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      This book is dedicated to the city of Pittsburgh where i set this series of people to be from. The city has so many cool places and I love driving the winding roads even if the roads are all full of holes. It’s nice to not always be on a highway and to have cool spots to discover.
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      Carter Rockson

      

      The horse, Henry, bucked off his rider. The cowboy rubbed his ass as he stood, which meant he was fine.

      I stared into the black eyes of that horse and didn’t blink. He slowed down and followed the trainer out.

      It would be weeks before that stallion was trained, but my heart filled with hope. He’d been abused, and beaten, and almost sent to make glue, but soon that one… he’d be a champion. It was pure energy, the horse's spirit.

      Helping him was good. It was easier than seeking salvation for myself.

      Three years ago now, Dora, my ex from the Navy SEALs, had stormed out of our tent in the middle of the desert without her helmet because I ended our relationship.

      I’d said I wasn't happy, and she’d marched into enemy fire. Because of me. Because I hadn’t wanted to marry her.

      I blinked and stared at the horse’s barn for another moment.

      Now I’d never be allowed happiness. I didn't deserve it.

      I stepped forward right into the bright sun of the day, adjusted the brim of my cowboy hat, and headed toward the main house.

      I checked my phone. The tests for the geothermal systems to gather the shale were promising. I should probably order myself Poprocks as a thank you, though I’d not had that candy since I was probably ten.

      But the technology reminded me of that old school candy, and it seemed appropriate, especially if I could save some land and increase the company's portfolio.

      I breezed through the double glass doors and stepped over the Rockson family brand, embedded in the floor with gold, and continued straight to my office.

      Once upon a time, my mother had made our home more like a palace, so when people visited the ranch, it was an experience. For them to know they were with Rockefeller descendants.

      She hadn’t cared that my great-grandfather had legally changed our names to Rockson to avoid that connection. I’d dated Dora because she’d been nothing like dear old mom, but the opposite direction hadn’t been what I'd wanted either.

      Now Dora’s blood would always be on my hands.

      My office still had my mother’s presence in it, with gold and white furnishings. As I sat, the door swung open.

      I ignored the report on my desk and folded my hands as I stared into the dark eyes of a man I’d spend days here and never see. At one time, my father, Hudson Rockson, ruled his empire and was never home. But that was before the second heart attack.

      Now he was forbidden from working and chased off every nurse I hired for him.

      He would not interfere with business now. I tapped the desk and asked, “Pop, what’s going on? I was working with the horses.”

      His nose wrinkled, “You’re not a cowhand, Boy.”

      Both of my parents had shared that opinion.

      Neither understood me. I pressed my hands on the desk to signal I had work. “I’ve not been a boy in a long time, either.” This conversation never ended well. I scooted closer to the laptop, but picked up the paper report and pointed to the door “So I’ll head back…”

      A young brunette girl, my charge, stepped forward like she needed an invitation. I had to figure out how to calm her down. I stood, dropped the paper in my hand, and asked, “Chelsea, what’s going on?”

      Today, she wasn’t crying. This was a good thing. She came over and hugged me like she needed me. “My dad always said you’d help. I don’t want to be shipped off to mom’s friend. I know you.”

      Her tiny hand was the opposite of mine, and I knelt in front of her. “I’ve not been able to talk to Ridley Steel yet.”

      Pop then said, “Ensure she never shows up here and starts any trouble.”

      Chelsea added. “You promised to protect me.”

      I paused. My father had hated my friends when I was a boy. He’d said Bernie had been beneath me, but Bernie had been the reason I'd joined the SEALs.

      Bernie had saved my life and I worked every day to be worth that time.

      It should have been me in a car crash, not him. I pushed back a small tear. “Your mom wanted me to share you with Ridley Steel, her best friend. Maybe she’s not that bad.”

      The little girl’s face was white. She held me like I was a rock she’d never let go of as she said, “You and my dad were best friends. If I stay with you, I can visit their graves.”

      “You can always remember them and how they hugged you.”

      “I don’t want to go to Pittsburgh.”

      I swallowed. “I vaguely remember Ridley. She was sweet, like your mom.”

      Her face crumpled like paper, and she shook her head. “But this is my home.”

      My entire body tensed. I couldn’t imagine my best friend had lost his life like this and left me his daughter.

      What happened to Bernie's mother? Had Henrietta died when I was overseas? I’d not asked in months and just assumed she'd moved to Florida, retired or something. My investigators were on the case.

      I glanced at my father, who had his arms crossed. Everyone had their price. I could afford whatever Ridley asked so she’d grant me full custody, so I could handle whatever Chelsea needed. Not that she needed to know that money bought anything. I took her hands in mine. “I promise to include you in any deal I make with Ridley.”

      “Promise me that I’m staying with you permanently.” Chelsea hopped in a seat like she was a business partner. “Then, I can calm down.”

      “You are home. I’m sure Ridley will be reasonable.” I said and rocked on my feet. Bernie’s girl shouldn’t be worried. I had the means to give her what she wanted if she named her price. Adrenaline pumped in my veins like this was a mission now to get the numbers to fix everything. I turned my head and asked, “Pop, did you get her something to eat?”

      He took a step forward and placed his hand on the girl’s back. “I want to know how I can help Chelsea. Bernie was your friend, and she’s a good girl.”

      Now he was about supporting friends? All my life, my father only ever talked about our business dealings. I widened my stance and decided fast I’d keep Bernie’s daughter as my own. “Go and get the girl something to eat. Then, I can figure out how to find Ridley and close the deal.”

      She patted her stomach.

      My pop nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Chelsea then said, “Thanks. It’s true I’ve not eaten much. I’ll trust you, Carter.”

      She trusted me? My heart twisted. I’d ensure this was her home. Bernie would want this even if the will stated I was to share with a woman whose smile and bright eyes had been memorable even though I’d only met her once.

      No mention of his mother was listed in the will, so Henrietta must have died. I had no idea about Bernie’s wife’s family, other than she graduated out of foster care. So Ridley and I were to make a deal with no other family interference. I called out as they were heading to the kitchen. “Just to be sure, you don’t have grandparents?”

      Chelsea’s nose wrinkled. “Mom said her foster family had been the Steels, and Ridley was the closest thing she had to a sister.”

      Chloe had been like her sister and not just her best friend. I hadn’t known that.

      I joined them and headed to the kitchen. If the chef wasn’t ready, I could make sandwiches, which was more than my father might know.

      I stepped in front of them as we walked into the galley kitchen my mother had likely fashioned from one of her European vacations where she’d discovered the old-world charm of a huge table, but it had every modern piece of equipment. I opened the double door, stainless steel fridge and took out the prepared fruit tray. I placed it on the huge wooden table where those who worked for us mostly dined as I asked, “Do you have any other relative I don’t know who might show up one day? I want you fully protected, so no one shows up to mess with us.”

      “No, just Ridley, who I guess I met when I was a baby getting baptized, but I don’t remember. I was too little.” Chelsea took an orange slice and popped it in her mouth. Her face got some color. I ignored how the chef came in the side door as Chelsea said, “Mom talked to her on the phone every day, but both my parents had no one else. Dad talked about you all the time before you moved home.”

      I whispered we’d take some of the chicken the chef had made last night as the girl hadn’t eaten much. “Then you eat and let me talk to my lawyers and tell them the only custody issue will be Ridley, and the will mentioning that we share you.”

      I tapped the table as the chef brought over some chicken.

      “Remember, I don’t ever want to go to Pittsburgh. I can’t leave my parents like that.”

      Bernie and Chloe had died. My heart was in my throat. “Got it.”

      She cut the food as she asked, staring at it. “Who's going to go put flowers on their grave?”

      Damn. I pushed back a small tear. Men don’t cry, and I needed to focus on the promises I’d sworn to Chelsea. So I said, "We’ll get those flowers soon. Let me find Ridley. She might be a non-issue.”

      “Thank you, Carter. I don’t want to ever leave Texas and them. They need me now.”

      The dead don’t need any of us. I wiped my eyes before my father saw me.

      This wasn’t me. I sniffled and then said, “Pop, I promised Bernie I’d always have his back. Glad you’re on my side.”

      “Chelsea, here, looks like her mom.” My father said. “And her mom made good barbeque sides.”

      At least he remembered the good evenings when they’d come over. I hadn’t known he’d paid attention to anyone who visited me that didn’t concern business. I pressed my hand on my heart. “But she talks like her dad.”

      I pivoted to run to my office, but my pop’s words stopped me. “You looking to adopt her permanently, so she’d be a Rockson?”

      I doubted Ridley would want to share a child she hardly knew, and Chelsea was the only kid I’d ever have. I gave a curt nod without saying a word. “I… yeah. I need to know she’s safe.”

      My pop cut his chicken. “She needs us. You go. I’ll stick around here to eat with her.”

      I never thought I’d live to see my father in the kitchen galley and not fine dining with the crystals. At another time, I’d have commented, but I ignored how my hair stood on its ends tonight and headed back to my office. I ignored the reports on green fracking that might revolutionize my job and not destroy the earth. I read them, signed off, and called my lawyers. “Any progress on finding Miss Steel?”

      “Her lawyer filed the paperwork for her in court, but I don’t have an address to serve her yet.”

      Her lawyer meant she was getting set for battle. This was going to be harder than I'd hoped. I hung up the phone and waited. I read the report on using sonic pressure points and forwarded the contract to my legal team. The future in oil was in finding better procedures, preparing for alternative energy sources, and not getting stuck on past performance.

      And it was my SEAL training that kept me glued to my seat and focused. Emotion got more men killed than the bullets fired. Dora should never have left our tent without her gear on.

      My phone beeped, but I opened the report that said Henrietta was dead and Chloe had been a foster child.

      The second page made my pulse zip. She was here. On the next page, I had a picture of Ridley at the courthouse. She looked exactly the same as I remembered. And she was here. In Texas.

      My lawyer called me. “Her lawyer called. She’s coming to talk to you, sir.”

      “Good,” I said fast as my mind raced to Bernie. The summer after we’d graduated from different high schools, he’d talked about going into the service. His words made me question going to the college my parents had picked out for me. No Rockson had served in generations, until I signed myself up.

      Now it was up to me to protect Chelsea, and a conversation was a good start. I tugged my ear as the lawyer asked, “What do you want to do?”

      I stared at my open door. Bernie had taken the blame for when I’d destroyed my Jaguar from racing it that summer, and my mother forbade us from being friends.

      Now, I’d keep his daughter as my own. “Prepare a case for me.” Chelsea deserved to be safe, so I said, “I’ll want to adopt her permanently.”

      The lawyer said, “Ridley Steel is not married, no children of her own, and lives alone.”

      None of that was a reason to take Chelsea out of my house. My skin electrified like I needed to prepare for battle, so I said, “Find out everything you can.”

      I hung up the phone and my father plopped into the seat across from me. “I found this Ridley Steel, mystery woman.”

      My eyes widened. I tilted my head. “That’s strangely convenient.”

      He pointed out to the house. “She’s at the front door. Security just buzzed her in.”

      She must have driven straight here without stopping. Maybe she was in a rush, and I’d sort everything out and have a quiet dinner. I rose from my chair and asked, “She’s alone and without cops?”

      My father stood with me like we were for once on the same team. “Seems so.”

      Good.

      I was willing to talk and make a deal. We headed out of my office and I forced my cheeks to turn higher when I stared at the thin girl staring at us from the kitchen wing. I smiled at her and turned to Pops. “Why don’t you take Chelsea on a tour of our horses. I’ll text you when to come back.”

      He stood like he’d protect Chelsea when he argued, “We’re not kicking her off the property right away and serving her with papers to bury her in paperwork?”

      Today was already confusing. I patted him on the back like we were family, and not strangers who lived in the same house with the same name. “Call this recon, Pop.”

      He shook his head and guided Chelsea to go with him. “You and your fancy army talk.”

      “Sailor, Dad,” I called behind him, though I knew he’d made that mistake to annoy me. The Navy SEALs prepared me to lead this corporation the second the doctors said my father shouldn’t. The skyrocketing profits since proved I’d done a good job.

      He offered his hand to Chelsea and she took it like they were friends. “My son never should have served at all. The military is designed to serve us.”

      Maybe he was nicer to women than his own son. Or maybe age calmed him down. Anything was possible, but I motioned with my head toward the back door for them. “Get going.”

      A car parked in front of my house, and I headed out the front door and closed it. As I stared at my driveway, I vaguely remembered Ridley. She’d been on my arms in that Church at Bernie’s wedding. I’d been his best man.

      The woman in a blue shirt, and jeans that hid beautiful curves, pushed her shoulder-length, brown hair behind her ears, and stepped toward me.

      My head tilted and she glided toward me. The night of the wedding, she’d worn crystals in her upswept hair. No one had ever captivated me like that before.

      I offered my hand to shake when I said, “Miss Ridley Steel.”

      She widened her stance and didn’t blink. “Maybe, you remember me? I was Chloe’s best friend. We met at their wedding.”

      Her hand fit in mine, and she wasn’t wearing a ring. No ring just as I’d been told. Had no man claimed this angel as his own? I kept that to myself and pointed her toward the house. “Yes, right. That was ten years ago.”

      She massaged her temple and her lips thinned. She kept her distance and hugged her waist. “Time doesn’t ever stop, yeah.”

      I’d met her after boot camp and before my first mission. My mind had been on proving myself then, but I realized through the years it was always the married men who made it through missions a little better off than the single ones. Studies on the topic made it seem like married men tended to make more measured choices. The theory was they had a reason to return home. If Ridley had been mine, maybe I’d have come home sooner myself.

      Not that I’d ever marry. Dora’s blood on my hands was enough reason to keep my distance from good women. I ignored the heat in my veins. “How can I help you?”

      She tugged her shirt and her face turned red. “Chloe and Bernie’s daughter was left to both our care, it seems. Chloe asked me to watch her daughter if something ever happened to her, but she never mentioned you.”

      I stepped up to open the door. “Bernie asked me the same thing.”

      Her eyes widened. “Did he mention me?”

      “No.” Hopefully, I figured out her price and sent her home. “You came a long way. My lawyers said you live in Pittsburgh.”

      She sized me up like I was a teenager. Most women only notice my muscles then offer their panties. When they discover my bank account, they swear they love me.

      She glowered. “Yes, and that doesn’t matter. A promise is a promise.”

      Her hips swayed when she stepped past me and let herself inside. I swallowed as I’d noticed. But I closed the door and followed behind her. The way she swiveled her hips made me hard. “I’m getting the picture now. How is it you aren’t married with children of your own?”

      “Completely inappropriate.” She curled her nose at me, and it was like her scold was a siren call. I was unexpectedly sprung, like I needed to mate my own filly, as she said, “My marital status doesn’t mean I’m not capable of taking care of Chelsea.”

      I kept my distance, half afraid I’d touch her and she’d brand me when I asked, “What makes you equipped to watch the girl?”

      Her shoulders were tight and straight, and she stood like she was sure of herself. “I’m a nurse. And taking care of others is in the job description. Do you have any experience with children, Mr. Rockson?”

      If we could work this out between us, without lawyers, I’d get to go inside and tell Chelsea tonight. Bernie would want me to do that. So I pointed her toward the couch in the living room we never used. “Carter, please, and unlike you, I know Chelsea and picked her up the moment I heard about the accident, and she knows me.”

      “She’ll know her mom and I were close and, hopefully, in time, we will love each other.”

      “Love.” I nodded. “It seems you and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Okay.” She pivoted and stared at the huge room with a marble floor with red and gold Persian rugs covering the cold stone. Sun shone in the windows and bounced off the crystal chandelier that made the walls sparkle. My mother had created this room to prove to her friends she was as close to royalty in Texas as she could be.

      My gut twisted that Ridley wasn’t impressed. She held her head high and marched forward.

      I’d not met a woman that stirred anything inside me in a long time, but watching her hips sway stole my breath away.
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      Ridley

      

      I stepped inside a modern-day palace. The walls were white, but not hospital white, where we saw everything we needed to see. No. Carter Rockson’s house was shiny white, like it needed to reflect the power embedded in the huge R encrusted in gold near the front door.

      The chandelier was finer than the one in the White House Tour. And the natural light shone everywhere.

      My sister had just married a billionaire, but he’d been fine having a burger with family. After seeing this luxury, he probably wasn’t the sit-around-in-jeans-and-eat-a-burger type.

      Carter Rockson clearly enjoyed luxury. How did a man who lived here have that muscle density? He had the build of an action hero and those lips made my own water.

      I was never weak, and he’d never be mine. I was way too plain for a man like him. It’s why he never spoke much at the wedding years ago when I’d practically shone, the nicest I’d ever looked.

      Years later, near him again, and when the door clicked shut, I trembled, and my knees went weak. He came toward me and adrenaline pumped in my veins as he said, “You haven’t told me your preferred name, Miss Steel.”

      Be smart. My pulse zipped and I wished I taken the time to put makeup on. When I stiffened my spine, all we’d ever have is business. I refused to be intimidated. “Fine, you can call me Ridley, everyone does. I was named after the girl hunting aliens in some movies years ago.”

      He folded his hands in front of him and his lips quirked higher. “Are you expecting to fight an enemy here?”

      I ignored the flutters though I adjusted my shirt and nodded. “I hope not.”

      He patted me on my shoulder, and a zap raced through me when he said, “Then let’s start this meeting as two people who want to help their best friend’s daughter.”

      Right. It was good she had a place to go immediately. I hopped right on a plane within hours of being told Chloe had died. I didn’t care if he saw how the vein in my forehead pulsated. I felt the throb now. I hadn’t had a moment to process that my best friend was gone. Forever. I folded my hand on my chest when I asked, “Has she been here since that night?”

      He motioned to the couch to sit. “Yes. I picked her up from the babysitter and she’s settling in and likes her room. I read the will, with both our names, yesterday.”

      I’d not be rude. For now, I ignored how the rugs were perfect and I’d dirty the place with my sneakers. “Do you know why they picked us together? We don’t know each other.”

      “Doesn’t say.” He sat beside me and the huge couch now felt small, like he’d break it in half with his brute strength if he wanted, but he said, “Chelsea said you were the closest family her mom had and I’m it for her dad’s side.”

      The heat of the day clearly twisted my brain like a margarita mix. I pressed my knees together, so this remained professional, and I blinked and tried to remember why I needed to be on guard right now.

      His gaze went to my chest. My body zapped in excitement with adrenaline filling my veins, but that shouldn’t be. My mind cleared enough to say, “They had to have known we never spoke before.”

      “That’s not completely true.” He pointed toward the crystal bottle on a table and I nodded, hoping it was water and not vodka, though I’d take either right now. He handed me a glass and asked, “Maybe you remember me? I was best man at Bernie and Chloe’s wedding, and you were her maid of honor.”

      A thrill raced through me. Ten years had taken their toll on me, but when I was eighteen and just graduated high school, I’d been beautiful then but hadn’t seen that in myself. Though I was probably right that we’d never fit together. I swallowed. “Yes, I remember you, but that’s not mutual parenting decision conversation.”

      “It might have been if I hadn’t joined the SEALs.” He made a circular motion near his short dark hair. “You were stunning with your hair up.”

      My face heated and my blush was not the Texas weather affecting me. I curled my lips higher. “Well, I don’t have a hairstylist for normal life.”

      His eyes widened. “My mother had a hairstylist at this house every day of my childhood.”

      I don’t have a stylist for everyday life. I raised my eyebrow and asked, “Seriously?”

      He jumped out of his seat and motioned for me to follow, as he asked, “Want to see the salon?”

      “Sure.” I stood and walked with my arms around my waist. I was the last person who’d ever fit into a mansion like this with its vaulted ceilings. He opened a side door and it was like I entered a hair salon.

      There was a black leather seat, with space for all products, and a nearby sink made from marble. This was fascinating.

      What would the world be like if staff waited on me so much that I’d not have to brush my own hair?

      I couldn’t even form the picture in my mind. I traced the chair and half expected some woman to wave me out like I offended the point of the room. “This is crazy.”

      He shrugged like this wasn’t a big deal. “It was her life.”

      I batted my eyes. This wasn’t the life for anyone I’d ever met, including Chloe, my best friend. I straightened my spine. “I’m here to get Chelsea or figure out how best to co-parent with you as the will said.”

      His muscles hardened like he’d take the weight of the world on them, like the Greek god Atlas. “I understand, but she wants to stay in Texas, in a house she already knows.”

      My body froze. I wasn’t ready to give up my job, and sisters, and move. And, that wasn’t the point of the conversation, so I raised my eyebrow and asked, “With you?”

      He gave a curt nod. “With my father and me.”

      And, I was now his enemy, for real. I tensed. I’d not walk away from Chelsea and my solemn promise to Chloe, her mom and my best friend. I might not have everything I’d ever want a snap away, but I was here on a mission. “I have all the paperwork and we’re supposed to do this together. Since the moment I got the call about what happened, I’ve been working nonstop to ensure Chloe’s daughter would have a home.”

      He didn’t move when he said, “She has a home here.”

      I swayed on my feet. He was handsome, rich, and probably had women on speed dial. I should have gulped a dozen water bottles so my brain could function, but I blinked and tried to form my argument anyhow, “You’re a single man. Don’t children generally prevent… gallivanting around and sleeping with any woman you want?”

      He took a step away and his lips thinned. It was like a river sprung that sent a chill through me. “I don’t gallivant. I’m not twenty-one anymore.”

      I massaged my forehead. If I made him angry and this formally ended in war, then I was absolutely unequipped. I’d never have his money. My shoulders slumped. The scuffs of his black boots meant he wasn’t spending all his time in either the gym or with hairstylists. I glanced up at him. “You joined the Navy SEALs years ago. And, today, I found out you’re… important and own oil companies.”

      I’d almost said rich. He motioned for us to head to the living room. At least his house was cool everywhere we stepped. “All of that is true. You said you were a nurse?“

      My mind relaxed. I retook my seat and gulped the water. When I put it down, I said, “I am.”

      He folded his hands in front of him. “So are you dating someone?”

      I curled my hand on my neck and looked out the window. “This is super personal, Mr. Rockson.”

      A brief redness came to his face as he said, “It is. I’m trying to ascertain how willing you’d be to a deal.”

      He refilled my glass and he brushed his shoulder to mine for a second. My heart raced. I asked, “A deal?”

      He put the glass back in my hand and dropped his hands in his lap while he said, “Yes. Look, I’m not married, no girlfriend, no children.”

      “You’re completely single, so what?” A man like him could have sex every night with a different girl. He probably didn’t even remember names, but this wasn’t the life for Chloe’s kid. “All of which means your less likely to take care of a young girl.”

      His tone was steady when he said, “I’m the only one of us she knows personally. She used to call me Uncle Carter until I picked her up and now I’m just Carter, which I’m taking as a good sign.”

      During the three days from their deaths to me standing here, they had time to bond. I hadn’t been allowed to see her until now and it was a two-person game where I didn’t know much about Chelsea. I lifted my chin. “Her mother wasn’t just my foster sister. She was my best friend. I talked to her on the phone more than I saw my actual sisters, but I threw myself into working so much at the hospital because I thought there would always be time for the people I love in my life. I was wrong.”

      He took my hand. A spark of awareness rushed in my veins as he said, “Bernie’s friendship and his family made me feel almost normal growing up. Bernie was the best man I’ve ever known.”

      He brushed my palm with his thumb like that was some sort of deep contemplation.

      I sucked in my bottom lip and let it out to drink more water. I missed my friend. Once I finished, I pushed my hair behind my ear. “I don’t want to fight with you. I’m still in shock, to be honest.”

      He leaned closer and my heart thundered in awareness as he said, “Me, too. It’s why I have this idea and I hope you’re on board.“

      I sniffled. His arms reminded me of my own dad and how he protected me. Tears formed in my eyes. I couldn’t stop them. “Give me a minute. I don’t mean to cry.”

      Streams raced down my face. I’d refused to fail, but since I found out and hopped on a plane, I'd been in a nonstop nightmare where I’d not slept or eaten much.

      He hugged me like we were close and, for one moment, I let him. His large hands were bigger than my head, but he massaged me like I was a cherished doll as he said, “It must have been hard to upend your life and fly thousands of miles on such short notice.”

      The streams turned into rivers, but he didn’t seem to care if I got his black shirt wet.

      Finally, I sniffled and let out a small laugh. I let his neck and shoulder go. He handed me a tissue and I wiped my face. “I’ve not slept in days.”

      He stayed next to me, and our legs brushed together, “Maybe you need rest before we talk.”

      “No,” I said. He didn’t move, but I patted his knee and pocketed the tissue when I said, “I’m used to making decisions on almost no sleep.”

      He tilted his head like he understood when he said, “That’s hard.”

      Understatement. I sucked in air to calm down and then cupped my empty glass to hold onto something. “I work the ER every day and most nights. My life is pretty intense.”

      He squeezed my knee. “That’s not good for a girl. She’ll need someone full-time. I can provide staff.”

