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      Stephanie Steel

      

      London smelled a little wet, and I couldn’t quite see the sun, but honestly, I kept my chin up. Pittsburgh wasn’t much better in the spring. Days upon days of misty rain have always been my normal.

      So I kept my head up and strode into Pure Industries and up to the third floor, where I now worked in acquisitions. Well, “worked” was probably a strong word for what I did, but someone needed to keep files and paperwork in order.

      One day, maybe I’d head home and settle down, but I wasn’t ready. Here, so close to the amazing world where Jane Austen lived and wrote her wonderful novels, my life was almost exactly what I’d always wanted: living as much as possible in the Regency era.

      The Jane Austen ball in Bath had been amazing, as always.

      And my role on the committee for next year was to entice more Americans to visit. So I’d finally cracked into the upper echelons of my fandom and was now running an important project.

      This was why I lived in London. The job was just to pay the bills so I could spend my fun time in Jane Austen’s world.

      That morning, I was busy typing away at my desk, quite sure the past was never coming back to haunt me. But at noon, my sister in Pittsburgh, who always called as soon as she woke up, rang like clockwork, despite having just returned from her honeymoon.

      After “hellos”, Olivia immediately asked, “How was the masked ball?”

      Good thing it was lunchtime. I took my phone to the break room no one used, partly because of the refrigerator born to a different generation of people and no windows.

      I slumped into the plastic seat, propped my elbows on the nondescript white table, and said, “I’ll have to spend a week mending that rip in my last good costume.”

      But the ball had been amazing, especially when I was named to join the committee. I’d been attending for five years now, and finally my years of volunteering had been acknowledged with an assignment. For ten days in Bath, thousands of people wore costumes and pretended we lived in a world of whist card games, and where one dance alone might take a half an hour.

      London was my base because my friends and I easily slipped into our fandom and wore our hand-stitched dresses with glee. I was determined that next year my muslin gown would be a masterpiece of brand-new fabric and cunning needlework.

      Olivia asked, “Do you need anything?”

      Never cry at family weddings, even if I’m the only single one left. For now I checked the door to make sure no one was listening and said, “I’m great. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

      Olivia’s voice was calm when she said, as usual, “You don’t have to pretend. We can wire you money until that new roommate shows up.”

      Damn. I thought my day was going great. No one—till now—had brought up my failures, but this was one step closer to reminding me that I absolutely had to mail back the diamond ring.

      Ann, my ex-roommate, and Richard, my ex-fiancé, needed to stay the hell away from me. I might prefer to behave like a lady of old, but cheating was cheating, and I half wanted to toss them both in the Atlantic Ocean, never to be seen again.

      I let out a sigh and said, “I’ll be fine. I’m not a charity case just because my ex left.”

      Olivia tsked—a sound she must have perfected when she was a teacher, before she married a billionaire doctor. “Don’t be prideful. One day soon, you’ll find a good man of your own.”

      I rolled my eyes. Enough of this nonsense. “Because every woman must want a husband.”

      She laughed at me. “Falling for the wrong British guy is no excuse for misquoting Jane Austen.”

      Right. The same island that created Richard also gave me the men of my dreams. Mr. Darcy. Mr. Knightly. Colonel Brandon. Mr. Bingley. And, of course, Edward Ferrars.

      Jane Austen never created the brawny, cowboy-type hero in her novels that changed my life. Instead, her heroes were all charming, sweet, misunderstood men with faults but also greatness.

      My sister knew exactly when to bring up the Wisdom of Jane Austen, so I let out a sigh and said, “You’re right. Well, lunch is almost over, so I should get going. A new boss is coming in today, and I don’t want him to find me in the lunchroom talking about husbands and weekend costumes.”

      Real life never measured up to my dreams, but I headed back to my desk and my boss, Margot Fletcher, ten years my senior, who liked to pretend she’s upper management because she finally got her degree. She waved me over to her desk before I even reached mine.

      I adjusted my boring, black, size-twelve skirt that went to my knees...careful not to give her a reason to pick on my clothes...and scurried over. The second I approached, she said, “There you are, Stephanie.”

      I steeled my spine as best as I could. Sure, my last name is Steel, but I’m not like my strong sisters. I’m the one with my nose in a book, and I never knew how to talk to Margot on the days she’s been rejected for a promotion. Hopefully, that wasn’t today, but I took a breath, ignored the spike in my pulse, and asked, “Did something happen?”

      She gave me a curt nod, like she was telling me something important I probably should already know and said, “The new boss isn’t coming today.”

      I sighed out the breath backed up in my lungs and forced a bigger smile. “Oh, good. I wasn’t ready for more drama in my life.”

      She rolled her eyes at me like I was an idiot. I managed to ignore the knots in my stomach from her reprimand until she said, “We need you to take the train up to Scotland and drive his car back.”

      Our billionaire CEO, whose papers I filed all day, every day, now thought he’d send me – a file clerk with no office – to pick up his car and drive it to London.

      “Chauffeur” wasn’t in my job description, so I asked, “Why can’t he use a courier service?”

      Her eyes widened. “Because he has you.”

      I crossed my arms like this job was beneath me. “I’m a clerk here.”

      She handed me a manila folder. “And he’s the founder and CEO, and he’s paying.”

      I lowered my arms. This wasn’t the worst thing in my life. I’d drive a nice car for a few hours and then head home. I opened the envelope to find directions, a set of keys, and tickets with a one-night hotel stay, as I said, “Okay. Thanks.”

      I headed to my desk and read my job description. At least this paid a bonus. Margot Fletcher probably didn’t want this gig because she’d rather go home to her family once the day ended.

      Actually, the money was enough to pay the rent until I found a new roommate. So I nodded to reassure myself that all would be well. I’d soon fix my immediate problem with only one night’s work.

      Margot even let me out an hour early so I might pack. I practically bounced as I strode to the Tube then got off at my stop, humming as I walked along until I made it to my flat.

      Someone had left a key in the door.

      My heart raced. Burglars don’t use keys, so I didn’t run away. Instead, I pushed on the half-open door. I heard panting and my ears burned in recognition. I half backed out, then remembered that these days I lived alone. Adrenaline rushed in my veins the second I saw the ass with a star on its right cheek. Then man who’d broken my damn heart months ago. I’d believed he was my other half, my pretend best friend who’d enjoyed the Jane Austen reenactments and bought his own costumes.

      A moment later, the perky breasts of my former roommate followed him out and they both stared at me.

      Heat swamped my cheeks and I swallowed. Unlike them, I was in my bones an American, and I wasn’t going to abandon the small place I called home. So I ignored my goose bumps and pretended I was heartless like them.  “Richard? Ann? I thought you both left for Belgium.”

      I put my bag down and snatched my water bottles out of their hands. They hadn’t paid for anything here in weeks.

      Ann covered herself a little and said quickly, “I came to get my things. I didn’t think you’d be home.”

      My sister, Indigo, would read them the riot act if she was me. I put the waters back and wished I was as strong as Indigo when I said, “So you thought, ‘let’s fuck one more time in the old bed that we no longer pay for’?”

      Richard placed his hand on my shoulder. “Stephanie, don’t be jealous.”

      Ann went to her old room.

      I smacked his hand off me. “I’m so not.”

      I bolted to the door, got Ann’s old key, and slapped it down on my table. “You’ve had your fun in my place, so get the fuck out.”

      My heart hammered as Richard sneered at me.

      “That’s not polite.”

      Ann tossed his pants at him. I didn’t move at all except to fold my arms and say, “I’m not British. Now go, and never darken my doorstep again.”

      While Richard finished dressing, I noticed Ann was clutching a small box of things I’d ignored when I’d decided not to hurl everything she owned out the window at them. Back when I’d found them exactly like this—only that time, I was wearing his ring.

      This time, he had the gall to say, “You know, you could have joined us.”

      My stomach twisted. “Eeeeww.” But then I held up my hand and said, “One moment.” I darted to my apparently untouched room, grabbed the ring box, darted back out, and tossed it at him, saying, “Now Ann gets all my worthless things.”

      Well, that wasn’t true. I’d almost pawned it for 500 pounds to pay this month’s rent, but the universe rescued me just this morning.

      They left and my entire body burned for minutes after I heard the door shut. Once I calmed down, I packed my overnight bag.

      In another life, this trip would be the adventure where I met a great guy and laughed at my ridiculous year, but my dreams were usually just that. Silly dreams I’d written in my diary that never came true.

      Once I finished packing, I glanced around my small abode and deflated a bit. I once imagined traveling across the globe and finding adventure while I danced La Boulangère, a dance Jane mentioned in Pride and Prejudice. However, most of the people at the events were already coupled, and men my age just weren’t into the novels like I was.

      So I called one of my friends who might understand, since the four of us, minus Ann, roomed together every year for the ten days as the American regulars of the Austen world in Bath. My friend answered on the first ring.

      “Amelia,” I said. “Can we go get a beer before my train ride?”

      Her very upper-class, New England, nasal voice that somehow blended with the London accent more easily than the rest of us relaxed me with the first syllable. “You’re going on a train ride? To where?”

      I might have been born in Pittsburgh, but my soul belonged here. I double-checked to make sure I had my ticket and all the contents of my manila envelope in my bag as I said, “Scotland. I’m to drive the new boss’s car to London.”

      Right, and she had zero idea what happened to me today.

      I glanced out the window and saw the light rain fall in the evening sky as she said, “Seriously? That’s horrible.”

      No one was on the street tonight pushing baby carriages or carrying groceries. It was unusually quiet because of the rain as I said, “Not all of us are journalists. And I need that beer, desperately.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      I tugged my ear and rushed back into my room to put on a small necklace as I said, “Richard and Ann were in my flat.”

      “You’re joking.”

      I adjusted my mother’s favorite small gold daisy pendant that she gave me shortly before she died and said, “They were both naked.”

      “I’ll be right there and meet you at the bar.”

      Perfect. I grabbed my toothbrush and now my backpack was stuffed. The tension in my shoulders and gut dissipated as I headed out.

      While I hadn’t expected to see either one of those cheaters ever again, I was glad to have my key back. Now when I interviewed people to replace Ann, I’d have the original key to offer, and wouldn’t have to worry about her showing up and causing more trouble.

      Hopefully, the next round of potentials would work out better.

      I was almost in good spirits by the time I swung into the pub, where we reenacted Regency era dining protocols just as often as we simply sat and talked. I headed to our table but threw my arms open when I saw my besties all together. I squeezed each of them as I said, “Charlotte, Amelia, Sophia. I wasn’t expecting everyone.”

      Sophia, my friend closest to my sister’s stand-up-for-herself personality, said, “We’re your squad, Stephanie.”

      I plopped into my chair while Charlotte ordered me a beer. I put my bag down and said, “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      I took the beer as Amelia, the slightly neurotic planner of our group, asked, “What kind of car does your boss drive?”

      I shrugged. I hadn’t bothered to notice whether there was a symbol on a key in my bag. Charlotte bumped me playfully and asked, “So when you go to Scotland, will you see Charlie Grannd in person?”

      I sipped my beer. Friends made everything better. And the Guinness was good here. “Probably not,” I said. “He’s either surrounded by barely-legal females or spending an obscene amount of money to do something outrageous that no one in their right mind would do.”

      Sophia clinked glasses with me. “Still, he’d be an amazing revenge fuck.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I don’t need that.”

      Amelia spoke for all of them. “Yeah, you do. Since you flew home from your sister’s wedding you’ve been…sad. Time to stop being pathetic and get out there.”

      I gulped a little of my beer. Friends were good, but I missed how my sisters always watched out for me, though they were all married and had their own families now. As I took another sip, I gazed into the brew and said, “I suppose. But I don’t want just any man between my thighs. I want…Mr. Fucking Darcy.”

      Charlotte asked, “What is your fantasy guy in real life like, exactly?”

      Good question. I swallowed and imagined all the movie actors who played my favorite heroes. Then they all sort of melded and dissipated as I spoke, “He’s intelligent. Blows-my-mind intelligent.”

      Sophia sat back and snapped her fingers. “So you want a nerd?”

      She’d have set me up in a day with someone horrible, probably with glasses, who spent 24/7 slouched in front of his laptop.

      I fiddled with my necklace, wishing I still had my mom as I said, “No. He has to be brainy, but also resourceful and chasing his dream. He’s absolutely not Richard or the rich and entitled Charlie Grannd.”

      Finally, the conversation turned away from my recent horrible choices. I finished my beer but then the clock tolled on the wall.

      “Ooops!” My job awaited. I jumped up, slung on my backpack, and waved goodbye. Amelia got up to walk me out and said, “You’ve had a long day. Don’t sleep through your stop.”

      While the nice buzz in my head silenced all the doubts that usually circled, I took out my phone and showed her my steady hand. “I’m fine, and alert enough to set my phone on alarm.”

      “See you tomorrow.” She kissed my cheek.

      I saluted her like this was the Army and said, “Absolutely. We’ll do respectable wine tomorrow night.”

      The rain that pattered on my face and arms didn’t matter. I was on my way to Scotland. A few hundred years ago, this sort of trip was made by couples wanting to escape and elope, but no one was in love with me.

      Probably no one ever would be. I’d have to settle for moving on, and hopefully save enough funds to adopt my own children. It wasn’t a bad plan, especially since it was all I had left, other than writing in my diary until I passed out for a few hours.
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      Charlie Grannd

      

      Being the second son of a Scottish laird meant that no matter what I accomplished on my own, my brother Logan was the duke, and took his title seriously.

      As boys, we’d housed royalty, supervised the Highland Games, and reunited the clan annually, and Logan had a hereditary and blood title that no one could ever take from him.

      I was the spare, which only lasted until he married and had his own children, but honestly, being free of that responsibility meant my own dreams could soar. I learned almost from the crib to find people willing to invest in my latest project, because my family wouldn’t give me anything.

      The only person who ever seemed put off by my grand plans was Logan, who was now our clan laird as well as a fancy duke.

      So today, my brother and I ambled through the castle, kilts swinging, along the path we’d run as boys, and once again Logan didn’t even blink at my suggestion when he said, “Charlie, you’re one of the smartest men I’ve ever met, but the answer is no.”

      I eased my hands in my pockets, again congratulating myself for paying my tailor extra to add invisible pockets, and said, “That word is excluded from my vocabulary.”

      “So is tradition when you ruin your kilt, but no one says a word to you.” He shook his head. “Everyone else in the world already supports your every whim. You don’t need my money.”

      Actually, I did. I tugged my ear. His approval mattered in the right circles, and he almost always said no. I’d built my empire on airwaves, apps, airplanes, and attracted venture capital for almost all my ideas, but he’d kept his investments in anything I did consistent but minimal.

      So I didn’t blink when I said, “I want to keep this in the family, and you’re my only brother.”

      He patted me on the back like he was looking out for me. “Charlie, you’re not stable. You’d bet every dollar of our family’s inheritance on building a spaceship.”

      I’d imagined space travel since we were boys watching movies in the movie theater wing of our castle. I glanced behind us to the room. Our father would take this walk with us when I was a boy, too, and he also tried to rein in my dreams.

      But this time I persisted, because Logan wasn’t the same as our dad, and said, “Logan, I accepted it when you didn’t want to be part of that plan, and I got my own investors, but this project is a very traditional bank in the United States and right up your alley. You’re on the board of many of my companies and a bank is a conservative investment. Mony a mickle maks a muckle.”

      Our father used to say that when he preached about investing a little to make a lot, so it was the logical choice, especially since Logan followed that thinking.

      My brother shook his head. “Not with you. The small amount you seek won’t be properly invested to grow to a pretty sum. I’m sure there’s a clause somewhere in the contract that automatically approves loans for ideas that intrigue you, Charlie.”

      Fuck. He knew me. I stiffened as we headed past some familiar trees and said, “So what?”

      I met the gleam in my brother’s eyes, though, while he studied me, and added, “We should be funding innovation.”

      Logan shook his head. “Banks are supposed to be dependable and safe.”

      I usually went out of my way to prove someone wrong, but Logan was different. He meant well, so I tried a different tactic. I held my hand to my heart. “I’m totally dependable.”

      His huge laugh made my ego burn as he said, “You have dreamers giving you their every dime already. You don’t need mine.”

      This was the one-time exception to my general rule of finding another way.

      I was standing here with the kilt tickling my skin, out of respect for him, and now I asked, “What if I can prove it to you? Only if you agree after I prove it will I be able to say you’re an investor, however small you choose to be.”

      His eyes narrowed as the birds sang. “Why is my approval suddenly important to you?”

      Because he represented our family in formal matters of state now, and would soon host royal visitors again, his name was respected in the right circles for this venture. But I cleaned it up and said, “Because Logan Grannd is a name people trust. My market research team stressed your inclusion would make the bank profits soar ten years sooner. So how can I prove to you that I’m dependable?”

      He shook his head at me and said, “You? Before he died, Father stressed a number of times that you should marry to keep you grounded.”

      What the fuck? I said, “You aren’t suggesting that I marry?”

      He shook his head, like the idea of me settled down amused him. We turned the corner to head back to the house as he said, “No, but if you had a steady girlfriend—and I dinnae mean some arm candy, but a woman on your arm with thoughts and opinions of her own who can hold her own near you—then I’ll have my lawyers review our demands for a contract.”

      Having a woman around regularly might not be the end of the world—if she was agreeable. “So if I produce a girlfriend, you’ll negotiate?”

      We were almost back to the castle when he said, “A girl who can stand up to you.”

      I reached out to shake his hand.

      While we shook on it, I said, “I’ll be back, brother.” And instead of continuing with him, I took the path toward the parking lot.

      So I needed to find a woman to bring home to my brother on a few occasions while I continued to negotiate the bank deal.

      I could handle this.

      I jumped into my custom-built car, a prototype for my own company, and drove off along the tree-lined streets. Our small town benefitted from my dreams, including Logan, even though he denied it.

      One day soon, I’d ensure our clan would never go hungry, and possibly help the entire world in the process.

      However, as I headed toward the inn in town where I’d reserved a suite so I wouldn’t crowd my brother in his 47-bedroom home, I spotted a woman by the side of the road.

      Mist was already curling around fences and hedgerows, and soon the sunny afternoon would turn into an evening of storms. As I neared her, I noticed her curvy ass. My dick stiffened.

      I halted my car beside her and powered down the window. The air I breathed suddenly crackled with electricity as she glanced inside the car, and I saw she had a perfect body all around, along with dazed eyes. She adjusted her backpack across her shoulders and asked, “Can you tell me how much farther down the road the Intelligent Cat Inn is?”

      Interesting. We were staying at the same place.

      I nodded at her and said, “Two clicks, but I can give you a ride if you like.”

      She glanced at my black leather seat, and then me, and backed up. “I can walk, thanks.”

      She took a few steps and I called out, “Wait. Let me park my car so I can walk with you.”

      She laughed, and the sound made my entire body zap to attention as she asked, “You’re leaving your car…here? Do you intend to murder or rape me?”

      “No.” I said quickly and pulled the car over to the side of the road. An employee would come and find it later anyhow. I stepped out of the car, and the air smelled more like roses near her as I said, “Just talk. I’m told I’m quite charming.”

      She fiddled with her necklace as she stared at my legs, clearly visible below my red kilt, then crossed her arms. “You should probably get going. I’ll be fine.”

      I moved closer, responding to some sort of irresistible magnetic pull as I said, “It will be my pleasure to protect you.”

      She twirled her flower pendant but didn’t jump back as she said, “You look like a guy who gets any girl he wants.”

      I couldn’t stifle a grin as I approached, but then she turned and walked beside me while I asked, “So why is an American staying at the Intelligent Cat Inn? There aren’t any tourist attractions near here.”

      “True,” she said, “but on the way back to London tomorrow, I plan to stop and take a picture of Gretna Green’s blacksmith shop.”

      I tilted my head as I noticed the moon cresting a nearby hill, though there was still plenty of daylight, as I said, “That’s a strange plan.”

      She picked up the pace as she talked, like she was happy. “Not really. It was the clandestine spot for elopements after the seventeen fifty-three marriage act prevented people under twenty-one from marrying without their parents’ permission.”

      The pretty blonde was nothing like I expected. The last American tourist I’d seen up in the Highlands in our neck of the woods had been some torrid romance reader who wanted sex with a laird. I was eighteen then. This woman seemed way more serious, so I asked, “So you like British history?”

      She whispered, almost like she was sharing a special secret. “I like Jane Austen novels.”

      My heart beat faster. She was funny, and clearly into her own thing. She actually fit Logan’s requirements. The thought made my cheeks warmer as I said, “Interesting. What’s your favorite one?”

      She was in step with me as she said, “Most people would say Pride and Prejudice.”

      I remembered the title from secondary school. “But you?”

      Her lips thinned and her face whitened except for her bright red cheeks as she said, “Oh, I like that one, but these days I also understand the heartache of Sense and Sensibility.”

      We rounded the corner to the small town my brother owned as I said, “Heartache. Is yours broken?”

      Her mouth curled up now, and I spotted a small dimple in her cheek as she shook her head. “No. How funny. I’m not broken. My ex-fiancé and my ex-roommate went into my flat today without my permission, and I walked in on them shagging.”

      I bumped into her and was startled by a flood of goose bumps. “You sounded British just then.”

      She even had a twinkle in her eye as she twirled around on the sidewalk. “I have friends, and I’ve been living in London for two years.” Then the black tail of the Intelligent Cat Inn stuck out and she pointed above us. “Looks like I’m here.”

      Yes, we were. I watched as she took a step up and glanced at her sexy curves one more time, then leaned closer and said, “Before you skedaddle aff to bed, we can get a beer in the pub and continue this skite we started together?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Skite?”

      Right. The nice thing about Americans is they don’t hide their emotions. I hoped it was also true about the wannabe British kind as I said, “Adventure.”

      For a moment, neither of us moved. I wasn’t sure she’d agree, but then someone stepped out and broke our moment as they stumbled past us.

      She blinked, then said, “Okay. Let me check in and put my bag down. When I get back, maybe you’ll tell me your name.”

      So she had no idea I was Charlie Grannd, one of the richest men in the world. My heart beat a little faster as I whispered in her ear, “We’ll trade secrets and more.”

      The air around us blocked out the rest of the world. My lips tingled to kiss her, but she whisked away to go see the innkeeper.

      I already had my key to my room, so I headed to the bar. In a few minutes, I’d have my chance again, and I never passed up a chance to chase my desires. And whoever she was, she was exactly what I needed.
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      Stephanie

      

      It never occurred to me that there might be sexy men in Scotland. I’d never seen muscular legs in a kilt before today. I should stay in my room and forget him. Heartbreak wasn’t good for me, and the guy downstairs was seriously a panty-melting seducer.

      I tossed my bag on the floor and found some lotion in the bathroom to make myself smell a little better. No time for a shower, but I used my toothbrush. Smelling nice could land me a kiss.

      One kiss from whoever he was might make my knees melt like in those old movies, so I shuffled a little dance while I brushed my teeth.

      As I finished, my phone rang. I glanced at it, and my boss’s name appeared. She never called after hours. I washed out my brush for later and answered her. “Margot, you’re calling late.”

      She had children screaming in the background as she said, “I just got an email from my boss. Mr. Grannd’s car is parked about two kilometers from your inn. Go and get it, tonight.”

      I frowned and asked, “Tonight?”

      I heard one of Margot’s girls shout “Mom” in the background. I put my boss on speaker as I checked myself in the mirror. I should probably toss this shirt.

      Margot only said, “It’s not dark yet.”

