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      USA TODAY bestselling author Ella Frank continues the story of Alexander Thorne and Sean Bailey in Breaking News

      

      
        
        XANDER

      

      

      Sean Bailey, the older brother of my lifelong best friend, has always been a surly, temperamental pain in my ass. But sometime during the last few weeks, I’ve gone and fallen head over heels for him. 

      

      Gruff and charming, charismatic in his own way, I’ve found myself looking past my preconceptions and discovered a whole new side to Detective Dick—a side I could fall in love with.

      

      But life isn’t always easy—it can change course in the blink of an eye. Sometimes for the good and sometimes for the bad. I know this because last night I experienced both sides.

      

      I went to Sean for help in guarding my body; what I didn’t expect was for him to steal my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

        

      
        Sunset Cove Series

        Finley

        Devil’s Kiss

      

        

      
        Masters Among Monsters Series

        Alasdair

        Isadora

        Thanos

      

        

      
        Standalones

        Blind Obsession

        Veiled Innocence

      

        

      
        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

      

        

      
        Elite Series

        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Danger Zone

        Need For Speed

        Classified

      

        

      
        Co-Authored with Brooke Blaine

        Sex Addict

        Shiver

        Wrapped Up in You

        All I Want for Christmas…Is My Sister’s Boyfriend

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I don’t know how I missed you all these years, but I’m sure as hell not missing you now.

      

        

      
        ~ Sean
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            Xander

          

        

      

    

    
      “I KNOW THIS is difficult and you’ve been through a lot tonight, but if I could ask you a couple of questions about what you remember, that would be very helpful.”

      Blinking, I tried to focus on the man talking—Detective Nichols, I think he said his name was—but it was close to impossible to concentrate with the cacophony of sounds swirling around me in the ER waiting room.

      I had no idea how long I’d been standing out here—ten, twenty, thirty minutes? But it was long enough for me to realize that whatever was happening behind the double doors they’d wheeled Sean through earlier was nothing good.

      “Mr. Thorne?”

      My name was merely an echo inside my head as I started to pace, the repetitive action something I could focus on other than the tragedy that had brought me here in the first place.

      Back and forth.

      Back and forth.

      Back and—

      Cool fingers wrapping around mine made me stop, and when I looked into the familiar face staring at me, I stopped in my tracks. Bailey.

      Somewhere between the Fairmont Hotel and University Hospital I’d had the foresight to call him, and as I stared down at him now, I could barely recognize his features.

      His lips looked set in stone, perhaps to not let free the shout of sorrow he was no doubt feeling. His eyes were red-rimmed from crying, and when he squeezed his fingers around mine, I looked down to see the bloodstained cuff of my white dress shirt and couldn’t help but think of the last time Sean had done the same.

      “Xander?” Bailey’s voice was the only thing that seemed able to penetrate this trancelike state that had come over me since arriving. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      I looked to the vacant seat to Bailey’s right, but shook my head. I needed to move. I needed to keep active. When I stopped, memories flooded in. Memories I’d rather not think about, like all that blood…all of Sean’s blood.

      “Do you think he could do this a little later? He’s been through a lot tonight.”

      Henri. That was Henri speaking now, and when I turned back to face the detective, he was looking at me with sympathetic eyes.

      “Yeah, we can wait,” Detective Nichols said, and then turned his attention back to Henri. “I’m gonna stick around until I hear word on Sean’s condition, anyway. If he feels like talking, lemme know.”

      “Will do. I think he just needs to know that Dick—Sean—is okay before he can focus on anything else, you know?”

      “Yeah, I get it, trust me.”

      “Thanks, we’ll keep you updated.”

      The two of them shook hands, and as the detective left the waiting area, Henri came back over to Bailey and me.

      “Whenever you feel up to it, he really needs to talk to you.”

      I knew that, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel up to reliving what had happened tonight. I understood that the detective needed a statement, and probably had a whole slew of questions about the man who’d been killed. But I could barely manage to breathe right now, let alone answer questions.

      “Look,” Henri said. “It’s going to be a long night. How about we go and find a coffee or vending machine?”

      Bailey nodded and got to his feet, but when they turned to me, I shook my head.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “I’m not asking you to. Just get some coffee or something to eat.” Henri wrapped an arm around Bailey’s shoulders, and I had to look away from the picture they made. It was too painful to look at when the person I wanted wrapping his arms around me was in surgery.

      “It might do you some good to get away from here for a little bit. You haven’t sat down in nearly four hours.”

      So that was how long it’d been. Why hadn’t anyone come out to tell us how Sean was doing yet?

      “Maybe we could find a gift shop and get you a clean shirt or sweater?” Bailey suggested as he looked me over.

      I glanced down at my bloodstained shirt, then pulled my jacket shut and buttoned it. “I’m fine,” I said, not about to go anywhere.

      “Xander…” The sadness in Bailey’s voice made my eyes sting, and when I squeezed them shut, he wrapped his arms around me. I stiffened at the contact, not feeling worthy of such comfort. But that was Bailey’s way. His gentle and caring nature just exuded from him, and if I tried to fight it, I would just hurt a man I loved. “It’s okay to leave for a—”

      “I’m not leaving,” I said again by his ear.

      He pulled back and ran a hand down my cheek, his blue eyes boring into mine. “This isn’t your fault. You know that, right?”

      No, I didn’t know that. How could I? Sean had been at that award ceremony tonight because of me. He’d been fighting off that man because of me. And now he was lying in surgery, bleeding out, because of me.

      “Okay, if you don’t want to come with us, at least sit down. That way I won’t be worried about finding you passed out on the floor when we get back.”

      I swallowed back the automatic I’ll be fine and let Bailey guide me to the seats in the back of the waiting area.

      I collapsed down into the corner chair, settled in, and crossed my arms and legs. I could still see the doctors and nurses pushing in and out of the double doors. When I looked up to see Bailey watching me, I reached for his hand and said, “Go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      No. “Yes. I just… I just need time to process, that’s all.”

      Bailey wasn’t buying that for a second, judging from the furrow on his brow, but he said, “We won’t be long.”

      “Okay.”

      Bailey nodded, but before they left, Henri reached out and patted my arm. “Don’t forget, it’s Dick in there. If anyone’s stubborn enough to fight this and come out on the other side, it’s that pain in the ass.”

      I knew he meant to help, to lighten the mood, and a couple of weeks ago, he probably would’ve. But as the two of them walked out, all I could think of was the way Sean had been the last time I’d seen him, the last time I’d touched him, and my heart broke all over again.

      

      “MR. THORNE? MR. Thorne? I need you to come with me.”

      The firm voice and hand on my elbow helped guide me to my feet, as I watched the paramedics hover around Sean where I’d left him lying still and lifeless, bleeding out on the ballroom floor.

      This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be real. But as I looked down at my hands, the red stain on them told me just how real it was. That was Sean’s blood on my hands, Sean’s blood on my shirt, and as that reality began to filter in through the shock, my entire body began to shake.

      “Mr. Thorne? Did you hear me? I need you to come with me.” The hand holding my arm tightened and began to pull me away from the chaos—away from Sean—but I wasn’t going anywhere. Not unless he picked me up and bodily carried me from the room.

      “Let me go.” My voice was faint, even to my own ears. But whoever this man was kept right on walking, until I shook my head and said, more forcefully, “Let me go.”

      The fingers gripping my arm loosened, and as I spun around to relocate Sean, the room began to spin, and I swayed on my feet.

      “Blinding…” Sean’s earlier words echoed in my mind as the golden place settings reflected the lights and made everything around me blur. “You stepped into view, and now there’s nothing but you. Blinding.”

      “Mr. Thorne?” There was that voice again. “Are you okay?”

      Was I okay? I’d just seen a man shot and killed in front of me, and was now watching my bodyguard—my…Sean—bleed out on the ground. So, no, I was not okay. I wasn’t sure I ever would be again.

      As I took a step forward, my knees gave out from under me.

      “Shit.” An arm wrapped around my waist, and then I heard, “Look, my name is Nichols. Detective Nichols. I was here tonight with you and Sean.”

      Nichols? Yes, that sounded familiar.

      “Let me help you,” he said, offering up a grim smile.

      But I didn’t need help. Sean needed help. I heard someone count, “One, two, three,” and turned back to see the paramedics shifting Sean onto a stretcher.

      “I want to go with him,” I said, my voice barely audible. “I want to go wherever they’re taking him.”

      Nichols gave a clipped nod as the paramedics wheeled the stretcher by us. “Okay, then let’s go. They’ll have something in the rig for you to clean up with.”

      I looked down at my hands again and immediately tried wiping them on my pants, but it was no use. Sean’s blood was now well and truly staining my hands, just as I had feared, and nothing in that rig was going to wash it away.

      “Hey, Martinez?” Nichols called out as we pushed through the lobby doors. “You got room in there for one more? Pretty sure this one should be checked out too. He was the other person involved tonight.”

      Martinez looked me over as my body once again pitched to the side.

      “Got it. One sec,” she said, as she quickly helped her partner get the stretcher up into the ambulance. Then she came over to me, taking over from Nichols as my crutch. “Let’s get you inside and checked out, Mr. Thorne.”

      I wasn’t shocked that she recognized me, but I didn’t have it in me to acknowledge it. She guided me into the ambulance, and my eyes immediately locked on to Sean.

      He was hooked up to several machines monitoring God knows what, and the pallor of his skin told me just how much blood he’d lost. He had an oxygen mask in place, the shirt of his tux was cut open, and the blood soaking through the gauze packed into his side made my stomach revolt. A chill raced up my spine despite the suffocating heat of the night, as I stared down at his motionless body and tried to make sense of all of this.

      But that was impossible. There was no making sense of the brutally jarring image I was looking at. No connecting the loudmouth boy I’d grown up with, and the gruff but charming man I’d spent the last two weeks discovering, to this bleak picture he now made. It was soul destroying.

      I blinked as tears rolled down my face, trying to focus on him. But Sean was a mere shadow now, a familiar picture fading right before my very eyes, so I reached out and took his hand just in case he disappeared altogether.

      “You stay with me. You hear me,” I told him as the ambulance barreled along, the sirens wailing as it sped through the downtown traffic.

      I had no idea how long it took us to get to the hospital, or even which one we were at, but when the sirens ceased and the doors flew open, I let go of Sean’s hand and watched Martinez and her partner pull the stretcher free of the rig.

      When she looked back to me, I waved her off. I could climb out of the ambulance myself if it meant getting Sean into the hospital quicker.

      “What’ve we got?” one of the doctors barked.

      “Sean Bailey, thirty-eight-year-old male, stab wound to the upper left side, severe blood loss.”

      “Right. Tell surgery to prep OR three. Let’s go, everyone.”

      As they began rolling Sean off down the hall toward a set of double doors, Martinez fell back and took my arm.

      “Mr. Thorne,” she said, as I went to move by her. “Alexander.” At the use of my first name, I stopped and looked at her. “You have to wait here now. You can’t go back there.”

      As they pushed through the doors and Sean disappeared behind them, my heart sank. “No, I have to go with him. I—”

      “You need to let them do their job. Come with me. We’ll make sure you’re okay and find you somewhere to wait.”

      I turned back to see the doors were now shut and there was no movement on either side. He was gone. Sean was gone. And I had no idea if I’d ever see him again.

      

      “MR. THORNE? EXCUSE me, Mr. Thorne?”

      A gentle hand and voice had my brain reengaging, and when I remembered where I was—the waiting room—my eyes snapped open.

      “I’m sorry,” the surgeon said, giving me a half-smile. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but I know you came in earlier with Mr. Bailey. I have an update for you.”

      I sat up ramrod straight and looked around the waiting room for Bailey and Henri. They weren’t there—shit. I knew they’d given my name to the nurses’ station as family, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear whatever she was about to tell me alone.

      “He lost a lot of blood. The knife nicked his spleen, but he’s a strong one. He’s going to be okay.”

      As I tried to comprehend everything she was telling me, the room began to spin, and I clutched at my head.

      “Careful there.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “I’m sorry, I’m just… I’m relieved, that’s all.”

      “I understand. You’ve had a hell of a night.”

      Talk about an understatement.

      “He’s just come out of recovery and been moved up to his room. He’s still pretty out of it, but if you’d like to come and see him, you—”

      “Yes,” I said before she could even finish.

      She smiled and turned on her heel, slipping her hands into her pockets as she led me out of the waiting room. I fished my phone from my pants pocket and sent a text to Bailey: He’s awake. Surgery went well. Being taken back to his room now.

      “He’s just in there,” she said. I sent the room number to Bailey then stopped outside the door.

      I had no idea what to expect on the other side, and I wasn’t at all sure I was prepared for what I would see.

      I can do this, I told myself, and took in another breath. I can do this. Finally I pushed down on the handle. When I stepped inside and the door slowly shut behind me, I scanned the room and took a second to adjust to the low lighting, then zeroed in on the machines and IV poles full of drugs being pumped into Sean’s arm.

      “Hey there, anchorman.”

      My breath caught. I dragged my eyes up to Sean’s face and could barely believe what I was seeing. His glassy eyes were open, and a relaxed smile was curving his lips.

      He was awake…barely.

      “You really here, or—”

      “I’m really here,” I said, and rushed over to him on unsteady legs.

      As I reached his side, he took my hand and brought it to his lips to kiss. He whispered, “Good. Don’t leave,” and promptly passed out.
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      “MR. BAILEY? SEAN? It’s time for your labs.”

      I cracked an eye and saw the lights were still low. A short woman in teal scrubs walked around the end of my bed and came up to where my arm lay on my chest. She had a little toolbox in hand, one that contained every kind of needle and about twenty vials, which made me wonder if I’d have any blood left by the end of it.

      My side ached like a son of a bitch as I shifted, trying to sit up a little. As she dragged the portable table over so it hovered above my legs, I scanned the room. The clock read four—in the morning, I assumed—and when something in the corner shifted and caught my eye, I noticed someone slumped down in an uncomfortable-looking chair. Bailey?

      “My name’s Win, and I’m going to be your nurse for the foreseeable future. I need to get some blood from you, okay?”

      Sure, it wasn’t like I’d lost enough tonight. Or last night—right?

      As she went about preparing her weapons of choice, I rubbed at my eyes, trying to clear my vision. I was still a little groggy from whatever awesome pain meds they’d been feeding me since I’d come out of surgery.

      Surgery…fuck. I still couldn’t believe everything that had happened last night. Well, I couldn’t really remember anything that clearly, but I did remember the surgeon telling me that I’d been stabbed and was seriously lucky it hadn’t been a little higher, or things might’ve turned out a lot differently.

      As in dead differently.

      I shifted again, trying to get a more comfortable position, but when a sharp pain shot through my side, I realized that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. As Win began searching for the best possible vein to siphon my blood from, my eyes again landed on the person sitting in the corner.

      “My brother?”

      Win glanced over her shoulder. “No. Your brother is coming back first thing this morning. That’s Alexander Thorne. We heard you saved him tonight. You’re a hero.”

      Wait, Xander? What was he doing here? He’d been through enough tonight without having to sleep in some uncomfortable chair watching over my ass.

      “We couldn’t believe it at first,” Win said with a small laugh. “It’s weird, you know, seeing someone in person that you watch on the news every night.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “But he wouldn’t be moved, not even to get himself cleaned up.” Cleaned up? What was she talking about? But before I could ask, she said, “Okay, you’re going to feel a small prick in three, two, one.”

      I didn’t even notice the needle, my eyes now focused on Xander sitting with his arms and legs crossed, his head resting against the wall. He looked uncomfortable as hell, and after Win finished filling the millionth vial and started packing up, I said, “Do you mind turning the lights up a fraction?”

      “Are you sure? I bet if you close your eyes you’ll be able to get a couple more hours in before the next round.”

      “Yeah, it’s all good. If I get sleepy, the light won’t bother me.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      I nodded, and as she reached behind me to turn the light up enough that I could make out Xander, I thanked her.

      She gave a quick smile and headed for the door. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      When she disappeared out into the hall, I turned my attention back to Xander. He was still dressed in his tuxedo, from what I could make out, his black pants molding to his legs and his jacket draped over his crossed arms. His tie was hanging loosely around his neck now, not in the perfect bow it’d been at the beginning of the night, and his top couple of buttons were undone.

      His silver-streaked hair was sticking up all over the place, and he looked so disheveled, so unlike himself, that it made me smile. God, it was good to see him there, alive and in one piece. I’d heal soon enough. But if that motherfucker had gotten to Xander, if he’d hurt him in any way, I wasn’t sure how I would’ve dealt with it.

      As if he could sense someone watching him, Xander shifted in his seat and opened his eyes. He blinked several times, and when he saw me, his eyes widened and he sat up in his seat.

      That was when it happened. Xander’s jacket fell into his lap and his white dress shirt came into view—although it wasn’t white anymore.

      A deep red stain covered nearly the entire bottom of the material, with blood spattered across the rest of it. His sleeves hadn’t fared much better, with patches of red soaked into the snowy-white shirt. As though he sensed where I was looking, Xander quickly rearranged the jacket to again cover as much of the blood as he could.

      “When did you wake back up?”

      Back up? I didn’t remember waking up before now. “A few minutes ago, when they came to get my blood.”

      Xander slowly got to his feet, and when he went to take a step forward, swayed a little, then stopped and reached out to put a hand on the wall.

      Jesus, he looked like he was about to keel over. Actually, now that I was really looking at him, I noticed how pale he was, how red his eyes were. Xander looked like he’d been to hell and back, and I automatically reached for my blankets, ready to shove them aside and go to him—IV and stitches be damned.

      Xander looked up, and when he saw what I was about to do, he straightened and said, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “You looked like you were about to fall—”

      “So you were, what? Going to catch me?” He rushed to my side then reached out and wrapped his fingers around mine. “You already saved me once tonight,” he whispered, trying to blink away the tears welling in his eyes. “It’s time to start thinking about yourself now.”

      I licked my dry lips, looked down at our joined hands, and squeezed. When Xander sucked in a breath, I returned my attention to his strained features.

      He looked about as good as I felt. When he closed his eyes and said, “I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel you do that again,” I wondered just what kind of hell he’d been through tonight.

      “Hey.” I waited for Xander’s eyes to open and then tried for a smile. “It’s over now. I’m right here.”

      “I know, but— God, Sean. I’m so sorry.” He lowered his head and pressed his lips to the center of my palm, and his pain was so raw that my heart felt as though it were breaking in half.

      “Xander, it’s okay,” I said, and reached for the side of his face, brushing away the tears. “I’m okay.”

      “But you weren’t.” As he stared down at me, the fear and worry swirling in his eyes told me that whatever he’d been through tonight—whatever we’d been through—he was still experiencing it in high definition.

      “You were as far from okay as I’ve ever seen you. I thought you were going to die tonight, Sean. I thought I was watching you die…”

      As he swallowed in a gulp of air, I shook his hand to try to get him to focus on my face, get him to focus on something other than what he was obviously reliving.

      “That all mine?” I asked, and nodded toward his shirt.

      Xander looked down then quickly brought his jacket up in an attempt to cover it. “Yes. I didn’t want to leave, and—”

      “Not even to get changed?” Something about that sacrifice, that devotion, struck at my very core. “Thank you.”

      As Xander stroked his thumb over the back of my fingers, my eyes began to feel heavy, my exhaustion creeping back in. “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I have a feeling there are many things I have to thank you for. But my head’s feeling a little trippy, so you’ll have to tell me later.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      “You need rest.” My eyes slowly shut. “And new clothes.”

      “Ryan’s going to bring them by in the morning.”

      I smiled at the mention of Xander’s assistant. “Ryan…he likes me. You still should go home.”

      Gentle fingers stroked the hair from my forehead then cool lips pressed a kiss there, and before I completely gave myself over to dreamland and drugs, I heard Xander whisper, “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      “RISE AND SHINE, you two.”

      The door to Sean’s room cracked open and his nurse, Win, stuck her head inside. I blinked a couple of times and shifted in the chair that’d become my home away from home this past week.

      “I have a feeling today is the day you’re going to get sprung from this joint, and you’re going to want to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when Dr. Marx comes to see you.”

      A soft groan from the bed signaled that Sean was waking. When his eyes opened and locked on mine, everything inside me sat up and paid attention.

      All week it’d been like that. If Sean was awake, he was searching me out, watching me with a look of impatience, as though he wanted to kick everyone out so we could talk and reconnect.

      Whenever his eyes were on me, I knew it. My heart thumped, my pulse raced, and every fiber of my being urged me to go to him, to touch him, and I would’ve if we weren’t surrounded by people watching our every move.

      But that’s where we were, stuck in a monotonous merry-go-round where every day seemed exactly the same as the one before. And since we were never truly alone, it seemed we’d both reverted to our usual roles in each other’s lives.

      Bailey’s big brother and Bailey’s best friend. Two roles that allowed us to be in constant contact, and Bailey just assumed that my desire to stay with Sean was based on some misplaced sense of guilt, which wasn’t entirely inaccurate. I felt guilty about many things.

      Sean being at the NPF Awards.

      Sean being stabbed.

      Sean lying in a hospital bed with a scar as a permanent reminder of our first date, and the fact that the date we’d been on hadn’t just been for show.

      Yes, that was the one I felt the guiltiest about. Especially since it’d been splashed all over every news channel that Alexander Thorne’s date had been injured saving him from a crazed attacker. “No” and “comment” had become my two favorite words lately.

      “Morning, Win,” Sean said, as he pressed a button to make the bed rise and scooted up the mattress.

      “Hey there, detective.” She turned to me and smiled. “Xander.”

      “Good morning,” I said as I stretched my neck and got to my feet, then I raised my arms over my head to crack my back.

      “Jesus.” Sean winced. “If you’re not careful, you’re gonna end up in here as I’m getting out. That chair cannot be comfortable.”

      I ran a hand through my hair as I walked to the foot of his bed and watched Win wrap the blood-pressure cuff around his bicep.

      “It’s not that bad.” That was a lie. I’d decided that chair could be used as a torture device. One week sitting, and sleeping in it, would have me caving and answering anything just to get the hell out of it.

      As it was, I’d made sure to go for walks around the ward and down to the cafeteria to stretch my legs—but never outside of the hospital, never too far from Sean.

      “You’re so full of it.” A half-smile played on Sean’s lips as he eyed me. “Isn’t he full of it, Win?”

      Win looked over her shoulder at me, and then the chair, and screwed her nose up.

      “I have to admit, I’ve slept in those suckers a couple of times, and they are not comfortable—and you’re much taller than I am.”

      Sean chuckled. “In other words, he’s full of it and should’ve gone home to sleep in his huge, comfy-ass bed.”

      “I’m just fine,” I said, not wanting to get into this discussion for the seventh day in a row.

      Sean wanted me to go home and get some rest. But there were two problems with that: I wasn’t about to leave him until I saw him safely out of this hospital room, and was satisfied that he was able to do things for himself.

      And I didn’t want to be alone. The last place I wanted to be was my house, where everything I looked at would remind me of what had happened.

      “Don’t you need to be quiet when getting your blood pressure checked?” I looked to Win, who grinned.

      “That’s a good idea. It’ll be more accurate. Zip it, detective.”

      Sean eyed me as the air began to inflate the cuff, and the expression on his face was one full of curiosity, one full of questions he’d been unable to ask just yet. But I had no doubt that the second we were alone for longer than a handful of minutes, I’d be in for it. The detective in him wouldn’t let things go unanswered for too long.

      “Blood pressure is one seventeen over sixty, all but perfect. How’s the side?”

      Sean nodded. “It’s good. I mean, considering Marx had to sew it up. It’s still tender, but nothing like it was.”

      “On a scale of one to ten? Ten being ‘Nurse Win, I’ve just arrived in the ER with a stab wound to my insides’?”

      Sean chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, fair enough. Maybe like a…two point five? A three?”

      “Okay. That’s good. Dr. Marx will be by soon to check the incision, but I’m pretty sure you’ll be going home today. You got someone to take you there?”

      “Yes,” I said, before Sean had a chance to speak. “I’ll be taking him home and making sure he’s okay.”

      Sean arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “That’s good. You know everything that’s been going on here with him, so that’ll help with his recovery.” Win undid the cuff and stuffed it in the basket attached to the machine’s pole, then ran the thermometer across Sean’s forehead. “Ninety-seven point two, perfect. Right, I’m going to go and grab your last round of antibiotics. The doctor has you on pills today, another good sign. I’ll be back in a few.”

      “Sounds great.” Sean didn’t take his eyes off me as Win wheeled the machine out the door. As soon as she was gone, and the two of us were alone, he grinned. “You really taking me home?”

      Damn, I was in so much trouble. That lazy grin was the only thing that gave my world purpose right now, and that told me I had to tread carefully—so very, very carefully—or I could wind up losing everything I held dear.

      “I am.”

      Sean’s lips twitched when I didn’t move from the foot of the bed, and I had a feeling he knew the exact reason for the self-imposed distance I was keeping between us. Something he confirmed when he looked to the clock over my shoulder.

      “Bailey and Boudreaux on their way?”

      “I imagine so. Bailey won’t want to miss this.”

      Sean nodded and tapped his fingers on his thigh, then he said, so softly I almost missed it, “Come over here.”

      God, I wanted to. It took me actually gripping the foot rail of his bed not to. But in the end, common sense prevailed. “I think it might be better if I stay here.”

      Sean’s brow furrowed, and I could see the frustration but also the understanding.

      “You’re the main reason I’ve been on my best behavior this last week. You know that, right?” When I merely stared at him, Sean ran his eyes down over me and sighed. “Having you this close and not being able to touch you is driving me insane. I want out of this bed, Xander. I want out of this hospital. I want to be somewhere no one else is, so I can finally ask you how you are and be able to hold you when you tell me you’re not okay. Because I can see it…”

      My eyes stung, and I whispered, “I want that too.”
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      FRUSTRATED DIDN’T EVEN come close to how I was feeling as I stared at Xander at the end of my bed.

      This past week had felt like an eternity. Between surgery and recovery, everyone who walked through my hospital room door had told me that my only job was to heal and get better.

      Not a hard thing to do when you were laid up in bed and monitored around the clock. But switching your brain off? That was a hell of a lot more difficult. Granted, mine had been stuck on pause for a day or two, courtesy of some really kickass drugs. But once they’d worn off, and the events of that night came trickling back in, I realized that I wasn’t the only one who was in need of some healing.

      Xander was struggling. I could see it on his face, hear it in his voice, and sense it in every move he made. He was here twenty-four seven, and yet he wasn’t always here. There’d be moments where I’d catch him staring off into space, the expression in his eyes tormented, and where he went during that time was what worried me.

      I’d remembered most of what happened that night. The brain-numbing thank-you speeches, the suspect rushing Xander and then going head to head with me. I remembered the knife in my side before I’d gotten off the final shot, but after that, things got a little fuzzy.

      But the haunted look in Xander’s eyes told me he remembered everything.

      “Xander. Come here.” I could tell by his torn expression that he wanted to, but was holding himself back. He hadn’t left the hospital since the moment he’d arrived with me. Had been within calling, walking, or touching distance for the last seven days. However, after that first night, when he’d held my hand and told me he wasn’t going anywhere, he’d been careful not to touch me. He’d withdrawn and pulled back from everyone.

      It was subtle, and Bailey and Kieran—even Boudreaux—were so caught up in making sure that I was okay that they’d overlooked the other member of our family. That was about to end.

      I might not remember all the details just yet, but one thing I recalled with startling clarity was how I’d felt before we’d gone to the awards dinner. How I’d felt when Xander stepped out of his bedroom dressed like a million dollars.

      My heart had tripped all over itself at the vision he made, and I would’ve done just about anything to make him mine. A sentiment that still rang true.

      “Sean, I think it’s best if I—”

      “Wakey, wakey, sleeping beauty.” My youngest brother, Kieran, strolled into the room with a big grin on his mug and a box of donuts in hand. “Just saw Nurse Win in the hall. She tells me that today’s the day as long as you behave yourself.”

      Kieran chuckled as he came to a stop next to Xander and clapped him on the shoulder. Xander took the donuts and flashed a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Not that Kieran noticed.

      But again, I was paying attention. Kieran wasn’t.

      “Yep, that’s what she told us too,” I said as Xander placed the box of donuts on the table tray by the wall.

      “Sooo, basically you’re gonna be stuck in here another year if it’s based on you behaving.”

      “Fuck off. The sooner I’m out of here, the better. I can’t wait to wear something that doesn’t have my ass hanging out the back of it.”

      “No shit, especially if reporters come sniffing around asking about Xander’s big, brave date who saved him. You’re all over the news. Isn’t that right, Xander?”

      “He sure is.” Xander turned to face us with a pile of napkins in hand. “Most of the facts have been kept vague, though, so I’m not worried. It’ll die off eventually. You want the Ensure or broth this morning, Sean?”

      I screwed my nose up. “How about a chocolate-covered donut?”

      Kieran scoffed. “How about no. Plus, I only bought those glazed cake ones that Xander eats.”

      “Which I appreciate very much. Thank you Kieran.”