      I’d not fall for this. I needed to be strong. I stiffened and shook my head. “Staff don't provide love and stability and I can lower my hours to human levels. Until Chloe married, she’d fostered in our home for years and knew our family loved her deeply. Her adoption was stuck on technicalities. She aged out of the system, but we didn’t need paperwork to tell us anything.”

      His eyes widened like I’d shocked him. “Your family?”

      I pressed my hand against my womb that never had the desire to reproduce but now had these flutters. He was magnetic, but I wasn’t any man’s type. “I am from a large family, though my parents died a few years back. My parents and sisters always accepted children in need in our home, and Chloe knew her daughter would grow up loved with me. I hoped she’d live with me and I’d live on full-time hours and I’d be there for her.”

      He swayed next to me and the butterfly in my stomach had wings that flapped fast inside me and sent pulses through me I hadn’t expected.

      “Bernie knew his daughter would be protected with me. It’s why he named me in his will, too.”

      I had no answer for that. I pivoted toward him and asked, “So what are you proposing?”

      His body tensed and he stood like he needed to get away from me when he said, “Interesting word choice, Ridley. You beat me to the punch.”

      I stood so I’d not slouch as I asked, “Huh?”

      He snapped his fingers like he had all the answers. “I think you should meet my father and Chelsea herself and then we’ll talk more.”

      Just like that, whatever was happening snapped. I shouldn’t expect anything. Our one dance years ago had lived in my fantasy life for years, but that wasn’t mutual. It was tradition and he hadn’t asked me. Just like prom, I wasn’t the one men saw beside them when I wore a fancy dress. I widened my stance. “Okay. I’d like to see her. Thank you.”

      He squeezed my palm. “Don’t go far. I still have to ask you a question.”

      Why did he touch me? I swiveled away and marched forward when I said with a salute, “Okay, I will look forward to our adult brainstorming session, Carter.”

      He guided me inside. My hairs stood on their ends, like he intended something more intimate, but that was probably just my fantasy. I knew better than to believe in chemistry.

      A sexy, billionaire, cowboy wasn’t the kind who fell in love with a workaholic nurse. And I wasn’t a fool. I’d see Chelsea was fine and then figure out what to do about Carter.
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      Carter

      

      Ridley Steel’s ass swiveled as she strode. I’d not seen a woman with perfect curves exactly like hers in years. Ridley reminded me of a long-forgotten dream. In the SEALs, my ex was hard and muscular, but Ridley had a sweet softness to her that made my cock stand to attention.

      Dora had hated anything too girly, which had been nice for a while, until I realized all we did was argue about money. And then she stepped in front of enemy bullets, which was my fault for breaking up on a battlefield and proof I wasn’t meant for relationships.

      I walked behind Ridley to enjoy the view but kept my distance. I’d never have the pleasure of touching her in any meaningful way.

      As I directed us to the kitchen, I noticed my chef now wore her hair bun, and hat, and her grimace. My father must be interrupting her preparations for dinner, but I directed my guest to the others. “Chelsea, Pop, this is Ridley Steel.”

      Chelsea pushed her spoon and empty ice cream bowl away from her and stood fast. “I’m not moving to Pittsburgh. I am not leaving my parents.”

      Ridley sunk into the seat beside her and waited until Chelsea settled into hers. Then she said, “I… was best friends with your mom. I never traveled here, but you must have heard my voice many times before when she put me on speakerphone.”

      I held still as Chelsea stared at her with thin lips. Then her face went white and her head lowered. “Yeah, you and mom talked a lot about… dinner.”

      Ridley put her hand on the table. “We talked about everything, including her dreams for you to go to college and have that opportunity to have more than she’d had.”

      Chelsea wiped her eyes. “I miss them.”

      “I miss them, too,” Ridley whispered.

      Damn. My heart twisted that Chelsea’s emotional well-being was my responsibility now. I’d never intended to marry any woman, but Bernie’s girl needed my help.

      Besides, Ridley was more than a beautiful woman. She’d be a perfect fill-in mom and was sexy as fucking hell.

      Chelsea took Ridley’s hands. “Dad told me that Carter was like his brother and he’s all I have left now...”

      Ridley wiped a tear from the girl’s eyes. “It’s okay. We don’t need to rush to any decisions.”

      My heart swelled. In the will, we’d been directed to share. I’d follow Bernie’s wishes. It was like my best friend knew who I needed. I blinked, and Ridley’s white face caught my attention. Very few women in the world would drop everything for a friend’s child. She had a good heart and that was rare in my world. I pressed my hand on my dad’s shoulder when I said, “Ridley, I think you should also meet Hudson Rockson.”

      She took a deep breath and then nodded as she said, “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      I gently pushed him forward. “He’s had two heart attacks and he’s under doctor's orders to change his life.”

      She put her arm on her hip and shook her head as she sized up my father. “So you’re one of the stubborn patients who eventually show up in my ER and make my life miserable from the second you check in.”

      My pop asked, “What do you do, Miss?”

      “ER nurse,” She said and gazed at him, “And, you seem like you don’t follow orders well.”

      “True,” Pop answered fast.

      My spine lightened at the idea someone might see exactly who my father was. She’d be a perfect choice for a wife.

      "Changing the topic," Ridley turned her pretty brown eyes up to me and asked, “When did you leave the SEALs and move back here?”

      “Less than a year ago. Chelsea and her parents have come over many times.” My lips tingled. If she said yes, I’d find out how sweet Ridley’s kiss might be. “We’d had a barbeque a few weeks ago.”

      She lowered her lashes, masking her pretty hues from sight. “I see.”

      Chelsea was my responsibility now, but Ridley had come out of a good heart. I waved for her to get up when I said, “It was fun to see my friend and his family. Let’s go talk.”

      She hugged Chelsea and then shook hands with my father. Then she fell in step with me as we marched down the hall. This time, I directed her to my office.

      If I was behind my desk, maybe I’d keep myself in better check. She took her seat and waited until I sat down and then said, “Carter, you are qualified to watch Chelsea. I shouldn’t have made assumptions about you.”

      The space between us seemed like a mile, so I stood and walked around my desk to lean against it. “We’re all going through the motions right now, but you and I were both named as co-parents in that will. I didn’t want to consider that before we met.”

      She cupped her cheek and refused to glance up at me. “Me, too. I assumed we’d fight.”

      My eyes went to her large breasts and heat rose in my face. I pivoted to get away and moved a side chair and sat beside her when I said, “Not at all.”

      She took my hand. “I came here to help Chloe’s daughter, but I should have visited more often. Chelsea knows you.”

      I gently squeezed her palm, but the same pulse raced through me, when I said, “I need help.”

      Her pretty lips widened as she asked, “What?”

      I let go of her and sat straight in my chair. My instincts said she belonged here, and I'd learned long ago to listen to that voice. So I said, “Look, my dad is sick and I’m confident I can protect Chelsea, I’m not so sure how to raise a girl. I’m not overly emotional and I grew up being taught I was the center of the universe.”

      She side-eyed the gold-encrusted paneling of the window. “I can see that.”

      My mother had been over the top. I’d not changed too much around the house to keep my father calm. I’d come home because he needed me. If not for him, I’d never be here at all. My chest swelled a little. “I did all I could to help and be the best version of myself in the SEALs, but that doesn’t apply to children or helping an old man.”

      She let out a little whimper. “You let me cry on your couch. You’re not so bad.”

      The initial plan to buy her off had been wrong. She needed to be here, too. I swallowed. “Look, I have money.”

      She hugged her waist like she was nervous but then bowed her head. “Clearly, and I’m not going to fight this.”

      No more tears. I scooted closer and whispered, “Chloe trusted you to help with her daughter. We’re both named in the will, and I need help.”

      She sucked in her bottom lip and then I saw her eyes were glistening. She let her lip free. “I’m listening.”

      Adrenaline rushed through me near her. I ran my hand through my short hair. “My father needs a nurse and he’s chased off two I hired this month.”

      The idea coming out of my mouth might work. We’d fit together. However, she sat back in her chair like this was an everyday conversation for her. “I’m sure there are more nurses in Texas.”

      I folded my hands and my skin singed with her nearness. “You’re tough enough to face me head-on, and besides my father is ornery and he needs someone strong willed and not easily offended.”

      Her lips curled higher. “But I’ve been defensive without even talking to you first or seeing your life first.”

      “I was wrong to assume I could just buy you out fast.” I licked my lips, wishing I could kiss her to know how she tasted. “But back to the point of our conversation. You have the girls’ best interest at heart.” I squared my shoulders. This was a mission I was on and wayward thoughts weren’t helpful. “I’d like to hire you to stay.”

      She tapped her arm like she assessed my plan. “You want to hire me as a private nurse?”

      My heart thundered, but I continued when I said, “And, nanny for Chelsea.”

      Her entire face turned red and she shook a little. “I… ha… where would I live?”

      I waved both hands toward either wall. Our house had ten bedrooms. “Here.”

      She gripped her seat and then stood. Her face relaxed. “This is silly. I have retirement benefits, family. I’ll do what I can for Chelsea, but I’m not sure I can move here immediately. My license would need to be changed and I don’t know where I’d live. There are a million details I’ve never thought about.”

      If she left, somehow, I’d have this gnawing sense I’d let her go. I jumped up to stand in front of her. “Then, how about we get married?”

      She stepped back and almost tripped over my desk. “Wait. What?”

      I reached out and that small touch sent a searing spark in my soul. “As my wife, I can pay you a six-figure allowance, health care, and retirement benefits.”

      She avoided my gaze and stared at my shirt. “What about love and sex?”

      I waited until I saw the ember in her eyes. “Sex is part of the discussion.”

      Her face had a bright blush and her hands were fists at her side. “You don’t even like me.”

      I used my thumb and pushed a stray hair out of her face and realized how delicate her skin was. “That’s untrue.”

      She lifted her chin and my lips ached to kiss her. “I don’t want to be a stopover and be a temporary wife that you toss out in a year or so.”

      I’d not dated anyone in a long while and it had been years since I was this attracted to anyone. I remembered walking next to Ridley years ago like it was yesterday. I didn’t want to break the connection. It was like I held an angel when I said, “I… can offer fidelity provided your offering the same and the bedroom is open.”

      Her face was piqued. Her hands curled around my waist. “Give me one reason why I should take this seriously?”

      I came closer to taste her. Our faces were inches apart and a shiver of anticipation rushed through me. “Because we both want the same thing for that little girl and her parents must have had a reason for naming us both. You flew thousands of miles and you were right that I’m not equipped to raise her, though she’s not going anywhere as she’s my responsibility.”

      Her eyelashes fluttered closed as she said, “One day, you’ll want love.”

      My lips pressed against hers and my entire body trembled. She’d be mine.

      The kiss ended, and I said, “You’ll be enough for a lifetime.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and she trembled in my arms. “Can I give you an answer tomorrow?”

      Right. Reality. This was too much for her. For me, too. I stepped back and needed to take stock of what had happened. I tapped the desk. “I’ll have a room prepared for you. Dinner is at seven.”

      She let out a small sigh and I knew she’d stay.

      She’d accepted this much. I’d never be forgiven for the sins of my past, but a marriage of convenience ensured the girl had both of us, just as her parents had wanted.

      Ridley might be good for me. I had a sense she belonged here. So I walked out to give her space to find her bearings.
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      Ridley

      

      Marry him? My mind raced. Every day of my life, I pictured… nothing for my future. I paced back and forth. My sisters and I were so different. I worked long hours with no plan of ever changing. I wasn’t the one with some life mission like my green living sister Nicole had. I wasn’t maternal like Georgie. Nor was I a go-getter like Indigo or a dreamer like Stephanie or a sweetheart like Olivia.

      I was the middle child who never shone in anything. So I threw myself into helping patients since dating had always ended in disaster.

      Now one of the hottest men I’d ever met just asked me to marry him… and take care of his father and new charge. My ears buzzed, and I questioned if I misheard him, but I hadn't. And my lips still tingled from that kiss.

      For years since that wedding, I'd hoped he’d come to sweep me up in his arms and tell me he was in love, but that was a silly dream. Now I knew, he packed a thrill in his lips. And that pledge of fidelity had made my knees weak.

      In this room with a pale green bedsheet and silver trims, I started to relax. At least this room wasn’t glittering with diamonds and gold.

      I closed my eyes and tossed myself on the bed. I needed grounding. I probably needed sleep too, but for the first time in days, I knew for a fact that girl was in a good home.

      I checked the door was closed and then grabbed my phone out of my pocketbook I’d tossed near the door with my small luggage earlier. Once I had it again, I called my sister, Nicole. Georgie, Indigo, and Stephanie were all in different time zones and I couldn’t be bothered calculating their equivalent times, but at least Nicole would be home.

      “Nicole,” I breathed when she answered.

      “Did you get Chelsea yet?”

      The lightness in her voice made me close my eyes. If I was half as beautiful as Nicole, then maybe I’d have more confidence. I closed my eyes and decided to tell her everything. “There’s been a snag.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Her tone had an inflection of concern. I took a deep breath and said fast, “Chelsea would prefer to stay with Carter.”

      “Did you get another picture with him?”

      My eyes widened and I pressed my hand to my heart. This wasn’t the way to comfort me. Adrenaline coursed through me. “Nicole!”

      She let out a small giggle. “You liked him years ago. Is he ugly now?”

      I never should have shared my favorite photo of us with her. Sure, it had been nice to show off his handsome face. Though, that photo had been taken before special training and muscles that held me tight. I let out a frustrated sigh, “No. He’s even more gorgeous.”

      “Married, with kids?”

      This was it. I tightened my shoulders. “No. In fact, he proposed.”

      “Proposed what?”

      I collapsed onto the pillows on the bed. No one would ever guess marriage. I ignored how my throat grew tight and finished, “Proposed we get married and raise Chelsea together. We’re both named in the will as her chosen guardians.”

      “Wow.”

      Understatement of the year. I opened my eyes and saw the time. It was almost seven. I slumped my way to my bag to find something to wear. “That’s one way to say it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      This was the question of the day. Did I accept my eventual dying alone, or did I choose a different path? I grabbed my white blouse and capri shorts, which were my only clean clothes left. I hadn’t expected to stay in Texas this long. I needed a laundry room. “I used to say my life was in Pittsburgh with my sisters and family close by, but everyone else is moving to far off places.”

      Georgiana was in love with her home in Tulsa with her husband. Indigo was traveling the globe with her new husband. Stephanie was now in London, planning her wedding. And one day Nicole and Olivia would marry too, and I’d be… lonely. Nicole then said, “They are.”

      All my sisters would eventually fall in love, marry, have children, and who knew where they’d settle. Every sister had some sparkle to them. I pressed my hand to my head to feel the heat in my face. “I’m thinking of saying yes to this.”

      “Because you’re mad for him and been in love with him for years now?”

      My feelings on him were based on his good looks, not anything else. I hardly knew him, but this was probably the best offer I’d ever get. This was practical when I said, “Look, I don’t want to be the spinster aunt who falls apart on the couch at Christmas.”

      “That’s a specific fear.”

      Nicole never had to worry about this. I stripped down to my bra and underwear and wished I’d packed more. “I’m not determined like our older sisters or as vibrant as you and Olivia.”

      “We’re not vibrant. You’re dedicated.”

      “I bury myself with work and practically lived at the hospital these past few years.” I checked out my plain clothes and hoped this wasn’t a formal night when I said, “I prefer being useful than sitting around.”

      “My blog is work. It’s just not the kind that makes your body weak from fixing other people’s health.”

      I grabbed my flip flops I packed for a hotel. “I know your followers love you, Nicole. I’m just happy you still answer my calls.”

      “Just remember you’re loved and valued, and you can crash on my couch for Christmas anytime.”

      Now that was why she was a good sister to call. My lips curved higher. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” She said fast.

      We hung up and I tossed my door open to this dinner.

      The small, brown-haired, mini version of Chloe almost slammed into me. She wore the same jeans she’d had on earlier, though she had a clean shirt.

      We kept a foot between us when she asked, “Who were you talking to?”

      Had she heard me? I wished there was more I could do for her. “My sister.”

      She stayed in step as she clutched her chest. “I wish I had a sister, a brother, or someone else in my life that remembered my mom and dad the way I do.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Chloe was an amazing woman and she loved you more than anything else in the world.”

      Chelsea’s face had a flicker, like she’d cry, but then she steeled herself. “Ridley, you seem nice, but I can’t leave here.”

      Fair. I wasn’t here to force her. She was eight already and had her own voice.

      We started walking again, and I said, “I spent the past three days getting the paperwork in order so I can help you. The court awarded both Carter and me your custody, and I want to honor your mom’s wishes.”

      We made it to the dining room. It had huge bay windows that brought in the early evening light that reflected off a crystal chandelier to brighten the room. My heart thumped as she said, “Don’t make me hate you. I will if you force me to leave.”

      “I won’t.” I lifted my right hand like this was a court, and I said, “I want to ensure you’re able to thrive, just like your mom. She became so alive and energetic when she lived with my sisters and me.”

      I glanced at Carter’s brown eyes and strong shoulders as he stood.

      Chelsea took a seat as she said, “I know you were best friends with mom and she considered you and your family her family.”

      Carter, now in a clean white shirt and black slacks, motioned to take a seat next to him. I patted his hand, which was a mistake. Sparks was an understatement for what he did to me. I curled my lips up as a sign of thanks then said, “My parents were big on helping children who needed help, and when your mom moved into our house, she quickly became my best friend.”

      Hudson was wearing a blue tie. He smiled at us.

      Chelsea tugged her own seat in and reached for a piece of bread as she asked, “Why didn’t you come to see us before? I know mom invited you.”

      “I wanted it, but I just got busy and lost track of time.” My temples throbbed, and I noticed Carter’s brown eyes as he stared at me. He scooted closer to me. My father died, and my mom lost the will to live and followed him soon after. Our knees pressed under the table when I said, “After my own parents died a few years back, I didn’t see anyone really other than patients. But I came the second I heard about you because I wanted to help.”

      I removed a silver cover from a tray and saw a salad. A maid came from behind and took the covers.

      Chelsea cut into her salad and asked me, “You married?”

      My gaze drifted to the hot muscular man beside me and I thought of his proposal. My heart raced. “No.”

      We all ate a few bites of our salad. Maybe I’d avoided relationships as I didn’t want more burdens on my shoulder. Being open to love risked losing more, but if I said yes to a business deal, that fear was gone. Plus, I’d get Chelsea and a place where I fit in that wasn’t a hospital. Chelsea finished her greens, and she asked me, “Do you have other children in your home already?”

      I finished my plate, put my fork down and shook my head. “No.” A waiter cleaned up after me like I was at a restaurant, and I stiffened but continued, “When the hospital called me and mentioned my name in a will, I dropped everything to get here.”

      The server took her plate too, and Chelsea said, “I wish we’d have met before, but I’ve not changed my mind. I’m staying here.”

      Of course. In my house, she’d have to make her own sandwiches. I had my two hands, but servers started bringing in more plates.

      Carter said, “The chef made lemon piccata chicken. Your favorite, Chelsea.”

      My neck was hot, and I turned toward him and crossed my legs. If I did stay here, then we’d have to discuss sex. My throat became parched and I sipped water fast. Honestly, I couldn’t even fathom how that would feel with him.

      I nodded. “Sounds good.”

      I saw how his father doubled his serving and added salt. My nose wrinkled.

      Carter's leg next to mine sent sparks in my thighs and we were both wearing clothes.  My imagination was out of control. I finished my water and a server refilled me.

      I stayed quiet until we weren’t interrupted. “I don’t mean to react.”

      “You’re not.” He winked and then tapped the table. “Pop, you know you can’t eat that much.”

      His father glared at me and my skin practically burned. I had no rights here and pivoted to get up.

      Carter wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “Sit, stay, and enjoy. Would you like a glass of wine?”

      Now my skin had goosebumps. Wow. I glanced up at him. “White would be good. And I should tell you that your father shouldn’t eat too much cream sauce.”

      Hudson Rockson’s lips were so downturned that his wrinkles showed. “I eat what I want.”

      Carter winked at me. “If you choose to stay, Ridley, I’d love for you to discuss the best foods for my father.”

      His father shook his head, but then Chelsea asked, “Stay?”

      My heart pattered. Our hands touched and the zap sent adrenaline through me.

      I turned toward the young girl. “I’ve not made any decisions. Would that be okay with you, Chelsea?”

      She raised her eyebrows and asked, “Would you tell me more about my mom when she lived with you?”

      This time my cheeks curled up and a quick memory of Chloe and me swinging in the backyard to see who could get highest played in my mind. “Absolutely.”

      She put her food on her fork. “I hope you say yes then.”

      I saw her mother in her. Carter might give me the family I always wanted, just not in the traditional sense, but it was more than I expected. Marrying him would be a dream come true, if I was honest with myself.

      Carter gently massaged my arm. “Me too, Ridley.”

      If I said yes, then I’d find out what being with Carter was like, too.

      My stomach had butterflies at the idea, and I said, “We scheduled that discussion for in the morning Carter.”

      I shrugged, so he got the message to let me go and he followed my silent direction as he said, “We did.”

      Here, with Carter and Chelsea, this was the closest I’d get to a real family of my own.

      I ignored that thought. “For now, this is all delicious.”

      Tonight, I’d sleep on this and tomorrow I’d give my answer. My lips tingled to taste his kiss again, but I refused to ask for another sample and tempt fate. We weren’t destined for happily-ever-after. If I did marry him for convenience, I’d get to hold my head up high, experience mind-numbing sex, and maybe we could adopt a few more children, just like my parents always did to help other children in need.

      This was the best I’d ever get. I’d be foolish to walk away.
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      Carter

      

      Last night I’d tossed and turned in my bed. Luckily I had to get up early and check on my horses and ensure everything was ready for the trainer. Henry had been pleasant and eaten his carrots and oats.

      Soon I went to shower and start business. The water pelted me but I wasn’t unwound and I knew that Ridley was the source of my unease. She would tell me today if she accepted my proposal and I would find out what her demands might be.

      If she said yes, I’d get to know her body intimately. Her kiss had rocked me to my core. I’d also get someone to watch over my father and help with Chelsea. It was all a win. If she said no, I wasn’t sure what I’d do next.

      I turned off the water and finished dressing.

      Years ago, I’d wondered what she tasted like and now I knew her kiss was sweeter than fine wine and I yearned for deep carnal knowledge.

      Possessing her would fulfill a fantasy I’d tucked away in the back of my soul.

      I returned to my office. Soft footsteps padded down the hall. My heart thumped.

      With the door opened, I stilled and stood in my office and waited.

      Part of me wished I had something for her in my office, like jewels, or flowers, or some small gesture to offer her to get her to accept. But as she flung open the door, her hair shimmered like she had brought light with her.

      I stood there, unable to move for a few moments. Her hair flowed and her natural curves caught my attention.

      Her lips were thin and her face white as she said, “Carter, I’m ready. Let’s talk.”

      My heart stopped for a moment and I ignored how my fists were locked. “You look beautiful this morning.”

      She tossed her hair behind her head like she was a superstar performing the halftime show at the Superbowl, then said, “The staff showed me where I could do my laundry, so I’m thankful.”

      She’d never have to do laundry again if she chose this life, but as I waited for her answer, the tension in my body grew. “Please sit.”

      She hugged her waist like she was uncomfortable and said, “Sit next to me or I’ll stand. For what we're talking about, the desk shouldn’t be in the way.”

      If she saw my cock was stiff for her like I was a teenage boy again, she’d have leverage. I sat but positioned myself so she’d not see and folded my hands in front of my knees. “Very well.”

      I had no right to want the graceful, kind woman. The blood on my hands meant I wasn’t the guy for romance.

      Her face turned red as she said, “I’ve been working nonstop since I finished nursing school. I've had heavy student loans burdening me. Now I’ve been managing my life, but honestly, I never thought children or a husband were in my future.”

      I scooted closer and lowered my voice when I said, “I’m not expecting this to be some love story like in the movies.”

      She met my gaze and my skin jumped in attention when she said, “Me, either. I just wanted to start the conversation with some honesty.”

      Our deal wasn’t about two people who fall in love and get married. That wasn’t ever in my future. Even if wanting her was something deep in my psyche I hadn’t known was there. This deal was probably more than I deserved, but I stilled. “Fair enough. I want to add that sex is a non-negotiable.”

      She curled her hands around the back of her neck. “How do you see that working?”

      A contract. And one where this wasn’t about mutual satisfaction. Contracts meant numbers, so I said, “At least weekly and you know I mean full intercourse.”

      A small chuckle escaped her lips like I'd said something funny, but she nodded. “Okay.”

      Our legs briefly touched though clothes had stifled my reaction from her touch. She wore black slacks and I had my jeans on so the barriers were full. “Don’t get me wrong, nightly would be better.”

      She lifted her chin and a full giggle escaped. My own lips curved up as she said, “That’s quite an appetite you have.”

      My gaze went up and down her body. Her breasts made my hands itch to feel how squishable she’d be. “For you… yes.”

      She rolled her shoulders now like she needed a massage. “We don’t even know we work well together.”

      I didn’t blink. “We will.”