      If I left, then I’d never get another chance to find out what a kiss from that Scottish guy downstairs might be like. So I argued, “It will have to wait a few minutes.”

      She sighed, and I knew that sigh. It meant Stop bothering me, Stephanie. You won’t get what you want. I shrugged and didn’t wait for the usual discussion, instead simply asking, “How will I know which direction to scurry off to?”

      Another child screamed and I winced. She said, “Read the papers I gave you. The tracking information is listed. Plug it in your phone.”

      Right. I grabbed the paper and was about to say goodbye, then noticed the picture of a sporty-looking, slick black sedan.

      It was the guy downstairs’ car. I swallowed and said, “Really!”

      Charlie Grannd was the man waiting downstairs for me. I typed in the numbers to my tracker, and sure enough, the blue dot was right where I’d met him.

      Margot asked, “What’s the problem?”

      “Nothing,” I said with a sigh. I’d said “no” to the ride to protect myself from a stranger and the danger of getting in a car without knowing the driver. My lips needed to stop tingling for something that would never ever happen now.

      Charlie Grannd was out to save or create a whole new world, and I wanted nothing more than to escape into the past and live in my fantasy version. Charlie would never be mine, and I refused to lose my job on top of losing my roommate and boyfriend.

      I kept that to myself and said, “I literally passed this car twenty minutes ago.”

      “Good, then I’ll see you Monday morning,” she said, and hung up.

      My heart pounded fast. He had more money than anyone, and I’d just babbled on at him about Jane Austen and my stupid ex. Kissing would get me fired, and I’d end up having nothing. Forget changing into the one other shirt I’d packed.

      I grabbed my wallet and the keys and headed down the stairs.

      If I could make it to the car without seeing my boss, I’d be happy. For a second, I thought I’d tiptoe right through, but as I neared the door, there he was leaning against the wall. Goose bumps swept my neck, shoulders and arms. He straightened the second he saw me. Oh, no. My body hummed with desire still.

      He came closer and said, “There you are.”

      I sucked in my lips and ignored the longing to be kissed. It wouldn’t happen. I swallowed and said, “Look, I’ll be another twenty minutes. It seems duty calls tonight.”

      His eyes narrowed. My gut twisted, I was so sure he’d already figured me out, but then he said, “Interesting. May I join you?”

      I reached to my neck and held my necklace as heat raced to my face. “You want to walk with me?”

      He opened the door for me. “Sure. We’ll have a beer when we get back.”

      A CEO and the file clerk who moonlights as a chauffeur didn’t make sense. He’d cancel soon. Near him, my skin had goosebumps, but I ignored the sinking feeling in my belly at the thought of what would happen when he realized who I was and took a step forward. Hopefully, I would figure out what I should say to keep my job.

      The moon was out now, and the little sizzles of energy that made the rest of the world disappear as I stayed beside him were hard to ignore. I took a breath and said, “Okay. So tell me about yourself.”

      He glanced up and pointed to stars as he said, “I’m a bit of a dreamer, to tell the truth.”

      I followed his finger and realized he was pointing to Orion’s belt. I didn’t know much about astronomy, but I remembered learning that one. In person, though, far away from the city lights, the skies were much prettier.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding and said, “Nothing wrong with that.”

      He playfully bumped into me as we headed down the street and he asked, “What about you? Why did you move to England?”

      No more about my sob stories, ever. Heat rushed in my face as I remembered what I had already said.

      If he let me keep my job, I promised myself I’d always remember to ask for I.D. before starting a discussion with any man.

      I let out a small laugh at the thought, then said, “I wanted to live and breathe Jane Austen novels for a while. And while there are reenactments and teas from her novels in the states, nothing is quite like being part of the authentic world, at least in terms of scenery.”

      He stared at me, and I swear he saw right through me. “What exactly does that mean you do?”

      Work for you. I cringed then tapped my foot and bobbed my head like I was happy and said, “Well, many weekends and all my vacation days are spent participating in reenactments.”

      His eyes had a twinkle to them as he said, “So you follow your dream.”

      This time, I smiled. He was right that I flew around the globe to have fun. “I suppose I do. What about you? What dreams are you chasing?”

      I glanced ahead and saw his car. Swarms of butterflies took off in my stomach.

      He’d hate me in a moment, but right now his voice had a sweet, soothing sound that made my insides beg for more as he said, “I always wanted to fly into outer space and dive deep into our oceans to uncover frightening but good-for-humanity secrets no one’s ever imagined before.”

      This had to be how he charmed every woman on the planet. I took out the key from my back pocket and asked, “So you grew up wanting to be an astronaut and a deep-sea diver?”

      I massaged the back of my head and wished he was someone who might be in my orbit a little longer, but knew it was just another pipe dream as he said, “Yeah, but really, I just find ways to fund my ideas.”

      We stood in front of his car again, and he stopped, looking around as he rocked back and forth on his feet. “We’re here?”

      My face was hot and probably blotchy. I clicked the button of his car for full effect and then held out my hand to shake his. “Yes, Mr. Grannd. I’m Stephanie Steel, and to pay for my dreams, I work in your headquarters in London.”

      He stopped moving. “As my chauffeur?”

      I opened the driver’s door and showed him the key. He pointed me to the passenger side as I said, “Not normally. But to be honest, the extra money for driving this car to London tomorrow was going to pay my rent and an upgrade on next year’s Jane Austen costume.”

      He got in the driver’s side once I was in and said, “You know my name, so call me Charlie.”

      Inappropriate. I looked down at my hands. I really didn’t want to look for a new job on top of everything else on my plate and said, “That’s probably not appropriate.”

      He kept driving, though he glanced at me as he said, “Sure it is, Stephanie. And now we’re back, let’s get that beer.”

      Seriously? My skin was jumpy, and I had a zap in my veins I didn’t understand, as I said, “You sure you want to be seen with the help?”

      He laughed, then said, “I’m intrigued, to be honest.”

      We made it to the inn, and he drove behind it to a parking area as I shook my head. “I shouldn’t, though.”

      He laughed again as we parked but didn’t move to get out. “Because I’m your boss?”

      I turned and my hand fell in his. There was rush of adrenaline from his touch, but I ignored it as I said, “Yeah, and I don’t want you thinking you can buy me.”

      He squeezed my palm like he knew my reaction to him and said, “It seems I already have.”

      My lips ached for his touch, and the air around me was tinged with his intent to kiss me. I jumped and unlocked the car to get out as I said, “Good night.”

      He followed me out of the car and said, with the hood between us, “No, wait. I don’t mean anything offensive. Just sip a beer and tell me more about Jane Austen.”

      Well, maybe if I was sure he wouldn’t fire me, I’d sleep better. I stood and waited till he was next to me, my heart beating faster with every inch he came closer.

      No book ever made me feel like this, but I asked, “Why have you never read her books?”

      We headed inside as he asked, “What did she think of Scots?”

      I adjusted my necklace as he walked me to an empty table, and I continued like nothing was wrong. “She never talked about Scottish guys. She mentioned Gretna Green as a clandestine destination for couples following their passions.”

      He snapped his fingers like he’d come to a decision. “I want to go there with you tomorrow.”

      Two beers were delivered, and I was sure he’d ordered them before our little adventure. Once the waitress left, I whispered, “I wasn’t told I would be driving the boss.”

      He finished his sip then asked me, “Can’t you think of me as a guy you just met that you want to kiss?”

      I chuckled but shook my head. “No one in England will believe that.”

      He scooted closer and whispered, “We’re not in England, lass.”

      “No one in the world, then.” I sipped my beer and ignored the warmth in his eyes I couldn’t explain then said, “Since my sisters married well, I’m sure you’d fit in with their types, so I guess we can be friends, but only friends when we’re not at work.”

      He put his beer down and scooted his chair closer to me, picking up my hand as he said, “I never like absolutes.”

      My hands trembled, but I didn’t move away as I asked, “What do you mean?”

      He rested his hands on my sides and said, “Stephanie, I’m going to kiss you now.”

      My eyes closed in spite of my objections and I puckered, but I asked for one last moment of sanity. “Are you sure—”

      Then his lips met mine.

      No one ever made me forget like this. Ever. I curled my hands around his neck and murmured against his mouth, “Well, damn.”

      He traced my spine until my body was mushy and warm, ready to do whatever he wanted, when he asked, “What?”

      I ignored the urge to have one more taste and said, “I don’t want to actually start liking you, Charlie.”

      Then he took that wall I’d tried to erect around myself and demolished it when he kissed me again.

      I curled my fingers in his short, thick blond hair. His sweet lips met mine, and I forgot everything.

      His voice was soft as the kiss ended and he asked, “Why not?”

      Right now, I was alive in a way I’d never been before. But I let him go and pretended we were fine as I picked up my beer and said, “Because sex can’t happen between us.”

      He stroked my ring finger. “Why? Are you married?”

      The tickle of laughter in my throat almost burst out. The adrenaline in my veins made me act out of character as I said, “No.”

      If I didn’t get out of here now, though, I’d do something stupid, like fuck my boss. So I gulped my drink until he said, “Good, neither am I. We can be true to our desires...if that’s what you want.”

      Get up now. I swallowed and followed my own advice. I bounced to my feet and said, “Good night. If you’re serious about leaving with me tomorrow, I’ll be in the car at eight a.m.”

      His answering grin made me burn to throw caution to the wind as he said, “So you’re saying you’ll drive my car to London without me if I don’t get up on time.”

      Busted. I let out a breath. I was never very good at confrontations, but I stood tall and firm tonight. “Absolutely. I have the paperwork to show the police I’m just doing my job.”

      He tilted his head like he saw straight through my lie. We both knew if he said noon, I’d comply, but he only said, “Then I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

      The knot in my stomach loosened and I pivoted to go. As I walked away, I knew he was staring at my ass. If he was another man, a normal man, I’d have made different choices tonight. But there is zero possibility that I will complicate my life even more.
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      Charlie

      

      I retired to my room but decided to run a background check on my employee in the next room. Then, I took a shower and decided to air dry, so Little Charlie was allowed to hang properly without being scratched by my swinging kilt while I checked my app.

      My jaw dropped as I leaned against my small desk to support myself. I seriously hadn’t expected Stephanie to have such interesting contacts. My brother would be happy to have a connection with these wealthy men from various industries.

      This meant I needed to be smart. Stephanie wasn’t a one-night stand where I’d knock on her door and get in her pants. I needed her to want to spend more time with me. She’d be perfect. I called my brother and strode across the room to look up at the stars. As his phone rang, I told myself, “You just got more interesting, Stephanie Steel.”

      A moment later, the phone dinged and I squared my shoulders. I hated having to ask permission like a child, but I needed to know if she passed inspection.

      I said, “Logan, there you are.”

      I hit send to text her information to Logan so he’d have the background check. My brother’s phone beeped as he said, “It’s late, Charlie. Do you need me to come get you?”

      I swear one of the stars above twinkled. I’d spent hours as a boy staring up and wanting to go see one up close. But for now, I simply said, “No, I just want to chat.”

      “That’s odd.”

      His comment shouldn’t sting, but he did sound exactly like our father, reminding me how he always hated my plans. I tugged my ear and said, “Earlier today, you said that if I show up with a woman—”

      “—I said for you to be in a real relationship,” Logan interrupted.

      I nodded. “Aye.” I needed the bank, so I ignored my urge to just follow my instincts because I wanted the woman. But I needed that bank, so it was important to ensure she was exactly what Logan wanted for me, too. The deal would guarantee the funding for my flying car project. “But right now, I want to know if Stephanie Steel, an American on my staff, would be acceptable. I just sent you the background report.”

      He let out an audible breath like he usually did when reading. I waited and actually had pins and needles in my arms at the prospect that soon she’d be mine, though I wasn’t sure until Logan said, “Her family connections are excellent, though she does work for you.”

      Yessss! My heart pounded. “I didn’t know that when I met her.”

      “Very well. If you can bring her to me in a month, and you both seem happy and in love while you stay here the entire weekend, I’ll invest a little in your bank.”

      I gave the moon in the sky a thumbs-up as I said, “You have a deal.”

      We hung up and I jumped into my bed. Stephanie had mentioned something about rent and some horrible roommate. Before I closed my eyes, I grabbed my phone and texted Jeffrey, my HR head. Promote Stephanie Steel to my personal assistant and have her pay tripled.

      I turned off the phone. My orders would be fulfilled. And soon, I’d have more than a kiss to send me off every morning.

      

      I heard swallows outside my window and knew it was dawn. I jumped out of bed, and instead of wearing my clan kilt, I put on a pair of black pants and ambled down the stairs.

      Once there, I ordered a proper Scottish breakfast for two for whenever Stephanie arrived. I didn’t have to wait long, as her hair practically floated behind her as she came down the last step. I waved to get her attention and stood as I said, “There you are.”

      She adjusted the backpack she’d worn last night and came toward me. “I came down early to have a little breakfast.”

      I kissed her cheek and held her chair for her. She took off the backpack as I said, “Same here. So let’s get you some tattie scones, lorne sausage and white pudding.”

      Her nose wrinkled as she said, “I’m not that adventurous with my breakfast. How about eggs, and maybe some toast, and of course tea?”

      I chuckled and said, “Let’s get you a little of everything, and then you can tell me what you think.”

      I called the waitress over and added Stephanie’s choices. Once the waitress left, she said, “Okay, since you are paying for my food either way because the voucher ends up coming out of your pocket.”

      The waiter brought everything over. I took her hand while the waiter set out our meals, and the second we were alone, I said, “Put the vouchers away and taste this.”

      I laughed then took one of the tattie scones and dipped it in the melted butter.

      Her eyes widened as she said, “Don’t—”

      I shoved it in her mouth for a small nibble and said, “Butter makes the tattie scones a little better.”

      She chewed her small bite and said, “It reminds me of a tater tot.”

      I blinked and let her eat her own as I studied my own plate, though I asked, “What?”

      She shook her head then tried a second tattie scone, which meant she liked it. As she finished, she said, “Nothing. Something in America we eat for breakfast.”

      I winked at her. “So our cultures aren’t that different.”

      We finished eating without much more conversation. She downed a few cups of tea, and somehow got me to focus on my food instead of being busy plotting and planning what I hoped to achieve next.

      Peace was nice for a change. As she finished her last sip, she sat back and said, “Mr. Grannd—”

      “Charlie, Stephanie,” I interrupted her. I needed her to want to be close to me, but at the same time she made me wonder if maybe a long-term relationship with a woman who both let me dream and somehow calmed my racing mind might be good for me.

      I picked her backpack up off the floor to carry it for her. She crossed her arms for a moment, like she was getting ready to argue with me, but then she said, “Let’s get to the car.”

      “Excellent.” I walked beside her, but as I put the bag in the back, she took the driver’s seat.

      I didn’t argue, instead saying, “I can’t wait to ask you more questions.”

      We both put on our seatbelts and she asked, “What kind of questions?”

      She started the car, and I relaxed in my seat, opening the window as I said, “Like, would you consider moving in with me?”

      She jerked the car to a stop. “No.” She gripped the wheel hard and stared at the street, not me, as she said, “I’m driving you to pay the rent.”

      “Yes,” I even nodded, and she started driving again. Then once we were on the street, I shrugged and added, “And while I’d apply to be your roommate, I feel you’re a bit prejudiced about me.”

      Her voice squeaked as she asked, “I’m prejudiced?”

      The fresh air against my face felt and smelled good as she drove us down the street, though I rested my head on the seat and said, “Where I’m concerned, aye.”

      We headed onto the main road, and she picked up speed as she finally stopped holding the wheel so hard. “So you remember the troubles I told you about before I discovered who you are.”

      I gave her my best smile and hoped she’d learn to relax around me soon. “Just consider this. If you move into my townhome, it solves your rent situation and you’ll make it easier for me when you take me to one of your reenactments.”

      She tapped her toes, with her fingers curled around the steering wheel, but otherwise sat stiff and quiet in a way that made my hair stand on end while I waited for her to speak, until she said, “You can’t want that, Charlie.”

      Right. This wasn’t a sprint but a long-term game we were playing here. The last girl I remember having in my life was more of a blur at this moment. And Stephanie’s kiss was vibrant and memorable and deserved to be cherished. I swallowed and waved my fingers out the window to feel the sting of the speed as I said, “I want to know you, and that includes what you’re into.”

      Her face got some color as she remembered to breathe, then said, “I’m all about the past and you’re the future. We have nothing in common.”

      I inched closer to her and whispered in her ear. “Except chemistry. Or did you not feel that connection when I kissed you?”

      She flinched and swerved the car. So I relaxed and immersed myself in the vibrations.

      She didn’t say anything for a while.

      Then we passed a sign and I said, “Gretna Green is coming up.”

      “Yeah,” she said, sounding withdrawn.

      I obviously hadn’t impressed her. She wasn’t like other women. I met her look when she glanced at me, though, then said, “I can’t wait to hear you talk about it.”

      For a second, I didn’t think she’d let down her walls, but then she asked, “Why are you so interested in me? And don’t just say ‘it’s chemistry’.”

      Good. Finally. I kept it cool and didn’t move a muscle because I didn’t want to spoil the moment when I asked, “Is chemistry a bad thing to talk about with you?”

      She let out a sigh, but it sounded the same as before. Then she said, “We have nothing in common.”

      If she was like me, we probably wouldn’t get along at all. I unbuttoned the top button of my shirt and asked, “Was your ex into all your historical stuff?”

      Her face turned beet red and said, “Yeah, he was. He’s an actor.”

      “Actors are not known for loyalty. I’ve met a few.” I leaned back, hands behind my head, and said, “Tell you what. I’ll call it market research, and maybe I can make a three-D version so anyone interested in living a Jane Austen life can experience it without having to move to London.”

      This time, she smiled and said, “Is that what you want from me?”

      I stared at her breasts and she angled her head like she was hiding her expression from me. Then, I said without blinking, “Oh no, I want you in my bed. Don’t get that confused. But we can do more than that if you let me in.”

      She took the exit and followed the signs for the Gretna Green stop, but then she said, “Charlie, I can see why you get everything you ever go after.”

      “Why is that?”

      She pulled into a parking spot as she shook her head. “Because you are so damn inviting.”

      As she turned off the engine, I reached out and brushed her shoulder as I said, “So you’re finally going to kiss me?”

      She played with her necklace as she gazed at me. “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes.” I said, then unbuckled my seatbelt.

      She did the same then wrapped her arms around my neck. Her lips tasted sweeter than honey, and I wanted nothing more than to discover if she was this delicious everywhere.
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      Stephanie

      

      My lips tingled. Charlie’s kisses made my legs all wobbly, so sitting in the car was a good thing. I hadn’t needed to hold him so tightly, but I was actually dizzy from his kisses, and I quivered all over with awareness.

      The windows were steamed up when the kiss ended, and I was breathless. But I ignored how my body ached for more and unlocked the doors. As I slid out, the refreshing air only primed my body for more kisses, more...Charlie.

      My nipples were hard when he circled the car, and I swear he knew, despite my T-shirt and full-coverage bra. As he approached, the air was charged with desire.

      He rested his warm hand on my lower back and I stared at that succulent mouth of his. But then my phone rang. I almost lost my balance, but reached in my pocket and saw Sophia’s name as I said, “I need to take this call.”

      He kissed my forehead and said, “I’ll get us tickets to go inside and meet you by the river when you’ve finished your call.”

      Sparks rushed through me, but I ignored the sensation and kept calm when I said, “Thanks, Charlie.”

      I watched him walk toward the roaring river and my heart raced.

      Unlike every other guy I’d ever dated, Charlie was in his own world, and for some reason, that made me feel more special.

      The third ring finally got my attention, and I answered quickly so it wouldn’t go to voice mail. “Hey, Sophia. What’s going on?”

      Charlie turned the corner and I lost sight of him. So I locked the car doors with a beep as she said, “I just went to your flat with Charlotte and Amelia to drop off the wine for our dinner party tonight.”

      My gaze narrowed. She had a key, so I asked, “Okay?”

      “Richard and Ann were there. They moved all your belongings into your room, and none of your furniture was in the living room.”

      Heat erupted from my belly and spread to every cell in my body while my gut tightened. I had no idea why they’d been there yesterday when I kicked them out. Maybe I misunderstood Sophia and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “They moved in. When I yelled at Ann about how dare she do this to you, she showed me the lease. She had your name taken off and intends to tell you that you have to move out as soon as you get back.”

      I braced myself on the hood of the car so I wouldn’t faint because of the way my heart was pounding. “Oh, God.”

      “Look, you can sleep on my couch when you get here, and we’ll figure it out.”

      I glanced up. Tears filled my eyes. If I didn’t maintain a residence, I’d break part of my residency requirements and be sent back to Pittsburgh, where I had nothing. Anxiety that had not haunted me in years sent me on mental lockdown for a moment, but then I said, “Let me think. I’ll call you soon.”

      Weeping was never pretty. I hung up without explaining, but hopeful I could avoid anything ugly. I hadn’t realized they hadn’t changed one bit. I put my phone away and headed toward the river, where Charlie was looking around him with a peaceful smile.

      Part of me wished I could trust whatever the feeling was that I had for him, but he’d never be mine for long. We were from two separate universes.

      His eyes widened as I approached. I wiped my face to make sure there were no tears and said, “Charlie?”

      He opened his arms like he’d hug me and asked, “Is everything okay?”

      I took the offer and his muscular arms around me helped me forget for a moment. Once he let me go, I was almost warm again as I asked, “Were you joking earlier in the car about me being your roommate?”

      We walked up the cobblestone path to the blacksmith shop that once was the center of Gretna Green’s clandestine marriage mart of years past. He bumped into me playfully. “I said I’d prefer you to move into my townhome.”

      He was rich, which hopefully meant he had a spare bed I could use for a while. I fidgeted, my heart pounding, but trying not to let it show. Then I said, “I remember, but were you serious?”

      He stopped where we could see the huge steel sculpture of two clasped hands that formed the arch many wedding parties used as a backdrop for photos.

      “Absolutely,” he said. “I’ve never had a roommate before, except my brother Logan when we were children. But you’re much prettier and less hairy than he is.”

      I chuckled. Charlie was a crazy bet, but he was just temporary until I found my own place, if he let me. I bounced on my toes, cheerful again, and said, “Then I need a place to crash when we get to London and I’m sure your place is nicer than Sophia’s lumpy couch.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist like he’d protect me from all harm and asked, “What happened?”

      I ignored how the world swirled away until it was just the two of us in my world. “Richard and Ann have stolen my flat and replaced my name on the lease agreement. I should have asked myself why they just showed up.”

      He drew little circles on the base of my spine as he asked, “Do you want me to have my lawyers investigate?”

      If I told my sisters, they’d have their families all help. I couldn’t let that happen, so I swallowed and said, “I…I just want to have a place so when immigration investigates me, they see I’m not sponging and can support myself.”

      He whispered his question, “Are you afraid they’ll kick you out?”

      Too bad Gretna Green was no longer allowed to have fast weddings since British law changed, because right now, I’d have done something completely out of character and asked this stranger to be mine. The thought made me laugh, but I let him go and said, “It’s why I need my job.”

      We headed into the blacksmiths. The anvil was there that once rang when a couple married in the past. No one else was around as Charlie took my hand and said, “I’ll be happy to send movers to get your things delivered so we can go right to my townhome...unless you need me to punch Richard in the nose.”

      A fight for my honor was something out of an Austen book. I ignored the thought as I guessed moving in was the closest modern version of an elopement, right? And legally less messy, because soon I’d re-find my center, but I swung our clasped hands as we headed out to the next marriage room and shook my head and replied, “You need your keep your knuckles safe so they’re always ready to reach for your dreams, Charlie.”

