I would fall. At the time, I didn’t have anyone in mind but now I did. The song seemed almost like wish fulfillment.

      I could fall in love with him.

      I was half–way there already.

      I wasn’t sure if he would ever feel the same way.

      Max wasn’t a player. He was a straight–up guy who didn’t want any type of commitment and I got that. I didn’t really understand the why but I knew it involved a woman in his past. I knew that fighting against a memory was the hardest thing to do and I didn’t want to lose that battle a second time.

      But I owed him thanks for what he did for me and it was a debt I could not fail to pay, no matter what it might cost me.
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      I was acting like a crazed middle–school girl.

      While the rest of A–shift was downstairs in the TV room, I flopped down on my bunk in the firehouse and hit the speed dial on my phone. Again.

      Kit was in New York making the rounds of the talk shows, but I persisted in trying to talk to her about what happened.

      The love triangle story had broken and the number of reporters stalking me was ridiculous. I wondered if they really thought my response to their questions was ever going to be anything but “no comment”.

      I wasn’t ashamed of being with Kit, but I was embarrassed for her and what the article and photos made her out to be. Most people congratulated me on scoring big, while some of the public treated her like a fallen woman. Luckily, her real fans stuck by her and the sales for her concerts had skyrocketed. I guess the saying was right—the only bad publicity is no publicity.

      My only real problem was the reaction of the NFD—they weren’t thrilled, but after a very long apology session with the director and a statement from Kit, I was off suspension, had received my back pay and the incident was wiped from my record.

      But Kit wasn’t so forgiving.

      Since the day in her loft, she’d frozen me out of her life. She refused to take my calls or answer my emails and texts. I was one restraining order away from stalker status but I couldn’t stop myself. I’d tried to give her the space she’d asked for but after four days, I was officially going out of my mind. I had to talk to her.

      Kit was one of the strongest women I knew and I cringed at the thought that I was part of the stress that had brought her to her knees. Not telling her about the reporter was stupid. But letting her find out about it the way she did was worse than stupid.

      I let the phone ring and I jumped with surprise when I heard a real, live voice come over the line. Kit’s voice. Not a recorded message.

      “Max.”

      It was the same, sexy voice I heard in my dreams. Not the sparkly, pre–packaged version she used in interviews, this was the totally genuine voice that latched on to something deep inside me and wouldn’t let go. I refused to think about how close that something was to my heart.

      I hesitated, waiting for her to tell me off and demand I lose her phone number.

      “Max? Are you there?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry about?” I heard her breath catch over the line, giving away her emotion. I wasn’t the only one struggling with what this had become. “You got the SD card for me. Thank you.”

      “I’d do it again. I’m no Boy Scout or even anybody you’d take home to your parents, but I’m not an asshole and I’m not cruel.”

      “I believe you.”

      “But?”

      “I’m not in a place to handle what’s going down between us. This has gotten complicated.” Kit sighed heavily, her voice edgy. “I want to trust you, but my head’s telling me I don’t really know you.”

      I cut her off. “You do know me.” I leaned into the phone, as if I could get physically closer to her by focusing on her voice. “You know me. Just like I know you.”

      The moments passed like an eternity until she spoke and I could breathe again. “I don’t know how to cut you off right now.”

      “Then don’t. I’m holding you to my three weeks.”

      “And then?”

      “One day at a time.” I lived in the moment all the time. Why treat this any differently?

      The silence on the line stretched out but I could be patient. I knew when I was going to get my way and Kit was already considering it. She hadn’t shot me down, so I was still in the game.

      “One day at a time,” she said.

      I closed my eyes. The relief I felt at her words almost made me dizzy.

      Not wanting to overstep the boundaries of our “friends with benefits” arrangement, my next question was cautious. “I heard you after I left.”

      “What do you mean? Heard what?”

      “I don’t know who Lilah is, but if you’re in trouble—”

      She cut me off right away, the fear in her voice when I expected anger, freaking me out.

      “Max... I can’t talk to you about that.”

      “Kit, please.”

      Her voice was firm. “Max. I can’t. Not right now.”

      “Alright. Alright. Don’t worry about it.” I hadn’t missed that she’d said “right now”—did that mean she might someday? Did I want her to? This whole situation was fucked up, totally out of my comfort zone but I couldn't find the energy to back away. I also hated to rock the boat with my next comment, but it needed to be said. “You can trust me. I hope you know that.”

      Surprisingly, she shifted the subject entirely. “Who couldn’t you trust, Max? Who is Sarah?”

      I sat up and swung my legs over the side of my bunk, my entire body rigid with tension. Now it was my turn to let the silence stretch out between us as I considered my options. I could refuse to answer her questions or I could offer her the trust I kept asking of her. “So, we’re going to have this conversation?”

      “Is there a reason why we shouldn’t?” Kit countered softly.

      “Oh, I can think of about a million.” I chuckled, my throat dry. “Including the one that says this is crossing the line of the terms of our agreement.”

      “You said we know each other. This will help us get to know each other better.”

      “Uh huh.” Fuck it. I could do this. Kit and I had already crossed the line; what was going on between us was so blurry, I’m not even sure I could find the chalk line.

      “Sarah was a girl I loved. She broke my heart and then she died.”

      “Oh, Max. I’m so sorry.”

      I swallowed hard, fighting every instinct to shut down this conversation because thinking about it made it feel like yesterday instead of six years ago.

      “We lived together and I found out she was cheating on me with her boss, a record producer. He was older, had more money, and she fell for every slick line he fed her. I was in the fire academy, making no money, and all I could offer her was little pay and a future of wondering if this was the time I never returned from my shift.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “I saw a text from him and everything suddenly made sense—all the traveling together, the nights she was working late at the office.” I swallowed hard because this is where the story got rough. There were some things you never got over and this was mine. “We got in a fight at a party and she took off in her car. She’d been drinking, so I followed her and when I caught up with her, she’d flipped it on a curve. It was too late.”

      “Oh, my God, Max.”

      “When Dean found us, I was working on her even though I knew.” I coughed, my throat tight. No matter what Sarah had done, no matter how much she’d hurt me, she didn’t deserve to take her last breath on the side of the road. “That’s my story.”

      “You still love her.” It sounded more like a statement than a question to my ears but I heard what she was asking.

      “No. But I did.” I was in for a penny; might as well give the pound of flesh, too. “I really did and then I was really hurt. I never want to feel that way again. I just don’t think the high is worth the low.”

      As the words passed my lips, I realized that I wasn’t so sure anymore. Just two weeks ago I would have guaranteed my answer, but with this woman in my life my limitations felt more like shackles instead of safety nets.

      “Enough about me. If I keep this up then I’ll have to turn in my man–card.”

      She laughed and just the sound loosened the tightness that I’d been carrying around since she’d kicked me out of her apartment.

      “So, Kit. What’s your story?”

      “Don’t you read People magazine?”

      Her laugh was awkward and I recognized it for what it was—a lame attempt to avoid the spotlight. She wasn’t getting off that easily.

      “Didn’t you tell me not to believe anything I read in a magazine?” When she hesitated, I leaned into the phone and whispered, “Baby.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Just tell me.”

      “I loved Jake Cooper and he loved me. I know he did no matter how it turned out. For a year, we were able to keep it together. I cut back on my touring and he turned down a movie but eventually our careers demanded more of our time. He wanted me to scale back my ambition, but I couldn’t make the leap. I was afraid.”

      “Afraid? Of what?”

      “Career suicide. Lost opportunity. Missed chances to make money and secure the future for me and the ones who depended on me. It was only a few years ago that I was a homeless teen living on the streets. Jake grew up in the suburbs in a gated community and he had no way to understand where I was coming from.”

      I knew what came next. Unless you were living under a rock, the whole world knew.

      “Things were bad between us and then he went to Japan to work on a movie and I stayed in the U.S. His ex–wife was his co–star and they started sleeping together again.”

      “What an asshole.”

      “Yep. But, that wasn’t the reason I left him.”

      “I think it was reason enough.”

      She hummed in agreement. “I ended it because I wasn’t the woman who was going to make him happy. The things he wanted us to do to be together—it wasn’t wrong. That’s what normal people do and I figured that if I couldn’t or wouldn’t do it for him then I needed to let him go.” Kit attempted a non–committal tone as if the decision hadn’t been a difficult one to make, but the pain in her voice gave it away. “We loved each other—I loved him—but it wasn’t enough.”

      I remembered the headlines that followed Kit the year after the break–up. There were the missed concerts, the delay of her album because she was a no–show at the recording studio, and the reports of drinking and rehab.

      Kit guessed my train of thought. “Everything printed about me was true. The drinking. The men. I missed work because I was drunk or hung over or in some random guy’s room. I haven’t had a drink in a year. Haven’t wanted one until recently.” Her voice was weary. “I’ve been hitting extra meetings, talking to my sponsor as I work through it all.”

      Okay. So we were both fucked up when it came to relationships and that was never destined to end well. I should get out now while the getting was good but I knew I wouldn’t.

      I’d thought I was a fan before I met her but “Kit the Singer” was only a fraction of what the awesome “Kit the Woman” was. Jake Cooper had been a clueless douchebag and I was running for the second place title because I intended to walk away when this was all over. Or would I stay? I had a lot of thinking to do in the next two weeks.

      Voices came over the line and I could hear Kit murmuring to someone in the background. When she came back on the line, her voice had switched into business mode. “I have to go.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it. You go do what you have to do and I’ll see you when you get back to Nashville. Okay?” My fingers itched to touch her and I would have given anything to kiss her at that moment, but that was going to have to wait.

      She agreed and ended the call and I flopped back on my bunk and stared at the bed above me. The crisscross of wire that supported the mattress on the upper bunk perfectly matched my emotions.

      My head was telling me not to get involved any deeper with Kit but I knew it was too late. I was involved. I wasn’t calling it a love match, but friendship was definitely in the mix and that made all the lines a little blurry.

      And for the first time since Sarah, I didn’t mind.

      But it did scare the shit out of me.
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      “Is that a new song?”

      Surprised by his question, I strummed my guitar and looked over to where Max was lying on the picnic blanket. We hadn’t talked much since our telephone call. I’d left New York for a short press junket in the Northwest and bad weather in Nashville had pulled Max into a double–shift at the station that ended early this morning. I’d expected him to grab some sleep and then call me later, but he’d called before eight and asked if I wanted to go fishing and have a picnic.

      I’d thrown together a cooler full of food and drinks, and grabbed my guitar just in time to meet him downstairs in his truck. We’d driven in silence to private Butler land far out of Nashville.

      So far we’d eaten, with Max inhaling the fried chicken, but his fishing pole was still in the truck. He’d collapsed on the blanket and I watched him.

      Max didn’t look good. Haggard and exhausted, he had dark shadows under his eyes and his usual, easy conversation was nonexistent.

      I knew what was wrong and I let him have his peace. The TV news and the newspaper were full of what Max had dealt with on his long shift. With tourist season in full swing, the bad weather had caused several major accidents with several fatalities. One accident resulted in the deaths of three people, one being a child, and Max’s station had responded to the call.

      So, I didn’t press him to talk. I had no idea what to say that would soothe his hurt. He needed time to process everything that had happened and I was content to sit by and work on the song I couldn’t get out of my head.

      I still owed him an answer to his question. “Yep. A new one. But, the words aren’t coming to me.” I struggled to articulate what I was feeling since I couldn’t get it on paper. “It’s not a love song, it’s not a sad song, it’s...”

      “It’s bittersweet.”

      I closed my eyes and looked up into the sky as I continued to strum. The sun shone a warm red behind my eyelids. He was right. It was bittersweet and needed the perfect lyric. But that would be for another day. I needed to concentrate to the get words down and I couldn’t do that, knowing what Max was dealing with.

      I opened my eyes and looked at Max. His eyes were closed, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm that usually led to a nap. Damn, but he was beautiful. With the sun glinting off his ebony hair and his tan skin gleaming, he looked like a dark angel. I laughed at that word choice—he’d always been my angel.

      “I like this place.” I soaked in the crystal clear lake, the grassy lawn leading down to the pier and the beautiful, old shade trees. It was secluded, quiet, and perfect for getting away from what troubled you. “Is this a favorite?”

      “One of them. I come here to relax. To get away.” His voice was gravelly and he cleared his throat before continuing. “Thanks for coming. I’ve never brought a woman here before.”

      My stomach did a triple somersault. What did that mean about how he felt about me? Something between us had shifted, changed. It was still too early to tell but I felt like we were on the edge of moving into new territory for us; something that would take longer than three weeks to figure out.

      I’d missed him in New York and he’d preoccupied my thoughts more often than I liked. The week between the awful day in my loft and when I’d finally taken his call had been terrible. It was crazy how much I missed him and how much that fact didn’t bother me. But, what I wanted in my personal life was the total opposite of what Max wanted in a relationship. Realistically, this was all it could ever be and I had to accept it.

      I placed my guitar in its case next to the blanket and stretched out next to Max. He reached out with one arm and dragged me closer, our knees touching, eyes locked on each other. I reached out and stroked his face. He closed his eyes, leaning into my touch.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked.

      He kept his eyes closed. “No.”

      I kept up the stroking, running my fingers through the soft strands of his hair, a whisper–light trace across the stubble on his jaw, down his muscled bicep. He wasn’t asleep.

      “Are you ever scared?”

      He opened his eyes, dark lashes and the darkish circles on his skin making the amber stand out.

      “Fuck, yeah; every time.”

      “Then why do you do it?”

      He shifted up on one elbow, looking down at me, the sun behind him making his tanned skin deepen to a bronzed gold. He didn’t give me his usual Max smile. His eyes were somber, the lines around his mouth and eyes tight with tension.

      “Are you ever scared? To do what you do?” he asked.

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Answer the question.” He toyed with the top button on my sundress, slipping it through the hole.

      “Yes. I get scared.”

      “So why do you do it?” Another button slipped through the hole, the rough callouses of his fingers awakening the nerve endings under my skin

      “Because no one else can do what I do. Nobody else can sing my songs.”

      “So ask me again.” He leaned forward, kissing the skin he was exposing, a lick of his tongue, a nip of his teeth.

      I arched into his touch, squirming underneath him as my belly grew warm and my nipples hard. I could barely think about the question with him all over me.

      “So why do you do it?” I asked as he put his finger in his mouth and then lowered the wet digit to circle my nipple, blowing on it gently.

      “I do it because nobody else can. It’s my song, in a way.”

      He lifted up and stared down at me, desire mixing with something else in his eyes. Sadness. Regret. Grief. I bit back the tears in my eyes. He didn’t need that from me.

      I cupped his jaw, stroking over his lower lip. “Was it bad today?”

      He closed his eyes, his jaw tight. “Yes.”

      “Can you talk about it?”

      “I—” He swallowed hard, fingers gripping the blanket. I wanted to take the question back. He’d come here to forget and I’d invited his nightmare. “There was a kid. We couldn’t get them out.”

      I gasped, understanding the horror immediately. The TV screen had been filled with the car fire.

      “What do you need?” I would give him anything but I didn’t know where to start. He needed to give me an idea and I would let my heart show me the rest of the way.

      “I need you.” He lay on his back, on the blanket, his eyes fixed on me. “I was back at the house, putting away the gear, getting cleaned up and all I could think about was you. Do you know why?”

      I shook my head.

      “Because when I look at you, everything else fades. It just disappears and I can breathe again.” He reached up, his fingers toying with a curl, wrapping it around his finger. “I need you to make it all disappear. You’re the only thing I want to see.”

      I leaned over, lowering my lips to his mouth. I pressed my lips to his, the sweetest glide filled with every ounce of my feeling. I pulled back, watching him until his eyes opened in a lazy, sensual motion.

      “Just look at me.”

      Max stared at me as I sat up completely, shrugging off the sundress and letting the sunshine warm my skin all over. I let my fingers dance across my skin, my breasts, in between my thighs. I was teasing myself, enticing Max with the movement. Drawing him into my spell.

      “Just look at me,” I repeated as I slipped off my bra, one strap at a time, letting the weight of the cups pull it down. The breeze off the lake was cool against my fevered flesh, tightening my nipples into hard peaks. I needed his touch, the wet slick of his tongue on my body, but this was about Max.

      Max’s eyes were hot and needy as he watched my progress, his hand rubbing against the erection filling the front of his shorts. I snaked a hand around my back and undid the clasp, throwing my bra to the side. I hooked two fingers into my underwear and slid them off my body until I kneeled in front of Max in nothing but my skin.

      I was wide open. Pouring everything I had, everything I felt, into this moment with him. He looked me over, his gaze scorching me as he drank me in.

      “Just look at me.”

      I leaned forward from my kneeling position and undid the button on his shorts, pushing them down and off his body. He was hard, large and hot as I closed my hand around him, squeezing and stroking until he writhed under my touch. He never broke eye contact with me and I was wet just from the sounds he made. Rough. Needy. Raw.

      “Fuck. More.” He groaned, writhing under each stroke of his cock. His fingers clenched the blanket at his sides, twisting the fabric. He was gorgeous, skin smooth and damp with sweat. “Please, Kit. More. I need you.”

      I ached to touch myself, to ease the deep need building between my thighs, but I held off. This was about Max. This was all for Max.

      I straddled his waist, reaching for the condom I’d stowed in the basket. I placed it on him quickly, positioning my slick center over him.

      “Just look at me.”

      I slid down his length, gasping with the fullness of him. He was so hard, so thick. I stroked my hands over his chest, enjoying his masculinity.

      He reached up and cupped my face, caressing my cheeks with his thumbs. “You’re so beautiful.”

      I blinked back the tears. I was not safe with this man. I wanted to protect him, to soothe him, to laugh with him, to be with him. He’d worked his way inside my heart and I’d done nothing to stop him. It was as if my heart knew what my head would not admit.

      He was it for me. He could be—was—my everything.

      I traced the contours of his face, his cheekbones, his eyelids, his lips, and then back up to lightly caress the dark shadows underneath his eyes. “You look so tired. You should be at home sleeping.”

      His sooty black eyelashes fluttered open, the desire swirling in his eyes causing my breath to catch in my throat. Max reached up, grabbed my hand, and pressed a kiss onto the palm.

      “I need you, Kit.” His gaze caught my own in a stare of unapologetic need and desire. “You’re all I need.”

      “Max.”

      “Always need you.”

      He pulled me down and kissed me, his tongue thrusting inside my mouth with a brutal, possessive hunger. I claimed him back, elated to know that I was not alone in this feeling. I needed him to know that he wasn’t alone, either.

      I released his mouth and sat up, beginning that slow rise and fall that would bring him release, maybe bring him comfort. I was so wet, my body clasped him on each stroke and I felt the loss of him when he pulled out and the hunger building each time he thrust back in.

      I want you.

      I need you.

      I love you.

      I used my body to tell him all the things that I would not say. All the things I knew he did not want to hear. But I shouted them in my head as we rode the wave together. When I came it was sudden, wrenching a long, deep moan from me that I shouted into the open air. Max groaned, his fingers digging painfully into my hips as he shoved me down as he thrust upwards, going deep inside me. I felt him come, swelling inside as he found the oblivion he needed.

      I collapsed against him, our bodies slick against each other and warm with the sunshine and our exertion. Max held me and I held him, our bodies shivering with the aftershock. We held each other until the sweat cooled on our bodies and our heartbeats slowed down in tandem. We held each other as we both fell asleep—Max finding his peace and me finding my home.
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      “So, what are you trying to do? Feel good or forget?”

      I looked up from the bourbon in my hand and into the face of my best friend. He leaned heavily on the bar and shook his head at me like he already knew the answer to his question. “Dean, don’t start. I’m not in the mood.”

      Dean signaled to the bartender to bring him a beer. When he turned back to me, his voice was brimming with sarcasm. “Yeah, I needed you to tell me that. Thank God, I came over to get that newsflash.”

      I took a drink from my glass. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know what has you heading straight for the hard stuff.” He nodded towards the glass in my hand.

      I knocked back another swig of the whiskey before looking at him. “I’m fine.”

      “Go sell that shit somewhere else. Are you still thinking about the shift? You took off pretty fast after the debrief.”

      I sighed and slammed my glass down on the bar, spilling some of it on the counter. Dean’s just worried about you. No need to bite his head off. I tried again with less asshole in my tone. “No. I’m okay about the shift. I just...” I struggled with how to describe what was eating me up. “I’m just...”

      Giving up, I grabbed my second drink and glanced over his shoulder across the room. My gaze automatically found Kit, beautiful and animated, as she posed for pictures and signed autographs for some of the crowd at Stoney’s, a local bar and grill owned by a retired firefighter, Mike Stoneman. Always gracious, Kit happily complied with her fans’ requests. As usual, she was making every person feel as if they were the only person in the room.

      Dean interrupted my thoughts. “So, where did you go? I tried your phone for hours.”

      I took another drink, grimaced at the bitter taste, and savored the burn. A couple more of these and I wouldn’t give a shit about the shift or anything else. “I went to the lake.” I anticipated his next question and muttered, “With Kit.”

      Dean’s arm paused in mid–air as he lifted his beer to his mouth. His eyes shifted to me as his mouth dropped open in shock. “You never take women to the lake.”

      “I know.”

      “Not even Sarah.”

      “I know.”

      Dean placed his beer on the bar and rubbed his hand over his face. “Is that a good thing?”

      “I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I stared at the mirror over the bar, watching Kit’s reflection as I remembered the events of the morning. “I don’t know. I got off the shift and she’s the first person I thought to call.” I glanced at Dean with a shrug. “I needed to see her.”

      Dean stared at me like I’d just spoken in pig latin. “Well, that’s good. Right?”

      “I don’t know.” Damn, I sounded like a broken record. “I just needed to be with her.”

      I’d known in my gut that she was exactly what I needed. And she was perfect. She’d known when I’d needed to sit and brood and when I’d needed to laugh. Then, she’d offered herself to me, so sweetly and openly, and I was unable to do anything but bury myself inside her body and make love to her with a ferocity that shocked me.

      Make love to her.

      Not just sex.

      Oh hell. I’m in trouble. I squeezed my eyes shut at the memory of the way I felt the minute I’d entered her soft, warm body. I’d worried I was going to be too rough, that I would hurt her. And I was right. I was going to hurt her.

      “I’m falling for her,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.” I opened my eyes to see Dean gearing up to launch into a “this is great” speech and I cut him off. “It won’t work. I can’t do it.”

      “Bullshit. That’s just Sarah talking.”

      My frustration bubbled to the surface and I growled. “No. That’s the truth. I’ll fuck this up eventually. I don’t know how to do this.”

      Dean’s face flushed with anger. “Bullshit. You’ll figure it out like the rest of us assholes.”

      I refused to debate this with him. I knew me. I knew my limitations and I would fuck this up and when I did, Kit would dump my ass and I would be in the hurt locker. It would be ten times worse than Sarah and I just couldn’t do it.

      I already needed her too much.

      Dean nudged my shoulder as Kit headed over to us with her cheeks flushed and eyes bright. Her cheerfulness faltered when she glanced in my direction. God only knows what she saw in my face because I felt like I was raw and ripped open.

      “You want a drink?” Dean asked.

      “Just a Diet Coke, please.”

      Kit glanced towards me, her eyes lingering for a moment on my bourbon. I did not make eye contact with either of them, instead watching the activity in the mirror over the bar.

      Dean ordered her drink and pointed towards the crowd in the bar. “I can’t believe you got Stoney to smile. I didn’t think he actually had teeth.”

      Dean nudged me again, and I tried to join in on the conversation, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what I knew I had to do. Minutes crawled by and I seethed until I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      I put my glass down and touched Kit’s arm to interrupt her conversation with Dean. “We need to go.”

      My voice was more gruff than I’d intended and she pulled away from my touch with a confused and hurt expression on her face. I sucked in a breath and gave myself a do–over. “Don’t you have an early photo shoot tomorrow? We should go.”

      Nodding, she shot me a questioning look before turning to Dean and making her excuses to leave. On autopilot, I took her arm and headed out of the bar and across the parking lot towards my truck.

      Kit stopped and turned and faced off with me. I couldn’t look at her.

      “Max. Are you okay?”

      Just do it Max. End it. I looked at the neon sign on the bar and avoided her eyes as I hedged. “I’m just tired. I need to go.”

      The bustle of traffic and the distant sound of a siren filled the silence.

      “Do you want to go to my place?”

      I shook my head, my eyes still glued on the garish neon. “No. I don’t think so. I just need to go home.”

      “Okay... you just want to call me tomorrow?”

      I turned to face her and she faltered. What she saw in my face caused her features to cloud over with a wariness I hated to see. I hated that I was the one to put it there.

      I fought the urge to hit something as I ended the best two weeks of my life. “No. I don’t think I should call you anymore. This needs to end now.”

      She stepped back and raised an arm up over her stomach, as if reacting to a physical blow.

      Determined to get it over with, I plowed ahead. “You were right. We both knew this was going to be a short–term thing. I just think we should end it now. It would be better.”

      Her eyes searched my face as her mouth struggled to form words. She cleared her throat, her voice raw. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No. It’s not you. It’s me.”

      Fuck, that was a terrible thing to say. I was an asshole.

      She might have been hurt two seconds before but now she was pissed. “I can’t believe you used that line on me. You’re dumping me with one of the worst excuses ever.” Kit walked up and poked me in the chest. “If you want to end this, then just tell me why it’s over. Don’t hide behind some lame–ass line you think is going to spare my tender feelings.”

      Unable to maintain eye contact, I looked over to a group of people exiting the bar and struggled to say something that would soften the blow. But I didn’t trust myself to speak and not take it all back. I turned and Kit was no longer standing beside me. She was walking towards the sidewalk and talking to someone on her cell.

      What the hell?

      “Yeah I need a cab at Stoney’s... that’s the one... I’ll be waiting.” She clicked the phone shut and continued walking on the sidewalk towards the front of the bar.

      I sprinted to catch up to her. “I’ll drive you home.”

      “We’re done, Max. I called a cab and it’ll be here soon. Just leave me alone.”

      I stood there on the sidewalk as she waited for her cab.

      You can’t just let it end this way. Time to be a grown–up and be honest about why this was such a colossal mistake.

      Desperate, I blurted out the truth. “I can’t do this. I like you.”

      Kit’s face registered surprise for the briefest moment and then she was pissed again. “You like me? You sound like a middle–school boy.”

      She was right. I tried to figure out a way to explain why I had to get out before it was too late to salvage my heart.

      “The other night, Shannon got to pick the movie at the station and she chose the chick flick where that British guy hooked up with the movie star. You know the one I’m talking about?”

      Kit nodded. “I know the one but what does that have to do with us?”

      “I’m getting to it.” I took a step closer. “At the end, she comes to him and lays it all out there. Tells him she loves him, the whole nine yards, but he turns her down. He explains that he’s just a regular guy and when she dumps him he’ll have to deal with seeing her face on TV, in magazines—everywhere—and he wouldn’t be able to handle it.”

      “And?”

      “That guy? He’s me. I wanted to be with my fantasy–girl and then walk away with no regrets just like I always do, but I didn’t expect to care about you. I didn’t expect to need you.” I tentatively reached out, capturing her hand. “And I do need you. So fucking much. This is more than a fling to me and I have to get out while I can. Because when it ends, when I fuck it up, I’ll be the one having to live in this town with your face and music everywhere.”

      I stroked my thumb gently over her palm, memorizing the way her tiny hand fit inside my own, the softness of her skin. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Funny, open, giving and way out of my league. I had to get out now before I couldn’t walk away.

      She looked at me and I hated the sadness etched onto her face.

      “In that scene, she also reminded him that all this stuff was just nonsense—not real—she was just a regular girl,” she said.

      She stepped forward and placed her hand on my chest and I leaned into the warmth of her touch.

      “I’m just me, Max. All the famous stuff, it isn’t me. I thought you knew that.”

      “If you’d stayed the fantasy, I could handle it. But you didn’t. That’s why I need to walk away now.”

      It was the truth, but I wished like hell I could take it back. Kit looked at me for a long time, like she was trying to see if there was any argument to make and I knew the second she knew it was useless. She nodded slightly and it was done.

      I stepped closer, pulling her into my arms and holding her close as I memorized her soft curves. I buried my face in her hair and inhaled her unique scent. Even though it couldn’t last, I didn’t regret being with her. She pulled back and gazed at me.

      “It was this morning, wasn’t it?”

      I just stared at her, unsure about how to answer her question.

      “That was real—what happened between us. It was real,” she said.

      “Yes, it was.”

      “You don’t want real.”

      “I—” Oh fuck. “I don’t need real.”

      “That’s bullshit. Everybody needs real.” Kit reached up and touched my cheek and I leaned into it. I couldn’t help myself. “We just tell ourselves we don’t want it because we’re scared.”

      That hit too close. Too close. “I don’t need it.”

      “Sure you don’t.” She dropped her hand and I missed her warmth. “We could be good together. You’re going to regret this, you know?”

      “I already do.” And that was the most honest fucking thing I’d ever said in my life. “I just can’t go where this is headed. What you want is not what I want. That hasn’t changed.”

      As her cab pulled up, she shook off my touch and I braced for the final goodbye. It was for the best. I had a chance to land on my feet if I got out now.

      Everything was in slow motion as the cabbie rolled down the window and asked if Kit was his fare. She said something to the guy but I couldn’t hear it over the roaring in my ears. When she turned back to me, she had a fake smile pasted on her face and her eyes were bright with moisture. Standing on her tiptoes, she softly kissed me, and then climbed into the cab.

      I watched the cab turn the corner towards Kit’s loft and drive away.

      And then she was gone.

      I knew it was the right thing.

      It was the grown–up thing.

      Being a grown up sucked.
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      “Kit!”

      “Tyler!”

      “Look over here!”

      I pasted a smile on my face and struck a pose for the cameras on the red carpet constructed by the label in their large, opulently appointed lobby. The event, a party to celebrate the kick–off of my tour, was loud, crowded, and seemed to go on for hours. My feet hurt in the ludicrously high heels my stylist had picked out for me, and my jaw ached from the constant smiling for the photographers.

      And my heart hurt.

      The dull ache had started three days earlier in the parking lot outside of Stoney’s Bar, when Max kicked me to the curb. No, that was harsh. He didn’t kick me to the curb—he broke up with me. And he didn’t even do that because we weren’t together.

      “Kit, darlin’.”

      A couple of times I’d almost called him, but my finger stalled over the “call” button and I’d closed the phone without dialing. His position was clear and I needed to respect it and move on. I couldn’t have him. I’d known it from the beginning. Now I needed to get on with my tour and life; without Max.

      “Kit, darlin’. Are you ok?”

      Tyler’s voice jerked me back to the present, back to the glare of the lights and the click of the photographers’ cameras. Dazed and disoriented, I leaned into Tyler’s side as he steadied me. Tyler gazed at me with affection and desire and I pressed closer, selfishly seeking comfort where I could find it. Tyler smiled in reaction and his gaze shifted down to my mouth while his grip on my waist tightened. Alarm bells rang faintly in my head as he leaned closer, brushing his lips against mine in a soft kiss.

      I sighed, all the tension in my body easing away as I returned Tyler’s kiss. He was familiar, safe, and it was so easy to just lean in to him and forget all of my angst about the tour, Ron, and Max.

      Max.

      Oh no. This is wrong.

      Ignoring the flashes going off like the Fourth of July, I pushed away from Tyler and stumbled back in the direction of my dressing area. Reporters were yelling at me but I waved them off and ran as fast as I could in those ridiculous shoes. I needed a few minutes to remember who the fuck I was and who I wasn’t. I wasn’t a woman who kissed one man while I thought of someone else.

      Tyler was close on my heels, so I sped up, made eye contact with my security, and nodded my head in Tyler’s direction. My mountain of muscle quirked an eyebrow at me and nodded just before he closed in and blocked the door that I quickly opened and closed behind me.

      Once inside, I let loose a strangled scream, ripped the ridiculous shoes off and hurled them across the room. The sudden peace and quiet in the room sucked out the last ounce of my adrenaline and I took the few steps to my dressing table and sank down on a chair before my legs gave out. Stricken, I stared at my reflection. I was proud of my ability to slip into my alter ego and handle any situation life threw at me. I never lost it in front of the press. Never let the mask slip.

      “Super Kit” was invincible.

      I sighed, grabbed a makeup brush and started touching up my face. I was disgusted at myself—I’d used Tyler. I was a jerk and, in a colossally dumb move, did it in front of a ton of photographers. My hand stilled in applying the makeup as I gave myself the ass–chewing I needed. “Get your head in the game. You have too much riding on this tour to get sidetracked by emotional bullshit.”

      A knock on the door halted my lecture–for–one. “Not now, Tyler. Give me a minute!”

      “It’s not Tyler.” Bridget’s voice was muffled through the door. “Can I come in?”

      I went over to the door, opening it just enough to let Bridget and my attorney, Patrick, into the room. Surprised, I reached out and gave him a big hug.

      “Patrick, what are you doing here? Don’t you have a new baby at home?”

      His eyes twinkled at the mention of his newborn son. “I’m on my way there right now, but I wanted to drop off the papers you had me draw up.” He handed an envelope to me, his smile dimming with the change of subject. “Are you sure you want to give Ron such a generous severance package?”

      I sat down on the couch and drew the papers out of the envelope. “He was the key to my success and I can’t forget that fact. Even if—” I faltered as I looked over the papers and then up at my two friends. I was confused.

      “What’s this?” I pointed at the top three papers.

      Bridget and Patrick exchanged a look and suddenly I knew what was going on here. “Ron has been the one feeding information to the press about your activities with Max, your supposed relationship with Tyler. He’s also made questionable deals for you where he got kick–backs. Big bribes. Lucrative bribes. My team found evidence that goes back almost to the beginning of your professional relationship.” He gestured to the pile. “He has not done his duty to you and I think you should fire him for cause and refuse to give him a severance package.”

      “Can I do that?”

      “According to his contract, he forfeits his severance if he violates the terms and conditions of his contract.”

      “And you can prove that he did?”

      Patrick nodded. “And that he was planning to continue with your next album. I have an inside person at the label who states that Ron had meetings with Liam Connor and promised he would kill the new songs, your new sound. He was going to get a bigger cut directly from Liam on your new contract, as well.”

      “Really?” I sat back on the sofa and part of me wasn’t surprised at all. Things between us had been rocky at best—hostile on a good day lately—but I couldn’t believe he would actively stab me in the back. But I had to be realistic about where I was in my career at this moment. “I can’t fire him now. I’m about to go on tour.”

      “Kit, I called Paul Brandt,” Bridget joined in. “He said he’s on the next plane and he’ll stay until we find a replacement for Ron.”

      Paul would be able to hit the ground running. And he would come to me if I needed him—and I needed him now. I didn’t want to drag him into this but I didn’t see any choice.

      I stared down at the papers lying on the table, wondering what else could go wrong. I needed to focus and make a decision now.

      “Do it. Fire Ron with no severance.”

      “He’ll probably sue.”

      “Great. Just what I need—another scandal.” But I was past worrying about that. I needed to act and deal with the fallout, whatever that might be. “Do it anyway and get Paul here. We don’t have much time.”

      I’d made my decision and the rapid knock on my door and “five minutes Ms. Landry” indicated that my duties at the party wouldn’t wait for this latest development. Rising up from the couch, I mentally prepared to deal with the crowd waiting outside my door. A squeeze from Bridget, and a “hang in there” from Patrick was all I had time for before I opened the door and entered the party full of press, label management, and Tyler. Kissing him now seemed so minor in comparison to everything else that was falling apart in my life.

      Josef, my head of security, stuck close to me as we moved through the crowd, heading towards the area set up for the speeches and the press Q & A. I shook off the drama of the last few moments, put on my “Super Kit” persona, smiled, and waved hello to those who called out good wishes. Someone came up behind me, too close, and I figured it was Tyler. I turned to ask him to walk over to the podium with me.

      It wasn’t Tyler.

      I stepped back from the microphone shoved way too far into my personal space. “I’m sorry, but the press conference will start in a few minutes. Okay?”

      The reporter, one I didn’t know, pressed forward. “Why’d you lie, Kit?”

      Confused, I looked over my shoulder, making sure Josef was watching the exchange. I gave a nod in the reporter’s direction and began to walk away. He kept after me, still shoving that damn microphone in my face. The scene was starting to draw attention and conversation muted as we passed by.

      Josef stepped in behind me, his deep voice asking the reporter to back off. I didn’t turn around. I knew better. If I turned around it was like feeding a feral cat. You do it once and they never fucking go away. Years of dealing with aggressive paparazzi had taught me to keep the smile on, the chin up, and keep on walking. However, the next question shouted at me was enough to make me break all my rules.

      “Kit, why’d you lie about your mother?”

      Ice settled in my veins as the words sunk in. I turned, my lips stiff. “What?”

      The room, now so quiet you could hear a pin drop, heard every word he said in reply. “I asked why you lied about your mother being dead when you’ve had her locked away in a private sanitarium for the past five years?”

      The floor heaved. I could actually feel the blood draining from my body. Ron. Max. My stupid kiss with Tyler. The stress of the tour. All of it came crashing down on me as my vision turned red and my hands shook with anger.

      I came out swinging like Sugar Ray Leonard or Mike Tyson. I caught him by surprise and the first punch caught him in the face. Pain shot through my hand but I didn’t care. He groaned, dropped the microphone, and went down on one knee as he clutched his bleeding nose.

      I went for him again, grabbing his shirt as I yelled at him. “What do you know about my mother?”

      The reporter sneered as Josef grabbed him from behind and hauled him to his feet. He kept talking. “I’m talking about the fact that she’s a pathetic mess, a trashed out junkie, and a whore.” He spit blood onto the floor near my feet right before my security team dragged him away. “I was going to give you a chance to give me an exclusive, but you had to go and act like a crazy bitch. Now, you can deal with it.”

      I went for him again but Josef’s two strong arms around my waist restrained me. I fought him but it was futile. I’d hired Josef for his brains and his bulk and he was using both right now.

      “I’m fine. Fine. Let me go,” I said.

      He did as I asked and I pushed my way through a crowd that, in the wake of my fury, parted like the Red Sea.

      This was bad.

      I needed to check on my mom, and then I needed to figure out the plan for damage control because the label was going to flip out. This could be disastrous for my career, but I’d be damned if I was going down without a fight.
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      “Good morning, Mary Sunshine.”

      I blinked at the light pouring through the windows of the firehouse kitchen and tried to figure out who the fuck was talking to me. I stumbled the last few steps, rubbing my eyes and stretching my arms. Dean was seated at the bar, so I nodded to him and went straight to the coffeemaker, poured a cup, and gulped down the first hot swallow. It burned, but the jolt of heat was exactly what I’d needed. I leaned against the counter and noticed Dean staring at me.

      “What?” I was annoyed, and I made no attempt to disguise that fact.

      “Nothing. I’m just surprised to see you here this morning.”

      “I am on shift with you.”

      Dean took a sip before he continued with poorly–disguised sarcasm. “You had a hot date last night. I figured you’d be sleeping over at Alison’s place.”

      Oh shit. “Look, Dean, if you have something to say...”

      “All I’m saying is that you usually spend the night with Alison when you guys hook up. I figured last night was no different.”

      Dean paused and took another leisurely sip of coffee while I waited for the other shoe to drop. When it came, his disapproval made me wince.

      “I guess I was wrong about you after all. You rebounded pretty damn quick. I mean, you broke it off with Kit three days ago and then you show up last night with Alison.” Dean fixed me with a level stare that made me squirm. “I was wrong about you not being mercenary enough to handle this whole affair thing. You’re a pro.”

      “I didn’t sleep with Alison.”

      “Look man, it’s none of my business. You can sleep with whoever you...”

      I cut him off. “You’re right. It’s none of your fucking business, but since you decided to stick your nose in anyway, shut up and listen to me.” The silence between us crackled and I took the time to steady my temper. “I didn’t sleep with Alison. Nothing happened. When it came down to it, I couldn’t.”

      Dean sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. When he looked at me he had that sad and concerned look that he did so well. I preferred pissed.

      “What happened?”

      I didn’t even know where to start. I wasn’t even sure what happened last night, only that it ended with Alison pissed and my sleeping alone at the firehouse. Damned if I knew what to say. The women usually waited until after I fucked them to get mad at me.

      Dean solved my dilemma by asking what he wanted to know. “Did you go to Alison’s after you left Stoney’s?”

      “Yeah. She wanted me to stay over and I thought I was into it. But, I just couldn’t. Nothing felt right with her, and I ended up making a really lame excuse and left. I didn’t want to drive all the way out to my house, so I came here.”

      I sat down on the barstool next to Dean. Alison had been really hurt when I bailed on her and that was the last thing I’d wanted to do. But I did it anyway. “I knew the minute I kissed her that it was a no–go.” I decided to say what had been rolling though my head on a constant loop for three days. “I can’t stop thinking about Kit.”

      Talk about an understatement.

      I’d thought about her every second since she’d left in the cab. I’d reached for the phone to call her so many times that I’d locked it in the glove compartment of my truck to take away the temptation. I dreamed about her and woke up so hard I wanted to crawl out of my skin. I thought about her when I was on calls—something not only dangerous to myself but also to my fellow firefighters.

      When Sarah died, work was the only respite from the constant gnawing in my gut. The vision of her lying half in and half out of the car and the last terrible words we spoke to each other showed up in my dreams. But this time, even work wasn’t helping. And as I’d predicted, I couldn’t even listen to the goddamn radio without her songs coming on and in this city, good luck trying to find a non–country station. I was fucked because there was no getting away from it.

      “Call her. Admit you screwed up,” Dean said.

      “I can’t.”

      “Then figure out how to get over her.”

      “I can’t.”

      And I don’t want to.

      Suddenly, it was clear. No matter how this had started, I needed her in my life. She was everything I wanted and by some fluke of the universe, she wanted me. The morning at the lake, the way she’d known what I needed, known how to soothe the hurt from my shift, had scared the crap out of me. I might run into burning buildings but she was the brave one that day. She’d made herself vulnerable and open to this thing growing between us. I’d seen it in her eyes, heard it in the way she’d said my name, and saw it in her hurt expression when I’d stood in a dirty parking lot and threw it away.

      I jumped when Shannon poked her head around the corner. “Max! You’ve got to turn on the TV. Kit’s in trouble. She got in a fight or something.”

      Not waiting for her to finish, I grabbed the remote for the kitchen TV. I punched a button and the local country music channel blazed to life with a picture of Kit kissing Tyler. I jerked back. No fucking way.

      Shannon touched my arm and murmured, “Ignore that. It’s nothing.”

      When Kit pulled away from Tyler, with a horrified look on her face, I let out the breath I’d been holding. In the next second, I lost all ability to speak as Kit launched herself at a reporter and clocked him with a right jab to his jaw. The man fell to his knees, but instead of backing off, he snarled something at Kit which caused her to hit the guy repeatedly until Josef pulled her off and took her away from public view.

      What the hell?

      “She’s got a nice right hook,” Dean said. I ignored him.

      The TV program reverted to two reporters speaking animatedly, while a mug shot of a woman—a woman who looked like an older, tired version of Kit—was displayed on the screen. I turned up the volume, and focused on the screen and the perky, female anchor.

      “...breaking news regarding country music star, Kit Landry. Last night at a label press party, Kit was approached by a reporter who disclosed that her mother has been institutionalized for the past five years. This news comes as a shock to the star’s fans as it was commonly reported that her mother passed away several years before she came to Nashville. The usually cool and collected singer was removed by security after she physically attacked the reporter.”

      A male anchor picked up the story while a photo of Kit flashed onto the screen. “That’s right, Tammy. The story, which appeared in this morning’s edition of the Daily Scoop, states that Elizabeth Landry was repeatedly arrested for drug possession, drug dealing, and prostitution while Kit was growing up. According to the article, she finally suffered an overdose which left her mentally disabled one year after Kit’s father died in an accident. It also reports that Kit took over her care and moved her to a private sanitarium just after her first record deal was signed. The real question is why Kit lied about her mother for all this time.”

      Tammy nodded vigorously as she responded, “Well, Jim, the singer is holding a press conference at her label headquarters in about an hour and her team says she’ll answer everyone’s questions. Her publicist also announced that her manager, Ron Trent, has been fired and her previous manager, Paul Brandt, is coming out of retirement to take over until a permanent replacement can be found. All of this is right on the heels of Kit’s return after a stint in rehab after a year of erratic emotional behavior leading many to ask if the singer suffers from the same illness as her mother. Stay tuned. We’ll carry the entire press conference live in an hour.”

      I turned off the TV and rubbed my hand over my face. My mind reeled with all the information. Kit had been carrying around some serious secrets the past few years. Secrets she couldn’t share with me since I’d given her no reason to think I’d stick around. That was going to change.

      I pushed through the crowd of people coming into the kitchen and headed towards the door and my truck. Just as I turned the doorknob, a hand closed around my arm, pulling me back. It was Dean.

      “You going where I think you’re going?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to see Kit. I don’t know how I’m going to get to her, but I’ve got to try.” And then I remembered—I was on duty today. “Shit. You’ll tell the captain and get someone to cover for me?”

      “You know I will.” Dean reached around, opened the door, and pushed me out the door. “Go get her, man. And don’t take no for an answer. She needs you and you need her.”

      I nodded and, in spite of the angst twisting in my gut, I sprinted across the parking lot, jumped in my truck, and pulled out. I wasn’t entirely sure Kit would see me. Reaching for my phone, I pulled up Bridget’s number and hit the “send” button. If Kit had her phone off or wouldn’t take the call, Bridget was my best bet.

      She picked up on the third ring and did nothing to hide her surprise. “Max?”

      I pulled out onto the road and headed towards downtown Nashville. “Yeah, Bridget; it’s me.”

      She didn’t hesitate to let me know where I stood. “Look Max, this isn’t a good time right now. I need to get back to Kit and you’re the last person I want to talk to right now.”

      I cut her off before she got wound up and hung up on me. “I’ll cut to the chase then. I’m coming to the press conference and I need you to get me in. I need to see Kit.”

      Bridget laughed into the phone and I could picture her shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Max, you broke it off with her because you couldn’t handle whatever was happening between the two of you. Now the shit has really hit the fan. Why would I let you within ten feet of her?”

      “You’re right. I was a chicken–shit and bailed on her. I’m not gonna argue—”

      “Thanks for your honesty. I’m hanging up now.”

      In a panic, I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. “No, don’t hang up! I’m the one. That’s why you have to let me in. I’m the one!”

      “The one what?”

      The words rushed out of me so easily, I knew it was the truth. “Remember, when I asked you who took care of Kit and you told me nobody took care of her? Then you asked me if I was the one who would do it and I couldn’t answer you?” When she didn’t say anything I plowed on. “Well, I’m the one. I’m the one to take care of her. And you’ve got to get me in there so I can prove it to her. Please. Help me.”

      The silence stretched across the line for what seemed like hours. Come on, Bridget; you know I’m right. Just help me out. I turned on to the block that held the office of her music label and faltered at all of the news personnel and fans milling around the street. I found a spot and pulled the truck over, my hands remaining in a death grip on the steering wheel.

      Bridget sighed. “Come around the back and I’ll get you in.” Just before she ended the call, her voice took on a warning tone. “But Max, if you hurt her again, I’ll kill you.”

      I jumped out of the truck and sprinted across the street towards the woman who made me break all of my own rules. My heart pounded with adrenaline, the rush similar to what I experienced when I entered a burning building. There was no fire here but I knew my life was at stake—and God help me—this was scarier.
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      It was times like this that I really missed my daddy.

      I looked around the waiting room set up adjacent to the place where I would hold a press conference in less than an hour. It bustled with people from my staff and the record label—all focused on fixing the train wreck formerly known as my career. Liam Connor shot nasty looks at me from across the room and I had to dig deep into the grown–up part of me to resist flipping him the bird. Calm down. All you have to do is bare your soul to a roomful of strangers. Piece of cake.

      I hadn’t slept in twenty–four hours. I was running on fumes, ibuprofen, and a Red Bull Bridget had shoved into my hands about two hours ago. Breakfast of champions. Even though this was stressful, I was more than a little relieved that my secret was out and I didn’t have to carry it around anymore. Ron had done me a favor when he’d spilled the beans about my mother, but I still hated his guts. I still didn’t understand why he hadn’t told everything about me but I wasn’t going to wait for that other shoe to drop.

      I’d talked to Lilah an hour ago and my mother was in her room with extra meds to keep her from getting upset. While security kept the reporters out of the Shady Grove Assisted Living Facility, the additional noise and bustle agitated my mom and the other patients.

      I’d taken care of one responsibility—on to the next couple hundred obligations.

      I looked around and couldn’t find one person I wasn’t responsible for in this room. Even Bridget was both a friend and an employee, and I was terrified of letting them down. I’d already jeopardized everything by trusting Ron.

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      I jumped as a big hand settled on my shoulder. Turning around, I looked up into the clear, blue eyes of Paul Brandt—the man who had been my father figure, my boss, the biggest pain in my ass, and my biggest supporter. God, I loved him. I was humbled that he, with no questions asked, had left Texas to help me.

      He tapped me on the nose in that way he did to cheer me up. “It wasn’t your fault. You trusted him and he betrayed you. Nobody blames you and you shouldn’t blame yourself.”

      I broke eye contact, the shame leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. “Paul, I should have known.”

      He cursed under his breath before grabbing my elbow and leading me away from prying ears. His eyes laser–locked on my face until I was forced to look him in the eye.

      “Kitten, you listen to me and take it as the gospel truth. This was not your fault. You had a viper in your camp and didn’t even know it. You’ve always taken responsibility for everyone around you, but you can’t control the bad choices that other people make.” He towered over me, and leaned in close and gentled his tone. “I love you and you’re the bravest kid I know. You took care of your grandparents, your dad and, then, you took care of your mother whenever she strolled back into town to get clean.” Pain flashed in his eyes as he recounted the sad details of my life as if I didn’t already know them. “You’ve spent your life taking care of other people and let your own needs fall by the wayside.”

      I was irrationally defensive and angry at his words. “Paul, I worked hard to make things better for the ones I love. I’m not going to apologize for doing what was right.”

      “Honey, it ain’t right if it makes you take responsibility for something that you didn’t see coming. Kitten, I’ve watched you give and give and not take anything for yourself.” Paul counted his points off on his fingers. “You don’t go on vacation. You haven’t tried any of the new projects that have been offered to you because they don’t fit your current image. Hell, you gave up Jake because you thought that he deserved to be happy more than you do.”

      I opened my mouth to argue with him, but he was right. I’d been afraid to want things for myself when, one day, they’d be gone. I lived on the fringes of my own life. But I didn’t know if I had the strength to do it differently in the future. Max had been the biggest risk I’d taken in a long time and look how that had turned out.

      Hugging Paul tightly, I mumbled against his chest. “Have you been watching Oprah again?”

      “Dr. Phil.” When I raised an eyebrow at him he protested, “What? The man’s a genius.”

      Laughing, I released him and turned towards the mirror mounted on the wall behind me to fix my makeup which was probably messed up from all the emotional crap going down today. “I promise I’ll think about what you said.” I pulled out my makeup. I could still feel him watching me and knew my answer didn’t satisfy him.

      “Think about it? Kitten, you need to get a life. A life that includes a man who loves you and is looking out for you.” He paused. “Bridget said there was someone who she thought might be that guy.”

      I froze mid–swipe. “Bridget talks too much.”

      Paul laughed. “Maybe so. But you don’t tell me squat, so I’m glad she does.” He sidled up next to me and leaned back against the table, his arms crossed casually in front of his chest. He wasn’t fooling me.

      “So, he wasn’t the guy?”

      I dug into my bag looking for my mascara and maybe avoiding looking at him. “Didn’t Bridget fill you in?”

      “I’d rather hear it from you.”

      I gave up and put down the tube of makeup. “He wasn’t interested in a relationship. Not a bad decision, considering my rock–n–roll lifestyle. He ran for the hills. Smart man.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t want him to be so smart. Did ya?”

      I ignored the question. I’d dodged the same questions from Bridget for two days after Max had broken things off. Max wanted out and getting back together with him wasn’t up to me. For once, none of my celebrity perks could get me what I wanted, because celebrity was exactly what he didn’t want.

      Paul rubbed the back of his neck and chuckled softly as I resumed applying my makeup.

      “So, this guy... was he a blonde or brunette?”

      “Brunette. Why do you want to know?”

      “Just curious.” He shrugged and stroked a hand along his jaw. “Bridget said he was a firefighter, so he must have been a big guy. About 6’3”? Broad shoulders and biceps as big as my thigh?”

      I dropped the lipstick tube in my hand and leveled a look at Paul. “How could you know that?”

      With a slow grin he jutted his chin in a direction over my shoulder. “Because I think he just walked through the door.”

      Spinning around, my eyes scanned the crowd until I zoned in on the tall figure walking towards me with Bridget.

      Max.

      His face was blank, but his eyes were the same—golden topaz and filled with simmering heat that caused my heart to go all squishy. Sweet Lord, I’d missed him.

      Too much.

      I backed up against the table and crossed my arms in front of my chest as he came to a stop right in front of me. My body instinctively leaned towards him and I clenched my hands into fists to keep from touching him. He’s just here because of his hero complex.

      Looking at his handsome face, my emotions bounced from anger, to hurt, to hope, and to relief at just seeing him one more time. And that made me mad all over again.

      I swallowed hard and turned loose the first words that came to mind. “What the hell are you doing here?”
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      I had expected her to hit me.

      I drank in everything about Kit. I was close enough to smell her perfume and feel the heat of her body. She was rigid with hostility, so I resisted the urge to drag her into my arms and bury my face in her glossy curls. I let my eyes linger on her face, her beautiful face, her graceful neck, and the creamy swell of her breasts in the V–neck of the dress she wore. Finally, my gaze drifted back up to her eyes and when one eyebrow quirked up in a silent inquiry, I remembered that she was still waiting for me to answer her question.

      “I came to see if you’re all right. You’ve had a rough couple of days and I thought you could use a friend.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes for the briefest second just before she blinked them away. Once she’d harnessed her control, Kit met my eyes with the friendly but distant expression I recognized from countless interviews.

      “Super Kit” was in the house.

      Only her voice, a little shaky, gave away any inner turmoil.

      “Thanks, but I have lots of friends as you can see.” She waved a hand around the room at the clusters of people surrounding her. “I’m good. No need for you to worry.”

      She wasn’t going to make this easy on me and I didn’t blame her. I took a half step closer, gathering enough of my balls to reach out and run a finger along her arm. She inhaled sharply at the contact but didn’t move away. The big guy standing next to her moved a little closer—not a direct threat, just making sure I knew he was there.

      “I’m glad you’re good.” I sounded lame and stupid and I cursed my sudden attack of nerves. Our future depended on this moment and I was scared shitless—not of saying too much, but of not saying enough of the right thing.

      I decided to go for broke. “I screwed up. I never should’ve ended things with you, and now that I’ve got my head out of my ass I’d like another chance.”

      No taking it back now. This was agony. While I stood there, her expression changed from surprise, to confusion, and then my least favorite—stubborn resistance.

      Shaking her head, Kit backed away from my touch as if she were trying to become a part of the table behind her.

      “Look, I don’t know what the shelf–life is on feeling obligated to a person once you’ve saved their life, but we’re even. You don’t have to worry about me. I pay a lot of people to do that.”

      When I inched closer, she bit her lip and groaned in frustration. “Max, you need to go. I heard what you said loud and clear. This was just a fling and it’s over.”

      Anger at her words, her denial, made me impatient as I stepped even closer, bracketing her body with my larger frame and blocking out everything else. This needed to be about us and only us for at least the next few minutes.

      “This was always more than a fling between us and you know it. What we had—” I corrected myself. “What we have is something real and I’m done running.”

      Kit’s gasp mingled with those of Bridget and the large man, but my eyes never left her face. I didn’t care what the others did as long as they didn’t get between me and this woman.

      Kit was scared, her breathing shallow and frantic and she swallowed convulsively. I could see her mind churning out excuses but she leaned towards my body in an unspoken expression of need, her body betraying her deepest desire. She wanted me, too.

      The moment was broken when a man approached and signaled to Kit with the “five–minute” sign.

      I was out of time.

      I brought the conversation back to where it belonged—on the fact that I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Kit.” She turned her attention back to me and I leaned in close so she couldn’t look anywhere else. “I’m not asking for you to make a choice right now, but I am going to stay here and help you through this and then I’m going to prove to you that we belong together.”

      I grabbed her hand and waited as the long moments stretched between us. If I had to get down on my knees and beg, I was prepared to do it.

      “You can stay.” Kit’s voice was quiet and shaky as she withdrew her hand. “Let’s see if you feel the same way after the press conference.” She nodded at me and turned to follow Bridget out of the room.

      I smiled like a goofball and didn’t even try to pretend it wasn’t for her. I was done hiding how I felt about this woman.

      She slipped back into “Super Kit” mode right before my eyes. Shoulders back and focused control on all of her facial expressions. Now that I knew the real Kit, this persona was understandable, but very unsatisfying. I wanted the girl who laughed at my stupid jokes, seduced me at a bonfire, and soothed me on a picnic blanket.

      A big hand landed on my shoulder.

      “Paul Brandt. I was Kit’s manager and I’m filling in since she kicked the weasel to the curb.”

      I laughed at Paul’s reference to Ron. I couldn’t have agreed more.

      “Max Butler. Kit’s...” I struggled with the right words to describe my relationship with Kit.

      “I heard what you said, son. I think I have a pretty good idea of what you are to Kit.” He looked me up and down with an assessing glance and then motioned for me to follow him. “That took balls. I wasn’t inclined to like you, but that impressed me.”

      I shrugged off the compliment. “I run into burning buildings for a living.”

      “Uh huh, and I bet that’s easier than what you just did.”

      Walking briskly in the same direction Kit had taken, Paul pushed through a door and suddenly I could hear the rumble of the crowd gathered at the press conference. I spied Kit talking to Liam Connor just behind the side curtains on the stage. He was waving his arms around, clearly agitated. Kit, on the other hand, was focused and ready for the battle.

      Paul was watching the scene as well. “That’s our girl. Tough as nails when she has to be. The label pinheads are mad at her. They want her to read a prepared statement, but she insists on going off–script and speaking from the heart.” His laugh rumbled deep in his chest. “It’s the right call. She connects with her fans like nobody’s business.”

      I nodded but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Kit. “Yes, she does. She doesn’t give them every part of herself, but what she does let them see is genuine.”

      But, nobody knew what a big secret she had carried around. I shifted uncomfortably with the knowledge that she hadn’t shared it with me.

      Paul seemed to read my thoughts. “She didn’t trust anybody with the secret of her mama, son. I was with her two years before she let me know about it. She’s so used to being the boss that she doesn’t know how to lean on other people.”

      I wearily rubbed the back of my neck. “I get that, I really do. But, I don’t understand how she does it.”

      Paul huffed. “Kit had to grow up fast with very little stability in her life. Believe it or not, this craziness is where she’s the most comfortable because she created it and controls it. It’s become her safe zone and she is terrified to do anything that’ll rock the boat.” He leaned over, lowering his voice as people gathered around them. “You seem real determined to stick around so here’s a little advice: she thinks being happy—having something for herself—is selfish because it distracts her from her responsibilities. If you want her, you’re gonna have to convince her that she can have it all.”

      I was interrupted from responding as Liam walked to the podium and kicked off the press conference. Every eye in the room was on Kit and I was no exception. I examined her—looking for signs of stress, nervousness, fear—as I willed her to know that I was there.

      As if she sensed my focus, Kit turned her head just enough to meet my gaze and my heart stuttered to a stop in my chest. I lifted a hand to wave at her and she did the same to me. A small gesture between us but it was enough for her to know that I was here. If I had my way, we’d have lots of time to talk, to say all the things that needed to be said.

      Maybe she didn’t think she deserved it all but I wasn’t going to stop until I’d changed her mind.
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      Max was here.

      Twenty minutes ago, I couldn’t imagine anything making this ordeal bearable, but now Max was here and I felt peaceful, almost calm. The fact that my entire outlook was changed by his merely walking through the door should’ve scared the hell out of me but the moment my fist connected with the nose of that reporter, something inside me had broken free. Other than the absolute conviction that I would not let this moment destroy my career, the rest of my life was up for grabs.

      I was shocked, and thrilled, at the way Max maneuvered his way in here and insisted on staying. I had considered fighting him for a moment, but who was I fooling? It was exactly what I’d been hoping, aching for. I just hoped that when he heard what else I was going to reveal at this press conference, that he would want to stay.

      Liam finally stopped yapping and signaled to me that it was show time. I scanned the crowd, noting many familiar faces, most of them wearing expressions of concern and encouragement.

      I took a deep breath and began. “Thank ya’ll for coming here today. I’m sorry for all of the trouble this has caused and hopefully I can make it right. My mother, Elizabeth Landry, is not dead as I have previously let everyone believe. She is alive and has been in a private nursing home since I signed with my label. Her current condition is the result of a drug overdose six years ago during which she suffered severe brain damage. She functions at the level of a three– or four–year–old child and has seizures when placed in stressful situations.”

      I gripped the podium, not even looking at my notes. I knew what I wanted to say. “I would like to tell you that I lied about her being dead solely because it was in her best interest, but that would be untrue. Yes, I wanted her to be safe and in a healthy place, but I lied because I was embarrassed.” Tears gathered in my eyes so I dipped my head and wiped them away before pressing forward. “My mother is bipolar. Her mental illness was undiagnosed and untreated for a very long time and even after we knew, she refused to stay on her medication. To make the situation worse she became an alcoholic, an addict, and she sold her body for drugs. She’d leave for a while and then show up strung–out and broke. The pattern was always the same: she would clean up, make promises to stay straight, and then go back on the street. It was bad enough when my father was alive but when he passed, her care fell on my shoulders. As you can imagine, it was a heavy burden for a fifteen–year–old girl.”

      It was so quiet in the room I could hear the air rushing in the vents. For someone who was used to crowds of singing fans, this was a little unnerving.

      “My life was consumed with dodging the foster care people and surviving as best I could. Early on, a reporter assumed she was dead and I let the lie continue. I was embarrassed. I was tired of having to explain that my mother was a junkie. It was more convenient to let everyone believe she was dead.”

      I paused and looked around, meeting every eye squarely. I was done with the shame. This was way off script and Liam Connor was going to have a fit. He’d have to get over it. I wasn’t going to have any more secrets hanging over my head.

      “If you know anything about bipolar disorder then you know it is hereditary and after my episode a year ago, I started treatment with a psychiatrist and was diagnosed as suffering from hypomania. It is a form of bipolar disorder that causes those of us with the illness to have manic or depressive episodes. When I had an episode after my break–up with Jake, I started drinking heavily, forgetting my obligations—you all reported on it so I will spare us all the gory details.” I paused to take a breath when the crowd laughed quietly. “I do not require medication and I am treating my illness with diet and exercise with the help of my physician. Of course, I am under constant medical care to treat my mental illness and my alcoholism. I am truly sorr...”

      I heard a loud scuffle behind me and I turned around. The voices got louder; the activity just off the stage became chaotic and people jostled to see the cause of the disruption. The press started mumbling, most of them rising from their seats to get a better look. I had no idea what was going on until the source of the noise was rushing towards me.

      “You bitch!” Ron, disheveled and drunk off his ass, lurched onto the stage and headed straight for me. “You stupid bitch! You can’t fire me!”

      Stunned by his appearance and his venom, I stumbled backwards and tried to dodge his fists. Ron grabbed my arm and ripped the sleeve of my jacket before I could get away from him. Stumbling, I fell down and my head hit the table. I was conscious but so disoriented that it was impossible to differentiate between the stars in my eyes and the flashes from the cameras.

      Ron followed me down, yelling at me with breath rank with alcohol and I curled up in a ball to avoid his blows. I was getting desperate when Ron’s weight was suddenly lifted off me. Struggling to catch my breath, I grabbed a chair and stood up just in time to see Max hit Ron squarely in the stomach.

      Ron staggered back two steps, shook it off and lunged towards Max—spewing filth and hate about me. Flailing wildly, his fist connected with the side of Max’s mouth, drawing blood. Max wiped at the blood, glanced at his hand, and with a smirk hauled his fist back and nailed Ron right upside the head. Ron went down like a tree and, just like that, the circus was over.

      My ears were ringing from hitting the table. I was swept up by Max as Josef and the hotel security staff descended upon the fallen form of Ron. Max murmured in my ear, “I’ve got you” and the chaos of the press shouting and cameras flashing faded into the background as he carried me off the stage and towards the back of the building.

      I hung onto Max, as Paul and Bridget led us through back offices and down the stairs to the back entrance of the building.

      “Are you okay? Can you stand?” Max peered down into my face, his hand reaching up to smooth back my crazy hair.

      I nodded, holding on tightly as he lowered me to the ground; his arm looped around my waist, holding me firmly at his side.

      Liam Connor appeared at my side, his face flushed but his suit impeccable. Apparently he’d avoided the drama.

      “Kit, you weren’t supposed to talk about your mental illness,” he said.

      “Nice security detail dickhead,” Max said, putting his body in between us. “I’m getting her out of here.”

      “We need to talk,” Liam insisted but Max cut him off with a shove to the chest.

      “Not now.”

      “Don't put your hands on me,” Liam growled.

      “Fucking leave her alone.”

      Paul stepped up and inserted himself between them, his voice the only calm in the middle of all this crazy. “We aren’t going to do this now. You hear me?”

      I watched as the two men faced off, Paul’s bulk beating Liam by about forty pounds and three inches.

      “Fine. I want her in my office tomorrow.” Liam gave up more easily than I thought he would but he couldn't resist giving Max a dark look as he turned to go. He was not happy and I wasn’t looking forward to our chat.

      Bridget fished her keys out of her pocket and handed them to Max. “You take my car and get her out of here. She can’t go home, and the usual places will be mobbed. You have somewhere in mind?”

      “Yeah,” Max grabbed the keys. “I’ll take her home with me. It’ll take them a while to figure it out and she’ll be safe there.”

      “Kitten, you okay with this plan? You feel safe going with Mr. Butler, here?” Paul asked.

      I don’t want to be anywhere else. I tightened my grip on Max. “Yes.”

      Paul nodded and swatted Max on the shoulder. “All right then. You get going and we’ll take care of this mess.”

      Max loosened his hold and looked down at me, his gaze concerned and tense and filled with something else I was afraid to name. He hauled me up in his arms and planted a swift, hard kiss on my mouth. “You ready?”

      “Yes.” I looked up at him, biting my lower lip before making my request. “Can I get you to take me somewhere else first?”
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      The sign at the entrance read “Shady Grove Assisted Living Facilty” wasn’t what I expected at all. In my head, I envisioned something out of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest complete with Jack Nicholson yelling at us as we walked the hall to her mother’s room with scary medical equipment lining the hallways.

      This place was more like a resort. Security gates at the beginning of the compound opened when I asked Kit for the code—the only thing she’d spoken since we’d left except for answering “no” when I asked if she needed Shannon to come by and look her over. I was uncomfortable with the silence, my gut tight and muscles taut with everything that had already gone down today and what I knew was coming.

      I had no idea what to expect. No idea what kind of shape Mrs. Landry would be in. And I was scared. This was important, these moments would determine if I got the chance to be with Kit or whether we were over. This was a test and I’d never had the chance to study.

      I followed the way Kit pointed with a shaking hand and that pretty much wrecked my soul. My White Knight syndrome was in overdrive when it came to this woman and I was amped up enough to fight whatever dragon showed its face. I would slay anyone and anything to wipe that tremor from her muscle memory.

      We passed a large building with a sign that told me it was the social hall surrounded with tennis courts and a pool. This was not a nursing home—I remembered from the search for Grandpa Butler that this place consisted of separate villas purchased by the resident where they could have live–in help to assist them with day–to–day living. I also remembered that it was as expensive as fuck.

      “This is it. Number 22,” Kit said and pointed me towards the two–car garage. Whoever was inside knew we were coming because one of the doors went up and I pulled in.

      “Wait.” Kit laid a hand on my harm when I reached for the door handle. “Wait until the door is completely down.”

      “Is that how you avoided being seen?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Nobody saw me coming or going. It was crazy enough to work.”

      “What about visitors?”

      “My mom doesn't get any visitors other than her doctor.” She looked over at me in the gloom, her fingers tensing under my own. “You’ll see.”

      The door to the house opened and a woman in her mid–fifties with dark blonde hair and glasses stepped into the opening, motioning us inside. I jumped out and hurried over to Kit, helping her out of the car and noticing her try and hide the wince when she moved. She wouldn't let me call Shannon but I’d check her over later.

      “Katie,” the woman called out when she pulled Kit into a total body hug. Kit wrapped her own arms around her neck and they stood there for a few moments. From the shaking of her shoulders, I could tell Kit was crying and I could do nothing but stand by in impotent rage and hope I got the chance to beat the living shit out of Ron. It would be worth the loss of my career to see that guy bloody.

      “Hey. Hey.” The older woman pulled out of the embrace, looking down at Kit with eyes and cheeks damp. “Why don't you introduce me to this guy? You’ve never brought a bodyguard before. Is it that bad?”

      Kit chuckled and shook her head, wiping her fingers under her eyes before turning to me. “Max this is Lilah Pierce, my mom’s nurse. This is Max. He’s...”

      “I’m her boyfriend,” I answered, focusing on Lilah so I missed the reaction on Kit’s face. I didn’t need to see it, I’m sure it matched the answering hammering of my heart in my chest. I couldn't believe how easily the word had slipped out and I didn't know why I said it. Boyfriend status was something that was granted, not taken, and we had not talked about it. But I took the slide of Kit’s hand into my own as silent agreement to this step in whatever direction we were headed.

      “She’s having a good day. We had lunch a little while ago and she’ll have a nap in about an hour.” Lilah cut a glance to me. “I think she’ll be okay with a new face today. You might want to read to her.”

      I followed both down a hallway into an open kitchen and sitting area to a covered, bricked patio. The area was partially shaded from the sun and protected from anyone’s view by a high privacy fence. There was a seating area and on one of the two sofas sat Elizabeth Landry, Kit’s mother.

      She looked older than she was, hair mostly gray and pulled back in a ponytail. Thin with slumped posture, her skin was rough and looked like she’d spent way too many hours in the sun without sunscreen. When she looked up and saw Kit, the smile was warm and a little shy.

      Kit let go of my hand and walked over to her mom and sat down but she didn’t reach out to hug her right away. She sat still, hands on her lap while she spoke softly to the woman who had given birth to her twenty–one years ago.

      “Elizabeth doesn't always like to be touched,” Lilah explained beside me. “It might take a few moments for her to warm up to Katie being here.”

      “Is it because of the stroke?”

      “Yes. Her reaction to touch, noise, food, all varies according to the day. I could give a long medical explanation but the bottom line is that her brain was fried by the abuse it took and now it just doesn’t work right. We aren’t sure how she will react and sometimes it can be violent so we normally don’t initiate it.” Lilah motioned for me to sit down at the table with her, both of us pulling up chairs. We watched Kit and her mom, the older woman now resting a hand on her daughter’s knee listening as Kit read the child’s book in her hand.

      “Why do you call her Katie?” I asked the first thing that came to mind, needing to understand this whole situation better.

      “That’s what her mother calls her. Her given name is Katherine,” Lilah said. “Kit is her stage name.”

      I wondered what else I didn’t know about the woman I’d fallen for. Judging from her announcement at the press conference it was quite a lot.

      I sat there watching them for half an hour, Kit reading a book my three-year-old niece knew by heart while her mom giggled and laughed and chanted back her favorite parts. Kit would end the book and Elizabeth would beg for her to read it “one more time” which Kit would do right away.

      It was sweet and heartbreaking. Here Kit was, once again taking care of one more person in her life. Once again the question popped into my mind: Who took care of Kit?

      It would be me. I was the one who could do it.

      Lilah rose from her chair and walked over to them. “It's time for you to lie down, Elizabeth.”

      They both looked up at her, the disappointment of having their time ended as clear as the blue Tennessee summer sky. They both stood to say their goodbyes.

      “Bye Mama. I’ll see you next week.”

      “You read to me again?” Elizabeth asked, her concern genuine and earnest. “You read to me?”

      “Yes, Mama. I’ll read to you.”

      They both stood there and even from where I sat, I could see Kit’s entire body leaning forward, willing her mother to embrace her. Pleading with her to allow a touch. I held my breath, sending up my own prayers that Kit would get the touch she so clearly craved.

      It wasn't happening today. Elizabeth turned to Lilah and smiled, shuffling off into the house with her nurse close behind her. Kit watched them go, her arms wrapped around her body as if to chase away a chill.

      I walked up behind her and laid a hand on her shoulder. She spun around and launched herself at me, the sobs wracking her body. I stood firm and strong, a wall built for her to rail against, to push against as she fought to exorcise these demons.

      I rubbed her back, kissing her hair and the skin over her temple as she calmed down.

      “I’m sorry for falling apart like that,” she mumbled against my chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “After the day you’ve had you deserve to let it all out. I’m here. Do what you need to.”

      “I won’t...” She stuttered over her words. Clearing her throat and beginning again. “The way she is... I won't be like that. It’s not her illness, it was the stroke from the overdose. I’m sick but... but that isn’t...”

      Jesus. She was worried about that?

      “Kit, I couldn't care less if that was how you would end up. I want you. We’d figure it out together.”

      She didn’t answer and I could feel the tension in her body as she thought about it, analyzed whether it was realistic for the long term. I could withstand the scrutiny. I could prove I wasn’t going anywhere if I had to.

      We stood still for a while as I held her, neither of us speaking. There wasn’t much to be said. This situation sucked all the way around and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it—except give her an escape.

      It was time to take Kit home with me.
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      “Kit, it’s all clear.”

      I glanced over to where she was crouched on the floorboard of the car. Eight years on the job at NFD had come in handy. I knew the city like the back of my hand and the crisscross of little known backstreets and shortcuts had enabled me to get her away from the press. A glance into the rearview mirror confirmed that no one was behind us as we entered the Lively city limits.

      Kit maneuvered into the seat and groaned as she stretched her limbs. She rubbed her head and winced in pain.

      I’ll kill that guy if he hurt her.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want a doctor?”

      Kit winced again as her fingers touched a tender spot. “No. I’m fine.”

      “My cousin, Robert, is a doctor and he lives nearby. I can call him.”

      “No, I’m okay. Just a little sore.” As I turned off the road and on to a private lane marked “Butler Farm”, Kit leaned forward to peer out the front window. “Is this your farm?”

      “Partially. I bought the land with my cousins Robert and Amy two years ago from my Grandpa Butler.” I pointed towards a lane that led to a modern house. “Robert built that for himself and Amy’s husband farms her part.” I turned the car down a long, tree–lined driveway that led into a clearing where a large white farmhouse stood surrounded by roses. I pulled to a stop at the steps that led to the wide, wrap-around porch before turning to Kit with a grin. “I bought the house and 10 acres. Stay where you are and I’ll help you out.”

      I jumped out of the car and rushed around to meet her. She ignored my order and emerged, disheveled, but steady on her feet, with her shoes in her hands and her torn jacket thrown over her arm. Kit stopped abruptly and looked at the house and the yard with wide eyes.

      “Max. It’s beautiful! I expect the Waltons to come out any minute!”

      I chuckled as I led her up the steps to the front door. “I wish. I could use John Boy’s help with the heavy lifting.” At her perplexed expression I guided her through the door, explaining, “I’m renovating.”

      I watched her face as she entered and viewed the interior of my house for the first time. I kept the architectural details intact, but removed some walls and put in large banks of windows to let in the sunlight. From the front door, were the original maple floors as they led through the open family room and kitchen anchored by a large stone fireplace.

      I led her into the kitchen before I asked, “Do you like it?”

      Her smile gave away her answer. “This is gorgeous. It’s amazing.”

      I didn’t try to hide my pride as I showed off my home. “I do what I can as I get the money and I bribe the guys at the firehouse with beer and burgers to help me out. I’m done with renovating the back rooms. I enclosed the back porch with glass to make it a three–season room but I still need to work on the living room, study, and dining room.” I motioned towards a large staircase. “It has five bedrooms upstairs—four now—I took a small one and made it into a master bath and walk–in closet.”

      I was babbling. I shut up and brought her hand up to my chest. “I should’ve brought you here sooner.”

      I understood why I hadn’t. Bringing Kit here meant I couldn’t ignore my feelings for her. Now, with Kit standing in my home, I could see a future with her in this house. In my life.

      I saw all of the emotions swirling in Kit’s eyes—fear, vulnerability, desire and an emotion I hoped I wasn’t misreading. Stay with me. Make this place a home. The house was silent except for the sound of the grandfather clock ticking in the hall and our heavy breathing. I reached out and grasped her waist, pulling her close. She melted against me as I cupped her face and leaned in to sample the sweetness of her mouth.

      I don’t know how I ever thought I could give this up.

      I brushed my lips softly against hers, barely a promise of a kiss before I pulled back. My hesitation was met by a whimper from Kit as her hands laced through my hair and pulled me back to her mouth. My first real taste of her was electric. The slide of velvet tongues flamed my passion and I angled my mouth over hers possessively—the pressure on my cut lip making me wince.

      Kit pulled back, her lips wet from my assault but her eyes full of concern. “You’re hurt.” Her thumb brushed over my injury gently and that touch made me feel like a million dollars. “You’re bleeding. Let me clean that up.”

      I tightened my hold on her as she tried to pull away. “I’m fine.”

      She cupped my face between her palms, her voice low. “Let me take care of you.”

      I nodded and led her to the family room. Sitting her down on the couch, I retrieved the first aid kit from the kitchen and returned to sit down beside her. I soaked Kit in as she busied herself with pulling out the necessary items with her small, slender fingers. She refused to meet my gaze, her face a mask of concentration as she swabbed and cleaned my lip with careful motions. Content just to have her near, I took the time to gaze at the face I’d missed so much. Even tired from the events of the past few days, she was still the most gorgeous girl I’d ever seen.

      “I think you’ll live.” Her eyes traveled over my face and down my body looking for signs of another injury. She “tskd” when she spied my knuckles, scraped raw and a little bloody from hitting Ron. She smiled as she cleaned the abrasions. “It must have felt good to finally hit the weasel.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, it did. He was asking for it.” My tone sobered as I continued. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to stop him before he hurt you. I’m sorry I let you down. That I hurt you.”

      Kit dipped her head, hiding her face from my inspection while she silently busied herself with applying the ointment. Her motions stilled as she sighed and brought my hand up to rest against her wet cheek.

      I cupped her chin and tipped her face up until I could see the tears. “Kit. Baby, don’t cry. You’re killing me.”

      Her violet eyes were darkened with confusion and pain and I held onto her hand, anxious to keep the physical connection.

      “Max. This is so... I... I just need to know what you want.”

      What did I want? That was easy.

      Her.

      “What do I want? I want to stop missing you. I want to stop looking for bits of paper with lyrics on them showing up in my pockets. I want to stop thinking of that stupid frog when I hear a Merle Haggard song. I want to hear your songs on the radio and know they’re about me.” I leaned in closer, my hands gripped her shoulders, lips only a breath away from hers, and our eyes locked. “I want you in my bed. In this house. In my life. Underneath me. Around me. I want my name on your lips as you come apart all over me.”

      My hands clenched with need as I pressed a brief kiss against her mouth before saying the thing I never thought I would ever say again.

      “I want you to tell me that you love me because I love you and I honestly don’t know how to live without you.”
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      He loved me.

      Max loved me and wanted me. I was breathless and I took a deep breath to calm my erratically beating heart as I inched closer and pressed my mouth against his.

      “I love you, Max.”

      He slid his arms around me and pulled me close, groaning in his chest as he swept inside my mouth with his tongue. More. All of you. I wove my fingers into his hair anchoring him in place for my greedy mouth. It had been too long. We scrambled against each other—desperate to feel skin against skin, soft curves against hard angles.

      I was hungry for him, reaching under his shirt, rucking it up to lift it from his body. I needed to see him, to feel him. I trembled and Max hissed into my hair at the first touch of my palms against the sleek, heated skin of his abdomen and around to the muscled expanse of his back.

      “Baby, you always make me feel so good.” Max breathed the words against my cheek before he savagely reclaimed my mouth. “Let me make you feel good. You know how much I love to see you come.”

      His words made me shudder as his calloused hands covered my breasts, rubbing my nipples until they hardened underneath the silk of my dress. With one hand, he tunneled under my hair and unfastened the halter top, letting it fall down to expose me to the burn of his gaze and the rough caress of his hands.

      “Make me come. Please.” I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in him, in how he could make me feel. Max could make all of the crap of the last twenty–four hours go away and I needed the oblivion. I needed him.

      I moaned and arched upwards as he took a nipple in his mouth, sucking and nibbling on it until it was hard and sensitized to the point of pleasure/pain.

      It was almost too much. I was slick between my legs, clenching them together in search of what he offered, what I knew he could deliver. I tugged him up my body but he refused to let me control this lovemaking.

      “Kit. I need to fuck you. I need to know you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      “Yes. You are.”

      His look was feral, his movements rough as he lifted me up, unzipping my dress and pushing it down and off my body. I shivered as he stripped off my thong, and blazed a trail down my body with his lips and teeth—nipping and laving my skin, stopping only to push me back on to the couch and expose my nakedness to his gaze.

      I was possessed. Taken. Like every touch and every look branded me as his.

      For as long as I remembered, I’d wanted to belong to someone and now I did.

      He watched me as he pushed between my thighs and tongued my wet core, making love to me with his mouth. His pace was unrelenting as he pushed me higher and higher, as if he needed to seal our words with this physical act. My body went boneless as he pushed inside me with two fingers, pumping sleekly and deeply. Without warning, my body bowed off the couch and I pushed up against his mouth as my climax washed over me like a wave of fire.

      He was burning me alive, branding me and I’d never craved anything more.

      “Fuck, you taste good. Like honey.”

      Max rose up, unfastened his jeans and shoved them down his legs, his cock hard and stiff against his stomach, a delicious drop of pre–cum on its tip. Before I could tell him how much I wanted him, Max leaned over me, capturing my mouth in a kiss that tasted of my arousal as his cock brushed against my slick, sensitive sex. Mindlessly filled with the need to have him inside me, I struggled up against him, urging his body to fill me, stretch me.

      Breaking off the kiss, he ran his tongue up my jaw and let it circle the outer shell of my ear before dipping down to nip at my earlobe. He pulled back and I protested, silencing my complaint when I saw that he was pausing only to put on a condom.

      I gasped as he entered me with one thrust, kissing me roughly and holding my hips in a bruising grip. I didn’t want him to be gentle and he wasn’t. I needed this connection to erase the last few days of being apart.

      He pounded into me, hard and deep, and I met him thrust for thrust, our cries mingling along with the sweat on our straining bodies. Max grasped my thighs and lifted me higher against his body, angling me in a way that allowed him to rub against my clit with every push and pull. I tightened my grip on his biceps, his eyes locking with me just as my climax hit and pulled him over the edge with me.

      He collapsed on top of me, panting harshly while his lips tenderly skimmed my forehead, cheeks, lips, and finally settled against my neck. His weight was a comfort, a solid reminder that I wasn’t alone. I was loved.

      He shifted to the side and pulled a blanket over us as we settled into the couch. Max caressed my face with gentle hands, urging my lips up to accept his gentle kiss. He broke it off and whispered against my cheek. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I snuggled into his embrace, rubbing my face against his neck and inhaling the unique scent of Max, sweat, and our lovemaking that lingered on his skin. In spite of this perfect moment, doubts were crowding into my mind and I clung to him, wishing we could stay in this moment forever. How would we really make this work?

      Max sensed my struggle and pulled back to look into my face. “What’s going on?”

      “Are you sure?” I traced his jawline, loving the scratchy feel of his beard against my fingertips. I shivered as I remembered how it had felt against the skin of my thighs and breasts. “Our life will never be normal. Even if I cut back, this will never be a regular kind of life together.”

      Max shifted and leaned up on one elbow. “I know that. But, I can’t live without you. I tried and it didn’t work.” He kissed the tip of my nose and smiled. “Besides, I’m beginning to think that normal is overrated. We’ll figure it out. We’ll make our own normal.”

      “That sounds so good. I want that.” Brushing aside my doubts, I snuggled into his embrace as he shifted back on the couch. I was happy. Max loved me and it would be different this time.

      Like he said, we would find our own normal—together.
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      I woke slowly from the most amazing dream.

      It was always the same; Kit in my bed, dark curls spilling over my sheets, as I worshipped every inch of her deliciously fuckable body.

      This morning was even better, because the pictures in my head were in Technicolor and my sheets even smelled like her. Groaning, I rolled over, pulling my pillow against my face, inhaling the delicious scent of Kit—a combination of summer, honeysuckle, and pure sex.

      Lying there, the smell of fresh coffee and the sound of her sweet singing wafted over me and made me smile.

      It wasn’t a dream.

      I shifted under the sheets as memories of last night drifted across my mind. I was hard, aching as I stroked up and down slowly, drawing out the pleasure. When I woke up with Kit on the couch I’d picked her up and carried her up the stairs to my bedroom, placing her gently on my bed.

      In the twilight, Kit had climbed on top of me—driving me crazy with her soft hands. Her mouth had been hungry, sweet, and I’d let her lead the way. All of her doubts from earlier seemed to disappear as she took control of my body. Drawn in by the spell she cast over me, I made no effort to hide just how desperately I wanted her. She teased me with her lips and hands, and it had taken all my strength to resist taking over as she grasped my cock in her small hand and led me into her body.

      That time was slow and sweet. No words were spoken. She’d fallen apart in my arms and I’d held her close as my climax surged through my body, leaving me sated and spent. Unwilling to break our connection, I’d stayed inside her as we drifted back to sleep.

      We needed to talk. To figure out how this was going to work between us. She had doubts and so did I but I wanted to figure them out together. For the first time in forever, the thought of committing to someone didn't scare me. I wanted it and I was going to have it.

      I got up, determined to go down to the kitchen and drag Kit back to bed. Breakfast could wait. I dragged on a pair of jeans, and left them unbuttoned, padded barefoot down the stairs, and skidded to a stop when I got a good look at the scene in my kitchen.

      I leaned against the doorway and watched her make my house into a home.

      Kit was standing at the stovetop, my shirt reaching to the middle of her thighs and her hair tousled from the night in my bed. She sang softly to herself as she bustled around, preparing pancakes and eggs.

      “You look good in my shirt.”

      Kit looked over her shoulder, eyes wide with surprise but warm with love. I pushed away from the wall and walked over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist and pressing my front against her back. She melted against me and sighed as I pressed a soft kiss to her neck.

      “Good morning.”

      She sighed again as my mouth traveled up to the sensitive spot behind her ear. Her voice was breathless and I smiled at her reaction to me. “Good morning to you.” Kit gestured at the stove. “I was making you breakfast.”

      I nibbled back down her neck as I snaked a hand under the edge of my shirt to caress her silky thigh. “I was hoping to have breakfast in bed.”

      She moaned as my fingers brushed against her wet folds and higher to caress the smooth skin of her belly. She wriggled against me, rubbing her ass against my erection. Holy shit that felt good.

      “I made you pancakes...Oh!”

      I was done playing unless I was doing it in my bed. I lifted her over my shoulder, snagged the bottle of syrup off the counter and turned to head back to the bedroom. Kit squirmed in my hold and squealed as I smacked her ass. “Hold still. You’re gonna love it, baby. I’m gonna lick every inch of—”

      The sight of someone standing in my foyer brought me to an abrupt halt.

      “Mom!”

      Holy shit. My dad was also standing at the front door, a grin twitching at the edges of his mouth.

      Kit was absolutely still, but I could feel her groan of embarrassment buried against my shoulder. I slowly lowered her to the ground, and once her feet hit the wood floor, she turned and faced my parents, fussing with her hair and tugging the oversized shirt further down her legs.

      It was kind of cute. We’d laugh about this someday but from the feel of her elbow jamming into my side, I didn’t think it would be anytime soon.

      My dad cleared his throat, breaking the embarrassed silence as he strode towards the kitchen. “Coffee smells good. Think I’ll get a cup.”

      “How did they get in?” Kit whispered.

      “They have a key.”

      Kit took off up the stairs with a mumbled “going to put some clothes on” and I followed my dad into the kitchen. The passing of cups, milk, and sugar busied our hands as we studiously avoided the fact my parents had clearly interrupted an intimate moment.

      Taking a sip of the hot brew, I asked, “What are you guys doing here so early?”

      Kit made her reappearance, wearing a pair of my sweatpants, and I handed her a cup, pulling her close beside me.

      “We tried to call but no one answered.” My mother reached out and grasped Kit’s hand in compassion. “We saw what happened to you, dear. It was terrible.” She turned to me, her eyes filled with pride. “And we saw what you did to protect her.”

      “Proud of you, son.” My dad patted my shoulder and then shifted to lean against the counter. “When we couldn’t get you on the phone, we figured you two were squirreled away here. There’s a bunch of reporters camped out at the top of the lane. Robert blocked the road, so they can’t get down here unless they crawl through the woods.” He flashed an apologetic glance towards Kit. “We probably gave away your location, though. I think the ones who were camped out at our house followed us here. I’m sorry.”

      Kit smiled back. “Don’t apologize, Mr. Butler. Welcome to my world.” She sighed, and put her coffee down on the counter. “I should apologize for disrupting your life.”

      “It’s John. And you didn’t do anything you need to apologize for. This will all blow over and we’ll be back to normal before you know it.”

      “Damn! That coffee smells good! Is there more?”

      I turned to see Dean, followed closely by Bridget, saunter into my kitchen and head straight for the coffeepot.

      “The door was open so we just came on in.” Smiling at the Butlers, he introduced Bridget before he continued, “The station, Kit’s loft, are all a mob scene. Bridget called me once my shift was over and she followed me in your truck.”

      “The label needs you back pronto. The buzz has all been in your favor, but with the tour kicking off in three days, they are howling to get you back in town for promo work. Paul’s working out the details but we need you. Sorry,” Bridget said.

      I watched Kit closely; her expression was tense. I gathered her close to my side and pressed a kiss to her hair as she asked, “What about Ron?”

      Weird looks passed between the four visitors and my stomach clenched in response. “What’s going on guys?”

      Dean was the one to answer. “Ron’s still in custody. Both you and Kit need to go and give statements so they can press charges. That’s the good part.” He rubbed the back of his neck and hesitated. “The bad part is that he’s saying you assaulted, threatened, and harassed him, Max. He’s hired a lawyer who keeps talking to the press and stirring it all up.”

      I shrugged. “So what? He can’t prove it.”

      Dean continued. “The department has placed you on administrative suspension without pay until this gets cleared up. The director’s pissed and wants to talk to you today. You know how he hates bad press.”

      “I protected her. What the fuck did they expect me to do? Let that asshole hurt her?”

      “It’s not just the fight.” Dean held a hand up to stop me from interrupting. “You left the shift to go to Kit. I tried to cover, but they know. You were AWOL.”

      Shocked, I released Kit and walked over to the large fireplace that dominated the family room. Leaning on the mantle, I breathed in deeply, controlling my temper and collecting my thoughts. This was manageable. I would talk to the chief and the police and get back to work.

      “What?” Kit asked from behind me. “You left work to come to me?”

      I turned and faced the bank of upset and concerned faces in front of me. “Of course I did. You needed me. I’d do it again if I had to.”

      “Could you lose your job?” Her expression told me that she already knew the answer and it was not going to go over well.

      “Yes.”

      “And you would do it again?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about your promotion?”

      I scoffed. “Not going to happen now.”

      Kit stared at me, her expression unreadable. I didn’t know her well enough to understand every nuance and right now I cursed that fact. She closed her eyes briefly, cutting herself off from me completely. I made a move towards her and her eyes flew open and she bolted, heading out of the kitchen. She was clearly upset.

      Following her, I caught up with her in my room just in time to see her pulling on her clothes. “Kit, baby? What are you doing?”

      “I’m going. I’ve got to fix this mess.”

      “Okay. Just hang on a second and I’ll get dressed and go with you.”

      She stopped, her eyes only briefly meeting mine before darting away. She clutched her shoes to her chest and scurried past me and into the hallway. “No. I’m going alone.”

      I grabbed her arm and spun her around to face me just before she reached the stairs. “Kit. I’m going with you. Remember last night? We do this together from now on.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes as she shook her head, her voice a broken whisper. “No. This won’t work.”

      Shock rolled through me and loosened my grip on her, allowing her to slip down the stairs. I barely registered the others as they piled out of the kitchen just in time to witness my life falling apart.

      My voice was loud and harsh as I shouted at her retreating back. “What do you mean, this won’t work? We’ve barely gotten started and you’re giving up?” I raced down the stairs two at a time and caught her at the bottom. “What about the fact that we love each other?”

      “Max, we both know that isn’t enough. Our lives are too different and mine has already ruined yours. Your parents have reporters camped on their lawn and you’re practically a prisoner in your own house. Not to mention the fact that you might lose your job!” She wiped at her wet cheeks with the back of her hand. “My life is in chaos and I go on tour in a few days and I’ll be gone for months. Trust me. We’ve been living in a bubble—a wonderful bubble where the press left us alone and we didn’t have to deal with reality. But trust me, those days are over and the reality of my life will tear us apart.” Her breath hiccupped in her chest. “I don’t want you to end up hating me because I can’t be what you need.”

      “What are you talking about?” I saw the fear, heard it in her voice. I was scared, too, but I was more afraid of losing her and never taking the chance. I reached out, pulling her close to me. “Kit, don’t do this. My job will be fine. Your job will be fine. We’ll work out the rest. Together.” I leaned in close to press my forehead against hers as I pleaded, “I love you so much. Just hang on to me baby. We’ll be all right, I promise.”

      She rested against me and a little of the tension loosened in my chest. Her hand wove through my hair as she pulled me into a kiss that was full of tenderness and something else I couldn’t name. With a whimper, Kit released my mouth and stepped far enough away that I could see the expression on her face. Suddenly, I knew what else had been in that kiss.

      It was goodbye.

      I was pissed. Anger shot through me. “So, you’re gonna do this? You’re afraid and you’re going to run? What is this? Fucking payback for what I did?” I gestured wildly at the front door. “All this craziness? That’s nothing. But you’re too afraid to take the chance and even though I suck at any kind of relationship, I know I can’t do it by myself.” Running my hands through my hair, my voice caught as pain squeezed my heart. Jesus, this was worse than Sarah. Knowing Kit was out there and I couldn’t have her might kill me. “You and me, together? It would be hard, but I know we’d be worth it. It could shatter into a million fucking pieces and it would still be worth it.”

      I stared at her, daring her to take the leap with me. If this had any chance of working, we both had to be committed one hundred percent.

      “Max.” Her voice was barely above a whisper but it was like she was shouting at me. That one word told me everything I needed to know. She was already gone.

      I turned away from her, heading up the stairs to wash her smell off my body and burn the sheets.
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      My eyes were gritty from too little sleep.

      Three weeks had passed since Kit walked out of my house and my life. The last time I’d seen her was the day after she’d shot us all to hell. I’d arrived at the police station to give my statement just as she was leaving and our eyes had met for the briefest moment before I turned away. I couldn’t stand the sight of her when I couldn’t have her. She looked beautiful as always, but in that second, I saw the pain and hurt that shadowed her eyes but, for once, my hero complex didn’t take over. She’d made her decision and she could live with it.

      Just like I would.

      My suspension from work only lasted two days. In the end, Kit had called the director—explaining how I had protected her from Ron—and I’d been reinstated immediately. I was grateful. The job was the only thing that kept me from losing my mind. At work, I could pretend to ignore the pitying looks from my family and friends.

      Just like the one Dean was giving me right now.

      I shifted on my seat inside the fire truck as it raced down the street to the third call of the night.

      “Dean, cut it out.”

      Dean didn’t even pretend to misunderstand. “You look like shit. When’s the last time you slept?”

      I adjusted my helmet to block my face. “Last night.”

      “Uh huh.” Dean continued to examine me. “I didn’t ask ‘when was the last time you tossed and turned and paced the night away’.”

      I stared down at my boots, saying nothing. I wasn’t going to spill my guts and dwell on something I couldn’t change.

      “Max.”

      “Don’t.” I met his eyes across the truck and gritted my teeth. “She’s gone. Let’s just do the job.”

      The back doors opened and I jumped down to the ground, surveying the scene. I got my orders and made my way into the three–story apartment building, checking rooms, carrying victims out to safety—focusing on the job. Time passed quickly, and soon I was on the second floor, conducting one last sweep before calling the “all clear.”

      Inside, the fire was dying down but it was still loud. I heard an ominous crack but couldn’t tell where it was coming from. A tingling awareness spread across the back of my neck. It was time to get out.

      Instinct propelled me towards the exit just as the ceiling heaved above me. Two steps from my goal, debris rained down on my head and shoulders. I reached for my communication device but it was too late.

      A large object landed across my back and I slammed to the floor under its weight. I couldn’t breathe. I scrabbled to move away the heavy debris. I tried not to panic but it was hard, with what felt like an elephant sitting on my back. It was getting hotter, the noise louder, as the fire sparked back to life overhead.

      I clawed at the rubble and dislodged my helmet and it rolled to the side. Succumbing to the pain, I saw the picture of Kit tucked into the inside band just before everything went black.
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      The applause was deafening.

      I waved to the audience and left the stage of the Grand Ole Opry, heading towards my dressing room to prepare for the interview segment and then my final performance of the night. I was bone–tired. Getting here had required a red–eye flight from Florida, so I pushed open the door and headed straight for the fridge and my new best friend—Mr. Red Bull. Bridget was on the telephone, so I kicked off my shoes and plopped down on the couch.

      The first set was behind me and I breathed a sigh of relief. I longed to get out of Nashville, back on the road, and away from all the memories of Max. On the road, I still hurt, but it was easier to focus on the music and the fans without seeing him on every corner. I welcomed the grind of the road. Most nights I fell into my bunk in a dreamless stupor but I still dreaded the morning when my brain clicked into gear and the pain came rushing back.

      I’d blown it this time. My fear had forced me to make a rash, stupid decision that hurt Max deeply. The crazy part was that I didn’t even know why I’d done it anymore. My doctor said it was a panic attack brought on by all the crap that had happened and that my sense of desolation and fear was a normal part of it.

      All I knew was that I’d been overcome with the overwhelming feeling that staying with Max would hurt him.

      His face outside the police station had been cold, hard, and devoid of any emotion towards me, except indifference. He probably hated me and I didn’t blame him. I hated the cowardice I’d let control me, but it was too late to change it. My chance with Max was over and I had no one to blame but myself.

      I popped one eye open when Bridget signed off her call, ready to ask about the details of our flight, when a phone rang—the “Stand By Your Man” ringtone signaling that it was mine.

      Bridget scooped it up off the dressing table and flipped it open with a cheerful greeting. Her smile slipped as she listened briefly, murmured for the person to hang on, and held the phone out to me. Her voice was grim.

      “It’s Dean. It’s about Max.”

      My hand stilled in mid–air. It was bad news. I knew it. Maybe the worst news. With icy fingers, I took the phone from Bridget and brought it up to my ear.

      “This is Kit.”

      “I thought you might want to know.” Dean’s usually jovial voice was tense and anxious. “Max is hurt. We’re on shift and he was in a building when it collapsed.”

      I found it hard to speak around the band that was constricting around my heart. “Is... is he okay?”

      Dean paused as people shouted around him. I could hear him cup the phone closer to his mouth. “I don’t know the extent of his injuries. We got him out of the building and he’s on the bus headed to NashGen. He was unconscious. Hold on a second.” Dean answered a series of rapid questions and came back to the phone. “Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you at the hospital.”

      I sat there, unable to move, as the dial tone sounded in my ear. Only two thoughts swirled in my mind: one, I had to get to Max, and two, that if I got the chance, I would make him love me again.

      I jumped off the couch, my focus on getting to Max.

      Bridget was right behind me, scooping up purses and keys.

      “I’m going with you.”

      I hit the backstage hallway and broke into a run. People moved out of my way while casting puzzled looks in my direction. Paul came jogging up and stopped my momentum with a hand on my shoulder.

      “Kit, where are you going? We have a show in,” he looked at his watch, “ten minutes.”

      I leaned on his arm, scared shitless and close to losing the battle to keep it together. “Max is hurt. He could be—” I bit my lip, unable to voice my greatest fear. “I have to go to him.”

      “You know, if you walk out of the Opry, the label will tank your new contract.” His voice was firm; matter–of–fact. No judgment there.