      Her blush was adorable. I don’t remember anyone ever shy near me. Or that hesitation heightened my own desire, though I wasn’t an animal. I’d ensure she was satisfied and we’d work out great. She narrowed her gaze and asked, “How are you sure?”

      I reached out and took her hand. A spark rushed in my veins as I asked, “How are you not?”

      She trembled, and I lowered my head. “Don’t be nervous.”

      She let my hand go and curled it under her waist as she said, “I’m… I want to talk about children.”

      My mind raced. Was she for or against little ones? And for once, why wasn’t I paralyzed at the discussion? Dora had complained about her lack of money, tried to talk about life after the SEALs and the mission, but I’d always avoided those topics.

      I hadn’t thought to have my own children, but the question made me pause as I asked, “Do you want them?”

      The idea of pouring myself inside her hit me and I was ready to take her if she let me.

      She glanced at the floor. “I’d like for us to adopt or foster, at least at first, so Chelsea isn’t alone.”

      My ego took a hit. I’d like for us to fuck, hard, until we planted a baby in her and her womb visibly grew. Seeing my seed in her belly was something primal that roared up as an immediate desire. Yes, inside, I was an animal.

      I tapped my thumb to my chin and asked, “What about one of our own?”

      Her eyes widened and she stared at me like a deer caught in my headlights. “Do you want one?”

      If I told her how much, she’d run out the door.

      Instead, I leaned back and pointed to my house. “I’ve inherited a lot. And while I've never considered having my own child, with you, we can create the next Rockson.”

      “Seriously?” Her eyes widened and she rocked a little. “And you’d want that with me?”

      Her breasts jiggled under that shirt and my mind quickly imagined them exposed, and my own fingers brushing against them. I shrugged like this was negotiable. “You’d be my wife. But it doesn’t have to be right away.”

      She swallowed and asked, “Can we do both?”

      Her question caught me off guard. I’d have my new desires met, and she’d help a few more people in the world. This was a deal on my part. I lifted my cheeks. “Sure.”

      I hoped to caress her soon, but she asked, “How would the wedding work?”

      My skin buzzed but that question stopped me. This might really happen. “Are you agreeing?”

      She played with her Peter Pan collar and her face went white. “I need to know when. And how big?”

      “I hadn’t…” Honestly, how the vows happen hadn’t crossed my mind at all as I asked, “Do you have a plan?”

      I noticed her palms were slightly sweaty until she lowered them. “Yes. Have you seen the old Australian movie Muriel’s Wedding?”

      Sounded like a chick flick. I’d read the movie blurb later but said, “No.”

      She jumped out of her chair and paced as she said, “Okay, well, then I’ll just say what I want.”

      I stood so she didn’t see my cock’s attention to her, but just watched her sexy backside until she turned around and I met her brown-eyed gaze. “That’s always best.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and I stared at her in awe. “I want to plan a wedding and we can test-drive how we are… in bed.”

      My muscles tensed. My mind tried to figure out what she wasn’t saying. “So you want time?”

      She stepped forward, took my hand and said, “No, I want an event where I’m the bride and people think I’m pretty.”

      Huh? Ridley was perfect already. I tilted my head to understand. “You… how about we have a small wedding-"

      Tears welled in her eyes. “You don’t want-“

      “Let me finish,” I quickly interrupted and she stilled. I held her. “We can plan the wedding of your dreams and you can pick the date. Plan whatever you want, and I’ll be there with my tuxedo to say ‘I do.’”

      A small "ha" escaped her lips. She wiped her eyes as she said, “That sounds lovely.”

      Marriage was now almost a reality and I squeezed her gently. “So this is a yes and I can have the prenups drawn up?”

      She sniffed and then said, “Wait. One more thing.”

      I gently stroked her sides as I asked, “What?”

      She sucked in her bottom lip. She stared up at me, and I had the sense to kiss her. I stopped myself until she finally let her lower lip out of its prison. “I don’t want my sisters to know this is a business deal.”

      I needed to taste her again. Business wasn’t quite what I had in mind with Ridley, but we’d never have the old-fashioned "match made in heaven" most people had.

      “You want them to believe we’re in love?”

      She tugged her ear. “They’ll argue with me. My older sisters all married for love.”

      If that was her dream, then we had no deal. We’d have to figure out what happened next with Chelsea, and if she was pregnant with our child, maybe she’d be satisfied and stay, like I wanted her too. “I see, but you’re sure you don’t want to hold out for love and romance.”

      She shook her head, and again, I saw that sparkle of light on her as she asked, “Where the guy shows up with flowers? Yeah, that’s never been my life. I just need to know you’ll pretend in front of them.”

      I could handle flowers every day. The attraction in my body was undeniable and ready now, though I ensured she didn’t see my wood. “Now that you mention this, I’d like for my business associates to believe our marriage is legit, so you’ll need to be seen as the blushing, happy bride, in public, too.”

      Her smile was genuine. “Not a problem.”

      I caressed her cheek as I asked, “And you’ll sign the prenups so I can protect my family's assets?”

      She lowered her lashes, and her lips curved toward me as she said, “Of course. My biggest issue is that I’ve never taken time off work to even date really, but I do want a family.”

      Soon I’d have more than a kiss with her, but I said, “On a ranch, the work is never-ending. You’ll find a new rhythm here.”

      She didn’t blink as she said, “Then we’ve agreed on everything.”

      I'd marry my sexy diva.

      I lowered my head. “And we seal this deal with a kiss, until tonight.”

      She closed her eyes. Our lips brushed and she tasted even sweeter than last time. As our kiss deepened, a zap rushed through me. Her kiss was just a hint of what was to come, and I’d have every inch of her, as mine. Forever.
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      Ridley

      

      After I’d strutted out of Carter’s office, I paced my room. I had nowhere else to go or anything to do here. If I called home, someone might talk me out of this plan.

      So I’d not tell anyone. Not yet. Not until I could pretend, I was happy with the sexiest man I’d ever met.

      The second I'd laid eyes on him, he'd gone from provoking memories to visceral, rugged, and handsome. He made my body ache in places it never had.

      Hopefully, my sisters wouldn't ever tell him I kept his picture from the wedding and showed it off, or that dancing with him had been a highlight of my younger life.

      He’d get the wrong idea and I was under no illusions. This wasn’t about love. Our agreement was about convenience and Chelsea.

      A knock at the door made me jump, but he popped his head in and my heart thumped in my chest as he asked, “Are you ready to head into town?”

      If he stepped in and asked me to strip for him right now, I would. I ignored the goosebumps on my body and swallowed, but said, “Sure.”

      He pointed to the door. “We should file right away since it’s a 3 day wait period. That way, we can get going on everything. The lawyers will straighten all the paperwork out and tonight we can tell my dad.”

      The marriage was serious for him. Much more than finding out how we were… in bed. I massaged the back of my neck to calm down and propelled myself toward him. “What about Chelsea?”

      He opened the door wider and I grabbed my pocketbook. “My dad is registering her for her new school this morning, but we can tell her whenever you want.”

      Fair enough. I was more at ease with tasks to accomplish in my day anyhow, so I headed out with him. “Let’s go then.”

      We headed to the front door and he held it for me.

      Neither of us said a word, but he led me to a blue pick up truck and held my door for me.

      For a rich man, his truck seemed… practical, but somehow that made my nerves relax. We couldn’t be alike. Once he joined me and started his truck with an old set of keys instead of a button, he asked, “Do you want to send for anything from your home?”

      My eyes narrowed as I tried to guess why he drove such an old truck. Did he lose a bet? Was he more down-to-earth than his house suggested? I ignored the questions as secondary because I never cared about my outfits much and focused on his words. I scratched my scalp and asked, “Send?”

      He patted my arm and a shock of awareness washed through me as he said, “If you hand over the key, I can have someone go and pack whatever you need and have it to you tonight.”

      “How? That’s fast?”

      “I have staff and a jet.”

      Money fixed almost everything. At some point, I needed to tell my sisters, but I hoped that would be with a wedding invitation in hand. I forced my back to push into the chair and nodded, “I do miss having more clothes and I'd like the pictures of my family off the wall.”

      He tapped the wheel. “Is that all?”

      I pressed my lips, pictured my apartment with a refrigerator full of hospital cafeteria food and didn’t really see anything else as truly important. I snapped my fingers as a memory hit. “I have a few pieces of my mom’s jewelry.”

      His gaze briefly met mine as we drove and he said, “You’ll have it all tonight.”

      This hadn’t been how I expected today, but I turned closer to him and my lips went up. “Thanks.”

      We drove to the courthouse I’d spent hours in yesterday.

      I recognized the signs now as he said, “Trust me.”

      I cooled down with his air conditioning now hitting my skin. “I do, Carter. I don’t know why. The only thing I know about you is that you were friends with good people, and you dance pretty well.”

      He grimaced like I'd insulted him. “I don’t dance.”

      I thought he remembered, and I tilted my head. “You danced with me at the wedding.”

      He took the exit for the town. Once we were on Main Street, he said, “Oh, you were my exception.”

      “That doesn’t count. It was tradition.”

      “It counts. It was you.”

      My heart thudded in my chest a little. Seriously? Me. A small sigh escaped my lips and my face heated. “That sounds nice. Tell me more about your likes.”

      We passed clothing stores, bakeries, cafes, jewelers, banks, and pretty much everything a small town might have on the main street. “I served my country for ten years. It’s never been about what I like.”

      “Modest, then.” The words came out fast and I swallowed. I traced the cloth seat beside me. “I’ve been to your house. You had a lifetime of getting whatever your heart desires.”

      He headed away from the main street and was getting closer. “I was never in want, if that’s the question.”

      “You seem…grounded, but part of me thinks you want to get married so you get to take care of those you love and have a little help.”

      “Help would be nice, yeah.” He massaged his cheek like he was checking his stubble. “I enjoy working with my horses these days. I think I can make Henry a champion.”

      Interesting. He was handsome, rich, and nice. There was probably a line of women who wanted to be his, but I didn’t ask and instead raised my eyebrow. “Henry?”

      “He was beaten and almost sent to the glue factory. I rescued him and he’s filling out nicely. Though he still has a wild spirit in him.”

      Broken but healing. Sounded like my favorite kind of animal. I playfully poked him. “I’d like to meet him.”

      “Absolutely.” We pulled into the same parking lot I’d spoken to Frank yesterday. The electric storm of energy from being with Carter was the tip of the iceberg in how different today was though he continued to speak about his horse. “He was my main project until you and Chelsea came into my life. Henry is improving every day.”

      “You're proud. It’s cute.” He opened my door, but I jumped out first. I wasn’t the type who needed a man to hold it for me and I snapped my finger as something came to my mind. “I do need something that won’t fit on your plane. I’d like my car too, as I’ll have to return the rental.”

      He offered his arm and I hedged for a second. Marriage would be strange, but I was ready to be his.

      I gave him my hand and he squeezed it. “We’ll get it or get you a new one. Whatever you want.”

      A new car? I wasn’t really into my old one to care, but it got me where I wanted to go without trouble. I’d stew on this later. As we strolled inside the building together, I asked, “Did you leave the SEALs to take over for your father, or was it a coincidence you were able to be there for him?”

      “I left because he needed me.”

      More proof he cared about family. I kept the thought to myself and asked, “And how has It been taking over from your dad?”

      We read the board and headed to room three for the license while he said, “It’s not as bad as I imagined. I learned how to handle myself.”

      The line had a few people in front of us, so we took our place.

      “That’s noble. What was your call sign? That’s a military thing, no?”

      His face grew pale and he straightened. “You don’t want to know.”

      I raised my eyebrow and placed my hand on my hip. “I absolutely do.”

      “Hard.”

      The image of him, on top of me, in bed roared to life in my mind. My chest tightened as I imagined what he looked like under those clothes. His muscles were ripped, and that was only the beginning. I needed to stop this fantasy, and I fanned myself as I asked, “What?”

      “My last name is Rockson.” We stepped forward as we were next. He took out his wallet and pointed to my pocketbook as he said, “They loved to get on the comm to say Hard Rocks when calling me.”

      I reached in and took out my license, and a laugh burst out of me. Once I calmed down, I was still all smiles. “That’s funny.”

      The couple in front of us paid and my heart sped up faster as he asked, “What about you? Will you miss long hours in an ER?”

      Maybe courts and IDs were normal for him, but this seemed strange for me. We took our place at the window and pushed our driver's licenses through. The worker typed.

      “My calf muscles won’t and I’m sure I’ll lose a few pounds now that I don’t snack to stay awake.”

      He winked at me as the clerk printed out a piece of paper. “You’re gorgeous as you are.”

      “That’s sweet.” The words flew out of my mouth as goosebumps grew on my arms. Being his would be sweet, but I ignored that when the clerk came over and pointed at two spaces on the paper. I took the pen and asked, “We sign here?”

      The worker said, “Yes, ma’am.”

      He took the paper back and handed us a post-dated license for 72 hours starting now. The time seemed faster. I smiled. “That was easy.”

      The clerk handed us back our licenses as he said, “After the ceremony of your choice, our officiant finalizes the paperwork once it’s returned.”

      Carter stuck his in his wallet and then patted my lower back. “Okay.”

      As we left and headed outside, the sun was growing higher in the sky. I glanced at Carter. His thin lips made it seem like he planned something.

      We made it to the truck as I asked, “Where were we going?”

      He held my door for me. “Shopping.”

      I hopped in and asked, “We are?”

      He closed my door and then crawled into the truck, placing the license between us. He started the truck. “Sure, you’re going to need a ring.”

      My bare hand tingled. “Oh, I hadn’t thought about it.”

      He glanced at me briefly and headed onto the street. “I don’t want anyone questioning us.”

      I hugged my waist. This was a public statement, and I needed to call my family. I swallowed. “I agree. And the prenup you mentioned?”

      He shrugged and we returned to the main street as he said, “It will be in my office when we get back.”

      A few minutes later, we parked outside Crystal’s Jewels and he hopped out. I ignored the butterflies in my stomach and joined him.

      I was probably crazy, but when I thought jewelers, I thought of pretty women who winked and smiled and seemed so happy about life.

      Basically, the opposite of me. I hated the jealous feeling in my veins when I was near perky people. So my pulse quickened as he directed me in. A man in a suit and a woman in fitted clothes that looked fabulous were all behind the counter.

      My insides twisted, but Carter guided us right over to a brunette with perfect skin. He pointed toward the rings and I ignored how my palms sweated. My nerves being on end wasn’t a good thing to happen, but I said, “I always like circles to be honest. Circles have no edges. I like that about them.”

      He nodded at me, placed his hand around my waist, and told the woman, “We’d like to see your round cut engagement rings.”

      She blinked her big doe eyes up at him and asked, “Are you finally getting married, Mr. Rockson? I knew there had to be someone special as you were never interested in anyone in town.”

      He ran his hand up and down my back and smiled at the clerk as he said, “This is my girl, Ridley Steel. She’s said yes, but I’ve not bought her a proper ring, so we need to remedy that fast.”

      She massaged her neck, but then she took out a tray. “Here are some options.” As I perused the ring choices, she asked us, “How did you two meet?”

      I glanced up and read Yvette’s name tag. Carter stayed beside me. “We met years ago when our best friends married. I’ve been overseas, so we waited a long time.”

      I showed one to Carter and he slipped it on my finger.

      Picking out a ring wasn’t so bad. He gave me a thumbs up and I swallowed and agreed. My stomach stopped rolling as he handed it to Yvette along with his credit card.

      She put the rings away and walked to the register with the one we picked and I pressed into his side. “Now that is a good cover story.”

      He tightened his hold on me. “I always use the truth whenever possible. I was overseas for most of the ten years and we did meet at the wedding where you were prettier than the bride.”

      I blinked, and for one minute, I fantasized he’d told the total truth and he'd spent those ten years hoping to see me again.

      I held the ring one more time. “This one is lovely.”

      Carter leaned onto the glass table and asked, “How much for you to hurry this one along in Ridley’s finger size?”

      Yvette handed over the receipt and card. “I can have it delivered to your ranch tonight, for a fee.”

      “Perfect.” She headed back to the register and typed again. It took her a second and then returned again with the receipt for him to sign. Once he did, she said, “Thanks.”

      He kissed my cheek and a tremble rushed through me as he said, “Guess it’s time to head home now, sweetheart.”

      I took his hand and headed out with him. I was a goner. I absolutely shouldn’t expect to be this excited, forever, but for once in my life, I was the chosen one. And this feeling had me floating to the car.
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      Carter

      

      The drive back from town was calm and we listened to the radio. The silence was comfortable and Ridley somehow sent a calmness through me.

      Another part of me wanted to strip her naked and stop the truck on the side of the road, though she deserved to be treated like a lady.

      At the jewelers, Ridley had seemed shy, but she’d said what she wanted.

      I’d rather spend the day with her and discovering more about her than working today. She made the air around her sweeter just from her nearness. Her heart was open and pure. She was a rare find. Time with her flew.

      I parked in front of the ranch, and she briefly smiled at me. My heart beat faster.

      I went to open her door, but she met me on the sidewalk. We headed into the house and ran into Pop and Chelsea, who hugged Ridley and then settled onto the couch.

      Guess my need to take her right now was on hold for a few minutes.

      Ridley placed her pocketbook on the table and I slipped our license under it so we could tell the news later today.

      She followed them into the living room with her hands tapping her thighs and asked, “How was school sign up?”

      Chelsea gave her a two-second delay start like she was nervous, but she sat up and answered, “I start Monday.”

      “Glad pop could go with you as we had to go to town.”

      “We had fun,” Chelsea said. “Did Ridley buy any new clothes while there?”

      “No,” She said fast. “We didn’t have time.”

      Chelsea shrugged. “Maybe we’ll go together.”

      “I’d like that,” Ridley said.

      I joined Ridley and took her hand in mine for both to see. “We have news for both of you.”

      Chelsea’s eyebrow went up as she asked, “Yeah?”

      It was time to tell my dad and empower Ridley’s stay with me. So I said, “Pop, Ridley and I met years ago at Bernie and Chloe’s wedding.”

      “That’s not important, unless it was love at first sight even then.” His lips thinned like he saw through me. “Spit out what you mean, Boy.”

      Love at first sight? That wasn’t possible. I needed Ridley to stay and help me with Pop and Chelsea, but the words didn’t feel right. I glanced at Ridley, who sucked in her bottom lip again.

      Then I said, “And because we knew each other…” She’d been like an angel that day to me that I never forgot. I puffed out my chest while still holding onto Ridley. “I asked her to marry me and she’s said yes.”

      Chelsea jumped out of her seat, yelled, and threw her arms around Ridley. “You’re getting married?”

      Ridley hugged her and I stepped back as she said, “Yes.”

      My first vision of her had been when she wiped Chloe’s eyes at the wedding. Ridley was a healer.

      Chelsea asked, “And we all stay here?”

      “Yes,” I said fast.

      We were getting married to raise Chelsea together. Our deal was simple.

      My father slapped his knee. “Good. I thought you were going to let our family line turn to dust. Glad to be wrong.”

      My gaze narrowed. What was he wrong about?

      I didn’t blink and asked, “That’s all you have to say? Impregnant Ridley?”

      “I can see you want to.” He stood up and patted me on the back. “So, for now, yes.” Then he interrupted Ridley by patting her shoulder for attention until she stopped hugging Chelsea. He leaned in and briefly hugged her as he said, “Welcome to the family, Ridley Steel.”

      Chelsea held her hand and Ridley said, “Thanks.”

      My father then tucked his hands in his back pockets. “You might fit in with this family better than Carter’s mother ever did.”

      Not much startled me, but that statement left me floored. My pulse quickened.

      My mother had lived as the lady of the manor, running a society of rich women and controlling my father and me.

      Ridley shook her head. “Doubtful. This beautiful house was created for her.”

      True, and every corner of the place had my mother’s crests and encrusted gold embedded in the stones.

      Pop shrugged. “Yes, but she never enjoyed running a ranch, so she built herself a castle. Unlike my wife, you seem sturdy. More like my own mother.”

      My grandmother had made delicious yogurt and jams while she ran a business she transformed into an empire.

      Ridley and Chelsea whispered something, but then Ridley said, “Or you’re just saying that because I can now control your meals.”

      “You can try,” Pop said.

      In Pop language, that meant he’d never listen.

      I gently squeezed her arm. “Don’t mind my father for being rude, Ridley.”

      She waved me off like she wasn’t upset. “Are you joking? He’s fine. I’ve dealt with far worse.”

      Another reason she was amazing. I curled my lips higher and my heart swelled. We'd made the right decision today. I took a breath. “If he ever triggers you, let me know.”

      She stared at me and, at that moment, it was like we were alone as she said, “No problem.”

      Chelsea squealed and burst the bubble, “I’m so happy you’re staying.”

      Ridley turned away and brushed something off Chelsea’s shoulder as she said, “Me, too. We can get to know each other now just as your mom wanted.”

      Chelsea’s face went white and her head dropped. “I… miss her.”

      “Me, too,” Ridley said and hugged her.

      For one minute, I stared at both of them. Ridley was more than I ever expected in my life. She’d blossom here. Blood pumped in my veins like our deal was based on more.

      Pop and I walked out, and I took the license to my office to file it.

      On the desk, the lawyers had delivered the paperwork.

      Good. I quickly checked my portfolio to put out any immediate fires, though work was hard.

      I kept remembering her kiss and how I felt whole when I held her close.

      I even laughed as I deleted a pointless email.

      Footsteps echoed in the hall and my body grew hard like she’d come and strip for me. The image faded as she strode inside. I jumped out of my seat. Her face was white.

      I said, “You were crying.”

      She took the papers with her name on it. “Chelsea and I both needed a moment.”

      She read the pages and as she initialed, I leaned on my desk in front of her. “I’m glad you’re getting along now. My father likes you, so don’t take his grumbling to heart.”

      Her eyes widened on a page, but she didn’t comment.

      She glanced up briefly as she said, “It’s okay, Carter.” She continued to read and initial, but then said, “When my mom was dying, after my dad died so suddenly, now that was hard, emotionally.” She let out a sigh. “It’s nice to have your dad stay healthy, so he’ll be here for you and Chelsea for years. Your dad seems more… spoiled, but he’ll get used to me in time.”

      Part of me assumed this was her nurse's training talking, but her heart was already with Chelsea and helping my pop. I squeezed the edges of my desk. “Glad you’re settling in well.”

      She finished signing and put the papers back on my desk without asking a question.

      I braced for her to say something, but then she pointed to the door. “I was hoping you can show me Henry?”

      Now I had an instant family and I wasn’t sure how to proceed.

      But I stood and walked to the door with her, gently placing my hand on her back. “I’d love to.”

      We headed outside a few minutes later and the sunshine and fresh air filled my lungs as the best smell in the world. After years in the sandbox, the grass and warm gravel here had been a welcome home present that still made me pause. Ridley at my side made the day better, and I directed her to the training area. “At Bernie and Chloe’s wedding, I remember you were helping to wipe Chloe’s tears before the ceremony. I always wondered why she was crying?”

      Her lips curled up and Ridley glowed like she had in my memory of that day. “She was in love and happy to have found the perfect guy for her. I just had tissues handy.” She pivoted and blinked as her eyes fluttered like the sun was in her face. “How is it you remember that?”

      I ignored how she made my insides warmer when I said, “I was there to see if everyone was ready to get started and when I returned to the guys, I asked who you were.”

      Henry rushed over to us and poked Ridley. Without missing a beat, she rubbed his mane like they were friends and asked, “You asked about me?”

      “Traitor,” I joked to Henry’s floppy ear and leaned against the rail. Ridley had won over Chelsea, brides, my horse, and she’d even got my pop as her cheerleader. I watched her when I said, “Sure, you were the calming force in the room.”

      “I… hope so.” Henry’s trainer joined us to lead the horse away and I motioned for Ridley to step back. We both did and she said, “It’s shocking she’s never coming back.”

      I stilled for a second. My fingers circled her fist that opened for me. My heart beat faster, but I hung my head down. “I felt guilty. I hadn’t even known they’d take a date night when Chelsea was at school practicing for a play.”

      She curled her arm around my neck and hugged me. “I… you can’t be. We aren’t all-knowing.”

      Tears formed in my eyes. I never cried. I'd lost my entire team in Afghanistan and sent my friends home in body bags, including the woman who loved me. Death permeated the air I breathed and held me in its grip. My deal now, with Ridley, was safer than risking our hearts, for both of us.

      Henry bucked and returned to us, and I stopped crying. I petted his mane. “He’s going to be a champion.”

      She brushed him again as she said, “He’s handsome.”

      I stopped and met her gaze. “I’m jealous.”

      She tugged my shirt out of my jeans and shook her head. “Are you joking, Carter? You’re the hottest guy I ever met.”

      The trainer came again and took Henry away, and I trailed my hand down her side. “Doubtful, sweetheart, but thank you.”

      She made a tsk sound with her lips and reached in her back pocket. “Let me show you on my phone.”

      She scrolled through her online profile pictures and then opened one. I saw the old me beside her. “What?”

      She handed me a snapshot of the two of us dancing with thousands of likes, and she said, “Look, here you are on my profile.”