      His mouth curved into a wicked smile, like he was about to toss me against a wall in the chapel and kiss every thought out of me, but he just said, “And to accompany you to one of your reenactments.”

      Damn. My imagination was now officially out of control. We passed a billboard that had the painted image of a Regency wedding and the photo of a modern bride and groom. For a second, I saw Charlie’s face as the groom until I blinked and squinted to be sure as I said, “We’ll go later—if you get yourself a proper Regency-style suit.”

      He continued to walk the cobblestoned center of the path and pointed to the museum as he asked, “Can I wear my kilt? I have a fancier one.”

      We walked into the room displaying items from the old blacksmith that symbolized marriage as I said, “No, though I’m interested in attending the Highland Games. It’s been on my bucket list, but my London friends haven’t been that interested since we’re all Americans who flew to a Bath reenactment and never wanted to leave.”

      “My brother is the host of the Games. You’ll be treated as a VIP when you go.”

      That sounded fun. I played with my necklace as I gazed up at him. “I didn’t know that. Seems there’s lots we don’t know about each other.”

      He pointed to the flowers on display and said, “Yes, like how you’re a romantic at heart.”

      My heart beat more wildly for him as I asked, “I am?”

      He kissed my cheek and said, “Most women don’t want to tour an old wedding chapel-slash-blacksmith. Let’s get lunch before we leave.”

      When we finished walking around the small museum, I said, “But we ate breakfast not that long ago.”

      He gestured toward the door and held it open for me to walk through as he said, “I need to keep my strength up near you, it seems, and I need you to open up about taking me to one of your events.”

      The blacksmith restaurant had sweet music playing out on the sidewalk. I supposed I could drink more tea. “Okay, since you’re so interested, there’s a museum hosting a Jane Austen night this weekend, but you need proper Regency era clothing.”

      We were led to a table and the maître d’ handed us menus as Charlie said, “I’ll get us both new outfits.”

      I chuckled. Charlie, with his long hair, would be more likely to resemble the ne’er-do-well Mr. Churchill, though he certainly had the funds to be a Darcy. I sucked in my lips and studied the menu as I said, “I…we’ll see. I need my clothes to be authentic, and I’m pretty fussy about it.”

      He reached over the table and took my hand. “Then I’ll need your approval on everything, and I’ll invest in a three-D virtual world so you’ll need to help me pick settings for that, too.”

      Who knows? Maybe he’d make a small fortune if he created a living, breathing Jane Austen experience for Austen lovers. Every year, the festival drew about ten thousand diehards in costume. How many more readers dreamed of living in that time but didn’t have the means or time to show up in full regalia? I found my favorite tea on the menu, and some yummy-sounding scones, and ordered them.

      He ordered a full breakfast.

      Once we were alone, I sighed and said, “Chatsworth House is the must-see for all Pride and Prejudice fans. And Bath. Honestly, filming all the places proper Janeites would want to include could be expensive.”

      The waiter brought the tea, and I poured for us both while he said, “I have more than enough money, and besides, during the project, I’ll get to know more about you. So it’s a win-win for me.”

      And just like that, he saved me from losing everything.

      Someday soon, I’d find a way to pay him back, and if that included helping him with some app, then I’d happily comply.

      I put my napkin on my lap and said, “You’re seriously impossible, Charlie.”

      The food arrived, but he winked at me and said, “I’m sure you can handle me.”

      Once we were alone, he pushed one of his sausages onto my plate and I ate it. Honestly, Scottish meats were quite yummy. As we finished our tea, I realized I’d eaten half his plate while he grabbed one of my scones. I sighed and decided not to say anything about my lapse, instead saying, “Let’s go.”

      He stood with me and said, “Excellent plan. Let me show you our new home when we get there. I’m sure you’ll approve.’

      Then, he held my hand as we left and I ignored how his simple touch ignited a fire of desire inside me.

      For all my protests earlier, I had to admit one thing to myself…Charlie Grannd was a better man than I could ever have expected. He was almost the perfect man for all the Bennett sisters. He was intelligent like Darcy, kind like Bingley, handsome like Wickham, and provided a better life, which was what Mrs. Bennett wanted for her girls.

      Maybe he was even a little respectable the way Charlotte had wanted, which truly did make him the best, even if he was a Scot.
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      Charlie

      

      We drove to my townhome across from Hyde Park. Because she was on the job, she had the address in her phone, so she didn’t need to ask for directions.

      Instead she fascinated me with how she blathered on about books, and how, as soon as she read them when she was thirteen her world had changed. I don’t remember a book ever doing that to me, though I mentioned how the stars twinkled and they fueled my own dreams.

      As we parked the car, I pointed to the moving truck out front and the men carrying boxes and said, “Seems like the movers have your things already.”

      She got out of the car but let out a sigh as she shook her head. “Which means those...those...well, anyway, they had all night to rifle through my things, I suppose.”

      Part of me hoped to meet this ex of hers one day, but then I shouldn’t judge her based on bad decisions. My last date only ever talked about how she never ate anything, and I’d tuned her out to the point I didn’t really remember her face.

      She wasn’t like Stephanie, who hadn’t shrieked when I offered her tattie scones.

      However, as walked to the front of the house, three women her age all piled out of a small car. I swallowed and asked, “Who are they?”

      Her eyes widened but then she threw her arms out to greet everyone as she said, “My friends…Sophia, Amelia, and Charlotte.” Once the women let her go, she asked, “Why are you three here?”

      One of the women, with a bit of a crooked tooth, grinned at us and asked, “You’re moving to Knightsbridge? With Charlie Grannd?”

      American as well. They all seemed animated. Stephanie massaged the middle of her forehead then led the group to me as she said, “Right, this is Sophia. She’s the leader in the group.”

      I shook hands and said, “Nice to meet you.”

      She then beckoned for the short, dark-haired one to step forward as she said, “And this is Amelia. She’s the brains of the operation.”

      “I see. Nice to meet you.”

      She had the long-haired blonde step forward, and said, “Then, there is sweet Charlotte.”

      She looked very old-school British, with the requisite pink cheeks, though her accent was definitely from across the pond. I greeted her then said, “Lovely to meet you all, ladies.”

      As the three stepped back, I rested my hand on Stephanie’s back and asked, “How do you describe your role in the group, Stephanie?”

      Her friends all stared at where I was touching her and my own skin tingled like I’d been judged, as she said, “I’m the wandering troublemaker.”

      I held her closer as I said, “Very doubtful. Well, invite your friends in.”

      The taller brunette waved her hands, leaned over and whispered something in Stephanie’s ear, then said loudly, “No, thanks. We just needed to know Ann and Richard hadn’t sent your things to a garbage dump, but when the movers stopped here, we waited. We’ll come for a visit once you’re settled in.”

      All three women went back to their very tiny car, and we stood next to it as Stephanie said, “I’ll call you. It’s still my turn to host the wine party.”

      I tugged my ear, unsure whether I should insist they come in or not, but Stephanie waved and I joined her as she said, “Absolutely. See you tomorrow, then.”

      Once they drove off, I pointed her toward the door as I asked, “Wine party?”

      I opened the door to freshly waxed floors that shone so brightly we could almost see our reflections in the mahogany. She stayed focused on the crystal chandelier, though, as she said, “We take turns having each other over for a glass of wine each week. It was my turn tomorrow, which is how Sophia figured out what Richard and Ann had done.”

      I decided to have my steward pick out vintage wines based on the time period she loved so much. I took her hand and tried to ignore the spark as I directed her up the stairs.

      She kept up, and we made it the personal area. I opened the yellow bedroom where her things were deposited and said, “Excellent. Now we’re here, let’s talk for a moment.”

      She covered her mouth when she saw her boxes, tears in her eyes. “All we’ve done is talk for the past few hours. And I need to thank you for rescuing my stuff, and because your home is beautiful.”

      Right. She was like all the others. Here for my money. I wasn’t completely blind, but I walked to the window seat that overlooked Hyde Park and said, “Yes, but I changed your job description at my company.”

      Her face went white. “Oh, no. I was fine where I was.”

      Hopefully, she didn’t fade away during all this shuffling, because Logan needed to see me with a woman who was her own person. I put my arms behind me and said, “You’re helping me with the app idea, and I moved you closer to me as my personal assistant.”

      She glanced away. “I don’t know. You’ve been great to me today and I don’t want to be rude, but is this the title you give all your “girlfriends” at work? I can’t lose my job, too, and my dad always told me to be direct.”

      “No. I’ve never dated anyone in my companies.” My heart sped up at her question. If she was that agreeable, that quickly, then maybe everything would be fine. I narrowed my gaze. “It means you and I work together.”

      She slumped on the bed. “I was happy in my dead-end job, because it made my dream of living close to Jane Austen’s life come true.”

      I patted the seat beside me. If she stayed on the bed, I’d let Little Charlie out and have him show her exactly what I wanted. Instead, I asked, “Why?”

      She sat up and stared at my hand as she stood, then went to open a box. She took out clothes and said, “Because I had time to sew these and go to various events without having to worry about anyone looking for me.”

      Soon, we’d have the best of the best outfits she’d ever seen, but I stood and joined her at the box as I said, “You want more. I’d like to look for you.”

      She pouted as she asked, “I do?”

      Denying this attraction between us was a mistake. Electric shocks sizzled up and down my arms as I held her and said, “Yeah. You want me. We both know that.”

      Her cheeks pinked, but she asked in a more breathless tone, “And if I give in and we…hop in that bed, am I out on my ear in the morning because you’ve had your fill?”

      I cupped her hips to walk her backwards. “No. And besides, I think you’re the kind of woman who will get more and more interesting the more I’m with you.”

      She lowered her lashes like she expected to be kissed as she said, “I wish I could believe you.”

      I tugged her against me and lowered my head, but said, “Don’t shut me out just because I have money.”

      I gently tasted her. She was still sweet. I stopped myself from feasting fully as I directed her to the bed. She batted her lashes and said, “I’d have to renounce my sisters and their husbands if I was that snobbish.”

      She sat and tugged on my shirt to join her. I kicked off my shoes as I said, “I ran your background check last night.”

      She took off her own shoes as she asked, “You did? What did you learn?”

      I sat beside her as my heart beat faster. I wanted her, but I needed to hear this one explanation. So I patted her knee as I asked, “That your sisters have all married well. You said you preferred directness, so let me ask you plainly, were you raised to be a gold digger?”

      Her chuckle broke through my jumpy skin while I waited for her answer. “No. My parents worked hard. My mom ran some shelters. My dad was an accountant. While we didn’t have much, we always had family. I grew up with my sisters, but plenty of cousins moved in with us when they were having a hard time. What I learned as a girl is that if you have family, you have people who love and support you unconditionally.”

      I don’t remember anyone ever talking to me about family before having sex. Or much talking at all. I tugged my shirt off and tossed it on the floor as I said, “But my brother and I are very different, and while he has the same parents, we’d never be friends if we weren’t family.”

      She gazed at the abs I spent hours in the gym perfecting—working out helped me think—as she said, “That’s too bad.”

      I pointed to my lap and Little Charlie to indicate she needed to join me and said, “Come here, Stephanie.”

      Her mouth curved into a sexy smile. “What are you thinking, Charlie?”

      The fire that erupted from a simple touch meant she’d likely ignite an inferno between us.

      But she paid attention as she climbed on my lap when I said, “It’s time for us to enjoy a few uninterrupted hours.”

      She curled her arms around my neck and said, “That’s your line for getting me in a romantic mood?”

      I cocked my head to the side and stared at her lips. “Did it work?”

      She shook her head and said, “No. You’ll have to try harder.”

      “Oh, I always win a dare,” I said, and cupped her ass.

      Saucy was sexy when it came to Stephanie, and this time when our lips crashed together, she was mine, and I was ready for whatever she was willing to give.
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      Stephanie

      

      Charlie’s mouth on mine was all it took. I wanted him in a way that was primal, and I was not about to deny him. By the time our lips parted, the air between was scorching.

      I ached for more. He caressed my back like he possessed me already and his hard cock under my thighs only amped up how ready I was for him.

      My friends and family had been telling me I’d find another man, one who was more worthy of me. I’d brushed them off, and Charlie wasn’t the forever type.

      I knew that, but when he helped pull up my T-shirt, I let him. The feeling of being his made my blood stir.

      His lips met mine, and we made out like teenagers reveling in the thrill of the new.

      He lay back on the bed and tugged me down with him while he traced my body with his fingertips.

      My heart was in my throat, but his seductive tongue explored my body, and I responded with a burst of energy.

      He continued to caress me until my jeans felt too tight and restraining. So I sat up and unbuttoned them as I said, “Just be gentle with me once we’re done.”

      He slid off his own pants as he asked, “Done? You don’t want gentle now?”

      “Fuck, no,” I said, and tossed my jeans on the floor. Guess it didn’t matter what he thought of me, because he’d soon fly out of my world just as quickly as he appeared.

      His pants joined mine and he traced my thighs with his fingertips while he licked his lips.

      The air was thick with anticipation. I needed him—now—so I leaned against him, and he took the hint. He massaged my shoulders. Every cell in my body ached for more. I scooted closer and he nibbled my ear.

      Damn. His kisses made me feel desired, and that sexy, muscular body next to me set off fireworks. I threw my head to the side as he tasted my neck and shoulder using his tongue and lips.

      Those little kisses of his were like an electric storm. I sucked on my own lips as he suckled on my body.

      My bra was tight and needed to go. I reached behind me to open it, and he went back to kissing my lips as I released my breasts. As I tossed the bra away, I said, “Charlie, I want this. I want you.”

      He whispered, almost like he spoke to himself and not me, “I found a true treasure.”

      My skin tingled as I wondered if he meant I was a treasure. I didn’t ask, and his mouth and tongue tangled with mine until I forgot all thoughts, fears, or anything else that swirled in my brain. Responding to his deep kisses sent tingles to every limb in my body.

      Fuck! His muscles were hard, and his cock was making itself known despite our underwear.

      But as he kissed me, he held me like I was precious to him.

      I was breathing hard now, and even let out a moan.

      No man had ever stirred my soul like this, and when he reached down and lowered my panties, I reached out, grabbed his sexy butt, and did the same. I needed to set his dick free so we could be one for the night.

      Tomorrow would reveal itself when the time came.

      His kisses left me aching with need, until I was ready to go up in flames. Everything from my nipples to my core was alive and sending little signals that only Charlie could satisfy.

      He lowered himself and suckled on one of my nipples, and the storm along my nerve endings and skin escalated when one of his fingers flicked the breast his mouth didn’t feast on.

      Seriously, I had never experienced this kind of pleasure, sensations that made my heart pound like this, and that sent the little shots of desire right to my core.

      When he switched to the other breast, the nipple he released was standing at attention as I curled my fingers in his hair.

      Charlie knew how to charm me. Clearly. My legs were wide and ready for his cock. I let out a small chuckle. Charlie created sensations I hardly knew existed, like when he swirled his tongue around my hardened nipples.

      I rewarded the way he tended to those needs with a small groan.

      But I needed to do more than revel in his sexy magic. Time for me to help. I reached for his flagpole-hard cock to find it eager to impale me. I gently nudged him closer while every inch of my body was ready to implode.

      As he came closer, I wrapped my legs around his waist and urged him to join me.

      He let my nipple go and reached over to grab a condom out of a drawer.

      He unwrapped it and slid it on, then slid inside me like I belonged to him.

      Maybe in another life, I did. Damn. He filled me, and my eyes rolled back like I’d been waiting my entire life for this feeling. I arched my back and gripped him harder.

      Then he rocked in and out while his fingers tended to my clit like he knew my buttons by heart.

      Fuck me. I was spinning out of control. I clutched his head with both hands so I could gaze into those deep blue pools of his eyes while he pushed deep.

      I needed to remember him and this moment forever.

      The first wave of ecstasy approached.

      That sexy smile of his as he gazed back at me made the muscles in my feet spasm, but he tucked his hands under my ass and lifted it slightly. As he did, he slid deeper.

      My body was an earthquake and I kissed him. Then I gasped when his cock hit my g-spot.

      I’m filled entirely and I’m his. I rode him and met his rhythm. My head went back as the crash of that orgasm ripped through me.

      I clenched him inside and squeezed so he’d join me in ecstasy, but he kissed my forehead and thrust some more.

      I hadn’t expected this. I was in heaven and couldn’t see because I was in over my head as explosions of feelings lit up inside me.

      He was still hard, though, when he drilled my pussy some more.

      Just when I returned to my body, another orgasm built.

      My legs were like pillows with pulsating warmness and hard to keep stable when he tensed. Then his speed increased, and his balls bashed against me.

      I screamed and I died a little death when I catapulted over the edge again while he let out a groan and pumped until he had no energy left.

      Then he pulled out, holding me tight.

      For a moment I couldn’t move or think, just a puddle of emotions and sensations.

      Once he shifted his weight off me, he stood. I couldn’t see straight, and blinked to clear my vision, wondering where he went until I heard the sink. He returned with a towel and motioned for me to open my legs. I did, and he cleaned me.

      Fuck! It was almost as sexy as what we’d just done. He was firm but gentle while he wiped. I kissed him as he finished, and his return kiss lingered.

      He tossed the towel into the bathroom and returned to the bed and cuddled me. No words were necessary.

      The passion we just experienced was overwhelming and unbelievable, but for these few minutes, I needed to live in the dream of us being together—forever.
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      Charlie

      

      The moon was rising but watching Stephanie sleep beside me was peaceful. Watching the almost perfect mounds of her breasts rise and fall while she breathed was fascinating, and I noticed they weren’t quite perfect because the right nipple was slightly larger than the left. I don’t know if I’d ever noticed such a small detail about a woman before.

      She soon let out a small sigh and woke up. Her brown eyes studied me, and I squeezed her hand and tossed the sheets back fast. “Get dressed. We have reservations.”

      She yawned as she ran her fingers through her hair and stared at me blankly as she asked, “We do? Where?”

      I didn’t care that I was naked when I pulled open the door to the next room where all my things were, and said, “We’re going to Dinner by Heston Blumenthal.”

      She stayed in the room but called out, “That place is hard to get into.”

      I tugged on a fresh pair of underwear and black pants while I answered, “I booked us the private room so we can talk. Now, dress.”

      I cleaned up and sprayed some cologne in the bathroom, then grabbed my shirt. She came in wearing a simple black dress that fit her, though I missed her nakedness. She patted her stomach and said, “Thank you. I’m very, very hungry.”

      I finished dressing and said, “I worked you out pretty good, so we both need food, and I gave my staff the night and morning off so we’d be alone.”

      Once I had my shoes on, I offered my arm. She took it and we went down the stairs. The night air was cool and a bit damp, like it might rain later. The restaurant was virtually next door, but during our short walk she asked, “How often are you in London?”

      “Indefinitely.” I kissed her hand and met her bright gaze. She was so sweet that I winked as I said, “Could be forever if you want to keep me around.”

      She cupped my cheek as she said, “I’m sure you’ll—”

      A high-pitched, nasally woman’s voice interrupted her. “Stephanie? You just had your things moved?”

      Stephanie’s entire face reddened, and she glanced down at her black heels. “Yes, well…Richard, Ann, this is Charlie Grannd, my––”

      “Boyfriend.” I put my hand out to shake and stared at the portly fellow in the black jacket that didn’t quite fit him as I said, “You’re that Richard. I should thank you.”

      His lips thinned as he shook my hand and asked, “For what, Mr. Grannd?”

      I hugged Stephanie and kissed her forehead. “For being stupid enough to let this treasure out of your hands. I’ll forever be grateful.”

      The woman with fake red hair crossed her arms.

      These two people were dull compared to the glow of Stephanie’s light, but she tugged my arm and said, “Charlie, we should go. Reservations.”

      I waved at them and took one last glance as I said, “Right.” Stephanie was better off away from these two. Then I nodded at both of them and said, “Have a good evening.”

      I walked in, and the maître d’ directed us to the private room with the sixteenth-century table and chairs once fit for royalty. We slipped into the chairs.

      I held her hand up and asked, “Did you really go out with that guy?”

      She slipped her hand back and held the menu in front of her. “Yeah.”

      I waited till she put the paper down and said, “He must have been fucking boring in bed.”

      Her face pinked, but this time, the same way she did in bed earlier, she playfully rubbed her feet up and down my lower leg under the table. “You’re so bad.”

      I don’t remember ever playing footsie before, but we both ordered. She picked the powdered duck and I chose the lamb with cucumber.

      When the waiter left, I said, “And, you must have been sleeping when he came near you.”

      She chuckled and said, “Not everyone has your endurance, and I hear that the duck here is cooked more like the Regency era. I’m so excited to try it, because I’ve never been able to cook the bird right.”

      Duck was always too dry for me. I saw how her face glowed and remembered how she caressed my face earlier as I said, “Now that’s cute, and American.”

      She played with her necklace. “You bring out the old me, I guess.”

      “Was the fake you hoping to be boring, then? Who the devil did Richard remind you of in those books of yours?”

      The waiter arrived with our meals and, after I approved the wine, filled our glasses.

      Stephanie sucked in her lips and stared at her plate. My lamb smelled better.

      Finally, she looked up at me and said, “I thought he was a little bad, but in the end, he wasn’t a Mr. Knightly type like I’d imagined. I suppose he was worse than Willoughby was to Marianne.”

      “I’m glad I don’t fit in the books so you can only judge me for me.” I placed my napkin on my lap, the same as she did. “I need to get caught up on these books so I can understand you.”

      We both ate a few bites. I saw she pinched her nose like she wasn’t a fan of her dinner, so I slipped some lamb on her plate and grabbed some of the old bird in exchange. She didn’t comment on my smooth move, but instead asked, “And me? If you’re reading Jane Austen for my world, what should I be catching up on so I can learn more about your interests?”

      Nice. Good. Hopefully, she would start seeing this as a relationship the way I needed her to.

      I finished my bite of the too-dry duck and said, “You won’t find them in a book, Stephanie.”

      She bit into the lamb I gave her and let out a small moan of approval. When she finished chewing, she asked, “How will I find out, then?”

      “No homework required.” I said quickly, then sipped some wine. “Most of my days are filled with meetings of people who bore me. If you continue to make me think beyond my own dreams of tomorrow, and blow my mind like you did earlier, then I’ll be the happiest man alive.”

      After we finished our meals, she said, “I don’t get why you think you’re interested in me when you’re always coming up with ideas like flying cars and spaceships.”

      I ordered our desserts to go so we’d beat the rain and enjoy them, hopefully sans clothes, in my dining room. I didn’t share the plan yet, but we sat in a comfortable silence for a few moments with the bill until the to-go bags showed up. As we stood, she took my hand and we headed toward the door.

      I slowed as we passed the side view and whispered in her ear, “Your ex is at the bar.”

      I clutched her hand and darted toward them, though she asked, “Why are we going over there?”

      I gave her hand an extra squeeze and said, “Come now, you must want to cause a little jealousy.”

      She shook her head and said, “I—”

      “Richard, there you are.” I interrupted whatever excuse for avoidance she’d concocted then hugged her when we arrived at her ex, and said, “Stephanie is being coy with me about her favorite stone, and I want to buy her jewelry she can’t say ‘no’ to. Would either of you know her secret?”

      She squeezed my hip gently, but her eyes were wide open. “Charlie!”

      Ann narrowed her gaze at Stephanie. “She has always wanted the topaz cross like Jane Austen’s real-life brother gave her, and which she described in the book Mansfield Park.”

