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        Truth or Dare is the final book in the Dare to Try trilogy and should only be read after Dare You and Dare Me.

      

      

      

      Lieutenant Kieran Bailey never saw his life anywhere but the bustling streets of Chicago—but then again, he never saw his life with a boyfriend, either. That all changed when he fell in love with bombshell CEO Sebastian “Bash” Vogel.

      

      But it’s one thing to fall in love. It’s another to try to build a life together when you live hundreds of miles apart.

      

      How do you choose between everything you’ve ever known and everything you’ve ever dreamed of?

      

      
        
        This series must be read in the following order:

        Dare You (book one)

        Dare Me (book two)

        Truth or Dare (book three)
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      THE TRUCK’S TIRES squealed as Olsen pulled up to the curb of an inner-city residence, where me and the guys piled out onto the sidewalk. It was Sunday night, and even though the sun had set hours ago, the stifling heat remained, making the layers of gear we all wore as uncomfortable as ever.

      We were responding to a call about a fire that had broken out in a second-story apartment, and as I stared up at the smoke billowing out of one of the windows, it appeared the information had been correct.

      Engine seventeen pulled up at the fire hydrant as my crew gathered around, and just as I was about to start issuing orders, a frazzled-looking woman in curlers, a pair of slippers, and a long nightgown with pastel-blue flowers all over it came rushing up the sidewalk.

      “Oh, thank God you’re here. I’m Gladys, the one who called,” she said, gripping my forearm as she turned to point to the second floor of the home. 

      “I’m Lieutenant Kieran Bailey with firehouse seventy-three. We’re here to help. Can you tell me what happened? Is there anyone else in the home?”

      “I…” She tightened her fingers around my arm. “I’m not sure. I live alone, and the gentleman upstairs does too. I don’t know if he’s home or not.” She frowned, and then peered up at me with worry in her eyes. “Maybe I should’ve checked.”

      “No, no, you did the right thing by calling us and then coming out here. Can you tell me what you saw before you came outside?”

      “Yes, I, um, I had just gotten into bed and was closing my eyes when I started to smell the smoke.”

      “Okay, and did you see any flames?”

      “No, just the smoke. It was coming down through the roof, right over my bed.”

      I nodded and patted her arm. “Thank you. That’s all very good information. Now if you could go and sit with Stevie over there, we’re going to get inside and take a look around.”

      She nodded, as Stevie—our station’s paramedic—took her elbow and guided her over to the back of the ambulance, and I turned to my men.

      “Right, looks like we’ve got a possible victim on the second story. A man who lives alone. Gladys isn’t sure if he’s home or not, but that’s his place that’s smokin’, so let’s get moving. Engine seventeen, let’s get a hose on that second story window, and Brumm? Have the truck ready in case we need the ladder.”

      “Yes, lieutenant.”

      Davis headed off toward the truck as I looked to Olsen, Brumm, Lee, and Isaacs—the latest floater—who was filling in until we found a replacement for that fuckface Sanderson. “You four are with me.”

      Olsen gave a clipped nod, and after masking up, we ran toward the front door. As we pushed inside, the smell of smoke was immediate, but there was only a thin haze throughout the first-floor apartment. It appeared the belly of the beast was contained to the floor above.

      I gestured to the staircase that led up to the second floor. “Olsen and Isaacs, we’re upstairs. Brumm, take Lee and check the first floor.”

      “You got it, lieutenant.” Brumm and Lee headed off inside the first floor while Olsen, Isaacs, and myself headed up to the second floor. 

      As soon as our boots hit the stairs, the change in the air was immediate. The smoke was thicker and the heat more intense as we climbed up to the second story. These old homes downtown were the perfect recipe for a fire, with their dated electrical and wooden structures, and add in varnished floorboards and the places were just begging to go up in flames.

      “Fire department, call out!” When there was no response but my own breathing in my ears, I called it out again. Still nothing.

      We reached the door to the apartment and tried the handle just in case luck was on our side, but as usual, we were shit out of it.

      I gestured to Isaacs, who held an iron. “Get us in there.”

      Olsen and I stepped aside as the young fireman stepped up to the door and went to work. Less than a minute later, the old frame cracked under the pressure and the door swung open. The smoke inside was much thicker, to where you could barely see an arm’s-length in front of you, but there were still no visible flames. 

      “Fire department, call out!”

      As we carefully moved inside the apartment, we heard a faint “Help… I’m in here.”

      My head whipped in that direction, and then I glanced over my shoulder to Olsen and gestured for the two of them to follow me.

      We made our way past an old couch and coffee table that faced a TV that was mounted on the wall, and as we moved closer to what I presumed was the bedroom, I knew this was the same room where I’d seen smoke pouring out of the window.

      “Fire department, call out!”

      “In here!” The response was much clearer now. I shoved open the bedroom door, and the sight that greeted me stopped me in my tracks. Not because there was a fire licking up one side of the bedroom, but because of the situation we found our, um…victim in.

      There, in the middle of his bedroom, was a man handcuffed to a kitchen chair that had fallen on its side. At first, I couldn’t quite wrap my head around what had happened and how he’d ended up in that position. Had he been part of a home invasion? A kidnapping? 

      But as I quickly assessed the rest of the scene—a pool of wax on the hardwood by his head and a leather belt off to the other side of him—I realized that was the most unlikely scenario here.

      “Holy shit,” Olsen said. “Is he wearing—” 

      “Yes,” I said, cutting him off before he could say one of two things. Because a pair of leather chaps and a black leather mask was all this man was wearing. “Let’s focus on getting him free—”

      “Pretty sure his boys are freer than ours right now.”

      “Olsen,” I said, but the reprimand held little bite, because wow, this had to be a first. From the burn on the floorboards and the flames licking up the curtains and out the window, it looked as though someone had been having a party for one when a candle got out of control. 

      Something that could’ve been easily extinguished if the man wasn’t handcuffed to his chair. 

      “Sir? I’m Lieutenant Kieran Bailey with the fire department and we’re here to get you out. Is anyone else here with you?”

      “No, just me.” 

      “Okay, and are you hurt anywhere?” I crouched down beside the man’s head and was careful to keep my eyes averted, hoping the worst-case scenario was that he couldn’t get himself free.

      “No, I’m just a little—”

      “Tied up?” Olsen came around to the other side of the guy, and, seeing that we were not in any immediate danger, I gestured to the chair.

      “How about you help me get him up?” The second the words left my mouth, I regretted them. But it was too late, and Olsen was already snickering. “To all fours. We’ll move him back toward the bed.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the scene, the chaps, the leather, or, well, all the naked skin on display, but suddenly, everything out of my mouth seemed to be a double entendre. I took hold of one arm of the chair as Olsen grabbed the other, and on the count of three, we heaved and lifted the thing upright.

      When the chair was back on its feet, I glanced over to where Isaacs stood gawking at the three of us. “Isaacs? A little assist would be great.”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry, lieutenant.” He hustled over to us as Olsen jiggled the cuff around the arm of the chair. 

      “You got keys for these?” he asked.

      The guy in the mask glanced in the direction of the flaming curtain. “They flew off that way.”

      “Of course they did.”

      “Isaacs,” I said. “Come here and see if you and Olsen can cut this arm fr—”

      “You’re gonna cut my arm off?”

      God help me. Not only was the guy sitting buck-ass naked, handcuffed to a kitchen chair, he thought we were about to cut his arm off instead of the arm of the chair. 

      Maybe he’d also been smoking something while conducting this little love-fest.

      “No. I meant the arm of the chair, but hopefully— Oh, there they are.” 

      The sparkling silver of the keys glinted in the firelight. I grabbed them, and once we had the guy free, I looked to Isaacs, who still appeared a little tongue-tied, and pointed to the blanket on the end of the bed.

      “Grab that, would you?” I took it from him and held it out to the man, who wrapped it around his waist. “Okay, let’s get out of here so the guys can wet it down.”

      The four of us made our way back out into the living room and to the stairs in record time, and stepped outside, where the rest of the crew were watching and waiting. The expressions on their faces were something I would never forget.

      I was up front, Isaacs was just behind with the masked man holding on to him with one hand and the other clutching at the blanket by his waist, and Olsen was bringing up the rear. There was shock, amusement, and a healthy dose of relief written all over the guys, because this was one of those rare moments where nothing catastrophic had happened. It would likely go down in the books as a call we’d never forget, thanks to our next-to-naked leather lover.

      Stevie rushed over, taking the man’s weight from Isaacs, and as she maneuvered them past me, she smirked over his head. Oh yeah, this one was going to go down in history, and she hadn’t even removed the blanket yet.

      As the boys from the engine started in with the hose, I made my way back toward the truck to see Olsen relaying our little adventure to the rest of the crew and slapping Isaacs on the back. They were all ribbing one another like any family would, and it got me thinking of how much I was going to miss this place if I decided to leave. 

      It’d been four weeks since I’d gotten back from South Haven, and I missed Bash like crazy. I’d spent every free moment on the phone or Skype, just so I could see him, and when I wasn’t doing that, I was emailing or texting him.

      There was no doubt in my mind who I wanted to be with. The only time any kind of doubt crept in was when I thought about the where of it all. Back in South Haven it had been easy to suggest I would up and leave it all. I’d even submitted a job application for when that position in Savannah opened up. But once I’d gotten back to Chicago and work, the uncertainty began to creep in. 

      What if I moved down there and found that the Savannah’s fire station wasn’t enough to keep me busy, happy…excited? No, that was stupid talk. Of course I’d be happy there. Bash was there. Plus, I hadn’t gotten the position anyway, and Bash and I said we wouldn’t make any decisions until we knew one way or another. 

      So for now, we were at a kind of impasse, but one thing I knew for certain was that I couldn’t wait to get home, sleep this shift off, and then call Bash and tell him all about my little adventure here in the Windy City tonight. I had a feeling he would get a real kick out of it.
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      I WAS FINISHING up a call on what felt like the longest Monday afternoon in the history of Mondays when I saw Kieran’s face light up my computer screen, requesting a video chat. 

      He’d shot me a text after he got off shift this morning, so he must be just waking up. I still didn’t understand how he managed to pull the crazy work schedule he did, but it seemed to work for him, and I was…adjusting. 

      “I apologize, but my next meeting just arrived,” I said. “I’ll have my assistant reach out regarding a strategy session.” When they responded in the affirmative, I ended the phone call and clicked answer on the video app. 

      As Kieran’s sleepy eyes met mine, I smiled. “Good afternoon, lieutenant. Calling me while you’re still dreaming, huh?”

      “Nah, I’m awake,” he said around a yawn. “This a bad time?”

      “Never.” It didn’t matter what I was in the middle of; Kieran took precedence over it all. Over the last four weeks being away from each other, we’d managed to get by with daily video calls, and while the view of him still lying in bed, and probably naked, was one I’d gladly look at forever, I was more than ready to get him back in my arms. “How was your shift?”

      “Oh my God, you would’ve enjoyed the call we had last night. We get called to this house fire, and we find out it’s started on the second floor in an apartment, right? So we get inside, and holy shit, Bash. We find this guy cuffed to a chair, but he’d fallen over, so at first we’re thinking we were walking into some kind of robbery situation. But when we get closer, we see he’s wearing a black leather mask and nothing but a pair of chaps. I mean, he was full frontal, and luckily his ass was on the chair, or that would’ve been all up in our faces too.” 

      “Is this supposed to make me aroused or jealous?”

      Kieran snorted out a laugh. “Neither, trust me. Wait, you don’t own leather chaps, do you?”

      “Surprisingly, no. Should I invest?”

      “No, don’t do that,” he said quickly. “I think I’m scarred for life from those. I don’t know what the hell he’d been doing, but there was wax, and one of the candles had fallen over, which is what started the fire.”

      “And he couldn’t uncuff himself? That’s irresponsible solo play.”

      “His keys had jumped off somewhere, I don’t know, but—hold on, did you say solo play? Oh Jesus, Bash, tell me you’re not into that.”

      “What if I were? Would you be so judgmental?”

      “Yes.” When I arched my brow, he shrugged. “Okay, only if you lost your keys and caught your shit on fire like that guy.”

      “Oh my. I do hope by ‘caught his shit on fire’ you mean his furniture and not his…nether region.”

      Kieran laughed. “I’m not so sure he wouldn’t deserve it. He could’ve burned down not only his place, but his neighbors’ homes.”

      “Ah, excellent point. So perhaps a bit of fire play would’ve taught him a lesson.” 

      Kieran stared at me for a long moment and then shook his head. “One day we’re gonna talk more about what goes on in these sex parties of yours.”

      “Nothing I’m sure you wouldn’t enjoy to the fullest.”

      As I shot him a wink, there was a knock on my office door. I gestured at the new intern to come in and hand me the stack of papers to sign off on. When he was back out the door, I grinned at Kieran. 

      “I do so enjoy your work stories, lieutenant. I’m afraid the most exciting office tale I have for you today is the new intern catching on to the ‘salt instead of sugar in his coffee’ prank that the others tried to pull off for an initiation. I’m quite proud he figured it out, actually. I think he’ll fit in nicely.”

      “I’m surprised you allow the pranks.”

      “Eh, it’s harmless first-day stuff, and I might secretly give them a heads-up something might happen. By the second day, they’re welcomed with open arms.”

      “Well, if you need a pair of crotchless chaps for the next intern, I know a guy.”

      I laughed. “Yes, you do, you naughty boy.”

      See, all that was one of the reasons why we hadn’t made a definitive decision. Kieran loved his job. He loved the adrenaline and the crazy stories, and I loved hearing them. With Savannah being so much smaller than Chicago, would the job still fulfill him in the way it did now? Even with the honesty we shared, somehow I didn’t think he’d tell me if he had any hesitations about picking up and moving to South Haven. He’d never admit to any sliver of doubt, and yes, there was doubt. I could see it, and I knew it wasn’t about me, because I’d been having the same thoughts about uprooting to Chicago. 

      That was the main reason I hadn’t made a move just yet, or even popped up there for a visit. I wanted to give Kieran the space to decide what he really wanted. And if Chicago was it, then I’d make that happen. 

      “Still no word on the position,” he said, as if he could read my mind. 

      “I figured as much.”

      Kieran went silent for a moment and then said, “Do you think we’re making the right decision?”

      “We haven’t made one yet.”

      “That’s my point. We’re waiting on something to force our hand one way or another, but it’s been a month now. Maybe we should just pick one.” 

      “And how do you suggest we choose? Perhaps eeny, meeny, miny, moe? Whoever wins a game of chess?”

      “Not chess. I suck at chess.”

      “Then perhaps something more fun.” I tapped my lips, thinking it over. “I know. We could play who can get undressed and naked on the bed first.” 

      “But I’m already naked on the bed.” Kieran ripped the sheet away from his body, showcasing all the gorgeous muscles I dreamed of every night. 

      I groaned and squirmed in my chair. “That’s hardly fair, lieutenant, not to mention you’re subjecting my cock to sweet agony in a place I can hardly reciprocate.” I didn’t see anyone looking my way at the moment, but these glass office walls meant zero privacy. Why oh why had I ever thought that was a good idea?

      Note to self: rethink Chicago office having an open floor plan. 

      Kieran grinned and pulled the covers back over himself, hiding his beautiful body from my gaze and making me curse. 

      “That’s unacceptable,” I said. 

      “I can’t distract you while you’re at work, even though you look sexy as fuck.” 

      “Do I? In this old thing?” I winked and fingered the collar of my royal-blue sequined shirt that I’d worn under a fitted blazer. It never failed to excite me when Kieran mentioned enjoying what I wore, since I practically lived to impress, and now I had someone in particular in mind when I got dressed. “I never would’ve guessed you’d be one to appreciate my flashy ensembles, lieutenant, but I have to say, it’s been a pleasant surprise.”

      “You look good in any and everything, Bash. You know that.” Then he licked his lips and lowered his voice, even though there was no one else in the room to hear him. “You look even better with those outfits on the floor.” 

      “On the floor? Have you lost your mind? You don’t toss Gucci on the floor as though it’s a shirt you picked up from the mall. My God.” 

      Kieran’s head fell back as he began to laugh, and when he finally calmed down, he wiped his eyes. “I miss you, you know that?”

      “Yeah? How much?”

      “So much I was tempted to hop on a plane and head down there for my day off.”

      “Kieran…” 

      “I know, I know. We agreed not to make any quick decisions, but damn. I don’t want it to be another month before I see you.”

      “You’re seeing me now.” I tried for a bright smile and failed. 

      “And this is enough for you?”

      “Of course not.” I looked to the folder on my desktop with Chicago housing information and swallowed hard. “This isn’t ideal, but we’ll figure it out.”

      Kieran sighed, obviously frustrated, and it wasn’t that I didn’t feel the same way. Of course I did. It didn’t help to take out our annoyances on each other, not when we got so little time to see each other. 

      There was another knock on the door, and I looked up to see Jackson sticking his head in. “Sorry to interrupt, but did you want to stop by Maggie’s send-off?”

      “Oh damn, is it four already?”

      “A little past.” 

      “Okay…give me a few and I’ll try to make it.”

      Jackson nodded. “Tell Kieran I said hi.” 

      “Hey, Jackson,” Kieran said, but he was already shutting my office door. “A send-off party, huh? Who would ever leave you?”

      “She’s pregnant with baby number four, so she’s not sure whether it’ll be feasible to come back. Door’s always open, of course, but just in case, we thought we’d throw a goodbye-slash-baby shower party. I got the little bambino the absolute cutest little Dolce & Gabbana dress, and Maggie will just die when she sees it.” 

      Kieran smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You should go so you don’t miss it. It sounds, how would you say, too fabulous for words.” 

      “Oh, it is. But Jackson can take a photo. I’d rather talk to you.”

      “No, I should probably get up and do something with myself. Go, and then call me later so you can tell me all about Maggie’s reaction.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Go.”

      “All right.” I pushed away from my desk and stood up, giving Kieran one last look at all of me, because why not send your man off with a hot visual? Then I leaned down to the camera and blew him a kiss. “I love you. I’ll call you tonight.”

      “I love you too. Have fun.” 

      Kieran signed off, and I stared at the screen for a long time before shutting it down. He’d seemed okay, hadn’t he? A little sad and frustrated at our situation, but still happy to be together…right? Would heading up there to surprise him this weekend be a good idea? 

      I’d have to feel him out later, because the last thing I wanted to do was to push him in a direction he wasn’t ready for. 

      For now, I needed to put it out of my mind, since there was nothing I could do about it. After all, we had a bébe to celebrate.
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      “KB? WANT ANOTHER?” 

      I glanced up from where I was lining up my shot at the pool table to see Olsen dangling an empty beer bottle from his fingers. I’d already had a couple, but what the hell. 

      “Sure.” I knocked the striped nine into the corner pocket and stood up, debating my next move. The last thing I’d felt like doing after getting off shift this morning was going out, but Olsen had all but dragged me out of the house with him. Something about how I’d been restless lately and needed to get laid. 

      Hell, he wasn’t wrong, but it couldn’t be remedied by anyone but a man who was currently hundreds of miles away. I’d told myself I wouldn’t think about all that while I was out with the guys, because the last thing they wanted was to hang around a mopey asshole, but damn. How was I supposed to do that when all I could think about was how the last time I was at the pub had been with Bash? When Sanderson had shown his ass and Bash hadn’t put up with his shit? 

      Just thinking about that night now made me cringe. I should’ve punched Sanderson out right then and there. 

      “Here ya go.” Olsen handed me an ice-cold bottle and clinked the head of his against mine. After taking a long swig, he nodded at the table. “So what are you thinking? Fifteen to the corner pocket?”

      I wasn’t thinking pool at all, but Olsen didn’t have a clue what was really on my mind, and I wasn’t about to tell him. Not here, and not in front of the rest of our crew. 

      “You know it.” I sucked back some of the cold brew, set it on the edge of the table, and then took the shot. 

      I missed. 

      Olsen slapped me on the back. “Off your game tonight, huh, KB? Guess I’ll have to show you how it’s done.” He grabbed his cue and rounded the table, searching for the best shot. Of course he put the seven in the hole easily, followed by another…then another.

      Fine, so he swept the whole damn table, and after he called the eight ball into the center pocket and made the shot easily, I tossed my cue on the table. 

      “Aw, don’t be a sore loser, KB. I’m up for a rematch.”

      “Nah, you guys go ahead.” I grabbed my beer and took up the seat vacated by Brumm at the high-top table.

      “Here,” Olsen said, handing his cue off to Davis. “Why don’t you try to reclaim your title from the other night?”

      Brumm dusted the chalk over the top of the cue. “I’d like to see him try.”

      “Uh, the only reason you won was because I was about three beers ahead of you that night.”

      “Sure, keep telling yourself that. We all know it’s because of my superior handling of the ball—” Brumm cut himself off, seeming to realize what hole his mouth was about to land him in.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” Olsen laughed as he slid onto the seat opposite me. “We all know you’re good at handling your balls, Brumm. Hell, no one else wants to.”

      Brumm tossed the chalk to Davis then flipped Olsen off. “Yeah? Well, I don’t see any ladies sniffing around you. Probably why you just kicked KB’s ass.”

      “Yo, Brumm. You gonna shut your yap sometime soon and play? Or you want to go gossip?”

      “Rack ’em, asshole. It’s time to get that title back.”

      Brumm shit-talked his way through the first couple of shots before missing, and as Davis stepped up, ready to defend his title, Olsen began to drum his fingers on the table.

      Shit. It was clear he was onto me. He’d lived with me long enough to know the shifts in my mood. But even knowing that, I couldn’t seem to snap out of this funk. I was miserable, no two ways around it, and there was only one person who could fix that.

      “You’re awfully quiet tonight,” Olsen said.

      I looked at the bottle I was twisting back and forth between my hands. Anywhere but at Olsen. “Am I?”

      “Yeah, you are. In fact, you’ve been quiet the last few weeks.”

      “I have not.”

      “KB?” Olsen settled back in his seat and waited for me to look at him. “How long have we known each other?”

      “Too damn long.”

      Olsen chuckled. “Right. So you wanna tell me what’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing is going on.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “In all the years I’ve known you, you’ve never ducked out on meals at the station with the guys. You never miss get-togethers here at the pub. But over the past few weeks, you’ve been practically MIA.” Olsen took a sip of his beer then eyed me closely. “So…who is she? I mean, the only reason I can think you’re ducking out on us is because you’re ducking in with someone else. She must be something to have you always running off to talk to her.”

      “Oh, Bash is definitely something.” The second the words were out of my mouth, I realized what I’d said.

      “Did you just say”—Olsen leaned in across the table—“Bash? As in…”

      Well, shit, it was out now. Or was I out? Either way, there was no taking that back. Not that I wanted to. But this wasn’t really the place I wanted to talk about it.

      “As in the guy I hauled out of the Royale over my shoulder who was—”

      “Wearing a dress?”

      Heat crept up my neck at the mention of Bash’s outfit, but not because I was embarrassed, more because I had a very distinct reaction to the memory of said dress. “Uh, yeah. That’d be the one.”

      “Wait a minute.” Olsen blinked a couple of times as though trying to process all that I was saying. “You’ve been talking to Bash? Why?”

      “Well, not for dress tips, that’s for sure.”

      “Fuck you, KB. Be serious.”

      “I am. I don’t think I’d look good in a dress. My shoulders are too broad.” Something about the deer-in-headlights response from Olsen made my sense of humor roar back to life. He looked like someone had just goosed him on the ass.

      “Let me get this straight—”

      “Or not so straight, as it turns out.”

      Olsen’s eyes bugged a little wider. “You and…and…”

      “Bash.”

      “Right. Are…” When a deep V formed between his brows, I couldn’t help but laugh. Okay, this really was making me feel better. 

      “Together? Yes.”

      “Huh.” Olsen slumped back in his seat and looked around as though worried he’d just shared my news with the whole bar. But no, they were as blissfully ignorant as they had been five minutes ago. Olsen was the only one looking like he’d been told Santa was real. “Define together.”

      “Really?”

      When he seemed to realize what he’d said, Olsen scrunched his nose up. “Not like that.”

      “Good, ’cause I was gonna say I didn’t think that was your thing.”

      “I didn’t think it was yours either, but fuck. What is it with you Bailey boys?”

      I snorted, because hell if I hadn’t wondered that too. “I have no clue. But I don’t know, it just…happened. We hit it off while he was here, so on my break I went to go and see him in South Haven, and one thing led to another.”

      Olsen stared at me across the table, the wheels in his head no doubt turning as he tried to compute all that I was telling him. 

      “So he’s who you’ve been running off to talk to? Who you’ve been staying home to chat with?”

      “Right.”

      “Holy shit.” Olsen shook his head and then glanced over his shoulder to the bartender. “Can we have a couple shots of tequila?”

      When he turned back to face me, I smirked. “Thanks, I could do with one.”

      “Fuck you. They’re both for me. You trying to give me a heart attack or something?”

      “No.” Maybe myself, but not him. I had to admit, though, I felt as though a huge weight had been lifted now that he knew.

      “You couldn’t give me a heads-up or anything?”

      “I was… Shit, you’re right. I was just trying to find the right time. This has all happened so fast, and I’ve just gotten used to my brothers knowing.”

      “I get it,” Olsen said, and then quickly added, “I mean, I don’t get it get it, because I’ve never been in that situation. You know, liking a dude.”

      “Yeah, I got it.” I smirked. “But thanks for the clarification.”

      “Hey, I was just making it clear. But I’m guessing it’s been a lot to wrap your head around.”

      “Yeah, I mean, it actually all feels really…natural? The hardest part has been the distance.”

      “He lives in South Haven, you said?”

      “Yeah, Georgia.”

      “Damn KB. That’s some long-distance shit right there.”

      Didn’t I know it, and just thinking about it made me frown.

      “Hey, why don’t you get out of here? It’s clear there’s someone else you’d rather be talking to tonight, and I promise, I’m not enjoying your company half as much as he probably would.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You sure?”

      “Uh, yeah. Get the hell out of here.”

      Not about to argue, I slipped off the stool and pulled my wallet out. 

      “Nah, put that away. I got it. Just don’t go thinking this is a date or some shit.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. “Thanks, man.” 

      What I was thanking him for, the drinks or the acceptance, I wasn’t sure. But the fact he was being so cool about this made me realize what a good friend I had in him.

      I slipped out without saying goodbye to the others, because they’d give me shit for dipping out early, and I didn’t wanna hear it. I pulled my cell out and called Bash before I’d even made it outside, and when he answered, a smile immediately crossed my face. 

      “Lieutenant, surely you’re not out partying without me. But if you are, what are you wearing?”

      I laughed and looked down at what I was sure Bash would think of as my boring Chicago ensemble of jeans and a fire department shirt. “You wouldn’t approve, trust me. Of the clothes or the venue.” 

      “I beg your pardon. I may not love your choice of venue up there, but there’s nothing you could wear that wouldn’t look absolutely delicious.”

      “You’re biased.”

      “No, I have eyes. And ears too, and it sounds like you’re outside, perhaps? Or are you leaving early because you miss me so terribly?”

      “Nailed it.” 

      “Not lately I haven’t.”

      “Well, maybe we could solve that problem.”

      “Oh?”

      “I came out to Olsen tonight.”

      There was dead silence, and then, “That’s not why you’re leaving early, is it?”

      I breathed out a laugh. “Not at all. He’s the one who told me to get lost and call you.”

      “I knew he was one of the good eggs.”

      “Yeah, I’m actually shocked he took it so well. I hadn’t even planned to tell him, but I said your name and it kind of went from there. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, since you’re all I think about.” 

      “Careful, lieutenant—you’re making me want to hop on a plane now.”

      Not wanting to get on the L just yet, I stopped outside the station and turned my back to hide my seriously huge grin. 

      “So, I was thinking… I made a big step tonight. Huge. And I feel like I should get some sort of reward for breaking the news to one of my closest friends.”

      “You name it, I’ll give it to you.”

      “Well…I figure there’s so much you need to check on up here. Like your new building or hiring people or…me.”

      “I need to come check on you?”

      “Yes. I’m not sure I won’t jump off Willis Tower if I don’t see you soon.”

      “Hmm. You do sound a bit unstable. I’m not sure you should be alone right now.”

      “Bash.”

      He laughed, and God I missed hearing that sound in person. “You can just say you miss me, darling. I won’t mind. In fact, I’ll go first. I miss you, Kieran Bailey.” 

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “And you’ll be on the next flight to Chicago? Perfect.”

      “If that’s where you want me, that’s where I’ll be.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I’ve just been waiting for you to ask.”

      My mouth fell open. “You mean you would’ve been here sooner if I’d asked?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Jesus, Bash, you could’ve told me that.”

      “I’m telling you now.”

      “And I’m telling you to go pack your twenty suitcases and get your fine ass on a plane, stat. Can you handle that?”

      I could hear the smile in his voice as he said, “Oh yes, lieutenant. I’ll be on the next flight.”
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      I HADN’T BEEN joking about hopping on the next flight to Chicago, and lucky me, the Regent had my previous penthouse suite ready for my early arrival. I figured I’d give Kieran a little more time to sleep in while I unpacked and got myself ready for a little surprise. 

      I unzipped the garment bag and practically swooned over the sequined red Valentino dress I’d purchased, since it had been impossible to get the smell of smoke out of the last one. I ran my fingers over the delicate material and imagined the look on Kieran’s face when he saw me in this hot number. He’d never gotten to fully appreciate this look the first time, since he’d been far too busy saving me from a burning building and all. 

      It still struck me as incredible that not only had I fallen for a man I never would’ve thought I had a chance with, but he’d fallen for me too. If someone had told me when I first met Kieran that he was the one I’d end up with, I never would’ve believed them. 

      Life sure had a way of surprising the hell out of me sometimes. 

      I arranged my makeup case on the counter and then quickly got to work. The sooner I made myself into a marvelous work of art, the sooner Kieran could come enjoy me. 

      For this look, I went with smokey eye shadow, a sexy cat eye, and a pair of lush lashes to really set things off. I didn’t usually go dark with both my eyes and my lips, but the gown practically begged a red lip, and I knew how much Kieran liked it when I marked him with my mouth. 

      After slicking my hair back from my face, I took a good, long look in the mirror, making sure I looked perfect for my man. When I was satisfied, I called Kieran, and to my surprise, he didn’t sound sleepy at this early hour. 

      “Lieutenant, help,” I said in my best Southern damsel twang. “My penthouse has caught fire and I can’t get out. Come quickly, please. Or be quick and come.”

      Kieran’s warm chuckle sent a wave of goosebumps all over me, the anticipation of seeing him again after so long getting me all hot and bothered already. “Just tell me where I need to put out the fire and I’m on my way.”

      “The penthouse suite at the Regent—you remember. Oh, do hurry, lieutenant, I’m burnin’ up over here. Be sure to bring your big hose to put it out.” 

      “I think I can handle it. Stay where you are and I’ll be there in less than twenty.”

      “Oh, thank you, sir. I’ll be looking forward to your arrival.” 

      I ended the call and did one last looksie before heading out of the en suite and into the bedroom. Twenty minutes was just enough time to put on my dress, along with the special surprises underneath. Just as I’d finished slipping my feet into the same sleek, black, mile-high Manolo Blahniks I’d been wearing the night of the fire, I heard an impatient knock on the door. 

      Mmm, you wasted no time at all, did you? Lucky me. 

      It was funny the way I could feel a few butterflies in my stomach as I headed toward the door. Now that Kieran was finally here, I could feel every one of the minutes we’d spent apart, and that was when I realized I wouldn’t let it happen again. One way or another, I was keeping this man close for as long as he’d have me. 

      There was another knock, and then Kieran called out, “Fire department.” 

      Ooh, I did love a good role play, and the fact that Kieran was playing along meant he was absolutely perfect for me. 

      I unlocked the door, swung it wide open, and made sure to angle my body in my sexiest come-rescue-me pose. “Oh, lieutenant, you made it. I thought I was going to catch fire without you.” 

      The look on Kieran’s face was worth a million early-morning flights. Surprise turned to admiration, which turned to hunger, and oh honey—I was in good trouble. Especially when I noticed he’d put on his firehouse uniform just for me, telling me with more than his words how into this scenario he was. 

      Lord help me, I loved this man. 

      Kieran let out a low whistle as he looked me over head to toe. “Miss Razzle Dazzle. Damn.” 

      “Miss Razzle Dazzle? Is that what you call me?”

      “Well, we didn’t know your name, so, yeah, that’s what we all called you, and I have to say, it fits. Holy shit, Bash.” 

      I did so love having his admiring gaze on me, and I was more than happy with the nickname he’d given this look. 

      “I approve, lieutenant. But perhaps you could come inside and put out this fire before it rages out of control.”

      Kieran licked his lips, his eyes still roving over me. “Unfortunately, those sexy shoes might trip you up during the rescue, so allow me to take things into my own hands.” 

      Before I could process what he meant, Kieran lifted me up and over his shoulder in the same way he’d done the night of the fire. I let out a squeal as he walked us inside and kicked the door shut behind him. With one of his hands firmly planted on my ass, this was a much more enjoyable experience than the first time. I was even getting a very nice view of his own spectacular derriere, and when I grabbed for it with both hands, Kieran gave my ass a loud smack. 

      “Oh, sir, I do believe you’re getting a little too familiar with me.”

      “I’ve gotta save you from this fire, miss, but tell me where you need me to use my big hose.” 

      “It seems to be hottest in the bedroom. We should start there.” 

      Kieran walked us into the bedroom then carefully set me back down on my feet. Though the bedroom fire had been a ruse in my little role play, the look in his eyes could no doubt make it a reality. 

      The fiery lust swirling in those blue depths had my breathing coming a little faster as he released me and took a step back. His stare was a tangible thing as he looked over me from head to heel. When he adjusted himself behind his blue uniform pants, I reached behind me, fully intending to unclasp the dress.

      “Wait.” Kieran’s voice was much deeper now, a raspy, sexy tone that sent a delicious shiver racing down my spine. “I just need a second to…calm down. But don’t take it off.”

      Don’t take it off? But I have so much more to show him. “No?”

      Kieran shook his head and held his hand out. “No. I’m not done looking.”

      Well, who was going to argue with that? Not me, honey. 

      I placed my fingers in his. He pulled me forward a step, then raised our joined hands and gestured for me to turn. A smile slowly spread across my lips as I executed a graceful pirouette. When I came back around to face him, Kieran’s eyes had darkened with desire.