      I hadn’t imagined that aura of goodness around her, with everything she does. Even now, she made me want to protect her and keep her as my own. Forever.

      I handed the phone back and her skin sent a jolt of electricity in me. “You were kind and sweet without overshadowing the bride but still stole my breath away.”

      “That’s sweet.” She tucked it away, that blast from the past and shrugged. “And since their wedding, life wasn’t easy.”

      My friends, Roberto, Aaron, Liam, Titan, and Marley, might be alive and I’d not carry their memories like weights on my shoulder. And then there was Dora as her death was entirely my fault. I coughed. “The good and the bad come in waves.”

      She bumped into me. “I guess.”

      The air near her was like vanilla and cinnamon though she hadn’t baked anything. It was her essence. Maybe I was being selfish and self-centered for marrying her with a business deal.

      “We’d never have met again if not for our friend’s tragedy.”

      She rubbed her shoulder into my muscle and winked, “Or we would have… on better terms.”

      Her smile was infectious, and I hugged her side on our way back. “Guess we’ll never know, but I’m happy you’re here.”

      She curled her arm around my back. “Yeah?”

      I stopped and stared into her hypnotic brown eyes that spoke to my soul. “You dropped your entire world to be here for us…”

      Her face turned red and she bounced on her feet for a second, locking that lower lip of hers away. She let it go and then said, “For Chelsea, initially, but staying, half of it was for you.”

      I pushed her hair behind her ear. “Then, I’m happy.”

      The goosebumps on my arms were warm from the simple touch. She sighed at me and asked, “What are you thinking?”

      Waiting to have her started to hurt. I lowered my head so our foreheads touched when I said, “I’m thinking I should take you back to my room.”

      “Sounds good.” She said and lowered her eyelids and puckered her lips.

      I was a sucker, but I claimed her lips like I had rights. I needed to claim her as mine. Now and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Ridley

      

      I held his hand as we strode through the house. The sun was still high, but it was well past lunch, which we had skipped.

      His father and Chelsea were somewhere in the house, though I didn’t look around too much. We passed his family crest on the front door and we headed down the hall.

      For years, I’d fantasized about Carter and now, here we were. My heart whispered we were a dream come true.

      We passed my room and Carter directed us toward a hall I hadn’t explored and then opened up the last door.

      His room was huge. The bay windows showed the brightness of the day that almost blinded the blooming fields. The red of the sky and sun was still bright.

      He pressed a button that closed the blinds, and the room darkened.

      I glanced up and a thrill rushed through me.

      Carter was about to be mine, physically.

      My heart thundered in my chest. For years, I’d read and heard about sex that made a woman see the stars, but the truth was… I’d never had that.

      Orgasm was written about in the medical books and the scientific journals, so it must be true.

      The energy coursing through me from holding hands gave me hope… tonight would finally be different.

      He let me go and tossed his shirt on the ground. My lips grew moist.

      I’d never seen a man with so many muscles. A six-pack didn’t begin to describe Carter’s deliciousness. He even had that sexy V that led into his pants from those muscles that were more like mountains.

      The excitement in my veins strummed through my body. I had to contain myself, or I’d be too wild.

      He motioned toward the bed and I glanced at the simple light blue sheets and darker comforter and tried to sway like I was confident though that was a lie.

      My heart rate increased, and I climbed on the bed before he touched me.

      I was turned on and would soon find out how well he fit into me.

      He followed me as I laid on the bed.

      He traced my already hot body, making me all steamy, and his lips opened.

      My breathing increased, and his lips met mine. Fire grew inside me as his tongue meshed with mine like we were still teenagers.

      If there was any man I might have loved, it would have been Carter. His French kiss made my body tingle, and this blaze inside made me believe in the impossible.

      I needed him and this kiss of his.

      My muscles tensed. And his lips caressed me everywhere, despite our clothes still being on.

      My body relaxed and he brushed against my skin everywhere, gently tugging my shirt up. He rubbed his sexy stubble against my abs, sweetly tickling my skin.

      I wanted to fast forward everything and wrap my legs around him. I wanted him to quench my thirst for him.

      My face was hot and so was my back, and his brush of lips urged my hunger.

      My nipples were like bullets, but with his jeans still on, he pushed against me and his cock pressed against me. I yearned for more.

      Blood flowed through me and to my sensitive parts that hoped he’d devour me.

      As he kissed me, I ran my hands through his coarse, short, dark hair.

      His erection grew larger and I saw his lips curl higher on his cheeks.

      Despite how turned on I was becoming, the moment I met his gaze, I let out a small laugh. It was nerves, but he joined me, so we both laughed together.

      He teased me from a simple brush against my arm, but I’d needed to hear that sexy deep sound from his gut. His soul connected to mine in a way I’d never understand.

      My dreams were about to come true to know him like this.  I squished my fingers into his jeans to squeeze his bum.

      He slipped out my hand and sat. I followed, and then my heart swelled as he lifted my arms and took off my shirt. Finally, we were getting somewhere.

      His lips met mine and I swear all my parts were ready for more.

      I needed to speed him up, so I playfully squeezed his nipples to give him directions. My breasts swelled, and I tossed my bra away.

      Too many obstacles still.

      He traced my pants and even my buttocks ached to be his.

      I leaned forward to kiss him, but he stood and stripped off his pants and underwear, showing me how hard he already was.

      Damn, that body of his was hard and firm and deliciously all mine now.

      My heart beat wildly, and when he returned to me, I ached to know how thick he was. I used my tongue to lick Carter like he was a lollipop.

      I’d never been this forward. Ever.

      But Carter was here and he was mine.

      He made a small sexy groan when I sucked, but he gently nudged me back to stop me.

      With Carter, I now had a fervor in my blood to have him lose control, for me.

      I readily rolled his balls behind his cock which revved him up, to take me as his own. He tugged my pants off and played with my buttocks. Once I was naked with him, he directed me to lie down. I followed, and his tongue and lips sucked on my lady bits.

      Damn.

      I hadn’t expected him to tease me like this.

      I lifted my hips and hoped he’d get the hint that I wanted him inside me to light my fuse.

      He continued to ravage my folds with his kisses and my vaginal walls were swollen for him.

      With his fingers, he teased the apex between my thighs, but then, like he read my body like a map, he found my button and used his tongue to urge me on.

      I cried out, “Carter.”

      I needed him more than I needed air to breathe.

      Finally, he kissed up my naked body and suckled on my peaks.

      His soldier found my target and my ass went higher to guide him inside me.

      He squeezed my butt and whispered, “Relax.”

      I responded to his commands and his cock shoved deep into my secret folds designed only for him.

      My nipples were like beads as he drove into my slowly, and my temperature soared.

      This was what ravaged meant. Damn. His passion spurred my own.

      His black pupils were almost my undoing, and he smashed into me, but then slowed down to a steady pace.

      I ran my hands over his ass to speed him up.

      He crashed into me steadily.

      My pulse increased and he nudged me further up the bed, brushing against my waist and then plundering his staff back in, deeper.

      More air came into my lungs fast and furious. Adrenaline rushed through me.

      He cupped my breasts, sucked, and pummeled into me.

      Wow.

      He played my body like he knew the tune I lived on. Then I arched when he tugged my legs together while still inside me.

      The tightness was like heaven. My muscles tensed and sent spasms through my body.

      He steamrolled in and out, pounding me hard and then slowing. He rubbed against my sensitive skin that now was branded as his.

      But the best part might be how he kissed me like he owned me and I wanted to be his and only his, forever.

      His lips brushed against my pebbled nipples and I almost lost it when his dick hit my love button.

      I hadn’t thought I’d be this heady, but his carnal kiss burned me.

      I hadn’t ever had this fast of a race in my heart and I knew I was red. Everywhere, but I didn’t care.

      He liked me naked and pummeled me.

      My vaginal muscles contracted and he laughed.

      So I laughed, but he then sped up, and all I could do was moan.

      Even my feet had spasms and my damn toes would probably curl.

      His wood seemed never-ending as he enjoyed being in my honey pot.

      And it was like he had the rhythm that struck my core.

      I lost the ability to think.

      I flew into the stars and lost the ability to see.

      Yet he continued to use my body as a battering ram for his hard package.

      I was in a storm that transformed into a tornado, unable to do anything but react.

      Finally, he exploded into my center.

      My entire body was all nerve ends, lost in its vortex.

      Slowly my mind returned to my body and I saw the sex flush was all over both of us.

      I was never this stimulated, and I cuddled into his side.

      Slowly my body came back to normal and my legs curled beside his and my head rested on that wall of muscles and chest.

      At this moment, I was better than I ever was. He gently wrapped his arms around me and let me rest.

      I wondered if we’d always be this in sync.

      He leaned over me and asked, “Ready to go again?”

      So much for rest. Maybe I’d skip sleep forever. It didn’t matter, as his lips on mine had me almost inebriated on having him as my own.
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      Carter

      

      My entire body still hungered for Ridley. She’d been the one sustenance missing in my life for the past decade.

      We’d slept beside each other as she’d passed out. Outside I knew the moon was growing in the sky now.

      Pop and Chelsea would have eaten without us. We should be good adults with responsibility soon.

      However, I didn’t want to let this goddess out of my arms. If I did fuck a baby into her belly, maybe she’d stay beside me forever.

      Her sighs told me she was tired, for now, and I shouldn’t let that base emotion take over my every thought. We’d made a business deal. This wasn’t about fulfilling this gap in my heart that only she could fill. So I held her naked body near mine until my heart was almost at its normal speed.

      Her eyes were closed, but she was awake; Her lips curled in that sexy smile of hers.

      I kissed her cheek. “We missed dinner.”

      She tapped her belly. “I am hungry.” Once she sat up, I saw her orbs had love marks from when I’d suckled on them. She yawned and then said, “And we should check on Chelsea and your father. We avoided them today.”

      “We were busy settling things,” I said. She stood and I followed, tugging my pants, zipping them up without underwear. “I’ll grab us something in the kitchen and bring it back.”

      She went into the bathroom and strutted out with my white, terry cotton bathrobe on.

      My heart thumped to not let her go and she called out, “Wait. Do you know where my clothes are?”

      “Wrinkled. Let the staff clean them until your stuff arrives.”

      “I guess. Okay. Look, I’ll go with you. I rock your bathrobe.”

      I let out a small laugh and headed into my closet. I plucked a few items from a drawer and handed them to her. “You make it look great, but here’s a shirt and a pair of sweats.”

      She gently pushed into me and I kissed the top of her head.

      She said, “Even better.” She unwrapped the robe and shimmied into the shirt and pulled up the sweats. Last, she tied the waist and gave me a thumbs up. “Ready.”

      I opened the door for her and trekked beside her to head to the galley kitchen. We wandered past Chelsea’s room, so I tugged her closer and we listened at the door.

      Neither of us said anything as I peeked inside. Chelsea was already asleep in her bed.

      Tomorrow we all needed to be together and focus on this girl. Logic and the plan needed to sink into my brain, not the primal need to pump my seed into Ridley until she was pregnant and mine forever.

      We strode down the hall. I asked her, “What was your life like in Pittsburgh before you came here?”

      She tapped her hands in front of her. “Honestly, I was in a major rut. For two weeks, I worked eighty hours in the ER.”

      “Your work ethic is admirable,” I said and then we stopped at the second door. We peeked inside and Pop was also in his bed, snoring.

      “Glad you think so.” I closed the door and we tiptoed away until we were clear and then made it to the kitchen. I perused the options in the refrigerator with her at my side. I took out the fruit tray again as apples, and grapes, and orange slices were usually great for the first round of snacks.

      A ring reverberated on a chime.

      She perked her eyebrow and asked, “Is that the doorbell?”

      I put the tray down on the counter, but as she passed, I said, “Yeah. Grab an apple.” She handed me a few slices that I quickly ate. I opened the door to whoever security must have let in and saw one of the go-getters like my mom, but my age, from town.

      “I know it’s late, but I saw your lights on and decided to take a chance to say congrats.” Sally Sheraton stared back at me, but her husband, Aaron’s, brown eyes haunted me. She had a small bag in her hand but threw her hands out to hug Ridley and me as she said, “I heard you were getting married.”

      I placed my hand on Ridley’s lower back. “Ridley, this is Sally Sheraton.”

      “I was stocking the food bank in town with Church donations and Carter has the warehouse that he lets us use nearby.”

      She had asked for my support of various charities since I returned and always quoted my mother.

      Ridley shook her hand. “Hi.”

      She’d been checking on me like a brother since I'd brought her husband’s body home for her to bury.

      As she finished, she said, “Lovely to meet you. I had no idea Carter was even seeing someone.”

      Ridley stared at me. For a second, I wasn’t sure what she’d say, but then she focused on Sally. “We were pretty long distance and I was shocked he asked.”

      Sally laughed and patted Ridley’s arm like they were friends already. “All the ladies in town were trying to get his attention. Now I know he was already in love and that’s why he wasn’t interested. Congrats.”

      I’d not intended to settle down at all.

      Ridley’s lips curled under her lower one again and her face went white. A minute later, she pointed to us. “So you and Carter…”

      No. Sally wasn’t my type. Ridley absolutely was.

      Sally shook her head and covered her lips. Then she laughed. “Seriously, no, though if he’d shown interest in any half the women in town, they might have dropped their families and run right over.”

      No one in town ever aroused me like Ridley had.

      Aaron was very much alive in my memories, and he’d spent hours cheering me up after Dora had died, only to lose his own life. I crossed my arms to explain. “Sally-”

      She took Ridley’s hands in hers. “Anyhow, I came here to invite you into the women’s society.”

      Her eyebrows widened. “Society?”

      My mother’s old position. My shoulders slumped. This was fast.

      Ridley didn’t have to be anything like my mother, but Sally said, “We mostly run fundraisers for the local school or some bigger benefits. Carter’s mom started our group  though we focused on more local charities after she passed.”

      My mother ran the group like it was more important to her than her family. We held more political dinners over mashed potatoes than most people might ever understand, and I asked, “Do I need to give an answer right now on the invitation to go?”

      “No, not at all,” Sally said and then slipped a business card out of her back pocket while she spoke. “Take your time. We meet the fourth Sunday of every month. Here is my card.”

      Ridley took it. “Thanks.”

      Sally turned to go but then stopped and handed me the small bag she had. “Almost forgot, here is your ring, which was the main reason I stopped over.”

      “Thanks, Sally.”

      Sally nodded. “I volunteered so Yvette could get home to her son. Now y’all get some sleep as we’ll see you at the funeral tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow, we would be out in public together. Ridley trembled but soon settled. “Bye, Sally. I’ll call you in a few days once I’m more settled in.”

      Sally headed out the door and waved as she said, “Of course. Night y’all.”

      We walked back to the kitchen and she asked, “Who was that?”

      The widow of a friend who I lost on a mission. Her husband was one of the five reasons I’d never actually be happy again. I pressed my hand to my heart.

      “I served with Sally’s husband. We joined the Navy together.”

      I couldn’t mention Aaron, Dora, or anyone else who died on my watch. It felt wrong.

      Ridley opened the refrigerator and asked, “Friends are nice to meet. Was he home with the children she mentioned?”

      I stalled. “He’s… buried in a grave at the cemetery where we're going tomorrow.”

      She stood in front of me with her head down. “What time is the funeral?”

      “In the morning.” I patted her shoulder and then shoved the bag toward her. “Put your ring on.”

      I heard her stomach grumble, but she put it on. “I feel guilty for being happy.”

      I kissed her forehead and then said, “They’d want us working together to help with Chelsea.”

      “Right.” She said without looking at me. I corralled some chicken and bread to make us some sandwiches. It took her a few seconds, but she joined me and snatched an avocado and started cutting it. “That’s the deal, but I’m still reeling from the bedroom.”

      I shoved the bread in front of her. “Speaking of, I didn’t use a condom. That’s never happened before.”

      She nodded and continued to cut the avocado. “We discussed having children.”

      She made the simple chores somehow more fun. The avocado seemed a brighter green to me. I waited for her to put the knife down and leaned beside her. “We did, but if you want to do something different, we can.”

      “I know the options.” She didn’t blink as she stared at me. “I’m a nurse.”

      I put the rest of the chicken and the bread back to where they belonged and asked, “Are you on the pill?”

      “No.” She rubbed the back of her head and shook it. “It always made me hormonal and I’ve been on a long dry spell.”

      My shoulders widened. I didn’t need another man coming to claim the woman who was now mine, but I asked, “When was the last guy?”

      She put the sandwiches on plates and nudged one at me. “Are we trading info?”

      “Sure,” I said and quickly ate.

      She took her time with a few bites. Once she put down half her dinner, she said, “I’ve had some boyfriends, nothing serious, and none of them did what you did to me in there.”

      Pride swelled in my chest. I put my plate away as she finished her sandwich. “Well, no more boyfriends and clearly you had bad choices.”

      She finished and put her plate away. I grabbed the fruit tray to bring to my room as she asked, “What about you?”

      We walked the halls, but I said, “In the SEALs, I had a girlfriend. She died the hour I broke up with her.”

      She opened the door and I put the tray on the dresser.

      “I’m so sorry. That had to be horrifying.”

      “Dora deserved better.” Until now, I’d never talked about her with anyone. I traced her arm. Touching her sent a thrill through me. Her smooth skin sent shock ways, but I said, “And before Dora and the Seal, I was wild, which is what you probably heard about me at Bernie and Chloe’s wedding. I could have anything or anyone I wanted. I learned to be… discerning.”

      She crossed her arms and pretended she wasn’t interested. “Any diseases?”

      I widened my stance and she gave me a once over. Goosebumps grew on my arm, but I smiled to keep our tone light. “No, ma’am. You?”

      Her eyebrow arched. “Never call me ma’am.”

      I stepped closer to her. “Yes, Sunshine.”

      She pressed her hands on my chest and I decided to coax her into a better mood. “Okay, the answer is no.”

      I helped her take off my t-shirt and tossed mine on the floor next to it. “We probably should have had that conversation first.”

      She shrugged and untied her pants, stripping down. “Yeah, but I didn’t ask when I signed the contract and had a clear head. It might be… nice… to have a baby, and since you offered, I made the right assumptions.”

      I ripped my clothes off and wrapped my arms around her naked body. “Let’s see what happens when we get back in that bed.”

      Ridley had something about her that captivated me like a moth to a flame. I drew her lips for a kiss and my entire body had tingled from her kiss. She roared me to life. As it ended, she cupped my cheek. “You’re insatiable.”

      I led her to lie down on the bed. “Only for you.”

      That was the truth. No other woman in my life made the evening so vibrant and alive and colorful. Ridley was something special, someone I didn’t deserve, but craved.

      And she was mine.
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      Ridley

      

      The moment the sun was in the air, I knew today was different. Somehow, the air was still and quiet, without a speck of wind brushing against the house. However, the mood became clear when Carter delivered a black dress for me.

      I hadn’t ordered or picked anything out, but the color alone meant today was the day. I was needed. So no more daydreaming of dreams come true, not when Chelsea needed us. I prayed I was strong enough to be of help.

      I had no idea where the dress came from, but I mumbled, “Thanks.”

      Giving thanks when I was going to a funeral also seemed off. My stomach twisted and I tried to see straight. Carter hadn’t promised forever. I knew that, so I tried to be practical. I hopped in the shower and dressed.

      Carter wasn’t there when I came out. But I found on the bed a shoebox with heels in my size. Another wonder, as honestly, he’d not had time to shop either, but I slipped them on and noticed the red bottom of the shoe.

      I’d never even thought I'd own heels this luxurious. I checked my dress fit right. Time to go. I squared my shoulders and headed out of the room.

      I heard Carter and his father down the hall, near the living room, but I headed toward Chelsea’s bedroom. We weren’t in love and the deal was to be here for my best friend’s daughter, not fulfill carnal desires. A moment later, I knocked and asked through the door, “Are you dressed, Chelsea?”

      She flung open the door, dressed in a black dress, but holding her stomach until she hugged me, “I’m glad you’re here.”

      For a moment, neither of us moved. I’d promised to take care of her, so I waited until she stood straighter and then waved for her to join the men. “Let’s get going.”

      None of us said anything, but I saw how Chelsea hugged both men and then took a seat next to Carter’s dad.

      We walked to a waiting limo. Here we were, going to mourn my best friend, Chelsea’s parents, but now I wore designer clothes and had a diamond on my finger. Reality was stark and strange. None of this seemed real.

      I took Chelsea’s hand as she was real and I was here for her. Until recently, marrying Carter and knowing his naked body had been fantasies that kept me running through hospital ER wards.

      I was living in an alternate reality now, but I wasn’t comfortable with whatever I needed appearing for me. No one had popped my bubble of illusion, but I knew I needed to get my head back on straight.

      We’d never agreed this was because we were knee-deep in love. We were getting married because it was practical.

      So I headed into the funeral home on cemetery grounds, but I somehow snuck into this family unit, next to the most handsome man ever. Seriously, this wasn’t my life.

      I held Chelsea’s hand, but she let me go and went to hug girls her age.

      I scanned the room and saw Frank, my lawyer, and my eyes widened.

      Carter hugged my side and must have seen me as he asked, “Who's that man?”

      If Frank told my sister Indigo before I did, then she’d tell all my sisters and family. He worked full-time for her husband so he’d be obligated. I tugged my ear. “My lawyer… let me go speak to him.”

      Carter went to the front of the room and grabbed seats with his father.

      I stood in the back and asked, “Frank, what’s going on?”

      Sally and her two children, a boy and girl Chelsea’s age, went to say hello to Carter and his family.

      I folded my hands in front of me as Frank said, “Your sister was worried about you and asked me to check in. She assumed you’d be here for the funeral.”

      Reality crashed. I wasn’t a peppy, happy woman who gets what she wants. I simply nodded. “Tell her I’ll call with news today.”

      Frank didn’t react. “Once the ceremony is over, of course. Do you need any more legal help?”

      I shook my head. “No, I think I got…” But I stopped and took out my phone from my new pocketbook that matched the dress and had been waiting for me like I was some princess, then met his gaze and asked, “Actually can you read over the prenup I signed and give me the highlights?”

      His face went white. “You signed?”

      Another mistake, but then I was used to making those. I found the file and AirDropped it to his number. “It’s what’s best for Chelsea.”

      His phone beeped as he said, “Very well, send me the files.”

      I pointed to his pocket. “Check your phone.”

      He accepted my message and stepped back. “I’ll discreetly read on my phone during the ceremony.”

      Right.

      The minister went to the front and I rushed forward and scooted around Carter to sit on Chelsea’s other side.

      Carter smelled of woodsy cologne and he asked, “What’s going on?”

      Our legs brushed.

      I kept my head down and my words low so few would hear us as the preacher spoke. “I’ve not called all my sisters and checked in. My family is worried about me.”

      Chelsea teared up and I hugged her. She was why I was here, not Carter.

      She wiped her eyes and I sat back, but then Carter asked me, “So they send lawyers after you?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced up and saw his gaze narrowed. “He works for-"

      “Jacob Donovan,” He supplied.

      We stood up to sing. Chelsea stuck to our sides like glue, so for a few minutes, we just sang the hymn.

      Carter had a nice bass voice, but as the song ended, I asked, “You know him?”

      He whispered in my ear as we retook our seats, “I’ve met your lawyer. How are you related to Jacob?”

      My sister’s husband had sat with us a few weeks ago over grilled hamburgers and now they were in Europe on their honeymoon.

      I shrugged. “He married my sister.”

      “Jacob Donovan is ruthless in business.” His jaw was clenched. “You talked about wanting a big wedding. Is it because you want to compete with her?”

      Huh? He lent me a big shot lawyer to come here and help with Chelsea. My heart thumped as I didn’t understand the accusation.

      “No. I’d never win. Indigo is radiant, so I'd never want to try.”

      His lips pressed together. “I see.”

      My heart twisted in my chest. I had no idea what he meant, but I saw Chelsea in tears and went to hug her. “I’m here for you, Chelsea.”

      Her tears on my shoulder were my reason, not money, not competition. I hugged her, though inside, adrenaline rushed in my veins.

      Chelsea’s mumbled, “I want my mom and dad.”

      “Of course you do. They’ll always love you.” I wiped her eyes and whispered, “But they’ll want you to live your life and make them proud. Your mom always bragged about your good grades and talked about how you loved soccer.”

      She squeezed my hand.

      Carter stared at us both but didn’t say anything.

      Chelsea let out a long sigh and once her face was clean, she said, “I… that’s true. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want them to read to me when I go to bed.”

      I squeezed her shoulder and asked, “Do you want me to read to you? I’ll never be as good, but we can try.”

      She stared up at the coffins as the minister finished his prayers. “Yeah. Mom loved you.”

      “She’ll always love you, Chelsea.” I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “And you’ll carry her in your heart.”

      The service ended and she let out a sigh. She was oblivious to well-wishers and said, “Thanks. I’m going to go and walk with Hudson.”

      “He’d like that,” I said and we all proceeded to the burial ground.

      Carter carried his friend.

      I followed behind Chelsea.

      At the burial, we all gathered around the graves and the priest spoke again.