      Stephanie’s face turned red, which meant it was true. Every woman I ever met asked for necklaces, earrings, and hinted for a ring one day, so I waved away the suggestion. “That’s nothing. I was thinking diamonds.”

      Richard lowered his head and said, “Pearls will look good for her reenactment.”

      “Not bad.” I said and saw Stephanie’s head drop down. I hugged her and said, “I’m hoping she can wear them whenever she wants.”

      “Let’s go.” She said, tugging on my hand. I waved them off and dashed outside with Stephanie. The air was heavy with moisture, so we sped up to make it home before we got soaked. Halfway in the two-minute walk, rain started, and she said, “You didn’t need to talk about jewelry.”

      I took out a key and opened the door for us both as I said, “It’s true, though. I’d like to get you something to remember me by.”

      She squeezed my shoulder as she slipped past me and into the house. “Just having you hold my hand is enough.”

      I closed the door behind us and locked up for the night. Then I kissed her cheek, and said, “Now we both know that’s a sweet lie.”

      I directed her to the dining table, where I set down the to-go desserts bag, then walked past her toward the wine cellar.

      She followed me and said, “Charlie, I don’t know about the future, but tonight I hope to find out what it’s like to sleep next to you.”

      A zap shot through me, and for one second, I smiled at the brick wall housing my selection. I grabbed a bottle and said, “You actually think there will be much sleeping?”

      She put her hand on her hip and tilted her head. “Well...I mean you’re bound to get tired at some point.”

      I traced her side the second I approached. “That’s why I took you to dinner...so you can last till morning.”

      She took the bottle when I let her go and I grabbed two glasses as she said, “Ahh. I hadn’t known you were that much of a taskmaster.”

      I squeezed her ass as we headed upstairs together, and said, “Earlier was just a warm-up.”

      First, we’d share the wine and the chocolate cake from the restaurant, then I’d feast on her, because she needed to know that I absolutely wanted her.
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      Stephanie

      

      My entire body still tingled. Sleep was rare last night, but we did manage a few short naps.

      Charles lived up to that last name of his because “grand” was putting it mildly to describe how he made me feel. Ever since he’d said “boyfriend” earlier, I’d imagined a life with him that somehow didn’t seem like a far-off dream. I blinked as I admitted to myself that it was, though.

      Now I was showered and downstairs rummaging around for tea. None of my tea was in boxes brought by the movers, but I did find his small selection of tea and made do with that. And the caffeine made me feel normal.

      I made a note in my phone to-do list to order tea for the townhouse while I lived here. As I finished, Charlie came in and poured himself a cup of the tea without a word.

      He gulped it burning hot, and asked, “Are you ready to head to work and see your new office?”

      I didn’t have any suits appropriate for upper management. So I wore my nicest black pants and white shirt with my mother’s golden daisy around my neck for courage.

      When I joined him downstairs, I ducked my head and said, “I’m nervous someone’s going to think I got this job because I fucked the boss.”

      He kissed my cheek. “You inspire me, and I want you close. That’s different.”

      We walked to find a driver waiting for us in a Rolls Royce. We slipped into the back seat as I asked, “How do I inspire you?”

      His knees brushed mine as he said, “You have a full day to spend designing this three-D program we’re building, and you’re officially the Jane Austen resident expert.”

      Right. This job of his made me feel wiggly and my stomach was in knots. We were on our way, but I asked, “You’ve never read her books, so why are you doing this?”

      He took my hand, which still sent tingles up my arms and other places, then said, “I’ve always wanted to create something superior to virtual reality, a full-immersion experience for real, live people to experience their dreams. I have the tech, but we need a storyboard that allows for people to just exist in the world. Jane Austen would have unique clothing demands, but it’s based on known parameters that are human created. Her books are free of copyright, and my teams who are into creating alternate realities envisioned by others have tons of questions about costuming, set design issues, and more.”

      Wow. Clearly Charlie already lived in the future, because I had zero idea how he’d formulated all those details while on the road. When his building came into view, I turned to him and said, “That sounds like a lot of thinking. You didn’t tell me any of this in the car, or in bed.”

      He whispered in my ear so the driver didn’t hear him. “I don’t usually explain my thoughts. I stopped doing that when I was a boy, when I finally realized no one understood me.”

      We pulled into his spot next to the elevator as I said, “What if the Jane Austen virtual world makes no money? The fandom is large, but not necessarily into technology.”

      The driver opened the door for me, and I got out. I followed arrows to the elevator, but a moment later Charlie caught up with me and said, “Most of my ideas make no money. It’s the ones that do that fuel the others. Besides, we could potentially use some parts of the historical costumes and settings in all the other V.R. worlds.”

      I stopped at the door and glanced up. He probably worked on one of the top floors, while I’d been in delivery in the basement since I started working here. I tried to ignore my jitters as I said, “We’re here.”

      He took my hand and walked in with me. I stared at the other people in suits, but no one paid any attention to me. Charlie was clearly the reason everyone quieted. We got on the elevator alone, and he pressed the top floor button.

      As we climbed, my stomach twisted into even more knots, though Charlie beamed like he was happy and at ease with his world. He should be, but I’d refused to work for any of my siblings’ connections because I hadn’t wanted to be a burden.

      But I was determined to help Charlie with this idea of his, for however long it lasted.

      The elevator stopped and he walked me to a corner office with a view of the Thames and Hyde Park where we lived and said, “See you at lunch, Stephanie. I had us scheduled together.”

      I went over to the glass desk and found a schedule with my name on it. My eyes widened as I scanned names of meetings and department heads as I said, “Someone’s planned a full day for me, it seems.”

      Charlie kissed my forehead, but he seemed like he was off in his own world as he left. I sat down at the desk and read a message saying my username and password had been transferred to a new laptop and logged in.

      I blinked when I saw several emails, not one of them from Margot telling me what to do.

      My cell phone rang, and I took it out of my pocket. For a second, I breathed in a sense of normalcy. I had fifteen minutes till my first meetings, so I walked to the window to gaze down at the street, the river, and the aerial view of London. Seriously, this was a beautiful view.

      When I answered, instead of saying hello, I said, “Sophia, you’ll never guess what happened.”

      “Stephanie, are you sitting down?”

      My heart thumped and I turned around fast. The fancy desk chair was stiff, but I returned to it as I said, “I can be. Wait.” I tucked my chair in, then said, “Okay, what’s going on?”

      “We were up half the night googling your new boyfriend.”

      My stomach knotted. I’d never looked him up other than see his name on some company emails. I closed my eyes as adrenaline surged through me while I asked, “Yeah? What’s wrong?”

      “It seems your brother-in-law’s family sued Charlie Grannd because of a breach of contract.”

      A pang hit me hard, and I let my forehead hit the desk as I asked, “Which one?”

      “Carter Rockson and his oil company.”

      Fuck. Olivia’s husband ran that and was the head of his family business. And Ridley always watched my back, ever since we were children. I rubbed my forehead as I sat up and said, “Thanks. I’ll call Ridley right now.”

      If my sister told me Charlie had done something awful to her family, I’d have to walk out of here, fast.

      My hands shook as I called my sister. It was still early in Texas, but they lived on a ranch, and she usually got up at the crack of dawn. On the second ring she answered, and I said, “Ridley.”

      “Hey! I can’t talk long. Carter is about to give us riding lessons on the new horse he just bought, and the kids are excited.”

      She sounded so perky and happy. I couldn’t form a sentence before a cup of tea in the morning and she probably never touched tea or coffee. I ignored the clock that seemed to tick at the moment and asked, “Can you ask your husband what he thinks of Charlie Grannd?”

      “Okay. Why?”

      Phew. His name hadn’t triggered any bouts of anger or anything. I sighed and sat straighter as I said, “Because…I’m starting to like him, but I’d never betray my family. It says online that he sued Charlie, so I want to know if…dating him is a bad idea.”

      “Does he treat you well?”

      As the only unmarried sister left, I was now the one my sisters worried about. I ignored the tick in a muscle next to my right eye as I realized I shouldn’t have mentioned Charlie to family. We’d never last, but it was easier to admit with my eyes closed when I said, “So far, absolutely.”

      “And you like him?”

      In my dreams, we’d spend every day of my life like last night. But what I said was, “Yes, I think so.”

      “Then trust everything will work out. I’ll talk to Carter, but in the meantime, go for it—and enjoy yourself.”

      Right. None of them had consulted me when they met their husbands. I even started to sweat a little when I thought about how much I hated being at Olivia’s wedding while everyone pitied me. I swallowed, opened my eyes, and said, “Thanks.”

      My fifteen-minute window was closed, so I jumped up to head to my meetings. The rest of the morning was a blur.

      I discussed Jane Austen with dozens of executives, and not one of them had read, much less studied, her novels.

      My stomach was growling by the time I headed back to the top floor, to discover my name was now embossed on the door.

      I checked my email and saw one from Margot asking me to join her later.

      I probably should. She’d been a good enough boss. However, someone knocked and I glanced at the door and smiled as Charlie came in. I stood and he stared at me and said, “You look exhausted.”

      “I’m starving,” I admitted. He was right, though, because we hadn’t slept much. His face was bright and chipper, as I went to join him, and said, “I have never in my life had so many people asking me so many questions all at once.”

      We headed to the elevator and he placed his hand on my back like he’d protect me as he asked, “Was it bad?”

      The door opened for us and I shook my head as we stepped in. “No, it was flattering. I’m glad you trust me with this project.”

      Once the elevator closed and we were alone, he wrapped me in his arms and kissed me.

      I forgot the world in that second. Charlie’s lips on mine created a dream I’d never put into thought, where a man who was better educated, more experienced, richer than I was—better than I am in every way—might be interested in me for more than just sex.

      However, when we made it to the bottom floor, he held my hand and directed me out of the building. Once we were on the main street, I figured we were heading to his favorite restaurant, but he stopped at a jeweler. I tugged his hand to prevent him from going in and asked, “Where are we going?”

      He kissed my cheek. “Just stopping by on our way to lunch.”

      I went inside with him but asked as we approached a counter, “To the jeweler?”

      He nodded and said, “I ordered a few things.”

      He handed his credit card to the clerk who completed the charge and handed him a bag. My face was hot as I said, “I don’t need gifts.”

      He pushed the bag in my hand and signed the receipt. Once he finished, he said, “No, you get them because you deserve to be treated well.”

      I ignored how my body buzzed when I lived in this fantasy and said, “Charlie Grannd, you do know how to make a girl feel special.”

      He shook the bag and pointed inside. I reached in and took out one of the two boxes while he hovered over me like an eager kid, already asking, “Do you like it?”

      I unwrapped the black box and lifted out and held a perfect replica of Jane Austen’s topaz cross up to the light. “It’s perfect!”

      He took my free hand and said, “I had it specially made.”

      No one had ever been this sweet to me. I kissed his cheek and said, “Thank you. It’s better than I ever dreamed of having.”

      He pointed to the other box. Nothing could beat the necklace, but I took out the other little black box. As I opened it, he said, “These are for every day.”

      “Diamond earrings?” I asked and realized these were bigger than some rings I’d seen on my friends’ fingers.

      He took them out of the box and handed them to me as he said, “My mother used to say she felt naked without hers.”

      My mother had survived abuse and somehow found the strength to raise me and my sisters in a house full of love. She’d always said falling for my father had been her saving grace, and my daisy necklace was the same one he gave her when they married.

      I had no idea what happened with my brother-in-law, but I needed to hear his story and to tell him to leave Carter alone. I swallowed and said, “We should swap stories about family and how I’m loyal to mine.”

      He nodded and said, “Excellent. Let’s do it over lunch.”

      Hopefully, there was a logical explanation for what happened with my brother-in-law. I’d hate for us to have a misunderstanding like the one between Lizzie and Darcy in Pride and Prejudice because we believed the wrong people. A lot of what was published on the internet wasn’t true, or the facts were twisted.

      So I locked my arm with his and said, “Lead the way.”
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      Charlie

      

      At lunch, Stephanie studied the menu at the table for five minutes. I wasn’t sure what was wrong. Finally, after she ordered, she looked directly at me. Now we had time. I waited for the waiter to leave us and stretched my legs out under the table to brush hers. She blinked and I said, “Why don’t you tell me about what’s troubling you?”

      She swallowed, and her lips were thin, like she hadn’t wanted to ask me. I didn’t understand this silence, so it was a relief when she finally said, “Online, it says Carter Rockson sued you.”

      Ahh. Her family connections.

      For some reason, Stephanie hid her kindness, and her loyalty to her family made her rare. I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone else who is so naturally and deliberately honest. And I wasn’t sure what extinguished her desires, but she wasn’t stuffy like my brother.

      She had fire in her soul, but I only smiled for now and said, “He did. We worked it out.”

      She played with her necklace and asked, “What happened?”

      Hopefully, she would be forgiving. I finished my water and refilled the glass before saying, “My company and his company ended up disagreeing about the fuel needed for my spaceship. To get out of the deal, lawyers were involved, but he’s a nice guy. We ended up finding an alternative solution that benefited us both.”

      She held her hand over her heart and said, “Good. I was worried, because my sister really loves him, and I’d hate for any friction to come between me and my sisters over a guy.”

      At least she was considering me seriously, which meant I was halfway to my goal. And unlike most women, Stephanie was under my skin. I studied her a moment before asking, “Has there ever been?”

      “No,” she said as servers brought our plates. She’d ordered the chicken, but she blinked when she noticed my salmon. Once we were alone, she said, “We’ve always been close, and even more so since our parents died, even though I moved to London to find my own way.”

      My brother and I weren’t like that. I ignored the food and lowered my voice. “That was brave.”

      “Not really.” She picked up her fork and knife. “I think at the time I needed to lose myself in another world instead of figuring out my own life.”

      Okay, that explained a little about her. While I didn’t jump into a fandom to disappear or anything, my heart whispered that we weren’t that different.

      “I’ve been told I live in a dream world all my own and never come down out of the clouds, but the world can be anything we want it to be.”

      For a second, she rested her hands on the table and nodded at me. “For you, it is.”

      She straightened, and we both ate, but it was clear she wasn’t enjoying her chicken. This was the second time she’d ordered it and I had no idea why she continued ordering dry bird, but I teased off some of my salmon and put it on her plate as I replied, “For everyone. I don’t understand how most people miss out on doing whatever they truly want.”

      “Thanks,” she said, pointing to the salmon. But while she forked off flakes of the salmon, she said, “I think it’s because most of us don’t have your bank account.”

      We both ate a few bites before I replied, “When my brother said ‘no’ to my dreams, I left and didn’t speak to him for a year. At the end of that year, I returned home with more money than he has. Later, I found out he’d been funneling money into my projects through various holding companies, and he thought I’d never figure it out.”

      Logan claimed the Grannds were conservative and smart about money. However, I think he picked and chose the parts of our family history that suited his beliefs, not that we ever had that discussion.

      And now I had Stephanie. She made me remember, when I normally chose to ignore my past. She finished her salmon and sat back, studying me. “You’re smart, talented, and this company has your name on it for a reason. I was okay in delivery because I made enough to let me get by and enjoy my escapes into Jane Austen’s world.”

      I put my silverware down and scooted closer. Her nearness set off a shot of adrenaline that I needed when I asked, “Have you had enough of escaping? Because I’d like for you to join me in my world for a while.”

      She blushed as her eyes brightened. For one second, we were the only people who mattered...until she sat back and pointed behind me. “Someone’s coming over.”

      I turned and saw the short-haired brunette whose hair never moved as she waved a gloved hand. I quickly said, “That’s Caroline. She’s friends with Logan, my brother. I think she’s angling to be my sister-in-law, though she’ll be disappointed, I think.” I could smell her overwhelming floral perfume behind me, and she took the chair between us as I said, “Hello, Caroline. I’d like you to meet Stephanie, my new girlfriend.”

      Stephanie’s mouth quirked up, but Caroline studied her from head to toe without cracking even a polite smile. “I had no idea you were dating anyone. Rumor is you found someone who worked for you.”

      “I still work for Charlie.” Stephanie interjected. “I was in delivery.”

      Caroline’s “hah” conveyed her reserved shock. I’d known her long enough.

      My own smile broadened, and I said, “Caroline, Stephanie is American and forthright about things.”

      “I’m actually not, though.”

      Caroline’s nose wrinkled.

      Good. Whatever she learned was to be reported to Logan. I wasn’t daft.

      Caroline asked, “Not American?”

      Stephanie replied quickly, “I am American, but forthright isn’t in my nature. That’s more my sister Indigo.”

      Caroline asked, “Your sister?”

      Stephanie lifted her chin and said, “Yes. My sister. She’s married to Jacob Donovan. Ridley, another sister, is married to Carter Rockson. Olivia, another sister, is married to Johnny Dawes of the California Dawes. And my last sister, Georgiana, married a baseball player.”

      The litany of her family relations had already made Stephanie acceptable to my brother on paper the night I called, but I cared more about Stephanie from the mail room with dreams of Bath more than faceless people I hardly ever saw.

      Caroline nodded like she approved now. “Those contacts might be useful for Logan, but I’m surprised to hear that Charlie has started caring about his clan again.”

      I met Stephanie’s gaze and said, “I’m taking Stephanie to the Highland Games.”

      So we’d both learn a bit about each other’s life.

      Caroline stood and brushed my shoulder. “I’m quite impressed. I’ll leave you two alone.”

      Neither of us said a word until I was sure Caroline was gone. As the waiter brought the bill, Stephanie asked, “So how come your brother and Caroline aren’t…”

      I handed my credit card to the waiter and said, “I think even Logan understands that if you marry the wrong girl, life becomes either unbearably dull or unbearably difficult. And while Logan’s not a dreamer, he’s not that much of a fool.”

      Her mouth flattened like I’d just given her bad news. “That’s unkind.”

      I cocked my head.

      She shrugged and said, “I can’t help it if I believe there’s only one love for each of us.”

      The notion was strange, but for some reason, my heart shifted in my chest. “Now, that’s old-fashioned.”

      The waiter brought the receipt and we stood to leave. She curled her hand in mine as she said, “True, but the trick is really that none of us know for sure who’s that one right person, and we can make horrible mistakes if we’re not careful.”

      I held the door open for her, saying, “Now you sound a bit like my father.”

      I could feel myself stiffen like she’d offended me, but I wasn’t ready to let her go, either.

      She patted my arm and asked, “Your father?”

      “Yes.” I squeezed her hand and said, “My parents tolerated each other and took their duties seriously. But parenting was always drudgery for them, with sprinkles of long lectures.” I let out a huff, like that sentence took energy, and said, “Enough about me. What about your father?”

      She looked at the street ahead of us and not at me as she said, “He was over the moon for my mother. I think when they died so close together, I stopped believing love was ever going to be in the stars for me. No guy ever measured up, and I preferred the men in books to the ones I met.”

      I cupped her face and stopped our forward momentum. “Even Richard?”

      She glanced up at me, and this time no one would interrupt, even though people were filing past like shadows on their way to lunch. “No, not even him. But he did let me live in my dream world until he was finished with me.”

      I kissed her cheek and said to the only woman in vibrant color. “Well, here’s to new beginnings. How about tomorrow you and I head to Bath so you can tell me how Stourhead Gardens was described in the books that’s different from what I’ll see?”

      She curled her arms around my neck. “Sounds delightful.”

      I leaned closer. “Stop sounding so bloody English.”

      She laughed. “Okay.  Then how about ‘fuck yeah, let’s do it’ instead?”

      “There, that’s more what I expect from you,” I said quickly. I claimed her lips with my own.

      She was sweet and just having her around made my already full life better. I didn’t want to let her go. Ever. She was almost perfect and made me feel like I was part of her world, even though we both knew that was impossible.
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      Stephanie

      

      When I ended my last meeting, one thing was clear. I needed help.

      And I wasn’t talking about a secretary. I needed someone with good management skills. The only person I knew with the skills I needed right now was my old boss, but my hand shook when I picked up the phone on my desk.

      She had the power to deny this and, unlike everyone else, she’d remember me today. On the second ring, she answered, and I said, “Margot, there you are.”

      “Miss Steel, I’m sure you’re quite busy.”

      Miss? Fuck. Yesterday she’d called me “Stephanie”. I rubbed the back of my head and said, “I called because I want to thank you for always being a good boss to me.”

      “I wasn’t kind.”

      No, but that wasn’t her job. I had my sisters to cry to, not my boss. And right now I needed someone who could ensure the creative team and the techie people could work together smoothly, so I said, “You always gave me time off when I asked and kept me in line.”

      “I was your supervisor.”

      And a good one. She was also qualified for upper management. I ignored my goose bumps, because today I learned that I need someone who keeps everyone on a tight schedule. So I played with my necklace and said, “Right, and I’m hoping you’ll accept a temporary promotion that triples your salary.”

      “What?”

      “Mr. Grannd has me building an app based on Jane Austen.”

      She let out a small laugh, and I could imagine her gazing up at her ceiling. She’d heard me on many lunch breaks discussing the events I attended. So she asked, “That’s your new job here?”

      I should get to the point. Margot was one of the most organized people I’d ever met. She knew my schedule for requested time off before I even asked. So I said, “Yeah. And while I’m great with Jane Austen, I’m not the best at organizing people, which is why I’d like you to organize everyone and ensure all the people in the moving parts communicate and coordinate.”

      “What happens if…well, if your new relationship doesn’t work out?”

      Right. I’d never be taken truly seriously here. No one else said it today, but I’m not stupid either. Once Charlie and I ended, I’d have to stop messing around and truly figure out what I wanted to do to support myself.

      I sat back and said, “I don’t know. But supervising a bigger project, if it’s successful, would earn you a pay raise for now and the experience you need to get a more important, permanent position.”

      “Let me talk to my husband. I’ll text you tomorrow morning.”

      Good. Margot had the management degree, so she’d be accepted by all these business types. Behind me, my office door opened, and my skin warmed, which meant it was Charlie.

      So I quickly said, “Excellent,” to Margot and hung up.

      I stood. Charlie came over and hugged me as he asked, “Are you ready, Stephanie?”

      No denying our relationship. Everyone knew.

      So I took his hand and didn’t care for a moment as we headed to his elevator. I kept my mouth shut during the walk, but once the doors closed and we were alone, I said, “I want to apologize for lunch.”

      We descended as he asked, “Why?”

      For wishing he’d fall in love with me...not that I’d be stupid enough to say it out loud. I swallowed and said, “For getting all uppity with Caroline and listing my sisters’ spouses. Like I know we aren’t really equals, but I don’t like being judged by people I don’t know.”

      He nudged me and said, “I don’t care what Caroline thinks. And as for me and you…”

      He curled his hands around my waist, and I turned to him. My heartbeat picked up as I asked, “Yes?”

      H gazed at me, and I swear he saw right through me when he said, “I like…us. And you seem to get me when most people don’t.”

      Warmth rushed through my limbs as I said, “I like us, too.”

      And his lips met mine and my blood stirred. I needed him in my life for however long this lasted.

      It was like Charlie was the battery that woke me up from my years of inertia.

      As the bell rang to signal we’d reached the ground floor, he let me go and we walked outside.

      However, his driver wasn’t in his usual spot. Instead, it was his black car, the one I’d driven yesterday. He put the key in my hand and said, “You’re driving.”

      I pressed the button, the car unlocked, and I asked, “Where are we going?”

      He let himself in the passenger seat and waited for me.  I slid into the driver’s seat and he said, “I made us reservations at the Royal Crescent Hotel, and I’m sure I’ll be hungry by the time we arrive.”

      Bath? He really was serious about me showing him Jane Austen’s world. I started the car but asked, “Right now?”