      “I don’t care.” I would give up my whole career for Max to be alright. I’d figure out the career part once I knew he was okay.

      Nodding, Paul kissed my forehead quickly and pushed me towards the door. “Good girl. I’ll fix it here. Go!”

      Bridget and I bolted out of the artists’ entrance of the Opry and headed straight for her car. I was silent as we careened through traffic, praying for Max to be alright. Could you be okay if a building fell on you? Would they let me see him? The fifteen–minute ride was torture and I barely let the car come to a stop outside the ER before I jumped out and bolted for the entrance.

      The waiting area smelled like antiseptic and burnt coffee and was filled with firefighting personnel, EMTs, and policemen. Ignoring the pointing fingers of those who recognized me, I scanned the crowd for Dean. Giving up, I approached a nurse to ask about Max, when I heard my name shouted above the noise. Turning, Dean waved me over.

      He grasped my arm and led me to a room filled with firemen. “He’s still unconscious and they moved him upstairs.”

      “Can I see him?”

      Dean pushed me through the door. “We’ll see. I’ll take you up.”

      We emerged from the elevator on the third floor and immediately stepped into a waiting room full of people. Several nodded to Dean, and I ignored the whispers that erupted in my wake. It seemed like an eternity until I turned a corner and entered a hospital room where John and Olivia Butler sat, next to a hospital bed.

      I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the low light in the room and the hushed hospital sounds of machines whirring and soft–soled shoes squeaking on tile floors.

      My heart fell to my feet. I forgot how to breathe.

      Max sat on the edge of the bed, shirtless with a pair of scrub pants. His face and body were covered with scrapes and cuts. It was the bandage on his head, tinted red with blood just over his left temple that made me weak.

      I wanted to run to him and make sure he was all right but his hostile demeanor stopped me. His amber eyes grew dark when he saw me, suspicion and hurt tightening his jaw.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, not an ounce of welcome in his tone. I’d made a mistake. I was too late.

      “Dean called me,” I stumbled over my tongue, suddenly realizing how far out on the ledge I was with no safety net. “I wanted to see that you were okay.”

      “I look better than I feel,” he answered, his tone flat and emotionless.

      “Oh.”

      “You’ve done your duty. You can go.”

      “Max!” His mother scolded him from her perch by the bed. I blushed with embarrassment. I had no right to be here.

      I moved to leave but a hand on my arm stopped me.

      “Are you a friend of my grandson?”

      I turned. A much older man, who possessed Max’s strong jaw and large build, was watching me closely. Startled, I looked around. Their faces were worried, frantic. I had no right to be here.

      “I’m sorry.” I offered an apology towards Olivia Butler. “I should go. I’m intruding.”

      I turned to go, but gentle pressure on my arm stopped my leaving. Max’s grandpa held me back, his face kind and full of understanding.

      “Young lady, the important thing to remember is that you came.” His curious gaze examined me and I remembered that I still wore my costume from the Opry. “I can presume from your lovely outfit that you were at quite a fancy shindig and left in quite a hurry.”

      “I was at the Opry. I have a show tonight.”

      “I see.” His eyes were gentle as he squeezed my hand in encouragement. “You don’t walk out of the Opry for just anyone. My grandson must be very important to you.”

      “Grandpa,” Max said in warning from across the room.

      I blinked back the tears gathering in my eyes, my voice barely above a whisper. “Very important.” I swallowed back the fear and told the absolute truth, making eye contact with Max as I spoke. “He means everything to me. I love him.” I started to back out of the room. “But I was scared and I have no right to be here. Not now. I’m sorry.”

      I really did turn to go this time. I wasn’t welcome. Too late to salvage what we’d had. I’d get on my tour bus and back on the road. Sooner or later, I’d forget him. In the meantime, I’d get a shitload of good song material.

      I was two steps out of the door when I heard his voice.

      “Wait.”

      I froze, not really sure if I’d heard him or imagined it like I had in so many dreams the last few weeks.

      “Kit. I can’t get off this bed without falling down. Get back in here.” His mom whispered something that sounded like “you’re being rude” and he added, “Please.”

      I eased back into the room, staring at him from the spot just inside the door. Max just stared at me and I had no idea whether he wanted me to stay in place or go to him. The air in the room crackled with everything between us, the uncertainty and longing I saw in his gaze.

      “Can you give us a minute?” Max asked his parents and Grandpa and they all hustled to beat feet out the door.

      A soft chuckle escaped the lips of Grandpa Butler as he walked past me. He stopped and whispered his two cents. “Trust me, darlin’; I’ve seen him mope around these last few weeks. That hurt will be forgotten once Max hears you tell him you love him. Tell the boy what he’s been dyin’ to hear.”

      “Grandpa,” Max barked and the older man scurried through the door with a big wink.

      I liked him. Very much.

      Max and I stared at each other, the seconds measuring like hours in my twisted gut. I had no idea where to start.

      “You left the Opry,” Max stated but every word was drenched in a question.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not going to make Liam happy.”

      “No, it won’t,” I agreed. “But I wasn’t thinking about making him happy when I left.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that you might be gone and I’d never get to ask you.”

      “Ask me what?” His gaze was hot and leveled at my own. I couldn't look away. I wanted him to see just how real this all was. To believe me.

      “Ask you to take me back. To say I’m sorry for giving into my panic and fear and hurting you.” He didn’t respond but he didn’t look away, so I walked towards him, my voice cracking with all the emotion just trying to break out of me. “I wanted to ask you to love me again like in that movie star film. To tell you that I’m just a girl who screwed up and wants your love even if I don't deserve it. For today. For forever.”

      I was standing in front of him now. So close my body brushed up against his knees. He smelled like smoke and antiseptic and Max and I just wanted to latch onto him and inhale.

      “What about your job?” he asked, his voice so low I had to lean in to catch it. The movement brought me within kissing distance of him and I fought the urge to lay one on him and seal all my words that way.

      “I don't know. I might not have a label. I may start my own. I don't know.” I shook my head. “I know I’m stronger with you. I’m better with you.”

      “And if your career is over?”

      “Then, it’s over. I’ll figure something out. I can play anywhere. I’ve got options.”

      “Uh oh. ‘Super Kit’ is in the house.”

      I shook my head. “I don't need her when I’ve got you.”

      “Stupid jackasses. They don't know what they've got.”

      I laughed. “Is that right?”

      “Yes.” He reached out and grabbed my hands, lifting them up and around his neck as he opened his legs. I slid in there, tightening my hold on him and hanging on for dear life. I know my heart was pounding like a drumbeat in one of my songs but I didn't care. Max didn't either. “I am not a stupid jackass. I know what I’ve got.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I’ve got you.”

      “Yes, you’ve got me.”

      He tugged me down and our lips met in a soft sweet kiss. His voice was low but I heard every precious word.

      “Don't leave me again,” he pleaded. “You’ll always be enough for me. The only one for me. I love you, Kit.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and held on tightly, as our mouths gently caressed each other.

      I broke off the kiss as the room spontaneously erupted in applause, hoots, and catcalls. I looked over my shoulder to see the doorway filled with his family and friends offering smiles, teary eyes, and congratulations.

      “Now about the whole ‘Super Kit’ thing.” His gravelly voice brought my attention back to his handsome face. “I kind of like the idea of you in a cape—and nothing else.”

      “On one condition.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Anything.”

      I leaned in closer, my lips only a breath away from his. “You need to change the locks on your front door.”

      “Deal.”
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      Three months later

      The sign read, “Lively, Tennessee. The place folks love to call home.”

      I squirmed in my seat in the back of the chauffer-driven car, excited by the marker that told me that I was five miles from the place I had wanted to be all summer— home. I had a number-one single, “Angel”, on the charts and a new album due out in the Fall. I was on top of the world.

      I’d decided not to renew my contract with Liam Connor and was exploring starting my own label while entertaining offers from a couple of big name recording companies. I had time to decide and was in no hurry. My life was full and my own.

      The tour had been unbelievably successful with every show sold out and extra dates added and filled to capacity, as well. I’d loved every minute on stage with the fans, and the band was closer than ever. With Ron gone from the scene, the fun and camaraderie had returned in full force.

      It felt like it was when I first started—before I let business become more important than the music. Before I’d let image be more important than the truth.

      It had been an amazing summer.

      But, each passing day I’d counted down the time to when I could return to Tennessee and to the man who held my heart. Max. I had missed him terribly. I’d flown home frequently and he’d come to see me when he got time away from the station. He’d even spent his week–long vacation on the road with me, witnessing the craziness of my life on the road first–hand. To my relief and delight, Max fit in like he was born for the road. The band loved him, the crew loved him, and the fans loved him.

      Especially the female fans.

      I giggled as I remembered the first time he’d attended a “meet and greet” and been bombarded with requests for photos from my female fans. At first he’d been surprised and then embarrassed as the ladies had shoved pieces of paper with their phone numbers into his hands. Once the fans had posted those pics on the Internet, it started a pattern that would continue the rest of the tour—requests for Max, photos with Max, and a pile of homemade gifts for Max.

      While Max was a good sport about suddenly being thrust into the spotlight, I was careful to keep the intimate details of our relationship between the two of us and I shielded him from exposure as much as I possibly could. But, even when he wasn’t with me, he was photographed by the press, as he lived and worked in Nashville. I’d worried silently that it bothered him more than he let on. When I apologized for the press intruding on a private lunch with his parents, he kissed me softly and told me to never apologize again; it was a small price to pay to be with me.

      I’d shown him many times that night just how much his support meant to me.

      So, when, three weeks after the night at the hospital he’d asked me to move into the farmhouse with him, I’d agreed with one stipulation—that he’d let me install the security gates currently blocking the car at the top of the driveway.

      I used my remote control to open them and gathered my things together as the car drove the last mile to the house I now called home. My heart pounded like the drum solo on “Angel” at my first glimpse of the large, white house surrounded by the old–growth oaks and dogwoods planted by Max’s grandparents. I blinked back tears as I thought of the love that had been made and would be made in this house.

      This is home.

      I’d wanted this for so long that I had the urge to pinch myself and get three independent confirmations that this wasn’t a dream. If it was, then I was never going to wake up—ever.

      The car pulled to a stop at the base of the wrap–around porch, and I hopped out without waiting for the driver to open the door. I’d told Max not to meet me at the airport and I was now anxious to have the reunion I didn’t want witnessed by cameras and curious fans.

      I scanned the yard as I thanked the driver and signed the invoice for the bill. I heard hammering coming from just beyond the rose garden and I headed around the house to find Max. The garden was in full–bloom, the flowers coaxed to life by Grandpa Butler, and the scent was strong and sweet where it mingled with the smell of fresh cut grass.

      My breathing literally skipped when my eyes landed on the best thing I’d seen in two weeks—Max in khaki cargo shorts and a tight, white T–shirt that caressed his muscles.

      Will I ever see him and not want him?

      He was hammering a shutter next to one of the windows on the front of my new rehearsal space and recording studio, located in the sweet little cottage that had been Grandmother Butler’s private retreat. Tears came to my eyes as I remembered the day that Max had walked me down the back path to this little house and handed me the keys, explaining that he wanted to renovate it into a space where I could work from home. He’d brushed away my tears as he teased, “As long as I can visit and try my damnedest to distract you from your work.”

      And then he’d pulled me into the cottage and demonstrated just how distracting he could be.

      Heat pooled in my belly at the memory, and I must have made a sound because Max looked up, his amber eyes widened in surprise and then crinkling up at the edges when he smiled. One minute I was riveted to the spot and the next I was crushed against his chest with his mouth devouring mine in a desperate tangle of lips and tongues. God, he was an addiction for me and I didn’t plan on ever kicking this one.

      Max lifted me off my feet and I wrapped my legs around his waist as he turned and walked the few steps necessary to press my back against the side of the cottage. I briefly worried about his injury but he’d assured me that he had a doctor’s note that said he was fully recovered and I needed to stop worrying about him. The note really said that—an inside joke between Max and his doctor and a way to stop my constant “fussing over him”—his words, not mine.

      With my weight supported by the wall, his hands were free to roam my body, teasing under the edge of my T–shirt until his hands moved over my stomach and my ribs to cover my breasts, plucking my nipples through the lace of my bra. I sighed and rolled my head back as Max took advantage of my invitation and pressed hot, wet kisses along the exposed skin of my neck.

      Max lifted his head and looked down at me, his eyes blazing with desire, heat, and  love. He was so unbelievably gorgeous that he still took my breath away. His mouth widened in his trademark “just for me” sexy smile and his voice was rough with emotion. “Hey.”

      I smiled back. I’m sure I looked like a goof but I didn’t care. This was my man and I loved him more than I ever thought I’d be able to love anyone. “Hey.”

      His hand reached up to caress my cheek, my eyes closed as I leaned into his warmth. He was my rock, my touchstone, and I could feel my soul filling back up just being in his orbit.

      “You’re early. I meant to meet you up at the house and give you a proper welcome.”

      “I think this is pretty perfect.” I pulled myself from his embrace and tugged him towards the house. “C’mon, I know how we can make this welcome even better.”

      To my surprise, Max pulled me back with a shake of his head and a mischievous grin on his face.

      “No way. I want you to see your new studio before we go up to the house.” He pulled me behind him as he climbed the front steps, turning to face me when we reached the top. “Everything is installed and ready to go. It just needs your personal touch.”

      Max opened the door, motioning for me to walk inside. I could smell the scents of drywall, paint, and carpet, and as my excitement bubbled to the top I slipped past him and took the first real look at my new recording studio. My eyes scanned the front room which served as the writing/lounge area and was outfitted with two comfy sofas covered in red corduroy, tables in honeyed maple, and an upright piano in the corner. A custom–made entertainment center held a flat screen and Max’s gaming systems. Light streamed in through the large windows, making the warm yellow paint gleam like burnished gold. It was warm, inviting—and mine.

      I walked towards the back rooms which housed a kitchenette, bathroom with a shower, and my studio. It wasn’t as large as the ones in Nashville, but I could record demos here, write songs, and rehearse with the band instead of heading into town. Skipping back into the front room, I saw Max standing there with his hands opened in a gesture of inquiry.

      “So, what do you think?”

      I crossed the room and jumped into his arms, pressing kisses all over his face as he staggered under the onslaught. “I love it!” I peppered more kisses on his lips as he laughed out loud. “Thank you! Thank you! I love you!”

      “This is the right way to say thank you.” He curled his hand around the back of my neck and pulled me in for a slow, wet kiss that quickly turned the mood from festive to seductive as he claimed my mouth in a blatant show of possession. I whimpered and Max broke the kiss, gazing down at me with a heavy-lidded stare that told me we would be headed to a bed very soon. Fine by me. It had been too long. “You’re very welcome,” he nodded towards the long wall behind him, “but you haven’t seen the best part yet.”

      I followed the direction of his gesture and had to blink. The wall was covered by a hand made guitar rack mounted on the wall. It was also made of maple, stained a golden color and carved with the most delicate design of honeysuckle and barbed–wire. Just like on my tattoo and album logos. It was beautiful and made with so much love that it shone.

      “Oh, Max.” I covered my mouth with a shaking hand. Never in my life had someone done something like this for me. I pulled away from his embrace and walked slowly towards the rack. My hands shook even more as I ran my fingers over the wood. It was smooth as glass, cool to the touch, and the design was intricate but beautifully simple.

      Max came up behind me, his voice soft in my ear. “Grandpa Butler helped me with the carving and the staining. It holds five guitars,” his hand motioned to the middle section of the rack, “with a place of honor for Jolene.”

      I leaned forward to observe the carving below Jolene’s slot more closely. The wood frame was formed into a curved point that held a more detailed carving of the full logo of the heart, vines, and wire. Something extra was carved into the heart and I leaned in closer to read what turned out to be three initials. K.L.B.

      Oh. My. God.

      My breath stuttered in my chest and my legs wobbled as I slowly turned around, scarcely believing the scene before me—Max on one knee with a velvet ring box in his hand and looking at me with so much love that I wasn’t sure that this tiny cabin could hold it all. It wouldn’t have surprised me if the windows blew out, the door flying open under the pressure of the emotion. Suddenly afraid that my legs would give out, I grabbed the back of the sofa. This was not the time to face–plant on the floor.

      “Kit.” He swallowed hard, his voice gravely and rough with his nervousness. “I wish I had your gift with words. I know this is fast and we’re young but I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.” Max reached up with his empty hand and caressed my cheek, brushing away my tears. “I love our crazy life and I love watching you do all of these amazing things with your career. I want to be the one you come home to, the one you need when it gets too tough—the one you write mushy love songs about.”

      I choked back tears as I half–laughed, half–sobbed at his words. The tears were flowing like someone had opened the faucet and I knew that my makeup was a mess but I didn’t care. All I knew was that the most amazing man in the world was asking me to spend forever with him. To make the home I’d dreamed about.

      Max opened the box, removed the ring, and slid it onto my finger. The metal quickly warmed to my body temperature and it fit perfectly—like it had always belonged there.

      “Marry me, Kit Landry. I love you. I swear that every fucking day of your life you will never doubt that you are the most important person in the world to me.”

      I didn’t even bother to wipe away the tears as I fell to my knees and tackled him. We both fell backward onto the carpet but I could see him clearly when I straddled his body. His grin was wicked, too cocky for a guy who hadn’t gotten my answer yet but I think he knew what was coming. “Yes, I’ll marry you! I love you.”

      “Come here. It’s been too long.”

      Max pulled me down to him, capturing my lips in a kiss that quickly turned from tender to needy in the span of a few seconds. It had been too long. These days, any time spent apart from him felt like it was too long.

      Max tugged at the hem of my shirt, pulling away from our lip–lock only for the time necessary to lift it off my body. In less than five seconds he had my bra off, his strong calloused hands rubbing against my sensitive skin, teasing my nipples into hard points while my whole body flooded with white–hot arousal.

      It never took long for him to get me there and I was on the edge, fueled by too many nights with only my hands to ease the ache. I leaned over him offering my nipple, audibly stuttering when his hot mouth closed over me. He worked me up with his mouth and tongue—the gentle pulls, the licks and kisses that got me wet and needy. Desperate for him.

      “Fuck, yeah, baby,” Max growled against my skin as my orgasm hit me like a bolt of lightning.

      My mind went blank as my body filled with the pleasure that rolled over me in waves. In spite of it, I was still so hungry for Max that my hands shifted over his body—unable to settle in one spot for very long. With a ragged breath I opened my eyes and looked down at him, begging, “Max, please. I need you.”

      He lifted his head to gaze into my eyes, a muscle clenched in his jaw with his own effort to remain in control.

      “Off. Off,” I said impatiently while my fingers got busy unbuttoning and unzipping his shorts. He lifted his hips up and I shoved down the material far enough to give me unobstructed access to him. He was going commando and I immediately grasped his cock in my hand, stroking the long hard length, soaking in every movement of his body, every groan that escaped past his clenched teeth.

      I loved every minute with Max but this moment—when I had him completely undone by his need—was a head–rush for me. But it never lasted long.

      When Max took over, I was the one adrift, only anchored to this world by him and the way he made me feel like the whole universe centered on the two of us.

      He groaned, running his hands over my skirt and making quick work of getting it off me, along with my thong. Finally I was naked and he had full access to where I wanted him most. He lifted his hips so the tip of his erection prodded the entrance of my hot, slippery core. Closing his eyes tightly, he pushed inside me with one thrust. He was big and hard and it had been a long few weeks but even through the ache it felt so damn good that I never wanted it to stop.

      His eyes opened and I don’t know what killed me most—the fiery passion or the tenderness. His fingers dug into my hips and I could feel his legs shaking with the effort to prolong this moment for a little while longer. “Kit. I love you so much. No one else for me. Ever.”

      I leaned down, brushing a soft kiss against his lips. “Show me. Prove it.”

      With a low moan, he rocked his body against mine—sliding in and out of my body—as his mouth claimed every one of my gasps, every single sigh.

      I arched my body, riding him to meet his every thrust, pulling him deeper and clinging to him as he pulled out of me.

      Max broke the kiss, panting with desire as he lifted his head and licked my nipple, sending sparks of pleasure to my clit. He drew the hard peak into his mouth and suckled deeply before releasing it to do the same thing to its twin. My head swam with the sensations created by him filling me, stretching me as my second climax built low in my belly.

      “Come for me, Kit.” Max’s voice was rough, his breathing hard and labored, stuttering with each deep thrust. “I need to feel you again. Want it. Will always need you.”

      His words sent me over the edge. Flying. Tumbling. I cried out as my body seized him, drawing him deeper and forcing him to join me in the freefall.

      For several long minutes, we laid together on the floor, listening to the sounds out in the garden as they filtered through the open door. The scents of summer roses and sunshine mixed with those of our lovemaking as we drifted along in our private paradise. He nuzzled my cheek, that spot on my neck I loved so much. He shifted us, placing me on my back while he leaned up on his elbow to watch me. I lifted my left hand and played with the ring on my forever finger.

      It was classically styled with a large stone in a platinum setting and it was perfect. Not gaudy or showy, just right. “Max, I love it. It’s so beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” He grinned a slow, lazy smile. “I’m glad you said yes.”

      “What would you have done if I’d said no?”

      “Like that would ever happen.” He dodged my pinch and laughed. “I would have kept asking you. Wearing you down with sex until you had no other choice but to say yes.”

      “Manipulative bastard,” I grumbled.

      “And you’re going to be Mrs. Manipulative Bastard.”

      I grinned up at him, liking how that sounded just fine. I dropped a quick kiss on his lips. “Thank you.”

      Max cupped his hand behind my neck and drew me close for a lingering kiss before resting his forehead against mine. Smiling softly to himself, he shook his head. “For what?”

      Aw man, how could he not know? I reached up with both hands and made sure he heard every word. “Thank you for believing in us when I didn’t.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief and his smile was big enough to light up the world. I loved knowing that all that joy was because of me, of us. “Baby, don’t you get it?” He wound a curl around his finger and gave it a gentle tug. “Loving you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done. I love being the little man at home.”

      I laughed at that. Life with Max would never be dull. I kissed him and then leaned back, my mind churning a million miles a minute. The little man at home...

      “Uh, oh.”

      Max’s voice brought me back to the present.

      Busted.

      His voice was laced with humor as he touched his finger to my nose. “I know that look. You just thought of a song didn’t you?” I nodded and he pushed me up, stripped off his T–shirt and pulled it over my head.

      He pointed towards the cabinet next to the piano. “That’s stocked with your favorite pens and paper.”

      I looked over towards the cabinet but hesitated. “Are you sure? I just got home...”

      Max laughed and leaned back on the sofa, his hands behind his head. He made a delectable picture—all muscles, silky dark hair on his chest, and miles of tanned sexy skin. “I’m going to lie here and recover, so you’ve got fifteen minutes to write down what’s in your head.”

      I shivered at his sexy tone. “And then?”

      “And then, I’m going to take you up to the house and get to work on distracting you from your job.” He paused and flashed a wolfish grin. “At least for the next sixty years or so.”

      All thoughts of work suddenly left my mind as I pictured just how many ways Max could distract me from my work. Oh, yum. I backed towards the door of the cottage, pausing at the doorway.

      “How long did you say you needed to recover?”

      Max lifted an eyebrow and leaned up on one arm. “What did you have in mind?”

      I reached down and grabbed the hem of the T–shirt. “I was wondering if you wanted to work on ‘Operation Distract Kit.’ You know... get started on that sixty years or so.” I lifted the T–shirt up and off my body and shivered at the feral gleam that shadowed his features. “If you’re recovered enough, that is.”

      Max growled low in his chest and leaned towards me. “Why don’t you come over here and let me show you just how recovered I am?”

      I laughed and turned towards the door, stepping out on the porch. “Why don’t you catch me?”

      Racing across the lawn towards the house where I would live and love with Max, I threw back my head and laughed.

      I needed to write a song about this.

      Tomorrow.
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      Thank you for reading TEMPTATION!

      Up next in the Nashville Nights series is Carlisle & Mateo’s story in SALVATION.

      

      Letting go never felt so good.

      Carlisle Queen is dying and no one knows it. 

      Burying the pain of losing her friends and her professional swimming career in a terrorist attack, America’s former sweetheart dulls her pain with drugs, pills and parties. The bomb left her with more than nightmares; shrapnel is lodged in her back and inching closer to her spinal cord. When the doctors tell her paralysis is inevitable, she decides to take her own life rather than face a lifetime in a wheelchair.

      Mateo Butler isn’t anyone’s hero.  

      Reeling from the death of his little sister and his own cowardice, he spends his nights partying and his days ignoring the medical school acceptance letters and his parents’ concerned phone calls. Just a couple of months from graduation, he’s facing a future filled with shame and regret. The last thing he needs is to meet the woman who compels him to be a better man.

      Can they save each other?

      

      When Carlisle and Mateo meet, the chemistry between them is combustible. They play, party and hide their true selves until one night turns their lust into something more…something real. As secrets are revealed and walls collapse, what they were and what they might become doesn’t matter as much as who they are together. When the choice comes down to life or death, can love be their salvation?

      

      ONE CLICK SALVATION NOW

      

      Turn the page for the erotic romance storyline between Cat and Reese in DIRTY RICH ONE NIGHT STAND.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dirty Rich One Night Stand

          

          Lisa Renee Jones

        

      

    

    
      That's all it was supposed to be. Her. Him. Pleasure. And then a fast goodbye. He's a stranger. And yet, he's not. She knows him even though he doesn’t know her.

      He's the powerful attorney, now world-renowned after coming off the trial of a century which was publicized across the country. And I'm one of the reporters that sat in his courtroom.

      I watched him, studied him, got to know him from afar which isn't hard since I know his exact brand of confidence, arrogance, and wealth.

      I know his type. I've dated his type. Which is why when I happen to come face to face with him, when sparks fly and heat simmers between us, I know what happens if I say "yes" to Reese Summer.

      I know he'll taste like sin and sex, even before he kisses me.

      I know he'll feel like pleasure and passion, even before he touches me.

      I know he'll demand more than I wants to give, and yet, because I dare to give myself to him, the result will be deliciously hot.

      I know that I will not leave his bed without being utterly, completely sated.

      And I know that I will leave the next morning anyway.

      And so, I do.

      And so, he follows.

      And as the chase begins my question becomes: Is Reese Summer THE one or is he really just a dirty, arrogant lie that should have stayed a one night stand?
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      Day 1: The Trial of the Century

      Coffee is life, love, and happiness. Actually, it’s just alertness, and on a day that I’ll be covering the trial of the century along with a horde of additional reporters, I need to be sharp. That need is exactly why I’ve dressed in my sharpest navy-blue suit dress and paired it with knee-high boots before enjoying a fall walk to the coffee shop three blocks from my New York City loft. Only two blocks from the courthouse, it’s bustling with people, but the white mocha is so worth the line, and I’ve allowed myself ample time to caffeinate. In fact, I have a full two hours before I have to be inside the courtroom, and I plan to sit at a corner table and draft the beginning of my daily segment Cat Does Crime before heading to the courthouse. 

      I step into a line ten deep that slowly moves, and google the name of the defendant, looking for any hot new tidbit that might not have been live before bed last night. I tab through several articles, and I’ve made it to a spot near the front of the line when some odd blog linked to the defendant’s name called “Mr. Hotness Gets Illegally Hot” pops up in my search. Considering the defendant is a good-looking billionaire accused of killing his pregnant mistress, I buy into the headline and click. The line moves up one spot, and I move with it and then start reading:

      I need help. I’ve done something bad. So very bad. I was told he would take care of me. Protect me. That was three months ago. I remember that day like it was yesterday. But now, it’s today, a world behind me and in front of us. I enter his office and shut the door. We stare at each other, the air thickening, crackling. And then it happens. That thing that always happens between us. One minute I’m across the room, and the next I’m sitting in his chair, behind his desk, with him on his knees in front of me. Those blue eyes of his are smoldering hot. His hands settle on my legs just under my skirt, and I want to run my hands through his thick, dark hair, but I know better. I don’t touch him until he tells me I can touch him. 

      I grip the arms of the chair, and his hands start a slow slide upward…

      “Next!”

      I blink out of that hot little number of a read and pant out a breath, feeling really dirty and gross, and with good reason. I’m hot and bothered over what I think is a fantasy piece about a man who is accused of pushing his pregnant girlfriend down the stairs and killing her. Correction, his pregnant mistress. Only the baby wasn’t really his, and he says he wasn’t her lover, and he was still charged over fingerprints on a doorknob.

      “Cat!”

      I jolt at my name as Jeffrey, who works the register as regularly as I visit, shouts at me from behind the counter. I take a step forward, only to have a man in a dark gray suit step in front of me. Frowning, I instinctively move forward and touch his arm. “Excuse me.” He doesn’t respond, and I am certain he’s aware I’m now standing right next to him. “Excuse me,” I repeat.

      He doesn’t turn around, and now I’m irritated. I tug on the sleeve of what I am certain is his ridiculously expensive jacket and achieve my intended goal: He rotates to look at me, the look of controlled irritation etched in his ridiculously handsome face telling me I’ve achieved my goal. He now feels what I feel, and as a bonus: He now knows that despite my being barely five feet two, blonde, and female, I will not be ignored. “I was next,” I say. 

      “I’m in too much of a rush to wait for you to finish playing games on your phone.”

      “Games? Are you serious?” I open my mouth to say more and snap it shut, holding up a hand to stop him from doing or saying something that might land me in a courtroom today for the wrong reason. “Wait your turn, like the gentleman you should be.” 

      His eyes, which I now know to be a wicked crystal blue, narrow ever so slightly before he turns to the counter. “A venti double espresso and whatever she’s having.” Mr. Arrogant Asshole looks at me. “What do you want? I’ll buy your drink.”

      “Is that an apology?”

      “It’s a concession made in the interest of time. Not an apology. You were the one on your phone playing—”

      “I was not playing games. I was working, while you were plotting the best way to push around the woman who was ahead of you.”

      “That’s the best you’ve got? I’m pushing around women?”

      “No, you’re not pushing around women today,” I say. “You tried and failed. I can buy my own coffee.” I face the counter. “My usual.”

      “Already wrote up your cup,” Jeffrey says. “It should be ready any minute.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and while I should just move along, I find myself turning to Mr. Arrogant Asshole because apparently, I can’t help myself. “I’ll leave you with a helpful tip,” I say, “since you’ve been so exceedingly helpful to me today. The phrases ‘thank you’ and ‘I’m sorry’ are not only Manners 101, but failure to use them will either keep a man single, or make a man single.” And on that note, I move on down the bar, which has a cluster of people waiting on drinks, but thankfully, I spot the corner table I favor opening up. Hurrying that way, I wait for the woman who is leaving to clear her space, and then murmur the “thank you” that Mr. Arrogant Asshole back at the counter doesn’t understand before claiming her seat and placing my bag on the table. Settling into my seat, I have no idea why, but my gaze lifts and seeks out Mr. Arrogant Asshole, who now stands at the counter, talking on his cellphone and oozing that kind of rich, powerful presence that sucks up all the air in the room and makes every woman around look at him. Me included, apparently, which irritates me. He irritates me, and the only way you deal with a man like him is naked for one night, which you end with a pretty little orgasmic goodbye, and that is all. Anything else is a mistake, which I know because I’ve been there, done that. 

      Once. 

      Never again. 

      It’s in that moment, with that thought, that Mr. Arrogant Asshole decides to turn around and somehow find the exact spot where I’m sitting, those piercing blue eyes locked on me. And now he’s watching me watching him, which means I’m busted and probably appear more interested in him than I want to appear. I cut my stare and pull out my MacBook, keying it to life, and just when it’s connected, I hear, “Order for Cat!”

      At the sound of my name, I eye one of the regulars, a twenty-something encroaching on thirty, who got fired from his job and started some consulting business. “Kevin,” I say, and when he doesn’t look up, I raise my voice. “Kevin!” 

      His head jerks up. “Cat,” he says, blinking me into view. 

      I point to my table and the coffee bar. He nods. I push to my feet and, not about to cower over Mr. Arrogant Asshole, who is now standing at the bar with his back to me, I charge forward. I’m just about to step to his side and grab my drink when he faces me, holding two drinks, one of which he offers to me. “Your drink,” he says.

      I purse my lips, refusing to be charmed. “Thank you.” I pause for effect and add, “But you’re still an asshole.”

      His lips, which I notice when I shouldn’t, because he really is an arrogant asshole, curve. “You have such good manners,” he comments.

      “My mother taught me right. Manners and honesty.”

      “I won’t argue the accuracy of your statement, considering the fact that I was an asshole.”

      “Well, good,” I say, curious about this turn of events. “We agree on something.” 

      His eyes light with amusement. “I’d apologize, but then this would be over.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      “Meet me here in the morning and we’ll negotiate the terms of my apology.” He steps around me, and I whirl around to face his back.

      “You’re an attorney, aren’t you?” I say, because I know the lingo, the style, everything about this man. And I am, in fact, a Harvard graduate attorney myself, as are two of my three brothers and my father. Them by choice, me by pressure that I stopped caving into two years ago. 

      He stops walking and rotates to face me now. “Yes, Cat. I am. Which means that you can handle Manners 101 and I’ll handle Negotiation 101.” He smiles—and it’s one hell of a smile—before he turns and walks away. 

      I watch him disappear in the crowd, knowing I have two options: Forget him or show back up. This is crazy. Men like that one are trouble, and I don’t like trouble, so why the heck am I staring after Mr. Arrogant Asshole? I’m not meeting him. End of story. 

      Shaking off any other thought, I walk back to my table and glance at the computer screen, where I’ve typed “Mr. Hotness,” and decide that hot little blog post is half the reason that Mr. Arrogant Asshole was able to get to me. I’m not meeting him. Of course, if I did, I’d do so with the understanding that trouble can be managed, and in this case, in his case, that would be with a dirty, rich one night stand. 

      Or by simply not meeting him again, but this is my coffee shop and I won’t be run out of it. 
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I’ve written my intro for today’s courtroom activity, detailing what I know of the crime in question and the accused killer himself, before heading to the courthouse. I arrive forty-five minutes before the start of the trial, and it’s a good thing I do. The outside of the courthouse is crowded with picketers and press. Inside the courtroom, cameras and people have hoarded ninety-nine percent of the space. I squeeze into the back row and remove my brand-new leather-bound notebook, open to the first page, where I write: Murder: Guilty or Innocent? I follow with random questions I hope to answer today and during the trial, as I did in the two major trials I sat in witness to prior to this one. 

      I’ve just finished my list when the courtroom activity begins. The jury enters. The defendant and his counsel enter, but the stupid cameras block my view. The judge enters next, and we all stand, which means I have an even worse view. Finally, we all take our seats and the lead counsels for both sides approach the bench. They are only there for a minute at most before they turn back to the courtroom. It’s then, as Reese Summer, lead counsel for the defense, takes center stage for opening statements that my lips part in shock, and with good reason. Reese Summer is Mr. Arrogant Asshole. I sit there, staring at him, dumbfounded for the first five minutes of his opening before I even remember that I need to take notes. I start writing, studying him as he walks, talks, and presents not just his case, but himself, to the jury, audience, and cameras. 

      “Nelson Ward met Jennifer Wright when she was scared of her boyfriend and he didn’t look away like most people would. He looked at her. He saw her instead of seeing through her or past her. He told his wife about her. And together he and his wife, helped her seek shelter and a job. Nelson did not have an affair with Jennifer Wright. The DNA has proven that the child Jennifer Wright was carrying was not his, but rather her boyfriend’s, who was abusing her. The prosecution wanted to make the public happy and they needed a victim to convict. And that’s what my client is: A victim. The prosecution will present fingerprints on the doorknob of Ms. Wright’s house as evidence. That was the bombshell that landed Nelson Ward in this courtroom. My fingerprints are all over this courtroom. Did I commit a crime here? No. I did not. Has a crime been committed here? Yes. In fact, there have been three murders on this very property. According to the prosecution’s handling of this case, you all must now need lawyers. Why? Because that is the only evidence they have against my client, fingerprints on a door. I don’t know about you, folks, but I’m terrified at the idea that we can be convicted of a crime off nothing but our fingerprints on a door. Not on a weapon. On a doorknob used over and over by many people.” 

      He continues, and there are quips, and murmured laughter, and intense scowls. He takes everyone on an emotional journey. When he’s done, I sit back to assess his skill, and I judge him as a man that can seduce a courtroom as easily as he seduced me. 

      He’s trouble. 

      Big trouble.

      And it’s now my job to make him my obsession for the remainder of this trial. Which means a dirty, rich (naked) one night stand can’t happen until there can be that pretty little orgasmic goodbye. Anything else would be a mistake I’ve already made. Once. Never again.
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      Day 2: The Trial of the Century

      I wake up the next morning with no intention of meeting Reese for coffee. Any personal encounter with him would be inappropriate, and I’d risk my credibility as a reporter with a potential scandal. Which means, instead of my normal routine that would include showering and dressing before heading to the coffee shop, I’m still in my PJs when I walk into my kitchen and put a chocolate-flavored pod in my Keurig. While it brews, I proceed to think about the man I’m avoiding. If I were another reporter, I would take him up on the invitation and corner him for an interview, but I’m not big on the sex-for-information kind of reporting, and that’s how that reads to me. Besides, no one likes to be stalked by the press, and while Reese Summer might be an asshole, I’m not. Nor am I chasing headlines, but rather meaningful, objective commentary that has often been the reason I am awarded interviews I would not otherwise be awarded. 

      Steaming cup in hand, I sit down at my white marbled kitchen island and proceed to finish two cups of coffee, while doing what I do every morning. I read my Cat Does Crime write-up in hopes that I won’t hate what is now published, and today, thankfully, I do not, though sometimes I do. And I didn’t have much to work with to start. There were opening statements, some heated words between counsels, and the judge pulling them back behind closed doors, in what became the end of the day. But reading over my published piece, I made it work. There is a nice mix of personal insight into the case, the judge’s general attitude and presence, as well the jury’s engagement in the courtroom events. Additionally, I share my opinions on what should happen, has happened, or has not happened. Finally, I end with a closing statement of my own: 

      The prosecution’s opening statement promised to prove a good-looking billionaire to be a monster in disguise. The defense, led by Reese Summer, in turn, promised to prove them wrong. It’s a predictable narrative, of course, except for one thing. The sensationalism in the courtroom for the defense, in what appears to be the JFK effect of good looks and charm, wins the day. Summer slays the jury and the audience, convincing them that the prosecution is on a witch hunt. And since the prosecution chose to present their case with over-the-top drama akin to a B-rated, poorly shot, Friday the 13th movie, they better have facts as backup to win. Until then, —Cat

      I left out the part about me having met Reese, finding him to be an arrogant ass, and that he still had me actually contemplating getting naked with him. I don’t even know where my head was. Reese personifies the very man who has always been a problem for me. I know Reese is trouble. If the prosecution doesn’t know that by now, they will. Just to arm myself with facts, to back up those statements, I google him now. In the name of research, of course. I write down the details in my notebook:

      Age: 35

      Yale Law School graduate, eight years ago

      Single 

      Never lost a case

      God, the man has a résumé that matches that of my father, two brothers, and Mitch, my ex. If only I’d stuck to fucking that man in his office, I might not have minded that he’d also fucked his secretary in his office. Funny how that works. And on that insightful note, I shut my computer. Time to shower, dress, and head to court, sans a stop by the coffee shop for a white mocha and a brush with Mr. Arrogant Asshole. 
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      By the time I’m out of the shower, I start to wonder if I’ve let my irritation and attraction to Reese Summer cloud my judgment about meeting him. In an effort to not appear unprofessional, have I decidedly acted unprofessional? I’m going to want to interview him. Why would he grant an interview to a woman who stood him up? Of course, I didn’t agree to meet him and it wasn’t a date, but still…

      By the time I’ve dressed in a fitted black suit-dress with a V-neck, and have pinned my hair neatly at the back of my head, I’m certain I’ve misstepped. Determined to fix that problem and catch Reese before he leaves the coffee shop, I pull on a black blazer and my knee-high black boots, and then slip my briefcase and purse across my chest on my way to the door. I’ve just finished the fifteen-floor elevator ride and stepped into the lobby when my cellphone rings.

      I cross the lobby while scooping it out of my unzipped purse to note my friend Lauren Walker’s number.

      Waving at Adam, the doorman, I exit the building and answer the call. “How’s the baby?” I ask, answering the call.

      “Are you talking about the one in my belly or the one in my bed?” she asks. 

      “You’re the only person on this planet that would call your beast of a husband and ex-FBI agent a baby.”

      “Baby is the wrong word,” she concedes. “Protective bear is more like it. He hovers worse than the DA, and I know you know what that means.”

      After three years of working with her and under said DA’s operation, I do, but I get it. She miscarried last year. Her husband is worried. Still. “Royce can’t be that bad.”

      “He is. So are his brothers. Soon I will have a drone following me to the bathroom.”

      I laugh. “That would be bad. Really bad. But sympathy aside. How are you feeling?” 

      “Sick. I hear that’s actually a good thing. But me aside, I have a client meeting in a few, but there was a purpose to this call other than drones and hovering men. I thought you’d want to know that Royce got a call from the defendant in the case you’re covering.”

      I frown. “Nelson Ward wants to hire your husband’s company to protect him?”

      “He isn’t pleased with the company he’s using to handle the threats he’s getting.” 

      “And?”

      “Royce immediately declined. He just feels it’s bad mojo to aid in the defense of a guy who might have killed a pregnant woman, especially with a pregnant wife of his own.”

      “I think he has a point.”

      “Of course he does, but I know Reese Summer. I don’t believe he’d take this case if he believed Nelson to be guilty.” 

      I turn a corner and keep walking, weaving through the crowd. “You’ve met Reese?”

      “Yes. I know I told you that.”

      “No. No, you did not tell me that, though I suppose it’s logical, since you’re both working criminal defense attorneys. Are you telling me now that you’re going to talk Royce into taking the case?” 

      “No,” she says. “I tried and failed, and I know what battles to pick with the Walker men. And I read your rundown on opening statements, which was not only excellent, by the way, it cements my belief that Mr. Hotness wins again.” 

      “Mr. Hotness?” I ask, stopping dead in my tracks only a few steps from the coffee shop. “What does that mean?”

      “Oh gosh, you don’t know Mr. Hotness? What kind of reporter are you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Reese was on TV last year, and it sparked all kinds of fantasy blogs about him. It’s insanity the way it took off. He hates it.”

      “Reese Summer is Mr. Hotness?”

      “Yes, but like I said. He hates it. He feels it degrades his skills. He’s a good guy. And he is hot, but don’t tell Royce I said that. He’s been very jealous since I got pregnant again, which is just silly. I’m pregnant, for God’s sake.”

      “Like you have eyes for anyone but Royce anyway.”

      She sighs. “I really do love that man. Anyway, I have to go. But for the record, I’ll bet you a Chocolate Avalanche Sundae at that ice cream place we found a few months back that the woman’s ex-boyfriend killed her.” There are voices in the background before she says, “I need to go, but I expect courtroom gossip you tell no one but me.” And on that note, she hangs up. 

      I lower the phone and blink with the realization that right now, the biggest gossip I have to share, or withhold, is me meeting Mr. Arrogant Asshole while reading about, and admittedly living, a mini-fantasy about Mr. Hotness, both of which are Reese. How is this even possible? 

      I glance at the time on my phone and realize how close I have to be to missing him before he heads to court. Shoving my phone back inside my purse, I hurry forward and open the door just as Reese is exiting. Before I can even blink again over this man, his hands come down on my shoulders and he turns me to the side of the door. “You’re late,” he says, his hands scorching my arms, while a fall breeze is now tinged with the spicy, masculine scent of his cologne. 

      “I don’t remember setting a date or time.”

      “And yet we did,” he says. “But you obviously had to talk yourself into showing up.”

      “I came for coffee.”

      “Liar,” he says.

      “I came—”

      “For me,” he says, his voice a low rasp as he adds, “Come for me again. Tomorrow. An hour earlier than today.” 

      “I need—”

      “Good,” he says. “And I want to hear more. Tomorrow. I have to go.” He releases me then he’s walking away. I rotate to watch him depart, and Lord help me, the man really is Mr. Hotness and I can still feel him everywhere, and he didn’t touch me anywhere but my arms. He’s also gone before I’ve confessed my identity, and I consider chasing him down and explaining myself, but he’s headed to court. I’m the last thing that he has on his mind today. And yet he was here. For me. I’m not sure what to do with that little tidbit of information. But then, men like him love the chase, and I didn’t fall at his feet. 

      It’s about the chase. 

      Until he decides I set him up to get the interview I still need from him. This really can’t end well, or even naked. No one is going to come, at least not Reese and myself together. Chapter Three

      
        
        Cat

      

      

      I arrive to the courthouse an hour before start time, but, frustratingly, the picketers and crowds are pure insanity. I push through it all and by the time I make my way to the courtroom, I end up in the same back row as yesterday. Then again, I think, as I try to get comfortable in the hard seat, maybe I need to keep a low profile until I deal with the Reese Summer situation. Situation. There’s a way to describe what’s happening between me and that man. 

      Pulling my journal from my briefcase, I open it to my writing from yesterday, and grimace at my scribbled note about women who fall in love with convicted killers. Mr. Hotness isn’t the defendant, but the story idea is still a good one. Setting that aside for now, I start jotting down notes related to Lauren’s comments, with a focus on who might be guilty of the murders, if not the defendant. I’m pages into my thoughts when the action in the courtroom begins, and it’s not long before Reese is at his table, and I find myself remembering his words, spoken all gravelly and low: You came for me. Come for me again. There had been a glint in his eye, I realize. Cocky bastard knew exactly what he was implying about me and my, well…orgasm. And holy hell, as he walks to the bench to greet the judge, I’m fairly certain a number of women sigh for no reason other than that he is in the same room. I really hate that I’m one of them, but I’m not going to deny that he’s a good-looking man. That isn’t the point in all of this. His attitude and my job are. 

      The trial begins, and the prosecution claims the reins, continuing its opening statement narrative, painting a picture of a selfish billionaire who wanted his cake and to eat it too, a.k.a. a wife and a mistress. It’s dirty, gritty, nasty legal work. It’s also delivered clumsily, filled with empty spaces, and theories that have no factual support. And from where I sit, Reese does an incredible job of tearing down every witness that is presented.

      So much so that by lunchtime I set aside Lauren’s praise for Reese and decide that my original assessment of the man is correct: He is most definitely the kind of man who will fuck you and fuck you over, unless you fuck him and fuck him over first. Professionally speaking, of course, and as a general observation, made objectively by a woman who has not gotten naked with him. Which brings me to who is actually naked and exposed right now, and it’s not me or Reese, but rather everyone else in the courtroom. 

      As if proving every mental point I’ve just made, he approaches a witness for the prosecution and proceeds to turn the woman into a silly schoolgirl, who fidgets, smiles nervously, and bats her eyes at him. She also proceeds to look like a liar when she can’t keep her story straight. It seems that her claim to have seen the defendant with his “alleged” mistress, as Reese calls her, proves less than reliable. Apparently, she’s not sure what she saw after all.

      Unsurprisingly, once she’s off the stand, the prosecution asks for an early, and long, lunch break. “One hour,” the judge allots, giving nothing but the standard break, which to me says that he believes the witness list is not only long, but destined to be drawn out. 

      The gavel is clunked on the wooden block on top of the judge’s desk, and the courtroom becomes a gaggle of people standing and moving toward the door. I don’t get up. I can’t. The walkway is packed and I’m trapped. I try to make good use of my captive position, watching the front of the courtroom for a story. The prosecution scrambles to a back room while Reese lingers at his table, conversing with his client and co-counsels. Interestingly, Reese stands close to the accused. He leans toward him. Lauren is right. This is a man who believes his client is innocent. Or Reese simply loves everyone who pays him and pays him well. 

      The courtroom doesn’t just begin to thin out, it empties out like a suction draining a swamp, and suddenly, I’m out in the open, exposed, a woman watching Reese Summer in a sea of empty seats. It’s in that moment that he leans in close to his client to say something in his ear. In doing so, he faces the courtroom, and me, and his gaze seems to fall on me: The woman who almost stood him up for coffee, who is now sitting in his courtroom, staring at him. This feels like a scene out of a stalker movie, and I’m the stalker. 

      He doesn’t react to my presence. Maybe he doesn’t recognize me. Maybe his mind is elsewhere. Whatever the case, he continues to stare at me with no external reaction before pulling back to look at his client, his attention back where it belongs: Not on me. 

      “Miss,” a security guard greets me, suddenly towering above me. “We need you to exit the courtroom.”

      I frown and look at grandpa in blue, wondering if the man is serious. How was I supposed to leave when I was blocked in? My walkway is clear now, and I leave my comment in my head. “Of course,” I say, as he steps into the aisle in a fashion that prevents me from walking in any direction but the door. Maybe he thinks I’m a stalker, too. 

      I move in front of him and exit the courtroom. And that is how my thirty-second encounter with the man of the hour, Mr. Arrogant Asshole, Mr. Hotness, ends: With me escorted to the door by an armed guard. So much for professionalism and discretion. 
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      I exit the side door of the courtroom, Nelson Ward walking in front of me, Elsa and Richard, my co-counsels, beside me, while I have one thing, the wrong thing in the middle of a trial, on my mind: A woman. They reach the private room where we’ll have lunch and talk strategy, and I watch them enter before turning on my heel and heading the other direction.

      “Reese.”

      I turn to find Elsa, who is a stunning older version of Cat by fifteen years, standing at the door. Only I don’t want to fuck Elsa. I’ve never wanted to fuck Elsa, and not because of a ten-year age difference between us. Because the woman has the personality of cardboard, despite her brilliant mind. But I have wanted to fuck Cat. From the moment she tugged on my sleeve and cast me in an irritated, green-eyed stare that told me at least ten things about her personality, all of which became: I want to fuck her. 

      Instead, she was already fucking me. 

      Fucking reporters, and that has to be her story. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

      “I’ll be back in ten minutes,” I say to Elsa, already giving her my back and walking down the hallway. 

      I exit to the main corridor, happy as hell that the press has rules to follow that don’t include accosting me and security has a tight handle on the boundaries. Of course, some of them might decide that equates to a challenge, I think, with Cat in my mind. I scan the corridor and get lucky. I spy my little blonde game player headed down the hallway to my left. I don’t need encouragement to follow. I’m already making tracks in her direction, and when she turns right, I step up the pace. Her path leads me to a set of stairs, in a less-populated part of the courthouse. The sound of her footsteps leads me up the stairs, and I reach the top just in time to see her enter a room to my right. 

      I pursue her, and when I discover that room is a bathroom, I don’t care. This woman played me, and I don’t like to be played. She finds out now that it ends now. I follow her inside.
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      I find Cat standing at the sink, three open stalls behind her. She whirls around as I enter, her pretty pink painted lips that I wanted to kiss this very morning parting in shock. “You do know you’re in the bathroom, right?” she demands. 

      “Since the door said bathroom, yes. I know.” I close the space between us, and she doesn’t back away. She stands her ground, her hands settling on her curvy, but slender, hips. Her perfume flowery, roses, I think. Sweet, like I knew she would taste, right up until a few minutes ago. 

      “The sign says women,” she says, “not bathroom. Not men. And unless you have unexpected equipment, or you simply identify as a woman, and that’s what you’re telling me, you can’t be in here.”

      “Good to know you understand limits,” I say. “Unfortunately, you don’t know how to use them in your job. And stalking the defense is not how you get a story.”

      She glowers. “Stalking you? Last I heard, stalkers do the following. You were in line behind me when we met, not the opposite. And you were the one who cut in front of me. And, in case you didn’t notice, I’m well known in that coffee bar. I didn’t just show up there because you were there.”

      “You mean my choice of coffee shop near the courthouse worked out for you.”

      “I live right by it and I’m there all the freaking time, and we both know that you are not.”

      “You expect me to believe that you didn’t know who I was?”

      “Believe what you want,” she says, “but no. I did not know you were there. I didn’t even know who you were until opening statements.”

      “Then you aren’t a well-prepared reporter.”

      “Look here, Mr. Hotness,” she bites out, immediately adding, “Mr. Arrogant Asshole. Knowing who you are and knowing what you look like are not the same.”

      I arch a brow at the irritating territory this has now entered. “And yet you know about Mr. Hotness?”

      “Because Lauren Walker is my friend and she told me about your female following this morning. She also told me you hate that name, which may or may not be believable, since she also told me you were a nice guy.”

      “I am a nice guy. When it’s deserved. How do you know Lauren?”

      “How is that your business?” she challenges. 

      “You were talking about me with her.”

      “The entire planet is talking about you right now, so no. That does not make anything about me or my conversations your business. And for the record, I wasn’t going to meet you this morning at all, which is why I was so late.”

      “Why not?” I demand, that reply hitting me in all kinds of wrong ways. “You knew who I was by then, by your own admission.”

      “Because I didn’t want some scandal to come out of it or for you to think I was going to get naked with you for an interview. I still need and want one, but not that way. And yet here you are. In the ladies’ room of the courthouse. Seriously? What are you thinking? You have reporters following you around.”

      “Says a reporter following me around,” I counter. 

      “I’m not following you. That isn’t my style.”

      “And yet you showed up this morning,” I say. 

      “I decided that I needed to tell you I was a reporter before you found out, but you left before I could. And I didn’t want to hurt your big-ass freaking ego by making you think I didn’t want to meet you.”

      “Did you?” I ask. 

      “Did I what?”

      “Want to meet me.”

      “Does anyone ever want to meet an asshole?” she snaps. 

      “Did you want to meet me, Cat?” I press.

      “Does that matter at this point?”

      Good question, I think, and yet it does. “Answer,” I order.

      “I would have if you were just another good-looking asshole, because then I could have—” She stops herself and repeats, “If you were just another asshole.”

      “Good looking?”

      “Asshole,” she replies.

      “Then you could have fixed me?”

      “You don’t fix assholes.”

      “Then why consider meeting me if you didn’t know me and you thought I was an asshole?”

      “You get naked with assholes and then you say goodbye.”

      My cock is instantly, readily on alert. I step closer, a lean from touching her. “That was your plan? To fuck me and say goodbye.”

      “It was an option.”

      I arch a brow. “Was?”

      “Now you’re my job, and I can’t cross that line.”

      We’ll see about that, I think. “Who do you write for?”

      “The New York News. The ‘Cat Does Crime’ column.”

      “And what makes you qualified to write that kind of column?”

      “A Harvard law degree, five years of practice, and a family of attorneys.”

      “A Harvard law degree,” I say, surprised, though now that I’ve sparred with her, I shouldn’t be.

      “And Harvard trumps Yale,” she says, pitting her degree against mine.

      My lips curve with that obvious jab and challenge. “And yet I’m practicing and you aren’t.”

      “Being good at what you do doesn’t matter if you’re miserable.” 

      “If you were miserable, why did you do it?”

      “None of your business,” she says. 

      “What if I want it to be my business?”

      “Give me a real interview, and you can ask me as many questions as I ask you,” she negotiates.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “An interview with you and an interview with your client,” she adds.

      “Now you’re pushing your luck.”

      “You get nothing you don’t ask for,” she says. 

      “Do you think he’s guilty?” I ask, sizing her up to decide what I will, or will not, grant her. 

      “What I know,” she says, “is that you’re winning so far.”

      “Let’s hope the jury agrees with you.”

      “Because he’s innocent?” she asks.

      “Yes. He is. And yes, you can quote me on that, and on this: If he wasn’t innocent, I wouldn’t be defending him.” My cellphone rings in my pocket. “That would be the end of our time together. At least for now.”

      “What about my interviews?”

      “Give me your business card.” 

      She reaches into the side pocket of her purse and hands a card to me. I accept it, my hand sliding over hers in the process, that touch between us is electric, and I stare down at her, assessing her. My phone stops ringing and then starts back up again, my gaze flickering over her lips and returning to her beautiful green eyes. I believe her. She didn’t know who I was when we met. And in hindsight, of course she did not. We fought, and I wanted to have make-up sex with a woman I didn’t even know at that point. 

      “I’ll call you,” I say, heading toward the door, pausing to look at her. “I won’t be your job for long.”
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        * * *
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      The rest of the afternoon, I watch Reese work the courtroom, and he is no longer a stranger. He’s the man who just had a conversation with me in the bathroom of this very courthouse. He is the man who touched me on the hand, just the hand, and made me feel it everywhere, inside and out. I really felt that touch, probably because those blue eyes of his were burning into me when it happened. 

      All that aside, he is still the lead counsel on this case, whom I need to interview to do my job properly, but at least I’ve set the stage to get past our initial encounter, by being upfront about that request. The air is clear. I’ve been honest and professional. Well, honest. I’m not sure telling him that he’s an asshole that can’t be fixed can be called professional any more than me telling him that I considered getting naked with him, even if that tidbit was mostly implied. But as far as I’m concerned, the questionable professionalism of those confessions should be cancelled out by him following me into the women’s bathroom. After that encounter, I’m not convinced he’s the nice guy he and Lauren claim him to be, but I am convinced he’s trouble. 

      By the time the courtroom closes for the day, I’m also convinced that he’s one hell of an attorney who hasn’t earned his perfect track record of all wins and no losses by luck. He’s picked his clients wisely and defended them just as wisely. By the time I’ve left the day behind, and I’m back home in my PJs, with Chinese food and my MacBook both in bed with me, I’m convinced that nothing he said in that bathroom was accidental. I replay the conversation and focus on four significant words from our exchange: “You can quote me,” he’d said. Was that a test? To see what I would or would not write? I frown and decide that even if it wasn’t a test, it’s a message that he wants delivered. 

      With that in mind, I start working on my column, writing up my detailed outline of my day in court and then using my closing statement to deliver his message and summarize mine: With more horror-show antics that lacked evidence, once again the prosecution came up short and the defense made their case by simply pointing out the weakness in every witness that took the stand. I expected physical evidence, which hasn’t been presented. But tomorrow the medical examiner takes the stand, and that will be the real test of guilt or innocence in the eyes of the courtroom, at least from where I sit, which is admittedly pretty far back. As for where that will leave the defense once the torch is passed to them and they take the floor is yet to be seen, but I find Reese Summer competent and convincing. 

      On a side note, I’ve been told by those who know Summer that he won’t defend anyone he doesn’t believe to be innocent. In a short, unexpected encounter with him, that is exactly what he told me. He believes in his client’s innocence. I’m not suggesting that means that he’s right and the prosecution is wrong, but in our court system, you are innocent until proven guilty, and thus far the prosecution has not shown guilt. Will tomorrow prove a different story? We shall see. Finished, I sign off with: Until then, —Cat.

      I reread and edit my work and then send it off to my editor before I close my computer. It’s done. I’m done. I’ve delivered a message to the general masses and the prosecution for Reese Summer, and I’ve sent a message to Reese Summer: He can trust me enough to grant me those interviews. The question is, can I trust him? With that question in my mind, I plop down on my back on the bed and stare up at the ceiling, replaying my encounter with him in the bathroom, and damn it, I am remembering how good he’d smelled: Spicy and woodsy. How good he’d looked up close and personal. He’s still an arrogant asshole, but he’s also dirty, sexy trouble that I can’t escape as long as this trial is a live media charge. In other words, I have to be willing to play whatever game he plays with me, and games are how you get burned.
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      Day 3: The Trial of the Century

      I wake to my phone ringing, and a dark room, with a quick look at my clock that reads 6:30 a.m. I answer without even looking at the number. “Who died?

      “You quoted me.”

      My eyes go wide. “Reese Summer?”

      “You know my voice.”

      “Don’t let that go to your head,” I say, scooting up to lean on my headboard. “Even if I hadn’t been listening to you talk for two days now, which I have, you’re the only person I quoted. And before this goes any further. You said, ‘You can quote me on that,’ twice, and so I quoted you.”

      “Yes. I did. I liked your insights.” 

      “Because I said you were winning.”

      “Admittedly, that did help.”

      “Did you call to tell me I’m getting an interview?”

      “If I say no, what will you write about me tomorrow?”

      “The truth,” I say, “just like I did today. I want to interview you and your client, but I’m not a child who will throw a literary tantrum if I don’t get one. There will be another case. Another time. A little less coffee to fight over.” 

      “Yes. Coffee. I’ll see you at the coffee shop in an hour.” 

      He hangs up.

      I lift the phone in the air and stare at it. Coffee. Reese. The mistakes I could make because of how good he smells. The way he just ordered me to show up. The way I have no idea the purpose of this meeting. I call him back. “Hello, Cat,” he greets me. 

      My name is like silk on his tongue.

      I love it.

      I hate it.

      “Am I meeting you for an interview?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Then I’m not meeting you for coffee.”

      “Why?”

      “One,” I say, without missing a beat, “you didn’t ask. I don’t take orders. Two, if I met you, you wouldn’t know if I’m there for the interview or sex or your stunningly humble personality. And I wouldn’t know if you were trying to sway my coverage. Three, even if you did ask, I would not say yes until this trial frenzy was over.” 

      I hang up, throw away the blanket, and twist around to settle my feet on the floor. My phone rings. I answer again without looking at the number. “Hello, Reese,” I say, mimicking his greeting.

      “I’ll call. I’ll ask. I’ll impatiently wait until after the trial.”

      He hangs up.

      He is making me crazy. He’s making me want to know him. 

      I don’t want to know him.

      Only maybe I do. 

      I head to the bathroom and remind myself that there is a reason I just had a six-month relationship with an artist. Powerful, money-hungry, controlling men like Reese Summer are not my kind of guys. Then again, neither are artists, since the whole live in the moment with no planning thing drove me nuts, and no amount of sex, which the man called his “creative outlet,” could change that. But my newly crossed-out artist boyfriend isn’t the point. I’ve been here with a man like Reese, done this simmering burn before, and I cannot forget how this plays out. The sex is wild, the connection explosive, and then the crash and burn is hard, fast, and painful. 

      I will not fall for Reese “Mr. Hotness” Summer. 
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, I am dressed in a black pantsuit—meant to fight the chill outside and inside the courtroom, which had everyone shivering the afternoon before—and heading out the door. With plenty of time to spare, and since that coffee date with Reese is on indefinite hold, I stop by the coffee shop. I endure the line and grab my white mocha, hoping the earlier hour will allow me to get a closer seat to the action. I fail miserably. I work my way toward the front door and the picketers and the camera crews seem to swell by the moment. My press pass is the only saving grace but I’m still delayed entry into the courthouse. Once I’m finally inside the building, I’m through security, and to the courtroom quickly. I’m also stuck in the back row again, but just as I’m pulling my things from my bag, a security guard steps beside me. “If you’ll follow me, miss,” he says, “I’ll be relocating you.”

      “Did I do something wrong? 

      “Not that I know of,” he says, motioning me forward. 

      The next thing I know, I’m being shown to a seat just behind the families, sitting with the high-powered television news media and not far from where Reese is seated. The court is brought to order, and we all stand. The normal order of events takes place and Reese and his counterpart do as they have every morning: Approach the bench for some argument they are both already making. When Reese turns back to walk to his table, his eyes land on me, and while he shows no outer reaction, I feel the silent nod. The confirmation that he put me in this seat. And I’m not sure how to feel about it. Yes, I want the seat. Yes, I want an interview. But I don’t want the sex for an interview thing. That isn’t who I am, and maybe this has gotten so far out there with us that I just can’t ask for an interview. 

      It’s not a thought I hang on to for long, as Nathan Miles, the medical examiner on the case, is called to the stand, where he proceeds to deliver a convoluted testimony. The prosecution keeps him tied to the stand for hours, and I take pages of notes, but find no proof in anything presented. There is simply gore meant to drive the jury to convict. Come lunchtime, Reese hasn’t even been given the chance to cross-examine, though he’s had his share of objections. 

      The court dismisses everyone for an hour break, and I stand up, waiting for the crowd before I can exit my row. I’m stopped dead in my tracks and end up scanning the courtroom, where Reese remains by his table, and my eyes lock with his, the instant punch of awareness between us something I feel to my toes. My God. What am I doing with this man? Someone knocks into me and bodies fill the space between us, breaking the connection but I still feel it. I’m hot all over despite the courtroom being an icebox again today, and I waste no time hurrying through the building to exit the front door. Security has the picketers and the cameras pushed to one side, while a pathway is clear for the rest of us humans. I walk down the dramatic concrete steps and to my right, where there are food trucks parked. I’m starving and I want to stop, but there are hordes of reporters everywhere. I hurry away, take another two right turns, and head to a small park down the way that is my secret courtroom escape. 

      Once I’m there, I’m free from the crowds, and I have food trucks and even a bench when I’m ready to eat. I stop at a place that has candies and nuts and order two bags of the latter.

      Once I’ve paid, I turn around and walk straight into a hard chest. “Oh God. I’m sorry. I—” I blink up and into Reese’s eyes, that spicy scent of him now becoming familiar. “How are you here?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing,” he says. 

      “You were behind me again, remember? I was trying to escape the crowd.” And suddenly I’m aware that my hand is on his chest. I pull back. 

      He catches my hip, his hands settling just under the hem of my jacket. “Seems we were both trying to escape the crowd.”

      “Right. Of course.” I hold up my bag. “Nuts?”

      “No, but I really want to kiss you right now,” he says, his voice a low intense rasp, his eyes a simmering hot invitation. 

      “That would be a bad idea,” I say, when I really want him to just do it. Kiss me right now.

      “Make your case, counselor.” 

      “For the same reason your hand shouldn’t be on my hip. We are most likely being watched, and you’re feeding your Mr. Hotness reputation.”

      His entire expression sharpens. “I hate that damn name,” he says, his hand sliding from my hip. “I need a hotdog. You want a hotdog?” 

      “No, but thank you,” I say, making a point of showing off my manners.

      His lips curve. “You’re welcome, Cat. How was that for manners?”

      “You’re learning.” 

      “Maybe I won’t end up single and alone after all,” he teases, before motioning to a truck a half block down. “Walk with me.”

      I nod, and we fall into step together. “You’re really getting a hotdog?”

      “Yes. What’s wrong with hotdogs?” 

      “I once worked for a concert venue, as a teen, of course, and the hotdogs we were putting out were green before they were heated.” 

      “I love concert hotdogs,” he says. 

      “I don’t even know what to do with that statement.”

      “Cover those dogs with mustard and relish, you won’t know anything but how good they taste.” We stop at the truck and he glances at me. “You want something else?” 

      “A bottle of water, please,” I say.  

      Five minutes later, we’re on the opposite side of the truck, on a bench just inside the park, and out of easy view. “You don’t seem like a hotdog kind of guy,” I comment, tossing some nuts in my mouth and watching him devouring his lunch. 

      “I’m a Texas cowboy, sweetheart,” he says. “Hotdogs around the campfire at the ranch used to be gourmet.”

      “My brother lives in Texas, but he doesn’t like hotdogs.”

      “Is he an attorney?”

      “No. He hates the legal profession. He’s an engineer and went to school in Austin and just stayed. I thought your parents were law professors, not ranchers? And yes, I read up on you.”

      “For the record, I looked you up as well, and yes. My parents are professors. My grandparents owned the ranch. They passed and my younger brother took it over a few years ago.”

      “How old is your brother?”

      “Twenty-eight. And to be clear, this conversation is not an interview.”

      “I’m not a tabloid or even a scoop reporter,” I say. “I write opinion pieces and I’ve written a true crime novel, and have a second coming out in a few months. I don’t do this for money.” 

      “Because your father is Mike Maxwell.”

      I arch a brow. “How do you know that?”

      “I told you I checked you out.” His lips curve. “I called Lauren.”

      “You called Lauren,” I repeat. “That wouldn’t surprise me if she would have actually told me.”

      “It was right before court.”

      He was thinking about me right before court instead of his work. “And what did she tell you?”

      “Good luck.”

      My brow furrows. “Good luck?”

      “She said I’d need it to get anywhere with you.”

      “She’s right,” I say, and quickly turn the topic back to him. “Why didn’t you run the ranch with your brother? That has to be a big job.” 

      “I need more than horses and hay. He didn’t, and I didn’t miss how you just deflected from you back to me.”

      “How old are you?” I ask.

      “Thirty-five.”

      “Ever been married?”

      “Never,” he says. “Must be my bad manners, right?”

      “Exactly,” I say. “They say you can tell a lot about a man based on his manners and his mother.”

      “So says my mother when she calls me three times a week, usually to bitch about my father. They’ve been married forty years and hate each other. I’m not inspired to fall in love. What about you? What’s your story?” 

      “Thirty next month. Never married. If my mother was still alive, your parents and mine could be best friends, based on what you just told me about yours. And as for the interview, I don’t want it anymore.” 

      He crumples up his paper and tosses it into the trash before turning his big body and the full force of his blue-eyed stare on me. “Why?”

      “Okay, I do want it but I don’t want it because you—we—whatever this is that we’re doing.”

      “Whatever this is wouldn’t be happening if I thought that’s why you wanted the interview. You still have a job to do, and this case will be over soon.”

      “You’re going to move to dismiss, aren’t you?”

      “What would you do, counselor?”

      “Move to dismiss, but there’s pressure on the judge and cameras on the court. It will be declined. But I’d then quickly establish another suspect, point out that the lack of evidence just as easily points to that person, and then move to dismiss again and quickly.”

      “Why aren’t you practicing?”

      “I never wanted to practice. It was just what was expected.”

      He studies me for several intense beats. “I have to get back to court, but I’ll call you for coffee and that kiss, sooner rather than later. For now.” He picks up my hand and kisses it. “I’ll settle for that.”

      
        
        He stands up and leaves.
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      Hours later in court, the prosecution rests. There is a quick-held breath as everyone waits to hear what the defense will do next. Will they move to dismiss? And, of course, he does. But the judge declines his request. The court is adjourned, and it’s not long before there’s a press conference outside, put on by the prosecutor while the defense stays in hiding, most likely preparing for tomorrow. 

      I stand on the sidelines and listen to what amounts to more of the courtroom conversations. Hours of the blown-up nonsense, and I’m sad for one reason. Right now, there will be no justice for a dead woman and her unborn child. Twenty minutes later, I’m in my favorite coffee shop, at my corner table, heading to the bar to collect my order. It’s then that I notice the prosecutor, a tall, lanky man in a basic blue suit and tie, sitting alone at a table and working on his MacBook. Seeing an opportunity, I walk up to his table.

      He glances up at me. “Cat from Cat Does Crime,” he says. “I was a fan until you dogged my performance. I read your true crime on the Piaz murders. It was good, but I’ll write my own book on this. Move along. I’m busy.”

      Okay.

      Reese just lost his title. He’s no longer Mr. Arrogant Asshole. This guy stole it from him. 

      I walk back to my seat, sit down, and spend the next hour working on my column. My closing statement is this: When you charge a suspect without proof to satisfy the public, you disappoint that very public when you can’t deliver a conviction. You have  responsibility to charge when you have proof, and not sooner. And so, I’m going to challenge the defense to do more than protect their client. Give us the killer. Give that woman and child, and their family, justice. Until then, —Cat.

      I look up to realize that some time along the way, the new Mr. Arrogant Asshole has left, and I grab my phone and dial Reese. His voice mail picks up and I leave a message.

      “Hopefully that hotdog didn’t kill you and you get this message. Here is my closing statement, which I’m not changing, but I want you to know about it.” I read it to his voice mail and then add, “Good night, Reese.” I end the call and pack up, heading back to my apartment. 

      As I enter the building, I stare at the fancy tiled floors and glance up at the towering ceiling. I inherited my apartment when my mother died. It had been her getaway. Her escape from my father, and he knew about it. I was unsure what to do with that little piece of information when I found out about it, but I tucked it away and pretended it didn’t exist. Or I thought I did. Now, tonight, something about that encounter with Reese has stirred old feelings I don’t want to feel, back to life. I don’t even know what to call the feelings. Betrayal. I’d felt betrayed when I realized nothing about my life was exactly what I’d thought it to be. My parents were not happy. 

      And so I do what I do when I feel lost. I enter my luxury apartment, pour wine, and find my way to my favorite spot. A claw-foot tub hugged by windows, the moon and stars sparkling outside the window. I waste no time running a hot bubble bath, stripping down, and climbing inside. I’m halfway finished with my glass of wine when my phone rings. I glance at the number I now know to be Reese’s and, with wet, bubble-covered hands, answer on speaker. 

      “Hello, Reese,” I say. 

      “I’m going to tell you what I told Lauren, when I told her I was going to pursue you.”

      “You told Lauren that you were—”

      “Yes. I did. And she wished me luck. To which I replied: Challenge accepted. Which brings me to your closing statement: Challenge accepted, Cat. Good night.”

      He hangs up.

      I sit up and forget how wet I am, calling Lauren. “I wondered when you were going to call,” she says. 

      “Did Reese—”

      “Yes. And I told him good luck.”

      “And he said?”

      “Challenge accepted. But I know you. He’s the kind of man you’re drawn to and fear. And he’s your job. What are you going to do?”

      I don’t deny anything she’s just said. We worked twenty-hour days together at the DA’s office. We talked. A lot. Lauren knows me more than most. More than anyone, really. 

      “Cat?” she presses. 

      “What am I going to do?” I repeat. “I’m going to get naked with that man and say goodbye.”

      She laughs. “Then I’m going to tell you what I told him. Good luck.”

      I scowl as if she can see me. “Challenge accepted.”

      She laughs louder, and I hang up.
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      Day 4: The Trial of the Century

      I wake up exhausted and in need of caffeine, which is Reese’s fault. He was on my mind last night, keeping me awake, which is unacceptable unless we’re naked and together. Thinking means I’m getting too involved with him emotionally, and I’m not doing that now or ever. Deciding my coffee stop is safe today, or rather necessary for everyone else’s safety, I pull myself out of bed and hurry to the shower, then put my Keurig to use to make a cup of coffee, which I drink while drying my hair, then flatiron it to a sleek shine. I don’t tie it back, and tell myself that has nothing to do with Reese. It’s the tired thing motivating this decision. I need the attention off my puffy-ass face. 

      I dress in a favorite outfit, a burgundy pantsuit with pants that hit at the ankle. I pair it with stilettos, and the shirt beneath the jacket is white; I then head to the coffee shop, where I read my newly posted column, as is my routine, and I do like my routines. The fact that I’m pleased with what I’ve written helps take the edge off my crankiness. And the fact that every other headline is about a baby killer, and headlines make my fact-based commentary stand out. Finally, it’s my turn in line, and I order my white mocha, while trying not to admit that I’m a tiny bit disappointed that Reese has not shown up. 

      Once I’m at the courthouse, I wade through the gaggle out front. Once inside, I discover that I’m seated near Reese again, and when he enters, his eyes find mine and his words are in the air between us: Challenge accepted. At the moment, they’re about him and me and me and him, not this case. But as he takes the courtroom reins, it becomes clear that he’s up to that challenge as well. He calls the family and friends of the victim to the stand, and one by one, proves that no one knew his client was someone involved with the deceased. His client knew her, but he wasn’t sleeping with her. He was trying to help her out of an abusive situation with her boyfriend.

      Come lunchtime, I head back to the same food trucks I’d visited yesterday, and I’ve just gotten my nuts again when Reese reappears. “You have to eat something other than nuts.”

      “My nuts are healthier than your hotdog.”

      “Yeah, well, I only do hotdogs during trials,” he says as we step to the hotdog truck. 

      He orders, and a few minutes later we’re sitting on the same bench as yesterday. 

      “Why only during trials?” I ask, finishing off a handful of nuts. “Is it like a superstition thing?”

      “It is,” he confirms. “I ate a hotdog at lunch the day I got my first jury win. It’s superstitious, but in this line of work, you take any advantage you can get.”

      “You’re winning,” I say. 

      “Juries are unpredictable,” he says. “You know that.” 

      “I do. I worked for the DA for several years, and even when you believed you should win, you didn’t always win.”

      “The DA with a Harvard law degree,” he says. “You could have been banking and you chose public service.”

      “I come from money,” I admit. “I make my own living, but I inherited my apartment, and that gives me the freedom to do what I want. I can’t say I’d be different or the same in my choices if that wasn’t the case.”

      “I came from nothing,” he says. “You should know that about me.”

      He says those words with a hint of that arrogance that I don’t read the same way I have in the past. It’s as if the arrogance is a wall to protect him from those who might judge him unworthy. “You seem to be doing pretty well now. And you know that what you do have, you created.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I do now. I walked away from law. I embraced what works for me and I’m better at what I do now because of how I started. So I can’t regret it.”

      “Why the DA? Why public service?” 

      “I thought I was helping those who needed help. Instead, decisions are politics, and then pregnant dead women don’t get justice served on their behalf. And innocent people end up with a stigma attached to them that they don’t deserve. I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

      “You underestimate me if you believe that’s how this ends.” 

      “You’ll have to hand over a damning case against someone else to end it differently.”

      “And I will. If my client lets me keep going. He wants this to be over.” He balls up his wrapper and tosses it before taking my hand in his again. “Until tomorrow, Cat,” he says, using my little goodbye in each of my columns before standing and walking away. Leaving me with that spicy scent of him lingering in the air, and a date for lunch tomorrow. 

      I could no-show.

      But I don’t want to. 
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I am in bed with a pizza and no man. Just me. I’ve been alone like this for years, really. I mean, yes, there was the artist, but we had sex. The conversation was convoluted at best. Maybe that’s why I chose him, and stayed with him way too long. He’d never really known me. He’d never threatened my heart. But I got to have an orgasm. I got to feel a body next to mine. It had seemed like enough. Which brings me to my column, which I write carefully on this day, because I dare to talk about domestic abuse. My closing statement reads like this: 

      Who killed Jennifer Wright and her unborn child? 

      That is the question in the courtroom now, and as the defense presents their case, more and more the answer doesn’t sound as simple as who has been charged. Interestingly, I believe the defense could ask for a dismissal again at any time, and based on evidence, he should be granted that request. But I find myself wanting this trial to continue. I want to know who the killer is, and I want to see that killer brought to justice. Tomorrow is Friday. My assessment is that as much as I want this case to continue, it’s expensive financially and emotionally. If the defense plans to ask for that dismissal, Friday is the day. Until then, —Cat. 

      I shut my computer and stare up at the ceiling. If the trial is over, then what? 

      Do I dare my one night, followed by a goodbye with Reese Summer? 

      Or do I just say goodbye? 

      Or is it really hello? 

      No.

      What am I thinking? 
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        * * *

      

      Day 5: The Trial of the Century

      I have trouble sleeping again, and I wake up with butterflies in my stomach as if I’m the one who has a high-profile case to close today. With the potential dismissal of the case, today feels like it should be more formal. I dress in a light blue suit dress that I pair with a black jacket, tights, and stilettos again, and despite drinking coffee at home, my white mocha has to happen. I reach the coffee shop and the line is predictably out of the door, but I’ll get my white mocha and a better mood with it. I’m reading my own column on my phone while standing in line when I receive a text from my literary agent: Loving your coverage of the trial. So is your editor. She wants to contract your coverage as a new book. Are you in?

      My mood is instantly better, and I type: Yes, x 1000 

      My agent answers with: I’ll email you the offer when I get it. 

      Smiling now, the rest of the line is short, and I wonder if yet another book deal will finally win my family’s support instead of their ire over my career choices. I’ll share the news once I sign the contract. I’m already thinking about how to structure a book, and how today’s happenings might impact my choices, when I finally get to the register. I head to the end of the bar and spy broad, perfect shoulders in an expensive suit: Reese. Reese is here. And I know he’s here for me. I stop walking, and that’s when everything changes. The woman next to him, a pretty blonde, is flirting with him. He looks down at her and laughs that charming laugh of his. Apparently, he likes blondes. Just how many is he pursuing? Asshole. Why did I even think all this interaction we had was about me, rather than the obvious—him getting laid? 

      Suddenly, Reese and the woman turn in my direction, and the woman is still looking up at Reese as his attention lands on me. The woman starts walking, and her destination is: Into me. Her iced coffee explodes all over me. I gasp with the shock of the cold beverage, and I’m pretty sure some of it just drained down my pant leg. “Holy hell,” Reese murmurs, while the woman panics.

      “Oh God. Oh God. I’m sorry.”

      Reese hands me napkins while he starts wiping my dress. I grab his hand. “Stop.”

      “Cat—”

      “Don’t say my name.”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “Deal with your other woman. She’s upset.” I rotate away from him and into her. “Please move.” 

      “I—Yes.” She backs up, and I charge past her and down a set of steps that lead to the lower-level bathroom, and there is no question that I have ice between my damn boobs. 

      I reach the bottom of the steps, and luckily the bathroom is empty. I open the door, step inside, and shut myself in there. I’m a mess. A complete, sticky, horrible mess. I dig the ice from my bra and try to dry off enough to just get me out of here and back home. 
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        Reese

      

      

      I take a step to follow Cat, but the woman who was talking my ear off while I waited on my coffee steps in front of me. “I’m so sorry,” she proclaims. “Obviously you know her. I want to make this right.”

      “It was an accident,” I say. “And I’ll handle it.” I step around her, weave between bodies at the crowded bar, and head down the stairs that Cat had been rushing toward. 

      At the bottom level, I find the bathroom and knock on the door. “Cat.”

      The door flies open and she points at her coffee-stained dress, while I try to focus on the stains, not the curve of her breasts and her discreet but lush cleavage. “You did this,” she accuses, pulling my gaze back to hers, while her verbal attack reminds me that she is hard to get in every way but a good fight.

      “I didn’t do this,” I say. “I—”

      “You were flirting with that woman and she was staring at you with her panties melting, and she just walked right into me. You did this. Move. I need to go home and change.”

      She’s jealous, and I can’t help but be a little pleased about this, but I bite back a smile and a laugh sure to get me hurt. “Panties melting?” I rest my arm on the doorframe above her. “Sweetheart, since I met you, the only panties I want to melt for me are yours.”

      “Really?” she demands. “Prove it.”

      “Name the time and place.”

      Her cheeks huff. “Forget I said that.” 

      “No. I won’t forget that you said that. Challenge once again accepted.” 

      “Move. I need to go home and change because you ruined my dress.”

      I decide not to point out the inaccuracy of that statement yet again, and settle on a peace offering. “I’ll buy you a new dress.” 

      “Seriously? You’ll buy me a new dress? Is that supposed to melt my panties? You think you can buy your way past your bad behavior? First you cut in line and want to buy my coffee, and now this. You really are an arrogant ass, and I can’t be bought.”

      I grab her and pull her to me, my hand at the side of her face, the other on her hip, when I want my hands everywhere, all over her. “I was not flirting with that woman, but you are another story.” I close my mouth down on hers, my tongue licking into her mouth. At first, she resists, but I deepen the kiss and she moans a sexy little moan, and then she’s melting into me, kissing me back. The taste of her is chocolate and coffee. Temptation burns through me, thickening my cock.

      But she suddenly pushes on my chest, tearing her mouth from mine. “Like I said,” she pants out, “I can’t be bought.”

      “You think that kiss was bribery?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says. “I do.”

      “Did it work?”

      “A little, but once you let go of me, I’ll get over it.”

      “If I give you the chance, but I won’t.”

      “I told you—”

      I kiss her again, this time a long, drugging, deep kiss before I say, “If I had time,” I say, finishing the sentence in my head with multiple choices: I would fuck you, lick you, punish you with an orgasm you want but can’t have until you see me again. “I have to get to court.” 

      “If you had time,” she says, “I still wouldn’t let you do any of the things you’re thinking about doing.”

      “Like I said: Challenge accepted.” I release her and start up the stairs, turning back to add, “You taste as good as I knew you would,” before I turn away and head back up the stairs.

      “Reese,” she says from behind me just before I reach the top level. 

      I turn to find her standing at the bottom of the step. “Yes, Cat?” I say, and holy fuck, she’s gorgeous with her hair down like this.

      “You have my lipstick all over your mouth and face.”

      I reach up and run my finger over my mouth to find a shade of pink on my finger. “Is it at least your lucky shade?”

      “I just had coffee spilled all over me while wearing it.”

      “And I kissed you.”

      “Yes, actually, there is that.” 

      I have a brief moment in which I contemplate charging down the steps and pulling her back into the bathroom, where I would set her on the counter. Next her skirt would go up her gorgeous legs, and I would settle a knee in between her thighs, and rip off her panties rather than melt them. I would then lick her until she moans, tugs on my hair, and begs for more. But I have fucking court.

      Instead, I simply say, “See you in court, Cat,” before I turn away and head into the coffee shop again, where I stop for napkins, and head for the door, motivated to win my case, and Cat. And I am going to win with Cat. One lick at a time, if that’s what it takes.
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      Reese is making me crazy. Since I met him, I can’t think straight. I can’t sleep. I can’t even get a cup of coffee without it ending up all over me. He’s trouble. He’s my job. He’s an incredible kisser. I hate him. I want to hit him. I’m all over the board with this man. 

      These are the thoughts I have over and over as I rush to my apartment to put on a pink dress I don’t often wear to court. But I somehow end up in it anyway. Just like I somehow ended up with Reese’s lips on my lips. Maybe that is the value of pink. It’s innocence and sweetness. If I look the role, I’ll behave the role. I’ll scare off the deviant, arrogant assholes like Reese. Whom I hate. 

      I don’t second-guess the dress as I step out of my building again, but I do in fact second-guess just how I allowed his hands to end up on my body, in a coffee shop, in the middle of this trial. I hurry toward the black sedan Uber I’ve prearranged and climb inside, greeting the middle-aged man behind the wheel. “Hello.”

      He gives a wave but doesn’t speak, and perhaps I should question the weird triangle bald spot on his head that cannot be natural, but this is Manhattan. Antennas on the man’s head wouldn’t even be as weird as some of the things I’ve seen in my almost thirty years in this city. 

      We make it all of one block before we’re in a dead stop and my cellphone rings in my purse. Digging it out, I note Reese’s number. “Shouldn’t you be with your client?”

      “That implies a crisis to manage, which also implies the prosecution, not me or my team. Do you always taste like chocolate and coffee?” 

      “Do you always taste like arrogance? 

      “Better arrogance than an inability to please,” he replies. 

      “That was a ridiculously arrogant answer.”

      “Back to the kiss. Better yet, let’s talk about you and your confessed desire to get naked with me.”

      “I did not say that.” 

      “You did.”

      He’s right. I kind of did. “That was then,” I say. 

      “When you hated me.”

      “I didn’t hate you,” I say. “I just didn’t like you.”

      “And yet you wanted to get naked with me?” 

      “I said I considered that option. A one and done.”

      “Sweetheart, the fact that you believe that’s an option tells me you’ve never been properly fucked. So let’s be clear. If a man fucks you, and you have the ability to be one and done, he did it wrong. And I don’t intend to do it wrong. Until later, Cat. And Cat, I can still taste you on my lips.”

      He hangs up.

      My phone rings again almost instantly, and I answer with, “You know what they say. A guy who talks big—”

      “Has a little dick. Don’t I know it.” 

      At the sound of my agent’s voice, I cringe. “Liz. I thought you were—”

      “A man who pissed you off. I hope there’s incredible make-up sex to follow. After the trial. Stay focused. What you’re writing is working for you and me. The publisher is preempting you with six figures to ensure you don’t go elsewhere,” she says. “But they want a lot of creative control.”

      “What kind of control?”      

      “They want to attach portions of your money to specific interviews that have to be included.”

      “I don’t like that. That isn’t how I work. And if that’s how they want to play this, I’ll write the book and then let you take it out to publishers when it’s done. Then it’s done my way.”

      “I knew you’d say that, but I needed to confirm. But there is more. They’re in talks with Dan Miller for a book. They want you to consider co-writing it.”

      “The prosecutor? You have got to be kidding me. He’s going to lose this case and he’s a jerk. No one wants a book from a jerk and a loser.”

      “It plays out like this: The real story. What the jury wasn’t allowed to know but the prosecution did.”

      “That’s not my style.” 

      “There isn’t just more money in this for you. There’s the establishment of your true crime brand.”

      “Which is not what you just described.”

      “Talk to him,” she says. “Appease the publisher.”

      “Being forced to appease others isn’t why I started writing.”

      “You’ll meet him tonight,” she says, as if I haven’t spoken. “After court. The boutique hotel on the corner by the courthouse. The Johnnie—”

      “Walker,” I say. “I know it. It’s popular with the insiders. When?”

      “Seven,” she says. “That’s safe, right?”

      “Yes. Seven works.” I think of my encounter with him in the coffee shop and his comment about writing a book. “And he knows who I am?”

      “Yes.”

      “I approached him for an interview and he told me he knew me and he’ll write his own book.” That made no sense at that point in time, but now it does. 

      She laughs. “Obviously the publisher had been talking to him.”

      “So tell me again why we’re meeting? Because to make matters worse, I haven’t been favorable to his trial skills.”

      “I’m aware of that fact. We all are aware of that fact, but the publisher seems to believe your present tone only makes you two teaming up all the more interesting.”

      “They’re just looking for scandal on top of scandal,” I supply. 

      “They’re looking to sell books,” she says, and without giving me time to respond, she adds, “Call me after,” and hangs up. 

      I blow out a breath. I could be partnering with Reese’s adversary, while I’m presently trying to recover from Reese’s hands on my body and his mouth on mine. 

      Could this get any more complicated?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m still asking that very question as I reach the courthouse and discover that I’m running so late I need a guard to allow me inside the courtroom. The judge, jury, and legal teams are in place, which means I am forced to claim a back seat, or walk down the aisle and in front of all of the cameras. I’m not a newscaster for a reason. I don’t like the invasion of the cameras lenses on ten different levels, which is something that someone other than me can analyze, preferably never.

      The court is called to order, for once without counsels taking a walk to the bench. Reese works the courtroom, an edge of control and determination about him. He calls his first witness. The victim’s boyfriend, whom Lauren is certain is the killer. He cries. He shouts. He cries some more. Guilty or not, he’s painted himself as a victim, and I believe him. Right up until Reese turns the tables on him. 

      “Was it true that Jennifer was afraid of you?” he asks of the victim. 

      “Of course not.”

      “Are you certain that no one I put on the stand will say that Jennifer was afraid of you?”

      “There are people who don’t like me. I can’t know what they will say.”

      “Which people?” Reese asks.

      “Her mother, for one. She doesn’t seem to even consider that I lost the woman I love and my unborn child. That is punishment enough without her attacking me. I can’t deal with her attacking me, too.”

      “You’ve been accused of being abusive.” 

      From there it doesn’t get better for the witness, but it does for the accused. Reese doesn’t produce a confession, but he opens the door to another suspect, and does so artfully in every way. 

      The prosecution is just about to cross-examine when the judge calls a short break. “Thirty minutes for lunch,” he says. “It’s Friday. I want to get people out of here and to their families tonight.” The gavel hits the wooden block. The break is barely long enough to scarf something from a machine and pee, and, I reluctantly admit, my disappointment at the absence of a meetup with Reese. I’m leaning on a wall, watching people pass by and shoving a bag of peanuts down, when my phone buzzes. I dig out my purse to find a text message from Reese that reads: You taste as sweet as you look in that pink dress, but not quite as innocent. 

      I glance up and my gaze pulls right, to find Reese leaning on this very wall, a good ten feet away. Those blue eyes of his fix on me, and for just a few moments I think of what the witnesses feel on the stand. The steel force of his attention consuming them as it is me now. We stare at each other for several beats, but he doesn’t move toward me, he keeps a distance, respecting the professional lines I’ve established between us. And then he’s gone, walking away before we become obvious, and I watch him join one of his co-counsels and disappear down a hallway. 

      I could type a reply, but I have no idea what to say. None. Zero. Zip. I write words for a living and I can’t find any words to type. This man really is making me crazy. And exceptionally warm. I guzzle my water, but what I really want is a long, tall drink of Reese Summer. I glance at my watch and confirm that The Reese Summer Show is about to start again. That means I’m one step closer to removing my no sex during the trial rule.
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      Four hours later, the courtroom of jurors, press and observers, has endured the tedious cross-examination of the victim’s boyfriend and the tears of her mother. The testimony drags onward, and the day does not end early because it’s Friday. But ultimately Reese tries to give us all an ending to the trial. Come nearly six o’clock, he stands and addresses the court. “Judge,” he says, “the defense respectfully requests the dismissal of all charges. There has been no evidence presented to support charging my client. At this point, I think we can all question why my client was charged at all. With the obvious lack of evidence against my client, and a number of suspects, did the prosecution simply pick the one that gets them the biggest book deals?”

      The courtroom erupts in murmurs and chaos, while I cringe at the personal note this has hit for me. I’ve been flirting with Reese. I’ve all but promised to get naked with Reese. I have a meeting about writing a book with the prosecutor, this very hour, perhaps. Turns out I know the answer to my earlier question: Yes. It can get more complicated. 

      The judge bangs his gavel and shouts, “Order!” pulling me back into the moment as he looks directly at Reese. “Unless you get me a confession by someone other than your client, the jury will decide this case, not me. Don’t argue. You won’t like the results. Court adjourned.” 

      And just like that, the trial will continue on Monday, and I have drinks with the prosecutor instead of coffee followed by sex with Reese Summer. This day needs a do-over. 

      I don’t wait to find out if there are press conferences after court. I analyze and opine on crimes. I don’t push and shove. I don’t hide in bushes or around corners to get stories. In other words, I don’t wait to find out if there is a press conference after court that will include nothing more than more of the same huff and puff I listened to all day. A short walk later, I arrive at the Johnnie Walker bar, on the ground level of the Johnnie Walker Hotel, before the clusters of tables are filled. I glance around the spacious bar, the décor all brown leather and wooden masculinity, the lights dim. 

      I cross the room and settle into a seat by a window, away from any other tables, allowing for a private conversation with Dan that could include sensitive and confidential information, if we can get past our dislike for one another. It also allows me to see the door, at least at the moment, before the crowds erupt. For the time being, I ignore the entrance, and the menu on the table that I know from previous visits sports a wide variety of Johnnie Walker scotch. I’m not a scotch girl. I’m not a drinker at all—at least, not when I need my head on straight. Which means I will never drink with Reese Summer.

      I’ll order coffee. 

      It’s safe.

      Or not. 

      It’s not safe, but it is lucky. Coffee is how I met Reese. Coffee is how I ended up kissing Reese. I’m not writing a book with the prosecutor. If I’m going to write a book with anyone, I’ll write it with Reese. I’ll propose that idea to him and the publisher. I just need to do the obligatory meeting I have set tonight. 

      Instead I order a White Russian with a half pour, which ensures I drink more cream than alcohol. While I wait for it and Dan, a television nearby has been tuned to the news and a familiar broadcaster is standing in front of the courthouse, where there is nothing but picketers being reported. I get one look at a “kill the baby killer sign” and I think I need the rest of that pour. But too late. My drink is here, and so is Dan Miller, and he looks as angry tonight as he does pretty much always. 

      Dan locates me quickly, proving once again that this day needs a reset button. He crosses the room: Tall, lanky, and in his forties, with a hint of gray in his brown hair. Too soon, he sits down by the window opposite me. “I assume you chose this location to be seen. The reporter that scooped the prosecution.”

      My anger is instant, but my legal training and debate skills remind me to clamp it down. “First,” I say, biting out a controlled reply, “I didn’t choose this location. My publisher did. Second, I don’t scoop stories. Ever. I write expert analyses and true crime novels.”

      “Right,” he says. “And I gave in and agreed to meet you. No more need to stalk me at coffee shops. Now what?”

      I give an incredulous shake of my head. First Reese with the stalker thing. Now him. “I live by that coffee shop, so perhaps you were stalking me to get a true crime book deal.”

      “I don’t need you for a book deal.”

      “And yet you’re sitting with me. Have you ever written a book?”

      “No, but—” 

      “It was a yes or no question, counselor. And now we both know why you’re here. The publisher believes you need a skilled co-writer to write a decent book. I don’t want to be your co-writer. Now we can say we met, we did this, and we won’t work together.”

      He studies me several beats. “Who wins this case?”

      “No one, because justice is not going to be served. You acted rashly. You didn’t wait for the evidence to tell a convincing story.”

      “You don’t think he’s guilty.”

      “I’m an attorney. I honor the court system, and he’s innocent until proven guilty. As for the book, this meeting is over. We can say we did it. We can say we aren’t compatible.”

      “But you’re writing a book anyway.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ll need my input.”

      “If you choose to let Reese Summer speak out while you do not,” I counter, “I’ll deal with that fact in my book and you’ll have to as well.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a statement of fact.” 

      “This meeting was a joke from the get go.”

      He says something else, but I tune him out with the sensation of being watched I’d felt at the courthouse repeating all over again. My gaze pulls wide and lands on a table across the room, where Reese sits with his co-counsels, and my eyes connect with his, his narrowing, a question in their depths. He isn’t sure what to think. I’m not either. My palms are sweaty. I feel guilty. This is crazy. I did nothing wrong. He really is making me crazy. My fingers curl into my palms. Why did I agree to a meeting at a courtroom hotspot? I’ve tried to be discreet with Reese, but I happily meet with his opposition in public? 

      “Look,” Dan says, “I don’t need or want—”

      “I get it,” I say, looking at him. “I’m not writing a book with you. And frankly, I hope you decide to spend your time finding the right person to prosecute, rather than writing a book about the wrong one.” I grab my bag, stand up, and head for the door without looking in Reese’s direction. I’ll text him when I get out of here and explain, or not. This is my job. 

      I start walking, and I swear Reese’s gaze burns through me. I weave through the now-occupied tables and the group of people that enter as I’m trying to exit the bar, pushing past them to travel through the lobby. Once I step outside, the temperature has dropped about ten degrees, while I feel downright hot. “Wait one moment.”

      At the sound of Dan’s voice, I cringe and turn to face him. “The publisher wants this to happen,” he says, standing in front of me, crowding me now. “We need to be on the same page when addressing them.”

      “I’ll talk to them,” I say. “I’ll move this in the direction we both obviously want it to go.” Which is nowhere, I silently add.

      “When?”

      “They’ll contact me tonight. I’ll let them know our decision.” 

      He glares at me for several seconds and then scrubs his jaw and walks away. And that is when I realize that Reese is standing just outside the hotel door, close enough that had Dan turned just right, he’d have seen him. Close enough to have heard everything. For several beats, neither of us move, speak, even breathe, it seems, the overhang attached to the building shadowing his face, but I don’t need to see his expression to feel the anger in him. He thinks he knows something he does not know. 

      “Whatever you think you saw, you didn’t,” I say, and my voice seems to set him into action.

      He walks toward me, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Angry at the moment, a man of power and control, but that anger is palpable. He stops in front of me, so damn tall and broad, a chilly breeze lifting that spicy scent of him, which wraps around me. Everything about him in this moment is overwhelmingly large. 

      “What I saw isn’t what pisses me off,” he says. “You have a job to do. You have interviews to do. I get that. It’s what I heard that pisses me off. A book deal with that man? Were you feeding your book partner information?” 

      “No,” I say quickly. “God. No. Reese, this isn’t—”

      “Were you going to fuck me for information?” 

      “That’s not what this is. Why would I wait, if that’s what I wanted?”

      “You got me talking. And I admit it. You were good, sweetheart. You look good. You taste good. You fuck people over real damn good.”

      “Don’t be an asshole because you think I’m an asshole. Because I’m not an asshole, and that makes you a really big asshole. And the very fact that you’re going off the deep end like this tells a story. You’ve been burned, and guess what? Whoever she was is not me.”

      “Maybe you can put that in your book with Danny boy. Maybe you can even turn me into a monster defending a monster.”

      “No,” I breathe out, hit hard by those words, and I don’t even know why. “I don’t think you’re a monster.”

      “But you need to sell books. However you can sell them, right?”

      “That’s not who I am. I know you know that.” 

      His voice softens ever so slightly. “I barely know you, Cat.”

      “Then don’t judge me. My publisher set this up, and—” 

      “You should have warned me.”

      “This is my job. We aren’t dating.”

      “Right. Just fucking. No. Wrong. We aren’t even fucking. We were waiting while you milked me for more than an orgasm. And now I know where I went wrong with you. The minute I heard you were a reporter, I should have pulled your skirt up and had my one and done, and got you the fuck out of my system.”

      “Stop being an asshole.”

      “It’s who I am, per you.”

      “You’re reading this all wrong, and you’re—”

      “I don’t want more information,” he bites out. “Let’s keep this simple but not sweet. Hard and fast. Hard and long. As long as it ends. I’m in. If you want to fuck. Let’s fuck.”

      “You ruined the joy of that little adventure.”

      “Fine,” he says. “If you change your mind, if you want your one and done, call me. Otherwise, don’t.” He turns and walks away, leaving me on the sidewalk, staring after him as he re-enters the building. 