      Chelsea held my hand and Hudson’s. I held Carters and this togetherness seemed right, even if it wasn’t.

      They lowered Chloe’s body and I prayed. For a moment, I didn’t move at all. I was alone and that was fine. I kept my eyes closed. I hope she knew I loved her and was here to help now.

      My skin was electrified like somehow Chloe was here. I blinked and let that sense go. Near me, Carter had some men to talk to, and Hudson spoke to his peers. And beside Hudson, Chelsea hugged her friends.

      I stood, unsure where to go, but then Sally came over to me and threw her arms around me. “You already fit together as a family.”

      I tugged my dress back in order. “Nice to see you again, Sally.”

      She squeezed my shoulder. “If any of you need anything, call me.”

      Once she left, Carter, with his hand on his chest, came over and whispered in my ear. “You’re handling the whole funeral like a lady.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at him and patted his hand. “I’m missing my best friend. Chelsea still wants her mom, but thank you.”

      "Of course she does,” Carter said fast. “But she has you, so at least that’s something.”

      Another man came toward us and he let me go. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Loneliness hit me and I called out, “Carter?”

      “Yeah?” He paused.

      His shoulders weren’t as tall, and my instincts guided me. I fixed his tie. “You had nothing to do with any of this. We weren’t there.”

      He kissed my cheek. “For this one, yeah.”

      “We’ll talk when we get home.”

      Once again, everyone knew everyone here, except me. I backed up but then met Frank, who said, “Ms. Steel.”

      My nose wrinkled. After our daily task of speeding through custody forms, I thought we were closer. “Frank, you know to call me Ridley.”

      He kept his head down. “I read the prenup.”

      I sucked in my bottom lip and glanced at Carter. He shook hands with some men. He had my heart in his hands and he didn’t even know it. I blinked and focused back at Frank. “And?”

      He spoke in a low voice. “If you cheat on him, you’re out with nothing. No matter how long you are married.”

      He had to be joking. He was the one who could have anyone. Maybe that was normal in a prenup, but I ignored the twist in my gut that whispered we needed to talk more, and just said, “I get it.”

      “There is more.”

      “What else?”

      We huddled so no one overheard us. “If you divorce him and he doesn’t agree, you’re also not getting any alimony.”

      Goosebumps grew on my arms. I wasn’t here for money, anyhow. “Okay.”

      “The allowance is generous enough that staying married would be prudent.”

      I took out my phone and scanned the electronic document. Ten thousand a month was more than we agreed. My heart and body had a zap rush through them.

      Did this crazy high number mean he wanted to be married for life?

      My mind buzzed as I never earned that much and I put too much stock into details that probably didn’t mean what I hoped.

      I stared at Frank and put my phone back in my bag. “I hadn’t… okay, what else?”

      “And if he divorces you, the settlements are decent. I wish you’d spoken to me before signing.”

      Carter’s conversation with the men ended. I should get back there.

      I put my hand out to shake. “I… thanks for everything, Frank.”

      He called out as I took a step forward. “No worries.”

      I waved goodbye and retook my place beside Carter. We guarded Chelsea from too much intrusion by well-wishers.

      When we had a moment alone, he asked, “What did your lawyer tell you?”

      I glanced at the young girl. We should get her home soon. “That I should have talked to him about the prenup.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Why? Frank is a corporate shark.”

      I shrugged and quickly said, “He works for my sister’s husband, so it’s like family, I guess. I was surprised about the allowance.”

      “I promised six figures.” He mumbled and his father came closer. “Didn’t you read the papers?”

      I motioned for us all to head back and he nodded, but he said, “No. I… didn’t read or ask for details. My own fault.”

      Hudson took Chelsea away from her friends and the limo arrived. The sky decided to crackle like it would rain soon, so it was a good time to get out.

      Nothing would be sadder for Chelsea than rain pellets hitting the newly buried coffins.

      We walked to join Hudson and Chelsea when Carter asked me, “Did you want more?”

      My shoulders tightened, and I shook my head. “No… you misunderstood.” The dark clouds overhead meant we only had a moment, so I said, “Chelsea, are you wanting to head back?”

      The tears in her eyes glistened. I handed her a tissue and we headed to the limo with the men.

      Chelsea sniffled but said, “It’s still strange that I’ll never see them again.”

      I let her get in the car first. “When I lost my parents, I didn’t know what to do. I’m here for you whenever you want to talk.”

      She squeezed my hand. “I wish I’d known you before now.”

      For the ride home, no one said anything, but I saw Chelsea and Hudson holding hands.

      In medical books, I’d read it was usually easier to accept people who didn’t want to fill in for a missing role and Hudson was more a grandfather she’d always known.

      As we drove back onto the ranch and stepped out of the car, the dry, warm air washed into my lungs.

      Carter opened the door. “Ridley, we should talk.”

      I waited until Chelsea and Hudson were far enough away then glanced out the window to the tall grass.

      In Pittsburgh, my view was the street or the houses behind me. In his ranch, he had clear fields without anyone else in sight. I heard his footsteps and turned around.

      I crossed my arms under my chest. “We’re getting married because we want to help Chelsea, right? My questions about the contract today triggered you.”

      He swallowed and took a step back. “Right and my lawyers want us to rewrite the custody arrangement so we can start on proper adoption proceedings soon and settle everything.”

      Marriage meant we both had a say. I shrugged. “Have them talk to Frank. He knows more details on what I signed than I do.”

      “Of course. The lawyers can talk.” I met his brown-eyed gaze and wished there was more he had to say. But he just stared at me, without another word.

      Minutes ticked past and the silence was palatable.

      My phone rang and it broke the moment. I glanced at my screen and then stepped away from him. “My sister Indigo is calling and it’s probably a conference call with the others. Can I have a few minutes alone to tell them what we’re doing here?”

      He massaged the back of his head. “Of course. See you for lunch and to discuss the wedding ceremony. Pop and Chelsea want to be there.”

      I held the phone in the air. “Sounds perfect. Be back soon.”

      I walked down the hall to my room, so I’d have some privacy. As I locked the door, I breathed. I’d never expected a happily-ever-after in my life. I’d never get a second offer with half of what he'd offered me here.

      I ought to be grateful. At least here, no one saw my tears that I had no right to shed. I should be happy as this was everything I'd ever wanted, but water streamed out of my eyes like I was fooling myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Carter

      

      After Ridley went to her room, my heart plummeted.

      All my life, I'd avoided women who only spoke about money. I grew up with my mother, which was enough for a lifetime. In the end, I’d broken up with Dora because she’d always mentioned how much money she didn’t have like that was an obsession, being poor.

      Yet, at the funeral, I was pricked. One was Ridley discussing money as she hit on an old wound, but I hadn’t expected that she hadn’t read the prenup. She had every right to question, but my stomach tightened. Discussion of money prickled my skin like money was the only reason to care about me. I knew that was a stupid thought and it wasn’t what happened.

      And the bigger issue was that Bernie was dead. I swallowed and the silence in the air didn’t ease me.

      I probably shouldn’t want to hold Ridley's hand in mine as I was too needy and wanting a fantasy that wasn’t real. I wanted her to care about me, which she didn’t.

      We weren’t meant to be.

      I looked out the window and hoped to go to Henry and help with his training, but not in my suit. Plus, someone might need me here.

      Adrenaline still pumped in my body from unsaid words, but I headed to my office to get some work done, but the doorbell rang.

      I returned to the door and opened it. Sally stood there, but her gaze was the same. Every time I looked at her, I remembered carrying Aaron’s body off the battlefield and then days later stepping off the plane to deliver his body in a casket. His widow nodded at me and I went to sit at my desk.

      “Sally, I didn’t expect to see you right after the funeral.”

      “I didn’t expect to be here, so we’re even.” She let herself in and glanced around as she asked, “Where’s Ridley?”

      I pointed to the back of the house and wondered if they had some sort of plans now, but said, “She’s talking to someone. How can I help?”

      She put her hands in the pockets of her black pants. “Today’s ceremony was like when I buried Aaron.” She dabbed her eyes to erase her tears. “Bernie never joined the service like you and Aaron, but we’re a small town and it’s like losing another part of my heart. We were all friends and Chloe was so good with my boys.”

      Unlike the three of them, I’d not gone to the local public school, but when I’d been home from boarding school, I’d often hung out with Bernie and met Aaron through him, long ago.

      I lowered my head and my throat was parched when I said, “Yeah. Bernie talked up the service more than anyone else. He was the Navy SEALs PR campaign back when we were kids.”

      She let out a small laugh. “Guess his heart condition didn’t matter in the end.”

      The Navy hadn’t waived Bernie’s heart issue, and ultimately, what killed him had been a car crash.

      My body was tense, but I said, “No.” I asked as calmly as I could despite my arteries pumping blood through my body faster than usual, “Are you holding up okay?”

      “Yes.” She made no move to leave and instead said, “I wanted to come by and see if you, or Ridley, or Chelsea need anything. I want us all to stay friends and you two seem in love, which is refreshing to see in you.”

      This wasn’t why we were getting married. Last night had been mind-blowing, but I was the last guy to deserve happiness. Dora’s death and Sally’s husband’s were reasons why, but I asked, “You are?”

      She whispered, “Yeah. You didn’t kill Aaron.”

      Therapists had told me the same. They’d also said Dora made her own choice that night, but I was alive and the rest of my team was dead. This was my burden and I shook my head. “Don’t.”

      She had tears in her eyes too. “You don’t have to feel guilty for living. He loved you like a brother and he’d want you to live your life.”

      I was the only one in the spot with enough cover that day. When I closed my eyes, I still heard the gunshots and saw the pools of blood at my feet.

      I’d not wish this on anyone but asked, “Yeah?”

      Sally hugged me. “At the funeral today, it was clear Ridley steered your family and sweet Chelsea through some hard moments. You’re lucky you found a strong woman. I was worried you’d settle on some vain and vapid woman I’d never want to be around.”

      My mother would roll in her grave, but I smiled. “Ridley’s not like my mom.”

      “And I didn’t say anything about your mom.” Sally asked, “Is everything okay?”

      “No. I wasn’t looking for a replacement.” I walked Sally to the door. “Look, thanks for coming over.”

      She patted my cheeks. “No worries. Please tell Ridley to call me, okay. She strikes me as nice and I hope we can be friends.”

      “I will,” I said and waited until she left.

      As I closed the door, I was alone again.

      I massaged the back of my hair. There was no way Ridley deserved the blood on my hands. If she didn’t care about me, then maybe we’d work as a partnership that had clear terms and actions. While she hadn’t said she cared, she had an open heart.

      I’d taken advantage of her goodness and forgot myself with her for a while. I had no right to seek refuge again.

      I went toward my office to do work, and forget about our upcoming nuptials and my past.

      My father was sitting in my seat and stood. “Son, there you are.”

      I waited for him to take the guest's chair.

      Once we were settled, I asked, “What’s going on, Pop?”

      He put his hands on the desk like we were negotiating something. “Something seemed off between you and Ridley today. You’re getting married soon, and I… wanted to say you should do what makes you happy.”

      Was this an intervention? My skin buzzed. “I’m fine. We’re good. Look, I’m not like you.”

      Pop sat back in his chair. “When I married your mother, I was young and wanted to have the prettiest woman around. I realized early on we had problems, but I stayed because I wanted to be in your life.”

      Now that was honest. I stared at his brown eyes. Vanity was the one trait I couldn’t stand. “I… Pop, Ridley and I didn’t keep in touch for ten years. I shouldn’t have lied to you.“

      “Yes and maybe that explains the tension of today.” Pop said and then tapped the sides of his seat like he’d made a point, “Unlike us, she has some common sense. We might need a little of that around here, but only if you’re happy.”

      That wasn’t my life. I wasn’t getting the happily-ever-after. “Tomorrow, we’re going to get married at the courthouse. I told her you wanted to be there.”

      He nodded at me. “I’ll call our personal shopper and tailors to get us whatever colors you and your bride choose for the day.”

      “We don’t have a color. We never really talked about it. Does she even have a white dress?”

      I’d had her things delivered last night and tucked into her room. But I lifted my shoulders. “I don’t know…”

      Pop texted on his phone. “I’ll get five options sent over. She had pops of green in her two outfits she’d brought here. As it’s just family, I’ll tell our shopper to keep it simple.”

      Our mother had set up the family with access to every store and stylist within a hundred miles, even still.

      A chill ran through me as I said, “We are planning a bigger wedding later.”

      “Good.” He snapped his finger. “Now, that makes me happy.”

      My eyebrow raised. “Glad I’ve finally done something to earn that one.”

      He stood and then pointed me toward the door. “Look, go and find your bride. You both seemed tense today. Chelsea and I are going to watch a movie. Maybe we can catch you for dinner.”

      I tugged my ear and walked him out. “I told Ridley to join us all for lunch.”

      He fixed my tie like I was about to go to some high school dance, but he said, “Distract your bride. I know you know how to do that. Keep her happy and then life here will be more pleasant. And we can meet for dinner.”

      I leaned against the office door and asked, “That’s your advice? Keep her happy?”

      He strode out. “Well, if you can keep her away from my health chart, I’ll be happier.”

      I tapped on the edge of the frame and shook my head. “No, but nice try.”

      Pop winked at me, “Your mom liked me to give her some extra treat when I upset her, like jewels.”

      What attracted me to Ridley was how she didn’t put her looks first. I said, “Ridley’s not-"

      “Then you’ll have to find your own way to apologize for being a jerk.” Pop interrupted and headed off.

      I spoke to his back. “I wasn’t.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “It’s usually easier to live with a woman if you’re willing to apologize. My own father had told me that, but I never listened. You probably should as you have a good one.”

      The gnawing in my gut saying that I'd hurt her today was there. And I needed to apologize.

      I called out before he disappeared. “Talk to you later, Pop.”

      I closed my office and headed to her room. Inside I heard the murmur of her voice and my heart lightened. Falling for Ridley was dangerous. People died near me when I upset them, and Ridley was already worming her way into my heart.

      I knocked and waited for her to let me in. I didn’t have flowers or any gift. I needed to get a grip and stay focused on our reality.

      And hopefully, we figured out how to make everything work.
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      Ridley

      

      Nicole saw everything in life that ever happened to her as the next step to something even better. She blogged and lived a life where she made herself the constant example. Clean living, happiness, and positive self-talk were all her cures.

      And she'd just earned her ten millionth follower. Companies fought for her influence, which basically meant my little sister and I had nothing in common except for being family.

      I told her how I was marrying Carter, and for a few moments, she didn’t respond, but then she asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Fireworks exploded in my gut that I knew were just my nerves. I put my head in my palm and wished I could say I was a joyful bride, but I said, “Chelsea thrives here.”

      Nicole made a hmm sound and then said, “But you need to honor yourself and what makes you happy.”

      Happiness was like an elixir of life that drove Nicole to do yoga, eat organic, and share everything she ever did with the world.

      I pressed my lips together and finally chose my words, “I don’t know what I want that will make me happy.”

      “Do you love Carter?”

      Maybe I always had. He was perfect and no one else measured up to the man I'd danced with years ago. He’d been the star of my dreams for years, but that was beside the point. We’d not agreed on feelings. I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, does it? It’s what’s best for Chelsea.”

      “You’re being stubborn. Your feelings matter.”

      No, they didn’t.

      My feelings weren’t important at all and I sat and was completely still when I said, “I’ll never have another chance if I don’t take this one.”

      “What does that mean?”

      A knock rattled my door and my heart jumped. “I have to go, but wish me luck.”

      I opened the door, still holding my phone, and Nicole said, “Is it Carter?"

      It was.

      I curled my lips and hoped it looked like a smile or a good imitation of one. He pointed to come inside and I nodded.

      To my sister, I said, "Yes.”

      “Put him on.”

      Nicole was a force of nature. I didn’t have her strength. I lowered my hand. “I… my sister, Nicole, wants to talk to you.”

      He took the phone from me. “Hi, Nicole. Nice to hear your voice.”

      Nicole wasted no time and asked, “Are you marrying my sister because you’re in love, or are you just using her?”

      Damn. I grabbed for my phone, but he avoided my attempt and told my sister, “Your sister is the best woman I've ever met. I don’t deserve her love.”

      Nicole made a "hmmph" sound which made my entire body freeze.

      She said, “None of us do.”

      At least she wasn’t disloyal. I took my phone back. “We have to go.”

      “Okay, I’ll call you later.”

      “Bye,” I said and hung up, turning my phone off. We didn’t need another sibling or cousin calling. This was my life to lead and no other opinions were welcome. I hugged my waist. “Sorry, my sister is a big believer in positive talk and creating her own future. She runs a blog.”

      He sat on the edge of the bed. “Sounds like a nice gig.”

      Why was he here? I… wasn’t sure but decided not to ask. So I sat beside him and folded my hands together, “She means well.” I turned my knees toward him. “What’s going on?”

      Goosebumps grew all over me as he said, “My dad wasn’t sure if you had a dress for tomorrow, so he ordered you one.”

      Huh? I’d had a magical dress and heels in my size this morning. I raised my eyebrow and asked, “Did Hudson get this dress?”

      Carter’s nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t think about clothes.”

      My shoulders dropped. “I thought it was you, the staff, or magic. I’ll thank him at lunch.”

      He patted my knee. “I came to talk.”

      The tension in my neck was back. I rubbed it. “Sure.” But then I looked at my feet. “This feels serious.”

      He massaged my back until I glanced up at him and then he said, “I came to make peace. Sorry about earlier.”

      Apologizing to me? My eyes widened as I asked, “Why?”

      He held his head down and his cheeks almost seemed red. “When you mentioned money, my mother’s memory came to life.”

      “I understand.” I hugged him. Today was emotional. We were both friends with Chelsea’s parents.

      I tapped my hands together. “Look, I didn’t even read the numbers until Frank mentioned it today.”

      His eyebrow quirked up. “I immediately assumed when you mentioned numbers that you wanted more and I didn’t process that you hadn’t even read it.”

      “It is probably hard to believe.” My skin jolted and I pivoted away as I fixed my hair. The last thing I could admit was that I was falling for him. “I did, but I somehow missed that part, or I guess I turned a blind eye.”

      He placed his hand on my knee and I melted.

      I wasn’t myself with him, but I turned toward him when he asked, “Why? You were hesitant to move down here because you cared about giving up the financial security of your job.”

      True, but I figured whatever the number was, it was enough. I skipped over the whole thing and ignored how my skin was on pins and needles.

      “I… honestly, I have a hard time seeing myself as some lady with her own hair salon and personal stylists. I’ve not lived outside of work since my own mother died.”

      He lowered his voice, but his hand didn’t move. “It’s one of the traits I like about you.”

      I scooted closer and said, “I cared for my dying mother every day for a long nine months and never cared about makeup. And none of my patients listened if I tried to be pretty instead of practical.”

      “That’s because you’d steal their breath away.”

      “That would be a bad hospital.” The heaviness of the conversation kept my libido in check. I wiped tears out of my eyes. “I’ve dealt with death every day for years in the ER.”

      “Which is why you’re perfect to help Chelsea.”

      My lips pressed together. “ER and emotional loss are different. I’m trying here, but I’m not an expert.” He was so close that my skin buzzed. I ignored how my body ached and instead said, “Not to change the topic, but why did you say all that to my sister?”

      His lips came closer to me like he’d kiss me, but he asked, “Say what?”

      My eyes fluttered closed, but I ignored the tension and asked, “Best woman you ever met? That’s a bit of a stretch. Your friend, Sally, seems wonderful, for one.”

      He let out a small laugh. “Okay, she’s nice and all, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “You shouldn’t want me,” I said.

      Then his lips crushed mine.

      “Yet, I want to fuck you all the time, even now.” His second kiss set me on fire. Wow. Goosebumps grew on me and even my breasts perked like I wanted to be ready for him.

      As we broke to breathe, he said, “I most definitely want more.”

      My heartbeat grew faster and my body was zapping with desire though I shook my head. “I’m not fancy or special. I’m boring.”

      His hands curled around my waist. “And sweet and sexy when naked.”

      A huge part of me wanted nothing more than to toss my clothes on the floor and forget today, but I ran my hand through his thick hair. “You don’t need me. You can have someone who will glow on your arm.”

      He curled my shirt up a bit and squeezed my backside. “Hey, stop talking badly about my fiancée.”

      Tomorrow, we were getting married. I closed my eyes and let him take my shirt off. “Funny.”

      He traced my body like he wanted to memorize every inch of me. “It’s the truth.” He stopped and it was like he stared into my soul. “You seriously don’t see the value in yourself?”

      I trembled when I said, “I guess I don’t.”

      He stopped touching me and his gaze seemed almost sincere. “You’re a true lady, not one that’s out for power. You have a good heart and that’s rare. I just don’t want to ever hurt you.”

      “You can’t.”

      “My ex, Dora, stormed out of my tent and into enemy fire because I told her we were breaking up.”

      “That had to be hard.” Guilt was his reason for wanting this marriage. I wasn’t ever going to be brave like his ex must have been. I was nice and good enough to be a fill-in mom, and caretaker, and bed mate. He was super amazing and sweet and as I stared at his thick lips, I wondered how I’d ever truly be in his heart if he wanted someone that different from me. I massaged my neck and said, “I don’t know if I’d be able to move on from that.”

      He caressed my cheek. “Yet, I want you, more and more.”

      From now on, I’d have to hide my flaws better and my heart. He’d see in time how he already took up this huge spot inside it.

      I sighed. “That’s nice to hear. I guess. But that’s not what the deal was.”

      His hardness was obvious, but he didn’t touch me.

      Instead, he said, “Sex was mentioned.”

      There it was. This wasn’t about love. I wasn’t worthy, not really, but I refused to shed a tear as I asked, “I might want more.”

      He ran his hand up and down my back when he said, “I don’t have anything more to offer.”

      “You’re wrong.” I curled my arms around his neck. “You’re the guy a girl dreams about all her life.”

      He kissed me again and steam poured out of my skin.

      I wished the pulsating he sent through me both stopped and continued to grow.

      “You’re perfect, Ridley.”

      “That’s not true.”

      He reached for my skirt and unzipped it. “Take my word for it.”

      I let him. I’d give him anything I had for more of him, but as I sat up and watched him strip his own shirt, I wiped a tear out of my eye. When he returned, he took my hands. “You just don’t see the truth about me.”

      Huh? I raised my eyebrow and asked, “What’s that?”

      He let me go and dropped his pants. “That I’m a real-life grim reaper and it’s good you’re here to protect Chelsea.”

      He returned to the bed with me and tugged my bra strap down when I said, “You’re a hero and protect those you love.”

      He froze and put his hands on the bed around me. “I lost everyone who ever gave a damn about me.”

      He was rigid and tense.

      I sat straighter and asked, “How?”

      He stared at the wall like he was reliving a memory. “We were in the wrong sandbox. Were surrounded. When the shots fired down at us… I was the only one in a safe location.”

      I can’t imagine how he felt. When people die in the ER, they came there for a reason and we did our best to help. My heart ached for him, but I lowered my lashes and said, “That’s horribly and traumatic. Did you get help for PTSD?”

      He rolled his shoulders like he needed to relax. “Doesn’t change the fact I couldn’t save them.”

      I massaged his muscles and the skin-to-skin where my breasts brushed against his back made me wish were meant to be and in love. I kissed his cheek. “Yet you’re here for your dad, took Chelsea in immediately, and you are surrounded by love.”

      He turned and stared at my lips when he said, “I didn’t know you’d be free. I figured another guy must have married you already.”

      All we'd done at that wedding was dance. Sure, I'd imagined a life with him, but that was fleeting. I’d had that picture on my phone because I’d know I'd never meet another man like him. My heart fluttered. “I… that’s sweet of you to even say when we both know we’re just a business deal, for Chelsea.”

      And then he kissed me and I gave him everything I had. I was his for the taking, just as I’d dreamed we’d be.
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      Carter

      

      My body was sated though more of Ridley might keep me beside her forever.

      Outside we had a red sky for the sunset, but inside, I was paralyzed. I wasn’t the kind of guy designed for marital bliss.

      I couldn’t offer Ridley what she wanted. In another life, maybe, she’d be the love of my life. But I’d not take the risk.

      Everyone who depended on me died. My father had been an exception since he needed a nurse and business was impersonal. Ridley though, if she and I ever fell in love for real, she’d be in danger.

      I refused to let that happen to her. She was better off alone.

      With a soft sigh, she sat up and her lips were curved up. Her glow only enhanced her.

      She patted her belly, which was under the blue sheet and asked, “Are you hungry?”

      “I can be.” I ran my hand over my head and wished the joy on Ridley’s face filled me too.

      Yet I didn’t deserve happiness or joy.

      My shoulders seemed heavy, but I said, “It’s after seven. My father and Chelsea are probably eating.”

      She jumped out of bed and headed to the bathroom. “Get dressed. We should be there for her.”

      Once she finished in the shower. I cleaned myself up fast then we headed down the hall.

      She brushed against my hand like she wanted to hold it, but I stepped back.

      She must be in some good man’s sights somewhere that was better than me. I was cursed. Even our deal wasn’t fair to her. Chelsea was probably safer away from me too. I’d never replace her father.