      He tugged on my hand, and I took the final step to him, placing a palm over his thumping heart as he wound his other arm around my waist. Then he angled his head up and placed his lips by my ear.

      “You are the most exquisite thing I have ever seen in my life.”

      I purred as I arched my head to the side, and when his lips met my jaw, I softly moaned. Damn, he felt good. Hard in all the right places. I dug my fingers into his chest and pushed my hips forward, grinding myself against his erection.

      “I can’t tell you how often I’ve imagined you in this dress…” Kieran whispered as he scraped his teeth down my jaw line, making me hang on to him a little harder. 

      “Ooh, confessions.” I smoothed my hand around to the back of his neck and squeezed as he continued kissing his way down to my collarbone. “I do so love naughty confessions.”

      Kieran chuckled, his warm breath tickling my skin. “I bet you do.”

      “I do. I do.”

      He raised his head and ghosted his lips over the top of mine, teasing and tormenting me with what I really wanted, that delicious mouth tasting me once more.

      “Then you’re gonna get a real kick out of this.” His tongue flicked the corner of my glossy lips, and he began to walk me backward until my ass bumped into the bureau behind me. “I always dreamed of this dress—just the dress. That’s all I knew. All I had to go by in my dreams. But Jesus, Bash. The makeup? The heels? They make this fantasy even fucking better.” 

      Before I could say anything about that scrumptious little admission, Kieran crushed his lips to mine with a possessive passion that made me thankful for the dresser behind me. A wanton groan left me as he brought a hand up and smoothed it down my side, following the curves of my body I’d fabricated just for him. It had been too long since I’d had him so close, too long since I’d had his taste on my tongue. I rocked my body into his, and Kieran growled and tore his lips free.

      I smirked at the sexy red smear marking his mouth and reached up to rub my thumb across it. “I’ve missed this mouth.”

      “It’s yours whenever and wherever you want it.”

      I pushed my thumb against his lower lip, and when Kieran sucked it in, my cock throbbed in its minuscule confines. “Oh, I like that promise.”

      “You better,” he said as he trailed his fingers over my hip. When he reached the slit of my dress that started high on my thigh and traveled a little further down—

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me.” 

      —he found the little extra something I’d added for him tonight.

      Kieran’s fingers froze as he raised his eyes to mine, and I winked at him. 

      “Surprise, lieutenant.”

      Kieran cursed again, and before I could say another word, those strong fingers slid around the back of my thigh and began to inch my dress up.

      “I need to see,” he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was saying it to me or himself, as he reached for the other side of my dress and slid the delicate fabric up my legs until the slit fell wide, revealing… “Fuck me. Thigh-highs and a garter.” Kieran’s eyes flew up to mine. “You sexy little minx.”

      I let go of him to brace my palms on the bureau behind me, offering a much better view. “You like?”

      Kieran dropped to his knees in front of me, resting back on his heels. Then he ran a finger up the back of my calf before aiming his lust-filled eyes up at me. “I love.”

      My breath caught at the intensity pouring off him, the room crackling with the sexual tension simmering between us, as he cupped my ankle and smoothed his hand up the back of my leg. When he reached my knee, he moved up to his knees and leaned in to press a kiss to my thigh. Then he trailed his fingers up to the clasp of the garter and glanced up at me.

      “You were right about one thing tonight,” he said, and flicked the clasp open. “You are on fucking fire.”
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      FUCK ME, I couldn’t get over how goddamn hot Bash looked right now. And with this sexy surprise underneath, the fact that I hadn’t spontaneously combusted was a miracle. 

      With the clasp undone on one of the garters, I lifted Bash’s leg and set his heel down on my thigh. Then I took my sweet time rolling the sheer thigh-highs down Bash’s long leg, and with every inch of bare skin that was revealed, I pressed a kiss there. I hadn’t gotten my hands or lips on him in way too long, and I wanted to savor everything about this moment, especially him in this fantasy-inducing red dress. 

      As I got the material down to his ankle, I ran the back of my finger over the smooth leather of his Manolos and licked my lips. I didn’t remember ever noticing the shoes of any of the girls I dated, so what was it about Bash’s that made me so fuckin’ hot? Maybe it was just the way he wore them, so confident and with that sway to his hips. 

      As much as it pained me to do it, even for a moment, I slid the shoe off his foot so I could pull the thigh-high free of his leg. Once it was off, I lowered his leg back into the heel.

      “We’re leaving those on tonight,” I said, as I ran both hands up his leg. My fingers left goosebumps in their wake. 

      “Naughty lieutenant. I thought you were here to put the fire out, not stoke it.” 

      “Good thing I know how to play with fire and not get burned.” I winked up at him as I moved the sequined material of his dress to the side and unclasped the other garter. 

      This time, I figured I’d give Bash a surprise of his own, since he was so full of them tonight. I lowered my mouth over the top of the thigh-high and, using only my teeth, began to lower it down his leg. My nose skimmed along his skin as I trailed down his leg, and I felt him shiver. 

      “I so appreciate a man who’s as good with his mouth as he is with his fingers.” Bash ran a hand over my head, and when I looked up at him, I could see the desire in his eyes. 

      Shit, as much as I wanted to go slow, with the way he was looking at me right now? Not gonna happen. 

      I freed him of the thigh-high and then immediately hooked my fingers in his satin thong and pulled that off as well. He’d gone all out for me tonight, and my impatient cock couldn’t wait to get underneath that dress. 

      Rising to my feet, I took another long look at the stunning picture he made before turning him around, and damn, he looked just as good from behind.

      I unbuttoned and unzipped my pants, pushing them off my hips just enough to free my painfully hard dick, and then I pressed my body up against Bash’s back. Leaning us both forward, I whispered for him to put his hands on the bureau to brace himself, and that was when I noticed the little setup he’d made. Condoms and lube, already set out beside us on the bureau for the occasion. 

      “Care to undress me, lieutenant?” Bash’s voice was a seductive purr. 

      “Not yet. I’ve dreamed about you in this dress, and I’ll be damned if I don’t take the chance to fuck you in it.”

      Bash shivered and cursed as I began to lift his dress up his body. When I had it bunched up over his hips, he spread his legs wider. 

      The view was almost too much to take. Bash’s perfect, creamy ass was as ready and willing as my cock. I leaned over him to grab the lube, and my erection nestled between his cheeks.

      He dropped his head and groaned. “Remind me why I thought being away from you was a good idea,” he said as I poured a bit of lube into my hand. 

      I slid my fingers down the crack of his ass and fingered his tight hole, getting him nice and wet. “I don’t know, but I’ll sure as hell make sure you don’t make that mistake again.”

      Then I pushed one finger inside, the heat of his body greedily sucking me in as I worked on getting my guy good and ready for me. 

      “More,” Bash panted. When I added a second finger, he moaned happily. 

      God, the sight of him bent over in that wicked red dress with his bare back and neck just asking for a taste… I needed to keep my dick in check so I didn’t come too soon. 

      As I stretched him with my fingers, I brushed my lips over the curve of his neck, trailing kisses down his spine. My mouth left smears of red on his perfect skin, a remnant of his lipstick transferring to me, and I found I liked marking him with the paint. 

      “That big hose, lieutenant.” Bash’s words came out a bit ragged as he pushed himself back on my fingers. “I need you to use it. Now.” 

      I lifted my head and gave him a teasing nip on his shoulder. “Bossy little fuck.”

      I made quick work of sheathing my dick and lubing up, unable to draw this out anymore. I tried, but my self-control could only last so long after being away from him for almost a month. There’d be time to enjoy him slower later on, but for now…

      With one hand holding the dress up a bit higher, I lined up my cock with his entrance. He exhaled as I slowly pushed inside him. 

      “Oh fuck.” I dropped my head between his shoulders once I’d gotten so deep inside him I couldn’t go anymore, but the risk of coming was real, and I didn’t dare move just yet. 

      “You can stay there all day, handsome. I won’t mind a bit.” 

      When I finally got a hold of myself, I pressed a kiss to his back. “Don’t worry. I plan to.”

      I moved my hips back and took my time entering him again, getting him used to the feel of me, and it wasn’t long before Bash began to shove back on me, wanting even more. 

      So greedy, so fucking gorgeous. So fucking mine. 

      With his dress hitched up between our bodies, I was able to let go and reach around him for his cock. With every thrust, I gave him a strong pull, and the grunts and sounds he made beneath me made me act like a fucking savage. 

      Bash’s hands were braced so tightly on the bureau that his knuckles were white, and I continued to drive into him over and over, desperate to erase all the time we’d spent apart. 

      With his ass so tight around me and his cock fucking my fist, I was overwhelmed by him in every way. I couldn’t stop the warning tingle in my balls that told me what was about to happen whether I wanted it to or not. 

      I was about to tell him I couldn’t hold back anymore when Bash’s hips jerked and went rigid, and then he cursed and cried out my name as his orgasm hit. As his warm cum coated my hand and he continued rocking into my fist, I let go. Burying my teeth into his shoulder, I came with an intensity that had me seeing fucking spots. As our movements began to slow to a stop, I realized I was breathing like I’d run a marathon. 

      “Jesus.” When I let go of Bash and pulled out of him, the loss sent me off balance, and I fell back onto the bed. 

      A breathless laugh met my ears. I craned my head up to see Bash shimmying his dress back into place. With his lips swollen, crumpled dress, and his lipstick a mess, he looked thoroughly disheveled, and I had no doubt I looked similar as I lay on his bed, legs spread, my spent cock hanging out of my pants. The one thing I had enough energy for was my smirk.

      “Well, don’t you look satisfied with yourself,” Bash said.

      “I’m feelin’ pretty fuckin satisfied. Aren’t you?”

      Bash arched one of those artfully shaded brows as he walked over to stand between my legs and looked me over.

      “For now. But I’m a little concerned for round two if I made you collapse on the bed.”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “I’m just regaining my strength. I’m honestly surprised you’re still standing. Maybe I’m losing my touch.”

      There was no way that was true—I’d seen, heard, and felt just how much Bash enjoyed my touch. But my words had the desired effect. Bash reached out one of those lovely long fingers and trailed his glittery red nail up the underside of my dick.

      “You have not lost anything, gorgeous. I just need to go and freshen up a little. Someone made a mess of me.”

      I was about to tell him he looked phenomenal when the pocket of my pants began to vibrate. Bash’s eyes widened a fraction.

      “I sure hope that’s a phone in your pocket, lieutenant, or I’m going to feel very slighted.”

      “Shit, yeah,” I said as I dug my hand into my pocket and fished it out. “I forgot to turn the damn thing off.”

      “Let’s just be happy you didn’t accidentally turn it on.”

      When I glanced at the screen, I couldn’t have agreed more. “Ugh, it’s Sean. He has the worst timing.”

      “Technically, a couple of minutes earlier would’ve been the worst.” Bash picked up a blanket and tossed it over my hips. “Take it. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I watched as Bash disappeared into the bathroom and then answered the phone. 

      “Hey, Sean, what’s going on?”

      “I got your call about switching Saturday—was just letting you know Bailey said it was a go.”

      “Oh, good. I’d been hoping everyone would be free.” 

      When Bash told me he was making the trip out here yesterday, I decided it was time for him to officially meet my family. They all knew about him now, courtesy of Sean, who had taken great delight in relaying all of the details of that horrifying phone call we’d shared last month. But I’d been pretty scarce around Bailey’s these days with work, and every free second I had, I’d ducked out, wanting to spend it with Bash.

      Now was the time, though. I wanted them to meet Bash, and I wanted Bash to meet them. As long as he wanted that too.

      “Yeah, apparently we’ve all got nothing better to do this Sunday,” Sean said.

      “You could go to church.”

      “So could you. Wanna go together?”

      “I don’t feel like being struck by lightning this week. Thanks.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So, what’s the big deal about switching? You usually just catch us next time.”

      Bash walked out of the bathroom then, his hair all back in perfect order, his lipstick reapplied. My eyes locked on to him as he moved around the end of the bed.

      “Oh, um, I just wanted to catch up with you guys, that’s all.”

      “Aww, you missing us, baby bro?”

      Bash picked the blanket up from my lap and tossed a warm washcloth down on it, making a whoosh of air leave my lips.

      Bash eyed me and, with a feline smile, reached behind himself and dragged the zipper of his dress free. A second later it whispered to the floor, leaving him in nothing but his heels, that black garter belt, and, fucking hell, a gorgeous low-backed corset.

      My spent cock woke the hell up.

      “Kieran? You okay?”

      “I gotta go, Sean.” I didn’t even wait for him to reply. I ended the call and tossed my phone on the bed, staring up at the sexy vision in front of me. 

      As Bash took a step forward, I sat up on the edge of the bed and reached for him, cupping that superior ass as I stared up into the most breathtaking face I’d ever seen in my life.

      “God, I love you.”

      Bash ran his hand through my hair and down to the back of my neck as he bent down and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I love you too.”

      I squeezed his ass cheeks and hummed. “Good, ’cause I kinda just switched nights with my brothers so I could take you to meet them.”

      Bash froze and raised his head a fraction to look me in the eye. “You’re being serious right now?”

      “Mhmm. You’re not some secret I’m gonna hide away, Bash. It’s time. But only if you want to.”

      Bash’s eyes grew a little glassy as he stared down at me and nodded. “I want. More than you could ever know.”

      “Good,” I said, and then pushed up to my feet and fingered the bottom of his corset. “Now tell me, how the hell do I get this thing off you?”
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      KIERAN DRUMMED HIS fingers on the steering wheel as I hummed along to the rock song blaring from his speakers. If I knew the words, I would’ve been singing, and I had to laugh at how opposite our taste in music was. I was guessing Cher or BTS had never made an appearance in his Pontiac Firebird. 

      We were on our way to his brother Bailey’s house, and I felt a bit apprehensive about meeting Kieran’s family. This was a big moment for Kieran, because not only was he bringing me around—and lawd knew I didn’t have a subtle bone in my body—but he’d told me it was the first time he’d brought someone to meet his brothers, ever.

      They’d love me. They had to. After all, they’d be just as much my family one day, and the fact that thought even crossed my mind told me how far gone I was over Kieran. 

      I was thinking about forevers and family and future, not exactly the big Fs I was used to focusing on. How quickly things changed. 

      I glanced at Kieran, feeling the slightest bit of tension the closer we got. As we turned into a neighborhood, I lowered the volume of the music. “Having second thoughts?” I said. 

      I must’ve interrupted some heavy-duty thinking, because it took him a minute to get that I was asking him a question. “What?”

      “You look a little nervous. Have you changed your mind?”

      “No, of course not. I just—”

      “Am worried about them meeting me. I understand.”

      Kieran smirked and reached for my hand. He kissed my knuckles before entwining our fingers and resting them on his lap. “I’m not worried at all for them to meet you. Everyone loves you.”

      “This is true,” I said, and then cracked a smile.

      “It’s more I’m worried about you liking them. Sean especially is…a lot. So just ignore him if he makes any kind of moronic comments. He’s still learning to be human.”

      “Oh, he can’t be that bad if he’s related to you.”

      “You do know there’s always at least one bad egg in every family, right? Ours is no different.” 

      “Well, I’ve met Alexander already, so there’s one down. I’m sure he’ll regulate if his fiancé mouths off, no?”

      Kieran chuckled. “I don’t think anyone regulates Sean, but we’ll see.” 

      We came to a cul-de-sac, and Kieran pulled up the drive of a one-story ranch house, but it was the cars in the driveway that caught my attention. 

      “I thought you said your brothers were cops.”

      “Bailey used to be. He’s a PI now. Sean’s a detective. Why?” 

      “Then forgive me, but how the hell do they drive an Aston Martin and a Maserati?”

      Kieran laughed as he cut the engine. “They don’t—their other halves do. But definitely bring that up later, please.” He unbuckled himself and leaned across the console to give me a kiss. 

      I hummed against his lips. “Why do I feel like you’re setting me up?”

      “Never. But if there’s anyone that can turn my brothers on their asses, it’s you. Is it so wrong I don’t wanna miss that show?”

      “You’re an instigator, lieutenant. Luckily, I’m up for a challenge.” I kissed him again, my clear lip gloss a smart choice for today, since I wasn’t sure how his family would react to a smeared red all over his face. 

      When I stepped out of the car, I tugged on my sleeves and straightened my jacket, making sure the drive over hadn’t wrinkled my ensemble for today. First impressions were everything. 

      Kieran rounded the car, and a smile tipped his lips as he gave me a long once-over. He held his hand out. “Did I mention how good you look today?”

      “Only twice, but third time’s a charm, darling.”

      “Then I’ll say it again—damn good.” 

      I had to agree. I’d chosen a fitted royal-blue suit with ruffled lapels and tails, and I’d paired it with a button-down shirt that had every color and flower you could imagine. The effect was vibrant, just the energy I wanted to give off today. 

      Kieran blew out a breath as he stopped in front of the entrance and knocked. Almost immediately the door flew open, and standing directly in front of us was a man who, had I run into him under any other circumstance, I might be wary of. He was a tall man, taller than both me and Kieran, and had a small silver piercing through his left nostril. His hair was jet-black and matched every stitch of clothing he wore, right down to his boots.

      “Hey, Henri,” Kieran said, finally cluing me in as to who was standing in front of us—not one of the brothers.

      “Kieran. And you must be Bash.”

      I flashed my brightest smile his way and held my hand out. “I must be.”

      Henri took my hand and gave it a firm shake as his eyes roamed down over me. “This is going to be interesting. Come on in—everyone’s inside, and I have a feeling they’re all going to want to meet you.”

      Oh yes, definitely the bad boy of this group. 

      I looked to Kieran, who shook his head but then gestured for me to enter, and as we stepped by Henri, I heard him say, “Aren’t you a fucking surprise?”

      I didn’t turn back, not wanting to intrude on the moment.

      “Nah, just going where my heart led me. He was the surprise. The best surprise ever. So be nice.”

      Henri chuckled, and the sound was velvety smooth. “I’m always nice, Kieran.”

      For some reason that sounded more like a threat than a persuasive argument, but when Kieran laughed, I figured all was good.

      “You’re right—it’s Sean I’m worried about.”

      “See, that’s where I think you have it wrong. It’s Sean I’m dying for your man here to meet most. It’s about time he learned to exist outside these walls.”

      Kieran snorted and took my hand again. “You ready?”

      “Whenever you are, handsome.”

      Henri’s lips twitched as he passed us by. Kieran led me through a cozy living room and through to the kitchen, and we found the rest of his family all standing around a large island.

      Alexander stood at one end, and my eyes immediately landed on the familiar face in the room. He was laughing with a man who had a buzzed haircut and beautiful chiseled features, as they looked over a magazine. They looked as comfortable as any of me and my friends would, and it was easy to see there was a deep love and friendship between these two.

      As we came to a stop in the middle of the kitchen, the man I was unfamiliar with looked up and across the room. A flash of recognition hit at the familial resemblance to Kieran. It was the eyes. Those blue eyes were eerily similar.

      Bailey or Sean, I wondered, as I took in the jeans and light blue t-shirt. But when the man seemed to realize he was staring, he cleared his throat and offered up an easygoing smile.

      Bailey. This had to be Bailey. I’d bet money on it.

      “Kieran… Hi.”

      “Hey, Bay.”

      Ding ding ding, gold star for me. 

      Bailey rounded the island and made his way over to us. Alexander smiled in my direction, and the smug expression made my lips twitch. He’d been onto us way before we’d been ready to admit where this was going. So this had to be most satisfying for him.

      “Hey.” Bailey looked between the two of us, his eyes twinkling with curiosity. “You’re late, as always, but since you brought company, I’m going to forgive you this time.”

      “Gee, thanks. You’re already telling him my bad habits?” Kieran turned to me. “Ignore him—he lies. I’m perfect, and always on time. Bash, this is Bailey, my middle brother.”

      “The private investigator. That has to be an interesting job,” I said as I turned back to see Bailey looking back and forth between Kieran and myself, and when he realized I’d caught him, a flush of color bloomed on his cheeks.

      “Uh yeah, it is.” 

      When he said nothing more, Kieran shook his head. “Bay? You forgotten how to speak?”

      Bailey blinked and then seemed to realize how vague he’d just been. “No, shit, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. I’m just—”

      “In shock?” I said. I could only imagine how scandalous it must be for their womanizing brother to finally bring home someone to dinner, and it was a man. Not to mention an out and proud gay man who probably owned more heels than all the women he’d dated combined. 

      Really, they should be happy I hadn’t decided to wear a pair of those today, or I might have induced heart attacks.

      Bailey laughed and nodded. “That’s definitely the right word. But a good kind of shocked. We were all wondering when Kieran would finally settle down—who knew it would take a man to do the trick?”

      I swept my gaze around the room from Henri to Alexander and then back to Bailey. “Really? I would’ve thought the odds definitely swung in that direction.”

      Alexander laughed and then made his way over to us. “You’re not wrong. And for the record, you two, neither was I.”

      “Oh shut it, Xander,” Kieran said. “You were just being a gossip.”

      “Excuse me, I was just putting two and two together.” He aimed that famous smile in my direction. “And you two were definitely getting together. So feel free to apologize whenever you like.”

      Kieran scoffed. “Never gonna happen.”

      “Well, either way, I’m happy for you both, and—”

      “Jesus, what’s going on in here?” The voice that boomed into the kitchen from behind us was gruff and full of condescension. “I could hear Xander laughing all the way up the other end of the house. I swear, Bailey, if you two ordered that horrible turquoise suit you were looking at, the only place it’s gonna be seen is at your funeral, when I bury you in it.”

      Everyone in the kitchen pivoted as the man that voice belonged to sauntered into the room and looked at Kieran. 

      “Well, would you look at who finally decided to show— Holy shit.”

      This had to be Sean. Deciding to take this bull by the horns, I let go of Kieran’s hand and took a step toward the slack-jawed man who was looking at me like I was an alien.

      “I actually go by the name Bash or Sebastian, but feel free to be this impressed whenever I walk in a room. It does wonders for my ego.” I held out my hand. When Sean looked to the rest of the men standing silently behind us, I leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t bite. Well, unless you ask. But even then, Kieran might have a problem with that.”

      A snort came from Kieran, but I kept my eyes firmly on Sean, who was reaching for my hand like he was in some kind of trance.

      “Fuckin’ hell, Sean,” Henri said. “I think this is the longest you’ve shut your mouth since I’ve known you.”

      Sean’s eyes cut past me. “Fuck off, Boudreaux. I’m—”

      “Acting like a total douchebag?”

      Ignoring the ribbing, Sean returned his attention to me. “I, uh, wasn’t expecting extra company, or I wouldn’t have run my mouth that way.” He aimed a die now look in Kieran’s direction.

      Kieran chuckled and stepped up beside me. “Sean, meet Bash. Bash, this is Sean.”

      Sean squeezed my fingers, and the little devil on my shoulder decided to come out and play. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to finally meet you.” I squeezed his hand back and gave him the sweetest smile I could muster. “The information you passed along to Kieran regarding his new skill set was invaluable, and I can honestly say he did you—and me—proud that night.”

      Sean’s eyes bugged wide as he looked to his brother for help, but Kieran wasn’t about to step in and rescue his big brother now. From what I’d gathered in the car, he’d been waiting for this moment. They’d been giving him shit ever since he called to ask for “help” that one night from South Haven, and he was taking this moment to exact a little revenge.

      Alexander, however, took pity on his man and stepped up beside him, slipping his arm through the crook of Sean’s elbow. 

      “You’ll have to excuse this one for a minute while he searches his brain for some kind of response that won’t offend. But I can’t tell you how happy we are to have you here today, Bash. I knew it was only a matter of time.”

      I moved back to stand beside Kieran. He took my hand and brought it to his lips to kiss.

      Sean’s jaw dropped open. “Christ, I think I’m gonna need a drink or something. This is—”

      “About as strange as the day Xander decided it was a good idea to hook up with you?” Kieran asked.

      Sean flipped him off. “I just meant the fact that we all ended up…” He waved his hand around the group.

      “Gay?” Bailey suggested. “I mean, this really would’ve been more helpful if you two could’ve decided in high school. I would’ve been much less stressed and had someone to talk to.”

      “Hey.” Alexander frowned. “What was I?”

      “The best friend in the world. Soon to be the best brother-in-law.”

      “Okay, then.”

      Kieran looked at me and grinned. “Welcome to the family. Sure you want to stay?”

      I wound an arm around his waist and snuggled into his side, more content than I could ever remember being in my life. The introductions had been made, Kieran’s family was as fun and wonderful as the man himself, and there was nowhere in the world I’d rather be.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      THE FIRST FIVE minutes of introductions to my brothers had proven exactly why I hadn’t been worried in the least about bringing Bash around them. He could more than hold his own with these nutjobs, and the utter shock still lingering on Sean’s face proved it. 

      “Can we, uh, get you a drink or something?” Sean’s gaze moved from the arm Bash had wrapped around my waist up to his face, and I laughed. 

      “What are you gonna offer?” I said. “Cheap beer? Does Bash look like a cheap beer kind of guy to you?”

      Sean clucked his tongue. “No, he does not.”

      “Good thing I know to bring my own reinforcements,” Xander said. “Why don’t you join me, Bash, and we can give these guys a moment to gawk at you behind your back.” 

      “Perfect.” Bash gave my waist a squeeze before following Xander into the kitchen, and the moment they were out of view, Sean smacked me upside the head. 

      “Ow. What the hell, Sean?”

      “You couldn’t have given us a heads-up you were bringing your boyfriend?”

      “And miss the look on your face or the way you inserted your foot into your gigantic trap? Never.”

      “That’s Bash?” Bailey shook his head and then glanced over his shoulder to make sure Bash wasn’t around. “Sorry, I just never imagined you with a guy. I mean, you were always into the leggy girls in the skirts and heels.”

      “Oh, there’s still all that. I guess I just needed to see those things on a guy.”

      Sean’s brow furrowed. “You tellin’ me he wears skirts?”

      “I’m sure he would if I ask nicely. I’ve only ever seen him in a long dress, but the heels are a definite. Actually, I’m surprised he didn’t wear any today, but I guess it didn’t match his outfit.” 

      Sean jerked his head to Bailey and Henri like he needed someone to back him up. “What the fuck? Does anyone else feel like they’re getting punked?” 

      Poor Sean’s head was about to explode, which had me grinning like a fool and Bailey letting out a low chuckle. 

      “Do you need to sit down, Dick?” Henri said. “Maybe a cold compress?”

      Sean shoved Henri off him and shook his head. “See, this is why we need a heads-up. So we know to bring the hard liquor.”

      “Surely you don’t want Bash to see that side of you on the first day. This is already a lot of you to have to take in.” I winked as Sean shot me a glare, and from the kitchen I heard Bash’s twinkling laugh. At least he was in good hands with Xander. Lucky me to get stuck with these knuckleheads.

      “He’s a pretty attractive guy. I see the draw.”

      Every one of our heads turned in Henri’s direction, because that was maybe the most unexpected thing I’d ever heard him say. 

      Henri shrugged. “What? I’ve got eyes.”

      “Maybe keep them from looking too close, huh?” Bailey said. 

      “Jesus, next thing you know, Bay’s gonna have to be in a dress,” Sean grumbled. 

      I wrinkled my nose at the thought of my seriously muscled brother in one of Bash’s outfits. “Sorry, Bay, but you could not pull that off. I’d like to see you try to walk in heels, though, see how that goes.” 

      Bailey put his hands up. “Nah, I’m good.” 

      “Okay, just gimme a second here,” Sean said, rubbing his forehead as he paced in front of me. “So this is pretty serious, huh? We’ve never officially met anyone you’ve dated, so…bringing Bash around is, uh…a big deal.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s a big deal. Bash is someone special to me, and I needed you guys to meet him.”

      Sean blinked at me. “Damn.” 

      “Well, I’m happy for you, baby bro,” Bailey said, coming over to clap me on the back. “I’ve never seen you smile as much as you have lately, and it looks good on you. So if this guy’s the one to put it there, then I’m good with that.”

      “Hold on, seriously?” Sean said. “That’s it? You gave me and Xander the shaft for weeks and Kieran and his guy get instant approval? The fuck?”

      “Kieran isn’t dating my best friend and ex-boyfriend or keeping shit a secret behind my back.” 

      Sean at least had the good sense to look ashamed, because my surprise today had nothing on the bombshell when he and Xander got together. 

      “Fair enough,” Sean said, and looked toward the kitchen as he heard Xander and Bash laugh again. “Well, I guess he’s got Xander’s approval already, in any case.”

      I arched a brow. “And your fiancé is an excellent judge of character, so what does that say?”

      “Probably that you all should stop whispering about the guy and maybe go get to know him,” Henri said, the surprising voice of reason today. 

      “Good idea,” Bailey said. “The food’s out on the dining table, so why don’t you head in there and I’ll let them know to join us?” 

      “Actually, I’m gonna join you,” I said as the two groups split and I made my way to where Xander was handing Bash a fruity drink. He’d even added a damn orange slice on the side. I had a feeling these two were going to be fast friends.

      “How you doing over here?” I asked as I slipped my arm around Bash’s waist. 

      He glanced over his shoulder, and the relaxed smile on his lips made my heart happy. He was enjoying himself, and there was nothing more I could’ve asked for. 

      “Fantastic. Alexander just poured me some of the sangria he made earlier.” He took a quick sip and waggled his brows. “A couple of these and you’ll be able to have your wicked way with me.”

      I placed my lips by his ear and whispered, “I don’t need a couple of those for that.”

      “Oh, how true that is.” Bash laughed, and the sound made my stomach flip and my dick jerk.

      “Okay, you two, behave yourselves,” Xander said.

      “This is me behaving myself,” I said.

      “I totally believe that, but your oldest brother is already recovering from one shock today. Walking in to see you laying Bash out on the kitchen island might make me an early widow.”

      “Fair point,” I agreed. Although it would be funny as hell. 

      Bailey opened the fridge, grabbed a beer, and handed it to me. “Okay, you heard Xander. Move it.”

      Bailey showed Bash the way, and as we made our way into the dining room to join the others, I fell into step beside Xander. There was something I’d been wanting to say to him for a while now, and I wasn’t sure when I’d be able to pull him away from Sean again.

      “Hey, look,” I said, taking his elbow and moving him off to one side. “I just wanted to, um, you know, apologize for that day at the firehouse.”

      “Oh, you mean the day you lied through your teeth and got all pissed off at me?”

      “Yeah, that’d be the one.”

      Xander’s lips twitched as he clapped me on the arm. “It’s okay, really. I knew you’d tell us when you were ready. Everyone’s coming-out moment should be their own. I just wish you felt like you could’ve trusted me more.”

      I felt a pang of guilt because deep down I’d known I could trust him. Even if I hadn’t known him most of my life, he was an award-winning journalist. The guy could keep a secret. I’d also known I could trust my brothers. Everything had just happened so fast, and my only excuse for wanting to keep it to myself was that I’d still been trying to figure it out.

      “I mean, there’s trust and then there’s trust, Xander. Like for instance, I trusted you to give a recommendation for a restaurant with delicious food. And what did you do?”

      “I sent you to Gravitas.”

      “Yeah, which, by the way, was horrible.”

      “It was?”

      “Uh, yeah. Bash?”

      Bash looked up from the plate he’d filled with salad and a couple of ribs. “Yes, darling?” 

      Sean’s hand froze in place, and he mouthed, Darling?

      Ignoring his dumb ass, I walked over and grabbed a plate. “I was just telling Xander how horrible Gravitas was. He doesn’t believe me.”

      Xander picked up his own plate and moved in beside Sean. “Keep loading the plates, detective. Just keep yourself busy and your mouth shut.”

      I had to hand it to Xander: he was the only person who could keep Sean in line, and thank God for that, because Sean really was an unfinished project when it came to being around others.

      “Oh yes, the wine list was lovely but the food was atrocious,” Bash said. “However, Kieran did develop a strange fascination with a kukui nut. He found out it had quite a few different purposes.”

      “Like what?” Sean said as he passed Xander back a plate piled high with food.

      “Removing shits like you from one’s presence.” I turned to Xander. “You sent us to a place that served a fucking laxative nut.”

      “No.” Xander looked mortified. 

      But then Bash laughed, and I joined in. “Can you see now why that thing you call trust was broken?”

      Sean looked to Xander. “Don’t think I’m ever taking you there.”

      Xander spent the next several minutes apologizing to Bash for such a…faux pas? His term, definitely not mine. We all moved out to the back deck to eat. 

      I took a spot on one of the double-seat loungers and patted the seat beside me, and the second Bash sat down, everything inside me clicked into place. This was nice. No. It was better than nice. For so long, I’d been the guy flying solo at these events, and to finally have someone I loved sitting beside me felt better than I could’ve imagined.

      I bumped my shoulder into his. “So…? What do you think?”

      Bash balanced his plate on his lap and placed his drink on the table. “About your family?”

      “Yeah.” A sudden rush of nervousness flooded me, and I knew why. Bash meant the world to me, and so did my family, and if one didn’t like the other, that would be horrible. But then a beautiful smile crossed Bash’s glossy lips, and that moment of worry vanished. 

      “I think they’re wonderful.”

      “Wonderful?” I looked at the yahoos talking amongst themselves as they took the rest of their seats. “That might be pushing it, don’t you think?”

      Bash chuckled. “Not at all. They’re accepting, open, funny, and clearly love you. They’re wonderful.”

      Sean let out a curse and shoved Bailey in the arm, and I glanced at Bash. “I’d hardly call him wonderful.”

      Bash looked over to Sean and Xander and shrugged. “I don’t know, I like him best of all.”

      My mouth fell open, and before I could pull myself together, Bailey interrupted.

      “So, Bash, Xander gave us the lowdown about what you do in Georgia—not that any of us could probably explain what that is. But he told us you’re opening up an office up here?”

      Bash nodded. “He told you right. We’re undergoing a few renovations right now, since the beige-on-beige look is so not my style. But we should have things up and running in a few months.” 

      “Just in time for winter, huh?” 

      “I don’t know how I’ll possibly survive in all the outerwear you have to put on.”

      Sean elbowed Xander and grinned. “So it’s not the blizzards you’re worried about, just looking like the abominable snowman that bothers you. Got it.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be moving up here then?” Henri asked. 

      For the first time all night, Bash looked a little flustered. “Oh, uh…” He glanced at me and then recovered with a smile. “That’s an excellent question.”