      I take a step to follow him and quite possibly punch him, but several high-profile lawyers walk into the hotel behind him. And I amend my earlier statement. Meeting here wasn’t stupid. I have nothing to hide with Dan. With Reese, it’s different. We’re one big, combustible ball of angry, sex-driven tension that’s hard to miss if you’re in the same room with us. 

      Rotating, I start an angry walk toward my apartment, and with every step I take, that anger vibrates through me. Being pissed off morphs into images of my ex screwing his secretary and a playlist of his lies. Reese didn’t deny being burned. He didn’t deny that it was driving his reactions to me now. Damn it, I’ve seen beneath the asshole. It’s a wall. I get it. I have my own. My anger plummets. 

      I make it one block and I dial Reese’s number. He doesn’t answer. I walk another block and try again. He doesn’t answer. I start getting angry all over again. This emotional rollercoaster and attempts to contact him repeat for seven blocks until I stop walking. At which point I realize that he must think that I’m actually calling for sex. Now he’s toying with me the way he thinks I’ve toyed with him. 

      I turn around and start walking back toward him. 

      This ends tonight, one way or the other.
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      If she calls and suddenly wants to fuck right now, I’m right about her. She’s a fame-grubbing bitch.

      Those were my thoughts when I left her outside the hotel and rejoined my legal team. Elsa, who is strong-willed, and Richard, who will never be strong-willed enough for lead in a case like this one, but makes up for it with his genius. Tonight, though, both are worried, fretting over the client they too believe to be innocent. “Focus on what we can affect,” I say, and in the next fifteen minutes, we review what that means, while Cat calls me three times, leaving no messages. 

      I don’t answer. She’s obviously freaking out. She wants to fuck. She wants to work herself back inside the story with me. Every second that passes, I get more pissed. I don’t let anyone trigger my anger, but Cat has me churning anger like it’s fuel. I’m also at my wits end with Elsa, who is rehashing the day over and over. 

      “Focus on what we can affect,” I repeat. “The future we can control. Ideally, you two find me the real killer by the time we get there.” They gape at my massive demand, but I’ve learned that you don’t get anything you don’t ask for. Maybe that’s my problem with Cat. Until tonight, I never outright said, let’s fuck. I never outright pushed her to get naked with me, and I know from that kiss that I could have. But I wasn’t all about one and done, for once, but then neither was she, no matter what she claimed. That wouldn’t have worked out for her. 

      I offer my credit card to the waitress, and glance between Richard and Elsa. “Go get some sleep. We’ll meet at the apartment at noon tomorrow and we’ll stay there until Monday morning, if that’s what it takes to find our confession.” I glance at Elsa. “Get that private eye we hired to meet us there.”

      “He sucks, Reese,” she says. “What’s the point?”

      “I have to agree,” Richard states. “We’re on our own. I have a tech bud who can hack—”

      “No,” I say. “Illegal activity does not make for legal evidence. I’ll make some phone calls. Both of you leave now. Go home. Do what you do to rest, because it’s the last rest you’ll get until this is over.” 

      They both stand up and murmur their goodbyes, while my phone rings with yet another call from Cat. Her desperation just fucking pisses me off. I had to work for it until now. Now she has to work for it. Proof I never had to work for it at all. You were burned, she’d said. Damn straight I was. By her. Before her. I should never have let her get under my skin. Maybe I won’t fuck her. She’s a damn witch who makes me stupid drunk.

      My phone starts ringing again, and I decline Cat’s call and dial Royce Walker, who, of course, is married to Cat’s friend, Lauren. Because I can’t fucking escape Cat right now. “Royce.” I greet. 

      “I’m not taking on your client,” he says. 

      “Hello to you too, asshole. He’s innocent.”

      “I don’t care,” Royce says, but he gives a heavy sigh. “But my wife does. She’s pregnant and obsessed with this case. And emotional about the victim, who was pregnant as well. She thinks a killer is on the loose.”

      “She’s right.”

      “Who did it?”

      “I know who I think did it, but I have to prove it and force a confession by Monday or face a jury decision. And once my client is convicted, you know how hard it will be to get real justice.” 

      “By Monday,” Royce says. “That’s a tall order.”

      “My client is a very rich man,” I remind him. “He can pay for a tall order.”

      “Why come to me now rather than sooner?”

      “The judge outright told me that I need a confession to shut this down or this rests in the jury’s hands. My client didn’t do this. I would stake my career on it.”

      “You have,” he says. “Which is why you should have hired me for this, not a protective detail, a long time ago. Hell. If you were paying, and not your billionaire client, I wouldn’t make you pay. I want the person who killed that woman and unborn child to be caught.”

      “Which is why I took the case. If he goes down, the real killer goes free.”

      “Agreed,” Royce says. “And I make no promises ever, most definitely not this late in the game. But my team is the best. If there is a hole to find, a killer to catch, time is our only holdback. I’ll be in touch by Sunday night.” 

      He hangs up. The waitress sets my bill beside me. I sign the receipt, and I’m about to stand up when suddenly Cat is sitting across from me. Her cheeks are flushed, her lips glossy pink. “I’m sure you thought all those phone calls were me saying, ‘Yes. Let’s fuck.’”

      “Weren’t they?” 

      “No. No, I was not. But the idea that you would think that, was driving me nuts. So I’m here to say what I had to say on the phone, because you wouldn’t answer.”

      “I told you not to call unless it was to fuck. So this conversation is over.”

      Her lashes lower, hiding whatever reaction I’ve just created. “Right,” she says, inhaling and exhaling as she looks at me again. “Right. Coming here was as stupid as me convincing myself that you weren’t the person you showed yourself to be the day we met.” And with that, she gets up and starts walking. And fuck. 

      Fuck. Fuck. I can’t let her go. 

      I push to my feet and follow her, my damn eyes on her hot little ass in that pink dress. She weaves through the crunch of bar bodies, and I step up my pace, catching up with her just inside the hotel lobby, grasping her arm. She whirls around, jerking out of my grip to face off with me. “I hope,” she bites out, her voice low, but fierce, “for the sake of your client, that the jury doesn’t judge your client the way you have me, without facts and evidence.”

      I close the space she’s put between us. “I know what I heard.”

      Her hands go to her hips, her stance that of challenge, not defense. “You know what you think you heard.”

      “You said yourself that your publisher set the book deal up for you with Dan.”

      “My publisher forced the meeting on me.”

      “I might not know you well,” I bite out, “but I know you have enough money and freedom not to be forced into anything.”

      “I inherited my apartment, and I don’t live on family money. I have goals. I have dreams, and, frankly, it costs me money, a lot of money, to dare to live those things.”

      “And your goals and dreams, I assume at this point, include writing a book and making bank by screwing me over.”

      “Do you think that I would rip on Dan’s handling of the case, and praise you, if I ever intended to have that meeting with him tonight? Let alone write a book with the man?”

      “And yet you took the meeting, Cat,” I say, not even sure why I’m still standing here with her. Why I care how she answers, I don’t know, but I do.

      “Laying groundwork for the moment I declined an offer made by my present-day publisher, which is much like you walking away from a client mid-trial. It’s a big deal. But you know what? I don’t even care about the book anymore. I just want the respect of my readers following this case through my eyes and thoughts. Which means I shouldn’t be standing here with you right now, probably making a scene. I hate scenes.” She walks away.

      I catch her arm again and guide her deeper into the lobby, toward the security booth. “Where are we going?” she demands. 

      “Someplace where you avoid your scene and I get my answers,” I say, giving the security guard a nod, and turning us down a hallway toward the private elevators I know well. 

      “I’ll leave,” Cat says. “Then there is no scene to avoid. And I’ve told you everything I have to tell. Stop walking. Reese, damn it, stop walking. There’s no one in this hallway anyway.” 

      “Not yet,” I say. “Not until I get us out of the eyes of the courtroom crowd.”

      “Let go of my arm.”

      I stop at the elevator bank and hit the button. “I’m not letting you go,” I say, walking her to stand in front of me as I step into her. “Not yet,” I add, the warmth of her body radiating into mine. “You haven’t told me everything you have to tell.”

      “Just because you haven’t heard anything to justify your attitude, it doesn’t mean that I haven’t told you everything.” 

      “Have you, Cat?”

      “Have I what?”

      “Told me the truth?” 

      “Yes,” she says. “I have.”

      “Make me believe it.”

      “I don’t have to make you believe anything,” she says, her voice a little lower, a little raspier. The air between us is thicker, harder to breathe in, but then all I want to inhale right now is her sweet floral scent. 

      “But you want to,” I say. 

      “Yes,” she dares to admit. “I do. And I hate that I do. I shouldn’t care, because you’re—”

      “I’m not an arrogant asshole.”

      She studies me a moment, and I can feel a subtle softening of her body, see a warming in her eyes as she says, “Make me believe it,” and with that statement, she lets me know that she’s in this with me. That she still wants her one and done. 

      My lips curve and my cock hardens, pressing against my zipper when I want it pressing between her thighs. Holy hell. I’ve wanted those thighs wrapped around me from the moment this woman pissed me the fuck off in the coffee shop. It made no sense then. Nothing with this woman does, but it doesn’t have to. One and done. 

      The elevator dings and I hold on to her. I don’t want to let her go. I want to take her upstairs, when that is not a place I welcome women, not ever. And yet I brought her to this elevator. It’s a realization that has me releasing her arm, and not because I’ve changed my mind about my one and done. But because I want the control this woman has taken from me. She doesn’t get to hide behind my choices and my decisions. 

      “Come upstairs with me,” I say, and while the words are not a question, I back away and lean against the inner frame of the elevator, holding the door open, forcing her to make the next move. To change the dynamic with her actions. She stares at the car, not at me, seconds ticking by before her gaze finds mine, her green stare piercing. I arch a brow in question. 

      “What’s upstairs?”

      “The top floors are residential. I own an apartment here.”

      She laughs without humor. “I had a meeting with Dan in your building.”

      “Yes. You did. And for the record, he knows I live here.”

      “You thought I knew.” She doesn’t give me time to respond. “You thought—I didn’t know.”

      I want to believe her. Too fucking much. I want to fuck her. Too fucking much. “Come upstairs with me, Cat.”

      She answers by walking to me and joining me in the doorway, but she doesn’t touch me. She tilts her delicate little chin up, but there is nothing delicate about her will when her eyes once again meet mine, as she says, “I did not plot against you. I did not ever plan to write a book with Dan. I do, however, regret not texting you about this meeting, when you don’t deserve that regret right now. And I meant what I said. I really am going to bow out of this book deal. If you really don’t believe those things, I need to go home.”

      “Why does it matter what I believe if we’re just fucking?”

      “Because you just told me to make you believe it, and that is a clear statement that you are fucking me just to prove to me and you that I can’t hurt you. I have no impact on your life whatsoever. I’m just a fuck. And that’s fine. I’m just a fuck and so are you to me, but that’s supposed to equal an escape that feels good.” 

      My hands go to her waist, and I walk her into me, her legs now pressed to mine, her hands forced to rest on my chest, where I want them willingly. “Sweetheart,” I say, “I promise you that I’m going to make every lick, kiss, and touch as good as the moment before you orgasm.”

      “I don’t doubt that you’ll make feel good in the moment, Reese. I don’t doubt that this will make you feel like you won in some way I don’t fully understand. And I think you might enjoy that feeling in the morning. I don’t think I will. And not only does that defeat the entire premise of a one night stand, but I just talked myself out of this.” She presses against my chest and tries to move away. I don’t even think about letting her go. I don’t just want her. I crave this woman. 

      Voices sound in the near distance, and I react instantly, not about to create a moment that embarrasses Cat or loses her. “I was an asshole,” I say, and my hands come down on her hips. “I judged you.” I maneuver her into the elevator and into the corner. I punch in my code to the elevator and focus on what matters. Cat. My hands go to her face. “I’ll make it up to you.” 

      “You were an asshole.”

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I repeat, pressing my cheek to hers, my lips at her ear, as I say, “I promise you, sweetheart, that every kiss, every touch, every lick, will be as good as the moment before your next orgasm.”

      Her fingers curl around my lapels, and I can feel the subtle softening of her body as she replies with a raspy, “Does that promise include the words ‘I’m sorry’?”

      I ease back to look at her. “I’ll say I’m sorry, Ms. Manners,” I assure her, “if you’ll say please.”

      “You have a reason to say I’m sorry,” she counters. “You haven’t given me a reason to say please.”

      And there it is. Yet another challenge by this woman that stirs ten levels of heat in my blood. The elevator dings and the doors begin to open. I lace my fingers with hers and tug her against me. “You do know that you can’t issue a challenge like that one to a man, and not give him a chance to make good on it, don’t you?”

      “I’ll stay, but you do know that ‘please’ is a word that, when used in this particular context, has performance implications, I assume?” 

      I laugh, and my cock twitches. “We’ll let your manners decide my performance.” 

      “I guess we will,” she says, and it’s officially game time: The kind where she’s naked and eventually I will be, too. After she says please.
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      Time and mistakes have taught me that success and winning don’t equal control, as my father and my two of my three brothers would have me believe. Making your own choices is what gives you control. Owning those decisions, and your own happiness, your own pleasure: That is control. 

      As Reese and I walk down the long hallway to his apartment, and he pulls me close with his big, powerful arm, I’m aware of where we’re headed. I know that the warmth pooling in my belly and the heaviness in my breasts is a prelude not just to sex, but to me willingly allowing him the kind of control that enables him to make me say please. That’s my decision. That’s me owning my pleasure. And despite Reese being everything I don’t want in a man: Arrogant, rich, and powerful, and too good looking to live amongst us real humans, somehow he is exactly what I need. I don’t analyze why. I don’t have to understand.

      It’s one night.

      And that is what I want. It’s freedom from inhibitions and complications, and yet as we draw to a halt at his apartment door, and I watch him unlock it, nerves flutter in my belly. I never get nervous with men. Not since law school, when winning mock-courtroom battles had meant finding a comfort level in my own skin and on my own. The problem is perhaps that I’ve let Reese get too far under my skin as well. I know him. I’ve talked to him. I’ve enjoyed engaging conversations. I’ve looked forward to our little encounters and exchanges. And since I’m still talking to myself in my head, I tell myself that all of that was just foreplay, the lead-in to a good show. Nothing more. 

      Reese opens his door, but I don’t turn to face him. I stare into his dark apartment. 

      “Cat,” he compels softly. “Look at me.”

      “No,” I say, and it’s not defiance. That’s not what I feel. It’s simply a negative that is perhaps an inherent need to challenge anyone who might have the ability to control me without me realizing I’ve allowed it to happen. Reese is one of those men who sneaks up on you and does such a thing, so yes, I decide. I need him to know that every bit of control I give him tonight is my decision, not his. 

      Which is why I move forward, entering his apartment on my own, my feet traveling a dark hallway. I make it all of three steps before a light illuminates a path paved with mahogany hardwood floors, which curves left and forms what is nearly a half-circle. On either side of me there are arched alcoves filled with books, and my mind craves a peek at each title, but that would mean discovering more about this man outside pleasure. I know this isn’t what we’re about, but I still find myself glancing at a shelf filled with books on art, a few of my favorite artists featured. 

      I shake off the idea of mutual interest that could be more show for him than it is enjoyment for me. I exit into a living area that is a wide tunnel of floor-to-ceiling windows framing gray couches, a round coffee table in the center. A flat screen television hangs from a built-in drop in the center of the front window. The room is stunningly elegant and decidedly masculine. A room decorated simply, with no place to hang a painting. Nor are there photographs of family anywhere in the room. Despite this, it feels like Reese. 

      I ponder why this is, but without a definitive answer, as I walk to one of the two white pillars dividing the glass left and right, and rest my hand on it. Stars speckle the sky with white lights, while below them the colorful painting that is New York City’s lights in the night sky. Music begins to play, a song I do not know, soft, sexy, edgy. Reese could be described as hard, sexy, and edgy. 

      Those nerves I’d hoped to leave in the hallway are alive and well, in residence in my belly with a few flutters rising to my chest. It’s adrenaline. It’s anticipation, which we’ve worked as one might believe an artist would work to master the colors on a canvas. And we’ve done so with apparent attention to dramatics, considering the turbulence of our week-long connection. Goosebumps rise on my nape, beneath my hairline, a prelude to Reese stepping behind me. I face him to find that his suit jacket and tie are gone, and there is a drink in his hand. “Johnnie Walker?” he asks, offering his glass to me. 

      I stare down at his hand where it holds the glass, a strong hand that is free of any jewelry, anticipation fluttering through me with the certainty that it will soon be on my body. With that thought, my gaze pulls up and collides with his, the impact of that connection not only stealing my breath. I can’t just look at him and not feel him everywhere. I can’t just speak to him and not want to know more. 

      He arches a brow, indicating the glass he’s still offering me. “No thank you,” I say, shocked at how breathless I both sound and feel. “I don’t drink well.” And I want to remember this night, I add silently. Every moment. 

      “Meaning what?” he surprises me by asking, when I’d expect him to just get on to the naked part of this encounter.

      “Meaning I’m a cheap date. Half a glass of anything and I’m on my ass.”

      “A few sips will calm your nerves.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      He leans in, and suddenly his breath is warm on my cheek, his hand right there with it. His lips are a lean from mine. “Liar,” he whispers, before his mouth caresses mine, a barely-there touch before he pulls back, one hand on the pillar above me. “A few sips,” he urges.

      My hands press to the concrete at my sides, rather than to his chest, where they’d rather settle. “I don’t like whiskey.”

      “You don’t like feeling out of control,” he accuses.

      “No,” I say. “I don’t.”

      “You know what that tells me?” His hand is suddenly scorching my waist, his cheek against mine as he says, “I’m not the only one who’s been burned.” 

      “That’s not what you said earlier.”

      “I was wrong, Cat, and I’m sorry. See?” His lips quirk. “I have manners. All for you. But if you’re honest with yourself, and me, you’ve been just as guilty of judging me like someone in your past.” 

      Guilt stabs at me, and I think of my many assumptions about him the first time I met him, and actually since. And because he’s being honest, I don’t deny him the same from me. “Yes,” I admit. “You’re right. And I was wrong. And I’m sorry. Since I said that, does this mean I get to make you say please, too?”

      His lips curve. “Sweetheart, when it comes to you, you got it. Please. And I repeat—please to everything.” His voice lowers, turns gravelly. “I want you. Really fucking bad.”

      There is something so raw, and yes, again I think, honest, about this man, and I want to believe that’s real, not a façade. I really want it to be real. “I want you, too,” I say. “Please. And now that you have your please, what next?” 

      “The hard part. Trust.” He shakes the ice in the glass. “Just a few sips.” 

      The drink is a request for that trust he’s just mentioned. I know it. I see it in his eyes. Or I’m overthinking one night. I suddenly decide that taking the edge off might be just fine right about now. I reach for the glass, and the touch of our fingers is a charge up my arm. And for the first time since I met him, I cut my gaze and tilt back the glass, letting the rich, spiced liquid touch my tongue. I manage all of two deep drinks and his hand is on mine, pulling the glass from my lips. “Enough,” he says roughly. “I want you to relax. I don’t want you numb. I don’t want you to forget.” He downs the drink and sets the glass somewhere. I don’t know where. Maybe on a ledge wrapping the window, before his hands are above me on the pillar. 

      His eyes are fixed on my face rather than my body, and while there is no place where we are touching, I can feel the warmth of his body radiating against mine, which promises heat where there is a mere simmer. 

      “One and done, right?” he asks. 

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “How many one night stands have you had?”

      “One and done means you don’t get to ask those questions,” I counter.

      “We aren’t strangers who just hooked up without knowing each other.”

      “We are strangers,” I insist. “Most people always are, in fact, strangers, and you’re too good an attorney not to know that.”

      “Explain.”

      “Why are we talking?” 

      But he doesn’t allow me to dodge my meaning. “Explain,” he insists.

      “People live in our worlds, but never really see beneath the surface. They never even try. It’s how passion hides lies and love hides hate. How sex is an escape and not a confession of the soul.”

      He studies me, his expression unreadable while the music changes, and I know this song. A Jason Aldean duet with Kelly Clarkson, “Don’t You Wanna Stay,” which is somehow an unexpected choice for Reese, but it reminds me that I’ve started to know the man beneath the lawyer and asshole. A country boy with a family ranch, who is more than the suit he wears as armor in a courtroom. Perhaps in life. But as the words fill the air, it’s not his past that speaks to me or us. It’s the now, the here, the possibilities. 

      Don't you wanna stay here a little while

      Don't you wanna hold each other tight

      Don't you wanna fall asleep with me tonight

      That last line quakes inside me, and suddenly Reese’s fingers are tangling in my hair, his mouth lingering just above mine. “Sleep is overrated,” he says, obviously referencing the song, a moment before his mouth crashes over mine, his tongue doing a wicked, smooth slide against mine, and then it is gone. 

      He lingers close a moment, breathing with me, and then, without warning, he turns me around, pulling my backside to his front, our bodies melded intimately together. And for just a moment, or two or ten, I think…I think he just breathes me in, and it’s quite possibly the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. My body responds as if he’s touching me, goosebumps lifting on my skin. My nipples are tight, aching buds. My panties clingy and damp. Suddenly, and yet not sudden at all, he is dragging my jacket away, his hands caressing my bare arms along the away, his touch light, but every part of my body is now laden with a warm, needy sensation. 

      He tosses my jacket aside. I don’t know where and I don’t care. I try to turn to face him, but he catches my hip. “Not yet,” he says, his voice a low, sexy rasp I feel straight to my toes. 

      His fingers caress my hair to the side, over one of my shoulders, his lips touching the delicate skin of my nape. A tiny kiss that leaves me tingling all over as he reaches for the zipper of my dress and, with deliberate laziness, slowly tugs it downward. Inch by inch, it travels from my shoulder blades down to my lower back, the cool air of the room contrasting the combustible heat of anticipation: What comes next? What will he do? What will I do? 

      Questions that Reese answers when his deft fingers unhook my bra. He kisses my neck again, a whisper of a touch that shivers through me. His hands find my shoulders, and in a blink I’m naked to the waist. In another blink, he’s caressing the material over my hips and my clothing pools at my ankles. Instinct has me ready to untangle my feet, but, showing he does have manners, he doesn’t leave me a tangled mess. His powerful arm wraps around my waist, and he lifts me, his foot scooting aside my clothing. 

      The moment my feet are back on the ground, I am aware of my naked body being the only naked body in this room. Seeking to remedy that fact, and maintain some semblance of control, I twist around to face him. In the process, his arm has managed to remain around my waist, my hands have settled on his chest, and our eyes have collided. I forget control. I forget everything but these few seconds in which this warm blanket of intimacy wraps around us and steals my breath. 

      And then in the next moments, in which his eyes lower to my naked breasts, where they linger for countless seconds, my aching nipples pucker beneath his inspection before his gaze returns to mine. “You’re as perfect as I knew you would be,” he says, his voice managing to be both sandpaper and silk on my nerve endings, as he adds, “and almost as naked as I want you to be.”

      The idea that he has wanted me as much as I have wanted him does funny things to my stomach, but more so, delivers an unexpected wave of illogical vulnerability. This is sex. The end. I don’t want or need to feel anything more. I want and need him naked and fucking me now, fast, hard. That’s safe. Desperate to find that safe place, to shift the control from him to me, I push to my toes, my breasts molding to his chest, and press my lips to his lips. They are warm, and he is hard everywhere I am soft. 

      And his response to my kiss, the answering moan I am rewarded with, is white-hot fire in my blood that he ignites further with a deep, sizzling stroke of his tongue. He slants his mouth over mine, deepening the connection, kissing me with a fierceness no other man ever has, but then some part of me has known from moment one that he is like no man I have ever known. Which explains why he is everything I want. And nothing about this night is what I expected, any more than this man is anything I can control. 

      But there is something intensely arousing about the idea of trying. 

      As if claiming I am reaching for the impossible, he molds me closer, his hand between my shoulder blades, his tongue playing wickedly with mine, but I meet him stroke for stroke, arching into him. He cups my ass and pulls me solidly against his erection. He wins this one. Now I am the one moaning, arching into him, and I welcome the intimate connection. I burn for the moment he will be inside me. 

      But I also want him to burn for this just as much as I do, and I need to touch this man. Really, really, need to touch him. My hand presses between us, and I stroke the hard line of his shaft. Reese tears his mouth from mine, pressing me hard against the pillar supporting the window again, and when his hands leave my body, when his palms press to the concrete above me again, I sense his withdrawal is about control. I was winning. I confirm that as reality when our eyes lock, and the dash of fire in his eyes is lit by one part passion and one part challenge. 

      “If I slide my fingers between your legs right now,” he says, “will you be wet for me? Are you ready for me?”

      “Why don’t you find out for yourself?” I dare him, testing him, pushing him, and I don’t even know why.

      “If I lick your clit, will you moan for me?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “Answer, Cat,” he orders, his voice low, gruff. Aroused. And God, I love the way he manages to be power and control, and yet, intentionally or unintentionally, he doesn’t deny me the understanding that I do this to him. It empowers and emboldens me. So when he pushes, when he says, “If I lick your clit—”

      “Please,” I say. “Is that where this is going? Can we get it over with and just have you get to it?”

      His lips curve, with just a hint of wickedness to them that tells me he plans to make me say that word about ten more times before this night is over. And I’m okay with that, I realize. Because that is the glory of one night. I can enjoy every moment of challenge with this man, but I don’t have to be in control until tomorrow. And he doesn’t get to be in control tomorrow.
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      As if he’s heard my mental push and pull over control, Reese stakes his claim on those rights. His fingers close around my panties and he rips them away, leaving me in only my thigh-highs and high heels. I gasp with the unexpected action, and then inhale with the anticipation of what comes next. Only it doesn’t happen. He doesn’t touch me. His hand returns to the pillar above my head, and he stares down at me with half-veiled eyes. Waiting on my reaction. Maybe he wants me to say, Please touch me. Maybe he wants to frustrate me into finally hitting him. I aspire to give him the calm that is unexpected. 

      “You have on too many clothes,” I say, pushing off the pillar and reaching for the buttons on his shirt. 

      He doesn’t stop me, but still, he doesn’t touch me, which leads me to more questions. I don’t know if this means he intends to allow me to have more control than I’d believed he would, or if this is all part of a power play—the latter, I assume. Whatever the case, I want him naked, and I’m already working button number two out of the hole. Once I finish with number three, intent on reaching for number four, he rewards my efforts by pulling the shirt over his head. He takes a step backward and tosses the shirt behind him, toward the couch, while I admire his broad, well-muscled chest. The dusting of dark hair I find there leading my eyes along a downward trail to my intended below-the-belt destination. 

      I step toward Reese at the same moment he steps toward me, and he wins the battle of what comes next. Suddenly he’s turned me to face the pillar again, forcing me to catch myself with my palms against the concrete before me. And then he is at my feet, fingers wrapping my ankles, lips on my backside. Hands caress a path all the way to my hips, until one hand flattens on my belly and he stands up again, cradling my body with his. His lips are at my ear as he says, “After tonight,” he says, his hands cupping my ass, “I won’t be the stranger you claimed me to be anymore.” His hands curve around my hips, his palms coming back to explore my backside, tracking the curve in the most intimate of ways, trailing lower, down my thighs and back again, until he gives my backside a quick smack. My lips part in surprise, and I am panting. I arch forward, pressing into his hand that now cups my breast, fingers pinching my nipple, a bittersweet friction that is part relief and part tease.

      His palm flattens firmly onto my back, holding me in place, and oh God, the fingers of his other hand slide between my thighs, curving so that he cups my sex and strokes my clit at the same time. 

      “That’s right, sweetheart,” he murmurs, his leg pressing between mine, inching them apart, his fingers teasing the sensitive, swollen flesh of my sex. “I wonder if you’d let a stranger make you this wet?” His hand on my back caresses over my ribs, and he moves to palm my other breast this time, flicking my nipple. 

      “You are a stranger,” I murmur, but I’m not exactly sure if I say the words or think them. I’m lost in sensory overload, his teeth scraping my shoulder, lips pressing to my neck, his breath a warm tickle, and his fingers are doing such spectacular things between my legs and to my nipples that I might shatter any moment. 

      His teeth that were on my shoulder are now nibbling my ear, and that tweak of sensation radiates through my sex, where I ache to feel him inside me. “Am I still a stranger, Cat?” he demands. “Or do I need to lick you to orgasm before I become a friend? Because I’m going to, you know. I’m going to lick you until you don’t even know what one and done means anymore.” 

      I moan with his words, and I’m no longer leaning into the pillar. I’ve somehow arched against him, and he’s holding my weight, one hand cupping my breast, my hand over his hand. His other hand strokes my sex, and with the next flick of my clit, I gasp and then tremble into release, my body quaking with the impact.

      Reese doesn’t stop touching me, and he seems to instinctively know just what I need. He slows, softens, eases me into that moment when my legs might give out, but he’s holding me, anchoring me. I expect, even want him to just bend me over and fuck me then, but nothing with Reese is that one and done. He turns me, stroking my cheek, my hair, and then he is kissing me, a slow slide of tongue that is so damn sexy. I moan into his mouth. He responds with this low, guttural sound, deepening the kiss as he does. And just like that, we go from slow and sensual to hungry and intense. 

      “I need to be inside you,” he growls near my ear.

      “Yes,” I say, “please.”

      He pulls back, and when he looks at me, I expect victory in his stare, but that’s not what I find. His expression is unreadable, those gorgeous blue eyes probing mine, searching for some unnamed something. Suddenly, the fingers of one of his hands curl around my neck and he pulls my mouth near his. I think he will speak. I can almost taste his words on my lips and I want to know them, to understand them the way he was just trying to understand me. But he never speaks them. He kisses me, and I kiss him. 

      He reaches into his pocket and produces a condom, and for just a moment I consider tossing it away. I’m on the pill, and the delay that a condom gives is already too long, giving me time to feel how out there on a ledge I am with this man, how into this man I am. But he’s unzipping his pants, and being the logical, smart person I am, I also remind myself that condoms protect us from many things. Clinical isn’t emotional. 

      I reach for his pants, but it’s like this man senses and shuts down the roadblock my mind throws between us, because he doesn’t put the condom on. He scoops me up into his arms and starts walking. In those moments, naked and cradled in his arms, I am again aware of how affected I am by this man, how vulnerable that makes me. He cuts between the couches to an oversize plush gray cloth chair and ottoman. It’s large enough that he goes down on it with me, behind me, my body curled in front of his. 

      He shifts behind me, and I can I hear the tearing of foil, that condom now in place, his pants disappearing. Once he’s naked, his cock thick between my legs, and his big, wonderful body curved around mine, that condom doesn’t feel so clinical. I don’t feel it at all. I feel his hand on my breast, his erection up and down in the wet heat of my aching sex. It’s torture. I need everything I don’t have right now. 

      “Reese—”

      He thrusts into me, hard and deep, burying himself to the hilt and moaning with the impact. I moan with him and gasp when he shifts my hips, finding a deeper spot. There is no time to revel in the fullness of him inside me, the completeness my body needs. He thrusts again, and the movement radiates through me. I grab his hand where it holds my breast. I arch into him, against him, pressing toward the next pump of his hard body inside mine. 

      In a remote part of my mind, I think of the absence of his mouth. I want to kiss him. I want him to want to kiss me. I know the irony of this. I want barriers. I don’t want to be vulnerable, but I want his mouth. I want all I can get of this man right now, and that is when he does that thing he does again, where he reads my mind. He pulls out of me and turns me around, his leg between mine, his hand under my hair around my neck. His mouth is a breath from mine as he presses back inside me. His cock thrusts inside me at the same moment his tongue strokes my tongue. 

      With him touching me, kissing me, pressing inside me, the bloom of orgasm is swift. I want to hide from it. I want to stay here, in the middle of bliss. I want to die here, a happy woman, but he is pumping into me, hands on my body, driving me wild, and I am weak. I stiffen, frozen in the moment before I shatter, my body clenching the hard length of him and shooting darts of pure, white-hot bliss to every nerve ending I own.

      A guttural sound escapes his lips, and he buries himself deep and hard inside me, shuddering his own release. I want to move, to push against him, to be a part of his pleasure as he was, and is, mine, but I am paralyzed in the aftermath of back-to-back orgasms. 

      For a few moments, the world fades and we are lost in a bubble that consumes only us, where no one else can intrude, and where nothing but satisfaction exists. When we finally return to the present, it’s not a bad place to be. He’s still inside me, his forehead pressed to mine, his breathing mingling with mine. He reaches up and gently drags his knuckles over my cheek. “Am I still a stranger, Cat?”

      “You’re still an asshole,” I murmur.

      He smiles. 

      “Or course I am. But am I still a stranger?” 

      I don’t answer. It’s feels like a trick, or a door that wants to be opened, one that I shouldn’t open, only I really want to kick it down. He tangles fingers in my hair and gently tugs until my gaze meets his. “Am I still a stranger, Cat?”

      “Fucking me changes nothing. You’re still a stranger.”

      “And if I want to change that?”

      Another trick question. Another door I want to kick open, but I’m not a sadist. I don’t like pleasure that becomes pain. But when I open my mouth to tell him no, I can’t get myself to say it.
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      I’m saved from defining Reese as a stranger or otherwise when my cellphone rings and jolts me back to reality. “My agent. I was supposed to call her about that meeting with Dan. I’m sure he’s already called the publisher.” I try to roll away, but Reese doesn’t allow me such an easy escape. 

      He releases my hair but catches my leg. “You can call her back in sixty seconds. To be clear, we’re not done. We’ve barely gotten started.” He rolls off the chair. 

      I will my racing heart to calm and do the same, oh so aware of just how naked I am right now, and how my dress is a very long walk away. Actually, I really don’t know how far. I have no clue where it landed, but it’s nowhere I easily spy. My phone starts ringing again, which is a clear sign someone, most likely my agent, really needs to reach me. Reese hands me my purse and I grab it, also oh so aware of how naked he is. “Thank you,” I murmur, accepting my purse and retrieving my phone from inside.

      “My agent,” I confirm, as Reese scoops up his pants and delivers me a view of his bare ass, so delicious that it could feed fifty nations. 

      “Hey, Liz,” I say into the phone as he covers the view with his pants, and I answer my call. 

      “Dan called the publisher and said you were a bitch.”

      I scowl. “Did Dan actually say that I was a bitch, or did you add your normal colorful wording in the replay?”

      “I’m quoting Dan, according to your editor.”

      “He’s such a gentleman,” I snap sarcastically as Reese grabs a blanket from the couch and settles the soft gray material around my shoulders. I glance up at him, but he’s walking away, all loose-legged male swagger that was just pressed next to me in all the right ways. 

      “No comment?” Liz asks. 

      “I think he said it all for both of us, don’t you? It’s done.”

      “What happened?” Liz presses. “I need details.”

      “We can’t work together and I’m going to make this easy on all involved. I’m out. I’m not writing a book about this trial.”

      “What? Are you insane? This is a six figure deal. In New York City, you don’t walk away from that.”

      “This has never been about money to me,” I say as Reese reappears, a black T-shirt stretching over that incredible chest of his, another draped over his shoulder, and that loose-legged swagger of his is rather addictive to watch. 

      “No, but,” Liz says, snapping my attention back to the call, and sparing me the embarrassment of staring at Reese, as she adds, “smart people with money keep their money by never walking away from large sums of money. Especially when that money is a gateway to much more money.”

      “You’re not getting it,” I say. “This is wrong for me,” and it’s then that Reese joins me, and I silently add: Just like the man now sitting on the coffee table in front of me, staring at me, only feels pretty right every time I’m with him. 

      “We need to meet. Where are you? I’ll come to you.”

      “Now isn’t a good time,” I say, and sit up straighter. “I have to write my column.”

      “Tomorrow, then. We’ll have lunch.”

      I firm my voice and attitude, which is the only way to win Liz over. “I’m not changing my mind, therefore, I’ll call you Monday.”

      “They’ll drop you if you shut this down,” Liz says of my publisher.

      “I don’t like being bullied,” I say, my voice going from firm to angry. “And if you support me, then don’t participate in bullying me. I’ll call you Monday.” I hang up without looking at Reese, who is part of why I feel cornered right now, professionally and personally. “I have to write my column.” I start to get up, but I’m not holding the stupid blanket, and it slides away, straight to the ground. 

      I grab for it and drop my phone. I’m exposed and truly so very naked in every way with this man, but rather than looking me over, Reese produces that extra shirt he’d been holding. “I brought it for you,” he offers, his eyes meeting mine in one pulsing moment that steals my voice. 

      I nod my appreciation, but when I would take the shirt from him, he’s already pulling it over my head. It drops around my body and I slip my arms inside the oversized sleeves, which aren’t oversized for him at all, I’m sure. “Thank you,” I manage now, and dare to meet his stare, and that pulse is back, this charge between us that I’ve never experienced with any other man. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I’m so affected by him, I don’t know if I’m coming or going. 

      I’m falling for this man. I’m going to get hurt. “I need to go,” I say, but when I would move, his hands catch my legs, under his shirt, scorching me with the touch. 

      “Don’t go,” he says. 

      “I have to work.” 

      “You can work here. I have to work, too. We’ll order in dinner. Cat.” He softens his voice. “I want you to stay.”

      He says these words as if they are a confession, but a confession of what? Needing me? Wanting me? He’s already said those things. I search his face, looking for an answer, when I don’t even know the real question, and for the first time since we met, I see the shadows in the depths of his stare: the hints of damage, maybe even pain, that he’s hinted at but I’ve dismissed. I don’t dismiss them now. I wonder if I’ve missed them or if he’s chosen to show them to me now. My chest tightens with this possibility, with the idea that he might be willingly exposing a piece of himself to me, no longer allowing me to call him a stranger. Yes. I believe he is, and this matters to me. I am naked with this man in ways I did not intend to be, but I’m still sitting here, wanting more of him. 

      “Stay,” he repeats. “I want you to stay, Cat.”

      “Yes,” I whisper and I could leave it right there, but for reasons I don’t understand, it doesn’t feel like enough. “I want to stay.” 

      His eyes warm with my response and there is a shift between us in that moment. I feel him becoming more to me than I planned, and maybe I am to him as well. I can’t be sure. I don’t know. All I know is that my guard is too easily falling, and every warning I’d issued in my mind about “men like Reese” feels as wrong as tonight, and this man feels right.

      He reaches up and brushes hair behind my ear. “God, you’re beautiful, Cat,” he murmurs, a raspy, tormented quality to his voice that says more than the compliment. 

      I am shaken by the spontaneity and emotion in his words and the rush of emotion I feel in response. I reach forward and curl my fingers at his jaw. “Everyone starts as a stranger,” I say, and this time I don’t go on, I don’t tell him how easy it is to be naked and still alone. I don’t tell him how easy it is for lies to read like truth. 

      He cups my hand and leads it to his lips, where he kisses it. “And everyone who matters once did not.” His lips curve, the mood shifting between us once again, lightening with the mischief that is suddenly in his eyes. “Will you tell me your secrets, Cat? Pepperoni or no pepperoni?”

      I laugh. “Most definitely pepperoni,” I say, not sure any man has taken me on a whirlwind of emotions like this one. “What about you?”

      “Double pepperoni,” he says quite seriously, before kissing my hand and setting it on my leg. “There’s a place on the corner that can have it here in thirty minutes.”

      “I’m in love with the idea of pizza,” I say, “but I hate I’ll have to work while we eat.” I grab my phone and look at the time. “Yikes. I can’t believe I’ve left myself two hours to make press deadline. I’m not used to a Friday deadline. This is a special edition for the trial this week.”

      “Because of the trial and my failure to nail a dismissal,” he murmurs under his breath before adding, “I need to work, too. Do you want to order now or wait until you’re about thirty minutes from finishing up?”

      “Do you mind waiting?”

      “Not at all. Better yet, the restaurant downstairs makes a killer sandwich tray I order on later nights. Why don’t I order that? It has, like, six different options. Then there is no pressure as to when to order or eat.”

      “Even better,” I say. “I like that idea.”

      “Do you want something to drink? Wine or—”

      “No alcohol, please,” I say. “Just water if you have it. I don’t want to get sleepy.”

      “I most definitely don’t want you to get sleepy. I’ll order a pot of coffee.”

      I laugh at his extreme swing. “That actually sounds good.”

      He tugs his phone from his pocket and punches a button, and quickly orders. “Done,” he says setting his phone on the coffee table. “Do you want to work here or do you need a desk?”

      “Where are you working?”

      “Right by your side, sweetheart.”

      I’m surprised by how much I like this answer. Maybe more than I should. But “more than I should” could be my theme song with Reese. “Do you need a desk?” 

      “I’m going to catch up on e-mail, so I’m fine here.”

      “I’m eying a spot on the floor in front of the coffee table.”

      “I’ll grab my MacBook and join you.” I think he will get up, but he’s suddenly leaning in and cupping my face, his breath a warm tickle on my lips. “Just so we’re clear, Cat. I don’t invite women to my house. You wouldn’t be here if I planned to stay a stranger.”

      “And if I say you have no choice?” 

      “Then I’ll kiss you a little deeper and fuck you a little harder, until you want to know me the way I’ve decided I want to know you. And that’s just for starters.”

      He stands up and walks away, leaving my mind reeling with the most important question of this moment: How much deeper and harder?
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      I don’t invite women to my house.

      When I’d said those words to Cat, I’d meant them, and yet here Cat is, sitting on my floor in front of my couch, in my house. Here I am, sitting on the floor next to her after setting our food on the table in front of us, damn glad she is. Though I’m not sure she’s actually aware that I’m here anymore, considering I stood up, walked to the door to grab our food, and rejoined her, and she hasn’t looked up from the screen of her MacBook. Her focus and intensity over her work, paired with her educated and thoughtful written words, tell me what I already know without the research I could do: She was a killer attorney, just as she’s a phenomenal writer. The truth is that, despite my momentary frustration during our coffee shop encounter, Cat had me at “hello,” or perhaps “asshole.” 

      I smile and turn back to my computer, remembering the way she’d tugged on my sleeve at the coffee shop and then scowled at me: beautiful and fierce. My obsession for this woman had started then, when my only obsession has ever been my work. I answer a few e-mails and absently reach for one of the homemade potato chips that had been delivered right along with the sandwiches. Apparently, Cat has the same idea at the same moment, and our hands collide. Cat laughs this feminine, sweet laugh and gives me a sweet, green-eyed stare, both of which are as good as foreplay. I’m there. I’m hard. I want to fuck her all over again. “Oops,” she says. “You first.”

      “Ladies first,” I say. “Manners are important, after all.” I smile and add, “Especially the word please.”

      Her cheeks flush a pretty pink, but she still answers without missing a beat. “Please is very important.”

      I give her a wink and we both return our attention to our computers. I answer a few more messages and we both munch on sandwiches and chips as we work. An hour later, Cat sighs and says, “Done.” She glances over at me. “Can I help with trial research? I’m good at it. I still do it for my work now.”

      “Right now,” I say, shutting my MacBook, “I’m done.” I face her, my elbow on the table. “I’ve just been answering emails that are mostly a gaggle of press requests.” 

      “I’m not one of them,” she says, facing me as well. “You know that, right? I don’t chase a scoop or even a story. I know I’ve said that but—” 

       “I know that, Cat.” I reach over and trail my fingers down her cheeks. “There is a way you can actually can help me, though.”

      “Okay. Great. I want to help. How?”

      “Read me your closing statement. I need some outside perspective for mine.”

      “Of course. I wanted you to read it before it publishes anyway.” She moves from the floor to the couch and sets her MacBook in her lap. “Just the close, right?” 

      I nod and join her, claiming the cushion next to her. “Yes. Right now, I want to home in on where you landed by the end of the week, good or bad. That will tell me where the jury might have landed as well.” 

      “The jury should be with me on this,” she says, and shakes her hands. “Okay. I know it’s silly but I always get nervous when I read my own words and when I know it’s too late to change them. And it is. I sent this in to my editorial team last minute.” 

       “I get it. I get nervous during opening and closing statements, especially in these televised trials.”

      “But not in the middle of the trial?”

      “Once I clear the opening statement, I’m in a comfort zone right up until closing.” 

      “Your opening was brilliant, by the way.”

      “As much as I appreciate that, we both know the only thing that matters is the outcome. And nothing you do in a trial is brilliant enough unless you get the outcome you want.” I tap her MacBook. “I want to hear your closing.”

      “Right. Okay.” She starts to read: 

      This trial has highlighted the tragic end to a woman and child. What it has not highlighted is evidence. Not once have I been given a reason to give my own personal verdict of “guilty.” And yes, I know it’s easy to hate a man who is good looking, rich, and seems to have it all, which sums up the defendant. That is what the prosecution seems to be counting on. That you will hate him for having it all. But I certainly hope the jurors remember that among the many reasons America is the greatest country on the earth is our court system. We are innocent until proven guilty, and we can’t take that for granted. That is not how the system works around the world. And we must all think that if somehow, some way, you or your loved one was charged with a crime, would you want yourself, or them, to be convicted based on the court of public opinion? If there is no evidence, the jury must acquit. Don’t be appalled and horrified when they do what is right. Be appalled and horrified that we wasted time and money, and that the killer, whoever it might be, is still free to live and enjoy life. There is one woman and unborn child that cannot say the same. Too often prosecutors lack the courage to wait for the evidence they need to convict a suspect, and rush to charge too soon. When they do, they fail us all. Until then, —Cat. 

      She sets her computer on the coffee table. “That’s it for tomorrow, which you know, but I have until Sunday night to submit a follow-up that prints on Monday.” 

      I sit there a minute, digesting her closing and scrub my jaw. “You might not need a drink, but I do believe I could use another.” 

       “I thought you’d be pleased with my closing. It favors you.” 

      “It drives home every failure I’ve had in this trial.”

      “Failure?” she asks. “What failure, Reese? You’re the one who’s nailed this trial.”

      “If I had nailed it, we’d have gotten that dismissal I asked for today.”

      “That’s the judge caving to the court of public opinion. And between you and I, I got the impression from my agent that both your competing counsel and the potential publisher of his book believe he will lose this case.”

      “And yet they want the person who has hit him at every turn, journalistically speaking, to help him write his book?”

      “I thought it was insane as well, which is why I asked that very question. They said it was because of the framework of the book pitch.”

      “Which is what?” I hold up my hands in a stop sign fashion. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Of course I do. I’m wearing your T-shirt in your house, and I’m not writing a book on this trial anyway. Nor have I signed any confidentiality agreement. The angle will be ‘what the jury wasn’t allowed to know.’ They wanted me because it would be more scandalous if it was written by someone skeptical about the guilt of the accused.” 

      My brow furrows. “What the jury didn’t know? What the defense attorney didn’t know, apparently. I have no idea what that’s about. Do you?”

      “No. In hindsight, I wish I would have asked while I was with him. Dan is just such a jerk that I couldn’t get past hello and goodbye. But I can find out from my agent.”

      I study her a moment. “I heard you talking with your agent. Of course I heard you, since I was sitting in front of you. I don’t want you to turn down this book deal because of me.”

      She doesn’t immediately respond, her expression unreadable, as if she’s sitting in front of a jury, not me. “Right,” she says. “I should go.” She twists around and starts to get up. 

      I catch her arm and close the space between us, turning her to face me, my legs trapping hers. “I was not implying that we are not important. You have to know that.”

      “One and done, Reese. I get it. We agreed. And don’t worry. I’m not making life decisions based on getting naked with you.”

      “We didn’t agree on one and done.”

      “We said—”

      “You said, sweetheart. Not me. I simply confirmed your position, but never stated mine. And if I have my way, one night is the beginning and not the end. And why would you say no to that book deal?” 

      “My God,” she says dramatically. “You’re such an attorney. You just threw a snowball at me and then hit me with a loaded question while I’m trying to recover.”

      “Recover with me this weekend. And yes. I am an attorney. I’m curious as to why the word attorney is an insult to you, especially since you are one as well.”

      “Because every challenge in my life that spiraled to a place I didn’t intend involved that profession.” She looks away. “And I don’t know why I even told you that.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I say, and, having no intention of letting her run or even look away, I take her down on the couch with me. Settling her on her back and me on my side, I rest on my elbow, my leg between her legs. “Tell me more about these challenges,” I urge, my hand under her T-shirt, on her belly.

       “I can’t think when your hand is under your shirt on my body.”

       “I’ll provide leading questions,” I say. “It’s the only time I can get away with it. I assume at some point you wanted to be an attorney, since you graduated from one of the toughest schools in the country?”

      “I didn’t want to go to law school at all,” she says, rotating to her side to face me and grabbing a pillow to rest under her head. “It was expected. I know you know who my father is, and I have two brothers who are also corporate attorneys. I also have a third brother, an engineer, who went to Texas to go to law school, and changed majors without telling our father.” 

      “How angry was your father?”

      “He was a hurricane. I stayed in law school.”

      “But you went your own direction. Is that why you chose criminal law? Because your father and brothers are corporate?”

      “Yes and no. I mean, yes, I wanted and even needed my own identity, which makes another field of law logical. But I also wanted to make a difference, which is how I ended up at the DA’s office with Lauren, but you know what I found out. Politics rules, not justice. You’re doing more than I was in public service, and you’re getting paid.”

      “You could go into private practice.”

      “I don’t need a lot of money. If that’s what motivated me, I’d be working for my father like my two brothers, raking in five hundred thousand a year. And I like what I’m doing now. I still get the high of the courtroom energy and the challenge of solving each case. And I’m actually able to bring attention to the right and wrong in a courtroom in the justice system.”

      “How does your family feel about your new career?”

      “Daniel is supportive. He’s the brother that started the hurricane. He takes pictures with my book every time he sees it in stores and tells everyone that his big sister is a New York Times bestselling author. He’s proud of me and happy for me. My older brothers think I’m throwing away a career.”

      “And your father?”

      “Paid for law school for nothing.” 

      It’s the answer I expect, and I shift gears, wondering who else in her life has affected her decisions. “Why haven’t you ever been married?” 

      “I suck at relationships. Didn’t you get that from this conversation?”

       “You don’t suck at relationships because your family wants you to be an attorney and you want to be you, not one of them.”

      “I was engaged and he slept with his secretary, or rather, fucked her right on top of his desk while inconveniently forgetting that I was coming by that night. So see? I suck at relationships.”

      “He was a bastard that didn’t deserve you. That isn’t on you. How long ago was this?”

      “Two years ago.”

      “How long ago did you leave your legal career?”

      “Two years ago. Am I on the stand being questioned?”

      “He was the catalyst that changed you.”

      “Yes,” she says solemnly. “I knew it was time to live for me.”

      “He was an attorney,” I decide.

      “Yes. He was.”

      “And so the picture begins to reveal itself,” I say. “I have a stacked deck, don’t I?”

      “Pretty much.” She reaches up and touches my face. “You’re good looking, rich from what I can tell, powerful in person and on camera, and you’re learning manners. You’re the perfect heartbreaker. That makes you a perfect one and done.” 

      “In other words, you want someone unattractive, with a small wallet, and no skills at pretty much anything. Is that right?”

      “I guess I’ll just stay single,” she says. “What about you? Have you ever been married?”

      “No,” I say. “I have not. My obsession with my career hasn’t exactly been conducive for relationships, but that’s not a problem for us, Cat.”

      “Because I am one and—”

      “My new obsession,” I say, shifting our bodies to roll her to her back, with me half on top of her. “From the moment I met you, Cat.”

      “Because you thought you couldn’t have me,” she says. “Now you do. Now—”

      “I want more.” My hand caresses up her waist to her breast and I lightly tease her nipple. She pants and arches her back, pressing against my hand as I cup her breast. “Remember that word, Cat,” I say. “More. I want more.” I kiss her, and there is this crazy tenderness I feel for her that I don’t understand, that I don’t feel with women. I fuck. I move on. But holy hell, as my tongue strokes hers, I savor the taste of her, so wickedly addictive and yet so sweet, somehow vulnerable, when she is everything but innocent. 

      I work the shirt over her head, and my mouth lowers to hers, but I don’t kiss her. I linger a breath, and two and three, from a touch. Her hand goes to my face, fingers curling on my jaw. “More is better achieved without your pants on. Please take them off.”

      I’d laugh at her use of the word “please,” but I want her too fucking bad right now to do anything but feel that word in my groin. Fuck. Every moment since I met this woman, I have wanted her. And somehow she’s not a distraction from my world, but already a part of it. Maybe it’s her career that works for me. Maybe it’s her personality. Right now, it’s her fucking amazing breasts. I cup them and lick her nipples. She rewards me with these sweet, soft sounds that are so damn feminine and sexy that I want to bury myself inside her here and now. But then I’d miss the next sweet sound she makes just because I touch her, or lick her. 

      I lick a path down to her stomach, her fingers stabbing into my hair, her stomach trembling as I kiss it. And when I finally settle between her legs and blow on her clit, she grips my hair like she’s holding on for dear life, arching into me, to my mouth, to my fingers, all over again. I give her nub a tiny lick and trail it down her sex, my cock responding to the salty-sweet taste of her with a lockdown that has my balls so damn tight they ache. My hand goes under her sweet little ass and I suckle her nub now, sliding my fingers up and down her sex. Apparently, that’s the magic we’re both after. She gasps, jerks, and then starts to quake. Her orgasm is here, and so damn quickly that I know one thing for certain: No matter how tough and one and done she wants to play this, she isn’t any more done than I am. 

      I slip two fingers inside her, giving her spasming body something to hold on to until my cock finds its way to where my fingers are now. I ease her into that sweet spot that follows release, and my willpower is shot. I need to be inside her, now. I kiss her belly and she pushes to her elbows, and when her eyes meet mine, there is just a hint of that vulnerability in her stare. As if I’ve torn down some wall she didn’t intend to tear down and she’s not sure what to do about it and me. Perhaps she is thinking about how to run. 

      I decide to give her one of the many reasons to stay. I slide up her body, cup her head, and kiss her, letting her taste her on my lips. “Now I’m not just obsessed,” I say. “I’m addicted to how you taste, which means I won’t let you come that fast next time.” I leave her with that to occupy her thoughts, and push off the couch to grab the condom in my pocket before I step out of my pants and sit down on the couch beside Cat. But when I would roll on the condom, Cat is on her knees in front of me, her hand around my cock, and holy hell, I want her mouth on me, too. 

      She takes the condom from me, my cock jutting between us, thick and heavily veined with arousal. “Should I put it on now or after I find out what you taste like?” she asks. 

      “I’ll let you decide,” I say.

      Her reply is to lick my cock and send a shock wave of bliss through my body. “More?” she asks.

      “Please,” I say, without hesitation.

      She laughs that sweet laugh again, and holy hell, she is everything: Smart. Funny. Sexy. I might be in love, especially since my cock is now in her mouth.
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      Reese. Naked. Hard all over, especially his cock. My tongue licking and stroking the soft skin covering hard steel. That is where this night, and a coffee shop encounter, has taken me and us. He watches me with half-veiled eyes, or he tries. I know the moment I’ve taken him to that blissful place where you just feel and don’t think. His lashes lower, and his face and body tense with pleasure. Now I’ve reached my wanted destination, that place I’d planned to travel with him when I settled on my knees before him, where I’m the one in control, but suddenly, it’s more about his pleasure. He affects me deeply, and the validation that I do affect him as well calms me and turns me on at the same time. That I need validation says I’m a mess of complicated history, and I hate that about me, but I don’t hate him.

      I tuck the condom under his legs, ensuring it’s not lost, and one of my hands settles on his thigh, the springy hair there tickling my palm in a surprisingly erotic way, but then I am ultrasensitive, my body tingling all over. My hand is still at the base of his cock, and I drag my mouth back, no longer suckling or licking. His eyes open and I lick the salty-sweet drop of arousal pooling at the tip of his erection. It explodes on my taste buds and he moans. The sound of him turned on ignites my desire. I lick a circle around him and suckle him between my lips.

      His thigh tenses beneath my palm, and I am now the one obsessed with this man and his pleasure, but I want him to reach for me, to need that release so badly, that he can’t help himself. With this goal driving me, I begin a slow glide up and down his length, and his hips lift with me. I can almost feel his need to hold me in place, but still he does not. I draw him deeper and inch closer to him, pressing my breasts to his legs. 

      He groans and leans forward. “Enough,” he orders, reaching for me. 

      I intend to resist, to take him all the way, but he’s too strong for me to fight. I am in his lap, flush against his chest, his fingers tangling in my hair, his lips on my lips. Tongue licking into my mouth in a sultry, deep kiss. His erection is at my backside, and somehow the condom manages to find my fingers. 

      I close my hand around it and press it to his chest. Somehow our lips part and I don’t think. I just ask what comes to my mind. “Why didn’t you let me finish?”

      He pulls back and looks at me. “We finish together, sweetheart,” he says, his mouth crashing down on mine again. Together. I don’t even know what that word means. I thought I did. I wanted to know, but it feels like fiction, a story that ends badly. I don’t know why I’m even thinking about this. I don’t know what this man is doing to me. Even now, his hands traveling my back and his touch on my body affect me in a way I have never experienced. Every inch of my skin, every nerve ending, is tingling and alive. 

      “I need to be inside you,” he growls near my ear, his breath warm on my neck, before his lips brush the sensitive area.

      My body reacts to those words, my sex tightening, aching. “Yes,” I whisper. “Please.”

      I move, or he moves me, I don’t know which. I’m so damn aroused I can barely think straight. All I know is somehow, that condom gets where it needs to go, and so do I. He shifts my weight and presses into me. I pant as he enters me, stretching me, pushing deeper and deeper. 

      “Holy fuck, woman,” he murmurs, his voice low, nearly guttural, and he kisses me, fingers tangled roughly, erotically, in my hair. My hands are on his chest, my body arched over his, and when our lips part, our gazes collide, the impact stealing my breath. The air seems to thicken around us, the connection I’ve felt with this man on every one of our encounters, swelling between us, controlling me, and I think him as well. I see it in his eyes, his need, his passion for me. For us. 

      “Come here,” he orders, and I don’t really remember moving, but his hand is under my hair, around my neck, and our mouths collide in a kiss that feels different now, less about sex and more about emotion. 

      I feel this kiss in every part of my body, and those butterflies in my belly are back, but they don’t feel like nerves anymore. We begin to move together, a sexy sway and dance, our hands all over each other, and I can’t get close enough to him. I lose time. I lose the ability to worry or fear where this leads. I just want to drink him in, to inhale that spicy scent of his and taste him on my tongue. I don’t want it to end, but he cups my breast and pinches my nipple at the same time that his tongue strokes mine and his cock drives deep inside me. It’s done then. I can’t stop the white-hot fire he’s created or the orgasm that overtakes me. 

      I sink against him, my face buried in his neck as my body quakes, my sex clenching, pulling against him while he drives into me. He moans as my sex clamps down on him, a hand between my shoulder blades, molding me close. His big, powerful body shakes with release. Time is too fast, and too slow. I fade away, going deeper into the sensations rocking my body. 

      When, finally, I come back to the present, I feel him there with me, his body relaxing, mine with his, and against him. I’m numb, my limbs heavy, and Reese lays us on the couch, stroking hair from my face. “I’ll be right back,” he says, planting a tender, lingering kiss at my temple before departing. A moment later, the blanket is over me, but I’m still in the previous moment and that tender kiss. Of the many ways this man has affected me this night, that kiss, and even the blanket, affects me the most. I’ve barely had time to process these facts before he is back, condom-less, no doubt. 

      “The fireplace is on now,” he says, lying down next to me and pulling my back to his chest, my gaze landing on the flames that seem to somehow be inside the window directly across from me. 

      “I should go,” I murmur.

      “I don’t want you to go,” Reese says, hand settling on my hip, his face in my shoulder, by my neck. “Stay, Cat.”

      I know I should go. One and done and all. It’s the way you deal with men like Reese. Only he’s holding on to me really tightly. And my lashes are so very heavy.
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      A muffled ringing has me blinking my eyes open, immediately becoming aware of Reese’s big body wrapped around mine while the sound seems to be coming from somewhere on the floor. I blink again, sunlight beaming from around us. Reese is unmoving, completely knocked out. And just as good looking sound asleep as he is wide awake. 

      I know it’s the morning after, and goodbye should have been last night, but this is over, and I can’t help but touch him one last time. I reach up and trace his lips and then let the rough edges of his one-day stubble brush my skin. He blinks awake and I start to pull away, but he catches my hand. “Good morning,” he says, those blue eyes flecked with amber sunlight, his lips that I was just touching, brushing my knuckles. “How are you?” he asks. 

      “Better once the awkward morning after is over.”

      He laughs. “There is no awkward morning after, Cat. There’s pancakes and coffee, and possibly, no, absolutely, more sex. And I can’t seem to find the awkwardness in any of that, can you?” 

      One and done, I tell myself. “What are we doing here, Reese?” I ask, but as he shifts slightly, I become aware of an impending need that takes precedence over my question. “Hold that answer. I have no choice but to announce that I have to pee. Really badly.” 

      “Is that right?” He chuckles. 

      “Yes. Which means I must request that you immediately remove your leg from my leg and, before I stand up, which always makes these situations worse, direct me to the bathroom.” 

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Yes. I didn’t go all night last night. Get up!” 

      “All right, all right. The bathroom is immediately to the left by the stairs right off the entryway.” He lifts his leg and releases me. 

      I roll away, immediately aware of how very naked I am and since I don’t exactly have time to dress right now, I tug on the blanket that we’ve been covered up with. I start to walk, taking it with me, but after one step I realize that I’ve left Reese naked and uncovered. I rotate to find him shifting to a sitting position. And yes, indeed, he is one hundred percent as naked as I thought and it’s a beautiful sight.  

      He arches a brow in my direction, mischief and understanding in his eyes. “I thought you had to pee?”

      “I do.”

      Mischief lights his blue eyes, sprinkles of sunlight in their depths. “Then why are you standing there?”

      “Because you’re naked,” I say, seeing no reason to deny the obvious. He is naked. And perhaps the most perfect male specimen I’ve ever seen up close and personal. 

      “If you keep standing there,” he warns “I’m going to pull you back over here, make sure you’re naked as well, and say good morning properly.”

      “Oh,” I say. “No. That’s not possible at this very moment.” His phone starts to ring, and he snatches up his pants. “That’s the second call,” I say, dashing across the room as I hear him say, “Hello,” into his phone. 

      I hurry past the couches and think about my clothes. I backtrack and scoop up my bra, dress, and shoes, though my panties appear to be missing. I have delayed my relief so long that I need to pee ten times worse than moments before. So much so that I have to walk cautiously, but quickly, toward said relief. I enter the hallway, and sure enough, there is an archway just to the left of the living room entryway. I dart through it and find the winding stairwell covered in the same beautiful mahogany hardwood as the rest of the house. To my left beside those stairs is a doorway. I pull it open, and sure enough, it’s the bathroom. 

      Hurrying inside the small room that just has a toilet and a fancy white ceramic sink, I drop the blanket and do my business. Once I’m done, I walk to the sink, wash my hands, and look in the mirror, and good grief. My hair is standing on end. And, of course, day-old makeup minus lipstick is never flattering. I dare to open the medicine cabinet behind the mirror and find toothpaste, floss, and a toothbrush. I grab the toothpaste and use my finger and the floss to do a pretty good job on my mouth. There is no hairbrush to save the mess on my head and I’m not washing my face with hand soap. 

      I grab the white ceramic sink and try to process the fact that I’m naked in Reese’s guest bathroom, the morning after having all kinds of wonderful sex with him. And I’m not really sorry and I don’t think he is either. I am, however, confused. This isn’t how I thought this would play out, and I don’t really know what I feel right now. I should go. Or should I stay? 

      I decide clothing gives me options. I quickly dress, and I’ve just stepped into my shoes when I hear, “Cat,” at the door. 

      Inhaling, I’m nervous all over again, which is silly. I’ve been naked with him. I wanted this as a one and done. I force myself to open the door, and I’m rewarded with another wonderful view. I find him shirtless, his pants from last night on but unzipped. His eyes are hot as they look me over.

      “I liked you better in the blanket,” he says, resting his arm on the doorframe above his head, all that springy, dark hair on his chest, hard to not track here and there and everywhere. “Even better without it.”

      “I liked you better without it, too,” I dare. “That’s why I took it.” 

      He snags my waist and walks me to him. “Stop trying to make this an awkward morning after.”

      “I’m not.”

      He arches a brow.

      I say, “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      I go back to my pre-bathroom thinking. “I don’t know what we’re doing.”

      “We’ll figure it out. But we do have a slight situation. I called Royce Walker last night to ask for some help on this trial. He and his brother seem to think they found something. They’re on their way here now.”

      “Oh,” I say, because I’m brilliant like that. Real words that mean things come from my mouth. 

       “And,” he adds, “we slept later than I thought. It’s ten thirty. My co-counsels will be here at noon to work on the case.” His cellphone rings in his pocket. “Give me just one minute, sweetheart.” He kisses me, a quick, minty-fresh brush of his lips against mine that tells me he found the toothpaste too. “One minute,” he says again as if it’s a promise, digging his phone from his pocket, which pulls his pants down to a spot that is dangerously distracting. “Hello,” he says into his phone, and then covers it with his hand to look at me. “Come to the kitchen. We’ll make coffee.” He doesn’t wait for a reply, but rather turns around and says, “What’s up?” 

      I don’t follow him. I’m feeling too incredibly awkward again. I exit the bathroom and head toward the living room, grabbing my bag, purse, and computer and packing up. I’ve just made it to the front door when I hear, “Cat,” and Reese snags my arm and turns me to face him. “What are you doing?” 

      “I’m leaving,” I say, when, of course, we both knew that before this exchange.

      “Without talking to me first?”

      “It’s awkward after all, and you have your trial and—”

      “Help me with the trial. I know it’s not the most exciting weekend, but spend it here, and help me catch a killer.” He steps into me and slides a hand to my face. “I need you here. I want you here.”

      “You don’t need me.”

      “I do. It’s illogical, I know. We just met, but I do need you here.” He backs me up until I’m pressed to the door. “I can’t help what I have going on in my life right now. Be a part of it. You are a part of it. It’s how we met. It’s your job, too. Let’s do our jobs together.” 

      “Reese, I—”

      “You’re good at closing statements. I need to deliver a killer closing to the jury and, apparently, to you. Say yes. To helping with the trial and to finding out what this is between us. I need to know. Don’t you?” 

      Somehow, this man, who I’ve called an asshole and wanted one and done, has turned everything around. He made me want and need him, and then said everything I wanted and needed to hear and didn’t know I wanted and needed to hear it. “Yes and yes,” I dare, because there simply isn’t another option I can live with. “But I have to go home and shower and change. Preferably before the Walker clan gets here.”

      “That’s any minute now.” 

      “Oh God. I have to go.” I turn toward the door and Reese opens it so I can exit, but then catches my arm and turns me back to him. “Don’t run. I know you were burned. But I’m not him and I don’t chase women, Cat, but I’ll chase you.” He strokes my cheek, and I can’t breathe as he repeats, “I’ll chase you.” He releases me. 

      I turn away and start walking as his words ring in my head: I’m not him. The idea that my ex-asshole is controlling me right now stops me in my tracks. He is. He can’t have that control. I turn back around and find Reese still standing in the doorway. I march right back to him, press my hand to that gorgeous chest of his, and kiss him. “I’m coming back. I want to. And I am good at closing statements, and you have to give a killer one. This isn’t your opening. You can’t be your client and win over the jury.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Arrogant, rich, and good looking, and you are those things.” I rotate and start walking, with his soft, sexy laughter trailing after me. And I’m smiling. God. This man makes me smile. I reach the elevators, step inside the car, and sink back against the wall. This man is making me crazy, but I feel the most alive I have in forever. It’s terrifyingly wonderful. And he’s right. I have to know where it leads.
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      By the time I exit the elevator in Reese’s apartment building, my smile hasn’t disappeared. That is until I see the two big, intense men walking toward me that my departure was not fast enough for me to escape: Royce and Blake Walker of Walker Security. Both are the proverbial tall, dark, and deadly mix of attitude and good looks in jeans and Walker T-shirts. Both with long, dark hair tied at their napes. And both are in a direct collision course with little ole me. My only saving grace is Kara, Blake’s wife, who is walking next to them, who I have met numerous times and find really likeable, tough, and yet sweet.

      With no other option, I charge toward them and stop in front of them as they do me. “Hi there, Cat,” Kara says, while both men have knowing smirks on their faces. 

      “I distinctly remember seeing you on camera in that dress yesterday,” Royce says.

      I scowl, stunned that he would point out my obvious overnight stay with Reese, considering he’s usually the quiet, brooding Walker brother. “Why are you even noticing my dress?” I demand.

      Blake laughs and Kara elbows him. “Sorry, Cat,” she says. “Not even his wife can teach him manners.”

      “I noticed the dress,” Royce says, scowling at her and then at me, “because my wife complained that she couldn’t fit into it because she’s too fat, when, of course, she’s not fat. She’s just pregnant. But I can’t get her to see that.”

      In other words, he couldn’t care less about my overnight. He’s thinking out loud about his wife and not sure how to be there for her. “Just love her, Royce,” I say as if he’s really asked the question. “And from what I’ve seen, you’re doing just fine.” I pat his arm. “More than fine. I’ll let you all get to Reese. I know he’s eager for whatever you found for him.” I don’t wait for the knowing smirks that might follow. I start walking and exit to the street, the cool morning air going right up my dress to my naked crotch, which, of course, reminds me of Reese ripping my panties off me. Why was I even looking for them? I can’t actually wear them again.

      I smile and sidestep a group of passersby, with my mind back on Royce and how he dotes on Lauren, how all the Walker men are that way with their women. They are arrogant and sexy, but they love just as big as they make the art of walking into a room. I know that kind of love exists out there, maybe thanks to them. It’s just not how my father was with my mother. He had his women. She let him. I can’t be her. And maybe seeing those Walker men right now was more well-timed than it was poorly timed.

      I’m reminded that real men love their fat, pregnant women. I laugh and dig out my phone and dial Lauren. She answers on the first ring. “Hey, you big, fat, pregnant woman,” I say.

      “That is not funny,” she chides, and I can hear her scowl. “I might even unfriend you.”

      “You’re not fat,” I say, barely dodging two men who almost run me over and never even notice I’m there. “You are however, quite possibly losing your mind, though, if you think you’re fat. I just ran into Royce and he told me you were saying you are.”

      “Royce has a big mouth. And I am fat. None of my clothes fit me.” 

      “You’re pregnant. And tiny.”

      “I carry it all in my hips, not my belly. Some women are all in their cute baby belly, but no. Not me. All ass and hips. I want a cute baby belly. And how did you run into Royce? He was going to— Reese. Cat. Were you—”

      “Yes. He apparently took your challenge and mine, and won.”

      She laughs. “As I knew he would. He has a lot of the Walker men traits about him. He sees. He wants. He goes after that target.” 

      “Hold on,” I say, running across a street before the light turns. “Okay. Sorry. I’m hurrying home. I need a shower. He’s a good guy right, Lauren?”

      “A very good guy. And you really like him, or you wouldn’t be on the phone with me.”

      “He’s never been married.”

      “Neither have you.”

      “He’s never been engaged,” I counter. “Or…I don’t think he has. Why not? He’s good looking and successful.”

      “Did you ask him?”

      “Yes. He said he’s a workaholic.”

      “He’s in his thirties, probably a self-made millionaire or at least on his way there, and one of the top defense attorneys in the country. You and I both know what that takes.” Her line beeps. “Hold on.” The line clicks over and a few seconds pass. “I need to go,” she says when she comes back. “I have a female client divorcing her abusive husband. It’s a nightmare for her more than me. I want to talk about the trial. I’ll call you back later tonight.” 

      She hangs up, and I enter my apartment building to find my second oldest brother, Gabe, at the desk. The security guard says something to him and he turns to find me standing there. And, as usual, he’s looking his blond, preppy man-self, in his weekend jeans paired with his favorite Harvard shirt that has a collar, of course. 

      “Why are you wearing the dress you wore in court yesterday?” he asks.

      “How do you even know I wore this yesterday?”

      “You were on camera.”

      “I repeat. How do you even know what I was wearing yesterday?”

      “You’re my sister.”

      “You’ve made my point,” I say.

      “That I’m not stupid? Thank you. Your hair is all over the place and so is your makeup. Who is he?”

      “Why are you here?”

      He reaches for the cups on the security desk. “I came to have coffee with my little sister.” 

      I accept the cup and give him a curious look. “What are you up to?”

      He laughs. “Stop already. I just came to check on you. And—”

      “Cat!”

      I rotate before he fills in that blank to find a petite and pretty brunette, who is about five feet tall and wearing five-inch heels and a black pantsuit, hurrying my way. And officially, this morning just keeps getting better. Not really. “Who is that?” my brother asks. 

      “My agent,” I say a few beats before Liz stops in front of me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask her, and then hold up a hand. “Never mind. I know what you’re doing here. No. End of conversation.”

      Her brow furrows. “Why are you wearing—” 

      “Do not finish that sentence,” I warn her. “I don’t need to hear that question again.” 

      “Right,” she says. “Let’s talk upstairs, so you can fix yourself. You’re a mess.”

      I throw my hands in the air. “Of course I am. Let’s go.”

      I start walking, and my brother and my agent are quick to keep pace while I sip my coffee, which is actually perfect. “Thank you,” I say, glancing at my brother as I punch the elevator button.

      “You’re welcome, little sis.”

      “This is your brother?” Liz asks, giving him a once-over with a little too much interest. Granted, he’s good looking, but she’s my agent and he’s my brother. 

      “Yes,” Gabe answers for me. “I’m the older brother.”

      “Age?” Liz asks.

      “Thirty-six.”

      “Married?” she brazenly asks.

      The elevator opens and I roll my eyes and enter, while the two of them go to opposite walls but keep talking. “Never married,” Gabe says. 

      “Why?” Liz asks, as if replaying my conversation with Lauren about Reese. “What’s wrong with you?”

      I watch the interaction, which has forgotten me and with each floor turns more and more direct, until finally I can’t take it anymore. I glance at Liz, who is all red-cheeked, and say, “Seriously? You’re flirting with my brother in front of me.”

      “I am not,” she says indignantly.

      “You’re not?” Gabe asks. “That’s too bad.”

      The elevator doors open and I exit the car and just leave them both there. Once I’m at my door, I enter my apartment and leave it open. Kicking off my shoes in the entrance, I really want to just go shower, but I walk to the kitchen instead. After setting my bags on a red leather barstool, I walk to the microwave and stick my coffee inside. By the time it’s out, the two of them are standing on opposite sides of the island looking at me. 

      “Cat,” Liz begins. 

      “No,” I say. “I decline the book deal.”

      “Why are you declining a book deal?” Gabe asks. “You hit the Times with your last book.”

      “How do you even know that?”

      “Of course I knew that,” he says.

      “You did not,” I accuse.

      “I did too,” he insists.

      “You did?”

      “Yes,” Gabe says. “I’m not the ass you are apparently remembering me to be.”

      “You hate that I left my legal career.”

      “I’m over it. Your column is damn good, and so was the book. Why are you turning down another deal?”

      “Wait,” Liz says, glancing at Gabe. “Did you congratulate her when she hit the Times?”

      “No, but—”

      “And now we know why you’re single,” she says. “Next time send her flowers and chocolate. And no. I was not flirting with you.” She refocuses on me. “Back to his question. Why?”

      “No,” I repeat.

      “Why?” Gabe presses.

      “Yes,” Liz says. “Why?” 

      “Dan is an ass,” I say. “He also represents everything I hate about the system. I’m not writing a book with him.”

       My cellphone rings, and I’m quick to pull it from my purse in hopes that I can just end this meet-and-greet in the kitchen. I glance at the Reese’s number and answer, “Hey.”

      “Did you walk home?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s chilly out and I have your panties. You must have felt that.” 

      I laugh and cut my gaze as inquiring eyes suddenly study me more intensely. “I survived.”

      “Come back and get them.”

      “They aren’t exactly usable at this point. But I’ll be about an hour. My brother and my agent showed up at my house.”

      “Take the book deal, Cat,” he says, turning serious on me. 

      “I can’t have this conversation with you right now.”

      “Just don’t decline it officially until we talk. Promise.”

      “No.”

      “Cat—”

      “No.”

      “Right,” he says. “We’ll talk about this later, naked. But soon. Get back here or I’ll come after you.” He hangs up. 

      I set my phone down and look between Liz and Gabe. “You both need to leave. I have someplace to be.”

      Gabe cuts his stare and looks frustrated, like he wants to say something but thinks better of it. “I’ll see you later,” he says, heading out of the room. 

      I glance at Liz. “I’m fine. Go see him off. I’ll make coffee. I know where everything is.”

      “No to the book deal,” I say, trying to get her to leave, too.

      “Okay. I’ll make a cup of coffee and stay awhile.”

      I sigh and follow Gabe to the exit to find him waiting on me with the door cracked open, his expression stern. “Why are you really here?”

      “How good is Reese Summer?” 

      “He’s good. Really good. Why?”

      “The best?”

      “Yes. The best.”

      “A killer?” 

      “In courtroom terms, yes. Why? Are you thinking of contracting him?”

      “It’s complicated and you have company.” He turns and leaves, and I have this urge to chase after him and demand answers, when I’m not sure why, but he’s right. I have company. 

      Frowning, I walk back into the kitchen and find Liz leaning on the counter by the pot, sipping from a cup. “We can set rules and guidelines for the book. You are in charge. You control the content, title, and cover. It’s insanity to walk away from this.” She sets her cup down and walks to the island, where she sets her phone down. “Are you fucking Reese Summer?” She taps her phone, and I go all hot and cold inside. 

      “What?”

      “Look at the photo,” she instructs. 

      I walk to the counter and stare down at a photo of me with Reese at the hotel last night, his hand on my arm. His body very close to mine. “How did you get that?”

      “From your editor, who got it from Dan.”

      “That bastard,” I say. “I had a fight with Reese last night just as I did with Dan. I tried to leave and Reese wasn’t done with the fight.”

      “Are you fucking him?”

      Damn it, she isn’t giving up. “I plead the Fifth.”

      “Cat,” she breathes out. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It didn’t happen until last night.”

      “The publisher, the person above your editors, wants to see me Monday, but I can already hear her now.” She lowers her voice. “This situation creates a wave of tabloid-like gossip that doesn’t do justice to true crime.” She returns to her normal voice. “I hope that man is worth your career. I’ll let you know what happens.”

      She heads to the door, and I let her go. I don’t move, but I listen as the door opens and closes. I’d already turned down the book deal. I don’t know why I feel so bad right now.
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      I spend the short time I’m in the shower fretting over Liz’s claim that I’ve ruined my career. By the time I’m out and drying off, I’m starting to get over it. Just as I’ve dressed in a pair of black jeans, a thin, long-sleeved teal sweater and boots, my phone is buzzing with a text on the bathroom sink. I grab it and sit down on the vanity chair to find a message from Reese: Bring clothes. Stay the weekend. In the name of justice and all that is good and right about our court system.

      “Justice and all that is good and right about our court system,” I laughingly murmur, and after a moment of considering my reply, I text back: What if we hate each other today? Then the whole weekend thing could get awkward.

      His reply is quick and all man: We’ll fuck until we get over it. Doesn’t sound awkward to me. 

      He’s right, I think. We will. 

      That’s not awkward. 

      Which means that maybe it’s okay if we hate each other and make that happen. Or even better, just don’t hate each other at all and do it anyway. I think I’ll pack a bag and just consider the options. I don’t have to stay. I do so quickly, feeling good about my decisions as I apply my makeup, but as I dry my hair, Liz’s words quite unfortunately replay in my mind. Is he worth ruining your career? Obviously, I’m not as over her saying that after all. No, I’m not, but by the time I’ve finished with my flat iron, I know why. Liz is doing exactly what my father did to me every time he and I disagreed. And I did exactly what I did with my father: I doubted myself. 

      I swore I was done with that kind of thinking, yet I get questioned about Reese, and I’ve reverted back to old habits and I’m second-guessing myself. I walk to my closet in the back of my bathroom, and in between beating myself up and replaying Liz’s words, I pack my rolling computer bag with some personal items and a change of clothes, then stuff my computer inside. Now I can stay or go, and it won’t look like I planned the opposite of either. I grab my purse, and in about two minutes, I’m inside the elevator and really fuming at myself, not Liz. I let her do that to me. That’s on me. 

      I pull my phone from my purse, planning to call her once I’m street level. It beeps with a text from Reese. I sent a car for you. He’s there when you’re ready.

      I frown and text him back: How do you know where I live? 

      He replies with: Arrogant, sexy assholes know all.

      He asked Lauren, who is going to get her pregnant booty whipped, and not by her husband. I glance at the text message and type: I said arrogant, good-looking asshole.

      He replies: I like my version better. 

      I laugh. Again. That matters. I don’t usually laugh much. And I kind of like it. And I like this man. But stay the weekend? Am I really going to stay with him? God. I packed a bag. I think I am. I exit the elevator, and sure enough, there is a car waiting for me. Once I’m settled into the back seat, I dial Liz, who doesn’t answer. I leave a message. “Call me.”

      I’m bothered by her not taking my call. Really bothered by it, and by the time I’m inside Reese’s apartment building and clearing my entry with the security desk, she still hasn’t called back. I dial her again on my way to the elevator with the same results. I try once more as I exit the elevator to Reese’s floor and decide to just set aside my Liz issues. It’s time to go help find real justice for an innocent woman and child. And this trial, and Dan, haven’t done that.

      I’m just arriving at the door when it opens, and he appears, and boy, does he make an impression. In ripped jeans and a simple black T-shirt that is not simple on him, he looks like sex, sin, and just what I need in my life, aside from a real purpose. Right now, that purpose is to help him with this case. 

      “Hey,” he says as I stop in front of him. 

      “Hey,” I reply, deciding he always smells wonderfully masculine. “Is your team here?”

      “Yes,” he says, but he doesn’t back up to let me inside. His hand slides under my hair at my neck and he tilts my face to his. “But before we join them…” He kisses me, this slow, seductive, drugging kiss that has me softening against him before he pulls back and looks at me. “What the hell are you doing to me, woman?” 

      “Hopefully encouraging you to do that again.”

      “What happened with your agent?” he asks, his lips still a breath from mine. 

      “You really know how to ruin the mood,” I say, pushing against his chest with hardly any movement on his behalf. He’s still holding me. His mouth is still close to my mouth. “That’s not important.”

      “We both know it is.”

      “It’s not. Let’s go inside and do something that is.” 

      “Right. We’ll have that naked conversation when we’re alone.” He kisses me fast and hard before releasing me. “Come on.” He takes my bag and gives me a pointed look. “Kind of small.”

      “Big enough,” I say, breezing past him and into the hallway before turning to wait on him. “But I need to get my computer out of it so that I won’t be dragging other things out with your crew.”

      He shuts the door and sets my bag against the wall. “We certainly wouldn’t want your clothing all over the house, now would we? For instance, hanging off a lampshade.”

      I’m already squatting by my bag, unzipping it, and my gaze jerks upward to his. “That’s where my, ah, garment was at?”

      “Yes,” he says, his eyes alight with mischief and amusement. “That is exactly where it was at.” 

      I grab my MacBook and zip up my bag before standing back up, at which time I decide to find out how much trouble awaits me in the other room. “Has the Walker clan left the premises?” 

      “Yes,” he says, his hands settling on his hips. “They came in like a hurricane, asked a ton of questions, and then left.” 

      “Didn’t you say they had a lead?”

      “Yeah. They think the wife did it.”

      My brow furrows. “The wife? You mean the victim’s boyfriend had a wife?”

      “My client’s wife.”

      “Oh. Wow. Do you think she did it?”

      “They have me leaning that way, but what I think doesn’t matter. What I prove or what she admits does.” 

      “All you need is reasonable doubt.”

      “I have reasonable doubt. You know that isn’t enough in these cases.”

      “It’s supposed to be,” I say. 

      “Would have, could have, should have,” he says, motioning me toward the archway that leads to the kitchen and the parts of the house I have yet to see. 

      We walk through that archway and pass the kitchen to enter the room on the other side of the stairwell, which is not so unlike the living area. The room is rectangular, wrapped in windows, with the same mahogany hardwood, only in this case there is a thick gray pile carpet covering most of the sitting area. On top of it is an L-shaped gray sectional with several low cushioned chairs. Reese’s co-counsels are each on the floor, on opposite sides of the gray marble rectangular coffee table, their computers in front of them. “Cat,” Reese says, his hand at my lower back, “meet Elsa and Richard.”

      “Hi,” I say. “How’s it going?”

      Elsa and Richard give me steady, unreadable stares. “Hi,” they say in near unison. 

      “I’m Richard, not Elsa,” Richard says, with a completely straight face. And it is a handsome face, with sharp features, hard, and framed by longish, wavy brown hair.

      Elsa, on the other hand, is pretty, blonde, with a heart-shaped face and about ten years older than me. With manners, too, it seems, as she says, “Nice to meet you, Cat.”

      “You look like Elsa,” Richard comments.

      Elsa snorts. “If only I were so young, but I’m not, so thank you, Richard. I’ll take that comparison.” She looks at me. “Come sit. I’ve read your column. I’m a fan.”

      “Agreed,” Richard states, his tone dry and unexcited, but I’ve had the impression from his courtroom presence that this is his normal.

      “Thanks to both of you,” I say, chatting with them just a short bit about nothing much.

      Reese breaks up the nothing chit chat by having me sign a confidentiality and consulting agreement before paying me one dollar for my services. “We’ll work out compensation later,” he promises. 

      I smile and he smiles, because we both know what I want, and it’s not money. It’s him, naked, and in all kinds of ways. That shared moment doesn’t pass without notice but I don’t really care. At this point, it’s over, and we all get to work. I’m settled on the floor at the end of the coffee table and Reese moves to stand at the window with his back to us while he stares out over the city, most likely seeing nothing but what’s in his head. “I still think it was the boyfriend,” Elsa says, as I’m reading through the Walker notes. 

      “It was the wife,” Richard states, almost matter-of-factly.

      Neither myself nor Reese comment as they proceed to debate their points of view. I half listen, reading through all the Walker notes, which include some phone calls between the wife and the victim, as well as a few emails about meetups. “There’s nothing that proves the wife is the killer,” I say. “But I find the meetings curious. Reese, does your client know about those meetings?”

      Reese turns to face us. “Good question,” he says, walking to a chair right by me and sitting down. “He’s not answering his phone.” 

      “The boyfriend did it anyway,” Elsa interjects. “We have police reports of a violent history. Fights. Domestic disturbances.”

      “None with the victim,” Richard points out. “And all years ago, when he was a punk kid.”

      “In the absence of evidence,” I say, “we have to make the suspects believe we have it.” 

      “Exactly,” Reese says. “Let’s get a list of questions and cover every possible way they might be answered.” 

      “We can’t predict where the questions will lead,” I say. “But we can come up with scenarios.”

      “The challenge,” he says, “is that I don’t want the jury to simmer on the heels of a hot testimony that helps us. I need to get a closing ready that I can tweak slightly based on courtroom action, and go in for the kill fast and hard.” 

      We all agree, and for the next two hours, we work on prep for the wife. Reese is focused on his trial, not on me, but when our eyes collide, I feel it in every inch of my body. And I like watching him with his team, the way he interacts with them, the fierceness of his beliefs in each communication. We’ve all just filled room service cups with coffee from the pot Reese ordered when Liz calls my cellphone I have sitting on the coffee table. I inhale on the memory of her words, and pick up my phone and myself from the floor. Reese, who has been reading through his notes, looks up, and I look away before he reads something in me I don’t want him to read. 

      Crossing the room, I feel Reese watching me, curious, perhaps too intuitive about my present mood, which is tense and fired up. I pass the stairwell and answer the call. “Just a minute,” I say, even as I exit to the hallway and cross through to the living room, where I will have privacy. “Are you there?” I ask, stepping to the window I’d stood at with Reese last night. 

       “Yes,” Liz says. “I’m here. I saw you called. I had a meeting this afternoon.”

      It feels like a fake excuse, and that just drives me to get right to the point. “Dan stands for everything I don’t like about the legal system,” I say. “I’m not writing a book with him, and nothing you say to me is going to change that.”

      “The damage is already done,” she replies. “The publisher is not happy. But I have to ask, because I have to explain this when asked. How is Dan a problem for you, but you’ll sleep with the guy defending a killer?”

      “What? Did you really just say that me? Have you read my columns at all? There is no proof that the defendant is guilty. You don’t convict an innocent man just to please the public.” I remember Reese’s courtroom statement. “Or to get a book deal. You know what, Liz? I think you need to represent Dan, not me.”

      “What? No. I’m just being frank.” 

      “I’m glad you are. It tells me that we don’t match up. And I’ve learned that when I expect those kinds of relationships to improve, they don’t. They become poison. I’m sorry.” I hang up, and the reality of what I just did hits me hard and fast. I fired my agent. Oh God. I fired my agent. That’s a big deal. 

      I press my hands on the rail around the window and replay the conversation. My mind races so fast I don’t even hear Reese approach. Suddenly, he’s behind me, his hand on my belly, his body cradling mine. My body warms everywhere he touches and everywhere I instinctively want to be touched by this man. “How long have you been there?” 

      “I heard the call,” he says. “All the important parts.” 

      I face him, leaning on the rail around the window. “You’re nosy.”

      “Concerned, and you were talking louder than you realized.”

      “Oh. I was?”

      “Yes. You were. And back to me being concerned.”

      “No. Yes. I mean, firing Liz was the right choice. She has different priorities than I do.”

      “Are you sure? Or have you made this personal?”

      I think about her reprimanding my brother over ignoring my New York Times achievement. “I think she cares about my career, but only when it pays her well. And I get that, too. She needs to get paid. I’m just not willing to get her paid doing what she wants me to do. It’s just one of those decisions that you make, and then you get drunk on ice cream and chocolate afterward and move on.”

      “Okay. Then we’ll have chocolate and ice cream for dinner. But you should write the book, just do it your way. It’ll sell.” 

      And just that easily, he becomes the first man in my life that has told me to do something my way, not his. Especially when it might affect him, and this will. I’d be writing about him to a rather large extent. “Maybe,” I say. “I’ll think about it. Right now, let’s go win your trial.”

      “You’re good in there, Cat. Really damn good.” 

      And he gives compliments. I do like this man. “Thank you.” 

      He cups my face. “And really damn good with me.” 

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I think you might be good with me, too.”

      “Think?”

      “That’s all you’re getting right now.”

      “Guarded. Understood. Challenge, once again, accepted.” He takes my hand, and we start walking across the room. Mr. Arrogant Asshole is holding my hand. And I have the realization that no one was holding my hand a few days ago. In fact, had they tried, I would have shoved that nonsense aside. Only, it’s not nonsense with Reese, and really, it’s incredible how life changes in a blink of an eye. One minute, you have an agent. The next, you don’t. One minute, you call a man you just met Mr. Arrogant Asshole, and the next, he’s something so much more. 

      Everything changes, and that thought is what has me trying to pull my hand away from Reese’s. But I can’t. He’s holding on too tight.
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      It’s nearly eight when I walk my team to the door, and finally I have Cat to myself, in my house, and soon, in my bed. I return to the den to find her still on the floor beside the coffee table, pecking away at her computer. “You have to be tired, Cat,” I say, crossing to join her. 

      She glances up at me. “Not yet. I get wired when I work.”

      “And when you drink most of a pot of coffee?”

      “The pizza made me do it. It was heavy.”

      I lie down on my side on the rug next to her, fully intending to have her next to me in the near, anytime now, future. “What are you working so feverishly on?”

      “I’m actually writing my column that is due tomorrow night.” 

      “You could work on it tomorrow. Do it over morning coffee.”

      “I know, but—”

      “You have a plan and you have to make it happen.”

      She twists around to face me, her green eyes lighting. “Since you mention it, I do. My opening statement starts with: Who killed Jennifer and her unborn child? I never name names, but I present investigative angles. I can’t reach the jury. That’s up to you, but I can affect public perception. Get them thinking about options. Get them involved beyond convicting an innocent man. Now, here is why I think this helps you. Or I hope it does. I’m thinking that the real killer gets news of my column and is on edge. That means nervous on the stand. What do you think?” 

      “It’s brilliant. You’re brilliant. I’m lucky to have your help.” I lower my voice. “I want to feel you next to me, Cat. Come here.” 

      “I—Don’t look at me like that, or say my name like that either, until I finish my work.” She tries to turn back to her computer, but I don’t let her. 

      I snag her arm and pull her down next to me, aligning our bodies, my hand sliding under her sweater to rest on soft, warm skin. “I need to work,” she says. “I think this will be good for you.”

      “You’re good for me,” I say. “Must be why I keep feeling like I need you.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “Yes. I do. Maybe one day you’ll believe me.”

      “You just met me.”

      “You keep saying that, too. Soon it won’t be true.” I nuzzle her neck. “You always smell like fresh flowers in a city of smog and crime.” I brush hair from her face. “I haven’t smelled anything but that smog in a long time, Cat. And I didn’t realize until I met you how much I needed something else.” 

      Her hand settles on my shoulder. “You do know that I’m the one who called you an asshole, right?” 

      “Called? Or Call?”

      She laughs, and it’s that sexy, sweet sound I feel like a rush of adrenaline. It makes me hot and hard, and my mouth slants over hers, tongue pressing past her lips, and the heady taste of her, all sweet honey, coffee, and temptation, fills my senses. I deepen the kiss, drinking her in like a drug I cannot get enough of. I can’t get enough of her. 

      She moans and slides her hand under my shirt. That sound, the touch of her hand on my skin, pushes me to the edge. A raw, low growl escapes my throat. I want her naked. I want to be inside her. For twelve fucking hours, I’ve wanted to be inside her, but not here and like this. She tangles her fingers into my hair and when her hand presses to my zipper, I catch it. “As much as I want your hand on my body, not here. Not yet.” I stand up and pull her with me. “Upstairs.” I scoop her up and start to carry her across the room. 

      “You don’t have to carry me.”

      “And you don’t have to run,” I say staring up the stairs.

      She doesn’t come back with one of her witty replies. She doesn’t say anything at all, which tells me I’ve hit about ten nails on the head. I walk us into my bedroom, but I don’t turn on the light. My bed is on the wall immediately to the right, but I continue on to the foot of the bed and set her down, not facing it, but rather the view: A room that is all glass, the night sky alight with stars, and beneath us the city that never sleeps, aglow in a rainbow of colors. 

      She turns to me. “I’m not running.” 

      “Prove it.”

      She studies me for several beats and then takes a step backward, just enough to allow her to start undressing, and I let her. I watch her as she does. I drink in every moment. Every slash of skin. The first pucker of her pink nipples. The curve of her breasts. Her hips. The V of neatly trimmed hair between her legs. And when she’s done, she closes the space between us and stands in front of me. “Do I look like I’m running?”

      I don’t immediately touch her. I know now what she’s doing. I see it now. “I effectively manipulate people for a living.” I pull my shirt off and toss it and then pull her to me, molding her close. “And I know when I’m being manipulated.”

      “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Yes, you do. Sex is your wall, isn’t it, Cat? I can fuck you, but I can’t have you.”

      Her hand rests on my chest, her gaze on her hand before it lifts to me. “Yes. I set limits for myself.” 

      “And for those with you.”

      “Yes.”

      I tangle my fingers in her hair. “How’s that working for you with me?”

      “It’s not. Because you’re an asshole that won’t let me finish my work.”

      I laugh, but it fades into something darker, far more possessive than I’ve ever known myself to feel with a woman. “You’re in my bedroom, Cat,” I say. “That is about more than fucking, but right now, fucking is exactly what we’re going to do.” 

      I rotate her and press her against the tall post of my heavy wooden bed. “Don’t move,” I order, stepping back from her to undress. She doesn’t resist the command. She relaxes into the post, her hands at either side of it, her breasts thrust high, nipples higher. She’s comfortable naked. She feels in control, like she can grab a man by the balls and twist, and they will be just fine as long as they get off. Not me. That’s not how this plays out. She just doesn’t know it yet. 

      I toss my boots and remove the condom from my pocket before I strip down. I’m about to open the package when she says, “You don’t need that. I’m on the pill. And if we give each other something we can sue each other. We’re attorneys and I’m still licensed, just so you know.”

      If she means to pull me out of my head and hers, and turn this into just a fuck, she fails. 

      In a blink, I’m there in front of her, my hands on the post above her in two seconds flat. “I thought he was two years ago,” I say, and I don’t even try to soften anything about my tone. I don’t like games. I like facts.

      “He was,” she says. “There was someone else. A fuck buddy that wanted to be more.”

      Fuck buddy usually works for me. It’s all that works for me but not this time. Not with Cat. I pull her to me, my hand under her hair, at her neck, my mouth a breath from a kiss I’m not ready to take. “I want more,” I say. “And I am not your fuck buddy, and if you don’t know that yet, you will.” I don’t give her time to reply. My mouth slants over hers, my tongue pressing past her lips, stroking and stroking again in what is instantly a deep, passionate kiss. She moans and pushes against me, and I swear the sound of her moan is like a renewed challenge. Submission that isn’t submission. 

      But as if she’s replying to that very thought, her arms wrap around me again, and she is small and delicate yet somehow bold at the same time. The touch of her, the taste of her, steals my anger and feeds my hunger for this woman, hunger that I feel in her as well. One minute, I’m kissing her and she’s kissing me. The next, we are on the bed, her tight little nipples in my mouth, my cock buried deep inside her, and I am thrusting into her. I let myself be lost in her, in this, when I never lose myself. But I do in Cat; there is no time. No ending. There is just us, kissing, fucking, and she is just as fierce, just as hungry. 

      “Reese,” she whispers, and my name is exactly the right thing for her to say. It tells me she’s present. She’s with me, not some nameless fuck buddy, and I pull my mouth from hers, and say just that.

      “I am not your fuck buddy.”

      “Okay,” she says, “but you’re still an asshole.”

      I take that asshole comment as a wall she still needs, and answer by making damn sure she feels me the way I feel her. I mold her close, my mouth closing down on hers, tongue stroking her tongue. This isn’t nameless sex. This is us. Me. Her. 

      She arches into me, and I wrap her leg with mine, holding her, allowing her no chance to hold back. I’m different with Cat. I feel it. I don’t understand it, but I don’t care. I’m in this, I want this. I want her and I cup her perfect little ass and angle her into me, thrusting as I do. She gasps, arching upward, her fingernails digging into my shoulders, her sex clenching around me, and it drives me wild. I press deeper inside her, and suddenly her body is clenched around me, pulling me into that same sweet spot she’s drowning in, and I am shuddering with release. Everything goes black, but I can smell that sweet floral scent and feel her body next to mine. Time stands still and I come back to the present with the wet, warm feeling of me buried inside her, with no condom between us. 

      I reach behind us and grab a tissue, which I offer her. “Thank you,” she says, and when I would pull her close again, she rolls away. “I need the bathroom.” Which happens to be on her side of the bed, and she hurries in that direction. Running.

      My natural instinct is to pursue her, and I’m up in an instant, rounding the bed with just that intention, but I stop for my pants, and the control they offer. I reach for them and my gaze catches on the condom I’ve apparently dropped on the floor, so I snatch it up. I never go condom-less, but I did with Cat. In the blink of an eye. This woman has me by the balls, and that should be a problem, but it’s not, part of the problem is that she doesn’t know it. The condom thing was just her way of deflating the emotional context of what just happened and making it about sex again. I shove the condom into my pocket and note the closed bathroom door. That’s a clear message, and I give her space. 

      What she does next tells me everything.
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      Naked.

      Leaning against the door of Reese’s fancy bathroom, gray and white checked tile beneath my feet, I am naked in every possible way. What is this man doing to me? What is this crazy, wild emotion in my belly and in my chest? I don’t remember feeling this with Mitch, the little cheating bitch. Not even before he was the little cheating bitch, though I suspect he was always that, I just didn’t know it. I don’t remember feeling this with anyone I’ve ever met. Really, truly, how does an asshole that cut in line become this, whatever this is? 

      And he thinks I’m running. I’m not running. I’m protecting myself. I’m making sure I don’t make the same mistake twice. That’s smart. That’s not scared, which is what the word “running” implies. Scared. He called me scared. My father calls me scared anytime I do something that doesn’t fit his agenda. Suddenly I’m angry, and I shove aside the whole feeling naked thing. I decide I need to draw lines with Reese. I need to tell him exactly what I think, despite the fact that at this moment, I have no clue what that is. I do, however, have complete confidence that it will come to me, and then out of my mouth it will flow. To him. Probably loudly. 