      We joined my father and Chelsea at the round table that overlooked the back patio and the fields and took our seats.

      “Chelsea. Hudson, how are you both?” Ridley asked.

      My father’s gaze narrowed. He must have noticed Ridley’s glow.

      He folded his hands in front of his lamb chop dinner. “You look at peace.”

      I hadn’t meant to follow his advice. Tension ran up my back, but I waited until the servants placed plates in front of Ridley and me. Once they left, I hoped I could rationalize what he thought he saw. “Pop-"

      “We’re happy you’re here,” He interrupted and stared at me without blinking. “We were talking about the two of you just now.”

      Ridley’s voice broke the air as she asked, “Chelsea, how are you holding up?”

      Her head lowered and it sounded like a whimper. “The movie was okay, but I’m still… sad.”

      Ridley scooted closer and wrapped her arms around Chelsea’s shoulder. “Today was hard for all of us. We'll never forget them.”

      Chelsea turned into her and hugged her. “Good, because I don’t want to.”

      Ridley’s heart was exactly what Chelsea needed. My father and I were better at odds and we shouldn’t get too close for his own safety either.

      Maybe I was being selfish in demanding she stay here when she’d be better living her own life. I was here for logistics, hoping the tension eased.

      “The staff mentioned they started loading your room with your belongings.”

      Chelsea sniffled and then said, “Thanks, Carter.”

      Being dependable was a weight I hadn’t expected to ever bear, but I said, “If you need anything, just ask.”

      Pop then said, “I’m just glad you are both getting married. You both seem happy.”

      My ears burned. Happy was for couples in love. I swallowed, unsure of what to say.

      Ridley and Chelsea had been whispering, but when I gave them my attention, Ridley wiped Chelsea’s eyes and said, “Your mom loved makeup. She was always trying to get me to wear some.”

      Bernie expected his girl to be safe.

      I heard him in the back of my mind and closed my eyes when I said, “Bernie always said he was the luckiest man alive because he had your mom.”

      Ridley’s voice was high and sweet as she said, “You know we met at your parent's wedding.”

      Chelsea asked, “Really?”

      I focused on my dinner and ate, though my stomach was tight and slightly jumpy.

      “It was one of the times your mother insisted I wear lipstick.” Ridley reached behind her. “Let me show you a picture.” I stopped chewing as she showed Chelsea our pictures. “We were both in the wedding party. This is us dancing.”

      Chelsea took Ridley’s phone and forwarded the pictures to her phone.

      My father’s plate was empty, same as mine, and he said, “You picked a good woman. I’m proud of you, Carter.”

      Too good. I took a deep breath that almost popped inside the back of my throat. “Pop, don’t get involved.”

      No more pretending our deal was about falling in love. I put my fork and knife down. “Let’s talk.”

      “Yeah.” I rubbed my temples and then motioned with my head we should head out.

      My father and I excused ourselves and we headed to the office.

      Neither of us said anything until I closed the door, and he said, “Something’s going on with you. Don’t ruin the best thing we’ve had in our lives in a long time.”

      I motioned for him to sit as nerves ate through me. “Ridley is the better person to raise Bernie’s daughter.”

      I took the seat beside him and folded my hands on the table. “Ridley is caring, and sweet, and will be a lovely Mrs. Rockson. You are both going to help Chelsea together. Don’t start changing the plan when we’re close to actually being a family again.”

      Ridley was special. No other woman I’d ever met would fit that role. But this was a business deal first and foremost. This wasn’t about love, even if my insides were all twisted.

      I blinked and asked, “Pop, you and mom never talked in years, before she died, but that’s never going to be how I live my life. This doesn’t mean I should waste her life here with us.”

      “Waste?" Pop let out a long sigh like the words were ones he didn’t want to say. But he swallowed. “You came home to help me. I don’t know what losing friends are like. I never made them. In business, I knew how to make money, but I picked the wrong woman for me. But you… you learned a good lesson from my pain, but if you let Ridley go, you’re just as bad.”

      My mother had me believing that women were all about expanding their bottom line. The SEALs had taught me discipline, but money doesn’t let me trust any woman easily.

      Ridley was beautiful because she had this wonderful heart and she took things seriously.

      “Ridley is sweet.”

      “She is.” I ignored how my blood pumped into my cold heart. “But when I met her, I was looking for a way to protect Chelsea and didn’t trust Ridley.”

      “Trusting her is a good thing.”

      The words rang hollow in my ears. I asked to avoid that mantle and my father should know me.

      I leaned forward. “Marrying Ridley meant she could take care of Chelsea’s day-to-day needs and I could ensure they were protected here.”

      He laughed at me. “You’re pretending you don’t love her.”

      Love bolted through my blood like I’d been given some drug. “I… look love isn’t in the cards for me.”

      Pop patted my knee and I glanced at him. “Your grandparents, my mom and dad tried to pay me not to marry your mother.”

      I stilled in my seat. “What?”

      He coughed. “They both thought she’d ruin me. My mom called Hannah vain.”

      My mother had had me in ties and suits as long as I could remember, and she paraded me out to show off how she managed to be a mom and take on whatever project she spearheaded.

      Ridley Steel would never use Chelsea as a reason to push an agenda. She’d ensure the girl’s needs were met better than me. “Mom was… yeah, she was that.”

      “She gave me you.”

      “I’m not a prize.” My father showing me how to run the company had taken up many hours of my teen years, but I’d been hollow inside.

      “No, you’re my son.”

      I’d also been hollow since I'd returned home from Afghanistan, until Ridley and Chelsea showed up. Memories and guilt locked me in place until I needed to act.

      My shoulders were in a knot, but I said, “You shouldn’t have-"

      “You were my son and the only thing Hannah ever did for me was have you. So we shared what we both valued.”

      I made the vow to marry a woman tomorrow who deserved more than a deal.

      My parents should be a vivid reminder that a life-long deal of pain only hurt everyone.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      Chelsea was right on Ridley's heels, but Ridley's face was bright and captured my attention as she said, “Sorry to interrupt. Chelsea said she and Hudson made plans?”

      My father gripped both sides of his seat and stood when he said, “Yes, we’ll leave you two love birds alone.”

      I stood as well and ignored how my skin had goosebumps when Ridley came closer. I called out, “Pop, why are you so good with Chelsea? You’re usually hard on everyone.”

      His wrinkles lifted and his eyes glittered when he said, “I’m an old man who's used to getting his way. But no one ever asked me to help pick flowers for their room. You were sent away and not interested in my color opinion.”

      True. Boarding school had limited time I spent at home.

      He took another step and took the girls’ hand, but I asked, “Why did you let that happen?”

      He bobbed his head back and forth and then tapped the door frame. “Homelife wasn’t exactly a picnic. You were protected that way.”

      I’d been alone and reckless but never put anyone in harm’s way on purpose by keeping them close.

      I almost took Ridley’s hand but stopped as I called out, “I judged you wrong, Pop.”

      He shook his head and stared at both me and Ridley. “No, you didn’t. I fell into a routine of giving you a hard time, but you have the right to be happy.”

      And then they left. I listened to the footsteps until they disappeared and then turned toward Ridley.

      Her beauty overpowered me and I stepped back.

      She bounced on her feet. “Sounds like you and your father had a good conversation.”

      My mind raced as the moon began to rise higher in the sky now.

      I couldn’t stand still and pointed behind me. “I guess. Ridley, can we go and talk?”

      She tilted her head and didn’t move. “Not here?”

      If I closed the door and stayed beside her, I might do something stupid, like saying I love you.

      So instead, I said, “No, let’s take a walk.”

      Her face blushed, but then she nodded. “I’ll get my sneakers and meet you.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said and went to the door. I needed air and we needed to talk.

      Tomorrow was too close, but if I led this conversation the wrong way then I would ruin her life. I had no right to love anyone else. I only ended up failing them.
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      Ridley

      

      Next to Carter, the air smelled fresh.

      Tomorrow we would be married, and for one second, I wished we could be more than a business deal. I shouldn’t, but he was the only man I ever came close to loving.

      It was so obvious today. I should have realized how I felt years ago.

      Beside him, I hoped he’d somehow see that I was good for him and accept.

      I’d be thrilled to take him as my husband and mean every word of my vows.

      He snapped his fingers. We walked in the field and as we headed closer to the horses, he said, “You seemed happy tonight.”

      His lips pressed together, and I raised my eyebrow and asked, “Is that a crime?”

      He massaged the back of his neck. “No. It’s good to be happy. You’re good for Chelsea.”

      I wasn’t stupid. I stared off at the sunset that was in its last dip before it disappeared for the night. The air still had that crowning moment of red haze, but the stars were populating the sky. This was the moment people wished for in movies and I said, “She’s why I came here.”

      I squared my shoulders and he asked me in a more gravelly tone, “Did you promise that at her christening?”

      I slowed. “Yeah. You were overseas at the time.”

      His jaw ticked, and he pushed his hands in his back pockets. “Since I moved back, they’d come over and I promised Bernie I’d be there if something ever happened to him.”

      I bumped into his arm. “The night before the wedding, you brought Bernie back to the hotel from the bachelor party completely wasted.”

      “He spent the night talking about how Chloe was the best. I was slightly jealous of him.” His lips curled higher like he was lost in the memory of riding in the limo with the wedding party. “But also happy for him. We were young, and he was always the responsible one.”

      “That night, you watched out for him, and he trusted you with his daughter.” My adrenaline grew, but I fixed my hair behind my ear. “At least Chelsea knew you and had someone to protect her. With me, she only knew my voice on the phone, so any transition without you would have been hard.”

      We made it to the edge of a field. The moon in the distance almost turned the reds in the sky dark but shined a different energy in the air.

      My body practically vibrated. When he glanced at me and asked, “Why didn’t you come down more?”

      I fixed the collar of my shirt that felt tight. “I… I haven’t been to Texas since her christening. I just got busy… with my own life.”

      He lowered his head. “Well, tomorrow we’re supposed to get married.”

      My hair stood on its ends. Had he seen I wasn’t good enough tonight?

      I hugged my waist and asked, “Supposed?”

      He kicked some dirt. “I just wanted to check that this is what you want.”

      My heart raced, “What I want?”

      I hadn’t meant that screechy sound in my tone. I wasn’t a little girl.

      He glanced up at me, and I saw his brown eyes were still magnetic, but he said, “Yeah. It’s a big step. My parents never spoke to each other unless it was about me.”

      So much for hope.

      “That’s hard. I didn’t know that.” I ignored how my eyes misted. I’d not cry.

      “It’s okay, I know what it’s like to be a bargaining chip in a business deal. I lived that life.”

      Ahh. He didn’t love me. Got it. I didn’t need that as a map, but I swallowed and glanced at the barn with the horses. “My parents were in love. My mother couldn’t imagine her life without my father and that’s why she lost her will to live. But they loved me and each other.”

      “Another way we’re different.” He let out a frustrated sigh. “And why our deal is bad for both of us.”

      Guess I had the basis of this conversation. I knew I shouldn’t be in his world. My skin was cold despite the heat, but I didn’t want to hear him tell me to leave.

      I sniffled and said, “It’s tragic. Half of my sisters were so mad at her.“

      He studied my face, and my heart pumped even more wildly as he asked, “And you?”

      I licked my lips that might never be kissed again if this conversation ended the way my nerves endings suggested It might, but I said, “I took care of her everyday… I saw how unhappy she was.”

      His shoulders squared like this was my execution as he geared up to tell me now that our wedding was off. “What do you want in your life that’s different?”

      I trembled but then held onto the rail behind me so I didn’t seem weak. Maybe I could make this easier for both of us. I massaged the back of my neck and said, “I want to be here for Chelsea as we said.”

      He paused like my words mattered to him and his voice grew lower. “So that’s why you want to marry me?”

      The horses neighed in the barn as the moon grew brighter in the sky, along with the stars that twinkled.

      Carter waved me to walk more with him, but I didn't move. “It’s part of the deal.”

      Part of me hoped this conversation was over, but then he said, “You’re okay with a loveless marriage and don’t expect more from me?”

      “That’s the plan.” Falling in love was a mistake. I’d known that, yet he clearly saw the secret inside of how I felt about him. I probably was in love with him, not that I’d ever say that. Tears threatened, but I relied on my training to push emotions away. I crossed my arms higher and asked, “I’ve been upholding everything we agreed to.”

      “Whatever happens with us, this doesn’t seem like business.” His voice had a crack, but he finished, “I don’t know what’s happening, but it’s not part of the deal.”

      I felt emptied and drained. I slowed down and wished, somehow, I could change this prescription, but I knew I wasn’t good for him. He wanted a simple deal and I wanted more.

      Now, he’d seen through to my soul, but I said, “It’s not. Honestly, you’re the guy who stars in a girl’s dreams at night. I kept your picture with me because it was the only time I was ever next to a guy I’d be excited to see again.”

      His eyes widened. Had I gotten into his head when he asked, “I’m positive you had options you avoided.”

      Other men had never compared. I stared up at the sky and the stars shone brighter. “When I did bother to have a boyfriend, I wasn’t interested in staying home to make time for them. I thought, by marrying you, I’d find a place to do my part.”

      He broadened his stance like he was in military formation. “So that was why you’re okay marrying a man who can never love you the way you deserve?”

      Not entirely. He was already in my heart, not that I said that. I needed more, even when I knew it was impossible. I glanced up at the ceiling for guidance, but I realized, once my sisters married and had their own families, I’d probably be found alone, dead, in my home a week after I didn’t show up to a shift and someone finally called the authorities. I shook my head. “Chelsea is worth being here for.”

      At the back door of his home, he reached for my hand, but electric static exploded and he pulled back like I burned him. “You deserve more. That’s why I think we should call this off.”

      Of course. The wedding of my dreams canceled. I shouldn’t have told my sisters about the plan. I ignored how my heart shifted in pains, but I needed to hear him be clear.

      My voice cracked as I asked, “Call what off?”

      He stood in front of me like I couldn’t escape this conversation. “Getting married tomorrow.”

      There. He’d said it out loud. He knew we’d not work out as planned. We both always knew that.

      But I met his stony gaze and asked to be clear, “You want to cancel the wedding?”

      He bowed his head and I knew in that moment we were done. I’d never be enough for him, so I crossed my arms and swayed as he said, “We’ll figure out a way to raise Chelsea where you don’t have to quit your job and become my wife. There are other options.”

      “Like what?” Inside my soul was draining like used bathwater. I stood like I wasn’t exhausted to my core. “You didn’t want me to take her to Pittsburgh and she didn’t want to go.”

      He stepped back like I'd shot him between the eyes. “I… I’ll support whatever you think is best, including transitioning her to your home if that’s what you decide.”

      Damn. I'd ruin Chelsea’s dream unless I found a job near here. I’d run the risk of seeing him around unless we moved to Dallas and started over there. I needed to figure it out. I stared at the moon and hated that circle right now. If I could drop-kick it out of the sky to stop spreading light in the dark, I would and hope it stopped giving people false hopes. “She doesn’t want to move.”

      “Maybe we can set up a transition period and get her used to the idea or whatever you think is the best way to protect her.”

      The emptiness in my skin was whole. I was nothing in that moment. No words came out of my mouth. I couldn’t speak.

      “Giving her to you is the best for her.”

      "Why are you doing a one-eighty on this?”

      “I know you now. You’re her best shot at being protected and loved.” His hands went into his pockets and his voice lowered, “And you don’t want to marry me, really, but I thought you wanted to be in Chelsea’s life.”

      Damn. A tear escaped and its trail evaporated on my hot face.

      Why wasn’t it pitch black right now?

      He swallowed. “I don’t want to hurt either of you. I know marriage can be a long time of unhappiness and Chelsea needs to be safe.”

      “I guess,” I said and kicked a rock out of my shoe. “I don’t fully get why you changed on her.”

      He pointed to the door. “Look, we’ll figure out semantics tomorrow. You’re welcome to stay as long as Chelsea needs you here.”

      I backed away and took the phone out of my back pocket as he walked forward. “It’s late. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      We’d returned my rental. He turned toward me, but I used an app and called a car. Luckily, I had two minutes and not forty that it takes to get to town.

      I had my wallet and my phone. The clothes inside didn’t matter and I could ask to send my things… when I was clear.

      He returned to me and asked, “Where are you going?”

      I put my phone in my pocket. I needed to get out of here and figure out my next move.

      In the morning, I’d make decisions.

      I trembled. “Hotel, I guess. I need to clear my brain and I can’t do that here.”

      “Don’t,” He said as I heard my phone beep.

      It must be my ride.

      I grabbed his hand. “Let the driver in. It’s for the best. For both of us. I’ll see you tomorrow morning for breakfast.”

      His muscles were tense. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what he’d do. Touching him was painful because I wanted to melt for him.

      This wasn’t good. I let him go.

      Being invisible was what I needed, but I’d not sleep in a bed in his house ever again.

      If we were over, we were over.

      As the car stopped, I hopped inside and refused to look back.

      Soon I’d be in a hotel room and be able to breathe and cry my heart out with these tears.

      If I looked back, I’d start now. So I held my sniffles and kept my head up.
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      Carter

      

      I stared at the car that drove off and my gut twisted. It was like I was being pelted with bullets all around me again. Training had me hold my position until backup arrived, which had been far too late for any of my unit.

      And I’d been all alone.

      As the dust of the car settled, the ache in my heart robbed me of feeling any ease.

      What I’d just said physically hurt. But Ridley had to know the truth. Hopefully, I'd stopped her before she had half the feelings I had for her.

      Nothing stirred near me now and I slumped my shoulders and intended to go to my room, not that I’d be able to sleep.

      However, as I closed the door, my father stood In front of me, his face white.

      He stared behind me and asked, “Who came? Where’s Ridley?”

      I bounced on my feet. My muscles were rigid. I swallowed and avoided his gaze. “She… she’ll be back tomorrow to talk.”

      His gasp made me glance up. Pop’s face turned beet-red and a moment later, he clutched the small table near him. “She left you? What did you do?”

      I told her the truth. My father’s hand went to his heart.

      My eyes glazed over and he winced when I said, “I called off the wedding.”

      His face had a grim etching to his wrinkles. “Why?”

      I wasn’t meant to fall in love and she had every right to find a man to fall in love with. It couldn’t be me even if my heart whispered, she was the one.

      I ignored how tight my back was when I said, “Because… I don’t deserve her.”

      He covered his lips and shook his head. “Didn't I teach you not to hurt a good woman, Boy?”

      I wish I was the man I was before I joined the SEALs, before I realized I only hurt people I cared about.

      I turned to go to my room. “It’s better to let her go before she gets hurt.”

      My father’s left arm trembled. “That’s too damn late. She was clearly in love with you.”

      My eyes widened. If she loved me, Pop was right. And I'd fucking destroyed both of us. I hadn’t saved her at all. My breath caught in my throat. “No.”

      His face went brighter red when he spoke. “You had everything I ever wanted in my life right here, and you let your past destroy your future.”

      He didn’t understand. “What?” I asked in a calmer tone.

      “I was married for thirty years to a woman who didn’t care anything about what happened to me.” He pressed his hand to his heart again. “It was hardest once my own momma died, but you had a chance to have a wonderful, warm woman at your side.”

      I held him still, hoping he’d turn a normal color. “I shouldn’t-"

      He yelled at me and his color went almost purple. “You are right, you don’t deserve her, but don’t you dare use Dora's death as the reason.”

      My jaw slackened. The depths of my pain weren’t a glossed over counterpoint. I shook my head. “You never lost someone like that.”

      He gripped my hands and I felt him shaking. “No, but I had a family. I had a son. And nothing is more precious than family.” His speaking became slurred, like he couldn’t get the words out easily. “Now I see how lost you are and I’m-"

      He closed his eyes.

      “Pop!” I laid him on the ground so I could call for help.

      My heart raced, but he gazed at me again as he said, “I’ll be okay. I’m winded.”

      This wasn’t his first attack. I took my phone out of my back pocket. “No. I’m calling the doctor.”

      He grabbed my arm as I dialed. “Call Ridley. I want her there, or I’m not getting in the damned ambulance.”

      “She’s gone,” I told him as his face winced in pain.

      If he died because of what I just did… no. I’d not think that right now. I told the operator our address and the situation.

      Chelsea ran out in her pink pajama bottoms and matching sweatshirt and her face drained of color as she asked, “What’s happening?”

      I had to keep her safe. I waved her over. “I called an ambulance.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Chels,” Pop said and held her hand.

      Tears washed down her face and she asked me, “Where’s Ridley?”

      I had no defense. I reached out as the phone number ringing was from security to talk about our own plans for a makeshift ambulance we’d drawn up last time and asked, “You were sharing pictures. Can you call her on your phone and ask her to meet us at the hospital in town?”

      “Sure.” She ran off.

      I told security the situation and they assisted with getting the doctor I preferred to the hospital to meet us. We heard Chelsea’s voice on the phone and I whispered to my father, “Are you satisfied, Pop?”

      His face was tight when he said, “Not until you get it through your thick skull that you’re worse than I ever was.”

      I was a grade A asshole. He didn’t need to remind me, but as the staff paramedics I’d hired to be on call, and work with security and the local town came in, I told him, “You’re going to be fine.”

      The EMT crew quickly put him on a stretcher and I reminded them of the previous heart attacks.

      The woman pointed to us both. “Are you family?”

      I couldn’t leave Chelsea alone. I swallowed. “We’ll follow in the car.”

      I patted her on the back to run with me. My old truck was the closest and I opened the door for her. She jumped in and the moment I was in the driver’s side, I started the car. We headed off.

      Once we made it to the main road, Chelsea said, “Carter, my parents never made it out of the hospital.”

      I hugged her for a second. Comfort had never been my forte, but I swallowed and hoped Bernie could send the right words. “There is a difference. Pop is still talking and breathing.”

      Her phone beeped. I followed the ambulance and kept my gaze on the lights. Chelsea then said, “Ridley says she’ll meet us there.”

      My heart twisted. I’d been stupid for sending her away when she already lived in my heart. “Thanks for calling her.”

      Chelsea put her phone away. “I don’t understand why she wasn’t there.”

      If Pop was right and she loved me too, I’d ruined her life already. I’d never want another woman in my life, but I explained, “I… said something stupid and she has every right to be mad at me. She’ll probably beat us to the hospital.”

      I headed to parking at the hospital and Chelsea said, “Well, apologize fast. Mom and Dad always had a rule, never go to bed mad.”

      Her father was still teaching me lessons from his grave. The tension inside my shoulders lessened and my lips curved a little up. “You sound like your old man.”

      “They'd said you two would make the perfect couple, if they could just get you in the same room again.”

      That was their reasoning for naming us both in the will? Bernie was right. Ridley was perfect. I was the fuck up. But I parked the car. “Ridley is amazing.”

      We both jumped out of our seats and walked in the night air that lacked the intense heat as she said, “Hudson and I were picking outfits for the courthouse tomorrow. He let me change the color to pink and pick the ties.”

      We entered the lobby and I glanced around. There was a map and I pointed to it. “I’m… we’re here. Let’s find the ER so we can figure out what to do.”

      The ER was down the end of the hall to the right, but as I turned to tell Chelsea, someone tapped me.

      For one moment, I wished it was Ridley and I could hold her tight, but it was Sally. I crossed my arms and asked, “Sally. What are you doing here?”

      “I volunteer. Where’s Ridley?”

      Chelsea piped in. “Coming soon.”

      Sally took one look at both of us. “You both look miserable.”

      “Hudson’s here,” Chelsea said like she was now the leader.

      I let out a breath of air and wished my pop was home and healthy, but I quickly said, “I… wasn’t expecting this. I thought he was fine.”

      “What happened?” Sally asked.

      I glanced up at the bright lights of the hospital. “He was upset at me.”

      Sally patted me on the back. “You can’t blame yourself.”

      But it was me. I dropped my head. “Everyone who depends on me like your husband gets hurt.”

      She cupped my face like she had the ability to wash away my sins. “Don’t be silly. Aaron would want you to move on and find love. We talked about it as we both knew being a SEAL was dangerous and something might happen.”

      I had zero right to want love after how I’d just acted. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. “I didn’t know that.”

      She shrugged. “I haven’t looked too hard. Our town is small and there hasn’t been anyone worth my time. But I was hoping at your wedding, you had some hot looking friends I don’t know.”

      She pointed behind me. If Sally moved on, maybe I had permission too. Chelsea starting crying when she saw Ridley rush into the lobby.

      Chelsea’s voice went up as she said, “Ridley, you’re here.”

      “Of course.” Ridley’s eyes were red and puffy, but she held Chelsea’s hand and asked, “Where’s Hudson?”

      I never should have hurt her. Ridley was the best woman I’d ever met. “We’re still looking for him.”

      She led the charge to the ER though I saw her trace an arrow on the wall indicating the way as she said, “Let’s go talk to the nurse in charge.”

      I followed, but Chelsea stepped lighter with Ridley at her side.