      He sat back like he was comfortable and said, “Why not? I told you I booked us a private tour tomorrow, and I want us to have a good time.”

      I laughed and backed out of the spot. Once I straightened out on the street, and we moved forward, I said, “To be honest, I never stayed there. But the grounds are lovely, so I’m excited to actually see one of the rooms, which I’ve heard are beautifully appointed.”

      He clapped his hand over his heart, and he snapped his fingers like he was out to make my dreams come true. “So that’s why you’re going.”

      I reached out and squeezed his arm. “No. Because I get to be with you.”

      For a few minutes we navigated out of the city and headed toward the bigger highways leading to Bath. Once I was on the road we’d be on for a while, I glanced over at Charlie and said, “Also, I want to hire my old boss Margot Fletcher as the project supervisor, but she was worried about job security if you and I don’t…work out.”

      His face was full of light that somehow made me relax as I drove, and he said, “Ahh. And what did you say?”

      I shrugged and stayed focused on the road. “What old bosses said to me. You get the experience and that can lead to higher pay.”

      He pivoted and stared at my profile. I swallowed and waited for his observations, almost with bated breath, until he said, “Good non-answer which seems to be hard for some of my very seasoned employees to give.”

      I tapped the wheel. “I thought it was a standard class y’all attended in business school.”

      He cocked his head. “No, but maybe they learned it in your history major.”

      A buzz raced through me. Right. No matter how easy it was to be with Charlie, we’d never work out. I wasn’t born into his universe, but I said, “Sometimes it freaks me out that you looked me up in that much detail.”

      His gaze narrowed as he said, “I told you about the background check.”

      I played with my necklace and wished I had my mother’s goodness as I said, “You did. Anyhow, I’m hoping Margot takes the job.”

      He reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “Text her that if she does an excellent job for you, I will guarantee she supervises at least three more projects for me.”

      My eyes filled with water and burned a little. I hadn’t meant to cry, so I sniffed it away and said, “Awesome.”

      We continued the drive as fewer and fewer cars were around us now. Night crept up on the edges of the day, even though we had a few more hours of light, but we were lulled into a peace.

      After a comfortable silence, he said, “Let’s talk about you.”

      I blinked while my pulse quickened. With friends, my evenings were usually about forgetting my life and living in a dream world. But Charlie didn’t read fiction and probably preferred business and success non-fiction if I had to guess, but I asked, “Me?”

      He traced my arm and said, “Yes. You had my teams in shock when they figured out you aren’t someone they can ignore. Reports say you’re intelligent, articulate, fair, and open. I’ve never read such high praise from a first impression of someone new to upper management.”

      My heart ate up that praise like he’d given me a birthday cake. I let out a sigh as I imagined that today was now my life. For now, I followed the signs and reminded myself to not get too attached as I said, “It reveals more about the people you hire, though.”

      His expression blanked like I’d slapped him. For a moment neither of us said anything, but he broke the silence and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Pfft.” I let out the sound like it was obvious, but then said, in case he didn’t understand me, “None of them noticed me when I delivered things to their offices. It was like I was invisible before today.”

      He leaned back, his hands behind his head like he was completely at peace again. “You probably were. People only see what they want to see most of the time.”

      Yet, he had no idea I’d stayed in offices waiting for envelopes from a few of his executives to mail, and it was like I was the wallpaper they’d ignored until now. No one had even breathed a “hello” at me, so I gripped the wheel and said, “I suppose, but it’s a little shocking.”

      He traced my body and said, “I notice you walking alone, and feel when you’re near.”

      Awareness of him rushed through me now as I asked, “You do?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, and it’s not just about sex, because we’ve scored that goal, and I want more.”

      Maybe. I ignored the softening of my body, because I was driving and we were nowhere near the promised five-star luxury at the end of the road. So I winked and said, “I’m not a teenager, so I hope we can wait till we get to the hotel this time.”

      Since we were almost at the end of the over two-hour drive, he nodded, but said, “Very well, though you have to promise to walk around naked the second we get to the room.”

      My eyes widened. “Have to?”

      This time he was specific when he reached over and cupped my boobs. “Yes. I’m very curious about what your breasts do when they’re free.”

      I laughed. I hadn’t expected that level of honesty right now, but I didn’t brush him off when I said, “You’re funny, Charlie.”

      “Only with you,” he said, and went on to give me directions to the hotel.

      Charlie was sweet, a little naughty, and kind. Together he made me feel alive, so what we had together should be enough, though in the back of my mind, I feared I might be falling in love.
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      Charlie

      

      We checked into the Garden Villa, which was the hotel’s private residence option with a walled garden and private villa. This way we could have private alfresco dining, so we could tour but otherwise have private time.

      As I closed the door, I pinched her ass and said, “Now.”

      She threw her head back as she put the jewelry bag down. “Now? So I just strip and that’s that?”

      I nodded and stepped back as I blatantly stared at her breasts under that white shirt of hers and said, “Yes, though there is a robe in the bathroom for when dinner is delivered.”

      She unbuttoned her shirt, swaying like there was music, but only for a moment. Then her face turned bright red and she shook her head. “I am awfully hungry. I’m sure I’ll be more open after I’ve eaten.”

      Fair enough. I’d have to be more convincing, but I fished the earrings out of the bag and handed the box to her as I said, “Done.”

      She motioned to her ears, eyebrows up in a question, and I nodded. She inserted the studs as she asked, “So you just want me to skip around naked? That’s it?”

      I nodded like that was exactly what I asked for, though I smiled at her as she finished with the earrings that flashed colors on the walls when the light hit them, and said, “More later, if you’re interested.”

      She heaved a great sigh, like she was annoyed with me, but ran her hands around my hips and patted my cock. “We’ll find out if you have as much stamina as you did last night, but after we eat.”

      Someone knocked, and I let the staff in with our dinner and pointed to the patio as I whispered in her ear, “Thank you for indulging me.”

      “I haven’t yet.” She winked at me, but as soon as the servers left, she asked, “Are we eating outside?”

      I hugged her and gave her breasts a gentle squeeze as I said, “If you like.”

      She took my hand and held it while we entered the walled garden, saying, “I do. The private walls really make this room with a view extraordinary. It’s like we live in our own part of the palace.”

      I pulled her chair out for her and said, “You have unlimited access to the spa and bathroom, with all services, for as long as we stay.”

      She stilled, and her eyes were wide, like I’d just proposed. “Seriously?”

      My stomach twisted. I’d likely marry someone like Caroline, I suppose. A woman who made my blood turn cold but fit into my world. I ignored the thought as I took the seat beside her and said, “It’s normal. It’s part of the room price.”

      She put the two wine glasses together and handed me the bottle to open as she said, “My sisters must be used to some of the finer things in life, but my old apartment was the size of the bathroom in there. It’s hard to imagine all the perks being your real girlfriend might include.”

      I took out the screw and gazed into her brown eyes. “Real. Are you fake now?”

      Her cheeks colored, which made her cute and fuckable at the same time, as she said, “No. But sex can happen without a relationship.”

      I handed her the glass I poured and said, “So you’re just using me for sex?”

      Her eyes twinkled as she said, “Yes, that must be it. Exactly.”

      I clinked glasses with her and said, “I recognized that about you immediately.”

      This time, I’d ordered her the same thing I had: roast halibut with smoked salmon as the side starter, so she didn’t need to eat mine after ordering something bland. She didn’t seem to value the old-world order and served the appetizer and her meal together.

      Another reason she’d never actually remain in my life.

      As she finished, she frowned a little as she asked, “What’s going on, Charlie?”

      I took off my tie and asked, “What do you mean?”

      She sipped her wine, put it down next to her plate, and said, “You seem…standoffish.”

      “Got it.” I nodded for full effect and hoped to transition this conversation. “I’m spoiling the mood.”

      She swirled her wine in her glass and sat back. “We’re still in the get-to-know-you phase, really. So what’s going on?”

      Fuck. What was in the back of my mind now required words. I sipped my wine to settle on exactly how I wanted to say this. As I finished, I said, “I’ve never really found someone I want to spend time with long term.”

      Her half-smile wasn’t offended. She held her glass to her side and asked, “Why not? I’ve seen pictures. You’re surrounded by gorgeous, fashionably dressed women.”

      True. I always had choices, but no one I’d taken seriously. I glanced at her profile. Stephanie was interesting, attractive, and fit into my life. Part of me wished I hadn’t made that bet with Logan as I said, “Those relationships are meaningless and, while seemingly fun, I know I haven’t been taken seriously as a child, or as an adult. I’ve always been the spare, and my brother is in charge of our family…and I’ve rarely wanted to take a woman home. And I already invited you.”

      She played with her necklace as she asked, “Do you not want me to go to the Highland Games with you?”

      Now or never. If I wanted us to have a future, she needed the truth. I took her wine, placed it on the table, and held her hand. Then I scooted to the edge of my seat and said, “I want that very much, but I have to tell you something.”

      She cupped my face and stood, tugging me to join her. “Whatever it is, tell me after.”

      My heart beat a little faster as she walked backward into our villa as I asked, “After what?”

      Once she passed the threshold, she unbuttoned her shirt and dropped it on the floor while she continued to tug me toward the bedroom. “After you take me to bed.”

      “Saucy minx.” I let go of her hand to toss my shirt.

      She unbuttoned her pants and let them slip off those sexy thighs of hers as we made it to the bedroom door. “Only with you. Richard said I was cold.”

      I let my pants hit the floor as we reached the bed, but I shook my head. “You were with a man who didn’t deserve you, but I’m not him.”

      She unhooked her bra and scooted higher on the bed as she said, “I want to be reminded that last night wasn’t just a dream.”

      My attention was laser-focused on her breasts, and I caught myself waiting like a schoolboy for her to drop her bra while I slipped out of my boxer briefs.

      I remembered then that I had my own insecurities about this relationship, so I looked into her eyes and said, “Tell me you’re not here for my money.”

      She flinched and said, “What?”

      My cock was growing for her. But first, I needed to hear her answer, so I nodded and said, “Just please tell me.”

      She scooted over next to me, completely naked. Last night I’d been raw and ready for her, but now…I needed a minute.

      She rested her hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait. I’m not. I’ve never asked you for a dime.”

      The sparks that came from her simple touch calmed me like magic. I swallowed and patted her knee. “No, it’s just that I’m starting to think you’re different from…”

      She squeezed my arm. “From who?”

      The only other time I thought I was serious about a woman, I remember standing in the hall after knocking on her door that was partially closed, but the music was turned way up, and she must not have heard me. The scene replayed like a movie that just happened in my head, and I said, “In college, I briefly dated a girl named Willow.”

      She gently massaged my shoulders as she said, “Ahh. And she used you?”

      Willow’s high-pitched voice showed not an ounce of shame while I listened to her tell a friend how she intended to secure my inheritance for herself. Ironically, my inheritance was a pittance compared to what I earned for myself later, but I just said, “I overheard her telling her friends she was only dating me for my money.”

      She dropped her chin to her chest and said, “Ouch.”

      Willow’s betrayal had made it easier to avoid talking about important things to women not related to my business deals.

      I traced Stephanie’s leg higher and said, “So I have trouble trusting myself near you.”

      She kissed my cheek and said, “But Charlie, that’s the beauty of new…neither one of us knows what happens next. I thought for sure you’d just want one night with me, though that first time was hot.”

      I trailed my fingers up to her pussy and pressed against her inner core while I murmured, close to her ear, “I do remember what makes you scream.”

      She scooted back and let my arm go when she said, “Come and kiss me. I want to be seduced right now.”

      Taking control was sexy, but our lips met, and all thoughts of anyone but Stephanie dissipated, though I needed to hear her infectious laugh.

      So as the kiss ended, I squeezed her boobs while sucking on her bottom lip and said, “I haven’t seen you bounce your breasts, and I thought we had a deal.”

      This time, she chuckled and shook her head at me, but she wiggled her hips so her chest bounced adorably.

      I gave her a thumbs-up for the boobie-shaking until she lay down, opened her thighs, and I forgot what I was about to say. I was rock-hard and she was the magnet that pulled me closer.

      I traced her thigh to her center, but she reached down and directed me where she preferred to be touched.

      I did as she asked and remembered last night’s discovery of what would happen if I pushed her clit up a little.

      Her moans indicated she and her pussy were of one mind: they wanted to be pounded.

      But I went slow and locked eyes with her as I very slowly moved deeper inside her, filling her.

      Her eyes glazed over as she let out soft sighs and squeezed my ass.

      I kissed her again because she was the center of my coming storm.

      I tickled her one more time, and she laughed, until we picked up the pace. I refused to stop until I knew she was lost in the tornado then found my own release.

      Stephanie somehow made my life better, even though I wasn’t sure her feelings for me were completely real, even if I already wanted to keep her...forever.
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      Stephanie

      

      Seriously, the steamy hotel shower left my skin dewy and soft just from cleaning myself.

      Charlie knew how to hit almost all my buttons, including my inner goddess, who loved being clean and pampered.

      When I finally emerged, drying my hair, I was ready to drive and give Charlie a tour of Chatsworth House. The house was begun in the 11th century, but during the Regency era, the so-called “Bachelor Duke” who’d owned it hosted many parties, and Jane Austen herself mentioned the house in Pride and Prejudice.

      While I was chosen to be part of next year’s Jane Austen planning committee, this was one of the most important of the places rented for the ten-day festivities. We rented buses to get there, but it was worth it, as the house was amazing.

      I took the towel off my head and opened the door. I heard a male voice as it said, “I’ll look her in the eye and judge for myself, Charlie.”

      I glanced all around and saw Charlie on the phone on the terrace. He had it on speaker as he said, “See you soon, Logan.”

      So he must be talking to his brother, though my skin prickled like I was the subject of that conversation. I ignored my intuition and kissed his cheek.

      His eyes were wide like I’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t. I tilted my head and asked, “Why are you looking at me so strangely?”

      His face turned red as he asked, “What did you hear?”

      Okay, so the conversation was absolutely about me. I shrugged and said, “You said ‘Logan’, so I assume it was your brother.”

      He took my hand to lead me inside as he said, “Yes. He’s looking forward to me going to the Highland Games. He has assigned me…us…a few duties.”

      I bounded off to the bedroom to get my clothes and discovered Charlie had bought me a nice yellow day dress with small flowers embroidered along the hem and matching flats.

      I pulled it on as I said, “Sounds fun. Is it true that people toss logs?”

      He took the diamond studs out of the bedside drawer and gave them to me as he said, “Yes, though I won’t be entering the competition.”

      His muscles were temptingly firm and well defined, but I finished dressing and put the earrings in as I said, “Could be fun to see you as a big gladiator type tossing tree trunks around.”

      He took the keys to the car and said, “Another time. I have to work on my space flight deal right now.”

      My limbs were still a little weak from last night, but I held his hand as we headed out and I recited his many businesses deals. “And the bank. And the app. And run the airline and mobile phone and laptop companies you recently acquired.”

      He held the car door for me and said, “I like technology. And the app is much bigger. It’s three-D and will blow the rest of the computer world out of the water.”

      Fair point. He had his fingers in so many pies, keeping up with him would be almost impossible for anyone. Honestly, this was another reason we’d never fit, since I was more of a one commitment at a time type, but as he started the car I asked, “How do you keep track of so many businesses at once?”

      He drove faster than I did, his eyes on the road, as he said, “I have other people run them so I can chase my next idea.”

      Work was an easy conversation, because it distracted me from overanalyzing the sex. I swallowed and asked, “Which is...?”

      He followed the signs to the house we were to tour as he said, “I want to buy a bank.”

      A small spasm surprised me. I hadn’t expected that answer, so I adjusted my earrings as I said, “That’s not your usual style.”

      He winked at me and made the final turn onto the estate as he said, “That’s what my brother said, but if I buy it, then it makes it easier for me to fund the space plans.”

      I grinned and nodded as we pulled into a spot. “Now that sounds more like you.”

      We both stepped out of the car, and my bearings were off since I normally took the bus or carriages here and had never parked in a lot. I took his hand and asked, “Where are we?”

      He kissed my knuckles and guided me like he’d been here a dozen times. I blinked and finally noticed the small signs he’d already seen.

      A moment later we were near the bridge and river. We trotted up the estate, but a small lake caught my eye. He saw me and kissed my cheek as he said, “Wait here. I’ll let them know we’ve arrived.”

      “Excellent,” I said, and imagined myself transported to the Pride and Prejudice miniseries where Colin Firth jumped into the lake for a swim on a hot day.

      I had always enjoyed that interpretation of the books, and that scene in particular, because it was so clear from that moment that Darcy loved Elizabeth.

      While I waited, I got a bit glazy, dreaming of Charlie’s kisses. My body instantly returned to the moments when I was truly his. For a second, I was Elizabeth and Charlie was Darcy when she saw him come out of the lake, but then I shook off my imagination as silly. Charlie wasn’t any character in a book that I could pin down, but him being here, with me, was enough.

      I hummed for a moment but when a dark cloud covered the sun, I glanced up—and my blood went cold. I straightened my spine and said, “Richard. Ann. What the hell are you both doing here?”

      Richard stayed back and seemed stiff. “You’re still with Mr. Grannd?”

      I squared my shoulders and wished I could call on a genie to make these two disappear from my life permanently. I gestured toward the house and said, “He’ll be out in a moment. I decided to stay here and enjoy the lake. What are you both doing here?”

      Ann lifted her finger and I could see she wore the ring Richard had bought for me while she said, “We came to inquire about prices if we decide to have our wedding here.”

      Chill bumps swept down my arms. I couldn’t breathe, and I didn’t understand why she hadn’t demanded a different ring. I’d worn it in front of her for months. My stomach did a flip at the thought. “Your wedding?”

      Ann preened a bit and, with a smile that almost seemed full of pride as she took Richard’s hand, said, “Yes. We’re getting married, but we should warn you. Don’t fall in love with Charlie Grannd.”

      Adrenaline shot through me, but I played with my necklace and asked, “Why not?”

      Richard straightened and announced in a way that implied he also spoke for Ann, “Because we all know he’ll never fit into your life. He’s probably using you.”

      My stomach did flips. This was crazy. But I pretended we were friendly and waved as I took off toward where Charlie had disappeared earlier. “Have a wonderful life, you two.”

      Once they were out of sight, I halted, my stomach in knots. If I hadn’t moved in with Charlie, I’d be crying my eyes out right now. I couldn’t wait a second longer and ran into the house.

      Charlie was just coming out when I met him. I hugged him, and for a second, I found myself at peace, and said, “Charlie.”

      He offered his arm and said, “Ready for you to walk me through this place.”

      Right. We walked into 365-bedroom home with 24-carat gold embedded in the windows. The main room with the grand staircase rivaled a palace, but today my breath wasn’t taken away. I said, “I just ran into Richard and Ann.”

      He gave my arms a brisk rub and made the chill inside disappear as he said, “Today? That’s strange.”

      I was never this weak, but just this once I rested my head on his strong shoulder and took comfort in being his, when I said, “They’re getting married and want to rent this house.”

      He hugged me and kissed my forehead. “Are you upset?”

      I let out a little sigh and straightened, though he still held my hand like he was my anchor. “A little,” I said. “He didn’t want to commit to me, but how could I have been that blind for that long?”

      He curled his fingers through my hair while his thumb brushed my cheek. “What do you mean?”

      My heart had a different beat to it today, but as we walked up the stairs, we went to a private room that I’d never seen before since it wasn’t part of the normal tour. We stepped inside what was obviously the private library. I’d only seen it in movies, but I couldn’t manage to set aside my upset to appreciate it.

      I massaged my temples and over my nose and said, “Their affair must have lasted longer than my own failed engagement, and I even mentioned renting space at Chatsworth House, but he brushed it off, saying it was too expensive.”

      Charlie didn’t even glance around the fine room as he said, “So you were jealous.”

      I quivered. I’d never done that before, but I looked down and said, “Yes and no. I don’t want Richard back or anything, but I do wish…” you loved me.  I swallowed the thought back, grateful I hadn’t said it out loud.

      I shook myself, took a deep breath, and said, “Never mind. Let’s start the tour.”

      He squeezed my hand as we turned toward the main dining hall and he asked, “You wish what?”

      Fuck. I needed to be smarter about this. Falling in love with Charlie was stupid. I knew we were temporary, but I smiled as I said, “That I could believe in love...not that we’re anywhere near talking about that kind of thing...”

      He brushed his hand down my back, and for one second, I thought he’d say “I love you”. But there I was, stuck in my daydreams again. He hesitated, swallowed, and said, “It’s okay. I’m happy the fool let you go, but there’s something I do need to discuss with you.”

      Right. I was the fool.

      Time to tell my guest about how, during the Regency period, this was one of the most impressive and famous homes for the nobility, and it’s believed to be the model for Darcy’s Pemberley.

      I nodded and said, “After the tour. It really is a beautiful spot, and besides being featured in various Pride and Prejudice films and Death comes to Pemberley, this house was used for The Duchess, as well as scenes in The Crown and Downton Abbey and many more. So the staff understand the video people’s needs.”

      He stared at my profile like he cared, when he said, “I’ll rent it for the app, but if I ever do marry, my brother and clan would expect it to be in the Highlands—not in some fancy English estate—and I’d wear my tartans.”

      I glanced up and down his side and reminded myself that it was easier to live in the present when I was near him. “You do have nice legs. It was the first thing I noticed about you when you stepped out of the car.”

      He chuckled and I ignored how that warmth of his filled my soul. If he was mine forever, and he loved me the way I love him, then I’d have everything I ever wanted that money could never, ever buy.
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      Charlie

      

      I checked my phone. The email confirmed the apartment. I needed to ensure Stephanie cared for me like I was starting to care about her.

      I might even be falling in love, but right now it was all a lie. And I needed to weed past the lies to get to the truth.

      We finished walking the garden as her blonde hair captured the afternoon sun.

      Neither of us said much on the drive back, but as we entered the hotel, I recognized the grey Mercedes and half wanted to get Stephanie out of there, fast.

      My heart hammered. This was not how I’d planned to find out if Stephanie truly cared for me...or not. Hopefully, my brother didn’t say anything before I had a chance to tell her myself.

      I stiffened as we headed inside, and as soon as we crossed into the lobby, I met my brother’s dark brown eyes. I rested my hand on Stephanie’s back and said, “Logan, what are you and Caroline doing here?”

      Logan kept his hands behind his back until we joined them. He shook Stephanie’s hand and said, “Caroline told me all about Stephanie, and I didn’t want to wait till the games to meet her.”

      Stephanie smiled like she was happy and asked, “Are you Logan Grannd?”

      I let out a small laugh. If she was this much fun for the rest of our lives, I’d never let her go.

      My brother crossed his arms and for one second it seemed he was angry until he said, “Aye. It’s nice to not be addressed by the bloody English titles down here.”

      Stephanie’s face reddened like she understood his undertones and said, “Charlie reminds me that I’m American, which is nice.”

      We walked farther into the lobby, as Logan asked Stephanie, “Did you forget who you were?”

      Stephanie squeezed my hand and said, “I might have, but it’s nice to live in the present these days.”

      Hopefully forever , since the past didn’t need her, no matter the passion she had for it.

      Logan blinked and stared at me for a moment as he said, “Because my brother makes you happy?”

      Stephanie flipped her flower pendant and said, “Yeah. He does.”

      I stepped in front of her to break the moment between my brother and her. The last thing I needed was for anyone else to interfere. I held his gaze and said, “Don’t do this, Logan.”

      Stephanie stepped around me and asked, “Don’t do what?”

      This was on me. She needed the truth. We both did.