      I yank open the door, and my moment of confrontation is quite anticlimactic, considering the fact that I don’t actually have a visual of Reese. He’s definitely not on top of his massive four-poster bed, which isn’t all bad, since that would likely distract me. I walk out into the room and snatch up his shirt because I’m not going anywhere. I’m not running. But maybe he is, since he’s not here. I don’t like that thought, but I stay the course. I pull his shirt over my head and let it fall to my knees. That’s when my gaze lifts right and I realize that Reese is sitting with his back to me, in a giant oversized chair in front of the wall of windows. 

      I inhale, and all those words I was certain I’d have at the right moment, I don’t have. At all. What I have is honesty that just decides to smack me right in the face. I did run when I darted to the bathroom. In doing so, I lost the chance to read him in the aftermath of that steamy encounter. I regret that. I don’t like regrets. I have too many of those, which finally led me to where I am now. To him. I still don’t know what I am going to say to him, but I decide I’ll know when I look into his eyes. One of the things I love about being with this man is how easy conversation is with him. How straightforward he is with me. How comfortable I am with him. It’s my past that is uncomfortable for us both. 

      I round the giant, oversized chair and join him, sitting down next to him, but I don’t touch him. I am so hypertensive with this man, though, that I have this sensation of touching. I can feel him everywhere, from my head to my toes, inside and out. I can almost taste him. Seconds tick by, and we both stare ahead, the connection we have shared from the moment we met expanding, intensifying, and then, proving how in tune I am with this man, at the same moment, we turn to look at each other. And in that first connected moment, he steals my breath and ravishes my resistance. He’s not overbearing or brutally alpha, like many of the men in my life have been. He doesn’t have to be those things. There is an inner strength about him, and a natural charm that allows him to own everyone around him. The way he owns me right now. 

      “You didn’t run,” he says softly.

      “Actually, I did,” I say, giving him a small smile. “Right into the bathroom.” 

      “Yes,” he says, caressing my cheek. “But you’re still here. That’s what matters.”

      I catch his hand. “Do you know why I called you an asshole?”

      “Tell me.”

      “Because then I didn’t have to be surprised when you turned out to be an asshole.” 

      “Guilty until proven innocent?”

      “Yes, actually. I know. I’m a hypocrite, but it’s been working for me.”

      “It doesn’t work for us, Cat.”

      “Then I guess it doesn’t work for me.” 

      His eyes warm and his arm wraps around my shoulders. “Come here,” he says. Inching me closer.

      I let him. I want to be closer to this man, so I snuggle into the shelter of his big, warm body. And maybe that idea is what shakes me more than anything with Reese. That he feels like a safe place, when I’ve spent so much time making sure I’m my own safe place. For right now, he is, though, and I decide to enjoy it. 

      For at least a full minute, we sit there in silence, staring out at the city, the quiet between us comfortable, and somehow a test that says this, whatever this is between us, is right, not wrong. “The view is incredible,” I murmur, snuggling closer to him. “There’s something about the angle. It’s like we’re floating and no one can touch us.”

      “This view is why I bought this place and why I haven’t left this building. Well, this view, and that bar downstairs. It’s the view that helps me come up with answers to ten thousand questions.”

      “What questions are you asking now?” 

      “Who was he?” he asks, and I don’t have to ask for clarification. He’s not talking about his trial, as I’d expected. He’s talking about me, and my past, and the history that I’ve forced between us. 

      “No one,” I say, but I know he wants more than that, and at this point, he deserves it. I settle and add, “His name is Mitch Welk.” 

      He's silent several beats, in which I suspect I haven’t given him the answer he wanted. “Reese—” 

      “I know Mitch, Cat,” he surprises me by saying. 

      I twist around to face him. “What? How? Are you friends with him?”

      “Relax, sweetheart.” He pulls my leg across his. “I went to school with him. I’ve run into him a few times since, but he was a dick in school and apparently still is.”

      “He is what he is.”

      “No trash talking?”

      “Not my style,” I say.

      “Good. It’s not mine either. For the record, him being a dick is a statement of fact that I could back up with evidence but I don’t have to. You know.” He moves on. “How did you meet him?”

      “A party at my father’s offices. His firm partners with my father’s on occasion.” 

      “Did you love him?”

      “If I did, I can honestly say that I don’t remember it now. And I don’t think you forget love.”

      “What about the fuck buddy?”

      “Did I love him? No. Who was he? Lance Parish. A professional sculptor, and where Mitch was a shark, Lance was a goldfish.” 

      “How long did your sculptor stay your fuck buddy?”

      “He wasn’t my sculptor, and six months. It was sex. I told you that. He got the job done.”

      “That is not the way a man wants his bedroom skills to be remembered.”

      “You have nothing to worry about, and you know it.” 

      “I get the job done.”

      “Yes.” I laugh, stroking his jaw. “You do get the job done, and for the record, I’m avoiding a joke with a certain nickname right now, despite the opening you’re giving me. Because I know you hate it.” I dive past the joke and turn the topic. “There has to have been some woman in your life.”

      “In my early career, there was someone. But to her, my work was king, and that left no room for her.” 

      “Was she right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you love her?”

      “If I had loved her, maybe my work wouldn’t have been number one. If she had loved me, maybe my work would have been more important to her, and less important to me. She wanted more. I didn’t understand her version of more.”

      “And since her?” 

      “I don’t bring women to my apartment. I don’t take them into my bed. I don’t share this view. I don’t talk about my work or my life. I don’t fuck without a condom.” His hand slides to my face. “I don’t just want more. This is more to me, and I want to know where that leads. If you don’t—”

      “I do,” I whisper. “But please don’t turn out to be an asshole.”

       His eyes light with mischief, a hint of starlight in the depths of his blue eyes. “Since you said please.” His cellphone rings. “What do you think the odds are that this is my client actually calling me the fuck back?” he asks, pulling his phone from his pocket to glance at the screen and then me. “Royce. Let’s hope he has some good news.” He answers the call. “What do you have for me?” 

      He listens a minute, his leg tensing under my palm and calf that has landed on top of it. “When?” he bites out, followed by a pause, in which more bad news must follow, since his next reply is “Fuck,” followed by “Fuck.” He stands up, pressing two fingers to his temple to once again ask, “When?”

      Feeding off his energy, I stand up, listening to the rest of the short exchange, with little understanding, on pins and needles, waiting to hear what has happened. Finally, Reese ends the call and looks at me. “Nelson Ward decided to leave the city by way of private jet.”

      “Oh my God. You don’t leave on a plane while on trial for murder. What are his restrictions?”

      “He had a liberal travel agreement compliments of me,” he says, “but it did not include traveling during the trial.”

      “What does your gut say? Is he running?”

      “He hasn’t returned any of my calls all day. He has to be running.” He shoves fingers through his dark hair. “Holy hell, Cat. I would not have defended him if I believed he was guilty.” 

      “I know that. Everyone who knows you knows that. Maybe he’s just taking a quick overnight flight and returning tomorrow.”

      “Or he’s running.” 

      “He could be,” I concede. “But that could be about fear, not guilt. This is scary stuff he’s facing. How did Royce find out?”

      “Walker Security oversees a huge portion of the airport security now. He got a flag. And he’s also got a private plane I can use to follow the asshole when we figure out where he went.” 

      “I know you want to talk to him for about ten different reasons, but if you follow him, you might look complicit.”

      “That won’t happen. If necessary, Royce’s team will take him into custody and I’ll arrange for him to be taken into police custody. Unfortunately, it’s too late in this trial for the judge to allow me to get the hell off this ship.” His hands come down on my arms. “I want you to come with me, but I won’t put you in the sights of a man who might be a killer. Stay here at my place. Be here, in my bed, when I get back.”

      “I’m in your bed for you and with you, not without you. Not yet.” I push to my toes and kiss him. “I’ll come back when you get back.” 

      “I’m not going to win this argument in the ten minutes I have before I have to leave, am I?”

      “Not when you have to pack and leave.” 

      His phone pings with a text. “As if making your point,” he says, pulling his phone from his pocket and reading the message. “Royce is five minutes out, per his wife.” He slides his cell back into his jeans and kisses me. “I need to get ready, but know this, woman. I am going to come and get you when I get back.” He turns and starts walking away. 

      “You need to pack an overnight,” I call after him. 

      He pokes his head back into the room. “Can you grab me a razor and a new shirt?” 

      “Yes. Of course.” 

      “Thanks, sweetheart.” He winks and disappears into the hallway, and I’m left in his room with his trust.

      It matters.

      And every single time he calls me “sweetheart,” I feel it with a flutter of my belly. I’m like a silly schoolgirl, and I was never a silly schoolgirl. I’m not sure what that says about me with him, but I’ll analyze it later. I change out of Reese’s shirt, put my clothes and shoes on, and then refocus on Reese’s overnight bag, which needs more than a shirt and a razor inside. I dart into action and cross to what I assume to be the closet. Flipping on the light, I find an incredible, wonderful closet fit for a hundred pairs of high heels with a few modifications, like actually buying that many heels. It’s all gray wood with a center dresser and rows of clothes framing it, with drawers and shelves stacked between rails. 

      Once I’ve spied a small leather travel bag, I snag it and head to the bathroom. I pack the razor first, a few random toiletries, and the cologne that smells the most like him today. I return to the closet, opening random drawers until I locate socks and, yes, underwear, of which he has a color assortment. I choose blue and red because, hey, I’m patriotic. I then grab a pair of jeans and pack them as I debate a suit but rule it out. He just needs a few shirts. I rotate and walk to the T-shirt row and reach for one in black and another beside it in blue, but pause when my eyes catch on a pink shirt. Pink? I grab it and my throat goes dry. It’s a female-cut T-shirt with flowers on it and a V-neck. Nothing to hide, my ass. He said he didn’t invite women here.

      “That’s not my size.” 

      I whirl around to find Reese standing in the doorway, still bare-chested, but his pants are zipped and his boots are on his feet. “I noticed,” I say.

      “It is, however—or was, rather—just right for my sister, who was here right before the trial started. She left it in my closet, because I shrank it, which, she says, I need to repent for by calling her more often.” 

      “Your sister,” I say, my throat dry all over again.

      “Yes, Cat. My sister.” He walks toward me and shows me his phone. “Look.”

      I feel like I shouldn’t look, but since he’s offering, I accept. I glance down at the screen to find a photo of a pretty brunette that favors him, wearing this exact T-shirt. “My sister,” he says. “She sent that photo to me today with this message.” He pushes a few buttons and then presents me with a text message. “From my sister.”

      This time I wave off the phone. “I don’t need to read that, Reese.”

      “I’ll read it to you,” he says. “She says: You owe me a phone call, big brother. I know, I know. The trial. So call me after. Kill ’em while you can.” He glances up at me. “She has a horrible sense of humor,” Reese says. “Almost as bad as you.”

      “Yes,” I agree, “she does, but I’m the one who is bad. I won’t pretend my mind wasn’t in the wrong place. It was. I’m sorry.” I hang the shirt back up. “Did I mention that I suck at relationships?”

      “You called this a relationship, not a one and done, Cat. You were honest about what you thought. In my book, those are wins.” His phone starts to ring, and he kisses me. “Sorry, sweetheart.” He pulls his phone from his pocket and answers the call. “We’re on our way down, Royce.” He listens a moment. “Yes. Got it.” He ends the call. “Royce is picking us up. He’s downstairs.” 

      “Us?”

      “I’m not leaving you to walk home or struggle to get a car,” he says, grabbing a shirt and pulling it over his head. “We’ll drive you home.”

      “Right. Thanks. That works. I didn’t pack you a suit,” I say. “Surely you won’t need it.”

      “I won’t,” he says. “And if we’re lucky, I’ll make it to the airport, figure out what the hell is going on, and get to turn around and come back home to better things, and that means you.” He eyes the contents of the bag I’ve packed, and then me. “You’re officially the first woman since my mother to choose my underwear.” He pulls the bag onto his shoulder. “I like the red, by the way.” 

      We both laugh as I say, “I favor the blue,” and we head out of the room and down the stairs, but despite his humor, I sense the edge to him, how bothered he is by the idea that he is representing a killer. And it’s just one more reason to fall for this man. “Does Royce have any idea where Nelson is headed?” I ask as we reach the den and start packing up our work from earlier.

      “Nothing on that yet,” he says, zipping up his briefcase, “but we’re a little too close to the Canadian border for comfort. It’s a common jumping spot to another country.”

      He’s right. We are, and this isn’t looking good. We walk to the front door, and as I pull the handle on my roller bag, Reese turns to me, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close, his eyes searching mine. His expression is indiscernible. “What is it?” I ask, my hand on his chest, and I can feel his heart thundering beneath it. 

      Suddenly, his hands are at my face and he’s tilting my gaze to his. “Don’t get spooked while I’m gone and run. I’ll just run faster, because I don’t give up when I want something.” He kisses me then, a deep, drugging kiss, and when it’s over, he adds, “And I want you, Cat.” He doesn’t wait for an answer or allow that statement to become negotiable. He opens the door, and in a few moments, we’re walking down the hall, side by side, my hand in his again. Soon he’ll be leaving, while I’m staying, but it’s not goodbye. After tonight, it’s a whole new beginning. One where you are innocent until you prove yourself guilty.
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      Reese and I step into the elevator, and as the door closes, a switch flips in my head. “I forgot to tell you,” I say, turning to him. “I can’t believe I forgot this. My agent had a picture of you and me, obviously together.”

      “What picture?”

      “In your lobby, when you held my arm and we were walking toward the security area. Dan sent it to my publisher.” 

      “How did you not tell me this, Cat?” 

      “We’ve had a lot going on. Your staff was waiting on us, and I really, truly set this aside, but I’m thinking about it now. Dan is the asshole.”

      The elevator opens. “Let’s talk in the hallway,” he says. I nod and we step outside. “Am I right to assume that your agent felt this hurt your book deal?” he asks.

      “I turned down the book deal, Reese. It was never an option with Dan involved. I swear to you.”

      “I’m not questioning you. I’m just thinking she has some agenda with Dan. Because that photo says that you could have a book deal with me any time you want it, if a partnership is what they want. And win or lose, my side of the story is half the story.” 

      “I’m close to this. That never crossed my mind, but it should have. And whatever game she might have been playing, it backfired. I fired her. And that’s not my concern right now. Dan is devious. I don’t know what he might do with that photo.” 

      “I’ve dealt with press exposure, including speculation about my personal life, for years. I’m thick-skinned and used to the gossip. It’s you I’m worried about. I don’t want this to affect your work any more than it already has.”

      “The trial is over soon,” I say. 

      “You were worried about us being a problem for you before, Cat.”

      “We were one and done.”

      “We were never—”

      I press my hand to his chest. “I know. I’m just telling you where my head was. I was protecting myself. I had a wall between us and I believed it to be real, because I needed it to be, but the book deal is done anyway, and I’m not going to lose my column if readership is high, and it is. I only brought this up for you. You needed to know. And right now, you need to leave.”

      “I don’t want to walk into that lobby pretending we aren’t seeing each other. We are. I don’t want to hide it.” My heart squeezes with how vehement those words are, before he adds, “But if you want to wait…” 

      “No. I really don’t.” I take his hand. “We need to get you to the airport and find out what’s going on with your client.”

      He cups my head and kisses me. “I’m not leaving unless I have to, so don’t get comfortable for a while.” And with that, he laces his fingers with mine and guides us down the hallway. 

      I realize then that he leads often, but not in the wrong ways, and at the wrong times—so far. He worries about my career and makes it easy for me to worry about his. We enter the lobby, and Reese motions me to the security desk. “Let’s stop here a moment.”

      We approach the counter, where a fifty-ish, stocky man in a burgundy jacket with dark, wavy hair with sprinkles of gray awaits. “Mr. Summer,” he greets Reese upon our arrival. 

      “Newt,” Reese says. “This is Cat. I need to put her on the approved list.”

      I glance up at him. “Do you have time for this?”

      “I’m making time. I can’t go anywhere until we know where I’m going anyway.” He points to Newt. “Let him set this up.”

      “Okay.” I look at the other man. “Hi, Newt.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cat. I’ll need identification.”

      I fill out a form and show him my driver’s license, during which time Reese has his hand resting on my back. It’s during this stop that a prickling sensation forms on my neck, like I’m being watched, we’re being watched. Thankfully, the security process is quick, and in a matter of three minutes, we’re walking through the main lobby.

       The slight tensing in Reese’s grip around my hand tells me he feels it, too. We head toward the front of the building, and a glimpse to the right toward the bar shows it to be packed. Reese must follow my attention, because he answers my unasked question. “Sunday Night football is also big here.”

      “Do you ever join in?”

      “Never. I like football, but in my own living room, and not for a few years. I never have time. What about you? Are you a football lover?”

      “I follow along, mostly to cheer for the team going up against my brother’s love, the Giants. The Cowboys will work just fine for me.”

      He laughs and holds the door for me. I exit into a gust of cold wind, as what is clearly our first cold front of the year is in full force. “Oh God,” I say, trembling and hugging myself as Reese joins me. “What happened out here?”

      He slides his arm around me. “Winter is coming.” He points to a black Escalade. “That should be Royce.” 

      We hurry in that direction, and Royce rolls down a window just long enough to confirm he’s the driver. Reese ushers me forward and opens the door. I climb inside and all the way over. “How’s Lauren?” I ask, as Reese joins us and shuts the door. 

      “Sick, and everyone that is normally close to her is out of town,” replies Royce.

      “Even Julie?” I ask of his brother’s wife, who is a friend of mine, and darn near a sister to Lauren.

      “She and Luke went to Paris on business they plan to turn into pleasure. Kara and Blake are meeting us at the airport to travel with Reese to get his client.”

      “Oh. Well, you want to just drop me there and I can stay with her?”

      “Already planning on it,” he says, glancing in the mirror at me. “Because I assumed your concern.”

      “I think I just got rolled over, but it’s acceptable,” I say. “I love her, too.” 

      “I know that,” he says, and he glances at Reese. “Vermont.”

      Reese follows his lead instantly. “Nelson went to his place in Vermont?”

      “We assume,” Royce says. “He hasn’t landed, but his wife arrived there this morning. I’d bet my right hand, and I really fucking like my right hand, that he’s going there.”

      “They both have to be in court next week,” Reese says. “What the hell are they thinking?”

      “Let’s hope they don’t plan a jump to another country,” Royce says, pulling us into traffic. “However, at this point, I’d bet my left hand she’s your killer.”

      “And what better way to take attention off yourself, but to bait your husband into looking guilty as sin,” I provide.

      “Exactly,” Royce says. “Even Lauren, who was on the boyfriend team, has come around. In between throwing up.”

      “That bad, huh?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Royce says, “That bad, which is why I’ll be staying here. Blake and Kara are a kickass team. A pain-in-the-ass team, but kickass nonetheless. And Blake is the one who’s been hacking a trail on these two.”

      “Anything else on that?” Reese asks. 

      “Not yet,” Royce says. “But Blake and Kara feel like if they can pick your brain, and even meet your client and his wife, they will close in on the answers.”

      “The silver lining to this fuck-up,” Reese says. “Yeah. I’m in. I’ll talk their fucking ear off if they can help.”

      We turn onto the street where the Walker family owns a small building they remodeled as home and offices, and Royce glances in the mirror at me again. “I can’t promise how late I’ll be. You can have our spare bedroom if you want for the night.” 

      “I’ll take good care of Lauren,” I say. 

      “I need this baby to get here,” he grumbles.

      “So you have two to fret over?” I ask.

      “I can’t even think about that right now,” he replies. 

      I smile at his sweet version of grumpiness and Reese gives my leg a tiny squeeze, a calling card. I turn in his direction, and he leans in, lips at my ear, his breath a warm trickle on my neck as he whispers, “I really want to be in my bed fucking you right now.” 

      My fingers flex into his arm I’m now holding, and suddenly, I am ridiculously wet, while my nipples ache. That’s how easily this man seduces me. Reese eases back, and we share this crazy-hot—a “make me tingle where I’m already hot”—look. And then we smile, together, in the same moment. God. I’m crazy for this man.

      “And we’re here,” Royce announces, as if warning us that our hot little moment, which he must have witnessed in his mirror, has come to an end. 

      That’s when I realize that we’re pulling beneath the Walker building and into one of the few attached garages in the city. “Lauren is expecting you, Cat,” Royce adds, halting the Escalade in front of the elevator. “I took the liberty of assuming you’d be joining her, and told her as much, when I found out you were back with Reese tonight.”

      I don’t comment. He’s being a mischief maker, like his brothers. Reese opens the door and exits, taking my bag with him. I follow, and he helps me out of the car, like a perfectly, well-mannered gentleman. “I’ll walk you up to Royce’s apartment,” he says, holding my bag. 

      “No,” I say. “You won’t. Thank you, but go deal with your case. I’m going to pick Lauren’s brain for ideas, too. We were good at solving cases together at the DA’s office.” I push to my toes and press my lips to his.

      He sets down my bag, and the next thing I know, he’s tangling his fingers in my hair and staring down at me with a wicked-hot look. “I’m going to need to fuck this hell out of my system when I get home. Be ready.” He kisses me, and it’s short, but fierce, and then he’s gone, leaving me breathless and weak in the knees, as he climbs back into the Escalade and shuts the door. 

      I watch them drive away, and according to the ache between my legs: I’m already ready for that fuck session, while according to the flutter in my belly, I’m falling hard for Reese Summer.
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      Lauren is hanging over the toilet about three minutes after she answers the door, and I grab a clip from a drawer and pull her brown hair back from her face. Finally, she calms and lies down on a big, fluffy cream-colored rug. “How often are you doing this?” I ask, sinking down on my knees beside her. 

      “I should just camp out here in the bathroom,” she murmurs. “That’s how often.”

      “What does the doctor say?”

      “That sickness is a sign of a healthy baby. Which sounds ridiculous, except for the fact that I wasn’t sick before my miscarriage at all.”

      “You’re miserable. Can they give you anything?” 

      “I have random drugs that he’s prescribed. But the options are limited, and none that are approved for pregnancy seem to work for me. Do you know how hard it is for me to do my job like this?”

      “I’m surprised you’re even able to try.”

      “I have people counting on me,” she says, “but Julie helps me a lot.”

      “Isn’t she a divorce attorney?”

      “She’s burned out and working with me on criminal cases more and more.”

      “Divorce isn’t pretty,” I say, “but neither is crime. Are you eating at all?”

      “Yes. Häagen-Dazs ice cream. It’s all I can keep down. I’m going to be the size of a ship when this is over.”

      “You barely have a belly,” I say, eyeing her flat stomach through her T-shirt and sweats. 

      “Right,” she says. “I have four months of baby in my butt right now.”

      I laugh. “You do not. I checked out your ass already. It’s as cute and perky as ever. Are you any better?”

      “Yes. I need ice cream.”

      I laugh again. “Do you have some?”

      “Royce bought, like, twenty pints. And I’m not kidding. He really did.”

      “I’ve met him,” I say. “I believe you.” I stand up and help her do the same. 

      A few minutes later, we are on the couch in the living room, the television on mute, the fireplace crackling in the corner, with a selection of six ice cream pints on the table in front of us. “I told you he bought twenty pints,” Lauren says, finishing a bite of ice cream. “Did you know that one of these pints is, like, seventy percent of the calories we’re allowed to have in a day?”

      “Thank you for that,” I say, as I try a spoonful of some kind of chocolate ice cream that is incredible. “Thankfully, I haven’t eaten much today, and neither have you.”

      “I ate a pint,” she says. “Maybe I ate two. For some reason, after I eat one of these, I’m not sick for a while.”

      “The baby wants what the baby wants,” I say. “Eat the ice cream.”

      She grabs a stack of files sitting on the coffee table and sets them between us on the couch. “Has Reese talked to you about the trial, or is that off-limits since you’re press?”

      “I’m not press. You know I hate being called press as much as Reese hates being called Mr. Hotness. And I was with him and his team all day, working on the questions and closing for next week.”

      “Really? He trusts you already, then.”

      “I— Well, yes. I guess he does.”

      “How’s trust working on your end?” she asks, giving me a knowing look, considering she weathered the Mitch storm with me.

      “Better than expected,” I say, “and for now, that’s all you’re getting.”

      “How did you meet him?”

      “You didn’t hear what I just said, did you?”

      “I heard and chose to ignore what you said.”

      “Fine. He cut in line at the coffee shop and accused me of playing games on my phone while holding up the line. When I was, in fact, reading a Mr. Hotness blog without even knowing it was him.”

      She laughs and scoops a spoonful of ice cream. “That’s priceless,” she says, taking a bite. “Then what?”

      “I checked his bad manners and told him he’d be single the rest of his life if he didn’t.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “That’s the Cat I know.”

      “And I called him an arrogant asshole.”

      She presses fingers to her forehead. “Oh God. You just gave me brain freeze.” She scrunches up her eyes and face for a minute and then refocuses. “Okay. It’s gone. Back to you and Reese. All the women pining for that man, and you figured out the secret code. Just call him a manner-less, arrogant asshole. It’s your charm, Cat. I’ve always admired your charm.”

      “Men want what they can’t have.”

      “But he has you.”

      “Maybe he thinks he really doesn’t.”

      “Does he?”

      “Yes, actually, he does.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I’m glad. You really shut down after Mitch.”

      “I didn’t shut down. I focused on doing me my way, instead of my father’s. That meant getting to know who I am. I needed time and space to do that.”

      “And now, Cat? Do you know yourself now?”

      “Okay, let me backtrack. I knew me. I just didn’t allow myself the freedom to be me. That’s still a work in progress.”

      “Has your father come around at all?”

      “No. I haven’t spoken to him in months. You know that.”

      “I hoped it had changed.”

      “It hasn’t. We fight when we communicate and we both needed a break. But oddly, Gabe came by to see me and told me he’s proud of me.”

      “Wow. That’s huge. He should be proud. They make me so angry.” 

      “It is what it is,” I say. 

      We talk about Reese, my family, and her plans for the baby’s room, and after I’ve returned what is left of the ice cream to the freezer, we move to a work session. “I changed my vote to the wife being guilty,” Lauren says. 

      “I heard, and I’m curious as to what changed your mind.”

      “This morning, Walker Security had someone watching Nelson Ward’s house when she left. She and her husband were fighting and he didn’t want her to go. He tried to stop her.” She grabs a folder and hands it to me. “Look at that while I go pee for the hundredth time today.” She stands up and walks away. 

      I flip through the file and see many shots of the Ward house, as well as shots of the couple this morning. They were fighting, all right. “Royce is on his way back already,” Lauren says as she returns. “Reese just got on a plane with Blake and Kara. One way or another, Reese will have his man back here by early tomorrow.”

      “Unless he had a new identity waiting on him in Vermont and he and his wife have now left the country.” 

      “Unfortunately, we don’t have men on the ground in Vermont, so we can’t stop them without alerting the police. And that would be best avoided. Did you look at those photos? The two of them fighting and her leaving—it all reads to me like manipulation. Like she wanted to make him break his travel rules, which implies he’s running from his guilt.” 

      “Or she was trying to convince him not to run,” I say. “Or she could have found out that he really did it, and she left him.”

      “You think he did it?”

      “No,” I say. “I think she did it, too, but I’m playing devil’s advocate. And I hope like hell he’s innocent. Reese won’t just take a hit to his reputation. He’ll start to question his instincts.”

      “Spoken like a woman who has seen inside his mind,” she says. “What’s happening with you two?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I answer honestly. “But it feels kind of wonderful.”

      “So you like him.”

       “He’s nothing that I expected and different from anything I’ve ever known.” 

      She narrows her eyes on me. “You just walked around that question.” 

      “It wasn’t a question. It was a statement: So you like him. That’s a statement. But yes. I like him, but it’s new. Don’t go marrying me off just yet.” 

      “Just yet. That’s an open door, so I’ll take that answer. Just don’t let Mitch’s actions get in front of you with Reese, Cat.” 

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Reese trusts you or he wouldn’t have you helping with this case. Trust him, too. And before you say anything, let me add this. I know it’s scary, but if you don’t take the risk, you will never know what might have been.”

      “I do. I trust Reese. And I’m a bit stunned by how much I mean those words.” 

      Lauren swallows hard. “Oh God.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “It’s happening again,” she says, covering her face. “Make this stop.”

      I go down on my knee beside her. “What can I do? Do you have crackers or soda?”

       “No thank you. Those things are from the devil. They make me sick. Apparently now the ice cream does, too.” 

      I get her crackers, soda, and more ice cream anyway, and my efforts fail. We land in the bathroom again, and when Royce finally gets home, we are both on the floor on our backs, talking about the trial. But I don’t think Royce even knows I’m there. I stand up and he is quick to sit down on the floor and pull Lauren against him. They’re talking and he’s fretting over her, and my heart squeezes as I watch them together. They are so in love, and suddenly I’m thinking of me and Reese, reliving moments in my head with him: The coffee shop, the food-truck stops. The sex. The man knows how to get the job done, for sure. And that kiss goodbye… 

      I suddenly can’t breathe, and it’s already eleven o’clock anyway. I sneak to the door and leave, calling an Uber that I wait for in the parking garage. And too soon it seems, that car arrives and delivers me to the front of my building, which is not a thought I’m used to having. I like my apartment. I like being in my space. But tonight, it feels like this isn’t where I belong. Nevertheless, a few minutes later, I walk into my apartment, flip on the light, and then lock the door. Leaning against the wooden surface, I stare down the hallway, when I would be normally racing to my sanctuary tub or bed. But tonight, it just feels empty. 

      I blame Reese, who’s filled up my life too easily and too quickly. Reese, who I already know could hurt me, and yet the idea of walking away from him guts me. I can’t do it. It’s too late to turn back.

      “Asshole,” I murmur under my breath, but I remind myself that he’s innocent until proven guilty. 

      He trusts you, Lauren said. 

      He tried to leave me at his apartment. He cleared me with security. He told me things that a member of the press would expose and knew that I would not. He does trust me, and I trust him. We’re also at that sweet spot in a relationship: Untarnished, a diamond in the rough with endless possibilities. 

      I push off of the door and walk across the hardwood floors, before cutting left and up the stairs to my bedroom. I’ve just flipped on the light and walked to my sleigh bed, setting my bag and purse beside it, when my phone rings. I quickly retrieve it from my purse, and there is no denying the punch of disappointment I experience to see Lauren’s number, not Reese’s. “Hey,” I say, walking toward my bathroom. “How are you?”

      “You left.”

      “Yes,” I say, flipping on the bathroom light. “I left you with your hot, doting husband.”

      “You’re home safe?”

      “I am. Thank you for checking. Are you doing okay?”

      “There is a reward at the end of this, so I’m okay. Thank you for staying with me. And, Cat? He’ll call.”

      “What?”

      “If Reese feels what you feel, he’ll call. I promise.” She disconnects, and I want to throttle her. 

      Now if he doesn’t call, it will mess with my head. 

      I walk to the bathroom, strip down, and take a long, hot bath in my massive tub, which is the best feature in any bathroom. I sit there in the hot, bubbly water, with my phone on the ledge, of course, because now I’m obsessed over the call I might miss. I hate that I’m obsessed. Once I’m in my Victoria’s Secret pajamas, I grab my MacBook and take it to bed with me, where I work on my column that is due tomorrow. My closing statement reads:

      If this trial ends in a guilty verdict, it won’t be based on evidence. If the trial ends in an acquittal, don’t blame the system. The system didn’t do this. The prosecution did, by charging too soon. They should have taken the time to back up their case. We all want justice for a woman and her child, but deep down, we all want to believe the monster who did this is no longer free to do it again. If nothing changes, I for one will not leave this trial with the comfort of knowing a killer is behind bars. Until then, —Cat.

      I study the page and have second thoughts about the content. If I point the finger at new suspects, as I did in the first part of this column, what happens? I believe that, yes, it puts attention on suspects other than Reese’s client. Maybe it puts those suspects on edge. But after tonight, Reese may prefer to sideswipe those people on the stand. I need to find out or just write another version of my column in the morning to have options. 

      I glance at the clock. It’s two in the morning. Reese isn’t going to call tonight. I shut my computer and lie in bed, in the darkness. Alone. He might not be able to call. He might be in hell right now. God, I want to know what is happening. I want to hear Reese’s voice. I want to know he’s safe. But I don’t need Reese to call for some kind of validation, and he has no obligation to call. It’s not like I’m married to the man.

      I just wish he would call.

      As if I’ve willed him to do just that, my phone starts to buzz. I register Reese’s number. I grab it with a relief that says I wanted this call more than I want to admit. “Hello,” I answer. 

      “Hey, sweetheart. Were you asleep?”

      “No. I’ve been too worried about what was happening there.” 

      “You were worried?”

      “Yes. Very much. What’s happening?”

      “Well, he was at his house, as we hoped, and so was his wife, Kelli. I’m calling you from the rental car, while Blake and his wife each question the husband and wife one on one. I’ve spent the last hour talking to them myself.” 

      “And?” I prod.

      “Kelli supposedly got spooked by the press, or rather ‘suffocated,’ as she called it. She needed out of town. He followed.”

      “She was suffocating, so she left her husband to fend for himself the weekend before he learns his fate? That doesn’t sound like a loving wife who believes her husband is innocent.”

      “No, it does not, but then, we all think she did it.”

      “Lauren showed me the images they took of the two of them fighting.” 

      “Yes, there is trouble in paradise for sure. The question is, did that trouble originate from the trial pressure, or is it long term?”

      “I know you stated in your opening statement that the baby is not his and he adamantly denies ever sleeping with the victim. Do you still feel that is a truthful statement?” 

      “I do. I was afraid I wouldn’t after tonight, but nothing has changed.”

      “Why didn’t he call you before he did this?”

      “He knew I’d tell him not to go and he wanted me to have deniability,” he says. 

      “Does his wife believe him?” 

      “Yes, which she says she will state in court.”

      “Is it safe to let her testify? What if she sets him up?”

      “It’s a risk that I have to take to try to get a confession from her, because I damn sure don’t have any evidence. Hell, it might be the boyfriend. I am flying blind.”

      “The prosecution has no evidence either,” I say. “You’re going to create reasonable doubt. You have already. When are you coming back?”

      “As soon at Blake and Kara finish up, we’ll all fly back, including Nelson and Kelli, in the Walker plane.”

      “You’ll get back here early in the morning, without any sleep, and you have to be fresh for court Monday.” 

      “I have to be prepared Monday, which means sleep is a luxury I can’t afford. Call me when you wake up and I’ll come pick you up.”

      “No. You have to sleep and focus on your Monday game plan.”

      “I’ll do those things with you, Cat. I’ll see you soon.” He hangs up.

      I let the phone drop to the bed, and I’m back to staring into the darkness, but this time, I am not fretting. Lauren was right. That call means something. It tells me that I am a part of his life now, and it’s terrifyingly wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            Reese

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Blake, Kara, and I follow my client and his wife back to their house, it’s seven. I leave them with two of Royce’s men watching the house. I walk them to their door and Kelli goes inside, while Nelson and I stand on the porch. “You’re paying for the plane, and the services I found necessary today. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “Understood,” he says. “I know I fucked up. Are you telling the judge that I left?”

      “No, but I should,” I say. “Just like I should ask to be recused from this case, but it’s too late in an expensive trial. The judge won’t let me. But be clear: If you give me one more reason to doubt you, my closing statement will get the job done, and nothing more.”

      I turn, walk away and climb into the back seat of the Escalade Blake is driving instead of Royce this time. Once I’m inside, I shut the door and watch as Nelson heads back into his house. 

       “She did it,” Kara says. “I spent the entire flight talking to her, and she did it.”

      “I don’t disagree, but we’re all speaking on gut instincts,” I say. “I need more.”

       “Unless you have a problem with it,” Blake says, “Kara wants to talk to Nelson’s secretary.”

      “I don’t have a problem with it at all,” I say, “but why? Where are you going with this?”

      “A secretary knows the boss’s secrets,” Blake says. “I can’t tell you how many times a secretary busted open a case for me.”

      “And women share dirty secrets more readily with another woman,” Kara adds. 

      I’m reminded of Cat’s history. Her ex fucked his secretary while he was with her. The secretary definitely knows a man’s secrets. “Do it,” I say, “but do it quickly. I’ll push Kelli’s testimony to Tuesday, but I can’t push it any further.”

      “We’ll go see her today,” Kara says. “After we sleep a few hours.” 

       Blake turns toward my apartment, and I think of Cat in her bed, instead of mine. “Take me to Cat’s building.” I give him the address.

      “So you two are really a thing, then, huh?” Blake asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “We are most definitely at thing.”

      Kara turns and smiles at me. “A man who knows what he wants and is going after it,” she says. “Are you sure you don’t have Walker blood in you?”

      I don’t comment, and she doesn’t expect me to. She turns and faces forward while I silently agree with her. I am a man who knows what I want, and that’s Cat. And I’m going to make sure she knows. For the remainder of the drive, I switch back and forth between trial details and Cat, finding my desire to talk through everything that happened on this trip with her. That’s a first for me. But not only does she want to help, she actually does. 

      By the time Blake drops me at Cat’s place, it’s nearly eight. My brilliant plan to talk my way past the security desk and surprise Cat doesn’t go as planned. “Call her,” I tell the guard, a man with gray hair, wearing a blue jacket and a big attitude. “Tell her I’m here. The name is—”

      “Reese Summer,” he says, disdain in his voice. “I know. We all know who you are.”

      The man defending a baby killer, I think. That assumption after what I’ve just dealt with irritates the fuck out of me. “Don’t spread that around or Cat will end up with reporters chasing her and you’ll get to handle the gaggle of people that will appear in your lobby. And I’ll make sure the right people know who made that happen, which would be you.”

      “I don’t run my mouth, sir, or I wouldn’t have a job.”

      “Call Cat,” I order. 

      His lips press together, as if he’s biting back a retort, but he dials Cat’s apartment and I’m given immediate clearance. I walk to the elevator, tension radiating throughout my body. I’m ready for the fucking hellish trial to be over; that seed of doubt about Nelson’s guilt eating me alive. He can’t be guilty or I can no longer trust my instincts. I ride the elevator to the fifteenth floor and I swear, just knowing I have a bed with Cat in it waiting on me punches back some of that edginess the guard has stirred in me, right along with the weariness of no sleep. Once I’m at her door, I knock with impatient insistence. I need to see her, to hold her naked body in my arms. It’s irrational. It’s nothing I’ve ever felt with a woman, but it’s real. It’s now and I want the walls between me and this woman gone, literally and figuratively. 

      She opens the door, looking adorable in pink pajamas, with her blonde hair in disarray. “You should be sleeping,” she says. “Why are you not in bed?”

      I’m already hot and hard from just seeing her, but the minute I hear her voice, as insane as it sounds, I’m over the edge. I want to feel her close, her breasts in my hands, and my cock buried inside her. And damn, I want those soft moans she makes. I drop my bag, and step into her, hands on her waist as I walk her into the foyer of her apartment and kick the door shut. “I told you I was going to need to fuck when I got back. And I do.” I tangle my fingers in her hair. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Only the part where you want to but haven’t yet.”

      I kiss her, my mouth closing down on hers, my tongue pressing past her teeth, stroking her until she rewards me with one of those moans I craved every minute I was apart from her. That sound undoes me all over again, and nothing undoes me but this woman. I’m suddenly so damn ravenous for Cat that nothing else exists but one goal: More of this woman. I deepen the kiss, drinking her in, demanding everything she holds back. I undress her in between kisses, touching her everywhere I can touch her in the process, and it’s not even close to enough. 

       “Damn it, woman, you are making me crazy,” I murmur, this hunger inside me for Cat damn near painful. I press her against the wall, my fingers sliding between her legs, stroking the wet heat of her sex. 

      She pants and I swallow the sound, licking into her mouth, the hint of toothpaste in her mouth ridiculously sexy. She tugs at my shirt and I pull it over my head. By the time I’ve tossed it away, she’s dealt with my zipper and is closing her hand around my cock. Fuck. I need to fuck. I lift her leg, and between the two of us, my cock presses inside her. I cup her sweet little ass, and her legs wrap my waist. I thrust into her and pull her down on top of me. She clings to my shoulders, and I wrap my arms around her waist. 

      “I have you, Cat,” I say, and those green eyes of hers meet mine, and I know the minute she understands: I want her trust. She nods as if I’ve asked for it with words, and she leans backward, taking more of me, rising to me as I thrust into her, her beautiful breasts swaying between us. She watches me, too, like I am her, and that connection between us is there, burning a path between us. We are moving again, her driving down against me, me thrusting into each push she delivers. I’m on edge, almost there, when she suddenly leans forward, burying her face in my neck, and I can feel her fighting what comes next. But I don’t let her. 

      “Come for me, sweetheart,” I murmur. “Give me what I want.”

      And what I want is to feel her clenching me, trembling in my arms, and that is exactly what happens. She tumbles into orgasm and I drive into her until I’m going there, too. I thrust one last time and nothing else exists. There is just me, her, and the quake of our bodies. 

      I come back to reality with my legs burning, and the two of us holding on to one another, breathing together. Somehow, my pants are still in place. “Where’s the bathroom?” 

      “The door right next to us,” she says. 

      I walk us in there and set her on the white and red checked vanity, slipping her a towel to clean up. I quickly return to the hallway and bring her my shirt. She tosses the towel, and I help her with my shirt before pressing my hands to the counter on either side of her. “Good morning.” 

      She blushes a pretty pink. “Good morning.” She touches my face. “I can’t believe you came here.”

      “I can’t believe you thought I’d go any other place, Cat. Take me to your bed.”

      “You need to be in your own house and your own bed. Tomorrow is court. You need the familiar.”

      “Come home with me.”

      “You need to sleep. We won’t sleep.”

      “Sweetheart, we just fucked. I can sleep a few hours, I promise you.”

      “Is that the way to put you to sleep?”

      “Every night,” I say. “Are you up for the challenge?”

      She laughs. “I think you’re trying to fuck me out of your system.”

      It’s a joke, but there’s a serious undertone. “Here’s what I say to you on that, Cat. I can, you should let me, and I should let you do the same. And then when we fail, we’ll talk about what comes next. Deal?”

      “Yes. Deal.”

      “Good.” I pick her up and set her on the floor. “Take me to your bed, and later I’ll take you to mine.”
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      “It’s time for bed,” I say. “To sleep.” I grab Reese’s arm, pulling him out of the bathroom off my foyer.

      “I’m not going to argue,” he says. “I’m officially done for a few hours.” 

      I slide my palm down his arm, my fingers lacing with his, the first time I’ve ever held his hand, not the opposite, and when I look at him, the warmth in his eyes tells me he knows this, too. My cheeks warm like his eyes, which is silly, because I’ve done all kinds of naked things with this man. I cut my gaze, my throat thick with just how connected I feel with this man. How emotionally exposed I am with him. I am so very naked with this man in every possible way, and now he’s about to sleep in my bed, with me, by my side. 

      We cross through my living room, which is decorated in navy blue and grays, the navy of my curtains a shade darker than his gorgeous blue eyes. I guide Reese inside the doorway just off that room, and he stops inside the entrance, scanning the gray and pink décor. Lots of pink, actually, a color choice I made after I left my law career and Mitch behind, a kind of kiss off to everyone I felt had masculated me in my life. I can be more than flat and one-dimensional, and with my writing, I in fact, must embrace variety to be interesting. 

      Reese walks straight for my bed with the puffy pink comforter and pink pillows, his exhaustion showing in how quickly he strips off his shoes and pants before slipping under the covers. I join him, and he pulls me under his arm, onto his chest, and that’s when he murmurs, “Pink suits you, Cat,” his voice laden with grogginess, and when I glance up at him, his eyes are shut. 

      Warmth fills me all over again as I consider that statement, which means more to me than he realizes. Pink is poison to my father. Weakness. A tool a man would use to classify me as woman, not an equal. Reese is my first, in every way. I could love this man and that terrifies me, but it’s not a feeling you can walk away from. It’s a feeling that consumes and seduces, a drug you can’t get enough of, like this man. I can’t get enough of him.

      I smile and shut my eyes, letting the earthy, rich scent of Reese consume me as my body relaxes into his, the heaviness of sleep reclaiming me.
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      Reese and I sleep for four hours. We wake to the buzzing of my cellphone as Liz texts me and wants to talk. “Important?” Reese asks. 

      “No,” I say. “Go back to sleep.”

      He doesn’t argue. He’s out again in a minute, and I snuggle closer to him and do the same. We finally get out of bed at two o’clock, shower together, and dress. Reese dresses in the clothes I picked out for him, including jeans, a black T-shirt, and the blue underwear he points out, since they were my favorite, though I really couldn’t care less about the color. They’re on him. That’s what counts. I myself decide on the New Yorker look of all black, including my jeans, my knee-high boots, and a sweater, considering a cold front has officially arrived, per the weather app on my phone. 

      I’ve just finished flat-ironing my hair when Reese appears and leans on the counter next to me, his thick, dark hair still damp, his blue eyes bright and focused on me. “Stay with me for the rest of the trial.”

      Stay with him, at his apartment, for the rest of the trial. It’s almost like living with him. My first instinct should be caution, but I don’t seem to have any left with this man. In my mind, I know that I should slow things down. We’re moving fast, but the truth is, I don’t want to slow down. “Yes,” I say. “I’d like that.” 

      Approval fills his expression. He’s pleased with my answer. I like this reaction. I like that I never feel like I am in a power play with this man. We are simply together in what is such unfamiliar territory for me, and I can only navigate it by acceptance. “That was easier than I expected,” he comments. 

      My lips quirk. “How can we fuck this out of our system if I’m not with you?”

      “Indeed,” he says, his expression amused. “I do think we’ll both enjoy that process, but Cat,” his voice softens, “I’ve never met a challenge I wanted to fail, until now.” 

      A knot of emotion fills my chest. “I’m okay if you fail this one, too, but, of course, you should see the challenge through.” 

      “Of course,” he says, smiling, and he has such a devastatingly sexy smile. “Of course. That will take energy for us both. We need to power up. Do you want me to run and grab us food while you pack?”

      “Oh, I have an idea. Kind of a ritual. If you like waffles and omelets, there’s a place I order from that has the best Sunday brunch. The menu is on the fridge. They deliver, and you can tell them Cat’s usual and then whatever you want.”

      He leans down and kisses me. “The usual. Got it. I’ll wait on you by the coffee pot.”

      He disappears, and I sigh, the spicy, sometimes borderline earthy, but always wonderful scent of him lingering in the air. I did good when I packed his cologne. He smells so good. He always smells good, and that will never get old. I stand up and pack a bag, enough for a few days, at least. Once I’m done, I set my bags in the living room, just outside the bedroom, and carry my MacBook with me. 

      I find him at my island kitchen, his computer in front of him, coffee beside him, his hair almost dry, a wave to the thick, untamed strands that is almost curly. “Twenty minutes for delivery,” he says. “The menu looked good.”

      “It’s so good,” I promise, setting my computer down, as well as my phone, before making coffee. “I save calories for Sundays just to pig out on brunch.” I rejoin him, claiming the high-backed barstool directly across from him. “Anything from Walker Security?” 

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you still putting Kelli on the stand tomorrow as a follow-up to the boyfriend?” 

      “As much as I want that back-to-back presentation of additional suspects, I’m going to hold off. I told Blake he could have time to get me evidence. I actually told him he could only have two days, but I’m rethinking the timeline.”

      “What are the factors you’re considering?”

      “Now that I’ve convince the Walker team to come on board, we might actually find a bombshell I can use. I’m going to save her for the last bombshell testimony, but I dislike placing distance between her testimony and the boyfriend’s.”  

      “I know you said that you wanted to wrap this up this week. Is that still going to happen? And why were you winding it down that quickly?” 

      “My initial decision was made when it became obvious that the prosecution was going to rest their case quickly.”

      “Which told you what?” I ask. 

      “That they were hiding from a weak case and didn’t want to risk me tearing it down. That’s when I decided that short and efficient is the way to go with my presentation. I can’t give Dan a chance to make the prosecution look good.”

      “If I were the prosecutor and the judge told the defense they had to get a confession to avoid a dismissal in a case I was prosecuting, that would add fire to that strategy. I’d try to speed things up and keep that ruling in the jury’s minds. And I’d do that simply because at least some of those jurors will take that as the judge’s assumption of guilt.”

      “Good point,” he says. “And if I’m right about my assessment, Dan the man already needs me to be speedy to avoid highlighting his weak-ass case. The man didn’t even call the investigative officers. He knows they have no evidence to present. I don’t think he’s going to hold things up.”

       “But maybe you need to slow things down, Reese. Dilute the judge’s ruling.”

      “If I dilute that ruling, I dilute how pathetic the prosecutor’s case is.”

      “Not if you grind the right points to death. Even consider recalling some of their witnesses to refresh the jury’s minds.”

      “Maybe. I need to think about this.” 

      My phone rings, and I grab it. “The security desk,” I tell Reese before I answer. “Yes. Please. Send them up.” I end the call and refocus on Reese, going right back to our conversation. “I’m surprised they didn’t drag everyone who knows Nelson Ward to the stand and try to paint some nasty character profile.” 

      “Nelson is beloved by everyone,” Reese says. “That’s one of the reasons I was willing to take this case. That and the fact that the baby wasn’t his and there is no DNA evidence. And I believe he’s innocent.”

      “Even after last night?”

      “Yes. His wife was behind that, and he needed her back here to testify.”

      “He should have called you,” I say. “And taken your calls.”

      “Agreed. And I threatened to scale back my defense to the basic requirements, and definitely not aggressive. But I still believe in him.”

      “Okay, then back to buying time. You could call on the list of character witnesses.” 

      “Each of which could suddenly present me with a problem,” he counters. “I keep every trial simple for a reason. I don’t create new problems while trying to solve another. Hell, I could spend weeks and maybe even months building his character, but I go back to the two key points: Every witness is a potential backfire, and I dilute the weakness of the prosecutors’ presentation.”

      “What about putting Nelson on the stand?”

      “You said it yourself. No one likes a rich, successful, good-looking man who has everything they don’t have. I think it’s risky.”

      “But you say he’s loved by all.”

      “It’s too risky.”

      “Okay,” I concede. “It’s risky. Are you still calling the investigative officers tomorrow?” I ask, remembering his list from our work session yesterday. 

      “Yes. That plan hasn’t changed. Dan isn’t going to avoid that hit. And they will be.”

      “You’re sure they have nothing to offer to hurt you?”

      “I have their written statements. If they deviate, they look like liars.”

      A knock sounds on the door, and Reese stands up. “I’ll grab the food.”

      I nod and grab a couple of bottles of water from the fridge, and a few minutes later, we are both pigging out on waffles and eggs. “Set aside the case for a while,” Reese says. “Any regrets over the agent firing this morning?”

      “None. Though she was the one who texted me while we were asleep. She wants to talk.”

      “Are you going to talk to her?”

      “I’ll talk to her, but I’m not rehiring her. I’ll start looking for a new one to deal with my option when the trial is over.”

      “How do options work?”

      “I signed a contract and they optioned my next true crime novel. They get first right of refusal. But I know the terms. I’m not legally obligated to accept the deal with Dan. I am legally obligated to present a proposal for my own book, though they can decline, because I turned down the partnership with Dan. But that’s fine. Once they pass, and I get another agent, I can go to another publisher.”

      “A lot of people would have taken the deal, Cat.”

      “And I have my mother to thank for leaving me my apartment and a trust fund I’ll inherit at thirty-five. I’m not in a position where I have to do what I don’t want to do.” 

      “I didn’t know about the trust,” he says.

      “I don’t talk about it. It’s hard to look forward to money you get because a parent died.”

      “How did she die?”

      “She had untreated high blood pressure that triggered a massive stroke.”

      “That’s rough.”

      “It was hard. She wasn’t all that happy. My father treated her like crap. She and I fought a lot because I wanted her to get out, or at least force him to do right by her.”

      “I understand. My parents have struggles. At times, I think they’d be better off apart.”

      “If it weren’t from watching the Walker couples, I’m not sure I’d even believe marriage can work,” I admit. “But they don’t seem like normal human beings.”

      “And what am I, Cat?” he asks, studying me, watching me for a reaction. 

      What is he? It’s a complicated question that I answer as simply as possible. “Not an asshole anymore.”

       “I’ll take that,” he says. “For now.” He moves on. “Didn’t you tell me your brother came by? I got the impression you weren’t on good terms.”

      “We haven’t been but the whole visit was odd. He wants something. He actually asked about you.”

      His brow furrows. “What about me?”

      “He just asked if I would recommend you as the best of the best. Or something along those lines. I said yes and he dropped the topic.”

      “Does he know about us?”

      “No. I think it was because of the trial. You’re on everyone’s radar. And apparently, he actually reads my column, which highlights your trial skills.” 

      “Which brother?”

      “Gabe. He’s the second oldest and he works for my father’s firm. Oh, and since we’re talking about my column. I think I should save my ‘who done it’ angle in my column for later in the week, right before Kelli’s testimony. If you agree, I’ll reframe the pages I’ve written for tomorrow, which I need to do soon.”

      “I agree,” he says, his eyes narrowing on me. “You’re not worried about journalistic integrity by colluding with the defense?”

      “You’re not worried about corrupting a journalist?”

      “I’m counting on it, sweetheart,” he says, his eyes filling with mischief. “How am I doing?”

      “I’ll let you know,” I say, but the truth is, he’s corrupted everything I thought I knew about what I wanted in a man, and made it all about him. 
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      Hours later, Reese and I walk into his apartment, and he carries his bag and mine into his bedroom. “I’ll put these in the closet,” he says. I join him and he motions around the room. “Pick a section and make it yours.”

      My stomach flutters, and I’m suddenly overwhelmed with how fast we are going. “Reese—”

      He’s kissing me before I ever finish that sentence. “I plan for you to be here often. Claim your space. I’ll share everything but you, Cat.” And with that loaded comment, his phone starts ringing and he snags it from his pocket. “Blake,” he says, kissing me. “Save that thought. I want to hear it,” he adds before answering the call. 

      He listens a minute and says, “Let me dig out my files. I’ll call you back.” He ends the connection and looks at me. “Nelson’s secretary said she’d talk to him, but she’s with her mother today and doesn’t want to upset her any more than this trial has already.”

      “Haven’t you already talked to her?”

      “Yes, but I talked about Nelson. Blake and his wife are going to find out what she knows about Kelli. But Blake is asking for some information I have in my files. I’m going to go look it up for him.” He cups my face and kisses me. “I’m glad you’re here, Cat.” He turns and leaves the closet, and I stare after him with that stupid ball of unnamed emotion tightening in my chest. 

      I rotate and scan his closet, deciding on a spot to hang the items I brought with me. I consider leaving the rest of my things in the suitcase, but decide that means leaving it out and in the way. I open his drawers and pick a couple of spots to place my things. I empty out his bag and mine completely and store them. And for a moment, I simply stare at my dresses next to Reese’s suits and have no thoughts. I just have feelings. So many feelings I can’t even name. I don’t want to name them. It’s too soon. I grab the toiletries and head to the bathroom. I place my items at one of the two sinks, hoping it’s not the one Reese uses. I’m just finishing when my neck prickles and I turn to find Reese in the doorway, one of his broad shoulders leaning on the frame. “Did you ever live with Mitch, Cat?”

      “No. I’ve never lived with anyone. Have you?”

      “Never even considered it,” he says. 

      “Not even with—”

      “Karen was her name. And no. I was focused on my work, and to be completely honest, her living with me felt like it would be a distraction.”

      “And what am I?”

      He studies me for several moments, his expression indiscernible. “Come here,” he orders softly.

      I think about that command, not because it’s a command, but because it doesn’t bother me as it would with anyone else. I walk to him and he takes my hand, lacing our fingers together and leading me out of the bathroom to the chair in front of the windows. We sit down and he pulls me under his arm, and I rest on his shoulder, as the sun splashes the sky with rainbow colors as it disappears at the horizon. “Ask me again,” he says softly. 

      I don’t ask what he means. I know. “What am I?” 

      He looks over at me. “The only person I’ve ever watched a sunset with and had it matter.”

      Those words alone might not mean more than a seduction, but I don’t miss the relevance of him saying them right here, in his room, in this chair, after asking me to stay with him. So when he asks, “What am I, Cat?” I shift and climb on top of his lap, straddling him, my hands on his face. “Someone who matters,” I reply, pressing my lips to his. 

      He cups my head and kisses me. “Ask me again.”

      “Who am I?”

      “Mine,” he says. “You just don’t know it yet.”
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      The next morning is a morning of revelations. 

      I wake up in Reese’s bed, with his arms wrapped around me. We’re spooning. That’s revelation number one: I’m spooning with Reese Summer, formerly known as Mr. Arrogant Asshole, commonly known as Mr. Hotness. 

      “Morning, sweetheart,” he says, clearly aware that I’m awake. I’m also naked, and he’s naked, and when he rolls me over and settles between my legs, kissing a path down my belly until one of my legs is over his shoulder, I have revelation number two: Sleepovers are underrated, especially since I shatter into complete, utter bliss. When Reese carries me to the shower, where we then have hot sex against the shower wall, revelation number three is a big one for me: I decide my dislike of mornings, which has been with me most of my life, has been cured.

      Once we’re out of the shower, both of us wrapped in towels, we each claim a sink and I try to focus on my hair and makeup, but he’s shaving, and I’m kind of obsessed with watching. He catches me and winks. Revelation number four: While I’ve never really liked a wink from a man, I like it when Reese winks at me, which clearly proves that the source of a wink matters more than I once thought. Namely, that it’s delivered by Reese Summer. 

      Revelation number five: Reese has a lucky suit, a gray power suit with a matching gray silk tie, a detail I learn when he asks me to pick out a suit and tie for him, and I choose the lucky suit. “That one is for closing arguments,” he says. “Pick any other.”

      I grab a blue pinstriped suit and a blue tie that matches the stripe. “Why is the gray one lucky?” I ask as I pull a black jacket over my long-sleeved turtleneck, that I’ve matched with my flared skirt.

      “I won my first jury verdict in it,” he says. “And if I’m really lucky, as I was that day, the verdict is the same day as my closing.”

      I step into a pair of black stiletto heels and when he’s fully dressed, except for his jacket, I knot his tie. “You’re skilled at this,” he says. “Whose tie have you been attending to?”

      “Three brothers,” I say. “One of which, Gabe—the one who stopped by my place—still can’t tie a tie. I used to pre-knot them for him.” 

      He laughs. “I had a friend in law school like that. I couldn’t teach him. He bought a machine to do it for him. The guy could debate the hell out of you in the classroom, and he’s a damn good attorney now, but a tie brought him to his knees.”

      I pat his tie. “All done.” I step back and watch him shrug into his jacket. “You need another lucky suit. I think you should actually buy a suit for every trial to be ‘the’ suit.”

      “Why is that?” he asks, sticking a tie pin into place.

      “Because then you can see your successes line your closet, and you know why I think that’s important.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re not lucky. You’re good. You don’t need a suit for luck at all.”

      He snags my hip and walks me to him. “Maybe I should make you my lucky charm.”

      “You’d have to give up the suit, then.”

      “I’ll take you over the suit any day, sweetheart.” 

      I’m still smiling over that comment when we head to the kitchen and grab a cup of coffee. After which, I open my MacBook and read my new column while Reese answers emails. “Are you happy with it?” Reese asks, closing his computer. 

      “I am,” I say. “Are you?”

      “You’re the one who counts.”

      “I wanted you to read it last night before I sent it in.”

      “And I told you, I don’t want to influence your writing.” He sticks his MacBook in his briefcase and gives me his full attention. “Read me your closing statement.”

      I like that he wants to hear it. I like that he doesn’t want to influence me. The problem is that he didn’t and I’m not sure I want to read it to him. “Tonight,” I say. “I’ll read it to you tonight.”

      “I don’t want to know what you wrote, do I?”

      “I don’t want to influence you.”

      “When have you ever held your tongue with me?”

      “The morning before you walk into court. Reading it to you last night was different than reading it to you ten minutes before we have to leave for court.” 

      “Cat,” he prods. “Read me the closing. Influence the fuck out of me. If I need to hear what you wrote, I need to hear it.” 

      I inhale and breathe out. “All right.” I start reading: When a prosecutor spends all of three days presenting his case in a trial this massive, you have to ask: What is he afraid of? Why not call character assassins to the stand? Why not call the investigators to the stand, and how did they end up on the witness list for the defense, not the prosecution? Why not spend days or weeks with medical experts on the stand? I’m baffled and have only two conclusions I can draw: Either the prosecutor charged rashly, and planned to build a case later, one that simply didn’t exist, or he has a brilliant plan, perhaps a trap set for the defense, that has yet to be revealed. Until then, —Cat. I look at Reese. “Well?”

      “A trap,” he says. “Why the hell would you let me walk into court and not bring that to my attention?”

      “It was a random thought right before I hit send. I mean, what trap could he really have set?”

      “One of the witnesses on my list is going to burn me. Maybe one of the investigators I’m calling today. And that burn will be deeper because I called them, not the prosecution. I’ll look ill-prepared.”

      “You said it yourself. They have signed statements. Don’t back down.”

      He taps his finger on the island. “You’ve validated my plan. Short and effective. I’m not calling anyone I don’t have to call.”

      “See why I didn’t want to tell you this morning?”

      “I don’t rattle, Cat. If you have an opinion, share it.”

      “I will. I promise.” 

      “Good.” He glances at his watch. “If we go now, we have time to stop at the coffee shop.”

      “Let’s not. I saw Dan there. You don’t need that kind of distraction before the trial.”

      “I won’t be distracted, sweetheart, but I have a feeling he will be, and after your closing, that won’t break my heart. I vote for coffee.”

      “You’re looking for trouble,” I accuse.

      “That’s the name of the game during a trial.”

      “We can get coffee but not there. Pick another place.” I grab my briefcase, stuff my purse inside with my MacBook, and head for the door.

      Reese joins me, but he doesn’t reach for the door. “Let’s get coffee at our place, Cat.”

      “Fine, but let’s set some groundwork. The days you are heading up a high-profile trial, or really any trial, you will get your way eighty percent of the time. The days you are not, I get my way eighty percent of the time.”

      “I can live with that. Do you need a coat? Do you have one with you?” 

      “I brought one, but I don’t want to deal with it in court. I’ll be fine. I’m ready.”

      He doesn’t move. He reaches in his pocket and pulls out a key. “For you.”

      My lips part. “What is that?”

      “You’re staying here,” he says, taking my hand and closing it around the key. “You should have a way to come and go.”

      “Reese—” 

      He leans in and kisses me. “It’s yours, Cat.” He brushes hair from my face. “And don’t go getting spooked on me.”

      “I’m not. I’m just—surprised.”

      “Then you must not get it yet.”

      “Get what?”

      “I play for keeps, sweetheart. And I’m keeping you.” He motions to the door. “Come on. Let’s go win a trial.”

      He says those words like we’re in this together, and we are. I’m in this with him. I’m holding his key in my hand. He opens the door and we step into the hallway. While he locks up, I stick the key in the zipper pocket of my briefcase and we head to the elevator. Once we’re inside, both our phones buzz with a text. He laughs at his and shows it to me.

      I read it: Don’t be a loser, pretty boy. No one likes a loser. 

      I arch a brow at him. “My sister,” he says.

      “She’s brutal, but funny,” I comment.

      “Yes, she is.” He sends her a quick message, and I show him my text message that reads: We need to talk. I’ve talked to the publisher on your behalf because I care how this ends for you.

      “Your agent,” he says. 

      “My ex-agent.”

      The elevator opens, and we start our walk toward the exit. “Call her while we walk.”

      “I’ll call her tonight. You need to focus on you and the trial, not my agent drama.”

      “Cat. This is your career.” 

      “This trial is my career. I’ll call her.” It hits me that he’s the only man, of the many in my life, that actually presses on matters that concern me. We stop at a stoplight and I turn to him. “I promise. And thank you for pushing. I know it’s because you want to look out for me.”

      “I owe you. Your input on this trial has been invaluable.”

      The light turns and he motions us forward. A few steps past the intersection and we arrive at the coffee shop, and avoid talking about the trial while we wait in line. Instead, we talk about his parents. “Tell me more about the ranch your parents own.”

      “They have stallions. Do you ride?”

      “No,” I say. “But I’ve always wanted to.”

      “I’ll take you up there. We’ll figure out when and do it.”

      He wants to take me to his parents. “You want to take me to your parents?”

      His eyes soften. “Yes, Cat, I do. Just be prepared for a cranky married couple. And my brother, who rivals my sister in attitude.”

      “I’m used to brothers.”

      “You’ll like my sister.” 

      “Does she work at the ranch?” I ask.

      “No. She’s an interior designer, but she only lives an hour from the ranch. She’ll show up if I show up.”

      It’s our turn at the register, and it’s not long until we have our coffee and we’re finishing the short walk to the courthouse. I stop him a block away. “You don’t need to walk in with me, Reese. Mr. Hotness gossip isn’t what you need right now.”

      “Cat—”

      I push to my toes, lean into him, and kiss him. “Please. Go on without me. And go Team Summer. Kick ass.”

      “Are you Team Summer, Cat?”

      “You had me the minute you cut in line and earned your temporary Mr. Arrogant Asshole title.”

      He laughs and kisses me again. “I’ll see you for lunch unless some hell breaks loose.”

      “See you at lunch.”

      “Call your agent,” he says, and starts walking.

      “Ex-agent!” I call after him, but he’s right. I need to call Liz. 

      I glance at my watch, and it’s actually early. I have time to call her. I walk onward to the courthouse, and since the picketers have already started, I round the corner and sit on a bench. I punch the autodial for Liz and the moment is rather anticlimactic, since I get her voice mail. I text her: I’m headed into court. I’ll try and call you at lunch. I disconnect, place my phone on vibrate, and head inside. A few minutes later, I’ve claimed my spot in the courtroom and pull out my notebook, not sure if I did the right or wrong thing when I wrote that closing statement and read it to him. 

      It’s a half-hour later when Reese walks into the courtroom, and he’s relaxed, confident, charismatic. The room expands with his energy. If he’s rattled, it doesn’t show. It’s not long before the trial is underway, and Reese sticks to his plan. He calls the investigator. A man named Kevin Smith who is in his mid-forties, an air of confidence about him, with gray streaks at his temple and speckled through his dark hair. He’s good looking. If he’s articulate and smart, he’s dangerous. 

      “Detective Smith,” Reese says. “I have here,” he holds up a document, “your written statement. Please read the last paragraph to the court.”

      Detective Smith shifts in his seat, looking uncomfortable. Reese walks to him and hands him the document. The detective picks it up and reads from the paper. “In closing, Nelson Ward knew the victim. He had frequent communication with her, but there is no physical evidence to point to him as the person responsible for the murder of Jennifer Wright and her unborn child.” The detective sets down the notepad. 

      “There was no evidence to point to him as the person responsible for the murder,” Reese repeats. “And yet my client is on trial today. Did you have new evidence presented after you wrote that statement?” 

      “None that I’m aware of,” Smith says.

      “I’m finished with the witness,” Reese says, walking back to his table and sitting down.

      Dan stands up but stays behind his desk. “How many hours of behavioral studies, psychology classes, and special training have you had, detective?”

      “Hundreds.”

      “In your expert opinion, based on your interviews—” 

      “Objection,” Reese says without even standing, and smartly before Dan is able to connect his client with the word “murder” in that question. “The word ‘opinion,’” Reese continues, “calls for conclusions not based on evidence.”

      “Sustained,” the judge says, eyeing Dan. “Move on, counselor.”

      “I’m done with the witness,” Dan states, sitting back down, which is a huge win for Reese. If there is a surprise coming, it’s not here.

      Reese stands up, clearly not done yet. “Redirect, your honor?” After the judge’s nod, Reese continues, “Detective, how many times in your career have you thought someone was guilty and discovered they were not?”

      “A number of times.”

      Dan stands up. “Objection. Irrelevant and immaterial.”

      I smirk. He should have said that before the detective answered the question.

      “Sustained,” the judge says. 

      “Understood,” Reese says. “I won’t ask the detective how many times he was wrong.”

      “Counselor,” the judge chides.

      “My apologies, judge. I’ll move on.” He eyes the detective. “Did you have enough evidence to convict my client?”

      “As I stated—”

      “Yes or no,” Reese presses.

      “No.”

      “In other words, your opinion, no matter what it might be, was not enough to convict my client.”

      “No. It was not.”

      “And right now, all you have to offer myself and this jury as evidence is your opinion.”

      The detective’s face tightens. “Correct.”

      Reese sits down. “No further questions.”

      Reese calls a second detective next, and the morning is his. He owns it. Come lunchtime, I head out of the courthouse, eager to meet up with Reese and talk about the morning. The sun is high, warming the day, and with my boots, turtleneck and jacket, it’s perfect, like Reese’s performance this morning. I’m just walking down the steps when my phone buzzes. I pull out my phone and find three missed calls, all from my publisher. This can’t be good. I dial them back as I walk, assuming it’s my editor trying to reach me, since I didn’t actually listen to the messages like I should have. 

      “Melanie,” I say when she answers. “You called? I’ve been in court.”

      “Yes. I called. Liz says that you two parted ways.”

      “Yes. We did. It happened yesterday. I was going to let you know, but the courtroom has to be my focus this morning.”

      “I understand, but that’s why I called you directly. A representative for Reese Summer called our office this morning.”

      I stop walking, an instant knot in my belly. “What? Why?” 

      “Reese Summer says that he will not write a book, but he won’t talk to anyone else who might, except you.”

      My God. What has he done?

      “Are you there, Cat?”

      “Yes. I’m here.”

      “We’re prepared to make you a five-hundred-thousand-dollar offer.”

      My jaw drops to the ground. “Can you repeat that?”

      “Five hundred thousand dollars.”

      I don’t let myself react. “Liz is still the agent on record for my option. I’ll need to talk with her, coordinate my new representation, and get back with you.” 

      “When?”

      “By Monday.”

      “It’s already Monday. Wednesday.”

      “I’ll try. I make no promises. If you want to pay me that kind of money to write about this trial, I can’t miss it.”

      “Fine. Monday.” 

      We disconnect and I start walking, trying to calm down. It’s a huge offer, but it’s not an offer for me. It’s for Reese. I can’t accept it. He’s effectively made my career about him. It’s not even my money. I remind myself that he was trying to protect me. I know he was, but it’s a big red flag. Every man in my life has tried to protect me by taking control. And you don’t just take control of my career. I’m angry. I’m hurt. I’m grateful. How do I feel all of those things at one time? 

      He’s taking over my life. I’m losing my independence. And part of me doesn’t care with this man. What is wrong with me?

      I arrive at the food trucks and pass them right by, walking to the benches I normally sit on with Reese. “Cat.”

      I rotate to find him walking toward me, all loose-legged swagger and confidence that I can’t dare rattle right now, right before he returns to court. I don’t know what I’m going to say or do.
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      Reese stops in front of me, and when he reaches for me, I step back. “No. I think I’m angry with you.”

      His brow furrows. “You think?”

      “Yes. I might be. I need to think. I’m confused right now, and when I’m angry, I prefer to have that anger fully vetted. And I know I can’t have an angry conversation with you right now, anyway. Not before you go back to trial. So I’m going to leave now, you can have your lucky hotdog, and I will see you after court adjourns.”

      “Why are you angry?”

      “I said I think I’m angry. I need some time to think about what I feel right now. I mean, why would you— No.” I hold up my hands. “No. No. This is not the time. Eat and go back to court and win your case.” I try to walk around him.

      He catches my arms and pulls me around to face him, and apparently my body is not one bit angry with this man, considering I’m warm where he touches, and pretty much everywhere I want him to touch. Bottom line, I’m warm. All over. “Talk to me, Cat,” he orders softly, stepping into me.

      Now, I’m really warm. “Not now,” I say, wishing he didn’t smell so good and feel so good. 

      “Now,” he says. “I want to know now.”

      “You know what you did.”

      He narrows his eyes on me. “Sweetheart, I’m getting to know you, but I’m not used to you walking around things.”

      “You have court.”

      “Cat,” he bites out. 

      “Why would you call my publisher?”

      “Well, that was fast. I thought I’d have tonight to talk to you about this.”

      “This involved me. You talk to me first, not after you do something, so yeah. I’ve clarified how I feel. I’m angry.”

      “I wasn’t going to let Dan fuck with your career.”

      “So you made my career about you?”

      “Of course not. It’s about you. And if you think it’s about me, then that’s you being insecure and letting your past settle between us again.”

      “The offer is because you’re involved.”

      “They wanted you for Dan, Cat. You were already offered this deal. Only, Dan would have taken your money.”

      He’s sort of right. “It’s feels different.”

      “Because you’re making it different. It’s not.”

      “You should have talked to me.”

      “You’re right.”

      My brow furrows. “I’m right?”

      “Yes. You’re right. Come out of the walkway,” he says, lacing the fingers of one of his hands with mine, before leading me to the back side of the food truck and pulling me close again, hands on my waist. “I should have talked to you, but in my defense, and to be clear: You are my woman now, Cat. I will protect you and I won’t apologize for that, and I don’t know why you would want me to. But I’ll communicate better.”

      I’m his woman. I try to get my head around why those possessive words don’t stir a pushback from me. I close my hand around his tie. “No one takes care of me but me.”

      “Until you had me.” 

      “This is still new, Reese. We’re new.”

      “And that means what? Because I can tell you, I know what is real. We are. And I know this because I haven’t wanted to take care of anyone but you. You’re different in every way, and I can’t not take care of you.”

      A million emotions pound at me, and I decide to just be honest and say what comes to me. “I don’t know how to reconcile how much I like what you just said to me and how much I need you to let me be my own woman.”

       “I love who you are, sweetheart, and I don’t want you to change, but you have to let your guard down. Let me in.” 

      “I am. I have, but we really are new.”

      “You’re right. We are. I told you, though, when I want something, I know it, and I am in a one-hundred-percent charge forward.”

      “Charge with me, not at me, Reese.”

      “Point made. Point understood.” He strokes hair from my face. “Let’s sit down and talk.”

      “You need to eat and go back to court, which is why I didn’t want to do this now. We’ll talk tonight.”

      “I have time. We have a long break. Let’s grab some food together.” 

      “Yes. Okay.” 

      We grab our usual, my bag of nuts and his hotdog, and claim our regular bench. “You made your sister proud this morning,” I say. “You killed it in there.”

      He finishes off a bite of his hotdog. “My team had a good morning,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean there isn’t that surprise you mentioned waiting on me.”

      “There has to be a surprise,” I say, facing him. “The prosecution can’t be this unprepared.”

      “It’s an election year,” Reese says. “A trial makes a big splash, and we both know the public is going to convict my client, and the jury if they acquit, no matter what the evidence says. That’s a win at the voting booths.” He takes a bite of his hotdog and I open his water for him. “Unless,” he says, accepting it, “we come up with that confession we need.” He guzzles his water. 

      “Anything from the Walker crew?”

      He finishes off his hotdog and tosses the wrapper in a trashcan. “The secretary put them off.”

      “Interesting. She must know something and can’t decide what to say.”

      “Agreed. And I don’t know if I should be worried or impatient, or both.”

      “You need to stick with believing in your client,” I say. “If you falter, the jury will know.”

      He sets the water on the ground and changes the subject. “Take me out of the equation. If you didn’t know me, would you be excited about what your publisher had to say?” 

      “Yes, but I can’t take you out of the equation. I don’t just know you, I’m sharing your bed, you gave me a key to your apartment, and I don’t know how to separate that.”

      “Take the deal or use it for leverage to move to a new publishing house and get the agent you want.”

      “They offered me five hundred thousand dollars. If I do this, I’m splitting the deal with you.”

      He inches back and arches a brow. “Half a million. Not bad.” His hand comes down on my leg and he pulls me to him, and I scoot closer. “I don’t want your money, Cat. I just want you.” He cups my face and his mouth slants over mine, his tongue stroking against mine in a slow, drugging kiss. “I can’t wait to get you home tonight.” He brushes his lips over mine. “I’ll see you soon.” He stands up and leaves me with so many thoughts that I have to weed through them. I focus on one word. 

      Home. 

      He called his apartment home, and, of course, it is. He just used it in a way that felt inclusive, like his place is my place. 

      But it’s not.

      Could it be?

      Do I want it to be?

      Maybe. 

      Which leads me to the only thought that matters right now. I’m not just falling harder and harder for this man. I’m falling in love. I’m vulnerable. I could get hurt in a way Mitch could never have hurt me. But I trust Reese. He did everything right today. Said everything right. And he meant it.

      He’s not going to hurt me.

      Not on purpose. 

      I stand up and stuff my water and nuts into my briefcase before heading back to the courthouse. Rounding the corner to the front of the food trucks, I stop dead in my tracks, to find Reese in a confrontation with Kelli Ward, the wife of his client, and, of course, a possible killer. “How do we know what we say to you won’t end up in one of her columns?” Kelli demands, that question clearly about me. “How?” she demands. And without giving him a chance to reply, adds, “This is malpractice.” She turns and walks away.

      It’s not malpractice, I think, that’s just silly, but I don’t want to cause Reese trouble. 

      He turns toward me and motions me forward, away from the people in line at the truck who had to have heard Kelli’s outburst. “That wasn’t good,” he says. 

      “She’s afraid of you. Which tells me she’s afraid of a whole lot more.”

      “Is this going to be a problem for you?”

      “I told Nelson about us this morning. I wasn’t giving Dan a chance to shake my team up with some sort of bomb that isn’t even a bomb.”

      “And he said what?”

      “It was a non-issue. But do me a favor, sweetheart. Call the Walker team. Tell them Kelli is rattled. She’s set up for a misstep and I want her to go down, even if that means I have to take a few risks in the courtroom and draw this trial out.”

      “I’ll call now.”

      He kisses me. “A longer trial means we’re going to need to pick up more of your things and bring them to my place.” And with that, he leaves again, and I don’t let myself think about the fact that he’s pretty much moving me in with him. Right now, it’s about this trial. I retrieve my phone from my purse and check the time. I still have a full half-hour, and it’s a five-minute walk back. Deciding this call is private, I round the food trucks again and sit down on the bench. I don’t actually have Royce’s number, so I call Lauren.

      “Hi, Cat. Wow. What a morning Reese had. He destroyed the prosecution.”

      “Yes. He did. Kelli Ward confronted him about me and said it was malpractice.”

      She laughs. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It is,” I say. “But Reese wanted to let Royce know that she is acting erratic, scared even. She might do something rash.” 

      “I’ll tell Royce right now.”

      “Thanks. I’ll call you later.”

      “Cat,” she says when I would hang up.

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful. If she is as crazy as she seems, I don’t want you becoming a target.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I say. “Thanks, Lauren.”

      The call ends with another one beeping. I glance at the screen to find Liz calling. Wanting this over with, I take the call. “I’m the agent on record for this deal,” she says.

      “Yes. I know. I wouldn’t cheat you out of the money. I’m just not sure I want to stay with a publisher that pushed me into a deal with Dan. And frankly, I’d like an agent who is invested in me long term to co-agent and shop this project. You can split the deal.”

      “I don’t want to split. I want to represent you.”

      Of course she does. Now I’m worth money to her. “You told me I was dead in the water, Liz, because I was dating Reese.” 

      “Dan has a relative at your publishing house,” she says. “I didn’t want to tell you that because I didn’t want to tarnish your relationship with your editorial team. I went off on them, though. I told them they were playing games with my author over a personal connection.”

      “They offered me half a million dollars.”

      “I know. They told me. And considering how pissed one of the executives was about your meeting with Dan, I didn’t expect it. I wasn’t trying to undermine you. Just the opposite. I’m on your team, Cat. We’re good together.”

      “You weren’t upfront with me.”

      “I was protecting you.”

      I feel like I just had this conversation. “You talk about my business with me before you make decisions.”

      “Fair enough. We tell them you want seven hundred and fifty thousand or we go wide. But if they say yes, you have to forgive them their shittiness, and take the deal.”

      “You just assumed I rehired you.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes,” I say. “If I go wide, will I get more?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. If you go wide and decline an option, you look hard to work with to the publishers.” 

      “Fine. Seven hundred and fifty thousand and take it. I’m going back to court.”

      “I’ll be in touch,” she says, then disconnects. 

      I stare at my phone and consider texting Reese but this isn’t the time to distract him. I’m about to put my phone away when suddenly someone is standing above me. I look up and my lips part at the sight of a stunningly beautiful woman with hate in the depths of her green eyes. It’s Kelli Ward. 

      “If you slander us, if you lie about us,” she says, “if you repeat anything you shouldn’t repeat, we will sue you and your family for all you and they are worth.”

      Kara appears beside me. “I think it would be a good idea if me and my gun walked you back to the courthouse.” She walks away. 

      My cellphone rings and I glance down to find an unknown number. I have too much going on to ignore it, and I hit accept. 

      “Cat, it’s Royce.”

      “Lauren called you.”

      “Yes, but I’m actually on the bench right across from you.”

      I look up to find him sitting there. “You’re following Kelli,” I say.

      “Yes. And I wanted you to know that if she gets close to you, we’re close to you. I sent you a warning text you ignored.” 

      I glance at my phone, and sure enough, there’s a message that reads: This is Royce. Kelli Ward is heading your way, but I’m here with you. 

      “If she approaches you again, Kara is going to immediately join you. We’re here.”

      “She’s not going to touch me,” I say. “That would be stupid, and that woman isn’t stupid.”

      “We’re here, Cat.” He hangs up.

      He didn’t agree with me, but I’ve been around people like her. I’ve helped convict them. And I’m going to help convict her, too. I text Reese: Kelli got in my face. Royce was watching. But she’s your girl, Reese. Get her.

      He calls me immediately. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course. I worked for the DA’s office. This is not new to me. I just wanted you to know that her loose cannon is getting looser.”

      “Text me when you get to the courthouse. I won’t answer, but I need to know you’re here. Be careful.” 

      
        
        We disconnect and I get up and start walking, the words “be careful” now burned into my mind. 
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       I disconnect with Cat and glance around the conference table where my two co-counsels sit, along with Nelson Ward, who is directly in front of me. “Your wife not only had that confrontation with me today, she just confronted Cat and threatened her as well. Control her.”

      Nelson’s lips thin. “I’ll handle her,” he says.

      “Like you handled her when you got on that plane Saturday night?”

      “We’ve covered that to the point that it’s a baseball bat hitting me over the head. It was a mistake.”

      “If you don’t handle your woman better than you did then,” I say, “I’ll have her banned from the courtroom, and I’ll get a protective order for Cat. Actually, that works for us. We need suspicion cast elsewhere. If your wife is volatile, that does the trick.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he demands, leaning forward. 

      “Are you protecting her?” I press.

      “Why would I be protecting her? From what?”

      “Did she kill that woman and her unborn child?” I ask.

      “I’m not protecting her,” he says. 

      “That’s not an answer,” Elsa chimes in, sounding appalled. “Did she kill her?”

      “No,” he says, cutting her a sharp look, and then eyeing me. “Kelli didn’t kill her.”

      “What if she was jealous of Jennifer?” Elsa pushes, while I listen with interest. 

      “I met Jennifer at a coffee shop,” Nelson snaps back. “You know this story but since you’ve forgotten and you’re one of my attorneys, let’s repeat. She was crying. She wanted to leave her boyfriend. She said she needed a job. I saw her there several times. She was never without tears. I told my wife about Jennifer. Kelli generously decided to help Jennifer get a job. And the baby wasn’t mine. DNA confirms that fact.”

      “But Kelli didn’t have DNA testing when she found out Jennifer was pregnant,” Elsa argues. 

      “There was nothing sexual between myself and Jennifer Wright,” Nelson breathes out. “It hurts my heart to know that she is dead. I still can’t believe someone pushed her down the stairs. It seems more of an accident than murder.”

      “The evidence says it’s murder,” Richard says. “The good news is that the evidence against you being the one who committed that murder is circumstantial.”

      “And yet I’m on trial,” Nelson states.

       “Have you not once considered your wife as the killer?” Elsa says, apparently not ready to let this go.

      “No I have not,” Nelson bites out, irritation in his voice. “She’s devastated by all of this.”

      “And so she ran off to Vermont and left you to be devastated alone,” Elsa rebuttals. “Such love.”

       “She was having a panic attack when she left for Vermont,” he claps back. “How could I not go after her?”

      “Exactly,” Elsa says. “And she knew that. She knew that would get you arrested.”

      “Kelli is going to take the stand, at the appropriate moment.” I interject. “I hope you’re certain that she will protect you as you’re protecting her. If not, we both lose this trial. Only I get to take the hit and move on. And you get to be thankful the death penalty no longer exists in New York.” 

      Nelson stands up. “I’m paying you to defend me, not destroy her.”

      “You’re right,” I say, standing up as well, pressing my fingers to the conference table and leaning forward. “You’re paying me to defend you,” I say. “That means I find the killer or we put this decision in the hands of a jury that likely hates your guts.”

      “I know the press hates me but that’s about selling papers. They have heard the evidence. I didn’t do this. They need to hear from me.”

      Richard chimes in without standing up. “If you go on the stand, the prosecutor will highlight everything there is to hate about you. And in case you don’t see that clearly let me spell it out. You’re rich, good looking, and did I say rich? Oh, and your wife is hot and they think you still banged another chick, got her pregnant, and killed her.”

      Nelson scowls at him. “The DNA links the baby to the boyfriend. What part of this do you people not understand?” 

      “I didn’t forget,” Richard says. “But as you’re being called a baby killer who fucked this woman, how likely is it that the jury forgets?” 

      “Then remind them,” he snaps, looking at me, a wild animal quality to his eyes. “Remind them.” 

       I arch a brow. “Anything you want to tell us?” I ask.

      “Do your job.” 

      “Even if I get you off,” I say, “you still have to shut your eyes and sleep every night next to her.” 

      A guard pokes his head in the door. “Five-minute warning.”

      “It’s time for court,” I say, heading for the door.

      I exit the room and start walking down the hallway when Elsa joins me. “He’s covering for her.” 

      “I know,” I say.

      “Why would anyone cover for someone who did such a hideous thing? What makes a man willing to do anything for a woman?” 

      I don’t answer, but I know firsthand, there’s no explaining what makes a woman a man’s everything. I’m living that experience. I just obviously chose my woman a hell of a lot better than Nelson Ward. Which means I’d better keep her. Which means I’d better get out my running shoes, because Cat isn’t done running.
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      The afternoon is a win for Reese. Every witness he calls plays his tune, and every witness the prosecution crosses fails to turn on Reese. When the courtroom adjourns, Reese sends me a text message: Meet me at the coffee shop in an hour. 

      I text back: I’ll work at the coffee shop and wait on you.

      Right about that time, the crowd breaks and he’s staring at me. We both smile, and I swear my cheeks heat, as if the man just whispered naughty things in my ear. I give him a tiny nod and turn away before the cameras catch us. I melt into the hordes of people trying to get out of here, and it takes me ten minutes to get out of the courtroom. Once I’m outside, I hurry through the busy crowds swarming the New York streets, the chilly evening warmed by the pure volume of people. 

      I order coffee and quickly claim my favorite table in the corner, eager to work on my column and finish it if I can before Reese is done. With plenty of notes for the day, I’m fast. Forty-five minutes later, my coffee is gone, my column is sent to my editor, and I ask one of my neighbors to guard my things while I run to the bathroom. I’m just washing up when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and read a message from Reese: I’m here.

      My heart starts racing just at the idea of seeing him. It’s crazy how intensely this man affects me. I open the door, and he’s standing right in front of me. “Reese.”

      He answers in a quick wave of action. He walks me backward, into the bathroom, his hand under my sweater, hot on my skin. “We can’t do this,” I say, but he’s already locking the door and maneuverers me against it. “I missed you.”

      “You didn’t have time to—”

      His mouth closes down on mine again, and I forget what I was going to say. He’s drugging me. That has to be it. I can’t think until his lips leave mine and in the meantime, he manages to tug my shirt up to my waist. “We can’t do this here,” I say firmly this time, pushing on his chest.

      “Why?”

      “People—”

      He kisses me again, and oh God. His hand is under my panties, sliding along the now wet seam of my body, and I’m arching into his touch. “Come for me and we will wait to fuck until we get home.” 

      I grab his arms. “This is wrong, Reese.”

      He lifts me and sets me on top of the sink, spreads my legs, and goes down on one knee, wasting no time once there. Already his tongue is on my clit, sending a shockwave of sensation through my body. I lean against the mirror and my hands grip the sink. I have never experienced anything like this with any other man. This total inability to feel anything but him. He’s licking me. Touching me. His fingers are inside me. My leg is on his shoulder and I don’t remember him lifting it. And then it happens. Right here in the bathroom of my favorite coffee shop. That rise of bliss that renders me incapable of moving right before I quake. Oh, and how I quake and tremble and how perfectly he licks me through it all. Fast. Slow. Perfect. 

       I’m a limp noodle when it’s over, and Reese lifts me to the ground, pulls down my skirt, and kisses me, with my taste on his tongue. He follows that kiss with the declaration of, “That’s how I want to taste for the rest of my life.”

      I take that in with a jolt and possibly another sway. Maybe it was one of those after-sex statements, but those words, “for the rest of my life,” affect me, but he doesn’t back away from them. He strokes my cheek in that gentle way he does with his knuckles and says, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Let’s go get you some extra things at your apartment.”

      I don’t argue. I want to be with him. How can I not want to be with this man? 
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      A few minutes later, I’ve packed up my briefcase up at my table. In the process, I try not to look at anyone, for fear they will see “girl who just had an orgasm compliments of Mr. Hotness standing right by her” written all over me. Once my bag is loaded, Reese throws away my cup and then, to my surprise, shrugs out of his coat and slips it around my shoulders. “It dropped about ten degrees outside. You’ll need this.”

      “What about you?”

      Those blue eyes of his smolder. “You can warm me up when we get home.”

      Home.

      There is that word again. “Your home or my home?” I say before I can stop myself.

      “The one we’re sharing right now, Cat,” he says, lacing his fingers with mine. “Come on, sweetheart.”

      He leads me forward and we step outside, and he’s right. It’s chilly and we walk the short walk quickly, and as we do, I can’t help but feel this man’s presence next to me. I’m aware of him on every level:  his smell, his coat, his energy. The world, my world, is simply warmer, no, richer, is the better word, with him in it.

      Once we’re in my apartment, I pack up, and Reese calls us a car to make carrying my bags easier and traveling to his place warmer. I’ve finished packing, including enough items to get me by for a week, if necessary. Once I’ve zipped up my bags, I pull on my favorite Chanel trench coat and exit to my bedroom. Reese is sitting on my bed, looking at a photo from my nightstand of me and my mother about six months before she died. My heart squeezes just thinking about that night. “Your mother,” he says, looking up at me.

      “Yes. My mother.”

      “You look like her,” he says, setting the photo back on the nightstand. 

      “I hear that a lot.”

      “How old was she when she died?”

      “Fifty-five. Too young.”

      “When, Cat?”

      “Two years ago. Christmas week. She gave me this coat for Christmas three days before she died.” 

      “Right when you—”

      “Broke up with Mitch and left my legal career. Yes.”

      He stands up, his hands sliding to my shoulders. “I admire you for what you did. You left everything, lost your mother, and re-created yourself.”

      “Thank you. It was hard to make changes in my life, but my mother was miserable and that inspired me to not be miserable. And I know this, because she left me a letter. She told me that she used this apartment to get away from my father. She said for me not to live my life for my father like she had.” 

      “And you bravely listened to her.”

      “Bravely? No. I was terrified. Sometimes, and I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but sometimes, I still am. I think—my father pretty much disowned me. I haven’t spoken to him in six months. It messes with my head sometimes.” 

      “But you talk to your brothers.”

      “I do speak to Daniel, the one who lives in Texas, pretty regularly. Gabe, the one that stopped by my place, sometimes. Reid, he’s the oldest, and the closest, to my father. Hardly ever.” I let out a breath. “Let’s leave. I suddenly like the way I feel at your house more than here.” I twist away from him, and he catches my arm, and the next thing I know, he’s cupping my face and kissing me. 

      “I just needed to kiss you,” he says, his voice low and rough. “You’re beautiful and strong and I’m crazy about you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. This is where you say you’re crazy about me, too.”

      “I am,” I whisper. “You know I am. But as much as this place is about happiness to me, it sometimes suffocates me with her absence. I know that sounds silly, but it’s what I feel and I really want to leave now.”

      “It doesn’t sound silly. It sounds like it’s time to leave.” He kisses my forehead and releases me. 

      We gather my things, including one big roller bag I grab. Reese takes it over, and heads for the door when my cellphone rings in my pocket. I dig it out to find Liz’s number on caller ID. “Hi Liz,” I answer, as Reese and I step into the hallway. 

      “The publisher is going back to the board for more money,” she says. “More soon.”

      “How soon?” I ask as we walk toward the elevator.

      “A few days at most,” she says. “When will the trial be over?”

      I don’t like this question. It feels like prodding for Dan, and I hate that I feel this with Liz, of all people. “The only person who knows that answer is Reese Summer, and you’ll have to ask him yourself.” 

      “That was an innocent question for our negotiations,” she says. “It had nothing to do with Dan and I know that’s what you’re thinking. He is not my client. You are. You matter.”

      I breathe out. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted. I’ll be in touch.” She hangs up.

      Reese and I step in the elevator. “That was Liz, of course. She wanted to know when the trial was ending. You heard my answer. And in case you’re confused. I rehired her because she explained the situation.”

      “Which was what?”

      “She was trying to protect me from Dan’s relative that works for my publisher. Now she’s trying to get me more money.”

      “Dan has a relative at your publisher,” he says. “That explains a lot.” His eyes narrow on me. “You still seem bothered.”

       “I don’t like that Liz wasn’t straightforward with me. It feels like a lie, and I’ve had too many of those in my life.” 

      “But you rehired her.” 

      “Despite the fact that she tried to get me to do something for money that compromised my morals, because Dan has none, this is her job. It’s to make money. She’s also smart and savvy. I genuinely like her and I’m a loyal person. She got me my first deal and it wasn’t small. She’s otherwise been good to me. I also don’t like the whole “the grass is always greener” mentality. In my experience, the grass is usually not greener. It’s just different.”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” he asks. “Because that was a long pitch for Liz.”

      “I’m convinced. Are you?”

      “I’ll let you know based on how she handles this book deal.” 

      The elevator arrives on our floor, and we’re soon on the ground floor. We are crossing the lobby, when I have another one of those revelations I’ve been having: I talk to Reese about things I would never talk to anyone else about. No one. Lauren and I are good friends but there is a reason Julie is her best friend, not me. Since the whole Mitch nightmare, I tend to withdraw. I shut people out. I don’t call her for weeks at a time. I embrace alone so it can’t sneak up on me. But I talk to Reese. Once we’re in the car, my feelings for this man are begging to be named and swelling inside me. The minute the car starts moving, I turn to Reese, and this time I cup his face, and press my lips to his. “I just wanted to kiss you,” I say, repeating what he said to me.

      He kisses me again, a long, deep slide of tongue that I feel inside and out, that swell of my emotions expanding between us is now ours. He feels it, too. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t want it to end. Our drive, however, is short, and it’s not long before we are out of the car and walking into the lobby of his building with my bags in tow, to find Blake waiting on us at the security desk. “I’ll make this quick,” he says, glancing at my bags, a hint of a smile on his lips, before he refocuses on Reese. “The secretary had some interesting information.”

      “I’m listening,” Reese says. 

      “Fits of jealousy from Kelli. She also says that she heard the Wards arguing over Jennifer’s call the night she died. Nelson didn’t take that call. His wife did.” 

      “She’s on my witness list,” Reese says. “Will she say all of this on the stand?”

      “Only if you make it looked forced and spontaneous,” Blake says. “She wants to protect Ward, but he’s protective of Kelli. She doesn’t want to end up fired. And she doesn’t want to communicate with you directly and risk upsetting Ward.” 

      “And you feel good about her?”

      “Fuck yes,” Blake says. “I wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t.”

      “The spontaneous thing is a piece of cake,” Reese says. “I’ll make it happen. I’ll make her feel attacked even though she expects my questions.”

      “When should she expect to be called?” Blake asks.

      “Friday. And Friday, this ends. I’ll call her and then the wife right before I rest my case.” 

      Blake hands him an envelope. “She doesn’t know it, but I recorded her. Just to make you feel good about her testimony. If you have questions, pick up the fucking phone.” He leaves, and Reese and I head onward to the elevator.

      A few minutes later, we step in the elevator, and it’s not long before we are sitting in front of that view in the chair in Reese’s bedroom, listening to the tape with takeout containers on the floor. “She’s going to be a huge asset,” I say, after the tape ends. “She’s loyal to Ward. She really thinks he’s a good man and she’s got a sweet voice, which helps.”

      “If she goes right before Kelli, it’s a brutal set up.”

      “With Kelli outside the courtroom, I assume?”

      “Oh yeah. She can’t hear Geneva’s testimony.”

      “Do you want me to publish my column asking ‘Who Killed Jennifer Wright?’ or does that alert Kelli, that she’s a target? I think it does and I have something else in mind for tomorrow that I’m kind of loving anyway.”

      “If you love it, then let’s go with the something else. Let’s keep her feeling protected by her husband. That way when I come at her on the stand, she’s taken off guard.”

       “Something else it is,” I say. “What about timing? Why Friday for closing and not tomorrow? You wanted to wrap this trial up without diluting Dan’s poor performance.”

      “Everyone wants to go home on a Friday. It’s my way of discouraging long deliberation.”

      “Which is why you said it ends Friday.” 

      “Yes. And then we know the end of the story.”

      The end of the story. 

      Because every story ends.
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      I kill it in court Tuesday and Wednesday. The medical professionals I call tear down the prosecution. The prosecution tears down the prosecution. It’s hard to believe they were this unprepared, but what’s fucked up is that they could still win. People want justice, even if it’s bad justice. It’s these thoughts that I wake up to Thursday with only one day left before my closing, if all goes as planned. If I were perfect, I could be sure it would. 

      Cat rolls over toward me and blinks awake, her eyes a perfect summer green. Perfect. That’s what she called me last night, and that word hits ten kinds of triggers for me, of which I normally only have a few. “Perfect is a really hard fucking thing to live up to,” I say. “You know that, right?” I don’t give her time to answer. I roll out of the bed, walk to the bathroom, open the shower, and turn on the water. I step inside and under the hot spray, pressing my hands on the glass wall. Fuck. I hate when I get like this. I hate that she called me perfect. I hate that it reminds me of my father. Of my many confrontations with that man when I was a teen and he was sneaking in the door at three a.m. instead of me.

      “You have a wife,” I’d remind him. 

      “You think you’re fucking perfect, don’t you?” he’d growl back at me. 

      Even then, at such a young age, I was a hell of a lot more perfect than him. He just couldn’t stop fucking around on my mother—which is one of those perfect secrets I haven’t told Cat. How can I? My father is a cheater. Her past is all about cheaters and overbearing assholes. He was that, too. I’d rather Cat call me an asshole than perfect. That way, I never disappoint her the way my dad disappointed my mother. 

      The shower door opens and Cat is suddenly between me and the wall, in front of me, and I swear the woman read my mind. “Asshole,” she says, and I’m instantly hard as fuck and ready to fuck. I cup her head and kiss the hell out of her, rolling one of those pretty pink nipples of hers in my fingers, but she pushes away from me, and holy hell, she’s on her knees and my cock is in her mouth.

      She sucks me like she’s on life support and she needs this, when I’m the one who needs it. I need her. I’ve never needed like this, but I don’t fight it. That’s the thing. I have always known what I want, and I’ve never let any obstacle stop me from getting it. I’ve needed. I’ve taken. I’ve wanted but I don’t remember, out of any of my desires, dreams, and goals, wanting like I want this woman. She completes a circle that was always incomplete.

      I watch her taking me in her mouth, licking me, and oh yeah, I feel her. I tell myself that if I were perfect, I wouldn’t come in her mouth. But I’m not perfect, and I do. I come the fuck in her mouth and she doesn’t care. I decide she’s the one who’s perfect. The kind of perfect a man marries and feels damn lucky he’s the guy who got her. Because he’s not perfect at all.

      Flash forward, and I’m not in that shower anymore. I’m walking into the courthouse in my lucky suit, intent on ending this trial today, and I can still feel her mouth on my cock. I’m pretty sure that’s the luckiest feeling a man takes with him anywhere he goes. With that luck on my side, my first order of business is to confiscate a room and hold a short meeting with Elsa and Richard, where we recap our plan for court. “As we’ve discussed,” I say, “I’m going to call Geneva Marks first. Elsa will keep Kelli out of the courtroom on the pretense of prepping for her time on the stand.” I look at Richard. “You’ll bring Kelli in when I finish with Geneva.” 