      As we entered the ER, I knew there was no way to make up for what I’d done. I'd screwed myself out of happiness and a once-in-a-lifetime love.
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      Ridley

      

      Asking the driver to take me to the hospital on the app instead of a simple conversation had thrown me, reminding me this was a vacation. But this was no cruise I’d gone on. I’d been dumped and was exposed and raw.

      Chelsea’s call had changed everything, even though I could hardly see straight. I’d squared my shoulders, wiped my eyes, and rushed to the hospital.

      But walking and seeing Carter was like daggers stabbing me in every step.

      I was here because of Chelsea and Hudson. I’d be here, even if being near Carter killed me.

      Realizing how stupid I was ripped my heart into thousands of pieces of used confetti.

      However, Carter and Chelsea’s gaunt faces made this moment tolerable. We’d made it to the ER without a word and I'd motioned for them to wait behind me as I'd solicited information. Carter didn’t argue but nodded at me.

      A moment later, I returned and they were both holding hands I folded my arms in front of them, ignored the ache in my gut, and curled my lips. “I spoke with the nurses.”

      Carter rubbed his forehead and asked, “Another heart attack?”

      “No.” Tonight sucked. I ignored how my skin buzzed and relied on years of giving news like this when I said, “The doctors don’t think Hudson had a heart attack.”

      He wiped tears from his eyes, and I wished I could hold him.

      “That’s good.”

      Chelsea hugged Carter.

      A nurse came for us and directed us to Hudson's private room.

      His eyes were closed as we stepped in the door. Chelsea and Carter were glued together. I lowered my arms and checked Hudson’s vitals with my fingers. He let me as he said, “I was in pain. It felt like an attack, though they said it wasn’t.”

      I patted his hand and read the chart. Doctor had checked the box that he’d spoken to his patient already what his diagnosis was, and his heartbeat was steady when I said, “It’s good it’s not a heart attack. They are keeping you overnight for observation, just to be sure, but right now, they've diagnosed GERD.”

      His nose wrinkled. “That’s stupid.”

      Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease caused acid reflux and could mimic a heart attack to one unfamiliar with it. Carter came behind me and desire washed through me still when he said, “Pop, you need to watch your diet.”

      At least he didn’t touch me. Maybe in time, I’d learn to let this all go. For now, he backed up and let me step away from the bed but asked, “So he’ll be okay, Ridley?”

      “GERD can be related to diet and we both know you’re not following the rules.” I patted Hudson’s arm. “You should be fine if you eat like your doctor recommends.”

      Carter’s voice was low and sure. “That would be easier if you were sticking around.”

      Damn. I was drowning.

      Chelsea hugged me. “Of course she is. She and Carter are getting married today.”

      It was after midnight and we hadn’t told her. She’d been in her room. My mind raced almost as fast as my own heart at the moment. I swallowed and hoped the words came. “I-"

      “Ridley, can we talk?” Carter cut off what I’d say with his question and then his gaze narrowed. “Alone?”

      Why? My heart throbbed, and I rubbed the back of my neck. If he told me to leave when Chelsea called me here, I’d probably seek out the next hospital bed in a mental ward. But I met his gaze. “Sure.”

      We both slipped out the door, neither saying a word. I led our small trek down the hall, past the nurse's station, and to the family waiting room. It was still empty, and I pointed Carter in.

      He waited until the door closed and then tried to take my hand. I didn’t let him, but he said, “I was a fool earlier with you.”

      Now he regretted it, because of his father’s visit. Tears stung my cheeks, but I shook my head and asked, “Calling off the wedding, you mean?”

      He lowered his head and I swear I saw a tear out of the corner of his eyes too. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I hugged myself and swallowed. The truth was enough. “You don’t want to marry me. I get it. I’m not a prize-”

      “You are.” He interrupted me and then patted my shoulders like he was my coach. “I’ve never met someone as wonderful as you are.”

      Yeah right. I couldn’t change my face. Well, technically, it was possible, but this was how I was made and I never liked how anyone looked with plastic surgery.

      But Carter would never understand this me no matter what I did. He was tall, dark, handsome, and had a slight broody personality. I pivoted to look out the small window in the room and ignore how even now my body heated near him. “No, you’ll be with someone beautiful who’ll make you look good and I’ll never be that.”

      His voice was low. “Ridley?”

      Goosebumps still grew on me. I let go of my waist and swung toward the door to leave. “Look, I’ll just make sure everyone’s fine.”

      “Wait.”

      His voice sent a thrill of desire in me. I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Why?”

      He placed his hand on his heart. “Because you deserve better than me.” I faced him and he came closer. “You’re sexy, and capable, and have the biggest heart I’ve ever known.”

      His words were like heat that found my cold spots inside my chest cavity. I asked, “I’m sexy?”

      “Absolutely,” He laughed. “My cock is hard for you, even now, when I know you hate me for what I said.”

      I gazed down and ignored the impulse in my body to reach out and touch his manhood. My lips curled up and I met his gaze, “I don’t hate you. I get why you called off our wedding. You did nothing wrong.”

      He shook his head. “I did everything wrong with you. I was scared.”

      I raised my eyebrow. I hadn’t expected him to admit that. He was a Navy SEAL billionaire who lived on a ranch. He seemed invincible.

      “Scared? Yeah, right.”

      He reached out for my hand and squeezed my palm. “I was. I… was dead inside before you showed up in my life.”

      Virility pulsated out of him. From our simple touch, I was already more alive. He was like a spark that was too powerful to ever be hidden. “That’s not true.”

      He swallowed like his words hurt him. “I’ve been afraid of living until I had no choice.”

      Yet he was willing to marry a virtual stranger to ensure he’d give Chelsea a home and fulfill the wishes of our friend’s will. Then he flipped in the last hour.

      I ignored the ache to hold him closer, but I asked, “Is that why you were willing to walk on out Chelsea too?”

      He closed his eyes like he relived his past. “I was a complete jerk. I don’t deserve your forgiveness or kindness.”

      If he wanted to marry me, I’d do it. Love was so clearly beaming out of my heart like a light for him. I’d never had this before, but I held that back. I wiped my face and hoped my emotions were hidden. “Look, let’s get Chelsea home. Tomorrow we’ll get your dad out and then we’ll figure out the rest of our lives.”

      His intake of breath showed his shock. “You’re willing to do that?”

      Heat rose in my face. It’s not like I'd had time to check into a hotel. I nodded. “Yeah.” And then I kissed his cheek even though I shouldn’t and then said, “Chelsea and your dad have been nothing but nice since I arrived.”

      His face turned bright red as he said, “You don’t have to.”

      I let him go and it felt like an old blanket enveloped me. My shoulders were heavy. “Believe me, I know.”

      He asked, “Ridley?”

      Here it comes. I braced my legs as I asked, “What?”

      He caressed my cheek and, at first, the sensation caused my hair to stand on end.

      He whispered, “You’re the best woman I've ever met.” I closed my eyes and expected the "but" to come. He kept his voice low when he said, “I’d have been honored to have you as my wife and I wish I could go back and stop myself for breaking it off.”

      My eyes widened. He still wanted me? My mind raced. Maybe I was good enough for love, but I couldn’t grasp his meaning and just said, “Doesn’t matter  now.”

      Lies. Seriously? It mattered. He'd wanted me as his wife before, but the past didn’t matter.

      Like he could read my mind, he said, “No, I hope it still does matter.” I listened closely, as he continued. “I blame myself for the death of my entire unit. I thought I didn’t deserve to be happy and I wanted to stop you from loving me.”

      I set out a small laugh. Wow. My entire body was his for the taking, but I shrugged. “I’m sorry about your friends, but I think I loved you years ago from afar and once we were together… I was happy and I’ve never been truly happy.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Why aren’t you happy?”

      Now I had to be honest. “Because I’m invisible.”

      He tilted his head and frowned. “What?”

      I swallowed and let the truth come out of my mouth. “I’m not maternal, or a go-getter, or brilliant like my sister, Indigo. I’m not guiding people like Nicole. I’m used to sitting on the sidelines.”

      His forehead pressed to mine. “Ridley Steel, you are worth more than the price of gold.”

      I closed my eyes and memorized the smell of his woodsy cologne.

      He hugged my waist. “You’re precious because you’re beautiful, together, and seriously the sexiest woman I've ever met.”

      But he didn’t love me. He wanted to prevent the unstoppable. My feelings. I stepped out of his arms. “Well, that’s something...” I glanced at the screen and saw Hudson’s name flash. I pointed and said, “We should get back.”

      He glanced at the TV screen, nodded, and I opened the door. We ran back to the room as a nurse left. I grabbed the chart, read he’d just received medication and showed Carter. Hudson was sleeping and Chelsea was curled in a seat. I tugged his arm. “We should get her in the car and home to her bed.”

      “With you?” He asked like we hadn’t just decided this.

      He hadn’t wanted anything to change. At this point, my feet were weary, but I said, “I’ll help tonight.”

      He stepped in, kissed his father’s sleeping cheek. “Night, Pop. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      He then headed to Chelsea, but Hudson mumbled, “Bring me fresh bread.”

      “Only if we hear good things.” He winked at me like I was in on the joke.

      In another life, maybe this would be my forever family. My heart hoped to be here. In the morning, I’d have to put my heart on the line and tell him I’d love him forever because that was the truth. Love mattered more than fear and I was tired of stressing that I wasn’t good enough.

      If he said no, then he was the damn fool, not me.

      But first, we all needed to sleep. Clear minds and bodies were the best time for heart-to-heart talks.

      We paraded out of the room together, with Carter carrying Chelsea. I vowed I’d follow through with my plan.
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      Carter

      

      Dear Ridley,

      All my life, I’ve been a self-centered fool. Last night was no exception. I want to marry you today because I love you and I can’t imagine sharing my life with anyone else but you. You made me come alive and I wasn’t ready for it. I wasn’t ready for you, but now I don’t want you to ever leave. My heart was broken when you drove away. I want to spend the rest of my life proving to you that I love you.

      Love,

      Carter

      Last night I’d written Ridley a letter. I’d almost underlined love and added some hearts to the paper, but I didn’t. I was never a hearts and butterflies guy. But I’d do it if she asked me.

      I’d do anything for her. That started with the flowers that my father recommended I try.

      My father had been so angry I’d run away from the one person that made me see the world in vivid color again.

      I’d ordered roses, a white jade necklace, and a heart of chocolate, from my phone. Luckily, I had a personal shopper to get everything to me when things opened in the morning.

      Sleep eluded me, so I slipped the letter under her door and saw her lights were out.

      In the morning, we’d talk. For now, I’d get some sleep and wish she was next to me to hold in my arms.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, light slipped through the cracks of the blinds, and I jumped out of bed, showered, and let the shopper in with all my stuff.

      Maybe this was enough to tell Ridley how much I loved her. I’d do whatever I could to prove it.

      Already dressed in jeans and a band t-shirt, Chelsea shuffled in as the personal shopper left. She helped me place the flowers around the living room which Ridley would step into first. Once we finished, I said, “Flowers. Breakfast. Chocolates. A jet for her sisters to join us tonight. I think I have everything.”

      I’d called Jacob and her sister, Indigo, had taken charge of the jet and getting the others. Chelsea fixed my tie and asked, “Did you tell her you love her?”

      I shook my head and squared my shoulders. “I apologized, but I didn't want her to sway on her feet from exhaustion when I told her.”

      Chelsea threw her hands up in the air. “What’s taking so long?”

      I put my hands behind my body. “Hopefully, she’s read my letter.” Her lips curled higher like she approved of my gesture, so I said, “I also booked a masseuse. She works hard, so I thought you and her could have a nice girl's time once Pop is home.”

      She gave me a thumbs up. “That’s awesome. You’re going all out.”

      Footsteps echoed down the hall. I stood taller and patted Chelsea's back. “Here she comes. Go get your breakfast and stay out of sight. I want her to have the right to tell me no without seeing you and feeling guilty to stay.”

      She laughed and said, “She won’t. Good luck, Carter.”

      She then took off for the kitchen alone.

      I needed that. I wanted these women in my life forever.

      Ridley wore jeans and a white shirt. She carried a tissue in one hand and my letter in the other. She lowered the paper and met my gaze, “Carter, did you write this letter?”

      Had she cried? I almost lost my breath, but I said, “Every word. I couldn’t sleep without putting it in words.”

      I motioned to the table behind me. “I have flowers and a jade necklace I bought for you that reminded me of you. I did this because I love you and I want you to be my wife.”

      She covered her face with both hands. For a moment, I wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but then she lowered her hands and I saw that bright iridescent smile of hers as she asked, “You love me?”

      My heart raced. “There has never been another for me.”

      She threw her arms around me. “I love you, too.”

      I lowered my neck and slid her hands up my body and then held her closer as I swayed with her. “Then, you’ll forgive me for being a complete asshole?

      She stared at my lips and adrenaline rushed through me. “I’d already forgiven you before you did all this.”

      I lowered my head and smelled her sweet vanilla scent. “You deserve more. I’m hoping you’ll still marry me. If not, I’ll still try to convince you I won’t ever hurt you again.”

      Her lower lip parted, but for a moment, she didn’t say anything. My pulse raced until she said, “I… I’d love to marry you and spend my life with you. Let’s talk about it after we pick up your father.”

      Fair. My father was probably up and waiting. I let her go. “The staff sent some dresses to your room, but my pop and Chelsea picked everything out on their own.”

      She showed me her hand that had the diamond on it as she said, “I’ll thank them.”

      She walked out of my arms and my lips tingled like I’d forgotten to kiss her. I reached out to stop her. “When we get home, I have hair, makeup, and a massage booked for you if you still want to get married today.”

      Her eyes widened. “Seriously?”

      I hugged her and ignored how hard I was at the moment for her when I said, “And one more surprise.”

      She spun back toward me and it was like I won a prize. “You don’t have to say anything else. I’m already overwhelmed.”

      I caressed her back. “I just want you to see you’re beautiful, and honestly, the house is designed to host a pampering party.”

      She went on her tiptoes. “I’ll marry you.”

      I let her go. “Then, let’s go pick up Pop and get home.”

      She laughed and closed her eyes, tugging me toward her.

      Finally! I met her lips and crushed hers with mine.

      I’d never have to live without her ever again.

      Her kiss was magnetic and she was perfect just as she was.

      After she ended the kiss, we went to the kitchen and ate breakfast with Chelsea. She already had the bread Pop asked for wrapped, and I grabbed it, though I wondered how she knew about it. She’d been asleep.

      I didn’t ask. Instead, we headed out to the Lexus that I rarely drove. It had four seats, so it was the better choice. Ridley gave me a thumbs up like she was impressed.

      I’d give her the keys today if she wanted it.

      For now, I drove us as a unit to the hospital and my heart expanded. I now have everyone I loved except one as we headed to pick up my missing pop.

      I’d learned to face my fears and never hurt the woman I loved. I’d been blessed she’d forgiven me.

      She led us through the hospital and stopped at the desk to get the nurses to start the check out forms.

      Once she finished, we headed to the room and Chelsea handed Pop the bread as Ridley said, “Hi, Hudson.”

      His smile widened and, for one minute, he didn’t touch his food as he said, “You’re still here. Good.”

      Chelsea sat on the edge of the bed like they were already best friends.

      I took the breakfast plate and gave him back a knife and some butter. “Pop was the first to call me a fool when I told him what I did to you.”

      Ridley hugged my Pop. “Aww. I’ll let you know if he ever acts out of line first then.”

      He finished his bread like he’d been starved despite the tray of food beside him, but he still gazed at Ridley like she was the best deal he’d made in years. “Happy to help the best daughter-in-law I can ask for.”

      Chelsea let out a sigh. “My mom and dad would’ve liked to be here.”

      Ridley tapped her lightly as she said, “They are here. They brought us all together.”

      We let my Pop eat the bread and the nurse brought in the paperwork that said he was free to go. I signed as his caregiver, but then I asked him as they brought him a wheelchair, “Are you ready to get out of here?”

      “Absolutely,” Pop said and didn’t argue about the wheelchair. The last time I’d taken him home, he’d pitched a fit.

      As we reached the lobby, Sally stopped us and put her hand on her hip. “Now, there is the Rockson family.”

      I held Ridley’s waist. “Sally, Ridley and I are getting married today on the ranch, nothing fancy, no single men, but we’d love for you and your family to come over around six for a small backyard barbeque.”

      I realized my pop practically jumped out of his chair. Guess he knew now.

      Sally hugged Ridley. “We’ll be there.”

      The ride home was smooth. Pop sat in the backseat with Chelsea and no one asked too many questions.

      After we returned to the ranch, Pop and Chelsea went to their rooms.

      I guided Ridley to the backyard where I’d been stupid before. The staff prepped a small wedding arch covered in flowers and were busy setting up the seating and table settings. I took Ridley to the side and she had a shine in her eyes that magnetized me when she said, “I never once thought we’d do any of this, even when I said I’d marry you.”

      Every day for the rest of my days, I would have to remind this wonderful woman I was lucky to have her in my life. “You deserve love and I want to sleep in bed with you tonight.”

      She crossed her arms and her hip went up a little. “Just sleep?”

      I raised my hands like I was caught red-handed. “I want more than sleep.”

      She curled her fingers in mine. “Goodness, I love you, Carter Rockson.”

      I lowered my head and my eyes closed when I said, “I fucking love you, Ridley. Now go and get ready. Chelsea’s coming for you.”

      “Oh, we’ll be back,” She said, but she made no move to leave me. Instead, she curled her arms around me and I kissed her.

      Soon she’d be mine forever, but this preview was exactly what I needed. Life with her was everything I’d ever want.
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      Ridley

      

      I glanced out to the backyard where lights were strung on the porch and a wedding arch. A few small tables with white table cloths and flower centerpieces to the side, and white seats facing the arch and the red carpet that served as my aisle.

      Once I saw what Carter and Chelsea had set up in a day, I'd canceled the idea of a big wedding later. This one was more than I'd dreamed.

      Overlooking a vast field that was purple on a pink sunset served as the perfect backdrop to the day. And my dress was gorgeous. Strapless, but high on the chest, so nothing showed, with crystals at my waist that trailed down the front and back like I was some princess.

      I honestly wouldn’t have planned anything nearly so perfect as now.

      And the best part was I’d spend the rest of my life with Carter.

      I glanced at my hand and then to my reflection. This wasn’t me. The person reflected back was beautiful. My eyes misted, but I refused to cry and ruin all the makeup.

      A knock at my door caught my attention. My guest bedroom had turned into bride central. I opened the door. I threw my arms open for a hug. “Sally, I’m glad you’re here.”

      Since I'd arrived, she’d been sweet and kind. Hopefully, we could be friends now. As her hug ended, she said, “Chelsea’s being sweet, helping us all find our seats. She said you wanted to see me.”

      Good girl.

      I nodded. “Yes, I was hoping the invitation to the women’s club is still open. I don’t know anyone here.”

      Her lips curved up and she said, “You’re absolutely invited. I’ll text you the next meeting date.”

      Good. It would be great to have friends in the area. “Thank you for being here.”

      She patted my hands and let herself out. Someone else was at the door. I figured it was the makeup people to check on me as they didn’t knock, but then I took a step back.

      Finally. Three of my five sisters hugged me. The oldest, Georgie said, “Stephanie and Indigo can’t be here.”

      I didn’t move or respond. Indigo was in Venice and Stephanie was in London. I just squeezed tighter the ones that were here. “Georgie, Nicole, Olivia!”

      Our family hug ended and the youngest, Olivia, whistled. “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Inside, it felt, from the heels of my feet to my fingertips, as though a balloon of excitement was growing. I asked my oldest sister about her family, “Where’s Michael and Jeremy?”

      She pointed to the window. “Michael’s grilling your Carter about his intentions.”

      I never thought any man would take the protector role in the family after Dad died and sniffled before I said, “That’s funny.”

      Georgie handed me a tissue. “We’re happy for you.”

      Olivia then asked, “Does he have a brother?”

      One day, my sister would find someone for her. Olivia had the biggest heart in the family, but I said, “No. Sorry.”

      Nicole then took a photo with her phone from my bedroom window. “I am totally creating some videos here for clean living. Your wedding looks like it will be beautiful.”

      The tick in her lips was new. She was always flawless, so I tilted my head and asked, “Nicole, you look distracted.”

      She waved her hands in front of her. “It’s nothing. I’m happy to be here. I’m just wondering about my upcoming appointment.”

      She had a devoted following of fans for her blog and lifestyle advice. I asked, “What appointment?”

      She crossed her arms. “I’m heading to Vegas to meet a donor who wants one-on-one guidance.”

      Georgie asked, “In Vegas?”

      She glanced at me like she needed to apologize as she said, “It’s honestly the most amount of money I’ve ever been offered, but it doesn’t matter. I’m here for your wedding.”

      I patted her shoulder. "Do you need help or advice?”

      “No. I’m good and it’s not my day. I was just distracted for a moment.”

      She was a great sister, so I said, “Well, be safe. Vegas is full of crazy people.”

      She saluted me. “I have y’all on speed dial and group chat.”

      Georgie took over as the makeup people came in. She said, “We’ll go take our seats, but we wanted to see you first.”

      I directed my sisters to the door and called out, “I love y’all.”

      “I love you, too.” Georgie, Nicole, and Olivia all called out.

      I couldn’t stop a tear. This was how happiness showed itself.

      As I closed the door, the makeup lady dabbed my face and I stopped crying.

      Soon, I’d be in Carter’s arms again.

      As she gave me the "go" sign, Chelsea slipped in. She took my arm and guided me out. “Thanks. I’m scared this is all a dream,” I said.

      “It’s not, Ridley,” She said.

      At the door, Sally handed us bouquets and pointed for Chelsea to walk as my bridesmaid.

      My family now included her. Forever.

      I refused to cry, hoping her parents blessed us from wherever they were.

      The music changed and Sally acted as a wedding coordinator as she directed me to go. My gaze went to the front.

      Carter was in a black tuxedo and my heart torpedoed me forward. His broad shoulders filled my dreams. Those full lips of his captured my attention and made me ache like I’d been in a desert of kissing. And those muscles that no tuxedo could ever disguise made me warm inside. Our gazes were locked and as soon as I joined him, he took my hand. “You are my angel tonight.”

      I’d never be an angel, but I said fast, “I’m here. Let’s make this official.”

      The minister spoke, but, honestly, I was in a haze of heady excitement and didn’t hear a word. Finally, he stopped. “I was told the couple wrote their own vows.”

      “Yes.” Carter nodded at him. I moved closer and he held my hand up as he said, “Ridley Steel, you make the world brighter by being in it. I’ve never forgotten how you came into the groom's area of the rehearsal dinner and collected us all to walk down the aisle, making us put down our beers and dinner. You even checked my buttons were done right, so I was proper for photos. I’m a lucky man that years later you returned to my life and once again straightened me out. I love you.”

      That bubble in my feet had washed through me now. I wasn’t able to stand. I swayed into his arms, but I spoke from my heart on my turn. “I… I didn’t think I’d ever be the girl who falls in love. I’d always thought I’d go through the motions of life and never have a partner. Then, I came to your ranch to talk and now I know what love feels like, I don’t ever want to leave.”

      “I love you.” He said fast and had a tear in his eyes.

      My heart swelled. I held him tighter and, finally, the minister said, “By the power invested in me by the state of Texas, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      Carter’s arms around my waist sent trembles through me and my lips tingled. I closed my eyes and his lips met mine.

      Wow. I’d been rocketed out of my heels and to the stars. All I could do was hold his shoulders, but as the kiss ended, I met his brown-eyed gaze and realized one thing… I belonged here. I didn’t want to be anywhere else, ever, not without him.

      Nicole’s voice penetrated my hearing when she screamed out, “Aww, you and your husband are adorable.”

      I turned toward our small group and Carter walked with me down the aisle.

      The others followed to our small, outdoor dining area for a Texas barbeque.

      As people took their seats, Carter squeezed my fingers and directed us inside. “I wanted to show you something.”

      He led me to our bedroom. Goosebumps grew on my body. It was too soon, but he didn’t head to the bed. He grabbed his phone off the nightstand and I asked, “What’s that?”

      He flipped through his pictures and then showed me a picture of me in that mint green bridesmaid dress I’d worn ten years ago as he said, “I was looking through my phone this morning. I snapped your picture at the wedding, too."

      I couldn’t stop my cheeks from blooming, and I ignored the flutter in my soul when I gave it back. “You did?”

      He flipped the screen to the next one. “Here.”

      This one was us holding hands in the dance. We’d seen so intimate then. I hadn’t known he’d snapped a photo or that anybody else had. I’d been lost in his arms. My eyelids fluttered as I handed it back and asked, “Why?”

      He wiped my face that had another tear as he said, “Because I wanted to remember the most beautiful woman I’d ever met.”

      The storm inside me dissipated entirely as I asked, “Seriously?”

      He motioned to the door like we’d go back outside, and he said, “I’d never lie. Honestly, I never thought I’d see you again. Every woman I've met since was judged based on you.”

      We headed out arm-in-arm as I asked, “Really?”

      His head pressed against mine as he said, “Yes, kind brown eyes became my most important marker.”