      “The salad is really fucking good tonight,” I said around a mouthful, hoping to change the conversation.

      Sean gave me a look that said, What the fuck? “It’s lettuce.”

      “And tomatoes, and cheese, and…what’s this amazing dressing?”

      “Ranch.” 

      “Right, ranch. I like it.” I stabbed another forkful of the green stuff and said, “Homemade?”

      “It’s from a fucking bottle,” Sean said. “Want me to get it for you so you can give it a compliment? Weirdo.”

      Even Bash was looking at me with amusement on his face, but hey, at least I’d made them forget about any talk of moving. 

      “Oh, I meant to ask,” Bash said, tapping his lips with a napkin before setting it back in his lap. “Who do those divine cars in the driveway belong to?”

      “Guess,” Sean said, issuing a dare that Bash was only too happy to take up. 

      “Hmm. Kieran mentioned they belonged to the significant others… I’m leaning toward Alexander for the Maserati, so that would mean the Aston Martin belongs to you, Henri?”

      Bailey snorted, and when Henri shot him a look, he coughed. “Sorry, choked on a rib.” 

      Bash frowned. “So I guessed wrong?”

      “No, you guessed right. Somehow Boudreaux landed himself a fancy-ass car, but he never talks about how he got it. And let’s just say he’s not exactly rollin’ in the green, if you know what I’m sayin’.” When Sean smirked, Xander nailed him with an elbow. “What? It’s true.” 

      “It was a gift,” Henri said.

      Sean snorted. “For what? You to go away? If that’s the case, then we can afford a car, right, Xander?”

      “Last I checked, I wasn’t your informant anymore, Dick. I know you’re not familiar with gifts, since you have so many friends, but typically it happens when people like you.”

      Aaand there was the happy relationship between Henri and Sean, all out in the open. I looked to gauge Bash’s reaction, and he was looking enraptured. 

      He leaned into my side and whispered, “Does he mean informant like I think he means informant?”

      “Yep. That’s why Bailey left the police force—conflict of interest.” 

      Bash’s eyes lit up. “You didn’t tell me your family was so…”

      “Ridiculous? Complicated?”

      “Interesting.” He turned back to the group, clapping his hands together. “You all simply must join us for drinks one night this week at my suite at the Regent. I won’t take no for an answer.” 

      “Drinks?” Sean said just as Bailey asked, “The Regent?”

      “Of course we will.” Xander lifted his almost-empty sangria toward Bash and took a sip. 

      Henri nodded. “I’m in.” 

      Sean and Bailey looked at each other, and when Sean shrugged, Bailey said, “Sounds great.”

      Bash’s smile grew as he wiggled in his seat. “Perfect. Kieran, you can coordinate everyone’s schedules, right? Oh, this will be so much fun. How do you feel about caviar?” When someone groaned—probably Sean—Bash waved his hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll have something extra special for you, handsome.” 

      Sean’s brows jumped up to his hairline, and I laughed and pressed a kiss to Bash’s cheek. 

      He’d more than impressed me tonight, but more importantly, he’d shown my family exactly why I’d fallen in love with him. I had no doubt that the more they got to know him, the more they’d feel the same—even the grumpy bastard of the group.
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      “I THOUGHT WE were going to check out how things are coming along at the office?” Kieran got into the turn lane and flipped on his blinker, and when the light stayed red, he looked at me. 

      “Maybe later.” I kept my eyes on my cell’s driving app, and once the traffic light turned green, I said, “After this left, make the first right.”

      “You’re being so secretive today. Should I be worried?”

      “Considering your job, I’m surprised anything worries you, darling.” Once Kieran turned right, I pointed to a house up ahead. “Park there.” 

      Once we came to a stop, he killed the engine. “Who lives here?”

      I shrugged and popped open the door. “No one.” As Kieran got out and rounded the car, I looked up at the unique corner-lot home and admired the mix of woodwork and dark brick. “So, first impressions, what do you think?”

      “I’m confused. Why does it matter what I—” He stopped in his tracks as his gaze landed on the For Sale sign, and then he blinked and looked at me with wide eyes. 

      “Options, right?” I reached for his hand and laced our fingers together. “If we decide on Chicago, we should probably get our own place. I doubt Olsen would enjoy me bringing my own personal style into your loft.”

      Kieran choked out a laugh and looked back up at the expansive house. “Holy shit, Bash. This is big.”

      “Actually, it’s only three thousand square feet—”

      “No, I mean this decision is big.”

      “Oh.” I frowned, feeling a sudden panic in my chest. “Is this not okay? I thought—”

      Kieran took hold of my shoulders before I could finish. “This is amazing. Insane, but amazing.”

      “This is just the first stop. I figured we could look at a mix of condos and homes, depending on what you like, and go from there.” 

      “Just the fact that you’re considering moving up here is enough for me. We could stay in a shack and I wouldn’t care.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Well, I would. That wouldn’t even hold my shoes.”

      Kieran laughed and pressed a kiss to my lips, and I would’ve melted into him right then and there, but the door to the house opened and the realtor cleared her throat. 

      “Mr. Vogel?”

      I reluctantly pulled away from Kieran and turned on my professional side. “Ms. Ricci, thank you for accommodating us on such short notice.” I grabbed Kieran’s hand and walked us up the stairs to the entrance. 

      “I know I emailed you everything, but here’s an additional printout, and I’ll be out here if you have any questions at all.”

      “We appreciate it. Thank you.” I pulled Kieran inside, grateful we could explore on our own without someone hovering. I wanted to get his honest thoughts, and I also wanted to see if I could imagine myself here. I’d never thought I’d leave South Haven, but Kieran was my choice, and if this was where we landed, then I’d do my best to find us the most fabulous place I could think of. What he didn’t know was this was the smallest of the places I’d deemed good enough, but I didn’t want to overwhelm him with the others just yet. 

      Baby steps and all. 

      The house’s high ceilings, beautiful woodwork, and designer light fixtures were all up my alley. I dared a peek at Kieran’s face and saw that his eyes were lit up. 

      That was a good sign. 

      “It’s stunning. Really.” He headed into the living area, where everything had been perfectly staged, down to the crackling of the remote fireplace. 

      “So you think you could picture coming home, me all dolled up and laid out on this sofa right here waiting for you?” 

      Kieran grinned. “Maybe you could show me so I can get a better visual.”

      “Honey, you don’t have to ask me twice.” I stretched out along the couch and splayed my arms up over my head. 

      “We’ll take it,” he said, and I chuckled when he came over to steal another kiss.

      “Just like that?”

      “You gave a convincing sales pitch.”

      I batted my lashes at him. “This was nothing. Wait until you see what I can do in a bathtub, darling.”

      “And how many of those are in this place?” Kieran plucked the flyer out of my hand. “Five bathrooms?”

      “Yes. One for each room.”

      “This place has five bedrooms?” Kieran read further down the leaflet and let out a breath. “Wow.”

      “I know. I would’ve preferred six or more to accommodate an office, guest rooms, and our suite, but—”

      “Uh, that’s not what I meant.” The lighthearted excitement from seconds ago had vanished and been replaced with a much more thoughtful tone as Kieran handed the printout back to me. “This place is gorgeous, Bash, but there’s no way I can afford something like this.”

      I pushed to my feet. “That’s okay, I can. So bring that smile back and let’s go and look upstairs. I can’t wait to show you the closet in the main suite. It’s to die for.”

      I reached for his hand, ready to lead him up the magnificent stairs, but before I could take a step, he drew me to a stop.

      “Bash, I’m serious. This place is a nice fantasy, but there’s no way I’m going to be able to pay for half of it.”

      “And I was serious when I said that’s okay.” I took a step toward him, smoothed a hand up his chest to his shoulder, and squeezed. “I’ve got this.”

      “A two-million-dollar house? That’s crazy. I’m not letting you spend that much money.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Letting me?”

      Kieran reached for the hand I had on his shoulder and wrapped his fingers around it. “I didn’t mean it like that. Of course you can spend your money however you like. But I want to feel like I…I don’t know, contribute somehow. And honestly, I don’t even think I could afford the water bill here.”

      “I’m not going to make you pay the water bill.”

      “Bash…” Kieran shut his eyes and let out a sigh. Then he brought our hands up to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “I want you to be able to live the way you want, and have all the things. Hell, I want to give you all the things. But the reality is, I can’t give you any of this. Not on what I make. I’d be lucky if I could afford a house out in the suburbs, and you don’t really strike me as the suburban type.”

      He was right. I was no suburban housewife. But I could feel the conflict rolling off him, and it just about broke my heart. This was the last thing I’d wanted when I brought him here, to make him feel less in any way. I’d wanted to excite him with options, show him what life could be like for the two of us. But I was starting to realize that I might have played this wrong. 

      “Hey.” I removed my hand from his and cradled his cheek. “You want to know something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Over the past month, while you’ve been away, I realized that all the things in the world mean absolutely nothing if you aren’t there. So if this isn’t the place you can see us in, if you want to look out in the suburbs, I can get myself a Versace apron and rock a pair of heels, honey. You just point me in the right direction.”

      Kieran’s lips twitched, and I leaned in to rest my forehead to his. 

      “I don’t need things, lieutenant. I need you. I’m sorry if I made you feel otherwise.”

      “You didn’t. I just don’t know how I can contribute to something like this.”

      “There are so many more important ways a person contributes to a relationship than money.”

      “Come on, Bash.” Kieran angled back from me to look me in the eye. “How do you think that would look to your friends? You’d up and leave South Haven, move your whole life, and on top of that pay for our new multimillion-dollar house? I’m not in this relationship for your money.”

      I dropped my hand and placed both on my hips. “Okay, I’m going to address that asinine statement in three distinct portions, just so we’re clear. First off, I don’t give a flying hoot what my friends think one way or another. They have no say in what happens between you and me. I thought I’d made that clear the last time Shaw tried to poke his big nose in. Second—”

      “Bash—”

      “I’m not done.” When Kieran clamped his mouth shut, I continued, “Second, if we decide I am going to move here, it will be a decision I am more than happy to make. I am not sacrificing myself on an altar or anything so dramatic. I am moving to the city where my brave, handsome, sexy boyfriend lives. Since when is it a crime for a person to want to crawl into bed each night with the man they love?”

      Kieran opened his mouth again, and I pushed a finger against his lips and moved back in until our toes were touching.

      “As for you wanting me for my money, I know it’s my body you want me for, gorgeous, and I’m more than okay with that. But just know that this incredible human being that you fell in love with also comes with enough money to buy this entire block, and he’s going to want to give you all the things. So you need to get used to that.”

      Kieran’s eyes blazed, and when he reached up to circle my wrist, I wondered if I’d gone too far. Maybe I should’ve left off the third point? But it was only fair to warn him now. I wouldn’t hold back when it came to spoiling those I loved, and since he was now top of that list, he was just going to have to get on board.

      “Get used to it, you say?”

      I angled my chin. “That’s right.”

      Kieran looked past me to the stairs then back to me. “Then I guess you better show me what you can do in a bathtub, huh?”

      He smiled, and when he reached for my hand, it felt as though a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. 

      “Which bathtub?” I asked as he led me over to the foot of the stairs.

      He glanced back at me and winked. “All of them.”
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      “THOSE BATHTUBS WERE pretty impressive. You sure the rest of these places can live up to those?” We were back in my car, following the realtor to the next place on Bash’s list. If this one was anything like the last, I didn’t know how we would ever choose. 

      “According to the information Ms. Ricci sent over, bigger and better. Can you imagine the amount of rose petals we’d need to fill up one of those?”

      “Rose petals?”

      “Are you more of a bubble fan?”

      I laughed. “More of a shower guy, but I have a feeling you’ll be converting me.”

      “I believe you might be right, lieutenant,” he said with a smirk.

      I couldn’t believe Bash was so willing to leave everything behind in South Haven to make a life here. With me. Even though I knew he wasn’t crazy about the city, he wanted to be with me so much that it didn’t matter to him where we were. 

      I guessed I could understand that, because it was the same for me. Only I happened to actually like South Haven, so there was one glaring difference. 

      As my phone began to ring and vibrate in my pocket, Bash looked down at my lap. “Would you like me to get that for you? I think it might be stuck deep, deep in those pants.” 

      “Mmm, well, in that case, help yourself.” I angled my hip up for better access, and he leaned in, putting his hand in my pocket. The sensual smell of his cologne made me wish I wasn’t behind the wheel. 

      Bash’s fingers massaged my thigh before he pulled the phone out of my pocket, and he giggled before planting a kiss along my neck. 

      “Uh, Kieran.”

      I groaned. “If it’s Sean, feel free to answer with any horrible name you can think of.”

      “No, it’s not Sean. It’s a Savannah number.” 

      We both looked at each other at the same time, and I felt my heart kick hard against my chest. 

      “Shit, put it on speaker,” I said, veering the car off into a gas station parking lot and shoving it into park. 

      Bash answered the call and put the phone on speaker, holding it up as I tried to catch my breath. Why did it feel like I’d just run a marathon all of a sudden?

      “Hello, this is Kieran Bailey.” I wet my lips and turned myself in my seat to face Bash, whose face was full of apprehension and excitement. I had a feeling his expression matched mine. 

      “Good afternoon, Lieutenant Bailey. This is Chief Watkins at station fourteen in Savannah.”

      Bash’s eyes widened, and I swallowed. “Hello, Chief Watkins. What can I do for you?”

      “Your application came across my desk, lieutenant, and if you’re still interested in the open spot at our house, we’d love to have you.”

      My mouth fell open at the same time Bash’s did. We just stared at each other as I tried to work out what to say. 

      Other than holy fuck. 

      “Sir, that’s an incredible offer. Thank you.”

      “I understand this would be a big move for you, so if you’d like to take a few days, think about it, and get back to me, do that. You’d need to undergo state training and certification, but that should be a breeze with your credentials. We could really use someone like you down here.”

      “I appreciate that, chief, thank you. I’ll have an answer for you soon.”

      “You do that. Feel free to call this number directly.” 

      We said our goodbyes in a bit of a blur, because my mind was already reeling with this new information. After a month had gone by without any contact, I assumed I probably wouldn’t get the spot, but now it was mine for the taking.

      “Oh my God,” Bash said, speaking the words I was thinking. 

      “I don’t… I don’t even know what to say.” 

      “Then just soak it all in and have a moment.” Bash made a show of breathing in deeply and exhaling slowly. “See, this helps. Well, it’s helping me.” When I didn’t respond, he put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right? Do I need to do mouth-to-mouth?”

      I chuckled and dropped my head back against the headrest, not sure what the hell to think, but knowing everything had changed in the span of a minute. 

      “You know what?” Bash said. “We’re going to celebrate. Because regardless of what you decide, this is a big deal. And honestly, it’s better to make these kinds of decisions over fine wine and dining, don’t you agree?”

      “What we decide,” I corrected him, and then I smiled. “As long as you don’t make me go back to Gravitas, then yes, I agree.” 

      “Consider it done.”

      

      TRUE TO HIS word, Bash chose somewhere entirely different for our celebratory dinner—though once he told me the name of it I got a little anxious, because JULIEN was one of the names Xander had thrown out as a suggestion. 

      “Don’t worry—I checked the reviews this time. Five stars all around, and no ink or kukui nut dishes.” Bash squeezed my hand and looked down at me—because he was wearing sharp-heeled boots tonight, giving him several inches on me. 

      It was crazy how I didn’t mind that at all. In fact…it was pretty fuckin’ hot. 

      We’d just been dropped at the curb of JULIEN, and this place was fancy. I took Bash’s elbow and guided him up the walkway to the large glass and gold revolving door, and was thankful I wasn’t the one in heels, because I hated these things enough in normal shoes. 

      Once we were inside with no bodily harm, we stopped at the hostess stand, where a young lady in all black appeared from seemingly out of nowhere. 

      “Welcome to JULIEN. Do you have a reservation for this evening?”

      Bash stepped forward and flashed his winning smile. “We do, yes. It’s under Sebastian Vogel.”

      She glanced at her computer and then gave a warm smile. “Ah yes, party of two in the lounge. If you follow me, I’ll show you to your booth.”

      Bash glanced over his shoulder at me, and the come-hither look in his eyes made me wish we were heading to a bedroom. But since that wasn’t an option right now, I’d settle for something called the lounge. She’d also mentioned a booth, so maybe that would be a good excuse to sit nice and close to him.

      As we headed through the main dining room, I couldn’t help but admire the place. The lights were low, providing a sensual kind of ambience, even though the place was close to full. There were wall sconces lighting the way between the tables and the booths, and as she weaved us through the pristine white tables with their smiling and laughing guests, I leaned in and whispered in Bash’s ear, “Now, this place looks promising.”

      “Oh, just you wait. From what I’ve heard, the food here is to die for.”

      “Hmm, not sure I want to die. Especially since I have plans for you when we get home—”

      “Then how about you settle for la petite mort, the little death the French call an orgasm. I’ve heard his food can do that to a person too.”

      “Now that I can get on board with it, especially if I get to watch you go first.”

      Bash licked his lips, my dick jerked in response, and I’d never been more thankful for muted lights in my life. The last thing these diners needed was my hard-on all up in their faces. There was only one patron I could think of who would enjoy that tonight, and he was rounding a corner into—

      Wow. 

      This place was seriously something else. The lounge felt like a completely different restaurant. Unlike the main dining floor that was all whites, golds, and glowing lights, this area was for lovers. You could tell that the second you stepped inside.

      Dark wood panels lined the walls, where comfortable sofas and low leather chairs surrounded gleaming black tables, and off to the side were curved corner booths big enough for—you guessed it—two.

      The woman stopped by one where a candle flickered invitingly. “Will this be all right?”

      Was she kidding? This was nicer than any place I’d ever set foot inside. Seriously, what had Xander been thinking recommending any place other than here?

      “This is wonderful, thank you,” Bash said, and scooted into the booth.

      “Yeah, thank you. This is fantastic.”

      “Very good. Your waiter will be by shortly, and tonight you’re in for a real treat. The owner and Michelin-starred chef Julien is cooking tonight.”

      Bash’s eyes widened as she placed the menus down.

      “If you have any other questions, please let one of us know.”

      As she headed back to her station, Bash smoothed his hand over the velvety cushion beside him, then crooked a finger at me. “Come sit by me, handsome.”

      As if I was going to sit anywhere else. I slid in beside him, and the design on these booths was perfect. They wrapped around you like a warm embrace, and there was just enough curve on either side that no one could see in.

      I slid over until my thigh was pressed against Bash’s, and his hand landed on my leg under the table. “Well, what do you think of my choice so far?” he asked, those glossy lips close to mine. 

      I pressed a gentle kiss off to the side of his tempting mouth, knowing Bash had spent time tonight perfecting his look, then grinned. “Slide your hand a little higher and you’ll find out.”

      “Naughty, naughty, lieutenant. But since you suggested it…” Bash brushed his palm over the erection trapped inside my pants and chuckled. “Oh, you do approve. I’ll have to remember that the next time we decide to go out for a night on the town.”

      “Don’t be too disappointed, but I think it’s more the idea of sitting close to you in a dark booth than the place itself that has me so excited.”

      “And why would you think that would disappoint me?”

      “You’re right. What was I thinking?”

      “I have no idea.” Bash gave me a quick squeeze, then released me to reach for the menus. “Now, unlike Gravitas, I have a feeling you’re going to know what everything on this menu is. The only difficult part about tonight is going to be narrowing it down to one choice.”

      “Difficult choices seems to be the theme of the night.” I flipped open the menu and began perusing the entrees. “Let’s get started.”
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      OH YES, I thought, as I skimmed the list of entrees. This was definitely more to Kieran’s taste. 

      “Are you up for wine tonight, or would you prefer something else?” I asked. 

      “Wine sounds great. Feel free to choose whatever you like, since you never steer me wrong.”

      I looked at the wine menu, pleased that Kieran approved of my palate. When the waiter stopped by to take our drink orders, I chose both a bottle of white and a bottle of red, because why not? We were celebrating, after all. 

      Although we hadn’t quite decided yet just what we were celebrating. 

      Once we’d been poured a glass each of the white, I held up my wine to Kieran’s and said, “Here’s to us and difficult but exciting choices.” 

      “I’ll toast to that.” He grinned and tapped my glass, keeping his eyes on mine as he swallowed the crisp Chardonnay. I could see the mix of exhilaration and anticipation in those blue depths, and a shiver ran through me at the fact that we’d be deciding our future right here, right now. 

      “So.” I angled myself toward Kieran. “I suppose we should start discussing the elephant in the room.”

      “We should. And I was thinking… What if we made a pros and cons list? We’ve got two great options, so maybe that’ll help us narrow things down.”

      “Fabulous idea.” I pulled out my cell and opened the notepad app. “Okay, let’s start with pros for Chicago. Obviously your family is here, friends, and your job.”

      “Also deep-dish pizza.”

      “Can you not get that anywhere?”

      “Absolutely fucking not.”

      I chuckled and typed that in. “Okay, next?”

      “The Cubs.”

      “Like at the zoo?”

      Kieran stared at me like I had two heads. “No, like at Wrigley Field.” When I frowned, he said, “As in baseball.”

      “Oh, sports. Right. Also, my new office space should go on that list.”

      “Chicago has four seasons—that’s a pro.”

      “Honey, one of those seasons has snow up to my clavicle. That’s a con.”

      He laughed and rubbed his jaw. “Okay, so maybe put that one on both. And how about…this is where we met?”

      “Lieutenant, are you trying to make me swoon?” 

      “I don’t know—will it make you fall in my lap?”

      “Always.” I snuggled into his side and brushed my lips along his before deepening the kiss. He tasted even better than the wine. 

      Kieran pulled away first, a grin tipping his mouth. “We’ll never decide if you keep doing that.”

      “Oh, all right, I’ll try to keep my lips away from you. Keyword try—no promises.”

      “Fair enough. Pros for South Haven: your friends are there, your AnaVoge headquarters are there. It’s on the beach.”

      “And there’s a new lieutenant spot just down the road with your name on it.”

      “There sure is. What are some of the cons?”

      “There are no cons.”

      “Hah, what about those big-ass alligators we saw? Or the humidity that keeps you drenched?”

      “Well, that’s why I stay inside, darling.” 

      Kieran let out a loud laugh. “You’re not the one who’ll have to run up a million flights of stairs in that weather.”

      “Excellent point. That can definitely go on the cons list. Along with apparently not having the deep-dish—”

      “But the seafood there is out of this fucking world. That’s a definite pro. I also like the fact that you can wear shorts most days of the year.”

      “You certainly can. I, on the other hand, never wear shorts. Unless they’re those cute little lingerie type that show off my best assets.”

      “If your best asset is what you’re aiming to show off, I’d vote for wearing nothing at all.”

      “Which I can do in either place, so that brings us to a stalemate.”

      Kieran frowned, his indecision written all over his face, and just as he was about to make his next point, the waiter appeared by our table. 

      “Oh.” I chuckled and picked up the menu. “We were enjoying the wine and conversation so much that I almost forgot we hadn’t ordered.”

      “I can come back if you’d like a little more time?”

      I looked to Kieran. “Do you know what you want?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes darkened as they roved over my face, and my heart began to thump a little harder. “I know exactly what I want.”

      Oh, sweet Lord in heaven. I wanted to start fanning myself with the menu with the way flames began to lick up my neck. Kieran might be indecisive about where we should live, but it was more than clear he was laser focused on whom he wanted to live with—and lucky me, I was it.

      I cleared my throat and somehow managed to drag my eyes from his to focus back on the menu. “I think I’d like to try the scallops with the brussels sprouts and white truffle sauce.”

      “An excellent choice. And for you, sir?” the waiter asked, turning his attention to Kieran. 

      “I think I’m gonna go with the French lamb chops with mint aioli.”

      “Another wonderful choice. Will that be all?”

      Kieran glanced at me, and when I nodded, the waiter hurried off to put our orders in, leaving us to our original discussion.

      “So, I’ve thought of another con for Chicago,” Kieran said as he reached over and took my hand.

      “Oh? I thought we’d moved on to South Haven.”

      “We did, but this one’s important.”

      I racked my brain, trying to think of what we could’ve missed, but I was coming up blank.

      Then Kieran lowered his head and pressed a kiss to the back of my hand. “The biggest con about Chicago is you’re not here.”

      My stomach flipped at the sincerity in his eyes. “The same could be said for you in South Haven.”

      “Can I be honest with you?”

      “Of course. That’s what I want.”

      “I’ve lived in Chicago my entire life. I have good memories and not-so-good memories here. But when I visited you down in South Haven, it was the first time I could just stop for a minute and think about what it is I really want in life. I’d never really looked beyond where I was and what I was doing. I’d never thought of leaving this city. But when my feet touched the sand, and the salt air was all around me, something happened. I saw a whole new possibility for myself. One where I could do what I love and be with the one I love in a place that almost feels too good to be true.”

      “But what about your family? I know you have a job, but—”

      “There are planes, Bash. People move every day. I’m ready for a new adventure, and I want that to be with you.”

      My heart thundered so hard that I could barely hear above the blood rushing around my head. Was this really happening? Did he mean… “Are you saying what I think you’re saying right now?”

      Kieran’s lips curved into that beautiful smile I adored, and he nodded. “If you think I’m saying I want to take the job in Savannah, then yes. I’m saying exactly that. As long as you’re okay with that.”

      “Of course I’m okay with it. Are you kidding me?”

      Kieran chuckled and leaned in to press a quick kiss to my lips. “So it’s decided. I’m moving to South Haven.”

      I placed a hand on his chest and gently pushed him back, wagging my finger in front of him. “Oh, no you don’t. Not so quickly, mister. If you’re moving to South Haven, then I have a condition of my own.” 

      “Yeah? And what’s that?”

      “I want us to have a place here too.”

      Kieran’s brow furrowed, and he opened his mouth to speak, but I put a finger against his lips. “With a new office and your family being here, it makes sense for us to have a foot in both worlds. The only question left is, did you like either of the places we saw today, or should we keep looking?” 

      “Bash, that’s too much.”

      “That’s not the answer I’m looking for.” 

      “We can just stay at a hotel or with one of my brothers when we visit.” When I made a face, he put up his hands. “Okay, then at a hotel.”

      “Haven’t we had enough of those? Wouldn’t you rather have a bed with all the quick-access features you’ve come to love?” I gave him a wicked smile, which Kieran slowly returned. 

      “Now that you mention it, that’s not a bad idea.”

      “It’s an utterly fantastic one, thank you so much. Now tell me: which place could you see us in on our trips up here?”

      “I have a feeling we’re on the same page. Say it out loud on the count of three?” He counted down, and when he hit three, we both said, “House.”

      Huh. Well, that was easier than I’d expected. Had we really made two massive decisions before our meals arrived?

      “Lieutenant, I just want to make sure you know what you’re getting into here.”

      “Well, it won’t be a pair of your five-inch heels, that’s for sure.” Kieran winked and ran his hand up and down my thigh. “I know exactly what I’m getting into. A life with you.”

      “And you’ll be happy in South Haven? You promise?”

      “I’d be happy on the fucking moon with you in a sparkly spacesuit.”

      “Hmm. That’s not a bad idea for a Halloween outfit. But then who would you be?”

      “Oh God, are we going to be one of those couples that wears matching costumes?”

      I booped him on the nose and smiled. “I’ve always wanted to have a Goblin King to my Sarah masquerade dress.”

      “Goblin King? Oh, Jesus Christ.”

      “You in a vest and tights? Oh, honey, I’m perspiring just envisioning all that gloriousness.” 

      Kieran let out a groan as the waiter returned with our dishes, and they looked as good as promised. As a matter of fact, one bite in, and Kieran was, indeed, experiencing la petite mort. 

      “Should’ve put this one on the pro side,” he said. “It’s unreal.”

      “Would that have changed your mind?”

      Kieran shook his head, looking me straight in the eye. “Not a chance.”

      We were really doing this, weren’t we? I’d been fully prepared to make the move up here, but I couldn’t deny that we could build an incredible life on the island.

      I lifted my wine glass. “To South Haven.”

      “To South Haven.” With a wink, he finished off the rest of his wine. “There’s just one thing left to do then, I guess.”

      “Pack?”

      There was a mischievous twinkle in Kieran’s eyes, and he grinned. “Tell my brothers.”
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      “SO YOU’RE REALLY doing this, huh? You’re not bullshitting me right now.” 

      I glanced over at Olsen, who was sitting in the passenger seat of my Pontiac as I drove the two of us to the station the next morning for shift. 

      After dinner last night, I’d dropped Bash at his hotel and reluctantly made myself go home, knowing that if I stepped inside his suite I wouldn’t want to leave. And with a full twenty-four ahead of me, I needed to get some kind of shuteye before I headed in.

      It had also given me the opportunity to fill Olsen in on the monumental decision we’d come to last night. One that would not only affect his and my working relationship, but also our living arrangements. I couldn’t just up and leave on the guy—he was going to need to find himself a new roommate. But after I dropped my little bombshell, all I’d managed to get from Olsen was a lot of “are you fucking serious right now?” 

      “For the hundredth time, I’m not bullshitting you.” I stopped at a red light. “I know this is a shock, but—”

      “A shock?” Olsen made a face. “No, a shock is you telling me that you’re dating a guy. You up and moving your whole life a little after two months for that guy? That’s a fucking head explosion.” 

      Olsen made the hand gestures by his temples for extra emphasis. 

      “Look I know it’s fast, but—”

      “Fast? That’s warp speed, my friend. What do you even know about this guy?”

      “That I love him.”

      Olsen opened his mouth and then rolled his eyes. “Okay, Romeo, what else?”

      I shrugged. “That I want to be wherever he is, and that’s not here.”

      “Oh my God.” Olsen rubbed a hand over his face, and I chuckled.

      “You okay?”

      “I don’t know. You keep talking like this and I might need a bucket.”

      “Shut it. I’m happy, okay?”

      “Nauseatingly so. But seriously, this job, these guys, we’re your family, KB. You’ve worked hard for this spot at seventy-three. You sure you want to risk that?”

      It was a big risk, I knew that. Lieutenant jobs didn’t just come along every day, especially here in the city. Often you had to wait months for a position, and even then you were lucky to get one in a house where everything felt so right. 

      But that job opening up in Savannah right when I’d been visiting? The immediate comfort and acceptance I’d felt from the crew, not only for myself but also Bash, that day we’d visited? That also felt right. And if I was one to believe in signs, that felt like a good one to follow.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. This feels good, Olsen. It feels like it was—”

      “If you say ‘destined,’ I might punch you.”

      “—meant to be. Better?”

      “Only slightly,” he said. I turned into the drive of the fire station and drove around to park in the back. “But I’m not gonna lie, the chief is the one that’s gonna feel hoodwinked. Ah, to have been a fly on the wall when he received that recommendation call about you.”

      I parked and turned off the engine. “I know, but on the plus side, he has an amazing replacement for me.”

      When I looked over to Olsen, he shook his head, and I grinned.

      “Come on, you know I’m right. You would be perfect, and the exams are up next month. Parker would love to have you lead this crew.”

      “Yeah, because this is how I wanted to get the position.”

      “Olsen.” I reached over and squeezed his arm. “There is no one I would feel more comfortable leaving in charge of these guys than you. It’s the perfect time.”

      “Eh, I don’t know.” 

      We shoved open the car doors and climbed out. “Why not? With me leaving and all the floaters coming through while the chief looks for Sanderson’s replacement, he’s going to want someone with strong leadership skills and that he knows is dependable. That’s you, my man.”

      Olsen reached for the side door and pulled it open. “I’ll think about it. Probably longer than you did about moving.”

      I flipped him off but breathed a sigh of relief as he headed toward the sleeping quarters, and I made my way down the hall to where the chief’s office was located. 

      Well, that was one down. Olsen had been the first hurdle, the first person I’d actually said the words I’m leaving Chicago to, and since I hadn’t passed out from the lack of oxygen while I waited for his response, I figured that was a win.

      Now I just needed to get through shift, deal with the chief and the rest of the guys, and then I could start to worry about the real hurdle—my brothers. 

      Bash had issued that invite at Bailey’s the other night for drinks at the penthouse before he left again for South Haven, and now that we had some important news to tell them, we’d decided we might as well make a night of it.

      Or rather, Bash had decided to make a night of it. I was all for sending them an email once I got to South Haven. But he assured me that was poor form.

      So tomorrow night was the night. By some cruel twist of fate, everyone was miraculously free. One good thing: Bash’s suite had a balcony if I felt the need to dive headfirst off it.

      I shoved all thoughts of that aside for now, though, as I knocked on Chief Parker’s door.

      “Morning, lieutenant. I was wondering if you’d be stopping by first thing this morning. Why don’t you come in and take a seat?”

      Yeah, he knew exactly why I was here, and judging by the stern expression and frown creasing his forehead, he was wondering why I hadn’t talked to him about it yet.

      I took a deep breath and sat down, then placed the form I’d filled out last night on his desk. Chief looked down at it, his lips pulling into a thin line, and then he sat back in his seat and narrowed his eyes on me.

      “Please tell me this is a joke. I could hardly believe my ears when I got a call from the chief of one of Savannah’s firehouses asking me if I would recommend my lieutenant for a position, and did I have a minute to talk about him. Curious, of course, I said yes, and a half an hour later I was assured you were the most promising candidate for the job—no surprise there. The fact that that was all real, however…” He picked up my form and shook his head. “That is one hell of a surprise. So again, is this some kind of joke?” 

      I lowered my eyes and rubbed my fists along the top of my thighs. This was harder than I thought it’d be. This man had taught me all I knew about being the best firefighter I could be. Not to mention taught me a few things about being a good human being. After I lost my parents, the chief and the guys had really been there for me, and right now I felt as though I was letting him down. 

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about it earlier, but I wasn’t sure they’d even really consider me, since I was out of state. But it’s no joke. I filled the application out a month ago.”

      “A month—Kieran…” Chief sat up in his chair and rested his hands on his desk. “I don’t understand. Are you unhappy here? Did something happen? Wait, a month ago? This isn’t about what happened with Sanderson, is it?”

      I shook my head. “No. At least, not directly. I met someone, and, well, he lives down south, so…” I tapped one of my knees. “I’m moving down there to be with him.”

      The chief’s eyes widened a fraction, and I wasn’t sure what had shocked him more: my announcement I was seeing a man or the fact I was in a relationship, period. 