      “Got it,” he says.

      I glance between them both. “Let’s do this.”

      I exit the room and cross the hall to the conference room where my client awaits, only to find Kelli sitting with her husband. Kelli is the star today, though. She just doesn’t know it. She’s wearing a low-cut turquoise top, her fake but impressive breasts exposed. It’s a good choice for the day I put her on the stand. Of course, she thinks that she will be on the stand next week. 

      Nelson, on the other hand, looks reserved, and I set my briefcase on the table. Elsa and Richard join us and remain standing. I press my hands to the table. 

      “You’re up today, Kelli,” I say.

      She sits up straight. “What? No. You said next week.”

      “What’s going on, Reese?” Nelson asks, sounding concerned, and looking professional as always in a navy-blue suit and tie. 

      “To end this story,” I say, “I’m closing today.”

      Nelson stands up. “Today?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Today.”

      “What about the character witnesses?” he asks.

      “The prosecution has a bombshell waiting on us,” I say. “Let’s not keep hunting for it. Let’s get your wife on the stand and let’s get you back to your normal life.”

      “You think we’re going to get an acquittal?” he asks.

      “A jury is never a sure thing,” I say. “But in theory, we’ve proven reasonable doubt. Kelli can help seal the deal.” 

      “What are you going to ask me?” Kelli asks, standing now as well.

      “Elsa is going to spend some time prepping you this morning,” I say, knowing very well that my questions won’t resemble Elsa’s, but that’s the plan. “You’ll be called midmorning, after which I’ll rest my case, and we’ll close this afternoon. Unless the judge decides closing will be Monday, which I doubt he will. He wants the jurors to go home, if they can go home.” I turn and exit the room, and yes, I’m nervous. I’m always nervous for closing, my adrenaline pumping, and that’s a dangerous feeling that can be distracting if not reeled in.

      Fifteen minutes later, I walk into the courtroom and, as always, my attention gravitates to Cat. I find her in her normal spot, her notebook in hand, her beautiful blonde hair pinned primly at her nape. And there is nothing hotter than a schoolteacher image in public who saves her wild side for me. Fuck. I’m crazy about this woman, and rather than distracting me, there is something about her being here that helps me center that adrenaline. It’s the damnedest thing.

      I take my spot at the table, and it’s not long until Richard joins me and Dan appears at his table. Soon, the judge and jury are in place and the day is set to begin. I call Geneva Marks, Nelson’s secretary, a pretty thirty-something brunette dressed in a blue suit dress. She’s sworn in and states her name, and I start with softball questions.

      “How long have your worked for Nelson Ward?”

      “Five years.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “I know more about him than probably even his wife.”

      “Based on that statement, is he a man of honor?”

      “Objection,” Dan shouts. “Leading.”

      I rephrase. “What is your assessment of his character?”

      “One of the best men I’ve ever known. Honest, kind, generous. Smart.”

      “Have you ever witnessed him and his wife fighting?”

      She inhales and lets it out. “Yes.”

      “What about?”

      “Me. She was jealous of me.”

      “Does she have reason to be?”

      “No. My relationship with Mr. Ward is completely professional, which is one of the things about him I respect. He would never, ever dream of cheating on his wife, or making a woman feel uncomfortable.”

      “Did you hear them fight about Jennifer Wright?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was the context?”

      “There was a call to Mr. Ward’s cellphone from Jennifer Wright the night she was murdered. He wanted his wife to admit to the police that she took the call, not him.”

      There is a rumbling of voices in the courtroom that fades quickly, and you can almost feel the courtroom waiting for what comes next. 

      “What was Mrs. Ward’s response?” I ask. 

      “She said it would make her a suspect. She—”

      “Objection!” Dan shouts, jumping to his feet. “Hearsay.”

      “This is not hearsay,” I argue. “She was sitting outside the office and heard the conversation.”

      “Overruled. Continue.”

      I look at Geneva. “You were saying. She what?”

      “She cried and accused Mr. Ward of not loving her if he wouldn’t protect her.”

      “And how did Mr. Ward respond?”

      “He proclaimed his love and promised to protect her.”

      “Did either admit to murdering the victim?”

      “No. I did not hear any admission of guilt.”

      “At any time has Mr. Ward admitted to killing Jennifer Wright?”

      “Not when I was present.”

      “I’m done with the witness,” I say, walking back to my table and sitting down, while Dan stands.

      Nelson leans into me and whispers, “What the hell are you doing?” 

      “My job,” I say, as Dan asks, “Ms. Marks, was the door open when you heard this conversation about the phone call between Nelson and Kelli Ward?”

      “No,” she says.

      “In other words, the conversation was muffled?”

      “The walls are thin,” Geneva states. “I hear everything.”

      “Is there any chance you might have overheard a portion of the conversation?” Dan presses.

      “Unlikely.”

      “Yes or no?”

      “Ah—yes.”

      “I’m done with the witness,” Dan states, walking back to his table.

      Nelson grabs my arm and leans into me. “Leave it.” 

      I stand back up, forcing his hand from my arm. “Redirect, your honor?” Seeing the judge’s agreement, I press forward, “Ms. Marks, have you ever heard something through the walls and found it to be untrue later?”

      “No, I have not.”

      She’s dismissed, and I motion for Richard to retrieve Kelli. “Judge, we’re retrieving Kelli Ward, who will be our next witness.”

      “Ask for a break,” Nelson orders.

      I clench my teeth. I’m on a timeline I don’t want disrupted. I lean into him. “If we break and I don’t close today, we risk a long deliberation next week that’s not in your best interest.” 

      “I’m going to fire you if you continue on this path.”

      “You won’t get that approved, but you’ll make yourself look guilty or make Kelli look guilty along with you. Do you really want to do that?” 

      He inhales sharply and settles back in his seat. I am smiling inside, though. That interaction was witnessed. He looked afraid, and not for himself. For his wife. He looks like a man protecting a guilty woman. I didn’t understand this kind of connection between two people before Cat. I do now. After only a few weeks, I’d do anything to protect Cat. The difference between me and Nelson is that, unlike Kelli, Cat is worth the battle.
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      Kelli takes the stand and is sworn in, completely unaware of the conversation I had with Geneva in this courtroom.

      “Do you love your husband?” is my first question.

      “Yes,” she says. “Of course.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s everything. Good looking, generous, kind,” she says. “He’s everything,” she repeats.

      “How long have you been married?”

      “Five years,” she states. 

      “The same amount of time Geneva Marks has been his secretary.”

      “Objection,” Dan growls. “Is there a question?”

      “How long has Geneva Marks been his secretary?”

      “Since the week before we were married,” she says. “Five years.”

      “Did you ever work for your husband’s companies?”

      “Yes. I was a secretary to one of his partners in another building.” 

      “What do you do now?” I ask.

      She frowns. “Why is this relevant?”

      The prosecutor interjects, “Objection. She’s right. Why is this relevant?”

      I look to Judge Moore, who is sixty, with a lifetime in the court, but he’s tough, and not always fair. “I’m on a path, judge. I’m getting there.”

      “Get there quickly,” he states, looking at Kelli. “Answer the question.”

      I nod. “What do you do now, Mrs. Ward?”

      “I run our household,” she states. “My husband is a busy man. I look out for him.”

      “In other words, your life is about your husband. You live for him.”

      “Objection,” Dan shouts. “Leading, and again, where is this going?”

      “I’ll move on,” I say. “As a secretary, would you say that a secretary knows the innermost workings of a busy man?”

      “Yes. I would.”

      “Including Geneva Marks, your husband’s secretary?”

      “Yes. Including her.”

      “Did you know Jennifer Wright?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “My husband saw her crying at a coffee shop he frequents. She worked there. He started talking to her daily for a few weeks. When she finally opened up about her situation, he talked to me, and asked my input. That’s when I suggested a better-paying job would work wonders for her, and I just happened to know about a friend looking for a nanny.”

      “And that friend can confirm the interview was set up?”

      “She can, yes.”

      “Please state her name for the courtroom records.”

      “Carrie Matthews.” 

      I look at the judge as Richard moves forward. “Entering into the record a statement from Carrie Matthews confirming this information.”

      Once that is complete, I move on and return to the prior topic. “Have you ever fought with your husband in his office?”

      “Yes. Couples fight.”

      “Have you ever fought over Jennifer?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Did you ever fight about this investigation in his office?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about it?”

      “Random things. I don’t remember.”

      “Did Jennifer Wright call your husband’s phone the night she’s believed to have been murdered?”

      “Yes,” she states.

      “Did you have an argument about that call in your husband’s office, within hearing range of his secretary?” 

      She stares at me. “I think we might have.”

      “Was Geneva Marks at her desk at the time?”

      “Yes. I believe she was.”

      “Why did you argue?”

      She shifts in her chair. “Does it matter?” 

      “Answer the question, Mrs. Ward,” the judge orders.

      “I wanted to tell the police that I took that call, but he didn’t want me to,” she says, contradicting what Geneva told us. 

      There is rumbling in the courtroom, and, of course, assumed guilt placed on my client. But I’m not done. “But you did not.”

      “No.”

      “Why?” I press.

      “He felt it would drag me into this,” she says. “More so than I already have been.”

      “Based on that argument that was witnessed by your husband’s secretary, who took the call?”

      “Me. I took the call.”

      There is another rumbling of voices in the courtroom and the judge calls the court to order, and then looks at me. “Continue.”

      “How did you go about answering your husband’s phone?” 

      “I was reading in bed and he was asleep and I didn’t want to wake him up,” she says. “I grabbed the call and went to the other room.”

      “How long was the call?” 

      “An hour or so. It was a lengthy conversation,” she confirms. “But she needed to talk.”

      “Did your husband talk to her?”

      “No.”

      “Was your husband aware that you were talking to her?” I ask.

      “Not until I’d been on the call with her for a while.”

      “Why did you take the call at all?”

      “I knew Jennifer wanted to know about a job interview I mentioned and how it went. She was working late that night.” 

      “Why did she call your husband and not you?”

      “Her mother was very judgmental of her pregnancy. I think that made her more comfortable with men than women. But we were working on that.”

      “In that conversation with Jennifer, what else did you talk about?”

      “She had a lot of problems with the father of her child. We talked about him.”

      “Were you jealous of Jennifer?”

      “Of course not! I loved her. She was so sweet. And I loved that my husband wanted to help her.”

      “Did you believe he was having an affair with her?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Were you ever jealous about other women?”

      “No, never.”

      “Not even Geneva Marks?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      “You never fought with your husband over Geneva in his office.”

      “I—I don’t remember.”

      “But you were never jealous.”

      “I don’t remember!”

      “Did you kill Jennifer Wright and her unborn child?”

      “No. No, I did not.”

      “Did you agree to meet her that night?”

      “No.”

      “And yet you were the last person to talk to her that night.”

      “Objection,” Dan shouts. “Badgering the witness.” 

      “I’m done with this witness.” I walk to my table, and Dan walks toward the stand.

      “Did you kill the victim and her unborn child?” Dan asks, echoing my question.

      “No,” Kelli says.

      “Did your husband?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “That’s your opinion, not a fact, correct?” Dan presses. 

      “It’s a fact,” she says. “I’d bet my life on it.”

      “Do you make a point of claiming opinions as facts?” he asks.

      “I do not.”

      “But you needed to bet on this one because there were no facts,” the prosecutor states. 

      “Objection,” I say, but Dan moves on before I finish. 

      “Were you with your husband at the time of the murder?” Dan asks.

      “Yes, according to the timeline I’ve been given.”

      “Are you being truthful with us today?” Dan asks.

      “Of course,” she states.

      “Did you tell your husband that you wanted to confess your conversation with Ms. Wright, or did he tell you to confess?”

      “As I stated, I wanted to confess.”

      They go back and forth for an hour until the prosecution takes his seat. I stand up. “Judge, permission to redirect requested”

      “I’ll allow,” the judge states and Dan remains silent. 

      I immediately focus on Kelli. “Where was your husband at the time of the murder, as stated by law enforcement?”

      “Asleep in bed.”

      “Where were you?’

      “Also asleep.”

      I sit down. Dan stands up. “Judge permission to recross.”

      “Objection,” I say. “He had his time.”

      “The jury needs the facts,” the judge replies. “Recross allowed.” 

      Dan moves quickly to questioning Kelli. “Could your husband have left the house while you slept, without you knowing?” 

      “Yes, but—”

      “That’s all,” Dan says, and he sits back down.

      I stand. “Judge permission-”

      “Last time counselor. This is it. Make it good.”

      “Objection,” Dan shouts.

      “You’re late,” the judge says. “I’ve granted his request. Make it quick, Mr. Summer.”

      I nod and look at Kelli. “Have you ever left the house while your husband was asleep without him knowing?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Yes or no.”

      “I— Yes.” 

      I look at the judge. “The witness is dismissed.”

      The judge looks at Dan, and he approves. I stand now and make my declaration: “The defense rests its case.” 

      The judge looks at his watch. “It’s now ten-thirty a.m. In the interest of time and the weekend, we’ll break for a thirty-minute lunch and proceed with closing statements.” He hits the gavel on the block. 

      The courtroom erupts in voices and movement, and I, along with my team and client, head toward the door, while I prepare for the war I’m about to fight. Nelson and Kelli are guided into the conference room first, and as soon as I step inside, Kelli slaps me in the face. “You bastard.”

      She tries to slap me again, and I catch her arm. “What are you mad about? You just ensured your husband’s freedom.”

      “And turned the police attention to me.”

      She tries to slap me again, but one of my co-counsels obviously got guards, because they grab her. “Do you want to press charges, Mr. Summer?”

      “No charges,” I say. “Just get her out of here.”

      They drag her out of the room. “You’re fired,” Nelson growls. 

      I arch a brow. “You want to deliver your own closing statement? Are you sure about that? Because this trial is ending with or without me.” I don’t tell him the judge won’t let him fire me this far into this thing. I want him to fear being lost and lonely in that courtroom.

      “You’re fired.”

      I smile. “Well. Good luck.” I turn and walk toward the door. 

      “Wait. Fuck.”

      I face him. “Did you want pointers?” 

      “Since when does an attorney ignore his client’s wishes?”

      “You told me to get you off at all costs. The cost was what just happened in that courtroom.”

      “If they come after her, will you defend her?”

      “No. Because I don’t defend killers unless they had a justified reason for their actions, namely survival. Is she worth becoming a play toy in jail?” I ask. “Because you will be. The pretty boy who gets everyone off. Literally. And I’m not sure the guards will provide Vaseline.”

      He covers his face with his hands, and he’s trembling. “I love her.”

      I walk to the conference table and press my hands to it, angry now. “A woman and her unborn child are dead. Do you really love a woman who would kill them?”

      He opens his eyes. “I don’t know that she did it.”

      “Don’t you? And you know what? If you let her get away with it, you are just as evil as she is. In fact, I’m not sure I can even do the closing. Maybe I should hand it to my co-counsel.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Do you have proof that she killed Jennifer?” I press. 

      “No. Yes. Maybe. I found something last week.”

      “What?”

      “In her purse. There was a necklace that Jennifer always wore. I saw it in her purse, but it doesn’t mean she killed her.”

      “Tell the police.”

      “I will,” he assures me and he sounds like he means it. 

      “And get the fuck away from her before you end up dead, too.” I push off the desk and exit the room, entering the one across the hall. I don’t rehearse my closing that I’ve beaten to death. I call Cat.
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      The short break is over at eleven, and I swear I’m so nervous for Reese that I feel like I’m the one about to deliver a closing. I have to force myself to sit, and when Reese finds his way to his table and his eyes meet mine, that connection between us is more powerful than ever. He lets me see the nerves that no one else in this room can see, and I watch them transform into hard determination. Somehow, in that brief moment, a million words pass between us without one spoken. 

      The court is called to order, and Dan takes center stage. His closing is a short twenty minutes, but despite this conciseness, at its conclusion, I can say that it is far better than I expected. He uses words like “dead baby” and “young woman kept from motherhood.” He talks about the brutal hit to her head as she was pushed to her death. And the real kicker that he plays on over and over: A rich, powerful man who didn’t want his business and his life destroyed by a pregnant mistress. A rich, powerful man that didn’t know the baby wasn’t his. 

      I’m feeling pretty worried until Reese stands up. He speaks for forty minutes exactly in what is a powerful, intelligent delivery of the critical points. He recaps the key points about no evidence and details the only evidence in the crime: Fingerprints on a door that could have been left at any time. 

      “If I,” Reese says, “visited the victim two days before her death, should it be assumed I killed her? Is that the way you would want our justice system to work if you or your loved one was innocent and sitting on the stand? Let’s talk about reasonable doubt. Did the prosecutor prove to you that my client put his fingerprint on that door the day the victim died? If not, if you aren’t sure he was there that day, that’s reasonable doubt. If you have reasonable doubt, you must acquit.” 

      He ends his statement with a list of suspects. “If you have any inclination to believe one of these people I’ve presented as suspects killed the victims, then you also have reasonable doubt about my client. Reasonable doubt equals acquittal. Guilty until proven innocent is another country. This is America. Here we are innocent until proven guilty.” 

      The jury is attuned to him, listening, nodding, scribbling notes. I didn’t see them doing that with Dan. By one twenty, all eyes are on the judge. “The jury foreman has spoken on behalf of the jury and asked that they begin deliberations this afternoon rather than Monday morning, in hopes they can end their sequestration. We will reconvene at four thirty, at which time we will either read a verdict or adjourn for Monday morning.” He bangs the gavel. 

      When I would exit the courtroom with the rest of the crowd, a bailiff catches me. “This way, miss.” I follow him to a private hallway, and it’s not long before I’m in a private office with Reese, who immediately kisses me. 

      “Well?” he asks.

      “It was as brilliant as I knew it would be.”

      His hands settle on his waist under his jacket. “Did you watch the jury?”

      “You had them.”

      “Dan?”

      “Not like you. And you ended the trial. You have this. What do Elsa and Richard think?”

      “I don’t debrief with my team. I don’t want opinions when I can’t change history.”

      But he asked for mine. “Where is Nelson Ward?”

      “With my team. He forbade me from entering. He has his panties in a wad over Kelli.”

      “After all you’ve done for him, he forbade your entry?”

      “Fuck him. I defended the hell out of his ass.” He puffs out a breath. “Let me go check with my team and let’s get some air. I need air.” 

      Fifteen minutes later, we are at a coffee shop around the corner with an outdoor area and heaters, talking nonstop about everything but the trial while Reese’s phone blows up with text messages and calls, most of which he ignores. “Anything on the publishing deal?” 

      “No, but when a board has to approve money, it takes time.”

      He glances at his watch. “It’s been almost an hour.”

      “Do you think they will even call us back until four thirty?”

      “I was hoping they’d walk into a room, cast a vote, and be done.”

      “One and done,” I tease. 

      “That’s right, sweetheart. This time, I wanted a one and done.”

      “What’s next after this trial?”

      “I actually have a case that I have a junior partner working on, but it’s my client and someone I went to school with.”

      “So it’s personal.”

      “Not personal but he’s a casual friend and like I said a good guy in a bad situation that hit him right as I went to trial. I actually need to go to the office tomorrow and catch up on the case, so I can hit the ground running Monday.”

      “Tomorrow? You are a beast, aren’t you?”

      He laughs and nuzzles my neck. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, sweetheart. After I have that meetup with him, though, I’m decompressing. No anything.”

      I have this sudden realization that after this trial, I don’t know what comes next for him or me. Or us. I’m only staying with him until the trial is over, and it’s basically over. His phone rings and he glances at the number, a strange look on his face. “I need to take this,” he says. “I’ll be right back.”

      He stands up and leaves me here alone to take the call in private. 

      I’m dumbfounded. I don’t even know what to think. He’s never acted like something was too private for me to be privy to it. I feel odd. I feel out of place. I feel like I have never felt with Reese. Maybe the ride is over. Maybe I just got too serious. He’s gone for almost fifteen minutes. I watch the news on a television nearby after ruling out working. I can’t write. I’m too off right now. 

      Suddenly, Reese is rushing back. “The jury is back.”

      “Oh God,” I say. “That was fast.”

      “The Friday night cure for a long deliberation,” he says. “Let’s go see if we’re drinking to celebrate or wallowing.”

      I grab my coat and he helps me slip it on, and it’s not long before we’re running toward the courthouse. Fifteen minutes later, I’m holding my breath as the judge reads the jury’s ruling. “We the jury find the defendant not guilty on the charge of first-degree murder.”

      Reese, his team, and Nelson Ward all slump forward in relief. 

      The formality of the jurors verbally confirming their vote begins, and then I’m led to the back room again with Reese, who grabs me, picks me up, and spins me around. I’m laughing with his team in the hallway when Nelson comes up to Reese and holds out his hand. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      Reese shakes his hand. “Do what’s right now. Justice is in your hands.”

      “I’m going to,” he assures Reese. “But I need an attorney to protect me while I do.”

      “You’re untouchable now,” Reese says. “But if you want to hand over a killer, I’ll proudly represent you through that process. Where is she now?”

      “I don’t know, and I have concerns she might flee.”

      Reese grabs his phone and dials. “Royce. Yes. Thanks. Make sure Kelli doesn’t get out of your sight.” He gives Nelson a pointed look and adds, “Nelson Ward needs a detective we can trust to talk to about Kelli. Can you make that happen? Right. Got it.” He ends the call. “Royce Walker will be here with law enforcement when the press conference ends. Let’s go do this.”

      His team heads for the door, and he stops beside me. “I’m going to have to deal with the police and Kelli.”

      “I know.”

      He pulls me close. “Meet me at my place. Okay?”

      “Yes. Okay.” 

      He kisses me and presses his cheek to mine to whisper, “I can’t wait to get you alone again.” And with that he walks away. 

      I don’t. I stand there feeling awkward, like the kind of awkward I never felt after the first night, the one and done that is yet to be one and done. I don’t like how this feels.
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      I watch the press conference, and when it’s all said and done, I can’t seem to get myself to go to Reese’s apartment. I don’t seem to want to go to mine, either. I end up at the coffee shop, with my coat on a chair, and a coffee and my MacBook as my company. I’m also in my pink dress, which I wore today because I like pink and I can. No other reason. 

      I exhale, really, really hating this nagging feeling inside me, but I power through my work. I’ve just reached my closing statement when Lauren calls. “Royce said Nelson Ward is turning on his wife?”

      “Yes. I was there when he asked Reese to help him do what was right.”

      “Wow,” she says. “Just wow. I hope they get her.”

      “Me too. I really do.”

      We talk for a good half-hour, and right when we’re about to hang up, she says, “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m exhausted. I’m writing my column and just mentally drained.” 

      “Is something up with you and Reese?”

      “No. Nothing.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure and you sound better, by the way.”

      “I am,” she says. “It’s crazy and sudden. I was sick all the time. Now I’m not.” 

      We hang up five minutes later, and I ask myself the same question she asked me. Is something wrong with me and Reese? Maybe it’s just dysfunctional me, looking for a problem. I shake off that thought and go back to my closing statement but I end up staring at the page. Nothing comes to me. I force myself to start typing:  

      The system worked today. You are innocent until proven guilty. Nelson Ward was not proven guilty. But justice is not done until the crime is solved. It’s time that we the people demand that the crime be solved. Demand justice for Jennifer Wright and her unborn child. Until then, —Cat. 

      There. Done. Marked off my list.

      From there, I plan out next week’s columns, and I’ve just finished up when my cellphone rings again. I look down to find Liz’s number on caller ID. “Hi Liz.”

      “I just heard from your publisher,” she says.

      I glance at the time. “At eight o’clock on a Friday night?”

      “Yes. The trial ended. They’re in a panic to sign you. They raised the offer to seven hundred thousand. Five hundred for the trial book as long as Reese Summer signs on as a consultant. His compensation is on you. The second option book, will be two hundred thousand, which is double your last book.”

      As long as Reese signs a consulting form. That knots my stomach for no good reason. He will. I know he will. “Okay.”

      “Okay? I just said seven hundred thousand dollars and you said okay? I know we said seven-fifty but this is close.”

      “I know. I’m exhausted. It’s been a crazy week.”

      “You and Reese have issues.”

      “No.”

      “No?” she presses.

      “No.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Is this better than taking a proposal out to the masses? I don’t like their connection to Dan.”

      “I believe it is for this reason: If you walk away from your option publisher and don’t get more, your option publisher won’t take you back at this price. This is a lot of money to gamble with.”

      “Right. I’ll let you know Monday.”

      “Sunday night,” she insists.

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t like ‘okay,’ Cat.” 

      “Okay.”

      She makes a frustrated sound. “I’ll call you Sunday.” She hangs up. I send my column to my editor that appears to be hanging in my browser and consider starting on Monday’s, but Kelli’s arrest would change it completely. Instead, I research what I’m going to write about post-Nelson Ward. Maybe post-Reese Summer. I pinpoint a few interesting cases and start doing research, two of which I’d like to sit in on the trials when they begin. 

      It’s nine, and the coffee shop is empty and closing in half an hour when my phone rings with Reese’s number, and I breathe out, nervous to answer when that is not what I feel with Reese. “Hello.”

      “Hey, beautiful. Are you at home?”

      Home. Which home? His home? My home? “I’m at the coffee shop.”

      “I’m in an Uber. Hold on.” I can hear him giving the driver this address. “Okay. On my way. Nelson gave a statement about Kelli before getting on a plane and out of town.”

      “Out of the country?”

      “No. He agreed to be within reach if needed. Kelli was taken in for questioning.”

      “How do you think that will play out?”

      “I think she’ll lawyer up and be tough to break, but Nelson is going to file for divorce and pile it on her all at once.” His phone beeps. “Hold on.” He is gone a moment and returns. “That’s Royce. I’ll see you in ten.”

      “Okay.”

      We disconnect and I sigh. I seem to be the queen of “okay” tonight, when I’m not sure I’ve said that word this many times in my life. I’m simply not that agreeable. I yank at the tight knot at the back of my head and free my hair before I start to pack up, and suddenly Dan is sitting in front of me. “You’re writing a book with Reese, I hear.”

      “You heard wrong. I’m writing a book. Reese agreed to be interviewed. Would you like to be interviewed?”

      “I’ll tell my story my own way.”

      “Of course you will. Because you are so very predictable.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means an asshole never lets someone else tell their story because they don’t want to be called an asshole. Hopefully your writing is better than your ability to present evidence.”

      “There’s more to my story than you know, little girl.”

      “Little girl?” I laugh. “You really do speak great asshole.” 

      “You have a smart mouth.”

      “Thank you. My mama taught me. She’d be proud.”

      “You were hell on me in your write-ups.”

      “And now we get to the reason you’re standing here. Do better. I’ll do better. I’m fair.”

      “You were hell in a courtroom, weren’t you?”

      “Yep, but I hated every minute of it. I think you do, too.” I lean forward. “And you will never do better if you hate what you do.”

      “Maybe I’ll retire and write books.”

      “If that’s what you want, then you should do it. Don’t keep losing cases when the result is no one going to jail. Because like you said, no one went to jail. And Jennifer deserved better than that.” 

      “Bitch.”

      “Asshole.”

      He turns and walks away. 

      I watch him exit, and Reese walks in the door, his dark hair a rumpled, sexy mess, his tie loose. Dan grunts at him and disappears. Reese frowns and walks toward me, all loose-legged swagger and hotness and just seeing him still makes me warm all over. He stops at the table and pulls me to my feet, and he doesn’t seem to care that we’re in public. The fingers of one of his hands tangle in my hair and he’s kissing me—no, drugging me is the only way to described how this man’s tongue makes every nerve ending in my body tingle. 

      “Hi,” he says, stroking hair from my face. 

      “Hi.”

      “You having an affair with Dan?”

      I laugh. “No. Believe it or not, I’m not attracted to assholes.”

      “Good thing I’m not an asshole. How do you feel about pizza, champagne, me, and bed?”

      He assumes I’m going home with him, when I’d assumed—nothing. I didn’t know what we were doing, but now, with him, I think I was living in the past again. Seeing the ghost of Mitch who is long gone. “Yes to all,” I say. “Please.” 

      We both start smiling when I say please. 

      I decide that call he took in private was nothing, while he’s becoming everything.
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      I wake Saturday morning to Cat curled next to me, that sweet floral scent of her clinging to me and the sheets, pretty much sealing the deal on morning wood. Unfortunately, my phone is also buzzing on the nightstand, and appears to be the reason I woke up. I grab it and note the seven a.m. hour and my sister’s number on the display. My cell stops ringing and she immediately sends me a text. Answer your phone, superhero. Glad you won your case, but the rest of your life calls. She means my parents’ marital problems, and that isn’t a situation I’m prepared to deal with in front of Cat, at least not until Cat and I have the “my fucked-up family” conversation. Which, to be fair, I need to have this weekend.

      Knowing Stacey, she’ll call back another ten times. I ease away from Cat, careful not to wake her. I snag my pajama bottoms and T-shirt from the floor and pull them on but I don’t walk away. I stand beside the bed, staring down at Cat, fully aware that my invitation for her stay through the end of the trial has ended. 

      No. My excuse to have her stay. Only, I still want her here, and it’s time to have that straight up conversation. She needs to know that I don’t want to wake up or go to sleep without her next to me. I’m not letting her leave.

      I round the bed and walk into the bathroom, brush my teeth, and splash water on my face. Since the meetings I set up for today when I was on my way to pick up Cat last night aren’t until after lunch, I decide coffee and Cat are on the menu. I exit to the bedroom again, and find Cat has snuggled deeper into the blankets, completely content and sound asleep. Coffee first, I decide. Cat later. I smile and head downstairs, flipping on the fireplace in the den, which is off the kitchen, before I brew a cup of coffee and set up my computer on the island. I grab a barstool at the end cap of the island, with a good view of the stairs, where Cat will eventually travel. 

      After keying my MacBook to life, I scan the headlines about the case and pull up Cat’s column with the intent of reading it. I also plan to make this my new morning ritual now that the trial is over and the millions of cameras are off. Now, I can admit that was a hell of a lot of pressure. 

      My phone rings, which I expected. I glance at caller ID and answer the call. “Hello, sunshine.”

      “Answer your phone when I call,” my sister snaps. 

      “I was asleep. I do that occasionally.”

      “Mom and Dad had a huge fight.”

      “You said that yesterday when you called me on the final day of the trial of my career.”

      “Yes, but now she left him. She won’t answer our calls. No one can find her. Dad’s freaking out.” 

      “Maybe she finally got smart and found another man,” I suggest, one of my few statements anyone could call hopeful.

      “That’s your reply?” Stacey snaps. “Really, Reese?”

      “I spent years battling this war with them and got the fuck out. You should too.”

      “She won’t return our calls. What if something happened to her?”

      “How long has it been?” I ask.

      “Twelve hours.”

      “She’s fine,” I say, comforting my sister, though I’m secretly worried. She doesn’t cut off her kids. Or her ass of a husband, for that matter. “She’s a fifty-five-year-old woman who’s beautiful, smart, and capable. Give her some space.” 

      Her phone beeps. “That’s her. I’ve gotta go.” She hangs up.

      I dial my brother Dylan. “He’s got another girlfriend,” Dylan says as his greeting.

      “Of course he does,” I say, weary of this topic. 

      “She’s thirty-two. Blonde. Beautiful. I’d fuck her. Dad’s fucking her. It’s fucked up.”

      “I knew he wouldn’t change,” I say. “I don’t know why she stays. We’re all grown up now. We don’t need stability, and there was never stability in the first place.”

      “Apparently, she’s not this time,” he says. “She disappeared.”

      “She just called Stacey.” 

      “Thank God,” he says. “I had this image in my head of one of Dad’s women killing her. I’ve told him that. He’s going to pick a crazy one, one day, and there will be no turning back.”

      “And now you get why I left.”

      “I’m taking that to mean you won’t be home for Christmas again,” he says. 

      “Hell the fuck no.”

      His line beeps. “I don’t have to look at the caller ID. Stacey is calling me.”

      “Text me an update. I’m going to be in meetings today.”

      “Always working and winning. Congrats, man, on the win. I hope he didn’t do it.”

      “He didn’t.” 

      “Fuck,” Dylan growls. “Stacey hung up.”

      My line starts beeping. “She’s calling me,” I say.

      “I’ll call her. Consider Christmas. You have about three months to decide. I can’t do another one alone.”

      “Come here to me,” I suggest. “Get away from the hell there.”

      “I might. I really might. Ciao.” He hangs up. 

      I start reading Cat’s column, lost in the mind of this woman who has taken over my world. She’s sharp, witty, and intelligent. She’s also tough as nails, with a big attitude that shows in her writing. My fingers thrum on the table. My mother is all of those things, and yet she stays with my father when I am certain Cat would kick me to the curb if I acted like him. Why does my mother stay? 

      Footsteps sound, and I look up to find Cat entering the kitchen in a fluffy pink robe, the top gaping widely and offering me a glimpse of her left breast. Her long blonde hair a tangled, sexy mess that just makes me want to fuck her ten times to Sunday and forget work. She crosses to the island to stand on the edge right beside me, her green eyes bright as she reaches for my coffee and takes a sip. She crinkles her nose. “You drink your coffee like stout whiskey,” she says, setting the cup down. “It gets the job done, but it’s no fun in the process.”

      I laugh and swivel my chair around, pulling her to me. “Like I get the job done?”

      “Yes, but sometimes you’re fun.”

      “Sometimes? Is that right?”

      “Yes,” she says. “Sometimes. Sometimes you’re very intense, like in the shower yesterday.”

      “Right. About that—”

      “You don’t need to explain,” she says, flattening her hand on my chest. “You had cameras and the world watching. I know how trial days are, remember? And I wasn’t at your level of public exposure.” She kisses my cheek. “I’m going to leave you with your stout coffee and make something more palatable.” She skirts around me, and I swivel my chair to follow her, watching as she navigates my kitchen like she’s lived here more than a week. And she is basically living here. 

      “What time are you going to work?” she asks, sticking a pod in the coffee maker and setting a cup underneath the spout. 

      “Noonish,” I say. “But my meeting isn’t until four. I’m reviewing pretty much everything going on in the firm that I’ve missed up to today.” 

      “I’m sure that is a load,” she says. “I’ll head home after I shower.” She turns away, giving me her back as she doctors her coffee, while I’m focused on that word: Home. 

      Fuck. She has one of those that isn’t here. We can both forget that anytime now.

      “Cat.”

      She turns to face me, crossing her arms in front of her. She never crosses her arms in front of her. “I have work to do too, and laundry, along with what is probably piles of mail. I can’t believe I haven’t even thought about my mail.”

      I stand up and step in front of her. “Do you really want to be there instead of here?”

      “I have my own apartment, Reese,” she says, those arms uncurling, her hands settling on my chest. 

      “Okay. Would you rather be there than here? We can stay there.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, Cat. We. That’s what we’re doing, right?”

      “We have been, but—”

      “But? I can tell you that you don’t have to finish that sentence and I already don’t like it. Either we are or we aren’t.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay? That’s passive for you.”

      “It’s my new word. I do agreeable, and then when I’m not agreeable, you remember how agreeable I’ve been. Because when I’m not agreeable, I’m really not agreeable.”

      My hands settle on the counter on either side of her. “You referenced how intense I was yesterday. You do know that I was not in normal form, right?”

      “Of course I do. Like I said, you had the cameras on you. The pressure was intense.”

      “Talk to me, Cat.”

      “I—It’s stupid and I feel ridiculous.”

      “Please tell me.”

      “You took a call and just left me sitting there in the coffee shop, and I don’t know why, but it felt weird. Like you were hiding something. And no, I don’t know why. Because you’ve never been secretive before, but it felt secretive, though you have a right, and—”

      “You’re right,” I say. “I got up because I didn’t want you to hear that conversation. It was my sister and it was family drama.”

      “You think I can’t handle your family drama? You do remember mine, right?”

      “Look,” I say, pushing off the counter and scrubbing the stubble on my jaw, “my parents are one big war zone. They always have been. They are the reason I’ve had no interest in relationships.”

      “And yet I’m here.”

      “Yes. You’re here. You’re different. You made me break my own rules, but I need you to know that I’m not going to be my father, and yes, I’ll elaborate on what I mean. I would just prefer to do it when I’m not about to leave for work.”

      “Okay,” she says, “but know this: Nothing you tell me about your parents affects who you are to me.”

      I cup her face and kiss her. “I hope not, because I’m not letting you go. One way or the other, we’re together this weekend. We can stay here or at your place.”

      “We can stay here, but I do need to go home and check on things and get some things handled.”

      “Why don’t we meet back here right before dinner and I’ll take you someplace nice? Or I can pick you up and bring your things here, if you have a bag.”

      “Why don’t you just call me when you’re wrapping up?”

      “That works. Do reservations at eight work for you?”

      “Yes. Great.” 

      “In the meantime, breakfast.” I scoop her up and start walking, with the bedroom our destination breakfast location. I climb the steps and lay her on my bed then join her, settling on top of her. 

      That’s when my phone starts ringing in my pocket again. I ignore it and lean in to kiss Cat, but she presses her fingers to my lips. “Shouldn’t you get that?”

      “No.” I remove her hand from my mouth and kiss her. She tasted like toothpaste earlier. Now she tastes like toothpaste and coffee, which is apparently exactly what I needed to have that morning wood return. My phone starts ringing again. Cat pushes me back. “What if it’s your family?”

      “It is my family.”

      “Then you take it. You deal with it. I’ll go take a shower.”

      I roll off of her and onto my back. “Fuck.” I grab my phone and look at the number. “My sister.” 

      Cat leans over and kisses me. “I’m not going anywhere. Take care of them.”

      She climbs off the bed, and I roll to watch her leave, not giving two shits that my phone stops ringing again. Right now, my mind has gone to a place it has never gone with any other woman: I’m falling in love with Cat. Hell, I probably already am in love with her. Either way, there’s no turning back. I wasn’t lying when I said she had me at “asshole.” 
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      The moment I walk back into my apartment, I have knots in my belly. I love this apartment. It represents freedom and my decision to live my life, not the one my father designed for me. But it’s also a place where my mother forced seclusion on herself. It’s a place where I have forced seclusion on myself. Where alone felt better than being with anyone else. 

      No. Alone felt safer. At that time in my life, I think it was actually safer. I wasn’t in a place to have a relationship. I wasn’t sure that I would be ever again. But then came Reese. And oddly, his place feels more like freedom, while this place feels like a prison. It was my mother’s prison, the place she went to hide from my father, rather than just leaving him. It kills me to think of what she felt when she came here.

      I walk to the kitchen, drop the pile of mail in my arms onto the counter, and start going through it. I consider dusting and cleaning, but instead I just call a maid service and arrange to have it handled through security. I left my laundry at Reese’s house, and I have no court visit to dress for next week. Really, I’m pretty set. With hours left before dinner, I’m already in my comfy VS boyfriend sweats, and my writing chair is calling me. I settle down in my favorite chair in the living area. I have missed this chair, which is a soft navy felt, my contrast piece to all the grays of the living room’s decor. 

      I go back to working on next week’s features for my column, but I keep pulling up the book outline I started. I have to decide about that book deal, but that means I need to talk to Reese. I need to pay him. That way he never feels taken advantage of, and I don’t want to hide my pay from him. Even if I give him two hundred thousand, I’ll make three times what I made on my last book. I’m going to talk to him.

      I get to work and write three more columns about the Nelson Ward trial, and then pick a new case, which I email to my editor as a proposed feature. Right at three, my phone buzzes with a text message and I look at the screen to find a text from Reese: I got us a reservation at nine at Eleven Madison Park. That was the earliest I could get us in.

      I smile because that’s a place I mentioned to him today, as a favorite, which I never indulge in visiting. I text back: It’s perfect. 

      He replies back with: I will need to shower and change. My place—eight o’clock? I’m going to stay here and get all my work knocked out. 

      I answer with: That works.

      He replies with: Make it seven. You can shower with me. 

      I smile and type: Six forty-five. We’ll need the extra time.

      Six-thirty it is, he replies. 

      I laugh, but it fades quickly. I think I might love this man. I’m pretty sure I do love this man, but I’ll stick with pretty sure for now, since I don’t know what he and I are doing. Am I sleeping here or there, or what beyond this weekend? Has a one night stand become a one month fling or more? Talking to him about the overstep of calling my publisher, and about that phone call, worked. I just need to talk to him about this and the publishing deal, too. Talk to him. I like that he’s made that feel like the answer.

      I get back to work, and ideas start flowing and I lose myself. That’s the release I love about writing, and investigating a case I want to attack from a view no one else is highlighting. I’m blurry-eyed when my phone rings, and I glance down to find Gabe’s number. Gabe again? This is odd. Frowning, I answer the call. “What’s wrong?”

      “Can you meet me for dinner tonight?”

      “Actually, no. I have plans.”

      “How about drinks, then?”

      My brow furrows. “Why?”

      “I want to see you.”

      “Why?” I press.

      “Dad has some business situation going on. In case it hits the press, I want to talk it through with you.”

      “What kind of issues?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this on the phone. I’m bringing that other guy you call your brother, too.”

      “Reid is coming. Okay. Now I’m worried.”

      “It’s nothing we can’t handle, but like I said. If it gets out, I want you to have a heads-up.”

      “What time and where?”

      “Boulevard Two on Fifty-eighth at eight.”

      “Too far. I have reservations at nine. Make it six and pick someplace closer to me.”

      “We’ll just come there at seven thirty. This won’t take long. I’ll bring booze.” 

      “Booze? What is going on?” 

      “See you then, little sis.” He hangs up.

      I glance at the clock. It’s three thirty. Reese’s meeting is at four, and he must be preparing for it. 

      I opt to text, not call. I need to meet you at the restaurant. I’ve had something come up. 

      He calls me. “Is something wrong?”

      “I don’t know. Two of my brothers want to stop by tonight. Gabe says it’s something to do with my father’s business, which is their business, too. It might make the press.” 

      “What are you thinking?”

      “A buyout or merger, but I’m not sure why they think I need to know in advance. They won’t tell me anything else.”

      “Sounds odd. Why don’t I just pick you up there?”

      “Being honest here—I don’t want you to come face to face with my brothers right now.”

      “Why, Cat?”

      “Again being honest: They want me paired with a powerful attorney. That’s what they loved about Mitch. They want someone they can align with and who they see pulling me back into that family circle. They will lean on us, and I’d rather do us as us, not us and them. At least until we know how we define us.”

      “I want to have a conversation about defining us anyway, but I agree. We need to have that conversation before we step into the mix of our families. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tonight, sweetheart.” He hangs up.

      He wants to define us before family is involved.

      I’m not going to read into that in a good or bad way. 

      But between my brothers and Reese, this afternoon is going to be slow, and tonight eventful.
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      My office is off Central Park with a view to kill for, and yet, looking out the window I wonder how many times I’ve really appreciated it. I wonder what Cat would think of the view. That’s what she does for me. She makes me see things with fresh eyes. 

      Someone clears their throat, and I turn to find my junior partner, Nate Douglas, in the doorway. He’s young, in jeans today like myself, and looking ten shades of hung over. “You’re late,” I say. “You were supposed to be here at two thirty. It’s three thirty.”

      “Sorry, boss,” he says, crossing to sit in front of my desk in a high-backed leather chair, the wood finish is a mahogany that matches my desk. “I have the flu.”

      “So you thought you’d tell me that now as you sit across from me, making me fucking sick. That seems like a good lie to you?”

      He pales. “I’m hung over.”

      “You’re a junior partner. You don’t get hung over and come in late.”

      “You’re right. It won’t happen again.”

      “Do you have my file?”

      He hands me the file I saw in his hand upon entry. “Here you go.”

      I glance at it and then him. His dark hair is newly buzzed and his expression is awkward, and it should be. “What am I looking at?”

      “We notified the Feds that you represented the client.” 

      “And?”

      “The client doesn’t want anyone else to talk to them,” he says. 

      “The response, per this memo, is due Wednesday, and there is no case research at all.”

      “The client wants no one but you handling this.”

      “What if I was still in trial?”

      “I understand, but—”

      “Prep a letter asking for two weeks,” I say, dropping the file in front of him. “Get me a number and an agent name that I can call now.”

      “It’s in the file. Top page.”

      “Get me some research on the guts of this case, and who is involved now. I’ll let you know what else I need after my meeting.”

      “Right,” he says, heading for the door, and I want to kick his young ass. But he’s not that young. He’s twenty-eight. At twenty-eight, I was already impressing people, not burying them which is what he’s about to do to my client. At some point, he obviously did impress my team here or he wouldn’t be a junior partner in a firm of eight attorneys. 

       “Nate,” I call out.

      He turns to face me. 

      “What the fuck is going on?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Answer again.”

      He covers his face and drops his head. “My wife left me. I work too much.”

      “Then you have the wrong wife or the wrong job. Make a decision and do one or the other right. I don’t do in between. Now. Not later.”

      “Yes. I will. You’re right.” He turns and leaves. 

      I stare after him, aware that I was an asshole, as Cat would call me, but you don’t take a partner role and fuck around with your work. You don’t take a wife and fuck around on her by way of time or other women. 

      I dig for the agent’s information, a guy named Joseph Downs, and call him. He actually answers. “I took this case as I was going to trial because I know this guy. He’s as honest as they come.”

      “He shouldn’t be playing with people who aren’t, then.”

      “I need time to research what happened. Three weeks.”

      “One week.”

      “Two.”

      “Fine, but not a day longer, and I want an in-person interview on the fifteenth day. You get fourteen free days. And you know why you get those days?”

      “Tell me.”

      “My buddy aided the Jennifer Wright case. He said the wife did it, and I hear you got the husband to turn on her.”

      “I did, but it’s too bad that wasn’t the direction law enforcement went in the first place. I wouldn’t have defended her. Someone who sucks would have.”

      “I hear the DA made that decision. But like I said, you get a favor. One. This doesn’t protect your client.” He hangs up.

      The elevator dings and footsteps sound. My client, Casey Allen, appears in the doorway. “Hey, man. You ready for me?”

      “Yeah. And fuck, I forget how tall you are. I guess there’s a reason you played basketball.”

      He laughs. “Because I could walk it to the hoop.” He shuts the door and joins me. “I wish I was still living the NBA life right now.”

      “I scanned the file,” I say. “Nothing more yet.”

      “I get it. That was a big case you just won. Congrats, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “He was innocent. He deserved that ruling.”

      “So am I.”

      “Tell me the story.”

      “I invested in this company that basically does investing. It seemed brilliant at the time, as do all stupid moves. Now they’re being investigated for securities fraud. The principal is a guy named Larry Kurt. Good guy, I thought. Law degree from Yale. How could I go wrong, right? Next thing I know, the Feds are knocking on my door.”

      I believe him. “I bought you two weeks for me to research and prep a response,” I say. “My team is going to research and prove you should be removed from this investigation.”

      “Two weeks?” he asks. “That’s forever. I want this over.”

      “I get it, but it’s better to respond right, not quickly.”

      We talk through a few important details and then I send him on his way. I buzz Nate’s office. “I need to know everything about every principal in that company, down to what time they go to the bathroom. Take the files home. Get to work.” He agrees, and I dial a partner who is damn good at corporate law, chat through the case, and form a game plan. He’ll take over a portion of the case. 

      By the time I’ve gone back and forth with him and called my client to update him, it’s already five. I’m meeting Cat in only a few hours. I decide to haul my stack of random case files home and work from there. 

      Thirty minutes later, I walk into my house, and holy fuck. It’s empty. It’s really damn empty without Cat. I walk to my home office and sit down, trying to work. I do work, but I’m aware of her not being here every moment. I glance at my watch, and it’s time for me to go shower, and it has to be time for her to meet her brothers, which means she’s likely stressed. I have half a mind to go over there, but I overstepped with the book deal. I won’t do that again. 
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      I dress in a burgundy pencil dress with long sleeves and a V-neck that I pair with black heels with sexy silk wraparound straps at my ankles. I then change into a simple black dress with a flared skirt and snug waist. I am, after all, seeing my brothers before Reese, and they will ask a million questions about my plans. I leave my hair loose and flat-iron it. My makeup is a bit more dramatic for evening, but still soft. I exit the bathroom for the bedroom door and turn back around. What am I doing? I see my brothers and I’m going to change clothes to avoid their questions? No. I just won’t answer their questions. Period. I put the burgundy dress back on.

      At seven forty-five, I’ve finished a glass of wine. I don’t drink well, but I have to survive my brothers. My doorbell rings, and I consider another drink but decide to forgo it. I head to the door and open it. Sure enough, there stand my two big, blond, gorgeous, arrogant brothers. Reid, as the oldest, has a few age lines and a few extra inches on Gabe, but otherwise, they are twinkies, and both twinkies are looking me up and down. “Who is he?” Reid asks.

      “You haven’t spoken to me in months,” I say. “And that is the first thing you say to me? The answer is none of your business. To the kitchen,” I add, and turn and walk away. 

      I get there and pour that wine, of course. I need it. The two of them are in jeans and T-shirts which always seems off for them. Sometimes I think they sleep in three thousand dollar suit-pajamas. I consider saying that. I don’t think they will be amused but I am. Gabe sets a bottle of some whiskey on the counter I won’t drink. I don’t look at it, but rather just stand on the opposite side of the island from them. The whole me-against-them thing. 

      “You look too good,” Gabe says. “I don’t like it.”

      “You both really need to not speak,” I say. 

      “Your column’s good, Cat,” Reid says. “The kind of good it wouldn’t be if you weren’t a damn good Harvard graduate attorney. You should be practicing.”

      “Do you know, Reid, where you are standing? You are standing in the house that Mom came to get away from men who tried to rule her life. And our father, who fucked around on her all of the time.”

      “Mom didn’t want to get away from Dad,” Reid snaps.

      “No? Stay right there.” I walk to my office and return with the letter Mom wrote to me, which I’ve never let them read. I set it in front of them.

      “What is that?” Gabe asks.

      “The letter Mom wrote me before she died.”

      “I’m not reading that,” Reid says sharply.

      Gabe picks it up and starts reading, and it’s not long before he’s walking to the living room to be alone. Reid focuses on me. “We need a criminal attorney in the firm.”

      “Then hire one.”

      “We need someone we trust.”

      I narrow my eyes on him. “What’s going on?”

      “Dad wants to make peace.”

      “So he sends you, who hasn’t made peace.”

      “I’m here.”

      “Because he sent you.” 

      “No.”

      “Yes,” I say. 

      “I think you’re wasting your skills.”

      “I think you’re a jerk who doesn’t care about anything but your own agenda,” I say. “Why do I matter?”

      “It’s a family business. You’re my sister.”

      “What is really going on here?” I demand. 

      “Dad might have had a mini-stroke.” 

      “What?” I shout, feeling as if I’ve been punched. “When?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Two weeks ago?!”

      Gabe comes walking back in the room. “Reid, you have to read this.”

      “Dad had a stroke?” I demand of Gabe.

      “Fuck, man,” he says to Reid. “You couldn’t wait on me?”

      “You weren’t here,” Reid says.

      “You didn’t have a friend with a tragedy,” I accuse of Gabe. “It was Dad.”

      “Both,” Gabe says. “I had both happen.”

      “Why didn’t both or one of you call me?”

      “He wouldn’t let us,” Reid says. “And he’s fine. He’s back at work.”

      “He doesn’t want me back in his life, does he? You two just think you can use this to get me back into the circle.”

      “This should be a wake-up call,” Reid says. 

      “You asshole!” I yell. “Mom died of a stroke. You don’t use this as leverage.” 

      “I told him that,” Gabe says. “I think you should keep doing what you’re doing.” He looks at Reid. “Read the fucking letter.” 

      Reid snatches it up and starts reading while Gabe looks at me. “Dad’s been stressed, on edge more than usual. We don’t know why, but maybe it was the stroke coming on. He’s fine, though. He’s going to take a trip with some woman he’s seeing for the holidays and take time off work.”

      “If you don’t agree with Reid, then why are you here?”

      “To tell you that I don’t agree with Reid, but he was coming at you anyway.”

      “Have you told Daniel?” I ask of my younger brother. “I assume he’s shut out too, since you guys don’t speak to us outsiders?” 

      “We wanted to tell you first. I’m going to call him when we leave, unless you want to call him.”

      “No. You call him. He deserves to find out and ask questions I can’t answer.” 

      Reid lowers the letter, scowls, and starts walking. Gabe grabs me and kisses my cheek. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

      He takes off too, and when the door shuts, I realize they took the letter. Damn it. I grab my purse and keys, and then my jacket off the coat rack, and go after them, but it’s too late. I reach the elevator and the lobby and they are gone. I flag a cab and head to the restaurant. I’m early, but I don’t care. I’m going to drink more wine, and one thing I know with certainty: Reese will carry me home if I need him to. He’s the one man in my life I know really will catch me if I fall. I don’t need a man to catch me—I can catch myself—but it’s nice to know that he would right about now. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Reese

      

      

      I’ve just finished dressing in a black button-down and black slacks, and have pulled on a jacket, when my phone rings with a call from security. “Sir, you have a visitor at the front desk.”

      “Who?”

      “She says it’s a surprise and asked if I can send her up or if you could come down. I can escort her up if you like.”

      It has to be Cat. “Just send her up.”

      I end the call, and as much as I want to see Cat, it hits me then that she’s cleared with security. I walk downstairs and pour a drink, downing the rich stout whiskey, while remembering Cat’s stout coffee comment. I laugh and there is a knock on the door. Cat has a key. I set my glass down, and walk to the door, pulling it open. And the woman standing there is not Cat. She’s the last person I expected to be here right now.
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      I sit in the restaurant waiting on Reese. And waiting. He’s late, but I know how this goes. You get with a client and can’t get out. He must still be at work. This night sucks. I’m not mad. Not at him. I don’t have that capacity right now. I’m too focused on my father’s stroke. I have a glass of wine. That makes three. My limit is really one. But I eat a bunch of bread and I’m remarkably okay. Funny how anger can sober you right up. Reese is still not here. At nine thirty, I decide maybe I’m angry. He can’t be at work. I’m not going to make excuses for him. Then I get worried. My dad had a stroke. What if Reese had an accident? I call him. It goes to voice mail. I hang up. 

      I feel sick.

      I hate men.

      I will never have anyone in my life that is more than a fuck buddy. Fuck. Buddy. Fuck all day and all night to please me, and then get the fucking fuck buddy out of my life. 

      I throw money on the table and leave. I don’t have a car. I call an Uber and sit on a bench at a corner I’m lucky to find. And then I just dial my father. I don’t think. The wine does. He answers. “Cat?”

      “You had a stroke?”

      “It was nothing.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “It was nothing.”

      “It was a stroke. I don’t like you, but I love you. You tell me when things matter, and just in case your hard head doesn’t get it. This matters.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      I hang up on him. And then I call him back. “It matters.”

      “I love you, too, Cat. And your book was good.”

      “You read my book?”

      “Gabe nagged me until I did, and I’m glad I did. And your coverage of the trial was brilliant.”

      “Brilliant? Did my father just say brilliant?”

      “Yes. Which is why you should—”

      “Do not say it, or any ground we just made will be lost.”

      “Then we should hang up or I’m going to say it. We’ll try this again soon.”

      “Okay.”

      “Goodnight, Cat.”

      I hang up and I really hate that I want to cry. I hate tears. They are born of weakness, and I don’t like weakness at all. A stroke. He had a stroke and Reese still hasn’t called. My Uber pulls up, and I stand up and get in. I’m alone again. I hate Reese Summer. Before him, alone felt good. 

      I turn my phone off.

      I’m done.

      Really, really done for the night.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Reese

      

      

      My mother is melting down, crying hysterically, clinging to me. “I hate him. I hate that I stayed with him. I don’t even know how to start over. I just—I don’t know.” 

      Every time I try to move, she clings tighter and cries harder. Finally, she calms down enough that she wants to freshen her face. I’m pointing her toward the bathroom, since she’s never been here, when my phone rings. She stops walking and looks at me. “Is it your father?”

      “Does he know you’re here?”

      “Yes. I told him I was leaving him and you would help me divorce him.”

      I don’t tell her I don’t handle divorces, despite believing she needs one. I’ll get her an attorney. I pull out my phone, and yes, it’s my father. “Dad,” I say. 

      “Your mother isn’t answering her phone. Is she there?”

      “Yes. She’s here.”

      “Put her on.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Put her on.”

      My mother is already in front of me and grabbing my phone. “John,” she says, and a sob follows. 

      Fuck. Cat. I glance at my watch. It’s nine forty-five and I’ve fucked the hell up with a woman I really care about. I walk to my mother’s purse and look for her phone. I can’t find it. I follow my mother to the other room. “Where’s your phone?” I call out. “I need a phone.”

      “I don’t know. I can’t find it.”

      “Holly fuck,” I murmur. “I’m going to find a phone.” I don’t wait for an answer. I head for the door and the elevator. The minute I’m in the lobby, I make my way to the security desk. “I need a phone,” I tell the guard. 

      He hands me the landline under the desk and I dial Cat. She doesn’t answer. Of course she doesn’t. No one answers numbers they don’t know, but I leave a message. “Cat. My mom showed up in a hysterical fit. She’s now on my phone and I can’t find hers. Please, sweetheart. Call me back. I’m sorry. I feel like shit.” I hang up and realize I didn’t give her the number, and I can’t just stand here.

      I charge through the lobby, and when I hit the street, I grab a cab to the restaurant. In the meantime, I use the cabby’s phone and dial Cat. Once we’re at the restaurant, I pay for him to wait. Cat’s gone. Damn it. I should have just gone to her place. Thirty minutes, and a shit-ton of traffic later, I’m at her apartment. The guard knows me—it’s the same older, dark-haired guy—and I play it off. I walk past him. He stops me. “She’s expecting me.”

      “She didn’t tell us that.”

      “I will pay you five hundred dollars to walk me up there and let me check on her. I can’t reach her.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to you.”

      “Come on, man.”

      “I’ll go check on her,” he says.

      “A thousand.” I hand him my card. “I’m good for it.”

      He studies me. “I could get in trouble.”

      “I’ll sue whoever comes at you.”

      “I’ll go get her.” He waves at the lady behind the desk and points to the elevator. He starts walking, and the minute the elevator opens, I’m in it with him. 

      “Oh, come on, Mr. Summer.”

      “I’ll pay you the money.”

      “I don’t want your money. Just don’t cause a scene up there.”

      “I have only good intentions.”

      He grimaces and faces forward. The elevator opens, and he doesn’t get the chance to exit first. I am out and down the hall at Cat’s door, knocking, before he is halfway here. She flings the door open, and she’s in a burgundy dress, and mascara has smudged the skin under her eyes. “I made you cry,” I say.

      “Why are you here? How are you up here?”

      She tries to shut the door, and I catch it. “My mother has my phone. She showed up at my place melting down and hysterical. I left her there to go get you at the restaurant. And now I’m here. I left her to come to you. I need to go back. I need you to go with me.”

      “Your mother?”

      “Yes. My mother.

      “Oh.”

      “Oh.”

      “Ma’am, I can remove him,” the guard says.

      “No,” she says, and I pull her to me. 

      “I’m sorry. I hate that I made you feel this.” I cup her head. “I wouldn’t do this to you. I’m not that guy.” I kiss her, a long, deep, tell-her-I-love-her kind of kiss, when I can’t tell her yet. It’s too soon and the wrong time and place. “Come home with me.”

      “I shouldn’t because—”

      “You should for about a hundred reasons I can’t list now. Come with me. I need you, Cat.”

      “I actually need you, too.”

      Relief washes over me. “Grab your things. What can I carry?” 

      “I just need my purse,” she says, rushing inside and grabbing it before returning.

      We exit to the absence of the security guard and hurry to the elevator. Once we’re inside, I turn to her, my hands on her waist. “Cat—”

      She pushes to her toes and kisses me. “It’s okay. How are you and how is your mother?”

      “How am I? I don’t know if anyone has asked me that in years.”

      “I am.”

      “And I’m more than fine because you’re here. My mother is a wreck.”

      “I might embarrass her.”

      “Maybe you can help. She won’t leave him. He called, and she jumped all over that call. Cat, this is what I was going to talk about tonight. He cheats. A serial cheater, actually. And I don’t want you to think that’s in our blood. I’m not—”

      “Him. Or my father. Or Mitch, or anyone else I’ve ever known. I know. And you’re right. Maybe I can help. I know my mother’s regrets. If she gives me the opening, I will talk to her.”

      I kiss her. “I’m crazy about you, woman. Another something we need to talk about, because this isn’t going away.” I lean back to look at her. “What happened with your brothers?” 

      “One family at a time,” she says. “Yours first.”

      “Speaking of family. Can I use your phone to call my sister?”

      “Of course.”

      She hands it to me, and I’ve finally calmed Stacey down when we reach the lobby of my building and end the call. “She wants to talk to you. We don’t have time, but beware. You’re now on my sister’s radar.” 

      Cat laughs, this sweet, bubbly sound that brings me down about ten notches. We step onto and back off the elevator on my floor when she stops me. “I drank three glasses of wine. Am I talking normally?”

      I smile. “Yes, actually, you are.”

      “Huh. I don’t get it, but good.”

      We stop at my door. “Let’s hope I didn’t save my drunk talk for your mother.”

      “At this point. I’d rather you use that frank talk you do with me with my mother.” I open the door and take her hand, leading her down the hall. 

      “Mother?” I call out. 

      “In the kitchen.”

      We follow her direction and when we walk into the kitchen, she’s standing at the island with a glass of wine in her hand, mascara down her cheeks. Her hair is a mess. “Who’s this?” my mother asks.

      “Cat. Someone who matters to me.”

      “Hi,” Cat says. “You’re really beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” my mother says. “You’re dating my son.”

      “Yes,” Cat says. “I am. I like him when he’s not being an asshole.”

      “He’s very arrogant,” she says. “But not like his father.”

      “He told me that,” Cat says. 

      “Cat, why do you have mascara under your eyes? Did my son make you cry?”

      And then Cat does the most incredible thing. “Because I thought Reese stood me up, but of course he wouldn’t, and I would have known that, but it was bad timing. I talked to my father, who I haven’t talked to in months because, you see—I hope it’s okay that I know this—he’s like your husband. He cheated on my mom, and she died of a stroke, unhappy because she never left him. But two weeks ago, he had a stroke and no one told me. And he’s still an asshole, but I don’t want him to die.”

      Cat starts crying and my mom starts crying, and two of the most important people in my life are hugging and they barely know each other. But then, Cat apparently has a way of making the Summers fall instantly in love.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, my mother is in the bed in my spare bedroom, and I am finally able to sit with Cat in the chair in my bedroom, her by my side, her hand on my leg and mine on hers. For a good hour, we sit there and talk about her father and her brothers. “Bottom line,” she says. “Nothing has really changed.”

      “You talked to your father. That’s big.”

      “We talked. That’s all that changed. But for your mother I think a change really is going to happen for her.” 

      “She says she’s leaving him,” I say. “She’s never said that before, but it’s hard to know where this leads when she goes back home Monday. My father always wins her over.”

       “I predict that won’t happen this time,” Cat says. “She’s stronger than you realize. I read some books on the psychological factors of people staying in these situations because of my mother and my father. Basically what I learned is that, we as humans, radiate towards the familiar. The familiar is safe in our minds, even if it’s really destructive to our lives. We’re creatures of habit. But your mother came here, outside her safety zone with your father. To me, that says that she was testing the waters, seeing if she could leap to the next dock and still settle her feet firmly on the ground.”

       “Maybe. We’ll see.” I pull her legs to my lap. “Moving to a completely different subject. Anything on your book deal?”

      “Yes, actually. I have to make a decision by tomorrow night. They offered me five hundred thousand for the Jennifer Wright book and two hundred for an option book which is double what I got last book.”

      “But the last book hit the Times.”

      “Yes, for four weeks and it sold very well.”

      “Are you happy with the offer?”

      “Of course,” she says. “That’s a huge figure but you have to sign on as a consultant on the Wright book. That’s part of the deal.”

      “Done.”

      “Which means I need you to sign an agreement and take at least two hundred thousand of the money for yourself.”

      “I don’t need that money, Cat.”

      “If we break up—”

      “We’re not breaking up,” I say. “That’s not part of the equation. But here’s my counter offer. I’ll sign the agreement and if you want me to take the money, I’ll put it in savings account for us to use on whatever. Together. Agreed?”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Take it or leave it, Cat.”

      “Okay. Deal.”

      “Good. Now. Next item on the agenda. Move in with me.”

      “I—You want me to officially move in with you?”

      “Yes. I know you love your apartment, but—”

      “No. Yes.  I like it here. The apartment isn’t the issue.” 

      “Then what is it?”

      “We’ve only known each other a short while.”

      “We’ve lived together almost the whole time. I’ve never even considered living with someone.”

      “Why me? What makes me different?”

      I slide my hand to her face. “Because you’re everything, Cat.”

      “I repeat. We’re new.”

      “And that means what?”

      “I can’t be everything.”

      “And yet you are. That’s the only explanation I have to any objection you give me. Move in with me. We’ll do a trial. Keep your apartment. If you end up unhappy, you know you have it.” I roll her to her back and settle over her. “Say yes, Cat.”

      She rests her hand on my face in that way she does that undoes me and I have no clue why. It just does. She does. “Reese,” she whispers. 

      “You’re killing me here. Say—” 

      “Yes. Yes I’ll move in with you.”

      And there it is. Her undoing me all over again.
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      Sunday starts with Cat and I standing at the island in the kitchen, drinking coffee, when my mother joins us and announces that she’s leaving my father, as if she didn’t announce the same thing last night. “But I’m not leaving my job at the university, or my home. I called him and told him to be gone when I get back.”

      There’s the part she didn’t give us last night. She told him to leave. She just seemed to need to say it all out loud again. And she never wavers. She is strong about her decision, and there are no more tears. I make a few phone calls and line her up an attorney, and by evening, my siblings have talked to all of us, Cat included, about ten times. Cat and I cut them off when we take my mother out for a nice dinner. The night ends with Cat accepting the book deal and with her in my arms, in our bed.

      Come Monday, since I have to be to work, Cat sees my mother off to the airport and then heads to her place to pack up some things, to bring what she needs. I arrive at work, and my secretary, Maria, a forty-something and a smart mouth, is mumbling in Spanish, which she still, after four years, doesn’t know I understand. I enter my office and sit down, and she appears in my doorway, her dress bright red and blinding. Everything about Maria is bright and bold. “You won. You’re a badass. All that stuff. Moving on. The press is calling constantly. Are you doing interviews at all?”

      “No. Decline all.”

      “I need a recording that says decline all,” she says. “Just so you know. It’s that many calls.” 

      “And?”

      “Just letting you know how hard I’m working.” She turns and leaves, but she’ll be back. 

      My line buzzes, and I have about ten calls, all from clients and partners trying to catch up, congratulate me, or ask for something. Around ten, Royce Walker calls. “We have a problem.”

      “Of course we do,” I say. “Why wouldn’t we have a problem?”

      “Let’s start with the good news,” he says. “My insider says Kelli Ward is about ten seconds from confessing. The bad news is that they think your client knew all along and covered the murder up.”

      “And they’re going after him for accessory this time.”

      “Bingo.”

      “Fuck. Thanks for the heads-up.” I end the call and dial Ward.

      “Where are you?”

      “Vermont,” he says. 

      “Get on a plane and get back here.”

      “Why?”

      “Kelli will likely be charged today.”

      “Holy shit. She confessed?”

      “Yes,” I say. “She confessed.”

      “I can’t believe it,” he says, sounding dumbfounded. “I didn’t want to believe it was true.”

      “I know, but you knew she did it,” I say, testing him.

      “On some level, yes,” he says, “I think I did, but I wouldn’t have admitted that to even myself.”

      “They’re going to try to say you did.”

      “I was acquitted,” he argues.

      “Knowledge of a crime even if you did not commit it is a crime. We’ll make this go away, but it looks better if you’re here, but not with her. Get a hotel room and stay away from her.”

      “I don’t know if I have another round in me.”

      “If I do, you do. No interviews. Don’t talk to anyone but me. Call me when you get back.”

      “Understood.” We disconnect, and I call Cat. 

      “Hey,” she says. “Your mom’s plane just took off.”

      “Kelli Ward is about to confess.”

      “Why do you sound so unhappy about this?”

      “They’re going to come at Nelson for covering it up. Or so Royce’s insider tells me.”

      “Did he?”

      “No. I don’t believe he did. I believe he was in love and oblivious, much like my mother for all of these years. Now you know what you’re writing about for tomorrow.”

      “And what will be consuming you. Don’t you have that old friend that needs attention?”

      “The corporate division is going after the people who got him into the mess he’s in. I need to go. I’ll call you later.” I start to hang up but stop. “Cat.”

      “Yes?”

      “I talk to you about my work.”

      “What about it?”

      “I talk to you about my work. I don’t want to stop. I need to have you sign a more extensive consulting agreement than the one you signed for the Ward case. More all-inclusive. Do you have a problem with that?” 

      “No. Of course not. I was actually going to suggest we do that. To protect everyone involved.” 

      “I’ll bring it home.”

      “Home.” She laughs. “Yes. Bring it home, Reese.”

      I smile. “Bye, sweetheart.” I hang up and stand, crossing my office, and passing Maria’s desk. “I’ll be upstairs in corporate.”

      I take the stairs, not the elevator, and walk upstairs into the office of the senior partner who heads up that division. I don’t ask his secretary to enter. I just pass her by and enter his office. Kent, who is as good a friend as two workaholics can be, the same age as me, and just as aggressive as me, looks up from his desk. “What’s up, man?”

      “That Allen case I have you working. How’s it looking?”

      “Just digging in. You said I had two weeks to get your answer. Why?” 

      “Ward’s wife is confessing and they are going to try to get him for covering it up. I’m going to be buried again.”

      “I’ve got this,” he says, running a hand through his dark hair. “I’m going to unbury everyone involved in this firm, and their illegal operations, use it to get your guy an out, and hand that to you to voodoo it away with the Feds.”

      “This guy is a good guy,” I say. “I don’t want him fucked. I’m trusting you.”

      “This is me you’re talking to,” Kent says. “I’ll get them. I’m a master at digging up dirt that others think can’t be dug up.”

      “My guy doesn’t sign a release. Bluff them and sue the fuck out of them for putting him through this. And while you do that, I’m going to hand every dirty secret you find over to the Feds.”

      “Now we’re talking. I love when we throw down.” 

      I exit his office and head back down to mine, passing Maria as she mumbles in Spanish again. I re-enter my office, with another spurt of phone calls driven my way, and it’s not long until I get the one I expect. The police want to question Nelson Ward again. I set the meeting and text Cat, giving her the heads-up. Because Cat has become a part of every inch of my life. I really don’t remember a few weeks ago before she was with me, and I don’t want to try.
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      One month later…

      I’ve just gotten back to my office from a court appearance and sat down at my desk when my cellphone rings. I dig it from my pocket and glance at the number to find Cat calling. “Hey, sweetheart,” I say, answering the line. “How’d your interview with Detective Newman go?” 

      “It was one of the better ones of the dozens I’ve had for this book,” she says. “He had some interesting information he said to pass along to you.”

      “Really. What would that be?”

      “He says that the only reason Nelson Ward has been questioned three times in the past month about his wife, is that Dan has it out for him and you. He’s still living the disgrace of that trial and even the decision to charge Nelson Ward. If he gets Nelson as an accessory, he saves face.”

      “Of course Dan’s behind this. I’m at the point now where I’m going to file harassment charges against them and ask for damages. They’re hurting the man’s livelihood. He has a multi-billion-dollar conglomerate to run and he’s smeared all over the news again.”

      “Dan needs to be pushed out of his job. He’s motivated by all the wrong things. Oh and a side note, a big jump in subject here: Your mother called. Your father proposed to his mistress and your mother is just fine with it because she’s now dating another professor at the college who she calls brilliant and sexy.”

      “Hold on a minute. My father proposed to his mistress and my mother is dating again? Okay. I don’t know how you know this and I don’t.”

      “Actually you do know because I told you.”

      “You knew before I knew.”

      “Your mother likes to talk.”

      “Obviously and for the record I could do without any sentence that includes my mother calling a man ‘sexy.’”

      She laughs. “Duly noted.”

      “For clarification,” I say. “Are they divorced and I don’t know it?”

      “Your father has been acting like he was divorced for years. Your mother just decided to join the party. And they will be soon, anyway.”

      “Or they could just date other people.”

      She laughs. “Right. Or that. I need to go though. I’m having a champagne brunch with Liz. She wants to celebrate the press release that went out this morning. For the book that I haven’t even finished writing.”

      “Champagne and you. Should I send a car?” 

      She laughs. “I’m perfectly capable of calling my own Uber, even after champagne. I just might not find it. If that proves to be the situation, I have you on auto-dial. Though I might go to my brother’s office, while drinking of course, and demand that he give me back my mother’s letter.”

      “Still won’t call you back, huh?”

      “No. He’s such an Asshole.”

      “Now I know just how much you hated me when you called me an asshole that first day. Did you tell your father he took the letter and you want it back?”

      “The entire two times I called to check on that man and he actually took my call, no. The calls were short and he won’t care. He tolerates my check-in calls and when I bring the letter up to Gabe who gave it to him, Gabe just tells me he’ll tell him. But you don’t have time for this and I’m about to be drunk anyway.”

      I laugh and we hang up, only to have Maria buzz my intercom. “Casey Allen is on the line.”

      I grab the phone. “Casey,” I say. “I have news.”

      “I hope it’s good because I thought this would be over by now.” 

      “It would have been if we could have strong-armed the investment firm into certifying your lack of knowledge of the transactions, but they won’t do it. But that’s going to change. Kent filed a lawsuit on your behalf today against everyone with any interest in the firm and all the cloaked investors, of which he says there were four.” 

      “And how does this help me with the Feds?”

      “It shows that you aren’t one of them and it provides financial damage for your legal defense. I know this hasn’t gone as quickly as we’d hoped, but we’ll get you through this with money to ease the pain of the stress.”

      “I just want this thing over with. It’s haunting me. I can’t sleep. I was going to propose to my girlfriend, but I can’t have her engaged to a felon.”

      “You are not going to be a felon. I’ll end this and soon. They haven’t charged you. They’re stringing you along, planning to use you wherever they can use you. It’s a sad truth, but a real one. I’ve got your back. I’ll call you soon.”

      We disconnect and Maria pops her head in the door, speaking in rapid Spanish as she walks toward me. “Why did you just have a Tiffany’s bag delivered and please tell me it’s for me.”

      “No,” I say. “It is not for you but stop cursing me in Spanish and you might get something nice for Christmas.”

      “I don’t curse you in Spanish.”

      I arch a brow.

      “How do you know I curse you in Spanish?”

      “You just admitted it.”

      She smirks. “You do know that Christmas is only two months away, right?”

      “Yes. So I suggest you have restraint.”

      “I always have restraint,” she claims, setting the bag in front of me. “You’re proposing to Cat,” she says, knowing Cat well now since she’s been to my office any number of times.

      “That’s between me and Cat.”

      Her eyes light. “You are.” She claps. “Can I see?”

      “No. You cannot see. Leave and shut the door.”

      She grimaces but does as I ordered. I open the bag and pull out the blue box inside. I inhale and think about Cat opening it as I open it, staring down at the ring that I had sized after sneaking one of her rings. It’s stunning like Cat and I pull out a card from the store clerk that reads: The Tiffany Nova Princess Cut ring was a perfect choice. She will love it. Congratulations. It was perfect and expensive, but Cat is worth every dime and a million more. 

      This is my Christmas gift to her and her gift to me will be agreeing to marry me. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cat

      

      

      Liz and I sit at fancy restaurant she’d insisted on taking me to, giggling over champagne. “I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” I say. “I can’t drink. It’s doesn’t make for a good me.”

      “You signed a huge book deal, fell in love with a gorgeous man and—”

      “Wow. I never told you I love him.”

      “Oh please. You love him and you’re so much more relaxed with this man. Look at you. You’re in a pink fluffy sweater.”

      “It’s just a pink sweater and I paired it with a very conservative pink shirt,” I say. “And what does pink have to do with anything anyway?”

      “You lived in black before Reese. You’re different. I can’t explain it. Softer maybe.”

      “I lived in black in the courtroom,” I say. “And why are we talking about sweaters? Pink sweaters.”

      She downs her champagne. “Because, bitch, we’re too drunk to talk about anything else.”

      I laugh. “Okay, bitch.”

      We both laugh and I’m reminded how well we connect. I can’t believe I fired her. I can’t believe she made me. “Seriously, though,” Liz says. “You know I love you right?”

      “Most of the time. Except that time you tried to get me to work with Dan.”

      “I told you. That was a complicated political mess. And you just sobered me up. Thank you for that. I was protecting you.”

      “Yeah yeah. I don’t want details. Just don’t try to get me to do something you know breaks my moral codes again.”

      “When it’s half a million dollars, I’m obligated to present the option.”

      “But not obligated to push me or leave out details.”

      “You would have freaked if you knew Dan had a relative at the publishing house. And you would have thought that you couldn’t decline. You had to take the meeting. You didn’t have to accept. That was the freedom I gave you.” 

      “You pushed me.”

      “It was a lot of money. Hell yeah I pushed you. I can’t apologize for that. I won’t. That amount of money is kind to me but you get most of it. After one big deal like that you start having freedoms and opportunities you didn’t otherwise have open to you.” 

      “Okay. Yeah. I get it. Stop being sober. I don’t like it.” My cellphone rings and I glance at the number. “My brother.” I down my champagne. “I have to yell at him over something personal. Pretend you’re not here.” I answer the call. “Finally, you call?”

      “What the hell, Cat?” Reid demands. 

      “What the hell yourself. What does that mean?”

      “I saw the press release,” he says. “You’re writing a book with Reese Summer. The man is suing me, Dad, and Uncle Rudolf and he set the Feds’ sights on us.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t know. Well at least there is that. That man is trying to destroy us.”

      “Reese is a criminal attorney,” I say. “He wouldn’t be suing you.”

      “His firm is, and he’s damn sure involved in this. He’s representing the man they sued on behalf of.”

      And now I know why Gabe asked about Reese. “What’s the client’s name?”

      “Casey Allen.”

      I know the name. I know all of Reese’s cases. “What did you do, Reid?” I demand, despite knowing more than I want him to know I know.

      “I have to be in the wrong? Is that it?”

      “What are you accused of doing?”

      “Securities fraud,” he says. 

      “Please tell me you didn’t do it.” 

      “Fuck you, Cat.” He hangs up.

      I look at Liz. “I have to go.”

      “You’ve been drinking. I’ll get you where you need to go.”

      “Believe me,” I say. “I’ve never been so sober in my life.”

      I grab my coat and pull it on, and then snap up my briefcase and purse and rush for the door. Reese is now involved in a lawsuit against my family that could ruin them. It doesn’t matter that he didn’t do it intentionally which he didn’t. I know he didn’t but it’s a problem both personally and legally for both of us. It might even be the end of us.
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      I’m sitting at my desk with Maria standing next to it when Cat comes charging in without warning, her coat half off one shoulder, and her briefcase and purse on the other. “I need to talk to you now. Alone.”

      Cat’s intensity is impossible to miss and for once Maria has nothing smart to say. “I’m leaving,” she says, hurrying around Cat and shutting the door. 

      Cat sets her things on the guest chair. “Casey Allen.”

      That’s the last thing I expect her to say at this very moment. “What about him?”

      “You filed a lawsuit on his behalf.”

      “My firm did, yes.”

      “My family. You filed against them.”

      I stand up. “What? No. That firm is Blue Banks Investment.”

      “My family is apparently involved. Reid called me.”

      “That can’t be right.” I punch in Kent’s extension on my phone and put him on speaker. 

      “What’s up, man?” he answers. 

      “Name the parties on that lawsuit against Blue Banks. It’s important. I need it now.” 

      “Sure. I know them by heart” He lists four names that are non-issues, and then he adds, “Reid Maxwell, Mike Maxwell, Rudolf Elway.”

      I restrain a curse word that will set Kent off and say simply, “That’s what I needed,” before I disconnect. 

      “Rudolf is my uncle,” Cat says, “but not by blood. I don’t know how he became Uncle but he’s a long-time family connection and friend of my father’s.” She presses fingers to her temples. “Now I know why my father was stressed enough to have a stroke.” 

      “Fuck,” I murmur, running fingers through my hair, my hands settling under my jacket on my hips. “You know I didn’t know.”

      “Of course I know you didn’t know. My mind never went there.” We both lean on the desk, facing each other. “But that changes nothing,” she adds. “This is a problem: Morally, ethically, and legally.”

      “I’ll fix this. I’ll represent your family and get them out of this.”

      “No.” She pushes off the desk. “You will not change your moral code for my family and if you do that, Casey could sue you for split interests.” 

      “I’ll remove myself from Casey’s case.”

      “Again, no. This is not who you are and I like who you are. I don’t like what happens to us if I change your moral code for me.  That’s not an option.”

      “If I remove myself—” 

      “Then the firm has to remove itself. If you do that, Casey, who is your friend, casual or not, could end up in jail. You can’t walk away from him and I won’t let you for my family. And my family will use me against you. If you think they won’t, you’re wrong. We can’t—”

      “Do not go where your about to go,” I warn.

      “I have to go there. We have to go there. We can’t be together while this is going on. You know it. I know it. You will not lose your license over me. I have to move out.”

      “No. I will fix this. We’re both in the heat of the moment right now.”

      “We’re both attorneys too who know the law and the ethical confines of the job. I’m a consultant on this case with you. That’s ten kinds of wrong. I have to be removed immediately.”

      “That’s an easy fix.”

      “Look. Reese.”

      “Cat damn it, stop going there, to us—”

      “You need to do the right thing. That’s the man you are and the man I—that’s the man you are.” 

      “I’ll be honest with Casey.”

      “He could still come after you. If he goes to another firm and they fail he can say your malpractice led him there. And my family—”

      “Will not want this in the press,” I supply.

      “No but they will go to Casey and he might. You do have to talk to him and give him the option to move or stick it out with you. Don’t let my family get to him first.”

      “Understood. I’ll talk to him. I’ll get him to sign a release saying he won’t sue me. We’ll be apart a few days at most.”

      “He might not sign it.”

      “I’m convincing.”

      “What about the press? My family won’t go there but what about Dan or any other enemy you have to have made over your legal career? He hates you. A law suit is a public filing. He knows we’re together. He could leak this. We are dangerous right now to your long-term career. And you are not losing your career over me.” She grabs her bags. “We can’t talk. We can’t communicate. Not until this is over.”

      She’s right. I know she’s right and at this moment, I can’t think us out of this. 

      “I have to back out of the book deal,” she adds. 

      “No,” I say, rejecting that idea immediately. “You do not. I’ll call the publisher and handle this with them. You have a contract. This conflict will not last and it will not be repeated. You will not lose this over me. This a two-sided coin. We protect each other. Say it, Cat”

      She starts backing toward the door and I’m around the desk in front of her by the time she’s there. I press her against the door, my hand at her hip, under her coat. “Say it. We protect each other.”

      “We protect each other.”

      “Do not back out of the book deal. Promise me.”

      “Yes. I promise.”

      “Keep working on the book. You know my side of the story. I’ll have Liz call you with the update on the contract, but I will handle it. I’ll fix all of this.”

      “Do it right, not fast,” she says.

       “I have no choice if I’m going to fix this. Cat I’m going to have to fix this with your family or it will affect us.”

      “It won’t,” she says. “You didn’t make them commit a crime and they did. I heard it in Reid’s voice.”

      “It will affect us, if I don’t fully fix this. I’m going to and I’m telling you this so you know I may be communicating with your family. I’ll come to you the minute it’s done.” She nods and my hands find her face. “I love you. This isn’t how I wanted to tell you, but I need you to know.”

      “I love you, too.”

        I kiss her, lingering inside that kiss, for what I wish could be eternal moments, before I press my forehead to hers. “I’ll find a way to get us out of this,” I promise.

      She grabs my tie. “I hate this but I’d better go. I’ll be gone when you get home.” She twists away from me and it kills me to let her. I back up and she exits the office and I shut the door, walking to my desk and calling Lauren, who answers on the first ring. 

      “I need you to listen because Cat is going to come to you and I need you to be armed with facts when she gets there. And then I need to set that aside and talk as legal peers.” 

      “I’m listening.” 

      I tell her everything and end with, “Now that you’ve heard the story. What do you think?”

      She follows with every conclusion Cat and I have already made with one cutting addition. “Her family is vicious and they have no loyalty to you. But she’s personal to them and you’ve made it personal by that connection to her. They won’t go to the press but they will find nasty ways to come at you, now and later.” 

      “In other words, I need to find some semblance of peace with them.”

       “That’s my thought, but how do you even feel about that?”

      “I will do anything for Cat.” I laugh without humor. “But she’s afraid I’ll compromise my morals and it will ultimately affect us.”

      “She could be right.”

      “No. She didn’t do this. Her family did and I love her enough to know that.”

      “You love her.”

      “Holy fuck yes. I bought a ring to propose at Christmas.” 

      “It’s not even Thanksgiving, Reese. You have time. This will work out. You’re good at what you do. You’ll find a way and I’ll help.”

      “You’re connected to Cat and the Maxwell’s too. You can’t help but the fact that you want to, is appreciated. Just take care of my woman. That’s what I need you to do.”

       “If you love each other, and I know you do, this won’t be the end. You know that, right?”

      “This is Cat, Lauren. The queen of putting up walls and I won’t be able to do anything to pull them back down.”

      “If she puts a wall up she was never yours. If she doesn’t, you know it’s real. And in a way this a gift. We all need to know it’s real.” Her line beeps. “That’s probably her. You two will get through this.” She disconnects and I wish like hell I had something to hit.
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      The minute Lauren opens the door, I know she knows. “He called you.”

      “Yes.” She backs up and I enter the house, and walk to the giant chair by the couch and sit down on the ottoman.  

      She joins me as she sits on the couch. “How are you?”

      “How am I?” I laugh without humor. “I drank champagne to celebrate my press release, after which my brother called and told me Reese was suing my family. This was right before Reid told me to fuck off. Next up. Reese told me he loves me right before we said goodbye forever, for all I know. So how am I? I’m doing just peachy.”

      “You and Reese will get through this. This mess sucks, but you will get through it.”

      “You know the facts, I assume. Are we overreacting?” 

      “No you aren’t overreacting. This is a monstrous problem.”

       “We can’t be together right now, can we?”

      “That’s a potential challenge. Do you think your family will use you against Reese at Reese’s expense?”

      “Yes. In some dark, underground, dirty way, they will lash out at him and I don’t know how to stop that from happening.” 

      “I talked this through with Reese, but let’s you and I try, too.”

      For two full hours, we talk and talk, and talk some more, until there is nowhere else to go. “I think this will end us,” I say, voicing my biggest fear. 

      “Not if you love each other.”

      “You don’t know how brutal my family is. They will make Reese hate me and I won’t be able to stop it.”

      “You don’t give Reese credit if you believe that.”

      “He’s brilliant. You’re right. I know. But so is my father.”

      “Reese is younger, more agile in every way, and he’s in love. And love is powerful. While you are worrying about Reese, do you know what Reese is worried about?”

      “What?”

      “Your walls. That while you two are apart, you’ll find a way to shut him out.”

      “I won’t. Not Reese. I want him to know that. Tell him I said that.” 

      “I can’t, Cat. Because for two years, all you have done is shut everyone out, even me. Julie is my best friend. You are as close to that as someone can be without being that because you go months without even calling me.”

      “I know. I just—sometimes I deal with being alone by being alone.” 

      “But you’re not alone unless you make yourself alone,” Lauren says. 

      “My family shuts me out. I don’t shut them out.”

      “Right. And you shut me out. Don’t do that to Reese. Don’t do that to me anymore.”

      “I won’t,” I say. “I don’t want to. I might need you to shake me here or there. Old habits and all.”

      “Do I have permission to shake you up if needed?”

      “Yes, times one thousand.”

      “Good. I will.”

      I stand up. “I need to go get my things from his apartment. I have to deal with this and get home before I melt down.”

      “Buy a stock of Ben and Jerry’s. I’ll be by to see you, and it helps anyway. Eat it. And I’ll bring Julie with me. She’s a good friend, Cat, and good friends get us through bad times.”

      I hug her and I leave.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, I stand in my apartment—no, Reese’s apartment. I start packing up my things, but I decide, no. I’ll take only what I have to take. I’ll be back and soon, I hope. I fill a bag and then sit down on the chair where we often watch the sunset, and where we often just sit and talk. I’m going to miss this spot with him so much. My eyes prickle and I stand up before I melt down. My gaze goes to my nightstand where I have a pad and a pen. I walk to it and sit down, and on a blank page I write: I wish I was right HERE right NOW in huge letters. I tear off the page and set it on my pillow. 

      I then write him a note:

      Reese,

      There is no wall that could survive the force of how much I have fallen in love with you. My family is vicious. They will find a way to strip your license if they can. Don’t risk it. Don’t call. Phone records can be traced.

      I left most of my things because I am coming back.

      Love, Cat
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      The first night apart…

      I walk into my apartment and it is silent, empty, cold. Cat is gone. My phone rings and it’s my mother. Cat and I didn’t even talk about what to tell her. I answer the line and walk to the bar, and pour a stout drink, as I begin telling her everything. 

      “I don’t even know what to say,” she breathes out. “Yes, I do. She really loves you or she’d still be there, as backwards as that sounds. She’s worried about protecting you. She should be and you’re worried about—”

      “Losing her.”

      “You won’t. She loves you. That is so obvious. The kind of love a mother wants for all of her children.” She laughs bitterly. “And herself. Go solve this. You can. Focus. Do. Get your woman back.” 

      When we end that call, I’m reminded of how strong my mother is apart from my father, just not with him. Cat is strong with or without me. I need her to be strong without me now, and keep that damn wall down. I refill my glass before heading up the stairs. I walk into the bedroom and spot the note on her pillow. Adrenaline surges through me and I down the whiskey before I pick up it up to read: I wish I was right HERE right NOW.  “Me too, sweetheart,” I murmur, before lifting the second piece of paper. I sit down and read it, emotions punching through me. 

      She’s coming back. I hope like fuck she still says that when this is over. 

      I consider buying disposable phones and sending her one. We could talk, but she will ask questions and worry about every move I make. I have to do what I have to do to ensure her family doesn’t ruin me and us. I need a level head, not an emotional one.
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      With my MacBook in my lap, I sit on my bed among the pink pillows, under the pink comforter that used to feel like my bed. It doesn’t anymore. I consider going to my family but if I do, I risk exposing my personal feelings for Reese. I could put a target on his back or at least paint it a little larger. 

      No. 

      I can’t go to my family. I can’t go to Reese. I just have to lay here in pink frilly everything and do nothing. An idea hits me. I don’t have to stop talking to Reese. I can send him a message in every column I write. One line. Something small. I stare at the column I’ve just completed, which is a piece about a recent police shooting. I look at the final few lines of my closing and rework them.

      In a world where the lines between peace and war seem to have fallen, I suggest that we don’t seek to widen those lines. We look to erase all that divides us. And we can’t do that by blaming each other. We can’t do that by letting the press tell our story. We the people must come together and let no one else tell our story. We must tell our own story. Until tomorrow —Cat 

      It’s not perfect, but hopefully he reads between the lines. I’m not going to put a wall between us. Not now. Not ever.
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      Day two apart… 

      I start my day reading Cat’s column and the message inside it for me: We tell our own story. In other words, her family doesn’t get to control us. She’s right. And the Maxwells will soon find that out. 

      I call Cat’s publisher as my first order of business. The agreement to release and promote this book after this conflict ends, is easy to resolve, especially when I agree to consult on a second book on Kelli Ward. Knowing they offered Cat a smaller fee for a second book, I negotiate Kelli’s book outside that contract and call Liz. 

      “You’re better at this than me,” she says. “I’ll call Cat.”

      “Tell her to tell her family the book is on hold indefinitely. That’s important.”

      “Understood.”

      Next, I call Kent to my office and tell him everything. “How serious are you about this woman?”

      I open my desk and set the Tiffany’s bag on the desk. “You? Married?” he gapes.

      “Me. Married.”

      “Okay then. I don’t know you anymore, but I’m going to help you help us.”

      Hours later, Kent and I put our plan into action. I sit with Casey and Maria at the conference table. “I’m recording this for all of our protection,” I state. “Maria will read the legal disclosures.”

      “Understood,” Casey states. 

      Maria proceeds and when she’s done, Kent begins. “When I filed the lawsuit on your behalf, I did not disclose the names of the parties I filed that lawsuit against to Reese.”

      “In other words,” I say. “I had no idea that there was a conflict of interest between me and your case.”

      Casey sits up straighter. “What conflict?”

      “I was dating a woman who is the daughter, sister, and niece of three parties named.”

      “Holy shit,” he says. “So you’re dropping me.”

      “No,” I say. “I’m giving you the option to stay or go, but before you make that decision, I need to make you aware of all the facts. Cat Maxwell and I have stopped seeing each other until this is over. However, there was a press release yesterday that made a book deal public. I’m consulting on her true crime about the Ward case. Those interviews are complete and the release and press will be put off until after this conflict is resolved. The book is on hold. Additionally, Cat is estranged from her family anyway, and as far as I’m concerned, they treat Cat like shit. They deserve to be fucked to hell and back again.

      “Then why stop seeing her?” Casey asks. “If you hate them, that’s in my best interest. I mean, if I was an excuse—”

      “No. Cat is not going away. I need you to know that too. This break is to get us through this case. I’ve already gone after her family. They will come after me no matter what. I have to deal with them. What you need to know is that I’m the best at what I do.”

      “I already know that, man,” Casey says. “I’m lucky as hell to have you as a friend on this case.”

      “You can go elsewhere, but here’s the bottom line. If they screw up and don’t get you off, I’m recording you right now being told that this is your decision. The outcome of going elsewhere is your decision. I’m also telling you that I will work one hundred percent for you. I can’t promise you I will get you off, but nothing I’ve told you will be a factor, and to stay on this case, I need you to sign an agreement that you will not sue me or this firm over the outcome. The language will be lengthy and it will include full disclosure of everything I just told you.” 

      “Done,” he says. “I trust you. How can I not trust you? You left your woman for me.”

      “I didn’t leave Cat. She left me because she’s that ethical.”

      An hour later, he’s shaking my hand. “Don’t lose her over this.”

      “I won’t,” I say and I mean it.
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      Since my family won’t take my calls, I march into the lobby of their offices, and I don’t bother to ask for entry. I walk right past the receptionist and down the hall. 

      “Cat,” my father’s secretary, Nancy, says. Nancy is blonde and gorgeous, of course. She’s probably fucking my father. That’s his thing. He, like Mitch, likes his secretaries. I walk right past her too and enter the office, opening the door to find my brothers present.  

      “Oh good. A Maxwell family reunion.” I shut the door. “Well, except for the youngest, who was smart enough to leave the city. I’d call him, but why bring him into this hell. Let him lead a happy life.”

      My father, who I haven’t seen in months, looks good, not sick at all. His grey hair is thick, his complexion warm. His weight healthy as always. My brothers just look like assholes, one on either side of his desk. Twin assholes.  “I told Reese Summer that we had a conflict. He immediately called my publisher and asked to back out of the consulting agreement thanks to that conflict of interest. For those of you who think my career sucks, that’s half a million dollars. Yes. More than my asshole brothers are probably making in a year with their fucking Harvard law degrees. Thank you. I love you all, too.”

      “He’s suing us, Cat,” Reid says. 

      “His partner is suing you.”

      “Semantics,” my father says. 

      “Well, now you can duke it out with him. He’s done with me and my book. I watched him in court. I hope you will all call me before you zip up those orange suits and at least say goodbye.”

      I turn and walk out of the office and when I reach the elevator and punch the button, it’s with relief that it opens. I put on a show in there, but I felt every angry word. I step into the elevator and Gabe joins me just before we’re shut inside.

      “A half million dollars.”

      “Yes. I sold a lot of books with the last release and this time I had Reese on board. But it’s done now. I move on.”

      “Put it off until this is over.”

      “Why?” I demand, and then grind through harsh words I don’t want to speak. “We both know if you can ruin Reese Summer, you will. He’ll be worth nothing to me.”

      “It might not end that way.”

      And there it is. The confirmation. They are going after him, but at least I’ve been assured I’m not leverage.

      “But it might and it doesn’t matter. I’m already talking to my publisher about another option with the prosecutor, though I hate that prick almost as much as I hate you right now.” 

      He reaches into his jacket and hands me the letter from our mother. “I’ve been carrying it around. I was going to bring it by, but I keep reading the damn thing. I’m on team Cat just like Mom. And I’m not being sued. I didn’t fuck up and get involved. For the record, I don’t think Dad knew what was going on either.”

       “Reid?”

      “He says he didn’t. I’m not sure. Uncle Rudolf. He knew. He’s the root of all of this.” The elevator dings and he adds, “Team Cat.”

      I don’t reply. Gabe and I have a big wall to climb. The one my family put between me and Reese. I exit the car and I try to figure out how to tell Reese what is going on. I don’t want to put anyone in the middle. That means my column. 
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      Hours later, I’m back in my pink-covered bed without Reese, writing my column. I find a case that fits perfectly. A woman accused of murder, but ultimately the uncle is now being questioned. I walk my audience through how the woman became the accused. In the end, I close simply: The uncle has yet to be charged, but I predict that that tide will turn, and he will soon be the defendant in a court case we will follow here with interest. Until tomorrow —Cat. 

      The message is there.  Look at my uncle, who isn’t my uncle at all, and who my mother never liked. Now I know why. He’s trouble. 
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      Day three apart…

      I start my morning at my coffee pot reading Cat’s column and I understand the message. Her uncle is trouble.  
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      Day fourteen apart…

      I am miserable, sitting in my overstuffed chair by my fireplace, with Ben and Jerry’s ice cream next to me after eating two last night while Lauren and Julie hung out here. I’m going to be buying new clothes if I keep this up and I don’t seem to care. Cherry Garcia, and my MacBook, are my friends. I love them. I need them. I worship them. Not really, but ice cream is a known substitute for sex per me, the expert, who is not having sex right now after having had the best sex of her life. 

      My cellphone rings and I grab it, hopeful that it’s Reese and this is over, but it’s not. It’s his mother. I answer with a reprimand. “I told you that you can’t call. It connects me to Reese.”

      “I know,” she says. “But Reese told me he can’t talk to me right now. He has shut himself off. He’s completely focused on whatever he is doing.”

      “He’s got a lot of plates in the air to juggle.”

      “I know. Are you okay?”

       “No, but I will be when this is over. You can’t call again.”

      “I know, but he needs you. I feel it.”

      “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”

      “We will never have family get-togethers with your family. Just so we’re clear. Take care, honey.” She hangs up and I grab the remote to my fireplace and turn it on high. It’s cold and I’m chilled to the bone, which could be the ice cream, or maybe it’s all about my shitty family.

      I start typing my column, which features a married couple, and a man who died saving his wife’s life only to have the family file a lawsuit against her for wrongful death. It’s an unheard of insane, first of its kind, case. My closing statement reads: What would you do for the one you love? What would you give up? This man sacrificed everything for his woman and not only did she lose the love of her life, she was tortured by his family, and this is torture. I hope they read this. I hope they can reach inside themselves and see that the pain they cause this woman doesn’t bring their family member back. It drives him deeper into his grave while the woman he loves, bleeds. 

      That closing wasn’t for Reese. It was for my fucked up family, who won’t even read it and doesn’t even know how much Reese means to me. If they did, they’d make him bleed.  
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        * * *

      

      Day twenty-four apart—Thanksgiving Day…

      I retreat to the kitchen of Lauren’s busy house, leaving her and Julie, a Marilyn Monroe look-a-like who I am coming to really like, and a cluster of Walker brothers and staff that overwhelm the place. I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and find the table empty. I claim a seat and set my phone on the table. It rings with my youngest brother, Daniel’s, number.

      “Hey, Cat.”

      “Hey,” I say. “Happy Turkey Day.” 

      “Happy Turkey Day. How are you?” 

      Considering I called him three weeks ago and told him everything about Reese, and the Maxwell family drama, we both know he’s not asking a generic question. “The same,” I say. 

      “No news at all?”

      “Nothing. Are you with your girlfriend?”

      “Yes. Heading to her family outing.”