      Logan said, “I’m deciding if you love my brother, and I think you do.”

      She covered her mouth, then curled her arms around her waist as she asked, “Is it that obvious?”

      “It’s true?” Caroline asked, clearly the stoniest of us all right now.

      Stephanie blinked and stared blankly at me. “What’s going on?”

      I patted my brother on his shoulder.

      This wasn’t how I planned to talk to Stephanie, but it seemed this was our moment of truth. For now, I said, “We’ll talk about the bank later.”

      “Very well,” Logan said.

      I ignored my speeding heart as I said, “Stephanie needs to know about the bet.”

      Her face paled. “What bet?”

      I hoped she wouldn’t be horribly embarrassed. I’d already shown her the information I pulled on her the night we met. I just hadn’t explained why.

      So I shoved my hands in my pockets and said, “Logan said he’d only invest in my bank idea if I proved I was stable, and to do that I needed to bring home proof I was in a real relationship he’d approve of.”

      Her eyes darted between us as she pointed to her heart. “So I’m exhibit A.”

      Lies wouldn’t get me the truth, and I needed to know the real Stephanie. So I nodded. “In a manner of speaking.”

      She pivoted and practically ran away as she raised her voice to say, “I’m going to our room now.”

      Right. She’d avoided confrontations in the past. It was foolish of me to think she’d change now. I waved to my brother as I hurried after her, calling over my shoulder, “Logan, I have to go.”

      She wasn’t that far ahead. She slid her key in the door and opened it when I turned down the hall.

      I slowed a little since she couldn’t disappear on me in the next thirty seconds, and I needed a plan.

      If I went in and told her I wanted her for real, then I’d never know. Not really. I opened the door and saw she was changing into the clothes she’d worn yesterday. She finished with the pants as I asked, “Stephanie, what are you doing?”

      Her eyes looked glassy, like she was about to cry, and she said, “I’m booking my train ticket back to London.”

      I stood in front of her and tried to get her to meet my eyes. We needed to be adults now. “I told you because I want you to forgive me.”

      She put her hand on my cheek. For a second I thought she’d forgiven me, but then she said, “Forgive you? No wonder you let me move in with you. I was easy pickings.”

      She let me go and put on her shoes. “That’s not it, Stephanie. I was starting to have real feelings for you, so I wanted you to know the truth.”

      She massaged the back of her neck and said, “Look, it’ll be fine, Charlie. I’ll just move in with my friends and you won’t have to see me again.”

      I waved behind me to the couch. This wasn’t how I wanted this to happen. “Stephanie, please sit for a moment.”

      She shook her head as she asked, “Why the hell should I?”

      Because she made me believe I might have her in my life forever. I held my hands up, palms toward her, to show her I didn’t want to fight as I said, “Because you cared a little about me.”

      Her hands curled into fists, but she marched toward the sofa as she said, “That was before I knew I was a bet.”

      At least she’d listen to me. It was a start. I followed and took the seat next to her, but she inched away as I said, “Fine.”

      She hugged her waist and wiggled her feet as she said, “This isn’t easy for me.”

      I propped my forearms on my knees and said, “I need to explain.”

      “Then hurry up. My train leaves soon.”

      Strike for her. My skin twitched, but I waited silently till she looked at me, and didn’t blink as I said, “I’m used to women doing whatever I want them to because of my money.”

      A tear spilled over and trickled down her cheek, but she swiped it away and said, “I wish you didn’t have a dime, because you’d be able to see the truth about me.”

      That she might actually love being with me and it wasn’t about what my money might do for her, but that seemed too far out of reality, even for me. I whispered, “Part of me wishes I could believe that.”

      She frowned. “What are you saying?”

      I swallowed and hoped she would understand every word I said next. “I told you about the bet because I want to know if you’re as true as you seem.”

      She pressed a fist to her chest. “That’s not an excuse.”

      True. I nodded my head. “I fucked up, but I’m still not a hundred percent sure of you, either.”

      She scooted forward on the couch like she was about to get up. “What did I do?”

      I shrugged. I had more money than most countries in the world. I reached for her hand, but she snatched it away before I even managed to say, “Nothing at all. It was Willow and every woman after her. I was wondering if, when we get back to London, we might start over.”

      She jumped up and started to edge toward the door. “What do you mean? Am I fired?”

      I followed and stood in her way, so she wouldn’t be able to escape. “Keep the job. The app is a good idea, but I’m talking about dating.”

      She pivoted like she wanted to hide tears as she asked, “What do you mean?”

      Her small laugh broke something inside me, and I was even more on edge as I said, “I want us to start over. Take it slow.”

      She faced me, and her face was pink but free of tears as she said, “Right. Because you want to soften the blow to your ego because I’m leaving.”

      She tried to step around me to get her bag next to the door and leave but I said anyhow, “Because I need to know if you’re real, so when we get back, will you…date me?”

      She faced me for a second and shrugged. “We’ll see, Charlie. I’m still too upset to make any decisions.”

      I stepped closer and realized her warmth sent shockwaves of awareness through me when I said, “Look, I already set up an apartment for you in your name.”

      She waved the idea away. “I don’t want it.”

      I reached for her face and my lips tingled with the need to kiss her even though I knew it was absolutely inappropriate. I swallowed and said, “It’s done, whether you chose to use it or not. It’s paid for a full year. I thought if we slowed down, you’d need a place to stay.”

      She lifted her chin. “I am not a charity case.”

      “No, you’re not.” I took her hands for a second. “Stephanie Steel, you might be the finest woman I’ve ever met, but I need to be sure.”

      She squeezed my hands then let me go. “I’ll think about it, Charlie. Now I’m going to go catch the train.”

      Without another word, she picked up her travel bag and slipped out of the room. My chest was hollow. This wasn’t how I intended to tell her and test her. I had a different plan. But if I didn’t let her go, I’d never know whether she just wanted my money or if she actually loved me.
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      Stephanie

      

      I followed the movers’ address to where my furniture was stored, and two hours later I was still there.

      Maybe I should have gone to Sophia’s and slept on her lumpy couch tonight, but I needed time on my own.

      Where no one judged me or tried to sway my opinion.

      With six sisters, I was used to sharing, but living on my own taught me how to value my own thoughts without needing approval. So I stayed, and after a shower, I texted my friends my address and opened the wine bottles.

      I needed to forget Charlie. I should never have fallen in love with him. I knew better, right from the start. And hanging out with friends was better than staring at myself in the mirror and singing with an open bottle in my hand to drown my sorrows.

      I heard the laughter in the hall and checked to make sure my T-shirt wasn’t stained and my face was clear of tears. Then I opened the door, waved them in, and they all crowded in and were glancing around when Sophia asked, “You moved again?”

      The chandelier in the dining room was a bit much for my usual...well, less affluent tastes, but the white with a slight blue tinge warmed up the place. As they finished filing in, I closed the door and took one last look around a flat that honestly was big enough to host a Jane Austen-style house party. “I am probably going to leave London soon.”

      Charlotte hugged me and said, “I thought you were living the dream life.”

      She meant Charlie. I grabbed the bottle of wine and brought it to the table where we’d have our Regency pretend. But instead, I slumped in my seat and said, “There is no dream.”

      Amelia brought the wineglasses she must have found in the kitchen and said, “This apartment is posh.”

      My friends were the reason I could survive this. Soon, I’d have to call my sisters and tell them Charlie Grannd and I weren’t going to happen. I uncorked the wine and said, “Wine night was delayed, but I’m glad you’re here now.”

      Amelia handed out the glasses while I poured, and she asked, “When does Charlie show up?”

      I stopped pouring as I glanced around the room and said, “It’s just us girls.”

      I poured again and, once everyone had a glass, Sophia asked, “What happened? While I normally don’t go for Scottish guys, even I’d have made an exception for that man.”

      I let out a sigh. It was somehow easier to tell my friends first than family. My sisters meant well, but they usually just made me wish I had someone who cared about me the way their husbands did about them. “He…made a bet with his brother he could get me to fall in love with him.”

      Sophia’s tone grew hard. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed and sipped my drink.

      Charlotte looked like she was about to cry for me. “And now it’s over?”

      I took her hand and held it. The one thing I’d learned from Richard is not to hold on to someone if they want to go. Even staying in this apartment was temporary, but I clinked glasses with her and said, “This is the pity apartment he set up in my name. I guess he felt bad about it.”

      Sophia, ever the warrior, asked, “How did you find out?”

      I sipped my wine, which made speaking a little easier and said, “He told me.”

      Charlotte smiled and said, “That’s something. At least he didn’t lie.”

      I slumped in my chair and spoke to my glass. Ann had once been part of this group of friends, and she went behind my back for who knew how long. I shook my head and said, “He still lied and let me believe he was available when he wasn’t.”

      Amelia laughed and stood up to get another bottle for us as she asked, “So he was more like Frank Churchill or John Willoughby?”

      I called out from behind her, saying, “We’re still comparing the men in our lives to Jane Austen novels?”

      Sophia pointed to the living room, and we all stood.

      Charlotte said, “We all agreed Richard was more like Mr. Collins in the end.”

      I shook my head. “That’s still awful.”

      Amelia made noises in the next room like she was scrounging around, then appeared in the doorway holding up a bottle for our approval.

      Sophia slumped on the sofa like this was her place and said, “You finally agree with us on that one.”

      I finished my glass and said, “Fair enough. Richard is a Mr. Collins type, but if you’re asking me about Charlie…I guess he’s more like Frank Churchill. When confronted, he didn’t lie, and there’s no scandal, though I really hoped he was maybe a sexier version of Colonel Brandon.”

      Frank Churchill had never given Emma any real promises, and his scandal was that he loved another and just flirted with Emma a little. In the end she had to forgive that. On the other hand, Willoughby flirted but ultimately chose to marry another for money, which seemed to me more of a lie, because he did more than a little flirting.

      None of this mattered. I took a deep breath. I wanted stability. I didn’t care if he was slightly older like Colonel Brandon, but right now the Colonel was the hero of my dreams. Someone who loved me unconditionally and cared deeply about my well-being and happiness.

      Amelia returned and poured the second round as she said, “With Darcy’s wealth, clearly.”

      Fuck. Charlie had more money than even Darcy, but Darcy was all proud and arrogant. No. I didn’t want to change my answer about what I needed, so instead I held my glass up for a refill and said, “People would think we’re all nuts the way we always go right back to Jane Austen, like her books actually solve everything. Not all men fit in these boxes.”

      “I suppose not.” Amelia said.

      Sophia asked, “Are you still going to build that app? Because honestly, I’d like nothing better than to live in that simpler world instead of this one.”

      Right. In the morning, I’d have to figure out my next move. I touched my mother’s pendant and wished I had some idea of what she’d tell me to do. “I don’t know. I probably need to find a new job and quit.”

      Charlotte asked, “So you can’t forgive him for this?”

      Sweet Charlotte would forgive him. I know her, but I stood up like I’d give my friends a pledge and even pointed to the ceiling. “No. If Charlie showed up right now, I’d tell him…I hate him.”

      “I understand.” Charlie’s voice carried in the house. “I don’t blame you.”

      I almost spilled my drink as I plopped it down and said, “Fuck me. I didn’t know you were here.”

      Charlie nodded. “That was clear.”

      I waved at my friends and said, “Everyone, give us a minute, okay? Charlie, please come out on the balcony.”

      He waved at my friends and said, “Good evening, everyone.”

      He had no right to come here. I told him I needed time. I really should have slept on my friend’s couch, but all my stuff had already been delivered here, so I followed my boxes and settled in. I figured I’d get one night, but as I closed the door behind us and the night air of London chilled my skin, I asked, “What are you doing here?”

      He handed me the black bag from the jewelry store and said, “I meant what I said about dating.”

      I just stared at him and the bag in my hand. Then I offered it back. “I don’t know yet.”

      He shook his head and moved closer, and the air around me now tingled as he said, “Okay, I can see you’re busy tonight. I mostly stopped by to give you a present and ask if you’ll meet me for lunch tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow was the Jane Austen museum night where we had planned to attend in costume. And probably the last event in my life as I know it. He probably didn’t remember, but I shook my head, even though he said lunch.

      I wasn’t ready to sit with him at all, so I said, “I can’t.”

      My heart whispered that Charlotte might be right about forgiveness. I stilled as he asked, “Dinner, then?”

      I’d never see him again if I followed through on what I said. He seemed uncomfortable, and part of me hoped we’d somehow work through this.

      Yeah, I had “sucker” written across my forehead in big, bright letters, but I said, “Fine, but take this back.”

      He put his hands in the air like we were playing hot potato and he didn’t want to get scalded. “It’s for you.”

      He’d said he needed to know the truth about me. I took a deep breath and said, slowly and carefully, “I. Do. Not. Want. Your. Money.”

      He kissed my cheek and my skin bloomed as he said, “Jewelry is a way for a man to show his interest. It’s been that way for ages, even in Jane Austen’s world.”

      Damn. This was bad. I ached to throw myself in his arms, but I hugged myself instead and said, “Okay, we can have an early dinner, but I’ll need to leave at eight.”

      He massaged my arms and said, “We’ll see if I can change your mind.”

      Probably not. I was likely only staying in London another day or two, but I said, “It’s pretty set.”

      “I’m used to getting what I want.” Then his lips met mine for a moment and I forgot everything.

      I was his, if only I was sure he loved me. As he let me go, my eyes misted, and I hoped he didn’t notice.

      Charlie waved at my friends and let himself out.

      I took another second to breathe then went back inside. Once the door closed, Sophia said, “So you’re having dinner before the museum?”

      My eyes widened. They all knew I was weak. Butterflies went crazy in my stomach as I asked, “You were listening?”

      Charlotte pointed behind her and said, “Your window’s open. We couldn’t not hear you both.”

      Heat scorched my cheeks. “I see.”

      Amelia scooted to the edge of her seat. “So open it.”

      My mind was blank as I retook my seat. “Open what?”

      Charlotte nodded toward my hand and said, “This jewelry that shows interest.”

      The bag handles in my hand suddenly felt heavier, but I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does.” Sophia said.

      I sighed and opened the black bag and took out a diamond necklace. This seriously would be suitable for an evening at Buckingham Palace itself.

      Amelia reached out to hold it as she said, “This necklace would make even Isabella Thorpe green with envy.”

      I mentally turned up my nose. The book where Jane Austen tried to be a Brontë never read as true to me. I sipped my wine and said, “Northanger Abbey is my least favorite Austen book.”

      Charlotte took the necklace from Amelia and held it like she was afraid it might break as she said, “It’s not so bad. If you do forgive him, maybe one day he’ll give you a hoop ring you can show off to all of us.”

      I chuckled. Only those of us who spent too much time reading and breathing the Regency would want a five-stone ring of various colors as our betrothal or engagement ring. Not that I’d ever be betrothed, but I did wish the rules were simpler now.

      I took my new necklace back and said, “Everyone else in the world might think we’re crazy, but I love you guys for trying to help me feel better.”

      Once the necklace was firmly returned to its box and hidden in the bag, I stood and group-hugged my friends. While I sucked at finding love, I hadn’t lucked out with my true friends.

      I wished that was enough, but Charlie’s kiss earlier rattled me.
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      Charlie

      

      Stephanie had been in a meeting all day, but I’d met with her manager, Margot, four times, and understood entirely why Stephanie promoted her. No one else in the company had the gall to look me in the eye and tell me “no”.

      So now it was six, our agreed-upon early dinner time, and I wasn’t sure she’d even come. However, I got to my feet as soon as I saw her saunter toward me in a loose black dress that hid her sexy curves.

      She reached me and I kissed her cheek, wanting to run my nose over her dewy soft skin, and wished we could go back in time, to before I told her everything.

      I waited for her to sit and said, “I’m glad you came.”

      She glanced at the menu and said, “I said I would.” Without missing a beat, she ordered the chicken. I quickly chose the lobster.

      Next, she reached into her pocketbook and took out three jewelry boxes, set them on the table in front of me, and said, “And besides, these are yours. Please stop giving me gifts.”

      I reached for the back of her hand, needing a connection, and whispered, “You’re still hurt.”

      “Of course.” She took her hand back and shook her head. “You used me. I started looking for a job and an apartment today, so hopefully, this will all be over in a few weeks.”

      If we didn’t fix this, she’d disappear from my life forever. “I don’t want that.”

      The waiter returned with our dinner. She asked him to bring the check so we could dash afterward.

      My heart missed a beat and then raced, like I’d already lost her. Once we were alone, she said, “I wish I’d mattered to you more before…Bath.”

      I sipped my water, unsure of what to say. Feelings never made sense to me. Ideas surfaced so easily, but so had whatever was unfolding between me and Stephanie. Until I’d ruined it. I broke bread and said, “I didn’t know Logan would show up, but I intended to tell you that day.”

      She cut her chicken and took one bite. It took forever for her to chew it, but finally she finished and said, “Doesn’t matter. The truth came out, which is what it’s supposed to do, I suppose.”

      She put her fork down and I scooted closer to her as I said, “It feels different between us now.”

      She let out a sigh and shook her head. “What is it you want from me, Charlie?” Shaking her head again, she concentrated on stirring her hot tea.

      “To be honest, I want you beside me. But I also wish I knew for sure that you aren’t here to marry a rich man, like your sisters have done.”

      Her face went white and she stopped twirling her spoon in the cup. “Didn’t you say you met Carter Rockson?”

      As a boy, I mastered some sleight-of-hand magic tricks, and I used that old skill now to slip the jewelry boxes back in her bag, saying, “Yes, and since we’re discussing your family, I’ve also met Jacob Donovan.”

      She raised her eyebrow at me and said, “Okay, then call either of them...or both if you want...and ask them if they think their wives married them for their money.”

      No man would ever admit to being duped, but I reached for her hand anyway, and said, “I will.”

      She put her hands on her lap and said, “It’s only about noon in Texas. Call Carter now.”

      I reached for my back pocket. “Right now?”

      She shrugged and said, “Yes, while I finish my chicken.”

      My phone rang and I put it on speaker. But it went to voicemail, so I hung up. She hadn’t touched her fork again, so I waved to her plate and said, “You never actually eat that meal you order. Why do you continue to do it?”

      She picked up her fork and took another bite. Once she finished, she said, “It’s fine.”

      Stephanie was a puzzle. “That’s not an answer.”

      She stabbed another piece of chicken with her fork and waved it at me, saying, “I order this because I know how it tastes, so it’s safe. I’m not surprised by chicken, so I don’t need to put my guard up.”

      She bit into it like she needed to make a point.

      I rested my forearms on either side of my plate and said, “So this chicken is because of Richard, too.”

      The small “ha” out of her mouth wasn’t a laugh, but she added, “At least I show my pain. You brought up this Willow person as a wall last night when you shoved me out of your life.”

      Finally. If we talked about this, maybe we could move on. I nodded and said, “You left on your own. I wanted you to stay.”

      She put her silverware down like she’d just thrown the ancient gauntlet that started a war. “No, you didn’t. Let’s at least not lie to each other anymore.”

      I gulped my water and waited for the server to leave after dropping off the bill. “I told you I needed space because things were moving so fast.”

      Her face went red and she closed her eyes for a moment before saying, “You never said that. I suppose I get it. But here’s the thing…you said you needed proof that I’m not after your money.”

      Maybe she had an answer that would help us get back to where we were before I torpedoed her with the truth. I told her so she could forgive me, but staying away from her actually hurt physically, in a way I’d never experienced before or wanted to feel ever again. “Yeah?”

      She took a deep breath, like she needed to find the right words, and said, “And your solution was to show up in my apartment, unannounced, to give me diamonds, like that would fix everything.”

      She was beautiful without any artifice. It was like she cut deep into me, far deeper than even my parents ever had. I massaged the back of my neck and said, “You’re the first woman it hasn’t worked on, to be honest.”

      “And you bought me an apartment, gave me a job, and say you want to date. But now it feels forced. I’ve never thought I’d accept anyone’s handout.”

      My temples were actually throbbing at this point. I was never this affected if a business deal failed, and the only thing I would think of to say was, “They’re not handouts.”

      She sniffled and her shoulders dropped. “They are. And, if I wanted to accept a handout, I’d call someone I’m related to.”

      Behind me, Richard’s irritated voice said, “I’d hoped the rumors that you broke things up were true.”

      Stephanie clutched her napkin as she demanded, “Why are you here, Richard? I’m beginning to think you’ve been stalking us.”

      He pretended I wasn’t even there, saying, “Yes. Ann has called off the wedding.”

      “Time to go.” I said quickly. The last thing Stephanie needed was to have Richard back in her life.

      She played with her necklace and asked, “Okay? And?”

      He knelt down in front of her. “I hope you’ll take me back.”

      I lost it. Violence wasn’t normally part of me, but I was ready to slam the guy’s head down on the table. First, I gave him a warning. “Get out. Now, Richard.”

      She reached out and took my hand like she needed to calm me. Her trick work as I stilled and she said to Richard, “No. Wait. You want me back. That’s what you said?”

      His eyes lowered. “Yes.”

      As soon as I tensed up again, she squeezed my hand and said, “Charlie, I’m handling this.”

      She glared at Richard. “Fuck. No. If you ever come near me again, so help me…I’ll call the hit man I was offered in jest, steal his gun, and shoot you myself.”

      Richard stared at me and said, “So violent. I hope you heard that.”

      “The lady told you to leave,” I repeated. Her hand on mine was strong and familiar. I’d do anything to keep her.

      Her face was white and firm when she said, “Get out—now, Richard.”

      Finally, he walked away. Once I was sure we were alone, I squeezed her hand and, for the first time today, had bubbles of hope like champagne sparkling in my veins. “Hit man?”

      She glanced over my shoulder before she withdrew her hand, taking a deep breath. “He’s gone.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment before saying, “Yes. At my sister Olivia’s wedding, her new husband offered to hire one for me, but I refused.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “The Dawes family always made me pause. I don’t run circles like that.”

      She put her napkin on the table and her cheeks were pink and gaze warmer than what I’d just seen when she said, “No. Of course not, but I should be telling you the same thing I told Richard. You need to leave me alone.”

      The air wasn’t going into my lungs. I’d never lost anyone or anything before. “I never cheated on you.”

      She wiped her eyes and kept her voice down, but she said, “No, but you didn’t trust me, and you lied to me.”

      She stood up and collected her purse when I said, “So what we shared doesn’t matter to you?”

      She stopped and cupped my face. For a second, it was like we were alone when she said, “I wish it didn’t. I wish I didn’t love you, but I do. And yet, that doesn’t matter. Because the truth is…I’m not good enough for you. And nothing I ever do will prove to you that I am. So thank you for the dinner, but I have to go.”

      She loved me? My chest was hollow, but my heart yelled that I was a damn fool. I jumped up and said, “Stephanie, wait.”

      “Goodbye,” she said, and ran out of the restaurant.

      I signed the bill and left right after her. If I lost the one good woman I ever found, then I didn’t deserve any of the blessings in my life.

      I needed to apologize.
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      Stephanie

      

      The museum night restored a sense of normalcy, though when I put on my light blue Regency debutante dress and styled my hair, I had a feeling that this was it.

      I’d told him how I felt. I’d never regret that. We weren’t meant to be. The deal was done.

      So I waited for my ride and made sure all my bags were packed. Tomorrow, I would pack this last costume, but at least I had a chance to say goodbye.

      Nothing was left for me to do. My time in London was coming to a close.

      As I entered the Regency-era party, I followed the rules of etiquette in greeting the host and hostess near the door and made my way to my friends. We stood near the dance floor where people we knew danced and other acquaintances played whist or sat on the couches talking. I started with Sophia and whispered, “I bought a plane ticket home to Pittsburgh.”