      “I…”

      When he seemed to draw a blank, I leaned forward and looked him directly in the eye. “Fire station seventy-three means everything to me. I’m not making this decision lightly. I’ve thought about nothing else for the past month. But I need you to know it has nothing to do with being unhappy here. This place is like a home to me, the guys my brothers, and I wouldn’t walk away unless it was for something equally important to me.”

      “Well, hell, KB.” The chief took in a deep breath and let it out. “Now I’ve got to find two replacements.”

      I chuckled as I sat back in my seat, relieved the hard part of this conversation was over with. “Nah, you already have one. Olsen is perfect for lieutenant. You’ve been bugging him for years about it.”

      “I have.”

      “Then push him a little more, and I’ll get him the rest of the way.”

      Chief thought that over for a second, then pointed at me. “I think you might be right. But let’s keep that between us three until you’re about to leave. We don’t need any more shake-ups around here right now.”

      “You got it.” 

      “Also, the floater we have today, Clarke? He was here when you were out on your two weeks’ leave. I think he could be a good fit for us to take Sanderson’s spot. As your last personnel task as lieutenant, I want you to talk to him, get me his okay to work here full-time, got it?”

      “Got it.” I stood and headed for the door, and just as I was about to pull it open, Chief Parker called out my name. “Yeah?”

      “You’ll be missed around here.”

      I gave a clipped nod. “I’ll miss being around here.” 

      I shut the door and headed back to my office to drop off my bag, then I made my way out to the app bay, where a couple of the guys were doing an equipment check. Brumm had the truck pulled out in the driveway with soap and suds filling several buckets. 

      “Hey, Brumm? I think you missed a spot,” I called out, pointing to the cab door. I came to a stop by Davis, who was sitting in a plastic lawn chair with a cup of coffee in hand, apparently doing a really good job of supervising.

      “Just leaving something for Davis to do when the caffeine finally hits,” Brumm said. “You know how he is. Might as well stick a Do Not Disturb sign on his forehead until then.”

      I glanced down at the man in question, and true enough, he had his eyes closed as he sat there in the morning sun. The only time Davis ever reacted before his first coffee of the day was if the sirens went off—otherwise, forget it.

      I slipped my hands into my pockets and walked around the gleaming red truck that had not only been my transport, but my lifeline in and out of so many dangerous situations. It was strange to feel so nostalgic over a piece of equipment, but as I stopped by the driver’s door, where the firehouse emblem and number were printed, I placed my hand over it and felt a deep sense of pride along with a twinge of sadness. In two weeks I’d be leaving this place, these men, and even though I was excited for this new journey with Bash, I knew a part of me would forever be here at this station.

      “KB?”

      “Huh? Sorry?” I turned to see Brumm standing beside me, leaning up against the long pole of the mop.

      “I asked if the chief gave you any idea who’s gonna replace Sanderson. I saw that Clarke’s on shift today, and, well, the guys and I wanted to let you know he’s our pick.”

      Huh. It seemed this Clarke guy was everyone’s pick. “Tell me a little about him. What’s he like?”

      Brumm shrugged and leaned the mop up against the truck. “Dunno. The guy barely said zip the couple times he was here.”

      I frowned. “But you think he’d be a good fit?”

      “Hell yes. He might not be a talker, but on the scene he was a fucking rock star. Just showed up and did his job—damn good, too. Much better than Garrett, who talked nonstop and acted as though he knew everything the second he set foot in the place.”

      “Gotcha. Well, I’ll see how he goes today. Get a feel for him on shift, and then we’ll take it from there.” 

      The deep, throaty rumble of a motorcycle caught my attention as it echoed up the street. As it got progressively louder, I turned to see a sleek ride of black and chrome turn into the drive and pull into an empty spot.

      The rider was decked out in black boots, ripped jeans, a white t-shirt, and leather jacket. A black helmet sat on his head, and when he kicked down the stand and swung his leg over the back of the bike, Brumm chuckled.

      “I know what you’re thinking, KB. But don’t let his badassness, and the fact he might beat you in this year’s hottest fireman challenge, stop you from hiring him. He really is good at his job.”

      So this was Clarke. I headed across the drive to where he was clipping the helmet to the back of his bike.

      “Hey there. You must be Clarke.” 

      When he finally turned around, his eyes narrowed on me, and I caught sight of messy, dark hair and matching two-day stubble and had the fleeting thought that I was glad Bash wasn’t here to meet this guy. It was a stupid, irrational thought, but Brumm was right—Clarke would’ve definitely given me a run for my money with the voting. The ladies, and men, would love him.

      “That’d be me. Jameson Clarke. And you are?” 

      “Lieutenant Kieran Bailey. I missed you the last time you were here.” I looked past his shoulder to his motorcycle. “Nice bike.”

      He glanced back at it and gave a nod. “Thanks. Built it myself.”

      “No shit.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I was even going to say them. But damn, that was impressive.

      “Yep. Been working on cars and motorcycles since I was a kid. Good way to stay out of trouble.”

      Trouble, huh? Yeah, guess I could see that. “We’ve got you for the next twenty-four, I hear.”

      “That’s what I was told.”

      “Good, then how about we head inside and get the day started, and at the end of shift report to me before you head out.”

      “Yes, sir.” Clarke’s brows lowered, making his features appear a little darker than they had a second ago, as though the order grated on him in some way. 

      This guy had an edge to him, a vibe that screamed dangerous, and I wasn’t sure that was a good fit for my crew—rock star or not. I was determined to leave firehouse seventy-three in good hands, hands that I trusted. I just wasn’t sure yet if those hands belonged to Jameson Clarke.
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      AS TEMPTING AS it had been for me to consider staying in my rose-colored silk robe all evening, the fact that this was only the second time I’d be meeting Kieran’s family—not to mention dropping a bomb—made me rethink my choice. No doubt they’d already be questioning our sanity; no need to also give them an accidental peep show if the tie of my robe came open. 

      Ordinarily I’d light a plethora of candles to set the mood for company, but I had a feeling with Kieran around I’d need to switch to the battery-operated lighting. Not to mention the last thing I needed was another hotel fire, especially by my own hand. The horror. 

      A knock on the door told me the catering from the restaurant downstairs had arrived, and I quickly ushered them in to set up the assortment of appetizers I’d chosen for the occasion. Sean hadn’t seemed too keen on the idea of caviar, but I’d ordered plenty of other delicious food for their arrival. Which—I glanced down at my phone—should be any minute now. 

      Kieran was waiting in the lobby for everyone to arrive, and I’d made sure to send him down armed with a drink. I knew tonight wouldn’t be easy on him. 

      We’d had a couple of days now to sit with the decision, and I could honestly say that nothing had ever felt so right. Never in my life had I wanted to share a space, a home, a life with anyone, and now here I was inviting Kieran to attach himself to me in all the ways. 

      Well, almost all the ways, but these were huge enough steps for us for now. 

      As the catering crew left, my cell vibrated and Kieran’s text popped up on the screen: On our way up.

      A man who gave me a heads-up to make sure I was ready and looking glamorous? No wonder I was keeping him. 

      I poured myself a glass of bubbly while I waited, then straightened the other bottles of alcohol. Everything was in order, and it would be a beautiful night. Absolutely nothing at all to worry about. 

      Unless, of course, Sean decided to lob one of these bottles of alcohol our way. Perhaps I should hide them—

      The knock on the door jolted me out of the what-if situation, thank baby Jesus, and I tossed my shoulders back and went to let my guests inside. 

      This evening had been my idea, after all. No time for regrets. 

      “Gentlemen, welcome,” I said, opening the door wide. With the two couples standing behind Kieran, this was the first time I’d seen them all together, and my oh my, they really were all quite striking. None as much as the lieutenant, of course, and they definitely each had their own interesting dress code, but all were good looking just the same. 

      There were a chorus of hellos and tentative smiles as Kieran led them inside. 

      “Please come in and make yourself at home,” I said, giving each guy an air kiss as they passed me. They didn’t seem to be familiar with the move—well, all but Alexander—so perhaps next time I’d begin with hugs instead. 

      “Wow, look at that view,” Sean said, stopping in the middle of the living area to stare out at the open floor-to-ceiling windows. “You know what this reminds me of? Xander’s old place. Does your room spin too?”

      “I beg your pardon?” I looked to Alexander for clarification. 

      “It’s true. I had a living room that revolved so everyone could get a look at the city no matter where they were seated.”

      I gasped. “Alexander Thorne. You gave that up?”

      “The memories weren’t worth the view, trust me.”

      When he exchanged a look with Sean, I guessed there was more to that story than they wanted to revisit right now, and I wasn’t one to press. 

      “While this particular suite doesn’t showcase a revolving floor, it does come with some incredibly delicious hors d’oeuvres and intoxicating liquid refreshments.” I swept my hand toward the full table. “Please help yourselves. Make sure to load up on the caviar, Sean.” 

      Sean’s head jerked in my direction, and I gave him a sassy wink before moving out of the way so everyone could fill their plates and glasses. As I sidled up to Kieran, I noticed he was looking a little paler than he had before he headed downstairs. 

      “Is everything all right?” I asked. 

      Kieran wiped his brow and tried for a smile, but it didn’t fully reach his eyes. “Just a little nervous,” he said, keeping his voice low. 

      “Aw, lieutenant.” I moved my champagne glass to the other hand so I could wrap my arm around his waist and pull him in tight. “Don’t worry. If they’re anything other than blissfully happy for you, I’ll set out the special brownies.”

      That earned a bigger smile, and I leaned in to give him a reassuring kiss. I could only imagine what my friends would have to say if the situation were reversed, so I was expecting the full gamut of emotions tonight. 

      “Nice spread,” Henri said, as he loaded up his plate. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were buttering us up for something.”

      Kieran shot me a quick look, and I squeezed his waist. 

      “Nah, it’s all that Southern hospitality you always hear about,” Bailey said. “Isn’t that right, Bash?”

      I nodded. “You would be correct. I’d usually choose a theme as well, but Kieran insisted I not go all out, with it being so late and all.”

      “Hell, this is more than you’d get if you came to our place.” Sean took a bite of one of the jumbo shrimp and around chews said, “I’d throw a couple beers your way and call it a night.” 

      “And that’s why we never do shit at your place, Dick,” Henri said. “No damn manners.”

      “I should take offense to that, since it’s my place too, but I appreciate not having to be on cleanup duty.” Alexander shrugged and headed outside on the balcony. “Ugh, I miss these views.”

      “I thought I gave you a better view nowadays,” Sean said, sending Henri into a fit of groans. 

      “Can you not? I’d rather keep my food down, thanks.” 

      Kieran was still quiet, and I gave him one more squeeze before I let him go. “Can I get you a drink? Maybe a Xanax?”

      He chuckled softly and shook his head. “I’ll go grab some liquid courage.”

      “You do that.” 

      As he headed off to make himself a drink, the rest of the guys took up spots around the living area, each couple pairing off. It was easy to see how Kieran had felt, being the odd man out of a group, because wasn’t it the same with me and my friends? I’d never really thought about being the only one without a partner, because it was through me that everyone was linked. Besides, I’d always quite enjoyed myself, so until I met Kieran, I hadn’t exactly felt like anything was missing. 

      But now? He and I were inextricably linked, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

      “This is great, Bash, really,” Bailey said, holding up a mini beef Wellington. “Thanks for having us.”

      “Of course. I’d like to get to know you all better and for you to know me.” 

      “Yeah, we never really got around to asking you about where you’re from. This South Haven place.”

      He didn’t even realize that was the topic for the night, and with the way he asked so innocently, I knew he didn’t have a clue. 

      I took a seat in one of the chairs across from them, crossing my legs, and when I saw their eyes drop at the move without comment, I realized just how on their best behavior they were. I wondered if that was Kieran’s doing or Bailey’s. 

      “South Haven is a gorgeous little island off the coast of Georgia, just over the bridge from Savannah,” I said, then took a sip of my champagne. “Compared to Chicago, it’s a bit more laid-back. There’s something about being near the ocean that seems to ease any anxieties, and since I tend to be higher-strung on the job, it helps to have a place to relax.”

      “Sounds like a great place. But…” Bailey trailed off and looked at Henri, who had one of his arms around Bailey’s shoulders. 

      I arched a brow, waiting for him to continue. 

      “But it doesn’t sound like somewhere you’re willing to leave. So I guess I’m wondering what that means for you and Kieran. Not that you can’t do a long-distance thing, but that’s not really ideal.” 

      “No,” I said, a small smile on my lips. “It’s not.” 

      “So how do you plan to make this work?”

      “Bay—” Henri started, but Bailey shook his head. 

      “I know it’s not our business, or my business, and you seem like a great guy and all. I mean, it’s nice of you to have us here, but I just don’t really see how the two of you can…you know…make this work. I see the way my brother looks at you, and I just don’t want to see him hurt.”

      “I’m not going to get hurt,” Kieran said, coming to stand beside my chair.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “How?”

      Aaand here we were, already diving into the reason Kieran’s nerves had gone haywire. 

      He took a seat on the arm of my chair and looked down at me, his eyes communicating that yes, it was about that time. When he reached for my hand and brought it up to rest on his lap, he sucked in a heavy gulp of air and let it out in a rush. 

      “I know because Bash and I have decided to live together.” He paused and looked each of them in the eyes before turning his focus back on Bailey. “In South Haven.”
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      IT WAS SO quiet you could hear a pin drop. I didn’t even think anyone was breathing, and that included myself. 

      I’d never felt so many pairs of eyes boring into me, and I’d also never heard my brothers lose their tongues, but, well, here we were. 

      “Holy shit,” Henri said, finally breaking the silence. “You’re serious.”

      I was about to respond when Bailey started to laugh. 

      “Nooo, he’s messing with us.” He looked over at me, waiting for me to confirm his theory, and when I said nothing, he whispered, “You’re serious?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I handed in my two weeks at the station yesterday.”

      “Fuckin’ hell, Kieran.” Sean rubbed a hand over his hair and let out a deep breath. “You’re just one surprise after another these days.”

      “I know, I just—”

      “You’re really moving? Out of Chicago?” Bailey’s eyes were wide, and I could all but see the wheels turning as his brain tried to catch up. If the topic under discussion hadn’t been so serious, I might’ve laughed. 

      “Yes.” I looked down at Bash, and the easy smile from earlier appeared a little tenser around the edges now, and that wouldn’t do. I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable. This should be a happy moment, and while I was definitely feeling the nerves, I wanted to set his mind at ease. This was the right choice. Our choice, and I was happy to have made it. “Bash and I were trying to decide where we wanted to live, and when I got the call that the firehouse in Savannah wanted me, the decision was kind of made for us. I’m excited at the idea of living the beach life. I’m kind of hoping you will be too.”

      All four men stared at us like stunned mullets, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, I said, “You know, for a bunch of guys who never usually know when to shut the hell up, you sure are silent now.”

      “Hell, Kieran,” Sean said. “Do you even know how to swim?”

      I rolled my eyes—typical Sean, couldn’t be serious to save himself. But in that moment, I couldn’t have been more grateful. “I can swim.”

      “Can’t surf, though.” Sean looked over at Bailey with a shit-stirring grin. “Remember that trip to Florida? Pretty sure he spent more time under the waves than he did on top of them. Bash, can you promise to save his sorry ass if he drowns?”

      Bash squeezed my hand and chuckled. “I can definitely hold my own, and I promise to administer mouth-to-mouth whenever he needs it.”

      Sean groaned, making Xander laugh, and as the tension in the room eased a little, I noticed Bailey still looking over at us. The expression on his face made my chest tighten. He’d always been the most sensitive of the three of us, and even though he was trying his hardest to join in on the joke, I could see a hint of sadness in his eyes.

      Wanting to alleviate any kind of pain I might’ve inflicted, I looked around the room and assured them, “Bash still has his office here, so it’s not like you’re never going to see us. In fact, we’re even getting a place here.”

      “But you just said you were moving.” Henri’s eyes narrowed, his protective instincts on alert as he tried to work out if I was dicking them around or not.

      “We are,” I said, my eyes on my middle brother. “But we’ll be coming back more often than you think.”

      Sean snorted. “And here I thought we were getting rid of you.”

      I flipped my big brother off and zeroed in on Bailey. “For the first time in my life, I’m really happy. I want this. Please tell me you understand that.”

      “Of course I do. It’s just…” Bailey looked around the room. “It just feels a little like the end of an era, you know?”

      I chuckled but totally understood. 

      For as long as I could remember, the three of us had been a unit of sorts. Not always a totally functional and happy unit, but a unit just the same—the Bailey brothers. We’d been known that way through school, with Dad’s friends on the force, and when my parents passed, we’d always been there through thick and thin for each other. But now? Now I was leaving, so I totally understood where he was coming from.

      But that didn’t mean it had to be the end of our brotherly adventures—in fact, I had a really good idea. One that just sprang to mind. Now I just needed to see if I could get these yahoos on board. 

      “Hey, I have an idea.”

      “No offense,” Sean said. “But everything out of your mouth tonight has been a little, you know, so how about you stop talking and let someone else.”

      “Like who? You? Like that’d go any better.”

      Xander patted Sean’s leg then looked my way. “What’s your idea, Kieran? Tell us.”

      “A road trip.” When no one said anything, I threw my hands up. “Come on, guys, a road trip.”

      Xander’s nose scrunched up, much like Bash’s, and he shook his head. “I agree with Sean. Maybe stop talking.”

      “No, wait, this is a great idea. We used to have a blast on road trips when we were younger, and this way I can get my stuff down there and you can check out South Haven. It’s genius.”

      “Fifteen hours?” Bash gawked at the map he’d pulled up on his cell phone. “Oh, honey. I love you, but no. I’ll take my first-class seat and a glass of champagne, thank you.”

      “Uh, I’m with Bash,” Xander said. “No way am I subjecting myself to hours in a car with you guys. No offense, Sean.” 

      To my surprise, Sean didn’t look the least bit offended. In fact, he shrugged and said, “I’m down for a road trip. We’ve gotta check out this South Haven place. Whatcha think, Bay?”

      Bailey cocked his head, a smile finally crossing his lips. “An epic road trip to send Kieran on his way? Yeah. I think that’s the only way this could go.”

      It was amazing the way my body relaxed instantly. “Perfect. So, Bash, you can just meet us there, and we’ll drive down—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You’re gonna have to count me out of this brothers bonding moment,” Henri said, then squeezed Bailey’s shoulder, hugging him in tight. “How about I’ll hold down the fort while you’re gone.”

      Bailey frowned. “Are you sure?” 

      “Yeah, you three should go.”

      “Xander? You sure you don’t wanna join?” I asked. “Not that you couldn’t use a few days away from your grumpy bastard.”

      “Hey,” Sean protested, but Xander shut him up with a kiss. 

      Yeah, that was still weird. 

      “Sorry, guys, I’m saving my vacation days for the wedding and honeymoon,” Xander said. 

      A thought occurred to me. “Is this okay?” I asked Bash. “I mean, I just invited my family to your house.”

      “Our house. And you can invite whoever you want to our house.” When Bash winked and squeezed my hand, it finally sank in that he was right. That would be our house. I mean, I knew that, but I hadn’t actually thought about it being half mine, because holy fuckballs, that was a lotta house. 

      “Maybe we can also take them out on our boat,” he added, like he knew I was already digesting the thought of the house, and now he had to throw in a freakin’ boat. Because of course we had a boat. 

      “Uh, I’m down with that,” Sean said, lifting his glass. “Boat, yacht, a five-star view—I mean, just put me up.”

      Bash snorted out a laugh. “You seem more high maintenance than I realized. I think we’re going to get along just fine.” 

      “Sean? High maintenance? He’s wearing a wrinkled shirt,” Bailey pointed out. 

      “I’m just glad you can appreciate the finer things in life, Sean, even if you don’t partake in the caviar.”

      “Wait, so are we doing this? Really?” I looked to Bailey and Sean for confirmation, and when they both nodded, I grinned. “Damn. Guess we should all mark our calendars for two weeks from now.” I brought Bash’s hand up to my lips and placed a kiss along his fingertips. “You think you can be ready for us by then?”

      “I’m ready for you now,” he said, and then he held up his glass, inviting the others to do the same. “Look out, South Haven—there’s about to be a Bailey brothers invasion.”
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      A WEEK LATER I was back in South Haven, giving Kieran time to say his goodbyes in Chicago and get things packed up while I made a few special arrangements down here. 

      All right, and maybe I moved a few items out of my expansive closet and put them in a new designated space down the hall. It hadn’t even pained me too much to do so, so that alone should tell anyone how ready I was to join my life to Kieran’s. 

      With everything pretty much set for his arrival next week, I only had one thing left to do: tell the guys. And what better way to do that than to whisk them away on my pontoon boat and break the news in the middle of the river?

      On second thought, perhaps this wasn’t the smartest idea. 

      “All right, my loves, does anyone fancy a refill?” With a pitcher of sangria—Alexander’s recipe—in one hand and a bottle of bubbly in the other, I made my rounds to each of the guys, topping off their cups. Yes, cups. Shaw had brought over a sleeve of plastic cups, and though it was somewhat horrifying to allow myself or any guests to drink out of them, I knew I was the only one who thought twice about it. 

      See, I could be adaptable. They just better not get too used to it. 

      “Why haven’t we had this before?” Jackson said, holding up his refreshed sangria. “This is good.”

      “It’s a special recipe from Alexander Thorne. He gave it to me up in Chicago.”

      “Hold on. You mean Alexander Thorne, like the news anchor guy?”

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you? He’s engaged to Kieran’s brother.”

      Jackson’s eyes bugged out, and even Shaw choked on his drink. “Kieran’s brother is engaged to Alexander Thorne? How the hell didn’t this come up sooner?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Must have slipped my mind.”

      “Bullshit,” Lucas said. “Look at you withholding information.”

      “Not really. I told you I had an interview with him.”

      “Uh huh.” Lucas lowered his glasses and narrowed his eyes at me. It would’ve been an intimidating look if he hadn’t been shirtless and lounging lazily on the bench seat of my boat. 

      “Damn. Alexander Thorne. I used to watch him after a show when they’d show the repeats, and I wasn’t watching for the news, if you catch my drift.” Trent held his cup out toward me for more sangria, and I happily topped him off and watched for Shaw’s reaction to Trent’s crush. 

      Imagine my disappointment when Shaw nodded in agreement. 

      “He’s a good-looking guy for sure. Maybe the only one who could get me to watch ENN.” Shaw squinted at me and then lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the sun. “And he’s the one getting married to Kieran’s brother soon, right?”

      “Correct.”

      “You goin’ up for the wedding?”

      “I haven’t thought about it, but possibly.”

      Once again, eyes narrowed on me, only this time from Shaw, and I didn’t need to hear what he was thinking to know how little faith he had that I’d still be with Kieran by the time the wedding rolled around. 

      Which meant right now was the perfect time to share my little announcement. 

      I set the pitcher and bottle back in the ice buckets and then straightened my top. I’d gone full sailor for the occasion, with white flared pants, a navy and white striped fitted shirt, and a matching sailor hat. Fab-u-lous. 

      “Darlings, while I did bring you out today for some vitamin D, and no, not the one in your pants, I must admit that I do have an ulterior motive. This shall be the last time there are five of us on this boat that’s Hard and Full of Seamen.” (Yes, that was the name I’d given the pontoon, and I had no regrets.)

      Jackson’s face paled. “No. You’re not leaving.”

      “While I did consider the possibility, it turns out that our party of five will soon become a soiree of six.” 

      Of everyone, Shaw looked the most surprised by this turn of events. 

      “Kieran’s moving? Here?” he asked. 

      “Again, correct. And he’ll be here in one week.” I lifted my cup and smiled brightly. “Cheers.” 

      When I saw that I was the only one drinking, I lowered the cup. 

      “Hello? Maybe you didn’t hear me over the gentle sound of water lapping against the boat, but I said Kieran and I are moving in together in a week, and I’d love it if you welcomed him into our oh-so-accepting group.”

      They all exchanged looks, and then Jackson jumped to his feet. 

      “That’s fantastic news, Bash. Really.” He wrapped his arms around me in a big bear hug, lifting me a few inches off the ground. When he set me back down, he grinned. “I’m glad you’re not going anywhere, and I’m looking forward to getting to know Kieran. He’s obviously a smart guy.”

      “Obviously,” I agreed, and as Jackson moved back, I noticed the others had gathered around.

      Trent’s arm went around my shoulder, and he gave me a squeeze. “Sometimes these things happen fast, but when it’s right, you just know. I’m happy for you, man.”

      “You sure about this?” Lucas said. “Not that I have anything against the guy, but…well…you don’t share well.”

      I burst out laughing, because he wasn’t lying. I didn’t even like to share my champagne at our brunches. “Let’s just say if it means having Kieran in my house, boat, and bed, then I am more than happy to compromise and, yes, do a little sharing.”

      Lucas snorted. “You say that now when it’s just him and a duffel bag moving in, but wait until his stuff rocks up a couple weeks later and you’re trying to find room for his sneaker collection.” 

      “Actually…” I took a sip of my sangria and then flashed a brilliant smile at the lot of them. “His belongings will arrive the day he does. He’s road-tripping down here with his brothers in a U-Haul.”

      “Something you clearly opted out of.” Jackson chuckled. “How’d you manage that, feign a work emergency?”

      “No. I told him the truth. That I loved him but…I don’t do road trips.”

      I glanced around my little crowd of well-wishers to where Shaw was standing watching the four of us. He had a pensive look on his face, which was nothing new—he was the cautious one of the five of us, the one who thought everything through three times over.

      I stepped around the guys, who had somehow gone off on a tangent about the weird and wonderful things some people collect, and made my way over to Shaw.

      “You’re awfully quiet over there, Shaw Jennings.”

      “Am I?” 

      “Well, you’ve yet to congratulate me or apologize for being completely and utterly wrong in your assessment of mine and Kieran’s relationship, so feel free to do either of those two things now. I’ll wait.”

      Shaw leaned back against the rail. “Guess I was a little too quick to judge the lieutenant, wasn’t I?”

      I put a hand to my ear, cupping it, and leaned in toward him. “I’m not sure, but I don’t think I heard an apology in there. Want to try again?”

      “Do you want me to toss you over the side of this boat?”

      “I’d prefer it if you didn’t, since I’m wearing one of my favorite outfits.”

      Shaw ran his eyes down over me and nodded. “You do wear it well.”

      “Of course I do, but don’t try to weasel your way out of this. Flattery will get you everywhere except out of the hole you dug for yourself. So… When you’re ready.”

      Shaw let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have prejudged Kieran when I didn’t know him.”

      “Aaaand?” 

      “And…I should’ve had more faith in your judgment and trusted you to know what you were doing?”

      “That’s right.” I leaned against the rail beside him and took his hand in mine, giving it a squeeze. “I love you, Shaw, and appreciate your desire to protect us all, but you don’t need to worry. Kieran is one of the good guys. He’s my guy, and I think you two are going to be fast friends.”

      “That was never my issue. I knew he was good, and good for you. Anyone could see that. I was more worried about what would happen if he decided to stay up in Chicago.”

      “O ye of little faith.” I struck a fabulous pose, stretching one of my legs out—toe pointed, of course. “Do you really think Kieran was going to be able to stay away from all of this for long?” 

      Shaw laughed and shook his head. “No, and I couldn’t be happier for you. Really, Bash. You two are great together. He’s going to fit right in here with our little family.”

      My eyes blurred a little. The sincerity behind Shaw’s words meant the world to me, and knowing how Kieran was giving up his own family and friends to be with mine, this acceptance was invaluable. I couldn’t have loved Shaw more in that moment. 

      I straightened and threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear as Shaw wrapped his massive arms around me.

      “You don’t need to thank me. Just be happy.”

      I sniffed and nodded, pulling back to look him in the eye. “I am. I really am.”

      “Then that’s all I could ever ask for.”

      I cupped Shaw’s cheeks and smacked a quick kiss to his lips, and then heard someone cough behind me. When I glanced over my shoulder, Trent was looking between the two of us with a smug smirk.

      “I take it you two kissed and made up?”

      I patted a hand to Shaw’s muscular chest. “We sure did. Shaw saw the error of his ways, and groveled appropriately.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Mhmm. All is forgiven.”

      “Ahh, so,” Trent said, eyeing his man, who’d wrapped a friendly arm around my waist. “You won’t need us to throw you a ‘welcome to South Haven’ party for Kieran to get back in your good graces, then?”

      My ears perked up. “A welcome party?”

      “Yeah, the guys and I were talking about it just now, and I figured Shaw and I could host it, since he was such a—”

      “Busybody when it came to Kieran and me?”

      Trent chuckled. “Sure, that’s exactly what I was going to say.”

      I cocked my head to look at Shaw, who tapped my chin. 

      “Let us do this for you. We’ll welcome Kieran to South Haven and make him feel right at home.”

      “You’d do that for me?”

      “We’ll do that for you both.”

      I turned back to look at all my friends, who were grinning at me like fools, and I couldn’t help but think Shaw was right. Kieran might be leaving one family, but he was about to gain a brand-new one.
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      “I STILL SAY we should drive straight through. With three of us, we can take turns.” 

      “And get there in the middle of the night? No thanks.” I rolled my eyes at Sean, who sat on the bench seat between me and Bailey, and then focused back on the long stretch of interstate ahead of us. After an intense round of rock-paper-scissors, I’d won dibs on being the first to drive the U-Haul, though it wasn’t quite the fun, brotherly experience I’d imagined when I first suggested road-tripping to South Haven. Somehow we Baileys had been lucky enough to grab the last of the rickety moving trucks that looked like they hadn’t been new since the eighties, and with it being last minute, we couldn’t find another option. 

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and wiped the sweat from my brow. Even on full blast, the lazy air conditioning didn’t fully cool things off, which meant every time I made a turn or switched lanes, Sean’s clammy arm rubbed against mine and we ended up shoving each other away.

      I might’ve been regretting Bash’s offer to hire movers and fly us down instead. My car was getting better treatment than this, since I’d had it carefully shipped off a couple of days ago. 

      “How much longer till we get to the hotel?” Bailey asked. 

      I glanced at the driving app. “About thirty minutes or so.” 

      “Well, I still say we just keep going. It won’t be as hot without the sun blasting,” Sean said. “Come on, Bay, you can make it two against one.”

      Bailey shook his head. “Sorry, but I’m looking forward to spending the night at the swanky digs Bash set us up in. Sorry, Sean.”

      The only way Bash would consent to letting me handle shipping my car and getting the moving truck without contributing was if he could spring for the hotel, and since that was a serious compromise for him, I’d agreed. Hell, after this stuffy ride, I was seriously fucking grateful.

      “Swanky digs?” Sean’s ears perked up, which made me laugh, since he was the last one who’d ever care about swanky anything. That was proof that he wasn’t a big fan of being squished in the middle seat the past eight hours. 

      “Yep,” I said, nudging Sean in the ribs. “We even get our own rooms. I might even order you room service so we don’t have to stop at one of these fast food joints. You sold yet?”

      Sean rubbed his jaw. “You know what? I think I’m gonna like this Bash guy.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “As long as I don’t have to sit between you two sweaty bastards for the next half of the trip, then yes.” 

      Bailey snorted. “You think we like you manspreading all up in our space?”

      “Man-whatting? The hell does that mean?” Sean said. 

      “Come on, you know what that means. Manspreading, what you’re doing now.” Bailey slumped down in his seat and spread his legs wide to imitate Sean. 

      I laughed and mimicked the position as well, keeping one hand on the wheel. “I’m such a badass cuz I can take up everyone else’s space and they won’t say anything or do shit to stop me.”

      “That’s not what the fuck I look like,” Sean protested.

      Bailey spread his legs even wider, pushing against Sean’s. “Yeah, man, that’s not what I look like.” 

      “Fuck you both. And give me back my damn jerky.” Sean made a grab for the snack bag Bailey held and ripped it out of his hands. Then he dug into the bag, put a slice between his teeth, and tore off a bit of the meat. 

      Bailey held up his hands and sat back up. “Okay, animal. You gonna rip our heads off next?”

      Sean tore off another piece. “Thinking about it.”

      “Have I mentioned I’m really gonna miss you two?” I said. “There’s no one else I’d rather be stuck in a confined space with for a couple of eight-hour stretches. I mean, Sean, you’re a pain in the ass, but you brought the good snacks. And Bailey is the only one who can keep us sane and out of jail.”

      “You forgot I also bring the kickass music,” Bailey said. “Speaking of, have you heard this one yet?” He scrolled through the playlist on his phone and hit play. 

      When the sound of Trent Knox’s new song filtered through the speakers, I bit down on my lip, remembering the night he’d debuted the song in front of the crowd at Argos. Damn, that was a hot night, something I had a feeling this song would always remind me of. 

      How had I forgotten that Bailey was such a huge fan of Trent’s? Guess I was about to blow his mind.

      “Actually…” I glanced across to where he was drumming his fingers in time with the beat. “I heard this live, the night he debuted it.”

      Sean scoffed. “Yeah, in your fucking dreams you did. You just so happened to be at a Trent Knox concert and forgot to tell us about it?”

      I could see how that might seem highly unlikely at any other point in time. But the fact it had been during those first few weeks with Bash, well, nothing had really mattered to me but him. So the fact I’d forgotten I bore witness to Trent’s musical genius wasn’t all that surprising.

      “I was, yes. When I was last visiting Bash. They’re really good friends. He actually, uh, lives next door.”

      “Wait a second.” Bailey put a hand on Sean’s chest and shoved him back in the seat so he could look around him. “Are you trying to tell me that you are going to live next door to Trent Knox? The Trent Knox, former frontman of TBD?”

      Okay, so when Bailey said it like that, it was kind of impressive—and mind-blowing. I guessed I just hadn’t really had time to let that compute until now. 

      “Yep, one and the same. He’s really cool. You’re gonna love him.”

      “And you’re full of shit,” Sean chimed in. “Trent Knox living on some tiny island in the middle of nowhere—yeah, okay. I think you’re just trying to talk up this place.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I have to agree with Sean.” Bailey settled back in his seat. “That sounds a little far-fetched even for you.”

      I started to laugh. “Why would I lie?”

      Bailey whipped his head around, and for a second I caught sight of him the first time he’d gone to a TBD concert—all wide-eyed and excited. “Why wouldn’t you have told me before now? You know I was—”

      “Obsessed with them?” Sean supplied as he grabbed a bottle of water and uncapped it. 