      My line beeps and the caller ID shows Gabe. “Go have fun. Gabe is calling, believe it or not.”

      “Hell froze over and on Thanksgiving. We need to mark this on the calendar. Call me if you hear anything about anything and I will you, too. Take care, sis.”

      He hangs up and I reluctantly answer Gabe’s call. “Hi Gabe.”

      “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      “Yeah thanks. Happy Thanksgiving to you, too.” 

      “I just wanted to tell you that you are missed today. You can still come over.”

      “I’m at a friend’s house.”

      “Right,” he says. “Okay. For the record, I love you.”

      I blanch. “You love me?”

      “This is where you say: ‘I love you, too, Gabe.’”

      “I love you, too Gabe.”

      “Good. Next time you say it first. I’m the macho guy remember?”

      “Who likes to take bubble baths.”

      “Hey. That’s a family secret. Don’t go spreading that around.”

      We laugh and I actually enjoy talking to him. We disconnect and I’m about to go back to the party when Royce appears at the table and sets a phone in front of me. “It can’t be traced. Answer it when it rings.” He nods and backs away.

      The phone rings and my heart flutters. “Hello.”

      “Cat.”

      Just hearing Reese’s voice, punches me with relief. “Is it over?”

      “No. It’s not over, but it’s close.”

      “How close?”

      “Soon is all I can say, and I don’t want to talk about this. I want to just talk to you.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Home.”

      “Home,” I repeat. “That place we used to share?” I don’t let him answer. “Who are you with?”

      “I’m alone by choice. Cat, I need to know that you haven’t found ten reasons we aren’t good for each other.”

      “Why would you even think that? I write to you in my column very day.”

      “I know. I read it the minute I wake up.”

      “Then how can you think that I’m not still with you?”

      “Because I know you and you don’t know how I’m solving this and you can’t right now. I need to keep you away from it.”

      “I don’t care what you do to end this as long as you don’t compromise who you are.”

      “I’m doing what I need to do,” he says. 

      “You’re doing something you don’t want to do.”

      “I’m doing what I hope we both still want. Making sure we end up together.”

      “You’re worried that something you’re doing will push me away.”

      “Yes. I am. Only time will tell.”

      “You can’t push me away.”

      “Challenge accepted.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Actually, I have to say it because if I can push you away, we weren’t real.”

      Lauren’s words, which she has repeated every time she feels like I’m shutting down, come back to me. “Everyone wants to know love is real. I told Reese the same thing.”

      “Reese—”

      “I love you,” he says. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      He hangs up.
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      Four weeks apart…

      My Tuesday includes me sitting at the island of my kitchen writing a chapter of the book on Nelson Ward, while drinking insane amounts of coffee. The book is slow going as I type a few paragraphs here and start replaying that call with Reese on Thanksgiving, and how much he doubted me and us. He needs to know that we’re real. Me too, but I caution myself every time I start going down a rabbit hole of doubt, and decide he’s the one bailing. Distance creates insecurity. 

      This cycle continues until nearly two o’clock when the doorman buzzes my phone. “Your brother Gabe is here.”

      Fabulous, I think. “Send him up,” I say ending the connection. 

      I then consider a drink and decide against it. 

      I might have ice cream. 

      I pace and I don’t know why. Oh yes. I do. He is probably going to tell me some news about the legal action against our family, which means, he will hint at what is happening with Reese. I walk to the front door and Gabe knocks. I yank it open and walk away. He follows me to the kitchen and we both sit down. “Why are you here?”

      “We settled with Casey Allen. We made peace with Reese Summer. Get your book deal back.”

      “When did you settle?”

      “Yesterday.”

      Yesterday and Reese didn’t call me. He was strange on the phone. “What does peace mean?” I ask, trying not to sound as anxious as I am right now.  

      “Reese got Casey Allen off with the Feds and then approached us about a truce.”

      “Did he say why he would do that?”

      “Because the publisher threatened to sue you and him,” Gabe says. 

      “Oh. Yes. I know.” It’s a lie, of course. It’s not true. I’d know if it were true. 

      “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Would you care?”

      “I care Cat,” he says. “Dad cares, too. Even Reid cares. I had to pry mom’s letter from his hands. He’s slow coming around but he will. And for the record, I read it to Dad when he wouldn’t read it.”

      I lose patience. “What does truce mean? Damn it, just tell me.”

      “Uncle Rudolf was behind everything. Reese helped him plea out a deal with a massive fucking fine of seven hundred million dollars, but it’s done and no one goes to jail.”

      “The Reese Summer thing. Are you sure I can work with him without a conflict?”

      “Oh yeah. Reese made sure.”

      “What does sure mean? You’re killing me here”

      “The two law firms, ours and his, signed an agreement to work together.”

      I blanch. “Your firm and Reese’s firm?”

      “Yes. It’s not a merger but our criminal division is weak which is why Dad pushed to get you on board. But now, on a case-by-case basis Reese will represent our clients.” His phone buzzes. “Shit. I have a client freaking out over a merger. I gotta go. Go get that book deal.” He heads out of the kitchen and I puff out a breath. 

      Reese aligned with my family. I don’t know what to think. Is he one of them now? No. That’s silly but he didn’t come to me last night. The ink must not be dry. That’s it. I run after Gabe and catch him at the elevator. “Have you signed the contract with Reese yet? Is it safe to contact him?”

      “Not yet. We’re meeting Friday but it’s done. We all agree.”

      “Right. Thanks.” 

      He steps into the elevator and I head back to my apartment. It’s not done. I have to talk to him. I don’t want him to do something bad for his firm and career, for me. I run up the stairs to my bedroom, and grab my purse when it hits me that I’m wearing sweats. I rush into my closet and do a quick change into that pink dress that I deemed “lucky” and thigh-highs with black high heels. I fluff my hair, and actually put on make-up. 

      Once I’ve inspected myself in the mirror, I figure this will do. A few minutes later I’m in an Uber and pulling up to Reese’s building. I have a momentary second thought. Is my family setting me up, looking for a relationship between me and Reese? No. I rule that out. I have a book deal with Reese worth a lot of money. Of course, I’d rush here to save it. I exit the car and walk inside the building. I have never been so nervous in my life.

      Once I’m inside the elevator, I stand close to the doors, eager to get to Reese, for about a hundred reasons. Mostly, because every time I think of our phone call I think of his doubt. He has done so much to clear our path. I need to run down it and to him. I arrive on his floor and I don’t check with the receptionist. She tries to stop me when Maria appears in the lobby.

      “Oh thank God,” she says. “He’s a bear without you.”

      “Is he here?”

      “Yes,” she says walking with me toward her desk and motioning to his closed door. “Go in. He’s alone.”

      “Thanks Maria.”

      I hurry to the door and pause with my hand on the knob.

      “Don’t doubt that he loves you,” Maria says. “I promise. He does.”

      I look over my shoulder at her. “Thank you.”

      I face forward again and open the door, stepping inside and shutting it to lean against it. Reese is sitting at his desk, and he’s still gorgeous. He still consumes a room and me with it. He stands up. “Cat.”

      “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      Neither of us take a step. “You can’t sign with my family.”

      “I already did, about fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Gabe said Friday.”

      “Gabe was wrong.”

      “You don’t do things like they do.”

      “They’re reputable, Cat. They weren’t involved in this mess. Just your uncle as you told me in your column.”

      “What does this do for you or to you?”

      “I’m only offering aid and consultation. That’s all. But I’ve ensured your family will not lash out at me to get to you.” 

      “You sure you’re okay with this?”

      “Yes. Are you okay with it? That’s the question and you’re not moving. You’re way over there and I’m way over here.”

      “I know.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to know this doesn’t mean you’re going to align with them not me.”

      “I still don’t like them. I’m tolerating them because that’s what a man does for his woman. Are you still my woman?”

      “Yes. Is all of this still in play in some way? Because you’re still over there and I’m over here. Do I have to leave?”

      “Why the hell would you leave? I was about to go get you.” He starts to move and I do, too, and we all but collide in the center of the room in an embrace. “I missed you,” I say. “I—”

       “I missed you, too, sweetheart.” His mouth crashes down on mine and that’s all it takes. We are all over each other, so hungry for us, that we can’t get enough. I barely remember how the skirt of my dress ends up at my waist or how his pants get unzipped. Suddenly it just is and he’s sitting on the couch in the corner, with me on top of him, him pressing inside me, filling me. I sink down on his cock, and when I have all of him, we just sit there, connected. Together.

      “Let’s a make a pact,” Reese says, tangling fingers into my hair, and dragging my mouth to his. “We don’t ever separate again. Ever Cat.”

      “Never again,” I agree, and he kisses me and we’re wild all over again, and slow again, watching each other, just savoring each other. Neither of us wants it to end but it does. Another burning need to just feel more and more of each other, sends us over the edge, until we peak and crash into one other. We lay there a full minute before I realize where we are. “We’re half naked in your office.”

      He laughs and says, “Best day I’ve had in this office.”

      I press on his shoulders and sit up. “I should get off now.”

      “Yes. You should. So that I can take you home. Our home, Cat.”

      “I want to come home. It is home. You are home.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, we walk into his apartment and I swear I can breathe again but just when I think I might run through the whole damn place, Reese scoops me up. “I can walk,” I say. “And I promise only to run to the bedroom.”

      “It’s more romantic if I do it.”

      “Romantic,” I say. “I taught you manners and romance. I love it.” 

      “I hope you do.”

      “Now you’re talking in secret code.”

      He enters the bedroom and walks to the chair, our chair, and sets me down. “I missed this chair,” I say. “Good. Don’t move and don’t look.” He walks away and I’m dying. I almost turn. I might have to turn. Okay I won’t turn because he’s now covering my eyes. 

      “Is that one of your ties?”

      “It is. I have a surprise.” He knots the cloth at the back of my head and places my arms on the sides of the chair. “Leave them here.”

      I do as he says and he adds, “Don’t move them, Cat.”

      Heat rushes through me and my heart starts to race. “I’ve actually never let anyone cover my eyes.”

      I feel him settle in front of me. “I plan to be the first of many things,” he says, his hands sliding up my legs, inching my skirt up my hips. “I’d undress you but I’m too impatient. Remember. Don’t move your hands.” 

      “I know,” I say, but he’s moving his. He catches my panties at each side and drags them down my legs, kissing random spots on my leg as he does. He untangles them from my feet and they are gone now, but his mouth is not. His lips press tiny kisses all over me: My thigh, my calf, and my knees. His tongue travels up my inner thigh and I am panting when it finds my clit. I almost come that easily. 

      I grip the chair and arch upward and he gives me what I want. He suckles me, licks me, touches me and release hits me with a sudden jolt. I stiffen and then tremble all over until it’s over. I melt into the chair, and I feel Reese tug my skirt down. He then sets something in my lap. “Come here, Cat.” 

      I lean up and he kisses me, pulling away the tie and whispering, “Marry me, Cat. I need you in my life…Look down.”

      He eases back and there is a stunning diamond ring, sitting on my lap. “A ring. I mean, I know it’s a ring. I just—”

      “Say yes, Cat. You’re killing me here.”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. Of course. And just so you know. That was the best way of proposing any man has ever come up with. Of course, I’ll leave certain parts out of the story but—”

      He kisses me and I’m home to stay.
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      One year later…

      Still reeling from our wedding a month ago at the Summer ranch, Reese and I are now sitting at a table in the center of a ballroom at the Ritz Carlton Battery Park as part of a launch party for our book we’re told is already set for the New York Times just with pre-orders. I’d worn a pink dress to get married in and Reese a tuxedo. And today, I’m wearing my pink suit for the signing and he has on his lucky blue suit. Or it will be lucky after today. Everyone we know, and many we don’t know, are here with the exception of my baby brother Daniel who had to go back to work after the wedding. Even my father, Gabe, and Reid, are here, who of course, are thrilled I married an attorney. Reid is still one big cranky ass but he’s slowly easing up. Reese has saved two of Reid’s clients from certain hell in jail, and since they were innocent, Reese and I, were both just fine with him helping.

      I sign a book for a man who raves about my column and Reese’s skill in the courtroom. He watched “every moment of the trial on TV.” I smile and sign his book “Cat Summer” which is pretty darn surreal. The next person in line is quick to attack Dan. “He was horrid in court,” the sixty-something woman says. “Horrid. Don’t you think so, Mr. Summer?”

      “He put Kelli Ward in prison for life,” Reese says. “I forgive him for being a jerk for that reason.”

      “I hope Nelson Ward has found peace.”

      “He has,” Reese says. “And with this book, we hope his story gets heard.”

      I hand a signed book to her, and she leaves us with a break from the long line we’d managed the past hour. I reach for my bottle of water, when Reese nudges me. “Look,” he says, motioning to his mother, who looks stunning in a knee length emerald dress. “She’s flirting with a guy twenty years younger than her.”

      “And he’s flirting back. I love it.”

      “I do not love it,” Reese says. “I’m supposed to go help her install a new television tomorrow. I don’t want to show up to her apartment and find a guy my own age, or any age, running around naked.”

      I laugh. “I doubt he will be running around. I still can’t get used to her apartment being my old apartment but I love it. My mom wanted to start fresh there, I did start fresh there, and now she’s teaching here, and starting fresh in that same apartment.”

      “And flirting with young kids.”

      “He’s not a kid,” I laugh again. 

      “Holy fuck,” he says. 

      “What now?”

      I follow his lead and find his sister, who is an absolute brunette goddess, in conversation with Gabe who has actually become friends with Reese. Flirty conversation. “Oh my,” I say. “They are cuddly.”

      “I have to stop this.” He tries to stand.

      “You will not. Let them have fun.”

      He looks over at me. “Isn’t that like saying one and done? It never works.”

      “Right. Someone either gets hurt or gets married. She lives here now, too. Maybe we should go break them up.” We both stand and start walking in that direction, Mr. and Mrs. Summer to rescue one dirty rich one night stand at a time. 

      

      Cat Does Crime: Christmas Day

      In closing: Contrary to popular talking heads in the media Santa did not steal Christmas, or any other holiday. I did. At least where Christmas is concerned since that is what I celebrate. Christmas is right here in my house, with a tree decorated in silver, in case you wondered. I hope whatever it is that you celebrate is alive and well in your house, too, because this time of year is about family, friendship, and a whole lot of eating. We need more family and friends in this world. We need more pumpkin pie, actually, but that’s for another day. For those of you who have written in asking how becoming Cat Summer changes me or this column, I hope you have had a few months to see that it changes nothing. For the record, if Reese Summer missteps in a trial I will not only tell him, I will tell you. Merry Christmas, happy holidays, and until then, —Cat

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            * * *

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading DIRTY RICH ONE NIGHT STAND!

      You can read even more Cat and Reese in TWO YEARS LATER...

      

      One and done. It was supposed to be one night. I knew his type. You don't fall in love with a man like Reese Summer, but I did. He swept me off my feet, seduced me, refused to take no for an answer. We became a power couple. The syndicated crime reporter. One of the country's top criminal attorneys. The fantasy became happily ever after until the next big trial of the century. Reese is defending a woman accused of killing her father for billions. I'm reporting on the case. And then the world around us explodes. The trial turns to danger right as a secret from Reese's past shocks me. Someone who wants to destroy our happily ever after. Someone wants to end me.

      

      ONE CLICK DIRTY RICH ONE NIGHT STAND: TWO YEARS LATER HERE

      

      Turn the page to feel the sparks flying off the pages between Zach and Shannon in THE PASSION PROJECT.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Passion Project

          

          Kristen Strassel

        

      

    

    
      The escort agency is back in business—and this time, Zach Collins is in charge.

      Scandal destroyed his last agency, and he’s worked too hard to have everything ripped away from him—especially by his best friend, Jagger Holiday. Trust doesn’t come easily to Zach, so he knows how important it is to his clients.

      When a fiery redhead named Shannon turns Jagger’s new art gallery around, Zach is desperate for her help. He can give a woman anything she wants, but he’s got no idea how to run a business. Except Shannon’s not interested in his money. He’s got much more to give her than that. Zach’s never fallen for a client before, but for the agency to succeed, he’s willing to break all his rules.
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      I never had a real fucking job before. I only had a job fucking. Didn’t exactly make me boss material.

      But here I sat at my dining room table, pretending I knew what the hell I was doing. I should’ve been an actor instead of an escort, or taken the hint when Barry closed up shop on the agency I’d worked at for over a decade, and tried my hand at a new career. I suspected the two professions weren’t that different, and I was a master of selling myself in fucked-up situations.

      I couldn’t let the guy who’d come for an interview know I was as nervous as he was. One of the first things I learned as an escort was that if I didn’t have confidence, neither would my clients. But the most important thing was how to read body language. Words couldn’t be trusted, but bodies couldn’t lie. Both things had made me damn good at my old job, but neither taught me how to hire my first new employee.

      “How about a beer, man?” My business, my rules. I got up and headed to the fridge. No matter what his answer was, I was having one.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Yeah. A beer would be great.”

      “Porter? Lager? Fuck the beer and go straight for the whiskey?” Now that I was in charge, I had to be prepared for every scenario.

      “Porter. Don’t bother with a glass.” He smirked, running his hand through his long, dark hair, like Jagger used to do.

      “Good choice.” I opened the bottle and pushed it across the table at him, then took a swig from my beer. This guy was named Brandon, and through a friend of a friend, I found out he was interested in joining the agency. There was no resume or application I could have him fill out. Nothing to make this easier on either of us. “Why do you want to escort?” I asked.

      Brandon jumped like my question was delivered via electric shock. He held the bottle close to his lips, but the beer didn’t cover his discomfort. He took his time answering. I liked that. He wanted this job.

      “I was awarded full custody of my daughter. I was on the road the last few years with my band. One might consider that an unpaid internship for this job.” He grinned before taking another sip. “Now I need something that keeps me a little closer to home. My priorities changed, and I have to find a way to support her, part time.”

      “How old is she?”

      His face brightened. “Four.” He picked up his phone, but then glanced at me and put it down. He’d probably been about to show off pictures, like any proud dad, but he didn’t know who the fuck I was, besides the guy he was asking to hook him up with women willing to pay for sex—which didn’t make me the best person to show off the kid to.

      We’d have to earn each other’s trust, but I liked that he had a daughter and that he was a single dad. I hoped it meant he’d treat our clients with respect. I’d been an escort for twelve years; these women taught me about life. It wasn’t just fucking for money—and not because we had to bill ourselves as paid companions to keep the business quasi-legal. It was also watching someone come into their own and claim their independence, or making a dream come true. Sex was power, and the sooner people started using it for good instead of evil, the sooner the world would become a better place.

      “You choose the days you want to work and how far you’re willing to travel. Or you can stay in Miami and specify that you’re not available for overnight jobs. The clients book you in increments of two hours. Typical appointment is four hours. Of course, the more you’re available, the more money you make. I’ll have a survey for you to fill out, as lame as that sounds, so put down what you’re into and what your limits are. I’ll give the same survey to the clients, to make sure I give them the best match.”

      He didn’t look like a guy who showed much restraint. He hadn’t accepted the beer to be polite; he was drinking it. His hair fell to his chest, and when he pushed it back, metal shone on his ears. He had muscular, tattooed arms and an easy smile. He might be the answer to my prayers—an escort the ex-clients of my best friend, Jagger Holiday, would consider. I used to laugh about Jag’s magic touch when he worked as an escort, but now the joke was on me. I needed a guy on the roster with the it factor, or my new agency was doomed.

      It fucking stung that I wasn’t that guy. I had to get over it. I knew what the necessary qualities were, and I’d do whatever I could to get the right people on board. We were a high-end escort service that satisfied our clients’ needs, whatever those were.

      “Think you’re interested?” I had a good feeling about this guy.

      Brandon took a sip of his beer and leaned back in his seat. “Yeah. I am.”

      I wanted to cheer like he scored a touchdown, but I couldn’t act like the fucking amateur that I was. “I’ll run a background check and a credit check on you. You’ll have to get tested, to make sure you’re clean, before you start and once a month. I also have an NDA for you to sign. Not sure you heard what happened with the agency I used to be with.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah. I did.”

      Jagger knocked me on my ass in more ways than one. A scandal between him and his now baby mama shut down the company we worked for and sent our clients scattering. They were actresses, politicians, businesswomen, and wives. The whole fucking world didn’t need to know what they did in their free time. That kind of trust didn’t come back automatically. It was probably better that Jag stayed far away from this new business, wrapped in the security blanket of his happily ever after. A good escort wanted things. Jagger had it all.

      “Then you know how important it is to stay discreet. So I should probably ask—how good are you at keeping secrets?”

      Brandon set the empty beer bottle on the table, but he didn’t let go of it right away. “I can do it.”

      “But are you good at it?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “It doesn’t matter how good you are at fucking, as long as—for those four hours or whatever—your client is the center of your universe.” That was kind of a lie, but he could learn the fucking part. The most important part was the trust. It took a certain kind of person to be good at that. “Whatever she wants, you do. She may literally put her life in your hands. It’s your responsibility to keep her safe.”

      “I won’t let you down.”

      Brandon got it. “You’re willing to go forward with this?” I asked.

      “Yeah. As fucked up as it sounds, it’s the right opportunity at the right time.”

      “I’ve been doing this for twelve years. Doesn’t sound fucked up at all.” I was stoked to have this guy on board. He had the right balance of cockiness and humility, and something to keep his ass in line. Women would go crazy for him, and his little girl would want for nothing. “I’ll get the paperwork over to you. Do you have any questions for me?”

      “Yeah.” Brandon leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk, eyebrow raised and lips pressed together.

      I’d seen this look so many times, but it was usually from my clients. He was sizing me up. It didn’t bother me; I had to prove myself to him as much as he did to me. I asked him to sell his body. I expected to have to explain a few things.

      “Why are you an escort?” he asked.

      I wasn’t prepared for that question. I finished off my beer, pushing down a bullshit answer with every hard gulp. “Because I wasn’t made for anything else.”

      Brandon didn’t blink, and I thought about handing him another beer. No. He had to make this decision with a clear mind.

      “Are you in a relationship? You know—outside of the job?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Can it work?” he asked.

      “Some guys try it.” Like Jagger, and here I was, digging myself out of the rubble. “And it never works.”
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      My grandma got me a good set of luggage when I graduated from college. She said I was going places, yet this was the first chance I’d had to use it.

      I burst out laughing when the plane touched down in Miami. The passengers around me did a horrible job of sneaking some serious side-eye in my direction. I couldn’t blame them. Everyone was on edge when it came to air travel these days. I was only twenty-six, but I’d let too much time slip by, doing what everyone else thought was best for me. So I left a job many people would sell a vital organ for, as an associate producer on Great Start Today, to help my embattled ex-boss make her dream of an interior design business blossom. I watched her build it once from nothing. She got knocked down, but not out. I owed a lot to Leah Godfrey.

      She taught me that if I followed my passion, my dreams could come true. There was a ton of hard work waiting for me between the starting point and the finish line, but it was possible.

      Until I met her, I did the worst thing possible—I settled. In college, I met the guy I thought was the answer to every question. When he proposed, I didn’t even wait for him to finish the question. He could have said will you take out the trash, and I would have been on my way to the dumpster. I thought a solid foundation was all I needed to build my castle upon. Turns out we didn’t want the same castle. A piece of me would always love him—he led me to Washington and then my job at Great Start—but ultimately, I loved myself more.

      I had to stop looking to other people to solve my problems.

      Leah put her arms around me when I met up with her at the baggage claim, and seeing her wasn’t the only thing I was giddy about. Coming to Miami was an important step for me. Leaping before I looked wasn’t so bad.

      “I can’t believe I’m here,” I said against her shoulder, wriggling my arm loose so I could wave to her fiancé, Jagger. The baby kicked me when Leah gave me a squeeze. “I’m ready to get to work.”

      She laughed. “I’m not a slave driver. We’ve got a lot lined up. You might want to ease into it. I placed the order for Claire’s house, but we’re not expecting anything until next week. You’ve got some time to get to know Miami.”

      Claire was the first client for Leah’s new business, and Leah gave me a ton of responsibility. It had been exciting when we talked about it, but now the reality was terrifying. I came from the marketing world, not the art world. But Leah saw something in me and gave me the courage to try my hand at design. So much was riding on this job. Failure was not an option.

      “We got some of your stuff delivered to the gallery.” Jagger took my carry-on bag from me. It had been dangling painfully from my forearm, and I was happy for the relief. My ancient laptop was on its last legs, and I probably shouldn’t tell Leah I worked on her website the entire plane ride to Miami. Work was fun for me. A lot of people didn’t understand that. “Are we expecting more? It was only a few boxes. We can pick them up and bring them to your new place,” he said.

      “That’s it.” I’d acquired embarrassingly little stuff since I struck out on my own. Everything belonged to my ex. He liked things a certain way. Blargh. So did I, but I refused to waste my time thinking about him when I was starting my life over in Miami. I’d be able to look out almost any window and see palm trees. It was impossible not to be happy. “I rented a short-term apartment until I get to know the city.”

      It was my insurance plan, to satisfy that nagging voice inside that screamed for me to play it safe—that moving here was irresponsible and foolish, no matter what kind of opportunity was on the horizon. My new job came with no guarantees. I lied to my grandma when I told her about the move. She’d freak out if she knew I was working at a startup. I was a grown-ass woman, perfectly capable of making my own decisions, but she worried about me. She wanted me to go places, as long as they were safe and had a good benefit package.

      I understood why Grandma was overprotective, and I’d worked my entire life to prove to her I wasn’t my mother. It wasn’t that hard. All I had to do was hold a steady job and spend most of the time sober.

      “Smart.” Leah’s voice brought me back from the tunnel vortex I’d fallen into, listening to my inner bitch. “And these few days off will give you a little time to explore the city.”

      The baggage claim belt buzzed, and we all jumped.

      Leah put her hand over her belly. Her baby bump was starting to show. “The baby didn’t like that at all.”

      Jagger grinned. “Karate chop to the bellybutton?”

      Leah groaned, and she and I followed him over to the baggage carousel. “Yeah. I need to stop eating Wheaties. She’s strong.”

      “I love it,” he said.

      “Because she’s not kicking you.” Leah wrinkled her nose at him. “Shannon’s got super cute, striped luggage with pink bows on the handle. One bag or two?”

      “One.” I stepped closer to her. Everyone was anxious to get where they were going, and travelers jockeyed for position to get their stuff. “Are you sure there’s nothing you need me to do? Paperwork, which I know you hate? Need me to clear out your email? Seriously. Put me to work.”

      Leah and Jagger shared a glance. I didn’t know Jagger well, but I’d worked closely enough with him to know that look said oh, shit. I wasn’t second guessing my move, but I didn’t want to start it off on the wrong foot.

      “I could use her at the gallery,” he said before dipping into the crowd to grab my suitcase. I’d packed it to the absolute limit, and I would’ve been dragged down the belt behind it. He lifted it like it was empty. “It would free up a couple of days to find new properties to photograph.”

      I wiggled my eyebrows at Leah. She was as in love with Jagger’s talent as she was with the man. I listened to her gush about it, even when she didn’t realize she was doing it. It was adorable. Someday I hoped to be that hopelessly, completely in love with someone. But only if they were as crazy about me. And not any time soon. Men hadn’t done me any favors lately.

      She put her hand on my shoulder as we headed to the garage, like she thought I might make a run for it. “I guess it’s a good idea. I’m worried about you getting burned out, though.”

      “Don’t be. It will be totally different than what I do with you. And I want to make myself useful.” I gave her a cheesy grin.

      “This isn’t Great Start. They were experts at running people ragged. Don’t get me wrong—we’ll work our asses off. But on our terms. It’s weird, working for yourself. At first, I kept waiting for someone to tell me what to do. It took me a minute to realize I was that person.”

      “I’m not working for myself. I’m working for you.” The sunshine felt amazing. All airports looked the same, but once I stepped outside, there was no mistaking that everything had changed. And there were my palm trees.

      Leah laughed. “You’re already not listening to me. I told you to take a couple days off.”

      “Wait a minute. Are you calling someone out for being a workaholic?” Jagger pointed at her, and then at me. “Because you shouldn’t be giving anyone advice on how to relax.”

      “It’s a blessing to have a job you love.” She pushed his arm, then looked back to me. “Okay. You work at the gallery, starting tomorrow. Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “We’re taking you out to dinner. Our treat. What are you in the mood for?” she said. Jagger put my suitcase in the trunk, and Leah kissed his cheek.

      “Something I can eat while looking at the ocean.”

      Leah opened the passenger’s side door and pushed the seat forward so I could climb in. She grabbed my arm. “Sold. I’m so excited you’re here. It makes the dream a reality.”
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      Getting the hang of Miami wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be.

      Jagger’s gallery was in Wynwood, the arts district of the city, and it got tons of foot traffic. It was sandwiched between a consignment shop and a Cuban restaurant. A couple other cafes and bars were visible through from the front window. The aromas that drifted into our space changed depending on the time of day, but were always heavenly. The longer I worked here, the fatter I was going to get. It wasn’t an if I’d have to buy new pants; it was a when.

      That was the other thing about Miami—everyone was beautiful. The art around here didn’t only hang on the walls. It walked and talked and lived and breathed. And it intimidated the hell out of me. The last few months I spent working in New York City, I didn’t pay much attention to myself, and it was painfully obvious in my new surroundings.

      Appearances weren’t everything, but I was about to launch my career in interior design. I’d be working with people with high standards for beauty. Leah didn’t mess around, I noticed as I worked on filing invoices. She only had one client so far, but Claire wanted the absolute best. Leah relied on word of mouth to build her business, which would mean more people with expensive taste. My ponytail and worn-out sneakers weren’t going to cut it.

      I needed to up my game.

      And so did Jagger.

      The gallery got a lot of visitors. I struggled to talk to them about Jagger’s art. But he did, too. He shot abandoned properties, which wasn’t my aesthetic. I preferred colorful art, and he was all about the black and white. His face would light up when someone asked about the work and he could tell them all about the property’s history, but he had a hard time closing the sale.

      Leah pulled me aside on my first day of work. “He needs some help,” she said, shifting her gaze to him while he talked to a customer. “He’s so talented, and he wanted this gallery so much, but it’s not making any money. You’re my marketing expert. Can you take a look through things and see if there’s anything we’re missing? I’ve encroached on the gallery, putting furniture in here, but I don’t want to take over. But I had to do something. I’d hate for him to give up on his dream. We’ve got to turn a profit if we’re going to keep the doors open.”

      “I can do that.” For my dream to thrive, I couldn’t let his die.

      Leah was paying me out of her severance package, which shrank every day. My pay would increase once we had a steady clientele. Everything was on the line. I set up the social media portion of Leah’s old design business, and that was my passion. I’d asked her if she wanted me to do that again, and she did. She suggested I set up affiliate accounts to supplement my income as we got started. I’d send Grandma the money I got from the online stuff, so things would be tight for a while.

      “I’m headed out,” Jagger said once I got settled in that morning. “I heard about a property on one of the blogs I follow. It’s an old bed-and-breakfast on the edge of the Everglades. A whole bunch of mid-century stuff. There’s a huge market for that.”

      He nodded toward the gallery. Leah had set up sitting areas around each installation, and she used a ton of mid-century pieces. It made sense, with the clean lines and bright colors of the city. Miami was too hot to be fussy.

      “Have fun.” I fired up my laptop, twisting my ponytail around my wrist as I waited for it to start. It was one of those autopilot moves I did when I was lost in thought. I couldn’t get rid of my ponytail, because I wouldn’t be able to function.

      Jagger put his motorcycle helmet under his arm. “Anything you need before I go?”

      “Yeah. What’s your website address? I’ve Googled this place six ways to Sunday, but nothing is coming up.” Except for the lawsuit a former client filed against Jagger when he was an escort. It caused the scandal that got him and Leah booted from Great Start Today. But it was like the gallery didn’t exist.

      “Don’t have one.” His grin faded when I gaped at him. “Is that a bad thing?” he asked.

      “Every business needs a website. If you do your SEO right, tourists will find the gallery when they’re planning their trip to Wynwood. You could start a virtual storefront and sell your work online. You’re leaving money on the table.”

      “No doubt. But I have no idea how to do any of that stuff.” He clutched the helmet. “I take the pictures. I don’t know what to do with them after that. Honestly, I never expected this place to pay the bills.”

      “The good news is I do know how to do that stuff. Don’t let what you don’t know limit you.” Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. I had a way of getting too excited about other people’s projects. Leah was the only person who seemed to appreciate it. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I need all the help I can get. Problem is I don’t know what I don’t know.”

      I tingled all over with new project excitement. I wasn’t sure how much of a market there was for Jagger’s work, but there was no reason why the gallery couldn’t turn a profit. “Let me play around, and I’ll show you what I come up with.”

      “Looking forward to it.” Jagger headed out the door. From the couple of days I’d been at the gallery, I picked up that he had a love-hate relationship with success. My job was to make success the sexy little minx he couldn’t resist.

      Without him here, all I could do was set up a hull of a site. I chose a black-and-white theme, minimalist and clean, not to take away from the main event—the art. I’d ask Leah for his bio, because getting it from Jagger would be like pulling teeth. He’d say something like, let the art tell them who I am. It didn’t work like that. The gallery hosted an event called First Friday at the beginning of every month. It was invite only, and Leah told me they were using it as a way to get the art community to come see his work and make them feel like they were getting something exclusive. In a few days here, it seemed everyone in Miami liked to talk a big game, and if we wanted to succeed, we’d have to back ours up.

      I wrote up a press release for First Friday—which I bet Jagger hadn’t done—and stuck it on the page. He could pick the photos that accompanied it. Critical reviews were the last thing I had to get. From everything I knew about Jagger, he’d rather let the gallery fold than ask people to say nice things about his work, so I would do it for him.

      None of the names stuck out to me when I looked over the invite list. They were probably important within their circles, but nobody had given a business email address. Jagger needed real street cred.

      The rest of the afternoon was spent looking up local art critics and museums that focused on Jagger’s brand of art. It was like learning a new language, and I couldn’t afford to let anything get lost in translation.

      I squeezed my eyes closed every time I hit send. I included the press release as well as a couple of my crappy cell phone pics of Jagger’s work in each email, accompanied by a line about the website being under construction. Now there was nothing left to do but wait. I had no business barging into the art world, but Jagger hadn’t done it yet, either. I prayed that overstepping my bounds paid off. It wasn’t only Jagger’s livelihood that depended on it. Mine did, too.
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      Jagger Holiday was all about appearances. He’d learned from the best. Me.

      He came up with this event called First Friday—invite only. To make it special, he put out a tray of cheese and invited a guy to come play guitar. The first couple of months he hosted it, the sneaky bastard had me ask a bunch of our old clients to come, under the guise he might get back in the game. The ladies were willing to spend money on things they found beautiful. Either that, or they thought the fastest way back into Jagger’s bed was through his photography. That door had been slammed shut, but one thing was clear—Jagger understood my clients better than I did.

      I should stop giving him so much shit. His new business worked. Mine hadn’t got off the ground yet. I didn’t want to deal with the administrative and marketing bullshit. More like I had no idea what to do with it. I just wanted to get paid to fuck.

      Something was different this month. There was never a line to get in the gallery before. I scanned the crowd outside and waved to Marianne, one of Jag’s old regulars. She called me over.

      “Jagger’s doing so well,” she said when she kissed my cheek.

      “He is. I didn’t know you were into art.”

      “I wasn’t, until Jagger opened the gallery.” She gazed at the window, grinning at the full room like the people were there to see her son, not her former hired lover. “I’m here to support him.”

      I didn’t get one of the coveted invites. Big surprise there. If I didn’t initiate contact with Jag lately, I didn’t hear from him. I caught his eye for a second through the window, but he looked away. Shit. Leah saw me and glared. She had her hands all over Jagger, aware the room was crawling with women he’d had sex with. She had nothing to worry about. He talked to a couple I’d never seen before. There weren’t many times I’d seen Jag get excited in the past decade, but his face glowed like they told him he won the lottery.

      If he did, I was totally asking him for a loan to get the new agency off the ground. It was the least he could do.

      A cute girl with a long red ponytail was at the front door. Never seen her before, either. She was in her twenties, tiny black dress barely keeping her cleavage under wraps, and freckles blossoming over her skin. She opened each invite and checked it against the list on her clipboard. No wonder this was taking so long. She laughed a little too loudly at one of the people in line, wrapping her ponytail around her wrist as she glanced at the full gallery.

      My dick strained against my jeans. The things I could do with that ponytail…

      She hadn’t turned anyone away yet. Which was good, because I hadn’t been invited.

      “Hi.” She smiled brightly at me. “Do you have your invitation?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Holiday.” That was what the person in front of me had called him. “I can’t even say it with a straight face. I’m here for Jagger.”

      Her smile wavered, and she glanced down at the clipboard. “But you didn’t get an invitation?”

      “Nope.”

      “What’s your name? Maybe he added you to the list. I thought I sent invitations to everyone. You should sign up for our mailing list, to make sure you get an invite to next month’s event.”

      “I’ve known Jagger for twelve years. I don’t need to get on a mailing list to come to his party.” Apparently, he was doing better than I thought, if he hired this woman to make a mailing list and guard the door.

      She did that thing again—wrapped her ponytail around her wrist. I’d love to see her hair down. It would reach her waist. And as if she knew she was torturing me, she gave it a good tug. My mouth watered.

      “The line’s getting backed up. I’ve got to let in the people with invitations.” She looked over my shoulder and gave the person behind me the same smile she’d given me. I wasn’t special. Even worse, I’d been dismissed.

      No way was I leaving. I stepped aside, running my hand over my hair, hoping it had the same effect on her like when she did it. But my hair was shorter, and she didn’t care about anything but those damned invitations.

      I tried to catch Jagger’s eye again, but Leah was in his lap, and he didn’t give one shit about me. I refused to give up. I had to get in there to talk to our old clients. Let them know I was back in business.

      The redhead waved me over when the line died down. “Sorry. We’re trying to make First Friday an exclusive event, so if I let everyone in, it defeats the purpose.”

      “Who are you?” I looked her up and down, and she grabbed her hair, like it would protect her from me. “I’ve never seen you before, and suddenly, First Friday is a red-carpet soiree. Are you some sort of PR person?”

      A flush spread over her cheeks, connecting the dots of her freckles. “Kind of. That’s my specialty. I’m helping Jagger out.”

      “Maybe I should hire you.”

      She widened her eyes. “I’m not looking for a job, but maybe I could give you a few pointers.”

      I could definitely give her a few pointers. My dick ached at the thought. “I’d like that.”

      “What do you do?” she asked.

      “I’m an escort.” There was no way she didn’t know about Jag’s old job. The lawsuit and the scandal had been in everyone’s faces for weeks. He could play straight all he wanted in here, but I’d seen him do things to half this room that most people didn’t dare dream about.

      “Oh. Are you the one starting the new business?”

      Didn’t see that coming. I thought Jag had shoved me into a closet with the rest of his skeletons, now that he was a family man. “Yeah.”

      “I can help you out.” But she still wasn’t letting me into the damn party. “You’re Zach, right?”

      “Zach Collins. I’m afraid to ask what he’s said about me.” I held out my hand, and she squeezed it. Her skin was soft and warm. This woman would be amazing to have on my team. She’d put new clients at ease, and if she could make Jag’s event exclusive, I could only imagine what she could do for me. That is, if it was possible to do promotion for an escort service.

      “All good things.” She glanced at the clipboard like she was giving me a second chance.

      “You won’t find my name anywhere on that list,” I said.

      Her mouth opened in a sparkly, peach O. “Why not?”

      “Because he hates me.”
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      “I don’t get this city at all.” And it was painfully obvious I didn’t belong here.

      Zach’s brow wrinkled. “Why do you say that?”

      Oh shit. I said that out loud. “If he hates you so much, why do you want to come into the party?” I wondered if I should ask Jagger if there was a mistake, or if I should call security.

      “You’re really not letting me in?” Zach widened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest. His muscles tensed, and I couldn’t tear my gaze away.

      “You’re not on the list. And Jagger hates you,” I said. Zach said he was an escort, and all I could think about was what he’d look like if he stripped out of his jeans and T-shirt, and how much of his body those tattoos covered. I knew Jagger used to escort, but since he didn’t any more, it didn’t seem as… real. Zach was real, all right.

      He grinned at me, and if he were any more aware that I was drinking him in, he’d hand me a straw. But he wouldn’t make things easy, and neither would I. “We haven’t seen eye to eye on his life choices recently. Which is why I’m starting a new agency,” he said.

      That made more sense. Jagger cost Zach his job, but it still didn’t explain why he was here. “I can’t let anyone in who’s not on the list.”

      “You didn’t tell me your name.” He looked me up and down, like the answer was hanging out somewhere between my cleavage and my high heels. Did my boob slip out? A quick glance down confirmed it hadn’t. His gaze gave me that burning, tingling feeling, like the beginning of all my other bad ideas—when I got way too enthusiastic about something that was none of my business.

      I’d be coy and not give it to him, but he was already pissed about not getting into the party. I totally planned on letting him in, but I was having fun busting his balls. Plus, he was freaking gorgeous, and it had been a while since a man had paid this much attention to me. Even if he just wanted to get past me. I didn’t plan on acting on it, maybe only getting fodder for my next date with my battery-operated boyfriend. “It’s Shannon.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, like the reward was yet to come.

      “Likewise.”

      “How long have you worked for Jagger?” Zach leaned against the door frame. He jerked his head toward the party, but his body language changed. For a second, he relaxed, but now he looked like he was ready to make a run for it. “Here she comes. Like a cranky old nun with a wooden ruler.”

      I shouldn’t have laughed, because he was talking about Leah, but from the knotted expression on her face, if she had any sort of implement, she would’ve rapped his knuckles with it. It was a good thing I didn’t let him in. My prospective new landlords wouldn’t be interested in hearing about the great job opportunity I squandered because an escort with huge biceps winked at me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asked. Crap. I wasn’t sure if it was directed at Zach or me, and I’d never seen Leah mad before. She narrowed her eyes to slits and landed her gaze on Zach.

      I let out the breath I was holding.

      He licked his lips and shoved his hands in his pockets, like he was used to her treating him this way. “It’s a pleasure as always, Leah,” he said, breaking the stare down to glance over at me. He widened his grin, like he thought this was hysterical. “I was wondering when you’d come over and greet your guests, or if you and Jag would show everyone how you met. What do you call that? An interactive exhibit?”

      “If we decide to go that route, you’ll be the first person I call.”

      “I’ll make you a millionaire.” He stepped closer to her. “You know how much a woman will pay for a good fucking.”

      She put her hands on her belly, like she didn’t want the baby to hear the conversation. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Absolutely nothing. I was just asking Shannon if she wanted to make over my apartment.”

      He totally wasn’t, but I knew better than to get caught in the crosshairs of this battle. Jagger joined us, and I’d never in my life been so happy to see him. He slipped his arm around Leah’s waist.

      Leah nodded at Zach, looking triumphant as the tension left her body. I was so glad I didn’t let him into the party. But I didn’t understand why he was so hell bent on getting into a place where he wasn’t wanted. Big chunks of this story were missing.

      “Do I need to turn the hose on you two?” Jagger asked with a fake grin.

      Leah squeezed his arm. “Not at all. I was just telling Zach what a fantastic coworker Shannon’s been, and I asked him if he knew when Claire planned to arrive.”

      How would Zach know about Claire? But at least Leah wasn’t pissed at me.

      Zach stepped closer to me, and he might as well have drawn a line between us and them. “Funny thing about that. I was just telling Shannon what a great coworker you were, Jag, and I wanted to know what she was doing after the party.”

      I glanced at Leah. I hated being caught in the middle of this, since there was something at play here, and no matter what I did, I’d have to live with the outcome. Zach piqued my curiosity, but I wasn’t sure if I was first-date-level curious.

      Maybe go-get-a-coffee curious.

      Or some-sexy-texts-that-lead-nowhere curious.

      Definitely not one-night-stand curious.

      But those tattoos…

      I moved here to pursue my career, and I couldn’t follow the first bad idea that came my way right off the deep end.

      “Why don’t we all go out together?” Jagger suggested.

      That was the last thing I expected after Zach’s declaration that Jagger hated him and the tension between him and Leah. It made me more curious about Zach. I should’ve begged out of the invite, but I wanted to get a better feel for Zach, then I could choose my own adventure with a safety net. Judging from Leah and Zach’s matching glares, I was the only one who liked Jagger’s idea.

      Zach gestured at Leah’s belly. “Your girl can’t go anywhere.”

      “I’m pregnant, not on the no-fly list.” Leah rolled her eyes.

      “We’ll get something to eat. They’ve got orange juice everywhere—”

      “I’m still on the breakfast kick.” Leah interrupted Jagger and squeezed my hand, winning the current round of tug of war.

      “You two can do whatever after that. I want to talk about the wedding while we’re all together.” Jagger tugged Leah into him, and she looked up at him and grinned. Nothing would make her forget her rage faster than the reminder she was about to be his wife. The wedding was Christmas day, and it sounded like Zach scored an invite to that event. Interesting. That was far more exclusive than First Friday, and neither Jagger nor Leah welcomed him into the gallery. Much more was at play than any of them let on.

      Zach nudged me. “When was the last time you had a chaperone on a date?”

      “Last time I was here.” I punctuated my confession with a laugh when he gave me a what-the-hell look. “Jagger almost threw down in the middle of the dance floor. I went out with a loser who tried to roofie my drink.”

      “Fucker.” Zach shook his head, then leaned in as close as he could without touching me. From our handshake, I knew his hands were rough and strong, but as heat rolled off him, I wanted something I wasn’t ready to ask for. “Believe me when I tell you I’ve never drugged a woman to get her into my bed. And I’ve had absolutely no complaints,” he said.

      I gulped, and I’d do anything for some relief from the heat. “I don’t expect you would.”

      Jagger grinned. We were speaking a language he understood all too well. Much better than I did, although I didn’t have to ask for a translation. He patted Leah’s arm. “Why don’t we get back to the party?”

      He led her away, and I had no idea what to do about Zach. Leah looked back at me several times, like there was something she wanted to tell me.

      “Looks like we’re going on a double date.” Zach wiggled his eyebrows.

      “Yeah.” I was still reeling from that exchange.

      “You okay with that? I was sort of kidding…” He trailed off and ran his hand over his hair. It was short and wavy, and popped up in his wake. “But I’m not sorry Jag suggested it.”

      “Me neither.” I didn’t believe that Jagger hated Zach, as Zach claimed, or he would have never suggested we go out together. I wouldn’t read too much into Jagger’s motives, but I wouldn’t mind looking at Zach for the rest of the evening.

      “It gives me a chance to pick your brain about how you got all this to happen.” He gestured to the room. “You know what? Fuck that. We’ll have a meeting about that some other time, and we can be formal and businesslike. Just so you know, I’m awful at that. Big surprise, right? Tonight, we’ll see where the night takes us.”

      A piece of me hoped it was to his bed. Zach was hot as hell, but that wasn’t all. The tension between him and Leah made the muscles low in my belly clench. And with this date, I’d have plenty of chances to draw that out of him. From the sheer fact he was still here, I figured out he’d go to any length to get what he wanted. It was something we had in common.

      Stop getting ahead of yourself. He’s only talking to you because you’re in the way of what he wants.

      “Am I getting into this party, or what?” he asked, flashing a crooked grin. It was hot, but it wasn’t enough to get me to cave.

      I looked down at my clipboard—not that I could read it, because my hands shook so hard. They were the good shakes, that hadn’t come often enough with my ex. “Sorry. It’s invite only.”

      He widened his eyes. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “Nope.” I choked back laughter.

      “What am I supposed to do until our date starts?” He gave me another onceover.

      “You can hang out with me,” I said. “Maybe I’ll change my mind.”
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      The last two, three hundred dates I went on were bought and paid for. My clients filled out a survey and sent it in with their deposit. They all wanted some variation of the same thing. To pretend they were something they weren’t, and to go to bed with me.

      Shannon wasn’t getting within a mile of my bed. Not because I didn’t find her attractive—I did. And that was the problem. The last thing she needed was to be tangled up with someone like me. There was no happily ever after in escort land. Only repeat clients. She watched it play out with Leah and Jagger. Okay, so it worked out for them, but only after they lost everything.

      But I couldn’t make myself walk away.

      “What do you want to do tonight?” The first rule of escorting was to give the client what she wanted. She wasn’t a client, but it was the only thing I had to go by. Otherwise, I didn’t indulge in anything more serious than a hook up. I liked to keep things simple.

      “I’m starving.” She bit her lip, and I waited for her to say something else. The line was gone, but she hadn’t let me past the door.

      I’d planned to bring Brandon with me tonight. Get him acquainted with our best clients. I didn’t care what anyone said—nobody came to First Friday for the art. It was about being seen, and no matter where they were, new escorts got all the attention. Not that I ever brought one to First Friday, but I’d been around this group of women long enough to know what they liked. My plan was to build Brandon in Jagger’s likeness, and they’d be clamoring to get their hands on him. Man, I hoped this guy could fuck. That was the only wildcard. One of our clients would surely be down for a free training session.

      He couldn’t get a sitter tonight, and now I was glad I didn’t bring him. Shannon was making a fool out of me, keeping me out here. I should’ve left when she started giving me shit about not having one of her engraved invitations. I knew this was a bad idea, but I wanted to know how the hell she turned First Friday into such a success. And what she could do for me.

      And my business.

      “What are you in the mood for?” I asked.

      “Leah wants breakfast, so—”

      “I didn’t ask what Leah wanted; I asked what you wanted.” I had to tamp down my Leah-induced rage. She was the catalyst for my life falling apart. Because of her, I lost my job and I was hanging on to my best friend by my fingernails.

      Shannon rolled her eyes. “If you let me finish, I would have said I’d cut a bitch for some French toast.”

      I laughed. “Nice. Should I be concerned?” I held up my hands and backed away, as if she threatened to arrest me. I did have some cuffs back at the apartment. A place I was definitely not bringing Shannon. Not tonight.

      “I’m from Detroit. I can hold my own.” Her hand was back in her ponytail. “I think she said there was a place on the beach that served breakfast all day. What were you thinking?”

      Take you to the beach and see what you look like without that dress on was on the tip of my tongue, but Shannon was teaching me a thing or two. Patience. Restraint. “Way to throw the plan-making back to me.”

      “Absolutely.” She put down the clipboard and hugged her middle. Her cleavage strained against the neckline of the dress, and I had no complaints. “You know the city. I don’t,” she said.

      “What shoes did you wear?” I glanced down at her feet. I’d been distracted by the freckles, the ponytail, and the cleavage. I’d been missing out. The dress ended at the top of her thighs, and her long, bare legs went on forever. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, in her sky-high heels with a band aid sticking out of the top of the shoe. I let my gaze linger, and from the flush that dappled her thighs, I was making her uncomfortable. I wondered when was the last time that someone made Shannon feel like the center of the universe. Or if it had ever happened.

      “I’ve got sneakers out back.” She lifted one of her feet and dragged it along her calf. I was underestimating her.

      “Good. Then let’s go to the boardwalk. Beach on one side, all the lights from the hotels on the other.”

      “Perfect. I’ve been wanting to get a better look at some of the art deco hotels—get a feel for the style.”

      I waved my hand. “No working tonight.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you won’t let me get any work done.” I caught Marianne’s eye, who was in a cluster of clients. The rest of them turned to see who she’d waved at, and their faces lit up when they saw me. I slid my gaze back to Shannon. “Still not letting me into the party?”

      “Didn’t realize you had an agenda.” She frowned and tugged on her ponytail. “You want to… sell your services to those women?”

      “They’re Jag’s old clients.” I nodded as her mouth fell open. “You know what he did for a living. What I do. I’ve got a roster of guys depending on me to drum up some business.”

      “Oh.”

      “What did you think you were gonna put on my website?”

      “I had no idea.” She turned toward the cluster of women I had my sights on. “Listen, if you have something you’d rather do tonight, go for it. I’ll handle Jagger and Leah.”

      I took a risk and stepped toward her.

      She didn’t retreat. Defiance and relief radiated from her. She got sexier by the second.

      “Why do you think everyone’s here tonight?” I asked.

      “To check out the art.”

      “Nope. They might see a piece they like and take it home”—and that went for the photographs, too— “but they’re here to be seen. How long have you been in Miami?”

      “Two weeks.” She sighed. There was sadness in her eyes, and I wondered if she second-guessed her decision to move here.

      “I plan on seeing what you’ve got up your sleeve in the way of marketing, but I can tell you, nothing beats face-to-face contact.”

      “It’s just that…”

      I knew what she was going to say, because I’d heard it a thousand times before. It didn’t piss me off, but I expected Shannon to be a little more open-minded, since she was working for Jagger. “That I’m selling sex? You’ve got to get comfortable with that, because you’ll be selling it too.”

      She let her mouth gape, and she looked back to Marianne’s group. “I know that. It’s… I’m wondering what the hell I’m doing here.”

      My plan had been to blow past her and join Marianne in the party, but she stopped me dead in my tracks. Women often told me things they told no one else. I was safe to them, because I wasn’t real. Just a fantasy. But Shannon wasn’t part of that world, and she knew it.

      “Sounds like you’ve got a great job with Leah,” I said.

      “I do. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for that. But I look at this room, and I can’t compete.”

      “Why would you want to?” I asked. “If you were like everyone else at this party, I wouldn’t have spent the last hour negotiating for my freedom with you.”

      She laughed. “I was wondering why you hadn’t given up yet.”

      “Because I like that you didn’t give it to me.” I hadn’t realized how close I’d gotten to her. Her perfume was spicy and too heavy for the Miami heat. It would linger on someone’s sheets, but not mine.

      “Zach, I understand that Jagger put us in an awkward position, but I’m here because Leah wants me to help her build her business. I’m not looking for anything… else.”

      “That makes two of us,” I said. Her face fell, and that was why I didn’t do this dating bullshit. Shannon said she wasn’t looking for a relationship, but she was disappointed that I agreed. There was no guesswork to what the clients wanted. They got what they paid for. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go talk to those ladies and make us both some money.”

      Shannon stepped aside, and I wondered why she really came to Miami. She could’ve gotten a job anywhere. With a lot more stability than what Leah offered her. She had to be looking for something only Leah could give her.

      I kissed Marianne on the cheek, aware I was riding Jag’s coattails. Like Shannon was doing with Leah. I glanced back at Shannon as I exchanged cheek kisses with the rest of the group. They were talking—something about how good it was to see me—but I didn’t hear them. There was a shift tonight, and it had freckles and a perfume that wasn’t quite right for the woman who wore it.

      Shannon wanted to conquer the world. Now I understood my motivation to do the same.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Nice sneakers.” Not what I was expecting. Shannon left the dress on but ditched the heels for a pair of black high-top Chucks with doodles on the soles. “Do you personalize all your stuff?” I asked.

      “Nervous habit. I draw when I’m thinking.” She leaned against the railing of the restaurant patio, her bare arms tense as she looked out at the street. She rode with me to the restaurant. Jagger and Leah had yet to arrive.

      “I’d like to see what else you’ve got, when you’re not trying to be something you’re not,” I said. She confessed how uncomfortable she was in her new surroundings. It would be a damn shame to watch her morph into every other woman I knew. Hard and jaded.

      She let her mouth drop and pulled on that damn ponytail. If she only knew how much it turned me on. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she asked.

      I didn’t get a chance to answer. Leah tapped Shannon’s shoulder, pulled her into a hug, and rocked her back and forth like she hadn’t just seen her fifteen minutes ago. Shannon was taller, so Leah had to crane her neck around her shoulder to get in an obligatory glare at me.

      “How’s your night going?” Jag slapped my shoulder and grinned.

      “Kind of took a left turn at the front door of your gallery.”

      “She’s cool.” Jagger kept his voice low, though the ladies had gone up to the hostess station to get a table. “Leah loves her. Talks about her like she’s her secret weapon.”

      “This must be killing Leah,” I said. In her defense, I got our relationship off on the wrong foot by saying Jag was making the biggest mistake of his life. Even with the baby and the wedding, I wasn’t convinced I was wrong. He never wanted any of this until he met Leah. I asked him about it, and all he said with some dumb fuck dreamy smile was that I’d know when it happened to me. The problem with his theory was things like this didn’t happen to guys like me. I was a rented fantasy, rode hard and put away wet until the next customer came along.

      Jag laughed. “She’s not thrilled. Listen, it would make my life a lot easier if you two would get along.”

      “I know that.” As much as I didn’t want to lose Jag, it wouldn’t be easy to make it happen.

      Jagger glanced at the hostess stand and back to me. “Leah doesn’t want you at the wedding. But I do. It’s the most important day of my life, and I want the guy who’s been with me through thick and thin there. You’re the only person I’m asking to come. So play nice.”

      I didn’t have a chance to say anything before the hostess brought us to our table. But it meant a lot that Jagger stood up to Leah to invite me to the wedding. Maybe he didn’t hate me so much after all.

      Everyone but Leah ordered coffee. I wanted to say fuck it and order a vodka tonic and lime. It would dull the tension. But I couldn’t rely on vodka to solve my problems. It usually created new ones.

      The ladies talked about Claire, who’d been my client originally. One of my first. They were redesigning her house, and it didn’t surprise me Claire had some definite opinions. It took everything I had to not to tell them what Claire had taught me, which was pretty much everything I knew.

      “The wedding’s in six weeks,” Jag said after we ordered our food. “There’s not much to plan; we’re keeping it simple. Leah’s folks are coming down, along with her daughter.”

      “Kari’s coming, too,” Leah said to Shannon.

      Shit, another of my old clients. I rubbed my face, wondering if Leah knew her bestie had a go at Jag back in the day, too. Jag would kill me if I said anything, but Leah brought out the asshole in me. I pushed it down.

      “We want to rent some rooms in Islamorada the day before and celebrate Christmas there. Do either of you have plans that would interfere with that?” Leah asked.

      Shannon shook her head, and her face darkened. “I’m not going home this year.”

      “I’ll have to check the appointment book.” There was no home to go to on Christmas. Jag and I had been popular on holidays at the agency because we’d been the only two available to take clients.

      Leah rolled her eyes. “I’ll book you, if that’s what it takes to get you to your best friend’s wedding.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Bitch. “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. And at some point, I’d like to talk to you without this guy listening in.” She nudged Jag. “I’ve got a couple surprises up my sleeve I might need your help with.”

      Didn’t expect that she’d trust me with any part of her wedding. Jag had asked me to stand up for him, and I’d be there. Even if I didn’t understand it, I wouldn’t take away his happiness.

      “Whatever you need,” I said. Leah was part of my life, whether I liked it or not. And if I wanted to keep Jag in it, I couldn’t let every word out of her mouth piss me off anymore.

      Her face lit up. “Thanks.”

      “What needs to be done?” Shannon asked. “I’m here, and I literally only know you guys, so use me wisely.”

      I dropped my napkin in my lap. My cock was ready to burst through my jeans.

      “You’re doing enough already,” Leah said. “Once the hotel rooms are booked, that’s it. I don’t want anything stuffy and formal. Wear whatever you want.”

      I nudged Shannon. “You better wear those sneakers.”

      She curled the corner of her mouth up in a smile. “I just might.”

      “Seriously, we don’t want anything too planned. That doesn’t work for any of us. Like Leah said, Shannon, you’ve done so much already. Tonight was amazing.” Jag lifted his coffee cup and clinked it against Shannon’s mug. “Did you see that line out the door?”

      “Some of us got stuck in it for a couple hours.” I side-eyed Shannon.

      “Good.” Leah laughed. “We’ve got to keep the riffraff out.”

      “Did I tell you what happened?” Jag slapped his hand on the table. “There’s a museum in Kansas City that wants to feature my stuff.”

      “Holy shit, man. That’s amazing.” Though I hadn’t been sure there was a market for Jag’s stuff, I was happy to be wrong. Tonight, I might be wrong about a lot of things. “When’s that gonna happen?”

      “Hopefully in a couple weeks.” He leaned back in his seat and ran his hand through his hair. “Getting married, baby on the way, my work in a fucking museum like I’m a real artist—if you told me this a year ago, I would’ve never believed you.”

      A year ago, he had just met Leah. He’d been burned out on escorting, but I thought he was in for a long haul. He was like me. Escorting wasn’t a bridge to something better. It was the something better. Leah beamed at him like the moon and the stars floated around him. Just for her. My muscles twinged. Not my dick—it was higher, a part of me I was much less familiar with. I looked over at Shannon, and she bit her lip.

      The kiss Jag and Leah shared wasn’t what made us uncomfortable. It was everything they had that we didn’t.
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      French toast was a horrible idea. It sat like a brick in my belly as we headed out to the boardwalk. Miami buzzed with activity, like the neon lights that illuminated the walk. Jagger and Leah held hands, and I didn’t know what to do about Zach.

      He was kind of irritating, but I was pretty sure he was putting up a giant wall. I could take a few lessons from him, instead of jumping in feet first to every idea that sailed through my head. I’d lost count of the times Leah and Jagger told me to cool it since I moved to Miami. That I was doing too much. I was trying way too hard to make things happen.

      But Zach was doing the same.

      Leah and Jagger trailed behind us, in their own little universe. Zach didn’t bitch that I walked too fast, which was a check in his plus column. I shouldn’t have given him columns. He was an escort, used to rich old women paying him for what they wanted. I didn’t have that kind of currency. It wasn’t about not being able to afford him; his job happened in a universe I had no invitation to.

      “Remember that smart remark you made about my sneakers?” I asked as we waited for the other two to catch up.

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “You gonna put them in the gallery?”

      “I have a whole collection of them.” They were in a box at Grandma’s house, like most of my stuff. I’d send for it when I found a permanent apartment. Maybe then Miami would start to feel like home. “But I’d like to see you when you let your guard down.”

      I wasn’t the only one trying to fit into a place I didn’t belong. Zach wanted to get into a party he wasn’t invited to. Things with him and Jagger were strained at best. He was holding onto a business that no longer existed. Change terrified him.

      He startled, like he couldn’t believe I saw through his bullshit façade. “What are you talking about?”

      Zach, in a weird way, was safe. The furthest thing from boyfriend material, so there was nothing to screw up by saying too much. “All you talk about is being an escort. And sex. There’s got to be more to you than that.”

      “You’re a workaholic, too,” he said. “Look around you, and not because you think it will make you better at your job. Drink it in. Let yourself enjoy it. The people passing by you? They worked their asses off at their miserable jobs so they could come here. We live in paradise.”

      He was right, and it stung. I was trying so hard not to repeat my past mistakes, I was making brand new ones. Putting work before everything else. “I know.”

      “Don’t worry about what everyone’s doing around you, Shannon. Do you. It got you this far.”

      “I can’t fail,” I said. Leah and Jagger were lost in each other, but they weren’t missing out. They’d found their own paradise. “Once I’m comfortable, I can relax.”

      Zach shook his head. “You’ll keep wanting more, and you’ll never be satisfied.” He reached for my hand, wiggling his when I didn’t take it right away. “Let me show you how to have a good time.”

      He didn’t wait for the other two to catch up before he pulled me away from the railing. The crowd parted for us.

      “What have you been dying to do since you got there?” he asked. The low timbre of his voice sent shivers down my spine. Good shivers. Everything he did oozed sensuality. His words could be split down the middle between the truth and double entendres. Every woman that passed by turned her head to drink in a sip of him.

      I wondered what it would be like to hire him for the night—to have him serve my every whim. Electricity shot through my veins as I thought of what I’d ask him to do to me. His hands and lips all over my body. If I’d ask him to restrain me, or something I never dared to ask anyone else for. I was pretty good at stepping outside my comfort zone, but even I had a limit.

      I had to get over that. He stirred a whirlwind of emotions inside me, and he stripped away my only defense. He wouldn’t let me make this about work. That had become my security blanket, and I didn’t know what to do without it. I had a feeling it was something Zach and I had in common.

      Leah and Jagger caught up to us.

      “Let’s go down to the water. I haven’t put my feet in the ocean yet.” I got a sunburn if I got too close to an open window, and I had yet to figure out my beach game during full daylight.

      “We’ll stay up here,” Jagger said.

      Away from the boardwalk, the beach got dark fast. “You should take your shoes off. Get some sand between your toes,” Zach said.

      I wobbled as I kicked off my sneakers. If I sat down in this dress, I’d get sand in some pretty uncomfortable places.

      Zach caught me before I fell flat on my ass. “Ready?”

      “For what?”

      “We’re going into the water.”

      “We are?” I pictured us walking along the edge of the tide and letting the waves lap against our feet. Like it was actually a date. But Zach was going to drag me away from my comfort zone, and from all the things that never worked for me in the first place.

      Zach grabbed my hand and started running. I shrieked. I had two choices—keep up or get dragged behind him. Water splashed my legs, under my skirt, and he didn’t stop until the water hit my waist.

      “I just wanted to get my feet wet!” I pushed his shoulders. His T-shirt was dark from the splashes.

      “What the fuck fun is that?” He dipped down, fully emerged himself, and shook water away from his hair when he came back to surface.

      “Leah and Jagger must think we’ve lost our minds.” They looked so small from here.

      “Who cares? Stop worrying about what everyone else thinks.” He took my chin in his wet hand. I braced myself for the kiss that didn’t come. His gray eyes reflected the full moon above us, which had given us our own spotlight, like we were the center of our universe. The moon had made a mistake.

      “Sometimes you’ve got to jump in the deep end,” Zach said.
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      My current wardrobe could only withstand these sympathy breakfasts for so long. I wanted to be a good friend and support Leah, as the baby dictated what she could and couldn’t eat, but last night’s food baby swelled my tummy. This morning—scratch that—afternoon, I had to stick to protein. And coffee. Lots and lots of coffee.

      “No more all-nighters for me.” Leah groaned as we sat down for brunch. “We wanted to give you two some space, but it looked like you had fun.”

      The last word came out sing song.

      She grinned at me from behind her juice glass “You’re blushing. It’s no secret that Zach isn’t my favorite person, but he’s Jagger’s best friend. He must have some redeeming qualities.”

      I laughed. “I think he’s got a few.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of. I don’t want to be a backseat driver, but you know what he does for a living. I’m not a hypocrite, either. When I met Jagger, he was still working, and it was hard. Had he not quit, I’m not sure I would’ve hung in there.”

      I was working with her when she met Jagger. It had been a rollercoaster for all of us at work, and the rest of the production company knew the boss was struggling. Leah and I bonded over it, because I was on the outs with my ex at the same time.

      “It was a night out.” I had to keep reminding myself that. “I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      “Mine was just a weekend.” Leah put her hand on her belly and smiled up at the waitress. “I’ll have the crab cake benedict.”

      “I’ll have the same.” I meant to order an omelet, but it slipped out. Leah owed me new pants, or maybe she’d give me her maternity clothes when she was done with them. “Your situation was totally different. I didn’t hire Zach. He’s not playing into what’s expected of him.”

      Leah raised her eyebrows as she looked down at her phone.

      Shit. “Sorry. That sounded way worse out loud than it did in my head.”

      She gave me a tight-lipped smile that looked more like a grimace. “I know what you mean. But that’s the problem. I paid Jagger to play into my fantasy. Last night, there were some serious sparks flying between the two of you.”

      I was caught in the worst place possible—the chasm between what I wanted and what I thought I should do. The only place to go was down. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. He’s focused on starting the new agency.”

      “It’s going to be a lot harder for him to walk away from it if things between the two of you get involved.” Leah was in that drunken phase of love where she wanted everyone to feel the same way she did.

      “It was one night out. At Jagger’s suggestion,” I reminded her. We didn’t even kiss at the end of it. We exchanged information so we could work on the business.

      But I wished he’d kissed me. To see if I could get him out of my system or to give me a reason to keep thinking about him.

      “He’ll be at the wedding. And you know what happens at weddings.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

      I laughed. “Please, I’m the nerdy bridesmaid, not the horny one. Last night looked more serious than it was. He wants me to help him with his marketing, same way I did for Jagger.”

      “You did an amazing job. He’s still pinching himself over the museum people.”

      “I was so psyched when they said they were interested in his stuff.” I bounced in my chair and coffee dribbled down my chin. No need to hide my awkwardness from Leah.

      If she noticed, she didn’t say anything, but the way she gaped at me, I was willing to bet she didn’t. “You set that up?” she asked.

      “Yeah. It started as looking for some people in the industry that would say nice things about his work on the website. I wanted a couple quotes, but I fell down a research rabbit hole, and I found that museum. They listed upcoming exhibits, and on a whim, I asked them if they had room or interest in Jagger’s work.” And they loved it. “It was torture to keep it a secret.”

      “Did he tell you about the lady from the coffee shop? She wants to commission… Wait a minute. You were behind that, too, weren’t you?” Leah was glowing. She never would’ve been able to stay away from Jagger, even if he kept escorting. She tried it a couple times, and she was in misery without him.

      Even though I worked with Leah since I graduated from college, it had been for the production company. I’d been restricted by the limits of my job description, and I couldn’t showcase what I was able to do. It frustrated the hell out of me, having to hold back. It made spreading my wings feel like showing off. But I was also aware that I was upping the ante for myself. She’d expect me to deliver bigger and better next month. “Guilty. Jagger had shown me the photos from that town, and on a whim, I searched it, and her blog came up. So I invited her.”

      “You’re a genius.” Leah whistled low as our food arrived. She took a bite and closed her eyes to savor it. That was what Zach was talking about last night. Living in the moment. I’d spent a lot of moments thinking about him since we said goodnight. Too many. “I can’t wait to see what you’ll do for us. I’m wondering if I’m not using you right. If I should look for another designer and have you work strictly on marketing. But you’re good at design, too. Why do you have to be so good at everything? Knock it off.”

      This was why I followed Leah fifteen hundred miles away from the security of working at a major television network. I could count on one hand how many times someone had uttered the phrase thank you in my direction since she was forced out of her job, and even fewer if it wasn’t related to bringing them their coffee.

      “Once I get the marketing up and running, it will only need to be tweaked every so often. It might take a morning a week. And I love designing, too.” I had no idea until she’d asked me to go shopping with her. Grandma always told me I was good at spending other people’s money. “Don’t get too excited. Last night could’ve been luck. Let’s see what I do next month. And with Zach’s site.”

      She put her fork down. “Please tell me he’s paying you. And don’t do him any favors with your rate. Let me just say, if Jagger was still escorting, and I was still at the network, he would’ve been the breadwinner.”

      Leah had three on-air segments a week. Before the scandal shot bullet holes in everyone’s life, she’d been greenlighted for her own show.

      “Wow. We haven’t talked money yet,” I said. Zach and I had a lot to talk about, but at the same time, nothing at all.

      “Whatever you do, don’t let him take advantage of you.” She took a bite of crab cake, and the silence hung heavy. “Scratch that. Whatever you do, don’t sleep with him.”
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      “It was so good to see you last night, Zach. I love what Jagger’s done with his gallery.”

      It had been a while since I’d done business with Marianne, and I’d blocked out her high-pitched voice and the way she dragged words like so and love out like she was talking to a puppy. The sun was up when I finally went to bed this morning. Alone. I didn’t have a hangover, since I didn’t drink, but there was a dull ache between my eyes. Not a good combination with the high-pitched squeaking.

      “Did you buy anything?” I asked, testing my theory.

      “No,” she said. I knew it. “I lost my husband, Harry. You met him, right? I’m not sure I’m keeping the house. Too many memories here. But when I get my new place, Jagger’s art will be everywhere. I can’t wait to tell everyone I know the artist.”

      I wondered if she’d tell them how well she knew him. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Even sorrier that I called her. Marianne had a standing weekly appointment with Jagger for years. She’d been married to a much older man who adored her but was no longer able to satisfy her. I thought that would make her a great candidate for Brandon, but I didn’t count on her getting out of the business, too. I relied on the old clients to help me get the new agency up and running, but so far, it wasn’t working. And I had no idea what else to do.

      “It was good to see Jagger,” she said. The baby talk disappeared, and she sounded a million miles away. “How come you called, Zach?”

      “You know Jag’s out of the game.” I felt like a total asshole, going through with this. If I’d brought Brandon with me last night, I could’ve introduced them—seen if there was any spark. “I’ve started a new agency, since Barry closed up shop.”

      “Good for you.”

      I’d been around in the beginning of Barry’s agency, but I had no idea what he did to get clients on board. All I did was show up where he told me to, and fuck. An established client list should’ve been a huge advantage. I had to get them over the fear of being exposed. “I thought of you, since you hired Jagger a lot. If you’re interested, I’ve got a new guy I think will be the next Jagger Holiday.”

      I gave that a minute to sink in, before I told her about Brandon. The long hair, the tats… He’d be right up her alley. Man, I hope this guy can fuck.

      “You’re so sweet to think of me”—she dragged out so and me—“but if I were to be with anyone right now, it would have to be Jagger. Harry liked him. He was part of our family, in a way. I’m not ready to meet someone new.”

      Shit. I made her cry, and sounded like an insensitive dick. How the fuck was I supposed to know her husband recently passed?

      “Jagger always had great things to say about Harry.” More than he did about Marianne.

      “That’s sweet.” She sniffled. “I miss him.”

      I assumed she meant her husband, but she was at the gallery last night, supporting Jagger. Claire, another of his old clients, was handing over a boatload of cash to Jagger’s soon-to-be wife to redecorate her house. Just because the agency was gone, the need for the escorts didn’t magically go away. Those desires had to be fulfilled somehow, yet, the inner circle of clients—the ones who’d booked often, and I was most comfortable getting in touch with—had followed Jagger. They weren’t staying with me. They wanted something else.

      It didn’t make any sense. Jagger wasn’t Mr. Personality. He was a man of few words, but he had a fuckton of passion. He didn’t share it with many people. Or so I thought. Me? I never shut up, and I wasn’t serious about anything. But I loved my job. It was something not a lot of people could say.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The throbbing between my eyes intensified and I pinched the bridge of my nose as I leaned back in my chair. I had a small, loyal group of guys willing to stick it out with me. And not enough clients to keep them all busy. I hadn’t gone out on an appointment in weeks. I gave the job away unless I got a special request. In exchange for the booking, I got a cut of the guys’ rates. I had to book more clients. I had some money in the bank, but it wouldn’t last.

      I had no idea how to sell myself. Fucking ironic.

      My phone lit up with a text. Let me know when you want to get to work—Shannon

      We exchanged numbers last night, but I wasn’t sure I’d get in touch with her. In theory, I knew I had to lay the foundation for the business to run itself. For the calls to come in. I expected it to be slow at first, after the scandal, but I wasn’t prepared for it. After being an escort for twelve years, it was fucking embarrassing to admit I knew nothing about the business end of things.

      Shannon wouldn’t know shit about escorting, either, but she pulled Jagger’s gallery out of the clutches of failure and gave it a pulse. That was what I needed. An air of exclusivity that covered the stench of desperation.

      Whenever you’re ready, I sent back.

      Claire’s stuff was supposed to come Monday, but there was a delay. So there’s nothing for me to do here. Monday good for you? she replied.

      I had nothing but time. That’s perfect.

      Great! Looking forward to it. Should I meet you at your office? She hadn’t used any smiley faces yet. I expected her to be the smiley-face type.

      I’m running the business out of my apartment for now. An office would eat up too much money. The guys didn’t give a shit, and I arranged to meet with potential new clients at public places. They thought it was for their safety, not to protect my bank account.

      The blinking dots that indicated Shannon was typing her reply kept appearing and disappearing. I chuckled, picturing her flushing all over at the thought of coming to my apartment, and twisting that damn ponytail around her wrist while she asked Leah for advice on what to say. No doubt Leah would tell her to run. Or worse, show up with her.

      I walked away from the phone. I had plans to meet Brandon at the gym, and I didn’t want to let this guy down. I’d get him all the clients he needed. But first, I had to make him trust me. I told him it was the most important part of the business. The hardest part too.

      My phone dinged. Shannon. Want to meet at the gallery? I can kick Jagger out if that makes you feel more comfortable.

      Tell him you heard about an abandoned building up in Central Florida, and we’ll have the place to ourselves for days. Not that I had anything to hide from Jag. In fact, he needed to see me getting my shit together. I’d been a hot mess after Barry closed up shop. Partied way too much. I pissed some people off, him especially, and had no idea what I did because I’d been too fucked up to remember.

      He’s been dying to get out and get some new shots. He’s not meant to be cooped up in one place, she wrote.

      It was never the plan. I wasn’t betraying Jag’s trust, telling her that. He thought he’d keep escorting to support the gallery and hire people to run it.

      He’s getting there. The little dots flashed on my screen, as she typed another message. You weren’t meant to be held back, either.

      I wasn’t sure if it made me feel better or worse that she realized it.
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        * * *

      

      Shannon didn’t see me come in. She was on a couch by the window, lost in thought, twirling the end of her ponytail as she stared out at the street, her legs tucked up underneath her. Her lips were parted, like she didn’t approve of whatever she saw. I looked out the window, for anything unusual, but whatever had Shannon captivated was inside her head.

      “Hey.” I sat in the chair across from her, and laughed when she jumped.

      “Sorry. I was thinking about my own project.” She stretched out her legs and crossed them. Her knees stuck out of the frayed spots of her jeans. Most of the guys in the band on her shirt died before she was born.

      “I’m surprised you weren’t drawing on your sneakers.” I pulled my laptop out of my bag but had no idea what to do with it. This was as close to a real business meeting as I was ever going to get, and I was going to say the wrong thing to the only person remotely interested in helping me. Pretty par for the course in my world.

      She wriggled her foot, examining the inked soul of her sneaker. “I’ve gotten these how I like them. The wet sand from the other night blurred everything, and they look cool. I’ll buy a new pair if I get stuck. A blank canvas is always best for new ideas.”

      Fuck, she was cute. There was an innocence to her, but it didn’t make her less sophisticated than the women around her. It intrigued me. She made it this far without life sinking its dirty fingernails into her skin.

      “What’s the project you’re working on?” I asked. Between me, Leah, Jagger, and now Shannon, I counted at least five things she had going. Life had scraped her skin, and she was running from whatever had left a scar.

      She shook her head and put her laptop on the cushion. “Not ready to share. It’s still in the developmental stages.”

      “Not even a clue?” I was desperate for a glimpse inside her mind. She’d built a wall with work, work, work, but between the sneakers and the classic rock T-shirt, light shined through the cracks.

      “It’s a passion project.” She wouldn’t look at me. Instead, she focused on her computer screen. “Something for my own satisfaction. If I’m ever ready to share, you’ll be the first to know.”

      That was bullshit.

      She took a deep breath. “Where should we start?”

      “You tell me.”

      She peeked around the screen. “What’s your mission statement?”

      I burst out laughing. “Are you fucking serious? Mission statement? I’m running an escort service, not a bank.”

      She bristled, but she didn’t back down. “I’m totally serious. I know it sounds corny, but hear me out. Even if it’s something as simple as I fuck hot women, it will be the cornerstone of every decision you make for the agency. Everything you do should go back to that mission statement.”

      It made sense, and it was an easy way to keep the business on track. If it didn’t satisfy that one belief, we didn’t do it. “Okay. How about, The Collins Agency builds trust with their clients and fulfills needs that can’t be met anywhere else?”

      “That’s really good.” She nodded as the keys clicked under her fingers. “I expected us to spend the afternoon coming up with a mission statement, but I say we go with that. It’s clear and concise. Everything you do, whether it has to do with advertising, hiring, or taking a new client—that’s what you call the women, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thought so. I wasn’t sure if it was the guys you had working for you.”

      “They’re just escorts.”

      “No, they aren’t just escorts.” She tapped her screen. “They’re building trust and satisfying needs that can’t be met elsewhere. That’s a lot of job responsibility. Every decision you and your escorts make has to satisfy those criteria, or it’s moving your business in the wrong direction.”

      I was relieved to finally have some clarity. “You make it sound pretty simple, but how’s that going to bring me business?”

      She smoothed her ponytail over her shoulder, and this time, she caught me staring at her. Her gaze softened, and she grinned. “We’re building a business, not launching a get rich quick scheme. Do you have a website?”

      “No.” Even if I did, I would’ve forgotten all about it, as she finger-combed her hair.

      She gave it a quick tug, and then flipped it over her shoulder and leaned forward. “Good. I hoped you didn’t. Because then I’d probably have to fix it. Any ideas what you want it to look like?”

      “Straightforward. Clean. Not a black background, because I don’t want to imply that our clients are doing something they should be ashamed of.” I sighed. “I fucking hate society’s attitude toward sex. It’s not sin; it’s survival.”

      “Oh, that’s good. We need to use that somewhere.” She raised her eyebrows as she typed. I’d gotten good at picking up physical cues over the years, since a lot of my clients grappled with the sin-versus-survival aspect of being with me. Shannon was so expressive, it was like having a secondary conversation with her. “I’m thinking a light gray background, something really sexy but sophisticated on the landing page, and… What else should be there?” she said.

      “It’s got to be secure—passwords, verification, security. I have to protect my guys, as well as my clients.” I’d vet any new clients within an inch of their lives, after what happened with Jag. “Other than that, a page with pictures and bios of the escorts, and frequently asked questions, a way to contact us, and maybe a short about page. It’s not about us, though. It’s about the clients.”

      “We’ll spin it that way—what you’ll do for them.” Shannon stopped typing. “How do you reach your clients?”

      “That’s the problem. I never had to worry about that before. We had a lot of repeat clientele, and friends of friends who’d book for the first time. It was a word-of-mouth type of thing.”

      “You need to reach out to them. Let them know you’re back and the past problems with security have been rectified. Have you ever thought of throwing a party, like Jagger does with First Friday? Make it something exclusive. This way, you’ll remind your old clients of what they’ve been missing and give potential clients a taste of what’s to come.”

      She was good. But it wasn’t that easy. “Where would we do it? And what would we do?” We couldn’t put out some cheese and talk about abandoned buildings, like Jag did.

      “Do you want me to ask Claire if she’d host? Have you been to her house? It’s so huge, it’s ridiculous. I’m not sure how many people live there, but even if it’s—say—ten, there’s enough rooms that a guest may never see them.”

      Claire wouldn’t charge us to rent the space, either. She and I went way back, to the last time I had to watch every penny. “Not a bad idea. What’s our hook? It needs to be something that gets people’s attention.”

      “Can you offer a taste of your services?” she asked. “I don’t know how much is too much, or if that’s something the guys would want to do for free, but there could be a charge to get in.”

      Holy shit. “So you’re basically suggesting we throw an orgy at Claire’s house to drum up business?”

      She laughed. “I did, huh? Okay, so maybe dial it back a little. One thing you should know about me is I jump in feet first. If it’s too much, say so.”

      “It’s either brilliant or batshit crazy, I’m not sure which.”

      She snapped her laptop closed. “I hear that a lot. We can work on the concept. Ask the guys. Maybe they’ve got some ideas. Better yet, ask your clients. They’ll tell you want they want. But for now, I’ll work on getting the website up and running. Have you considered asking Jagger to take the headshots of the guys?”

      “I haven’t.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      “Let’s face it—he can make anything look good.” She put her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean it like that. But there’s no denying that the clients respond to him and his art. It would come through in the headshots.”

      She had no idea how bad that stung. I was sick and tired of needing Jag, and I wanted to show him I wasn’t the fuckup he thought I was. But I had to push that aside and do what was best for the business. People depended on me now. Jag would understand that. “I’ll ask him.”

      “Perfect. Anything else I need to know before I get to work?” she asked.

      “Yeah. There’s something I need to know.” The barrier between her ideas and reality. “How much are you charging me for this?”

      A flush crept up her neck from the ripped collar of her shirt and spread over her cheeks. She swallowed hard and steeled herself. “I thought maybe we could trade services.”
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      Zach Collins was a completely different man when his guard came crashing down. He seemed younger. The hard edges faded to something he’d never admit to—vulnerability. I had a feeling I was going to like this Zach who’d been hiding behind the wall, more than the smartass who made me tingle in all the neglected places. Which meant I should tell him I was fucking with him and that my rate was something outrageous. From the look on his face, I was willing to bet I could get any amount of money out of him.

      But I didn’t want his money; I wanted him. And I didn’t want a relationship. I wanted Zach, at the top of his game. The lover who’d fulfill the aching need no one had been able to touch in my twenty-six years. The one I’d never give my heart, but I’d trust with my body and maybe even my soul.

      “What did you say?” he asked, his voice soft.

      “I offered to trade services with you.” But I was losing my nerve. For all I knew, I’d insulted him. He asked me for professional help, and I propositioned him. But I was also asking for a little expert know-how. It wasn’t my fault he was an escort, and not a plumber.

      “Shannon, you have no idea what you’re asking for.”

      That was probably accurate.

      “Yeah, I do.” I wasn’t giving up that easily. “Your business is struggling, and the last thing you need is a bunch of startup costs. I just got out of a three-year relationship. I pushed everything about myself aside to make it work. When it was my turn to step into the spotlight, he chickened out and left. I need to learn who I am again, Zach. And I want you to be the one who shows me.”

      “The other night, you said you weren’t looking for a relationship.” The words he didn’t say resonated the loudest—and neither am I.

      “I’m not.”

      He whistled low. “I need to think about this.” He rose from the chair and held out his hand.

      In my shock, I wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. Shake on it?

      I put my hand in his, and he pulled me off the couch. I trapped the laptop between us with my other hand before it had a chance to crash on the floor. I set it down on the cushion, gripping him for balance. I was numb from the waist down. It was an improvement. For almost three years, I’d been numb all over.

      He cupped my chin and kissed me. There was nothing soft or unsure about it. Words seemed to frustrate Zach, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t express himself with his mouth. He meant to show me what he had in store for me if we went forward with my proposal. If his plan was to send me running, I had news for him. I was all in.

      My hands were trapped between us, and I wriggled free, confident I wouldn’t fall. But I grasped his shoulders for good measure and moaned against his lips at the way his hard muscles tensed under my touch.

      Zach wouldn’t go down without a fight. He wrapped his hand around my ponytail and tugged. I opened my eyes and found him grinning. “Every time you wrap your hair around your hand, all I can think about is how much I want to do that,” he said. So much for him keeping things professional.

      “Satisfied?” It took everything I had not to do it now, to see if he’d kiss me again.

      “Not even close.” He tightened his grip on it before he let go. “Is that what you really want, Shannon? Think about it.” He picked up his bag and left.

      As soon as he was out of sight, I collapsed on the couch. What the hell was wrong with me? I just asked Zach to have sex with me, he tried to talk me out of it, and then said he had to think about it? Better yet, that I had to think about it? I buried my face in my hands. I had no business helping him with his website. I couldn’t even sell myself.

      And that kiss—holy shit. That was what I wanted. I shivered as the first signs of withdrawal racked my body. When my ex kissed me, it was nice, but nothing like that. Zach’s kiss was the real fucking deal. It spun sin with spirituality and blurred the line between what I wanted and what I should never have.

      “Are you okay?”

      I jumped when Jagger put his hand on my shoulder.

      “You’re not crying, are you?” he asked.

      Oh man, I hoped not. I wiped under my eyes and was relieved when my fingers stayed dry. “I’m good,” I said. Zach left me intoxicated, and the hangover was going to be a bitch.

      Jagger knit his eyebrows together, not buying it. “How’d your meeting with Zach go?”

      “Great,” I squeaked. Another word that didn’t come close to describing the situation. “We’ve got a game plan for the website. He’s probably going to ask you to take some headshots.”

      “Cool.” Jagger sat beside me. I was glad he didn’t touch me again. My nerve endings were raw and electrified, and there was no guarantee I wouldn’t shock him. “Promise me something. Zach’s my best friend, but be careful around him. He’ll twist things around, to get what he wants. He’s an opportunist.”

      So am I, Jagger. So am I.
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      I stood in the middle of Claire’s empty living room. “It looks so much better in here when it’s not pink.” My MO was to pretend I hadn’t made a massive mistake, asking Zach for that trade. Business as usual, like it never happened. I had to turn my focus back to the reason I was here. No more distractions.

      “Right? I never thought I’d be painting rooms white again. Or having people do it for me.” Leah had no business around paint fumes. “It looks like a hospital now, but once we get the furniture in here, it will be amazing.”

      Sheer white curtains framed a wall of windows that overlooked a massive pool. The shallow end was like a beach, complete with sand. All I could think about was running into the ocean with Zach, on my not-date with him. If he was still thinking about my offer. That was why I threw myself into work—to stop thinking about it. It took the edge off being unfuckable.

      “Does Claire ever entertain here?” The words flew out of my mouth before I had a chance to stop them. Zach was on his own if he wanted to expand his business. In a wine-induced rage last night, I drew up an invoice. Twice my usual rate. If I sent it, my original offer was null and void.

      “She’s mentioned it. Jagger said she used to throw some pretty epic parties here.” Leah rolled her eyes. “I didn’t ask for details. It’s awkward enough that I’m dipping into his former client list to start my business. Sometimes Claire tries to talk to me about the good old days, and I want to toss my cookies.”

      I laughed. “At least you can blame it on the baby.”

      “Why did you ask about parties?” Leah pulled her phone out of her pocket and shook her head. “If the delivery guys don’t show up on time, I’m going out to find them.”

      “Zach’s looking to kick-start the agency. I suggested he do something like First Friday, but with sex.” It wasn’t a secret that I was working with him, only that he defaulted on his payment.

      “Like a meet and greet for the escorts?” Leah asked.

      I nodded.

      “You’d have to be really careful about who you invited to that. One wrong move, and it would ruin him.”

      “It’s just an idea. It probably won’t work.” Because our work together was done. “But since this place is huge, and Claire’s a part of that world…”

      “Her friends used the old agency, and we know they’re bored. Which has been working in our favor, since they’re waiting for us to be done with her place so we can work with them. It’s in our best interest to keep them happy.”

      The doorbell rang. Our delivery had finally arrived, and for the rest of the day, I was far too busy to think about Zach hosting an orgy in the room I decorated. Except it was all I could think about.

      Leah had chosen a soft, pastel palette with gold accents. The pinks were lush, like his lips, and the brass fiery, like the emotions that crashed inside me. Even a week later, they were tipped with anger, like the giant abstract piece we hung on the wall. It was a woman’s bare body, but it looked like the artist had flicked paint at the canvas. It was far from perfect, but it was quite possibly the most compelling piece of art I’d ever been so up close and personal with. Every splatter had a purpose.

      Leah came up behind me. “Draws you in, doesn’t it? I knew Claire would go crazy for it the minute I saw it.”

      “I shouldn’t like it at all.” But I was lost in it. “Why does it work?”

      Leah ran her fingers over the edge of the canvas. “Because each element on its own isn’t attractive. But when they’re put together, they create something bigger than the sum of their parts. I spent a long time thinking about this painting. Women are taught to be ashamed of their bodies, but when they break free of that, they have a chance to realize how beautiful they really are.”

      The painting completed the living room in more ways than one. We spent the rest of the day cleaning up boxes and adjusting accessories. I glanced up at the painting between tasks, and I swear it got larger every time. I wished I could have the artwork tattooed on me. I wasn’t ashamed of my body, but I was aware of my shortcomings. I desperately wanted to break free. With every attempt, I fell flat on my face.

      Leah waved her hand in front of her face. “I never sweat this much when I was pregnant with Raven.”

      “You weren’t in Miami, either,” I reminded her.

      “Good point. I’m headed back to the gallery, to store the little stuff we didn’t use today. Want to come with me?”

      “Sounds good.” When we were done, I’d let myself get lost in Wynwood—let the art and the rhythm swallow me until I felt whole again.

      She stopped me on the way out the door. “Good job today. Are you happy with what we did?”

      “Yeah.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

      “Do you mean am I happy in general?” I asked. Leah had a lousy poker face, which I loved about her. But my poker face sucked, too.

      “You don’t seem like your usual self, going a hundred miles an hour.” She grasped my arm. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      “Oh hell no. Unless it’s contagious. Otherwise it’s impossible. So yeah, I’m struggling.” It was hard to admit; the last time I bared a piece of myself, it was pushed back in my face. “I didn’t think Miami would be such a big transition. I’ve lived in a lot of places, but I haven’t found my groove here yet.”

      “You should take some time off.” She held up her hand. “With pay. It’s hard. I felt the same way when I got here, and I had Jagger. You’re in that hostel place—”

      “It’s long-term temporary housing.” But people were constantly coming and going.

      She hugged me. “Whatever. It’s not home. We need to make Miami your home.”
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      Everything was cyclical. Claire introduced me to Barry, another lifetime ago. I was a club kid, couch surfing, crashing anywhere anyone would take me, and paying in any currency accepted. My body became a quick favorite. Which was fine by me, because I had more than enough to give. Life was fucking easy. People gave me whatever I wanted because I had sex with them. Until I wanted more than they could give. Then I had to figure out a way to make it work.

      I knew damn well Claire would be down for a party at her house, even if we went all the way, like Shannon suggested, and had an orgy. That was how I met her.

      And I couldn’t stop thinking of her. Not Claire, Shannon. She was a paradox, hiding from the world and hoping to get caught. Shutting herself down and then offering her body as collateral.

      Who the hell did she think she was? Me?

      That was it. Looking at her was like looking in a mirror—much prettier than me, of course. Always hoping to please someone else.

      Most women teased, inch by inch, giving me a chance to get closer. It wasn’t everything all at once, unless they paid for it. That was what Shannon asked for. To be a client. No relationship. Just sex.

      She was asking for something she couldn’t have. Like hell Shannon could put her feelings aside and treat sex like a business transaction with ice water flowing through her veins. She gave too much of herself at every turn. Even if she could, we were hopelessly entwined through Leah and Jagger. If I declined her offer and gave her every cent I had in exchange for the work she put in on my business, I still had to see her again. We were both in the wedding, and we’d be held hostage on some remote Key everyone but Jagger had forgotten about. On Christmas. What a fucking nightmare.

      Whether I took her up on her offer of trading services or not, the feelings she made swirl inside me wouldn’t fade. They’d intensify. Become something dangerous and destructive. Either way, we were going down with the ship. No need to let those feeling go to waste.

      “It’s open,” I yelled when Brandon knocked on the door.

      “Hey, man.” He sat on the couch, elbows on knees. The dark smudges under his eyes didn’t erase the shit-eating grin from his face. I envied the bastard. He came to report on his first assignment, but he had yet to pay the price. “Last night was amazing,” he said.

      “Popped your cherry, huh? Tell me all about it.” I hadn’t had sex in… Fuck. This was the longest I ever went without, since I dropped out of high school and started partying. Taking care of the business on my own didn’t do a thing for me. I needed an element of surprise to get off. I didn’t fear the unknown; I embraced it.

      “She had me blindfold her and gag her. And she likes it rough.” His eyes were wide and he licked his lips. The client had been one of my regulars, and I convinced her to give Brandon a try. It was as important that he had a good first time as that she had a good night. “It was intense. Like I was doing something wrong, something she didn’t want.”

      “I gave you her safe word, right? And her signal?” Fuck, I would’ve never forgotten a detail like that.

      “You did. She didn’t need it.” He wiggled his eyebrows, and then a flush spread over his face. “It was so hot. I lost track of time, though. By the time I caught my breath, I’d gone two hours over.”

      I opened his file on my laptop. “Two hours?”

      “Yeah.” He furrowed his brow. “You don’t have to charge her for it. It’s my fault. I should’ve paid more attention.”

      “You should have, but it’s better than watching the clock, wishing the night would end.” I’d had plenty of those assignments. “She expects it. She’s a long-time client, and she’s got that effect on people. But you should never work without pay. The clients want to pay you—remember that.”

      He nodded. “I can use the money.”

      “Tell me about it.” I hoped she’d be calling for more. She had friends who used Barry’s agency, and if she was happy, it bode well for us. “So you’re on board? Can you do it every weekend?”

      It took him a minute to answer. “I think so.”

      “Don’t get attached to them. Romantically. It’s okay if you become friends. That’s unavoidable.” Even with the ones who didn’t like to talk. The one Brandon spent last night with surprised me one night, when that was all she wanted to do. I’d never been so horny in my life. “But it can’t be more than that.”

      Brandon laughed. “You’ve got a lot of rules. It all makes sense, though.”

      “It’s for your own protection, as well as the clients’. Sometimes they think it’s a relationship. That’s when it gets hard. When you have to either play into it or break it off. Either way, they get hurt.”

      “Got it.” Brandon got up, offering his hand to me. “Thanks a lot for the opportunity. I can’t tell you how much I needed this. See you soon.”

      Brandon had showed up at exactly the right time. He had a way of setting the room on fire. I had to keep this guy busy. He was a diamond in the rough, and he injected some much-needed hope into the agency. Only one other person got the same look in their eyes when I talked about the business.

      Shannon.

      I owed her an explanation. She was fresh out of a shitty situation and desperate to believe in herself again. She poured herself into everyone else’s project, and when she asked for something in return, I couldn’t give her what she’d given me.

      In a perfect world, I’d give her the money, and we’d put this behind us. But my life was a fucked-up place, and I had something more valuable than money to give her.

      I made my decision, but I wanted to talk to Jag before I acted on it. He had a stake in this.

      I missed Jagger on a regular basis, probably much more than he missed me. I took the bike over to Wynwood and parked next to him. His motorcycle gleamed in the late afternoon sun. Leah hadn’t smoothed all his edges. How would he get a baby seat on the back of this thing?

      The gallery was empty. Jag had an office in the back, but there was no guarantee he was here. He had another artist that worked some days, and Leah covered the rest. Depending on what Shannon told her, she might hang my ass from the rafters and call it their newest exhibit.

      It gave me a chance to do something I’d never done—look at Jag’s pictures. He took them in such a way that I wouldn’t know what I was looking at if there wasn’t a little card underneath the grouping. This one was an old factory that had made rocket ships. Fucking cool. But the angles, the way he used the light… He’d completely transformed it to something new. I’d never been so proud of him, and I was well aware of what a shitty friend I was to not see it until now.

      A woman’s laughter rang out from the backroom. Great. Leah was here.

      “Can I help you?”

      I froze when I heard that voice. It didn’t belong to Leah.

      “Zach?”

      I turned around to face Shannon. “Hey.”

      Her hair was up in a messy bun, and she wore shorts and a tank top. And those same beat up sneakers. Had she worked on her passion project at all, since I last saw her?

      She took a couple steps back. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to talk to you.”

      “How did you know I’d be here?” She narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest.

      My bullshit didn’t fly. “Every once in a while, I get lucky.”

      “And every once in a while, you don’t.” Burn. “What do you want?”

      “Do you want to go get a drink?” A little liquid courage never complicated a situation before. Said no one.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Shannon turned around, but stopped before she crashed into Leah.

      “Everything okay?” Leah asked. If she heard our conversation she’d toss me out of here on my ass.

      “Yeah. I was just going home.” Shannon’s voice was flat. She disappeared into the office.

      Leah stepped closer, cocking her head. “What did I miss?” she asked softly.

      Holy shit. First off, she was being nice to me. Shannon didn’t tell her what a shithead I’d been. Right—I didn’t take her up on her offer, and she was probably embarrassed. The guy who would fuck anyone wouldn’t fuck her. If that was her reasoning, she didn’t understand that she wasn’t just anyone.

      I shook my head. “I fucked up.”

      Shannon reemerged, slinging a bag over her shoulder as I said that. Her mouth dropped, and she softened.

      I had a chance.

      Leah rolled her eyes. “Big surprise. Leave her alone. If you’re messing with her to piss me off…”

      “He isn’t,” Shannon said. The corners of her lips quivered as she met my gaze, and she reached for the ponytail that wasn’t there. “I changed my mind. Let’s get a drink, Zach.”
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      I picked a place in full view of Jagger’s gallery. It wasn’t for my safety; it was for Zach’s. Leah was still stewing in her juices when we left together, and every time I glanced over, her blonde curls were visible in the window.

      “So, you came to the gallery because you thought you were gonna get lucky?” I asked.

      Zach couldn’t reply right away because the waitress came to take our order. He got some vodka thing, but I stuck with beer. Hard liquor tended to lie to me, but beer never did.

      “My plan was to go talk to Jagger. But I did get lucky. I found you instead.” He glanced in the direction of the studio, narrowing his eyes when he saw the same thing I did. Our Leah surveillance system.

      It was easy to forget I was mad at him. “I was getting ready to send your bill to collection.”

      He scoffed. “It’s been a week. You don’t have a legit claim yet.” The waitress brought our drinks, letting her gaze linger on Zach a little too long. “Plus, I came to negotiate my payment,” he said.

      I took a long sip of beer. After working all day in the heat, it went straight to my head. “Do tell.”

      “I like that you drink straight from the bottle.”