      Kieran shrugged. “In all fairness, it wasn’t really my idea. Bay thought you might want something other than—”

      “Cafeteria food and lukewarm coffee.” Bailey’s voice filled the room as he stepped through the door carrying a tray with four coffees, Boudreaux close on his heels. “We just got the update from Win. She says Dr. Marx will be around to see you soon.”

      “So I heard.”

      As my room went from two to five in the blink of an eye, Bailey walked over to Xander and pulled him into a hug, kissing his cheek. “How are you doing? You must be thrilled he’s going home today. Now you can finally go home and sleep in your bed.”

      Xander returned the embrace, and something in my gut twisted. Something a lot like…jealousy. Shit.

      “It hasn’t been that bad.” Xander took one of the coffees from the tray and glanced at me. “I’m just happy he’s feeling better. That’s the main thing.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Boudreaux said from the corner, where he was propping up a wall with his shoulder. “I kind of enjoyed drugged-up Dick. He didn’t talk.”

      I flipped the fucker off, and had to admit that it felt good to have the energy to be able to lift my arm to do it.

      “Henri,” Bailey said, but his smile was the first I’d seen all week. He looked happy, in love, and relieved to see me finally looking human again.

      “So what’s the plan?” Bailey said. “Win told me you’re going to have to take things easy for a while. No heavy lifting, no driving, no exercise for at least a couple of weeks.”

      Yeah, my future looked so thrilling that I could barely contain my excitement.

      Xander walked over and handed me the bottle of Ensure. I narrowed my eyes on him, and he smirked. “Drink it.”

      I took it from him and shook it a little harder than necessary, then uncapped it and swallowed the first unappetizing gulp. I aimed a tight-lipped grin Xander’s way. “Happy?”

      “Ecstatic. Now finish it.”

      As he walked away, Bailey smiled at him and squeezed his shoulder, then moved to take a seat at the end of the bed.

      “So, I want to talk to you about something,” Bailey said.

      Oh, shit, I could tell by his tone that whatever it was, I wasn’t going to like it.

      “Henri and I talked, and we think it might be a good idea if you come and stay with us until you’re back on your feet.”

      Luckily I’d swallowed the sip I’d just taken, because I nearly choked at his suggestion. Staying where Boudreaux and my little brother were sleeping in the same bed just doors down the hall was a no. So was the idea of staying in a house anywhere with Boudreaux. As I tried to come up with a polite way to say that, Xander—thank God—stepped in to save my sorry ass.

      “Actually, I’ve taken some time off from work, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to help Sean. It’s the least I can do, considering this was my fault.”

      The room fell silent, and you could’ve heard a pin drop. His fault? Was that what he really thought? This wasn’t his fault. It was the fault of that motherfucker who’d stalked him and tried to kill him.

      But before I could say that, Bailey was on his feet and taking Xander’s hands in his—another thing I envied him for.

      “This is not your fault,” Bailey said.

      “Bay, I—”

      “No. It’s not your fault. I told you that the first night, and I meant it. Right, Sean?”

      Bailey looked to me, and I hated that I couldn’t say exactly what I was thinking. That I would’ve jumped in front of a fucking bullet if it meant that Xander was still alive.

      Instead, I nodded and said, “Of course it’s not his fault.”

      “You hear that?” Bailey said, looking back to Xander. “No one in here blames you. So you need to stop blaming yourself.”

      Xander’s lips tightened, and I had a feeling he wanted to say a lot in response, but he merely said, “Okay.”

      Bailey squeezed his hands. “Okay, so that means you don’t have to take time off to look after Sean. Henri and I can do it.”

      Oh, for the love of— Nothing like being talked about as though you weren’t even there. But Xander narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “No. He took the time to look after me when I needed it. So I’d like to pay him back.”

      I shifted on the bed, my eyes landing on Boudreaux, who was watching me closely, a frown on his face. I wondered if he was as disturbed at the prospect of living with me as I was with him.

      “Ha,” Kieran said. “Bet you never thought the day would come when people fought over looking after your sorry ass. Don’t worry, I’m not volunteering. I’d rather be chasing ass. I’ll come pay yours a visit occasionally. Sound good? Good.”

      “We’re not fighting.” Bailey chuckled. “I just don’t want to overwhelm Xander. He’s been through enough with all of this. He should take some time to himself and breathe.”

      “Bailey?”

      Boudreaux had finally decided to chime in, and I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say. Something along the lines of: If Xander wants to take him, for fuck’s sake, let him. But he shocked the shit out of me.

      “If this is something Xander wants to do, let him. It’s not like they have a gift basket that says, ‘Thank you for saving my life.’”

      If I could’ve, I would’ve fucking hugged Boudreaux, because he was the only one who was going to get through to Bailey without a guilt trip.

      Bailey sighed but nodded. “You’re right, you’re right.” He looked between Xander and me. “But if either of you need any help, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “I promise,” Xander said, then grabbed himself a donut.

      Bailey sat back down at my feet and took one of my hands in his. “This plan work for you?”

      I took another swallow of my Ensure and nodded. It was the only plan that worked for me.

      “Okay. Well, that settles that. There was no one I trusted more to look after Xander when he was in trouble, and that goes both ways. I know he’ll take good care of you.”

      Of that I had no doubt, and selfishly, I couldn’t wait to have some alone time with him again.

      About to make some vague response, I was saved when Dr. Marx walked through the door.

      “Well, good morning, everyone. I see we have a full house. That must mean we’re sending someone home today.”
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      “YOU NEED A ride, detective?” With a smile plastered on my face, I stared out the open window of Sean’s SUV to where he sat in a wheelchair at the front entrance to the hospital.

      In a pair of grey sweatpants, navy-blue t-shirt, and a Chicago Bulls cap that Bailey had brought in for him, Sean almost looked like his usual self. If you didn’t count the paleness of his skin or the slight tightening of his lips as Win helped him to his feet.

      After putting the SUV in park, I climbed out to go and help, and with Win holding the door wide and my arm around his waist, Sean managed to get into the vehicle with no issue. Once he was inside, Win handed me the bag with his belongings and a smaller one with his meds.

      “Thank you,” I said, and made a mental note to send her some flowers to let her know how much I appreciated everything she’d done for us.

      “You’re welcome. I’m really going to miss you two.”

      “I think we’re going to miss you more.” And that was the truth. Win had been a lifesaver.

      “You’re going to be fine.” She gently squeezed my arm. “But make sure to look after yourself too, okay? You’ve been through a lot this past week and haven’t had much time to process.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are right now because you have other things to focus on. But just be sure to give yourself time to adjust.”

      “I will,” I said, and mustered up my brightest smile. “Thank you again.”

      “Anytime. I’ll see you on the news, Mr. Thorne.”

      She waved to Sean as I headed around to the driver’s side and climbed in behind the wheel. Once I was inside, I looked at Sean and said, “Time to buckle up.”

      He looked over his shoulder to the seatbelt and then turned back to me. “Uh, it hurts a little to twist and grab it. Do you mind?”

      Of course it did. God, I was an idiot.

      Careful not to lean on him, I reached across him and went to pull the belt across his chest. Sean’s hand on my arm halted me, and I realized just how close we were to one another.

      “Hi,” he said, his eyes roaming all over my face.

      “Hi.”

      Sean took in a deep inhale and closed his eyes, and I tightened my fingers around the nylon strap.

      “You smell fucking amazing,” he said.

      “Sean…” It felt like forever since I’d been this close to him, forever since I’d touched him. I reached up and ran my fingers down his cheek. “I can’t believe that you’re already going home today. When just last week—”

      “Shh.” Sean placed a hand over mine and turned his face into my palm, and the feel of his lips made my heart thump a little harder. “Thanks for volunteering to be my keeper.”

      He didn’t need to thank me. It’d been the best way I could think of to get him alone. But before I could say that, a horn blasted from behind us.

      I startled and let go of the belt. Sean twisted to grab hold of it, and I straightened up and narrowed my eyes. “You didn’t really need help with that, did you?”

      As I fastened my own seatbelt, Sean chuckled.

      “Guilty.”

      I couldn’t help the twitch to my lips because that was totally a Sean move. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.”

      “That’s why I’m in the car and not the hospital, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Speaking of, how did you get my SUV to the hospital? I never saw you leave.”

      “I didn’t,” I said as I pulled out onto the main road. “We had your keys, and Henri picked it up from the hotel the next day.”

      “Wait, you’re saying Boudreaux drove my car?”

      I knew all about the contentious relationship between Sean and Henri. “He did, and luckily for you, he didn’t strip it for parts.”

      “Hilarious.”

      I grinned. “Oh, come on. When are you going to let up on him?”

      “How ’bout never?”

      “He’s really not that bad.”

      “He’s really not that good either.”

      Okay, so there was no love lost there. I knew that, and I didn’t envy Bailey trying to juggle the two of them all the time. But who knew—maybe one day they would find some common ground.

      There was hardly any traffic, since it was the middle of the day, so it didn’t take too long to get back to Sean’s place. As I pulled into his drive and parked in front of the garage, I had a sudden flashback to the last time I was there. The night I’d come to ask Sean for help.

      After cutting the engine, I gripped the steering wheel in an effort to keep my hands from shaking. When I finally felt I had a handle of myself, I pulled the keys from the ignition and turned to Sean.

      “We’re going to talk about that,” he said.

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Yeah, that’s not gonna work with me. So get the denial out of your system now, because the next time I ask, I want a straight answer.”

      I bit back my automatic impulse to deflect, and instead nodded and climbed out of the SUV, then came around and opened the door. “Don’t even think about asking me to unbuckle you.”

      “No? What a shame.” Sean laughed as he released the belt, then he leaned on me to climb out of the vehicle.

      “Can you make it to the front door okay?”

      “I can walk fine. It was just getting in and out of the SUV that was difficult.”

      I nodded, but watched him closely as I grabbed our things from the back seat.

      Sean unlocked the door, and I followed him inside. It was difficult to believe that this was only the second time I’d been to his place. It was exactly as I remembered, and about as personalized as the hospital room he’d just been discharged from. Except now it had a stale, locked-up smell to it.

      “Okay.” I stepped around him and headed toward the living area. “I’m going to go around and open up some windows, get this place aired out. You take a seat, and I’ll be back in a minute.”

      As I went from room to room, I noticed that, like in the living and dining area, there wasn’t a whole lot of anything that personalized Sean’s place.

      The first room I stepped into, his master bedroom, had a queen-sized bed in the center. Just the box spring and mattress—no headboard—but it was neatly made with a blue and grey duvet and a couple of pillows thrown on top. He had a nightstand on either side, and only one lamp on the stand closest to the door. The side he slept on, I assumed.

      As I walked past the lone set of drawers in the room, I noted there was nothing on top of them, and there was nothing on the cream-colored walls either. When I opened the window and the summer breeze drifted inside, I wondered if Sean ever slept with it like that or if the cop in him made him lock up every night.

      The next room—his study, maybe?—was a little smaller than the master but big enough for a treadmill on one side and an old, beat-up desk on the other. I quickly slid open the window, not wanting him to think I was snooping around, but then noticed a photo frame sitting beside Sean’s laptop.

      It was the only thing in the entire place that told me this was where he lived. I picked it up to take a look and immediately recognized the photo, and why wouldn’t I? I’d taken it.

      It was of him and his brothers at Bailey’s sixteenth birthday. God, talk about a blast from the past. As I looked at the three of them with their arms all slung around each other’s shoulders, I could vividly recall the exact moment I’d taken it…

      

      “OH, THERE YOU two are,” Mrs. Bailey said as she slid open the back door and came inside holding a tray of grilled steaks and hot dogs.

      She flashed her warm smile at me and the birthday boy currently trying to beat my score on his new Nintendo game, and I rushed around the counter to help her out.

      “Here, let me get that for you, Mrs. B.”

      She handed it over and let out a feigned sigh. “Why thank you, Xander. It’s nice to know that someone’s mother raised them right.”

      “Sorry, Mom, I’m trying to beat—” Bailey paused and then muttered, “Aw, man.”

      I laughed as I took the tray and headed to the small island at the center of the kitchen. “He’s trying to beat me at that new game. But he keeps losing.”

      “Ah, I see.” She wiped her hands on her apron then stood beside Bailey. “Maybe I could have a go. Think I could beat Xander’s score?”

      Bailey scoffed and glanced over his shoulder, and she arched an eyebrow at him.

      “You never know. I might surprise you.”

      I laughed, and Bailey glared at me. “Nope. I’m gonna beat him. This time, I’m gonna beat him.”

      “Mhmm,” his mother said as she walked to the fridge and pulled the door open. “Well, do you mind doing it after we get your birthday photo? Your father already had to leave for work, and now Sean says he has to go—”

      “Aw, come on, Mom, can’t we skip it? It’s not really a family photo without the whole family.”

      “My three boys are here, and that’s all that matters.” She put the lettuce and tomatoes on the chopping board and then grabbed the camera and handed it to me.

      “Will you take it for me, Xander? Kieran’s out the back kicking the soccer ball around, and Sean’s— Actually, I don’t know where Sean went.”

      “Sure, I don’t mind. I’ll try not to chop their heads off.” I looked at Bailey whose eyes were glued on his game. “Bay? You coming?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute. Why don’t you grab the other two and I’ll be out as soon as I kick your ass.”

      “Craig Bailey,” his mother said, pointing her knife his way. “You might be sixteen today, but you do not talk like that in this house.”

      Bailey scoffed, but didn’t look up. “Sean does.”

      “Sean’s…Sean.”

      Deciding to make a break for it before things got any worse, I headed outside to track down the other two Bailey brothers.

      I loved coming here. Not because I had family issues or an unhappy upbringing. But because here it was like I had brothers of my own. I’d grown up spending my afternoons and summers playing with the Baileys.

      I looked out from the deck, and Kieran was exactly where Mrs. B had said he was, kicking around the soccer ball. But Sean, Bailey’s eldest brother, was nowhere in sight.

      I made my way down the steps with the camera in hand, then saw someone leaning against the side of the house.

      I sighed and suddenly wished Bailey was out here with me. Sean was the one family member that always managed to ruffle my feathers. I wasn’t alone in that. He had a reputation of pissing off everyone within arm’s reach.

      I looked at the camera in my hand and took a deep breath. Just go and ask him, I told myself. What’s the worst he can do? Say no?

      “Hey, Sean?” I called out, then made my way toward him. When he looked at me, my feet faltered.

      Dressed in flip-flops, shorts, and a Chicago Bulls t-shirt, he had a cap pulled down low over his face and his entire posture screamed, Get lost. Ugh, I had no idea why I was so intimidated by him. He was nineteen, only a year older than me. But there was something so intense about Sean, something that made me keep my guard up around him.

      When I stopped in front of him, he took in a deep inhale of his cigarette and blew it right by my face. I fanned the smoke aside and frowned.

      God, he was such a jerk.

      “What do you need, Xander?”

      Resisting the urge to go back inside and let Mrs. B deal with him, I held up the camera. “Your mom wants me to get a photo of you guys.”

      Sean scoffed. “Why bother? Didn’t you hear? Dear old Dad just left.”

      The sneer in Sean’s voice unnerved me, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint why.

      “She said just you, Bay, and Kieran.”

      Sean took another inhale, and this time tipped his head back to blow the smoke into the sky. “I think I’m just gonna split.”

      Typical Sean. Didn’t give a shit about anyone but himself, and something about that really rankled me. Here he was all pissed because their father had cut and run, and he was about to do the same thing.

      “Really?” I said, before I could think better of it. “It’s your brother’s birthday and you’re gonna just peace out? That’s nice.”

      Sean shoved off the side of the house and took a step forward. Though my brain screamed to back the hell up, I stood my ground. I wasn’t about to let Sean Bailey intimidate me.

      “Haven’t you heard?” he said in a whisper-low voice. “I’m never nice. Just ask my dad. If you want the good Bailey brother, stick with the one inside.”

      Sean turned and began to walk away. I clenched my fingers around the camera strap and called out, “Leaving now just proves him right, you know.”

      Sean stopped and looked over his shoulder. “So? What do you care if I stay or go?”

      I had no idea. Of all the Baileys, Sean was my least favorite. But something about him tonight felt different. He seemed desperate and dejected, and something told me not to let him leave—at least not yet.

      “I don’t. But Bay will, and I know you care about your brother.”

      Sean narrowed his eyes then marched back over to me. “You trying to make me feel guilty?”

      “Depends,” I said, and tilted my chin up. “Is it working?”

      Sean’s jaw twitched as he glared me down, then, without another word, he brushed by me, our shoulders connecting hard.

      “One photo and I’m out.”

      

      AROUND TEN MINUTES after that conversation, I’d taken this photo. Bailey’s bright smile had beamed out at me after he’d finally beaten my game score. Kieran’s goofy grin had been carefree and full of braces. Then there was Sean, with his half smirk, an arrogant expression that didn’t quite reach his eyes. I couldn’t stop myself from stroking a finger down his cheek, wondering what he’d been thinking in that moment.

      I hadn’t thought about that night in years, and from what I recalled, it wasn’t exactly a pleasant one for Sean. So why keep this photograph above all others? I had no idea.

      “You get lost, anchorman?”

      Caught red-handed, I turned around to see Sean leaning against the doorframe. I quickly set the photo down, feeling as though I’d stumbled on something intensely private.

      “No. I came in here to open the window, and—”

      “Took a stroll down memory lane instead?”

      “Something like that.”

      Sean nodded and shoved away from the door. “Do you remember that night?”

      “I do.”

      “What do you remember about it?”

      “In relation to you? Honestly?”

      “Honestly.”

      “I remember you being a complete jerk.”
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      XANDER HAD BEEN gone awhile now for someone just opening windows. I’d heard him moving around earlier, but now the only thing I could hear in my house was the blasted ticking of my wall clock.

      Funny that I’d never noticed it before. But after spending the last few weeks in someone else’s constant company, this sudden solitude was jarring.

      I gingerly pushed to my feet, not wanting to pop a staple. As I made my way down the hallway, I looked at my home through fresh eyes and could see where Xander had been coming from that first night he’d stopped by.

      Compared to his place, this was like living in a shoebox. But I didn’t think Xander’s comment was about the size so much as the lack of decor, because he’d never batted an eye at my childhood home growing up, and it wasn’t much bigger than this place.

      As I walked by the main bathroom, I peered inside to see it was empty, and then kept going down the hall until I reached my study. That’s where I found him.

      Xander was standing in front of my desk staring at the photo of me and my brothers, and I wondered if he remembered that night. I remembered it like it was yesterday, and I remembered him. But I was sure that if he had any recollection, it was vastly different to my memory.

      Instead of alerting him to my presence, I decided to take a moment and drink in the sight of him. In designer jeans and a light blue button-up shirt, Xander looked as put together as always, compared to me and my sweatpants. But that was nothing new; he’d always dressed better than anyone else in the room, even as a teenager.

      It was like Xander was in some kind of trance as he stood there, and when he ran his fingers over the image and sighed, I decided it was time to speak up.

      “You get lost, anchorman?”

      Xander jerked around as though I’d caught him looking at a secret porn stash, then quickly placed the photograph back on the desk.

      “No. I came in here to open the window, and—”

      “Took a stroll down memory lane instead?”

      “Something like that.”

      I nodded and walked across the room, wanting to get closer to him, wanting to touch him now that I could. When I stopped in front of him, I let my eyes fall to the photo. “Do you remember that night?”

      “I do.”

      “What do you remember about it?”

      “In relation to you? Honestly?”

      “Honestly.”

      “I remember you being a complete jerk.”

      Yeah, that was pretty much what I’d figured. I’d been in a particularly shitty mood that night, courtesy of yet another uplifting chat with my father.

      Xander had been a convenient recipient for my teenager anger that night, something I wasn’t proud of. But one thing I bet he didn’t know was just how big of an impact he’d made on me through that one conversation.

      “You’re right. I was a total jerk, and that’s probably being kind. Back then I was on a mission to live up to my father’s low opinion of me. You caught me right after he’d reminded me what an embarrassment I was to him and Mom.”

      Xander’s eyes softened, and he reached for my hand. “I never knew he was like that.”

      “No one did.” I squeezed Xander’s fingers and then let them go to pick up the photo. “Just like his drinking, he kept it under control for the most part. But even the most controlled person will eventually snap.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “No, don’t apologize. In fact, if anything say: ‘You’re welcome.’” The confusion in Xander’s eyes made me grin. I flipped the photo around and said, “Do you remember what you said to get my ass in this photo?”

      Xander winced and looked down at the picture. “Yes. We got into an argument, and you told me that your father said Bailey was the nice son, not you. And I said that if you left, you’d prove him right. I’m not very proud of that.”

      “Well, you should be. Your words changed my life that night.”

      Xander’s head snapped up, eyes wide.

      “It’s true. After that night, I decided to do everything I could to prove my father wrong. I worked my ass off to get through school and later the academy.”

      “And look at you now. You’ve become one of the best detectives on the force.”

      “Well, let’s not go crazy. I haven’t been a saint by any means, and for a little while there I fell off the bandwagon. But at least I can look myself in the mirror.”

      “That’s why you keep this photo out of all of them?”

      “Mhmm. I have a few more of the family out in the living room—”

      “I don’t remember seeing them.”

      “That’s because the only other time you’ve been here, you were a little stressed out.”

      I held my hand out, and Xander took it. I tugged him in close to me and rested my forehead to his.

      “Will you stay with me tonight?”

      Xander pulled back. “Tonight? I’m staying until you’re fully recovered, if that’s all right with you.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was so shocked—he’d said as much back at the hospital—but the idea of Xander wanting to stay at my crappy bachelor pad when he had a high-rise mansion made me chuckle.

      “You sure you don’t want to go home to that fancy apartment? You haven’t been home since—”

      “The night everything happened.”

      The cool, detached way he said that made it clear he didn’t want to talk on the subject anymore, and for now I’d let him get away with it.

      “Hey, I’m not complaining. I’m just shocked you’re not.”

      Xander rolled his eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with your place.”

      “It just needs a little color, according to my designer.”

      Xander chuckled and slipped his hands into his pockets, and I wondered if he was doing that to stop himself from reaching for me.

      “I need to go and pick up some groceries for us, plus the extra meds they called in for you. I want you to rest while I’m gone, okay?”

      “Just dying to get back in your sporty car, huh?”

      “Guilty as charged. If I don’t start it soon, I’m worried it won’t start at all.”

      I stepped aside and followed him back out into the hall. As he walked toward the front door, I called out his name.

      When Xander looked back, I said, “On your little walk through just now, you did realize there’s only one bed and bedroom, right?”

      Xander’s eyes flicked to the loveseat in the living room and then back to me. I already knew what he was going to say before he said it.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “No?”

      “No.” I let my eyes roam down over him and shook my head. “If you stay here, you stay here with me.”

      Xander nodded and said, “Good. Your bed looks much more comfortable than the couch.” Then he walked out the door, leaving me to think about the long night ahead.
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      “HOW’S YOUR BEEF broth?”

      Sean blew on the liquid on his spoon, then looked across the table at me.

      “Never thought I’d say this, buuut…good, compared to what you’re eating.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that one.” I mixed a huge dollop of wasabi into the soy sauce I’d put in a bowl, then picked up a piece of sashimi and dipped it inside.

      “What’s that stuff you just put in there?” Sean scrunched his nose up.

      “Wasabi. Most don’t like as much as I usually use, but since you’re not eating any, I can make it as hot as I like.”

      “And how hot’s that?”

      I brought the chopsticks up and looked over to see Sean watching my mouth with great interest. “The hotter the better.”

      Sean’s eyes darted up, and the flames flickering in their blue depths weren’t those of a sick man healing, but those of a man wishing he was well enough to act on his desires.

      Knowing we had a lot to discuss and get through, before going there, I popped the tuna in my mouth and chewed. Clearly of the same mind, Sean swallowed a spoonful of his broth, and when he grimaced, I chuckled.

      “You know, I think you might even stomach some sushi if it meant getting something of substance in your mouth.”

      Sean’s lips tugged up at the corner, and the wicked curve to his lips was difficult to ignore. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were flirting with me.”

      Dipping the other half of the tuna into the sauce, I eyed Sean and allowed myself a moment to look at him the way I really wanted to—and in his sweats, t-shirt, and baseball cap, he looked comfortable and casual. I had the insane urge to go and sit on his lap.

      “And what makes you think you know better?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Sean scooped up the last spoonful of broth. “Maybe I’m just being hopeful.”

      “And for that reason, I think we should change the subject.”

      “Oh yeah? And why’s that?”

      I finished off the last piece of tuna and wiped down my mouth with a napkin. “Because now you’re making me hopeful.”

      Sean let out a bark of laughter and sat back in his seat. “Well, thank fuck for that. I’d hate to suffer alone.”

      “And is that what you’re doing? Suffering?”

      “Well, I’m not gonna lie. Out of all my dates, getting to third base with you has been the most hazardous to my health.”

      Like a bucket of ice water, the reminder of that night and what had happened at the end of it brought all flirtation to an abrupt end. I could tell Sean was just kidding, but the idea that his life had almost ended because he’d been out with me—protecting me—made me feel sick to my stomach.

      “Hey, I was just joking with you. Forget about it.”

      I wished it were that simple. But now that he’d said it, I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      “It’s okay.” I pushed back from the table. “Let me get this cleaned up. You must be tired.”

      “I’m fine.” Sean reached for my wrist as I picked up his bowl. When I froze and looked down at him, he said, “You need to talk about this. With me. And with Nichols.”

      I knew that. I’d briefly gone over that night with Nichols as soon as it had happened, but I’d been so worried over Sean that I doubted I’d been much help. Ever since then, I’d been avoiding him like the plague, but eventually I knew I’d need to sit down with him.

      “I’ve just had a lot on my mind that I’ve been trying to process. That night, you, everything that happened—”

      “And that’s why you need to talk about it. You need to get it out. Even I do, and I’m trained for this kind of shit.”

      “You’re trained to get stabbed?”

      “Well, trained with how to deal with injuries on the job, yeah.” Sean took my hand and slowly stood until we were eye to eye. “You’ve been through a lot over these last three weeks. It’s understandable that you feel overwhelmed.”

      That was only part of it. The sheer exhaustion was another major factor. But every time I closed my eyes, I was right back there, standing on the stage with a dead man at my feet and Sean bleeding out on the floor.

      I’d gone from one nightmare to another, and I had a feeling that the minute I tried to talk about it, nothing would stop the images I’d managed to lock inside a box from haunting me every hour of the day.

      I tightened my fingers around Sean’s and let out a shaky breath. “I know Nichols wants to talk to me. He said he has more information concerning the guy that was, um…”

      “Stalking you?”

      “Right.” I shrugged. “I’ve been putting him off.”

      “Eh, people reject Nichols all the time. He’s used to it. Why don’t we get him to come over here and we can all go through it together?”

      My relief was instant, and it occurred to me yet again what a wonderful man Sean had turned out to be. Here I was telling him what a damn coward I was, and he was doing everything in his power to make me feel okay about it.

      “I’d like that.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

      I nodded and let go of his hand so I could go back to clearing the table. “Let me finish up with this and then I’ll help you get freshened up, if you like.”

      “Freshened up?”

      I straightened to see him smirking. “Yes. That’s why I’m here, to help you. I imagine you’re dying for some kind of shower about now, right?”

      “Right, and you’re going to…help me?”

      “Well, if it’s a problem I could call Bailey and you could wait—”

      “I didn’t say it was a problem. I asked if you were going to help.”

      “Then yes. That was the plan.” I should’ve been able to tell by his wicked grin that he was up to no good.

      Something he confirmed when he said, “Then I’m all in. As long as I get to help you too.”
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      OKAY, SO MAYBE somewhere in the back of my mind I’d had the fleeting fantasy of Xander playing nurse to me when he’d volunteered to bring me home. But never in my wildest dreams did I actually think it would happen. So when he told me to grab some clean clothes and meet him in the bathroom, I all but ran to obey.

      For a minute there, I thought I’d completely ruined dinner. The conversation had gone from flirty and somewhat normal back to awkward and strained when I’d gone and made light of what happened to me the night of the awards.

      So that was his trigger. I’d guessed as much after what he’d said back at the hospital about this all being his fault. But I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that Xander actually believed that, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure he understood this was the fault of no one except the crazy lunatic who’d been stalking him.

      I grabbed a pair of loose cotton basketball shorts and a tank to wear to bed, and when I stepped out of my room to head to the bathroom, I caught sight of Xander coming down the hall with the overnight bag Ryan had packed for him.

      He stopped and gestured to it. “Do you mind if I put this in your room?”

      I shook my head and moved aside for him to walk by. “Put it anywhere you like. Sleep on any side, too. I don’t have a preference.”

      “I remember,” he said as he looked past me toward my bed. “And thank you.”

      Okay, Xander had one of the best poker faces out there. I had no idea what was going on in that head right now. I reached for his hand before he could walk into the bedroom.

      “Just so we’re on the same page before you meet me in the bathroom and then we climb into that bed together—I still want the hell out of you. I might not be able to act on that right now, but that hasn’t changed for me. Not even a little bit.”