      “Uh, maybe don’t say that around his boyfriend,” I suggested. “Shaw’s huge and could probably snap your neck in half.”

      “Shaw?”

      “Yeah.” Now was as good a time as any to give them a rundown of Bash’s friends, because it was more than likely they’d run into them at some point. “Bash has this really tight-knit group of friends, basically family. Shaw and Trent are part of that.”

      Bailey was still looking at me as though he thought I was lying out my ass. But he’d eventually see I was telling the truth, and I couldn’t wait to see the shock on his face the second he met one of his music idols.

      “Okay, that ship has sailed,” Sean said. “You can stop saying it now. It won’t make us believe you more.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Believe what you want, but Shaw owns the tattoo shop on the island, and then there’s Jackson and Lucas. Jackson is Bash’s right-hand man at work, and Lucas— Actually, I don’t know what Lucas does other than run his mouth. He kind of reminds me of you.”

      “Good, then at least we know there’s someone around to call you out on your shit.”

      “More like just talk shit.”

      “It’s all the same, really.” Sean closed up the snack bag as I finally pulled into the hotel. 

      “Finally,” Bailey said as he shifted in his seat. “I thought we’d never get here.”

      I drove around to the back of the place and parked the U-Haul, then we all piled out and stretched our arms, legs, and backs. The cracking of joints and groans filled the air, and when we straightened back up, Sean laughed.

      “Damn, are we getting fucking old or what?”

      “Speak for yourself,” I said. We grabbed our bags and headed inside, ready to find a shower and comfy-ass bed, and when the receptionist informed us we were staying in the penthouse suite, no one complained in the slightest. 

      It was amazing how sitting in a car all day could make you so tired. I didn’t remember that being the case when we were younger, so maybe Sean was right. We were old as shit. 

      The penthouse was every bit as nice as one Bash himself would stay in, and this one had three bedrooms with their own en suites in addition to the massive main room that looked out over the lights of downtown Knoxville. 

      Bailey whistled as he took in the space and then tossed his bag into one of the rooms. “Make sure to tell Bash he did good.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that now,” I said, pulling out my phone to send him a quick text that we’d arrived and that I’d call him after we grabbed some food. When I looked up, I saw Bailey and Sean both on their phones typing out messages as well, and I snorted out a laugh. “We’re fucking pathetic. Look at us. All in relationships and texting our boyfriends that we made it to the hotel safe.”

      “Fiancé,” Sean corrected me, still typing away. 

      Bailey tucked his phone back in his pocket. “The weirdest thing about that sentence was ‘our boyfriends.’ I never thought my being gay would rub off on either of you.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t your influence, or I would’ve stayed straight,” Sean said.

      “And you?” Bailey asked as he flopped into a chair, clearly as tired as I felt. “Ever think you’d be moving in with a guy that lives fifteen hours away?”

      I shook my head. “Not in a million.”

      “Still sure this is the right decision? Not having any second thoughts?”

      “Hell no,” I said, kicking off my shoes and taking a seat on the couch. There was a room service menu on the coffee table, and I quickly looked it over before passing it to Bailey. “The closer we get, the more I’m sure I’m making the right decision. Doesn’t mean I’m not nervous about being in a new place or starting at the new station, but it’s more excitement than anything.”

      “If you get down there and hate it, don’t expect a road trip back,” Sean said, taking up the seat on the other end of the couch as he gave me a smartass smile. 

      “I won’t need one. This is a one-way trip.”

      That was all I needed to say to shut up the Bailey brothers. Once we ordered some food, we settled back into the joking and shit talking that was a staple in our relationship. 

      Yeah, I would miss this. But knowing I could go back to Chicago anytime would hopefully make any homesickness fall away. 

      I finished clearing up our mess, setting the trays outside the door for pickup, and when I walked back in, Bailey was leaning against the wall waiting for me. 

      “Everything okay?” I asked. 

      “Yeah.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I’m so happy for you, Kieran. And I know Mom and Dad would be happy you found someone too.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Bay. That means a lot.”

      He gave my shoulder another squeeze and then dropped his hand. “Better get some rest. Big day tomorrow.” 

      “Big day” was an understatement. Because tomorrow was the day my whole life changed.
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      I’D BEEN A pacing madman all day. Though I knew how many hours the drive from Knoxville would take, and I even knew what time Kieran and his brothers started out this morning, I still couldn’t stop myself from peering out the window every five seconds. 

      My cell began to ring, and I answered it so quickly I forgot to look at the screen. 

      “Is he there yet?” Jackson asked. 

      “Nope. Should be any minute now.”

      “Lemme guess. You’re sitting in your driveway waiting.”

      “I considered that, but air conditioning won out. I can’t look like a raggedy mess when he arrives, or he might turn around and go back.”

      Jackson laughed. “I doubt he’d make a return trip if your hair’s out of place, Bash.” 

      “Maybe not, but I’d like to look my best, and I can’t do that if I’m perspiring.”

      “Fair enough. You sure you don’t want us all there as a welcome party when they arrive?”

      I glanced out the window again. Still no sign of them. “I’m all the party Kieran needs, darling, trust me. I’ll share him with the lot of you tomorrow.” 

      “We’ll be there—”

      “He’s here!” I almost dropped the phone as the U-Haul made its way down the street, and before it could turn into the long drive, I yanked open the door and headed outside. “Talk later, kiss kiss.”

      It was all I could do not to run out of my house—our house—but who was I kidding? I was practically jumping up and down as the truck slowed to a stop in front of me, and through the windshield I could see Kieran’s megawatt smile. 

      He popped open the door and jumped out before Sean cut the engine, and then he swept me up into his arms as if I weighed nothing at all. It felt like it’d been a year, not weeks, since I’d seen him, and he felt even better than I remembered. 

      He held me tight as his lips found mine, not shy at all about taking what he wanted, even in front of his brothers. 

      Damn. It was a good thing he was holding on to me, or I might’ve fainted right there at his feet.

      As I caught my breath, I smiled against his lips. “My oh my, lieutenant. Always sweeping me off my feet.”

      “Can’t help it. I missed you.”

      “Well, I don’t blame you there. Maybe you should show me again how much.”

      Kieran let out a low chuckle. “Don’t have to ask me twice.” He kissed me slowly, thoroughly, exploring my mouth like he’d never gotten a taste of me before, and God, I could’ve melted into a puddle at his feet. Did I really get to keep this man? He really wanted to be here, with me, always?

      “I thought it was the car ride making me nauseated, but it turns out it’s just the view,” Sean said, as he slammed shut the driver’s-side door. “You two should get a room.”

      I grinned against Kieran’s mouth and gave him a kiss, and then he set me back on my feet, but still kept hold of my waist. A good thing, considering I couldn’t feel my legs. 

      “It’s lovely to see you again, Sean,” I said. “And you too, Bailey. I trust you boys had a wonderful trip?”

      “Define wonderful,” Sean said.

      “What he means is yes, we had a good trip. We all made it here in one piece, didn’t we?” Kieran said. 

      “That’s what constitutes a good trip now? What about the fact that we had to listen to Bailey snoring for the last hour?” 

      Bailey shot a surprised look Sean’s way. “I don’t snore. I wasn’t even fully asleep. I was just pretending so you’d shut up.”

      As the two brothers continued to bicker, I looked back at Kieran, who wasn’t paying them any attention. Nope, his attention was riiight where it should be: on me. 

      “Welcome home, lieutenant,” I said, reaching for his hand and bringing it to my lips. 

      “Home. I love it already.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” I laced our fingers and walked backward, pulling him down the driveway toward a little something special. “I have a welcome-home present for you.”

      Kieran’s eyes traveled up and down my body. “But you’re not wearing a bow.”

      “Ooh, you naughty boy. I’m not wearing one you can see. But I’m not your only gift. A move this big deserves something on the same level.” 

      “But I don’t need anything.”

      I stopped in front of the garage and hit the button in my pocket. As it opened, I kissed Kieran again and whispered, “You deserve everything.”

      When the doors pulled wide, I watched the expression on Kieran’s face turn from shock to disbelief. His mouth opened and closed, then opened again, but no words came out. 

      “So you like it?”

      Kieran’s eyes met mine, and he began to shake his head. “Bash, no, you didn’t.”

      “No he didn’t what?” Bailey asked as he and Sean walked up behind us, and when they caught sight of what was in the garage, they both let out a string of curses. 

      “No fucking way,” Sean said.

      “You got him his dream car.” Bailey looked between me and Kieran with wide eyes. “And you’ve rendered my brother mute. Good job.”

      Kieran’s grip tightened on mine as he walked toward the car, almost hesitantly, in the same way he’d done when he first saw mine. 

      “A 1969 Corvette Stingray,” he whispered, his fingers brushing against the hood, and then a smile tipped his lips as he looked at me. “In Le Mans Blue. I can’t believe you remembered.” 

      “How could I forget?” 

      “Bash… I love it, but this is too much.”

      “Those are four words you can just pretend don’t exist, because with you, nothing’s ever too much. This is part of my love language, darling, and I won’t apologize for it. Trust me when I say you spoil me in greater ways than money could ever buy.”

      “So do you—”

      “Yes, and if I see something that will put a smile on your face, you need to understand that nothing’s off-limits. Not to mention…” I made a show of looking around. “You need something to drive, and your car hasn’t arrived yet.”

      Kieran snorted out a laugh. “I love that that’s your way of justifying this.”

      “It’s my logic, and I’m sticking to it.” 

      “If Kieran doesn’t want it, I’ll take it,” Sean piped up. “I’ll even road-trip it back to Chicago, cuz I’m selfless like that.”

      “Selfless my ass.” Kieran shook his head and held his arms out over the car to block his brother from getting close. “Don’t even think about breathing near my baby.”

      “Oh, it’s your baby now. Suddenly just because I offer to take it off your hands, you want it.” 

      Bailey whistled as he rounded the car, taking it all in. “Completely restored. Damn, you did good, Bash.”

      “Why thank you.” I did feel quite pleased at the way it had all turned out, especially given this bad boy hadn’t been easy to find. How I did love a challenge. 

      Kieran wrapped his arms around me from behind, drawing me in tight. He rested his chin on my shoulder and said, “Thank you. I love it almost as much as I love you.”

      “So an endless amount. I approve.” I turned my head and kissed him, and then remembered the most important thing. 

      Well, one of the most important things. 

      I pulled a key out of my pocket and set it in his palm. “Enjoy, darling.” 

      “I call first dibs for when you take it for a spin,” Bailey said. 

      “Uh, no,” Sean said. “I’m the oldest, which means I get first dibs always. Jesus, Bailey, you’d think you’d know the rules by now.”

      Kieran cleared his throat. “Actually, Bash gets the first ride, and you two can fight it out for the next one.”

      “Oh, right. That’s fair.” Bailey nodded while Sean rolled his eyes but reluctantly agreed. 

      “Before we do that,” I said, “I’m sure you’re all hungry and exhausted from the drive. I ordered in some delicious seafood, and then I can show you to your rooms.”

      “Uh, actually…” Bailey glanced at Sean before looking back at me. “No offense or anything, because you seem to have a great place here, but—”

      “We figured you guys would be christening the house, and you can count us out on being around that, so we booked a place on the beach,” Sean finished. 

      “Oh.” It wasn’t often I was surprised, but I had to admit, I didn’t exactly hate their plan. Having Kieran all to myself sounded like the perfect night, so if they wanted to stay elsewhere, I wouldn’t try to convince them otherwise. At least I’d offered. Southern hospitality and all. 

      “It’s not that we don’t appreciate you letting us stay here,” Bailey said quickly. “We just figured you’d like some privacy, and it doesn’t seem like a bad deal to have a room overlooking the ocean, you know?”

      “That’s true.” I nodded. “I’m not offended in the slightest, but know you’re always more than welcome to stay if you’d like.”

      “What time’s check-in? You should probably get going now, huh?” Kieran said. 

      Bailey frowned and motioned toward the truck. “We’ve still gotta unload.” 

      “We can do that tomorrow. You should go.” 

      I almost laughed at the urgency with which Kieran was trying to get rid of his brothers, because as much as I liked them, the sooner they left, the sooner I’d be able to properly welcome Kieran home. 

      “Yeah, I guess I wouldn’t mind having a few daylight hours to relax on the beach.” Bailey raised a brow at Sean. “That work for you?”

      “If you don’t want to stay, I could always pack up your meals to take with you?” I offered.

      “Perfect. Let’s do that now.” Kieran all but dragged me along with him toward the house, leaving his brothers following and chuckling behind us. 

      A house all to ourselves on Kieran’s first official night living in South Haven? Today was turning out even better than I’d imagined.
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      “SO…NOW THAT you have me all alone, whatever do you plan to do with me, lieutenant?”

      The click of the front door emphasized Bash’s point as I turned to see him standing by his sweeping staircase—and damn if he wasn’t the best thing I’d seen in weeks. 

      His jet-black hair was swept off his face, allowing his stunning features to shine in the best way possible, and with the touch of eyeliner and gloss enhancing his natural beauty, it was honestly a miracle I’d been able to stop with a kiss when I first arrived.

      “I have a few hundred ideas. But most of them require you to be a lot closer than you are right now.”

      One of Bash’s perfectly manicured eyebrows arched. “A few hundred, you say?”

      I pushed away from the door and began to make my way toward him. “It was a long drive. Not to mention a long two weeks.”

      Bash stroked his fingers along the satin belt that secured the flashy jungle-print kimono over his black tank and sinful leather pants, and something about the action made my dick stir. 

      “It was dreadfully long, wasn’t it? Never again, you hear me? I won’t allow it.”

      “Is that an order?” I reached for the belt and fingered the smooth material. “Because if it is, I’ll gladly follow—just say the words.”

      Bash placed his hands on my chest and slid them up behind my neck. Then he angled his head and swept his lips across mine. It was a tease of a kiss, not nearly enough, as he whispered, “You will not stay away from me that long ever again, Kieran Bailey, do you understand?”

      I sure as hell did, and I had zero problems with that. There was nothing I wanted more than to be with him every single minute of the day. This time apart had solidified that. 

      I wound the belt of his robe around my hand and drew him in the final step. I reached for his face and brushed my thumb along the sharp angle of his cheekbone. “I missed you so damn much these past couple of weeks, I thought I’d go crazy. How is that when only months before, we hadn’t even met?”

      Bash nipped at my thumb then grinned. “Because I’m utterly irresistible, of course.”

      I gripped his chin, turning his face back to mine. “Of course. Not to mention sexy as hell.”

      “Well, that was just a given, but I’ll never grow tired of hearing it.”

      I grinned and gently tugged on the belt, drawing it free of its bow and letting the robe fall apart. “And I’ll never grow tired of saying it.”

      “Oh, did I forget to tell you? That’s part of your lease agreement. Every morning and night, you have to tell me how brilliant, wonderful, and sexy you think I am.”

      I chuckled as I slipped my hands inside the robe and squeezed his ass. “Is that right?”

      “Mhmm, and I’ll do the same in return. In fact”—Bash kissed his way up to my ear—“before this welcome-home party gets out of hand, there’s a few small things we need to…take care of.”

      I thrust my hips forward against his. “There’s nothing small about the thing most pressing on my list.”

      Bash’s head tipped back and that lyrical laugh fell from his tongue. “That’s not a list it’s rubbing up against, darling, trust me. But there’s something important I need to give you before you give that to me. So behave.”

      Bash took a step back, and the loss of his warmth was immediate. All I wanted was to toss him over my shoulder and take him upstairs, but sensing this meant a lot to him—whatever it was—I willed my dick to calm down and take five. I’d lasted fifteen hours in the car with my brothers to get here; I could last a few more minutes…maybe.

      “Okay, you have my word. I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

      “Now let’s not go crazy.” Bash laced his fingers through mine. “I didn’t say that.”

      I squeezed his hand, but quickly released it. “No, you didn’t. But if I’m touching any part of you right now, I’m going to do my level fucking best to peel you out of those sexy pants. So if you want me to behave, my hands stay in my pockets.”

      As much as it pained me, I slipped my hands into the pockets of my jeans. But there was no hiding the erection trapped behind the denim. It was just as excited as I was to be back in this man’s presence. Then Bash slowly removed his robe and tossed it over the banister, and it was all I could do not to fall to my knees and beg him to put me out of my misery.

      “Okay, gorgeous, follow me.”

      “Anywhere,” I said. 

      “Yes, you’ve definitely proven that, which makes you even sexier than you already were, if that’s possible.”

      We continued into the main living space of the house. Bash walked over to the coffee table and picked something up from a small bowl in the middle. Then he turned and dangled a set of keys in front of me, with a wide grin.

      “These are for you.”

      Wow. All of a sudden, that made everything very real. Strange how packing up dozens of boxes, loading them in a truck, and driving fifteen hours hadn’t made as big an impact as this gesture. But something about being handed the keys to Bash’s—our—place was major.

      It solidified everything we had promised one another, and set the beginning of our future together in motion. 

      “Bash, this is—”

      “A lot? I know. I swear there is a key for everything. But they’re all the keys you need.”

      He wasn’t wrong—the key ring was full—but that hadn’t been what I was about to say. “No, that’s not it. I was just going to say, this is a big step. There’s a lot of trust right here.” I dangled the keys. “It’s okay if you want to wait a little bit before you give these to me.”

      Bash blinked at me. “I’m sorry, did you or did you not just uproot your life to come here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then please don’t ever repeat those horrendous words ever again. Promise?” 

      “You’re right. I promise.” 

      “Good. Now, as I was saying.” He started holding up the different keys, which he’d color-coded. I didn’t even know you could do that. “So the leopard is for the main entrances, and I’ve also got the alarm code for you. The rainbow one is for the boat. This sexy lace one is for the dungeon—”

      “The what?”

      “The dungeon. Remember, we talked about this.”

      “I remember joking about it. Do you seriously have a dungeon?” 

      “We,” Bash corrected me. “And not yet, but would you like us to? That could be arranged.”

      “Uh, I think I’m already gonna get lost in this place. What does the lace key go to?”

      “It’s where our sexy rides are,” he said with a wink. “It goes to the garage if for any reason you don’t have your key fob, which I’ve already installed in your car.”

      I shook my head and brought my hands up to motion that my brain was exploding. In a good way, of course, but damn. I’d only ever had a house key and car key, so the amount of keys on the ring told me just how much bigger everything had become. 

      “So I’m giving you these now because I wanted to show you all the choices you have at your disposal.” Bash’s eyes twinkled mischievously, and he took a step closer, his fingers teasing the waist of my jeans. 

      “Choices for…?”

      “To christen the house, of course.” 

      And just like that, my cock stood back up to attention, and I licked my lips. 

      “Now that’s what I call a hard decision,” I said, as Bash flicked open the button of my pants and moved in to lightly suck on the skin beneath my ear. “Mmm, how am I supposed to think when you’re doing that?”

      Bash’s chuckle vibrated against my skin, and as my dick grew impossibly harder, he dropped the keys on the floor, pulled down my zipper, and slipped his hand inside my pants. 

      I let out a groan as his long fingers massaged my erection, and fuck, it didn’t matter where the hell we christened the damn house as long as I got more of him. 

      “Will it be here, then?” he said, fingering the head of my cock. 

      “You’re being a fucking tease.” I reached for his ass, gripping him tight as I hauled him against me and took hold of his lips. With a fierceness that had been weeks in the making, I devoured his mouth, until Bash pulled his lips free.

      “Who’s teasing? I thought I was being pretty straightforward.”

      I took his face in my hands. “Ain’t nothing straight about you or me, Mr. Vogel. Don’t ever forget it.”

      He grinned and leaned in to me, giving me a nice, slow tug. “Are you sure? Maybe we should check.”

      “Maybe we should.”

      Bash licked at his lips as he released me, then he hooked his fingers over the waist of my jeans and tugged one side of them free of my hip. Dying to see where he was going with this, I nodded and shoved the other side down until both my jeans and boxer briefs were resting under my ass, and the fabric at the front was all but cupping my balls. 

      “I mean”—Bash reached out and swiped his thumb over the head of my cock—“I’d hate for you to make such a big move only to realize—”

      “I don’t just dream about your mouth around my cock but fantasize about it every single second of the day?”

      Bash’s lips twitched as he brought his thumb to his lips and sucked, and my knees almost gave way. “Yes, something like that.”

      I shook my head and grabbed the back of his neck, tugging him close. “What’d I tell you? A fucking tease…”

      “And what’d I tell you?” Bash smacked a kiss to my lips and winked. “I’m not teasing.” Then he began to kiss his way down the side of my neck, slipping his hands inside my jeans and pushing them toward the floor.

      A low growl rumbled out of my throat as Bash continued his path south, his mouth conquering and destroying all that stood in his wake, including the buttons of the white shirt I’d worn today. His teeth tugged at the fastenings, making quick work of them, and when all were free and the fabric hung open on my shoulders, Bash smoothed his palms over my chest to slip the shirt free of my arms.

      “Now this…” Bash drew a black, perfectly polished nail down the center of my torso to my eager dick. “This is what I want.”

      He slowly lowered to his knees and then glanced up at me from under his thick lashes, and the heat and lust simmering in those eyes sent a jolt of electricity up my spine.

      “It’s what I want, too.” I ran my fingers over his hair and threaded them through the longer strands, then jutted my hips forward until the tip of my cock brushed across his glossed-up lips.

      Bash flicked his tongue over the pre-cum making a mess of his fingers and then blew a soft kiss over the slick skin. “So we’re straight about what we want, then?”

      Troublemaker. “Decidedly not straight. But feel free to open your mouth so I can prove my point.”

      “I’m getting there, lieutenant. Was just blowing you a kiss.”

      I tightened my fingers in his hair and angled his head back so he was looking me in the eye, and what a spectacular picture he made. Dressed in nothing but black with his alabaster skin, Bash looked almost ethereal. Too perfect for this world. And it was difficult to believe he belonged to me.

      “Perfect,” I whispered, and trailed my fingers down his smooth cheek to his lips, which I traced with a gentle finger. “You’re so fucking perfect. Now open up, Bash. I want in.”
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      BAILEY SNIFFED THE glass of expensive scotch Bash handed him and raised a brow. “Trying to get us drunk so early in the evening, or is this a thank-you for unloading the truck?”

      Behind his back, Bash winked at me and then handed a glass to Sean. “Let’s go with it’s a thank-you as well as something to…loosen you up a bit before dinner.”

      “Why would we need to loosen up before dinner?” Sean said. “You planning on cooking us or something?”

      “No offense, darling, but I doubt you’d taste all that delicious.”

      “I have a fiancé that would say you’re dead fucking wrong, but whatever.” Sean took a sip of the scotch and moaned. “Okay, this shit is good. Feel free to loosen me up all you like.”

      There was a good reason for getting them a little liquored up. I couldn’t wait to see their faces when we headed next door and they got a look at whose house we were at, especially since they hadn’t believed me when I told them. 

      Bash sidled up beside me, the bottle of scotch in one hand, sneaking his arm around my waist. “I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to this evening. Such entertainment, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t think we’re prepared. I’m not sure whether to warn your friends or my brothers.”

      “Oh, let’s just throw them all together and see what happens.” Bash was giddy with excitement, and I had to laugh. Shaw and Trent had invited us over for a welcome party-slash-lowcountry boil, and what better way to introduce everyone than at Trent freakin’ Knox’s house?

      Sean finished off his scotch and set it on the kitchen island. “Am I loosened up enough, or is it time for another round?”

      “I think you’re good to go,” I said. 

      “Damn right I am.”

      “Are we trying out that seafood place you talked about?” Bailey asked, setting his empty glass beside Sean’s. 

      I glanced at Bash and had to hide a smile. “Um, not that place, no. But seafood’s definitely on the menu, so I hope you’re hungry.” 

      “Hell yeah, let’s go.” Sean clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Which of those hot rides are we taking? The Stingray? The Bugatti?”

      “Neither. We’re walking.” As we headed toward the door, I took Bash’s hand in mine and heard Sean protesting behind us. 

      “I didn’t think Bash walked, and not in shoes like that.”

      “Oh, honeybee, you’d be surprised what I can do in heels higher than this,” Bash said, and I grinned. Sean really did have no idea. 

      As my brothers filed out of the house and I locked up, Bailey pointed at the bottle still in Bash’s hand. 

      “Did you mean to bring that, or you just thirsty?”

      “I’m just peachy, Bailey dear, but I thought you boys might need some for later. Just looking out for you.” 

      Sean’s brow crinkled and he rubbed his forehead. “You two are acting fucking weird.”

      “Are we?” Bash said, feigning innocence. 

      “Yeah, you are,” Sean said as we started up the drive, him and Bailey trailing behind us. “You aren’t gonna feed us to the alligators, are you? We’ve been on our best behavior since we’ve been here.”

      I laughed, because Sean’s best behavior was much the same as most other people’s bad behavior. With a mouth that could rival a sailor’s, and the lack of any kind of social awareness or filters, you just had to take Sean the way he was—otherwise you were doomed for disappointment.

      “No, no. There will be no feeding of the alligators today. That’s only allowed on Wednesdays.”

      “Ha, that’s funny.” 

      “Oh, I’m dead serious, handsome. Well, not exactly dead—the alligators prefer their meals live. I feed them right off the edge of my deck. Where you were drinking your coffee this morning.”

      When nothing but silence met our ears, we stopped and turned to see that Sean had come to a dead stop in the middle of the drive, his eyes darting from side to side as though an alligator was about to jump out and bite him on the ass.

      “Is there a problem?” Bash asked, calm as could be, and I stifled a laugh.

      “You serious about the fuckin’ gators? Or you messing with me?”

      Bailey kept on walking. “Well, if he is serious, do you think it’s smart to stand still for too long?”

      Sean’s eyes widened as he bolted over to the rest of us, and I lost it. A loud belly laugh left me as Sean ran in front of us, still scanning the property as though something was stalking him.

      “I’m glad you think this is funny,” he grumbled, and shoved me in the arm.

      “The idea that the gator would go for you is the funniest part of all,” I said. “You’re tough as old leather. It’d definitely look more to Bailey. Sweet meat.”

      Bailey smirked but took a quick look over his shoulder just to be sure.

      “Oh, relax, boys,” Bash said as he started back up the drive. “I was just playing with you. I haven’t seen a gator around here in at least…a week.”

      Sean booked it up to the main road. Once he got there, he turned and waited for us to join him.

      “Okay, smartasses, so where to?”

      Bash pointed to the house next door, and Bailey frowned. “We’re eating at your neighbor’s house?”

      “Yes. I hope you don’t mind. They’re good friends of mine, practically family, and they wanted to throw a ‘welcome to South Haven’ party for Kieran.” Bash grinned at me. 

      “That’s nice that you have such good friends living next door.” Bailey looked at me. “At least you’ll be surrounded by new friends. You’ll have less time to think about Chicago that way.”

      Oh, Bailey—he was such a good guy. So this little surprise was one I was happy to be a part of—unless, of course, it gave him a heart attack.

      “Wait a minute.” I turned to Sean, who was eyeing me with that smug cop look he got whenever he thought he’d tripped someone up. “Didn’t you say Bailey’s boy Trent Knox lived next door to Bash? Oh my God, good one, Kieran. You were almost convincing with that load of bullshit.”

      I was about to respond when Bash cocked his head to look at me. 

      “Bailey’s boy?”

      Oh, right. So while mentioning that it was going to be fun watching my brother’s reaction to lunch with Trent Knox, I might’ve left out the part where it was highly possible we’d have to restrain Bailey from physically attaching himself to the famous rocker.

      “Kieran was doing his best to convince me that you knew Trent Knox on the way down here.” Bailey rolled his eyes. “He was just messing with me because I was going a little crazy over his new song, and I’ve been a fan for years.”

      “Yeah.” Sean laughed and looked at Bash. “But you just cleared our argument up for us. We knew he was full of shit, but he wouldn’t let it go.”

      “Ah.” Bash nodded. “I’m glad I could be of assistance.”

      He arched a brow at me, and I bit down on my lip to keep my trap shut.

      “Well, gentlemen.” Bash gestured toward the house. “After you.”

      It was the first time I would be walking into their home too, and even though I’d obviously been around Trent, I could still feel the slightest flutter of butterflies in my stomach. How many people could say their boyfriend was best friends with a rock god, for fuck’s sake?

      Bash rang the doorbell and stepped aside so that Sean and Bailey were front and center. A few seconds later, the door swung open, and there, in casual jeans and a plain t-shirt, but still somehow looking every bit the famous rocker, was Trent Knox. 

      A friendly smile lit up his face when he saw us, and I looked to see Bailey and Sean’s jaws hit the ground. 

      “Hey, guys, come on in.” 

      Bash entered first, and I followed, then we turned around to see if we’d have to leave my brothers outside or if they’d pick up their jaws and come in. 

      “You must be Kieran’s brothers,” Trent said, holding his hand out to them. “I’m Trent.”

      I couldn’t even tell if they were breathing, and they definitely weren’t blinking. They’d been shocked dead, for all I knew. 

      To my surprise, Bailey was the first to move, though his mouth still wasn’t quite working as he continued to stare at Trent. But as he shook his hand, he seemed to clue in that Trent was real and not some figment of his imagination. 

      “Hi,” he finally said, and swallowed. “Bailey. Well, Craig Bailey, but everyone just calls me Bailey, so you can…um…call me that. Or Bay. People call me that, too.” 

      I snorted out a laugh as my brother continued to ramble, which was more than I could say for the dumbass still standing silently beside him. Holy shit, had Sean ever shut up for this long before? And we’d even loosened him up with scotch. 

      “You’re right, this is fantastic,” Bash whispered as he leaned in toward me for a better view. 

      “Great to meet you, Bailey. Come on in.” Trent moved aside so a starstruck Bailey could enter.

      Bailey caught my eye and mouthed, Oh my God, that’s Trent Knox.

      I know, I mouthed back, trying to hide my laugh as we waited for Sean to do something. 

      Like he’d finally snapped out of a trance, Sean looked down at the hand Trent offered and then back up to his face. 

      “Fuckin’ hell. You really do live here.”

      Trent’s brows rose, and he glanced over his shoulder at Bash and me. “Was that up for debate?”

      I nodded. “‘Why would Trent Knox live on a tiny island?’ Pretty sure that’s what you said, right, Sean?”

      Sean glared daggers my way. Trent turned back to him and plastered on a smile. 

      “Just figured you’d live somewhere like L.A., not surrounded by alligators.” 

      “Alligators?” Trent laughed and clapped Sean on the back. “Why don’t you come inside and you can meet the reason why South Haven is home?”
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      “I NEVER IMAGINED Trent Knox would serve food on newspaper,” Sean said under his breath as he watched our hosts shake out the lowcountry boil onto the long table they’d set out on their expansive back patio. No doubt it seemed a bit of an unconventional setup if you weren’t used to it. 

      “Is this the first time you’ve had lowcountry boil?” I asked. 

      “I don’t even know what that is.” Sean took a step closer to the table and looked it over. “Corn on the cob and shrimp and…what’s that other stuff?”

      “Pork sausage, red potatoes, and sweet onions. Mix it all up in a delectable seasoning, and voila.” 

      Sean looked me up and down. “So you’ve made this?”

      I laughed. “Honey, no. I’m just the supervisor in the kitchen on occasion. But this particular dish is a Southern staple, so if you don’t enjoy it, we’ll send you straight back to Chicago.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, just as Shaw let out a piercing whistle. 

      When all the chatter stopped, Shaw motioned to Kieran, who had somehow gotten himself trapped in a corner with Lucas, bless his heart. 

      “Thank you all for coming so we can officially welcome Kieran to South Haven.”

      Everyone raised their glass to Kieran, who inclined his head and saluted us with his bottle of beer. 

      “I think I can safely say we were all surprised when you not only turned up to track this one down”—Shaw walked over to me, slung an arm around my shoulder, and grinned—“but also the fact that you were, in fact, real.”

      “No shit.” Lucas laughed. “I still can’t believe Bash snagged himself a fireman—a formerly straight one at that.”

      Kieran chuckled, but I was somewhat less amused.

      I arched an eyebrow at Lucas. “And why can’t you believe that? I’m smokin’ hot. It only makes sense that I need an expert to handle me.”

      Kieran’s eyes roved down over me, and even from a distance he had the ability to get me hot under the collar, proving yet again he was the right man for me. “A job I’m more than up to.”

      Were we not surrounded by his brothers and my besties, I would’ve made it my mission to find out if he was telling the truth. As it was, I didn’t think either group of men would appreciate me testing the sturdiness of my fireman’s pole.

      Shaw cleared his throat, regaining the attention of his guests. “Of that we have no doubt—”

      “Now,” Lucas chimed in.

      “Yes, now,” Shaw agreed. “And we couldn’t be more excited for the two of you. You’ve made Bash happier in the last couple of months than I’ve ever seen him, and you’re going to make a fine addition to this crazy family of ours.”

      Trent took a swig of his beer and then aimed the bottle Lucas’s way. “Just ignore his mouth and you’ll settle in just fine.”

      Lucas flipped off Trent, who chuckled, but Kieran shook his head and looked over to Sean and Bailey. “I don’t have a problem with smartasses. It’ll actually make the transition easier.”

      “Yeah, you know you’re gonna miss us,” Sean said, then took a sip of his scotch.

      “Bailey, yeah. You…” Kieran shrugged, and Bailey laughed.

      “You sure I can’t leave him here with you?” Bailey asked.

      Sean shoved Bailey in the arm, and I jumped in to save him. The grumpiest of the brothers had somehow weaseled his way into my heart. 

      “Oh, you can’t do that.” I walked over to slip a hand through the crook of Sean’s elbow. “Alexander would be just heartbroken. I know I would be. He’s no doubt missing you terribly already.”

      Sean coughed a little, and the red blush on his neck made him even more adorable. “Uh, yeah, he said that just last night.”

      “Of course he did.” I looked between Bailey and Kieran. “Now, you two play nice and leave my Sean alone.”

      “Your Sean?” Kieran asked. “If you think I’m going to fight you for him, this was a bad play.”

      “Agreed.” Bailey looked at the two of us. “He’s all yours. One less thing I have to worry about.”

      I patted Sean’s arm. “You just stick with me, handsome, and I’ll take really good care of you. Now come on—grab yourself a plate. You must be famished.” I guided Sean over to where Jackson was handing out the paper plates. “Thank you, Davenport.”