      “Why’s that?” If he said it looked like I was sucking dick, I was so out of here.

      “Because it’s no frills, bullshit free.” He smirked. “And women who drink beer are hot. They’re not afraid to get what they want.”

      I took another sip. “Hard liquor gets me in trouble.”

      “I’ll remember that,” he said, like there was going to be a next time, but all the things we needed to say hung heavily between us. “So, I want to talk about my bill.”

      I was mid-sip and almost choked. Numbness spread over my body in a wave, and I put the bottle down before I dropped it. Chances were he didn’t plan on writing me a check, and I didn’t want him to change his mind because I spilled beer all over him.

      “I wasn’t planning on giving you a discount,” I said.

      “No. I plan to pay in full.” He sipped his drink and licked the vodka off his lips.

      I wondered if he did it to draw my attention. To make me remember that kiss. Like I could forget it. My mouth watered, and I craved the taste of him. His strong grip on my hair. I crossed my legs to make the pulsing between them stop.

      “Tell me what the terms of your payment are,” he said. His voice was lower than usual, and it made my skin tingle.

      I took another sip of my beer, praying it wouldn’t lie to me. “I take it you don’t plan on giving me money.”

      Zach shook his head. “You didn’t ask for my money. What do you want out of this, Shannon? If you’re looking to get laid, any guy in this bar would take you home.”

      “Any guy but you,” I said. He was trying to back out of this by making me think it was a bad idea.

      He leaned forward. “Let me finish. It would take all of five minutes for some guy to try to hook up with you on a dating site. Or anywhere else. What I want to know is why me. So I make sure you get exactly what you want.”

      “Should we be talking about this here?” Mapping it out took the romance out of it, which was scary but good.

      “It’s the best place to do it. Neutral ground, in public, your boss across the street watching me like a hawk.” He tipped his head in the direction of the gallery.

      “Her mommy radar is on overdrive because she’s pregnant.” And I appreciated it, up to a point. She couldn’t follow us into the bedroom. Holy shit—we were going into the bedroom. As long as Zach didn’t say something to make me come to my senses, or I didn’t otherwise chicken out of the arrangement, this was a straight-up negotiation for sex.

      “She hates me. It’s got nothing to do with the baby.” He waved at her. No reaction. “We’ve only come to an understanding because we care about the same person. People, now.”

      It wasn’t the beer making my head fuzzy. It was Zach. This was only the third time we’d spent any time together. I was more comfortable when we talked about sex as if it were a chess game, so I steered the conversation back to the safe zone.

      “I want to do this with you so you can show me what I’ve been missing.” My words barely had volume, and Zach leaned closer to hear me over the music. “My ex… He wasn’t a jerk. But he was selfish. He had a way he thought things should be. I was happy to play along, until I wasn’t. He didn’t give me what I wanted, because I intimidated him. Our relationship didn’t end with a bang, but with a whimper.”

      “You never use his name,” Zach said.

      “It’s John.” I hadn’t said it out loud in a while, either. “But it was always John and Shannon, and now I’m just Shannon.”

      “I like you as Shannon.” Zach drummed his fingers on the side of his vodka glass. “So, you’re looking for a sexual adventure.”

      My mouth was so dry. No amount of beer would fix it. “Exactly.”

      “Do you know what your limits are?”

      I didn’t. “It all scares me.” If I could really do this—sex only. If I was lying to myself. Zach was a little dangerous, and I liked it. I liked him. He was honest about who he was and what he had to offer. But we hadn’t taken off our clothes yet. I wondered if everything would change when our hearts beat in tandem with nothing to protect them from harm. He did this for a living, but I had zero experience with it. “Do I have to answer now?”

      He shook his head. “No. Take your time.”

      I hated being such a novice. I was trying too hard, playing like I knew the rules. And he saw right through me. “You probably think I’m ridiculous. Ooh, I want to have the big scary sex, but I have no idea what that means.”

      No more beer for me tonight.

      “No. I think you’re smart and brave to ask for what you want. So many people are too afraid to do what you’re doing. I don’t get why people deny themselves pleasure.”

      “Maybe it’s like the fear of success.” Which I never understood.

      He grinned. “You don’t have that.”

      “Not even for a second.”

      “The first thing we have to do is figure out the trade,” he said. It blew my mind that he could talk about numbers in such cold terms, but he was a professional, and that was why I wanted him. “I’m thinking, for every four hours of work you put into my business, we spend four hours together. And by that, I don’t mean we actually sleep together. We do as you ask, and you wake up in your own bed.”

      But what about Zach? Night after night—or appointment after appointment—he satisfied the needs of whoever he was with, but who did the same for him? He went home to an empty bed and woke up alone.

      “Shannon.” My name rolled off his lips like a crack of thunder. “Are you still with me?”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly what I had in mind.” I scanned his face, looking for some flicker of emotion. Disappointment, relief—something. I got nothing.

      “When should we start? I owe you four hours,” he said.

      Just like that. I couldn’t be hard on him for being aloof about this. I started it. I negotiated the terms, and he was executing the plan. “How about tonight?” I asked.

      Before I lost my nerve.

      “No way.” He ran his hand through his hair, but he was grinning. “Not tonight. Right now, you have no idea what you want. Think about it, because you’re doing a lot for me. I’ve never had an unsatisfied client, and I don’t plan to start now.”

      I swallowed hard, unsure if he was calling my bluff or trying to scare me away. “I have to give you a play by play?”

      “You don’t. But you call the shots.” Zach took his wallet out of his jeans and put money on the table for the drinks. He got out his chair and stopped in front of me. If he kissed me again, the arrangement was doomed. “Text me when you’re ready,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Laughter rang out in the courtyard in front of my little bungalow. A woman I’d never seen before nuzzled against the man she brought inside her unit. I wondered if this was their first encounter or if they’d been together for years. What brought them to Miami, and what would ultimately make her cry out in ecstasy, waking me from a sound sleep in the middle of the night.

      I’d been fascinated by the fairy tale of love since I was a little girl, and what I saw around me—broken families with one parent or maybe another family member like my grandma who stepped up to do the hard work of raising a kid that wasn’t their own—didn’t match what I read in books or saw on TV. That was real love, the stuff that happened when no one was watching. The selfless acts that couldn’t be reciprocated. Pure sacrifice. When I was given the opportunity to be in one of those coveted relationships, which along with my college degree was my ticket out of the ghetto, I gave my ex those things that meant the most to me. I took on debt with both my degree and my relationship, believing hard work and sacrifice would fix everything. That philosophy, the work ethic I believed was behind pure love, opened doors to me in my career, but it slammed others shut in my personal life.

      Zach’s homework assignment required me to do the thing that scared me the most. I had to look deep inside myself and figure out why, when I got my turn at a happily ever after, it wasn’t enough for me. The woman laughed again. The sound left me with nothing but the bitter aftertaste of pure envy.

      I opened my laptop and went straight to the blog page I abandoned when Zach walked into the gallery last week. Not earlier tonight, when I didn’t expect him, but when I invited him there. It was like I wanted to get caught.

      I wasn’t looking for love in this arrangement. I wanted to understand the things I was missing that gave people permission to walk away. Zach would fulfill a need I hadn’t been able to satisfy anywhere else.

      Money was the thing that scared me the most. I knew what it was like not to have enough of it. Grandma tried to hide her struggles from me, but she could only keep up the act for so long. Too many nights I found her sobbing at the kitchen table, bills with angry things like PAST DUE and FINAL NOTICE stamped on them surrounding her. When the electricity company decided they’d given her enough chances to come up with the money, and she told me we were camping in the living room. Nights she swore she wasn’t hungry as I ate dinner. And when we got our food from the church.

      I didn’t want Zach’s money, but there were ways to make this arrangement—as he kept calling it—profitable. Insight magazine had an open call for their True Confessions blog for sexual awakenings. I hadn’t had my awakening yet, but I had a feeling a few thousand people would want to read along while I anonymously went on this journey. Not only with Zach, but with myself. I tingled with excitement at the thought of putting it all out there. Someone could be sitting next to me at a coffee shop and reading about the super-hot sex I bought and paid for the night before, and neither of us would ever know. If the magazine accepted my pitch, the pay would ensure Grandma’s utilities stayed on, and maybe the air of mystery would drum up a little business for Zach, too. I had to be careful, not to make it too easy to tie my stories back to him. I was treading on broken ice, hoping I floated.

      Escort Lessons, my blog promised in bold letters. Underneath, in smaller script, I added, it’s not sin; it’s survival.

      This was my passion project, body and soul. Everything but my heart. Even if Insight didn’t accept it and no one but me ever read it, I needed a place to pour my thoughts and make sense of what I’d done. I was doing what everyone begged me to do, and working on me.

      Episode One: The Proposal

      I’m helping a friend of a friend start his escort business. I’ve got the skills he needs—I can build a website and help him with marketing. It’s easy stuff to me, but his face lights up when I suggest a quick fix. He gets excited. It makes me want more. I have what he needs, but the same can be said for him. I don’t want his money in return for my work. I’ve asked him to pay me in sin. Sex.

      He seemed surprised by my offer. Maybe I insulted him, but it’s merely a trade of expertise. I grow his business, and he shows me how to push the limits of my body and mind.

      At first, he walked away from the proposal, and I can’t lie. It hurt. But this isn’t about feelings. It’s a straight-up business transaction.

      Tonight, he accepted. But to go forward, I have to tell him what I want.

      It’s simple, really. I want to be the center of someone’s universe, if only for a four-hour appointment. The hard part is giving him instructions on how to make me feel that way.
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      I’m ready.

      The clients were always in the driver’s seat. Nothing happened unless they said go. Didn’t matter what the scenario was, even if it was this fucked up arrangement with Shannon. If she was a client, I couldn’t treat her any different than anyone else.

      So what’s it gonna be? I texted back.

      Not telling. The answer came through right away. There should be an element of surprise.

      Wrong answer, Shannon. I rubbed my face hard. I didn’t expect her to ask for anything out of bounds, but there was plenty of room for misunderstandings between where we were and where she wanted to go. She caught me off guard at every turn. Surprises would backfire. The agreement was a business transaction that had to be negotiated fully before either one of us set foot in the room, never mind take our clothes off. People forgot about rules and limits when the heat of the moment fogged reality.

      I could do this. We’d go slowly, and I’d test her, inch by inch, step by step. I’d give her a chance to walk away.

      Bullshit. Whether we kept up the arrangement or not, I had a feeling I wouldn’t be able to walk away.

      When should we meet? I always let Barry take care of the formalities in the past. I used to give him shit—ask him what he did to earn his fifteen percent when I did all the work. I was such an asshole. This was the work. I broke into a sweat, typing things out and deleting them.

      Does tomorrow work? She added the dreaded smiley face.

      It does. My schedule was wide open. The guys were getting busier, but still not enough for me to schedule appointments for myself. I never planned to get out of the game; I meant to invest the commissions back into the business, not live off them. Maybe buy a place the guys could bring clients to. It would be more discreet than going to a hotel room.

      Here was the part where things got awkward. More awkward. What’s your email address? You need to sign the contract and fill out an introductory survey before we meet.

      Just another client. Yeah, right. I had to remember I wasn’t her pretend boyfriend, and more importantly, she wasn’t my pretend girlfriend. She was paying me to get what she wanted.

      It took a long time for those little dots to show on the screen. Here you go.

      Thanks. I hated texting. It was too easy to misunderstand what someone meant. I did better with people face to face. I wanted to hear her voice, so I’d know if it trembled with indecision. See if she was wrapping her hair around her wrist, or one of the other countless nervous habits she had. She was being too cool about this, and it went against everything I knew about her.

      Where are we meeting up? I asked. There was a chance she’d back out when she saw the contract, or freak out at questions on the survey, but I expected her to get it right back to me. I hoped she read it. Shannon didn’t seem like someone who skipped over details. I almost forgot to add something very important. Don’t say your house.

      Why not? It’s a short-term rental. Not my actual home.

      It’s better if it’s neutral ground. And I didn’t want to see how she lived—the little quirks that would reveal themselves in the place she felt safe. I had to keep myself safe. I’ll book a hotel room once you send the contract back. Trust me, it’s better that way.

      Does it come out of my tab? she asked.

      Yeah. She wouldn’t like that. Not many of the clients did.

      I’ll have to work harder to make up for it, she said.

      Shit. I’d hoped it meant we’d do this less. Before we couldn’t distinguish our professional arrangement from our public obligations, where we had to pretend none of this ever happened. That was the part I couldn’t prepare her for. Or myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d never seen Shannon with her hair down before. It fell in soft, copper waves and filled the space when she opened the door. Blue light from the street illuminated the room behind her, and the strands framing the crown of her head glowed.

      She didn’t say anything right away. Her eyes were unblinking, rimmed with dark makeup, and her glossy little mouth parted. She retreated into the dim room.

      I assumed she wanted me to follow. I should have asked, but words would fail me tonight.

      She sat at the foot of the bed, her long bare legs crossed, the satin robe parting at the top of her thighs to reveal so much skin. My heart thundered. I had many clients make me nervous before, in the good way—we screened out the scary ones—but none of them had captivated me like the woman who sat before me.

      “Cutting right to the chase, huh?” It was better when I didn’t say anything.

      “I am.” She trailed her fingers over her bare thigh. My cock was going to bust through my jeans. I wasn’t going to last five fucking minutes if she kept that up. “I sent back your paperwork. The survey and the contract. Did you read them?”

      “Of course I did.” Reading over her answers turned me on. I was fucking doomed.

      “Good. That means you’ll give me what I want.”

      Her voice was huskier in the dark. She’d indicated she wanted an element of surprise, and my instinct had been to protect her. To keep her from walking away from this with a bitter taste in her mouth and my name like a curse on her lips. I laid it all on the line in my paperwork, but Shannon was the one with the surprises. She meant to seduce me.

      I tipped her chin up with my finger, so she’d meet my gaze, and she swallowed hard. A quick flick of her tongue on her lips was all it took to destroy me. I grasped her by the nape, guided her to her feet, and met her lips in a kiss. Though I initiated it, Shannon led the way, straight into temptation. It was bathed in neon blue light and smelled like that old lady perfume. I wanted her to be in control of her own sexuality and to feel desired. Shannon loved to give people things, but I wasn’t sure what she got in return. I’d follow her to the ends of the earth if it meant she’d kiss me like this again.

      I ran my hand down her back and squeezed her ass. She tensed against me, but amped up the kiss. If I could pull myself away enough to speak, I’d ask if she liked it, but she mimicked my movement, grasping my biceps and digging her fingernails into my skin. Under the robe, I was met with nothing but smooth, bare skin. Fuck. She was naked under there.

      She ground her hips against me, concentrating on my tortured dick. The noise that came out of me sounded like a growl, and she pulled away. Laughter filled the space between us. I gasped for air before I forgot I needed it.

      “Let me tell you what I want.” She traced the collar of my T-shirt, trailing a finger up to my jaw, like I’d done to her in another lifetime. The one before that kiss. As she drew a soft line across my chin, it took everything I had to not beg her to slip the finger past my lips and fuck my mouth. Show me what she wanted.

      But there were more pressing issues, like my throbbing cock. Shannon should forget about the whole marketing and design thing. They were a waste of her talents. She’d be excellent in hostage negotiation. I’d tell her anything she wanted to hear to get her to give in to me, and I had yet to untie her robe.

      “What do you want, Shannon?” She had me with one foot in two dimensions—fantasy and reality.

      “I want you to take your clothes off,” she said.

      I put my hands on her shoulders and led her down to the mattress. She leaned back, and her robe gaped, showing the curve of her cleavage. My mouth watered, but I’d been given my instructions. I pulled my shirt over my head and let it drop into oblivion. She lowered her gaze to my bare chest and curled her lips up in approval.

      My hands trembled as I fumbled with my belt. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt like this. Like it meant something more than a paycheck.

      She bit her bottom lip when my erection came into view. I wanted her to take it in her mouth. Let me sink all the way down her throat. An hour ago, I wouldn’t have thought she could handle it, but now I knew Shannon was capable of anything. But this wasn’t about me, no matter how much my cock protested. I wrapped my hand around it, desperate for relief, but it was operating on a hair trigger, and there was no guarantee I wouldn’t come all over her.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      She sat straight and untied the knot of her robe. Inch by inch, she pushed the satin away from her skin and lifted her gaze back to me. As I suspected, she was completely naked under that robe.

      Damn.

      Her tits were small, slightly upturned, with tiny nipples. Shadows, the only evidence of a world outside this hotel room, accentuated her curves. There were still parts of her that were off limits. A dusting of freckles covered her belly, and she pulled her hair over her shoulder, covering one of her tits, like she only meant to give me a peek.

      She stood and wrapped her arms around my neck, puckered nipples scrapping against my chest as she captured my lips in another kiss. Some of the guys I worked with considered kissing their hard limit, and I never understood why. Until now. Drawn together in one single breath, Shannon and I had fallen into the danger zone. I wasn’t sure where I ended and she began.

      Heat radiated from between her thighs, but I didn’t dare touch her there. She still hadn’t told me what to do. I should’ve never let her leave this open. It stripped away every defense I had.

      “Give me a massage.” She walked away from me, bathed in the outside light, and put her knee on the bed. “There’s oil on the nightstand.”

      She gathered her hair over her shoulder and gave it a good tug before she lay on her stomach and hugged the pillow.

      I was reduced to a hungry animal, crawling across the bed. I had to do what she asked before need robbed me of my senses.

      The oil did nothing to absorb the electricity that rocked through my body when I made contact with her skin. Shannon knew what she was doing when she made this request. She’d filled out the skeleton of my website, and I made sure she mentioned that all the escorts on the roster were licensed masseurs.

      Shit. I had to send Brandon to class. I didn’t want to think about him right now. Or anything other than tracing circles on Shannon’s skin, following the lines of her freckles.

      Shannon melted more with each rotation. No surprise her shoulders were knotted as hell. A low moan vibrated in her throat when I ran my fingers along her spine.

      “How’s the pressure?” I asked.

      “Perfect.” She sighed, peeking at me over her shoulder. “I don’t ever want you to stop.”

      “I’ll have to, eventually, until you do some more work.” I smacked her ass cheek. She didn’t make a sound, but her mouth opened in a silent gasp. That was hot.

      Massage was about symmetry, so I couldn’t forget the other side. She wriggled her hips, parting her legs ever so slightly, but I wasn’t taking the bait. It would have been too easy to slip my slick fingers into her folds, get lost in her wet heat, and bring her to climax. She’d be trembling and spent before she flipped over.

      Even if it was what she wanted, it wasn’t what she asked for.

      I gave every inch of her the attention she deserved and had gone without for far too long. She tensed when I worked the muscles at the top of her thighs, relaxing once again when I moved toward her knees. And I couldn’t resist running my fingernail over the arch of her foot to see if she was ticklish.

      She was. I trapped her foot in my grasp, and she squirmed to get away from the sensation, shrieking with laughter. When I set her free, I slapped her ass again. “Time to turn over.”

      Shannon did as I asked, putting her head back on the pillow and closing her eyes. Fuck. She was gorgeous. Her hair was everywhere, and she reached for it, but it stuck to her oiled skin.

      “Let me.” I gathered it as neatly I could and handed it to her. She smiled, eyes closed. I wanted her to watch me touch her, but this was like a stolen moment. Her pleasure was mine, something I could hold in my hands. I couldn’t get to the top of the bed to properly work her head and shoulders, but I’d do the best I could sitting beside her.

      She jumped when I traced her eyebrows, and didn’t open her eyes when I drew small circles on her temples. Moving down the tip bridge of her nose, I made a rotation around her slightly parted lips. The gloss was gone. My finger may have slipped inside. By accident. On purpose.

      Shannon clamped down on my finger, trapping it in place while she swirled her tongue around. Sucking hard, she gave me enough room to thrust it back and forth, and fuck her mouth. If this was what she could do to my fingers, I couldn’t wait to see what she’d do to my dick. But so far, she hadn’t asked for that. She put out her hand and hit my stomach, and I jumped back. This was so fucking hot, and it took everything I had not to break character. Her legs were open, and she was ready. But she didn’t ask.

      Her breathing was becoming erratic, and neither of us had much more time. My fingers were wet from her mouth, and they moved easily along her skin. I didn’t have the patience to pump the oil into my hands anymore. I ripped the top off and poured the rest of it on her body.

      She curled her spine off the mattress on impact.

      “See why I said not to do this in your bed?” I asked.

      She nodded. I grasped her perfect little tits, one in each hand, pinching her nipples. That got her eyes open.

      “Why don’t you want to watch me?” I asked.

      “Because”—the word escaped through gritted teeth—“it’s more intense when I don’t know what’s coming next.”

      Fuck. I wished she asked for a blindfold. We were both too on edge to add anything else into the game. I concentrated on her tits and the rise and fall of her stomach. I wanted to kiss her so fucking bad.

      I wanted her.

      But she was only mine for a little while longer, and I had to make it count.

      Her stomach was slick and shiny with oil, and the little strip of hair on her mound was soaked. She bucked off the bed when I touched it, her head thrown back, hair everywhere. It was almost impossible to go slow, to trace the top of her thighs, back and forth, moving in to her outer lips and finally her clit.

      Shannon sucked in a harsh breath, gripped the comforter, and rolled her hips with every move I made. I’d never understand how any man could keep from giving this woman exactly what she wanted. I could watch her move like this for the rest of my life.

      The gasps turned to cries, and Shannon was close. I slipped two fingers into her wet heat, and she gave me the same welcome she had with her mouth. Her inner muscles trapped me in place, pulsing around my fingers. Her hips jerked, and Shannon was losing what was left of her control. Her body curled off the bed, as she strung together words that didn’t make sense. For this moment, she belonged to me.

      She pulled the blanket over her and opened her eyes. I collapsed on the mattress next to her. “That’s it?” she asked.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” We just had crazy intense sex and she had the nerve to ask me if that was it.

      “You didn’t…” She nodded toward my aching erection. The tiny movement was enough to make my balls hitch. “We didn’t… You still have that.”

      “You didn’t ask me to.”

      “I thought it went without saying.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “I want you to fuck me, Zach.”

      She was breathy and spent, but I never heard sweeter words roll off a woman’s lips in my entire career. “Not tonight.” I couldn’t believe I said it. I had the restraint of a saint. Too bad there was no place for those in the place I was going. “Time’s up.”

      Shannon groaned. “You’re being ridiculous.” She sat up and shook her hair around her. “If that thing doesn’t get taken care of, I’ll have to drive you to the emergency room. Isn’t that what they say in the commercials? If you have one of those for more than four hours? And I’ll tell all the doctors and nurses why you have it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you wouldn’t fuck me.” Her expression darkened. I knew Shannon wasn’t cut out for this arrangement. She couldn’t separate sex from emotion.

      I shook my head. “I have it because you gave it to me.” It was nothing personal; I wanted to fuck her more than I wanted to breathe. And against my better judgement, I would. But she had to learn this lesson if she wanted to play in my world. “Next time.”

      “Why don’t we add it to my tab?” she asked as she sat up. “Three hours next session.”

      “I can’t do that.” For any other client, I would’ve padded the bill. But this woman was going to wear down my defenses, one request at a time.

      She frowned. “At least let me watch you take care of it.”

      “Deal.” That I could live with. “I’m gonna come in about a minute and a half, but don’t think that’s a regular thing.”

      “Oh yeah?” The smile was back, hotter than usual, with her hair wild and sticking to her damp cheeks. She rolled onto her stomach. “Then why this time?”

      “Because I was so fucking turned on, watching you. I love that you let go like that.”

      She nodded and darted out her pink tongue onto her bottom lip, but that was her only response. She settled in, her gaze squarely on my cock.

      I closed my eyes, wishing it was her hand doing the work. Imagining her lips and tongue moving down my shaft, or her pussy pulsing around it. She unraveled me, cracking my armor until it came crashing down into a pile of rubble.

      I came, hard and fast. I squeezed my eyes closed, wringing every bit of what Shannon had done to me out of my body. It landed in ribbons on my legs and on the sheets. Another reason not to do this at Shannon’s house, even if it was a place she didn’t consider her home.

      She ran her fingers along my thigh, wiping me clean, then brought them to her mouth. Then she fucking winked at me, as she sucked my cum off her fingers. “I needed a little motivation to complete the next part of the project.”

      I couldn’t breathe as she went back for seconds.

      I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.
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      I couldn’t believe Zach found a loophole around fucking me. I thought that was part of the deal. Like, no matter what we did, it included his cock inside me. I didn’t realize I ordered off the ala carte menu. He wanted to micromanage me? Oh, he was messing with the wrong woman.

      Episode Two: The Aftermath

      I had the most amazing sex of my life last night—

      No. That wasn’t true. We didn’t have actual intercourse. But I came harder than I ever had in three years with my ex. And the guys I’d been with before that were too inexperienced to know what they were doing. Zach was… Oh hell.

      I had the most amazing time last night. It was our first night together, and no, we didn’t have sex. You know, insert tab A into slot Me. Maybe that’s why was it so hot. It was the way he looked at me. Not like I was the only woman in the world—he’d never be able to sell that—but like I was the only one he wanted to be with. He made me want to wring pleasure from his fingertips. Taste decadence in his kiss. He made me want more.

      But when there’s no love lost in sex, it’s a game. One with very sophisticated rules, penalties, and sweet rewards. My escort is coy, and he’ll only do what I request of him.

      So next time, I’ll be ready for him. With a list.

      “You look like….” Leah grinned when I rambled into Claire’s house fifteen minutes late, coffee in hand, looking every bit the hot mess I felt like. Good thing she was amused, since she was using a box cutter. “Did you meet someone?”

      I attempted to smooth my hair. I’d gone to bed with it wet and tossed and turned all night, frustrated and refusing to fall asleep thinking about Zach. “No. What makes you think that?”

      She put down the box cutter and leaned against the couch. “Because you look like who did it and ran, and you can’t wipe the smile off your face. So, who did it and ran?”

      If she had any idea how painfully accurate her question was, she would be a little more careful with her wording. “Nobody.”

      “Bullshit.” The word came out singsong and ended in a laugh. She wrinkled her nose, like she was trying to figure out the riddle. “Please tell me it’s not Zach.”

      I would answer her, but I was too busy spitting out my coffee.

      “Oh my God. You’re sleeping with Zach.” Leah covered her face with her hand.

      I was so glad she was no longer holding a sharp object. “Not exactly. Don’t worry, it’s not like we’re dating or anything.”

      Every world out of my mouth sounded worse than the last.

      “I’m not judging you, but I will warn you that, if you think you can walk away from the arrangement at any time because he’s an escort, spoiler alert—it’s not that easy. Are you paying him?” Leah tipped her head, sizing me up.

      “No.” Which was a lie. “We’re trading services. I’m working on his website, and he’s working on my… Well, you know.” I was so not comfortable talking about this with my boss, even if it was Leah.

      She let out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a yelp. “First of all, good for you. And if you want to talk about it, I’ve lived that life before. But you need to talk to him, too. You need to make sure your expectations are in line with his.”

      Zach and his damned surveys and instructions and rules. Did he ever color outside the lines when he was a kid? I doubted it.

      “He’s very... specific. He won’t do anything I don’t tell him to, down to the detail.” Like fucking me. I had to cross my legs. My traitorous muscles wanted what they couldn’t have. “Did Jagger do that when you hired him?”

      “Our arrangement was different. I hired him to pretend to be my boyfriend,” she said. It was the complete opposite of what I did. “It’s possible Zach’s trying to protect himself.”

      I needed another sip of coffee. Possibly a transfusion. I’d forgotten this feeling—the morning after. Zach had massaged away the ache of the anticipation, but it was replaced with something else. Hunger. Not for food. To have a hint of that gorgeous body, the way his muscles tensed and strained while he brought himself to climax, and be powerless to do anything but watch. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      “From what?” I asked.

      Leah kicked my foot. “You. Don’t you realize the way he looks at you?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve never seen him look at anyone else.”

      “That’s my point. When you’re around, his attention is squarely on you.”

      She only saw us together one night. “Not so sure about that. The night of the party, all he wanted to do was talk to his potential clients.”

      “That might be why he was there in the first place, but he didn’t suffer, hanging out with the hostess. I kept an eye on you, because if you haven’t noticed, he and I don’t exactly get along. He’s into you.”

      It occurred to me that he could be agreeing to the arrangement simply to piss off Leah. She’d taken Jagger and the agency away from him, and Zach wanted to lay claim to her employee. My grandma always said the best revenge was living well. Which was why I worked so hard. But I wasn’t sure why Zach did.

      “Neither of us wants a relationship.” All my claims that I didn’t have time for dating, and I couldn’t get him out of my head.

      “Hearts don’t care about plans.” Leah wasn’t old enough to be my mom; I considered her more like a badass older sister. One I thought was fearless but admired more when she showed her vulnerable side.

      Leah showed me it was okay not to have all the answers and to fall flat on my face. She dusted herself off, shook out her hair, and got back in the saddle. Being here, working for her, was as risky as what I did with Zach. No matter where I looked, there wasn’t a safety net to be found.

      “Ladies, I love it! It’s better than I imagined.” Claire’s voice echoed through the room. I hadn’t heard her come in. Another veteran of the escort club, she came out of the arrangement unscathed. In fact, she was married to an adorable older man. I wondered if he knew what she liked to do in her free time. He had to, if she liked to entertain at the house.

      Leah pulled something secured with bubble wrap out of a box. “We’re not close to done yet. The furniture is mostly in. We’re waiting on a few odds and ends, but basically we’re unpacking your stuff and making this your home.”

      “It’s never looked so good.” Claire kissed Leah and left a coral tattoo on her cheek. She gave me one too. “What can I help you with, girls?”

      “Absolutely nothing. Leave the work to us.” Leah stiffened, but she couldn’t wipe the grin off her lipstick-stained face.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, expecting Leah’s stink-eye. “She has to live with what we do. It might be easier if everything goes in the right place the first time.”

      Leah bumped against me as she brought the empty box over to the door. “That’s why I keep you around. Because you’re always right.”

      I scooped in to pick up the next full box before Leah tried. She wasn’t having the easiest pregnancy, and she didn’t need any added stress.

      Claire came over, casting a glance to Leah. “We have to throw her a shower,” she whispered.

      “That’s right.”

      “When is she due? It’s not like she’s got anything from her daughter anymore.” She was in college.

      “April.” I didn’t have a chance to say anything else before Leah came back and leaned over the box to see what I’d unearthed. I had to change the subject. “Do you plan on doing a lot of entertaining here, Claire?”

      She laughed, holding her arms wide to the room. “Absolutely. I have to show off all your hard work. I’ll have the girls here the minute you two finish.”

      There was no easy way to ask if the girls were into escorts. “Zach might be in touch with you.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? I thought it was supposed to be the other way around.” She bit her lip and her gaze glazed over. “What are you doing, getting tangled up with Zach?”

      I choked on my coffee. Again. I’d been lost in a Zach-induced daydream. Specifically, his naked, tattooed body sprawled out on a ruined bed, desperate for release. “I’m helping him get his agency up and running.”

      Claire nodded. “What does he need me for? It’s been a while since we’ve spent any time together. I miss him.”

      “I was thinking the girls”—although they were mostly old enough to be my mother—“that you invite to the party might want to meet some of his new recruits.”

      She couldn’t hide her grin. “We haven’t had one of those parties in a long time. If these walls could talk, the two of you would be leaving here today with an education.”

      “So, what do you say?” I asked.

      Leah shot me a cautionary glare.

      Claire squeezed my hand. “I say Zach’s a big boy and can ask me himself. Tell him to call me.”
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      A check for three thousand dollars taunted me from my kitchen table. It was made out to Shannon Gallagher—a retainer for website development and marketing services. I’d pay her the rest when the work was complete.

      It was the best thing to do. Walk away from the arrangement. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was her back arching off the mattress, her tight nipples, and her skin glowing from the oil and the streetlight. The night played in my head like a soundtrack. All the little sounds she made when she liked something I did… Shannon was a very expressive lover.

      If I gave her the check, it was over. No more secret meetings with only the darkness as our blanket, in places that would erase any trace of the evidence as soon as we left. No more negotiations. No more watching her play with her hair. Shannon would be out of my life like she came into it.

      But fuck no. That wouldn’t happen either. I had to face her, no matter what, on Christmas Day at Jag’s wedding. I’d have nowhere to look but at her, as he exchanged vows with Leah. Practically alone on an island with Shannon on a day like that.

      Or I could admit I was falling for her.

      No matter what, I’d break her heart. I was an escort. It wasn’t my job; it was who I was. I didn’t know how to be in a relationship. Outside of the bedroom, I had no idea how to make her happy.

      The check could wait. I adopted Barry’s old habit of checking in on the clients a couple days after their appointment. Not everyone was good about aftercare, and it was especially important when there was no tomorrow. I checked with the guys, too. Same reason. Besides being a bookkeeper and a salesperson, I’d also become a therapist.

      My list of things to do was a mile long, with Shannon’s name at the bottom, but by no means the least important. More like I listed everything in the order I wanted to deal with it. First, I was meeting Brandon at the gym.

      Dude was ripped, and he was at work when I got there. Overachiever. I needed that to keep my ass in line. “Guess what? I signed you up for massage classes,” I said.

      He almost choked on his green drink, which would be adding insult to injury, since those things tasted like a mouthful of trampled grass. “When did that become part of the bargain?”

      “Since I was putting the new website together, to keep your ass busy. It says every escort is a licensed masseur. For that to be true, you need to learn your way around a woman’s body.”

      “No complaints, so far.” He picked up a dumbbell and went back to work.

      “Don’t knock it until you try it. It can be pretty intense. The whole escort thing is a lot deeper than sex. You’ve got to make connections.”

      “Yeah. I connect my dick to her pussy.” He laughed. “This whole connections thing would be great if we were a dating site, and not an escort agency. You said not to get attached.”

      “You get repeat clients.” I was fucking spit-balling, but it was true. “They become friends.”

      He put the weight down, and walked over to me, eyes narrowed, like something was crawling on me. “You met someone, didn’t you?”

      “What does this have to do with you becoming a licensed massage therapist?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” He took another sip of his nasty drink. “But your eyes glazed over when you started talking about things being deeper than sex. Whoever the lucky girl is, she’s in big trouble. You’ve got it bad.”

      “Fuck you, dude.” I adjusted my weights on the deadlift machine and put down my phone. It lit up as soon as I let go. I couldn’t afford to let a potential client wait for one minute, in case she got nervous and changed her mind.

      But it was Shannon. I’ve got the website finished. Waiting on new headshots. I may have mentioned it to Jagger.

      Oh shit. Not now, after Brandon accused me of having feelings for her. My heart did this weird thing it hadn’t done in a good ten or so years and skipped a beat. I told myself it was the excitement of seeing the website, that it would make my business legit, but that was complete bullshit.

      Yeah, I’d love to. But you should keep Jagger out of this.

      Why? Those old headshots are cheesy. Hang on. I’ll send you the preview link…

      Because I don’t want to share you with him was on the tips of my fingers, but I didn’t type it. I glanced at Brandon, who winked before he got back to work. This guy barely knew me, and he could read me like a book. Or I was that fucking obvious.

      My phone pinged with the email that linked to the site.

      The front page was fucking gorgeous—a medium gray background with a swirling, gothic pattern surrounding an old-fashioned looking lock. It kind of looked like a pussy. I expanded the image and realized it was a series of shadows, and there was a man embracing a woman—possibly kissing her, maybe more. To find out, I had to open the door.

      Brilliant.

      She used the lock as my logo, putting it next to THE COLLINS AGENCY at the top right corner of every page. It looked so good. Like, better than I imagined. Clean, simple, and to the point. Our clients were busy, sophisticated women, and the site gave them everything they needed.

      No way could we use those old headshots. Damnit, Shannon.

      I love it, I texted back.

      Really? No constructive criticism?

      Only if you can explain to me how to improve perfection.

      I have some ideas. There was that damn smiley face.

      Oh yeah? Let’s hear them. I sat on the bench, staring at my phone like it was a living, breathing thing.

      You need to get a key at the desk this time. Shit. I thought she was talking about the website. I glanced at Brandon, who smirked like he had a pretty good idea what was happening on my phone. Problem was he did. Women didn’t catch me off guard often, and I had no practice dealing with it.

      I’ll be waiting for you naked. The woman had no mercy. I shifted on the bench. If she kept going where I thought she was going to go, I’d be rock hard and there would be no way to hide it in my shorts.

      I reached for the dumbbell, but changed my mind when the next message came in.

      By the window.

      Wouldn’t do either of us any good if I dropped fifty pounds of dead weight on my dick.

      Shannon, I can’t do this now.

      Of course not. You asked me for my ideas, and I have a lot of them.

      I’d look like a giant asshole if I offered her the money. That check would be confetti as soon as I got home. It was the only sane solution, but sanity was never my strong point, and Shannon planned on making me pay for every last one of my sins. An eye for an eye.

      I thought it was about work. That didn’t sound so bad. I’m at the gym with one of the guys.

      Oh yeah? If I requested two of you, would that cost double?

      Brandon shook his head, fucking laughing at me when I glared at him.

      Like hell I’d share her. A sleeping, snarling beast inside me woke at the thought of another man laying a finger on that perfect body. The clients often requested different escorts before settling on a favorite—if they ever did—and it never bothered me before. I liked it, because it made us all friends. There was no competition in Barry’s agency, and there would be none in mine, either.

      That wasn’t part of the deal, I answered.

      Good. Because you’re the only one who will satisfy my requirements. She was a fucking vixen when she had the protection of hiding behind the screen. I wondered what she was doing while she texted. If she was at work, if she’d gone for a walk on the boardwalk, trying to catch her ponytail as it whipped in the ocean breeze, or if she was by herself in that lonely rented room.

      No hotel this time. I’ll come to your house, I wrote. I wanted her. All of her. The things she didn’t let anyone else see.

      She didn’t answer right away. I thought you said that wasn’t a good idea.

      None of this is a good idea.

      The dots appeared and disappeared. Fuck. I said the wrong thing. Just when I convinced myself I was all in, I scared her away. Or we can stay at the hotel, I added.

      You can come to my house. It’s not really my house, though. She kept saying that.

      Whatever makes you most comfortable.

      Yeah, I like that idea. Another smiley face. I didn’t hate them so much anymore, because they made me picture her smiling, those hazel eyes lighting up at the thought of the debauchery she cooked up. The desires she was only brave enough to explore with me. Another text arrived. I need to tell you the rest before I lose my nerve.

      I might have to go into the locker room, depending on what happened next. Never be afraid to tell me what you want. You’re safe with me, I sent.

      The next emoji was a heart. Fuck.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Brandon.

      That’s why I like this arrangement so much. 😊 My ex had a company phone, and he said he’d get fired if I sent him dirty messages. He always chose his job over me.

      Stupidest motherfucker alive. The gym rush was over. Only the muscle heads were here at this time of day, and they were out on the floor. I had the shower area to myself. I shut the curtain behind me and pulled my dick out of my shorts. I didn’t bother turning the water on. My grunts would mix in with the ones from the floor.

      Tell me what you want me to do to you, Shannon. I tortured myself. I wouldn’t touch my dick until she answered me. I leaned against the wall and concentrated on breathing.

      My unit overlooks the courtyard. I’ll leave the door unlocked for you, but I’ll know when you arrive, because I’ll be waiting for you by the window.

      Shannon, naked, and exposed to anyone who could be passing by. I gripped my cock so hard I bruised it. It took me forever to answer her one-handed and not sound like a Neanderthal with all the typos. Are you on the first floor?

      She was being reckless, and I’d give her this fantasy on a silver platter, but I meant it when I said I’d keep her safe. There was being daring, and then there was being reckless.

      I’m on the second floor. It will be dark in the room so no one can see in.

      This was a little better. The idea turned me on so much I couldn’t tell her not to do it. I don’t want anyone to be able to see you.

      I had to back off. Shannon was paying for a service. She didn’t belong to me.

      I don’t think they’ll be able to. But they’ll be able to hear us.

      She was going to make me come and she wasn’t even here.

      What do I do when I get there? I asked.

      I worried when the dots didn’t appear right away—that she doubted herself, or talked herself out of it. That she didn’t want me. I could fuck her until she couldn’t stand the next day, but I had no idea how to get naked and give myself to her. Date her. I didn’t want to go through the motions with her and follow my script. She didn’t have many fragile pieces, but I wanted to hold the ones she did have in my hands and make them stronger.

      Keep your clothes on. Drop to your knees and crawl over to me.

      I swallowed hard when my balls hitched up. I pictured myself crawling to her aching, naked body. She’d fidget with anticipation as I moved closer, arching her back, her hips jutting as she offered herself to me. She’d have her hair down, like a shield. She’d tease me with it, hiding behind it until she threw it back over her shoulders and bared all. Until she did, I’d be dying for a hint of the curve of her tits or the line of hair that led me to her cleft.

      I dropped my head back against the shower stall and pumped my cock hard, wishing it was her soft hand instead of mine. I didn’t let her touch me last time, and she hadn’t finished giving me my next assignment. I knew what I wanted her to do to me. But I had to wait for her to ask.

      Fuck.

      You’ll part my legs, and I want you to use only your tongue to make me come.

      Cum splattered against the wall, on my thigh, and on my shorts. And she wasn’t here to scoop it up with her finger and put it on that sweet tongue. I closed my eyes as my body floated back to earth. I didn’t expect this to get easier just because I had release.

      Am I allowed to talk to you? I sent.

      The answer didn’t come right away, and I gave her ammunition she didn’t need. Damn it. No. That’s why I’m giving you instructions now.

      Kiss you?

      Only after you bring me to climax. I want to taste myself on your lips.

      “Hey, Zach. You in here?” Brandon’s deep voice bellowed through the locker room.

      “Yeah.”

      “You okay?” he asked.

      If he ripped the curtain back and found me with my limp dick in my hand, covered in my own cum, I’d die. “Yeah. Gonna take a shower. Not working out today.” Like I didn’t come to the gym to lift.

      “Okay.” He broke it into two words. “Sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m good, man. Thanks for checking. I’ll catch you later.” Now go away.

      Brandon didn’t seem to be the type of guy who’d leave me like that. I’d actually have to take a shower now. Thank God I had a change of clothes in my bag.

      My phone vibrated in my hand the entire time he was checking on me. I didn’t look at the messages until I was sure he was gone or far enough away that I had some privacy.

      Then when I can’t taste myself on your lips anymore, I’ll take your clothes off.

      Make sure you wear a button-down shirt.

      Tuck it in and wear a belt, please.

      Yes, ma’am. It took me three tries to get ma’am right.

      Ma’am is my grandma. Emoji that looked like it was puking. Ha. I like it when you say my name.

      Anything you want, Shannon. She had no idea how much I meant it.

      The emojis changed to smiley faces. Then it will be my turn to back you against the wall. I want your cock this time, Zach.

      I liked it when she said my name, too. It’s all yours.

      Fuck. I wished I could take that back. It was too much, too soon, and not the least bit professional.

      All I’ve been able to think about was how bad I wanted you to put it inside me, and you didn’t.

      It wasn’t part of the original agreement.

      I won’t make that mistake twice. First you’ll fuck my mouth. And then you’ll have to work yourself up to fuck me again.

      She’d stripped me down. Left me vulnerable. I wanted to tell her I was doing that very thing right now. That it was like she was here, whispering the words in my ear. All that was missing was her. Her body. The heat that rolled off her when she was bare and anticipating my next move.

      On the bed or against the wall?

      Against the wall. And when we’re done, I’ll watch you get dressed and go.

      My hands shook with the aftershocks of my last orgasm and the anticipation of the next one. I wouldn’t make it out of this stall before that happened. Do I get to talk to you at all when this happens?

      No.

      She’d ensured the most important thing—she’d leave me needing more. Shannon knew how to create a repeat customer.

      When is this gonna happen?

      I’m free tonight if you are.

      I’d be there. It didn’t matter what I had planned. It didn’t fucking matter. Anything you want, Shannon.
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      Episode Three: My List of Things to Do

      I would never have the balls to do it in front of him. He wouldn’t miss the tremble in my voice, and he’d know how scared I am. Being scared can be a good thing. In this case, it means I’m growing.

      “I’ll keep you safe,” he said. And I believed him. Even if this is an act, that was real.

      He said to ask for what I wanted. And tonight, I’ll see how well my escort can follow directions.

      And if I can keep this strictly business, when he kneels in front of my naked body and looks up from between my legs for approval. Wish me luck.

      The courtyard was busier than usual tonight. Only the tops of people’s heads were visible from where I stood, naked, against the wall. My body trembled. As much as my pseudo-exhibitionism was a massive turn-on, I didn’t really want to expose myself.

      I jumped when someone knocked at the door.

      “Shannon?” I recognized the muffled voice. “It’s Zach.”

      I told him it would be unlocked. “Come in.”

      He broke the first rule; he wasn’t supposed to talk. The door opened and closed, but at this angle, I couldn’t see him. Anticipation numbed my body, and I pressed my fingers against the wall to stay on my feet. I couldn’t trust my knees to hold me.

      “Shannon?” he said again.

      “I’m in the bedroom.” My voice cracked on the last word.

      He appeared in the doorway and leaned against the frame. “It scared me when I didn’t see you.”

      “I told you I’d be in here.” I swallowed hard. “And that the door would be unlocked.”

      “I know.” The vulnerability in his voice made me the most dressed person in the room. Our gazes locked, and even in the shadows, I didn’t miss the naked desire on his face. Leah was right, Zach didn’t only worry about me when he didn’t see me right away, but he also worried about himself. He couldn’t hide it. We were in the danger zone, a place I didn’t expect to enter. A place with consequences I wasn’t prepared to pay. And apparently, neither was he.

      “You’re not following instructions, Zach.” We had to play this game. The one that had clearly defined rules. An agreement. And an exit strategy. Zach was playing dirty. The worst part was I wasn’t sure I wanted him to stop.

      “What are you going to do about it, Shannon? Will you punish me?”

      “Maybe.” It was hard to think with my arousal dampening the top of my thighs. “I’ll decide when you come over here and do the first part of what I asked you to do.”

      “What was that?” He slung his arms low across his belly.

      “You weren’t supposed to talk.” They weren’t hard instructions.

      His grin was a wicked flash of lightning in the night. “I know.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to answer before he sunk to his knees. But there was nothing submissive about it. He crawled over to me, his muscles moving under his shirt like they belonged to a predator stalking his prey—hiding in the shadows and boldly moving into the light when it was time to strike.

      His fingertips charred the inside of my thigh. “Relax.”

      “Please, stop talking.” My words were strained, and I was losing control of the situation. Losing the strength to keep this purely sexual, and walk away from him when we’d satisfied the debt. The more he said, the more I wanted. He upped the ante, and we hadn’t renegotiated these terms. I didn’t want this.

      I needed it with every breath I took.

      “I’m trying,” he said. “But I came in here and found you waiting for me naked, and all my rules went out the window. And unfortunately, yours went with them.”

      My heart pounded against my ribcage. I didn’t expect him to say that. Tonight, Zach was in the driver’s seat, no matter what he’d told me about rules and instructions. It scared me as much as excited me. I swallowed hard, considering backing out of the arrangement. But I wanted to see what he’d do when given the chance.

      “I know why I’m here, Shannon. You asked me to fulfill some fantasy, and you’re pissed that I’m not doing what you asked me to. But I can’t pretend this is nothing anymore. That you’re a client. That I’m prepared for this to be the one and only time I ever get to fuck you. This will be the first of many times I fuck you, and not because I owe you something. I don’t want to do that anymore. At least, not with you.” He punctuated it by running his tongue the length of my thigh. For all the filthy things he promised, Zach loved using his mouth on me. “Give me a chance. I won’t let you down.”

      I closed my eyes. He was on his knees, a strip of light from outside shining on his face. He was beautiful, powerful, and if I wanted him, mine. But this was more than I asked for. The idea of a series of no-holds-barred sexual trysts appealed to me on many levels. I did like Zach. I more than liked him—I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I worried that exploring the emotional connection could destroy the potential of what we could have physically.

      “That wasn’t the agreement.” I could barely get the words out.

      “Fuck the agreement. Please. What are you afraid of, Shannon?” He parted my trembling thighs, fingers inching upward.

      “You.”

      His hand stopped just above my knee. “Why?”

      “Because I came here so I could concentrate on myself. I’ve spent my life trying to please other people—my ex, my grandma, my mother.” I squeezed my eyes closed again. I didn’t want to think about her. “And you know how I am. I get so wrapped up in other people’s business, I forget about me. This is my chance. I’m not ready for more than sex.”

      He gazed up at me, there were so many roadblocks that could distract him, but he looked right into my eyes. And beyond that, to the things I didn’t want him to see. As a reward or a punishment, he gave the same in return. Zach the escort disappeared. That man didn’t exist to me. I had a feeling he’d spent too long pleasing other people, too. That he’d shut himself down, like I did, and tried to find his happiness in helping others. He needed to be more than just an escort—bought and paid for—to someone. I wasn’t sure that I was that person.

      I didn’t want to walk away from him. To have this be the last time we were together. But it wasn’t an arrangement or an appointment anymore. That was what scared me.

      “I’ll keep you safe. That wasn’t some bullshit line. There’s a lot of things I can’t do for you”—was he aware his wall had come crashing down, or was he horrified mine was nothing more than rubble?—“but it’s a promise I won’t break. Let’s not define this. Come with me and see where it goes.”

      “I like that idea.”

      “Good, because I do, too. I don’t know how to be in a relationship, and your last one didn’t work. Don’t worry about rules. Do what makes you feel good.”

      He trailed his fingers along my outer lips. That wasn’t part of the original plan, either, but I had no complaints as he sank his glistening fingers into his mouth and closed his eyes, sucking my arousal off them like I did to him the last time we were together. I gripped the top of his head, steadying myself as he spread me wider. His moan vibrated through my body on contact. Zach didn’t waste more time teasing me. He took my clit into his mouth and sucked hard, chuckling against my skin when I cried out.

      I should have known he’d beat me at my own game. He knew what I wanted even when I didn’t.

      It was an expert-level move, and Zach showed me no mercy—he moved his tongue deftly over the sensitive nub, the circles complimenting my ragged breaths.

      A hard pull with his lips sent me sailing over the edge. I cried out as the first wave of my orgasm rolled through my body like thunder on a hot summer night. Zach pressed my hips against the wall, holding my body steady, doing what I couldn’t, as he wrung every last drop of pleasure from me. I lost control of my senses.

      “Stay with me, Shannon.” My name sounded fuzzy on his lips. “I’m not close to done with you yet.”

      Zach pried my hand away from his head. That was going to leave a mark. Ha. He’d have a hell of a time explaining those to polite company. He slipped his fingers between mine, squeezing my hand, and then did the same with the other. He rose to his feet, a fluid motion that made him look like he was floating. A fallen angel who stopped looking for his halo long ago. He didn’t need that light to shine; it came from deep inside. That place he didn’t mean for me to see.

      He crashed his mouth against mine, denim and cotton rough against my trembling body as he pulled me into him. I recognized the flavor of my arousal, but it tasted different when delivered from his lips. Sweeter. I took it all back, my tongue the only muscle in my body I still had control of.

      We separated with a gasp. Zach’s leg scraped the inside of my thighs, and he gripped my shoulders. He rested his forehead against mine, like he wanted to go in for another kiss, but he held himself back. Barely.

      He wore a button-down shirt, tucked into his jeans. So he was capable of following instructions. I fumbled with the buttons, cursing my plans and good idea, believing I could control the situation. Or wanting to. I tugged the shirt away from his jeans and ran my hand along the rippled plain of tattooed muscle. He shuddered.

      Good lord. That I had any effect on this man, who’d been with… I didn’t want to think how many woman, many of them more worldly and desirable than me. And my touch made him come undone.

      The shirt fell to the floor. I had as much trouble getting rid of the belt. It snapped against my fingers as I tugged it free. It seemed like a waste to drop the leather strap to the floor—also not part of the plan, but I didn’t care that much anymore. Words would fail me, and I was already in over my head. Tonight was so much more than I bargained for.

      His cock was hard and waiting for me when I pushed the jeans down his thighs. I sunk to my knees to finish the job, and he kicked the fabric away when I finally got it down to his ankles. The tip glistened in the light that shone from the window.

      “I’ve been thinking about you doing this since the last time we were together.” He tipped his head back, and all I could see was his parted lips.

      I gripped his shaft. “Tell me about it.”

      Zach trembled under my touch. He looked down at me and any doubts I had about him thinking of this as more than a client-escort relationship disappeared. He wasn’t going through the motions; his body was reacting to me.

      “Last time, you sucked my cum off your fingers.” He shuddered. “And I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to have you wrap those sweet lips around my cock. If you’d use your tongue the same way you do when you kiss me. How deep you could take me…”

      I waited for more after his words trailed off, but he didn’t say anything else. “I’m not an expert or anything, but I’ve been told I know my way around a dick.”

      He laughed. Not at me, with me. I needed it, because the night had taken a serious turn and it was scaring the hell out of me.

      “I can’t wait to see what you do to me.”

      He groaned when I took him in my mouth. My plan had been to take him with the same ferocity he took me, to suck him hard and fast and bring his climax crashing down over me. But as with everything else in Zach’s world, I should have known better than to make plans. I hadn’t recovered from my orgasm. It was possible I never would. I’d never be the same woman who bared herself, waiting for him in this room. I gripped his shaft and slid my hand along it as I swirled my tongue around the tip.

      Zach fell forward and steadied himself with his hands against the wall. His balls hitched, and his cock swelled, as hot cum streamed into my mouth.

      He sunk to his knees, and once again we were eye to eye. With a tug of my hair, he regained control. He kissed me, long, slow, and deep. It was different from the last one; there was nothing masking the taste of his desire.

      I pulled away.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, brushing my damp hair out of my eyes.

      “You weren’t supposed to come yet.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not Superman.”

      “But you haven’t…” I was so frustrated I wanted to scream. I could sink my teeth into his shoulder to muffle the sound, but that was something else we hadn’t talked about. I hated this. I didn’t know how to get what I wanted. And it was so simple. But I would not beg him to fuck me, and if I tried to say anything, those would be the only words to possibly come out of my mouth.

      “Shannon, I want to fuck you more than I want to breathe,” he said. “I’ve got nothing but time. Give me a minute, and I’ll give you every single thing you want.”

      I nodded, refusing to meet his gaze.

      But Zach wasn’t going to accept that as an answer. He cupped my chin in his hand. “You know what your problem is?”

      I wrestled free. “I don’t want to talk about my problems right now.”

      “Sorry. That came out wrong. I’ve got blow job brain.” He was grinning when I slid my gaze back to him. His expression softened, and he ran his finger over my swollen lips. “But that’s what I mean. You think too much. Don’t.”

      Easier said than done. The moment was slipping away from us, and if we didn’t catch it, we could never get it back.

      He brushed my cheek and pulled my hair over my shoulder. His lips were hot against my skin. “Why are you in such a hurry?”

      “I’m not in a hurry. But if I don’t get your cock inside me—again—I’ll lose my mind.” I grabbed a handful of his hair before I let him get down to business. His eyes were on fire. He liked that a lot. I wondered how often people asked Zach what he wanted. “Remember you said we should see where this takes us? Let’s do that.”

      He guided me to the floor, his body covering mine in shadows only. He didn’t do anything right away, drinking me in with his hungry eyes. My body tensed and pulsed, yet he touched me with nothing but his gaze. That was a lie. He was willing to give me so much more than I asked for—adoration, protection, and more importantly, his soul. All he asked for in return was a chance. I could do that.

      Zach bit his lip, but I wouldn’t tell him what to do. Not anymore. He drew a lazy line across my collarbone, his finger rising with every breath I took. My skin was so sensitized, I expected it to split open when he pressed his fingernail against it, circled my breast, and slid back and forth over my strained nipple. All his attention was focused on that spot as he repeated the motion, fascinated like he’d never seen it before. Which was partly true.

      Every kiss told me something more about him. This one was much softer, as his body melted against mine. Nothing was rough anymore. He cupped my breast.

      My heart pounded underneath, desperate to meet his touch. He drew away from me, wordlessly considering my face. I nodded.

      He climbed on top of me, straddling my body. His thick arms tensed as they sunk down, and his hair tickled my cheek as his lips met my shoulder. Quick kisses followed the journey he made with his fingers minutes before, but that didn’t make it any less exciting. His lips danced on my skin like tiny surges of electricity lighting up the night. My head rolled back when he took my nipple in his mouth. He nudged my legs, and I parted them, lifting my head to see how he managed to be everywhere. He hovered over my body, anchored by one arm and his toes. Damn. I wanted to see what else his body was capable of. It occurred to me to pull him crashing down on top of me, but I was frozen, captivated by his every move. I’d be a fool to break the spell.

      He moved his fingers easily along my slick folds. I was ready for him again, and as the hot tip of his erection bumped against my thigh, I knew he was, too. He grasped my hip, slipping his fingers against my skin, but I knew what he wanted. I wrapped my leg around his hips and my arms around his neck, terrified I’d ruin the balance of… us.

      Zach fell to his knees, and in the tangle of our limbs, he reached for his cock and rubbed it against my slit.

      I moaned. It wasn’t meant to come out like that, but I had no more words. He’d run me through the gambit of emotions, and I questioned everything I believed—about him, about me, about our arrangement.

      I finally did as he asked when he pushed the tip inside me. I stopped thinking.

      Inch by inch, he stretched me. We’d finished the game, but it wasn’t over. Slow, steady strokes lulled me into the calm before the storm that was off the horizon. And he wouldn’t stop kissing me, which was the hottest part of the whole thing—he was either incapable or unwilling to tear himself away.

      I curled my fingernails into his shoulders, breaking through the skin. He whipped his head back, and his body tensed under my grip. Shit. I did something he didn’t like, but it wasn’t on purpose. I was lost in the heat of the moment, he had to understand. My fingers were bloody as I drew them away from his shoulders.

      He caught them in his grasp and pulled me off the floor. Desire and pure need danced in his eyes like a heartbeat. I stayed frozen with him still inside me. He belonged there.

      My inner walls went haywire around him. He drew back, the rhythm changed, and he lost all control. He fell on top of me, his thrusts erratic and his mouth everywhere, nipping, biting, and catching whatever he could. We lay panting and exploring each other’s bodies.

      The night sky had brightened when Zach rolled back to his knees and got dressed. He left without saying a word. Like I’d asked. Only problem was I didn’t want that anymore.
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      Shannon wrecked me. I’d played this game so many times before, and I laughed at clients who thought they could top me from the bottom. Try to control me while they submitted. Never in the heat of the moment—I wasn’t that much of an asshole. But an asshole I was, and I never let them win.

      There was no letting with Shannon. She owned me.

      And I didn’t know what to do about it. I owned a business built on never letting a woman like her in. And I needed her or I’d fail. In my business or personal life, that wasn’t clear anymore. I was so, so very fucked, and I loved every second of it. Last night, I renegotiated the terms of the deal, and it scared the hell out of me. I never let myself want this before.

      After I left her apartment, I sat on my motorcycle, staring up at her window and talking myself out of going back. I stayed until the sun rose. Only thing that kept me away was that I’d locked the door when I left. I couldn’t breathe when her silhouette appeared in the window, but she didn’t see me and disappeared way too soon.

      She didn’t want a relationship. But things had changed. She didn’t want to define the new situation, but I needed to know that we were on the same page. I had to tell her how I felt. I couldn’t walk away from her one more night.

      Jag wasn’t in the habit of answering my texts since he met Leah. Yeah, it was my fault, but it stung, and I didn’t go away that easily. He didn’t go to the gym at the same time I did anymore, now that he owned the gallery—that came first. I used to be able to catch him there, but since he hired employees, he took every chance he could to go get new material. Especially with this museum exhibit happening.

      I was proud of him, and I needed his help. He’d stood in the same spot I was in now, and he made it work. Not how he expected it to, but damn, he was happy. He wasn’t the same guy who’d been my partner in crime for years, but he knew me better than anyone else. I loved that guy, and if he hadn’t gone through all that shit, he wouldn’t be where he was now.

      “What’s up?” Holy shit, he answered the phone.

      “Hey. I was wondering if you wanted to take the bikes out? Maybe get a beer someplace? I’d take a ride down to the Keys with you, if you needed to do any wedding stuff.”

      “Everything’s pretty much settled for the wedding, but a ride sounds good.”

      Stunned he said yes, I didn’t answer right away. Jagger and I had a lot to talk about, too, and I wasn’t good at it. I was a fool to blame Shannon for causing this situation. I was a fool—period. Better late than never that I realized it.

      “Zach? You there, man?”

      “Yeah. I’m open, and you choose where we go. Drinks are on me.”

      Jagger laughed. We got along so well over the years because we were good at not talking. “Everything okay?”

      “Things are great.” Never been better. “How about tomorrow?”

      “If you’re free now, I’ve got Claudia at the gallery this afternoon. Rest of the week might be tricky.”

      “Sounds good. See you soon.”

      I pounded coffee and took a long, hot shower to bring myself back to human. There was no need to hide my problems from Jagger, especially when I wanted his help fixing it. I did it to convince myself I was the same guy who walked into Shannon’s apartment last night. Not some lovestruck asshole afraid to tell a woman how he felt.

      We didn’t say much when we met up in front of the gallery. I waved to Claudia before I put my helmet on. Shannon and I only talked about my business, so I had no idea what she and Leah were working on. Leah’s office was in the gallery, and I was flirting with danger. I wasn’t ready to see Shannon again.

      Didn’t matter what time of year it was, the ride to Key Biscayne stayed the same. Nothing but open road and ocean. This was what I needed to clear my head. Jag and I used to come down here a lot when we needed a change of scenery and a little trouble close to home. Funny that we chose it as our destination today. Our favorite bar on the beach wasn’t crowded this time of year.

      “What’s going on?” Jagger narrowed his eyes, sizing me up, after we ordered our drinks. “It doesn’t have to do with the wedding, does it? Don’t tell me you’re blowing me off. I need you to stand up for me, no matter what you think of Leah. You’ve got to be there.”

      I wasn’t expecting that. “That’s not it. I wouldn’t fucking miss the wedding.” I took a sip of my beer as soon as it arrived. “And I’m over the Leah thing.”

      Jag raised his eyebrows at me over his glass. “Good. Because you’re stuck with each other.” He set the glass on the table and pushed it back and forth between his hands. He smiled, and I lost him for a minute. He squinted when he looked up at me. “Then tell me why you look like hell.”

      “Shannon and I—”

      “I heard,” Jag said. “Leah told me.”

      I wanted to slap that sly smirk off his face. Fucking Leah. “Did she tell you anything today?”

      “No. Why? Did something happen?”

      “Shannon and I are trading services.” It was possible to shock Jagger. Didn’t matter how many women he fucked in his past life. He leaned back in his chair and dragged his hand through his long hair. He opened his mouth a couple times, but instead of giving me shit, he shook his head and chuckled.

      “I never thought it was a good idea, and I’ve been doing my best to treat her like any other client, giving her what she wants. Obviously, she’s got an itch to scratch. My intention was to give her some insane sex so she could get it out of her system, and move on. She’s got amazing ideas for how to get the business off the ground, and I considered it a fair trade.”

      Jag scoffed, and he didn’t have to add the you’re such an asshole that usually followed that expression.

      “The last couple times, it’s gone somewhere I don’t think either of us intended for it to go. Really fucking intense. There’s a connection…” I trailed off, and Jag’s expression changed. He was like me, and if I’d been stupid enough to treat her like shit, he would’ve held my head under the tide until I stopped struggling. “I don’t know what to do about it,” I said.

      “The first step is admitting you have a problem.” He grinned and took a sip of his beer. He had to be loving this giant I told you so, motherfucker, after I’d given him a heap of shit. “What do you want to do about it?”

      Good question. I took my time coming up with an answer. “I told her that she wasn’t a client to me.” Every time I closed my eyes since I left, all I saw was her—the silhouette of her curves writhing under my touch, her mouth parting soundlessly, and the bite of her fingernails against my skin. My shoulders still stung. It was all I had left of her, and I’d rip myself open again and again to hold onto it.

      “But…?” Jag asked.

      I wasn’t sure if it was something that only happened in my head, or if Shannon and I went to the same place together. “Since we’ve gone beyond the original agreement, it’s not fair to keep seeing her under the guise that it’s only business.”

      “What does she want to do? Have you talked to her?”

      “Kind of. That’s the problem. I want to fucking spill my guts to her, and she keeps telling me to stop talking.” Out loud, it sounded miserable. “But it’s not like that. She had this scenario that she wanted me to come in, fuck her, and leave. Which I thought was smoking hot, but I couldn’t do it. She got pissed, and I told her I couldn’t keep playing the game. And she said she didn’t want a relationship. She wanted to work on herself.”

      He ran his hand through his hair again—the universal Jag symbol for thinking about his answer. “We know Shannon in very different capacities. She’s really, really eager to please. She’s at the beginning of her career, and she’s hungry for a chance. But she has a hard time with people telling her what to do. I saw it when she was working for Great Start, after Leah left. She was miserable. Leah gives her a long rope, and Shannon thrives. She wants to prove herself.”

      “She touched on that. And it sounds like her ex liked to tell her what to do.” I understood why she wouldn’t want to jump into another relationship. That guy was a fool, to have a woman like that by his side and snuff her flame. His loss was my gain. Or so I hoped.

      Jag shrugged. “She never talks about him. Even when she stayed with us for a couple days, sick from getting roofied. All she talked about was the business—whether it was the TV show or the design company.”

      “So, Shannon doesn’t like to fail.” Falling for me was failing. She was trying to prove herself as someone who could handle responsibility and success. Though Leah gave her freedom, Shannon relied on her. “How do I make her think changing the rules is her idea?”

      “Do you know if she wants to?” Jag asked. “Leah had a hard time when I was still escorting. But fuck, we barely knew each other. I couldn’t leave the only job I ever had because I had a couple great dates with an amazing woman. What was I going to do? My choice was easy in the end. You own the agency now. A lot of people depend on you to stay in the business.”

      “I know. I can keep giving the clients to the other guys, and not go out on assignments myself. But if one of us thinks it’s a relationship and the other one doesn’t, it won’t work. We have to be on the same page.” Though this talk left me with more questions than answers, I had a better idea of what kind of woman I was dealing with. Now I wanted to give her more than she asked for. Failure wasn’t an option for either of us.

      “I know you’re trying to rebuild what you had before, but did it make you happy?” Jag asked, nodding when I gaped at him. “Don’t be so afraid to change.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            16

          

          
            Shannon

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated taking advantage of Leah’s kindness but there was no way I was making it into work by nine in the morning. Not when I tossed and turned until I texted to tell her I needed more time. Wishing I begged Zach to stay.

      I made so many mistakes last night. I told Zach I wasn’t looking for a relationship, which was true. But I wanted him. I didn’t know how to define it. I wished I could crawl inside the cocoon he kept his heart in and watch it transform. On paper, Zach was everything I wanted. Caring, sexy, and smart. Protective but not smothering. Drop-dead gorgeous, and by far the most experienced lover I ever had the privilege of taking to my bed—not that we’d made it to my bed yet. It was possible for someone to be good at something and not like it, yet Zach loved sex on every level. The physical act and the mental game.

      But I wasn’t sure if he knew how to love. And since I hadn’t done such a good job in that department, either, I didn’t know if I’d be the best teacher. All I knew was I had a lot of love to give. Love that hadn’t been wanted. Our broken pieces could fit together perfectly, or we could ruin ourselves for any poor unfortunate soul who dared step into our web in the future.

      The bottom line was I wasn’t sure I was ready to try again.

      There wasn’t enough coffee in the world for this morning, but if I wanted to play in Zach’s sandbox, I had to learn to suck it up. I squinted at my email while I waited for my little pot of coffee to brew.

      There was an email from Insight magazine, re: The Escort Lessons. I couldn’t be reading it right.

      Dear Ms. Gallagher,

      Thank you for submitting The Escort Lessons to our True Confessions blog. We’re intrigued by the concept, and we’d like to offer you a contract for one year of blog posts based on your original idea.

      The email went on to discuss terms, including complete anonymity—considering the sensitive subject matter—and payment was enough to keep Grandma warm and fed well beyond the harsh Michigan winter.

      Accepting the offer should have been automatic. And it would have been, when Zach was a client. If he found out about a silly little blog, he’d never trace it back to me. But now it felt too raw. Too private. What did I send them next? Episode Four: In Which I Fall for the Escort? It would get hits and advertising dollars, that was for sure. But this was veering into a place much more personal than professional. The intent of the blog was to show that, as a strong, independent woman, I could separate sex from a relationship, and I didn’t know if that was true anymore.

      Zach and I had no relationship. Only sex. Because that was what I asked for.

      I clicked out of the email and dragged my ass to work. I couldn’t lose my job as I pondered whether or not to take on a side hustle.

      Leah had entered the stage of pregnancy where she glowed all the time. She insisted it was sweat. No matter what it was, she always had the attitude that if someone wanted something hard enough, they could make it happen. I usually basked in it, but today it made me feel like more of a slug.

      “Sure you’re up to this?” she asked when she got a good look at me.

      Makeup had been out of the question. I’d knotted my hair on top of my head, and threw on the first clothes I saw on the floor. Nobody was here but Claire and some contractors. They’d only be impressed with what I did, not my fashion sense.

      “Yup. Bring it on.” I went right for Claire’s coffee maker. It made much fancier coffee than my glorified hotel room pot, and some day, I’d have one of these for my own. I wasn’t sure if I loved or hated that I pictured Zach making coffee in my imaginary kitchen. Bonus points that he was naked. It added to the unattainability of the fantasy. “What are you working on?”

      “Wedding stuff. The guys were using chemicals, so I didn’t venture in there. I’m basically supervising today.” She clicked at her laptop keyboard. “I booked you and Zach separate hotel rooms. I wasn’t sure what to do. You haven’t said anything else about Zach… Or maybe you have, and I’ve been so wrapped up in this wedding crap, and I’m the horrible friend who’s got no idea what’s going on around her.” She wiggled her eyebrows, giving me a chance to dish.

      My coffee wasn’t ready yet, and neither was I.

      “I can change it if you want,” she added.

      “Keep it as is.” If nothing else, I could expect the unexpected from Zach. There was no way to tell what a Christmas day wedding would add to the mix. Having a safe haven I could retreat to was a good idea.

      “Okay. When I hired Jagger for the reunion, I booked us separate rooms at the hotel. Mind you, we barely spent any time apart, but it was nice to have the option.”

      I poured my coffee and sat in the chair beside her. “Things got a little weird last night.”

      “Did he hurt you?” Leah gripped the edge of the table, and from the look on her face, I wouldn’t be surprised if she flipped it.

      “No,” I said quickly. “Not at all. I… don’t really know how to describe what happened.”

      It was surreal, floating around in my head like a dream. Both of us raw and exposed, letting the night take us wherever it led. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he left, just as I asked him to. I thought I’d be satisfied, but I wanted more.

      She put her hand on top of mine. “The two of you have a connection. The longer you fight it, the more miserable you’ll make yourself. I’ve lived this life before. You were there. I know Zach isn’t Jagger, but he’s Jagger’s best friend, which means a lot. Jagger doesn’t let people in very easily. So, while I don’t really know Zach and we’re never joining each other’s fan clubs, I would really love to see the both of you happy. Bonus points if it’s together.”
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        * * *

      

      Leah’s question had been about so much more than hotel rooms, and it didn’t distract me from thinking about last night, but it gave me another point of view. Leah and Jagger understood, but they couldn’t answer any questions for us. I had to figure it out on my own.

      It shouldn’t hurt that I hadn’t heard from him today. I made it clear I wanted the ball in my court. But he liked to break my rules. I was playing enough games I didn’t understand, and I couldn’t afford to add any more to the mix.

      I texted him. Has Jagger talked to you about Christmas?

      Yeah. He’s getting married.

      That was why I hated texts. There was a chance he was trying to be funny, and I was rolling with that, but he also could be slamming a door shut in my face.

      Nope. I wasn’t considering that option. I know what they’re doing. I want to know what we’re doing. I added a winky face, to take the edge off.

      What are we doing, Shannon?

      I almost dropped the phone. Christmas is your choice. Whatever you want, I’m yours.

      He didn’t answer right away. Are you sure?

      This was the worst idea I ever had. If I weren’t there last night, I’d be convinced he hated my guts. Yes. Why wouldn’t I?

      You want to wait until Christmas to see each other again?

      Okay. This was better. I won’t have a chance to get enough work done before then. Jagger’s taking the headshots, and the site will go live.

      This isn’t about work anymore. You know that as much as I do.

      I didn’t have a chance to say anything else before the phone vibrated in my hand.

      “I sound like an asshole in texts.” Zach’s deep voice resonated in places inside me that still ached from last night.

      “Yeah. You kinda do.” My only consolation was that I was dealing with someone worse at relationships than I was.

      “At least I own it.” He wasn’t any easier to decipher over the phone. “I’m sorry I didn’t do what you wanted last night. But I’m also sorry I did do what you asked me to. Leaving like that… It took everything I had not to come back.”

      “You should have,” I said. “The whole thing sounded a lot better in my head.”

      “You mean your plan or what you said?”

      “The plan.” I laughed. “Words are hard, aren’t they?” Which was why I tried to avoid them.

      “Yeah. They are.” Neither of us said anything else right away. Zach cleared his throat. “Want to go get a drink?”

      “I look like what the cat dragged in.”

      He chuckled. “I might like seeing you like that.”

      Of course he would. He wrecked me. “We’re going to wind up in bed again.”

      “No,” he said too quickly. “Only talking. We need to learn how to behave ourselves, with the wedding coming up.”

      “Do we ever.” I considered telling him about what Leah had asked me, but things were complicated enough without factoring in a forced sleepover.

      “I think we should hold off on our arrangement until Christmas. This time, we’ll go with my plan.” He practically growled the last part. It was so sexy. “But I need some time to think about what I want.”
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      Shannon showed up fifteen minutes late. I convinced myself she changed her mind. That she didn’t want me. Want us. She took my breath away when she arrived as advertised—no makeup to hide the smudges under her eyes, hair in a tangle on top of her head. She was beautiful.

      Don’t get me wrong, I appreciated a beautifully put together woman as much as the next guy. The ritual of what made them feel sexy and powerful intrigued me, and I’d watched more than one woman unravel when that was taken away from her. Like she couldn’t go into battle without her armor. Shannon didn’t need any of that shit. She was prepared to fight with her bare hands.

      “Thought you were blowing me off,” I said.

      “Sorry. I had a couple things to take care of before I left. My driver was late, and then he wouldn’t listen when I told him where I wanted to go. He insisted that I meant another club. Like I can’t read a simple address.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest and shook her head. “I would’ve texted, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off him for a second.”

      “Wait a minute. Driver? What are you talking about?”

      “I don’t have a car. I use a ride service to get around.”

      She moved here from New York City, so it made sense, but I hated the thought of her having to call someone every time she wanted to go somewhere. And spending all that money. “I could’ve picked you up. On the bike.”

      Her eyes lit up. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before.”

      I took a long sip of my drink, savoring the thought of Shannon’s body pressed against mine, the engine vibrating between her legs… “How about we send our bags down with Jagger and Leah on Christmas, and I take you to Islamorada on the bike?”

      “I love that idea, but I don’t want to impose.” She frowned. “They’ll have so much to bring with the wedding, and I’m not sure if they’re going to have Leah’s family in the car, too. What about Jagger’s family?”

      “He doesn’t talk to them. We’re only going to be there for two days.” And I plan to have you naked for as much of it as possible. “How much do you really need to bring?”

      “This is a very interesting proposition, Mr. Collins. I’ll think about it.” She grinned at me from behind her soda that had appeared.

      “Your folks aren’t pissed you’re staying here for the holiday?” I expected Shannon to be close with her family.

      She shook her head. “My grandma raised me, and she’ll go to my aunt’s house. I haven’t been home for Christmas the last couple years. The plane ticket is too expensive. I’d love to get her down here for good.”

      “Where is she?” Shannon had mentioned a couple different cities the first night we went out, but none of them sounded like home.

      “Detroit.” She played with her straw, frowning. It was on the tip of my tongue to say I’d fly her grandmother down here, but Shannon didn’t want me to fix her problems. “She tells me they’ve cleaned up the neighborhood, but that’s not what my cousins say. She’s getting older. I worry that people will see her as an easy target.”

      “Does she want to move?” If she’d raised Shannon, she probably had some pretty strong opinions.

      Shannon flicked her gaze up to me and softened. “I think so. She always encouraged me to have adventures, as she called them. Take opportunities. She couldn’t, because she was raising me.” She bit her lip and looked back down at her drink. “What about you?” she asked.

      “Nope.”

      That got a smile out of her. “It wasn’t a yes or no question.”

      “The original question was if your folks would be pissed you were taking off to the Keys for Christmas.” And she deserved a real answer. “I was a foster kid.”

      She nodded. “That would’ve been me, if it weren’t for my grandma.”

      “So you get it.” What it was like not to really belong anywhere. I stayed with a couple of aunts and uncles at first, but no matter how they tried to cover it up, I was a burden. An obligation they wished they hadn’t taken on. Another fucking hungry mouth to feed. I wanted to ask her what happened to her folks, but that meant I’d have to go down that road, too, and I wasn’t ready. Not tonight. I was still ripped open and exposed from last night and it was too soon to show Shannon how much I needed. It wasn’t all or nothing.

      Or was it?

      “I’m looking forward to having a friend Christmas. The last few years, I went to my ex’s family’s house. I hated it. So awkward, watching this perfect family have their perfect Christmas, when I knew his mother needed a minimum of a bottle of wine to keep that smile on her face.” She rolled her eyes. “And there was too much of everything—too many decorations, too much food, and so many presents. But I swear his mom always gave me the oh shit present. You know—the one people pick up in case someone shows up uninvited?”

      “I fucking hate that.” The only shit I ever got as a kid was donated by someone who grabbed a tag off a tree as a good deed to make them feel better. The present never lasted that long anyway, before one of the other foster kids stole it. “You don’t think Leah’s get together will be over the top?”

      “Leah’s five months pregnant, and she’s getting married. And she’s excited her daughter’s coming down. I’ll be impressed if she wraps one present.”

      I forgot she had another kid. “Have you met her daughter?”

      “Yeah. She’s cool. She’s got purple hair and designs video games,” Shannon said. It was a relief to be talking about someone else. “She worked with us a little bit, before the scandal hit.”

      “How’d she take the news of her mom hooking up with an escort?”

      Shannon grinned. “She was mortified. So, when she finds out… Never mind.”

      “She finds out what?”

      “That I did the same thing her mom did.” Her words trailed off as she scanned the room, looking anywhere but at me.

      “Do I embarrass you?”

      She jumped. “No.”

      I had a long way to go before I didn’t suck with words. “Let me rephrase that. Are you embarrassed by what I do?”

      Embarrassed wasn’t the right word. She said Leah’s kid was mortified. Hundreds of women had hired me over the years, but I only read too much into why the one in front of me did.

      She took some time to answer. “No, I’m not embarrassed. Intrigued. It’s a lot harder than I thought it would be.”

      “To keep things separate in your head?”

      It was a personal victory when she nodded.

      “It isn’t usually,” I said.

      “Oh.” She didn’t mask her disappointment.

      “You didn’t hear what I said. Not usually. You’re the exception to the rule.” I couldn’t make it clearer than that, but it wasn’t the magical moment I’d hoped it would be. “And I don’t think you want that.”

      She sighed. “I didn’t think I did. But now I don’t know.”

      It was better than nothing.

      “Let me pay you what I owe you for the website.” It would be such a fucking relief not to be in debt to her. “We can start over with a clean slate.”

      She shook her head. “We can’t start over. Our slate is… dirty. Very, very dirty. And I like it that way. Keep your money, Zach. Let me help you.”

      She could be helping me with a lot of things, but I was hanging on by a thread, getting shut down at every turn, and I didn’t know what to do. If I pushed her, I could push her away. “What about your grandmother? You could use that money to get her down here.”

      And get yourself a car. And a real place to stay. Shut up, Zach.

      The last thing this woman needed was a guy micromanaging her life. It would be so easy to take care of what she needed. Set her free, so she could fly. But she wanted to do those things for herself.

      She bit her lip, the corners of her mouth quivering upward. “I’m working on it.”

      “I’m glad you came out tonight,” I said. “It’s good to see you like this.”

      “I’m glad I came.”

      I put money in the bill folder. “Will you let me drive you home, so some asshole doesn’t try to take you halfway across the state?”

      Her face lit up. “Did you bring the bike?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe.” She grinned. “I told you, I’ve never been on a motorcycle before.”

      We slid out of our chairs and joined hands like it was the most natural thing in the world. We were on a date, and Shannon was mine. I’d live the lie as long as I could. How the fucking tables had turned… I used to have clients who thought our appointments were a relationship, and I had to dance around them—let them down easy. And here I was, on the other side.

      “What do I do?” she asked when I handed her the helmet. She grimaced as she pulled her hair down from the top of her head, then secured it in a low ponytail.

      “Hang on to me and lean into the turns. Not too much. Follow my lead.” My cock was hard at the thought of her on the back of my bike, her tits rubbing against my back through her thin T-shirt. She hadn’t bothered with a bra. “Got any questions?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

      “Not tonight.” It took every ounce of strength I had, to say no. I leaned in to kiss her—fuck, maybe to take the words back. But she turned her head, and my lips landed on her cheek. Neither of us moved.

      “You know what I want, Zach? You. Every single fucking bit of you. Say the word. I’m yours.”
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      The terms of our arrangement were no longer valid. I wanted to move forward, but I didn’t want to get hurt. Again.

      Zach dropped me off in front of my apartment. I couldn’t convince him with words to come inside, so I tried again, this time using a language he understood. A kiss.

      I hated that he was right to wait. I hated that he could show any sort of restraint in this situation. I hated that there were no guarantees that our hearts would come out of this unscathed.

      He gripped my hips when the sheer intensity of the kiss buckled my knees, but that wasn’t my favorite part. It was the butterfly kisses all over my face as I caught my breath that prepared me to say goodbye, for the night. Tonight, I was the one left standing in the parking lot while he drove away.

      I should’ve taken him up on his offer to pay me. Saying yes would be the easy part. Cashing a check, getting Grandma the hell out of Detroit, and buying a car were all things I wanted desperately. But I signed up for that deal before, and I missed something in the fine print. I gave and gave but didn’t get what I wanted. Instead of taking his money, I decided to sell my soul and my naughty little confessional to Insight magazine and work my ass off for Leah. Zach would stay my passion project.

      My phone dinged with a text from Zach. I asked Jag if we could put our bags in his car. He said there were a few people driving down, and it should be cool.

      He kept his promises, and the two weeks leading up to Christmas were torture. Not only because we didn’t see each other, but also because I didn’t realize what emotions helping Leah put the final details of her wedding into place would evoke. I’d been planning my wedding when I got the chance to move to New York City for Great Start Today, and my ex said it was the job or him. That choice had been easy at the time, but a little voice inside now screamed this should be me. I wasn’t jealous of my friends’ relationship, by any means. I was mourning the loss of something that never existed—my happily ever after.

      Looking forward to it, I sent back. As much as I was dreading it. Too much time to think had left me at a disadvantage. My emotions were raw, and damn it, I hated Christmas. It wasn’t something I admitted to anyone but myself. The holiday was a mirror, showing me all the things I was missing. And asking for anyone or anything to change that was too much.

      I’m gonna skip the pregame Christmas thing at Jag’s house. Too much family time for me. Are you going?

      I’d planned to go to Christmas Eve Eve, as Leah was calling it, but Leah and Jagger deserved to enjoy the holiday with their family, and I wasn’t looking forward to being a tagalong. Zach’s question wasn’t an invitation, and things hadn’t gotten any less complicated since we last saw each other. I’d like something a little more low key.

      I almost dropped the phone when his text came through. Want to come over to my house? Nothing Christmasy. Just dinner and hanging out.

      A date, in other words. Sounds perfect.

      Perfect’s one thing I’m not. Plan on me picking you up around five. Bring your suitcase.

      My heart pounded. It wasn’t a date, it was a sleepover. On your motorcycle?

      I have a car, too. We’ll drop the suitcases off with Jag.

      Maybe it wasn’t a sleepover. Okay.

      I looked up at Leah, who was grinning at catching me slacking on the job. “Zach and I are going to do our own thing before we head down to the wedding, instead of coming to your house the night before,” I said it so fast I wasn’t sure if it made sense.

      She sighed, like she was trying to sound disappointed. “You’re bailing on Christmas Eve Eve? Fine, but you’ll miss my dad’s cuss-filled account of his air adventure, my mom asking the two of you way more questions than you’re prepared to answer, and only the best eighties movies. But if you think you’ll survive without all I have to offer, I guess it’s okay you want to have Christmas with your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “He just asked you to spend Christmas with him, and you’re glowing. He’s your something.”

      I’d been about to counter that Christmas wasn’t a big deal to either of us, when I realized that made his invitation a really big deal. “I’ll give you that. But we can’t have a regular relationship.”

      Leah wrinkled her nose and slid her gaze over to Jagger, as he walked by the office of the gallery. We pulled out all the stops to have Claire’s house done in time for her holiday party. She’d invited dozens of people and hired a DJ and go-go dancers. But it was at the same time as the wedding, so we’d miss it.

      “Says who?” Leah asked. “And what’s so great about a regular relationship? You had one, I had one, and we both agree it sucked. I mean, Raven was worth it, but if it wasn’t for her, I’d give up all twenty years I was with Rich for the relationship everyone thinks I shouldn’t have with Jagger.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I don’t know what your situation is with Zach, because getting you to talk about it is like pulling teeth. I can only tell you what my experience has been. And no, they’re not the same guy, but they’re cut from the same cloth. Rich didn’t see my value. Jagger respects my career and the things I care about. And he protects that stuff for himself, too. It’s not a competition. He’s with me because he wants to be, not because society is telling him he’s got to check a wife off his to-do list by the time he turns thirty-five. It’s so refreshing. He’s the most honest man I’ve ever been with, and he doesn’t have trouble expressing himself.”

      There was a reason they were best friends. “A lot of that could be said for Zach.”

      Leah raised an eyebrow. “What’s the problem? Stop thinking about what you expect to happen, or how things have gone in the past.” Damn her for being so smart. “Don’t compare him to your ex. Let Zach be Zach. Don’t you hold back, either.”

      I didn’t respond right away, digesting everything she said.

      “Did I say too much?” She stole my line.

      “Not at all.” She put everything into perspective. I was letting my past mistakes limit my future. “I wish you’d said it sooner.”
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      So… new rules. I wanted to keep trading services, because it meant I got to call the shots for the night—in theory, anyway, until Zach blew my plans to shit. But I liked that part, too. The amendment to the rules was that I wouldn’t shut Zach down before, during, or after our trades. It would be the hardest thing to enforce, because the only person holding me accountable would be me.

      I ordered two dresses for the wedding. I was about to send the black one back when Zach invited me to come over on Christmas Eve Eve. Considering how I felt about the day overall, it was a little too literal for the occasion. Black was for funerals, not new beginnings.

      I worked that day at the gallery, and I liked the view from there. Anything was possible, and the forgotten and abandoned could be beautiful. It was a rallying cry for people like Zach and me, whose childhoods had been littered with excuses and apologies.

      Zach’s plans didn’t sound formal, but I wanted to show him I meant business. More than that—pleasure. It was an honor for him to let me into a day so many had shut him out of. And since I was giving myself to him as a present later tonight, I’d savor being unwrapped. Once I got home from work, I slipped on my prettiest underwear. There was no wearing a bra under the halter dress; it dipped down low on my back. Whether Zach appreciated stuff like that or not, a little bit of lacy armor gave me a shot of confidence.

      He came to my door in dress pants and a T-shirt. “Did you work today?” I asked, not really wanting the answer.

      “Yeah. I had a meeting with a couple of investors. Claire called me about your idea.” He stepped into my sitting area. It wasn’t big enough to be a living room—a loveseat, desk, and TV, with a tiny kitchen meant for people who weren’t staying very long. He completed the space, but it didn’t feel like home.

      I sat on the edge of the love seat, expecting a lecture for not being able to keep my mouth shut.

      “She’s game, since she got her house redone. But she also suggested chartering some boat trips and getting into international waters, since some people might be keeping an eye on me,” he said.

      “Like who?” My imagination kicked into overdrive, and I cooked up a mafia-style hit.

      “The police, probably. Whatever. I pay taxes, and nobody’s doing anything they don’t want to do.” He held out his hand. “What about you? Did you work today? You look fucking amazing, by the way. Not that you don’t usually, but I haven’t seen you in a while. I missed you.”

      Before I had a chance to answer, he pulled me off the couch. His hand was warm against my bare back as he slanted his lips against mine in a kiss. Not one, but a series of little nips that made me realize how long two weeks was.

      “I missed you, too,” I murmured, tempted to kiss him again, but we were only a kiss or two away from this dress being a puddle of fabric on the floor and the two of us going into my bedroom. And since this was a chance to change my opinion about Christmas, I hoped it would be more than a sex-soaked tryst.

      Not a whole lot more than that, but we had to at least make it to Zach’s house.

      What the hell had he asked me? Work. Right. “I worked at the gallery this morning. Leah and Jagger had people coming in all day. Raven, her parents, her best friend—”

      “Karina?” he asked with a smirk I didn’t think I liked.

      “Kari,” I said. “Do you know her?”

      “Yeah. She’s a former client.”

      I couldn’t have heard him right. “What?”

      “She’s hired me. A few times. She’s cool.”

      “Wow.” I jerked away, landed on the loveseat, and buried my face in my hands. I wasn’t judging her for hiring him. Technically, I had too. But Kari hadn’t fallen in love with him.

      I’d fallen in love with an escort.

      I wasn’t sure which revelation was more shocking.

      “Hey.” He squeezed beside me on the loveseat, and I cursed myself for not having my shit together and owning a real couch or apartment, like I was sure Kari did. “It won’t be weird. We’re friends. Like with Claire. Kari was never anything more than a client.”

      I was a fool.

      The first kiss landed on my shoulder, and with each following one, he got closer to my ear. “She’s not like you,” he whispered.

      I pulled my hands away from my face and met his gaze. An escort had fallen in love with me.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t be more shocked.

      Zach took advantage of my parted lips to drive his point home. “Ready to go? Let me show you life on my side of the tracks.”

      “Your side of the tracks?”

      “Yeah. Miami Beach. If we leave now, we can watch the sunset over the water.” He stood and looked around the room like he’d never been here before. “Where’s your suitcase?”

      My heart pounded. “On my bed.”

      He didn’t have to be told where to go, and he emerged with my striped suitcase, which looked small in his hand. If only Grandma knew where he was taking me. Probably not the adventure she had in mind when she bought it.

      Zach’s sleek, black sports car was as powerful and sexy as he was. The city had settled in for Christmas Eve Eve, and we were at the beach as the first hint of pink streaked the sky.

      “This is where you live?” I asked. Right on the water, as promised, and the building was made of glass. He pulled into a garage underneath the building and tucked into a spot between two luxury cars. I’d been a fool not to take his money. Zach was rich, and our trade cost him much less than it did me.

      “Home sweet home. Come on. I’m starving.” He grinned and winked at me before getting out of the car. He greeted me on my side when I got out. “I would’ve opened the door for you.”

      “I can open my own door.” It was going to take me a while to get used to working without a script.

      His fingers slipped in between mine. “I know. But I wanted to get it for you.”

      Every outer wall in the apartment was floor-to-ceiling glass, and I was drawn to it like a magnet. Candy-colored clouds hung on the other side, and this high up, they felt close enough to touch. Everything else in the apartment was white, besides me in my little black dress.

      I was so out of my league. Like I didn’t have enough to nervous about.

      “Moved in last year. It’s still a work in progress. I bet you see a bunch of stuff you’re dying to fix.” He stood beside me, shoving his hands in his pockets as he looked out at the bay. Lights twinkled below us.

      “A few things.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the deck, which also had a glass encasement. Everything around me was fragile, and one wrong move would send me crashing back down to reality. “That’s not open to trade, though.” Leah would kill me.

      “No.” He turned me away from the window. The sky, the bay, all the buildings surrounding us disappeared. There was only Zach. “No more of that. I don’t want you thinking I owe you something.”

      All my new rules went right out the window and got swept away with the tide. “But I like telling you what I want.”

      “What makes you think you can’t do that anyway?” He brushed my ponytail over my shoulder.

      I wished he’d use it to tug me into him, and take me against the glass. Let it all come crashing down around us. I didn’t care anymore.

      “Tell me what you want, Shannon. I’ll do it. Not to pay off my tab—because I like it when you’re happy.”

      “The last time I tried that you couldn’t follow my instructions.”

      “Because I wanted to be more to you than an escort,” he said. And there was the kiss I craved. We were a universe away from when we did this last, in my tiny rented room. Zach didn’t care about the difference, and I had to get over it. “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      He approved of that answer with another kiss. The glass rattled when our knotted hands slammed against it. Zach startled and grinned at me.

      “Please tell me you like sushi, because I bought a fuckton of it.” He rested his forehead against mine, and this close, his grin was fuzzy. “If not, we can go get something or have it delivered.”

      “I love sushi. Do you need any help?”

      “Nope.” He kissed my cheek before pulling away. “Everything’s done. Head out to the deck. The sun’s setting.”

      It wasn’t easy for me to sit still, but Zach had billed the sunset as the main attraction for a reason. The buildings glowed bright blue against a burnt-orange sky. A glass of white wine appeared in front of me, and after a kiss on the top of my head, he disappeared.

      “Hope you’re hungry,” he said when he came back with a platter of sushi. “This place is the best. I’ll take you there some night. They’ve got drinks that will make you forget your name.”

      He dug in right away, and I followed suit. “I still can’t believe you live here.”

      “Some days neither can I.” He looked up at me and grinned. “Not bad for a guy who never graduated from high school, huh?”

      “Really?” Wow, I hadn’t realized that. “Do you own a second business?”

      “Nope. Just this one, now. But I worked for Barry, who owned the old agency, for twelve years.”

      “You must be really good at what you do.” A big swallow of wine didn’t drown that comment.

      “You tell me.” He wriggled his eyebrows as he picked up another roll. “I’ve always been lucky, but I thought my luck had run out, until I met you.”

      “I’ve never been very lucky.” I took a piece of sushi with my chopsticks. Using them was always hit and miss, and I was relieved when my roll didn’t land in my lap.

      “You’re too hard on yourself,” he said. “You’ve worked on a huge TV show, and Leah asked you, no one else, to move down here and start her business with her. People put an awful lot of faith in you. And I think you’re pretty fucking amazing. When are you going to realize that?” An electric current delivered his words.

      “Believe my own hype, huh?” I asked. “I’m getting better at it.”

      Zach took a sip of his wine and looked out at the bay. I loved that he didn’t take it, or anything else, for granted. “What are you thankful for?” he asked.

      “So many things. That I met Leah and she opened a whole new world to me. That I had the strength to follow my heart and not settle.” The last one was going to be the hardest. “And that I met you.”

      It shouldn’t be so hard to say it. And I should’ve been relieved when his expression changed, like he let out a breath I hadn’t been aware he was holding.

      “I think everyone comes into our lives for a reason,” he said. “I’ve fucked a lot of things up, but if I had another chance, I wouldn’t change much. All that stuff led me to you.”
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      I didn’t usually drink wine, because it had a tendency to sucker punch me in the gut. Get me to a place where I felt real good, then bam. It hit like liquid stupid. I had to keep that in mind, as the wine coated the night and made us believe what it wanted us to. I topped off our glasses; its pull was stronger as we got to the bottom of the bottle. Everything could be different in the morning, but I’d believe the wine, as long as its lies lasted.

      I hadn’t expected Shannon to freak out when I brought her to my place, but I understood. I grew up with less than nothing, too. It was like falling through a gritty crack in the sidewalk and screaming for help, but no one heard my cries. For a long time, I felt like an imposter, fucking all those rich ladies, knowing that if they passed me on the street, they’d turn up their collar, clutch their purse, and pretend they didn’t see me at all. But the longer I did it, the more I realized we weren’t that different, and everyone was in danger of falling into the cracks. Becoming forgotten. Invisible.

      We moved from the table to the lounge chairs. Shannon kicked off her heels—I was sorry she didn’t wear her sneakers with the dress. She wound her ponytail around one hand, her glass of wine in the other, and stared out at the bay. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. This was more than the condo. We were still strangers, no matter what secrets we whispered to each other in the dark. At my house, the glass walls hid nothing.

      “I’m nervous about the wedding,” she said.

      It made no sense, unless she’d taken it on herself to put together something elaborate. “Why? Leah doesn’t strike me as the runaway-bride type.”

      That got half a grin out of her. I was on the right path.

      “It’s not that. The wedding’s definitely happening. It’s me. I was engaged when I broke up with my ex, and helping her plan the wedding’s been harder than I thought it would be. I keep thinking this should be happening to me. That makes me sound like a real bitch, doesn’t it?”

      “But the breakup was for the best,” I said, and she narrowed her eyes at me. “Wasn’t it? The ceremony is meaningless. It’s the rest of it that matters. And for you, that came with a lot of things you couldn’t live with.”

      “You’re right.” She sighed and put her empty wine glass down. “I did what other people expected of me for so long, now doing things for me is scary.”

      I moved over to her chair and straddled the end of it.

      She inched back, and her skirt fell away from her thighs. She was so fucking hot, and she had no idea. She was too busy trying to live up to everyone else’s standards that she didn’t realize she’d surpassed them in so many ways. That those people she envied wanted to be like her.

      “Is that why you have such a hard time when it comes to me?” I asked.

      She curled her legs under her body. It took her a few moments to answer. “Maybe. Because I don’t see a way out of this without one of us getting hurt. I’m not ready to go through that again.”

      “Nobody ever is.” I put my hands over hers, trapping them on the cushion. “I’ve avoided it my entire adult life. I wound up living in a glass house. Alone. Do you want to know why I don’t get along with Leah? Because she’s marrying my best friend. The guy who made me feel like my life was normal. And now he’s gone to the dark side, with a wife and a kid, and I’ve got no one.”

      “You have me,” she said softly.

      “Do I?” There was the sucker punch. Fuck you, wine. Fuck you so hard. Our relationship was touch and go, and I was trying to get a commitment out of her after half a bottle of wine on Christmas Eve Eve. A time that smarted like an open wound for both of us. She’d say anything to make the bleeding stop. Even if it was for a night, I had to believe that someone could care about me.

      “Yes.” She slipped her hands out from under my grasp and cradled my face. Her palms were warm and soft and I could die happy like this. “You have me.”

      Maybe I was still lucky after all.

      Our lips met in a kiss, and tonight, Shannon was mine. There was no need to worry about what happened after that, when tonight was perfect. I slid my hand under her skirt and up her thigh.

      She moaned against my lips before pulling away. “I have to give you my present.”

      “What’s that?” I knew damn well what it was, but I liked hearing her say it.

      “Me. You get to choose what we do tonight.” Her voice was softer, and this wasn’t like the other times she gave me instructions on how to pleasure her. She was handing herself over—not only her body, but also her heart. And she trusted me to take care of both.

      Nobody ever gave me that responsibility before. I’d prove to her I was worthy. “I want you just like this.” I tapped her thigh before giving it a tug, so she straightened her legs. I ran my hand up to her hip and landed on a ribbon. Shannon writhed under my touch, inching the hem of the dress upward and revealing barely-there, black lace panties with ties on the side.

      “You took the night literally, huh?” I asked as I pulled on the ribbon.

      She bucked her hips upward, letting me strip her bare. “They’re pretty.”

      “They are.” I shoved them in my pocket, and she widened her eyes. “They’ll blow off the deck otherwise,” I said.

      I parted her bare legs, but as she scooted toward me, the rest of her body fell back on the cushion. She balled her hands in the fabric billowing around her middle. “We’re going to do this here?” she asked.

      Huh. She waited for me naked in front of a window, but the deck freaked her out. “Too out in the open?”

      “Maybe a little?” She looked around. “It’s a whole building full of exhibitionists.”

      I laughed. “Sort of. We’re ten stories up in the air, and if I can’t see in the other apartments, they can’t see us, either. There was much more of a chance that people saw you standing in your window than that anyone will see you here.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.”

      “If you’re not okay—”

      “I want you,” she said and bit her lip. “I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      “I’ll go along with it, because I’ve got your panties in my pocket and it’s hard to concentrate on anything else.” I positioned her legs into my lap. My cock strained through my pants, so close, yet so far away. “But eventually, we have to talk about this.”