      She gasped, like I’d just announced that our friendship was over. She recovered and said, “You did? You’re leaving?”

      Charlotte hugged me.

      I hugged her back and said, “I didn’t mean to stay in London as long as I have. So this is my last big event.”

      Amelia blinked like she didn’t understand and asked, “What about next year in Bath?”

      For the past few years we’d all stayed in the same hotel room and helped each other. Being with them was why I’d been able to stay as long as I had. I squeezed Amelia’s hand and said, “Maybe I’ll fly in for the festivities, or maybe it’s time to stop.”

      Sophia took charge, though her eyes were misty too. “We’ll miss you terribly.”

      I hugged her. Ending my time here in Regency gear was fitting, though having these events had probably been a way of not living my life. I whispered back, “I’ll miss you, too.”

      The four of us joined the others on the dance floor. The circular style of the English Country Dance made being a quartet easier and fun for the last time we danced together. However, when the Cotillion began, we bowed out.

      While we sipped our drinks together for the last time, I was happily lost in the Regency era, when the rules were simple.

      But my hair stood on end when another woman joined our group and said, “Stephanie?”

      I pivoted but otherwise did nothing. In this era, to make a scene was to court social ruin, but I lifted my chin and said, “Ann? What do you want?”

      Ann’s face was red as she said, “I want to apologize. I was so jealous of you and Richard that I threw myself at him relentlessly. But now I’m pregnant and I’m trying to straighten out my life. So I am truly sorry.”

      Wow. He’d thought he could return to me when Ann was pregnant. He wasn’t even worthy of being a Collins, even if he was somewhat overweight. My heart raced. Richard truly was more a Wickham character. So I said, “It’s okay, Ann. If he loved me the way I thought he did, he would never have never gone to you.”

      She rested her hands on her belly like she was protecting herself, glancing around before she asked, “So where’s your new boyfriend?”

      I clutched my mother’s pendant while my heart raced. “Charlie is—”

      “Right there.” Sophia pointed to the door.

      Charlotte let out a sigh and said, “He looks even more dashing in that outfit.”

      I turned...and there he was, wearing a black top hat, white starched shirt with an intricately tied red and gold cravat in his Scottish tartan pattern, tight coat with a black vest, and full-length black pants that showed off his very fit physique.

      Our gazes met and my heart skipped a beat. Every cell in my body wanted to run into his arms and never let go.

      But that was running to disaster. I knew better. I left my circle of friends and made my way toward him.

      As we met in the middle of the room, he moistened his lips, as if to speak. My own tingled for a kiss.

      He’d come. He did care.

      I held a finger to my lips and pointed toward the next room.

      The Egyptian art exhibit next to the Regency room was the only place where lovers could escape society’s attention tonight, so I nodded toward the exhibit room and said, “One moment.”

      We entered the excavated tombs exhibit, and it did seem that we were alone.

      I ignored my pounding heart and asked, “Charlie, what are you doing here?”

      He took my gloved hand in his and squeezed. “You told me you love me then stormed out before I could say anything. I needed to see you again.”

      I blinked away the sting of tears. Fuck. He had a new weapon to use against me. I faced the railing that separated us from the exhibit and said, “Why? Are you so determined to call all the shots in any potential relationship that you can’t let me go?”

      He rested his hand on my waist. “That’s not it at all.”

      My cells were alive and clamoring to be his. My arms pinged like I needed to hold him tight, but I shook my head. “Charlie…”

      My voice trailed off as he pressed closer. My stomach did sweet flips as he said, “When you said you loved me, my heart about jumped out of my chest to shout, ‘Yes’! I shouldn’t have put up that wall so suddenly. I love you, too.”

      Wow. My heart whispered, “This is it”. He loves me. I ignored the butterflies and the words I’d longed to hear and said, “You don’t show it.”

      He let me go. “What?”

      He was just like Richard, only worse. He arranged his world to suit himself, and I hadn’t mattered. I swallowed and ignored my raw throat to say, “You lied to me. You kicked me out. Then, you didn’t expect me to react and decided it was okay to dictate our relationship.”

      He took a step back. “I am sorry.”

      Now, I cringed. This was sincere regret. I knew it. My stomach was in a knot when I said, “I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have told you how I felt. But it doesn’t matter now.”

      I turned to leave, but he said, “Love always matters, Stephanie.”

      My heart went mushy. But he wasn’t for me. We were from different worlds, and in the end, if I went back to him, I’d be hurt even worse. So I ignored my desires and shook my head. “No. Love gets me hurt. Over and over again. I need to get off this merry-go-round.”

      His lips thinned when he said, “I was an asshole to you.”

      I reached for his face and cupped his cheek, just for a moment. My body ached because this was the last time I’d ever see him.

      I swallowed and fought my own impulses as I said, “You were, and I let you. So now I need to go.”

      He paled and tugged his waistcoat down, looking like I’d slapped him, and he bowed. “I see. I’m sorry I bothered you.”

      His perfectly polished shoes stepped away. I took a few moments to catch my breath. This was it. I was done.

      No turning away from what I’d done. My stomach was queasy, though.

      And I rocked on my feet.

      The question that kept running through my mind was, if he really did love me, for me, as he’d just said, I’d be leaving the only man who ever truly mattered.

      For now, I headed back to my friends. They were still sipping their wine and taking their turn to sit on the couch. I joined them, and swallowed back my tears when Sophia asked, “What happened?”

      “Nothing.” I stood and hugged every one of them. “Maybe, when I get home to America, I’ll find myself a nice, simple guy who just loves me. He doesn’t need to be a billionaire like Charlie.”

      Charlotte stopped me and asked, “What did he say?”

      My core was on fire right now, like I’d just made a huge mistake, when I said, “He said he loves me.”

      She beamed her huge smile at me. “That’s amazing.”

      I frowned and turned away. “No, it’s not.” My chest was tight, but I said, “I’ll miss you guys.”

      Outside, I took my phone out of my dress pocket and called a car. The night air was chilly, but I’d grown used to it.

      Soon, it would rain again, but as my car approached, I dashed out. No one noticed me as I returned to the borrowed apartment and locked the door behind me.

      No one was coming for me tonight. I started to take off my costume when my phone rang. I was still in the Regency era undergarments that covered more of me than my normal clothes as I answered, and said, “Ridley, hi.”

      My family loved me. And, unlike Indigo, who always knew what she wanted and how to get it, Ridley and Olivia had both struggled like me. I’d see Olivia tomorrow, but Ridley was in Texas. I returned to my room to undo my stays as she said, “Finally, you answered. I’ve been trying to call you back.”

      Once I could breathe, the sensation in my stomach felt even more like rocks. I slumped on the bed in my chemise. “I’ll be able to see you soon. I bought a plane ticket to go home, and Georgie said I can stay at our parents’ old home until I get settled.”

      “Why? I spoke to Carter about your new man.”

      I lay back on the bed, ignoring my elaborate hairdo. “He’s not—what did he say?”

      “He said he and Charlie worked out some deal that was better than the one they left behind.”

      Exactly what Charlie told me, which shouldn’t twist my heart so much. I sat up and put her on speaker so I could get out of my starched white chemise, as I said, “That’s good.”

      “He also said he’d be open to any of Charlie’s crazy ideas that Charlie somehow makes work, because most people aren’t as forward-thinking as he is.”

      Forward thinking was his specialty. I rummaged through my bag for a T-shirt I’d sleep in and normal panties as I said, “That sounds like Charlie.”

      “He sounds good for you. I was always afraid you’d end up never living your life.”

      Now he had family support. I glanced out my window and wished I could see the moon. “Don’t start, Ridley.”

      “Right, if you are coming home and not marrying this guy, then the closest university in Texas needs a new Jane Austen professor, and you have your master’s in English and Regency history.”

      Marry? My heart thumped, but I said, “I’ll think about that later, but send me an email with the job.”

      We hung up and I finished getting ready for bed. At least this was something normal.

      But I was too wound up to sleep. I checked my phone for the job description, but I saw Charlie’s name on an unread email. My heart leapt as I asked myself, “What’s this?”

      I clicked and read.

      Stephanie,

      I was wrong to test you and throw you out of my life so suddenly. I was hurt in the past, so I thought it was okay to push you away so I wouldn’t be hurt again. I won’t bother you anymore, but you’ll always be the only woman I’ve ever truly loved. I own that my behavior was intolerable to you, and I’ll live with that regret forever. I am sending this because I love you, and I will always wish the best for you.

      Charlie

      He loves me. I love him. I ached.

      I had made a horrible mistake. If I didn’t believe in love, then I was the true fool.

      Hopefully, he was up. I needed to see him.

      Right now.
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      Charlie

      

      My brother called shortly after I’d showered and thrown on some undershorts. Since Stephanie arrived, I’d been sleeping naked. And, my pillow still had her essence on it, which made it impossible for me to sleep at all.

      I put him on speaker and headed downstairs to make myself the warm milk with cinnamon that usually calmed me down on nights when I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep much, if at all.

      Logan said, “Congrats, little brother.”

      Outside the townhome where ghosts of Stephanie appeared when I blinked, the rain came down fast and furious as I asked, “For what, Logan?”

      “It seems we’re in the trillionaire club now.”

      Yet, I’d lost Stephanie because of my quest to achieve this. And honestly, it was never about money so much as the ability to fuel my dreams. But those plans seemed empty without her. I stopped on the bottom step and stared out to the dark skies and asked, “What?”

      “I own stock in your company.”

      So he’d be the Grannd who has both money and children. I’d probably be alone forever, but I headed into the kitchen, poured the milk into the stainless steel warmer and frother, and said, “And?”

      “With the bank merger, we’ve crossed over.”

      I grabbed the cinnamon and nutmeg from my cabinet and put a half teaspoon of cinnamon and half that of nutmeg in my cup as I said, “Right, the bank deal. I’m sure my lawyers went right to work on that. Glad to hear I’ve enriched the family more than our parents ever believed possible.”

      “Dad never understood you. So when you bring Stephanie up, we’ll celebrate together.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. I hadn’t expected my brother to mention her. Her name alone still sent shockwaves through me, but I ignored my reaction and asked, “Will Caroline be there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The milk finished and I poured it in my mug, putting the warmer in the sink as I said, “If you truly love her, then forget everything I ever said and marry her.”

      “Maybe, though I don’t know. I don’t know if we’d get along for a lifetime.”

      Caroline was always cold. But then Stephanie said she couldn’t take more chances on me and us because she’d been hurt. I stirred my milk and said, “Then cut her loose now so she can find the man who wants her.”

      “That sounds serious.”

      I let out a sigh and said, “I suppose I am tonight.” A loud noise grabbed my attention. It wasn’t just thunder out there. Someone was banging on my door. I told my brother, “I have to go,” as soon I saw the outline of a person on the other side of the door.

      I opened it to find Stephanie huddled on my porch looking like a drowned cat.

      She hopped from one foot to the other and back again, saying, “You answered. Please let me in.”

      The rain intensified, and I beckoned her in. “Yes. Of course. Dreich weather we’re having, and you must be soaked to the skin.” I gave her my untouched milk and locked the door as I said, “Let me get you a towel or something.”

      I wasn’t wearing enough to offer the shirt I wasn’t wearing. She dripped on the floor and grabbed my arm. “I don’t care about being wet. I’m here because I made a mistake earlier.”

      I held up a finger and left her for a moment to search the guest bathroom for a towel. The hand towel wasn’t much, and I had no idea where staff kept linens, but it was clean, so I brought it to her and asked, “About what?”

      I noticed that she’d put the now empty mug on the side table. At least the milk would help warm her.

      She patted the towel on her arms, and neck, and hair, then just stood there hugging her waist. I glanced down and noticed her braless nipples just as she said, “After dinner, I bought myself a plane ticket. I was done with men and London and even Jane Austen. I wanted to go home.”

      If she stayed, I’d never want for anything ever again. But I only said, “Naturally.”

      She grabbed my arms like I’d told her to leave and said, “But then your email said you love me, and I was happier than I’ve ever been in my life.” She had tears in her eyes and said, “But I was so afraid of opening up again, afraid to be hurt and afraid to be happy that…I really fucked it all up.”

      My chest wanted to explode, and my arms hoped to hold her. But I wasn’t sure she’d stay, so I stilled and said, “I see.”

      She looked down and mumbled, “What I am very badly trying to say is, I love you, and I hope we can start over.”

      My heart thundered louder than the storm outside, but I let her go and directed her to the living room so I could start the fire as I said, “We can’t.”

      Her face paled and she didn’t move. “Oh. It was that bad. Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      She turned and hurried toward the door, but I jumped in her way. She glanced up at me and I said, “Just listen for a second. We can’t start over because I’m already knee-deep in love with you. And I also got great news from my brother today.”

      She gaped like she was in shock. I took her hand and led her to the fire I’d switched on. The last thing we needed was for her to be sick.

      She peered up at me through wet tendrils of hair. “Yeah? Is he getting married or something?”

      She sat down near the flames, and I joined her, saying, “No. The bank deal has technically made me a trillionaire, but I discovered it meant nothing because I lost you over that deal. The money didn’t seem worth it.”

      Her small chuckle seemed genuine and her bright eyes were the ones I wanted to see every day for the rest of my life when she said, “Well, that sounds like congratulations are in order.”

      I shook my head and tucked a clump of wet, wayward hair off her face. “Only if you’ll stick around this time and marry me.”

      She rocked back, looking stunned. “What?”

      I took out a hairpin that must be poking her scalp and continued. Her hair fell to surround her face as I said, “I admit I have issues, but I love you. And I don’t want to start over, because I need you back in my life right now.”

      She kissed my cheek and said, “I need you too, Charlie Grannd, but please believe me when I say I’m not here for your money. I’m here because being with you makes me happy.”

      I gave her the last pin and rested my forehead against hers as I said, “I admit the money is nice, though I do hope you’ll start wearing the jewelry I give you.”

      She nodded and laughed. “I packed the diamonds you snuck back in my bag.”

      My insides sparked, but I kissed her cheek and walked away. She truly was wet. I ran up to my room and threw open the closet to grab a shirt. I turned, and there she was, standing in my bedroom already. I tossed her the garment. She caught it as I said, “Even if you were leaving me, I couldn’t leave you completely naked. I hoped you’d remember me every time you saw yourself in the mirror, sparkling the way you normally do.”

      She reached for her dripping cotton pants as she said, “Actually, I think tonight we should definitely be naked.”

      She stripped, and I tossed the sopping clothes on the towel warmer to deal with later as I said, “That sounds acceptable.”

      She crossed her arms. “Just acceptable?”

      I reached for her shirt that already didn’t cover much. She lifted her arms to help me take it off as I said, “You know I’m hard as rocks around you. Now and always.”

      Her shirt ended up with her pants. Now all I needed to get rid of were those simple cotton panties of hers and the fun could begin. I tugged at them and she said, “Hmm, I’m thinking I want to see what my Scottish Seducer has to offer.”

      Now she was absolutely naked. My entire body hungered to have her, though I said as I put her hand on my cock, “My sweet romantic. There you are. If you want, I’ll book us at Gretna Green for our wedding.”

      “That works for me,” She said and stretched up on tiptoe and kissed me.

      Only with her did thoughts of tomorrow and what I intended to do next disappear.

      I was right here, with Stephanie, the woman I loved, and I didn’t want to be anywhere else, ever again.
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      Stephanie

      

      Last night, I must have passed out at some point and dreamed I was engaged and happy.

      I blinked my eyes and discovered I actually was in Charlie’s bed. My dream was true, and my heart did a happy dance.

      I glanced down and saw my sheets were half covering me and Charlie was sitting on a chair next to the bed, completely dressed and ready for the day. I tugged up the sheet as I asked, “What are you doing?”

      He cocked his head with a gleam in his eyes as he said, “Deciding which breast is my favorite.”

      He came to the bed and kissed me. I curled my arms around him because it was still like a dream that I was here with him at all. He let me go and said, “We have to get up now and go.”

      I blinked but jumped out of bed as I asked, “We do?”

      He ran his eyes up and down my naked body, like he was memorizing me. “We’re meeting with your friends, and they’re already here.”

      My hair stood on end as I rushed to the bathroom and said, “I did tell them last night that I was leaving town,” before slamming the door.

      He knocked on the door and pushed a bag into the room that contained black pants and a black shirt with flats in my size. I finished showering and dressed in a rush. I swear the soft, satiny fabric made me feel a bit like classy Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, but I bolted out of the room, ready to go, “Let’s go.”

      He walked with me, but led me up the stairs, not down. I decided not to ask questions, but when he opened the roof door, I heard a deafening whop-whop-whop sound and screamed out my question, “Is that a helicopter?”

      “Yes.” He said, and opened the door to reveal my three best friends, with croissants, small sandwiches, champagne, coffee, and tea. As he held my waist to help me climb in the helicopter, he said, “This is a much faster way to get to Bath so I can start over properly.”

      I was momentarily speechless, but my friend Amelia handed me a mimosa as I stammered, “B-Bath? With Sophia, Amelia, and Charlotte?”

      Charlotte showed me an itinerary for a weekend at the hotel in Bath, where my best friends and I could all rusticate like Jane Austen. Country walks, private tours, but also spas to “take the waters.”

      My heart was full. Charlie didn’t need to do this.

      Sophia said, “We all promised to help Charlie pick out a ring.”

      Charlotte took the itinerary back, but squeezed my hand when she said, “And go to Scotland for your wedding.”

      Amelia finished her drink and passed around the sandwiches as she said, “Yes. Are you sure you don’t want to invite Ann and Richard? I’m sure they’ll be pea green with envy when you put their wedding to shame.”

      Either they didn’t know or there was more gossip there, but I didn’t care or ask. Charlie mattered to me. I was standing when we took off, and almost lost my balance. Amelia put the plate down and offered me the tea I was aiming for, pouring the tea like riding in helicopters didn’t shake us, and she passed it to me like a pro.

      My heart was full, and proud of her because she worked so hard to be a proper Austenite, and happy for Charlie as I said, “I don’t care about those two idiots. I just want us to be happy.”

      I’d never flown in a helicopter and discovered what fun it could be watch the clear green grounds of the Bath hotel get closer and closer while we landed.

      But the laughter of friends and the closeness of Charlie where what made this morning magical.

      His arms around me felt right. Part of my soul knew I hadn’t earned the second chance he gave me last night, but the rest of me was thrilled. I’d forever be grateful and work hard to be his equal so we’d both remain madly in love, forever.

      As we landed, I looked over at the building to see a man standing there, watching us land.

      After Charlie helped me and all my friends out of the helicopter, he took my hand and said, “Seems my brother is joining us.”

      My friends all made themselves presentable as we walked over, but I stayed next to Charlie.

      No more bets or lies stood between us. As I stepped into the shade and Charlie hugged his brother, he said, “Logan, this is Stephanie, as you know. These are her friends, Amelia, Sophia, and Charlotte.” Charlotte turned pink while Charlie introduced him to my friends, “And this is my oldest brother, Logan Grannd, the Duke of Aindal.”

      Logan glanced at sweet Charlotte as he said, “My brother is blessed to be surrounded by such lovely women.”

      He shook hands with each of them, and we all trooped to the waiting limo.

      One day, maybe I’d be used to this, but as we settled in—with plenty of room for more—Charlie asked his brother, “Why have you decided to join us while we pick out a ring for Stephanie?”

      Logan passed out water to everyone, but he stalled near Charlotte as he said, “I took your advice last night.”

      Charlie wrapped his arm around me and asked, “What advice?”

      Logan’s face turned red, but he said, “Charlie said if I don’t love Caroline, I need to stop inviting her to things, so I have formally ended our friendship.”

      My sweet friend Charlotte reminded me a bit of Jane in Pride and Prejudice, making those googly eyes at Charlie’s brother. Sophia normally helped, but it was time for me to ask the point-blank question. “Did you ever…make her intimate promises, Your Grace?”

      Sophia twitched, which made me laugh, but she scooted closer to Charlotte.

      Charlie’s brother chuckled when he said, “Logan is fine. I’m not uppity like the British lords. And your forthrightness is unexpected and welcome, as my future sister-in-law.”

      Good. I needed Charlie to be happy after all this, so I took his hand in mine, but my friends were my friends, too. So I said, “Thank you. So, did you?”

      He tugged his ear and turned away. “No. Caroline and I never dated. The most we ever did was kiss on the cheek, but next time, let’s not embarrass me publicly.”

      I caught another glance between Logan and Charlotte. I pivoted back to poke the ribs of the best man I ever met or ever would, and said, “A duke and a gentleman, huh? What happened to you, Charlie?”

      He winked at me as the car stopped and he whispered in my ear, “He got all the genteel parts, but we both know I’m the one you want.”

      My skin had warm goose bumps. Others hopped out of the car, but I curled my hands around his neck and said, “Of course I do. I love you.”

      And he kissed me.

      I forgot we weren’t alone for a moment and hoped to stay in his arms, but a loud whistle caught my attention and I hopped out.

      Charlie followed, and we all crowded into the store. Happily, the jeweler was prepared for a large party, and set it up so we could all study the rings.

      Amelia handed me a diamond ring to try. It was more a statement ring now, but my heart beat faster.

      I put it on, and Sophia said, “Stephanie, it’s gorgeous.”

      Technically, it wasn’t an engagement ring, but I met my friend’s interest and said, “I do actually like the Georgian collar mount with all those Regency details.”

      Amelia took the original, simple Jane Austen ring back as she said, “So not a turquoise?”

      Statement versus understated and more unique to me. I tried to take the diamond off my hand and said, “Diamonds are good, though I like the simple Bluebird turquoise, too.”

      “We’ll take them both,” Charlie told the jeweler.

      I glanced back at the sweetest man ever and asked, “We will?”

      He shrugged and asked, “Why not? You should have what you like.”

      It was now my turn to show him I wasn’t here for his money. I leaned closer and whispered, “No. I don’t want you to spend more money.”

      Sophia patted my shoulder, and I turned to my friend, who said, “Stephanie, we flew here in a helicopter and get to lounge around Royal Crescent with rooms that have unlimited spa access and we’re going on the Hidden Gardens of Bath tour as a private group. Take the ring.”

      I pivoted and met his gaze. “Charlie…”

      “Your friend is right.” He kissed the back of my hand and said, “Besides, I owe you something nice as an apology.”

      Guess we were both still new at this whole “being in love” thing. I gave him a great big smile and said, “Wearing that costume with the tartan cravat you bought for me at the ten-day Bath experience next year will be enough.”

      Logan opened the door for us to depart and said, “Tell me you’re not making my brother a bloody English bore.”

      Charlie slipped the statement ring on my finger and we headed out. This time, we walked to the hotel, which took about fifteen minutes. The streets weren’t jam-packed with people in costume, but it didn’t matter. I walked in the park with Charlie as I replied to Logan while also telling my friends, “No. We agreed to a Gretna Green wedding, in Scotland, and to go to the Highland Games.”

      Logan spoke to Charlotte, but meant all of us. “Where you and your friends and entire family will stay in my home for as long as the celebrations last.”

      My pulse spiked because I’d imagined our wedding night might be in the Intelligent Cat, where we stayed the day we met, though it was way too small to host a party. That night, though, Charlie had let slip he felt crowded at his brother’s, so I said, “We can’t impose.”

      Logan replied, “I have forty-seven bedrooms. Believe me, it’s no imposition.”

      Okay. He had enough room. I tilted my head to indicate I’d walk a little behind everyone and said, “Charlie, can we talk?”