      “You’re welcome, boss.” He looked to Sean and handed him a plate of his own. “So you’re the big-city detective, right?”

      Sean nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.” 

      “And how are you liking our little island so far?”

      Sean looked around the back deck, where Shaw and Trent had set up today’s spread, and out to the river before returning his attention to Jackson.

      “Seems damn near perfect if I forget the fact there might be alligators swimming up and down that river out there.”

      “What’d I tell you?” I said. “We only feed them on Wednesdays, so they’re not around today. You’re safe with me—pinky promise.”

      When I held up my pinky and Sean merely looked at it, I didn’t take too much offense. After all, there probably were a few gators out there, but he didn’t need to know that. 

      As we filled our plates, I excused myself from Sean and made the rounds, topping everyone’s drinks up, before I finally made my way back to my man. Kieran’s plate was piled high, and a fresh bottle of beer sat on the table beside him. 

      “Is that seat taken, gorgeous?”

      “If it was, I’d get rid of them.”

      I laughed and cozied up beside Kieran, my thigh pressing nice and close to his, and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “You smell even more delicious than my food.”

      Kieran turned until our noses bumped. “Then maybe you should take me home and eat me instead.”

      I drew a finger down his cheek but then sat back and tapped his lips. “All in good time, lieutenant. All in good time. First, you must try this sausage before you can have mine.”

      Kieran’s smile would’ve made me swoon in a dead faint had I not already been sitting.

      “That’s a naughty smile,” I said.

      “It’s accompanied by a naughty thought. Want to hear it?”

      “I do…however, it’s taking every ounce of willpower I possess to sit here and be on my best behavior, so I would appreciate it if you reciprocated.”

      “Talking about me eating your sausage is you on your best behavior? I can’t wait to see you on your worst.”

      I gave a saucy wink. “Oh, just you wait, honey. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      The fire that lit Kieran’s eyes did nothing to dampen my hunger, but I would behave…for now.

      As Kieran and I both happily munched on our sausages, I glanced around and wasn’t surprised in the least to see who’d paired off. Shaw was laughing at whatever Lucas and Sean were smartassing about, because neither of them could open their mouths without saying something inappropriate. On the other side of the patio, Bailey and Jackson sat with Trent, and to my delight, it seemed Bailey had overcome any shyness regarding his idol, because he was firing off question after question. 

      “Would you look at this?” I said to Kieran. “Chicago meets South Haven, and they are all getting along so fabulously. Do you know what that means?”

      “You have great taste in friends who know how to humor my brothers?”

      I bumped my arm against his, and he cracked a smile. “You Bailey boys are all pretty fantastic in your own ways, but I lucked out in snagging the best of the bunch.”

      “You’re biased, but I’d agree.” Kieran leaned in for a kiss, but a roar of laughter coming from the Shaw-Lucas-Sean trifecta made us jump, and then Lucas was running into the house like his ass was on fire. 

      “There something I need to put out?” Kieran said, reading my mind, and then to his oldest brother he shouted, “What’d you do to scare him off?”

      “Wait for it,” Sean replied, an evil smile on his face. 

      Oh, sweet Judy, mother of Liza, what was going on over there?

      Before I could ask, Lucas stepped back out, but his hands were behind his back. The depraved smile on his face matched Sean’s, and suddenly I was glad those two lived many, many states apart. 

      Lucas said, “When we found out Kieran would be moving to South Haven, we thought we were getting a firefighter who loved our friend. What we didn’t realize was that we were getting a full-blown celebrity hunk.”

      “Oh no,” Kieran groaned.

      Lucas whipped out a long picture frame, and it took me a second to realize what I was looking at. 

      Oh…my…God. 

      “That’s right, folks, say hello to the man voted Chicago’s hottest firefighter, Mr. May!”

      My mouth fell open as I stared at the calendar photo of Kieran that the guys had blown up and framed. When I heard that he’d been voted hottest firefighter, it seemed like a no-brainer, but what I hadn’t seen was this. Fucking. Photo. 

      Completely drenched from head to toe, Kieran was arched against one of the fire trucks like he was in the throes of orgasm—and I would know. Shirtless to show off his perfectly sculpted body, and in only a pair of bunker pants that were undone, he held a turned-on fire hose between his thighs, and Lord have mercy, that wasn’t the only thing turned on right now. 

      With cackles and whoops from the guys piercing the night air, I tore my gaze away to look at Kieran. His face was a few shades darker than the fire truck in the picture, and he sank in his chair as several of the guys laughed hysterically. 

      No wonder his friends had given him so much shit about this. It was even naughtier than my dirty fantasies, and that was saying quite a bit. 

      “Welcome to the island,” Lucas said, utterly proud of himself for such a find, and I wondered who’d tipped him off to the calendar. Had I mentioned it? Come to think of it, the fact that it hadn’t occurred to me to search for it sooner made me want to slap myself, but I had a hard copy now, and I was done sharing it. 

      I hopped to my feet and strolled over to Lucas, who grinned at me as I plucked the frame out of his hands. 

      “I’ll take this,” I said, and then I headed back to Kieran and pulled him up to his feet. “And I’ll take this, too. Thank you for the party, boys, it’s been grand, but we must go now.”

      As I quickly led Kieran back to our house, there were cheers and whoops sounding behind us, but I was laser-focused. Chicago’s loss was my gain.

      And hopefully my gain had brought his bunker pants with him.
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      “YOU SURE YOU have everything? Once you leave it, it’s mine.” Kieran smirked at Sean, who was still stuffing his suitcase, which was surprising, considering he hadn’t brought much to begin with. “Did you guys get anything for Xander and Henri?”

      Sean held up a shopping bag from one of the tourist shops nearby and then dropped it back on the bed. “Xander will probably hate it all, but this is me making an effort.” 

      “I told you not to buy him a hat. When have you ever seen Xander in a hat?” Bailey shook his head where he sat on the edge of one of the beds, his suitcase already packed up and ready to go beside him. 

      “I also got him a ‘Freaky Tiki’ bar shirt and an authentic alligator head.” 

      “A what?” Kieran said, sounding horrified. 

      “You said I should get him something from South Haven, so after we saw those alligators at Trent and Shaw’s place, I figured why not.” He pulled the small head out of the bag and held it up. 

      “Sean, you’re the worst gift giver on the planet. No way in hell are you giving that to Xander,” Bailey said. 

      Sean swiveled the alligator head around to inspect it from all sides. With its mouth open, you could see every one of its teeth, and if I didn’t already loathe the creatures, the sight of that would’ve sent me running. 

      Kieran inched closer to me and said, “Please tell me that’s not real.”

      “Not anymore it isn’t.” I raised a brow at Kieran, hoping he understood that look meant, How on earth are you actually related to that human?

      “Unless you’re planning on giving Xander a heart attack by placing that under the sheets, it’s probably not smart to take that home,” Kieran said, but Sean waved him off. 

      “I don’t think he’s ever seen one of these in person. He’ll appreciate it.”

      “Sean, darling,” I said, approaching him carefully. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but I’m finding it genuinely difficult to understand how the two of you are getting married.” 

      Bailey and Kieran broke into a fit of laughter, and even Sean cracked a smile. 

      “Trust me, it’s the last thing I expected,” he said, stuffing the gator back in the package. “Kind of like you and Kieran. But when it works, it works.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said, smiling back at Kieran before facing Sean again. “But please do make sure to get a video of Alexander’s reaction to his gifts. You’ve got my number.”

      Sean shook his head as he zipped up his now-stuffed suitcase and grunted when he lifted it off the bed to set on the ground. 

      “Are we all ready, boys?” I asked. “Your chariot awaits.”

      

      “YOU DIDN’T HAVE to rent a limo to take us to the airport. We could’ve grabbed a cab,” Bailey said. 

      “The luxury SUVs were booked, and my reputation would be ruined if it got out I put you in a cab under my watch. After all, you’re both still technically our guests for the next few minutes. Could you enjoy high-end beverages in a cab? I think not.” I tapped my champagne flute against both Sean and Bailey’s glasses and said, “You’re welcome,” before taking a long sip. 

      Kieran chuckled, and I was grateful he was learning not to argue with what I was sure the Bailey brothers considered an extravagance. Sometimes you needed to just lean into it. 

      Bailey rubbed a hand over his buzz cut and looked me in the eye. “Thank you. It’s been a really great few days checking South Haven out, and I feel like we can leave here knowing Kieran’s in good hands.”

      Ordinarily I’d say something about how good my hands were, but I sensed this was a serious moment, a bonding moment, and it meant a lot to me that Bailey felt that way. 

      “I promise I’ll guard him with my life. And please know you’re both welcome, as are Henri and Alexander, to stay with us anytime. We might be finished christening the house by then.” 

      “Ugh, I didn’t need to hear that.” Sean squeezed the bridge of his nose like it would help him block out my words. “The visiting part, yes. The rest…” He shuddered. 

      “It’s true,” Kieran said. “We’ve been so busy with you here that we’ve only crossed three new places off the list so far.”

      “TMI, TMI, TMI, TMI.” Sean hit the intercom button, and when the driver answered, he said, “Is there a divider to separate us from the other passengers in this thing?”

      “Apologies, but no, sir,” the driver said.

      Sean groaned. “Maybe the limo without the two of you next time,” he grumbled. 

      I had to smile at the Grumpy McGrumpsterpants across from us, because I got the feeling I’d actually miss his caustic tongue. Luckily, Lucas was still around to fill much of that void. 

      “Don’t you two worry,” I said. “Kieran will be back to visit before you know it. But just visit. He has to come home to me.”

      “Uh, of course he’ll be back soon.” Sean pointed at the two of us with his glass. “And so will you. Did you forget you have a wedding to go to?”

      “Oh my God, do you ever shut up, Sean?” Kieran said, and Sean frowned.

      “What?”

      “I was going to ask him to your wedding.”

      “Well, no shit. Who else were you going to ask?”

      “No, I mean—” Kieran cut himself off and shook his head, then turned to me. “Sorry. I was planning to make it a kind of thing. Something special. Please don’t think I wasn’t going to ask.”

      Aww, wasn’t he sweet. I took Kieran’s hand and brought it to my lips. “The thought never crossed my mind.”

      Kieran let out a sigh. “Are you sure, I just— Jesus, Sean.” Kieran’s head whipped back to his oldest brother, who looked decidedly less joyful than he had seconds ago. “Do you ever think before you run your mouth?”

      “Look, man, I’m sorry. How was I supposed to know you were gonna use my wedding as a way to get yourself laid? I mean, yeah, we all know you need the help, but—”

      “Bite me, asshole.” Kieran’s words might’ve been harsh, but the accompanying chuckle let me know Sean’s diversion had definitely worked at relieving the stress. Like I said, I was going to miss Grumpy McGrumpsterpants—there was something oddly charming about his gruff ways.

      “Now, now, come on, boys. Let’s just leave it at ‘I would be happy to attend Sean and Alexander’s wedding, but only if I get to go as Kieran’s date.’”

      “Damn right.” Kieran swallowed down the rest of his champagne and turned to Bailey. “You think you’ll be able to get Henri out of his all-black get up for the night, or should we prepare to see what he’ll be wearing to our funerals?”

      Bailey grinned and took a sip of his drink. “I’m positive I’ll be able to get him out of his black attire. The question is whether it’ll be before or after the wedding.”

      “Well, rest assured if Henri does show up in all black, I will be there in something to even out the color wheel,” I said.

      As all eyes turned to me, and the magenta blouse I’d paired with my black and white checkered pants, I waited for some kind of smart comment.

      But Sean merely looked me over and nodded. “I can’t wait to see that.”

      Kieran grinned and hugged me into his side, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “And I can’t wait to get you out of it.”

      I batted my lashes at him, my heart swelling with happiness until it felt so full I thought it just might burst. “That’s a deal, handsome. I can’t wait to see how you look in a tuxedo. Delicious, I’m sure.”

      “Or like a penguin.”

      I grinned at Sean. “Handsome penguins, then. Three of them.”

      “Speaking of penguin suits.” Bailey glanced at the groom. “Xander asked me to be his best man, so Kieran—”

      “Aw, shit.”

      “Yep.” Bailey laughed. “Sean is now your responsibility.”

      Kieran frowned, and Sean shrugged. “Hey, I’m the easy one. Xander is gonna be the one in a fucking tailspin.”

      “I doubt it,” Kieran said. “Xander is always put together. You, on the other hand, have trouble finding a matching pair of socks.”

      “This is what you get for leaving,” Bailey said. “The burden of keeping Sean in line. Heavy is the head that wears the crown.”

      I leaned in to kiss Kieran’s cheek. “If you need any help, I’ll be right here.”

      “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind when I’m doing my best not to strangle Sean with his own tie,” Kieran replied.

      The limo pulled up outside their gate, and as I took the empty glasses from Sean and Bailey, Kieran pushed open the door and climbed out. I smiled at the brothers as they scooted along the seat and headed for the door, then leaned over to air-kiss them both, deciding to give the three of them a moment to say their goodbyes. 

      I watched from inside the limo as Kieran pulled two bags out of the trunk and handed them to his brothers, then they all exchanged a good laugh and clapped each other on the back. With a final wave, Sean and Bailey headed for the doors and Kieran climbed back inside the limo.

      As he settled in beside me, I took his hand and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “Everything good, lieutenant?”

      “Everything is perfect,” he said, and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips.

      “I couldn’t agree more. So it’s official, then.”

      “What is?”

      I trailed my fingers down his cheek and then booped him on the nose. “You’re an official South Haven resident. How does it feel?”

      He caught my finger, pressed a kiss to the tip of it, and whispered, “It feels like I’m exactly where I should be.”
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      “KIERAN, MY DARLING. What in the name of Bette is this?” With his nose scrunched up as he peered inside one of my as-yet-unpacked boxes, Bash somehow still looked adorable. Even when hating on what I’d bought from Chicago. 

      I sat a couple of feet away, tearing through the layers of packing tape. “What does it say on the box?”

      “Um…it says ‘the great outdoors’? I’m not sure what that refers to. The only thing I do outdoors is drive my cars.”

      “And your boat,” I pointed out. I knew exactly what I’d put in that box, but it would be funny to see if Bash could figure out what it was. And what he’d do when he figured it out. “I’m a little stuck over here, so if you could unload whatever’s in that one, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Mmm. I do like the sound of that.” Bash lowered himself gracefully onto the rug and reached inside. “If something in here bites, will you kiss it and make it better?”

      “Definitely.”

      “All right, then.” He pulled the tackle box out, and the thing was so battered from use over the years that I hadn’t even bothered to wrap it. “It’s…uh…a toolbox thingamajig?”

      “I’m impressed you know what a toolbox is, but nope. Why don’t you open it?”

      Bash eyed me warily, sensing it was a trick, but he unlatched the box, took one look inside, and promptly closed it. “Kieran Bailey, if I wanted to look at fish guts on hooks, I’d watch the Discovery Channel.” 

      “You have a boat and you don’t fish?”

      “I have a boat that I let my friends fish on. Does that count?”

      “It does,” I said, chuckling because the image of Bash baiting a fishing hook was just too much to pass up. One day. 

      “Okay, so I’ll tag this as going into the garage for the boat, yes?”

      “Perfect.” I pulled out the first item in my box and unrolled the haphazard wrapping. It was a collector’s box of baseball cards my father had given me a long time ago, and though it usually sat collecting dust under my bed, I couldn’t bear to let it go. 

      Bash reached for the box and took off the lid. “A box full of pictures of men? I can’t decide whether I’m jealous or whether this should’ve been a sign for much earlier.”

      “I wasn’t looking at them like that, trust me. But if you want to put on a baseball uniform, I’ll give it a good inspection.”

      “Now there’s something I’ve never done.” Bash tapped his finger to his lips. “Yes, I could work with the uniform. You just leave it to me.” He handed me back the box, and I set it aside before digging back in.

      There was no method to my packing madness, because I’d thrown in a few sweaters at the bottom of the box. 

      “I could probably get rid of these, huh?” I said, tossing the sweaters to the side. 

      “We occasionally have a cold spell, so you may want to keep those in the back of the closet. Not to mention all the visits we’ll be making back to Chicago.” 

      “Good point.” I ripped into the next box as Bash laughed. 

      “We’re so different, you and I.”

      “You’re just figuring that out now?”

      “It’s what I love about you. Any more of me and it would be overkill. But what I mean is, I never imagined I’d be unpacking boxes full of fishing accessories or sports memorabilia, and I find it interesting I’m with someone who would.” His eyes were sparkling. “I couldn’t have dreamed this up if I tried.”

      “Considering I know the names of at least five clothing designers now, I’d say I couldn’t have dreamed all this up.”

      Bash gasped in delight. “Darling, I’m so proud. Any guesses as to who these fabulous pants are by?” He leaned back on his elbows and kicked his long legs up in the air. They were encased in a bright yellow material that I couldn’t quite pinpoint, and I didn’t have a clue who had made them.

      I took a stab at it anyway. “Um. Versace?”

      Bash laughed as he sat back up, and then he crawled over to me and gave me a kiss. “You’re adorable, you know that?”

      “So I was wrong?”

      “Oh so wrong. But you made a dazzling effort.” He sat back down and winked at me. “It’s Balenciaga.” 

      Balenci-who? “That’s a new one to me, so I guess I’m up to six now. You might have to write that one down, though.”

      Bash laughed and shoved the outdoors box to the side before reaching for the next. When it didn’t budge, he looked at me with a frown. 

      “Do you have a rock collection I don’t know about?”

      “Not that I know of,” I said as I peered around to the other side of the box to see what had been scrawled there in thick black Sharpie. “Oh, they’re my books.”

      “Books?” Bash’s brows winged up, and the surprise on his face made me laugh.

      “Yeah, you know. Those things you read.” 

      “I know what a book is, you just don’t strike me as the, um—” Bash waved his fingers about as he tried to think of a word choice that wouldn’t offend me. Well, that was my guess, anyway. 

      “As the what?” I asked, doing my level best to keep my lips from twitching.

      “Uh, avid reader. Yes, that’s it.” Bash looked back to the box again. “Are you an avid reader?”

      It was tempting to make him sweat it out a little, but deciding to let him off the hook, I chuckled. “No. But I like biographies and history books, especially about the World Wars. That’s why the box is heavy—those suckers are usually hardbacks and never short.”

      “Well, aren’t you just a box full of surprises today?” Bash flipped up the box cutter and slid it across the packing tape.

      “I guess I am. Maybe you should box up some of your things one day and then I can open them.”

      Bash laughed as he placed the knife on the coffee table. “Sure, we could do that. Or I could just take you on a tour of my walk-in wardrobes.”

      “As in plural?”

      “Why, of course, my sweet. There’s one for shoes, clothes, and all of my fabulous accessories. But don’t worry—I made space for you.”

      Damn, and here all I needed was a couple of drawers and maybe ten hangers at best. “I won’t need much.”

      “Then we’ll have to remedy that with shopping trips, won’t we?” He went back to the box he’d just opened and began to pull out one book after another, neatly stacking them on the coffee table. Then he stopped and ran a hand over the black-and-white cover of one of my favorite reads.

      “This looks well read,” Bash said, holding up Ali: A Life.

      “It is. Muhammad Ali was a big deal in my house growing up. My father loved watching him, and as kids the three of us used to take boxing lessons on the weekend.”

      “Really?” Bash looked back down to the book and carefully opened it, flipping through the pages. “Do you still box?”

      “Not much. Sometimes at the gym, but that was more Bailey’s thing.”

      Bash smiled to himself as he looked at the pages I’d marked along the way with favorite quotes or something particularly inspiring. “I like this. It’s like a glimpse inside your soul, seeing what caught and held your attention.”

      “Well, you certainly did.” Bash’s eyes softened as I gestured to the hardback. “But feel free to look all you want. For you, I’m an open book.”

      “Speaking of that…” Bash slowly shut the book and pursed his lips. “I have a meeting coming up that I wanted to talk to you about.”

      That was definitely not what I’d expected him to say. Why would Bash need to talk to me about a meeting? “A meeting about what?”

      Bash placed the book on the coffee table alongside the others. “It’s about me, actually. A biography.”

      Oh wow, that was impressive. It wasn’t every day someone had a book written about their life. But then Bash wasn’t just someone, was he? He was a tech giant in an ever-expanding technological world, and—

      “Holy shit, someone wants to write a book about you? That’s…that’s…”

      “Quite intrusive, if you ask me, but this bigwig publisher who’s worked with Trent contacted me, and…” Bash shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal. “I thought the least I could do was take a meeting with him.”

      “Bash, this is huge. Someone out there thinks you’re important enough to write a book about. Aren’t you excited?”

      Bash pushed up to his feet and walked over several boxes and piles of my belongings, then sat in my lap. “I’d be more excited to know that someone in here thinks I’m important enough to have a book written about me.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and tugged him in tight. “That goes without saying.”

      “Always say it. I will never grow tired of it.”

      I kissed him quickly. “Fair enough. But don’t change the subject. Are you excited?”

      He scrunched up his adorable nose and made a so-so motion with his hand. “I suppose I’m more intrigued than anything else. As you know, I’m a very private person, and this just feels like an invasion of it.”

      “Not if it’s in your own words,” I pointed out. “And you’d get to dictate what goes in it and what doesn’t, right?”

      “Of course. That would most definitely be part of the contract, along with my having the final say on the edits. But I’m not sure how much they’ll want to delve into my personal life, and—”

      “You want to know if I care that people know we’re together?”

      A frown formed between Bash’s brows as though he was disappointed with himself for even asking.

      “I don’t care if you write it across the sky in an airplane, Bash. I’m not ashamed of being with you, of loving you, and if you want to write that down in a book for prosperity, I’ll buy a copy just so I can rip that page out and frame it.”

      Bash’s eyes glistened as he leaned in and pressed the sweetest kiss I’d ever received to my lips. “I love you, lieutenant. Have I told you that already today?”

      “Not nearly enough.” I nipped at his lower lip and then slowly lowered him onto the plush white rug until I was hovering over the top of him. I brushed his dark hair back from his face and whispered, “So why don’t you spend the rest of the afternoon telling me again?”
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      “GOD, BASH, YES, right there. Damn.” Kieran closed his eyes and slid further down into the bubbling waters of the hot tub. One of his legs was in my lap, and I was giving my man a thorough rub-down after all the unpacking we’d done earlier. Anything to get my hands on him. 

      “This will come in handy after all those long, hard hours at work,” I said as I massaged up the back of his calf. “I’ll get you nice and relaxed before pouncing, I promise.”

      “I don’t want you promising that.” He moved his other leg behind me, trapping me between his thighs, and then pulled me toward him. 

      There was no place else I’d rather be, now or ever, that was for sure. 

      Kieran opened his eyes, and that penetrating stare made my heart skip a beat. Having him here felt like a dream, and I still didn’t quite believe it was real. It was just another excuse to touch him, to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. 

      As I skimmed my fingers over his skin, he said, “You can pounce anytime, anywhere.”

      “Ooh, are we making promises now?”

      “Only ones we can keep.”

      “Anytime, anywhere? Lieutenant, you spoil me.”

      “Like the way your hands are spoiling me now?”

      I gave him a cheeky smile and massaged a little higher. “I can’t seem to help myself when I’m around you. I have to touch you.”

      “You hear me complaining?”

      “Not a bit.” I moved up onto his lap, straddling his muscular body that looked even more enticing wet. I leaned in and nipped and teased his full lower lip, and then sank deeper into the kiss. 

      Me and my guy wet and naked in a hot tub with the nighttime sounds of South Haven in the background and the warm breeze on our backs—this was heaven. And from the sounds of Kieran’s soft moans, he felt the same way. 

      “Are you convinced you belong here yet?” I said before kissing my way down his stubbled jaw. 

      “I think you had me convinced before I even set foot here. Wherever you are is where I want to be.” He tilted his head to the side, giving me better access to the smooth skin of his neck. “Okay, you win. Just chain me to this spot and have your way with me whenever you want, and I won’t complain.”

      I leaned back to look at him. “Don’t think I won’t take you up on that, handsome. I’ve got some chains in the back.”

      “In the back? Is that code for in the dungeon?”

      “I think you really want us to have this dungeon…” I trailed a finger down his chest slowly. 

      “Isn’t that where you hold your infamous sex parties I heard about?”

      “I don’t need a dungeon for those.”

      “Huh.” A curious look entered his eyes, and he cocked his head. 

      “Yes, dear?”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No, but you want to. You can ask me whatever you’d like. There shouldn’t be any secrets between us.” 

      “You’re right.” He nodded and put his hand over mine, holding it to his chest. “I know we joke about the dungeon thing and all, but I can’t tell if the sex parties are a joke too, or if that’s something that really happens.” 

      “Ah, I see. Yes, I do hold occasional gatherings of friends for what I’d prefer to call ‘epic theme nights,’ and yes, they are a bit naughty.”

      “Okay,” Kieran said slowly. “Define naughty.”

      “It depends on the guest list, to be honest, but I can tell you it’s a night of countless orgasms between consenting partners—all perfectly safe, of course.”

      “Uh huh. So it’s like a”—Kieran swallowed hard—“swingers thing?”

      “Only if you want it to be. Do you want it to be?”

      “No,” he said quickly. “I mean… Not that there’s anything wrong with that, I just…don’t want anyone else touching you.” 

      I smiled. “Don’t worry. I don’t like to share what’s mine either.” I kissed him on the nose before pulling back. “These gatherings are more for the others. I provide a private, safe space for people I know and can vouch for, and it’s a consenting, almost-anything-goes environment. I’m usually just the host, gorgeous, not to worry.” 

      “The host? So you’re not usually involved?”

      “Not usually, no. I prefer to keep my guests entertained and serve as more of a visual delight, but I’m not saying never.”

      A frown pulled between Kieran’s brow. 

      “What’s that for?” I asked.

      “What? Oh, nothing, I just…”

      “Just what? I told you, you can ask me anything.”

      “It’s not really a question. I just don’t like the idea of you with anyone other than me, that’s all.” Kieran shrugged. “It’s stupid, I know.”

      I smiled and wound my arms around his neck. “It’s not stupid at all. But honey, you weren’t exactly a retiring wallflower yourself. I just choose to forget everyone else and tell myself you came to me as a virgin.”

      Kieran chuckled. “In some ways, I did.”

      “In all the ways that matter,” I said. “So why don’t we just leave it at that?”

      Kieran smoothed his hands down my back until they dipped below the water to my ass, where he took a handful of each cheek and pulled me in flush against his body. “I have an even better idea.”

      “Oh, you do, do you? Would you care to enlighten me?”

      As his fingers flirted up and down my crack, I wriggled even closer to him. My erection rubbed up against his, and I let out a gasp. Kieran was just as turned on as I was, and I was thankful that this little discussion of sex parties and our past encounters hadn’t dampened his desire.

      “Yeah, I think I would.” Kieran kissed the corner of my lips. “I want to go to one of your sex parties.”

      I stilled in his arms and pulled back a fraction so I could see his face. Was he being serious? Was this a joke? But the arousal swirling in his eyes told me this was no joke—and so did the hard cock throbbing against mine. 

      “Do you now?”

      “I do.” Those naughty, naughty fingers dipped a little deeper between my cheeks. “It’s only fair. After all, if you’re usually the host of these dates with debauchery, I better become acquainted with the mechanics of it all. Since I’ll be hosting right along with you.”

      Oh, wasn’t this a delicious turn of events. “I hope that’s not all you’ll be doing with me should we hold one of these events.”

      “Say yes, and you’ll find out.”

      I licked my lips and rocked my hips forward, making Kieran groan. 

      “Yes,” I whispered against his lips, and nodded. I couldn’t have denied him even if I wanted to, and now that he’d brought this—and us—up, there was nothing I wanted more. “We’ll host one, but on one condition.”

      Kieran’s fingers tightened on my ass. “And what’s that?”

      “You have to wear whatever I tell you. I’m picking the theme.”

      He chuckled, but then leaned in and said in the most sinful tone I’d ever heard, “As long as it’s easy to get out of, and yours is easy to get into, I don’t care what I’m wearing.”

      And that was exactly why Kieran Bailey was the perfect man for me.
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      “OH, LIEUTENANT?” BASH knocked on the en suite door again. “Our guests should be arriving momentarily. Now would be the time to make your entrance.”

      I looked in the mirror at the outfit that Bash had insisted would be perfect for the theme of celebrity couples tonight and added the final touch—a Yankees baseball cap. 

      It was bad enough that I was wearing a rival team’s uniform, but if my brothers ever caught wind of this, I would never live it down. As it was, the Cubs would probably ban me from their games. 

      “Come out, come out, my Joe DiMaggio,” Bash sang. 

      Yep. Tonight I was Joe fucking DiMaggio. The things I did for love. 

      Although… There was a bright spot to wearing this uniform, and that was because the man in the next room had to play the other half of our chosen couple.

      I opened the door to see my Marilyn Monroe for the evening—and holy shit. I’d expected hot, but I hadn’t expected the vision standing in front of me. I figured Bash would throw on a dress, sure, but he’d gone all out tonight in ways I hadn’t imagined. 

      My eyes roved over him, from the heels and classic white halter dress everyone in the world would recognize, up to the beauty mark he’d drawn on, and, finally, the bright blond wig. The transformation was insane, and all I could do was stand there with my mouth hanging open as Bash smiled in satisfaction. 

      When I found my voice, I said, “Call everyone and tell them never mind. We’re closed.”

      Bash let out a throaty chuckle and stepped toward me, rubbing his pink lips together. “I have a feeling you’re going to enjoy yourself tonight.” He ran his hands up the front of my shirt and up over my shoulders. 

      “You look even sexier than the woman who originally wore this dress. Fuck me, Bash.” I drew him in close, letting him feel my cock’s reaction.

      He reached down between us and cupped my growing erection, but to my disappointment, he didn’t linger. Instead, he stepped away. 

      “All in due time, gorgeous.” His gaze traveled over me from head to toe, but I knew there was a little something he still wanted to check out. Before he could ask, I turned around so he could get a good view of my ass in these tight pants, and even I had to say they looked pretty fucking good. A little constricting, but I didn’t think these would stay on for very long, especially not with Bash looking the way he did. Or looking at me the way he was. 

      Daaamn. 

      Unable to stop himself, he ran his hand over the curve of my ass, only to stop suddenly when the doorbell rang. 

      I groaned. “Cockblocker.” 

      Bash gave me a slap on the ass, and I turned around and raised a brow. 

      “Let the sex party begin, huh?”

      “Indeed.” Bash took hold of my arm, and as we headed out to the landing, he leaned in and pressed a long kiss to my neck, no doubt leaving a trail of pink lipstick. “Just making sure everyone knows you’re claimed.” 

      “Pretty sure our outfits give us away. Wait, speaking of outfits…if most of these people aren’t coming with anyone, how can they follow the theme?”

      “Now this is the fun part,” Bash said, as we started down the lengthy staircase. “I tend to be a pretty solid matchmaker when I want to be, so I just emailed everyone with their individual costume idea, and voila! When they arrive, they’ll know exactly who I think they should be matched with.”

      “So they get no choice in the matter?”

      “Of course they do, but sometimes people need a…gentle nudge.” 

      As we reached the foyer, I couldn’t help but admire the transformation. The blackout privacy curtains had been drawn into place, the lighting throughout the mansion remained dim, and, with a click of a button, a sensual beat came on over the speakers. We’d set up each room with bowls of condoms and individual lube packets, along with blindfolds and everything they needed for cleanup. 

      This was crazy. Right? I mean, I’d had my fair share of wild nights, but I could firmly say “sex party with strangers” hadn’t ever been crossed off my list. Well, there’d been a few nights of separate hookups when I had several roommates and we’d all brought someone home, but that wasn’t exactly the setup this was. 

      Still, there was something sexy about a house full of people coming together for one purpose. Pun fully intended. 

      As Bash opened the front door, my heart began to thump a little faster, especially when I saw the dark-haired guy dressed in dark jeans, a tightfitting white t-shirt, and a leather jacket. My first guess was James Dean, but when he turned around to flash the back of the jacket at us, the T-Bird told me he was one of the guys from Grease. 

      “Perfection, Danny Zuko, absolute perfection.” Bash gave the guy air kisses and motioned for him to come inside, only to see a guy dressed as Harry Potter coming up the steps.

      “Glorious, Mr. Potter. Just watch where you put your wand.” With a wink, Bash ushered him inside as well, and I could only stand there watching as, one by one, the guests continued to arrive. 

      Apparently, the first hour of the party was a time to meet and mingle, and the open bar that had been set up added to losing any inhibitions anyone came with. Bash hadn’t moved outside of touching distance, which was a good thing, since I’d seen the interested stares both of us received. There was only one man in this room who held my attention, and the strange thing I was coming to realize was that if I hadn’t been with Bash, I didn’t think I’d look at anyone here twice.

      “Looks like everyone’s getting to know each other a little better,” I said as I stayed on the outskirts of the full room of attendees. 

      “Mhmm. It’s almost that time.” The doorbell rang, and Bash grabbed my hand. “Looks like our final partygoers have arrived.”

      The last people I’d expected to come over tonight were now standing on the porch dressed as…

      “Captain America and Bucky, how lovely of you to attend our little shindig. Joe, dear, you remember these two, don’t you?” 

      Shaw’s blond hair was slicked back, and in his tight blue bodysuit with a star on the chest, he was a seriously built Captain America. Beside him, Trent’s wavy shoulder-length hair was perfect for Bucky, as was the dark suit of armor with a silver sleeve. 

      They definitely looked their parts, but… “Weren’t those two just friends?” I said. 

      Trent smirked. “Maybe in your world.”

      “Oh.”

      “Nice uniform, Joe. Aren’t you supposed to be a Cubs fan?” Shaw said.

      With a groan, I lowered the cap to shield my face more. “Don’t remind me. And don’t ever tell my brothers.” 

      “No promises there.” 

      I glanced over my shoulder at the guys all mingling behind us then looked back between Shaw and Trent. “I didn’t realize you guys were into…”

      “Into what?” Shaw asked. 

      “An open relationship. You just seemed a little too possessive to share, I guess.” 

      Trent and Shaw exchanged a look and then laughed. 

      “We’re not,” Trent said. “We just like to return to the scene of the crime on occasion. Since this is where we met.”

      Bash held up a couple of blindfolds. “All ready for you, my Avengers.”