      Her eyes were squeezed closed until I said that. They snapped open. “Do we? That’s what everyone else does, and it never works out. You gave me shit when we were talking about the wedding. Can’t we go with it and see where it takes us? Fuck the rules, Zach. They work for everyone else, but not for us. We’ll make our own.”

      Wine had sucker punched Shannon, too. But a couple glasses into it, I thought her reasoning made too much sense. “You want to keep fucking each other and see what happens?”

      She nodded. “Something like that. But tonight’s about what you want.” She squirmed in my lap. I’d had yet to touch that beautiful, glistening pussy.

      Topping me from the bottom again. Shannon had nothing, yet everything to lose, and it gave her power. She had no idea how dangerous that was. Our unspoken agreement, a connection tied with a pretty satin bow, could unravel and blow away. Off the balcony, into the bay, and if we tried to find it we’d only see our reflections. There was a reason my house was glass and not mirrors.

      “You sure about that?” I dropped my thumb to her clit, and she jumped as I circled the nub. She’d swell and tremble under my touch—I could make any woman do that—but I couldn’t get her to take the next step, to be with me.

      “Yes. Zach, please.” She dropped her head onto the pillow, and she twisted the hem of her skirt in her hands.

      I drew my fingers away from her pussy and took her in. This woman who so badly needed to let go.

      “Why’d you stop?” she asked.

      I tapped her hand and took it in mine when she dropped her dress. “Come with me.”

      She sat up and groaned. “Where?”

      “To bed.” It was a place I took very few women. I hooked up plenty outside of escorting. Sex was my favorite sport, but I always went to their place or a hotel, and I never let them in. I didn’t stick around until the morning, unless they paid me to. But even if they did, I woke up alone.

      I was so fucking tired of the game.

      We didn’t have far to go. The deck wrapped around my apartment, and there was a door that led into the bedroom. It was never completely dark in here; the lights of the city kept it from total blackness. But there were enough shadows to keep Shannon safe.

      “This isn’t what I expected,” she said when I slid the glass door shut behind her.

      “I didn’t want it to look like a hotel.” It was the only room in the house I put any effort into, and the only one I wouldn’t let Shannon redesign if she ever offered. I made it dark and soft and deep, and nothing like the rest of my life. Sometimes, I needed to fucking get away.

      Shannon sat on the foot of the bed and ran her hand over the thick pile of the blanket underneath her. “You wanted it to look like home.”

      I nodded. No wonder she didn’t want to talk, when every word was like a wrecking ball. I hadn’t prepared myself for what it meant to me to bring her in here. My heart was made of glass, too.

      “I think you did a good job. That’s only a semi-professional opinion.” She reached behind her and pulled on the strings that kept her dress pinned in place and the universe in order. The straps fell, but she clutched her chest, not ready for a true confessional. Yet. “I wouldn’t mind waking up here. With you.”

      I wedged my knee between her legs. If she knew I was shaking, she didn’t let on. Instead, she let go of the dress and inched back on the bed. A tit popped out, and she looked down at it, but she didn’t cover it. The hem of the dress bunched at the top of her thighs, and I remembered her panties were in my pocket. She was so close to being completely exposed. “You will,” I said.

      We’d wake up together many mornings if I got my way, but I’d focus on tonight. If I fucked this up, nothing else mattered.

      I wrapped the dress tie around my wrist and tugged her into me. The fabric slipped to her waist as she jerked forward. This time, she didn’t look down. She didn’t look anywhere but into my eyes. I knelt in between her legs, not letting go of that damned strap.

      She wouldn’t let me fall. She snaked her hands around my neck, slipped them to my hair, and pulled me into her. Shannon tasted like wine and things that were only safe to whisper to each other in the small hours of the night, taking a chance before the morning sun melted them away. I could kiss her forever. Kissing was a lost art, a confession, a concession, and a promise. She’d tell me everything I needed to know without saying a word.

      Didn’t matter whose night it was; Shannon called the shots. She pushed my head down, but I wasn’t done kissing her. I did my best to catch her pulse as it banged impatiently against the side of her long neck, but it was too fast. Instead, I concentrated on what I could have, and moved down to her tits, tracing the swell before squeezing it. She let her head fall to the side, and there was no controlling the moan that fell from her lips. Finally, I had her where I wanted her. Off the script, into pure fucking abandon. If I could get her to stay awhile, she’d like it here.

      I caught her swollen nipple between my teeth, relishing the groan that vibrated through her body and penetrated mine. Shannon and I were shit with words, and like everything else, we had to let them go. They worked for other people, but they failed us. I lavished attention on her breast until she thrashed below me. I covered it, hoping to capture that feeling, like I took a picture of it, before moving to the other nipple.

      Shannon wriggled underneath me, pushing her dress down her body. Giving me more of herself, inch by inch. Her legs bumped against my aching cock as she freed herself. Bare and breathless, she wasn’t patient. She pushed my shirt up, but it caught on my armpits, and I’d come crashing down on top of her if she went one more step. A light scrape of her fingernails against my stomach was almost enough to make that happen. My elbows bowed, and I came in for another kiss, but Shannon was faster. She scooted down and took my nipple in her mouth, repeating the move I did to her.

      Shivers racked my body. Her hand lay flat over my pounding heart for balance, as her soft little tongue darted out. It was usually the other way around—me giving everything I had to the person who paid for it and letting myself be forgotten. I rolled onto my back, hoping Shannon would follow.

      She did, exploring my chest with only her lips and tongue, tracing the lines of my tattoo and changing the meaning of the art. She stroked my cock through my pants. I groaned, but the sound didn’t belong to me. Everything I had was hers.

      Shannon kissed a line down the valley between my muscles. She sat up, with her face in shadow and the light from outside making her hair glow like she wore nothing but a halo. Her fingers trembled against my belt buckle, and if my brain was still connected to the rest of my body, I would help her.

      I lifted my hips, and she slid the pants down my legs. She wasn’t in a hurry anymore, letting her hair fall over her shoulder. It tickled my skin as she leaned in to take my cock deep in her mouth. She splayed her fingers over my stomach, and I slipped mine between them and squeezed, as she moved up and down on my shaft, holding it steady while she sucked my balls. Fuck. It had been too long since I had a blow job like this, with little kisses up the length until she reached the tip and licked me clean. If she only knew she drove me crazy… she’d keep doing it. And she did, soft and slow, enough to bring me to the brink, but never pushing me over the edge. She wouldn’t let me fall, because I’d drag her with me.

      With her hands on my hips to steady herself, she straddled me. Our gazes locked, and she’d never been so beautiful. Makeup smeared, hair wild, lips swollen—exposed and hovering over my cock. The city faded to black behind her. It didn’t matter if anyone could see into the apartment. Nothing else mattered but Shannon. She gripped my cock hard, jerking me out of my lust-drunk haze, and led me inside.

      Her muscles pulsed, fighting me every step of the way, but there was no denying what we both wanted. To be one, to fit into one place in this whole fucking world. Together.

      Shannon fell forward, caught herself on my shoulders, and kissed me, giving me the last pieces of her. It was the best present anyone ever gave me.
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      “Fuck.” Zach’s booming voice jolted me out of the best sleep I had in ages. He untangled his limbs from my body, and I scrambled for the sheet. Not because I was too shy to show myself in the unforgiving morning light, but because I was cold without him. “We’ve got to get our stuff to Jag’s or they’re leaving without it,” he said.

      I wasn’t ready to lift my head off the pillow yet. It had been almost light out when we finally exhausted ourselves. “What time is it? I need to get ready before you take my stuff away.”

      He’d better not try to pull any of that no-you-don’t-you-look-beautiful crap. Last night, we left nothing on the table, and I had to pull myself together before I met Leah’s parents for the first time. And Kari. Who always looked perfect. Not to mention I’d spent the night in bed with the guy she hired when she had nothing better going on.

      It was a little intimidating. I barely knew Kari, so we’d never talked about what she liked to do when she hired an escort. But it was like meeting someone’s ex.

      “Take what you need to get ready. I can fit some stuff in my saddle bags. He’s blowing up my phone, and I want to ride down there on the bike.” Zach crawled onto the bed, his muscles moving under his skin like those of a predator seeking his prey.

      If I wrapped my arms around him and gave myself to his kiss, we’d miss the wedding. “Me too.” My legs wobbled underneath me as I pulled the bare necessities out of my suitcase. I wasn’t high maintenance by anyone’s definition, but this wasn’t a day I wanted to start at a disadvantage. “Take it away.”

      “I like you like this.” Zach stepped forward, smirking. He’d gotten dressed while I’d dug through my suitcase, and I was still naked, clutching my makeup bag and my outfit for the day. He took it all away from me, starting with my sneakers. “After I get the bags to them, we don’t have to hurry. We can take our time getting down there. Starting with lunch. I’m starving.”

      “Me too.” I tugged on his T-shirt, wishing he wasn’t wearing it. “I was hoping we’d get to take a shower together.”

      He gripped my chin but didn’t kiss me. “The next two days, we can do whatever we want.”

      Yeah right.

      I headed into the shower. This thing was big enough for two, with multiple rain heads and plenty of room. My ex hated shower sex. He said I hogged all the hot water and he got cold. I did not want to be thinking of him today, of all days. I’d given him enough holidays. This one belonged to me.

      I leaned against the wall, wishing I waited for Zach. I closed my eyes, imagining the heat from the steam came from his body instead, and the drops of water were his fingers, his lips, everywhere on my body. My groan echoed through the stall, and I opened my eyes. I’d never felt more alone in my life. I slipped the washcloth between my legs, but it was no substitute for last night, when Zach’s tongue did a much better job. My muscles pulsed, and I promised myself we were having some serious shower sex once we got to Islamorada. In both hotel rooms.

      Zach had nothing in his refrigerator but leftover sushi and almond milk. I opened every cabinet until I found coffee and a mug. As I waited for the coffee to brew, I checked my messages and was surprised to find an email from Insight magazine on Christmas Eve.

      Hi Shannon,

      Happy Holidays! Hope this email finds you surrounded by friends and family. Before I leave the office for the week, I wanted to give you the link to your True Confessions feature. Spread the word on social media. The editors are really excited about this, and they’ve got big things planned for you.

      I’ll check in with you in the New Year.

      Sincerely,

      Sonya Martinez, Lifestyle Editor

      I hugged my knees to my chest as I clicked the link, reading my own words in horror. The contract had mentioned my submissions would be edited, but I’d expected the chance to approve the changes. Or lack thereof.

      Episode One…

      The words didn’t belong to me anymore. I’d lost control of them. It was like reading a catty group message that shouldn’t have been sent as reply all. It was written like I saw my escort, as I called him, as an object and not a person. The article had dozens of comments, but I knew better than to read them.

      “Hey.”

      I jumped a mile when Zach walked in the door.

      “Where’d I bring you back from?” he asked.

      “I’m here.” I grabbed my full coffee mug from under the machine. I’d forgotten all about it.

      “What were you looking at?” He grabbed a mug and glanced at the phone. I prayed the screen had gone dark.

      “My passion project.” I took a sip of coffee, swallowing any trace of guilt. It scalded my tongue.

      He leaned against the counter beside me. “Are you ever going to tell me what that is?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. It’s a secret.” I expected him to pry, but Zach had been trusted with many people’s secrets. “What’s going on at Leah’s house?” I asked.

      “Chaos.” He grinned. “When’s the baby coming? It looks like a toy store blew up in there.”

      “April.”

      “Leah’s mom is trying to convince Leah, Jagger—hell, even me—to bring way too much stuff. Her dad’s cool. He’s in the middle of the mess, watching football. I may have to sneak away for a little while we’re down there. We made plans to watch a football game together. And her daughter’s just sitting there with her purple hair, looking like she wants to crawl into a hole.”

      All that sounded familiar. “At least you didn’t give my stuff to the wrong people.”

      “I think we made the right decision to do our own thing until tonight.” He got his own cup of coffee started. “Have you been to the Keys before?”

      I shook my head. “It’s a pretty long walk.”

      “You could’ve gone with Leah and Jag.” He shrugged. “I’m glad I get to show you everything. There’s only a couple ways we could go, but we’ll take the scenic route. Unless you have to be there to help Leah with stuff?”

      “Who do you think you’re messing with? It’s me and Leah; everything was done a week ago. Anything else, and we could be doing this professionally.”

      “Right.” He laughed, taking the first sip of his coffee. “Speaking of plans—do you think the new website will be ready to go live when we get back?”

      “Absolutely.” I shouldn’t be nervous, but I was. I wanted my work to make a difference. Everything I’d done was a wild card. There weren’t many resources to pull from. I relied heavily on SEO on search terms. The old agency would hopefully be the secret weapon, and I used it as a search term. I hoped it didn’t land Zach in hot water. Once I signed the contract with Insight, I used that as another search term. After reading the article, I hoped that decision didn’t land me in hot water. “Too bad we didn’t sell gift certificates for Christmas.”

      “You don’t miss a beat, do you?” He laughed. “Maybe next Christmas we can do that.”

      “I’ll put it on the list.” I already had the tagline. What do you get the friend who has everything? An escort.

      We had to make it through this Christmas first.

      “Before we go, I want to give you something.” He disappeared from the kitchen and came back moments later with a bag. He pushed it at me, and I’d swear his cheeks were flushed.

      “Thanks. I feel bad, I didn’t get you anyth—”

      “Shh.” He smirked, definitely red. “You’ve given me more than you know. Don’t think of it as a Christmas present. Think of it as a thank you. For taking a chance on a guy like me and his dead-in-the-water, barely legal business. For being funny and open minded and cute as hell. For wearing those damn sneakers with everything. You’d better wear them to the beach tomorrow. For being the sexiest woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of spending time with. And for turning a day I dreaded into one I’ll remember forever.”

      “You’re welcome doesn’t seem like enough.” A small, wrapped box was inside the bag. Like Zach, it had many layers to unwrap, and they were all beautiful. I pushed the paper away from a velvet box, freaking out for a minute that he was an all-or-nothing kind of guy, and there was a ring in there. I let out a sigh of relief when the box revealed a necklace. Not just any necklace, but a cameo on a velvet ribbon.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing.” He took the necklace out of the box, unclasped it, and fastened it around my neck. “I saw it at one of the little shops near the gallery, and it made me think of you when you’ve got your hair piled up on top of your head. Of you waiting for me in the dark. And I wanted you to have something new and pretty to wear tomorrow. Something to remind you of me.”

      I put my hand over it. The pendant was warm against my skin. “I love it.”

      He didn’t kiss me, and it was better that way. I had a feeling everything was going to remind me of Zach for a long time to come.

      I didn’t wear the necklace on the ride down. I was too afraid to lose it. Instead, I tucked it into my purse, which went into Zach’s saddle bag.

      “Anything you want to see?” he asked as he handed me a helmet. It was different than the one he gave me the night he drove me home from the bar, and it seemed new. Not that I knew much about motorcycle helmets. It wasn’t often that Zach was shy about anything, but that resonated in his smile. I didn’t have to ask if he bought this for me.

      “It’s still Christmas. That means it’s your choice.”

      He paused with his helmet ready to go over his head. Even with the shadow it cast, there was no mistaking the way his face lit up. “The whole trip?”

      I laughed, and he wriggled his eyebrows. “Within reason.”

      “What fun would that be?” He steadied the helmet on his seat and snaked his other hand into my ponytail. My go-to hairstyle was perfect for motorcycle travel. He leaned in close but stopped short of kissing me. His words were a whisper against my lips and made me want more. “Maybe I’ll bring you back to that beach and fuck you. Time for us to start making our own memories.”

      It was eighty degrees in the parking garage, but I shivered. “We could do it before the wedding.” That was one way to banish the image of me in a frilly white dress I couldn’t afford, standing in Leah’s place and smiling at my ex like an idiot. I’d stopped thinking of him as John. Just my ex. My own piece of baggage with which I could do what I wanted. I hoped I’d lose him somewhere on the side of the highway on this trip.

      Zach shook his head. “Jag picked this place. That means no one can find it on a map. I have to wait for him to lead the way.”

      Visualizing things to come during the wedding would be a perfect distraction. “I look forward to finding sand in places sand should never be.”

      The kiss finally came, but it was a quick peck on the cheek, the kind that lingered long after. “I’ve been thinking about fucking you on a beach since the first night I met you,” Zach said.

      He climbed on the bike, and the roar of the engine between my thighs did nothing to make that image go away. The motorcycle ride was a blessing and a curse. The open road with ocean on either side was beautiful, but it gave me too much time to be in my head.

      I still loved seeing palm trees. It didn’t matter how long I lived in Miami. That would never change. I would never take the salt air for granted, or the fact that I was wearing a tank top outside on Christmas Eve.

      “Is this it?” I asked when Zach pulled into a parking lot. There were a bunch of brightly painted cottages in the background, but the focus of the lot was a restaurant. The beach was omnipresent. I liked that. It made me wonder how I’d lived so long so far from it.

      “Nope. We’ve still got about forty-five minutes to go. But there was no way I could bring you to the Keys and not stop here.” He tugged me in the direction of the restaurant. I’d never seen him this excited about anything. This free. He’d dropped his tough guy façade. This was Zach. The tingling in my tummy wasn’t hunger. It was butterflies.

      “Best conch fritters in the Keys,” he said as we joined the line. “Ever had them?”

      “I’m not even sure what they are.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You poor, deprived child.” Then he laughed. “If you want something else, I understand, but I’m getting an order of those and a beer.”

      I scanned the menu overhead. It had been written in chalk, by someone who loved this place as much as Zach did, judging from the amount of detail they’d put into the design. “If you like it that much, I have to try it. But I’m going to go with the conch salad instead. I’ve been sympathy-eating up a storm with Leah. She keeps bringing frosted banana bread to work and I can’t not eat it. But I want to look hot when I’m naked in front of my new boyfriend.”

      I held my breath, waiting for his reaction to what I called him. My boyfriend.

      The lady in front of us turned and I couldn’t tell if the look she gave me was of disgust or encouragement. Zach raised his eyebrow and nodded at her. “He won’t be disappointed.”

      She whipped her head around and I laughed. She hadn’t been subtle, so no reason for me to be.

      “I hear your new boyfriend thinks women who drink beer with their salads are sexy,” he added. His eyes smoldered and I liked the way it sounded when he referred to himself as my boyfriend.

      “Good. Because I’m dying for one.”

      Zach put in our order to go, and we carried the Styrofoam containers and the beer bottles behind the restaurant, to the small beach. We sat in the sand. A bar at the back of the building opened to the ocean, and someone played Christmas songs on a steel drum.

      I dipped my first conch gingerly into the dressing. Zach was giving me some serious side-eye, and I was feeling the pressure to like these. Fish was a little touch-and-go for me, so I’d either love this or give it to Zach. I closed my eyes and put it in my mouth…

      “Mmmm.” Delicious.

      “Heaven, isn’t it?” He took a sip of his beer. “Makes me wonder why I don’t do this every day.”

      “Because…” He did make an excellent point. It was hard to come up with a reason why we shouldn’t. “We need jobs and stuff like that.”

      He motioned toward the restaurant. “We can work there. For conch.”

      “Where would we live?”

      “Here.” This wasn’t the first time he’d thought about this.

      “What about clothes?”

      “We don’t need them.”

      “It’s good to have goals, Zach.” I giggled before I took my next bite. “It’s not that far from Miami. We can come any time we want. When we don’t have a rehearsal dinner to go to.”

      He groaned. “You’re right. And we will come back.”

      Once we were done, I took the containers and brought them to the trash, but Zach didn’t get up to follow me back to the lot. The ocean was magnetic. It had a pull down here. Though we were close to home, we were a million miles away. Telling him we should get going felt foolish, so I knelt into the sand and snuggled up against him. He didn’t say anything when he wrapped his arm around me.

      I was glad I let Zach choose what we did today. Whether he meant to our not, he’d taken me on our first real date.
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      “Am I doing the right thing?” Leah checked her pink lipstick in the visor mirror as we drove to the beach. She looked gorgeous. Raven had curled her mother’s bobbed blonde hair, and everything about her was round and full of promise, thanks to the baby. The visor snapped into place, and she sighed like she was questioning herself.

      “You’ve got about four minutes to change your mind. And if you do, you’re still connected to Jagger for the next eighteen years.” Kari was in the driver’s seat. “You know I’ll get you a good deal on the child support, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t marry him.”

      “You’re doing the right thing,” I added, always feeling a little intimidated around Kari. She was a super powerful lawyer, and she had something to say about everything. She was Leah’s best friend, but I never got comfortable around her. And the Zach thing… It hadn’t been weird since she showed up with her own date, who as far as I knew, she hadn’t paid for.

      “I never expected to get married again. Or have another baby.” She turned around in her seat and looked back at me. “I’m so glad you’re here. That you’re not afraid to go on this crazy journey with me.”

      “There’s no place I’d rather be.” And if things worked out for Leah and Jagger, there was a chance they’d work out for me and Zach. I put my hand over my pendant. This time it was cold from the air conditioning blasting in the SUV.

      “How are you and Zach?” She slid a sly smile in my direction. “You showed up awfully late yesterday, grinning at each other like the rest of us weren’t there. I’m thinking I wasted my money on that extra hotel room.”

      “No, you didn’t. We plan on making use of both.” Last night we stayed in mine, and I was almost late meeting the ladies because he made good on his shower sex promise. It was way better than my solo session at his house. Tonight, we’d stay in his room.

      “Zach’s a great guy.” Kari glanced in the rearview mirror, and met my gaze.

      I waited for the inevitable but. Her date, Reno, sat next to me in the back seat and I hoped to hell she’d keep her mouth shut.

      “I can give you a couple tips. You know—things he excels in. You’ve probably already had the pleasure of experiencing them, but if not, you should.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” No such luck. I caught sight of myself in the rearview mirror, and my flush had nothing to do with yesterday’s trip to the beach. Leah and Kari talked about sex like it was the highlights from last night’s game. Which, technically, it was. But I wasn’t comfortable with the play-by-play, like those two were. And especially when it came to my boyfriend. I hadn’t gotten over the giddiness of calling him that. I was not ready to go down sex memory lane with Kari. I didn’t even like her all that much.

      “I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.” She laughed as she pulled down the bumpy, narrow road. Leave it to Jagger to find a spot in the middle of nowhere.

      Leah’s parents followed behind us, and the guys had gone together ahead of us, but there were two cars in the lot when we arrived. As far as I knew, the wedding party consisted of three cars.

      “Holy shit.” Leah slapped her hand over mouth. “They came.”

      “Who—?” I asked, but she slammed the door shut before I had a chance to finish my question.

      “That man looks like Jagger. Holy shit.” Kari slid her sunglasses down her nose. “Jacob’s here?”

      “Who’s Jacob?” I was so confused.

      “Jagger’s son,” she said and left me in the car with Reno, who shrugged.

      I had no idea Jagger had a son. It was kind of weird that I spent about forty hours a week with Leah and Jagger, and neither ever mentioned this kid. He looked to be about ten and as confused as I was. Any question of Jagger’s parents was swept under the rug, almost like they’d done something shameful. But there was an older couple standing with the kid, and the man looked like Jagger with thirty years on him and shorter, gray hair. Their profiles were identical.

      There was lots of hugging and introductions going on. I hung back, because whatever was happening was unscripted and emotional. Leah and I had planned everything down to the minute, and this had the potential of blowing everything to bits. I tried to catch Zach’s eye, but he stared straight ahead, his arms crossed over his chest. He hadn’t been in on the surprise, either.

      Jagger, Leah, Jacob, and Raven headed up the path to the beach, hand in hand. Jagger and Leah’s parents followed, along with Kari and Reno. But Zach stayed still. I wasn’t sure if he saw me when I walked over to him. I put my hand on his arm. “What just happened?”

      He jumped. “I have no fucking idea.”

      The others had disappeared, and I turned to head up the path, but it only took a few steps to realize Zach wasn’t following. “What’s wrong?”

      He put his hand on my back and shook his head, but it did nothing to erase the grimace. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      Throughout the ceremony, I kept looking to Zach for a clue of what could be affecting him like this. It could’ve been the shock of seeing his best friend with a full-fledged family, after they’d bonded over the fact that neither of them had one. But he seemed over it when we left Miami. The last couple of days, I’d been the one with the doubts. The apprehension about coming to the wedding. He’d been happy. He wasn’t alone anymore. But it wasn’t enough to make those feelings go away.

      Maybe that was all it was. Nothing a little sex in this very spot later couldn’t fix. Or shower sex. I’d fix this with sex.

      We piled into different cars leaving the beach, since it wasn’t bad luck for Jagger and Leah to be together anymore. Jacob and Raven went with them. Zach and I got in the back seat of Leah’s SUV with Kari and Reno.

      Not awkward at all.

      I leaned in to kiss him. “Feeling better?”

      He shook his head. I’d try again when we got back to the hotel and we were alone.

      The party was low key— Christmas dinner in a private room in a local restaurant. Jacob sat next to Jagger, who couldn’t stop grinning. The kid had big, hazel eyes like his dad but he didn’t seem at ease. Maybe it was because he was in a room full of adults he didn’t know. I couldn’t work up the courage to ask. I couldn’t overcome the feeling that I’d be the one looking bad if I did.

      Once we walked through the door, Zach morphed back into his regular self, laughing and joking with everyone, and he even gave the toast.

      “To my best friend, who showed me dreams come true with enough hard work. It hasn’t always been easy, but that’s what makes it good. Congrats, man. On everything.” Zach gave Jagger a long hug, but the sadness hadn’t faded from his eyes.

      It took everything I had not to get drunk.

      “How much sand do you have in your sneakers?” Zach asked when we got back to his room.

      I grabbed the tiny trashcan and tipped my shoe upside down. “Approximately half the beach. Now are you going to tell me what the hell happened before I showed up?”

      He landed next to me on the bed with a heavy sigh. “Nothing you didn’t see. I had no fucking idea that Jag had a son. He lied to me, Shannon.”

      “I didn’t know, either.” Not that it softened the blow. I’d known Jagger for approximately five minutes, compared to Zach, and nowhere near in the same capacity. “Did Jagger know about him?”

      Zach pressed his lips together, and a storm was brewing in those dark eyes. “He knew who he was when he got out of the car.”

      And Kari had known about him. There was something off about this. Instead of feeling like I was a part of the wedding—I helped Leah plan the damn thing—I felt like I learned about it second hand. Like looking at the vacation photos of someone I didn’t know.

      This Christmas was supposed to feel different. I was supposed to feel like I belonged somewhere. I thought I did.

      “When I asked if Jagger’s parents were coming, the question got waved off like I should’ve known better than to ask.” I tried to make sense of the whole thing. Of why this had been such a big secret or why I’d been left out. Again. I’d intended to make Zach feel better, but I had fallen down the rabbit hole, too. And there was no one to rescue us.

      “Jag and his old man haven’t seen eye to eye in years. They were sort of in the picture when I met him. He’d dropped out of college—he did porn, did you know that?” He paused when I jerked my head back. It was no more shocking than escorting. Possibly tamer in some respects, because movies were scripted and real life wasn’t.

      “I hooked him up with Barry. At least if he was gonna get paid to fuck, he’d be treated right. His folks were pissed he wasn’t following in the family footsteps, doing something meaningful with his life. But then he stopped talking about them. That’s what we do. I didn’t push him about it, because I know what it’s like to have a shitty family life. But I wonder what else he lied to me about.”

      If he understood what it was like to have a shitty family life, he was being harsh on Jagger. It blew my mind that Jagger had a son who wasn’t part of his life. I never met my dad, and I would kill to have a day like Jacob did today, even if it was the only one. Jagger and Leah showered attention on the boy during dinner, but I wondered what would happen tomorrow, when everyone went back to their regularly scheduled lives. Jagger lavished love on Leah, and he was so excited about the baby. I couldn’t imagine he’d ignore his son without a damn good reason. But my mother had done it to me, and I didn’t consider her reasons very valid. “Did he lie, or did he not tell you?”

      “What’s the difference? Either way, I don’t know if I can trust him.” Zach lay down on the bed with his arm shielding his eyes.

      I settled beside him, not surprised when he didn’t move. I tried not to absorb the sting. I’d been afraid the wedding would drag up some bad shit for me, but I never thought it would be about my childhood. Trust had been used as a currency early on in my life. It had been stolen from me many times. It was something that cost too much, when I could come by it. And I didn’t give it easily.

      Zach had everything ripped away from him, too. Maybe I was being too hard on him, expecting him to suck it up when Jagger betrayed him.

      “I don’t think he did it to hurt you.”

      “Of course not, but it makes me question every fucking thing.” Zach rolled to his side, facing me. He picked up the pendant and ran his thumb over the cameo. “Promise me one thing—you’ll always tell me the truth, no matter how bad you think it is.”

      I leaned in to kiss his forehead, and he put his hand on the back of my head, trapping me in place.

      “I can do that,” I said, “as long as you do the same for me.”

      “I’ll never lie to you, Shannon. Even when it’s shit you don’t want to hear.” He closed his eyes, and for the first time since I arrived at the beach, the tension faded from his body. The wall came crumbling down. He looked lost.

      I traced his cheekbone with my fingers, dipping down to the stubble that appeared at the end of day.

      He jerked away like I’d sliced open one of those rough edges.

      “Sorry,” I muttered. I hated feeling like the scared little girl I tried so hard not to be. The one who couldn’t make her mother give a shit about her. I hated that she still had the power to bring me back into that black hole. And that the people who I thought were so different from her helped her do it. I hated that the most. “I was trying to make you feel better.”

      Zach kissed me. He’d be the one to pull me out of this, because he knew what it was like to hit rock bottom. “You are making me feel better. You’re the only thing in my world that makes sense.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            Zach

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?” It had been a couple days since we came back to Miami after the wedding, but I hadn’t cooled down yet. My rage bubbled under the surface since Jacob got out of the car, and I hadn’t had a chance to get dear old Dad alone to ask him about it. “When were you going to tell me you had a kid?”

      “I have three now. Raven, Jacob, and Violet.” Jagger smirked. Smug bastard. After the wedding, we made plans to meet up at the gym. Like everything was normal. But I could play the game, too. I’d been trying to introduce him to Brandon for weeks, but Jag had been too busy with the wedding to meet the guy who was taking his old job.

      I told Brandon to come later, because Jag and I had business to take care of. Now I hoped I didn’t tell Jagger to go fuck himself before Brandon showed up.

      “When were you going to tell me about Jacob?” I asked.

      “Probably never.” Jag ran his hand through his hair, his wedding ring shining in the light. “I didn’t know he was coming.”

      “But you knew he existed.” I shook my head. “What the fuck, Jag? What else haven’t you told me?”

      “Nothing. I didn’t tell you because that was the first time I saw him. His mother’s a crazy bitch. She took off before she had him and never let me be a part of his life. I’m not even listed on his birth certificate. But she’d call me every so often and taunt me with enough details so I knew it was true, but not enough that I could track her down. Once I did, I demanded a paternity test. Didn’t matter what it said. She decided I wasn’t worthy of being my own kid’s father. So no, I didn’t broadcast it to the world. What if she was right? That I didn’t deserve to be a part of his life? I told Leah only because she was pregnant and I got freaked out that history would repeat itself.”

      That was pretty rough, but I wasn’t letting him off the hook so easily. “Then how did he wind up at the wedding? With your folks?” It was like a stranger stood in front of me.

      “Leah.” His face lit up as he sat on the weight bench. “She tracked down Jake. My parents have been in his life for a few years. Kim, his mother, had convinced them I didn’t want anything to do with him. Leah encouraged me to call my folks. You know how that’s gone in the past. Not good. My mother picked a fight with me as soon as I said hello. After that call, I never expected them to show up. No one was more shocked than me that they did.”

      So there was unrest in the kingdom of Jagger. “What happens now?”

      He grimaced and shook his head. “I’m trying to work something out so I get to see him. I’m not dealing with rational people, but he’s old enough to have an opinion now. He needs a dad. Even if it’s me.”

      “He’s lucky to have you,” I said quietly. My parents had been awful to each other when they were alive, and that trickled down to me. Never once had I thought they wanted something different. I didn’t envy Jacob. He had to be really fucking confused. “You could’ve told me.”

      “I know.” Jagger turned toward the weight rack. “But I didn’t.”

      “How much weight do you want?” It was so long since we worked out together, I didn’t remember.

      “Let’s try one-fifty. I haven’t lifted heavy in a while. No one to spot me.”

      “I’ve been here.” I set the weight in the holder and looked down at him while he adjusted himself to lift. “I don’t even know you anymore, Jag. Married, an army of kids, now you’re this serious artiste who’s got exhibits all over the country.”

      The weight rattled in the holder when he let go of it. “Nothing fucking changed, besides the fact that I’m happy.”

      “Everything changed.” And I looked like an asshole for bring it up.

      “Okay, if you insist. Yeah, it did. You’re hanging on to things that don’t exist anymore. I’m proud of you for trying to bring the agency back. I get it. If I hadn’t met Leah, I’d be right there with you. But it’s gonna be different this time. Stop fighting change. Don’t blame this guy you hired if he can’t carry the agency right away. It’s gonna take time. Let it ride.” Jag grunted as he got to the end of his set. I hadn’t seen him struggle with weights like this in years. “What are you afraid of, Zach?”

      Leave it to Jag to turn this around on me. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked.

      “You’re going to choose the business over Shannon.” Leave it to him to walk out of my life and still think he was an authority on it. “You acted weird the whole time we were in Islamorada. Don’t blame it on me. She knew what she was getting herself into when she got involved with you. Figure out a way to make it work. It’s about time you were happy, too.”

      “You make it sound like a terminal illness. And bullshit. I’m not pushing her away. I’m…” Fucking crazy about her. But he knew me better than I knew myself. I was terrified. I was trying to move forward with her. I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. “I’m not taking on clients of my own. At first it was because I wanted to get the guys established. But I think it makes sense if I run the business and let the guys go out.”

      Jagger sat up with a grunt. “Is Shannon still helping you with the site? I’ve got a couple of headshots to take. I’ll schedule with Brandon today.”

      “Yeah. She’s almost done. It looks fucking incredible. I’m hoping to launch this week.”

      “That’s great. Send me the link, and I’ll check it out. Is this Brandon?” Jag nodded toward the door.

      Brandon grinned as he approached. “Hey. You must be Jagger. I’m Brandon. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you.”

      “Likewise.” Jagger shook his hand. “Let me know if you have any questions about the business. This guy can be a tough ass.” He bumped me, grinning, like we hadn’t had it out. Jag was the master of illusion. He could seamlessly step into any role asked of him.

      “So far so good. I can’t believe I get paid for this. I’ve got a funny for both of you. My daughter’s four, and she came home from preschool asking what I did for work. Thank God for those massage classes. I told her I was a masseuse. She thought that was the funniest word, and she told everyone in her class I was Dr. Seuss’ mother.”

      “Masseur,” I corrected, but it was still funny.

      “Those massage skills come in handy when you least expect it.” Jag laughed. “While I’m thinking of it—when can you do your headshot? Zach’s anxious to get you up on the site.”

      Brandon shrugged. “Once school starts next week, I’m free.”

      “Sure. I get it.” Of course he did. Jag was a parenting expert now.

      I’d let the two of them bond over their kids, but laughing and nodding was gonna get old fast. The gym had been my sanctuary for years, and I refused to feel like the one who didn’t belong. “I’ve got to get back to work,” I said.

      Brandon wrinkled his nose. “You haven’t worked out.” He didn’t have to add again. I bailed on him last time, too. I must’ve looked like I had a shitty work ethic. That wasn’t it at all. I ran away from my problems, which was also a great business tactic.

      “Just remembered some stuff,” I muttered, shoving my gloves in my bag. Jag raised an eyebrow, calling me on my bullshit, but I ignored him. Yeah, he was right. Things changed, and I didn’t like it. “I’ll catch up with you both later,” I said.

      What are you doing tonight? I texted Shannon as soon as I got back to my bike. I needed her. Since the wedding, she’d been the only thing that made sense. Even if I acted like a selfish, jealous asshole, she understood the root cause of it—the empty ache of being the only one without a family. I always thought it was something I could choose, but the concept was held together by a frayed thread, a bunch of fucking misfits with nowhere else to go. Until they found their place, and once again, I was alone.

      Not sure. What am I doing? I didn’t mind those smiley faces so much anymore. And maybe I wasn’t so alone. Shannon chose me. Not because she didn’t have any other options. She wanted me.

      I’m picking you up, and we’re hanging out. I had no idea what we’d do yet, but it didn’t matter. She made everything else fade away, and I forgot why I was so pissed at Jagger.

      Can’t wait. Heart emoji. I was gonna surprise you with this later, but surprise! The site is live. She included the link. Work was the language we were most comfortable with, and she knew when I needed to hide behind it.

      I didn’t answer her before clicking the link. That gorgeous keyhole came up, and I clicked on it. Sleek, discreet, and totally amazing on my phone. Most of our clients would find us this way. A safe place, where people couldn’t track their activity. I was so proud of her for putting this together, but for the first time in a long time, I was proud of myself, too. I thought about going back into the gym and showing off the site to the guys, but fuck them. They were busy bonding over diaper changes and whatnot. I’d unveil it Shannon style, with an event. For once, they could celebrate me.

      It’s gorgeous, I texted back to her before I headed home. Just like her. I was geeking out over the site, and all I wanted to do was stare at it, like it would somehow bring in more business. Fuck. We’re building a business, not launching a get rich quick scheme, she said the first night we talked about it. We built it. Now we needed for the clients to come.

      No one would know to look up The Collins Agency. This was a soft launch, and we’d soon be reaching out to our old clients, who might have been scared away by the scandal and would need a delicate touch to convince them to try again. They needed confirmation that their secrets were safe with us. We shattered their trust once, and I’d do whatever I could to get it back.

      I’d asked Claire to reach out to everyone she was still in touch with and invite them to our launch party.

      Shannon said she loaded the site with keywords and SEO, a bunch of shit I had no idea how it worked, but I trusted that it did. Because it always did. For shits and giggles, I put Escort Miami into the search bar, to see if she got the site to come up on the first page of results.

      Of course Jagger clogged up my results page with his baggage. A bunch of garbage that didn’t matter anymore, but it could scare away any potential client with cold feet. I scrolled down, looking for any mention of The Collins Agency, reminding myself that the site was too new for the search engines to grab it. Yet. I scrolled down, keeping my hopes up, and stopped on True Confessions: I Hired an Escort. It was from Insight magazine, so it was probably fake as shit, but I clicked anyway. It would be good for a laugh, to see who they thought my target client was. On the off-chance it was real, I could get inside the head of a potential client. I didn’t have my hopes up for that, though.

      Episode One: The Proposal

      I’m helping a friend of a friend start his escort business. I’ve got the skills he needs—I can build a website and help him with marketing. It’s easy stuff to me, but his face lights up when I suggest a quick fix. He gets excited. It makes me want more. I have what he needs, but the same can be said for him. I don’t want his money in return for my work. I’ve asked for him to pay me in sin. Sex.

      He seemed surprised by my offer. Maybe I insulted him, but it’s merely a trade of expertise. I grow his business, and he shows me how to push the limits of my body and mind.

      At first, he walked away from the proposal, and I can’t lie. It hurt. But this isn’t about feelings. It’s a straight-up business transaction.

      Tonight, he accepted. But to go forward, I have to tell him what I want.

      It’s simple, really. I want to be the center of someone’s universe, if only for a four-hour appointment. The hard part is giving him instructions on how to make me feel that way.

      Fuck.

      I read it again, to make sure my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me. This was my story, told through Shannon’s eyes. She’d insulted me, all right. A trade of expertise? Fuck that. She played me from the very start. She made me come up with a bullshit mission statement based on trust, and worse, she made me trust her. When I was kicked down and she was the only light I could see, she promised she wouldn’t betray me. Her kisses were laced with lies, and they were as deadly as poison.

      I couldn’t fucking trust her.
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      We needed to celebrate. The Collins Agency was a living, breathing thing, and I was more excited about it than I’d been about any other project I worked on, including Great Start Today. This was personal. It wasn’t a business succeeding; it was Zach’s dream coming true.

      Not to toot my own horn, but the site looked amazing. I was proud of what I’d come up with, and I thought it fit Zach’s vision to a tee. He had been adamant about building trust, and a website couldn’t do that on its own, but it looked sophisticated. Like it belonged to someone perfectly capable of not only keeping a secret, but also turning it into a fantasy. I loved the flourish pattern that flanked the top corner next to the logo. Jagger sent me the headshots he took, and they looked like works of art, not the cheesy glamour shots left over from the last site.

      The Collins Agency catered to women who knew what they wanted. If Zach hadn’t come up with a mission statement, that would be the perfect sentiment. I loved what that said about the site, the company, and about me for creating it.

      I had no idea what Zach wanted to do tonight. He hadn’t been himself since the wedding, which was why I shared the site with him. I hadn’t planned the official launch until later in the week, but he needed some good news. Whatever his plans were, a little celebration wouldn’t get in the way.

      “Can you help me pick out decent champagne? My budget is something that tastes slightly better than apple cider vinegar.” Leah brought me home from work most nights, and I’d asked her to stop at the store.

      “I miss sangria so much.” She groaned, slipping a not-so-subtle side-eye at me as she considered the bottles. “Are you sure you don’t want that instead? For me?”

      “Nope. Champagne it is. It’s a special night.” I spent a fortune going down to the Keys, and there were a few days to go before payday. I sent the Insight money to Grandma as soon as I got it. She needed it in January, after she’d gone all out, sending all the kids a little something for Christmas. Did they realize it meant she went without little somethings like lunch, to make up for the cost?

      “What are we celebrating?” Leah was still high off wedding fumes, twisting her ring around her finger as often as she put her hand on her belly. And her hormones were in overdrive. If I ever ran out of ideas of what to do with Zach, I only had to look as far as her for all the filthy suggestions.

      Not that I was in danger of that happening. We had yet to scratch the surface.

      “Zach’s site went live.” I picked up a fifteen-dollar bottle and shrugged. She nodded, and I put it in my basket.

      “You should get some strawberries, if you’re looking to make it a sexy celebration.”

      “Always. Cheese and crackers too, because I’m starving.”

      Leah led me over to the fancy cheese section. “So, he’s open for business. Does that mean he’s taking business?”

      We hadn’t discussed that the way we should have. I liked to think he’d tell me if he was taking clients again, but he might have assumed I knew what he was doing. Or not. I did put his headshot on the site along with the rest of them. After I’d taken it down a half-dozen times. “I’m not sure.”

      “You need to be, and you have to prepare yourself that you might not like the answer. So you can decide what you’re going to do about it,” she said, loud enough that everyone in the store could hear her as we got into line. Too many heads turned our way. Or it was my imagination. There was no way they could know what we were talking about.

      Getting involved with Zach was a bad idea. That didn’t change, no matter how much I cared for him. I wasn’t ready for a relationship, but when I said that to Leah, she reminded me none of us were ever ready. It was the escorting thing. That’s what Zach did, and I couldn’t ask him to give it up for me. I’d been asked to choose my job or a relationship once, and I ended up single.

      “Tonight, we celebrate. Then we can deal with the hard stuff.” I wished I could pop open the champagne while we waited to pay. Or that I had the money for another bottle.

      Leah waved me off when I pulled out my wallet. “Think of it as my present to both of you.”

      I needed all the help I could get, so I didn’t argue. I had a way to go tonight before Zach came over, and I was contractually obligated to write a new blog for Insight. The best time to do it was while I was hungry, waiting for him. While the emotions were fresh and I didn’t have too much time to think about it.

      Episode Five: Showtime

      The website is up and running, which means the escort service is open for business. I bought everything we needed to celebrate, but I’m not sure I’m in the mood. The problem is we never discussed whether or not this means he’s going back to work. Our arrangement was never supposed to be a relationship. And I was a fool to think he wasn’t taking clients when he took me as a client. We have to make a decision—see if we can separate business from pleasure. The terms of our agreement are no longer valid.

      I didn’t want to do this anymore. The blog started as my passion project, but now that I had to bare my soul for money, it felt icky. It was never supposed to be like this. Was this how Zach felt when he walked away from a client with a pocket full of cash? Was it possible to ever keep his heart out of it?

      I sure as hell couldn’t do it.

      I snapped the laptop closed when he knocked on the door, not sure if I saved the blog post. Didn’t matter. Whatever I wrote would be invalid by the time I got back to it.

      I opened the door and pressed my lips against Zach’s, waiting for some sort of reaction. But it was like he was made of stone.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked as I pulled him into the apartment and closed the door behind him. I almost locked it. “Is it the site? I can make changes if you found something you don’t like.”

      There was nothing friendly about his laugh, and I jumped when it rolled against me. He dug into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and slapped something on the table hard enough the strawberries and crackers jumped. “I think this should settle it.”

      It was a check for five thousand dollars. I didn’t have to ask what it was for. I knew. I thought I prepared myself for the way it would make me feel—like I sold myself. But it was much worse than that. The check rendered me worthless. “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “Isn’t it enough? I can give you more.” His words were clipped, and they might as well have icicles hanging from them.

      “I don’t want your fucking money, Zach.” He was blurry through my unshed tears. It wasn’t the first time I noticed how his broad shoulders filled the room, but it was the first time he made me feel claustrophobic.

      He stepped closer, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Remember the mission statement you made me come up with? I thought it was ridiculous—it’s just an escort business. But it was the best thing I ever did. Because like you said, every decision I make about my business goes back to that mission statement. Do you remember what I said it was?”

      I’d taped it to the top of my laptop screen as I worked on the site, and I knew it by heart. “The Collins Agency builds trust with their clients and fulfills needs that can’t be met anywhere else.”

      Zach nodded. “Very good. So you understand why I can’t have employees who can’t follow those simple principles, Shannon.”

      Usually, I loved the deep rumble of my name coming from his lips, but now he made it sound obscene. As dirty as that slip of paper on the table behind me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      “You’re a terrible liar.” He dug his phone out of his pocket. “I couldn’t stop looking at the site when you sent me the link. It’s fucking amazing. Much better than anyone else would’ve made for me, because you understood what I needed on a more intimate level. You understood how important it was to make someone feel like they were the entire world, even if it was only for four hours. But you said something else that stuck with me that first night, besides the mission statement. We’re building a business. You and me.”

      “You’re building a business. I’m helping you do it.”

      “Oh no. This was me and you. The reason I liked working with you so much was because I thought you gave a shit about what happened with the company. With me.” He slid his finger across the phone screen. “But the problem was no one knew who the fuck I was. How were they going to find this beautiful website you built for me? I tried to search for it, and I found this.”

      He handed me the phone, and I almost dropped it when Escort Lessons—It’s not sin; it’s survival glowed back at me from the screen.

      I steeled myself and handed the phone back to him. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “Don’t make it worse. Your name isn’t anywhere on it, but it doesn’t have to be. You can’t tell me there’s another woman out there who traded marketing services for sex.” He had me there. “I read all of it, and it’s like a play by play of every time we saw each other, except your real intentions never came through when we were together. This isn’t one of those times you can tell me you don’t want to talk. I’m not giving you the luxury of that option anymore. I paid you for a service, and I expect answers. Why did you do this?”

      “Do what?” His revelation had me rattled. He narrowed his eyebrow at me. “Your website?”

      Fall in love with you?

      “No. The blog. But I won’t lie, I’m questioning everything now.”

      “I needed the money.” And I never thought you’d matter to me. Maybe I should’ve said that out loud, but I didn’t. “I send money to my grandma to help her out. She doesn’t get enough to make it through the month.”

      “I would’ve given you every single thing you wanted. All you had to do was ask.”

      “I don’t want your money.” I had half a mind to rip the check up and toss it in the air, but I’d insulted him enough.

      “Why? Would it make you feel like a whore?” He spat out the last word. “I was more than willing to pay you for your work. The trade was your idea.”

      “Because I wanted you.” It came louder than I expected. I tried to meet his gaze, but he wouldn’t give me what I wanted. I had to get my emotions under control, or I’d lose everything. “I wanted you. And I knew you’d never consider being with me like that unless I had something you wanted.”

      He shook his head and scoffed. “You had everything I wanted. But—”

      “There it is.” I jabbed his chest with my finger, right over his heart. An electric shock rocketed through my body on contact. It was almost powerful enough to erase what he said. You had everything I wanted. “The but. But I’m Leah’s employee. I’m too young. Not sophisticated enough.”

      “Those are your hang ups, Shannon. Not mine. I wouldn’t have pursued you, because I’m an escort and you wouldn’t be able to handle it when I had clients. Other clients.”

      There it was. My heart took a swan dive into my belly. “You’ve been seeing clients?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You don’t get to play that card with me tonight.”

      “I paid you for a service.” The words tasted bad. “Have you been? Tell me the truth.”

      “You paid me for three appointments. The rest of my time belongs to me.”

      Ouch. “Fair enough.”

      “No. I haven’t been with anyone else.” He slipped his hands out of his pockets and crossed his arms against his chest, bumping into my finger which was still there. It was so natural to keep touching him, to have some sort of connection, I’d forgotten I was doing it. “I told myself I was building my new guys’ rosters. But the truth was I didn’t want to. Because I wanted to be with you. It looks like my schedule just got freed up, though. I’m wide open now.”

      “Zach, don’t do this.” I wasn’t going to cheapen this more with something lame like I can explain. I couldn’t. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too.” His voice softened, and he moved my finger away from my chest. I thought he’d drop it by my side, but instead he wrapped his fingers around it. “You may have noticed I’ve got some serious trust issues. Everyone I let in lies to me. Jag forgot to tell me he had a kid old enough to be in middle school, and you insist you don’t need money but you sold our story to a fucking online rag. I thought this meant something to you, Shannon. But I was wrong.”

      He turned around, letting go of me as he headed for the door. I caught it before he could close it behind him. He trotted down the stairs and then turned around to look up at me, like he did that first night he was here, when our souls whispered to each other in the dark. Tonight, there was nothing left to say.

      And then he was gone.
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      “Hey, man. You all right?” Jagger answered the phone right away.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” Lie.

      He scoffed. Good reason to, since last time I saw him I stormed off.

      I spent a lot of yesterday doing that. Retreating to the place I was safe. Alone.

      “Shannon called Leah last night after you left. Asked us to come over. She was a mess. She told us what happened,” he said.

      I balled my hand in a fist against the window. “I’m no angel in this, either.”

      “Why’s that?” Jag always said I’d know The One when I found her, but I watched him struggle when he met Leah with the very same thing I questioned as I got to know Shannon. If I could walk away from a lifestyle that gave me everything that was good in my life but had left me alone.

      My phone buzzed in my hand. It was probably Shannon sending me the hundredth message since I stormed out of her place. Hearts and little crying yellow faces were interspersed between I know sorry wasn’t enough, I wasn’t thinking, I’ll do whatever I can to get out of the contract, and please answer me. I hadn’t yet, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t reading her messages.

      I love you.

      Wrong answer, Shannon. My body buzzed like another message was coming through, but it was just the aftermath of her confession.

      “Zach? You still there?” Jag was saying my name over and over when I put the phone back up to my ear.

      “Yeah. I’m here.”

      “Thought you hung up on me.” Jag chuckled. He was laughing at me, wherever the hell he was. “Now tell me what you did wrong.”

      “I got involved with a client. You know that’s against the rules. I used Barry’s old contract. She told me what she wanted, and I didn’t listen. I did what I wanted.”

      “That’s not like you, but when you meet The One, those rules seem fucking stupid,” he said softly. “I kept trying to take clients after I met Leah, and my heart wasn’t in it anymore.”

      “Would you have quit if that crazy chick didn’t threaten to sue?” I asked.

      “Yeah. On the way there, I decided she was my last client. And she made my decision easy.” He laughed. It was the worst thing in the world at the time it happened, and he could laugh about it now. “It hurt Leah too much. But I kept telling myself I couldn’t quit my job for a woman. Which would be true if I did any other kind of work.”

      “But you had something you could fall back on.” And a rich woman in his bed, who was able to save the day with a job offer. “What the fuck would I do?”

      “Are you still taking clients?” Jag asked.

      “I wasn’t.” But my inbox hadn’t been full until that morning, either. It made it easy to seem virtuous. “I was giving them to the other guys.”

      “You can run the business without going on appointments.”

      “That’s not what this is about. It’s about Shannon cashing in on her story.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “The blog. She told you what happened.”

      “She didn’t mention any blog. She said that you offered her money for her work on the site and that you said you couldn’t trust her.”

      I sighed. “She left big chunks of the story out. She’s been blogging for a magazine about our relationship.”

      “Can it be pointed back to you? The agency?” He was so calm, and I hated it when Jag made so much sense.

      “I found it when I Googled Escort Miami.” And anyone else who did that would do the same, if they bothered to wade through Jagger’s old news.

      “You have to ask yourself why that matters so much to you. If it’s done right, it could be a windfall for you. Free advertising. You know as well as I do there’s nothing in that contract that prohibits what she’s doing.”

      “The agency only works when the women keep their mouth shut.” And the scandal sent Barry’s business crashing down to its knees. None of our clients wanted people to know they hired someone to fulfill their deepest, darkest desires.

      “Bullshit. The agency thrived through word of mouth. Because they whispered to their friends, I know where you can find a guy to do that for you. Barry built the business before social media exploded. The women who could afford to hire us are older than Shannon. They don’t broadcast their shit on the internet. But there is a whole group of women coming of age who’ve got that kind of money and needs they can’t satisfy. You wanted Shannon to do your marketing?” Jag laughed. “She did it. She’s going to make hiring an escort sound like a good idea to a group of women who grew up sending naked selfies and broadcasting their secrets to the entire world. You can’t buy this kind of publicity. She’s going to make you more money than you know what to do with. And for that, she deserves a lot more than the privilege of fucking you.”

      I let his words sink in. “I never thought of it like that.” I spent so long being something other people were ashamed of, I didn’t know any different.

      “The Great Start scandal scared a lot of people away, but I never told you how many job offers I got out of that. I turned them all down, because it was never my intention to be famous. But there’s this I-was-there mentality that we never considered because we were taught what we were doing was wrong. Making people happy isn’t wrong. Everyone deserves that. And it’s about time you realize it for yourself.”
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      I jumped every time my phone pinged. I hoped it would be Zach, acknowledging my existence. I’d go for that at this point. A confirmation that I was living and breathing and that my heart still beat. The last time I felt like this was the Christmas Grandma told me my mom was coming. I didn’t play with any of the toys she got me, or eat any of the treats we made. I spent the day staring at the door. My disappointment grew as my cousins arrived, their parents in tow. But my mom? She must’ve had something better to do. A prior engagement. I’ll never know. She didn’t bother to make an excuse.

      Along with a deep suspicion of holidays that revolved around families, I learned to manage my expectations. To only want things I could have. I didn’t start off thinking that way about Zach, until he insisted I change my mind.

      It was a New York number, but I didn’t recognize it. There were tons of offices in the Great Start Today building, and it was probably someone who needed to close out my file.

      “This is Shannon,” I said.

      “Hi, Shannon, I’m so glad I caught you. This is Sonya Martinez from Insight magazine.”

      Oh. I was paralyzed with a mixture of excitement to be talking to my editor and the kick to the gut the column had caused me.

      I had to get out of my contract. And the universe was giving me the perfect opportunity to do so.

      “Is this Shannon Gallagher?” she asked when I let too much time pass without answering her.

      “It is.” I tried to pull myself together. “Did I miss a deadline?”

      She laughed. “No. Everyone panics when I call them for the first time. This is good news. I should’ve emailed you first, but I was too excited to wait for you to respond.”

      “What is it?” Please say you’re letting me out of my contract, please say you’re letting me out of my contract…

      “We knew your feature would be successful, but it’s had an unprecedented amount of hits. Have you read any of the comments on your blog posts?”

      Hell no. “Is that the first rule? Never read the comments?”

      “No wonder you’re such a good writer. You don’t miss a beat. The comments have been overwhelmingly positive, and we’ve been getting email from readers wanting to know where they can find this guy. Or someone like this guy. You don’t have to answer, but I have to ask. Does he exist?”

      Not in that capacity anymore. “No.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t bother trying to hide her disappointment. “I hoped it was a real agency.”

      “Is that a problem? Because if you don’t want me to write the column anymore—”

      I was interrupted by laughter. “I’m calling to offer you a book deal.”

      “A what?”

      “A book deal. Our parent company also owns Mercury Books, and they partner with our best and brightest writers who have a handle on pop culture and current events. I know it might seem overwhelming, if you’ve never written longform, um, fiction or non-fiction before, but there will be a team to help you put the story together in the best possible way.”

      Holy. Shit. A book deal based on my relationship with Zach. My non-existent relationship with Zach that had been built on misunderstandings and bad communication. On desire and fear. And the want for more than we had. The story was over, and it didn’t have a happy ending. That was what they’d want, right? An assurance that the girl who could manipulate the world wide web to do what she wanted could do the same to a man.

      “Shannon, are you still there?”

      “I am.” My mouth was so dry. “Do I have to give you an answer now?”

      “Of course not. But I haven’t finished telling you the initial terms of the deal. You’ll probably want to contact a literary agent to make sure you get everything you want. But as it stands, it’s a six-figure deal. When a publishing house puts that kind of money into an advance, they want to guarantee they make it back. Which means publicity. A lot of it. And there’s a whole section about movie rights. More than usual…”

      I was getting dizzy listening to her. Six figures. That would be more than enough for me to get a car and a cute little condo. Not a glass house like Zach’s, but maybe a little place near Wynwood. One with two bedrooms—one for me, one for Grandma. But before I got too wrapped up in a which-Chris-would-play-Zach-in-the-movie daydream, I had to figure out what was best for me.

      And that meant what was best for Zach, too. I’d violated his trust, and I wasn’t sure if I was legally obligated to profit from it. I needed way more than a literary agent.

      “…I’ll email the contract over so you can take a look at it, but if you decide to accept, I strongly suggest you contact an agent. Don’t be nervous about that. You tell them that you have an offer like this on the table, you’re guaranteed money to them.”

      “Okay. I will.” I could barely string a coherent sentence together. “Thank you.”

      Tears streamed down my face when I got off the phone with Sonya. I hadn’t put it down yet, I held it against my chest. It had never been my dream to write a book or be involved in a movie—I managed my expectations—but it didn’t mean that it wasn’t an attractive offer. My phone vibrated again, jumpstarting my stalled heart, and once again I hoped it was Zach.

      It was Sonya, with the contract.

      Leah would know what to do. I hadn’t told her about the blog—I’d meant to keep it a secret from everyone. When she and Jagger came over the other night to calm me down, I left that part out of the story. They’d been ruined by the media, when someone from Leah’s past outed her for hiring Jagger. She lost her job at the TV show, and the escort agency fell to ruins. And I did the same thing. They wouldn’t be too sympathetic when they found out, and I’d really needed a shoulder to cry on that night.

      I wondered if I subconsciously sabotaged my relationship with Zach from the very start.

      “Ready for our next client?” Leah had dark smudges under her eyes this morning. We probably matched. She had her hair pulled away from her face. Odd. She was usually perfectly put together. “Claire was a trial run, but with Elizabeth, I’ll need you to take the reins. It won’t always be like this, but I think it’s best if I step back into a supporting role until Miss Violet graces us with her presence.”

      Shit. This wasn’t like Leah. “Is everything okay with the baby?”

      Her baby bump was visible over the top of the table. “Yeah, she’s fine. The placenta has been giving us trouble through the entire pregnancy. It had settled over my womb, and then moved away, so we thought we were in the clear. But at yesterday’s appointment, it seemed like it’s slipping back into the danger zone.”

      “I don’t like those words together.” Not at all.

      “Nothing to worry about. It means they’re scheduling me for a C-section. Soon. I won’t be bringing her to term.” She frowned. “But Violet herself is doing fine. She’s developing as she should, and my doctor insists everything will go smoothly.”

      “Wow. Will you have to stay at the hospital for a long time?” I did my best to keep my cool. Leah had been my rock as long as I’d known her, and now she needed me to be the same.

      “I’ll be there a few days. Violet will be there longer. It depends on how well her organs have developed. She’ll stay at the NICU until she’s ready to come home.”

      Jesus. I put my hand over hers. “It sounds like you’re both in great hands.”

      “I hope so. I’m turning forty in two months, which makes things more difficult, since I’m not exactly the best candidate for this.” She wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be. You have Jagger and Raven, and you have me.” Wasn’t sure how much good that did, but at least I’d earn my perfect attendance badge. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

      Some of the light returned to Leah’s eyes. “Get ready for your first meeting with Elizabeth. You’ll be the face of this makeover. I’ll be here to help with ordering and research, but as far as execution goes, this is The Shannon Show.”

      “Does she know that?” After all, she’d hired Leah. Not me.

      “Yes, she does. She’s friends with Claire, who raved about your work. She knows she’s in perfectly capable hands, and I told her she’d be seeing more of you than me when she signed the contract.”

      My heart sank. “How does she know Claire?”

      Leah sighed. “She’s one of Jagger’s old clients. Eventually, we’ll get a client that hasn’t had sex with one or both of our significant others.”

      “Your significant other.” I picked at the frayed edge of the hole in my jeans.

      “Give him a chance to come around,” she said.

      I hated to turn this into The Shannon Show when she was having real problems, but I had to tell her. I’d burst if I kept inside a moment longer. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “Why not?” Leah shifted with a groan, and I regretted saying anything. She didn’t need my crap.

      “There’s a reason why Zach gave me that check.” I took a deep breath. “I started a journal about our relationship, and there was an open call from Insight magazine for their True Confessions blog. They accepted it, and Zach found out.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Did you tell him?”

      “No. He found it online and came over with the check, freaking out that he couldn’t trust me. And then he left. You know the rest.” I left out all the stuff he said about Jagger. My mission was not to divide and conquer.

      Leah bit her lip. “I can understand why he’s upset. Nobody wants a surprise like that. Especially after what happened with Jagger and the lawsuit. You should’ve told him before you submitted.”

      Fuck. I thought I’d prepared for the worst, but I was too busy hoping for the best. I wanted her on my side, and now I worried she wouldn’t trust me, either. “In hindsight, of course I should have. But I honestly didn’t think he’d ever find out. I know that doesn’t make it better, and I wonder if I would’ve censored my writing if he knew about it.”

      And if I would I have been offered the book deal if I had.

      “Is he mad because you kissed and told or because he’s worried it will hurt the agency?”

      “Both.”

      She frowned. “His only real job has been escorting. He’s trying to protect his life as he knows it.”

      I’ll keep you safe, he said. Safety was important to Zach in the same way it was important to me. It meant control. We’d both come from a place where we had very little of it. I could control work, and he could control sex. His work.

      “My plan was to get out of my contract. Not that it would erase what I did, but at least it would show Zach I was serious about our relationship. Then they offered me a book deal. A big one.” Reading the contract was overwhelming, even after Sonya had given me a preview of the contents.

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “Shitty. I’m profiting off him, but it’s like I stole it. It’s not…”

      “Satisfying?” Leah asked. “Have you talked to him?”

      “No. He won’t answer my calls.” I was tempted to book him for an appointment, but he’d be livid when he found out who his client was. And then nothing would ever be fixed. I’d prove him right—I wasn’t worthy of his trust.

      “Keep trying. The agency’s been busier than expected since launch. Like, better-than-with-Barry levels. You did that. So yeah, he’s pissed, but I think some cold hard cash coming his way will take the sting out of it.”

      Was he taking clients? “How do I make him trust me again?”

      “That, I can’t tell you,” she said. “But he needs you.”

      “So you have talked to him,” I said.

      Leah shrugged, fighting a grin. “The party at Claire’s might be next week. But I didn’t say anything.”

      I slumped in my seat. “That was supposed to be our First Friday event.”

      Leah wriggled her eyebrows. “You should go. If it wasn’t for you, he’d have nothing to celebrate.”

      “It was his vision. He didn’t know how to bring it to life. That’s all I did.” Zach had called bullshit on that claim, too. Maybe I would go to the party. If he let me in. I could get a taste of my own medicine.

      “And that’s why you’re going to kill it on Elizabeth’s project. If people knew how to bring their visions to life, they wouldn’t need to hire us anymore. Zach wants you to succeed. He’s hurt because he cares about you. That doesn’t just go away. You know that.”

      “He doesn’t see it that way.” I wished he’d talk to me. With clear heads, maybe everything would make sense. There was no way he wasn’t getting my messages. It was possible he was busy with the influx of new clients Leah claimed I got him. I set it up so he could drown his sorrows between the legs of another woman. Some marketing genius I was.

      “Okay, so you can’t take back the blog. I haven’t read it. You didn’t say anything bad, did you?”

      “Of course not. I was honest. About everything. Even when it started to feel like more than a business transaction.” I hoped he’d read that part, too. The part where I was falling for him. Not just for his body, but for the man who teased me about my sneakers and swore he’d keep me safe. I believed him. Anyone else who ever made that claim had let me down—except for my grandma. So I thought he’d understand why I needed the money, but not from him. From him, I needed so much more.

      “Keep writing. Pour your heart into it. Even this part, where everything went sideways and it feels like crap. First of all, the readers will love it—”

      I groaned.

      “Listen to me. They’ll love it, because you broke through a wall with a man that should’ve been completely off limits. You were the one who was special enough to make him ignore all his rules, to be with you. They won’t be able to tear themselves away from the story. And I have a feeling Zach’s reading along, too.” Leah squeezed my hand. “Show them all it’s possible for the two of you to have a happy ending.”
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        * * *

      

      Episode Six: The Confession

      I don’t have to say your name. You know who you are. I’ve whispered it so many times at night, as I ran my hands over my body, hoping you left a piece of yourself behind. But you didn’t. You took everything with you. And here I am, in the place that stole it away from us, telling the entire world how I feel about you.

      This was how I broke you. Everybody else kept you their secret, only taking you out to play with in the dark and abandoning you when something better came along. You are my something better. I miss you. I love you. I don’t know what that’s like. It’s something I’ve been afraid of, too, since it’s not a one-sided thing. Love only grows if someone can receive it. Love can’t grow in the dark.

      I know you don’t want me to write this anymore—to share our secrets—but our secrets are nothing to be ashamed of. I don’t want to keep you a secret anymore. Instead of whispering your name, I want to shout it from the rooftops and call you back to me. I want to cry it out in your favorite place—the dark.

      I don’t have to say your name, but I want to. More than anything.
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      I was an asshole.

      It wasn’t breaking news, but every once in a while, it was good to be reminded. Like getting punched in the face when I deserved it. I learned lessons painfully.

      I almost dropped my coffee cup when my phone pinged. I’d asked to receive alerts if there were updates to the True Confessions blog. It had its own ringtone, and I’d already had a false alert. Shannon wasn’t the only one baring her soul for anyone who scrolled by the blog. Didn’t stop my heart from pounding when I looked at the screen.

      New update from Escort Lessons. Episode Six…

      This was all Shannon. As I read the post, I pictured her standing naked by her bedroom window, running her hands over her body as she waited for my arrival. What she looked like in those shadows… Strong and scared and vulnerable.

      Mine.

      And more than that, I was hers. We shared a kinship, there in the dark, the place she claimed love couldn’t bloom. I read her words over and over. Each time they sunk in my thick skull a little bit more. She’d been the light in my life, the hope that I could pull my shit together and succeed. And when I left her, the light was gone. I left her in the dark, waiting for me.

      I was thirty-three years old, and I was afraid of the dark.

      I needed to call her, but as much as the dark scared me, the light was worse. I wasn’t sure I was ready to try again.

      Instead, I called Jagger. “Have you read Shannon’s blog?”

      He sighed, but it ended in a chuckle. “I didn’t have any plans of reading it, but Leah wanted me to. I can’t say no to her lately, it’s the belly. After she followed me around the condo, reading it out loud, I read the rest of it.”

      Sounded like Leah. “Did you read it all? Even her confession?”

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “Do you accept her apology?”

      “I don’t know.” I looked out at the bay. Shannon had only been here one night, but her ghost lingered. I saw her everywhere I turned. “If I give her another chance, I don’t know if I can be what she needs.”

      And I couldn’t even fucking think about it, because the orgy she recommended I throw at Claire’s house to drum up business was tonight.

      “How can you make it better?” he asked.

      “She won’t take my money.” Though she needed it. She had no real home, no car, and she sent every spare dime she had to her grandma. But she put up a brave front, and it wasn’t my business to tell Jagger about that. I assumed she negotiated a fair deal with Leah. Leah wouldn’t screw her over, and if she knew Shannon was having trouble, she’d give her everything she could to fix it.

      But that wasn’t what Shannon wanted. She was determined to show the world she could do it all herself. The problem was she had no idea of her worth. Jag was right; she deserved much more than a fucking trade with me. Especially when she was asking for something I didn’t consider to have any value—me.

      “What’s more important to her than money?” Jag asked.

      “Her grandmother.” Family. Security. A place to belong. I should’ve fucking hung up the phone and called her. But I wasn’t ready yet. I’d teased her, made her think I’d be the one to give that to her, when I thought I could trust her. “She wants to get her out of Detroit. Sounds like her neighborhood’s gone downhill, and she’s struggling.”

      “Make it happen.”

      “What am I going to do? Call up an old woman and tell her I’m fucking her granddaughter and that I want her to get on a plane and come to Miami?” It wasn’t a half bad idea. But. “I just walked out on her. And I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive her yet.”

      “Yet. But you will.” Jag laughed. “You can do better than that. You’ve been talking women into bad ideas as long as I can remember. Tighten it up and get Grandma down here.”

      “Maybe I could surprise her. If I ask her for her grandma’s contact information, she’ll know I’m up to something. She won’t give it to me now, anyway. I need a way around the middle woman. I could bring her to First Friday or something.”

      “Leah would be able to pull it off.” Fuck Jag for being right. “She’s probably got her information—emergency contact or something like that. And if you ask me, this is an emergency.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you want me to ask her to do it?”

      “No.” I couldn’t take the easy way out. I’d resented Leah for ripping Jag and everything I considered comfort and safety out of my life. Now she was the only one who could get it back for me. “I’ll ask her myself.”
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      Claire suggested I make the event black tie, and I went along with it since she donated her house as our playpen. The rented suit made me feel like a liar. The bowtie was like a closed fist around my throat. I couldn’t fucking breathe.

      I thought about inviting Shannon, so she could see her vision in action. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to share my business with her again. Instead, I’d remind myself of what my life was like without her.

      “Didn’t recognize the place.” I pushed it all down as I kissed Claire on the cheek. She wouldn’t think anything was wrong. I’d played this role for so long, I started to believe it. I was a fucking hypocrite, giving Jag and Shannon shit about lying to me when I’d done it to myself for so long.

      “Isn’t it gorgeous? Leah did a great job. Shannon, too.” Claire raised an eyebrow, and it felt like she was dragging a confession out of me, but she might have no idea Shannon and I broke up. If we were ever truly together in the first place. “I didn’t get as many of the old crew to come tonight as I expected. That’s okay. They’ll come around when the girls tell them what they missed. A couple of them asked if they could invite a friend. I didn’t see any harm in that. There’s a lot of fresh blood here. I figured that was a good thing. What’s shocking is how young they are. I don’t think your associates will mind playing with their beautiful bodies. But I should warn you, Kathy brought her daughter.”

      “She did?” It wouldn’t be my first mother-daughter team, but there was no doubt shit was going to get interesting tonight. “She’s legal, right?”

      “She’s pretty close to thirty. She’ll hold her own.” Claire took a flute of champagne off the tray the waiter held, and handed one to me as well. “I’ll be at the door. Have fun tonight, Zach. Remember why you started the agency. Why you started doing this.” Claire kissed my cheek before she left me standing here, alone.

      She’d meant well, asking me to get back to my roots and do things for the right reasons. At one time, I would’ve said it was because I didn’t give a shit about convention, and escorting was all about freedom. Escorting had been a security blanket, protecting me from the reality that I was alone.

      Tonight I’d rebuild myself on the only things I could count on—vodka and pussy. The only places for which the view from the bottom was better than at the top. Back to where it all began. Too bad it didn’t feel right. Since I discovered Shannon’s blog, I’d thrown myself into the agency. The foundation was shaky at best, and it needed all my attention if it had any chance at surviving. I learned nothing in our time together, and I had no idea what to do outside of what she told me.

      “Zach,” Kathy purred. She was one of my old regulars. “I’m so glad to see you again. You’ve been so busy lately. I hope you’re available tonight.”

      She kissed my cheek, letting her lips linger close to my skin. I stiffened when she put her hand on my ass. I’d been out of the game for a while, and I’d forgotten the rules. Tonight was somewhat of a free-for all. The clients paid a fee, and the guys had agreed to split the money. What happened once they walked in the door was up to them.

      “Depends on what you have in mind.” To get the other guys work, I’d deflected booking her by saying I’d been busy with a long-term client. Kathy had called for a few appointments, and over the phone, it was easy to blow her off. Now. I was desperate for a way out. I didn’t want to fuck Kathy or any of the women I invited. Shannon should be here. She built this as much as I did, and she was my best client.

      Had been.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about her, as passion exploded all around me. I wanted her. I wanted to taste her kiss and feel her skin under the palm of my hand. I missed her freckles, those damn sneakers, and especially her ponytail. I bet it needed a good tug.

      I wasn’t taking any clients tonight.

      Kathy caught me off-guard, squeezing my ass and capturing my mouth as I opened it in protest in a kiss. And for a minute, I let her do it. To see if I wanted my old life back.

      When we separated, I had my answer. But I didn’t have a chance to tell her before I spotted the life I’d thrown away.

      Shannon clutched the door frame, in her black dress from Christmas Eve Eve and those damn sneakers. Her mouth was open, and when she caught my eye, she was already backing away from the room, shaking her head. It only took seconds before she broke into a run.

      “Kathy, I…” had nothing to say to her. I had to get away from this woman and follow Shannon before it was too late.

      Kathy clutched my arm like she knew I was about to run. “No need to explain. I’ll be sticking to Tommy. Thanks for that hookup. You always knew exactly what I like. But I was hoping I could introduce you to my daughter, Lilly. She just moved to Miami, and she’s having a hell of a time meeting people her own age. I thought the two of you could have some fun.”

      “Send her my way. I’ll introduce her to someone.” I trotted off before she had a chance to say anything else. Claire’s house was huge, and Shannon could’ve been anywhere. But she wasn’t. She was gone.

      A part of me wondered if I’d imagined seeing her.

      Fuck.

      I grabbed another vodka on the rocks off a tray, as the waiter passed me by, and downed it in a healthy swig.

      “So glad to see you, man.” Brandon had dressed up, his way—black leather pants and an unbuttoned top. His hair was a mess, like he’d been up to something good. I hadn’t seen him since I made the initial introductions. “You got a minute to talk?” he asked.

      “Everything okay?” Fuck, I was supposed to introduce him to Lilly. I could barely remember anything since I saw Shannon. Good thing I hadn’t told Kathy too much about who I planned to hook her daughter up with. I couldn’t fuck anything else up tonight. “Mostly everyone here is a regular, so if there’s anything fucked up going on—”

      “No, I’m having a great time.” He looked over his shoulder to the living room, where couples and trios were too busy among themselves other to notice our conversation.

      Would they switch partners halfway through the night? They should, if they knew what was good for them. Tonight was an all-you-could-eat buffet, with none of the regrets.

      “I’m grateful for this opportunity, man. I want you to know that.”

      From the way Brandon shifted his weight in his combat boots, I expected him to say something I didn’t want to hear. “But?” At least he had the balls to be honest with me.

      “I’ve met someone”—he bit his lip—“and it’s making it hard to do this like I should. I… uh… brought her here tonight. She wanted to know what I do.”

      I liked her already—she was open enough to come see what this was about. I scanned the room, looking for an unfamiliar face. “Who is she?”

      “She’s the one with her hair up, on the chaise.” A dark-haired woman turned, like she knew we were talking about her, and winked at Brandon.

      I narrowed my eyes, drinking in the details. She was somewhere in her late thirties, early forties. I’d seen her before, but she wasn’t a client. Maybe I’d seen her on TV. “She’s gorgeous.”

      She turned back to the party and struck up a conversation with one of my regulars, then laughed and looked back at Brandon. This time, her gaze lingered a little longer.

      “The last thing I need is another scandal,” I said.

      “No shit. And the last thing I want to do is cause any trouble. For either you or Samantha. We’re testing the waters.”

      I definitely recognized her from TV. That name rang a bell. “Is she a client?”

      “No. I met her on a playdate.” He grinned.

      “A playdate?” That wasn’t a term we ever used at the agency. Shannon had revolutionized my marketing, and the guys were making up their own rules.

      A flush burned Brandon’s cheeks. “She’s my daughter’s best friend’s mother. We hit it off. She wasn’t looking for anything serious, but…”

      “I’ve heard that before.” It was going to be one of those nights that I had a hangover long before I went to bed. “Do what you’ve got to do, man. But I’d hate to lose you when things are getting good.”

      “I hear you. I’m having a blast working for you.” He met Samantha’s gaze, and I knew all good things had to come to an end. “But I wanted to be honest with you. You can’t help these things when they happen. They fucking steamroll you.”

      Didn’t I know it?
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      “This is how we’re going to pull it off.” Leah always looked so goddamn smug when she was dealing with me, but today her smile was more of a grimace. She waited for me to take my seat at the coffee shop. We decided to meet away from the gallery, to keep Shannon out of the equation. It had been a few days since the party, since I saw her last. I’d called her, texted her, but she didn’t answer. I didn’t blame her after what she walked in on. People fucking all around her, and me in the middle of it all, sucking face with a client. A text wouldn’t do it justice. I’d been an asshole, ignoring her attempts to get in touch with me when she’d said some pretty heavy shit. It was possible she moved on after she got her confession out of her system. And after she thought I’d done the same.

      I had to prepare myself for that. And give her the one thing I knew she wanted more than my sorry ass.

      Our mission was a secret. “Shannon’s birthday is next month. I think that might be our best lure to get her grandma down here. That way, she won’t think there’s an ulterior motive. Not that you have one. But it will be enough for two strangers to convince her to get on a plane.”

      “What day is her birthday?” I couldn’t believe I had to ask Leah when Shannon’s birthday was.

      “The tenth.”

      “I was thinking of surprising her at First Friday.” Shannon would be at the gallery then; she’d never let Leah and Jagger down. And it wouldn’t require any special planning to get her there.

      “Perfect. And it gives you a couple of windows to aim for, either this month or next, in case Grandma has plans already. Shannon will be hosting the next couple of First Fridays, since I’m supposed to be on bedrest.”

      I knew something was up. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m great.” She didn’t sound the least bit convincing, and from her narrowed eyes, I didn’t expect any details. “How do you want to do this? We can call her now and see if she’s game. But we should have a rough idea of what we’re asking her. And you’re going to be the one who picks her up at the airport and brings her places until Shannon’s in the picture. You know—because bedrest and possible baby.”

      I did some quick math in my head, but it wasn’t adding up. “When’s your due date?”

      “I’m waiting to find out when I’m having a C-section. Don’t worry. The baby’s fine.” Still not sounding convincing when she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Leah was making me nervous. “We’ll give Grandma a choice of First Fridays, and you bring her to some hot hotel on the beach. Give her the total VIP experience. It will be good for her to see Shannon’s doing well.”

      “I agree.” I hoped it was true. “How is she?”

      “She’s really upset. She told me about the party. I’m keeping her so busy she doesn’t have time to think about it. Do you remember Elizabeth? She’s working with her.”

      “Kathy is an old regular, and she was trying to rekindle old times. With her tongue in my mouth. I told her I wasn’t booking clients anymore.” If Shannon wouldn’t listen to me, maybe she’d listen to Leah. “But Shannon was gone before I had a chance to explain.”

      “I told her to go to the party. It was a mistake, but I don’t think it’s unfixable.” The only thing that gave me hope was Leah could talk anyone into anything. She pulled her phone out of her purse. “Ready for show time?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” There was a huge chance this would backfire. Shannon made herself clear—she didn’t want my money. But she would want to see her grandma.

      Leah punched the number into the screen and hit Send. “Hi. Is this Mrs. Gallagher? This is Leah Godfrey. Shannon’s boss. Listen, I was hoping that you could help me and Shannon’s boyfriend with a little birthday surprise. Want to come down to Miami and jump out of her birthday cake? Our treat?”

      Only fucking Leah could pull that off. She nodded, said okay a couple times, and gave me a thumbs up. “We throw a party at my husband’s gallery the first week of every month. Shannon’s been instrumental in making those parties an event that can’t be missed. Have you seen her in action? She’s amazing.”

      Mrs. Gallagher said something, and Leah nodded a few more times. “Should we book your flight for this month or next month?”

      Leah grabbed a piece of paper and tapped my arm, to get me to hand her a pen. “Okay. That sounds great. I’ve heard so many amazing things about you, and I can’t wait to meet you in person. The two of us can gush about your granddaughter. But you have to promise to keep it a secret. She’s been working hard, and we want to surprise her.”

      I wished I could hear the other side of the conversation. Leah laughed. “Absolutely not. This trip is our treat. A reward to Shannon for doing such good work.”

      She winked at me.

      “Perfect. You’re going to hear from someone named Zach Collins. He and Shannon have been dating. He’ll book your flight and your hotel room. He’s lovely, and he’ll take good care of you. If you have any questions in the meantime, let me give you my number…”

      Leah grinned when she hung up the phone. “One grandma, on her way to Miami.”

      “I feel like we duped a little old lady out of her life savings.”

      She shook her head. “Grandma doesn’t sound like she misses a beat. She’s dying to come down here. And Shannon’s told her about you.” It came out sing-song. “I assume only the good stuff, since she’s eager to meet you.”

      “There only is good stuff.” I wiggled my eyebrows at Leah, but she wasn’t paying attention to me. “What happens now?” I asked.

      “You need to book her a flight.” She put her hand over her swollen belly. “But now I need you to take me to the hospital.”

      Holy shit. “Do you want me to call Jag?”

      She pulled herself out of the chair. “I’ll call him on the way. We’ve got to go.”

      I got up too fast and pushed my chair into the guy behind me. He’d get over it. “Is everything okay?” I asked. Obviously it wasn’t, but I needed to know what degree of not okay we were dealing with. “Where are your car keys? I rode the bike here.”

      “In my purse. You can get them.” She put her arm around me, and her eyes were wild. “I feel really weird, and I don’t want to take any chances.”

      “I’ll get you there. Don’t worry about anything. Tell me the name of the hospital you want me to take you to.” I was freaking the fuck out. This was Jag’s baby, and nothing was going to happen to her or her mama on my watch. “Violet’s going to be fine.”

      “I know. She’s impatient, like her mama.” Leah got into the passenger’s side of her car.

      I didn’t shut the door right away. I didn’t know how the hell I was going to drive.

      “We’ve got to go.” The last part came out as a groan.

      I jogged over to the driver’s side. “Sure you don’t want me to call Jag?”

      “Positive. I’ll call him while you drive. He’ll freak out if he hears this from you. He’ll think I’m not able to talk. Seriously, I’m sure it’s okay. I don’t want to take any chances.”

      “Whatever you need me to do, tell me, and it’s done. I don’t want you to worry about anything.” Fuck. She was scaring the shit out of me.

      She closed her eyes. “Zach?”

      I looked back at her before I pulled out of the spot.

      “Everything will work out. For all of us.”
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      Jagger wrapped me in a bear hug when I got to the hospital, rocking me back and forth.

      He called me at Elizabeth’s house and told me to come to the hospital immediately. The baby was coming. It was way too early, and Leah had assured me this very thing wouldn’t happen. I was afraid to ask, but— “Everything’s okay?”

      “Yeah. We had a scare, and they decided it was better if she came out. Baby’s fine, Mom’s fine and resting, and Dad’s a hot mess.” He chuckled as he pulled away. He ran his hand through his hair, and it didn’t settle right, but there was no hiding the new dad glow. “Fuck. I didn’t expect it to be like this. I thought we’d have more time to prepare. But she’s here and it’s amazing... She’s beautiful. Tiny, but gorgeous. Looks like Leah.”

      I fell against him with relief that nothing was wrong with Leah or the baby. “Babies never do what you expect them to, but this is a hell of a way to get a crash course. What happens now?”

      “Violet will be staying here for a while. They’re going to do some tests—make sure everything’s working like it should be. We knew that, though. They want to keep Leah for a couple days, too. Give her a chance to heal after the surgery.”

      I nodded. “I’ve got everything handled on the business end.”

      “Didn’t cross my mind that you wouldn’t.” Like he was thinking of anything but his wife and daughter. “She’s out now. Anesthesia hasn’t worn off yet, but I knew she’d want everyone who was important here when she woke up.”

      “I’m glad you called me. I wouldn’t want you to be alone, either.” I couldn’t imagine what must be going through his head. I was freaking out, and it wasn’t my kid.

      “I’m not.” He smirked. “Zach’s with me.”

      “He is?” Shit. I wasn’t mentally prepared to see him today. I’d been ignoring his phone calls after I tried to surprise him at the escort party. After I caught him kissing a woman I’d never seen before. I’d tried to prepare myself for that reality, but there was no way to guard myself from having my heart ripped out of my chest and stomped on.

      “Yeah. He brought Leah here.”

      “Okay.” Somewhere in this hospital, I entered an alternate universe, where Leah and Zach spent quality time together.

      Jagger put his hand on my back as I walked into the waiting room. Toward Zach. Like he knew I considered making a run for it. Zach stood as I got closer.

      Fuck it. I hugged him. Because I was relieved that everything was okay, and because I wanted to. There was no need to lie to myself.

      Even better, he hugged me back. “It wasn’t what you thought it was,” he said softly.

      “I wanted to surprise you,” I said against his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      He pulled away from me, grinning. “About what? Everything’s good with Leah and Violet. Jag’s glowing like the sun and speaking gibberish. Just wait, he’ll say something totally stupid. And you’re here. As far as I see it, things are good.”

      I’d missed so much about him. How warm his hands felt through my thin T-shirt. The way his tattoos moved when his muscles tensed, like they were animated. The way his voice rumbled against my skin when were close. What it was like to wake up with him holding me—feeling safe and as close to loved as I had been by anyone with a choice in the matter.

      “I miss you.” It wasn’t what I meant to say, but time didn’t make me any better with words than we were before. This time, I wouldn’t let him go. There was so much to say, and I wished we were anywhere but in a hospital. It was a place full of hope and tragedy, but most of all, uncertainty.

      “Why don’t the two of you take a walk or something?” Jagger said, and for the first time, his exhaustion showed. “So you don’t sit here with everything all awkward.”

      Zach laughed. “Told you he’d start speaking gibberish.”

      “I’m pretty much having an out-of-body experience. You’re lucky anything I say is in English.” He tipped his head back and closed his eyes. “Seriously. Do your thing. I’m gonna go in with Leah. I want to be in there when she wakes up. Keep your phones on. I’ll text when she’s ready to see you.”

      “Will we be able to see Violet tonight?” I asked.

      His face lit up. “I hope so.”

      “Go in there before you fall asleep.” Zach tapped Jag’s leg with his foot. “We’re not going to leave you out here snoring, with drool running down your chin.”

      Jagger stood. “I don’t snore.”

      Zach nudged me. “He drools, though. It’s nasty.”

      “Fuck you, Zach.” Jagger pressed his lips together, the corners of his lips quivering, but then he gave in and laughed. “Get out of here. Talk this shit out. We had a serious fucking scare today, and life’s too short to be mad at each other.” An exhausted Jagger pulled no punches.

      “You heard the man,” I said.

      The maternity ward had a cute sitting area outside the waiting room, with rocks and palm trees. The sun had gone down, and all the other visitors besides me and Zach had gone home. I crossed my legs on the stone bench. “What the hell were you doing with Leah today?”

      He straddled the bench, facing me. “I plead the fifth.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Whatever it was made a baby come crashing out of her.”

      “That was an added bonus. It was a super-secret mission, and there are consequences to telling you.”

      He was trying to be cute, or he still didn’t trust me. Unfortunately, the latter was more plausible. “Will I find out eventually?”

      “I hope so.” He put his hand over my sneaker, tracing the blurry lines of my drawings. “Still got these old things on, huh?”

      “I keep waiting for inspiration to strike. Then I’ll buy a new pair.”

      “Another passion project?” he asked.

      “I might stick to business for a while. My last passion project got me into trouble.”

      “What exactly was your passion project?” He rested his fingers on a heart. I’d filled it in with red ink and had to recolor it several times. The rest of the designs were all black or blue.

      “You. And the blog.” I sighed, trying to think of a good way to explain my intentions to him. “I’m sorry that I mislead you. When I asked you for the trade, I knew about the call for entries. I thought this edgy, grown-up Dear-Diary style blog would get attention, but I never thought anything like this would happen. So, I wrote it for myself, never expecting them to pick me out of the hundreds of entries they got. And the money—”

      “I know. Your grandma.”

      “She’s all I’ve got, so I want to make sure I protect her. Eventually, I’d like to get her out of Detroit.” I drew my foot closer to my body, and his finger came away from the sneaker with red ink smudged on it. “You understand that.”

      “She’s not all you’ve got. You have Leah and Jagger.” He met my gaze. Lights from the hospital cast a shadow over his body, but his face was in the light. “And you have me.”

      “The easy thing would’ve been to take your money, send it to my grandma, and call it a day. But it felt like a handout, because what I did for you didn’t feel like work. I did it for fun, because I wanted to help you out.”

      “But that’s your job. I accepted your offer expecting to pay you for it. And when you came up with a trade”—he tipped his head back, and darkness covered him—“I felt like I was stealing from you.”

      Interesting. “So, we probably shouldn’t work together, then.”

      “I was hoping we could. Every time Insight posts one of your blogs, I get a wave of new people calling. I’m not taking clients. I haven’t taken one since I met you. What you saw at the party was nothing. She kissed me and I let her, to see if I wanted it. And I can tell you beyond a shadow of a doubt, I don’t want anyone but you. I’m looking to hire a new guy. If you can figure out how to do that for me, you’re a genius.” He chuckled. “Whether you were thinking of your blog in terms of my business or not, you should be getting a cut. Seriously. We’re reaching a group of women who would’ve never contacted the agency because you took the taboo away. I ask them why they’re calling, and they keep telling me about that fucking Insight blog.”

      “Would you still be mad if you weren’t profiting off what I did?” I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that people were reading my words and experiencing the rush of emotions Zach showered over me. More than that, they could sympathize with why I wanted to do what I did. Money made everything better. Even if I told myself I was doing something noble with the Insight money.

      “I miss you.” He laced his fingers through mine. “I never should’ve taken you up on your offer. But fuck, I wanted you. To get inside that head of yours and figure out what made you tick. But you suck at hiring an escort.”

      I swallowed hard. No more secrets. “I’ve been offered a book deal, based on the blog.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I got a call from my editor, which I figured was to let me go. Instead, she offered me a book contract. Said I needed an agent, and there’s the potential for a movie deal.” I still couldn’t believe this was my life.

      He whistled low. “Wow. When’s it happening?”

      “I haven’t accepted it yet.” I squeezed his hand. “I wanted to make sure I had your blessing.”

      “How much money are we talking?” Not the answer I expected.

      “A lot. Not enough to be your neighbor in that fancy apartment building, but enough that I could actually buy you for the night and not worry about it.”

      I missed his kisses so much. This one was better than the rest, because I didn’t take it for granted. Anyone could have Zach Collins for a price. But he belonged to me.

      “I think you should do that,” he said, only stopping his kisses long enough to get the words out. “A book is a lot of space to fill. And your fans are going to expect something absolutely filthy. You need to keep them happy.”

      I laughed. “I learned from the best.”

      “I’ll give you the next appointment for free. And all the others after that.”

      “Deal.” I wanted to rip his clothes off, steps away from the maternity ward. “And if you still want my help with the site, I’m happy to do it. That type of stuff is fun for me.”

      Zach grinned. “I’d love that. But only after you tell me what I owe you. Don’t hold back, either. You’re making me a shit ton of money.”

      “When can we start? Not with the site. With everything else.”

      “How about tonight, after we see Leah?”

      “I can’t wait.”
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      Episode Seven: The Reunion

      My escort and I have something in common. We’re terrible with words. The hardest ones, like sorry, I was wrong, I miss you and most importantly, I love you. But our lives are twisted together, and an almost tragedy put us in the same place. One of those moments that make people realize time doesn’t wait for us to get words right.

      We have other things in common, too. We were left in the dark, expected to wither and die, but neither of us listened. Instead, we thrived.

      That night, he brought me to his glass house. There’s nowhere to hide, but anything is possible. It was different this time, no longer a game. We went slower, talking over a glass of wine. Listening to what the other one had to say. My escort has a beautiful body, with rippling muscles and colorful tattoos, but it’s not why I fell for him. He’s beautiful on the inside. Raw and honest. Genuine. A real fucking smart ass. And I’m so glad to have him back in my life.

      It doesn’t get cold here, in this paradise with palm trees and candy-colored sunsets. He stripped me bare on his deck and backed me against the glass that separated me from freefall. The first time he brought me here, I was terrified people would see me, on total display. Last night, I wanted them to see me. To know I belonged to this man, as he trailed his lips over every inch of my body.

      My first orgasm came courtesy of his fingers inside me and his lips on my clit. My cry danced over the waves, crashing against the building. I sunk to my knees to return the favor, but he caught me by my elbows and brought me back to my feet. My legs shook, but he wouldn’t let me fall.

      “Tonight’s the night I accept your apology,” he said, as he hooked my leg around his waist and thrust his cock inside me.

      I don’t have to pay to see my escort anymore, but that only means I’ll have more to share with you.
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      I’ll see you tonight, I texted Shannon from the lobby of Hotel Meridian. I’d been here many times before, as an escort. And I was sure as hell glad these walls couldn’t talk, because if they could, they’d be whispering sweet, filthy nothings to Shannon’s grandma.

      I’m sorry. First Friday is invite only.

      Is that hardass manning the door again? I’ll offer her sexual favors to get in.

      “Good. You’re on time. Did you bring your motorcycle, like you promised?” Shannon’s grandma—or Maureen, as she insisted I call her—came up to me at the most awkward time. While I was about to sext her granddaughter.

      I stood and kissed her cheek. “You ever ridden bitch on the back of a bike, Maureen?”

      She laughed and slapped her hand against my chest, letting it linger a little too long. Damn. Shannon’s grandma was flirting with me. “I told my mother I was going away with my best friend’s family, and she said the same. Our boyfriends had motorcycles, and they took us to Woodstock. If it didn’t take us three days to find the damn bikes, we would’ve never gotten caught.”

      “Oh, you’re trouble. I like that.” No wonder Shannon was crazy about her.

      “Did you bring the bike, or what?”

      I laughed. “I brought the bike.”

      “It’s killed me not to tell Shannon I was coming,” she said as we walked out to the valet, her arm hooked in mine. “She was so homesick, and I wasn’t sure she’d stick it out. But she seems to have found her place.”

      “I let her know I was on my way. I didn’t tell her about my plus one.” The valet winked at me as he took my tag. It wasn’t the first time I waited for my vehicle with a seventy-year-old woman on my arm. But it was the first time I had no plans of taking her to my bed. “You’re not an easy secret to keep,” I said.

      Maureen laughed. “She likes you.”

      “She likes you more.” It was kind of fun, flirting with Maureen. “What hell have you been raising since you got here?”

      “I’ve been shopping, to the beach, and I had the nicest dinner last night. Met a couple from Detroit. They’re thinking of moving down here.” She grinned. “Thank you for all of this. I’m having a blast.”

      “Glad to hear it, but what about you? What will it take to get the moving truck in front of your house? A couple young guys with no shirts on?”

      “That will help.” She wriggled her eyebrows. “We’ll see. I’d love to see Shannon more often. It’s so hard for her to get back home. I understand there’s not much for her there anymore. And it’s hard for me to travel.”

      “What if I get you your very own motorcycle? Then will you come down more often?” I couldn’t wait to see her and Shannon together.

      “You’re a charmer, Zach. I see why she likes you so much.”

      “She still likes you more.”

      Leah swore she’d make it to Shannon’s birthday, since she was in on the fix, but she’d get a pass if she missed it. She and Jag had been spending as much time as they could at the hospital, which left Shannon and Claudia to run the business. Some of the guys from the agency and I helped out with a couple shifts, which was borderline hysterical. I didn’t know the first thing about art. But I faked my way through it, and even sold something.

      And did my hard work get me an invite to First Friday? No, it did not.

      I pulled up in front of the gallery and waved to Shannon in the front window. She crossed her arms and shook her head. Hardass. Through the reflection, I saw her wrinkle her nose as she turned her attention to my guest. I hopped off the bike and stood between Maureen and the window as she shook her hair out of the helmet.

      “Felt good to be on a bike again,” Maureen said. I turned back to the window, motioned to her, and mouthed, “Now?”

      The look on Shannon’s face was worth every penny I spent on the first-class flight and the penthouse at the Meridian. Mouth open, hands in her hair, she was frozen in place for a minute before running out of the gallery and practically knocking her grandma into the street with her hug.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Shannon said over and over. At first, I thought she was laughing, but when the streetlights caught the tears streaming down her cheeks, I realized I was wrong. But they were happy tears—the pure fucking emotion of being reconnected with the most important person in the world. I’d do anything to make her feel like that.

      “Zach, this is my… Wait a minute—” She looked back and forth between the two of us, narrowing her eyes. “I can’t believe you did this. How did you do this?”

      “Happy birthday.”

      Shannon let go of her grandma and approached me with the same shocked expression she’d had on her face when she first spotted Maureen. “You brought my grandma here?”

      “He did.” Maureen slipped her arm around Shannon and winked at me. “Your boss called me and said Zach wanted to surprise you for your birthday. I can see why you like him.”

      I grinned. “She still likes you more.”

      “I… I like you both.” Shannon held her head in her hands, looking back and forth from me to Maureen. “I can’t believe this. I don’t know what to say.”

      “You say thank you, and then you show him your appreciation later.” Maureen pushed Shannon toward me and grabbed my arm. “You’re welcome.”

      “Grandma.” Shannon turned bright red.

      I took advantage of Shannon’s shock and slipped my arms around her waist. “I talked to the boss. When you go back in there, we’re going to sing you Happy Birthday. Are you gonna let me in?”

      Shannon bit her lip. “I don’t know. You don’t have an invite.” She laughed. “You can listen to us sing from the sidewalk, and I can bring you out a piece of cake, if there is any left.”

      “There’d better be cake,” Maureen said.

      “There’s cake,” I said. “After that, you have the rest of the night off. Go have a birthday dinner with your grandma. And stay out of trouble.” That was more for Maureen than Shannon.

      Shannon frowned. “Aren’t you coming with us?”

      “I’m covering your shift. Someone has to keep the undesirables out.”

      “You all have the night off. My parents are staying with Violet tonight so I could come to the party,” Leah said from the doorway. “Mrs. Gallagher, I’m so thrilled to finally meet you.”

      “Call me Maureen.” Maureen pulled Leah into a hug. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for Shannon.”

      “Are you kidding? I can’t begin to tell you what Shannon’s done for me. Thank you.” Leah kissed her cheek. “Have fun, and I insist on a lunch date tomorrow.”

      Shannon tugged on my arm, and I wiped the tears away from her cheeks. She pressed a kiss against my lips. Nothing saucy in front of Grandma, although I had a feeling she’d only give us pointers. “Thank you, for knowing what this would mean to me.”

      Our foreheads were pressed together. “I want to make you this happy every day, for the rest of your life.”

      The next kiss had a little more feeling behind it. A little piece of me fell for Shannon that much more, for not being afraid to show this kind of emotion in front of her grandmother. “You know what? You already do,” she said.

      “Then what the hell am I supposed to strive for?”

      Shannon pulled away with a shrug, before taking her grandma’s hand. “I can’t wait to find out.”
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      Thank you for reading THE PASSION PROJECT!

      You’ve already met Jagger and Leah, and they’re ready to make the pages of your e-reader smolder…

      

      I paid for his body. I never expected his heart to be part of the deal.

      The last thing I want to do is face my cheating ex-husband at my twentieth high school reunion. When my best friend suggests I hire an escort for the weekend, I choose a man I’d never have a chance to date in real life.

      Jagger Holiday. Sinfully sexy. An artist with a haunting vision. My fantasy.

      We connect through our art, sharing a passion for things that have been forgotten and making them beautiful. But I never expected his soul to whisper to mine when he touched me…

      Now Jagger wants to make the fantasy our reality, but can I give my heart to a man whose body is for hire?

      

      ONE CLICK NO STRINGS ATTACHED NOW
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