      We let the others go ahead of us, and he said, “Yes?”

      I cupped the face of the best man I ever met and told him, “I only want to agree to what you’re comfortable with.”

      He kissed my cheek. “I want us both to be happy, and for our worlds to stay connected.”

      I did a little jig as my heart beat wildly. “You’re sure?”

      He held my waist and lowered his mouth to a whisper away from mine. “Well, that and sex at least once a day, though probably more.”

      “Now that sounds more like you. Okay.” I peeked at him through my lashes and gave him a big kiss. I loved him and he loved me. Nothing else truly mattered, because he had my heart, and his kiss reinforced my love for him.
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      Charlie

      

      Until Stephanie came into my life, tradition had never been important to me. Now I was immersed in Jane Austen and her simple world that Stephanie so enjoyed, I realized I missed the colors of my kilt. And modern pants were loose and easy compared to the stiff, starched clothes I’d worn for her events.

      Now it was our wedding day.

      Tomorrow was the start of the Highland Games, so we made a party out of it.

      My brother tucked his phone in his sporran and said, “She’s wearing the luckenbooth.”

      I’d given her the brooch months ago because as it was tradition to ensure no “evil eye” befell my bride, and today she wore the gold, engraved with our double hearts, brooch with pride.

      I straightened my tartan as we stood with the bagpipers and waited for her to step onto the Wedding Walk to walk up the small cobblestone path to the blacksmith shop doorstep.

      I asked Logan, “How do you know?”

      “I have a spy in her wedding party.”

      My brother had been closemouthed about his life since showing up in Bath. “So, you’re dating Charlotte?”

      “Do you think she’d be interested?”

      He might be titled and rich, but right now my brother sounded like an insecure teenager. I chuckled when I squeezed his arm and said, “Ask her at the reception to meet you later.”

      “Father always warned me to stay away from the British girls.”

      Since that didn’t matter anymore, I whispered. “He’s not here.”

      The bells announced that my bride was close. Logan tidied my shirt and asked, “This is the sark your Stephanie chose for you?”

      Sark was the word we used for the wedding shirt. I nodded and said, “She didn’t believe it was one of our customs until I had her look it up.”

      She not only hadn’t believed me about her needing to buy the shirt, she also didn’t believe that in Scotland the groom brought the wedding dress. I had to show her online that it was the truth.

      Logan nodded like he approved and said, “She’s conservative.”

      That wasn’t the word for her. But words escaped me totally when Stephanie appeared across the Wedding Walk cobblestone path. My chest swelled with pride that she was mine, forever now, and I grinned. The Vera Wang organza transformed her into a glowing angel. My heart pounded as she approached, though she kept her distance while her best friend Charlotte came to stand next to me. I stayed six feet back and said, “You look so beautiful.”

      I wasn’t allowed to touch her for the Wedding March, and the thrill of anticipation was a rare feeling.

      She gave me a lovely smile and said, “Thank you, mo leannan. At least you don’t have that superstition about not seeing the bride.”

      My heart melted. She’d chosen the term from my list of Scottish endearments that meant “my lover”.

      My brother spoke to our guests as I quickly said, “I get to touch you after the ceremony. Did you put the right foot forward first?”

      She laughed and said, “Yes, and my sisters washed my feet, I am wearing the sixpence, and my brothers-in-law had fun tossing coins for the wedding scramble.”

      I also noticed the sprig of white heather in her peony and lily bouquet. I winked as my brother took her hand. “Ye’re almost Scottish, then.”

      She came down the aisle behind me for our wedding walk.

      I told Charlotte a bit about Scotland as she walked next to me so she could scout for bad omens. My brother escorted the bride in case we needed to whisk her away from any misfortune that might threaten her during our short walk to the blacksmith.

      The piper followed the bride, with our guests behind him.

      Once we made it to the doorstep, we stayed outside while friends gathered.

      I hadn’t expected to feel so strongly, but I experienced a heady rush as I waited beside her.

      The blacksmith preacher asked her the all-important question, and she said, “I do.”

      My turn. I straightened, waiting for my turn while ignoring the heartbeat pounding in my ears. At last I got to say, “I do.”

      The priest tapped the anvil and said, “You may kiss the bride.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and we kissed.

      Finally, she was Stephanie Grannd, and no one could ever stop us from being together.

      The limo drove fast to my brother’s castle. Most of our guests were staying there with us, which was good for the old house, since normally we didn’t flip on half the lights.

      The photographer snapped tons of photos, and Logan checked to be sure the tables in the gardens were ready. He rushed back to us as the photographer took the hundredth picture and said, “The guests are all parking now.”

      No more standing around. We joined the wedding party, and I handed Stephanie some whisky for the “Loving Cup”. She laughed while she filled it, and we each took a sip. I met her warm gaze and said, “Charlotte and Logan get the first sips from the Loving Cup.”

      Logan corrected me, saying, “Quaich.”

      The two-handed silver bowl was traditionally passed around the wedding party to sip. Originally the design of the cup was of two houses joining, but I whispered to Stephanie, “He’s not used to being upstaged.”

      Once everyone was seated, Stephanie and I ate a little, but I wasn’t hungry. We kissed when people rang bells, but finally the band led by her cousin, the famous Phoenix Stone, and his wife, the equally famous Maggie Carpenter began to play.

      It was time for our Grand March, the first dance. We marched to the center with the bagpipes, but the music changed to a soft waltz my wife—yes, my wife—said would have scandalized her favorite historical figures.

      My brother escorted Charlotte onto the dance floor, followed by Stephanie’s sisters and their husbands. Then the entire wedding party and guests all danced.

      This wasn’t strictly traditional, but it was fun. As the song ended, I took her hands and said, “I haven’t met all your sisters, since Indigo only arrived last night.”

      I wanted to meet everyone. She took my hands and said, “Come, let me introduce you right now.”

      Another couple returned to their seats but jumped up to hug Stephanie and shake my hand. She said, “Georgie, Michael, this is Charlie.”

      Michael, the baseball player who was famous in America but unknown here, said, “Lovely wedding. Why did some of the guests bring their own food?”

      Yes, the family next to him had brought a picnic. I explained, “It’s an old tradition, so the bride and groom start their married life without being in debt to anyone. And they’re local clansmen. We sometimes call full weddings with bring-your-own-food a ‘penny wedding.’”

      “Interesting,” he said, right before Stephanie dragged me away.

      I knew the next man and shook his hand as I said, “Jacob, nice to meet you again.”

      Stephanie massaged my back and said, “Charlie, this is Indigo, my sister.”

      She was much darker-haired than Stephanie. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said.

      “And I’ve heard about you.” I barely managed to say it before Stephanie dragged me off.

      Part of me liked how she forgot no one and charmed everyone. However, the sooner we finished, the sooner our night started. She hugged the next woman and shouted. “Ridley!” I shook Carter’s hand until Stephanie rejoined me and said, “Sorry. I’d like you meet Ridley, Carter, and Chelsea. Where is your baby?”

      Ridley hugged me as she said, “Sleeping. The nanny is with her.”

      I said quickly, “I hear your opinion made a difference.”

      Carter put his arm around his wife and said, “Ridley just wants her sister to be loved.”

      And no one said anything bad, which was good. I hadn’t enjoyed being sued, though the original deal honestly was a disaster.

      Once again, Stephanie hauled me to the next group and said, “This is Olivia and Johnny Dawes.”

      She’d once threatened to hire a hit man, but her husband was too nice to even know one, and besides, his hands were as clean as a doctors should be. I waved, “Hello, again.”

      When we reached the last couple, resplendent in their royal blue garments, I bowed as Stephanie said, “Prince Kristof and my sister, Nicole.”

      Kristof hugged me while my brother across the field tugged at his collar. I winked at Kristof, nodding my head toward my brother, and said, “Lovely to see my brother outclassed once in a while.”

      My brother waved for me, and this time, I held Stephanie’s hand and led her.

      The wedding would end soon, and our night alone would begin, so I cheered, “Time to open the presents!”

      We stood and unboxed items. My brother handed me his gift—a clock, of course. I shook my head and said, “Seems all the traditions have been followed to the letter.”

      Next, Stephanie opened Charlotte’s gift of a tea set. Bells rang and we kissed again.

      Once we finished and night was starting to show itself, we danced one more The Lang Reel and a slow dance. As we finished the night, Stephanie said, “So I’ve had a proper Scottish wedding now?”

      She smelled more floral today. I kissed her cheek and said, “I’ll reward you tonight.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she said, and then her lips were on mine.

      I didn’t care who saw us. Stephanie was my wife, and when I kissed her, I was the luckiest man in the world.

      Thank you so much for reading about Stephanie and Charlie. I had so much fun writing them and I hope you enjoyed their story. However the Scottish romp with Jane Austenites is far from over. You can get A Scot for Christmas which features Sophia and Harris. (Also I licensed out the other Austenites to a new writer Tori Pine so I hope you go and check out the other three stories she penned.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview A Scot for Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia

      

      The fresh snow in the air let me breath in the scent of Christmas. On the London street today the cinnamon rolls I passed smelled aroma. Pedestrians still started at me like I was strange, and I knew it was because I grinned like an American, showing my emotions, without a care of my crooked teeth.

      The air was fresh today. Soon I’d see my friends and celebrate the holidays, and no one should be miserable at Christmastime. At least in my world.

      Life was better somehow when there was fresh pine tree smell in the air, including the lobby of the marketing building. For a moment I swear I saw Harris, the guy I’d met weeks ago who starred in my fantasy life get on an elevator across the hall.

      I blinked and he was gone. Clearly my brain was playing a bit of a trick on me as I waited for my own elevator.

      I had a bounce to my step as I slid into my office on this Friday morning.

      No one was in their offices that I passed though. I must be early, but I reached my office and took my seat.

      Soon I’d be in Bath with my friends at Jane Austen’s tearoom and we’d have our annual holiday tradition.

      The utter silence that filled the office was as distracting as a hurricane. I had no idea where anyone was or if I missed a memo about a day off. For now I jumped up to get myself a morning tea and took my cup to the electric kettle and opened the cabinet for one of the tea bags.

      My boss, John’s face was completely white when I faced him at the door and cleared his throat. I tilted my head to say hello, but then he asked, “What are you doing here Sophia?”

      I narrowed my gaze as the water boiled behind me. “I work here.”

      His face turned bright red when he said, “You should have read your email last night or this morning.”

      Maybe the staff was all supposed to be somewhere else. My skin was jumpy. Last night I’d spent half the night sewing my Jane Austen reenactment dress for the tea. I nodded and said, “Right…”

      Without another word he stormed away. The halls were cold, and the lack of white noise was eerie. I took my teacup and returned to my office.

      This time I opened the work email and I almost spilled the tea. My hands started to shake as I reread the words. ‘We no longer require your services. Please report to human resources for your severance.’

      I covered my lips and said to myself, “Are you serious? Christmas is coming.” I gulped my last tea I’d ever have here and grabbed my bag. At the last second, I decided to pack my teacup and rummage my desk for personal effects as I mumbled, “See human resources.”

      Fired at Christmas was one of those movies scenes that always seemed unbelievable when it happened to someone else.

      My entire body was now cold and trembling as I left the office and headed downstairs.

      This wasn’t how I expected today. My coworkers were mostly silent, but I had a few head nods as I took my place in line.

      Everyone else was British so no one else had my immigration issues. My throat tightened as I imagined having to return to Denver.

      I’d be stuck in a broken home with my alcoholic father until I figured out how to get myself a place and start over. Or I’d have to see my sister and my ex again. The night I discovered their betrayal, I bought a plane ticket to be even closer to Jane and forget my family.

      Before my mother had died, she’d trained me to follow my dreams and go after what I want, but that hadn’t included how to handle being let go.

      A week ago I turned down the job to go to America because I had some fantasy life where I’d see Harris again. Now that was gone too as romance took a backseat to reality like it always did.

      Finally I made it to the front of the line and the HR representative handed me a form letter as she said, “The company is offering you one-month severance and your retirement benefits will kick in automatically when you reach the age limit.”

      The letter said nothing about my immigration and how my job supported me.

      My heart raced as I said, “I don’t understand this.”

      She stopped typing and handed me a second letter. “The company will be working with freelancers. If you’re interested in working with us and set up your own business, please apply at our website to see what jobs are available.”

      The pay was probably a fraction, and this didn’t solve my problem.

      However my mother would have said ‘you’ll figure it out if you want it bad enough.’ So I stood to let the next person in line in as I said, “Great. Thanks.”

      As I left, my chest was hollow. I passed a coffee shop that smelled like peppermint and tears formed in my eyes.

      Londoners made a wider path for me as my emotions were clear as day, well probably clearer as here it was gloomy a lot of the time.

      I stepped back on the tube to head to my apartment. No one spoke to me but that was fine. Once I left my station though my phone rang. I glanced at the clock. Half the day was gone. She thought I was on my lunch break. I opened my apartment door and said, “Alexa… Merry Christmas.”

      I trekked up the steps to my small space as she asked, “Is it? I’m hoping you and I can talk…”

      Talk wasn’t our relationship, not since she’d turned eighteen. She’d been my only friend until she’d decided my boyfriend’s apartment was preferred over our father’s house. I let myself in the door and said, “I can’t talk right now Alexa. I have way too much… work.”

      “Okay I’ll call you later then and hope you’ll forgive me.”

      If I asked if this meant she left David, I’d get into a conversation I didn’t want to ever have. Besides if I didn’t solve my crisis, I’d be stuck in hell.

      I locked the door behind me and booted up my computer.

      I went to online boards and found marketing positions. I’d not move until I applied for three. I hate the online forms that don’t take resumes. Applying for more than three a day is exhausting.

      I finished the third one and my phone rang. I stood to get a sip of water and saw one of my best friend’s number. I answered, “Amelia, hey.”

      I’d never asked them for help, but my Americans who moved to London because we all love Jane Austen reenactments was a second family where we all understood each other.

      Amelia quickly said, “Stephanie and Charlotte are on the line too.”

      The team was all on then. I missed the two of them, especially Charlotte who I saw less because she’d married a Scottish Duke and moved to Scotland. I sighed and said, “Hey.”

      She laughed and said, “So we’re excited to see you tonight.”

      My mind raced. None of them had contacts in marketing and I was anxious as my stomach tightened. I tugged my ear and asked, “Tonight?”

      Charlotte said, “It’s December first.”

      My day had clearly now given me momentary amnesia. I circled back to my plans. Damn. My forehead cringed as I shook my head. “Maybe… no… I can’t make it.”

      Stephanie said, “It won’t be the same without you.”

      Every dime I spent now wasn’t being replaced. I stood taller as I said, “I know but I can’t afford it right now.”

      Charlotte said, “Don’t worry. Remember, I’m paying for your ticket and your room with Amelia for the night so you two aren’t at some horrible hotel.”

      Sweetheart still and yes I’d agreed to stay at the five star resort on her dime. I just had to get there. Tears formed in my eyes. “Still.”

      “Your car will make it.” Amelia added.

      At least she was like me. We’re living on our pennies to ensure we could do what we enjoyed. Jane Austen living as much as possible.

      I let out a sigh. They were right. It was a two-hour drive and gas for my car would be cheaper than the hired car service I’d planned. I quickly grabbed my dress and said, “Right. I’d love to see you. Be there in a few hours.”

      My dress took a little longer to pack than I wished. I packed my laptop since I’d need to continue the job hunt. Hopefully someone hired before immigration caught on.

      Done, I tossed my stuff in the backseat. Amelia had gone to Bath a few days ago since her job gave her the time off. Stephanie was who knows where with her billionaire husband this week and Charlotte was flying in from her castle in Scotland.

      Scotland had been nice when I’d visited. Charlotte’s neighbor Harris was hilarious and sexy in that kilt of his.

      I turned the key of my old clunker and she didn’t start. My heart pounded and I closed my eyes. This needed to move now. I took a deep breath, opened my eyes and turned the key as I said, “Come on car…” The motor hummed. Yes. I stroked my steering wheel like my car was a pet and said, “Let’s go. Good girl.”

      Once I got on the road, I found a station with Christmas music. I sang along and tried to relax. All would be well.

      I left London and found the roads to Bath. My body even bounced to the happy cheerful songs.

      Everything would be okay. I needed to believe that.

      Driving the road with no one on it was not a problem.

      Then my car stopped.

      Damn.

      I’d checked the gas so that wasn’t it.

      I cringed. Okay this was turning out to be a horrible day. My eyes even misted though I screamed but no one could hear me. Then I tried to turn the key as I said, “Oh no, don’t die on me.”

      Nothing. I swallowed and wished for a sign that all would be okay. I reached for my phone and the universe laughed at me as white flakes fell on my car. I yelled more then I said, “And it snows.”

      I’m not sure what this meant but this was way too much.

      I needed help. I picked up my phone and checked my email instead of calling a car and said, “Interview… in Scotland!”

      I yelped out my relief and accepted. If I made it to Bath, then I’d hitch a ride with my friends and be there for an interview.

      My heart raced. If I got a job there, I’d see Harris again.

      He easily won the sexiest man I’d ever met award. I took a breather and tried my key again as lights of another car on the road blinked in the distance. I swallowed and said, “I need to get to this tea now.”

      Again the car didn’t budge. Damn.

      I sighed and then dialed for help. The headlights of the car behind me was getting close so I put my hand out to wave them around me. Car service answered and I asked fast, “How long for the tow truck?”

      “Three hours.” He said.

      Damn. My friends would be sleeping if I ever made it to Bath. And the repairs would pretty much take every cent I didn’t have. I choked as I said, “I…”

      A knock on my window had me jump. I glanced into the blue eyes of Harris and rolled my window down. He said, “Tell them your car will be here waiting for them but you’re coming with me.”

      I put my hand over the speaker and shook my head. “I can’t do that Harris. What are you even doing here?”

      “It’s cold, lassie, and I was in London for business.” He shook his head at me and put his hand in my car. “You can get bossy with me later, but I’m not letting you freeze. So give me the phone.”

      I blinked. No one ever spoke to me like that. He stood taller and said, “Hello, please pick up the car. The woman is coming with me, but I wanted you to have my number so we can discuss what needs repairs.”

      I glanced down his muscular body and wished he wore his kilt, though it was cold today. The last thing I needed though was a man spending my money without giving me the final say. I yelled out. “Don’t. It’s my problem.”

      He stepped back with my phone and said, “It’s mine now, too. So you call me with the estimates for the fix.”

      Wait. He intended to pay. I opened my car door and jumped out. He’d already hung up. I crossed my arm and hugged myself as I wasn’t sure how to argue. “I shouldn’t Harris.”

      He gave me my phone and pointed to his silver Aston Martin. “I’m assuming you’re on your way to Bath.”

      I’d not seen or talked to him for long, since my friend’s wedding since last month. He’d checked on me weekly and said he’d been out of town, but the phone calls had only fed into my fantasies of having a decent guy in my life. I pushed my shoulder length hair behind my ears. “I was.”

      He clicked his car and said, “Then get in. We’re both going to the same place.”

      Okay the universe answered me. I opened the back seat to get my bag, but then he took it to carry it for me.

      Harris was tall, muscular, looked manly in a kilt and today he was my hero. I walked next to him and asked, “Why are you going to Bath? the Jane Austen Christmas Tea?”

      He held my door for me. “For Jane Austen’s Christmas Tea, of course. Don’t look so flummoxed. Logan and Charlie will be there with their women, and we have business interests to discuss.”

      “I see.” My heart hoped he was here for me too, but I’d never say that out loud.

      He closed my door and the heat of his car cracked my dry skin. I reached out and let my hands melt as he put my stuff in his trunk. I licked my lips and said, “Well turns out you're my guardian angel.”

      He opened his door at the end, and I glanced up. He jumped in his seat and said, “No one would call me an angel.”

      This time I laughed. Today was like a giant slap me in the face kind of day. I sighed and said, “I suppose no one would.”

      This time he chuckled as we drove the snowy road together. Then he said, “I’m glad to see your sense of humor is still intact.”

      Hot Harris had been a guest at both weddings, and I’d been a busy bridesmaid. But both times, he’d twirled me around the dance floor. Otherwise I knew nothing about him, other than he’d heard me be myself and called to check in like we’d see each other when he returned. On the phone, he’d been nice. I turned the heat up in my seat to warm my bottom as I said, “Really? I’m a total disaster. I just lost my job, can’t afford the car fixes, and I’m probably going to have to leave soon and return to America to live in the extra bedroom of my father’s trailer or in a hotel until they kick me out as I spend my pennies on my apartment.”

      He stared at the road and said, “That sounds dramatic.”

      Probably true. I settled back in my chair and talked like he was in my circle of friends already. “I wish I was more like Europeans whose country don’t charge tuition as it’s a burden on their young to have debt.”

      His gaze narrowed. “How much do you owe?”

      Every one of my friends and I had this. I was on a payment plan for the rest of my life. I put my hands on my lap now that I was almost normal as I said, “Fifty thousand for my fancy degree and of course my rent, utilities, and to prove to immigration I’m not here to be a burden.”

      He winked at me. “You’re not a burden. You’re far too pretty and smart for that which makes you a rare combination and quite endearing.”

      Aww. Sweet guys were rare. No one thought I was beautiful, but endearing was nice. I shrugged and said, “Because you’re strange Harris.”

      We passed a sign that said the kilometers to Bath, not that they actually computed in my head though I’d lived in London years now.

      He kept his voice low when he said, “Only to you.”

      Right. I channeled how my father would have corrected me and then shared the words, “Most rich, entitled men just want a piece of ass at his side, where he makes all the calls and she sits there all pretty.”

      He chuckled and that sound filled my inside with desire I’d rather not feel. I had no job which meant no time for romance until I secured my position. He said, “Glad you’re sounding more like yourself again with those pert opinions about nobility and wealth.”

      I unbuttoned my jacket, happy to breathe as I said, “It’s the heat in your fancy car. I’m de-thawing and it’s helping me think, cutie.”

      His face turned beat red. “You’re probably the first woman that’s ever called me that.”

      Cutie was an understatement, but the last thing hot men ever needed was to know they were hot. I settled in my seat and said, “Strange. Maybe that’s why you like being around me.”

      He reached between us and then offered me a water. I took it and the brush of his hand on mine sent a shock in me I needed to forget. I lowered my head and said, “On a more serious note, thank you for being my hero today. I wasn’t expecting you.”

      He stared at me and I swear he undressed me in that quick glance and then he said, “What are the odds that I would be in London, travelling toward Bath, that same night you would be.  Sometimes business works in my favor. I’m just glad I saw your car.”

      “Me, too. I would have frozen to death waiting for a tow for three hours.”

      “You’d be a Sophie-cicle by now.”

      “Thank God you had business in London.” Sophie chimed, feeling the warmth in the car like a gift.

      “Don’t stress it, lassie.”

      Today ended okay. Maybe if I ended up getting the job in Scotland, I’d see Harris more often. Normally I don’t crush on any guy, but he was my one exception.

      I hope you enjoyed this unedited preview and order A Scot for Christmas.
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      Tori Pine writes way steamier than I do, but she wanted to learn how to plot a romance. And I realized just how much I ADORED writing the Scottish lords and billionaires men. Dividing stories was crazy hard as I wanted to keep them all. I was going to give all of Stephanie’s friend’s and be done. However Sophia went back into my pile. I loved how complicated she was.
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      And I have to say that the Jane Austen Festival in Bath absolutely inspired me and these women who all love Regency England and dressing for it.

      https://www.janeaustenfestivalbath.co.uk
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