      Trent’s wicked smirk was proof positive he was more than ready to re-create what was clearly a night forever ingrained in his mind.

      “Kieran, dear, I’m going to let you escort our two VIP guests to their private suite tonight—the guest room beside our room—but before you let them inside to play, be sure to secure these.”

      Bash handed me the blindfolds. I arched a brow, and he grinned. 

      “Trust me, that’s the way they like it.” He turned that smile on his friends. “Don’t you, boys?”

      “Let’s just say I’m happy I have my shield as a prop right now.” Shaw leaned in and pressed a kiss to Bash’s cheek. “Have a good night, Marilyn. You look gorgeous.”

      Bash gave a flirty wave as Shaw reached for Trent’s hand, and then we were off. I escorted them through several of our other guests, who of course took a second or two to stop and stare at the famous rock star/Avenger walking past them. 

      Geez, no wonder Bash locked these two away. I couldn’t imagine Trent enjoying much of anything under such constant scrutiny. But then again, he made a living being the center of attention, so maybe having lots of eyes on him got him off. 

      I looked at the blindfolds I held and quickly nixed that thought. 

      “Okay,” I said when we came to the guest room. “I believe this is you.”

      I opened the door to see all the lights were off and the room was pitch dark, and just as I was about to flick one on, Shaw reached for my arm and stopped me.

      “Leave it. Tonight is all about us using every other sense but sight.”

      I looked to Trent, who was watching his man like a hungry animal. His eyes were much darker than before, and there was a wild edge to them.

      Shaw gestured to the blindfolds. “Do Bucky first. I like to play with him a little. It gets him all riled up.”

      Fucking hell. Of all the things I never thought I’d do in my life, blindfolding one of the most famous men on the planet so he could go and have sex with his boyfriend in my guest room was definitely one of them. But when Trent turned his back on me, I quickly got to work, making sure the material was nice and tight before I turned my attention to Shaw. 

      Okay, I was a big guy, but Shaw was huge, and in his Captain America outfit, that was even more apparent. From what I could tell, he hadn’t even opted for the padded costume because, well, why would he? The guy was all fucking muscle. But the laid-back man I’d gotten to know recently had up and left the building. 

      Shaw was sizing Trent up like he was trying to decide which part of him he was going to get his hands on first, and I knew if I didn’t get this blindfold on him, and the two of them inside, I was about to see exactly what part of him that was.

      “Okay, your turn.” 

      When Shaw’s eyes cut to mine, the sinful gleam there made an unexpected reaction spring to life inside of me. What the fuck was that about? But there was no mistaking it: as Shaw licked his lips and my cock jerked, I was turned on.

      “Make sure you get that nice and taut, okay? I don’t want to use anything but my mouth and hands to get him out of that tight suit.”

      I nodded but said nothing in return, then cleared my throat and motioned for Shaw to turn around. Yeah, please turn the hell around so my body can quit acting like a fucking lunatic.

      Once he was facing away from me, I got the blindfold on and tugged on the ends to make sure it was secure. Shaw grunted, and my wayward dick reacted again.

      “Right, um, Trent?” Was it me, or did I suddenly sound like I’d swallowed a handful of gravel? “Take a step to the left and then you’re good to walk inside.”

      He did as instructed, leaving me standing behind the behemoth tattoo artist. “Shaw?”

      “Yeah, lieutenant?”

      “Just walk straight ahead, and you’re good.”

      Shaw turned his head, and even blindfolded he somehow seemed to pin me in place as he flashed a wolfish grin. “Will do, and you just follow this curvy staircase right back to your Marilyn.”

      My cock stood all the way up as Shaw sauntered into the guest room, kicked the door shut, and clicked the lock into place. 

      I turned around and scanned the low-lit entrance of mine and Bash’s home. When I spotted my gorgeous date doing a sassy pirouette in that flirty dress, I ran down the stairs. It was time to steal my Marilyn away from her adoring public, so I could get this bombshell alone.
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      “GIVE US ANOTHER twirl, Marilyn,” called out one of my admirers, and who could deny giving the people what they wanted?

      I spun around on the ball of my foot, my dress floating out around me and showcasing my rhinestone G-string. They could look all they wanted, but only one person would be taking this item off, and I didn’t care in the slightest how he did it. Hands, teeth, tongue—it was all fair game to me.

      Though it was already dim throughout the house, it was time for things to get underway, which called for some serious mood lighting…as well as kicking up the music. I lowered the lights once, twice, the way a theater would before the show began, and then I kicked them almost all the way down for good. The pulsing sounds coming out of the speakers in each room would be loud enough to mask any sounds while low enough for anyone wanting an audience to shout over. 

      As the partygoers began to splinter off to find rooms and hidden spaces, some in pairs, others in groups of three or more, a flash of a white Yankees uniform racing down the stairs caught my attention. 

      That outfit was the perfect choice for Kieran, because even though it had originally been meant for me, there was no way I could fill it out half as well as his muscles could. But it wasn’t just the outfit that had me ready to drop my dress in anticipation. It was the look of pure desire on his face, like a hungry tiger zeroing in on its prey. 

      I sauntered over to the bottom of the stairs and gave him a seductive smile. 

      “Hey there, sexy slugger. You look like you need someone to…round your bases.” 

      Kieran arched a brow. “Oh yeah? You know how to handle a bat?”

      God, there was nothing I loved more than when Kieran played along. 

      “Honey, that’s my specialty. But I should probably check my grip just to be sure.” 

      With Kieran standing on the bottom step and me in my heels, we were right at the same height, and when I reached between his thighs, I purred. 

      “Oh yesss, Joe, it’s nice and big. Bigger than any I’ve held before.”

      “You think you can work with that?” Kieran’s voice deepened, a rough, erotic sound that had me massaging the erection in my palm. He tossed his hat across the room and reached for me, running his hands along the edges of my halter before dipping down over my waist to my hips and continuing lower. It wasn’t until he reached up under my dress, slid his hands over the curves of my ass, and crushed me to him that I gasped and let go of the hold I had on him. 

      He took full advantage, diving into my mouth and stealing my breath. I hadn’t imagined he’d want to start things off in such a public view, but I wouldn’t shy away from anything he wanted. Or anywhere he wanted. 

      I was breathless when he pulled back just enough to grab some air, and I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Oh, Joe, to what do I owe this pleasure? Did something upstairs get you a little…excited?”

      “The blindfold thing? Yeah, we’re doing that. Not tonight, because I refuse to take my eyes off you in that dress, but one day soon.” 

      A shiver of anticipation ran through me at the pure sex in his voice. “Anything you wish.”

      “Anything?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m all yours. Anywhere.”

      Kieran kissed his way up to my ear before saying, “In that case, why don’t you come with me anywhere? Just name the place.”

      Movement on the stairs made us both turn toward the two T-Birds heading up past us, but both looked over their shoulders, and the invite was clear. 

      “Perhaps I should take you somewhere more private, Joe. Unless you’d like to be watched…?” 

      He seemed to think that over, but I had a feeling he wasn’t quite ready for that. At least not yet. 

      “I have an idea.” I took his hand and led us through the house, passing a trio of three in various positions in one of the rooms near the garage. They’d left the door open and their moans spilled out over the music—a seriously hot sound in my opinion, and one I didn’t mind as background noise. 

      I opened the door to the garage and noticed Kieran didn’t bother shutting it behind us. He had, however, grabbed a handful of the supplies we’d set out around the house. Smart man. 

      Letting go of his hand, I headed over to his gorgeous Stingray and perched on top of the hood, fanning my dress out around me. 

      “This is a very sexy car, Joe, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Kieran stalked toward me, an alluring figure even in the dark space. “I didn’t think I’d love the car any more than I do until now.” He dropped to his knees and pushed my dress up around my hips, getting an up-close-and-personal view of the rhinestone G-string that sparkled even in the darkness. 

      He let out a groan of appreciation and began to kiss up the inside of my thigh. His mouth on me was the best feeling in the world, and as he pushed my G-string aside to free my cock, I sighed happily. 

      He teased the head of my erection and fingers cupped my balls, and my God, the man already knew just how to please me. 

      “In your profession, you know your way around balls, I trust.” I grinned in the darkness and ran my hand over his short hair. Kieran responded by lowering his mouth over me to suck me fully inside, and I sucked in a sharp breath. 

      My head fell back as he gripped the base of my cock, driving me out of my mind with his tongue before taking me deep. Damn. This wasn’t the first time he’d gone down on me, but every time he did, it still shocked me with how much he seemed to enjoy it. I’d happily reap the benefits of his enthusiasm whenever and wherever. 

      It wasn’t long before I gripped the back of his neck, trying to hold myself back from coming just yet. 

      “Joe, handsome, surely you don’t want me making a mess all over the front of your car,” I said.

      Kieran raised his head, and at the loss of his lips, I almost changed my mind. But it was too late now. He was already smoothing my dress back in place, and the soft material whispered against my cock, which was no longer contained by my G-string. 

      When he straightened to his full height, Kieran held out his hand, and the low light from inside the house provided enough of a silhouette that I could see what he wanted. 

      I slipped my hand into his, and he pulled me to my feet. “So delicious,” he whispered against my lips as I wound my arms around his neck. “Every single part of you is so fucking delicious.”

      Kieran crushed his mouth to mine and shoved inside, and I could taste the salty arousal of my pre-cum on his tongue. The kiss was full-on sex and lust, nothing else, and when his hands found my ass and began to pull my dress up over it, I ground myself against the hard-on behind those sexy baseball pants. 

      I smoothed a hand down and placed it on his chest, pulling back a fraction. “Why, Joe, I think you’re getting a little handsy back there. Who said I was ready to go to second base?”

      Kieran chuckled. “Your rock-hard cock said so, that’s who.”

      “Oh, well.” I laughed, the flirt in me unable to resist. “If I did everything he told me to do, I’d be in a whole world of trouble.”

      Kieran nipped at my earlobe. “You’re already in a world of trouble.” 

      He grabbed a handful of each of my ass cheeks and hiked me up into his arms, making me gasp as I wrapped my legs around his waist. Then he began to kiss his way down my neck and into the cleavage of the dress.

      “Joe, you naughty boy.” I laughed, delighted and aroused all at once. “I’m really not that kind of girl.”

      Kieran began to walk us around the hood of the car until we were by the passenger door, then he slowly lowered me back to my feet in a way that both teased and tortured my excited cock.

      He reached inside the car and popped the lock, then he opened the door and said, “After you.”

      I looked to the passenger seat and then back to him and his big…bat, and pursed my lips.

      “I have a better idea—you sit,” I suggested, and then reached out to give him a hard squeeze. “And then I’ll sit on you.”

      Kieran groaned, and the sound echoed around the room, as he reached down and placed a hand over mine, rolling his hips into my palm.

      I moved in a step to kiss my way down his jaw while I continued to squeeze and stroke him through his pants. But when his groans fell silent, and the distinct sounds of several of our guests filtered in through the cracked door, I had to bring it to my slugger’s attention.

      “Do you hear that?” I whispered in Kieran’s ear as I pulled the tongue of his uniform’s belt free.

      “Huh? Hear what?”

      “Shh.” I put a finger to his lips. “Listen…”

      Kieran fell silent. When a loud moan that wasn’t ours filtered into the garage, he glanced over his shoulder.

      “Is that—”

      “The sounds of our guests having a gay old time? Why yes, it is.” I tugged the belt free and dropped it to the garage floor with a clang before flicking open the button of his pants. “And while I’m pleased they’re enjoying themselves in there, I’m oh so eager to be enjoying myself—and you—out here.”

      “But I thought you said you weren’t that kind of girl?”

      Now that I had his pants free and was ready to move this party along, I wound an arm around his neck, took one of his hands, and moved it up under my skirt to my cock.

      “Honey, I’m not any kind of girl.”

      Kieran growled. “Thank fuck for that. Jesus, Bash, I still can’t get over how damn hot it is to get under your skirts and find this.” He tightened his fingers around me and gave me a strong pull. 

      I thrust forward into his fist and said, in a breathy voice Marilyn herself would be proud of, “Get in the car, Joe.”

      Kieran didn’t need to be told again. He slid in the passenger side and even shoved the pants down under his ass so he was ready for me. But before I took my seat, I reached up under my skirt and shimmied my thong free, then dangled it in front of Kieran so the rhinestones caught on the light. 

      “A souvenir to remember tonight by.”

      There was just enough light that I caught Kieran’s smirk as he reached out and took the G-string from me. He hooked it around the rearview mirror, where it dangled like the most scandalous car accessory. 

      “It’s official,” Kieran said as he settled back in his seat. “This car is now my ultimate fantasy.”

      Mine too, and so was the man inside it. “Well, then how about we take this bad boy for a test drive?”

       Kieran wrapped a hand around his cock and began to stroke. “Which bad boy?”

      I chuckled as I hopped up inside the car and straddled his thighs, my white skirt billowing out over his lap. “You, bad boy. I’m going to take you for a ride.”

      Kieran reached for the back of my neck, capturing my lips as he plunged inside. He swept the interior of my mouth, taking a thorough taste as I laced my fingers behind his neck.

      I rose a little on my knees until I was hovering over him, and when our bare cocks rubbed up against one another, Kieran tore his mouth free. 

      “Goddamn it, Bash.”

      “Something wrong, slugger?” I wriggled against him, making him curse.

      “Besides the fact I’m not inside you? Not a fucking thing.”

      “Impatient.” I drew a finger down his cheek and tapped his lips. “I like that.”

      “Yeah? Well, you keep rubbing your hard cock all over me and you’re gonna see how much I like you.”

      I glanced down between us and reached for my skirt, pulling it back until we could make out our erections, which were lined up with one another. Then I took us in hand, and Kieran let out a groan, his head falling back on the headrest.

      As I began to work the two of us, his fingers massaged the globes of my ass. He was thick and hard, his cock throbbing in time with mine, and I couldn’t wait any longer to feel him inside me.

      I reached behind me to the condoms and lube Kieran had tossed on the dash. Only seconds ago I’d teased him about being impatient for what was next, but as I sheathed and lubed his delicious dick, I was practically vibrating with need.

      “Joe.” I sighed, and Kieran’s fingers flexed. “Oh yes, honey, dig those fingers in. Or better yet, slip them in.”

      Kieran brought his hand around to mine, and when I wiped the remaining lube onto his fingers, he nipped at my lower lip. 

      “Aren’t you a dirty little thing?” he said.

      He stroked down my crack to tease at my entrance, and I sucked in a breath of air. “Isn’t that what every man wants? A lady in the parlor and a dirty little whore in the bedroom?”

      Kieran pushed a finger inside, and I gasped with pleasure.

      “Technically, we’re in the garage. So what’s your real excuse?” Kieran asked.

      I turned my head until our noses bumped. “You. You’re my excuse. I get around you and all I want to do is rip my clothes off.”

      “Good fucking answer,” he said, and heaven help me, that raspy tone made my ass clench and my hips snap forward. If he didn’t get inside me quick and fast, I was about to blow like the subway wind under Marilyn’s skirt.

      Clearly on the same page as I was, Kieran added a second finger, and before long I was a begging, desperate mess.

      “Joe, handsome, show some mercy. Step up to the pitcher’s mound, would you? I’m more than ready to catch.”

      Kieran gave a muffled grunt that sounded somewhere between a laugh and a groan as he removed his fingers and took hold of my hips. I shifted up to my knees and reached back under my skirt, and once I had him lined up, I finally slid to home base.

      Kieran cursed and thrust up off the seat. Ah, was there anything more satisfying than feeling nice and full? 

      I braced my hands on the seat by Kieran’s shoulders and slowly began to rock my hips. Kieran smoothed his hands over my ass to take a handful of my skirt in each fist, and I stepped up the pace.

      “Oh Jesus, that feels… Fuck,” he said as he gripped my hips, the air in the garage nice and cool tonight against my smokin’-hot ass. 

      As far as fantasies went, I had a feeling this one would go down in the history books. Kieran’s heavy breathing and my lustful pants echoed around the concrete garage. We’d completely forgotten about anything other than each other as we chased after the high that was now within reach. 

      Kieran tugged on the tie of my halter dress, and as it came loose, I pushed back to sit tall and let the material fall free. With my dress bunched around my waist, my legs, ass, and torso were completely bared to the world, and I couldn’t care less. I was a man out of control, and with every punch of Kieran’s hips, that control slipped a little more.

      “Ah, yes, lieutenant. Right there. Oh it feels so good…” As his cock dragged across my prostate, my toes curled inside my heels. I arched back, the pleasure so intense I almost blacked out, but the distinct sound of voices made my mind refocus.

      “Is that Bashalicious?”

      “Definitely. Look at that hair. That’s Marilyn and her Joe.”

      Yes, it damn well was, and they needed to skedaddle, because I was about to hit a home run. 

      “Fucking hot,” one of the nosy little voyeurs said, and they weren’t wrong. We were fucking hot, and I had to admit, having them see and notice that made my dick even harder. 

      That was me, however, and as much as I didn’t want to preempt my grand finale, I didn’t think it was fair to Kieran to keep him in the dark, so to say. 

      “Don’t look now, Joe,” I managed in a breathy voice. “But it looks like this little extracurricular activity of ours just became a spectator sport.”

      Kieran’s fingers tightened on my waist as he shifted his upper body to the side and tried to see around me. 

      “Should I tell them this is a private practice?” My heart pounded as I sent up a prayer that Kieran said—

      “No, let ’em watch. They might learn something.” He pressed a hard kiss to my lips. “After all, I am one of the greats.”

      “The greatest,” I corrected him, and as if to prove his point, Kieran thrust his hips up and hit a home run, zeroing in on my sweet spot. 

      I couldn’t keep still or quiet after that even if I wanted to. I rode my man until he was groaning and cursing up a storm, and as I bit and sucked at his dirty-talking lips, I began to tremble and my balls tightened as Kieran took us home.

      It wasn’t until the heavy breathing and rush of blood stopped ringing in my ears that I realized Kieran was humming a soft tune, and when I listened a little closer, I started to laugh.

      “‘Take Me Out to the Ball Game’?”

      Kieran wound his arms around my waist and nuzzled in under my ear. “You know it?”

      “Everyone knows that.”

      “Well, just know that after tonight”—Kieran stroked a hand down my back and swatted my ass—“I’ll never hear it and not think of this ever again.”

      I snuggled in and pressed a kiss to his neck. “Oh, Joe, you sure know all the right things to say to a girl.”

      “In that case, how about we take this to our private dugout upstairs? We still have eight innings to go.”
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      “SO, HOW HAVE you settled into island living? It’d be a bit of a change from a big city like Chicago, I imagine.”

      It was my first official day on the job at station fourteen in downtown Savannah, and I’d just been called in to meet Chief Watkins. To say I was nervous would be an understatement. First impressions were everything, and considering I was coming into this man’s firehouse as one of his lieutenants, it was imperative we got off on the right foot.

      “A very big change,” I said, and looked out of his office window to the Spanish moss that hung down from the lush green tree shading this side of the building. “The pace, the lifestyle, the weather. It’s all so different, but in a good way. Chicago is like a machine that never stops, so you never feel as though you get a chance to recharge. But South Haven? That’s a whole other story.”

      “I can imagine.” Watkins rocked back in his seat, his brown eyes giving me a once-over that was eerily similar to Chief Parker’s back in the Windy City. That look was all-knowing and all-seeing, and I had a feeling not much got by this guy. “My wife and I like to head over there whenever we get time off, which isn’t as often as we’d like. I imagine living there is like a vacation every day.”

      I smiled thinking of Bash’s—our—home, and the large deck that overlooked the river. It was peaceful out there, a place to lie out in the sun and work on your tan, or sip mimosas, as was Bash’s preference. It really was like a vacation every day, and once you added in the hot tub and boat, what more could you possibly want?

      “I feel very fortunate to now call it home, that’s for sure, and I have it on good authority you don’t get blizzards here.”

      Watkins chuckled. “Definitely not.”

      “So that’s a huge bonus in my books. Trying to drive an engine or truck through ice and inches of snow isn’t something I’m going to miss.”

      “I imagine you have a lot more house fires in the winter there also, considering the colder temperatures.”

      “Most definitely. It’s the busiest time of the year.”

      “Ours is usually summer and fall, the hotter temps sparking the fires, and also Fourth of July fireworks.”

      “Oh, that’s always a fun time.”

      Watkins scoffed. “Yeah, common sense seems to get thrown out the window for bright, sparkly things.”

      My mind immediately went to Bash’s closet and my lips twitched, because I had a feeling his common sense vanished in the face of bright, sparkly things as well. Surely that was the only excuse anyone could have for owning as many clothes and shoes as he did. 

      “I hear that. It’s the same in Chicago.”

      Watkins sat forward and clicked open something on his computer, running his eyes over it before he looked back to me. “Okay, so, as you know, you have to go through some standard state training before we can actually have you go out and work any scenes.”

      “That’s what I understood, yes, sir.”

      “I have a schedule here I’m going to print out, but it looks like it’s going to take about two weeks. So when you’re not in class, I’m going to have you in here working the desk and doing some basic ride-alongs. It’ll give you time to get to know your crew and for them to know you.”

      “That works for me. The sooner I can get in there and get certified, the better.”

      “That’s what I figured.” Watkins grabbed the schedule from the printer behind him and slid it across the desk. “From what your former chief told me, you’re not good at sitting still.”

      “I’m okay with it. I’ve gotten better since being down here.”

      “Well, don’t get too good at it,” Watkins said, as I reached for the paper. “Your schedule for the next two weeks will be pretty full-on going between the station and headquarters, but after that, it should settle down.”

      “That’s fine by me. I’m really looking forward to getting settled in.”

      “In that case, how about I take you out to the app bay and introduce you to your crew?”

      I got to my feet as Watkins rounded his desk. “That sounds great. You lead the way and I’ll follow.”

      He gave a clipped nod, and as we headed down the hall, I took a quick look at the schedule. He was right—it was going to be a busy couple of weeks. But nothing that I hadn’t expected. I’d need to get my hands on some of their textbooks and state manuals so I could study. But once I got the basic differences down from Chicago to Georgia, the actual firefighting portions would be a breeze.

      Watkins stopped at a staircase that led to the upper floor and gestured up. “The sleeping quarters and locker room are upstairs. Common room, kitchen, gym, and Zen room are downstairs.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, and Watkins held up a hand. 

      “I know, I know. A Zen room isn’t the norm for a firehouse, but a couple of years back we had a crew member who swore by meditation, and believe it or not, several of the guys were converted.”

      “Hey, you’ll get no judgment from me. This job isn’t easy, and if some time alone in a quiet space makes it more manageable, I think that’s awesome. Actually, I might have to look into it once I get settled.”

      Watkins clapped me on the shoulder and gestured to the double doors. “Talk to Jenkins about it. That’s his specialty. Along with yoga. But so far he hasn’t converted anyone to that. Come on, everyone’s through here.”

      We headed out to the apparatus bay, where the two engines were parked, each facing the opposite direction so they could pull out at the same time, and beside them were the fire truck and ambo in the same position.

      Several guys were going through the morning checks of the vehicles, as others went about the personal equipment checks. I could see one of the paramedics taking inventory on his rig.

      Watkins came to a stop just outside the doors and surveyed his people. “Okay, everyone. Finish up what you’re doing, please. I have someone I want to introduce to you.”

      All chatter in the bay ceased as everyone turned in our direction. Yep, nothing like being thrown to the wolves. I fingered the edge of the paper I held and plastered on my best “hey, how are you” smile.

      The first face I zeroed in on was a familiar one and made my nerves dissipate somewhat. Pete Prince smiled and waved in my direction. I’d been hoping he would be on my shift so I could thank him for telling me about the job opening the day Bash and I visited, so it was a welcome relief to see him there, along with the big guy we’d also talked to. 

      “Okay, everyone, I’d like to introduce you to your new lieutenant, Kieran Bailey. He’s come all the way from Chicago.”

      “No shit?” Pete said. “You applied for the job.”

      I nodded. “Hey, it was your suggestion. And the opportunity was too good to pass up.”

      “That’s great, man.” Pete stepped forward to shake my hand. “Welcome to station fourteen.”

      “Thanks. I’m really happy to be here.”

      “I bet. From memory you said you’d be moving to South Haven, right?”

      “That’s right, good memory.”

      “Nah. I’m just jealous. That place is gorgeous.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that. “Well, you have an open invitation anytime you want to visit.”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the big guy said, and took my hand in a firm grip. “You’ll never get rid of him.”

      I chuckled. “That’s good to know.”

      “Always happy to help. I’m Baldwin, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, and then scanned the faces for—ah, there she was—the other person I remembered from that day. “You’re the one who can’t make his own coffee in the mornings, right?”

      The woman grinned. “Yeah, that’d be him. But he knows better to even ask now. I’m Hannah, or Reynolds, and this here is McKenzie and Potts.”

      “Nice to meet you all.”

      They each greeted me much the same as the others, before the chief said, “Kieran still has to get state certified, so in between then he’ll be doing some ride-alongs and getting to know the area. Try to make a good impression on him, would you? We don’t want to scare him off on the first day.”

      I laughed, knowing there wasn’t a chance in hell of that happening. Whether I liked the job or not, if it meant I got to live with Bash, then I would be staying. But so far, so good. I was going to be leading the very people who had made this decision easier by their immediate acceptance of Bash and me. The last thing I needed was another Sanderson in my life, especially when I’d finally rid myself of him.

      “Not a chance, and you can call me KB. That’s what everyone back in Chicago used to do.”

      “You got it.” Watkins looked at Pete. “I’m going to send him out with you this morning. Maybe drive him by Rainbow Row. I doubt they have that in Chicago.”

      Pete clapped me on the back and then gestured to the truck. “All right, boss, I also have to fill this sucker up, so let’s head out. You ready to see your new home away from home?”

      I’d never been ready for anything more. As I climbed into the truck and buckled in, I realized all of the nerves from minutes ago had vanished. 

      This had been the one part of my move that I was somewhat unsure of. But within minutes, the men and women of station fourteen had made me feel at home, and that told me I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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      “WELCOME TO BLUE Stone. Do you have a reservation?” The hostess gave me a warm, friendly smile, but when her gaze shifted to Trent, it faltered momentarily before she caught herself.

      “We’re meeting Hudson Montgomery. The reservation should be under his name,” I said.

      “Yes, sir, I have you down. You’re the first to arrive, so I’ll show you to your table.” 

      As she grabbed a few menus and motioned for us to follow her, I arched a brow at Trent. 

      “First to arrive? Usually I’m the one making an entrance.” 

      Trent shrugged. “You know how these guys from New York are.”

      “Which is precisely why I don’t live there.”

      “Here you are,” the hostess said, gesturing toward an elegantly set table. Once we took our seats, she handed us food menus and set a wine list in front of us. “Is there anything I can do for you while you wait?” Her eyes lingered on Trent until he shook his head and thanked her.

      As she headed back to the front of the restaurant, I smirked. “Should we place bets on her giving you her number before you leave, or is that too easy?”

      “Be nice,” Trent said as he perused the menu.

      “I think that’s what she wants to be, darling. Nice. So, sooo nice.” When Trent looked up, I shot him a saucy wink, and he laughed. 

      “Remind me why I decided to join you again?”

      “Because you’re the one practically forcing me to be here.”

      “All I did was mention I’ve worked with the guy and can vouch he’s legit.”

      “Which means you’ll be a fabulous buffer for when I tell him I’m not interested.”

      Trent rolled his eyes. “Gimme a break. If you weren’t interested, you wouldn’t be wasting your time.”

      “Maybe I’m taking this meeting as a favor to you.”

      “Bullshit. I’m not getting a commission from this, so I couldn’t give two fucks whether you take a publishing deal or not.”

      “Hmm.” I skimmed the wine menu and pursed my lips. “So no hesitations on putting your story out there for everyone to read?”

      “You know as well as I do that most of the shit people read about me is some made-up clickbait BS. After everyone still getting the story wrong after all this time, I’m good with having control over my own narrative.”

      “I see your point.”

      “Just hear him out, and if it doesn’t sound like something you want to do, no harm, no foul.”

      I sighed. “Fine. But at least get a little buzzed with me.” 

      “Bash, I left Shaw on his day off for this, so if you didn’t offer to get a bottle, I’d leave your ass here. Feel free to make it a red.”

      “Rock stars,” I murmured, holding back a smile. “They’re so demanding.” 

      After we’d placed the order for a bottle of Trent’s choosing—with my approval, of course—I checked the time. 

      “Another minute and he’ll officially be late. Not exactly the best first impress—” My words cut off as I looked up to see the man being shown in our direction.

      Ah. So this was Hudson Montgomery. 

      In a crisply tailored grey suit, he looked every inch the dominant New York force I’d heard about, but much younger and far more handsome than I’d expected. Dark brows sat low over eyes that looked crystal clear even from across the room, and his facial hair matched the chestnut brown of his stylishly tousled hair. 

      Shouldn’t a guy like that be on the covers of books, not the publisher behind them?

      Trent and I stood up as he approached. 

      “Gentlemen. Good to see you again, Trent,” he said, shaking Trent’s hand before turning to me. Up close, I could see the slight tint of greenish blue to his eyes that hadn’t been apparent before, but they were still wildly clear. “Hudson Montgomery. I’ve been following your career for a while now, Sebastian, so I appreciate you meeting me.” 

      Firm handshake, flattery, not bad to look at. All the fabulously shallow things that scored points with me. 

      “Of course. Coming down here also gives you the opportunity to hit up the beach, so it’s a win-win, right?” I gave him a charming smile that he didn’t return. “Oh. Not a fan of the water, then?”

      “The sand.” He unbuttoned his suit jacket and took the seat between Trent and me. I raised my brows at Trent before slowly lowering to my seat as well. 

      Well, all righty, then. 

      Our waitress came with our bottle of wine, and I had the feeling we might need a second by the time this meeting was over. She filled my glass and then Trent’s, but as she went to fill Hudson’s, he put his hand over the top of his glass. 

      “No, thank you.”

      “Too early in the day for you?” I said. 

      “I don’t drink.”

      “At business meetings?”

      “Ever.” 

      “Ah.” Well, this was awkward. I swirled my glass and lifted it to my lips, looking at Trent over the rim. How in the world had those two connected? 

      After we’d ordered our food, Hudson wasted no time getting to business. A very “wham, bam, thank you ma’am” style to be sure, but effective when you didn’t want to engage in small talk. 

      “I’ll be frank with you, Sebastian—”

      “No, please, be Hudson.” 

      When he blinked at me and gave me a tight smile, I wondered if he simply didn’t have a sense of humor or if my joke had gone right over his head. 

      “Right. As I was saying, I want you, Sebastian. And I’ll do whatever it takes to get you.”

      Oh. Oh my. The intensity behind those words definitely made me perk up, because who didn’t want to be wanted and at whatever cost?

      “I don’t blame you, Hudson. I’m a fabulous catch. I’m curious, though, what exactly you want from me regarding content.”

      “We would like to focus on how AnaVoge came about, and how you grew it into a multimillion-dollar business.”

      “So nothing personal?”

      “Your business isn’t personal? That’s not the impression I was under.”

      “Ah.” I took hold of my wine and sat back. “It is indeed. I appreciate you noticing, but that’s not what I was after.”

      Hudson cocked his head. “Personal relationships?”

      “Yes. That was a huge focus with Trent, which he’s been more than forthcoming about, but I tend to keep things closer to the vest. I like my privacy.”

      “Understood. And yes, Trent’s story was vastly different, but hopefully he’s told you that we never pushed him to write anything he was uncomfortable sharing.”

      “That’s true.” Trent nodded. “Not saying it wasn’t great reliving some of the shit, but I had final say.”

      Hmm. Kieran had been all for me doing the book, but even though he’d said he was fine with being mentioned, I wanted to keep him all to myself for a little while longer. 

      “And you think people would be interested to hear from me in a strictly business capacity?” 

      “Sure they will,” Trent said. “It’ll be a great bedtime story. Start talking tech shit and they’ll fall right to sleep.” 

      I shook my head, several insults on the tip of my tongue, but none of them appropriate for a business meeting. 

      “Montgomery Publishing holds over thirty-eight percent of the U.S. book industry market share,” Hudson said, that intense gaze reeling me in. “If we didn’t fully believe there was a story here we could sell to an expansive audience, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now.” 

      Translation: if he didn’t think I could make them a ton of money, he wouldn’t have bothered flying down to a place covered in sand. 

      “All right, Mr. Montgomery, I’m listening. Tell me what you’d expect from me.”

      A wolfish smile crossed Hudson’s face, and even I had to admit…the guy was hot. Not sexy firefighter hot, but definitely someone the guys down here would look twice at. I eyed Trent again. I’d be willing to bet a hefty sum there’d been some kind of attraction there after long nights working together pre-Shaw. 

      “You’d be working with one of our top writers, the same one who worked with Trent. It is a bit of an investment of time, outside of your work hours, of course, but we hope the compensation would be more than worth any inconvenience.” Hudson reached inside his jacket pocket, pulled out a business card, and slid it across the table. 

      I flipped it over to see a very complimentary figure. 

      “That’s just the advance,” Hudson said. “Once you hit a certain number of books sold, a royalty plan would begin. There’s no guarantee of that, but we feel confident you’ll do well.”

      “You make an enticing offer. When would you need an answer?”

      “I was hoping to have a confirmation before I left today.”

      “I see.”

      The buzzing of a cell phone had me checking my pants pocket to make sure I hadn’t forgotten to turn it on silent, but then I looked up to see Hudson pulling his from his jacket and glancing at the screen. 

      “Excuse me, gentlemen, I need to take this.” He rose from his seat swiftly, and as he headed out toward the front of the restaurant and took the call, I leaned my elbows on the table and narrowed my eyes at Trent. 

      “You can tell me,” I said. 

      “Tell you what? That you should take the deal? I saw the number of zeros on that card, so I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “Honey, I’m just making him sweat it out. Of course I’m taking the deal, but that’s not what I’m referring to.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned in Trent’s eyes, and he shook his head. “Don’t even.”

      “Yes, even. I need to know.” 

      “For someone who calls the rest of us a gossip, you’re the actual worst.”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “You can tell me, and I pinky-promise I won’t tell Shaw.” Nodding toward where Hudson had disappeared to, I said, “Did you hit that?”

      Trent swallowed down the rest of his wine and reached for the bottle to pour himself another glass. “What’s that you say? A lady never tells?”