      “For me either,” Xander said, and it was like a lightning bolt straight to my balls. “But I’m not about to rush your recovery. You need to get better.”

      “Understood.”

      “Good. That’s good. But until then, why don’t you and go wait in there for me, and I’ll help you get undressed.”

      The smile that hit my lips was so wide that I was shocked it didn’t slide right off my face. But come on, what Xander had just said was the best fucking thing I’d heard all week. “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you going to get undressed too?”

      Xander grinned and pointed over my shoulder. “Go and wait for me in there.”

      As he walked into my bedroom, I called out, “That wasn’t a no.”

      “It wasn’t a yes, either,” he called back, making me laugh as I sat on the edge of the bathtub and waited.

      “I mean, it’s only fair that the first time you see me fully naked that I get to see you too…” My words trailed off as Xander stepped inside the bathroom and shut the door behind him. “Don’t you think?”

      “It might be fair, but it’s probably not smart.” Xander held his hand out to me, and I carefully got to my feet. “The last thing we need is for your blood pressure to go up.”

      “My blood pressure is perfect, and you know it.” I fingered his top button and looked him dead in the eye. “If I get naked, you get naked. That seems fair to me.”

      Xander slicked his tongue along his lower lip, and I groaned.

      “Come on, Xander. We’d be way past this point if we’d left that awards dinner and gone home together.”

      He reached up and covered my hand with his, and for a second I thought he was going to tell me no.

      Instead, he nodded. “Unbutton it.”

      That was a yes. Well, not exactly a yes, but a promising step in the right direction. My dick kicked with excitement at the permission I’d just been given, while at the same time my hand shook at the enormity of what was about to happen.

      Xander and I had been getting pretty hot and heavy in the last few days I’d been staying at his place, and while I’d had my hands on almost every inch of him, I hadn’t actually seen what I’d been touching. We’d always had the lights off or clothes in the way.

      This would be a first for us. Skin to skin. And I couldn’t wait. But suddenly, I was really fucking nervous.

      “Sean?” Xander said as I stood there trying to get my shit together. “Are you okay? Maybe we should—”

      “I’m okay. I was just… Fuck.” I squeezed my eyes shut and then reopened them to see Xander frowning. Not wanting him to get the wrong idea, I said, “I’m nervous.”

      A light dawned in those beautiful eyes, and when Xander took a step back, panic began to set in.

      “Where are you going? Don’t leave.”

      Xander’s sensual smile did all kinds of crazy shit to my heart.

      “I’m not.”

      “Good. Because if you think for one second I’m going to let you walk out of here, you’re crazy. I’m nervous, not stupid.”

      Xander was popping his shirt buttons free from the bottom up now, and that smile turned arrogant. “I know that. But you don’t need to worry. I’m not going anywhere.”

      When he reached the top button and shrugged out of the material, I reached down and rubbed a hand over my growing erection. Damn. He looked so good in his shirt that I’d almost forgotten how good he looked out of it.

      “Should I keep going?”

      “Definitely.”

      The desire swirling in his eyes reinforced what he’d said out in the hall—Xander wanted me. He might be dealing with guilt, shock, and a whole slew of other emotions he hadn’t yet told me about, but the one emotion that remained the same was desire.

      He quickly unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, then stripped out of the denim and his boxers. As he straightened to his full height and kicked the clothes aside, my breath caught, because holy shit—Xander naked was a beautiful thing.

      Those long, lean legs he’d wound around me a couple of times now were lightly dusted with a fine sheen of hair. His cock was thick and erect, and when I finally managed to pull my eyes up to his tight abs and gorgeous face, I let out a shaky breath.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Xander.”

      If I’d thought my hands had been shaking earlier, that was nothing compared to now, as Xander stepped in close to me—close enough to touch.

      “You okay?” I trailed my fingers down the center of his chest and nodded, and he said, “So… I’m naked—”

      “Yes, you fucking are.” Feeling more confident now, I brushed my fingers over the plump head of his dick, curious and turned on all at once.

      “Well, according to you, that means it’s your turn to get naked.”

      That was what I’d said. But now that I had him here, I really wanted to—

      “Ahh, shit, Sean.”

      —feel him in my hand.

      Xander’s cock was hot, hard, and throbbing. When I gave him a nice, slow stroke, he gripped my arm.

      “Sean.”

      “Mmm?”

      “You need to stop.”

      I couldn’t help but grin as I gave a second, harder stroke. “Doesn’t feel that way to me.”

      Xander’s jaw twitched and his hips punched forward. “You’re not well enough for this yet, and I’m not about to take advantage of you while you’re—”

      “Take advantage of me?” I leaned in and put my lips by Xander’s ear, and then tightened my grip. “Does this feel like you’re taking advantage of me?”

      He cursed and pulled back to look me directly in the eye. Then he reached down and wrapped a hand over the top of mine. His blue eyes were now a steely grey, frustration riding the sharp edge of his desire.

      “No. It feels like you’re starting something neither of us can finish tonight.”

      He was right, damn it, and while I hated the idea of letting him go, it was a little less painful when he said, “Plus, it’s my turn to see you now. All of you.”

      Reluctantly, I let him go, and Xander reached for my shirt.

      “Be careful, okay? Raise your arms, but not too high.”

      Being this close to him and not being able to do anything about it was torture. So the slight discomfort I felt from the small stretch was nothing I couldn’t deal with.

      With my shirt now gone, Xander tugged at the drawstring on my sweats, loosened it, and then pulled them, along with my boxers, to my feet. With him practically on his knees now, there was no way to hide my erection, so I didn’t even bother trying.

      He was hard, I was hard, and if it hadn’t been for the lovely bandage on my side, we probably would’ve been going at it up against the bathroom wall. But the truth of the matter was that I just didn’t have it in me right now—such a fucking shame.

      “Wow.” The awe in that word made me stand a little taller. “Even after a week in a hospital bed, you look…”

      When Xander came up with nothing, but reached down to pinch the head of his dick, I grinned.

      “I’m gonna take that as a compliment.”

      Xander nodded and got to his feet. “You should.”

      I went to reach for him again, but Xander stepped around me into the shower stall and flicked on the water. As his back took the brunt of the spray, he looked to me and crooked a finger.

      “Take the compliment and then get your ass in here. I think we could both do with a cold shower.”
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      “SO WHICH SIDE do you want?” Sean asked. “Left or right?”

      I looked to him standing beside me just inside his bedroom door, and I had a feeling that tonight might go down in history as one of the longest and most frustrating of my life.

      The shower, whilst completely clinical after the initial strip-down, had been a lesson in self-restraint. As I stared at the bed in the center of Sean’s room, I had a feeling my self-control was about to be put to the test for the second time tonight.

      “Are you always this accommodating?”

      “Never.” Sean’s lips curved into a playful smile. “But I’m willing to make an exception if it means getting you in my bed.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to be necessary. It looks like you sleep on the right side. I’ll take the left.”

      “Perfect.”

      I wasn’t sure perfect was the right word for it, because unlike my king-size bed, Sean’s queen was going to be a tight fit, to say the least. We walked to our respective sides, and as we tossed the top pillows to the floor, Sean laughed.

      “Have to say, if you told me three weeks ago that we’d be climbing into my bed together right now, I’d think you were out of your fucking mind.”

      As he slowly lowered himself to his back, I slipped in under the covers and turned on my side to face him.

      “I would’ve been right there with you.”

      Sean turned his head on the pillow until his eyes found mine. “You are right here with me.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Sean took my hand under the sheet and brought it up to rest over his heart. Then he took in a deep breath and let it out on a sigh. “I want to talk to you about what happened that night.”

      “Right now?”

      As I went to draw my hand free, Sean’s tightened, and he brought it up to his lips and pressed a kiss to my palm.

      “Yeah, right now. You don’t have to go into details if you don’t want to. But talk to me. Help me understand the pain in your eyes. Tell me what happened after I was—”

      “Don’t,” I whispered, snapshots of that night flashing in my mind. “Don’t say it.”

      “That’s not how this works, Xander. You need to be able say it. You need to be able to talk about it. Otherwise it’ll build until it turns into something ugly. I don’t want that for you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to erase the memories flooding back in, but it was no use.

      “Tell me.”

      I opened my eyes and sat up in the bed, trying to think of the best way to explain the sheer terror I’d felt kneeling by his side and watching the life drain out of him. But there was no way to explain it, no words that were powerful enough to convey the absolute desperation you felt when you were praying to a God who doesn’t give answers by way of words.

      “When I think of that night, all I can see is blood—your blood—on my hands, all over my shirt, pooling on the floor beneath you. There was so much of it that I’m not even sure how you’re still here today. One minute you were hugging me and telling me to go and get my award, and the next you were on the floor drifting in and out of consciousness. God, Sean, I thought I was watching you die. I was watching you die, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.”

      My breath hitched, and I sucked in a gulp of air, trying to compose myself. “I’ve never felt more scared or helpless than I did that night, watching you fade away. It all happened so fast, but when it plays over in my head now, it’s as though it’s in slow motion.”

      I brought my hands up to look at them, and when they shook, I curled them into fists. “You were there that night because of me. You were almost killed because of me. And every time I think about that, I—”

      “Hey.” Sean’s voice was gentle, like that of someone trying to soothe a skittish animal. “I’m right here, right beside you. I wasn’t killed, and we caught the bad guy.”

      “I know.” I shook my head. “Logically, I know that. But I can’t stop seeing it, can’t stop seeing you that way. And every time someone talks about it, I’m right back there wondering if I’m ever going to see you open your eyes again.”

      Sean took my hand, and I moved in close until my body was aligned to his.

      “What you’re feeling is completely normal. You’ve had more stress in the past three weeks than most have in a year. No one should have to deal with all of that shit, especially not on their own.”

      I took in a couple of breaths then rested my forehead to his temple. “Good thing I’m not alone anymore, huh?”

      “Damn right.”

      “Sean?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Don’t ever scare me like that again, okay?”

      Sean ran his hand over my hair and kissed the top of my head. “I promise, anchorman. Never again.”
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      IT WAS AMAZING how much could change in such a short amount of time. How a person you’d known your entire life could suddenly go from being a friend to a lover in the blink of an eye. But as I lay there in bed, Xander’s warm body pressed up against mine, I realized that was exactly what was happening, exactly what I wanted to happen.

      Three weeks didn’t seem all that long in the scheme of things, and I’d never put much stock into all that love and happily ever after mumbo jumbo.

      I’d always assumed I’d be the single guy married to his job, who saw his family whenever he could find the time. But lately, that scenario felt lonely as hell. Especially when I had Xander in my arms the way he was right now. He felt good there, like he was made to fit perfectly into my side, and I never wanted to let him go.

      That probably should’ve scared the hell out of me, but it calmed me.

      “I like this,” I said. “Being able to touch you again, whenever I want. Strange, huh, that only weeks ago it never would’ve even occurred to me that holding you would feel this good.”

      Xander ran a hand down my chest and nodded. “I know. I feel the same. Can I…can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “That night? Do you remember any of it?”

      “I remember some. The waiter tackling you to the floor. Me, hauling his ass off you and wrestling with him, and then the searing pain in my side. I remember that.”

      Xander gently brushed his fingers over the material covering the jagged scar decorating my torso.

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you. I should never have asked you to—”

      “Don’t say it.” I wrapped my fingers around his and brought them back up to my chest. “Every time you say, I never should’ve asked you to do this, you know what I think?”

      Xander pushed up on his elbow to look down at me, his thick hair flopping down across his forehead. “No, what do you think?”

      “That I would’ve done this a million times over if it meant having you exactly where you are right now.”

      Xander’s smile was slow and almost shy, and when he lowered his eyes, I traced a finger along the strong line of his jaw.

      “You held my hand that night, I remember that. You rushed over to me, held my hand in yours, and told me we weren’t going to do goodbyes.”

      Xander nodded, a tormented look in his eyes.

      “I was so scared, Sean. I didn’t know what I was doing, and…” A tear slipped free, and I swiped it away. “All I could think about was, what if this is it? What if I never get to talk to him again, touch him again?” Xander brought his fingers up to my mouth and gently traced my lips. “What if I never get to kiss this mouth, tell you that I’m so glad that I got to see what you don’t let anybody else see…”

      He bit down into his lower lip to stop it from trembling, and I ran my hand around to the back of his neck and pulled him down over me. “I’m right here,” I said against his lips. “Tell me now.”

      Tears flowed freely down Xander’s face as he stroked his fingers through my hair. “Thank you for showing me the real you. I had no idea what I was missing.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Someone truly magnificent.”

      Xander’s mouth met mine in the sweetest, most soul-fulfilling kiss I’d ever had, and when my tongue slipped out to tease his lips apart, the salty taste of his tears made my heart ache.

      God, how was it possible to miss something so bad when I’d only ever had it a couple of times in my life? But that’s exactly how I felt as Xander’s lips moved over the top of mine. Like I’d been missing something vital by not being able to kiss him.

      Xander groaned, and when he opened to me there was no gentle tease, no tentative touches. This time I dove inside and took full advantage of what he was offering.

      As the taste of him filled my senses, a rumble of pleasure hummed out of my throat. It’d been so long—too long—since I’d had him in my arms.

      Then suddenly, he pulled back and asked, “I’m not hurting your side, am I?”

      I smiled. “Let’s just say, it’s not my side that’s throbbing right now.”

      Xander chuckled and shifted back to his side of the bed. “I’m serious. We can’t do anything that might set you back, and that includes—”

      “Don’t say it.” I laid an arm across my eyes, my frustration warring with my common sense. “When you say it, it’s real, and I’d rather live in a fantasyland where I can delude myself into thinking I have a shot with you each night you’re in my bed this week.”

      “Get better for me, and you’ll have more than a shot.”

      I sighed and turned my head so I was looking him in the eye. “You drive a hard bargain.”

      Xander’s eyes wandered down to where the sheet was draped across my lap. “So I can see. But I’m here to help you, not set your recovery time back.”

      “Okay, but come back here.”

      As Xander scooted back in to my side, a feeling of belonging settled over me, a feeling of peace.

      It was amazing that in all these years I’d never realized that the person who would change me for the better had been right in front of me all along.
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      “YOU’RE GOING TO wear a hole in the floor if you keep pacing like that.”

      It’d been two days since Xander had brought me home from the hospital, and in that time I’d managed to convince him to have that sit-down with Nichols and go over everything they’d learned about the man who’d been stalking him.

      I knew he’d already told my buddy everything he remembered from the night, but now it was time for him to try to understand how this had all started. Maybe then he’d be able to stop blaming himself and try to work through it so he could finally get a decent night’s sleep.

      “I think better when I’m standing.”

      “Then you should sit for sure. That brain never stops.”

      Xander paused and looked back over his shoulder at me.

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” I said. “I’m just saying it might do you some good to relax a little.”

      He took in a deep breath and ran a hand through his hair. “I wish it was that easy.”

      I was about to tell him that eventually it would be when there was a knock on the door. Xander startled, and I frowned. I hated that he was still so jumpy, but there was nothing that was going to fix that but time.

      “I got it,” he said, and walked down the hall to let in Nichols.

      “Good morning, Mr. Thorne,” I heard Nichols say. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      I tried to remember the last time I’d heard Nichols be so formal and couldn’t. But then again, Xander was the kind of guy that made you feel like you needed to step up your game several notches.

      “It’s nice to see you too,” Xander said as he led Nichols through to the living area. “I just wish it was under better circumstances.”

      “Well, it kind of is. That lug over there is out of the hospital, so that’s a step in the right direction.”

      Xander nodded. “You’re right. That is definitely a good thing. Please, come in.”

      As Xander stood aside and Nichols walked in to greet me, I suddenly realized how domesticated this all seemed, how…couple-y, and my palms started to sweat.

      Would Nichols suspect there was more going on between Xander and me than a friend helping out a friend? Would he wonder where Xander was staying, since there was only one bedroom?

      But as soon as that thought entered my mind, I shoved it aside as fucking stupid. Nichols had never been to my house before, so how would he know there was only one bedroom?

      “It’s good to see you looking a little more alive today,” he said. “Last time I saw you, you were knocked out and drugged up on a pretty awesome cocktail, I’m told.” I chuckled and went to stand and shake his hand, but Nichols waved me off. “No, no, don’t get up on my account. You keep your ass planted in that recliner.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” Xander asked as he walked into the kitchen, and again I was struck by how comfortable I was with him in my space, surrounded by my things—as minimal as they might be.

      “I wouldn’t say no to a coffee.”

      Xander nodded and then looked to me. “Water? Juice?”

      “Coffee. Two sugars and a little milk?”

      Xander’s lips twitched. “You wish. Water or juice.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Water, I suppose.”

      Xander winked at me, and my stomach did what it always did whenever he was near: it flipped over on itself and lodged my heart somewhere in the back of my throat.

      “So, how you feeling these days?” Nichols asked as he sat down on the loveseat, his forearms resting on his knees, his hands clasped between his legs. “You really gave us all a scare there for a minute. I wasn’t lying when I said it’s good to see you looking more…alive.”

      “Yeah. It’s been a rough week for sure. My side hurt like a son of a bitch at first, but it’s feeling a lot better these days.”

      “I bet. It’s not every day someone tries to gut you like a fish.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” I could hear Xander rattling around in my kitchen and thought I’d take the opportunity to ask Nichols a favor. “Hey. Take things easy with him today, huh? He’s still trying to work his way through everything, and I think he’s finding it a little more difficult than he expected to.”

      Nichols glanced over his shoulder to Xander. “No problem. I get it. It was a traumatic night. You probably don’t remember much of it, but what he went through? I wouldn’t wish that on any of my loved ones.”

      “So I heard.”

      “Yeah. We’ve found out a lot since then. Some of it’s gonna be rough to hear, but I think what I have to tell him will help bring him some closure. Eventually.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You hope what?” Xander asked as he handed over a steaming mug of the good stuff to Nichols, and a boring old glass of water to me.

      Nichols blew on the coffee and took a sip. “This is great, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Xander smiled and took the spot next to Nichols, and I almost wanted to kick myself in the ass for not thinking ahead and sitting on the loveseat. That way I could at least touch Xander in some way, even if it was just thigh to thigh.

      “I was just telling Sean here that we have a lot of new information for you regarding your friendly…follower.”

      Xander’s fingers tightened around his coffee mug, which I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been watching him so closely.

      “You do?”

      “We do.” Nichols put his cup on the small end table by the loveseat. “It took us a little while because your admirer was using a fake ID. Not only that, he was living out of a van that we found parked at the back of the Fairmont Hotel. It seems he was quite the drifter, something that worked well for him and his extracurricular activities. That’s one of the reasons it was so difficult to pin him down—he was sending those emails and tweets from public locations.”

      Well, that made more sense. It’d pissed me off something fierce to hit all of those dead ends. But this transient lifestyle Nichols was describing explained the suspect’s ability to hide in plain sight.

      “His DNA wasn’t in CODIS, so he was careful about what he did and how he did it, but luckily for us, he’d gotten some dental work done as a teenager, so we got a name.”
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      A NAME… THEY got a name?

      As I stared at Nichols, I knew he was waiting for some kind of response, but I had nothing. I’d known they’d been looking into this—of course they had. Just because the guy had been a lunatic didn’t mean his family didn’t deserve to be notified of his passing—if he did, in fact, have any family—but that didn’t mean I wanted to think about it, think about…him.

      For the most part, I’d been able to block him from my mind. Who he was, why he’d decided to fixate on me, and with everything else that’d been going on, I’d been thankful to push that aside for the moment. I’d been happy to deal with it another day.

      Now that that day was here, though, I was starting to wish it’d all been boxed up and put away on a shelf back when it first happened.

      “Xander?”

      Sean’s voice cut through my thoughts and had me looking his way, and those intense eyes of his were locked on me. The question are you okay? was right there for me to see. “Sorry,” I said, and turned my attention back to Nichols, who was patiently waiting beside me.

      “Don’t be sorry. You’ve been through a lot, and this won’t be easy either. But maybe it will help put things into some kind of perspective for you.”

      I wasn’t sure how that was possible, but I also knew I needed to hear whatever he was here to say. “Okay, I’m ready when you are.”

      Nichols picked up the file he’d brought in with him, opened it up, and placed it on the coffee table in front of me. A DMV photo was pinned to the top.

      “Meet Kyle Gates. Twenty-nine-year-old loner, who for the past eight years swapped out his identity like one might a pair of jeans. His parents died when he was four, and with no immediate family, he entered the foster system before running away at age fifteen.” Nichols paused and looked at me. “You good?”

      So far, yes. But then, we hadn’t really gotten into the meat of things yet. “Yes, I’m fine. What else did you find out?”

      “Okay. So, first things first, we don’t believe you were his first victim.”

      “He’d done this before?”

      “We believe so,” Nichols said. “In amongst his belongings, we found photos of two other men. We ran the date stamp of the images through our system, searching for missing or deceased John Does, and came up with two exact matches. Both men are still reported as missing. But both are now presumed to be—”

      “Dead.”

      “Yes.”

      Bile rose in my throat. The what might’ve beens running through my head, and then my stomach lurched with guilt over how selfish that was, when these two other men hadn’t been as fortunate as I.

      “You’re telling me that this psycho had done this shit before?” Sean said.

      “Looks that way. But no bodies have ever been recovered. That’s another reason we were hoping to sit down with you, Mr. Thorne. Not only to help bring you some closure by telling you everything we know, but to ask you what you might know. To see if there’s anything you remember after looking through some of his belongings.”

      “But I’d never talked to this Kyle guy before,” I said. “I didn’t even know his name.”

      “I know, but if we talk, something might come to mind. And that could help us establish a pattern between the time he meets his victims and the escalation of his behavior. It could help us find these missing men and bring closure to their families as well.”

      How was this happening? I could barely believe my own ears. This man, this Kyle Gates, had not only stalked me, but might’ve killed two men?

      I was going to be sick.

      “Xander? You need something stronger than that coffee? I think I might have some scotch.” Sean…that was Sean asking me that.

      I shook my head. I didn’t need a drink. I needed a bucket so I didn’t mess up his floors.

      “No. I’m fine. This is just…a lot. I wasn’t expecting it.”

      “I know.” Nichols rubbed a hand over his chin. “Do you want to take a minute or keep going?”

      “Keep going.” If it meant helping find these two men, I’d do whatever it took to push through to the other side.

      “Okay. So this guy was a master at blending in. He was so everyday normal that you wouldn’t have even thought twice about him being in the same space as you, unless someone sat down and pointed him out to you at each encounter.”

      “Something I’m assuming you’re about to do.”

      “We know some of them now, yes. Maybe you’ll remember more as we go along.”

      My stomach clenched as I continued to look at Kyle’s face, trying to place it in any situation other than the awards night. But all I could see was him asking me what wine I’d like and then him lying on the ground, a blank stare in the place of wild eyes, murderous eyes.

      “I…I don’t remember him. Other than at the awards.”

      “That’s okay.” Nichols looked to Sean. “You remembered him from Xander’s building, correct?”

      I turned to see Sean studying the picture and nodding.

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I recognized him when everything started going to shit. Or, at least, I thought I did, and let the captain know last week when I called in. Seeing this photo confirms it. He was cleaning the lobby doors of your building the day we came home from the coffee shop with our pastries.”

      I tried to think back to that day, tried to place the man by the doors. Nichols suggested, “Close your eyes,” and I did.

      Sean had taken me in a new direction from my usual route. We’d gone west, and I’d discovered that lovely little boutique bakery, and on the way back I’d been so caught up in my new feelings that I hadn’t been paying attention to anything around me. I could see no faces, could see no man washing the lobby doors. All I could see was Sean, and all I felt was…happy.

      Frustrated, I cursed.

      “Hey…” Sean said, his voice calm and soothing. “This isn’t a test.”

      It sure felt like one. “Okay, so, he worked at my building. That’s how he knew about the video surveillance? It’s how he got into my place?”

      “Yes,” Nichols said. “But that was toward his end game, not where he first met you. We believe that happened nearly two months earlier.”

      “Two months?” I could feel the blood drain from my face, and my head begin to spin. “He’d been watching me for two months?”

      “As far as we know. Yes.”

      “Fuck.” Sean rubbed a hand over his face, and I had the fleeting thought that he looked very similar to how I felt right now: equal parts shocked and pissed off.

      “When we recovered his van, we got our first glimpse into how deluded this guy was. He had photos, news articles, real estate printouts of your place plastered all over the inside of his vehicle. The first piece of evidence we recovered was a photo dated two months ago. We’re not sure if that’s the first time he saw you, but it’s the first documented sighting.”

      My breathing started to come fast now, and the walls of Sean’s living room seemed to be closing in. I couldn’t see, couldn’t think, and when I put a hand to my forehead, I heard Sean saying my name.

      “Huh?”

      “Do you need a break? Maybe we should take a break.”

      “No. I want to do this.” I blinked and refocused on Nichols, knowing the sooner we got through this, the sooner it would be over. “Please, keep going.”

      “Okay. The photo, it was at a coffee cart in the park. You were in running clothes and were talking to the barista—”

      “Eddie.”

      “Eddie?” Nichols repeated.

      “Yes. He owns the cart. He’s there every day except Mondays.”

      “Very good. Now, close your eyes again and think back to when you were in the park talking to Eddie, back to any day you were there in the past two months, and tell me what you see.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to picture the coffee cart, trying to picture Eddie. “I see lots of people out exercising…runners, walkers, people with dogs and strollers.”

      “Good, that’s good. What about people relaxing, people maybe sitting on a park bench? Someone reading, or…on their phone.”

      I concentrated a little harder on the vision in my mind and nodded. I remembered a woman who liked to sit under the large maple tree near Eddie’s cart. She read every morning, whenever the sun was out, and then there was…

      “Wait a minute, there’s a man. He’s wearing headphones—”

      “Is it Kyle?”

      I tried to make out the details of his face but couldn’t. They were just a blur. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s okay. Can you see what color hair he has?”

      I rubbed at my left eye, a headache forming somewhere behind it as I tried to see more than a blank face. “I see nothing.” Annoyed at myself, I let out a sigh and opened my eyes. “This is hopeless. I don’t remember anything.” Frustrated, I got to my feet and started pacing.

      “This happens a lot. It’s normal not to recall every single detail about a moment. The thing about Kyle is that there’s absolutely nothing remarkable about him.”

      I stopped and looked down at Nichols, caught off guard by his casual dismissal of the deceased, even though he had been a nutjob, and more than likely a murderer.

      “I don’t say that to be mean or cruel,” Nichols added. “In fact, in Kyle’s case, it worked in his favor. His lack of distinction made it easy for him to blend into the background. He was average height, average build, and didn’t stand out in any way.”

      “You see,” Sean said as he got to his feet, “we interact with hundreds of people during our everyday life and workweek, and most of us don’t pay any attention if someone overlooks something we said or accidentally ignores something you did. But for people like Kyle…”

      “Every slight is personal.” Nichols took the photo from the file and handed it to me to take another look. As I studied his features, again trying to place him somewhere I might’ve overlooked him, Nichols added, “You might’ve done something you didn’t even realize that could be taken as a rejection or snub. But to him—because he’d locked in on you in a sexual way—he obsessed over it.”

      Think, Xander…think.

      I was just about convinced I was the most unobservant person in history when a flash of recognition hit, a moment from months ago that— No. But when I looked at the photo again, I realized that yes, I had seen Kyle Gates before, and I knew exactly where it had been.

      “The news station.”

      “What was that?” Sean said, and stepped up beside me.

      I handed him the photo and pointed at it. “A couple of months ago, there was a tour at ENN. They do them every so often, and a couple of the guests get a one-on-one with me. Kyle was one of the guests. I remember it now. It didn’t stand out before because just as I walked in and introduced myself, Jim pulled me out because a story broke. I didn’t even get to hear his first question…”

      I turned to Nichols and said with one hundred percent confidence, “That’s where he met me.”

      “And that must’ve set him off. He took that as you rejecting him—”

      “But that’s…”

      “Crazy?” Nichols nodded. “From what we can ascertain from the articles and date stamps on his phone, that original meeting and dismissal set off a fantasy in his head that led him to obsess over you. He learned your work routine, your exercise route—he even integrated himself into your home life by working as a cleaner in the building you live in so he could spend time in your condo when you weren’t there—”

      “Wait.” A shiver of terror shot down my spine. My legs gave out from under me, and I fell into the couch behind me. “He was in my apartment more than once?”

      Sean came over and placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “He had several photos of himself in there, yes,” Nichols said.

      My hand flew up to my mouth, to stop the gasp or me vomiting, I wasn’t quite sure. But the idea of him in my place once had been disturbing enough. The thought of him there multiple times, not to mention that he could’ve entered when I was there… “Oh my God.”

      “That piece of shit,” Sean muttered.

      Nichols gathered up a stack of pictures from the file. “I can show you if you—”

      “No.” I shook my head. If I saw where he’d been or what he touched, I’d never be able to go back there again. As it was, I wasn’t sure I could anyway.

      “Okay. That’s okay. You’ve done more than enough already. We just wanted to give you some insight into this guy and why he did what he did. None of it was your fault, Mr. Thorne. There was nothing you could’ve done differently. He was just a sick man.”

      A sick man? That sick man had almost cost Sean his life. It was all good and well to say that it wasn’t my fault. But that didn’t help me deal with the fact that it felt like it was my fault.

      “That’s it from me,” Nichols said as he got to his feet, file in hand. “If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Thank you,” I said, but doubted that would happen. I knew all I needed to know, and if I never had to think about Kyle Gates again, it would be too soon.

      “Thanks for stopping by,” Sean said, and shook Nichols’ hand as he walked him down the hall.

      “Anytime. Hey, you said the captain caught up with you?”

      “He did,” Sean said. “I gave my report via the phone and he said to come down when I’m back on my feet, no rush.”

      “Very good. You just keep up with the rest. We need your sorry ass back ASAP.”

      “Will do. See ya.”

      “Catch you later.”

      As the door shut in Nichols’ wake and everything fell silent, I sat alone in Sean’s living room and thought back to everything Nichols had just said.

      Kyle Gates had been a serial kidnapper, likely a murderer, and he’d been in my house on more than one occasion.

      How was I ever going to set foot in there again? And did I really want to?

      The short answer to that was no.
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      “UGH, I HATE doctors.”

      I lowered the magazine I’d been reading for the past twenty minutes and looked at Sean where he sat opposite me in the waiting room. It was Friday, a little under a week since he’d been released from the hospital, and we were here today for his follow-up with Dr. Marx.

      This was the moment where he’d be told yay or nay food-wise, exercise-wise, and getting-back-to-his-life-wise, and he was…antsy, to say the least.

      “No, I couldn’t tell,” I said, tongue in cheek.

      Sean looked at me and narrowed his eyes. “You making fun of me?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Although you do kind of look like a caged animal right now.”

      Sean slumped back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest, and the fact that he didn’t wince when he did either of those to things made me hopeful that everything was healing exactly as it should.

      “What kind of animal?”

      I laughed. “Does it make a difference?”

      “Uh, yeah. I don’t want to be some wimpy animal.”

      “A wimpy animal?”

      “Yeah, you know, like a…gazelle or zebra.”

      “Uh huh, so let me guess. You’d rather be a lion or a tiger?”

      “Of course. Wouldn’t you?”

      I shut my magazine and placed it back on the table. “Actually, no. I think I’d rather be a zebra.”

      “What?” Sean looked at me as though I was out of my mind, and I might’ve been. I was sitting here discussing which African animal I’d like to be. “No one wants to be a zebra.”

      “I do.”

      “Okay…why?”

      “Well, to start with, a group of zebras is called a dazzle, and what’s not to love about that?”

      Sean’s mouth fell open, and just as he was about to comment, a door opened and a nurse stepped in.

      “Mr. Bailey?”

      We looked over to her, and when her eyes landed on me, they lit up.

      “Oh my God. You’re…you’re Alexander Thorne.”

      I smiled at the lady and nodded.

      “I watch you every night. I mean, when you’re there, which you haven’t been lately because you were—Oh, I’m sorry, I’m talking too much.”

      “No, you’re fine, really. I’ve taken some time off lately due to a personal matter.”

      A “personal matter” she clearly knew about. Luckily for us, though, the details had been few and far between, and it seemed to have died down for now. But I had a feeling the second I set foot back into the newsroom, it would fire up the gossipmongers all over again.

      “Well, just know that we’re all eager for you to be back at work. There’s no one we trust more with our news.”

      Her words meant more to me than she could possibly know. The time away from my job was the most I’d taken in years. So to hear she still trusted me to deliver her news renewed my desire to get back to it as soon as I was able to.

      Right now, however, Sean needed me, and I wasn’t about to turn my back on him.

      “I’ll be right out here when you’re done,” I said as the nurse pushed open the door for Sean.

      “What? No. I’m not making you wait out here. Plus, how are you going to know if I’m lying or not about finally being able to eat solid foods?”

      Laughing, I pushed up to my feet. Of course Sean would never just say he wanted me to come with him. But if that was where he wanted me, that was where I would be.

      In fact, I was starting to believe I’d follow him anywhere, and for someone who’d always considered himself an independent soul, the desire to now be with Sean as often as possible was eye-opening, to say the least.

      We followed the nurse down the hall, and she quickly took Sean’s weight and then showed us to a room. After taking his vitals and a quick rundown of how he was feeling, she told us the doctor would be in soon and then left.

      Once we were alone, I reached over and traced my fingers along the back of his hand. When he spread them so I could weave mine between his, I let out a sigh at once again being able to touch him.

      God, when had this kind of connection with him become so essential to my well-being? Since when did having him near give me such a sense of security, when I’d never needed it before?

      The answer seemed easy enough: when he’d come on as my bodyguard. When he’d promised to keep me safe and then done so. But now that Kyle was gone, now that the danger had abated, why did I still find his presence so reassuring, so necessary for my peace of mind?

      “You’re thinking awfully hard over there, anchorman.”

      “Am I?”

      “Mhmm. I can tell because you get all quiet and frowny.”

      “Frowny? I don’t think that’s a word.”

      “It’s my word. And it’s true.” Sean leaned over and ran his finger across my forehead. “See? Frowny.”

      Not ready to lay all of my feelings out there just yet, I smiled and squeezed his fingers. “I’m just anxious to hear what the doctor has to say. I know how eager you are to get things back to normal, and I’m sure you’re ready for me to get out of your hair—”

      “What makes you think that?” Sean brought our hands up to his lips and kissed the back of my hand. My heart thumped so hard that I thought it might fly clear out of my chest. “If anything, that’s the one reason I don’t want to hear I’m getting better. I’ve gotten used to having you around. Not sure how I’m gonna survive without you.”

      Wow. I knew Sean was joking, but his words were hitting a little too close to home. We both knew I’d eventually have to leave, but after everything Nichols had told me, and this ever-growing connection between us, it felt as though we were both looking for any reason for me to stay.

      “You’ll be just fine without me.”

      “Will I?”

      My breath caught in the back of my throat, and just as I was about to try to answer, the door opened and Dr. Marx appeared.

      “Ah, if it isn’t my favorite news anchor and his grumpy detective.” Dr. Marx winked at me, and just as I was about to tell him that Sean wasn’t my anything, he turned to shut the door, effectively cutting me off.

      “Right, up on the table, Sean. Let’s see if you’ve been following orders.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Sean

          

        

      

    

    
      SOLID FOODS, HERE I come.

      It was official: I was well and truly on the mend. All staples were removed, my incision looked good, my pain level had dissipated to a point five—if that—and I was officially allowed to resume my life.

      Slowly at first, but I was back.

      As Dr. Marx exited the room to send my meds and labs to wherever they needed to go, I caught Xander’s eye and grinned. “You hear that? I’m able to resume all activities, as long as there’s no pain and it’s done in moderation.”

      I waggled my brows, Xander chuckled, and that sound plus the news I’d just received made me feel like I’d just won the fucking lottery.

      “And what activity would you like to do first?”

      Shoving my Bulls cap back on my head, I climbed off the table and walked over to Xander, who was getting to his feet.

      “Hmm, well.” I took his hand in mine and pulled him close, wrapping his arm around my waist. “Nothing that requires pain, that’s for sure.”

      Xander reached for the brim of my cap and tipped it up so he could look me in the eye. “And what would it require?”

      I grinned and brushed my lips over his. “You, me, and a bed.”

      “One-track mind, that’s what you’ve got.”

      “What else do you think I’ve been working for here?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, good overall health?”

      “Ha. Why would I wish for that? The slower my health comes back, the longer I get to keep you.”

      Xander sobered in an instant. “That’s the second time you’ve said something like that.”

      “So?”

      “Keeping me is not dependent on your good health.”

      “No?”

      “No. It’s dependent on how long you want me.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say forever, and as the two of us stood there in each other’s arms, we both knew it. I wanted to say it, he wanted to hear it—I would’ve laid bets on it. But it seemed we were both still trying to wrap our minds around what was happening here, so I let the moment slide.

      There was a knock on the door that had the two of us letting go of one another, and when the nurse poked her head in to say we were good to go, I winked at Xander and then headed for the door.

      “So, where are you taking me for lunch?”

      Xander followed me through the halls and back out through the waiting room. Once we were outside with the sun on our faces, he reached for my hand, and my heart just about stopped.

      This was the first time since I’d come on as his bodyguard that Xander had reached for my hand in public. Yeah, we’d been close in the safety of our own private bubble, but this was different.

      After the awards night, reporters had tried in vain to get a comment from Xander about his “date” and been met with nothing but silence, and the only people who knew anything even remotely close to the truth were keeping their mouths shut. This seemingly innocent gesture, however, could change all of that for good.

      As we reached his car, I looked down to our joined hands, and when he noticed, Xander went to let go.

      I tightened my grip and shook my head. “No, don’t.”

      “Are you sure? I wasn’t thinking. I just did it, but—”

      “I like it, and I like even more that you didn’t think about it—you just did it.”

      Xander narrowed his eyes as though he didn’t quite believe me.

      “I was just thinking about how private you’ve been keeping everything since the awards night, and that if someone saw us…”

      “You’re right, and Bailey— Oh my God.” Xander pulled his hand free as though it were on fire. “See? This is what happens when I don’t think.”

      “Xander.” I turned to cage him in against his car, placing a hand on either side of the roof. “No one is camped outside my doctor’s office on the off chance that I’m going to walk out with you holding my hand. I promise you. As for Bailey…” I paused and let out a sigh, knowing that obstacle was going to be the biggest and most delicate when it came to the two of us.

      “We need to tell him,” Xander said. “Especially if we plan to take this any further.”

      “Agreed.”

      Xander nodded, but the uncertainty in his eyes made me ask, “What is it?”

      “I just…”

      “Yeah?”

      Xander took in a deep breath and then reached for the belt hooks of my shorts, drawing me in close. “Telling Bailey is going to seriously change the dynamics between the three of us. I’m not sure how he is going to take something like this. Not only will he learn you’re with a guy for the first time, but he’ll also learn you’re with me. That’s a lot.”

      “I know.”

      Xander worried his bottom lip with his teeth. “I just want to make sure this is really what you want, that I’m what you want, before we drop this on him.”

      Fuck. I knew Xander was right, but I was still trying to work out my feelings, still trying to understand them, and call me selfish, but I wanted to be able to do that in my own time.

      “I totally agree with everything you just said, I do. But…”

      “But?” Xander said, and I could tell he thought something bad was coming.

      “But can I just have a minute to enjoy this? To enjoy you now that I can?” When Xander just stared at me, I grimaced. “You’re totally thinking I’m a selfish asshole right now, aren’t you?”

      “No. I was just wondering which way you’re going to enjoy me first.”

      Damn, I had a lot of ideas, some that I’d already tried and some that I hadn’t. But I was ready and eager to learn.

      First things first, however: Xander needed some new clothes, and he was avoiding his house like it was haunted—and in a way, it was. So before we tried anything, we were going to deal with this obstacle first.

      “Hey, before we head back to my place today, I thought you might want to swing by your house and pick up some new clothes. I know you’ve got be sick of the couple of outfits you’ve been rotating.” Xander stiffened, and I rubbed my hands up and down his arms. “You okay?”

      “Yes, I just… I don’t really feel like going back there.”

      “I know. That’s why I thought it would be good to go together. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

      Xander hesitated, but when I squeezed his hands, he nodded. “Okay. You’re right. Plus, I’ll need to grab some work clothes if I’m starting up again next week.”

      “Wait…what? I didn’t know you were going back so soon.”

      “It’s been two weeks, and I wasn’t the one who got hurt.”

      “I know, but you’ve still been through a lot. Maybe you should take an extra week just to be sure.”

      “I’ll think about it, but really, I’m okay.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that. On the outside, Xander put on a really great show. But on the inside, things were still…rocky. “Promise me you’ll think about it.”

      Xander pushed off the car and kissed my cheek. “I promise.”

      “Okay, then let’s go visit that fancy-ass high-rise of yours. I kinda miss living the high life.”
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      AS I PULLED into the parking garage of my building, I reminded myself to breathe. Not an easy feat, considering all I’d learned since the night of the awards.

      I’d been in such a good mood that night, excited to spend time with Sean outside the confines of my place. I’d been curious and nervous to introduce him to my work colleagues, because around them there were no preconceived ideas about him. Around them, I’d finally gotten to see the real Sean—and wow, I liked what I’d seen.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t been back here since that night.”

      Neither could I. But it had been too hard to come back to an empty house full of ghosts. At every turn I would’ve seen or heard Sean. Not to mention I now had the added bonus of knowing Kyle Gates had been in there creeping around on several occasions. That was enough to make my skin crawl.

      Cutting the engine, I looked to my passenger. When I offered him a tight smile, he shook his head. “I’m not fooling you for a second, am I?”

      “If you mean do I think you’re as put together as you look right now, then hell no.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “When did you get so good at reading me?”

      “It’s a natural talent. Kind of a plus in my field.”

      Yes, I supposed it would be. I let out a sigh. “I don’t know why I’m still so damn jumpy. It’s frustrating. Logically I know Kyle’s gone, that what happened is over and I should be able to put this all behind me, but—”

      Sean turned and put his hand on the back of my seat. “But it doesn’t feel that way. I know. It’s gonna take you some time to work through all of this.”

      “How much time?”

      “I can’t tell you that. One thing I can tell you is I’ll be here, no matter how long it takes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Sean reached out and ran his fingers along my jaw line. “You’re welcome. Now let’s go.”

      We crossed the parking lot in silence, and when we reached my private elevator, Sean held his hand out. I handed over my keys, and when the doors opened and we stepped inside, I moved in close to him and took his hand.

      As the elevator started its ascent, Sean said, “Did you decide where you’re going to take me for lunch after this?”

      “Where I’m taking you?”

      “Yeah.” He smirked. “We have to celebrate my return to solid foods. If I had to drink one more bowl of beef broth, things would’ve gotten ugly.”

      “You told me it was the most delicious thing you’d ever tasted.”

      “Maybe after twenty-four hours of not eating. But a week later? No. I need more in me than that.”

      It wasn’t the time or the place for where that comment made my brain go. But there was no helping it, and when Sean bumped his arm into mine and winked, I chuckled.

      “Sex jokes? Really, Sean?”

      “Who’s making sex jokes?”

      “Don’t even try to act like you don’t know what you just said. That ship has sailed.”

      Sean’s eyes lowered to my lips. “I was just making a comment about how hungry I’ve been this week. That’s all.”

      If he was trying to distract me, he was doing a damn good job of it. My mind had now shut down to everything other than the fact that we were standing very close to one another in my private elevator.

      “Do you remember when I first moved in and I asked whether this elevator had cameras in it?”

      “Yes. You were grilling me about my past hookups.”

      “I was,” Sean said, backing me up against the side wall. “You said you sure hoped it didn’t have one.”

      I remembered. I’d been acting out, trying to get a rise out of him, and he’d just kept on going as though he hadn’t heard me.

      “Did I?”

      “You did.” Sean placed his mouth by my ear. “What’d you get up to in this elevator, Xander?”

      The warmth of his breath against my neck sent a shiver down my spine. I reached for his hips, and when he moved to put a foot between mine, I automatically rubbed up against him.

      “Sean…” I turned my head, and we were so close that our noses brushed.

      “Did you do this?” Sean wrapped an arm around my waist, bringing me even closer, and the delicious pressure he added between my thighs made my cock throb.

      “Sometimes,” I said, and then angled my head so I could nip at his lips.

      Sean groaned and slid a hand around to the back of my neck. He tugged me forward to capture my lips, and a rumble of pleasure vibrated out of me.

      His hands crept around my waist to cup my ass, and I thrust up against his thigh, slamming my eyes shut. Damn he felt good, and tasted even better. But just as I was beginning to really relax into it, the elevator dinged and came to a stop.

      Sean reluctantly raised his head. “You’ll have to show me what else you did next time.”

      I could feel his erection straining against mine, and nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “You fucking better.” He took my hand and tugged me out of the elevator, and as impossible as it seemed five minutes ago, I laughed. It was a carefree sound that just burst free of me, and even though I knew what I was about to do would be hard, with Sean by my side, I knew I could get through it.
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      “LEFT OR RIGHT?”

      We’d just stepped into Xander’s foyer, and as the familiar surroundings came into view, he sidled up beside me and said, “Let’s just go and get our things.”

      Our things? Oh shit, that was right—I still had a duffel bag here. Weird.

      I turned us down to the right, and as we made our way past the pool and gym, I noticed Xander’s hand tightening around mine and couldn’t help but wonder if he was remembering the day he’d received the roses.

      Not about to ask him, I kept us moving. When we reached the room I’d used during my stay here, I pushed the door wide.

      Like a perfectly preserved moment in time, my room looked exactly the way I’d left it. There was a pair of jeans slung over the end of a messily made bed, and a jar of hair stuff Xander had given me sitting on the nightstand. A towel was hanging on the back of the accent chair by the wall-sized window that overlooked the city. I remembered in perfect detail throwing it there before I’d pulled on my tux.

      I let go of Xander’s hand and walked into the space and looked around. “The last time I was in this room, I was getting ready for our date.”

      “That sounds about right,” Xander said, his eyes taking a quick inventory of their own before coming back to me.

      “Want to know something I didn’t tell you that night?”

      “Yes.” Xander crossed the room to stop in front of me. “Tell me.”

      I slipped my hands into the pockets of my shorts and grinned. “I was so damn nervous.”

      The confession was worth the slight embarrassment I felt when a beautiful smile crossed Xander’s lips.

      “Were you?”

      “Yep. Totally fucking nervous.” I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I was about to take Alexander Thorne to some fancy awards night. Tuxedo and all. I didn’t know what I was doing. How to talk, how to act…”

      Xander blinked at me, and the warm expression that entered those stunning eyes of his made my heart thump.

      “You were perfect,” he whispered, and reached for my hand. “I was so proud to be there with you.”

      Jesus. Who knew such a simple statement could hold so much power? Xander had been proud to be there…with me.

      That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. Xander had known me a long time now, most of my life, and I’d given him many reasons to think a whole number of things about me. But to think that he’d felt pride when standing beside me on one of the most important nights of his life? That was…wow.

      “You look surprised.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “Why? There are plenty of things about you for a person to be proud of. You’re a dedicated detective, an amazing older brother, a badass bodyguard, and…”

      “And?”

      Xander touched his fingers to my shirt and smiled. “And you kiss like you should give a master class in it.”

      I laughed, recognizing his jab immediately. “What can I say? I learned from the best.”

      Xander’s eyes lit up from the smile that graced his lips, and I couldn’t help but trace my thumb over the top of them.

      “I’m glad I was with you that night for many reasons, anchorman. But the main one was to see you surrounded by people who admire you, people who look up to you. And if you were proud to be there with me, just know that I was ecstatic to stand next to you.”

      Xander’s cheeks flushed, and when I let go of his hand and asked, “Do you want to go and grab some clothes?” he glanced over his shoulder, and his indecision was clear.

      He was still so uneasy here, the one place he used to consider his sanctuary, and it was heartbreaking to see.

      “Xander?”

      He turned back to me, his eyes wary, his brow furrowed. “I’ll wait here with you, if you don’t mind. Just for now.”

      I scooped up my jeans and shook my head. “No problem. It’s not going to take me long.”

      Xander grabbed the towel off the accent chair and took a seat, and as I moved around the room picking up my clothes, I kept my attention on him. He had one eye on me, but every little sound he heard throughout his house made him jump.

      Once I’d stuffed the final shirt in my bag, I came over to him and dropped it on the floor. “All done.”

      Xander looked to the bulging duffel by his feet. “I have no idea how you got all that in there.”

      I shrugged. “By not caring how it comes out at the other end.”

      “Okay, you have a point there. I do care about that.”

      “I know. You have your suits laundered overnight after every broadcast.”

      “The station does that, not me.”

      “Mhmm.”

      “They do.”

      “I believe you.”

      “No, you don’t. You think I’m a snob who lives up here in his fancy-ass high-rise indulging in his uppity ways.”

      I couldn’t stop laughing at Xander’s put-out tone, because those were my words. But now that I’d gotten to know him, now that I’d lived with him both here and in my bare-bones bachelor pad, it was obvious he didn’t need fancy surroundings to shine. He did that all on his own.

      “Okay, so maybe I said that, but I’ve had time to reevaluate since then. This place suits you.”

      Xander opened his mouth, but before he could fire back, I held my hand up.

      “Not in a snobby, flashy kind of way, but in the sense that you deserve the best. You work hard, you put in sixteen-plus-hour days every day—and sometimes on the weekends. You should spend your money however you like. This is your sanctuary. Don’t listen to me.”

      Xander fell quiet, and for a second I thought I might’ve said the wrong thing.

      “It doesn’t feel like my sanctuary. I don’t even know if I can be alone here anymore.”

      I wished like hell I could take away the fear he was feeling. This was supposed to be his safe space, and instead it felt anything but.

      I crouched until I was eye level with him and took his hands. “You can, I promise you. You just need to take it back. Make it yours again.”

      Xander shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. “I wish it was that easy. But every little sound, even the ones I used to know off by heart, they make me jump ten feet. I feel like a paranoid nutcase.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself. You just found out that this Kyle guy— who not only turned out to be a stalker but probably a whole lot more—was in your house on more than one occasion. If you weren’t feeling a little paranoid, I’d be worried. But it’ll pass, and until then, you can stay with me.”

      “And what if that takes a year, two years?”

      “I don’t care if it takes for-fucking-ever. You have a place with me for however long you want it.”

      Xander’s eyes widened, but then an expression I’d never seen before entered them. It was soft, hopeful, and full of something else that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. But whatever it was, it made my heart swell.

      “Okay, let’s get you some clothes and head back to my place.” Xander nodded, and I tugged him to his feet. “Bet you never thought that would be a place of comfort, right?”

      I laughed and headed out into the hall, then stopped in front of his bedroom doors and looked back to see him just behind me.

      “You okay?”

      Xander walked up to me and placed a hand on my arm, leaning into my side. “I am now.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. I just realized something. It’s not the place that makes somewhere special or comforting, but the people—or person—in it. Thank you for being here with me.”

      I leaned in and pressed a kiss to his lips, and as I opened his bedroom door, I knew with absolute certainty that there was nowhere else on earth I’d rather be.
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      IT’D BEEN A long day. A long week, really. Sean unlocked his front door and held it open for me, and I headed inside and made my way down to his bedroom with my suitcase in tow.

      We’d decided on Mexican takeout for dinner. Soft chicken tacos and cooked rice seemed like something Sean could stomach, and since he’d balked at the idea of any kind of soup, I’d decided this was a better option for him than a steak. I’d gone for some fish tacos myself, and while he was busy getting it ready, I headed into the bathroom to freshen up.

      A quick look in the mirror told me I was in desperate need of some sleep, and my longer-than-usual hair was flopping down into my eyes. I was a far cry from the usually put-together newsman the nation saw five nights a week. But considering I hadn’t slept more than a handful of hours in days, the disheveled man staring back at me wasn’t that much of a surprise.

      A light knock on the door made me quickly splash some water on my face and then open up. Sean offered up a smile, and I noticed his eyes looked a little tired around the edges also.

      “You ready to eat?”

      “Actually, I’m beat. Would you mind if I lie down for a bit? You go ahead. I know you’ve been waiting all day for it.”

      “All week,” Sean said with a smirk, and then he walked down the hall and into his bedroom, where he drew the curtains. He turned back to where I stood just inside the door. “Why don’t you get in bed and warm up a spot for me? I’ll join you in just a bit.”

      I nodded and took a deep inhale as he walked out the door, carrying his familiar scent with me to the bed. I stripped down to my briefs and slid beneath the cool sheets.

      Off in the distance I could hear Sean moving around the kitchen, and where every little noise back at my place had made me jump, this familiar soundtrack was music to my ears. It let me know he was close by, that there was just a hallway between him and me, and when I finally heard him enter the bedroom, my entire body relaxed.

      The shifting of material told me he was undressing, and when he gently moved back the sheets and climbed inside, I closed my eyes and willed him to put his arms around me.

      As if he’d heard my thoughts, Sean shifted to his side and scooted in close behind me. “Ahh, this is the first time I’ve been able to do this in a week. You don’t mind, do you?”

      He wrapped his arm around my waist, and when he flattened his hand on my lower abs and tugged me back until his cock nestled in against my backside, I couldn’t stop my low moan.

      “Don’t mind at all. Feels good,” I whispered into the dark room. I reached down to cover his hand with mine. “You feel good.”

      “Hmm, so do you.” Sean kissed his way up the back of my neck and when he nuzzled in under my ear, goosebumps covered my skin. “You cold?”

      His voice was a sexy, throaty baritone that made every nerve ending in my body come alive. “Not cold, no.”

      Teasing fingers flirted with the elastic of my briefs, and Sean nipped at my earlobe. “Hot, then?”

      I arched my head back until it was resting on his shoulder. “Getting hotter by the second.”

      Sean grinned. “Yeah, you fucking are. I’ve been waiting all day to get my hands on you like this again.”

      His erection was thick and hard against my ass, and I thrust back against it. I linked my fingers with his and slipped them inside my briefs. “Touch me?”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” he said, then bit down onto my lower lip and brushed his palm over the head of my dick.

      “Yes,” I groaned, and directed his hand down until his fingers were wrapped around me. “God, Sean…”

      “I know.” He gave a nice, hard pull and ground up against me.

      This past week had been a series of highs and lows, restraint and frustration, but this moment was pure perfection. With one hand down my briefs moving in time with his, I reached back with my other and gripped the back of Sean’s hair. Then I took his mouth in the kiss I’d been dying to give him all day.

      It wasn’t gentle, and it wasn’t smooth—it was rough and raw, full of emotion. All thinking had ceased for now; there was no room here for anything other than feeling. Sean’s tongue found mine, and they tangled in a delicious mating of the mouths. My eyes fluttered shut and I gave myself over to the power of the moment—to the power of us.

      My mind, my body, my spirit were all his, and while I knew this kind of vulnerability came with a price, it was time to let go. It was time to trust that whatever we were sharing was going to be the light that guided me—guided us—back to a place where we could heal and grow together.

      There was no doubt in my mind that I wanted more of this, more of him, and I knew right then that I’d do whatever I must to have him.
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      JESUS, XANDER WAS perfect. He felt perfect, tasted perfect, and fit into my arms like he was made to be there.

      I didn’t know how I’d missed him all these years, but I sure as hell wasn’t missing him now. Every inch of me was aware of him. Xander writhed in my arms like he’d never felt this good in his life—and I knew exactly how he felt.

      My cock was so hard for him that I was surprised it hadn’t burst through the cotton of my briefs. As it was, it was making a hell of a mess inside them, but what did I expect with Xander’s cum coating my hand, his tongue tasting every corner of my mouth as though I was his favorite ice cream?

      I hadn’t known what to expect when I crawled into bed with him tonight. Today had been long and exhausting for the both of us. But when he’d curled back into me, inviting me to touch, that had been it. My tired body had woken up and remembered how much it wanted him.

      “Sean,” he said against my mouth, and then pulled away. He shifted to bury his face in the pillow, and I moved in behind him and rocked my hips a little harder against his.

      Both our hands were working his erection now, and when he began to thrust his hips at a faster pace, fucking down into the mattress, my brain nearly short-circuited.

      Xander was splayed out half on his side, half on his stomach, with one of his legs angled up toward his chest. Not about to miss out on getting as close to him as possible, I let go of him for a second and tugged his briefs free of his ass.

      Once the material was out of my way, I jerked my own down, then wrapped my hand around him again, my bare cock quickly finding a home between his tight ass cheeks.

      “Damn, Xander.”

      “Ahh,” he panted, and shoved back against me.

      Christ. His entire body was practically vibrating like a live wire. When I picked up the pace, so did his hips. Not about to risk re-injuring myself, I let Xander do most of the work, encouraging him to use me in the most primal way.

      I kissed my way along his bare shoulder and up his neck. “Lately I’ve been thinking about how good it’s gonna feel when I finally get inside you, and I gotta say, if this is the warmup, you just might kill me.”

      “Fuck,” Xander said, and then tensed.

      I bit down into his shoulder and rolled my hips forward. “Soon, Xander. Soon, I’m gonna get better, and when I am, I’m gonna get inside you, and you’re gonna teach me exactly what you like.”

      “Yes…”

      Xander’s body shook, and when his cock pulsated and cum shot out over our hands, my body responded. I gave a final thrust between his tight cheeks, and imagined how it would feel to do that buried deep inside him.

      I had no point of reference when it came to sex with a man, but I had to believe it would be unlike anything I could dream of. Xander was all taut, lean muscles, his entire body attuned to me in ways I never imagined possible. So I could only imagine that that final connection would blow my mind, and it was that image that sent me over the edge.

      As the harshness of our breathing settled, I slowly let him go and ran my sticky fingers over the curve of his naked hip. His skin was smooth, his body warm, and when Xander turned his head, his satisfied smile made my heart really fucking happy.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey. That was…”

      I leaned in to him and whispered against his lips, “Perfect?”

      “Mhmm.” His eyes fluttered shut and then quickly reopened. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      I chuckled at his worried expression. “No. But it would’ve been worth it. Damn, that was… It was really fucking hot.”

      Xander pushed the covers back and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Where are you going?” I asked.

      He ran his eyes over me and smirked. “To clean up. Somehow, I ended up a mess all over.”

      As he walked around the end of the bed, my cock, unbelievably, stiffened. “Should I apologize?”

      Xander licked his lips. “Never. I loved getting messy with you.”

      Fuck…

      “Sean?” Xander said when he reached the bedroom door.

      “Yeah?”

      “When do you think you’re going to be…better?”

      As my words from a minute ago ran through my head, I reached down to palm my reawakened cock.

      “As soon as possible is the plan.”

      Xander eyed my hand, and then the sexiest, flirtiest smile I’d ever seen in my life curled his lips. “Good, because I can’t wait to teach you all of the things that I like.”

      I groaned as he disappeared down the hall, and all I could think was: I can’t fucking wait to learn.
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      “ONE PIECE OF toast or two?”

      I stuck my head out of the bathroom and called down the hall to Sean, “One, please,” then moved back in front of the mirror to look myself over a final time.

      Today was my first day back at work, and if anyone could’ve seen me right now, they would’ve laughed. I was as nervous as an intern on his first day.

      Sean was pretty much back to his usual self. No more meds, and no more pain. I was finally getting more than a few hours’ sleep at night, and after rearranging his kitchen cupboards and painting his living room wall a light blue, I was sure I wasn’t the only one ready for me to be out of the house.

      I looked at my watch and grimaced. Unlike my old schedule, where I’d be up at five and scouring the news online to see what was going on in the world, I was running a little late. Not that I was complaining; it wasn’t easy to get out of bed when there was a warm body tempting you to stay. And Sean’s brand of coercion was one I was finding more and more difficult to resist.

      As it was, it was coming up on nine, and I’d need to leave in an hour or so if I was going to make it into the city without breaking any laws. A final once-over told me this was the best that things were going to get right now, and I just hoped Cynthia brought her A-game today, because she was going to have to work some magic to make me look like I hadn’t been to hell and back.

      I headed down the hall, and smelled eggs and toast, and my stomach rumbled. “I could get used to this,” I said as I walked into the kitchen, where Sean was dishing out breakfast.

      There were two glasses of orange juice and utensils sitting on the bench, and next to those, a variety of condiment choices. I smiled at the spread and began picking up the items and moving them to the small table in Sean’s living area.

      “What, having someone make you breakfast?”

      I paused with the hot sauce in my hand. “Not someone. You.”

      Sean came out of the kitchen, his smile full of promises I wanted him to make good on. He was so effortlessly sexy. His hair was all mussed up from bed, his white t-shirt looked like he’d pulled it from a drawer where it had been shoved for God knows how long, and the soft cotton shorts that sat low on his hips molded to the bulge between his legs.

      How I was just noticing all of this now, I had no idea.

      “You’re staring, anchorman.” Sean slid a plate in front of me. “Not that I’m complaining. But if you want to go to work, you need to stop or I’m gonna make you really late.”

      I licked at my lips. “Then you should sit far, far away from me.”

      Sean chuckled but did as I suggested, his control clearly no better than mine this morning. “You sure you have to go in today?”

      I picked up my knife and fork and nodded. “It’s either that or we start moving the furniture in your bedroom so I can paint the walls in there next.”

      “Wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Sean said as he piled some eggs onto his toast. “I don’t think it’s been painted since the place was built twenty years ago.”

      I laughed and took a few bites of food before shaking my head. “As much as I’d enjoy making you stare at a fuchsia wall in horror, I think it’s time I got back to work.”

      Sean fell silent and frowned as he shoveled another bite of eggs into his mouth.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      I put my fork down and reached for my juice. “Doesn’t seem like nothing to me.”

      Sean sighed. “Do you promise not to get upset?”

      Okay, that didn’t sound good. “Yes?”

      “Yeah, you sound really convincing.”

      “I’m blindly promising you something. I’m not good at giving over that much trust.”

      Sean’s eyes roamed down to my lips. “You give over much more than that every time you let me touch you.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How? It all involves trust.”

      “Yes, but with that, I know what to expect.”

      Sean took a sip of his juice and then sat back in his chair. “I was just going to say, don’t you think it’s a little soon to be going back to work?”

      I’d had a feeling that was what was bothering him. He’d mentioned something similar the day we’d gone to his doctor’s visit. He was worried I was rushing things.

      “I’m fine,” I said, and went back to eating my breakfast.

      “Physically, yes. But mentally…”

      I eyed him closely. “Oh yes, please finish that sentence.”

      Sean’s mouth opened and then shut, as though he were thinking over his next words carefully. “All I’m saying is that sometimes we think we’re okay and then something will trigger us. I just don’t want you to rush this. Maybe you should talk to someone first, a professional.”

      I put my knife and fork down and reached across the table for Sean’s hand. “Thank you for worrying, really. But you don’t need to. If I didn’t feel like I could go back, I wouldn’t. I promise.”

      Sean rubbed his thumb over my knuckles and nodded. “Okay. As long as you feel like you’re up to it. But I’m sure they could handle one more week with you out.”

      “They probably could, but I feel like this might help, that being back at the station will give me some sense of normalcy. Does that make sense?”

      “It does. Trust me. This time out has made me realize I’m not very good at doing nothing.”

      I smiled and picked my utensils back up. “Me too. And I really do think this will be good for me.”

      “That’s all I want,” Sean said, and took a bite out of his toast. “And if for some reason it’s not, you call me.”

      “Promise.”

      Sean pinned me with his no-nonsense cop stare, and it’d been so long since I’d seen it that the impact was paralyzing.

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. If I need you, I will call. But that goes both ways, you know. This will be the first time you’ll be on your own since you’ve been out of the hospital. Will you be okay?”

      “Bailey is stopping by with groceries this afternoon, and it’s not like I’m about to run a marathon. I’m pretty sure I can manage.”

      Finished with my eggs, I picked up my toast and took a couple of bites. “Are you sure? Because if you’re trying to get me to stay home because you’re worried—”

      “I sit in a recliner all day. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      I finished off my toast and shrugged. “You could pull the foot lever and fly backwards right out of it.”

      Sean’s eyebrows almost hit his hairline before he let out a loud laugh. “Gee, thanks, Xander. Now that’s all I’m gonna think about every time I reach for the fucking lever.”

      I laughed as I got to my feet, came around the table to take his empty plate, and kissed his cheek. “Well, if that happens, be sure to call me, and I’ll be right here.”

      “My own personal hero.”

      I straightened and stroked my fingers along his jaw. “Seems fair, since you’re mine.”

      “Xander?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Go to work, or you’re gonna end up on my lap.”

      I glanced down at his shorts that were doing nothing to hide just how excited he was about that idea, and then picked up his plate.

      “Hold that thought. I like it.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      I said nothing as I backed away, because I liked it a whole damn lot. So much so that I was going to take him up on that one day very soon.
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      “WELCOME BACK, XANDER.”

      “Mr. Thorne, it’s so good to see you around the station again.”

      “How was your time off? Are you feeling better?”

      “Is Sean okay? No one’s told us anything.”

      The questions came hard and fast the second I stepped off the elevator at ENN. I’d expected nothing less, considering the dramatic way I’d upped and left for a two-week vacation, and the familiar hustle and bustle of the keyboards, phones, and stories being volleyed back and forth across the newsroom was a welcome distraction from everything else going on inside my brain.

      “Oh my God, they said you were back, but I didn’t believe them.” Ryan stood at his desk just outside my office.

      I came to a stop beside it and smiled. “Back and ready to get to work.”

      “Yes, boss.” He looked as though he wanted to hug me but wasn’t quite sure he’d be welcome. So I took the guesswork out of it for him and pulled him into an embrace.

      “Thank you for everything you did while I was out. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

      Ryan chuckled as I let him go, then picked up a notebook and grimaced. “For the past two weeks I’ve answered phones and taken messages. You coming back is thanks enough, trust me.”

      “Well, picking up clothes for me while I was at the hospital was above and beyond your work duties. So, thank you.”

      Ryan swiped a hand through the air. “Please, I was just happy to be of use. Speaking of the hospital, how is Sean?”

      I smiled, and Ryan slowly nodded.

      “I’ll take that as good?”

      “Yes, he’s…he’s doing great, considering everything he went through.”

      “Thank God. I mean, who knows what might’ve happened to you if he wasn’t there.”

      I didn’t even want to think about it. Especially after finding out about the other two men Kyle had gone after.

      “I heard that he wrestled the guy to the ground with his bare hands, and that’s how he got stabbed. If that’s true, what a hero. And that cop who shot him, Nichols? Ugh, you’re both so lucky he was there.” Ryan rubbed a hand up and down my arm. “I’m just so glad you’re both safe. And you tell Sean that because of him, my standards are set really high now when it comes to boyfriend material. I need one all strong and protective like he is.”

      I laughed as I walked to my office door. Once I was inside and the door was firmly shut behind me, I set my briefcase down on my desk and let out a deep breath.

      I’d been curious what kind of gossip had been floating around the station in regards to Sean and me. There’d been a lot of commotion that night, people running for the doors as soon as Kyle made a rush for me. But it seemed my secret was safe.

      Marcus was the only one who knew the real reason Sean had been hanging around, and that he’d been the one to fire the shot that saved me.

      As far as everyone else was concerned, Sean was my brave—and lucky—boyfriend, something that was fast becoming a reality, if I was reading the signals right.

      I switched on my computer, and as I waited for it to boot up, my phone vibrated on the desk. Glancing at the screen, I smiled when I saw Bailey’s name flashing across it.

      “Hey there, Bay.”

      “Good morning, Mr. Thorne. A little birdie told me you were back at work today, and I thought I’d call and say hi.”

      One guess as to which little birdie that might be, and I had the distinct impression this call was more about checking up on me than a general hello. Since it was all done out of love, though, I wasn’t about to complain. The Bailey brothers had a way of looking after one another. It was silent and under the radar, but it was there all the same.

      “In that case, hello. How are you doing this morning?”

      “I’m good, I’m good. I just got into the office and found Henri threatening bloody murder against Ghost for climbing up the curtains. I tried to tell him he needed to be stricter, but Ghost has his number. Henri yells, Ghost rolls over and gives him this I’m so cute look, and Henri caves.”

      I laughed, thinking about big badass Henri being swindled by a ball of fluff, and when Bailey joined in, I relaxed. It’d been a while since the two of us had hung out, and I made a mental note to change that as soon as everything settled down again.

      “So, you and Henri got any big cases you’re working on right now?”

      “No, it’s pretty quiet for the most part, but it is only Monday.”

      “What, criminals take the weekends off now?”

      “No, we do. But I’m sure something will roll in. It’s got to be before one, though, since I’m heading over to see Sean. What about you?”

      “You caught me just as I was about to go through my mountain of emails. I swear, this job never sleeps. You leave for two weeks and it takes a good month to catch up on everything waiting for you when you get back.”

      “I do not envy you.”

      “Neither do I. In fact, I think I might put it off and call the run-through a little early. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten to sift through the news and write up a draft. My brain is looking forward to the challenge.”

      Bailey laughed. “What, hanging out with Sean hasn’t been simulating enough for you?”

      The question was innocent enough, and back in the day I would’ve likely made a wisecrack in response. But the truth of the matter was that I’d found hanging out with Sean was highly stimulating to both my mind and body.

      “No, I just missed getting down and dirty in the trenches. You know me, classic workaholic.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to tell me twice. Trying to get you to take a day off when we dated was like trying to pull teeth.”

      I winced at the reminder, but knew he was right. I’d been bad about that with him, always taking for granted that he’d be there. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Bailey scoffed. “I’m just playing with you. It’s all good. It was a long time ago.”

      Yes, but that didn’t make me feel less shitty about it. “Still, I should’ve taken more time.”

      “Um, what’s going on with you right now? Did this time off make you reflective or something?”

      I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. “I guess so. Look, we’ll have to catch up soon. I found out a lot of things this week, and I just miss hanging out with you.”

      “Me too. You let me know when life gets back to normal and you want to get together.”

      “Will do, and when you see Sean, let him know I’m fine.”

      “How’d you know he asked me to call?”

      “Because he’s still in bodyguard mode even though there’s nothing to worry about anymore.”

      “Could be worse, he could’ve reverted to ‘dick’ mode.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but something about that comment bothered me. Not wanting to raise any eyebrows, though, I decided to just change the subject. “I’ve got to go; work’s calling. Do you mind if I call you back later?”

      “Yeah, of course, whenever. I was just catching up.”

      “I appreciate it, and you. Love you, Bay.”

      “Love you too. Talk to you later.”

      “Bye.”

      I ended the call and skimmed through the long list of emails in my inbox—many of which were forwarded from concerned and loyal fans—and just as I’d told Bailey, I decided to leave them until later.

      I wanted to dive back in, get my hands dirty, and to do that, I needed to get out from behind this desk.

      

      “BEFORE I GO tonight, I wanted to end this broadcast on a more personal note. Two weeks ago I was involved in an incident that left one person deceased and another severely injured. I would like to take this moment to personally thank the Chicago Police Department, EMTs, and medical personnel at University Hospital for your service that night. You were brave, calm, and heroic in the face of absolute chaos, everything that’s needed from those who work on the frontlines, and I sit here tonight because of you, humbled by your grace and grateful for your service. Also, to those of you who have reached out through email or social media to send well wishes my way, I thank you. I appreciate each and every one of you, and will continue to do my best to bring you the news that matters most—the truth. I’m Alexander Thorne; thank you for being with me here on this Monday evening. Have a safe and good night.”

      As camera one’s light turned red, I reached for my earwig and pulled it free. It’d felt good being back in the chair tonight, and I was happy to note it was just like riding a bike.

      “Great job,” Jim, my EP, said, as he walked over and took my mic pack from me. “Didn’t miss a beat.”

      “Were you worried?” I asked. We walked out of the studio and headed toward my office.

      “No, not at all.” I stopped and eyed him for a beat, and then Jim smiled. “Okay, maybe a little bit. But that bit at the end, nice personal touch.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was being sincere, but I didn’t much care. I’d decided to add my closing speech at the last minute, wanting to convey my thanks. And what better way to do that than by using the platform they all knew me from.

      “I thought so. I have a meeting first thing tomorrow morning with Marcus, so I won’t be in until a little later—if you could get the run-through going, I’ll sit in on the final draft before going live.”

      “No problem.” Jim’s phone buzzed, and he looked at it. “If you don’t need me, looks like Stephanie needs some help with tracking down a guest for tomorrow night’s broadcast.”

      “You’re fine. We’re done here. I’m going to head out in a few; text me if you need me.”

      “Will do.” Jim smiled then stepped forward and threw his arms around me in a very un-Jim-like way, which caught me off guard. “We’re so happy to have you back, boss. That night was…it was insane.”

      I clapped him on the back and nodded. “It was, and I’m glad to be back. Thanks for keeping the wheels greased while I was out.”

      “That’s my job,” he said as he turned and headed off. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you then.”

      After a quick change of clothes, I handed my suit off to Ryan and immediately thought of the conversation I’d had with Sean about sending them out to be laundered, and wondered if he’d missed me half as much as I’d missed him today.

      He’d sent a few texts throughout the day, all of which avoided asking me how I was doing directly. But I had a feeling if I hadn’t gotten back to him in a timely manner, calls, voicemails, and maybe a drop-in by some buddy cop of his would’ve happened.

      That protective side of Sean was one that had taken me a minute to get used to, but now that I’d seen it, now that I’d experienced it, I had to admit—I found it one of his most appealing attributes.

      When the elevator doors opened for me to go down, I was shocked to find Marcus standing inside. It was unusual to see him leaving so early, but it gave me the opportunity to thank him in person for keeping Sean’s involvement with me private.

      “Alexander,” he said, and stepped forward to hold the door open. “It’s good to see you back.”

      I stepped inside and pressed the button for the garage. “It’s good to be back, thank you.”

      Marcus gave a clipped nod. “I trust Detective Bailey is doing better and there were no complications with his surgery.”

      “No, no complications. Sean’s doing great. Actually, I was going to say this tomorrow, but now that you’re here, thank you for not telling everyone why he was really here.”

      “Of course. That’s your private business. No one needs to know anything other than what they already did.”

      “Well, either way. I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime.”

      We stood there for a few seconds in silence as the elevator descended several floors, then Marcus said, “How are you doing after everything that happened?”

      “I’m fine.” I tightened my fingers around the handle of my briefcase and thanked God that Marcus wasn’t the kind to indulge in small talk. There’d be no probing questions from him, something I was extremely thankful for tonight.

      “That’s good. I’m glad. ENN is happy to have you back.”

      “Thank you.” I flashed my most practiced smile, and when the elevator hit the lobby and the doors slid open, a loud bang boomed throughout the building and echoed off the walls.

      Jerking back, I hit the corner of the elevator and plastered my back against the wall. My legs began to shake, my vision began to blur, and as my knees gave out from under me, I crumpled to the floor.

      “Alexander?”

      My head spun, blood rang in my ears, and as my heart thumped at a dizzying pace, black spots appeared before my eyes.

      “Alexander? Are you okay?”

      Marcus crouched in front of me, and I blindly reached for him. “Sean… Call Sean.” Then I passed out.
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      I’D NEVER REALLY noticed how a day could drag on by until Xander had walked out the door nearly ten hours earlier.

      Shit. It felt like an eternity had passed since then. I’d watched television—which was mind-numbingly boring during the day—Bailey had visited for an hour or two, I’d finished The Stand, which I’d been halfway through, and at one stage I’d even resorted to reorganizing my cereal cabinet.

      How I was going to get through several more weeks of leave on my own, I had no idea. I’d be able to start going on walks and runs soon enough, but for now, I was bored out of my brain.

      I’d just finished making dinner for when Xander got home, and was settling in now to watch his broadcast. Funny thing: I’d never really tuned in to the news until I’d started watching out for him. Yeah, I’d known it was his job and he was paid well to do it. But I’d never been one to watch the nightly news. Chalk it up to seeing enough bad shit in my everyday life.

      These days, however, I was tuning in for very different reasons. Sure, I was curious about what was going on around the country, but I was more interested in laying my eyes on Xander.

      After flicking to ENN, I caught the opening sequence of the blue-and-white globe on Xander’s set, then the camera zoomed in on his handsome face.

      “Good evening, everyone. Thank you for joining us here at Global News this Monday evening. I’d like to start by saying how thrilled I am to be back here bringing you the news tonight…”

      Fuck, Xander was one seriously attractive guy. I knew he’d been worried about looking tired and strung-out, but he looked neither of those things tonight. He looked handsome, sophisticated, and one hundred percent put together in his light blue shirt and charcoal suit, and I couldn’t believe that I’d been lucky enough to wake up with him in my arms this morning.

      For the next thirty minutes—okay, more like forty after I re-watched his closing speech a couple of times—I didn’t leave my chair. I was like an addict who’d been denied his fix all day. I sat there drinking in the curve of his lips, the laugh lines by his eyes, and the joy that lit his face as he finished his broadcast for the night.

      He looked happy, excited to be on the job, and it gave me a sense of ease to know that his first day back had gone smoothly, because I’d been worried the questions and memories might bring forward a response he wasn’t quite ready for.

      Figuring I had about an hour or so until he got home, I decided I’d shower to pass the time. It was either that or sit and stare at the second hand of my wall clock. Just as I was about to head down to my bedroom, my phone began to ring.

      I grabbed it off the kitchen table, thinking it might be Xander. But my heart nearly stopped at the name flashing there—Marcus.

      I only knew one Marcus, and I couldn’t think of any reason he’d call me now unless something had happened. “Sean here.”

      “Detective? It’s Marcus St. James. Alexander’s boss.”

      “I know, I still have your number. What’s wrong? Did something happen to Xander?”

      I could hear someone talking in the background, and was about two seconds from asking Marcus to move somewhere quiet when he barked at whoever it was, “Shut the hell up, I can’t hear.” Things got real quiet then. “You still there?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Is Xander all right? Where is he?”

      “He’s right here, and he’s okay for the most part—”

      “For the most part? What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means he passed out on the way to his car this evening.”

      “What?” My mind began to race. I needed to get to him. I needed to go to him now. “Where are you?”

      “At the news station. He wanted me to call and—”

      “I’m on my way,” I said, already grabbing my keys. “Can you stay with him?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks. Be there soon.” Not a second later, I was out the door and in my SUV, heading downtown to the ENN building.

      

      SOMEHOW I MADE it into downtown Chicago in under twenty minutes. The universe must’ve been on my side tonight, because I hadn’t been pulled over.

      I pulled up to the front of the building and slapped my official tags on the dash, not feeling guilty about it in the slightest. I didn’t want to waste time looking around for parking. I needed to get inside, get to Xander, and I’d do whatever I had to to accomplish that.

      I marched toward the front doors, my mission clear. I stepped inside and scanned the lobby, immediately spotting a small crowd gathered by one of the black leather couches lining the wall.

      “Excuse me? Can I help you, sir?” the security guy asked as I walked toward the crowd. I wasn’t in the mood to stop and give him an answer. I wanted to see Xander with my own two eyes, and until that happened, I wasn’t stopping to talk to any-fucking-body.

      As I approached the group, a woman I didn’t recognize spotted me and frowned, then the man who’d been blocking my view of the couch turned, and I was face to face with Marcus.

      His serious expression was one I remembered well, and when he started in my direction, clearly about to try to head me off at the pass, I thought, I fucking dare you.

      “Detective Bailey, if we could talk for a—”

      “Where is he?”

      Marcus gave me a quick once-over, and it only just occurred to me how underdressed I was for a place like this. Too fucking bad. I wanted to see Xander, and I wanted to see him now.

      “He’s sitting over on the couch there, but—”

      I stepped around Marcus.

      “Detective Bailey…”

      “Xander?” I said. Two men who had their backs to me turned, and something on my face must’ve screamed fuck off, because they quickly got out of my way.

      The woman who’d spotted me when I first entered the lobby tapped Xander on the shoulder. He slowly opened his eyes and focused on me, and pure relief lit his face.

      “Xander,” I said again. He got to his feet, took two steps forward, and threw his arms around my neck. I hugged him tight, pulling him in so close that I was shocked I didn’t hurt him.

      He nuzzled into my neck and whispered, “You came.”

      I ran a hand through his hair and kissed his temple. “For you, always.”

      Xander shook as we stood there in the lobby surrounded by strangers. When he pulled back and looked into my eyes, I noticed how pale he was.

      “What happened?” I asked, and ran my fingers down his cheek.

      “Nothing, I just—”

      “Xander,” I said, taking his face between my hands and looking him dead in the eye. “What happened?”

      He tried to look around, and when I noticed the curious looks aimed in our direction, I bit back my urge to tell them all the show was fucking over. “Thank you for helping him. I’ve got it from here.” After all, they had helped him.

      As they each wished Xander the best and headed off, I noticed Marcus standing to the side watching the two of us closely. He clearly wasn’t leaving, and I figured if Xander wouldn’t tell me what’d happened here, maybe Marcus knew more.

      “Why don’t you sit back down and let me go and talk to Marcus real quick, then I’ll get you home.”

      Xander nodded. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey. Don’t apologize. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      As Xander took a seat, I made my way to Marcus. “Do you know what happened with him?”

      Marcus nodded. “He got spooked.”

      “Spooked?”

      “Yes. We were coming down in the elevator together and he was fine. But when we reached the lobby, a piece of furniture being moved was dropped. It caused a loud bang, and—”

      “He got ‘spooked.’”

      “Yes. But it was more than that. I think he had an anxiety attack. He got very pale and shaky, asked me to call you, and then passed out.”

      I cursed and looked over to Xander. “I told him it was too early.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I turned back to Marcus. “I told him he was coming back too early.”

      Marcus looked past my shoulder and said, “I’m sure he knows how he feels. This was probably just a one-off.”

      “It’s not just a one-off,” I snapped. “Being back in the place where this all started for him is fucking him up, and he doesn’t even realize it. He needs time off. He needs to get away from all of this.”

      “Good luck trying to convince him of that. I didn’t make him come back to work today, detective. He told me he was coming.”

      I knew that, just like I knew there was no way in hell Xander was going to admit this was more than a one-time issue. I needed another plan of attack, and luckily for me, I’d just thought of it.

      “It’s going to have to come from you.”

      Marcus frowned, and I nodded, knowing deep down that this was the only way to get Xander to listen.

      “You need to tell him to take some time off.”

      “He won’t take it.”

      “Then make him. He’s not ready, Marcus. You know what he’s been through. He’s suffering, up here,” I said, pointing to my head. “If we don’t help him now, it’s just gonna get worse until this happens every night.”

      I was pretty sure I was the only person on the planet who dared order this guy around. But if it was going to help Xander, I didn’t care what Marcus thought.

      Shocker of all shockers, though, he gave me a clipped nod, stepped around me, and headed over to Xander. I turned to watch. Xander nodded, and Marcus clapped him on the shoulder.

      It seemed to all go well. Xander wasn’t glaring my way. When they stood and shook hands, I let out a deep breath that I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      Xander came over to me and took my hand. “Don’t think I don’t know that decision was all you.”

      I probably should’ve felt some guilt over what I’d just done, but I didn’t. Xander needed me, and just like he’d been there for me, I’d be there for him—no matter what.
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      WARM LIPS AGAINST the back of my neck made my eyes open, as Sean moved in close behind me and curled his body around the back of mine.

      The curtains were still drawn from the night before, but through the sliver of material in the middle, I could see it was still dark outside.

      “Stop foxing, anchorman,” Sean whispered behind my ear. “I know you’re not sleeping.”

      I smiled against the palm under my cheek, and I realized that was the first time I’d done that since last night.

      Yesterday had been a wake-up call. I’d been so sure I was ready to get back to work, confident that it was what I needed to be able to move forward and get on with my life. For the most part, I’d been right. I’d had a great day, felt revitalized and back to my normal self again. But in one moment, that had all changed.

      A loud noise—a piece of furniture being dropped, Sean later told me—had caused my brain to panic, my body to shut down, and the next thing I knew, I passed out in the damn elevator.

      If I wasn’t so freaked out by the attack itself, I’d be mortified that it had all happened in front of Marcus. But in the end, I was glad it had been him with me and not anyone else, because he’d had Sean’s number and known exactly who to call.

      That didn’t mean, however, that Sean was out of the doghouse. I knew he was the one behind Marcus ordering me to take the rest of the month off. But the gentle way he’d held me all night definitely meant I was willing to work out a pleasurable form of punishment for him.

      “I’m not foxing, but I am wondering what time it is.”

      Sean smoothed his hand around my waist, and I reached down to entwine my fingers with his.

      “Five.”

      “Five in the morning?” When the bedside lamp flicked on, I winced and turned my head to find him grinning at me.

      “What? I know you’re not adverse to an early morning. So stop your grumbling and get up.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry, but weren’t you the man who made my boss give me time off yesterday so I could rest?”

      Sean pretended to think about that for a second and then nodded. “Yeah, that’d be me.”

      “And waking me up at five is your version of rest?”

      “Well, no. But I know it’s yours, so I’m not overly worried that I’m depriving you in any way. However, when we get where we’re going, if all you want to do is stay in bed, then let’s just say I’m not gonna argue.”

      With my brain still waking up, I ran through Sean’s words twice over before something stuck out and grabbed me. “Get where we’re going? What does that mean?”

      Sean threw the covers back, and if he didn’t look so spectacular in his briefs, I might’ve cussed him out. As it was, I was finding it difficult to form a coherent sentence, because Sean Bailey nearly naked was sexy as hell.

      “What it means is”—Sean placed his hands on the mattress and leaned over to kiss me—“you and I are getting out of here.”

      Completely confused now, all I could do was sit there as Sean began moving around his room, pulling open drawers and tossing clothes on the bed—then he reached for his gun.

      “Wait. Why do you need that?”

      Sean looked at the weapon. “I’m always armed, it’s a habit.”

      Okay, that made sense. “So where are we going, exactly?”

      “I’m not telling you that.”

      “You’re not—” My mouth fell open as Sean went back to packing. “You’re not telling me?”

      “Right.”

      None of this was making any sense. Sean hadn’t said anything about taking a trip. I wasn’t averse to going on vacation somewhere if that was what he meant by relaxing. But it wasn’t like I had that many clothes with me, and the suitcase I did have wasn’t that big. Oh, and my special travel bag, the one with all my battery rechargers, extra laptop, and phone cords, wasn’t here. I couldn’t just up and go somewhere.

      “Sean? I can’t just…just leave.”

      “Why not?”

      Sean turned to face me, his hands on his hips, and my entire body reacted to the picture he made. Those muscled thighs led up to an erection I was dying to feel inside me, and the rest of his body? God, I couldn’t wait to feel it pressing me down into the mattress as he filled me.

      “Xander?”

      “Huh?” Blinking, I dragged my eyes up to see Sean smirking at me.

      “I asked you why you couldn’t just leave. Is there somewhere you’ve got to be?”

      “No.”

      “You got a pet you have to feed?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know I don’t.”

      “Exactly. So get your hot ass out of my bed and get your things together. I’m kidnapping you.”

      “Kid…kidnapping me?” I climbed out of the bed. “And taking me where?”

      Sean took hold of my chin and pressed a rough kiss to my lips. “If I tell you that, then it’s not kidnapping.”

      I arched an eyebrow as he grinned like a fool. “You’re lucky I like you.”

      Sean grabbed my hips and pulled me into his arms. “Just like, huh?”

      I looped my arms around his neck and nipped at his lower lip. “Maybe a little more than like.”

      “Mhmm, I can tell.” Sean smoothed a hand over my ass and then slapped it. “But trying to tempt me back to bed won’t work. Get your clothes together, anchorman. We leave in thirty.”
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      “OKAY, SO I’M in your car, it’s dark outside, and you still haven’t told me where we’re going.”

      I glanced at Xander and grinned. In a pair of men’s leather sandals, pressed shorts, and a tucked-in button-up shirt, he was as casual and relaxed as I’d ever seen him, but then again, it was just turning five thirty.

      After I’d finally convinced him to get out of bed, Xander had packed—very meticulously, I might add—the suitcase he’d brought from his place the other day.

      The clothes inside weren’t the usual attire for where we were going, but I didn’t plan to let him wear them all that much, so I didn’t think he’d mind. Plus, I’d thrown in a couple of extra pairs of shorts and t-shirts for him to borrow, just in case.

      “So is this place local?”

      I chuckled, loving that instead of being pissed off that I’d woken him up at the crack-ass of dawn, he’d climbed in the car and instantly become curious.

      “What’s your idea of local?”

      “Hmm,” Xander said. “Anything within an hour.”

      “Then no, it’s not local.”

      “Okay. Is it somewhere we’ve been together before?”

      “As in?”

      Xander frowned. “Oh, come on, you know I came on a couple of family vacations with you. Is it one of those places?”

      I racked my brain trying to remember each of the vacations Xander had come on, and when he started to laugh, I glared at him.

      “You don’t remember them all, do you?”

      “Uh. I remember some of them.”

      Xander scoffed. “I’m not surprised you’ve forgotten. You were older than me, cooler than me, and I was there as Bailey’s best friend and—”

      “Boyfriend?” I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “Wow, I’m so fucking glad you bought this up.”

      Xander squeezed my arm. “Come on, don’t be like that. It’s part of our history. We can’t change it.”

      “I know. But I don’t really want to think about it right now.”

      Xander nodded. “Fair enough. So, how about you tell me where we’re going instead.”

      “Nice try. But it won’t work.”

      “No?” Xander rested his hand on my thigh. “Bet I could convince you to change your mind.”

      “Oh yeah, and how you gonna do that, anchorman?”

      “Well…” Xander ran his hand up my thigh, and just before he reached the ache between my legs, he removed his fingers. “Maybe I won’t put out once we get wherever it is you’re taking me.”

      The comment was so unexpected, and so unlike Xander, that I couldn’t help but laugh. “Won’t put out?”

      He nodded. “Mhmm. You’ve been very high-handed and bossy lately, and I’ve just…rolled over for you.”

      The image he’d just planted in my brain did nothing to help the erection I was sporting, and judging by Xander’s smirk, he knew it.

      “You having fun?” I asked, shifting in my seat, my dick now trying its very best to bust through my shorts.

      “Maybe a little.”

      I grabbed his hand and slid his palm over the hard cock he’d teased to attention. “Ain’t nothing little about that, and I look forward to you rolling over again for me real soon.”

      Xander gave me a nice, hard squeeze, then he let go and moved back to his side of the car. “You’re not going to tell me where we’re going, are you?”

      “Now you’re getting it. So why don’t you just settle back, relax, and enjoy the ride.”

      “Do I really strike you as the type who just sits back and relaxes?”

      I shrugged. “Well, you’re doing pretty good so far, minus the five hundred questions about where we’re going.”

      “Yes, well, you didn’t see my internal conflict back at your place about packing. As for my questions, I’m a journalist. It’s in my DNA to be curious.”

      “Just like it’s in mine to have a good poker face and a stubborn resolve. Helps to wait out the criminals.”

      Xander looked out the window as we merged on to the interstate. “How long did you say it takes to get where we’re going?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Xander let out a sigh then settled back into his seat. “Fine. I’m going to sit back, close my eyes, and get another…however many minutes or hours of sleep in.”

      I chuckled, knowing it was killing him to have no idea where he was going. But in my mind, it was the perfect place. It was exactly what the two of us needed.

      

      “HEY, HEY, SLEEPYHEAD,” I whispered, and gently shook Xander’s arm.

      I’d just pulled into a parking spot in front of the local twenty-four-hour convenience store, and when Xander opened his eyes, I smiled. He’d looked so peaceful curled up against the side of my car that I’d been reluctant to wake him. But this was the last place to stop and get any food and necessities we might need before we got where we were going.

      “Are we there?”

      “Not yet. But we’re close. I need to run into the store and grab a few things and thought you might want to stretch your legs, maybe grab a cup of coffee.”

      Xander’s entire body seemed to wake up. “Coffee? Yes, please.”

      “I thought that might perk you up.”

      Xander nodded and straightened in his seat, then he flipped the visor down and gave himself a quick once-over. He grimaced as he ran a hand through his hair, then looked to me.

      “This is as good as it’s going to get.”

      “Then I’m in luck, because it’s pretty fucking perfect.”

      Xander looked out the windshield. “Where are we?”

      There was no use in hiding it anymore. He could ask anyone once we stepped inside. So I opened my door and said, “Savanna. You ever been here before?”

      “No, actually. I’ve been to Savannah, Georgia. But not Savanna, Illinois.”

      “Really? Huh. Well, welcome. I love this place.”

      I walked toward the store, and Xander followed.

      “Do you come here a lot?”

      When the doors slid open and we stepped inside, the woman with the grey hair standing behind the cash register looked up and smiled.

      “Detective! It’s about time you swung through town again. We’ve missed you around here.”

      I winked at Xander. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” May, the manager, came out from behind the register and pulled me into a fierce hug, and I almost lost my breath. The woman might be small, but she had a hell of a tight embrace.

      “I’m sorry, May. I got caught up with work these last couple of months.”

      She let me go and took a step back, sizing me up, and once she was satisfied I was in one piece, she crossed her arms. “I suppose that’s a good enough excuse. But you know what I always tells you, all work and no play is no way to live your life.”

      Up until now, I’d merely placated her by agreeing with that sentiment. But when I turned to see Xander watching the exchange with a look of fascination in his eyes, I had a feeling there’d be much more play in my future.

      “Xander? This is May. She’s the manager here. And May, this is my friend Xander.”

      Xander held out his hand, and when May took it and pulled him into one of her famous hugs, I laughed.

      “Any friend of Sean’s is a friend of mine. Nice to meet you, Xander.” As she let him go, she cocked her head to the side. “That’s an unusual name.”

      “Oh, it’s short for Alexander. And it’s lovely to meet you too.”

      “Well, don’t let me keep you, detective. I know you still have a little bit of drive ahead of you. So grab what you need. I’ll be waiting.”

      I waved and turned Xander toward the first aisle of the small store, then I handed him a folded piece of paper. “Here’s your list.”

      “My list?”

      “Yeah, your shopping list.”

      As we walked down the cereal aisle, he opened it up, and then his feet came to a grinding halt. “Are you kidding? This is my list?”

      “What?” I said.

      “Instant coffee, strawberry Pop-Tarts, condoms, and lube?” Xander whispered the last word as though he were in a church.

      “Yep. They’re all the things that guarantee I’ll wake up in a good mood each morning.”

      As I started up the aisle again, Xander jogged to catch up.

      “And you want me to go through her checkout with these items.”

      I flashed him a wide grin. “Well, yeah. She’s known me since I was a teenager. She doesn’t know you.”

      “She does now.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different if I buy them—then I look like I’m the bad influence. This way she keeps thinking of me as sweet little Sean.”

      Xander scoffed and shook his head. “Since when have you ever been sweet little Sean?”

      I leaned down until our noses brushed. “Never, and I don’t plan to start now, and that’s exactly why you won’t leave this store without buying everything on that list.”

      Xander narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to make you pay for this.”

      I walked backward up the aisle and said, “Can’t fucking wait.”
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      ONE SURPRISE AFTER another, that was what Sean Bailey had turned out to be, and with every new discovery I was falling in deeper and deeper with him.

      As I watched him walk up the aisle, I had the distinct feeling that this impromptu trip was about to change my life in ways I didn’t even know yet. I was seeing sides of Sean that I’d never even known existed. Sides I wanted to know more about, because despite his words just now, there was most definitely a sweet side to Sean, along with a side that made my dick hard and my brain vanish.

      That side had just left me standing in a grocery aisle imagining what it would be like to have him take me hard and fast, anytime, anyplace.

      Shit. I crumpled the paper into a ball and cursed him out as I spun on my heel and set off to find the things on this list, because there was no way I was leaving this store without the items on it. I wanted him too bad.

      Ten minutes later, I was out the door and walking toward the SUV. Sean was leaning against the hood with his arms and legs crossed. He looked casual and relaxed, as though he didn’t have a care in the world.

      But when I held out the grocery bag and said, “Your coffee and Pop-Tarts,” he quickly grabbed it from me to look inside for the other items.

      Laughing, I walked around to the passenger side. When Sean looked up from the bag, the heat in his eyes told me that no matter what else happened on this trip, by the end of it I would know exactly what it felt like to have him inside me.

      “What was on your grocery list?” I asked.

      “Oh, you know, the essentials. Ice, granola bars, rice and stuff.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard stuff is most definitely essential.”

      “It is where we’re going.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask: And where’s that? But since I knew he wouldn’t tell me, I didn’t even bother. Instead, I climbed in the car, turned on the radio, then settled back into my seat and studied my driver.

      We were about ten miles in when Sean said, “You’re staring.”

      I was, but he was so nice to look at. He’d left his cap off today, and his hair was mussed from running his hands through it. His t-shirt hugged his biceps, and those big, strong hands flexing around the steering wheel had my entire body on edge.

      I was so turned on from just sitting in the car with him that I thought I might go up in flames. Damn him for making me buy condoms and lube. And damn him for promising not to be sweet.

      “Xander?”

      “Huh?” I blinked away the sudden image I had of making him stop the car so I could climb over and sit on his lap.

      “I asked if you were okay.”

      “Oh, I’m fine.”

      “Good, because we’re here.” He slowed the SUV to a crawl and pulled off the main road, where there was an old wooden gate with a chain and padlock.

      I frowned. “Should I be worried?”

      “Probably.” Sean waggled his brows before shoving open his door and heading over to the gate.

      Where were we? I knew we’d been paralleling the Mississippi for the last stretch of the trip—Sean had told me that much. But as I sat there now, peering out the front windshield, all I could see were miles and miles of trees.

      Sean drove us through the gate and then locked it back up, and when he climbed back in for the second time, I said, “What is this place?”

      “It’s… Promise not to laugh at me?”

      “Promise.”

      “It’s where I come when I need a reminder that there’s still beauty in the world.”

      And there it was. That glimpse of the other side, the sweet side, and when he showed it—it was breathtaking.

      “Take me there.”

      Sean nodded and reached across the console for my hand as we drove further into the dense woods surrounding us. The sun was out and shining now, and as it glittered off the leaves and through the windshield, I closed my eyes and basked in the warmth of its rays. I had no idea where I was, or where Sean was taking me, but I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      The car came to a stop and Sean placed a kiss in my palm, and I slowly opened my eyes. I winced at the glare and tried to see out the window, but it was too bright, so I pushed open the door and climbed outside.

      Sean opened the back door, handed over his duffel, and pulled my suitcase free.

      I frowned and shook my head. “I can get that.”

      “It’s no problem. We’ve got to walk a little bit. You grab mine and a few of the grocery bags and we’ll call it even.”

      I looked all around us and realized he was serious: there was nothing here. I also realized that Sean’s version of we’re here needed a serious overhaul.

      He shut the door and engaged the locks, and with my suitcase in one hand and three grocery bags and some ice in the other, he started off toward— Actually, I had no idea what he was heading toward.

      Hefting his duffel bag up onto my shoulder, I picked up the rest of the groceries and followed him, curious beyond belief.

      After a five-minute trek through more wilderness than I’d seen in the last year, there was a clearing in the trees, and when Sean came to a standstill and dropped the bags by his feet, I stopped beside him, my mouth falling open.

      Dead ahead was a tiny wooden…shack, if you could call it that. It had a front porch that was sloping on one side with a rocking chair, and an awning that had seen better days. There was a brick chimney at one end, covered in ivy, and wildflowers and tall grasses had over grown the wooden boards leading to the front door.

      All in all, it was charming in an overgrown kind of way. But this couldn’t actually be where he expected us to stay, could it?

      “Welcome to my home away from home, anchorman. Mi casa es su casa.”
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      I WOULD’VE PAID good money to have a camera on us right now, because the expression on Xander’s face was fucking priceless. He looked caught somewhere between sheer horror and masked politeness, and I knew it was because he didn’t want to hurt my feelings.

      I wasn’t bothered. I’d known exactly what I was doing bringing him here, and once he wrapped his head around the fact he was about to spend several nights in a place that had no electricity and was approximately the size of his en suite back at his palatial mansion, he’d adapt…maybe.

      “What do you think?” I asked, wondering if I was going to get an honest answer or a polite one.

      Xander shifted his eyes to look past me again, at what he was now realizing was his home away from home for however long I deemed necessary.

      “It’s…” He paused for a second as if trying to choose his words wisely. “Rustic?”

      Yeah, that seemed an apt description of the place, and he hadn’t even seen the inside yet. “It’s my hut.”

      “Your…hut?”

      I knew that word would throw him. Poor Xander. I almost felt bad for giving him such a hard time until I remembered his sheer joy over my fish-out-of-water routine back at his place. Fair’s fair, right?

      “Yeah, well, Bailey calls it my cabin. But since it’s only one small room, I think that’s overselling it.”

      Xander’s eyes had widened with each word out of my mouth until finally they were so big that they almost took up his entire face. “You’re being serious right now.”

      “About the one room? Yeah, just enough space for a bed. Oh, and there’s a fireplace for light and in case we get cold.”

      As I let all of that sink in, I turned to pick up his suitcase and the groceries and started toward my little slice of paradise.

      I was at the front door fishing my key out of my pocket when I heard, “What do you mean for light? There’s no electricity out here?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “This is a place to truly unwind. Something you need, desperately.”

      “Something I… Sean, I know I need to chill out and talk through what happened to me over the last month, but what if Marcus needs me? What if I need to make a call?”

      I shoved open the door and dropped the bags just inside. “First off, Marcus won’t need you.”

      Xander opened his mouth to speak, but I quickly pressed my finger to his lips.

      “I know you’re super important and all, and so does Marcus—that’s exactly why he’s agreed to give you the time off to heal. Second, who do you need to call? Because if it’s anyone other than me for the next however long we’re here, they can fuck off.”

      For the first time in his life, Xander looked completely and utterly gobsmacked.

      “You need to get away from everything you’re familiar with—your life, your job, your routine—so you can deal with what happened to you. Then maybe I’ll let you go home.”

      Xander swallowed, his eyes locked with mine in a last-ditch effort to assert himself in some way. But it wasn’t going to work. I’d seen the fear in his eyes the night we’d gone back to his house, the exhaustion on his face when I’d come to pick him up from work yesterday, and I wasn’t about to let that motherfucker Kyle Gates torment him any longer.

      “I’m familiar with you,” Xander finally said. “Doesn’t that negate your entire theory?”

      With his hands still full, he was at a distinct disadvantage when I wrapped an arm around his waist and drew him into me. “You’re not familiar with me out here. This is my domain, anchorman.” A shiver raced through him as I kissed my way along his jaw to his lips. “I’m gonna look after you, your mind, your body, your entire being, and when I’m done, you’re gonna feel better than you’ve ever felt before.”

      I sealed my promise with a fierce kiss, and when his moan of pleasure met my ears, I closed my eyes.

      “Xander,” I said, my mind consumed with him. “Let me look after you. Let me take care of you the way you took care of me.”

      Xander slid his tongue across his lower lip and then nodded, his cheeks now a rosy red—from the heat or the kiss, I couldn’t be sure.

      I took a step back before I did something crazy, like drag him inside and toss him on the bed, and instead gestured to the groceries he had a death grip on. “Here, let me take those.”

      Xander handed them over, and as I stood aside for him to walk by, he stopped on the threshold and said the last thing I expected him to.

      “Thank you for bringing me here.”

      A slow smile curved my lips. “Well, don’t thank me yet, anchorman. You haven’t seen inside.”

      “True. But thank you anyway.”

      I nodded and then gestured for him to enter, and three steps forward, he hit the edge of the queen-sized bed.

      I shut the door and watched him slide my duffel off his arm and onto the floor. Then he looked around in silence, taking in the bare essentials in front of him.

      The bed, of course, took up ninety percent of the room. It had a wooden frame and headboard and was probably sturdier than the poles holding up the awning outside. It had a thick mattress with two full pillows, white sheets, and duvet, and thrown over the top was a colorful patchwork quilt in a diamond formation.

      There was a small loveseat facing the stone fireplace, and in the far corner was a set of drawers. On the other side of the bed was a window that overlooked the woods out back, and under that was a small bench and a cupboard for the food and icebox.

      It was minimal, that was true. But that was what was so special about it. There were no frills, no expectations. You either saw beneath the rough exterior or you just missed it altogether.

      “I love it.” The words were soft, barely audible, but when Xander turned to face me and repeated himself, I smiled.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. It’s…charming, in its own way.”

      “Wait until you see it at night.”

      Xander’s eyes softened, as he walked forward and placed a hand on my chest. “I can’t wait.”

      I took his hand in mine, happy that he wasn’t demanding to be taken home—yet. “So, let’s unpack and I’ll show you where we wash up around here.”

      “You mean it’s not through that door over there?”

      “Well, it is, it’s just…detached, and kind of open air.”

      Xander’s eyebrows nearly hit his hairline. “Is this your version of shock therapy? Because I’m not sure how much more I can take.”

      I took Xander’s hand and led him to the door. “Don’t worry, there’s just one more thing and then you’re all caught up.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Dinner. We have to go and catch it.”
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      CATCH IT? NO…

      There was no way that Sean had just said we had to go and catch our dinner. But as I waited for him to say he was joking, all that met me was silence.

      “I’m sorry, but what did you just say?”

      Sean’s smile was downright diabolical. He might’ve been playing the good Samaritan role to a tee, but the playful troublemaker was always just below the surface.

      “We brought basics for breakfast, lunch, and sides. But when I’m out here, I like to go and hunt down my food too.”

      “Okay, a second ago you said catch.”

      “I thought you didn’t hear what I said.”

      I arched an eyebrow at him, making him bust up laughing.

      “Come on, Xander. Where’s that journalistic adventurous streak?”

      “I left it back at the station, remember?” I said as Sean led me outside. “That was your idea.”

      “And what a good idea it was.”

      “Sean.” I dug my heels into the dirt—and yes, underneath my sandals right now was dirt—and waited for him to stop. “I’m good with the hut, only slightly terrified by the outdoor amenities, but I don’t…catch things.”

      Sean’s lips twitched, and if I wasn’t so head over heels for him, I probably would’ve demanded he take me home. But I was in about as deep as I’d ever been with someone. I wanted to be wherever he was, and if that was a shack out in the middle of nowhere, then I’d suck it up and deal with it.

      “Not ever? Your dad never used to take you out to go and—” Sean stopped, thought over his words, and then laughed. “Yeah, okay, I already know the answer to that.”

      Of course he did. Sean had known me practically my entire life, which meant he also knew my parents, and unlike his camping, sporting family, mine preferred indoor activities. Dinner parties, poker nights, and wine tastings at the local vineyards were more their speed, activities that had been passed down to their one and only son.

      “Okay, so this will be something new for you.” Sean started walking again, tugging me along behind him. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you out.”

      Help me out? He still hadn’t told me what we were doing. But when a small shed came into view, I started to panic. Please, God, don’t ask me to shoot something.

      Just like the gate to the property, there was a chain and padlock keeping the shed secure. Sean undid it then stepped inside, disappearing from view. I could hear things being moved around inside, and Sean reappeared with two fishing poles.

      “I knew I had two of them.”

      “Fishing. We’re going fishing?”

      Sean nodded. “We are. It’s just a short walk down to the river, but there’s a really great spot where I always manage to catch something. Here, can you hold these for a sec?”

      I took the poles from him, looked over the one in my right hand, and wondered how in the world to even use one of these things. When Sean reappeared with a toolbox and small shovel, I frowned. “What’s the shovel for?”

      Sean looked down at it, then back to me, and winked. “The worms.”

      “The worms?”

      “Yeah, for bait. No need to worry—if I was going to dig a ditch for anything nefarious, I would’ve brought a bigger shovel.”

      I opened my mouth, about to address that, but then backtracked to the more pressing concern in my mind. “We have to dig up worms?”

      “Yep. Live bait works best.” I screwed my nose up, and Sean laughed. “Oh, Xander, that’s not even the worst of it. Out here, the rules are as follows: you catch the fish you have to gut and clean it too.”

      “Uh, I’m sorry, but…no.”

      “Yep, those are the rules.” Sean shielded his eyes and looked up to the sky. “Looks like we’ve got a couple more hours before it gets too hot. Let’s get going.”

      He took one of the poles back from me then headed toward the trees behind the shed. I followed quickly after him and tried not to think about the fact that he wanted me to dig up worms and stab a hook through them. Maybe I could trade something and get Sean to do it for me.

      Around ten minutes later, the path opened up to a grassy stretch of the riverbank, and Sean stopped and put his fishing box and pole down on the ground. He looked over his shoulder to where I was now exiting the tree line, and when I got my first look at the rushing river, I finally understood—this place was magic.

      “So? What do you think?”

      I could tell by his grin that Sean knew I was impressed. The sheer beauty far outweighed any misgivings I may have had as to why I was there, although I still wasn’t all that thrilled by the worm thing.

      “I think it’s gorgeous.”

      “Right?” Sean put his hands on his hips and turned to look out over the river again. The sun’s rays were glimmering off the rippling currents as they rushed by, and birds could be heard overhead.

      It was peaceful here, untouched, and with no cars, trains, or boats, you truly felt you were the only ones in the world.

      I set the fishing pole down against one of trees, then walked up behind Sean and wrapped my arms around his waist. He leaned back into me, and I rested my chin on his shoulder. “I love it, Sean. I totally understand why it brings you such comfort.”

      “I’m hoping it’ll do the same for you.” He looked back at me, and when his lips were within reach I gently brushed my mouth over the top of his.

      “You’re here, so I know it will.”

      He turned, and when I looped my arms around his neck, he gathered me in close. “I thought you’d hate it.”

      I chuckled. “So you decided to bring me anyway?”

      “I figured after a couple days it would grow on you. Hell, you like me now, don’t you?”

      I stroked my fingers up and down the back of his neck. “Hmm, I’m pretty sure I more than like you to agree to stay in a place without electricity.”

      “True…” Sean’s eyes dropped to my mouth. “I promise, I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “How about you just ease up a little on your rules?”

      Sean placed a quick kiss on my lips. “Fair enough. How about I…bait your hook for you?”

      I glanced over my shoulder to the pole and then back to him. “And gut the fish?”

      “Okay, that too. All I ask is that you come and stand with me for a while. Let me enjoy looking at you here in my favorite place on the planet.”

      I had no idea how, but somewhere between offering to heal my soul and bait my fishing hook for me, I’d fallen madly in love with Sean Bailey.
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      “THAT WAS ABSOLUTELY delicious.” Xander licked his fingers clean as he stared across the fire pit at me. When he stretched his arms above his head and sighed, I’d never felt more content in my life, knowing that he was well and truly satisfied.

      “Yeah, the flathead up here are some of the best I’ve eaten. You did a great job reeling that big guy in. Maybe you’re good luck.”

      “Ha, I don’t know about that.” Xander reached for the sunglasses perched on his head. “More like dumb luck.”

      “Ain’t nothing dumb about you, anchorman.” I winked at him, and he grinned and slid his glasses on.

      With a paper plate on his lap and a plastic wine cup in his hand, Xander looked comfortable, as though he’d known exactly where I’d been taking him all along. It wasn’t until you looked a little closer that you noticed the shorts and shirt were designer label, and the sunglasses perched on his nose were worth more than most people would spend on a month’s rent.

      Classy, elegant, and sophisticated—he was everything I wasn’t, and yet somehow he was still here…with me. I stood and walked over to him, my body casting a shadow as he continued to laze around in the afternoon sun. It was climbing to its highest peak now, and would stay that way for a couple of hours before it disappeared for good and the temperatures dipped later tonight.

      Crouching down beside him, I reached out and ran my hand across the hair on his forehead. Fuck he was beautiful. In the morning, here in the afternoon, and in the darkness of night. Alexander Thorne was a beautiful man, and by some miracle of fate, he wanted to be mine.

      “You up for another adventure?”

      Xander drew his glasses down his nose. “Maybe?”

      I grinned and traced his lips with my thumb, which he nipped at.

      “What kind of adventure are we talking here? Because if you want me to shoot anything fluffy, I’m going to have to pass.”

      “No shooting involved, I promise. Plus, it’ll also help you avoid something I know you’ve been worried about.”

      “Okay, now you have me curious.”

      I leaned in and kissed him. “Good. Then my plan is working. Give me a second to get a couple of things and rinse this old pot out.”

      “I can rinse it. You cooked and cleaned dinner.”

      “Fish and rice is not that hard. Relax, that’s all I want you to do. I’ll be right back.”

      Xander gave me a not-so-subtle once-over, and it took everything I had to back away from him. I’d been telling the truth just now: I wanted him to unwind and relax, and if we got naked here, that wasn’t going to happen.

      I headed around the back of my place, rinsed off the pot with the hose, put it on the wooden chopping bench to dry, then headed inside to grab the things we’d need for the afternoon.

      After tossing them into an old backpack I kept at the place, I came outside to see Xander on his feet, the two fold-up chairs now propped up along the side of the hut.

      “I told you to relax.”

      “And I decided to come and snoop. I like watching you out here. You’re very self-sufficient, all Mr. Survival. It’s…sexy.”

      “Because I caught you some fish. With a fishing pole?” I laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but pretty much anyone can do that. Now, if I’d caught it with my bare hands…”

      “I’d already be naked and throwing myself at your feet.”

      My mouth fell open, Xander let out a booming laugh, and I couldn’t help but join in.

      Then he looked at the backpack slung over my shoulder. “What’s in there?”

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Ah, so that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

      “Pretty much.” I held out my hand. “You just have to trust me.”

      Xander slipped his palm into mine. “You know I do. Lead the way.”

      I took us in the opposite direction we’d gone this morning. About five minutes in, the trees cleared and tall grasses with bursts of flowers blanketed a stretch of land for as far as the eye could see.

      Xander let go of my hand and walked forward until the flowers surrounded his legs. “This little hideaway of yours keeps getting better and better.”

      He wasn’t wrong, and I had a feeling he was going to love where I was taking him next. I walked by him and crooked my finger. “Come on. We’ve got to keep going.”

      “You mean this isn’t it?”

      “Nope, just an added bonus.”

      “A pretty amazing one.” Xander started walking through the field, trailing his fingers over the grass brushing around his thighs. “I’m feeling the sudden desire to do a news piece about hidden gems in the area to visit.”

      “Hey, I’m all for that. But you keep those cameras away from our place when you head this way. It’s a secret.”

      Xander stopped walking, and just as I was about to ask him what was wrong, he said, “Our place?”

      Oh shit, had I actually said that? “Sorry, slip of the tongue.”

      Xander flashed a confident smile, then he walked by me and said, “Don’t apologize. I like your tongue.”

      Damn. I’d never felt such an overwhelming desire to both protect and possess someone as I did with Xander. With each passing hour, I wanted more from him. I wanted his smiles, his laughter, his tears and his pain. I wanted everything. I’d become greedy for him.

      Reaching for his hand, I led him the rest of the way through the fields, and when we finally reached our destination, I said, “Welcome to your outdoor spa. I thought this might be a more enjoyable option than the dark, cramped outhouse back at the hut. What do you think?”
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      I WAS THE first to admit that I liked the finer things in life. A lovely wine, a fancy meal, a five-star hotel overlooking a view that could make a person cry, it was so beautiful. But never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that something this exquisite existed just off the beaten trail on the outskirts of Savanna, Illinois.

      Directly up ahead, with wildflowers blooming all around, was a small lake with water so crystal clear it reflected the bright blue of the sky like a polished mirror. It was breathtaking.

      “You hate the idea.”

      I whirled around to face Sean. “No. No, I love it. I was just taking it all in.”

      Sean guided me down to the edge of the lake where several large boulders sat, some half submerged in the water. He set the backpack down on one, opened it up, and started to pull out the objects inside.

      “You brought my soap?”

      Sean looked to the bottle in his hand, and then back to me. “Uh huh. And a towel, and your razor. Oh, I also brought this blue, fluffy thing.”

      “That would be a loofah, and thank you.”

      “No problem.” When he pulled a second towel out, along with his bar of soap, I crossed my arms and smiled.

      “This wouldn’t be a subtle way to get me naked out here in the great outdoors, would it?”

      Sean reached for the hem of his shirt and drew it over his head. Then he tossed it over his backpack and popped open the button of his shorts.

      “Nothing subtle about it. Get naked, anchorman.”

      My cock jerked, and when he kicked out of his shoes and shoved his shorts and boxers to the ground, I almost swallowed my tongue. Jesus, he was sexy as hell. He picked up his bar of soap and walked on by, and my eyes fell to his tight ass.

      “You wash my back, I’ll wash yours,” he called over his shoulder, and the confidence pouring off him made me peel out of my clothes quicker than I could blink.

      The warm sun on my skin felt good as I picked up the loofah and headed toward the water. When I reached the edge and Sean turned around, the lust in his eyes was so intense that my feet faltered.

      “Fucking hell, Xander…”

      The cool water lapped at my toes as I stared at the man who was opening my eyes to things I never imagined possible. One of which was how much I was coming to love and desire him.

      I walked into the water and winced at the cool temperature, making Sean laugh.

      He crooked a finger. “Keep coming…”

      “It’s cold,” I told him, but kept walking. With the water barely up to his waist, droplets clinging to the muscles of his upper body, the picture he made could not be ignored.

      “You get over here to me, and I promise to warm you up. How about that?”

      If he kept talking like that, I was pretty sure the lake we were standing in was going to boil. But wanting to get closer—needing to get closer—I continued wading through the pristine water until I was toe to toe with him.

      “You didn’t bring your soap.”

      I swung the loofah around my index finger. “No, but I bought my sponge. I thought we could…share.”

      Sean wrapped an arm around my waist and roughly pulled me into him. I braced my hands on his chest and licked at my lips.

      “I have no problem sharing anything with you.”

      My cock hardened as I ground my hips against his. Sean grabbed my ass to help guide my movements.

      “Kiss me,” I said, my chest rising and falling against his. “I want to taste you.”

      Sean licked at my top lip and thrust his tongue inside. Then I wrapped my arms around his neck. A low rumble of pleasure left him, and as I plastered my body to his, I wound my legs around his waist in an attempt to get even closer.

      Sliding my hands through his hair, I twisted my fingers in the longer strands, and when he gripped my ass and rubbed his hard-on against mine I tore my mouth free.

      “Hmm…” I let my legs relax and fall back down until I was standing on my own two feet, and then I brought the loofah up between us. “I thought you were going to wash my back.”

      Sean eyed the loofah and reluctantly let me go. The second I turned my back on him, he brought the bar of soap around to slide it across my abs. I closed my eyes and let my head fall back on his shoulder.

      “Still not my back,” I said as he trailed his lips down my neck to my shoulder.

      “No, but I can’t just focus there. I need to make sure every inch of you is clean.”

      Sean ran the soap across my skin, lathering up my chest. When he started back down over my ribs, I bucked my hips forward, wanting him to go lower.

      “Give me your hand,” he whispered by my ear. I raised my arm, and he placed the bar of soap in my palm. He took the loofah from me and dipped it into the cool water, then slid it over my body. I shivered. He was driving me crazy, and judging by the erection sliding up and down the crack of my ass, he was doing a good job of teasing himself also.

      “Sean?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Lower… I think you need to go a little lower.”

      “You think so, huh?” Sean nipped at my ear as his hand disappeared under the water. He stroked the rough material over the underside of my shaft, and I let out a tortured moan. “Did I find the right spot?”

      I tightened my fingers around the soap and arched forward into his grip.

      Sean chuckled. “I’m gonna take that as a yes.”
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      IN ALL THE years I’d been coming out to this place, I’d never thought it could get better. But as I stood there with Xander in my arms, I realized I’d been mistaken.

      Sure, it’d been peaceful, a great place to get away from the rest of the world. But as I moved my hands over the smooth, wet skin pressed up against me, I couldn’t think of one damn thing that would make me want to get away from this man.

      “Turn around,” I said, wanting to look into Xander’s eyes. When he did, I took his face between my hands. “It’s my turn now, anchorman. Get washing.”

      Xander bit down into his lush lower lip, then slowly began to soap me up. He started at my chest, running the bar of soap from one nipple to the other, circling, teasing, drawing out the torture much the same way I had, making my dick throb like a motherfucker.

      “I think that part’s clean,” I said in a raspy voice.

      “What about this part?” He slipped the soap further down my body, and when the back of his hand brushed against the head of my cock, I groaned.

      “Yeah, you should definitely focus your attention right there.”

      Xander chuckled, dropped the soap, and wrapped his fingers around me. I let out a hiss of pleasure. My toes curled into the lakebed as he began to slowly milk me up and down, then he leaned in and bit at my jaw. “I want to feel this in me tonight.”

      “Fuck… Me too.” My head dropped back as he continued to work me and simultaneously rinse me off. He bent down to bite at one of my nipples, and I grabbed the back of his head to hold him there.

      Xander flicked the tip of his tongue over the hard nub then sucked on it, and I slammed my eyes shut. I was so turned on it was a miracle I hadn’t already exploded in his hand. But I’d be damned if that happened out here.

      Xander had said he wanted to feel me inside him tonight, and I’d been dreaming about this, fantasizing about how it would feel and how we’d be together in bed. If this moment was anything to go by, it was gonna be out of this fucking world.

      I tugged at his hair, pulling his mouth back up to mine. As the two of us went at each other’s lips, the lust and arousal swirling around us hit an all-time high.

      Xander was the first to pull back, and when he reached down under the water to clamp a hand around his dick, I’d never been more thankful for the crystal-clear lake.

      He was just as close to the edge as I was, just as hungry for that final connection we’d both been denied since my accident. The time was here, and we both knew it, but there was no way it was going to happen in the middle of a lake.

      I took in a couple of deep breaths and had to turn away from him. Jesus, he was gonna kill me.

      “Sean?”

      “Yeah, just, um…give me a minute.”

      He throatily chuckled, and I looked over my shoulder to see that Xander had waded out a little further and dipped down so the water lapped at his neck.

      His hair was slicked back, his smile was bright, and his eyes were twinkling.

      “You laughing at me?” I said.

      “Not at all.” But his twitching lips told a whole other story.

      Much more under control now, I turned and moved toward him, and it didn’t escape my notice that he backed up, his arms gliding through the water as I approached.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It kinda feels like you were laughing at me.”

      Floating on his back now, Xander splashed some water at me. I lunged for him, grabbing his ankle and hauling him into me. When I finally had him close enough to embrace, I said, “Is it my fault you make my dick so hard I can barely walk?”

      Xander laughed, a sexy sound that did nothing to help my current situation. He placed his hands on my chest and playfully pushed me away. “No. But I don’t think rubbing it up against me is going to help.”

      “I know something that would…”

      “So do I,” he said as he began to swim circles around me. “But not here.”

      I turned, watching his graceful strokes through the water. When he stopped and headed for the bank, I decided to watch the show—and what a show it was.

      Without a care in the world, Xander walked out of the water, naked as the day he was born. His smooth skin was stretched taut over his tight, lean muscles, and his ass flexed with each step he took.

      Those toned legs that’d been wrapped around my waist just minutes ago almost made my brain melt right out of my ears. Then he bent down to pick up the towel, looked back at me, and winked, and I realized I was in a hell of a lot of trouble.

      I knew what I had and how to use it, but Xander was on a whole other level. I had a feeling he’d been holding back a little to give me time to catch up and get used to the idea of being attracted to a man. But now that he knew I was all in, the kid gloves were about to come off, and I was ready to play with him like an adult.
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      THE SUN HAD just disappeared as Sean and I reached the clearing where his…hut was.

      His idea for an outdoor spa had been amazing. In fact, this entire day had been amazing, as close to perfect in every way possible. And judging by the mood still surrounding us as we stopped at the door, the night was only going to get better.

      “Wait here a second.” Sean pulled open the door and disappeared inside, and I turned to look out from the crooked little porch at the stars twinkling overhead. It was beautiful out here, like a whole other world compared to the city we’d left behind.

      What in the world had Sean Bailey done to me? Here I was in the middle of nowhere, about to stay the night in a place that had no electricity, and all I could think was: How much longer can we stay?

      I loved it out here. Loved seeing him out here. The peace, the quiet, the otherworldliness of it all—it was revitalizing.

      “There’s light for you now, if you want to come inside.”

      I turned to see Sean standing in the doorway, and never in all my life had I seen someone so unbelievably sexy. His hair had dried in spikey disarray and his shorts sat low on his hips. Other than that, he wore nothing, making him looking relaxed, at home, comfortable in his surroundings. And about those surroundings: whatever light he’d gotten going inside lit up the room behind him and made the little window at the front of the place glow invitingly.

      It looked magical and cozy. I took a step toward him, he held out his hand, and I knew I’d remember this night for the rest of my life.

      As he drew me inside, I was dumbstruck by what the night had done to the place. What was a stark, bare room by day turned into a charming little hideaway by night. He shut the door behind me, and I soaked in the atmosphere.

      There were several lanterns hanging in strategic spots, and the fireplace at the far side of the room was crackling with a low flame that would keep us warm when the air turned cold in the next hour or so.

      He had pulled back the bed covers and folded the quilt over the end of the mattress. I walked around the end of it, brushed my fingers over the colorful patchwork, then said, “Come here.”

      My heart thumped as Sean pushed off the door, and when he stopped in front of me I placed my hand over his chest to see if I could feel the—thump, thump thump—to match my own.

      “This place looks amazing.”

      Sean cradled my face and stroked a thumb along my lower lip. “I wanted it to be special for you.”

      I turned into his palm and kissed him there. “You are what makes it special for me.”

      “Xander…” He pressed a fierce kiss to my lips, his eyes falling shut, and his hands trembled. “God, why am I so nervous?”

      “Because it’s special. And because I’m your first.”

      Sean let out a soft chuckle. “Hardly a virgin.”

      “You are tonight.”

      Sean took in a deep breath and let it out. This was it. The moment we both knew would change our relationship and future forever. I reached for his wrists and drew his hands down to my shirt. “Be with me.”

      His hands moved to the buttons and he began to slip them free. There was no shaking now. There was no hesitation. Sean knew exactly what he wanted, and it was me.

      When he pushed the shirt from my shoulders and it fluttered to the floor, I popped the button on his shorts free. They fell from his hips, leaving him completely and utterly naked.

      The second our lips met, I let go of every thought, feeling, and memory he wasn’t a part of, and then I shut my eyes, swaying into him. I speared my fingers through his hair, angling his head so I could get a more thorough taste of him, and when he hooked his fingers into my belt loops and tugged me to him I went.

      “Sean,” I said, needing more, wanting his hands on my skin, his body flush to mine. When he reached for the button of my shorts, I nodded.

      Quickly, he was kneeling at my feet, both my shorts and briefs gone. I stepped out of them, and he looked up my body, the emotions shining back at me so strong they almost knocked me off my feet.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He trailed his fingers up the outside of my legs to my hips. “I’ll never forgive myself for not seeing you until now.”

      I ran my hands through his hair and gently tugged his head back. “Just keep seeing me from now on, and I’ll forgive you.”

      Sean’s eyes glittered as he licked his lips, and my cock throbbed. “I couldn’t stop seeing you now if I tried. You leave a room, and I imagine you’re still there. I go to sleep, and you’re right there in my dreams. I’m pretty sure that makes me a little crazy over you. But you know what?”

      “What?”

      Sean’s eyes roamed down my body to my erection, then he flicked his tongue across its sensitive tip. “I don’t fucking care.”

      “Ahh, shit.” I tightened my fingers in his hair. “Careful.”

      “Why?” Sean asked, reaching up to circle his fingers around the root of my cock. “I want you. I’m done being careful, and I’m done going slow.”

      I took in a deep breath, trying to get a hold of my control, then Sean sucked the head of my dick between his lips and that control went up in flames.

      My hips thrust forward of their own accord, and when Sean’s eyes flew up to mine I had to remind myself that this was a first for him—not that that seemed to be slowing him down any.

      His hand on my shaft began to slowly stroke up and down, as his lips sucked and his tongue tasted. I kept my eyes locked on the sexy man at my feet learning my body in a brand new way, as I cupped his jaw and stroked his cheek. Sean’s mouth was moving up and down now, his lips exploring and measuring every inch of my shaft.

      “Damn, Sean…”

      He drew his lips off me and sat back on his heels.

      “You’re really good at that,” I said.

      He smirked. “I plan to become an expert by the time we leave here.”

      Shit. He wasn’t playing around. Sean shifted to his ass and leaned back against the loveseat behind him, reaching for his cock. This might be his first time with a man, but it certainly wasn’t his first time driving someone crazy, and it was clear he knew what he wanted.

      Sean looked sexy as hell lounged back with his thighs spread wide and his fingers flexing around his length. He thrust his hips up and his shadow flickered on the wall beside him, and I had a very sudden and clear image of him moving just like that inside me.

      “Sean? My grocery bag—where’d you put it?”

      He looked to the right side of the bed. “Under there.”

      Sean went to get to his feet, but I shook my head and took his chin in my hand. “I’ll be right back. Don’t move,” I whispered across his lips, and the look in his eyes promised he’d wait there forever if I wanted him to.

      The scary thing was just how much I wanted to take him up on that promise.
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      LUST. AROUSAL. DESIRE.

      Up until a few weeks ago, I thought I’d experienced the highs and lows of each of these emotions. But I’d been wrong, so very fucking wrong. What I’d been experiencing had been a watered-down version of them. And I knew exactly who to thank for my sudden realization.

      As Xander walked back with a condom and lube in hand, I tried not to get ahead of myself, tried not to imagine him sliding one of those over my cock and lubing me up, because fuck, I was already close to losing my shit.

      I clamped a hand around the base of my shaft as he came to a stop in front of me, and when he straddled my thighs and lowered down to his knees, my dick threatened to embarrass me.

      Xander eyed my lap with eager interest and tore the condom packet open with his teeth. I was about two seconds from begging him to touch me, talk to me, or do anything to me, when he reached out and slowly sheathed my cock.

      His silence was as much of a turn-on as his movements, the anticipation of what was to come building speed like a freight train. Any nerves about first times or being with a man were now gone, the only thought in my head now one of pleasure—his and mine.

      My breathing was coming hard and fast as he smoothed the latex down over me. Then Xander moved up to his knees and began to make his way higher up my body.

      I slid my hands around his hips to his ass, urging him closer, wanting him where I could kiss him, and when his cock and balls bumped over the top of mine, I groaned from the sheer pleasure.

      “Jesus, Xander, I’m dying here.”

      “Hmm, I don’t think so,” he whispered against my lips, placing his palm over my chest. “Your heart’s beating just fine, and your breathing is nice and steady—although a little ragged right now.”

      “That tends to happen when I have a sexy distraction straddling my dick.”

      “That’s your own fault. You invited me to sit on your lap last week, and I haven’t been able to get the idea out of my mind ever since.”

      I ran my hands up his back to his neck then nipped at his lower lip. “I’m not complaining. I’m explaining.”

      Xander grinned and then sat up and reached for the lube. With his eyes on mine, he flicked open the bottle and poured some into his hand. “Do you want me to do this part, or—”

      I slid my hand over his, answering the question. I wanted in on whatever slippery little game we were about to play next, and I wasn’t about to give up just because I might not be an expert in it—yet.

      Tossing the bottle aside, Xander reached for my dick as I reached for his ass. When he braced a palm on my chest and leaned forward, spreading himself open, I understood enough to know he needed to be slicked up for things to go easier for him.

      I slid my fingers up and down his crack, and when my fingertip grazed his hole, the fingers around my cock tightened.

      “Ah, okay…” I said, nodding. “Let’s see what else you like, anchorman.”

      Xander’s eyes flared as he drew his fist up my length. I trailed my fingers down between his legs to his balls, and he sucked in a shaky breath and then let it out on a rush.

      His cheeks were flushed, his lips red and swollen from our kisses, and as I stared into his eyes and probed a little deeper inside him, Xander thrust his hips back and groaned.

      “That just might be the hottest fucking sound I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      “That sound means go deeper.”

      I trailed my fingers up and down his warm skin again, and when I slowly slid my fingers inside, Xander’s head fell back and the same delicious sound rumbled out of his throat.

      If this was his reaction to my fingers, I couldn’t fucking wait to get my dick in him. I could feel his cum dripping all over me as he ground his hard-on against mine, searching for some kind of relief.

      Then, as if reading my mind, Xander slid his hands up to my shoulders and said, “I can’t wait anymore. I can’t wait.”

      I understood his desperation, his need, and took his lips in a tempestuous kiss. This was both heavenly and tortuous at the same time.

      With a hand on his hip, I urged him up to his knees until he hovered above me, looking like my every fantasy. Then I reached down, gripped my aching length, and offered myself up to him.

      “Yes.” His arms shook as he lowered himself down, and when the head of my cock brushed against his hole, he cursed. “All of you, Sean… Go slow, but give me all of you.”

      He didn’t need to ask me twice. His body was hot, tight, and slowly swallowing mine as though it was designed for that purpose. Once he was halfway home, I let go of myself and reached for his hips. I dug my fingers into his hot flesh, and Xander slammed his eyes shut, sinking all the way down until he was practically sitting on my lap.

      Fuck me. I’d never been so turned on in all my life. I could feel my climax threatening, and I knew if we didn’t start moving, I was gonna come right there, just from the viselike grip of his ass.

      “Xander,” I said as I smoothed a hand up his back.

      He opened his eyes, and the wild hunger swirling there told me he was just as on edge as I was. He licked at his lips then slid his hands up over my shoulders to the back of my neck and slowly began to rock his hips over mine.

      The pleasure was unreal, the sensations out of this world. I could smell his arousal that was making a mess all over my stomach and thighs, and I was just about done. Xander writhed over the top of me, rising to his knees and then sinking back down, using me in the most primal way to get himself off.

      “Sean,” Xander said, and crossed his arms behind my neck as he moved even faster. “Over me. I want you over me…”

      With a hand on his back to hold him in place, I shifted until I could maneuver us down to the rug. His back hit the floor and his legs wrapped around my waist, and I planted my hands by his head and said, “Hang on.”

      I swooped down, savagely kissed him, and then began to move. I slid in hard and deep and heard him moan. I did it over and over again until Xander went wild. He tightened his hold around my waist, his thighs keeping me snug against him, then his arms tensed as his body stiffened under me, and my own climax hit just in time with his.

      Fuck… Oh, fuck.

      I’d known that being with Xander would change things between us. But as he untangled his legs from around my waist and his arms fell down to his side, I realized the biggest change wasn’t that I’d been with a man, or even Xander.

      The biggest change was within me, and how incomplete I felt as Xander disengaged his body from mine. I rolled to my side, but not liking how that felt I made sure to pull him to me, and when he automatically scooted back I breathed a sigh of relief—once again I was complete.
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      SOMETIME IN THE early hours of the morning, the two of us had managed to get up off the floor and crawl into bed. That was where we found ourselves now, with the sheets around our ankles, the fire crackling and keeping the room toasty warm, Sean on his back, and me sprawled out on my stomach with one leg flung over his.

      He had a fine sheen of sweat glistening over his body in the flickering light, and one of his arms was wrapped loosely around me. I was in heaven, and I didn’t care if I ever moved from here again.

      “You’re awfully quiet there, anchorman. Everything good?”

      I grinned and traced my finger down the center of his body. “I’m too tired to talk.”

      “Ah… I wore you out.” Sean pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Don’t mind me. I’m gonna just lie here and be really proud about that for a second, okay?”

      I chuckled and turned my face into his chest, kissing and licking the salty skin. “Okay.”

      I could feel his fingers stroking up and down the middle of my shoulder blades as he breathed in and out. It was an even, steady breath that was as calming as the rest of the room, and I realized that for the first time in weeks I hadn’t thought about stalkers, stabbings, or watching Sean almost—

      “Hey, you think you could teach me that move you did where you managed to relax your throat enough to—”

      I shoved at his arm and pushed up to see him all sleepy and satisfied. A wide grin split that sexy mouth, but I was under no illusions about what he was doing.

      Sean was too smart and saw too much. He was distracting me, and I was going to let him.

      “I dare you to finish that sentence with a straight face.”

      His lips twisted as though he were thinking it through. “Pretty sure each of those things negate the other.”

      I thought over my words and laughed as my fingers drifted down to his flaccid cock. “Uh huh. But to answer your question, it takes a lot of time and practice.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Sean said. “Lucky for us, we have time.”

      I shook my head and let my eyes wander down his body. When I got to the jagged scar on his side, I ran my finger over the angry pink incision. “Lucky is the right word.”

      “Hey.” Sean wrapped his fingers around mine and brought them to his lips. “In my line of work, that kind of thing comes with the territory.”

      “Yes, but I’m not usually the one responsible.”

      Sean took my chin in hand and angled my face so he could look me in the eye. “And you’re not responsible for this.”

      I let out a sigh, and went to look away, but Sean shook his head.

      “Nope, we’re not doing this anymore.” He scooted up until his back was resting against the headboard, and then he tugged me up beside him, grabbed the sheets, and pulled them over us. “You need to stop beating yourself up. Trauma comes in many forms, physical, emotional, and mental, and while you didn’t suffer any outward injuries, your mind has taken one hell of a blow.”

      I opened my mouth, about to respond, but Sean pressed a finger to my lips.

      “I know we’ve talked about what happened. That you walked through things with Nichols and feel like that should be enough. But I’m here to tell you, it’s not, and there’s no shame in that. My captain has me set to go see the company doc starting next week, and I think you should go and talk to someone too.”

      I pressed my fingers to my forehead and shut my eyes, wishing I could somehow turn off the part of my brain that tormented me. Why couldn’t I shut it off? Why couldn’t I move past it?

      “But talking’s not helping.”

      “Not yet, but you haven’t been talking to a professional. Just me.”

      I opened my eyes and let out a sigh. “I thought over time, it would get easier.”

      “It will.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that. Whenever I hear something loud or I’m trying to fall asleep, it’s all right there playing over and over, and what I see, what I feel, is crippling, Sean.”

      “I know it is. But none of it, not one part of it, is your fault. I’m done letting you blame yourself for this.”

      “Sean—”

      “What?” he said, his frustration getting the best of him. “That’s what you’re doing, and I won’t have it. You did not do this to me. You came to me for help, and asked for a bodyguard. I volunteered for the job. You didn’t force me.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Don’t you get it? You still got hurt because of me. You still almost died—”

      “To save you.” Sean’s eyes softened as he looked at me. “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “Sean…” I scooted up until I could look him in the eye, and the intensity there made my heart thump. I’d been in a lot of relationships in the past, but I’d never felt this soul-stirring, heart-aching emotion before, and I knew exactly what it was. “I love you.”

      Sean’s fingers tightened around mine, and then he drew them up and placed them over his heart. “I love you too.” My mouth fell open at his quick response. “Didn’t see that coming now, did you?”

      He kissed me so sweetly it made my stomach flip, and when he finally lifted his head and ran his fingers along my jaw, I closed my eyes and sighed.

      So this was what it felt like to be content. This was what it felt like to be safe. I trusted Sean with every single part of me, and that now included my heart.
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      “TELL ME ABOUT this place.”

      “Hmm?” I said, as Xander nestled into my side. I was just about to drift off, the feeling of contentment the perfect sleep aid, when his words roused me again.

      “This place. How did you find it? It’s not as though you can see it while driving down the main road.”

      He was right: there was no way to know that this little cabin was back here, let alone the lake and fishing spot by the river. To anyone on the outside looking in, the entrance to this place looked like a gate to nowhere.

      “A…fairy godmother showed me it.”

      Xander lifted his head, his eyes twinkling and his beautiful silver-streaked hair glimmering in the firelight. He was stunning, and I loved seeing him here.

      “One minute he’s kissing me, the next he’s talking all things glitter and fairy godmothers. Wow, there might be hope for you yet.”

      “I didn’t say shit about glitter.”

      Xander chuckled. “There’s my Sean.”

      I took hold of his chin, tilting his face up so I could look him in the eye. “Your Sean, huh?”

      “Mhmm. That okay with you?”

      “That’s fucking perfect with me.”

      Xander closed his eyes, and I took a mental snapshot, never wanting to forget just how peaceful and happy he looked right now.

      How the two of us had ended up here, I had no clue. Not only in the physical sense but also emotionally. It was like we were predestined to come together at the exact point in time where we needed one another the most. But that was crazy talk. Fate and all that soul-mate stuff wasn’t for people like me.

      But I couldn’t ignore what I was feeling, and that was a whole lot of love.

      “So…” Xander looked at me expectantly. “Fairy godmother?”

      “Oh, right. It was May, from the grocery store. She showed me this place.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Well, if I’m being honest…” I chuckled. This story didn’t show me at my finest. “She kind of dumped me here one night to mellow out.”

      “She dumped you here?” Xander’s eyes widened, and he sat up and turned in the bed to face me. “Have I heard about this before? You’ve told a few drunken night stories at Bailey’s, but—”

      “No. I’ve never talked about this. The only person who knows is—”

      “May.”

      “Right.”

      Xander wove his fingers through mine. “Will you tell me?”

      For years I’d blocked this memory out. I’d built walls around it because it was easier than dealing with it. Ironic, really, when I’d just been telling Xander how important it was to talk to people, to share the pain, but back then I’d had no one to share it with. I’d been alone.

      “I don’t know.” I looked down to our hands and grimaced. “Let’s not ruin tonight.”

      “Nothing could ruin tonight. Nothing.”

      I looked up, and the love and concern in Xander’s eyes told me two things. First, I wasn’t alone anymore. And second, I could trust him.

      “Okay. It was the day after my parents died.”

      I could tell Xander hadn’t been expecting that, because the expression on his face quickly turned to shock. But before he could say something that would make me change my mind and shut the door on all of this again, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to go back there. To remember the hurt, the pain, and the anger that coursed through me that night.

      “Kieran, Bailey, and myself—we’d all congregated at the family house. Do you remember?”

      Xander nodded.

      “We were still all trying to come to terms with losing our parents, and having connections down at the precinct had been both a blessing and a curse at that stage. As soon as any new piece of information turned up, they called, and by noon that next day, everyone at the precinct—hell, probably everyone in the Chicago Police Department—discovered, along with us, that our father had been drunk the night he got behind the wheel.”

      Xander reached out to trail his fingers along my face. “I remember. It was devastating. Like a second blow on top of the one you were all already dealing with.”

      “Right.” I licked at my suddenly dry lips and reached for the sheet, fingering the hem for something to do. “In the back of my head I suspected he’d had something to do with it. For years he’d hidden his drinking problem from the force and the rest of the family. Well, Bailey and Kieran for sure. But I’d taken the brunt of some of his drunken rants after coming home late at night or acting out, and I’d seen it. The bottles he kept in the garage, the stash he hid under the deck. He became so good at functioning while inebriated that no one ever realized how intoxicated he was—or if they did, they just looked the other way. Chalking it up to a tough job, it was his way to unwind… That was just a bullshit excuse. Trust me, I’ve used it before.”

      Xander’s attention was one hundred percent locked on me, and I felt a deep-seated understanding from him, a place to unburden myself and know that I wouldn’t be judged for my past mistakes. I’d be heard. I’d be comforted.

      “Anyway.” I ran a hand through my hair and let out a breath. “You know most of this. Bailey must’ve told you.”

      “But you didn’t, and your experience was very different. Don’t brush it aside under the you already know this file. I don’t know what happened to you during that time. How you felt. What brought you here? I want to know.”

      Closing my eyes, I rested back against the headboard. “We used to come here on family trips sometimes, when Dad wanted to get away and clear his head.”

      “You came here? To this little place? How did you all fit?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “We came to Savanna. He’d heard about it from some of his buddies, and you know how he loved to take his boys fishing.”

      Xander screwed his nose up and nodded. “I remember. I was always ‘sick’ whenever Bailey suggested I tag along.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t use that excuse earlier today.”

      “I thought about it,” Xander admitted. “But I’m glad I didn’t. I would’ve missed out on something beautiful.”

      “That part of the river is definitely beautiful.”

      “I agree, but I was talking about the way you reacted to it. It was as though it calmed and rejuvenated you.”

      I nodded. “I guess it does. And it’s cheaper than therapy.”

      “I believe you are probably right about that.”

      “Yeah.” I let out a small laugh.

      “So this place, it used to belong to May?”

      “Kind of. She never stayed out here. It was passed down through her family—her great-great someone or other built it back in 1837.”

      “What?” Xander sat up and looked around the small room again. “Eighteen thirty-seven?”

      “Mhmm. And it looked like it was built in 1837 the first time I saw it. Or woke up in it, I guess is a more accurate description of what happened.”

      Xander’s eyes narrowed, his confusion clear.

      “After we got the toxicology report back, everything went to shit. You remember?”

      “Yes. Kieran punched you in the face.”

      I winced, remembering the blow like it was just yesterday. I’d walked away from that with one hell of a shiner. “He did. He couldn’t believe the results. Couldn’t wrap his head around the idea that our father, the decorated police officer, had been so fucking reckless with our mother’s life. And all I could think was that maybe if I had said something sooner, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      Xander shook his head. “Sean. No. No, no. It wasn’t your fault. You know that.”

      “I do now. But back then was a whole other story. You see? That’s what happens when the person who’s really to blame is no longer around. We find ways to make sense of it, ways to take on the blame ourselves.”

      “What you’re talking about is totally different to what happened with you and me.”

      “I agree. The circumstances are completely different. But the feeling of guilt, the blame game we play with ourselves, that’s exactly the same. And I ended up in a dark, dark place, Xander. I don’t want that for you.”

      “I know. And I promise as soon as we get back, I’ll make a call. I’ll talk to someone about it.”

      “Good. That’s good.” I took his hand and squeezed it, then looked down to the quilt folded across the bottom of the bed. “See that?” I said, and pointed to the blanket.

      Xander nodded and reached for the patchwork.

      “That was my first…housewarming gift.”

      Xander looked over his shoulder at me.

      “But I’m skipping ahead. After Kieran socked me in the face, I knew I needed to get the hell out of there. The three of us were dealing with different versions of who and what we’d lost the day before, and while I could see an understanding in Bailey’s eyes, there’s was also an underlying anger, and I couldn’t tell who it was directed at—”

      “Your dad.” Xander scooted back up until he was beside me, and draped the quilt over our laps. “He was furious with your dad. Not you. It was never at you. Is that what you thought all these years?”

      “I just assumed that, like Kieran, he was upset I never told them about Dad’s…problem.”

      “No. It was never like that for Bailey, and after the initial shock, I’m pretty sure Kieran realized he was an ass for what he’d said that night. Bailey was heartbroken. The loss of your parents and then finding out about your dad that way…”

      “I know. But I also knew I wasn’t the one to help him. I wasn’t in the right mindset to help anyone, even myself. But I knew you would take care of him. You’d always taken care of him.” And I was ashamed to admit that thinking about that now made me a little jealous.

      Shoving that thought aside as juvenile, I concentrated on getting the rest of this out, because airing my failures to a man I’d failed in front of several times before was a hard pill to swallow when I’d gone and fallen in love with him.

      “That afternoon I got in my car and drove out here to Savanna. I had no plans, no idea what I was going to do when I got here—all I knew was that I needed to get away from that house we’d grown up in. I needed to find some place where I could breathe again. But as soon as I hit town, memories from our trips flooded back in. Mom smiling and laughing with her boys, Dad teaching us how to throw a line, and playing in the river… They were everywhere I looked. Everywhere I knew to go. And finally I ended up on a stool at the local bar, the only place I knew I could go to forget them.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my hands over my face, the pain and loneliness from that period returning full force. A gentle hand pulled one of my arms down. I opened my eyes, and when Xander kissed the back of my knuckles, I swallowed back the grief slamming into me and pushed through.

      “I must’ve sat there for four, five hours. I was wasted—I mean, fall-off-the-stool wasted—and that’s when May showed up.”

      “Fairy godmother,” Xander whispered.

      “Fairy godmother. She’d somehow heard about my parents and tracked me down.” I shook my head. “I could barely hold my head up, let alone my body. But she somehow got me out of there and into her truck, and the next thing I remember is waking up here with this quilt draped over me and a note that said: Death leaves a heartache no one can heal; love leaves a memory that no one can steal. A bottle is not the answer, Sean. There’s coffee, Pop-Tarts and a stove kettle in the cupboard. Take as long as you need.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.” I gave Xander a wry grin. “Pretty messed up, huh?”

      Xander crossed his legs. “I had no idea you went through all of that.”

      “Why would you?”

      Xander gave a small shrug. “I don’t know. But it seems so strange to think about it now, because I can’t imagine being near you and not being able to know what you’re feeling.”

      I took hold of his hands and tugged him over. “And what am I feeling right now?”

      “Relief.”

      Damn. How did he do that? Here I was trying to deflect, trying to throw him off course so I could re-erect my walls and hide my vulnerabilities, and he’d zeroed in on what I was feeling.

      Hello, hammer, you nailed it.

      “How’d you get to be so smart?”

      Xander grinned, and the pain and loneliness from all those years ago suddenly felt like a distant memory. “A teacher for a mother and a surgeon for a father?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, that seems like a pretty good guess.”

      “Oh, and I love you.”

      “Hmm,” I said as I slid back down in bed, tugging him along with me. “You think that makes you smart? I know a lot of people who might disagree.”

      “Then they’d be wrong. Loving you is going to be messy and complicated, but it’s one of the smartest things I’ve ever done.”

      I wrapped my arm around him and hugged him into my side. “You know, I keep asking myself how this—us—is even possible. But I don’t care how or why anymore. I’ve been so fucking lonely for so damn long, and all I care about is that everything feels so much better when you’re with me. Messy or otherwise.”

      Xander pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Messy or otherwise.”

      I turned my head on the pillow and took his lips in a gentle kiss, and allowed myself to finally believe that there just might be something to this happily ever after deal.
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      “HAVE YOU EVER been stargazing before?” Sean asked, shining a flashlight on the path ahead of him.

      For the last three days he’d been trying to convince me to spend the night under the stars, and for some insane reason, tonight I’d agreed.

      “I haven’t,” I said, terrified of every little thing that brushed up against my arm or made a sound anywhere in my vicinity. “I’ve sat out on my terrace and looked up at the stars. But with all the city lights, it’s hard to see much.”

      “Yeah, you can’t see shit in the city. Not compared to out here.”

      “I bet,” I said as I concentrated on where I was putting my feet.

      “You okay back there?” Sean asked as he walked past a branch, and when it swung back to whack me in the arm, I jumped.

      I was doing my very best not to ask, Are we there yet? because I didn’t want to sound like some pathetic city boy. But I was starting to realize that’s who I was.

      “I’m, uh— Oh my God. What was that?”

      I frantically brushed at my arm. Sean stopped and shined the flashlight my way. “What was what?”

      “Something touched the back of my arm,” I told him as I did my best to look over my shoulder. When I saw nothing there, I let out a sigh of relief and walked over to him.

      Sean brought the light up under his chin and waggled his brows. “You scared?”

      “Of creepy crawlies? Yes.”

      Sean rolled his eyes. “Oh, well, those I can crush. Just let me know. If it’s a ghost or something else, you’re on your own.”

      I knew he was just playing with me, but I quickened my step and took hold of his hand just the same. Sean laughed, and I whacked him in the arm, but deep inside I was enjoying the hell out of myself.

      If someone had told me I’d actually enjoy spending a few days in the wilderness with nothing but the basics and my survival skills—okay, Sean’s survival skills—to get us through, I would’ve told them they’d lost their damn minds.

      But Sean had been smart to bring me out here and make me unplug. I’d thought I would just move past everything and go back to normal. But I was starting to see that wasn’t how things worked.

      I needed help, professional help, if I was going to get through this and go back to work, not to mention my own place. But for now, I was trying to let go and live in the moment. Even if that moment did include a pitch-black night, a forest, and weird sounds in the distance.

      “We’re here,” Sean said as he held a branch out of the way. After I ducked under it, he grabbed my hand and guided me to where he wanted me. “Stand right there.”

      “Yes, sir.” I laughed, happy to go along with his plan, since I couldn’t actually see more than maybe a foot in front of myself.

      Sean grabbed the blanket he’d packed out of his backpack and spread it on the ground, then he moved down to his knees and held his hand out to me. As I followed him to the ground, he lowered me to my back and came down over the top of me.

      “Hi,” he whispered against my lips.

      “Hello.” I grinned.

      “You ready to see the stars?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, especially at the cheesy waggling of his brows. “You already showed me the stars once today, but I’m always up for round two.”

      Sean groaned and rubbed up against me, his closeness teasing to life my cock. “I really did bring you out here to see the stars, you know.”

      “Oh, I believe you.” I flicked my tongue across his top lip. “But I only agreed so I wouldn’t have to sleep alone.”

      “As if I was gonna let that happen.”

      “Hmm…” I let go of him and shoved him away from me. “Well, lie over there while you show me the stars. Otherwise I can’t be held accountable for—”

      “Trying to get down my shorts?”

      I turned my head on the blanket. “Yes.”

      He flicked the light off and we were plunged into darkness. Then he reached for my hand across the blanket. “Look up.”

      With a smile on my face, I did as I was told, and then my mouth fell open.

      Holy shit. I’d been expecting a sprinkle of lights overhead, but instead it looked like someone had thrown a handful of glitter in the air. There had to be thousands of stars twinkling above us.

      “Impressive, isn’t it? They say in a dark sky, like this, you can see nearly forty five hundred stars, as opposed to, like, thirty-five in the city. Isn’t that insane?”

      What was insane was that with each passing day, Sean managed to surprise me in some monumental way. I’d thought I knew him pretty well, considering how long I’d known him. But I was starting to realize that I knew next to nothing, and every new revelation I learned was…wonderful.

      “It’s definitely impressive and romantic,” I said. “Do you know all the names?”

      “No way. I mean, I know about as much as anyone. Mercury, Jupiter, Saturn, but that’s about it. I just like to look at them and wonder what’s up there.”

      That made me smile. “You mean like…aliens?”

      “Are you making fun of me?”

      “No. Okay, maybe a little bit.”

      “Well, for your information, yeah. There has to be something other than us, don’t you think?”

      I laughed at that which had Sean tugging me up and over the top of him, and when I braced my hands by his head, he widened his legs and I settled in between them. “You really believe in aliens?”

      “What? You don’t?”

      I kissed his lips. “Do you think they’re watching us now?”

      Sean smoothed his hands over the seat of my shorts and squeezed. “If they are, they’re about to get an education.” I began to rock against him, and Sean scraped his teeth along my jaw and groaned. “Ahh, fuck, Xander.”

      I ran my fingers through the hair by his temples, loving the soft feel under my fingertips. “How long have you been interested in astronomy?”

      Sean was kissing his way down my neck now, his hips moving under mine.

      “Sean?”

      “Huh?”

      I reached down between us to flick open his shorts. “Astronomy?”

      “Oh, right, um… The last couple of years. Since I started coming out here. Hadn’t really paid much attention to them until— Oh my fucking God.”

      I was massaging him now, my hand stroking his cock as I straddled one of his thighs. Over the last couple of days we’d been experimenting. Sean, being new to this, was still learning and testing his boundaries—what he liked, what he didn’t like. And every now and then, I’d see a question enter his eyes that he’d leave unasked, but I wasn’t about to rush him.

      He was curious, and as hot for me as I was for him. It was only a matter of time before he pushed past that hesitant side and started trusting his instincts, started demanding exactly what it was he wanted.

      “Xander?”

      “Hmm?” I said, rolling my hips over his muscled thigh.

      “I want…”

      “Yes?” I said against his lips, stroking him up and down, his pre-cum coating my hand. “What do you want?”

      He drew one of his hands around and unzipped my shorts, and just as he was about to slip it inside my boxers, I felt something cold and slimy land on the back of my calf.
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      WHAT’S THE QUICKEST way to lose an erection? Have the person you’re with scream like he just saw Jason walking out of the woods with a machete.

      One minute I’d been trying to work up the nerve to ask Xander the finer techniques on sucking his cock, and the next, all hell was breaking loose—

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Xander wrenched his hand free of my shorts and rolled to his back, kicking his legs about like something had just bitten him on the ass.

      “What? What’s the matter?” I said, holding my hands up like I’d somehow done something to cause his freak-out.

      “Something jumped on me.”

      “What? Where?”

      “On my leg. It was on my leg.” Xander scrambled to his feet but nearly tripped over as he did a weird kind of shiver-jig. It took everything I had not to laugh. But realizing our moment was now well and truly over, I reached for the flashlight and turned it on.

      I aimed it over the blanket, scanning the spot where Xander had been lying. The flashlight landed on the culprit, and I grinned.

      “Ah, that’s nothing, anchorman. Just a little green frog.”

      “A… Did you say a frog?”

      “Yeah.” I put the torch down so it was shining on our amphibious friend, then slowly moved to the frog. I quickly scooped it up, and Xander made a noise somewhere between a curse and a gasp that made me laugh again. “He’s not gonna hurt you. If anything, he’s more scared of you than you are of him.”

      “Doubtful. Very doubtful.”

      I walked several feet away from our setup and freed the little guy, then came back and winked at Xander. “All gone.”

      “My hero.”

      “Uh huh.” I chuckled and rubbed my hands up and down his arms. “I forgot how scared you are of them.”

      “What’s not to be scared of? They’re slimy and they jump.”

      “Both true. But that one was completely harmless.”

      “That one? You mean there are more out here?”

      It seemed Xander’s brain was having a slight…malfunction. “You are staying in the woods, you know. The odds are good. But you’ve been swimming in the lake all week and haven’t seen any, so I wouldn’t worry.”

      Xander’s eyes widened in horror, that thought apparently never crossing his mind until now. I quickly congratulated myself for having not told him that at the beginning of this getaway.

      “Look, I’m sure he’s long gone by now. Why don’t you come back down here with me?”

      Xander looked to the blanket and then back to me. “Shine that thing all over. I want to see there’s nothing else hopping around.”

      When it was clear he wasn’t about to get back on that blanket, frog or no frog, I started to fold it up and stuff it in the backpack.

      “You can laugh all you like. This is a very real fear.”

      “Oh, I can see that.”

      Xander gave me a withering look. “I wasn’t always afraid of them. But one summer, Bailey and I were camping in your backyard—what is it with you guys and the outdoors?—and a frog got in our tent. Anyway, long story short, the tent was all zipped up and I couldn’t get out. It was horrible. Those things can get into anything.”

      I stopped halfway through zipping up the bag, a memory of a particular summer roaring back to me with blinding force.

      A blue tent.

      My buddy, Gary.

      My kid brother and his friend camping like dorks in the backyard.

      And a side ditch, filled with…frogs.

      “What?” Xander said, and I busted up laughing. “I’m so glad you think this is funny, Sean.”

      “I don’t, I swear. Not this. That’s not why I’m laughing.”

      “Then what are you laughing at?” Xander crossed his arms, and his arched eyebrow made me laugh even harder. He was going to kill me.

      “It’s just… I have a confession to make.” I walked over to him and switched the flashlight off, but I was close enough that we could see each other’s faces without the light.

      “A confession?”

      “Yeah…but I want your assurance that whatever I say now can’t be held against me.”

      Xander narrowed his eyes.

      “Me and a friend of mine—Gary? We, um, we put the frogs in your tent that night.”

      The silence that followed could only be likened to the silence before a storm. Then it hit—Hurricane Xander.

      “What did you just say?”

      “Me and my friend Gary—” Before I could finish, Xander snatched the flashlight out of my hand, turned on his heel, and marched off toward the woods. “Xander!” I shouted, then grabbed up the bag. “Come on. It was years ago. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” I could see him shaking his head as he tromped through the woods, all the while muttering obscenities. “He’s sorry.”

      “I was just a stupid kid—”

      “Stupid is right,” he called back to me. “Stupid. Moronic. Idiotic!”

      Okay, so he wasn’t taking this particularly well. But, not about to let him out of sight in a place he didn’t know, I picked up the pace and finally caught up with him.

      I dropped the backpack and wrapped an arm around his waist, and when Xander stiffened and began to squirm, I couldn’t stop laughing.

      “Oh yeah, anchorman. Keep rubbing your ass against my cock. That’s a surefire way to get me to let go.”

      Xander froze then turned his head to glare at me. “You’re an idiot.”

      “So you just told me, and anyone else within a hundred-mile radius.”

      “Which is how many people, exactly?”

      “Zero,” I said by his ear. “But maybe a couple of frogs.”

      “I hate you.”

      “I might’ve believed that a couple weeks ago, but now…” I let go of him enough to turn him in my arms. “Now I know better.”

      “You put a frog in my tent. I’ve been traumatized by that for years.”

      “Technically, I put a frog in my brother’s tent. You were just an unwilling participant in my prank.”

      Xander’s mouth fell open, but before he could say anything, I backed him up to a tree, trapping him between its thick trunk and me. I could feel his chest heaving against mine, and his erection brushed against my leg.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “With all that laughing, I don’t think I believe you.”

      So uppity, so extremely hot. I wanted to strip him down right there. “Let me take you back to the cabin and I’ll prove it.”

      Xander put his hands to my chest and shoved me, but there was a half grin on his lips, and he shined the flashlight in the direction of my stiff dick.

      “You promise?”

      “To prove it? Fuck yes. As many times as you want me to.”

      Xander held his hand out. I slid mine into his, and he went to walk off in the direction he’d been going, but I tugged him to a stop.

      “What?” he said.

      I pointed in the opposite direction. “Home’s that way.”

      He shined the light at the broken tree branches we’d obviously cleared on our way out here. “Don’t even think about laughing.”

      I had to bite down extra hard to accomplish that, but somehow I managed, because I’d be damned if I ruined my chance to apologize to him when we got somewhere more comfortable—and hopefully frogless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            Xander

          

        

      

    

    
      “HONEY, WE’RE ALMOST home…”

      My eyes opened. I’d taken a nap on the last half of the drive back to Sean’s place. The night had been closing in, the car cloaked in shadows, as the soft beat of some old rock classic played in the background and we exited paradise and prepared to re-enter reality.

      I couldn’t believe I’d survived nearly a whole week out in the wilderness. At first I’d thought the isolation would kill me, but after that first trip down to the river, I’d forgotten all about my cell phone.

      Something that was made abundantly clear as I turned it on and message after message poured in. There were texts, voicemails, and emails galore. As it continued to ding with abandon, Sean side-eyed me and shook his head.

      “Okay, Mr. Popular.”

      I smirked. “Hey, you’re dating someone famous now. Better get used to it.”

      Sean reached over and took my hand. “Is that what we’re doing? Dating?”

      I rubbed my thumb over the back of his knuckles. “If you want to.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Well, you were the one who told me you tend to do casual hookups, because when you’re on the job all the other person does is nag, nag, nag.”

      Sean’s lips twitched. “I did say that, huh? But then again, you usually make people sign an NDA before you have sex with them. And I don’t remember seeing one of them when you sat on my lap the other night.”

      I shoved him in the arm, but then grew serious. “Really, though. We’ve been pretty isolated at my place, then yours, and now out here. You’re going to shock the hell out of people when you announce you’re dating a man.”

      “I mean, I wasn’t planning to take out a billboard or anything, but…”

      “You know what I mean,” I said, my mind immediately shifting to Bailey—the one person we’d yet to discuss in any detail. But we couldn’t ignore it any longer, especially now that things had grown serious. “Your family is going to have a lot of questions.”

      “Bailey?”

      “Bailey, Kieran…Henri.”

      “Fuck Boudreaux. I don’t owe him any kind of explanation. He can shove his questions.”

      I shook my head and squeezed Sean’s hand. “You might want to rethink that when we go to tell Bailey. This… I have no idea how he’s going to take this, and Henri is who he’s going to turn to.”

      My phone dinged again, and when I looked down to see a text from the very man we were discussing, my stomach tied itself into a knot.

      “It’s Bay, isn’t it?”

      I rubbed a hand over my lips and nodded.

      “Do you need to call him back?”

      I opened the message to see him asking if we were coming over tomorrow for Saturday night dinner. It was written so casually, so innocently, but after the week I’d just spent with Sean, I became paranoid.

      Maybe Bailey knew. Maybe he’d already worked out what was going on, and wanted to talk to us about it?

      But no, that was foolish to think, and also really fucking cowardly. Bailey didn’t know what was going on—why would he? This was something we were going to have to tell him about.

      We were in love, but it wasn’t just our lives that was going to change.

      “We’re nearly home. I’ll call him then. He just wants to know if we’ll be there tomorrow night.”

      “Ah, okay.” Sean rubbed a hand up and down my thigh. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” I said automatically, but then shook my head. “No. Can I be honest?”

      “Of course.”

      I looked down at the phone, and then back to Sean. “I’m scared.”

      Sean turned off the main road into a street that led back to his place. “Of Bailey’s reaction?”

      “Yes.”

      “I get that. I am too.”

      We fell quiet as he pulled into his garage. I unbuckled my seatbelt and reached for the door handle, but Sean’s hand on my wrist halted me.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      I let go of the handle and twisted in my seat to face him. “Of course.”

      “I want you to be honest with me.” His voice was so serious that I tensed up.

      “I’m always honest with you.”

      “Okay.” Sean swallowed and, for the first time maybe ever, appeared unsure of himself. “Are you worried about telling Bailey because you think I’m gonna change my mind or somehow fuck this up?”

      Wow, talk about reality crashing back in. “Honest?”

      Sean blinked and looked like he wanted to say no. But he nodded.

      “At first, yes. Not the fucking up part, but you changing your mind. Back when this first started, I thought this thing between us was situational, circumstantial…”

      Sean reached for his own seatbelt and freed it, then moved his hand to the door as though he were about to get out without responding. But at the last second, he stopped and looked at me.

      “You said when it first started, you thought that.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what do you think now, if it isn’t either of those two things?”

      I leaned over and took Sean’s face between my hands. “I think this thing between us is essential. At least, it is to me.”

      “Xander…” He sighed. “I know it’s selfish and he’s had you longer, but I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You won’t.”

      Sean rubbed his thumb over the pulse point on my wrist. “Tomorrow, when we go over there, we’ll sit Bailey down and talk to him together.”

      “I think that’s the smartest thing to do.”

      When his head snapped up, I tried for a tight smile.

      “You do?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Oh, thank God. I’m glad that’s settled. Okay, let’s unpack.”

      I nodded and climbed out of the car as Sean unlocked the house and turned off the alarm. When the trunk opened, I went to pull out my suitcase, but Sean gently shoved me out of the way.

      “Uh uh. I’ve got it. You grab my duffel.”

      I crossed my arms and eyed him as he pulled my suitcase from the back and set it on the ground.

      “You do know I can carry that myself, right?”

      Sean looked to the bag and then back to me. “Right, but then I can’t show off my big, brawny muscles.”

      “Brawny? What are you, a paper towel ad?”

      Sean scoffed and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Quit bitching at me, anchorman. If I want to show off for you now that I’m not an invalid, just let me.”

      I ran my palms up his chest and over his shoulders, then looped my arms around his neck. “I’m sorry. Please, show off all you like.”

      Sean groaned and took my mouth in a kiss that would’ve knocked me on my ass had he not been holding me up. It’d been too long since I’d had his mouth on mine, and as I greedily took what he was eager to give, I forgot all about the bags. He turned me until my ass was hitting the back bumper, then lifted me so I was sitting on the floor of the trunk.

      “You’re asking for it,” he said.

      “Am I?” I spread my legs and wound them around the back of his thighs.

      He grabbed my shirt and hauled me up. “Yeah, you fucking are.”

      “So, why don’t you do something about it?”

      Sean’s chest was heaving, his erection throbbing against mine. He crashed his lips against my mouth, and I moaned. I’d been waiting for this. Waiting for Sean to let go and take what he wanted the way he wanted. Rougher, harder, it was right there simmering just beneath the surface.

      I reached for his shorts wanting to get my hands down his pants and on the cock he was grinding all over me. As I popped the button open and slid the zipper down, I heard my name and pulled my mouth free. But when Sean just looked at me, hungry and ready to dive back in, I let go and looked around his shoulder, suddenly realizing he wasn’t the one who’d just said my name.
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      “XANDER? SEAN?” THE sound of my name being uttered in that familial voice made me stiffen.

      Much like myself, Xander had gone from firestorm to iceberg in the space of three seconds, and I knew my worst fucking nightmare had just come true.

      Wincing, I let go of Xander and heard, “Oh my God. It is you.”

      “Bailey.” Xander looked past me as he struggled to get to his feet, and once he was out of the trunk, I turned to see my brother standing in my driveway with a bag of groceries in his hand, his mouth hanging open.

      “I…I…” Bailey’s eyes ping-ponged between us. “You… Were you just kissing Sean?”

      Xander looked to me, his expression full of guilt. Though it killed me to see, I knew it wasn’t directed at me.

      How did I know that? I felt the exact same way.

      “Yes,” Xander finally said.

      “Yes?” Bailey swung his eyes to me and blinked like he was trying to clear his vision, like he was trying to understand. “What do you mean, yes? Sean’s… He’s straight.”

      Xander took a step forward and went to reach for Bailey’s hand, but he quickly snatched it back.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Okay,” Xander said, holding his hands up as though trying to calm the nearly vibrating man in front of him. I’d only ever seen Bailey this angry once before: the day we’d found out about our father. Xander had been the one to calm him then, but I wasn’t so sure he’d have the same luck now.

      “Bailey,” Xander said, “if you’ll just let us talk to you for a minute, we can try to explain—”

      “Us? We?” Bailey reared back as though Xander had sucker-punched him. “What the fuck are you talking about? Why were you kissing Sean, Xander? How about you start by explaining that.”

      Xander blanched, and, unable to stand there and watch this go on any longer without saying something, I finally spoke up. “Bay.”

      Bailey’s jaw bunched, but he didn’t look my way. His fingers were curled around the keys he held, and his cheek had begun to twitch—not good.

      “If you’d just listen—”

      “Shut up, Sean.”

      “Hey, you need to listen for a fucking minute.”

      “Why? So you can both lie to me some more?” Bailey’s tone was so biting, so ice cold, that I barely recognized it. His eyes were still locked on Xander, the look of betrayal heart-wrenching even to me, the outsider in this equation.

      “Bailey,” I said, about to tell him to calm the hell down.

      Xander reached for my arm and shook his head. “No. He’s right. We did lie to him.” Xander looked to Bailey and shook his head. “If I was in your shoes, I’d be just as angry. But you asked me a question, and you deserve an answer. Why was I kissing Sean?”

      Bailey swallowed, and for a second I thought he might throw up.

      “The simple answer is that I like kissing him. The complicated answer? You’re not ready to hear that yet.”

      “Fuck you,” Bailey spat out, his eyes welling, the pain and humiliation evident on his features. “Don’t treat me like I’m a kid, Xander. Simple and complicated? Seems pretty straightforward to me. You were hard up after not getting any over the past month and went after the biggest dick around.”

      Okay, ouch. I’d had no clue how Bailey would react to the news of us being together, but I hadn’t expected this anger. “Bay, come on. You need to settle down.”

      “Or what? You’re going to make me?” Bailey let out a derisive laugh that sent a shiver up my spine. “You know, I didn’t think there was a lower place for you to sink to than the way you treated Henri when we first met. But congratulations, you found one. My best friend, Sean, really?”

      Bailey’s eyes flicked back to Xander as he backed up a step. “And you. My brother? Wow…” Bailey scrubbed a hand over his buzzed head. “You two fucking deserve each other.”

      “Bailey!” I shouted as he dropped the groceries on the ground and stormed off down the driveway, but when I went to go after him, Xander grabbed my arm.

      “Let him go,” he said in a voice that was barely audible.

      I turned back to see tears running down his face and felt completely and utterly helpless.

      Two of the people I loved most in the world were hurting right now, and I didn’t know how to help either one.

      “I’m sure I can still catch up with him. Let me go and—”

      “Sean?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We need to let him go.”

      I searched Xander’s face, wanting to make sure he really meant what he was saying. When he brought his hands up to his mouth and his shoulders began to shake, I pulled him into my arms and held on tight.

      “He hates me.”

      “No,” I said as we stood there in my drive, the night surrounding us. But unlike last night, there was no peace from this darkness, just turmoil and pain. “He’s just angry and confused, but he doesn’t hate you. He loves you.” I swiped a tear from his cheek and offered a half-smile. “Messy and complicated, remember? That’s how you described this love thing, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then we all must be doing something right. Because this is all kinds of messed up.”

      Xander nodded, and I kissed his temple.

      “He’ll come around. You’ll see.”

      I’d faced down gang leaders, murderers, and strung-out drug lords in my line of work, but I’d never been more terrified than I was right now, wondering what would happen if Bailey didn’t come around.

      Would Xander leave me? Would he think it easier or smarter to cut his losses now, and salvage a friendship he’d treasured for years?

      No, that was just crazy thinking. We loved each other and we’d work through this together. Bailey would eventually see that this was a good thing, and then everything would go back to normal—right?

      Right.

      But what if it didn’t?
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        Thank you for reading BREAKING NEWS. I hope you enjoyed watching Sean and Xander fall in love as much as I did!

        Make sure to join me for the final book in their journey, HEADLINES, as they navigate not only their relationship, but all those around them.

      

        

      
        You can pre-order HEADLINES here!

      

        

      
        Release Date: September 28th, 2020

      

        

      
        **Love BREAKING NEWS? 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.**
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