      We'd only exchanged a dozen words in the two-day wedding and one dance. I hadn’t even dreamed he’d been affected like I’d been. The thump in my heart was real. “I… never met a guy I was half as attracted to as you. I thought of dating as going through the motions.”

      He held the door open for me and our guests clapped for us. So we waited until we took our seats and he then said in a whisper, “If I’d have kissed you or asked more details about you, I could have been persuaded to forget joining the SEALs entirely. It’s why I didn’t talk much.”

      I tilted my knees and body closer to him. “I thought you weren’t interested.”

      He placed his hand on my back as a waiter poured us champagne. Once we were alone, I said, “I didn’t think you’d be available when I came home. I assumed I’d lost out on the best.”

      I cupped his face and the slight stubble only made me wish we were alone right now. “Glad we were both wrong.”

      He kissed my wrist. “And now we are starting a life together, but I wanted you to know even at that wedding, I knew you were the one.”

      I shook my head. “Carter, just kiss me and don’t stop, ever.”

      “With pleasure,” He said and he did.

      I was once told to judge how a man feels from his kiss. If that was true, then I knew we were destined for happiness forever. Carter made my toes curl, every damned time.

      I’d never loved anybody else.

      Thank you so much for reading. Having your attention this long is an honor and I hope you find time to leave your review for this book. Book five of the series is Powerful Prince will be out soon and you can meet the royal prince with a bad boy past who falls head over heels with Modern Life Blog Nicole Steel in a new online world meets the old word opposites attract romance. She’s not sure if she can trust her attraction to the bad boy that could break her heart. Get Powerful Prince now.

      Or if you’re into freebies and reading a completed series, start with Secret Crush as the Morgans always had a special place in my heart and more are coming soon.

      And if you sign up for my newsletter you and I can stay in touch. Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

      Have an amazing day.
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      Carter

      One Year Later…

      

      I’d never thought I’d ever be happy in life. Then Chelsea and Ridley catapulted into my life, pulling me away from Henry’s training and toward living my own life again.

      Now I was here at Henry’s first race against other horses and I was heading back to my booth. My team has assured me Henry was in top shape. I didn’t care if he ever won a race or became a champion, to be honest, but his training to be here meant the spirit to live outshone the abuse he’d suffered.

      But as I opened the door to my private booth at the field, I realized that, like my horse, I wasn’t alone anymore either. I was happy and in love, and hopefully, my animal was, too.

      As I joined my family, I saw my wife held our infant son and Chelsea sat between her and a boy her age she’d invited to join us.

      I pressed my hand to my heart and scooted beside Ridley. “You didn’t have to come.”

      Ridley rocked our son and I couldn’t tear my gaze away as she said, “Gio wanted to be here when Henry won his race.”

      Our boy was only two months old. I hadn’t expected either of them to come to Henry’s debut on the circuit. I went and scooped the infant out of Ridley’s hand and burped Gio as I asked over Ridley’s shoulders to our other girl, “Chelsea, how was your test?”

      “Got an A,” She said, but then she glanced at Ridley and then back to the boy beside her.

      Gio passed out in my arms and Ridley gently put him in his bassinet. As she finished, she said, “So I made a small bet?”

      Chelsea called back, “And she let me get a ticket, too.”

      I paused. Money was power in the pocket and reckless bets were a waste. Henry returned to our stall for a full life regardless of victory. But then I glanced at the ticket and my shoulders softened when I asked, “You’re both betting a dollar?”

      Ridley squeezed my arm. “We wanted to show you support, but gambling isn’t a good habit.”

      Another reason I loved Ridley. Still, this wasn’t how I’d want my girls to spend money, but I let it go. The race was about to begin and Frank was on the screen as I said, “Fair enough, but my family here means we’ll win.”

      The shot was fired and the horses took off.

      I leaned closer to the glass of our private room toward the big screen on the track, but then Indigo’s soft voice caught me off guard. “One more thing.”

      My skin jolted and I asked, “What’s going on?”

      She stared at our girl. “Chelsea’s friend Jason at school recently lost his parents and he doesn’t have anyone.”

      Goosebumps grew on my arm. I asked in a quiet tone, “Are you asking if he can stay with us?”

      Her face turned red as she said, “Yes. He’s a good kid and was Chelsea’s first friend at her new school.”

      I kissed her cheek. “I love you. Let’s speak to our attorney so we can get him to our house as soon as possible.”

      “Thank you,” The boy next to Chelsea said.

      My lips widened. His brown eyes had a flash of emotion, but I stood and walked over with my infant in my arms as I asked, “You’re Jason?”

      “Yes, sir.” He stood and had his head down.

      I patted his arm. “I’m glad Chelsea brought you here to join us, Son.”

      There was always room for one more in our house. Ridley’s heart was wider than the state of Texas, which was one of the things I loved about her. I retook my seat just as Ridley jumped up. “We won!”

      I let out a chuckle. I’d always known that horse had a fight in him. I said fast, “Henry was always a champion. His strength was always there to see.“

      My phone rang, but I ignored it as Ridley said, “You’re amazing, my love.”

      “No, you are,” I said then kissed her.

      I didn’t care if anyone saw. I’d never have enough of Ridley. She was my life.

      Thank you so much for reading. Having your attention this long is an honor and I hope you find time to leave your review for this book. Book five of the series is Powerful Prince will be out soon and you can meet the royal prince with a bad boy past who falls head over heels with Modern Life Blog Nicole Steel in a new online world meets the old word opposites attract romance. She’s not sure if she can trust her attraction to the bad boy that could break her heart. Get Powerful Prince now.

      Or if you’re into freebies and reading a completed series, start with Secret Crush as the Morgans always had a special place in my heart and more are coming soon.

      And if you sign up for my newsletter you and I can stay in touch. Sign up for her newsletter and get a FREE novella.

      Have an amazing day.
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      Hypocrite.

      My stomach was now in knots and I could barely breathe.

      Had I read that right?

      I blinked, but my screen still had the word hypocrite as the most liked comment from this morning’s post.

      I sank onto the bed and my face was hot. Here I was in Vegas, in a five-star hotel, and my eyes were misting. Sometimes living my life for the world to see was too much.

      My hotel room had a fleur-de-lis pattern embossed in the rug, with a black guard rail and a step separating my bedroom from the living and dining area of the suite. Seriously, this upgrade was unexpected and awesome. I’d snapped pictures and gone online to share these digs with my followers, but then I saw this.

      And I can’t stop the tears. I re-read the entire commentary on my blog. I could deny or delete this, but the post was from Cristiane, an online friend. Or someone I thought was a friend.

      Everyone needs to stop reading Nicole Steel’s Modern Life blog as she’s a hypocrite. She gives all this relationship advice and it turns out she’s never been in a relationship or even had sex with a guy.

      My secret was now out there and my skin was raw. As a teenager, I thought living my life online was a means to escape, but now … it was like I’d built my own glass prison.

      Granted, it was usually a pleasant prison where I traveled, spread my message of hope to the world, and only sometimes did I lose my ability to breathe. Like now.

      And I’m supposed to meet a potential client in about ten minutes, but right now I can’t breathe.

      In the back of my mind, I’d always feared that one day everyone would know.

      Now the time was here. I closed my eyes and ran my hands through my brown hair.

      Virginity was a choice, too, and it was still modern. But Cristiane and many of my followers who had unsubscribed disagreed.

      If I lost my people, I lost income.

      I knew I should probably cancel the meeting and figure out how to fix this disaster.

      My phone rang. My heart was pounding but I grabbed it and saw that it was my sister Olivia. She knew me. I answered fast and, without a hello, I said, “I am so angry.”

      “The video link?”

      “Yeah,” I said and wiped my face. Cristiane had video of me telling Stephen—a guy I’d met last year—that I’d not sleep with him because I was a virgin. He was clearly the wrong choice for a boyfriend if he’d recorded that and sent it out to bloggers.

      If this wasn’t my life, if someone else had asked for my help with this problem, I’d tell them to close the screen and breathe.

      Yet I didn’t seem capable of following that advice.

      Olivia quickly said, “I wanted to call you before you saw it.”

      “Too late,” I answered, and jumped off the bed.

      One person’s comment shouldn’t stop me. Now it was time to explain to my followers that I was a virgin, but that it was still modern and true and authentic. And it wasn’t because I’d never had offers.

      This was who I was. Though, right now, part of me wondered what having privacy might be like.

      Influencing was a dream for so many. At thirteen, I had the bright idea to become an online star. I had followed that passion to spread my message to do good in the world, even in the smallest ways.

      So here I was. What to do now?

      Being honest with yourself and having no delusions was the biggest message on my blog. Personal self-awareness was always the seed to doing better in the world. That’s how I got started.

      Olivia’s voice echoed as she said, “Snap out of it. You have a presentation to do and you’re amazeballs.”

      A laugh escaped my throat. If she was here, I’d hug her. But I said, “You don’t have to flatter me. I think the comments have a point.”

      “You are not a hypocrite.”

      No. I absolutely was not. Honesty was part of my Modern Life blog. Social media and vlogs were about facing everything, even when the truth hurts.

      It was time for me to step up. Privacy was for other people, like my sisters. Not for me. This was something I’d have to answer now. I sucked in my breath. I had to figure out how to brace for this storm.

      “Look,” I said, “I have to get my head on right for my meeting. Talk to you soon.”

      My sister was awesome, but I only had a few minutes and I needed to draft what I’d say and how I’d talk about my choices.

      We said goodbye and I opened my online drive to get a blank page.

      Time to figure out the words for my answer. I closed my eyes and meditated on the question. Again, the wish to just stop my constant updates and disconnect hit me, but I let the feeling wash.

      I’d never get that wish. I’d be no good at a 9-to-5 job.

      Once I could breathe properly, I opened my eyes and started.

      Dear Reader,

      I’m sure you read the comment and saw the video from Christiane. She was right about one thing. I am a virgin.

      It’s a life choice I made long ago. I’m for sex if that’s your choice, and that’s still legitimate.

      I have not indulged in sex because I believe my body is pure, and I have my amazing life because I honor that I’m a vessel and it’s my job to bring light to the world. And when I have sex, I want it to be with someone who also understands that his job is to bring light into the world. This is probably a little narcissistic, but maybe I just want that spark. I want the feeling that, whoever he might be, he is someone I want to have in my life, forever.

      The truth is more basic, and I’m spinning circles right now. I want to make love because I’m in love, and not join physically with a guy for any other reason.

      Another example to show what I mean: For clothes and shoes, I’ll refuse to wear 99% of what’s out there because I’m presenting my mood of the day to the world through what I wear. I can’t imagine being less picky when it comes to a guy, either. The worst part of the story, though, is that I’ve never felt that spark. At least not yet. I still have hope that one day, whoever he is, the right man will appear in my life. And if you have suggestions for who my partner might be, please let me know. I want to one day find the one I’d love.

      Yours,

      Nicole Steel

      Owner of Modern Life

      I hit Save Draft and glanced at my clock. Five minutes till my meeting.

      I washed my face, grabbed my black pants and ensured my pink cotton t-shirt, which read “Live Your Best Modern Life” over my website logo, was free of wrinkles.

      Meeting a prospective client meant it was better to be branded. I checked that my ponytail was smooth and grabbed my laptop and cell phone.

      I checked the contact info app again so I could quickly screen whoever this mystery client might be. My sister had hooked me up with an expensive instant background check app that just needed a name or a photo to identify someone quickly. I’d follow my gut with a little help from technology when I met with a stranger.

      The Venetian hotel was large, but I always insisted on a public meeting. I found the coffee shop in the busy lobby of the hotel and set up my laptop as I scanned the area around me.

      Most of the guests were dressed casually in t-shirts. However, an older bald man in a black suit and with a stiff, fast walk headed right toward me.

      Was this older gentleman the client? I hoped so. His problems would be easier to figure out. Other clearly upper class, older clients had contacted me, and I’d successfully helped a few of them reduce their carbon emissions and live healthier, happier lives. He tapped the seat back as he stood in front of me and asked, “Are you Miss Steel?”

      I nodded and motioned for him to sit down and join me.

      He followed directions, but his shoulders were rigid and I almost offered him a napkin to ensure the top of the table in front of him was clean. But instead, I closed my laptop and asked him, “Are you my new mystery client?”

      He folded his soft, perfectly manicured hands on the table—he obviously moisturized—and said to me, “No, miss. I’m his butler.”

      My eyes widened and I leaned closer as I asked, “He has a butler, in Vegas?”

      “Yes.” He tipped his head toward the lobby and elevators as he said, “If you will come with me, I will escort you to the meeting.”

      I shook my head and put my phone on the table. Then I folded my hands like his, to put him at ease, and said, “I thought we were having the meeting in the lobby, in public.”

      He sniffed, like I’d offended him. “His highness prefers a more private setting.”

      My skin now had a buzz. Had I heard that right? I wished I’d ordered a water as my throat was dry now. I asked, “His highness? As in a prince? I was insisting on meeting in the lobby because of the lack of identification in the email proposal.”

      Mr. Butler said, “That’s wise.”

      I tugged my ear lobe, free of any earrings now. Maybe I should ask him for his ID first. I pushed my phone to the side and asked, “So who is he? Let me check him out online at least before I join you.”

      He nodded. I picked up my phone and snapped his picture for a fast check, too, as he said, “You are meeting with Prince Ryder Kristoff of Norden.”

      The app confirmed that I was sitting with Gio Montpelier, personal associate of the royal Kristoff family. My heart raced as I remembered headlines even I had seen. “Didn’t he get married in Vegas, like, yesterday?”

      Gio’s lips thinned as he said, “It’s been annulled.”

      I typed in Ryder’s name to see if there were crimes or things to watch out for. I had heard his name before, but honestly, I avoided gossip and only knew the headlines from scrolling for blog ideas. I raised my eyebrows and stated the one thing I remembered as the app showed a clear record. “And he’s been accused of fathering two children.”

      Gio leaned closer. “DNA tests proved both claims were untrue. Does he qualify for the meeting now?”

      My breaths were short. I should probably refuse this. My Modern Life consultations weren’t designed to help a player who was already content with his life choices. However, I decided to take a chance. A picture of him and me together, and the fact that we’d had this meeting at all—now that might get me some clicks and help me over the problem of Cristiane’s comment and video. I packed up my laptop and phone, stood up, and tugged at my t-shirt to smooth it. “Yes. I’m not dressed for a meeting with a prince, though.”

      He glanced up and down at me as we walked through the decadent lobby that probably seemed way too gaudy and American to a royal servant and his master. “You’re fine,” he said. “I’ll be serving brunch, not caviar.”

      Right. Besides, I was representing my business, and snapping a picture as myself would be better for the blog. I ignored how my hair stood on its ends as I realized how selfish I was being right now.

      He pressed the button for the elevator and my mind raced as we waited. As the doors opened I asked quickly, “Okay, one more security question, though. What is your name?”

      He used his card to access the penthouse floor and said, “Gio Montpelier.”

      I took my phone out and said, “Your background check matches.”

      The floor lifted and my skin was getting goosebumps. Seriously, today I was meeting a prince and here I was in sneakers. Gio kept his hands behind his back and said, “You’re a good researcher.”

      “I should be.” I tucked my phone back in the bag and bounced on my feet. When the elevator stopped, we stepped off and headed to a double-door entry. As we took our last steps, I swallowed and said, “But I should mention, I have an app and a subscription to a quick background check service, so I could make sure that you’re not crazy, and you’re who you said you were.”

      He took out his card and waved it in front of the door panel. The light turned green as he said, “You’re smart. I hope his majesty notices that about you.”

      I almost trembled. I was never like this, on pins and needles with excitement. But I shrugged and said, “Well, I’m here to advise him, if he wants to listen to my advice and change his life, which probably won’t happen. But that is up to him.”

      His blue eyes had a glimmer in them for the first time, but he said nothing as he led me into the living quarters designed for the rich. There were two floors in this gold room, with black railings around the second level, so whoever was above could look down below. A crystal chandelier shimmered with light above me.

      “Smart girl,” he said. “You see his majesty’s options, without ever meeting him. Good luck, Miss Steel.”

      My stomach was in a huge knot. Seriously? I turned toward him as he headed for the door and said, “Wait. Why did he take a meeting with me?”

      He turned as he opened the doors and said, “His father has threatened to cut him off if he doesn’t change, so he’s under pressure.”

      The recent headlines about a rich, out-of-control prince played in my mind. I wished now that I had clicked on them to read more. I sucked in my lips as I thought, and then let them out and said, “Okay. Thank you.”

      Gio bowed like I was important and then said, “I hope we see more of you around, Miss.”

      Probably not. I helped people who wanted my help, and my brain screamed that a self-indulgent prince was the opposite of what I looked for in a client. He’d ignore everything I’d say. Rich boys tend to be happy as they are, even if they actually aren’t.

      Then I heard footsteps. My heart was practically in my belly at this point, but I gazed at the stairs and waited.

      First, I saw polished black shoes. Tailored black pants that showed off leg muscles. A tucked-in white shirt that didn’t hide six-pack abs. Next were broad shoulders. It was a build only a soldier or a gym buff might keep.

      But then I lost my ability to breathe. Those blue eyes of his had my knees melting. Thankfully, there was a table beside me to rest my hand on to keep me upright as he approached.

      The air around him had a warm smell, like where the beach and the forest meet. I blinked and reached out to shake his hand as I said, “Hi.”

      He sailed past me and headed into the kitchen area and put a cup under the coffee machine. I pressed my outstretched arm down and took a step toward him as I asked, “Hello?”

      He let the coffee pour into his cup and then held out a second cup like that was a question.

      I massaged my forehead and followed him to the kitchen as I asked, “Do you speak English?”

      “I speak,” he said, as he poured me a cup of coffee. My lips were dry so I let out a small sigh and waited. He handed it to me and pointed to the creamers and sugars. Then he said, “I’m just confused. I told my staff to keep all pretty women out of my sight.”

      Wow. My entire body heated, and it wasn’t the coffee. I’m sure my face turned red in a blush as I grabbed the plastic honey package that wasn’t green at all. I added it to smooth the bitter coffee and said, “Well, you set up a meeting with me.”

      I looked up at him and those blue eyes of his pierced through my soul as he said, “I …?”

      Then he blinked and asked, “Are you Nicole Steel?”

      I traced the back of my neck and almost giggled like I was in the sixth grade at how he said my name. Luckily, I held that back and took a breath before I said, “In the flesh.”

      His eyes perused my figure and I seriously felt a zap rush through me, until he pressed his lips together like I’d offended him. “You look like some yoga-loving, only-grapefruit-for-breakfast type.”

      My heart thundered now in my chest but I placed my hand on my hip and cocked it to the side as I said, “I eat more than grapefruit, but once in a while, that’s fine for breakfast.”

      He rolled his eyes like he’d pegged me as a flake. “Figures.”

      I stepped toward him, but that was a mistake. My entire body surged with instant desire. I retreated, but then I lifted my chin.

      “My social media, blog, and vlog teach people how to live clean, healthy lives and be their best versions of themselves. It’s not just about diet and exercise, but about every choice we make, and how doing the right thing is important.”

      He waved both hands in the air like we were done. “Look, if all you’ve got is diet and exercise tips, I’m already exercising regularly. I don’t see how we’ll work together.”

      Obviously, he didn’t listen. I gulped my coffee. It was so hot that it almost burned me, but I needed something. A friend once told me that drinking hot liquid acts as a natural means of cooling the body down. I finished and put the cup down as he sat on his couch like he’d relax and enjoy his coffee.

      “Are you exercising to be like Batman or something for your kingdom?” I asked.

      His lips curved into a smile and revealed dimple. Damn. He had some power to make my skin feel alive.

      “At least you’re funny,” he said.

      I moved closer, but noticed my hips were swaying. I crossed my arms and pretended that whatever was happening to me had stopped already.

      “Did I offend you in some way?” I asked, raising my eyebrow.

      He sipped his coffee and his body was relaxed and open as he sat there, like I didn’t affect him at all. He said, “I told you, I don’t want any more pretty women in my life.”

      I tilted my head and asked, “Why? Because you’re afraid you’ll fall in love and marry me?”

      Seriously? I should have said “Thanks for the compliment, but I should be going.” Why does the proper thing to say always hit me second? I gritted my teeth and refused to bat my eyes.

      He shrugged. “I don’t fall in love.”

      I resettled my bag on my arm, knowing I should just spin on my heels and leave. But instead I asked, “How can you be sure?”

      Damn. That sounded like a schoolgirl. Did every woman revert to the idiot version of themselves near him? Was that his superpower?

      He stood like he’d escort me to the door for being such a fool. “Because no one is really in love. It’s all just a justification for sex.”

      I pressed my hand on his shoulder. Big mistake. His muscles were hard, like missiles about to explode. I yanked my fingers off him like he was a magnet that I needed to separate from and I said, “You sound just like my sister.”

      “At least you know someone reasonable,” he said. “Where is she?”

      I walked beside him toward the door and said, “Happily married now and on her honeymoon.”

      “Good women usually go out of circulation fast.” He opened the door for me. “Well, this interview is over now. Thanks for coming.”

      Fair enough. I’d fucked up getting this contract. I saluted him and said, “Sure. Well, it was nice talking to you. Goodbye.”

      He stepped into the hall with me and then waved. At least he was polite. I sashayed back down the hall.

      Tomorrow I was so checking out of Vegas. No contract, and still on my own to deal with the crisis of faith my readers were having over my virginity. And not even photos of me with a prince to offer as a back-up plan. This was all too much.

      The moment I stepped onto the elevator, I could at least breathe again. This was the most important thing I could do to calm myself down. I inhaled deeply and counted my breath out with my eyes closed to find my center.

      I hope you enjoyed this preview and order Powerful Prince now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Victoria Pinder

          

        

      

    

    
      Returning for Valentine’s (FREE if you go to my website)

      
        
        The House of Morgan

        Secret Crush (FREE ON ALL STORES)

        Secret Baby

        Secret Bet

        Secret Wish

        Secret Dad

        Secret Heir

        Secret Tryst

        Secret Date

        Secret Romeo

        Secret Caress

        Secret Match

        Secret Bridesmaid

        Secret Admirer

        Secret Cowboy

        Secret Mistress

        Secret Cinderella

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 1-3

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 4-6

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 7-9

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 10-12

        The House of Morgan Boxed Set 13-15

      

      

      
        
        Princes of Avce

        Forbidden Crown (FREE ON ALL STORES)

        Forbidden Prince

        Forbidden Royal

        Forbidden Duke

        Forbidden Earl

        Forbidden Monsieur

        Forbidden Marquis

        Forbidden Count

        Forbidden King

        Forbidden Bastard

        Forbidden Noble

        Forbidden Lord

        Princes of Avce 1-3

        Princes of Avce 4-6

        Princes of Avce 7-9

      

      

      
        
        Steel Series

        Legendary Rock Star

        Rocking Player

        Ruthless Financier

        Wicked Cowboy

        Powerful Prince

        Cocky M.D.

      

      

      
        
        The Hawke Fortune

        Tempting Gabe

        Tempting James

        Tempting Conner

        Tempting Harry

        Tempting Navid

        Hawke Series

      

        

      
        Brothers in Revenge

        Irresistibly Lost (FREE ON ALL STORES)

        Irresistibly Found

        Irresistibly Charming

        Irresistibly Tough

        Irresistibly Played

        Irresistibly Rugged

        Irresistibly Strong

        Irresistibly Dashing

        Irresistibly Boxed Set 3-5

        Irresistibly Boxed Set 4-6

      

        

      
        Hidden Alphas

        Hidden Gabriel (FREE ON ALL STORES)

        Hidden Raphael

        Hidden Michael

        Hidden Dane

        Hidden Rocco

        Hidden Alphas Boxed Set

      

        

      
        The Marshall Family Saga

        Favorite Crush

        Favorite Mistake

        Favorite Sin

        Favorite Scandal

      

        

      
        The Collins Brothers

        Chaperoning Paris

        Borrowing the Doctor

        Gerard

        Liam

        Eric

      

      

      
        
        Then if you also like

        Science Fiction/Fantasy Romance

        Hidden Dragon Series

        Call of the Dragon

        Dawn of the Dragon

        Escape of the Dragon (Coming Soon)

        The Queen Gene

        Whispers of a Throne

        Storm of the Throne (coming soon)

        Earthseekers Mission

        Makeup May Change Your Life

        Alien Girlfriend

        Ancient Greek Heroes

        Romancing Theseus

        Mything the Throne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      USA Today Bestselling Author, Victoria Pinder grew up in Irish Catholic Boston then moved to Miami. Eventually, found that writing is her passion. She always wrote stories to entertain herself. Her parents are practical minded people demanding a job, but when she sat down to see what she enjoyed doing, writing became obvious.

      
        
        Visit my website and download a free novel

        www.victoriapinder.com

        victoria@victoriapinder.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
USA TODAY

Billionaj
OVerwg

ING AUTHOR

L FAMILY





images/00002.jpeg
S i Bosh






images/00004.jpeg
Bold Women and





images/00003.jpeg
oA
K

Dove in 0. Book





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