      “I don’t see any ladies here.”

      “Bash?”

      “Yes, Knoxy?”

      With a mischievous look in his eyes, he leaned in toward me and said, “Read the book.”
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      THE SOUND OF the garage door opening had a smile lighting my face as I stirred the contents of the pot on the stove. It was just going on six, and Bash had texted earlier to say he was going to be running later than usual due to his lunch meeting with that bigwig publisher running a little longer than expected.

      I hadn’t minded too much, though, because it gave me extra time to catch up on some much-needed sleep after my first few shifts back at work. My body was still adjusting to being back at the twenty-four-on and forty-eight-off cycle, but I was wide awake now and more than ready to sit down to dinner with my man.

      The alarm beeped, indicating Bash had just entered the house, and he stepped into the kitchen looking just as put together as when we’d passed each other this morning. 

      “Not only does he save people for a living, but the gorgeous lieutenant also cooks dinner for moi? Be still, my heart.” He dropped his bag by the island and came over to where I was stirring the jambalaya. “And a Southern dish at that. Look at you.” 

      “A spicy meal for my spicy man.” I grinned as Bash leaned in for a kiss, a faint hint of wine on his tongue. “Cabernet for lunch?”

      “Oh, you know Trent. Always choosing a red.” He wrapped his arms around me from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder. “How was your day? Have a good sleep?”

      “It would’ve been better if you’d joined me, but yeah.”

      “If I’d joined you, you wouldn’t have slept.” He pressed a kiss beneath my ear and then let go to hop up on the counter beside me. 

      I turned the stove down to a simmer and covered the pot. “So? How’d the meeting go?”

      “You tell me.” Bash produced a card from his pocket and handed it to me, and when I saw the number written there, my eyes went wide. 

      “Holy shit. Is this what they want to pay you?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Fuckin’ hell, Bash. How many zeros is that?” I had to actually count, and then I looked up at him. “I’m guessing you said yes.”

      Bash lifted a lithe shoulder, as if that number hadn’t meant anything at all. “I figured why not. It’ll require a couple of trips up to New York, but for the most part, the interviews will take place here.” He walked his fingers over my hand and up my arm. “You wouldn’t mind joining me to see the Big Apple, would you?”

      “If work allows, I’d love it. But Bash, this is really great news. I’m excited for you.”

      His smile grew wider. “Thank you. Hudson seems to think it’ll do well, so I guess we’ll see if he’s right.” 

      “That’s the guy’s name? Hudson?”

      “Hudson Montgomery. The name just screams old money, doesn’t it?”

      I laughed as I checked the jambalaya, gave it a stir, then turned off the burner. “I hope you’re hungry. It said to add sausage, but I did shrimp instead, so fingers crossed it tastes good.”

      “You didn’t have to cook, handsome,” Bash said as he hopped off the counter. “I so appreciate it, but we do have someone who could whip something up for us, you know.” 

      “Patty keeps everything stocked, which is amazing, but I don’t know if I can sit back and let someone else do the work. I mean, this isn’t much—it’s, like, three ingredients in a pot—so it’s not a gourmet meal like she could make, but—”

      Bash put his finger to my lips. “No, this is wonderful. Truly. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to cook for me. For us. And yes, I realize I’m a little spoiled, but my choice was always to spend my time working and let someone else handle the domestic side. But now that you’re here…well, work isn’t my top priority anymore.” 

      “Is this your way of saying you’re gonna learn to cook?”

      “Unless you want champagne for breakfast, I think not.” 

      Laughing, I ladled dinner into each of our bowls and handed them to Bash, who sauntered off toward the dining room. I grabbed the utensils and our drinks and followed him.

      He was lighting one of the candles at the table. “I don’t remember the last time I’ve had a meal in this room,” he said. “Is this all right?”

      “Perfect.” I took the seat by the head of the table and was surprised when Bash sat beside me. 

      He placed the napkin gracefully in his lap and then reached for his drink, holding it up to mine. “Thank you for a lovely dinner, lieutenant.”

      “You haven’t tried it yet. It could be disgusting.”

      “Impossible.” Bash tapped my glass with his and gave me a quick kiss. A few seconds later, he was moaning happily around the forkful of jambalaya in his mouth, and I laughed. 

      “Okay, it’s not that good.”

      “It is. Try it.”

      I scooped up a bite, and damn. “Shit, that is pretty good.”

      “I told you. You never stop impressing me.”

      Before I could say anything to that, my cell began to ring. 

      “Sorry,” I said. “Let me turn that off.” I pulled it out of my pocket but saw Sean’s number on the screen. 

      “Ooh, is that Grumpy Bastard? Let me answer.” Bash held his hand out, and hell, I wasn’t going to complain about him dealing with my brother. “Hello, dear Sean, it’s Bash. How are you? … Yes, he’s right here… Oh, he did? … In Kieran’s email?” Bash let out a tinkling laugh. “I’ll let him know, thank you. Tell Alexander not to worry … I will … Ta ta for now.” 

      Bash ended the call and then held the phone out to me. “We need to check your email.”

      Oh Jesus. “Do I dare to ask why?”

      With a gleam in his eyes, Bash grinned. “Apparently Alexander has gone a little off the rails in the past week and has sent you a bridezilla email regarding the wedding. Sean wanted to give you a heads-up. Wasn’t that nice of him?”

      I didn’t know about nice. I was betting if I’d answered the phone, Sean would’ve been much less helpful than he seemed to be with Bash. Knowing there was no way out of this, I opened the URGENT! email Xander had sent not long ago. As I skimmed the specific list of items needed, my eyes widened. 

      Holy shit, this thing was a damn novel. 

      “I take it by the look on your face it’s bad.”

      Bad was an understatement. I continued down the extensive list and groaned.

      “Oh, stop,” Bash said, and gestured for the phone. “I can’t imagine someone as levelheaded as Alexander has that many— Oh, sweet diva. This is a lot of changes.”

      No kidding. Not only had Xander made changes to what he wanted Sean wearing on their big day, he had made a last-minute change to the color scheme of the wedding and now wanted those in the groom’s party—a.k.a. me—to be refitted for this new tuxedo he’d picked out.

      He was out of his damn mind. My final fitting of the original tux was scheduled for this weekend. There was no way I could pull this off in the short amount of time I had left.

      I shook my head and gestured for the phone. 

      “He’s out of his mind,” I said as Bash handed it back. “How in the hell does he expect me to get this new tuxedo ordered and fitted by their wedding? Not to mention all this other stuff.”

      I again skimmed the bullet points Xander had meticulously made in the hundred-page document—okay, so maybe that was a slight exaggeration, but that was how it felt. Then I looked at Bash and shook my head as I began to read them off one at a time.

      “‘Switch out the cummerbund to a matching low-cut vest. We’re having personalized cuff links now instead of the studs, so you don’t need to purchase those. Ditch the patent leather shoes for toe-cap ones, they add extra flair—’” 

      I paused and eyed Bash with a you’ve got to be kidding look. 

      He picked up his glass and muttered, “Well, he’s not wrong,” and then quickly took a sip.

      “Uh huh. Don’t even start with me, Miss Razzle Dazzle. And this next one? ‘The white rose boutonnieres are out; we’re changing to dusty-blue marsala roses with sprigs of white baby’s-breath.’ Isn’t a rose a rose? What the hell is the difference?”

      Bash bit down on his lower lip as though he were trying his hardest not to laugh.

      I sighed and put my phone down. “I think my blood pressure just rose a hundred points. I can feel my eye twitching. Sean needs to talk some sense into his groom.”

      Bash leaned over and took my hand in his, giving it a light squeeze. “For once in his life, I think Sean needs to keep doing exactly what he’s doing.”

      “Seriously? But this is crazy.”

      “Is it, though? I can’t imagine how stressful it is to plan a wedding. But don’t worry, I can help you out with all of this.”

      “Really? Are you sure you don’t mind?” 

      “Of course not. I excel at this kind of thing, and honestly, it will give me some insight to how I might behave on the big day—because let’s be real, I get myself in a tizz every evening just picking out what ensemble to wear to work. A wedding would no doubt turn me into an absolute shrew.”

      My eyes widened, and the laugh Bash had obviously been holding back finally broke free. 

      “Don’t look so alarmed, gorgeous. I’d never involve you in the planning if you didn’t want to be, just as Alexander hasn’t involved Sean. He is merely issuing orders and expecting to be followed. So be a good little soldier and do as you’ve been told.”

      That flirty order made my dick jerk to attention, and I closed my fingers around Bash’s and turned in my seat. With my meal now forgotten, I tugged him to his feet, then let go of his hand and smoothed my palms up the back of his thighs to his delectable ass.

      “Just do as I’ve been told, huh?”

      Bash ran his fingers through my hair and tugged my head back so I was staring up at him. “That’s right. That’s what all good men do if they want to please their partner. That’s what Sean’s doing.”

      “Oh, I see. So I should just shut my mouth and do what you say?”

      “Well, I’d never tell you to shut your mouth…” Bash licked his lips and rocked his hips forward, the erection inside his tight pants making my own cock beg to come out and play. “But the rest of that sounds about right.”

      I moved up to my feet, the email and stress of getting all the things on there done now a distant memory. I took Bash’s face between my hands and whispered across his lips, “Then tell me what you want. Your wish is my command.”
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      KIERAN TURNED HIS Stingray into the public beach’s parking lot, and when he saw the string lights up ahead, he gave me a quizzical look. 

      “I thought you said this was a casual bonfire?”

      “It is. Beachy casual.”

      “I’m beginning to think you don’t know the meaning of the word.” 

      “Kieran, my love, casual means relaxed, and this is the most relaxed-fit ensemble I own,” I said, smoothing my hands over the wide-legged cream linen pants I wore. Compared to the shorts and loose shirt he’d left half unbuttoned, maybe I was dolled up, but could anyone really expect any less? At least I’d forgone fancy shoes, because getting sand in those would be positively tragic. 

      After Kieran parked the car, he reached across the console for my hand and brought it to his lips. In the dark with only the lights from the beach setup, his eyes glittered, and I shifted in my seat to face him. 

      I ran my thumb along the soft stubble of his jaw, falling into his gaze. For a moment I wished we could spend the night alone, just the two of us, but then I remembered why we were here tonight. 

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at you,” I said.

      I loved the way his eyes crinkled as he smiled, and I trailed my thumb across the soft lines. 

      “Good, because you’re stuck with me for a long time.” He took my hand and kissed the pad of my thumb. “Ready?”

      With a dramatic sigh, I said, “If we must.” 

      As I stepped out of the car, the warm ocean wind had a cooler touch to it, signaling the turn from summer to fall, which was the supposed reason for tonight’s bonfire. Not that we ever needed a reason to get together, but since tonight half the town would be attending, it meant more than a couple of coolers of drinks and a few logs. 

      As a matter of fact, it wasn’t until Lucas had called to ask for my help and I’d begun making the supply list that I realized none of the cars in our garage were suited for bringing very much, so I’d done what anyone with excess money on their hands would do: I’d hired a company to do it for us. Although with explicit instructions to still make it look casual, because heaven forbid Lucas do anything with a touch of elegance. So casual it was.

      Well, casual and romantic, but no one else knew about that part yet. 

      I kicked off my shoes, leaving them beside Kieran’s in front of the car. Then I laced my fingers through his.

      As we headed down to the beach, he took in a big breath. “Have I mentioned how much I love it here with you?” he said. 

      “Do you really?”

      “I do. Why? Did you think I’d change my mind?”

      “No. Well… Maybe there might’ve been a little sliver of doubt somewhere deep, deep, deep in the back of my mind that you could end up hating it, but I’m far too positive a thinker to indulge in those delusions.”

      Kieran raised a brow and snorted out a laugh. “Sure you were.”

      “It’s true. I—”

      “Bash, seriously?”

      I heard Lucas before I saw him, and as I turned to see him jogging toward us, I noticed two things: 1. He looked super handsome tonight, if not a little on the pale side, and 2. The man was a ball of anxiety. 

      “Lucas Sullivan, aren’t you a man-killer this evening,” I said, smiling big enough to turn his frown upside down. 

      It didn’t work. 

      “A s’mores bar?” he said, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one was within hearing distance, and then he lowered his voice. “More alcohol than I can fit on a bus? This is all—”

      “Don’t you dare say it’s too extravagant. Come here.” I walked over to the s’mores setup and picked up one of the long wire things in a bucket. “Look. It came with sticks.” 

      Lucas rubbed a hand over his face. “Oh my God.”

      “Sully boy, if you didn’t want all this, you shouldn’t have asked for my help. I personally think everyone’s going to love and adore this little shindig, but if you’d like me to have them take it all away, I will.” 

      “No. No, you’re right. This is great. Fabulous,” he said with added flair, but in the next second he was wiping the sweat from his brow. “No, seriously, thank you. I would’ve forgotten something important, I’m sure, so it’s better that I focused on keeping one thing safe.” 

      “Yeah, but Jackson’s pretty hard to lose track of,” Kieran said. 

      Lucas’s brows knitted, and when he looked at me, I shot him a wink Kieran couldn’t see, and his face relaxed. “Right. Yeah, he’s the one I’m keeping safe. Guess I should go…check on him.”

      As he disappeared into the crowd, I looked on in amusement. Bless his heart, I’d never seen the guy so nervous, and if he’d been like this all day, I wasn’t sure how the hell Jackson or anyone else hadn’t caught on. 

      “Is he okay?” Kieran asked. “He’s a little…” 

      “Un-Lucas-like?”

      “I was gonna say wound tight, but I guess that works too.”

      I gave a nonchalant flip of my hand. “He’s fine, just a little preoccupied.” Then, before my curious man could ask for details, I quickly said, “Just boring work stuff. Come, let’s make our rounds so I can introduce you to everyone.” 

      In Kieran’s short time in South Haven, we hadn’t gotten a chance to go back to Argos or check out many of the places our friends outside our inner circle hung out. Though seeing recognition dawn in Kieran’s eyes when we ran into one of the T-Birds from our private house party had been fun to watch. 

      “Any idea why Lucas looks like he’s about to puke into the fire?” Trent asked as he strolled up beside us, a plastic cup of something that smelled strong in his hand. 

      Ugh. Plastic cups. Again. Glassware wasn’t allowed on the beach, the horror. 

      I exchanged a glance with Shaw over Trent’s shoulder, and that told me Shaw already knew what was up, but he hadn’t filled Trent in either. 

      “Apparently he’s had a rough week at work,” Kieran said.

      “He works out of his garage.”

      Kieran shrugged. “I guess you can have a hard time there too.”

      “Who’s having a hard time?” Jackson asked, joining our little circle. He had a drink in one hand and a couple of chips in the other. 

      “Lucas—”

      “Told us we need to try the s’mores, so that’s where we’re headed,” Shaw interrupted Trent.

      “He did?” 

      “Yep. So let’s go.” Shaw grabbed his rocker’s hand and dragged him away from the group, and I noticed Kieran watching them with a frown.

      My guy was nobody’s fool—he knew something was up, and when he turned back to face me, he mouthed, What are you up to? 

      Not about to answer, I waggled my eyebrows, making him grin. Then I turned to Jackson, who was staring out at the flickering flames of the bonfire.

      “So, Davenport? Where’s your other half tonight?”

      “You didn’t see him on your way down? He said he was going to look for you. Needed to talk to you about a piece he’s working on for your Chicago office?”

      Oh, did he now? That lying little fiend. It would’ve been nice if he’d given me a heads-up. “Yes, ah, we saw him when we arrived, didn’t we, Kieran?”

      Kieran narrowed his eyes but slowly nodded. “We did, yeah.”

      I sighed. Good man. Although the look on his face told me he wanted to know why his boyfriend was acting like a total oddball. Lord help me, the next time Lucas asked for my assistance on anything, I was going to be out of the country.

      “I just meant now,” I said, and dragged my eyes away from Kieran’s all-knowing gaze. “Usually, he’s glued to your hip.”

      Jackson chuckled and swallowed back the rest of his drink. “I’m sure he’s not too far away. Maybe he’s back at the s’mores bar, since he’s such a fan.”

      An ear-splitting whistle pierced the air, and as conversation ceased and we all turned toward Shaw standing beside Lucas, I felt a frisson of excitement. 

      “Jackson Davenport, where the hell are you?” Shaw called out. 

      The crowd began to part in front of Jackson, and I pushed him forward. He glanced back at me, but when I only smiled, his brows knitted and he turned around and headed down the beach toward Lucas.

      “Hold on,” Kieran whispered. “He’s not going to—”

      I quickly covered his loose lips with my hand as I watched Lucas straighten his shoulders like he was mustering up all the courage in the world. He looked only slightly less nervous than he had been when we first arrived, which clearly had to be Shaw’s influence.

      Jackson handed off his drink as Lucas reached for his hands. 

      “Thank you all for coming out tonight,” Lucas said, projecting his voice so we all could hear. “Jackson’s been talking about hosting a bonfire for months now. It seems like such a small thing, just hanging out on the beach, but it means something to us.” 

      With every word he said, his voice became stronger, more confident, and a small smile curved his lips as he faced Jackson. 

      “When you left South Haven the first time, I didn’t think I’d ever recover. I never expected to. But then you showed up years later, and one look at you told me I was done for. But it wasn’t until that night, right here on the beach, where you laid your heart out, and I knew I’d never let you leave here again. At least not without me.”

      Jackson’s smile wavered as he wiped his eyes. 

      “You’re my life. My whole life.” As Lucas dropped to one knee, Shaw handed him a ring box, and Jackson, as well as the entire crowd, gasped. 

      “Marry me, Jackson Davenpo—”

      He didn’t even finish before Jackson launched himself at Lucas, kissing the words right out of his mouth. Cheers and whistles filled the air as they embraced, and we all headed toward them to offer our congratulations. 

      “Wait, wait,” Shaw said, laughing as he helped them both to their feet. “We didn’t hear your answer.”

      “Yes!” Jackson shouted. “Hell yes.”

      Lucas slipped the band I’d only ever seen a photo of onto Jackson’s ring finger, and as they kissed again, I quickly tapped a message on my phone and hit send.

      “You knew,” Kieran said, wrapping his arm around my waist as we headed toward the guys. “That’s why you wanted to go all out. I can’t believe you actually showed some restraint.”

      Restraint? Me? Psh. The night was still young. 

      Right on cue, a loud explosion of fireworks had everyone jumping. As the crowd oohed and aahed, the bright lights continued to light up the sky, one right after the other. 

      Lucas’s eyes met mine from across the fire, a brilliant smile lighting up his face. Thank you, he mouthed, and I responded by blowing a kiss his way. 

      This part hadn’t been on his wish list, but I’d heard the stories of how they reconnected, and there was no way I could let this special night go by without capping it off with a bang. 

      “This is perfect,” Kieran said, staring up at the sky as a barrage of rainbow-colored lights glittered against the black night. Then he turned his head to look at me. “You’re perfect. Your friends are lucky to have you. I’m lucky to have you.” 

      That might be true but I had a wonderful family filled with amazing friends, and the love of my life by my side. What else could a small-town gal ask for?

      “No,” I whispered against the warmth of his skin beneath my lips. “I’m the lucky one.”
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      “WHY DID XANDER have to pick a bow tie for today? He knows I can’t tie one of these things.”

      Sean frowned as he stared into the hotel suite’s full-length mirror and attempted to tie his bow tie for the third time within minutes. When he had no more luck than he had on the first two attempts, he groaned. 

      “Here, give it to me,” I said. “Before you strangle yourself.”

      Sean turned to face me, the end of his navy tie hanging loosely around his neck. “When did you learn to tie one of these things?”

      I began to cross the narrow strips of fabric over one another and smirked. “Unlike you, I’ve been invited to places where a hint of decorum was required. This isn’t my first time in a tux.”

      “Mine either,” Sean said as he angled his chin up. “I wore one to Xander’s big award night when I was bodyguarding him.”

      “Yeah, and look how well that turned out. You got shot.”

      Sean brought his attention back to me. “I also got Xander. So I’d say it turned out pretty damn great.”

      “You would say that. But how about we try to make this time around in a tux less like Bond and more like Prince Charming?”

      “Don’t worry, baby brother—I’m not going to do anything to mess up Xander’s big day. This means the world to him, and he means the world to me.”

      I straightened his bow tie. “That’s about the sappiest thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

      Sean grinned. “What can I say? I’m in a sentimental mood. Be careful, I might cry.”

      I scoffed and turned him around to face the mirror. “There, what do you think?”

      Sean eyed himself closely, turning left to right, as he took in his pristine white shirt and the immaculate fit of his three-piece navy-blue tuxedo, then he nodded. “I think Xander’s a lucky guy.”

      I shook my head at Sean’s smug grin, then made my way over to where the boutonnieres sat on a fancy silver tray. I couldn’t help but smile to see that Bash had had the florist pin a small nametag to each one, just in case Sean and I weren’t able to discern that the bigger one was for the groom. 

      Gotta love a forward-thinking man. In fact, there wasn’t one thing I didn’t love about my man, and his help with Xander’s last-minute demands had been invaluable. Not only had Bash helped me reorder the flowers. He’d also arranged for his own private tailor to refit and order my suit to match Sean’s, and somehow everything had turned out without me having a heart attack. 

      Leaving him in our hotel bed so early this morning had been difficult, to say the least. But Bash had promised that if I went and played manservant to Sean, he would save all his dances and kisses for me. So here I was.

      “Okay, how about you stop admiring yourself for a second and let me get this thing on you? We’re due downstairs soon.”

      Sean sauntered over. “Hey, thanks for being here and, you know, making sure I get everything right. Means a lot to me.”

      That was about the most serious and heartfelt thing Sean had said to me in years. I reached for his lapel and pinned the flower in place. “Of course. I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      “Maybe one day I can return the favor.”

      “You can count on it.”

      “Really? How soon do you think that’s gonna happen?”

      “Well, it’s not like I’ve gone out and gotten a ring already, but it’s definitely on my mind.”

      “Wow.” Sean stared at me like he couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. “You really love him, don’t you? You’re nuts about this guy.”

      “I can’t imagine my life without him. So why wait?”

      Before Sean could respond, there was a knock on the door and Bailey stuck his head in. “Well, at least you’re dressed. I was worried I’d get over here and find you two watching the game.”

      Sean flipped him off as Bailey walked into the suite, shutting the door behind him.

      “You two scrubbed up well. Damn, Sean.”

      Sean puffed out his chest a little. “I know, I know. It’s hard to believe you’re related to someone who looks this good, huh?”

      Bailey rolled his eyes. “Actually, I was just thinking I hardly recognized you.”

      “Whatever. You’re just jealous I’m the most handsome of the three of us.”

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      I laughed as I picked up my boutonniere and pinned it in place.

      “How’s Xander doing? He hasn’t changed his mind, has he?” Sean asked, and I was kind of wondering the same thing, considering his major freak-out leading up to today’s event.

      “Xander is doing surprisingly well. He’s dressed and ready to go, looking handsome as ever.”

      “So what are you doing over here, then?”

      Bailey reached into his pocket, pulled out a small jewelry box, and handed it to Sean. “Xander wanted me to give you this.”

      “What is it?” Sean asked.

      I bumped his shoulder. “Open it and find out.”

      Sean slowly opened the box and peered inside, and then looked to me and Bailey with a frown. “Okay, that didn’t help. I still don’t know what it is.”

      Bailey started to laugh as he took the box from Sean. “It’s a lapel pin.”

      I glanced inside the open box to see a sparkling diamond with a thin silver chain. Oh, Bash would appreciate that. It was gorgeous. 

      I let out a low whistle. “So fancy. Watch out—Xander will make a gentleman out of you yet.”

      “Uh…it’s really nice.” A V formed between Sean’s brows. “But I have no idea how to put that on.”

      I reached for the box and looked at Bailey. “I’ve got this.”

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “I’m sure. I’ve seen Bash wear something similar. Lapel to pocket, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay.” I turned back to Sean as Bailey left to go and get the other groom of the day. “Let’s get this on you, so we can get you downstairs. Xander might not have changed his mind yet. But we don’t want to give him too long to think about it.”

      

      
        
        Bash

      

      

      “HAVE I MENTIONED how much I’m going to enjoy getting you out of this tux later?” Kieran murmured in my ear as we danced along to the band playing “Baby I Need Your Loving.” After the ceremony ended, the atrium of Pazzo’s 311 had been quickly transformed into a low-lit romantic paradise, where we’d all dined on the finest food and wine, and I was now taking my man for a spin around the dance floor. 

      I smiled against Kieran’s cheek. “Is that because you love me in this ensemble so much or because you don’t?”

      “I could never hate anything you put on your body. Trust me.” 

      Perfect answer. I’d had the navy damask tuxedo custom-made to match the blue of Kieran’s, but with a special edge, of course: fabulously pointed shoulders. 

      Across the crowded room, I saw the newlyweds in each other’s arms and beaming, not giving a care in the world to the fact that Sean wasn’t exactly a good dancer. Henri, all in black as expected, stood off to the side with his arm around Bailey’s waist, the two of them content to watch as they imbibed from the generously stocked open bar.

      It had been a stunningly beautiful wedding, one that had me imagining what I would do in such a space. Evening or daytime? Perhaps in a smaller space? Or would Kieran prefer something outdoors? I wasn’t sure. But one thing I knew for certain: watching Kieran walk out to stand by his brother up on that dais had definitely gotten me thinking about all the what-ifs and possibilities that lay ahead of us.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I looked into Kieran’s eyes and wasn’t sure if it was the lights, the atmosphere, or all the love in the room right now, but I could’ve sworn they were twinkling.

      “You know, just the usual,” I said. “That I have the most handsome date here tonight.”

      “Ah, so similar to me. Except I was thinking more along the lines that I have the most beautiful.”

      I batted my lashes. “Oh, please tell me more.”

      Kieran chuckled and spun me out of his arms before pulling me back in and ghosting his lips over mine. “He’s the most exquisite human I’ve ever encountered. Gorgeous, smart, unbelievably sexy, and I love him more than I ever imagined possible.”

      “You are such a sweet talker. You’re definitely going to get lucky tonight.”

      “I’m already lucky—you’re dancing with me. But make no mistake, I’ve been counting down the hours until we can be alone together again.”

      A shiver of anticipation raced up my spine. I’d been counting down the hours too. After being apart all day and then sitting through such an emotional ceremony and reception, all I wanted was to get Kieran alone and reconnect with him, body and soul. But I wasn’t about to pull him away from his brother’s wedding—unless, of course, he continued looking at me the way he was right now.

      Honestly, how did he expect me to behave myself when he was all but undressing me with his eyes? Naughty boy. 

      I was about to tell him to stop, when the song came to an end and Bailey walked up onto the stage behind the microphone. He tapped it a couple of times, and when everyone turned to face him, he smiled.

      “Hey, everybody, sorry to interrupt you all, but we have one final event to get through tonight before these two lovebirds leave.” He looked over to where Sean was standing behind Alexander, his arms wrapped tightly around his now husband. “Sean? Xander? Would you like to come to the center of the dance floor, please?”

      Ooh, I knew what was coming next, and I was more than ready. 

      “We also need all the single men and women to join the newlyweds, so don’t be shy,” Bailey said. “If you’re not single, move to the side unless you want to catch the bouquet.”

      “Oh no.” Kieran groaned. “I hate this part. Someone always shoves me out there.”

      “Darling, no need to fear. This is my moment.” I gave him a quick kiss and then sauntered off, heading center stage. 

      A small cluster of women gathered around as well, though they didn’t look nearly as excited as I did. 

      Well, that wouldn’t do. 

      As the wedding coordinator handed off a small bouquet of flowers that had been made specifically for this moment, I turned to face the women. 

      “You beauties,” I said, giving my most charming smile. “I can’t begin to tell each of you how stunning you look this evening. But I must warn you that I’ve got this, so feel free to shoo unless you’re ready to break a nail for the bouquet.”

      A couple of them widened their eyes, while others chuckled, but sure enough, they all moved away, leaving me standing perfectly in position. Sorry, ladies. 

      “Are we ready?” Bailey said, and as Alexander and Sean turned to look behind them and saw me, I gave a little wave of my fingers.

      “Throw it right here, loves. The ladies are just here to cheer me on.” 

      The newlyweds shared a look of pure amusement before Alexander turned around, his back toward me. The countdown began, and then he tossed it high into the air…

      Sending it straight into my outstretched arms. I gasped in delight as I held the bouquet up.

      “My oh my, would you look at that? What a surprise.” I hammed it up as Alexander, Sean, and Bailey all began to laugh, and then I looked over at Kieran. 

      “Oh, lieutenant,” I called out, motioning at him to join me. 

      My guy rarely blushed, but there was a light shade of pink creeping into his cheeks as he made his way to the dance floor. 

      “And here I thought you were just taking one for the team,” he said. 

      “Absolutely not. I wanted to lock in a sure thing.”

      Kieran’s lips curved into that grin that made my heart beat a little faster.

      “So I’m a sure thing, huh?”

      “Definitely. The love of my life.” I wound my arms around his neck and stole a kiss, and when I pulled back, I gave him a saucy wink. “Don’t you know? These things always come in threes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading TRUTH OR DARE.

        We hope you enjoyed the conclusion of Bash & Kieran’s love story!!

        We had so much fun we had writing it, and are thrilled by how you embraced these two the way you did!

      

        

      
        ~

      

        

      
        Next up from Brooke Blaine -

        Hudson Montgomery’s story.

      

        

      
        BEDHEAD

        (Hate to Love You #1)

        Pre-Order Here

      

      

      
        
        And from Ella Frank -

        Ryan Carrigan & Jameson Clarke’s story

      

        

      
        WICKED HEAT

        (Chicago Heat Series #1)

        Pre-Order Here

      

        

      
        ~

      

        

      
        If you’d like to catch up with the other characters mentioned in the Dare to Try Series you can find them at the links below!

      

        

      
        By Brooke Blaine

        Jackson Davenport & Lucas Sullivan (A Little Bit Like Love)

        Shaw Jennings & Trent Knox (A Little Bit Like Desire)

      

        

      
        By Ella Frank

        Alexander Thorne & Sean Bailey (Prime Time Series)

        Henri Boudreaux & Craig Bailey (Confession Series)

      

        

      
        **Love TRUTH OR DARE? Leave a review!

        Reviews are vital to authors, and all reviews, even just a couple of quick sentences, can help a reader decide whether to pick up our books.

        If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site you purchased from.**

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Ella Frank

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Exquisite Series

        Exquisite

        Entice

        Edible

      

        

      
        The Temptation Series

        Try

        Take

        Trust

        Tease

        Tate

        True

      

        

      
        Confessions Series

        Confessions: Robbie

        Confessions: Julien

        Confessions: Priest

        Confessions: The Princess, The Prick & The Priest

        Confessions: Henri

        Confessions: Bailey

      

        

      
        Prime Time Series

        Inside Affair

        Breaking News

        Headlines

      

        

      
        Intentions Duet

        Bad Intentions

        Good Intentions

      

        

      
        Sunset Cove Series

        Finley

        Devil’s Kiss

      

        

      
        Masters Among Monsters Series

        Alasdair

        Isadora

        Thanos

      

        

      
        Standalones

        Blind Obsession

        Veiled Innocence

        Pure Seduction

      

        

      
        PresLocke Series

        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Aced

        Locked

        Wedlocked

      

        

      
        Fallen Angel Series

        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Halo

        Viper

        Angel

        An Affair In Paris

        Lust. Hate. Love

      

        

      
        Elite Series

        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Danger Zone

        Need For Speed

        Classified

      

        

      
        Dare To Try Series

        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Dare You

        Dare Me

      

        

      
        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Sex Addict

        Shiver

        Wrapped Up in You

        All I Want for Christmas…Is My Sister’s Boyfriend

        Jingle Bell Rock

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Brooke Blaine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        South Haven Series

        A Little Bit Like Love

        A Little Bit Like Desire

      

        

      
        The Unforgettable Duet

        Forget Me Not

        Remember Me When

      

        

      
        L.A. Liaisons Series

        Licked

        Hooker

        P.I.T.A.

      

        

      
        Romantic Suspense

        Flash Point

      

        

      
        PresLocke Series

        Co-Authored with Ella Frank

        Aced

        Locked

        Wedlocked

      

        

      
        Fallen Angel Series

        Co-Authored with Ella Frank

        Halo

        Viper

        Angel

        An Affair In Paris

        Lust. Hate. Love

      

        

      
        Elite Series

        Co-Authored with Ella Frank

        Danger Zone

        Need For Speed

        Classified

      

        

      
        Dare To Try Series

        Co-Authored with Ella Frank

        Dare You

        Dare Me

      

        

      
        Standalone Novels

        Co-Authored with Ella Frank

        Sex Addict

        Shiver

        Wrapped Up in You

        All I Want for Christmas…Is My Sister’s Boyfriend

        Jingle Bell Rock

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ella Frank

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you’d like to get to know Ella better, you can find her getting up to all kinds of shenanigans at:

      

        

      
        The Naughty Umbrella

        (Facebook Group)

        TikTok

      

        

      
        Or any of the other social media links below!

      

        

      
        And if you would like to talk with other readers who love Ella’s character’s from her Chicagoverse, you can find them HERE at

        Ella Frank’s Temptation Series Facebook Group.

      

      

      
        
        Ella Frank is the USA Today Bestselling author of the Temptation series, including Try, Take, and Trust and is the co-author of the fan-favorite contemporary romance, Sex Addict. Her Exquisite series has been praised as “scorching hot!” and “enticingly sexy!”

      

        

      
        Some of her favorite authors include Nora Roberts, Tiffany Reisz, Riley Hart, J.R. Ward, Erika Wilde, and Carly Philips. 

      

        

      
        Want to stay up to date with all things Ella?

        You can sign up here to join her newsletter.

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Brooke Blaine

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooke Blaine is a USA Today Bestselling Author of contemporary and LGBT romance that ranges from comedy to suspense to erotic. The latter has scarred her conservative Southern family for life, bless their hearts.

       

      If you’d like to get in touch with her, she’s easy to find - just keep an ear out for the Rick Astley ringtone that’s dominated her cell phone for years. Or you can reach her at www.BrookeBlaine.com.

      
        
        Brooke’s Links

        Brooke’s Newsletter

        Brooke & Ella’s Naughty Umbrella

        TikTok

      

        

      
        www.BrookeBlaine.com

        brooke@brookeblaine.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg





