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To Pierre Bourdon.


  

  You shared your love of Canada


  and the French-Canadian ways


  with me and my soul sister.


  

  These two California girls will never forget


  standing in the snow, in the spring . . .


  the busted tire in Old Quebec . . .


  dazzling vistas, snow-covered relics . . .


  and a church light show that


  will live in our hearts forever.


  

  Merci, kindred spirit.

 
CONTENTS


1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

SKYLER

If you want...

ABOUT THE AUTHOR




1
  Hollow, inside and out. Everything I am, everything I thought I could be, I left in the hands of a woman. A beautiful, effervescent, sexy, and in the end . . . manipulative cheat. I should have known it would never, could never work between us. She’s famous. A celebrity. I’m nobody when compared to all that is Skyler Paige.


  My fuckin’ dream girl.


  Why would the likes of her settle for a businessman, a beer-and-baseball-type guy living in Beantown, when she could have anyone in the entire world? It makes no sense. We made no sense, even though for a while, I thought she was mine. I held all of her beauty and what I believed was her soul in my heart.


  Somehow, I lost it, lost everything.


  I have no idea how to move forward. What my next steps should be. I’ve honestly not felt this low in . . . forever. Even when Kayla burned me, it didn’t feel like this. Like I’ve been gutted, skewered beyond repair.


  There’s also the issue of my brothers. Once Bo and Royce find out, they are going to be all over me. Forcing me to talk about her, get over it, move on. How does one get over or move on from the love of their life? Sure, I’ve been hurt in the past. Which means I knew exactly what I was getting into when I signed on for a relationship with Skyler. Yet I still waded in. Blinded by her sweet honeys, her self-doubt, and the way she seemed to need me.


  Having Skyler count on me made me feel ten feet tall. Being her man, hearing her voice in my ear on the phone each night, having her body in my bed every chance we got, was living a dream. And like all dreams can do, mine so easily turned into a nightmare.


  With her, I guess it just wasn’t meant to last. I’ve found a lot of things in life are like that. Not meant to last. My mother even warned me about such things when I was a boy.


  “Sometimes beautiful moments are like sand slipping through your fingers one granule at a time. When you’re experiencing it, it’s the biggest, brightest sensation in the world. And then, as quickly as it came, it slips away. We’re left with only the memory of that moment, of the feeling of having something so soft and glittery within our grasp. That’s part of its beauty. Knowing you had a hold on it for a brief time is a blessing. Remember that, son. Not everything in life is meant to last.”


  I walk to the kitchen to get another beer, planning to add it to the other four empty bottles on the table. I took the flight back from New York in a complete daze. I only recall going to the first phone store I saw, buying a new phone, downloading my most recent backup from the cloud, and shutting it off. I’ve since locked myself in my apartment. The landline rings at random—caller ID shows the calls are probably from Wendy—but I ignore it and let the calls go to voice mail. I numbly move around. I’d told Royce I was going to take a few days, touch base with them sometime today. He probably thinks I’m balls deep in my woman right now, which is exactly where I should be!


  Intense anger screeches up my spine and surrounds me like a living, breathing evil. “Goddamn it!” I roar as the claws of betrayal slither all over my skin, digging into any bit of meaty flesh they find. The hair on the back of my neck stands straight up, and I clutch the empty beer bottle in my fist and look up at the ceiling.


  White. Flat. Nothingness.


  Images of her flood my vision.


  Skyler in Johan’s arms . . .


  Spending the night in his bed . . .


  Those delicate hands on his body . . .


  His lips on hers . . .


  It’s like a demented waterwheel, dropping the next load of horrible pictures, each one worse than the last. My skin is awash with violent tremors as though a bucket of spiders has been dropped over my head and they’re skittering across my skin.


  “Why, Skyler? Why would you do this to me? To us!” I holler into my empty apartment, the fire inside me building to epic proportions, burning flesh and muscle from the inside out. I can’t fucking take it. The despair. The ugliness I feel about the one woman I gave my goddamned heart to!


  Another image of her blowing me a kiss enters my mind, and I clench my teeth, close my eyes as tight as I can, and impulsively pull my arm back and smash my fist and the beer bottle into the kitchen wall. Not only does the glass shatter and cut into my hand on impact, my fist goes straight through the drywall.


  A searing pain ricochets up from my hand, through my forearm, and to my shoulder. A guttural scream tears through the room as I fall to my knees, clutching my bloody hand. I barely catch myself on the counter as I go down, breaking my fall. My knees hit the tile violently, and I jerk, my body shuddering as the agony of my hand and knees filters into my consciousness.


  The door to my apartment slams open, and I barely glance up. A pair of dirty black motorcycle boots come into my view.


  “Brother . . . fuck!” Bo’s tortured voice penetrates my consciousness as the man leans down and grips my shoulders. “Jesus Christ . . . what did she do to you?”


  I close my eyes, shame flowing out every one of my pores.


  Bo lifts my arm. “Shit, Park, you’re gonna need stitches. You might have even broken your hand. What did you do?” He glances at the smashed section of wall above the counter where I’m kneeling. “You hit the wall?” He snatches a towel from the counter and wraps my hand. “And how the fuck did you cut your palm? Dude . . . it’s deep, and you’re bleeding like crazy. We have to go to the emergency room.”


  I shake my head. “No way. Not going.”


  “Yes, you are. Unless you want me to call Mrs. Ellis to talk some sense into you? I think that might be a bit more painful than swallowing your pride and letting your brother take you, eh? Now come on, you’re soaking the towel through, and blood freaks me out.”


  Blood freaks Bo out.


  I stifle a chuckle as the four beers I finished in the last hour twist and turn in my gut. The woman I love cheated on me. Just like Kayla. My past rushes to the surface along with the heartache. Haunting me. Digging the vile knife of betrayal deeper into my heart.


  My mouth salivates, and a sour taste flows over my tongue. “Oh no.” I make a gagging sound and clutch at my stomach with my good hand.


  Bo hauls me up and over to the sink just as my liquid lunch pours out of me. When I think I’ve got it all out and the heaving stops, I turn on the faucet and rinse out my mouth. The acid in my throat burns like I’ve swallowed razor blades.


  “Bottle of water, please.” I point to the fridge.


  Bo gets a bottle, puts it on the counter in front of me, and leaves the kitchen without a word. I’ve barely taken a handful of calming breaths before he’s crouching at my feet with my Nikes in place. I shove my feet in one at a time while he ties them for me in silence, taking care of me when I can’t do the same for myself. He snags my gray hoodie from where it lies on the counter and eases me into the garment, helping me carefully push my wounded hand through the armhole as gently as possible without adding any pain and suffering.


  Christ, I have the best friends.


  He leads me toward my front door and grabs the keys to the Tesla on the way out. Bo drives a motorcycle, and he knows I won’t ride bitch. Injured or not. No way, nohow.


  The car is quiet as we motor down the road to the closest hospital.


  “You gonna tell me what happened?” he finally asks.


  I sigh and rub at my forehead with my free hand. “Not much to say.”


  He chuckles and gives me the side-eye. “In my experience, there are always very good reasons a man puts his fist through a wall, and all of them center around one thing . . .”


  “Oh yeah? Do bestow your worldly wisdom on me,” I crack numbly.


  “A woman.”


  I grind my teeth and focus my gaze out the window.


  “Your woman is probably the hottest woman alive, and a beauty like that can also be hard to hold on to.” He glances at me with an expression of pity plastered across his face. “Then there was this morning’s top sleazy magazine report, which has her leaving last night from her home and going to the St. Regis Hotel in New York. That same report states she left this morning from the same hotel, which also happens to be the exact hotel her ex-dickhole is staying at. There’s no way it’s a coincidence,” he surmises.


  “Not a coincidence.” I sigh and clench my teeth, trying to hold back the boiling frustration the admission causes.


  “Why’d she go there?” His question is more a gasp of surprise.


  I shrug. “Fuck if I know.”


  “And you haven’t talked to her?” His head jolts back in his seat as if he’s offended by the absurdity.


  I huff. “I called this morning after three hours’ sleep in an empty bed at her house. Worried about her safety. Guess who answered her cell, boasting about the fun they had last night?”


  Bo’s entire expression turns into one of extreme disgust. “I don’t believe it.”


  I wish I didn’t either.


  “Believe it. She was there. I heard her voice after I’d nailed him with all the shit Wendy has on him.”


  “He’s going to leave her alone?” He passes a couple of cars and moves into the fast lane.


  I keep my arm at a right angle with my hand pointing up. “One can only hope. Except I’m guessing that point is moot, because she was there with him all night.”


  Visions of her rolling around in a bed with Johan cause my chest to tighten so much I can barely breathe. I gasp for air and roll the window down to let the cool breeze ease the nausea.


  “Has she tried to call you? Tell you what happened?” His tone is one of anger and disbelief.


  The fire I’d put out by ralphing into the sink comes back like a raging inferno in my gut and chest. “Doesn’t matter. She cheated on me. With her fucktard ex who was blackmailing her.”


  Bo frowns and plucks at his goatee. “I don’t know, man. The woman I saw at Lucky’s was doing cartwheels over being with you. And don’t try and pretend you weren’t gonzo over her, because we all could see it.”


  “I fucking love her, Bo. Love her. And she cheated. Just like Kayla. You’re smart to have your chicklets, have your fun. Fuck love and fuck her!” I grate out between clenched teeth, the pain in my hand making my entire body hot. Sweat tingles against my hairline, and my vision swims before I shake it off and open the window farther, the wind taking the blackness away with it.


  Bo shakes his head. “Man, I know you’re hurting and shit’s eating you up inside, but there’s got to be an explanation. Skyler’s not the cheating kind.”


  I slam my head back into the leather seat. “And who is the cheating kind?”


  “Me?” He grins.


  I let out a slow breath and swallow down the lump in my throat. “Bullshit. Your chicklets know the score. All I know, man, is that she was there, with him, all night. She didn’t answer my calls or texts. I slept in an empty bed while she reconnected with her ex.”


  “Is that what she said? That she was getting back together with her ex?” His tone might as well be dipped in shit for how vile he thinks that would be.


  I cringe. “No! That’s what he said!”


  “And you believe him?” His words are ones of outright shock.


  “She was in his room and spent the night in his bed. A man who threatened to distribute disgusting pictures of her . . . that he’d taken without her consent. Someone who wanted fifty million dollars to keep it out of the press. And she went to his hotel room. Left her security team at home.”


  Bo sucks in a sharp breath. “That’s dangerous as it is.”


  “Yeah, it is. For her, it could be lethal. And she took that chance to meet up with him at his hotel, and stayed the night. When I called at six in the morning and threatened him, he was all too keen to share how he’d gone there with my woman . . .” I choke out the words as ice fills my veins and chills my soul. “Fuck!” I feel like I’m about to come out of my skin or alternately punch another hole in something. The dashboard looks inviting.


  “Relax, we’ll figure this out. I just find it hard to believe, that’s all,” he offers in a soothing tone.


  Sometimes I wonder if Bo has ever cared enough about a woman to let her get close enough to burn him the way I’ve been burned. Since I’ve known him, he’s had many women. None he’s given an inch of himself to outside of the inches in his pants. He wouldn’t understand.


  “I don’t find it hard at all. I loved Kayla, and she cheated on me with our best friend. I love Skyler, and she betrays me by opening her legs for her ex. See a pattern here?”


  Bo inhales low and deep, taking the off-ramp that will lead us to the hospital. “Regardless of how messed up this all is—and I agree, it’s fucked up—give her at least one chance to settle things with you. Yeah? Can you do that?”


  The desire at the prospect of hearing her voice lifts my heart but is quickly followed by revulsion with the memory of what she’s done. “I can’t make you any promises.”


  Bo nods resolutely. “Well, let’s get you stitched up for now. The rest can come later.”


  [image: image]


  Two broken fingers, now splinted, twenty stitches in my palm, a fully wrapped hand, and I’m back home, feet up on my coffee table, a fresh beer and prescription painkillers at the ready. Bo, sitting on the couch, arm stretched along the back with his own beer dangling from his fingers, has his booted feet up on the table next to me. Across from Bo is Royce, sitting in the single chair, socked feet up on the ottoman. Man would never disgrace another man’s furniture by putting his shoes on it. Even if his shoes cost more than the chair and ottoman put together. On the floor with a bowl of popcorn in her lap is Wendy, eyes glued to the flat screen, where a game is playing. She’s wearing skinny jeans, Converses, and a Red Sox T-shirt that I have a feeling belongs to her man, because it’s about four sizes too big on her slight frame.


  While I was being seen at the hospital, Bo called IG to update them on the developments and let them know where we were and why. The call resulted in the team being at my place when Bo brought me back and the IG offices closed for the rest of the day.


  The doorbell rings, and Wendy bolts up as though she has pogo stick springs for legs. “Pizza! I’ll get it. Charging it to the company, FYI.” She bobs over to the door, signs the receipt, and brings the two large pies into the kitchen.


  She hollers from the kitchen, “Bo, want to get up off your ass and come help me serve our bros?”


  Royce covers his grin by sipping his whiskey.


  Bo rolls his eyes, drops his feet from the table, and stands. “Tink, you know it’s the woman’s job to serve her man! I think I’m going to have to teach you a lesson!” he warns playfully, but heads into the kitchen to assist.


  “How you doin’, brother?” Royce interrupts my thoughts on the inner workings of the friendship between Crazy Number One and Crazy Number Two.


  I lift my hand and turn it from side to side. “Between the painkillers and the beer, I’d say just about right.”


  Royce chuckles, leans forward, splays his legs out wide with feet on the floor, and rests his elbows on his knees. He looks up at me from under dark eyebrows, his eyes laser beams of truth. “Not talkin’ about the war wound, though I can’t say I’m happy ’bout that either. Bo updated us. It’s why we’re here.”


  “Got that. ’Preciate it too.”


  He nods and purses his lips. “Still doesn’t change why we’re here. Your girl fuckin’ you over. How are you dealing with that?”


  I close my eyes and inhale full and deep, trying to squash any visions of her with Johan before they ever enter my mind. It works, thank fuck. I shrug. “Not sure what I feel. Anger is at the top of the list.”


  His lips flatten into a thin line. “You talk to her yet?”


  I shake my head. “Got nuthin’ to say to that woman. It’s over.”


  “Brother . . .” His words are left dangling.


  “It’s over.”


  “Park . . .” He continues undaunted. “Know you fell hard for her. Know she fell hard for you. Could see it in every line in her face and body when we met her at Lucky’s. You don’t just give that up and walk away.”


  “She did,” I sneer, tightening my grip on my beer.


  Royce nods slowly and runs a hand over his knee. “With the way you were feeling in San Francisco, maybe you ought to give her a little time to explain.”


  I jerk my gaze to his. “You think anything she says is going to make it okay that she betrayed me? She fucked that piece of shit the same night I was sleeping alone in her bed.”


  Royce lifts a hand. “Now, hold up. You don’t know what happened in that hotel room.”


  “Don’t I? Woman jumped me the first fuckin’ night I was in her penthouse. She was with Johan for close to two years.”


  “Doesn’t change the fact that he was blackmailing her, she was scared, and you were out of town.”


  “So that gives her the excuse she needs to betray me?” I counter, my voice laced with fury.


  His head jolts back, and he groans. “Fuck no! It means shit was swirling around in her head. Bad shit. Her man wasn’t there. Maybe she thought because of their time together, she could handle the chump herself. Stupid, I admit, but knowing Skyler, that’s more likely than her going there and offerin’ her goods up on a silver platter. You need to look deep inside yourself, inside that heart of yours that made you fall for her, and tell me . . . do you think she could betray you? Really?”


  I grind my teeth and let his words sink in. “What do you think?” I ask right as Bo and Wendy walk in with two plates apiece, each loaded with pizza.


  “I think there’s got to be more to this story than what a filthy manipulator spews out his trap.” His tone is resolute and convincing.


  “Oh, are we talking about what happened with Sky? I’m all over that. Ran her credit cards, her phone records, everything before I came over.” Wendy hops into action, digging into the satchel she set near the entertainment center. Once she has a hold on her thin laptop, she opens it and sets it on the table.


  “Tink, not sure Park wants the comings and goings of his woman right this second.” Bo sets a hand on her shoulder.


  I sit up and put my feet on the floor, cradling my hand. My heart starts pounding hard at the mention of finding out anything about Skyler. “Actually, I do. What do you have?”


  She nibbles on her pizza, then sets it indelicately on her plate, licks her fingers, wipes them on her napkin, and takes to the keys. Once she swallows her bite, she lays it out. “Yesterday she was at the set. I have her phone tracker on. Made sure to do that when she visited us last time. Keep tabs on all of you”—she twirls a finger around all of us—“just in case something goes down—”


  “Seriously, Wendy? What the fuck you think is going to happen to us, girl?” Royce interjects, shaking his head tiredly. “Woman is too damn smart for her own good. Brothers better watch yo’selves.”


  She ignores him completely. “Looks like she got to her house yesterday, then made a call to a number I found out was Johan’s. They had a very short—as in two minutes—conversation, and then she used her credit card in a taxi that took her to the St. Regis, which is where she stayed the night, though she didn’t pay for a room.”


  I clench my teeth and toss my plate of pizza on the table, no longer hungry. “That’s enough—” I start, when Wendy waves her hands and shakes her head frantically.


  “No, no, it’s not. That’s when things with her finances get crazy.”


  I frown, and Royce stands and walks around to crouch where Wendy’s got her computer set up on the coffee table. The word finance to Roy is like waving a juicy steak in front of a dog.


  “How so, girl?”


  Her eyes light up with excitement. I swear if Wendy were a cartoon she’d be a part of the Scooby-Doo crew. She looks more like Daphne, but she’s definitely got Velma’s intellect.


  “Here and here.” She points at something I can’t see on her screen. “Bank transfers to the tune of a lot of zeros. I’ve traced one to a Miguel Fuentes, who’s some highfalutin businessman, but in reality, the guy’s a top-notch loan shark. The kind that looks all rich and professional, but word on the web is that he has no leniency with people who go for a long time owing him. They end up missing. Never found again.”


  “Come on, this isn’t The Godfather . . .” Bo eases back in his seat, his brows furrowed.


  “Kind of is. Miguel Fuentes is known for being connected to the Mexican mob,” Royce adds flatly. “I know a lot about the money market, and there is word that Miguel has some shady attachments. Hence the reason only the rich, powerful, and unlawful tend to do business with him. Problem is, cops have been trying to get a lock on Miguel and his backdoor dealings for ages but can never pin him down.”


  “Shut the fuck up!” I growl. “And he’s got Sky into this?”


  Wendy’s fingers clack against the keys faster than before. “Only in that her account wired money to his account. A lot of money. Ten million to be exact.”


  “Jesus Christ.” I run my hand over my sweaty forehead. The meds and the beer are kicking in, and not only am I starting to feel woozy, my train of thought is slowing down.


  “Also, she sent at least fifteen other wire transfers. Credit cards. Bank loans. Mortgages, and a few other payments to shady individuals.”


  “Fuckin’ hell, woman!” Royce rubs at his mouth and chin.


  “Goddamn it!” Bo grits through his teeth.


  I don’t say anything. My heart, mind, and body have lost all will to move, exhaustion lying heavily in my bones.


  “With all of those, the strangest one is the last payment she made last night.”


  I frown. “W-what, ish it?” I slur, even my tongue feeling heavy.


  All three of them look up at me, different worried expressions flitting across their faces. “Just finish.” I wave my good hand in a hurry-up motion.


  Wendy licks her lips and bites down on the bottom one. “According to this . . .” She points it out to Royce and Bo, who can see her screen.


  Bo’s eyes widen, and he closes his eyes.


  Royce shakes his head. “Shee-it. What kind of play is he making?” he murmurs, still looking at the computer.


  “What?” I blink away the sleep trying to invade my mind.


  “Skyler paid for what looks like a three-month stay in a rehabilitation facility for one Johan Karr.” Her voice is steady, but her eyes are huge and bright blue against her pale-white skin.


  That seals it. She’s paying for him to be rehabilitated so they can get back together.


  Fuck my life.


  “On that note, I’m-I’m-I’m gonna g-go lie down.” I stand, and my knees start to weaken. I catch myself against the arm of the couch as Bo jumps up from his seat and wraps an arm around my waist.


  “Lean on me, brother.”


  I smile and make a kissy face at him. “Aw, Bogey, who’da thought you cared.” I start to close my eyes, but Bo moves me around the couch toward my room. When we get there, he leads me to the bed and pulls back the covers. I fall to my ass and back, curling to my side, where I tuck my bad hand against my chest.


  “Dude, sleep it off. I’ll be here when you wake up.”


  “Go-shh home. ’S okay. I cool,” I mumble as sleep starts to invade.


  “Sweet dreams, punk ass.”


  It’s the last thing I hear before I see nothing but black.
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  I wake later that night to find Bo in the kitchen making pasta. I cradle my hand, which feels as though it’s getting repeatedly slammed into a car door. I swear it aches and throbs along with every single heartbeat and every shaking breath I take.


  Breathing.


  Breathing without her is unthinkable. Except I have to, so here I am, holding my hand at a ninety-degree angle, fingertips to the sky as I shuffle onto a stool in the kitchen.


  Bo spins on a heel, gets a bottle of water, opens it, and sets it in front of me. “You need to hydrate on those meds, bud,” he informs me while motioning to the bottle.


  I slam the bottle back, draining half of it in one go. The cool liquid eases my dry throat and perks up my sluggish brain.


  “Turned your phone on after the charge. Seems as though you have a dozen texts and calls. Pretty much from the same person.” Bo gestures to the phone that’s connected to the charger about two feet from where I’m sitting.


  For a moment, I take in a deep breath and try desperately to calm my instincts to rush for the phone. Whatever lies she plans to say aren’t going to work. They don’t matter. The deed has been done.


  “Not sure there’s anything she could say that would fix where I’m at right now.”


  Bo frowns while stirring the mixture he’s got going in a skillet. It looks like a light red sauce, bordering on white. Frankly I don’t care what it is, because the scent of tomatoes and garlic bread is entering my nostrils, and my mouth salivates. I didn’t get down much of the pizza before the conversation took a turn to Skyler and her finances, which had the added effect of me losing my appetite. At this point, nothing could make me lose my hunger. I’m freakin’ starving.


  “Is it possible, brother, the shit that went down with Kayla is coloring your version of events, which may or may not have happened with Skyler?” Bo eases into the fray, voicing what I’m sure Royce thinks as well.


  I run my hand through my messy hair and sigh. “Honestly, I don’t know. All I know is I’m fucking hurt. It’s as though there’s a hole in my gut that won’t mend, and she’s the cause. I don’t remember feeling this jacked up over Kayla.”


  Bo snorts. “You were a goner back in the day, although it could have also been losing Greg at the same time as your fiancée.”


  My phone buzzes where it sits charging, and I can’t hold out any longer. I’m curious, and if I’m being straight with myself, there’s a shred of hope the situation can be explained, but my subconscious is not letting that part of me come to the surface.


  I unhook the cord and pull up the text. Bo was wrong. There are actually fifteen texts since this morning. Six voice mails. Four from Skyler, one from Sophie. Another from Ma. I ignore the voice mails and go right to the texts. For a single moment I close my eyes and take a breath, and then I start to read.


  From: Peaches


  To: Parker Ellis


  Baby, please pick up. You’ve got it all wrong.


  The next one:


  Parker, please. I’m begging you. Answer your phone.


  Another text:


  I need to explain. You don’t understand.


  Again:


  Call me when you get off the plane.


  And another:


  It’s not what you think! I swear.


  Again:


  I wouldn’t hurt you like that. Never. Not ever.


  The messages keep going on in that similar vein . . .


  Fine. You’re not going to respond to my texts. CALL ME!


  This is insane! I know what you’re thinking, but you have it all wrong.


  Baby, please. Trust me. Trust in us.


  Each text digs deeper and deeper into the wound that she’s made in my heart. She wants me to trust her, but how can I? She spent the night in that bastard’s hotel room. The entire world knows she was with him overnight, or at the very least suspects it. She didn’t take her security team, putting herself in grave danger. Johan Karr is unstable. That much I could easily glean from our discussion. The fact that she put herself in such a perilous position . . . For what? What did she think she could get out of it? I keep reading the rest of her messages.


  Parker, call me. I can’t make this right until you do.


  

  Why are you ignoring my calls? You’re hurting me, and you don’t even know the truth!


  I tried the IG offices and got voice mail. Wendy isn’t returning my calls either. Please, please, call me!


  I cringe at the need I can feel pulling at my brain with each of her requests.


  Honey, I know you’re mad. I’m sorry. I was stupid. So stupid, but I had to try and fix it myself.


  I run my good hand over my stubbled chin and lips as I read the last two.


  Parker, I need you to trust me. If there is any hope for us, you have to believe I would never betray you. Never ruin what we have.


  The last message guts me, and I have to bite down on the inside of my cheek in order to not let the overwhelming emotion building inside of me pour out like I were a weak, pansy-assed wuss. I’d have to give up my man card if I let the feelings that are making my nose drip and my tear ducts sting have their way. I read it again and let the full force of her words slam into my chest and heart, right down into my soul.


  You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Parker. If nothing else, believe that. Please give me the opportunity to explain what happened. I’ll give you some time, a few days, to think about everything. Call me when you’re ready to talk.


  I rub at my tired face and set the phone down. Bo turns off the stove and dishes out a fusilli pasta with a creamy reddish-white sauce over the top and fresh-cut shreds of basil.


  “Dude, when did you learn to cook?” I stare at the food as if it materialized from magic fairy dust, not because my best friend just slaved over the stove to make it for us.


  He grins. “Momma Sterling has been teaching me.”


  “No joke?”


  He smiles and pulls out a sizzling half loaf of buttery garlic bread from the oven. “Nope. She said if I wasn’t going to have a steady woman in my life, and I couldn’t always get to her house to eat a real meal, she was going to teach me a few staples to keep me fit and fed.” He snickers, putting two thick slices of bread on the side of the plate next to the pasta.


  Once he’s plated the meal for both of us, he comes around the bar, gets situated in his seat, and pokes away at his food, forking up a giant bite.


  I sample my own and am happily surprised at how good it is. “Bo, this is the shit.” I chew and swallow it down, forking up more eagerly.


  “True dat.” He smiles. “So . . . about those texts?” He gestures to my phone. “Anything interesting?”


  “Fishing for info?” I smirk.


  “Absolutely. I want to know if this woman played you. Hell, brother, I want to know if she played us all. See, cuz the woman I met, the one I took pictures of back in New York, the one that sat in my brother’s lap while we broke bread together at Lucky’s, a spot that’s fuckin’ sacred to all of us . . . that woman is who we all started to care about.”


  I shake my head. “She seems upset. Begging to talk to me. Wants to explain. Says whatever I’m thinking I’ve got it all wrong. Doesn’t change the facts. She skirted her security team and stayed the night in a hotel with a man who was blackmailing her. Not only that, according to Wendy’s super sleuthing, she paid off all of his debts and set him up in rehab, for Christ’s sake! What am I supposed to think about all of that?”


  Bo chews thoughtfully before responding. “All true. However, those facts do not mean she slept in a bed with him or fucked him. Do you think you could forgive her for the other as long as she didn’t sleep with him?”


  I spend a solid five minutes mulling over his question. Bo knows when I need the space to think, and he doesn’t push for an answer. Instead, we sit in companionable silence, eating the dinner he’s made.


  Can I forgive her if she didn’t betray me physically?


  Yes. I believe I can. It doesn’t fix what happened, and I still don’t know the details, but the real hurt, the betrayal, would be her cheating. The hows and whys of that wouldn’t matter.


  I set down my fork and hold my chin up with my hand, elbow to the counter. “Yeah, I could forgive her for going to him when she should have waited for me. In my opinion, she should have avoided the bastard at all costs. Regardless of the reasons, it was a stupid thing to do.”


  Bo nods. “So what are you going to do about it?”


  I shrug and run my good hand over my arm. “I don’t know yet.”


  “You need to talk to her. She’s the only person who’s going to be able to give you the answers you seek, brother. This you know.”


  “Yeah, I’m just . . . fuck. Straight up, the thought of her going there, spending the night, even if he was on the couch or vice versa. The entire thing is . . . man, it’s eating at me.” I punch my chest, needing to feel something, anything, other than the hurt in my mind and heart.


  “Heard that. Can see it all over you. Proof is staring me in the face. The hole in the wall, the stitches in your hand, your broken bones. You’re bleeding for her, inside and out. Only way to stop that flow is to find out the truth. You’re not going to be able to rest until you do.”


  I rub at my head, my hand pounding a violent, painful rhythm as I consider his words. I grip my wrist and hold it tight, trying to stave off the unbelievable ache.


  “Hurt?” he asks.


  “Fuck yes!” I growl.


  Bo gets up off his stool, goes into the living room, and comes back with a pill bottle. He opens it and shakes out two pain pills. “Doc said you can have two at night before bed but only on a full stomach and with plenty of water. Drink up, eat up, wash those down, and we’ll get you back to bed. I’m going to sleep on the couch, as I mentioned before, in case you need me.”


  I clap Bo on the back. “You don’t have to do that. I can call you. You’re only down the breezeway.”


  He shakes his head. “Would feel more comfortable if I were here in case you have a bad reaction or some shit.”


  Picking my fork back up, I prod and poke at the pasta. I shrug and shove the tasty morsel into my mouth. “Suit yourself.”


  “Don’t mind if I do.”


  After I wash down most of the rest of the water, I glance at Bo, who’s sweeping up the sauce on his plate with a wedge of garlic bread.


  “Thank you,” I mutter, my voice thick and dry at the same time. “Would do the same if the situation were reversed. You know that, right?”


  He nods without saying anything. It’s our way. Brother watching over another brother. Keeping an eye out. Being there when shit goes down.


  I wish romantic relationships were as easy to maneuver. What I’m dealing with is like walking through a freakin’ minefield. I don’t know where to step or stand. The only thing I do have solid footing on is the need to flee. Get back to work as soon as possible and put some serious space between me and this entire mind fuck of Johan and Skyler. More than anything I need some perspective.


  “Regarding the Montreal job, I’m going to the office tomorrow. Have the CEO come in and give us the lowdown about her company in secret. From what I understand, she’s been waiting for us to get back in town and situated. I’m thinking this job might be an entire-IG-team approach. What do you say?”


  Bo grins. “Been needing to get the hell out of Dodge. Canada should be great this time of year.”


  And far, far away from my personal problems.


  [image: image]


  Alexis Stanton is not at all what I expected when Wendy leads her into my office two days later. She’s tall with a killer body and bangin’ curves. The woman is a walking, talking Playboy bunny in person. However, based on the file Wendy provided on her, she’s a savant-level genius in her field.


  Trying to ignore my aching hand, even after a dose of painkillers, I take my time evaluating the woman while she sits across from me. Her blonde hair comes to her shoulders, full-bodied and in big curls that look to be made of spun gold. Unlike my blue eyes, hers are a bright cerulean that could match the color of any crystal-clear Caribbean waters on a sunny day. She has a pert little nose and high, rounded cheekbones. Her lips are full and glossy pink, the color so tempting any warm-blooded male would kill to have a taste.


  I clear my throat and try not to look down at her form-fitting white dress. The sleeves are long, coming a tad past her wrists, though they’re the only long thing on the item of clothing. The hem of the dress hits just above the knee but climbs all the way up a lean, toned thigh when she sits and crosses her legs. She’s paired the dress with nude strappy stilettos, the kind that make a woman’s legs look a mile long. Problem is, on this woman, they are lethal since her genetics are such that her legs already go on for days.


  I press against my temples and sit back in my chair, then adjust my tie awkwardly with one hand since the other is bandaged. Outside of the bandage I have the two broken fingers splinted and taped together.


  “Mr. Ellis, thank you for seeing me. I’m happy you’re back early. The situation with my company is becoming dire. There’s not a moment to lose.”


  “Why don’t you start at the beginning and give me an idea of what we’re facing? Royce tells me you’re concerned that someone is stealing trade secrets and selling them to your competitors. Is that correct?”


  She nods. “Yes, but it’s more complex than that.”


  I frown and lean forward to cross my forearms on my desk. “How so?”


  “Not only have the last three products been stolen and released by my direct competitor two to three weeks earlier than our planned releases”—her mouth twists into a scowl—“but someone is sabotaging our work processes in the meantime.”


  “In what way?” My interest is piqued.


  “Software corrupted by viruses, files lost or deleted, seemingly out of nowhere. It’s as if the programs are under siege by a ghost in the system.”


  I dig back into my memory bank from my days at Harvard. “I’ve heard of this term, ghost in the system or ghost in the machine. Has to do with computer artificial intelligence or bugs of some sort coming about through errors in coding, right?”


  She nods and bites down on her bottom lip. “I’m not sure you can help with that threat. I’ve got the greatest minds in the industry working on the technology issues. Besides, my brother and I have written all the original code, but I do need to figure out the very real threat. Someone is sharing our product information, and after endless research and scrutiny of my team, I’m at a loss to figure out who it is.”


  I sit back and curl a finger around my chin. “The simplest explanation would be that both problems are being perpetrated by the same person, no?”


  She sighs and winces, following it up by arching her back. The move is designed to ease tension, but the shape her body takes is electrifying, especially in light of her jutting out her very large chest like a white flag waving in surrender. She eases back into the chair and crosses her legs to the other side. I swear I can hear the swish and glide of the fabric along her tanned thighs. The move sets my teeth on edge, and I mentally chastise myself. It’s only been three full days since I ended things with Skyler. Ended being rather questionable, since technically she’s still waiting for me to call her.


  While I’m thinking about my own personal problem, I scan the woman in front of me. My dick wakes up from its three-day sleep, and I lick my lips and focus on her face, tempted to look at her beautiful body once more, but knowing it’s not right. Lusting after a woman other than Skyler is absolutely not on my agenda.


  Regardless of what I said to Nate about things being over between me and Skyler, I need to tell the woman directly. It’s the only fair and honest thing to do. I can’t expect Skyler to be forthright and honest with me if I can’t be so with her. I’m just not ready to deal with it all yet. Saying goodbye. Letting her go. Allowing all that we built between us to just disappear.


  My gut churns, and my abdominal muscles tighten. I let out a heavy sigh while Alexis is none the wiser and answers my questions.


  “I guess it would make more sense if the two problems were related, but it’s just hard to believe that someone on my coding team could be part of that. Do something so blatant and behind my back to hurt me.”


  I huff and shake my head. “Well, I can tell you from personal experience, people are rarely what they claim to be.” And it’s as true today as it was when Kayla destroyed my heart, the feeling more intense now because of the deep connection I believed we had. I was stupid to believe that my relationship with Skyler would be any different. A downright fucking idiot.


  “That’s a very jaded way to view the people in your world, Mr. Ellis.” Alexis frowns.


  I cant my head and assess her piercing gaze. It’s as if she’s trying to look straight through me. I hate it. “Let’s just say I’ve had my fair share of experience with people letting me down recently.”


  “People, or a woman you cared about?” She purses her lips and cocks an eyebrow.


  “Would it matter?”


  She lifts one shoulder and lets it fall. “I guess not. Though, I’ve vetted my team to the extreme. Made them each submit to a lie detector test, which every last one of them passed. I’m at a loss for how to proceed. Which is where you come in.”


  I plant my elbows on the arms of my chair so I can steeple my fingers under my chin. It’s a move I’ve always subconsciously done but is now made difficult by my bandaged hand. I grind my teeth and remember why my hand is in this condition. Because the woman I love betrayed me and I lost control. Never again. I’ll never let my emotions control my decisions when it comes to the opposite sex. That particular boat has sailed.


  Alexis’s pretty pink lips curve up into a sensual pout. “Do you think you can help me?”


  I nod. “Yes, I believe we can, though it may take my entire team.”


  “In what way?”


  “You said you had your team vetted.” She nods as I continue. “That means whoever is doing this is cunning as hell. It could be anyone in any department leaking the trade secrets and only a handful of people dropping the viruses. Then again, we may have a team working together. One person doing the leaking, another accessing the system.”


  She grimaces and runs her hand through her long blonde hair. I loved running my fingers through Skyler’s locks. They always felt like silk. I wonder momentarily if Alexis’s hair is as soft as Skyler’s, then mentally slap myself for even thinking about Skyler.


  Focus on the work, Park. Not the woman.


  “What do you have in mind?” She brings my attention back to the matter at hand.


  “My assistant is a tech guru. We’ll bring her in as a new hire in your coding and analysis department. Royce will come in as an auditor in the finance department. Bo will act as a new, very hands-on client who wants an application developed. Something related to photography perhaps. Do you think you could swing it?”


  “Sure. There are a ton of applications you can create dealing with filters, lighting, sizing, instant editing, photoshopping. And you? What part will you play, Mr. Ellis?” She purrs my name as if it’s a sensual treat she’s about to eat up.


  I ignore her. In another time, I would have been all over this woman like butter over a hot baked potato. With everything going on, though, I’m not sure how to react. I’m floundering between the professional and personal signs the sexy woman is tossing out. It’s an uncomfortable, disheartening sensation I’m not sure how to take.


  With a deep breath, I focus on the task. The work is what’s important right now. Not the lengthy looks or subtle flirting happening from Alexis.


  “I’m going to come in as a workflow-productivity consultant, which means I’ll have to interview every employee, ask them about their job, what they do, that type of thing. I’m very good at reading body language and an individual’s microexpressions. I can typically tell when someone is lying or being misleading. Plus, knowing you’ve got an auditor and a consultant digging into things might scare the person into making a mistake.”


  “Okay, how do we start?” She leans forward, and the material of her already-tight dress seems to expand further across her tits.


  Don’t look at her tits, Parker. Don’t look at her tits.


  Not cool, dude. Not freakin’ cool.


  However, I gotta admit to myself, she wouldn’t wear dresses like that if she weren’t expecting people to size up her form. My guess, with how comfortable she is and how tight fitting and short the dress is, she wants the attention. Possibly even craves it.


  A muscle in my temple starts to flicker, reminding me that I should not be ogling this woman, even if I may be ending my relationship with Skyler. I haven’t actually ended anything officially.


  My stomach tightens into knots again, but I breathe through it and stick to the work plan. “My first suggestion would be to have Wendy come on board immediately, as in tomorrow.” Her eyes widen briefly in what I can see is surprise, not complaint, so I continue. “We’ll have you implement her right away so there isn’t any suspicion of her position, and she can start connecting with the team and digging into your computer systems.”


  “Done.”


  “Next, we’ll have you bring Bo into a meeting of the minds, including your application creation team, and he’ll go over what he wants. He’ll make a show of wanting to be where the action is, and you’ll give him an empty office to work in.”


  She tilts her head. “Easy enough.”


  “I’ll work with Wendy to pull the files I’ll need on your staff. How many are on your team?”


  “Twenty-two, not including me.”


  With that settled, I pick up the phone and hit the button to call Wendy.


  “Word up, boss man,” she chirps into the line.


  “Did Royce have you do a full write-up on Stanton Cybertech while we were in San Francisco?” I gaze out the window, so I don’t gaze at my client.


  “Yessiree, Bob. I’ve got full files on all twenty-two employees and another on Alexis Stanton. Figured if something funky is going on at her company, you’d want all the info you could get your hands on.”


  I smile huge and turn around in my chair. “Excellent. Also, you’re going to need to plan flights and hotels for all four of us.”


  “Four?” There’s excitement in her tone that can’t be denied.


  “Yes, ma’am. You’re going to be a new hire at Stanton Cybertech, starting tomorrow morning. We need to move on this and fast.”


  “Holy shit, boss! Rock on! I can’t wait to tell Sir Mick! My first undercover mission. This. Is. Awesome!” She gasps the last word as if I’m making every last one of her dreams come true.


  “Glad you think so. We’ll talk more when I’ve finished here, but bring me the files.”


  “Righty ho!” she announces, and hangs up.


  I turn back around to Alexis, who is taking me in. And when I say taking me in, I mean all the way in. The way a tiger scopes out a raw steak. She licks her lips and jostles her chest, wiggling in her chair. I have to bite down on the inside of my cheek not to take the bait and say something totally inappropriate.


  “Okay, that’s settled. Tell me a little bit more about the products you say were stolen.”


  
3
  Alexis Stanton’s office is the exact opposite of ours. Where Team IG prides itself on crisp and sleek designs, Stanton Cybertech lives for comfort. Her office feels more like a home than a place of business. If it weren’t set up in a multilevel warehouse on the outskirts of Montreal, I would have believed this could be her home. It’s unsettling and bizarre. I stand up and walk around the space as Royce waits patiently in one of the deep-cushion, high-back chairs in front of a fireplace. Yep, a fireplace. Directly across from that fireplace are a couch and coffee table.


  I look at Royce, and he smiles one of his shit-eating grins. I shrug. “Weird right? It’s not just me?” I hook a thumb toward the other half of her office, which has an eighty-inch flat screen with an old beat-up wooden desk facing it. On top of the desk, a slim laptop, a phone, and a Tiffany-style lamp, complete with a flower pattern in the stained glass, are the only things that rest on the surface. A bookcase hugs each side of the flat screen.


  “Different strokes for different folks, as Momma would say.” Royce fingers his tie and smooths it back into place.


  I walk over to one of the bookcases and scan each shelf. All of the pictures are of Alexis with a much younger man. A brother perhaps, since they share the same facial structure.


  Alexis saunters in, carrying two cups of steaming coffee and wearing a smile. “Hi, boys. Thought you might want a shot of caffeine.”


  “Thank you.” I reach for one of the mugs. Her thumb caresses mine as she pulls away. I glance up to find her smirking.


  She offers a saucy wink and then brings the other mug to Royce. Her attire today is similar in fit and scope to what she wore the other day, though the black halter top is more revealing. Her double Ds are bulging against the deep V of the neckline, and the hem barely touches the top of her matching black slacks. There’s a thin looped belt slung around her hips, bringing the eye to her hourglass shape. On her feet are my kryptonite: a pair of dark-red stilettos.


  Sexy as fuck.


  I clench my jaw and suck in a long, slow breath, waiting for the frustration to pass.


  Royce glances my way over the mug he’s sipping from and clears his throat. “Ms. Stanton—”


  “Alexis. Please. We’re all very informal around here. Everyone calls me Lexie, actually.”


  Roy nods. “Okay, Lexie, what does the team know so far?”


  She stands near her desk, opens her laptop, and hits a button. The flat screen comes to life showing fifteen different squares. Each square is where a camera is planted in a different location in her warehouse.


  “Well, as you can see on screen two, Wendy is sitting with Kidd, deep in training on our systems. According to him, she’s a very quick study. More than that. Last night he told me it was strange that she wanted to work for us in a lower-level coding and analysis position, when he thinks she’s a bit of a genius and could work anywhere. We might have to bring him in on our secret spy work.”


  I smile, proud of my own quick smarts in hiring Wendy. “Who’s Kidd?”


  This time, Alexis preens, her face taking on a beautiful glow. “My baby brother.”


  “Fella’s name is Kidd?” Royce chuckles.


  Alexis’s expression completely morphs from one of happiness to annoyance. “Yes, our parents were hilarious.” Her words are laced with disdain.


  Royce stands up, lifting his hands in surrender. “Hey now, Ms. Stanton, Lexie, I meant no offense. My name is Royce, not so common either. And the fact that his name is Kidd and he’s your kid brother was humorous. I apologize for not being more professional.”


  She shakes her head and runs her fingers through her long tresses before going up to the bookcase and picking up one of the photos. “No, it’s just . . . it’s not your fault, okay? I’m protective of him. He’s all I’ve got in the world, and he’s been down a rough road. Our parents hated his mere existence, feeling caged in by having another baby late in life when they didn’t want one. Later, he dealt with bullies in school, fighting until he was beaten bloody and everything in between. I’m his only family, and he’s mine. We disowned our parents long ago. And now, he’s doing so well, and he’s only twenty-three.”


  “Royce meant no harm,” I say, backing him up, and walk to her side to look at the image in the frame she’s holding. It’s the two of them back-to-back in front of the office sign.


  She laughs dryly. “I know, I’m sorry, Royce. No harm done. Really.”


  Royce dips his chin and puts his hands in his pockets.


  “Did you notify the rest of the team about our arrival?” I circle the conversation back around to work.


  She nods. “Had a late meeting yesterday and introduced Wendy, which everyone seemed to take in stride. Then I mentioned we had a new client coming in tomorrow, and the two of you coming midmorning today. Royce, I’m going to drop you off with my CFO to start the evaluation of our finances. Parker, I’m going to set you up in one of the small cozy conference rooms to start your interviews.”


  I clap my hands together absentmindedly and hiss when the pain from my broken fingers and stitched palm ripples up my arm.


  Alexis rushes to grab my wrists and cradle my hands. “Poor baby. How did it happen?” She leans down and places a kiss on the top of my hand the way a mother would her small child. Except when she’s done, still hovering over my hand, she lifts her gaze and grins wickedly, blatantly flirting.


  Jesus, what the hell am I going to do with this woman?


  Royce jingles some change in his pocket, which seems to knock the client from her trance. She slowly eases her body up, making sure to jut her chest out for maximum cleavage perusal. It takes everything I have in me not to take the bait. I mean, I can look if I want. Skyler and I are done.


  D-o-n-e.


  At least I know we are. She should know after her betrayal, but I can’t go there with Alexis, knowing I haven’t broken it off with Skyler.


  I don’t even know if I’d want to anyway. For the first time in my life I’m not ready to jump into the sack with a hot blonde.


  My chest tightens, and I swallow down the dryness in my throat.


  “Shall I take you both to your spaces?”


  I lift my hand to open the door. “After you, Alexis.”


  “Oh, no, no, I insist.” She smirks and opens her office door for the two of us to pass through. We do, and as we walk forward, I glance over my shoulder to see she’s definitely taking in our asses from behind. I stop abruptly, and she brings a shiny red fingernail to her teeth and bites it, smiling around the digit while maneuvering her body in front of mine, her chest just barely grazing mine.


  She bats her eyelashes. “Sorry.” Even though her tone is teasing, I’m gritting my teeth.


  I bite into my cheek until I taste the metallic flavor of my own blood. The pain reminds me not to respond. I’m not getting into anything with Alexis. Hell, I’m not getting into anything with any client again. Ever. Been there, twice now. The first worked out aces, with me having my first ever female friend. The second tore through my heart, dropped it on the floor, and dug her spiked heel into it for good measure.


  “Funny, Alexis, but we don’t know where we’re going,” I remind her, doing my best to play along without leading her on.


  “I know where I’d like to go,” she states, scanning my suit-clad form up and down while wiggling her body enough to make her big boobs jiggle.


  “Jesus,” I blurt, and glance away from the show.


  Royce’s eyebrows rise up on his forehead as he covers his shock with one of his big paws.


  “Just teasing.” She chuckles, moving in front of us down the hall. “Come on, boys, we’ll do the rounds. I’ll introduce you formally to each department and give a reminder of what you’re here to do. Then I’ll leave Royce with my CFO and get you, Parker, settled into your own private space for the week.” Her voice dips with innuendo on the last sentence.


  Sweet mother of God. I cannot deal with a woman wanting my attention. Not now. Not this week, when I don’t even know which way is up or down.


  I clap Royce on the back and urge him to go ahead of me, adding distance between Alexis and me.


  “Am I your human shield now?” he whispers under his breath as we follow her through the center of the warehouse.


  “Is that a problem?”


  His coal-like gaze shoots to mine. “Never, brother. I’ll guard you with everything I’ve got. Whether it be tech goddesses or hot celebrity blondes, I’ve always got your back.”


  I purse my lips and nod tightly, letting the situation wash over me.


  I’m not strong enough to handle what getting into anything with Alexis would entail, nor do I want to. I’m the weakest I’ve ever been, and if I’m being honest with myself, I’d just be using her to forget someone else. After the shit that went down with Kayla, I promised myself I’d never treat a woman like just a warm body and nothing more. I’ve grown up. The man I was in college is not the man I am today. I’d like to believe I’m stronger, more mature, and I respect the female mind and body as much as my own. A night in the sheets with Alexis would feel good for the time it took to get off. Then reality would strike, and I’d be in the exact same position I’m in now, only with another hole in my notch-filled belt.


  Right then my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and note the display.


  From: Peaches


  To: Parker Ellis


  Just seeing her nickname, I feel warmth spread over my entire body like a blanket on a cold night in Massachusetts. I clench my jaw and take a deep breath while following Alexis and holding my phone so tight it might have dents by the time I get to wherever she is leading me. I don’t read the message and shove the damn thing in my pocket.


  Alexis introduces us to a slew of staff before dropping Roy off at finance and leading me to a corner of the building that seems outside of the action. It almost feels like she’s leading me to the guillotine, though I’m sure it’s the effect of the burning-hot coal in my pocket in the form of a message from my ex-girlfriend that’s messing with my heart and mind.


  “Here we are.” Alexis opens the door to what looks like a reading room.


  “You gotta be kidding me. This is a conference room?”


  She smiles and shrugs. “I prefer to spend my time at work being comfortable. I’m here so much, I need things that put me at ease and in a good headspace to keep my muse happy.”


  “Your muse?”


  Alexis leans her hip against the arm of the couch and crosses her arms over her massive chest. The effect has her boobs practically falling out of her halter. I can’t help but take in the fleshy globes. They’re practically calling out my name, waving a red flag to get my attention.


  “Mm-hmm. You know what else keeps my muse happy?” Once again, her voice is sultry and dripping with a flirtatious flare.


  My mouth goes dry as my body heats and reacts to her blatant sexuality, making me afraid to ask. “I wouldn’t have a clue.” The words come out sounding scratchy.


  She smirks, knowing the kind of attention and effect her body, voice, and forward nature produce when it comes to the male species. Alexis Stanton is a man’s wet dream incarnate. She looks like a Playboy bunny, dresses like a high-end escort, but speaks her mind like a man. I can’t help but wonder if this is a facade. A mask she wears to throw off the opposite sex.


  According to her background file from Wendy, she’s not only at the top of her game and smart as hell, she’s obliterated the competition in her field, all of whom were male competitors. She’s been seen publicly with two of those men in what looked like romantic situations, but none have claimed to be in a relationship with her. At least none have admitted publicly to a romantic entanglement. Perhaps that’s why her main competitor has scored her product information and released it early. They’re going after her for personal reasons. It’s definitely food for thought and something to look into more.


  “Have a seat, Mr. Ellis, and if you’re lucky, I’ll show you instead of tell you.” She lifts her hand, runs it down the side of her rib cage, and rests it delicately on a well-rounded hip.


  As I move around her toward the couch, she reaches out that same hand and runs her finger down the center of my chest, stopping at the top of my slacks and belt buckle.


  I jump back. “Ms. Stanton, Lexie . . .” I cough and raise my good hand between us. “Look, you are a beautiful woman—”


  “I’m glad you think so.” She takes a single step forward as I take one step back.


  “I don’t think this is a good idea.” I gesture to her chest and then mine.


  Her eyes light up with a mischievous twinkle, and my heart sinks.


  “Oh, but I think it’s a very good idea. You see, I’m the boss, you’re the boss . . .”


  I shake my head. “I’m-I’m just coming out of a relationship,” I state lamely.


  She frowns. “Aw, that sounds harsh. Let me kiss it and make it feel better like I did your hand.” She advances another step until my ass is resting against the round table in the center of the room.


  “Alexis, as I said, you’re . . . pretty . . .”


  Her lips twitch. “Now I’m just pretty? I think you’re trying to talk yourself out of touching me when you’re clearly interested. I’ve seen the way you look at me, at my body. You want me as much as I want you. I’m rarely wrong as it pertains to chemistry between people. Your energy combined with mine . . . would be explosive!” She loops both of her hands around my neck and presses her boobs against my chest.


  I keep my hands at my sides. “Jesus.” My temperature rises along with my cock, and I feel dizzy, like I’ve had a couple of cocktails. “Another time, another place, you would be . . . hell, you would be the one up against the wall with your dress around your waist. Except, I’m not in the right headspace. I told you. I’m coming out of a relationship. It’s uh . . . very . . . fresh,” I finish lamely.


  “Mm-hmm . . .” She runs her nose down the side of my cheek and down to my neck. A tremor ripples up my spine, goading me to take what she’s offering as the heat of her breath tickles my skin. My dick perks up even more and hardens in my pants.


  She smiles. “Your mouth is coming up with all kinds of excuses, but your body is responding to me.”


  I lick my lips, and her gaze drops to my mouth. Christ! She doesn’t miss a beat.


  She lifts up onto her toes, her body now fully flush against mine from chest to knees. I close my eyes and breathe through the sensation, desperately trying not to respond to her nearness, the scent of honeysuckle mixed with melon wafting in the air from her body, her warmth, those succulent breasts bulging so far out of her top that if I dipped my head a few inches, I could run my tongue along the fleshy surface.


  I groan, finally bringing my hands to her hips. She smiles and hovers close to my lips. I can practically taste the coffee on her breath.


  “Are you saying no?” she asks.


  This moment. It’s a moment I’ll likely regret for the rest of my life. The moment I was offered a feast of carnal delights when I was absolutely starved for attention, for human touch, for the desire to just let it all disappear and gorge. Gorge on all the beauty Alexis is offering, but the knife wedged in my heart by Skyler is still there, dripping blood, making it hard to take a single breath. The blackness surrounding my soul isn’t ready to leave, not even for a blessed moment.


  I push her hips back. Her hands drop from around my neck.


  “I’m saying, not now.” I swallow the dust coating my throat.


  She cocks an eyebrow and smiles sexily. “That’s not a no. In my experience, that’s an official maybe. I can live with that. When you’re ready to have some guilt-free fornication . . .” She steps away and heads to the door, where she stops and taps the doorframe. “. . . I’m your girl.” She winks and leaves me standing with a semi and a bleeding heart.


  I close my eyes, take a few deep breaths, go over to the door, and close it.


  What have I gotten myself into? I need to just tell her to back off.


  I let it go too far.


  Why did I do that?


  Because I’m weak. I’m hurting. Worse, I don’t know how to fix this empty feeling inside of me. The old me would have had Alexis naked and bent over the table in two minutes, tops. This me, the one who’s still in love with my ex and can’t stop being wrapped up in the agony of not having her in my life to take advantage of a good time, leans against the door, defeated and numb, before I remember she texted about a half hour ago. I pull out my phone and scan the text:


  I miss you. I’m not me anymore . . . without you. I’ll be waiting. I think I’ll wait forever.


  “Fuck!” I grate into the empty room, the desire to destroy my new phone just as prevalent as it was when I smashed the old one against her kitchen wall.


  Tension builds in my shoulders, and I start to pace like a caged animal.


  She wronged me. Me! I didn’t cheat on her.


  Did she cheat on me?


  The questions are endless, running a marathon in my mind, never stopping to take a break or a sip of water. Always just running and running. Making me dizzy, incapable of fluid thought.


  I have to deal with her. Talk it out as the guys suggested. Kayla tried that. Lied her ass off trying to get me back. Greg, the same. The woman I loved and the man I trusted betrayed me years ago, then spent countless attempts trying to make it better, make me forgive their sins with excuses and rationalizations.


  Well, I’m not buying it with Skyler.


  She betrayed me!


  With anger beating a heavy drum through my system, I bring up my texts.


  To: Peaches


  From: Parker Ellis


  Stop texting. It’s over. You cheated. We’re done. End of story.


  I read and reread the message. That knife in my heart twists, digging in another centimeter deeper. My mouth salivates, and once again, I want to toss my lunch like a little bitch. Taking several lungfuls of air, I get my rage under control.


  This is it. You’re telling her goodbye. Just click “Send.” You can do it. It’s time. Let it go. Set her free.


  With everything I have inside me, I do it and click “Send.”


  My eyes mist over, and I rub at them with my fist.


  I love her, but she was never mine to love in the first place.


  My cell phone buzzes, and chucking it against the wall is really starting to have some serious merit—business contacts, email, work, and everything else be damned.


  From: Peaches


  To: Parker Ellis


  Our story is never going to end. I didn’t cheat. I can see you need more time.


  She didn’t cheat.


  Cheat.


  Cheat.


  The word CHEAT fills every inch of my mind, takes over my body, pushing the knife deeper into my bloody heart.


  “Fucking liar!” I bellow, hurling my phone so hard against the steel wall that it shatters into shiny red speckles like blood spatter. The red case I got at the airport did nothing to help protect the phone against my rage.


  I walk over to the phone and stomp on the offender until there’s nothing but shards left against the concrete floor.


  “You are a liar. A no-good cheat. Just like Kayla. Like Greg. Like every fucking woman out there!”


  I slump into the cushy love seat along one wall and rest my head in my hand.


  “It has to be a lie.” I shake my head and let the ugly in, invading my thoughts.


  She’s trying to save her own ass. But why? Why would she hold on? What is she fighting for? Skyler is a rare beauty. As perfect in real life as she is on screen. With her, what you see is what you get. Her body, her stunning face, there’s no makeup needed. But makeup can’t take away the blackness in her heart. I cringe.


  “What’s her motive?” I seethe through dry lips, and get up to pace once again.


  With Kayla, she needed to be taken care of. I was her golden goose. Her family had money, sure, but her father wanted her to marry and be someone else’s problem. I signed up, hand in the air, screaming, Pick me, pick me! Only I signed up for love. For a woman who would be there for me in all things. Support me in life. Raise a family. Work in a partnership in the things we dreamed of having together.


  Kayla just wanted money and a lifestyle she was used to. The man didn’t matter, which is why she was fucking me and my best friend Greg. It’s also why she fought so hard for me over Greg, because Roy and Bo both backed my play. Kicked him out of our business plan to participate in the creation of IG, which meant he’d have to find a job at a corporation and work his way up to having money. This would take time, and Kayla was not a stupid woman. With Royce running our finances and investment portfolios, we were already on the verge of being self-made millionaires. Kayla wanted a piece of that pie and played the odds. She lost.


  I guess in the end, I won because I got out of committing to a gold digger. Of course, it didn’t feel that way at the time. It felt a lot like losing.


  The thing is, Skyler has a hundred times the amount of money I have. What could she want? Why is she fighting so hard to save us?


  In my swirling emotions and anger, the answer doesn’t come. Instead, I take a half hour pulling my shit together and calling the first person on staff I need to interview.


  It’s time to dump my mind into the job. Let go of everything else that’s controlling me and focus on the work.


  Focus on the work.


  Focus on the work.


  I repeat the mantra in my mind a few times before the first staff member enters the room. It’s Alexis’s assistant. She’s a shy speck of a woman named Molly. She looks like a librarian who’s usually got her head stuck in a book instead of reality. And I can tell just from her body language that she’s afraid to lose her job. This one is going to be a quick interview.


  She’s not our spy.
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  My eyes are blurry as sleepiness invades my mind. The room is too damn comfortable. Even the chairs she has around the circular table are plush leather, so soft my body sinks into them. The chairs also rock. Not exactly conducive to getting work done, more like screwing off or taking a snooze.


  Across from the table and chairs are a TV and love seat. I’m surprised there isn’t a fireplace in here. This looks like someone’s small living room and dining area. The walls are painted soft beige with various tasteful prints and paintings meticulously placed on them. She’s made a warehouse a home office with twenty-two employees who have their own sumptuous spaces. I think Alexis would give Google competition in a battle over who has the better work environment.


  As I blink harshly a few times and stand up to move around, I note a ginger tabby cat walking along a wooden beam outside of the office, where I’ve left the door open. It stares momentarily from its perch, and I wonder to myself how a busy woman like Alexis can take care of a cat. I can barely take care of myself. Definitely not a pet. I’m not home enough. Even plants that are given to me as gifts end up in the trash after a few weeks of being neglected.


  The cat jumps down and saunters into the office as though he owns the place. He pops up onto the arm of the couch and then the back, casually making his way to where I stand. When he gets a foot away from me he stops, looks directly at me, and meows.


  I reach out my hand. “What is it, boy?” He rubs his head on my hand, demanding to be petted. I take the bait, because who wouldn’t? He’s a furry, cute entity rubbing his sweet head on my hand. I give him a few pets and scratch against his cheek. He starts to purr melodically.


  A voice interrupts me and my new furry friend. “I see you’ve met Spartacus.”


  I turn to the man standing in the doorway. “It seems I have.” I stop petting the cat to reach out my good hand.


  He shakes it. “Kidd Stanton. I’m next on the list of interviews,” he supplies helpfully. Alexis set the schedule so that the last person would notify the next person in line for their interview.


  “So, you are. Come on in, have a seat.”


  I pull out his employee file from the folder on the table, as well as my tablet, which has the information Wendy provided on each staff member. I read them all on the plane ride over so I’m aware of what his “other” file states. The big surprise was finding out Alexis filed for guardianship when Kidd was fifteen and their parents didn’t contest it, signing over their rights without ever seeing the inside of a courtroom.


  Kidd sits down across from me, seeming perfectly at ease with being here. Probably because he knows his sister would never fire him.


  He shrugs and starts off before I can ask a question. “What do you want to know, man? I’m an open book.”


  “Tell me about what you do here.”


  “I lead the coding and analysis team. Under Alexis’s watchful eye, of course.” He chuckles.


  “Course.” I smile, making sure to keep the conversation easy and my body language relaxed.


  “Been coding under Lex’s guidance since around the age of fifteen, so ’bout eight years. As my file there will show.” He jerks his chin toward the file I’m holding in front of me. “Lex hired me right outta high school. I didn’t have the grades or desire for college anyhow.”


  “And you took to the job.”


  “Like a drunk to a mickey, eh?” He laughs heartily.


  The young man smiles a lot, seems to be comfortable in his own skin, and has a happy nature. His features mimic his sister’s. Blond hair, blue eyes. His hair is more of a dirty blond than a golden hue. He has a solid day or two’s worth of scruff on his jaw and a silver hoop in his left ear. Tattoos line his forearms, depicting a myriad of images. A lion on one, a sword on the other. A distinct red heart adorns his left inside forearm, and the word “LEX” in thick block letters is drawn in its center.


  I nod at his tats. “Nice ink.”


  He pushes up his henley farther, showing off more artwork. “Yeah, I’m proud of it. Drew each design myself. Kind of a hobby.”


  I look closer and note the scars slicing horizontally underneath the ink close to the dip in his elbow. I don’t say anything, for one because it would be highly inappropriate, and two because sometimes a person needs their secrets. The wounds look old, aged enough that the ink over them is a tad faded. My guess, he did those when he was a teen, before he was old enough to get the ink to cover them.


  “Lex?” I ask, making note of the blood-red, vibrant heart.


  His smile before was happy and unguarded; this one is sensational, inspired. “My sister. Alexis. Big boss lady.”


  I grin. “You tatted your sister’s name on your arm?”


  He nods with glee. No bullshit. Happy as a clam. “For sure. I know it sounds odd, but my sister is my life. My whole heart. Without her, man, I wouldn’t be the me I am today. I’d probably be in jail or dead for fighting.”


  Without her. I wouldn’t be me.


  I’m not me anymore . . . without you.


  I close my eyes as Skyler’s words in her recent text come back to haunt me. Chills race up my spine, and I clench my jaw and breathe through the pain those words cause. I grip the pencil I’m holding so hard it snaps in half.


  “Whoa. You okay?” Kidd frowns.


  I blink a few times. “Headache. Sorry. Probably from the travel. I’m fine. Continue.” I grab the water bottle that was brought to me earlier and swallow down half in one go.


  “Yeah, well, what I was saying is”—he fingers the heart tattoo—“my sister, man, she’s like my mother figure and best friend all rolled into one. We’re tight as two sibs can be. I got this for her when I turned eighteen. See, if I pull my arm up against my chest”—he imitates the words by bringing his left arm up to his chest, inner forearm facing in—“it touches my heart. Right where she’ll always be.”


  “Powerful,” I offer, still shaken by his remark so closely mimicking Skyler’s text.


  Kidd leans back and rocks the chair. Not a care in the world. “I think so. Anyway, why are you here? We’re not hurting for money or productivity. Lex would have given me a heads-up. There’s not a lot we keep from one another.”


  On a split-second decision, I choose to give him half of the truth since I’m getting absolutely nothing in the way of nerves or fear of any kind coming off him. This could be because he’s completely innocent of any wrongdoing, or a very good liar who is using his relationship with his sister against her.


  “Then you know that the last three products have been leaked and released in advance by Stanton Cybertech’s direct competitor.”


  He scowls. “Yeah, bunch of hosers, the entire lot of them.”


  I flatten my lips. “Be that as it may, we need to see what’s happening on the production scale. Perhaps something is leaking into public knowledge without a person being the wiser.”


  “Or maybe we have a mole on the team?” he suggests.


  Interesting how he went there first. “What would give you that impression?”


  He crinkles his nose, his happiness dissipating instantly. “The coding and security is done entirely by Lex and me. We are the only two who know the back end fully because we created the damn thing from scratch. The rest of the team creates new codes and programs to work inside of it but could never break through a firewall we’ve created.”


  “And if there were a mole in the system, would you have any idea who that could be? New employees, anything could be helpful toward figuring out how your sister, your legacy . . . ,” I add to see how he reacts. He simply nods and looks off into the distance. “. . . is being sacrificed. Anyone you have a strange feeling about or suspect might have a negative feeling about working here?”


  He shakes his head. “There’s a new girl, Wendy Pritchard, who was hired, but she’s brand-new. No reason to suspect her. We actually have very little turnover. I don’t think we’ve hired anyone new outside of Wendy in over two years.”


  Wendy Pritchard.


  Looks like my office nymph changed her last name to her fiancé’s. I’ll bet she enjoyed the hell out of that. Probably created an entire life around the name too.


  I nod and stand up. “If you think of anything, I’ll be here all week evaluating the processes and workflow as well as the productivity of each member of the team in the hopes of figuring out how the information is leaking. I’m sure it’s safe to say your job is secure.”


  He grins, the happiness he entered with seeping into his form once more. Kidd offers his hand and slaps the side of my bicep. “Hey, if you need a bud to hang out with after hours, get some drinks, see a little of Montreal, I’m your guy. I know a cool bar called Brutopia. They have great beers, good pub food, and often have some stellar live bands, if that’s your thing. My girl and I would be happy to show you around.”


  “Your girl?”


  “Yeah. My fiancée. Just asked her to marry me a few months ago. Best decision of my life, sharing it with her. She loves my sister—they’re like two giggling little girls when they’re together—and she looks up to Lex like a big sis same way I do. Can’t wait, man. We’re getting married next summer when the weather’s nicer. Up in Old Quebec.”


  “Wow. Marriage.”


  Marriage. He’s already found the woman he wants to settle down with. And me? I’m scratching the surface of thirty and have just lost the love of my life. An empty hollowness fills my gut, making it twist and churn.


  “How old are you again?” My throat sounds raspy when I reply.


  “Twenty-three. Smart enough to know when I’ve got a good thing and to hold on tight and never let it go, stupid enough to rush it. Me and my girl don’t care. We’re soul mates.”


  Soul mates.


  I thought Skyler was my soul mate. A zing of lightning hits my stomach, and I curve my arm around myself protectively, trying to breathe through the sudden pain.


  “You got someone, man?” He cracks a grin. “Aw, sure you do. Good-looking guy like yourself.”


  I shake my head. “Actually . . .” I swallow the lump forming in my throat. “We’re uh, on the outs.”


  His body sways toward mine, and he locks his grip around my bicep again. “Sucks. You’ll pull through. If she’s the one, it will all work out.”


  I should stop the conversation where it is, get things back onto professional turf, but something inside me is screaming out, and I have to ask. “What do you think makes this woman your soul mate?”


  Kidd purses his lips and rubs at his chin. “Well, for one, I had a girl I loved in the past. Had to end things with her to focus on the job. I was a punk kid and not paying attention to the responsibilities that Lex entrusted me with. My work was suffering, my life was turned upside down, and I hated the path I was headed down. Spent the next few years focusing on the job until I met Victoria. She adds to my life and doesn’t take away from it.”


  “That’s it, she adds to your life, unlike the first woman you scraped off?”


  He shakes his head emphatically. “Naw, it’s more that Eloise wanted all of my time and attention. That’s my ex.”


  I nod, following along as though every last word is the last I’ll hear. For the life of me, I haven’t a clue why.


  “With Victoria, she fits right in, you know? Like the last puzzle piece of a whole picture. She just fits. She completes me. When I’m down, she lifts me up. When I’m not with her, I feel her absence, right here, man . . .” He points to his abdomen. “In my gut. Yet I know she’s thinking ’bout me and I her. Then, the times we are together, it’s explosive.”


  I run my hand over the back of my neck, massaging the ever-present tension I haven’t been able to shake since I left San Francisco.


  Kidd walks over to the door. “Most of all, though, Vic is someone I can’t imagine not being in my world. Like Lex. She’s integral to who I am now. I appreciate who I am with her. She makes me like myself.”


  “Well, man, hold on to her and never let her go, because in my experience with women, I can promise you, a love like that is rare.” Practically nonexistent, more like it. Though I don’t add that, because he doesn’t deserve my bullshit layered on top of his happiness.


  “I know. It’s why I’m going to make it mine legally.” He waggles his eyebrows.


  I chuckle, and he taps the doorframe the same way his sister did earlier today before leaving. I stare at the cat, who’s now sleeping perched on the edge of the love seat back.


  “What do you think, Spartacus? Are soul mates bullshit?”


  The cat opens one eye, stares at me pointedly, and then closes it.


  “Yep. It’s what I thought. Total bullshit. I wish him luck, though. He seems like a good guy.”


  [image: image]


  I’ve just sat on my bed and let my body fall back into a heap when the connecting door in my hotel room flies open, and Wendy bounces in.


  “What the hell? Two phones in less than a week?” Her tone is shrill and grating on my last goddamned nerve.


  “I dropped it, okay?”


  She makes a face that tells me she’s not buying it. “You dropped it. If that’s the case, it would still be working, boss man. Not shattered into bits for the janitor to vacuum up when he cleans the warehouse tonight. You’re lucky I went in there after you left and snagged the SIM card. Luckier still, it must have bounced off the wall, because I found it stuck in the threads of the area rug, away from the primary stomping you gave the old phone. You’re also lucky I always keep a backup phone in my bag.”


  This piques my attention. “You do?”


  She grins. “Yep.” She hands me an exact replica of my last iPhone but with a plastic Rubbermaid-like case.


  I slide my fingertips over the bumpy surface. The phone looks like it’s been encased in an inch of rubber. “What the fuck is this?”


  Wendy puts a hand to her hip. “It’s an OtterBox. It’s the thick one meant for men working in construction who drop their phones from high distances, et cetera. I figure if they can drop it from two stories up and the phone survives, this one should survive you catapulting it into a wall. I mean, your mom says you were a star baseball player, but really, Parker, this is phone number three. Give it a rest, okay? You’re bleeding money in phone replacements outside of the warranty time frame.”


  I huff loudly, and she just bats her eyelashes, completely unfazed.


  “I’m not using it like this.” I hand it to her. “Remove that crap. The damn thing won’t fit into my pants pocket.”


  Wendy inhales loudly and sighs even louder when she grabs the phone from my hand. “Fine.” As if she had prepared for my refusal, she pulls a sleek metal case from her back pocket.


  I watch while she removes the rubber childproof case and puts the sexy sleek one on, pocketing the old one. She hands it to me. “It’s already loaded up with your contacts again, messages, voice mails, and emails.”


  “You know my password for the Google Cloud?”


  She chuckles under her breath. “Sweetheart, I know your PIN on your debit card. I could probably get into your gym locker quicker than you. Never underestimate what I can and cannot do. Besides, you scared the shit out of me when you went off the grid today. I had to do a drive-by of your office pretending I was looking for a bathroom to make sure you were in that conference room.”


  “Wendy, really, you need to stop worrying about us.” Guilt oozes into my mind, making me feel even more twitchy than I already do.


  Her face flushes red, and she narrows her eyes. “Every time your temper flares, you do something insane. Destroy your phone, punch a wall. What next? You gonna drive off a bridge? This behavior is upsetting for those of us who give a shit about you. I may be your PA, but I’m also your friend, someone who loves you like family. This path you’re on is dangerous and destructive.”


  “I’m sorry; it won’t happen again.” Even with the apology and declaration, I’m not sure it won’t happen again.


  “Sorry doesn’t cut it, Parker. The three of us are worried about you. So much so, I read your texts from Skyler. If you want to fire me for invading your privacy, fine. I’ll deal with it.” Her chest moves up and down as though she’s breathing fast. She’s probably scared I am going to fire her, but honestly, I don’t care.


  My shoulders sink, and I lie back down on the bed and stare at the blank white ceiling. An empty void, just like my life without Skyler in it. “I’m not going to fire you.”


  She sits on the bed and brings her knees up, where she rests her chin. It’s a move Sky did all the time. God! Why can’t I just forget about the damn woman for one fucking day? Hell, I’d settle for half a day . . . an hour even.


  Wendy grins. “Goody. Does that mean we can talk about what she wrote?” Her tone is hopeful.


  “No,” I state flatly.


  “Parker, she said she didn’t cheat. She’s begging, freaking begging to talk to you. Hell, she’s pleading to talk to me, and I’ve been ignoring her messages. And you know, you know how hard that is for me. All I’ve ever wanted was a bunch of friends and a big family. First, I scored Mick. Now I have you guys. And for a little while, I had a new best girlfriend.”


  Great. Now I’m hurting Wendy with my jacked-up relationship. “Guilt trips don’t become you, minxy,” I say dryly, rubbing at my tired eyes.


  She eases her knees to the side and puts a hand to my shoulder. “Neither does avoidance become you.”


  “I’m not avoiding anything. She betrayed me.” Why does it feel like I have to keep reminding everyone that I’m the one who got screwed over? Sky burned me. Just like Kayla. Just like all women I end up having romantic feelings for.


  “She says she didn’t.” She shrugs nonchalantly as though we’re not talking about the woman I gave my entire heart and soul to.


  I suck in a harsh breath. “And you believe her. Even though he said they rekindled their relationship, and she was there. She spent the night with him, Wendy. There’s no denying it.”


  “I think you want to believe that she hurt you. Why is that?”


  “Because she did!” I sit up and stare Wendy down. “I was going to tell her I loved her!”


  Wendy gasps, and her eyes fill with tears. She reaches out a hand to my cocked knee. “Park . . .”


  I push her hand away, not wanting her pity or comfort. “No. I flew straight to New York to be with the woman I loved. To tell her to her face that I loved her and that me and my team were going to solve her problem with her ex. And what did I find?”


  A tear slips down Wendy’s pearlescent cheek.


  “An empty fuckin’ apartment. An empty bed that should have had the woman I love in it! Then I wake up to her ex in my ear and hearing her in the background. What would you think, Wendy? As a woman? Why would you have any reason to be in your ex’s hotel room at shit o’clock in the morning, huh? Tell me.”


  Another tear falls. “I don’t know. The only thing I do know is that I recognize when a woman is in love. And Skyler is in love with you. All of us saw it at Lucky’s. Saw it in your eyes and hers. A woman in love would not cheat on her man. Not a good woman. And Skyler is a good woman, Parker, or you wouldn’t have fallen in love with her in the first place!”


  I get up and pace the room before heading to the bar and pouring myself two fingers of scotch. “You want?”


  “Fuck yeah. No one should drink alone.”


  I pour her a couple of fingers and pass her the tumbler. She tosses the entire thing back like a pro. “Fuck!”


  She holds out the tumbler. “One more. This time I’ll sip. I like to get the buzz going right away.”


  Laughter spills out my lungs. I wouldn’t have believed I could laugh right now if my life depended on it, yet this thin woman, who’s pixielike for her size with big easy smiles, and fire-red hair that glistens when it catches the light, brings it out of me.


  I pour her another and hand it to her. She clinks it with mine. “It’s going to be okay,” she remarks with such sincerity I want to believe her.


  “You think?” I swallow down some whiskey and let it burn a fiery trail into my gut that can’t seem to settle.


  Her gaze settles on mine. “If you buck up and talk to her, yeah, I do.”


  I shake my head. “Not ready.”


  She firms her shoulders and straightens her back. “Well, when you are, I’ll be there for you,” she says instantly.


  I smile softly, wanting her to know I appreciate her friendship more than I can possibly say right now. “You will, won’t you?” I declare, allowing the words to sink into my heart, tugging that dagger back an inch.


  She smiles wide. “That’s what sisters are for, right? To help you with women. Tell you when you’ve got the wrong one on the hook. Call her a ho-bag. Remind you when you’re being a stupid ass.”


  Once more, laughter bubbles up and flows to the surface.


  “And Park?” she murmurs, before sipping her whiskey.


  “Yeah, minxy?”


  “You’re being a stupid ass.”
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  “Alexis, there’s nothing in your financials that indicates any form of embezzling. Our gal pulled all of the financials on every employee, and not one of them has any fluctuations that are noteworthy.” Royce sighs and puts the tablet down on the coffee table in her office.


  She picks up the device and scans each document.


  Two days of Royce reviewing Stanton Cybertech’s finances and me interviewing sixteen employees have come up with jack.


  Alexis inhales loudly and lets it out with a groan from her crimson-painted lips. Today she looks out of this world. Her golden hair is up in a messy chignon, and her lips are a glistening cherry red that match her top-to-toe red silk catsuit, or is it a jumpsuit the ladies are calling it these days? I’d have to ask Bo to be certain. Not that it matters. On her feet are the same pair of nude stilettos she wore when she met us in Boston. I lick my lips and notice her toes match her outfit at a siren red. The woman is sex on stilts.


  Just as the thought hits me, Alexis places her hand on my upper thigh and leans forward. “What do you think, Parker?”


  I clear my throat, grab her hand, and move it off of my thigh as subtly as I can, putting it on the couch cushion between us.


  “Hate to say it, but whoever is doing this to you either isn’t making a dime, or maybe they don’t work here.”


  She frowns. “But I thought because the leaks were making my competitor rich, we’d find the source here.”


  I run my hand down my pant leg, straightening out any wrinkles in the fabric. “Ideally, that would make sense. We need to talk to Wendy, though, see if she’s found out anything about the technology behind the scenes. Maybe we’ll learn more about the potential leaks if we find out who’s using the system to create viruses and manipulating your coding so you have errors. I can bring her into my interview like everyone else. Get some answers.”


  She nods. “Okay. I guess that’s a step in the right direction. Royce, are you sure there aren’t any discrepancies?”


  He nods, leans back into the chair, and rests his ankle on his opposite knee. “Sorry. I’ve looked up and down, not to mention reviewed each employee’s personal checking, savings, and investment accounts. Some are doing well in the stock market, but most are living off their salaries, which I find are very generous.”


  She smiles and winks at him. “I like to make sure my people are happy.”


  He clears his throat and adjusts his tie. “That is obvious. And you do it well.”


  Her gaze flicks to mine. “So I’ve been told.” She licks her lips seductively.


  I have to hold back from grinding my teeth and calling her out on her bullshit. There’s forward, and then there’s forward. Without sounding like a pansy-assed prepubescent teen, I’m getting a little tired of the innuendo and double entendres Alexis is firing off. She’s like a dog with a bone. Once she sets her sights, it’s game on. Almost as if getting me to submit is a challenge she must win. Then again, I imagine a woman like her doesn’t get turned down often, if ever. It makes me think she may not even realize she’s playing a game. Like a battle of the wills. So she gets a man she desires in her bed, then what? It’s not like she’s winning a trophy or an award. What’s the endgame?


  “Well, all right.” Royce stands up. “I’m going to go back to finance and see what else I can drum up, if anything. Bo should be here any minute,” he says, right as there is a knock at her office door.


  “Lexie, a Bogart Montgomery is here for his three o’clock meeting,” her receptionist says demurely.


  Royce walks over to the door and sidesteps around Bo as though he doesn’t know him. “Excuse me.”


  “Sure.” Bo steps to the side as Royce moves his big body down the hall.


  Bo turns to me and Alexis, his eyes widen, and he takes his time blatantly checking out our client from head to toe and back again.


  My shoulders fall as if they’re being pushed down by two metal robot hands. This is going to suck. I can already feel the drama of Bo being into Alexis unfolding. Tension coils in my back and up my neck, tightening the muscles.


  “Well, hello, gorgeous.” Bo shuts the door behind him and swaggers over to where Alexis is sitting. He holds out his hand.


  She places her palm into his and cocks an unimpressed eyebrow as he leans down and kisses the top of her hand. He continues, “Am I awake? Because you look like my dream come true.”


  “Easy, tiger. This is our client, Alexis Stanton,” I warn.


  “Sexy name for a sexy siren,” he purrs, ignoring my warning completely.


  Ugh. I press my temples with thumb and forefinger.


  Alexis’s expression changes to one of confidence. “Now this is the type of man I’m used to dealing with.” Alexis crosses her arms over her voluptuous chest, pushing her breasts up even higher.


  “Ignore him. We do.” I wave my bandaged hand in the air.


  Bo plucks at his goatee; as he does, the buckles on his leather jacket jingle.


  “Bo, to quickly get you up to date, Royce hasn’t found anything in the finances of any employee to conclude that they’re being paid for information. I haven’t found anything in the sixteen staff I’ve interviewed, although I have seven more, including Wendy. Nothing they’ve said or the answers to my questions suggests they’re unhappy or indifferent about Alexis and Stanton Cybertech. Each person is elated to be working here and seems genuinely baffled by the products leaking. Apparently, you’re an exceptional boss.” I dip a respectful nod her way, trying to make sure there’s not even a hint of innuendo to my tone.


  She grins and bites down on her plump bottom lip. “I’m exceptional at a lot of things when given a chance.”


  Bo groans. “Jesus! A woman after my own heart.” In a dramatic move, he crosses his hand over his chest where his heart lies.


  I ignore both of them and continue with my findings. “I’ve also reviewed all of the lie detector tests, and each person passed with flying colors.”


  Bo chuckles while he eases into the seat across from Alexis, his gaze never leaving her. “Lie detectors are a cinch to pass. The courts repeatedly reject the use of polygraph evidence because it’s unreliable. You’re far better at reading people than a lie detector. In my opinion anyway.”


  “Thank you. Still that leaves us at square one. You’re up, buddy. When Alexis gets you into a room with a bulk of the team members to work on your application, feel them out. You know what to do.”


  He smirks. “I always know how to work a person, mentally or physically.” His tone is filled to the brim with innuendo and pointed directly at Alexis.


  Sighing, I get up and move to the door. “On that note, I’m going to go back to my room to get the rest of the interviews out of the way.”


  “Awesome, I thought I’d never be left alone with the most beautiful woman alive.” Bo leers and smiles wide.


  Heck, maybe having Bo on-site will give Alexis a dose of her own medicine. Couldn’t hurt at this point. If her focus is on him and not me, I won’t have to deal with the sexy temptress coming after me anymore. Not that I can’t handle her . . . maybe, probably. I’ve thwarted her attempts so far, which means in this game she’s playing, I’m winning. Not something I imagine she’s used to, which is almost a double whammy win for me.


  Alexis laughs out loud, stands up, and goes over to open the door for me.


  I glance over at Bo where he’s moved to the couch, both arms spread out along the back, legs wide, settling in as though he’s about to sit and watch a football game. “He’s mostly harmless. Forward, but harmless. Put him in his place if you need to.”


  She grips my tie and runs her hand down the length of it, her fingers brushing along my chest. Ribbons of heat spread out from where her fingers touch and along my skin, settling hotly between my thighs. My dick takes notice, coming up to half-mast. I stare at her cherry-red lips and wonder for a brief moment if they’d taste like the juicy fruit. Okay, maybe she’s winning the game at this point.


  “Oh, I’m comfortable with forward. What I want to know is when are you going to be comfortable with the idea of you and me?” She places her hand on my waist and leans against my body.


  You and me.


  Those three words are like throwing a bucket of ice water over my head, putting out the flicker of arousal that was budding inside of me.


  The only “you and me” I can even fathom is with Skyler. We talked a lot about being a “you and me” and an “us” for that matter. Now she’s gone. We’re over.


  The knot in my stomach tightens and twists, and I grit my teeth against the pain. If this ache and strangling sensation keep up, I’m going to need to visit my doc back home. Something’s gotta give.


  As politely as I can, I ease Alexis back. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”


  “But . . .” She starts to push, but out of nowhere, a big hand cups Alexis’s shoulder.


  “He really can’t, beautiful. Me, on the other hand . . .” He grins, and she shrugs his palm off her shoulder. Bo backs up with his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, okay. I see my charm isn’t working, but honey, with Park, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


  I fling my gaze to Bo’s and wince. “Back off. I’ve got this under control.”


  He shrugs and saunters back to the couch, where he drops onto it like a sack of potatoes. I cringe and focus my attention on Alexis.


  “Why?” she whispers softly, her expression changing to one of concern, though I can also hear a hint of insecurity.


  I bite into my bottom lip and frown. “It’s personal. And I told you, I’m coming out of a relationship.”


  “You know what they all say?” she murmurs, the sound more like a humming purr.


  I close my eyes, knowing she’s going to say something to the tune of “the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else.”


  “A night of guilt-free fucking can cure all?” she says, smugness rife in her tone, any speck of insecurity gone in an instant.


  Bo snaps his fingers and raises his voice enough so that both of us can hear him. “I’ve actually heard that one and believe in it wholeheartedly!”


  I tip my head back and laugh at the sheer ridiculousness of it all.


  Fighting the attraction between us.


  Guilt over having not yet talked to Skyler about what she’s done.


  And my wish to not be in this predicament in the first place.


  If Skyler hadn’t fucked me over, I’d be able to brush Alexis off with nothing more than using the g word and committed relationship, but it would serve her right if I hopped into bed with Alexis.


  Hell, I could take pictures and send them to her. She likes sending texts. “Here are a few of me and another hot blonde. Hope you had as much fun with your ex as I’m having with this bombshell.” Yeah, that’s what I’d do. Hurt her the way she hurt me.


  Then the thought of Skyler hearing about how I’d stepped out the same way she did makes the acid in my stomach swirl and clench so hard I might end up getting sick. No, I’m better than that. Better than banging anything hot with legs just to piss off my ex, or soon-to-be ex, depending on who you ask.


  Fuck! I can’t think about this anymore. I’ve got work to do.


  “Look, it’s a very nice offer, Alexis, and a different me would be more than happy to take you up on the incredible experience I know we’d have. But, I can’t. I just . . . It’s not happening.” I turn and head down the hallway, leaving her and Bo to a battle of the sexes.


  When I get back to my interview space, I note Spartacus is curled up in my chair. “Hey, buddy, what are you up to?” I lift the cat and place him in my lap. Surprisingly he curls right back up and plants his head dead center of my stomach. I run my fingers through his velvet-soft fur. “You understand what it’s like, right? To love someone so much and not know how to let them go?”


  Spartacus yawns, stretching his mouth open wide, and rubs his head against my abdomen. His warmth and gentle purring presence start to allow the tension in my body to seep out. With every long stroke across his furry body, another bundle of negative energy leaves me until, eventually, my eyes close, I lean back in the chair, and for the first time all week, I can finally take a full breath. My stomach isn’t as knotted, and I feel at peace.


  Fuck.


  I need to get a cat.


  [image: image]


  Two hours later, I’ve interviewed another individual and Mrs. Wendy Pritchard is entering my office.


  “Go ahead and shut the door, Mrs. Pritchard.”


  Her lips twitch with a smile she’s holding back. The padlock around her neck gleams in the light. She’s wearing a pair of royal-blue leggings, suede ankle boots, and a black-and-white checkered top that hits midthigh with a yellow belt hanging at her hips. She’s got silver hoops in her ears and a soft pink color on her lips. On her hands are fishnet fingerless gloves.


  A style icon in her own right. Every time I see her clothing I wonder if I like it or not. Regardless, it always works for her.


  “Hey, boss man, how goes it?” She sits down, spins in a 360-degree circle once, and then stops her spin by catching herself on the table.


  I chuckle. “You know I called you in here like a regular interview so we can hash out some of this crap and the others wouldn’t become suspicious, right?”


  “Totally.”


  “And . . . Mrs. Pritchard?” I cock an eyebrow.


  She beams, her happiness like a ray of light bursting straight from the center of her chest and lighting up the room. “Isn’t it awesome? Sir Mick spanked the hell out of me for it.”


  I frown. “Why? He didn’t like you using his name?”


  She jerks her head and tilts it to the side. “Uh, no. He liked it very much. Duh, that’s why he spanked the hell out of me. Reward. Heeeelllloooo?”


  I spend a few moments mulling that information over.


  Wendy purses her lips. “That’s right. I forget how vanilla some of you guys are. I’m sure Bo would have gotten the joke. Though don’t you dare tell him. He’ll come up with an endless number of spanking-related things to bother me with for a solid week.” She groans. “Man never shuts up. Sometimes I want to ball gag him and weld the damn ends together so he can’t get it off.”


  “Duly noted.”


  She preens as if we weren’t just talking about spanking and ball gags. When the hell did my relationship with Wendy change so dramatically?


  “Since we don’t have a lot of time, let’s get right to the point.” I move forward with getting the information I need.


  “Okay, boss. I’m ready.” She sits on the edge of her seat, rests her elbows and hands on the table, and waits for my next response.


  “Royce found nothing in the financials. I’ve found nothing in the interviews, and I only have a handful left.”


  “Even Kidd Stanton?”


  I pause and sit back in my chair. “What about Kidd?”


  She takes a deep breath and lets it out as if she’s gathering her thoughts. “I’ve been going through his code. There’s a distinct method in which coders write. Almost like a fingerprint. There are idiosyncrasies that I can see between the way Alexis codes and Kidd’s coding. His isn’t nearly as advanced or secure as hers, but he’s damn good.”


  “All right, what else?”


  “Based on the bit of digging I’ve been able to do in between the projects and training, I’ve found at least three places that were funky. One was a bug in the system that looked like it was placed there. The coding matches Kidd’s style. Another was wonky coding—and let me be clear, even the best of us screw up sometimes when we’re tired or whatever. This . . .” She shakes her head.


  “What? Just say it.”


  She winces. “This looks intentional. As though he meant to write something that was going to trip up the system. Worse, it’s so blatant that the average techie would skim right over it. Kind of like it’s so amateur, it’s hidden in plain sight in a way. Does that make sense?”


  I lean back in my chair and tap my lips with my index finger.


  Why would Kidd Stanton write bad code that his sister could easily find?


  Why would he bug the system?


  “It doesn’t make sense. I sat with the guy. He has his sister’s name tattooed on his arm.”


  “Yeah, I saw that. It’s pretty cool. I’d like to get something with Mick on it.”


  “Anything else? Another staff member in the department doing strange things?”


  She shrugs. “One chick is kind of standoffish. Kind of like she’s put out that I was hired to be on the team. Even made the comment that she didn’t know why I was there when she could easily pick up the department’s slack.”


  “Who was it?”


  “Eloise Gagnon. Worked here several years.”


  I thumb through the leftover stack of files on my desk and pull hers out. “I haven’t interviewed her yet.”


  “Seems standoffish, but it could be she wants a promotion or something and is bummed that I was brought on instead of giving her the promotion.”


  I nod. “Perhaps. I’ll find out for sure. Good work. Keep digging into the other coders. Make sure to get into those products that were leaked and evaluate the coding there.”


  “Got it. That was my next step anyway.” She runs her fingers through the hair at her temples.


  “All right. You can go back. Tell this Eloise she’s up next.”


  Wendy pushes her chair back but doesn’t rise. “How are you doing today?”


  I glance up and into her clear blue eyes. “Wendy . . . not at work.”


  She looks chagrined, and her cheeks flush pink. “Sorry . . . I just . . . Have you called her yet?”


  I sigh. “No.”


  Her lips move into a flat line. “I don’t know how to do this.” She worries her fingers in her lap.


  “Do what?”


  She lifts one shoulder and lets it drop. “Be okay with the fact that I know you’re wrong. And you’re hurting. And I hate it. I hate it so much because I feel like it would be so easy to fix if you would just call her.” The words leave her mouth in a rush, but once they do, I can see the second she realizes all she revealed. “I’m . . . oh my God. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t . . . it’s not my place.”


  The knife that’s skewering my heart digs a little deeper, stealing my breath right along with it. My heartbeat becomes erratic, and my entire body warms. I clench my good hand into a fist on top of my leg, trying to manage my out-of-control feelings.


  “No, it isn’t.”


  “Parker . . .” Her voice cracks, and with it, a lightning bolt sizzles straight into my stomach, singeing muscle and tissue in its wake.


  “Wendy, I know you mean well, and you are a godsend to the IG team. You are one of us. That isn’t going to change. But you have to stop.”


  God, please make her stop. I can’t deal with her hopefulness on top of the overbearing dread filling my soul.


  I think for a moment and then take a different approach. “Look, I’m dealing with what happened between Sky and me the only way I know how. This is not the first time a woman broke me. Okay?”


  “What?” she gasps, her hand flying to her chest.


  Dammit. I did not want to go there again. I’m trying desperately to leave her in the past. Deal with this new hurt and move on.


  Wendy sits absolutely still, waiting for me to continue.


  “Fine.” I sigh. “I’ll give you the CliffsNotes version. I was engaged in college. Kayla McCormick. She used me and betrayed me by fucking my best friend, Greg, while wearing my ring and doing so in our bed.”


  Her eyes turn the size of coasters. “Ho-bag . . . ,” she growls through her teeth.


  I grin. “Undeniably. And since then, I haven’t trusted a woman with my heart until . . .”


  “Skyler.” She closes her eyes as if the information is slamming into her and breaking her heart into little pieces the same way it’s done to mine.


  “Yeah.” I lick my lips and try to clear the sudden emotion swelling around us.


  “I didn’t know.”


  “You had no way of knowing. It’s not something the guys or I talk about. With good reason. Because that was a shit time in my life. Right now, what I’m going through is another shit time.”


  Her hand shakes as she reaches out and puts hers on top of mine. She squeezes it. “I want to help you. How can I help you?”


  I embrace her hand firmly. “Just be my friend, Wendy. Be there like you promised you would.” I shake my head. “But don’t try to fix me. You can’t. This is not something you can do for me. I have to find the right way to get past it.”


  Her lip trembles. “But . . . but, what if the right way is to give Skyler a second chance?” Her eyes fill with such hope and love it’s hard to look at her without crumbling or alternately punching another wall.


  “How’s about I promise to think about it?”


  That light I saw when she walked in flickers back on. “Really?”


  “Really.” I squeeze her hand once and let it go. “Now get out of here. I’ve got this interview to finish tonight, and then I need to let off some steam. Now that Bo is in town, maybe the four of us can head out. Away from this side of town of course.”


  “Righteous! I’ll find a place.”


  “I actually have been recommended one called Brutopia. And it’s Wednesday night. They might even have live music.”


  Her entire face glows beautifully. “I love live music.” There’s awe coating her tone.


  I grin. “I know you do, minxy.” I wink. “Make sure the guys are on board. I’m heading out in an hour.”


  “Will do, boss man.”


  “See you later, Wendy.”


  She grins, and her shoulders go up to her ears. “I can’t wait to tell Mick I’m going out for a night on the town with the guys.”


  “Uh, do you think that’s wise?”


  A wicked smirk slips across her lips. “Oh yeah. It will mean serious punishment when I get home. I may not be able to walk for days after. I can’t wait!” She shimmies in her heels, wiggling her tiny booty.


  Again, in her presence, I can’t help but laugh.


  “Glutton!” I tease as she opens the door.


  “For my man’s lovin’, you know it.” She maneuvers her fingers into the shape of a gun. “Bang, bang, I’m out!”


  I snort and lean back in my chair. Once I do, an orange fluff ball lands on my lap, forcing me back to a normal seating position. Spartacus looks at me as though I’ve disturbed him and not the other way around.


  “You think you own the universe, don’t you, cat?”


  He looks at me as if we’re having a stare-off. I blink first, after which he pushes his head against my gut and starts to purr.


  Before I can move the cat, Wendy’s back at my door.


  “Hey, Eloise left early today. Doctor’s appointment. It was on her calendar.” Her voice dips. “I checked.”


  “Of course you did.” I’d tell her that she’s done well, but then she’d get a big head. “Well, looks like I’m out of here. If this cat will ever let me up.” I point down to my lap where Spartacus has deemed me the perfect napping spot.


  “Aw, so cute. You know . . . cats have an innate sense of good people. Also, studies have linked lowered stress levels in people when they are petting a cat or snuggling up to a kitten.”


  I raise my hand and point to the door. “Out.”


  “It’s true, though! Fine. Bye!” She scampers off.


  I look back down at Spartacus and run my hand through his fur several times. “You’re a pain in the ass, getting my slacks all furry with your orange hair, but”—for this, I lean down close to him and run my chin against his soft head—“you do make me feel better. Thanks for keeping me company.”
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  Brutopia is a hip-looking western-style bar in the heart of downtown Montreal. You have to go up a set of rickety wooden stairs to get to the heavy door. Inside, the place has a healthy number of patrons eating and drinking beers and cocktails. The place seems small from the inside, but as the four of us move closer to the lone bar, we can see there’s a small stage where musicians are setting up their instruments with a small dance floor and seats all around it. Farther back through a cutout in the wall, I note a much larger back end to the bar. A hint of a pool table can be seen from where I stand.


  Wendy shimmies in like a colorful butterfly flapping its wings. “This place is righteous!” she says with awe.


  Roy looks around, placing his hands in his pockets. “Glad I changed.”


  I grin and assess his attire. He’s still wearing his dress slacks, only he’s paired them with a thin long-sleeved shirt made of white cotton. The white against his ebony skin seems to glow under the low lights in the bar. I clap him on the bicep. “Too true. Should we start with a drink, find a seat, and order?”


  “Hell yeah.” Bo claps me on the back, eyes scanning all the women in our immediate vicinity as he heads to the bar. “Shot of tequila and whatever’s cold on tap you recommend.”


  Wendy raises her hand. “Ooh, ooh, me too! Same.”


  I glance at Roy, who gives me the side-eye and grins in agreement. “We’ll have the same.”


  Bo’s eyebrows rise up. “Is that so? We’re doing this, then. Getting shit-faced.”


  I run my hand through my hair, messing it up even more than it already is. It’s overly long and needs a cut, but I don’t care. I don’t care much about anything right now. “Yep.”


  Royce shakes his head. “Not sure I’m going to get shit-faced, but the night is young, and I saw a trumpet and a trombone setting up.”


  Wendy turns her head to look around Roy’s large form. “Killer! This is going to be so fun!”


  The bartender sets four shots of tequila on the counter with a wedge of lime on the rim. He then proceeds to draw four pints into what look like chilled glasses.


  He sets the four glasses near the shots. Bo passes out the shots and pints to each of us. “What should we drink to?” He smiles wide, his goatee and mustache trimmed to perfection.


  I’m plumb out of anything positive or motivational to say. Wendy holds up her shot glass, and we all follow her move in a game of monkey see, monkey do.


  “I think we ought to drink to . . . trusting your heart. Let our hearts lead us to our very own happiness.”


  My own heart clenches like a vise is around it, the invisible dagger Skyler wedged there still lodged deep. I close my eyes and take a breath.


  “Hear, hear.” Royce clinks his glass with hers.


  Bo does the same. “Cowboy up.”


  I open my eyes and focus on each person’s gaze one at a time, proud that I’m standing right where I am, that I have the support of these three people to help me find my way.


  “To trusting your heart.” I clink my glass, suck back the shot, and let the blessed heat of the alcohol slide down my throat and warm my gut for what feels like the first time in ages. The tightening of my heart abates a little more as I wash the shot down with two long pulls of the cold beer.


  “Let’s find a seat near the band,” Wendy says excitedly. The woman is barely containing her exuberance. It’s refreshing to see someone enjoying themselves every day. Using every minute God gives them to appreciate the goodness in their life.


  “So, tell us your story, Wendy.” I sit down in the booth as she dips into the center, Bo sitting next to her, Roy in the one chair across from her. The booth only fits three and is an odd curved shape.


  She blurts, “We’re gonna need another round of shots for that to happen.”


  “On it!” Bo smacks the table and gets up, shucking off his leather jacket and putting it on the hook near our table.


  Royce eases his chair to the side so he can see the band setting up behind him. “Looks like a seven piece. This ought to be good. Haven’t heard horns live in a while.”


  “Yeah.” I sip my beer. “And such an eclectic mix of individuals.” I nod to the black guy in the center setting up his mic, dressed exactly like a wannabe Michael Jackson from the 1990s. His outfit is complete with high-water dress slacks, a tight white T-shirt, and a sparkly glove. Even his hair is cropped in close curls at the sides.


  “I don’t know ’bout all that.” Royce runs his gaze up and down the lead. “But if the brother sounds anything like Michael, I’ll be happy.”


  Bo comes back, holding four double shots of tequila this time.


  “Doubles?” I chuckle.


  “Go big or go home, right?” He laughs heartily.


  “Guess so.” I take one of the short glass tumblers.


  “For you, my lady.” He passes one to Wendy.


  “When are you going to learn I’m Mick’s lady, not yours, not ever,” she chastises while accepting a glass.


  Royce wraps his long fingers around the glass. It looks minuscule in his giant hand. “What do we drink to now?”


  Before one of them can wax poetic about trusting your heart again, I jump in. “To friendship . . . and family. New and old.”


  “Friendship and family. All right,” Royce murmurs, clinking his glass.


  “Hell yeah,” Bo adds.


  “Family.” Wendy’s voice cracks when she brings her glass to the center of the table where we have our hands stretched out. “I love you guys,” she whispers.


  “Ugh! Wendy!” I groan.


  “Woman!” Royce mutters.


  “Not that kind of family, God willing.” Bo slices the air dramatically.


  “I’m sorry! Jeez Louise!” she huffs.


  “Tink, you’re with the guys, your brothers from another mother. You don’t get all mushy,” Bo warns.


  “My man Bo’s right, little lady. If you’re gonna roll with the big bros, you gotta lay off the sweet, ya hear?” Royce adds.


  She rolls her eyes. “I’m just sayin’ I love you. You act like I’m writing you love poems and promising to name my firstborn after you.”


  “Bo is the perfect name!” Bo fires off instantly.


  “No way! Parker is hip!” I toss mine into the ring.


  Royce shakes his head. “Gentlemen, I got this. Royce is classy. Elegant. Definitely a leader.”


  “What about Michael?” Wendy blinks prettily and drinks her beer.


  All three of us groan again.


  “Just do your shot!” I demand with a laugh.


  “Fine! To family!” She clinks her glass, and we all toss the doubles back.


  Now the heat in my belly is swirling like a boiling hot tub at the exact perfect temperature for soaking. I ease back into my seat, running my finger over the rim of my beer. “All right, minxy, you’ve had your shots. Tell us about you. Where did you grow up?”


  “Sacramento.”


  “California. The land of fruit and nuts. Makes total sense,” Bo jokes.


  She grins. “Met Sir Mick when he was staying at a hotel for a conference. I was bartending the event. We spent the night together, and two days later he had my shit-hole studio apartment packed up and me on a plane to Massachusetts, where I’ve been ever since.”


  “Shee-it, brother’s got moves. Get a woman to drop her life and move across country in two days.” Royce shakes his head and runs his hand over his bald scalp.


  Wendy smiles. “I fell in love at first sight. Add the fact we’re both in the lifestyle, and everything clicked into place for us. Before him, I had nothing. A couple of friends. A shitty job and was struggling to make ends meet. No high school education, though he did make me get my GED online. And look at me now. I’ve never been happier.” She takes a long pull from her pint.


  “Wow, Tink, what happened to your family?” Bo’s facial expression turns into one of concern and compassion. The loving guy behind the leather and man-whore ways.


  She shrugs. “I don’t have any. According to what my social worker told me when I was a teen, my mother had been a drug addict and there was no father on record. When I was about five, child protective services was called because I was walking myself to and from kindergarten, and I was malnourished. Teacher made complaints, the social workers came in, and I never saw my mother again. She never even tried to get me out of the system. Then I bounced around from one crappy foster care home to another until I was fifteen and decided I’d had enough.”


  “Fifteen?” I put my hand over her shoulder. “Wendy.” My throat clogs at the image of a tiny redheaded little girl being moved from home to home. How could anyone do that to her? She’s amazing.


  She rolls her lips inward. “Yep. I already topped out at a high IQ and had the hacking and lying skills to fake an ID stating I was eighteen. I left school and went to work. Started waitressing at a diner. Rented rooms or stayed on friends’ couches when I could to save money. And then finally, my knight showed up.”


  “What do you mean?” Royce asks, leaning into his large forearms on the tabletop, as engrossed in her story as I am.


  The bar around us is buzzing with activity, people laughing, drinks being shared, hoots and hollers coming from the back room, but the three of us are glued to our seats and solely focused on our pretty redheaded sister.


  That bright smile I’ve gotten used to when it comes to Wendy breaks out from behind the dark conversation. “Back to the hotel bar I was working when I was twenty. Michael came up, ordered whiskey, sneered when it wasn’t a good year or brand, and proceeded to share his thoughts on the stuff. I happened to have a secret bottle of Macallan stashed in the bar for when I needed a real pick-me-up.”


  “Guuurrrlll, you are smooth.” Royce smirks.


  She waggles her eyebrows. “Don’t I know it!” She holds up her hand and high-fives him over the table, lightness leaking back into her story, pushing aside the sadness from revealing her past.


  Bo flicks his hand. “Then what happened? Don’t leave me hanging, sweetheart, it’s a heavy weight to bear, if you know what I mean.” He grins wickedly, cocking a brow.


  She turns and punches his shoulder.


  “Ouch!” He rubs at the burn. “I hate when you get me with those knobby knuckles.”


  “You’re lucky I don’t invest in a pair of brass knuckles!” She holds up her small fist like a little Italian grandma would when threatening her grandchildren to keep in line.


  He rubs at his sore bicep, pouting. “Just continue the story, Tink.”


  She licks her lips and leans into the table. “Well, I told Mick that I’d hook him up with the good stuff if he didn’t tell my boss.”


  “Risky.” I suck in a breath through my teeth.


  She nods. “Yeah, but he was handsome, and I swear the way he looked at me, like he could see straight through to my soul, destroyed any resolve I had. I wanted nothing more than to please him. Be his everything so he could be mine.”


  Royce whistles. “Damn. Now why can’t I find me a woman like that!”


  “Because you’re not looking in the right places, dumb ass.” Bo chuckles.


  Royce frowns. “Bull. ’Sides, coming from you, King of the Chicklets . . . ,” he scoffs. “I wouldn’t believe a word you had to say about the subject. Park, on the other hand—at least he found a good one.”


  This time I scoff, “Shit. You’re looking at the wrong guy. I couldn’t hold on to a good woman if my life depended on it. I think I have a sign in invisible ink written across my forehead, one you can only see under a black light, that says ‘Cheat on Me’ or some shit.”


  Royce shakes his head. “Not true. I don’t believe for a minute Sky cheated, and the sooner you accept it and give the poor thing a chance to explain, the better off we’ll all be.”


  I grind my teeth and wish I had another shot of tequila to wash down the instant lump in my throat.


  Bo glances away and pretends to be interested in the server placing food down at a table near us.


  “Is that what you think too, Bo? Wendy already hit me with her suggestion today, you might as well get it out on the table right now.”


  Bo shrugs. “You sure you’re ready to hear what I think?”


  “I’m certain I don’t want to be surprised by you dropping the bomb later. We’re all here, and sharing is caring, right? Lay it on me.” I feel like a peacock whose feathers have been ruffled. Frustration, irritation, and sudden anger are burning a path through my veins, looking for any way to be let out.


  Wendy puts a hand to Bo’s forearm and glances up at him. He tilts his head. “Okay, fine. I think you’re scared.”


  Not something I expected him to say.


  “Scared? Of a hot blonde? Seriously? That’s your play?” I huff out a harsh breath and wait for him to continue.


  He plucks at his goatee and taps his bottom lip with his thumb. “You’re scared of what it means to love someone the way you love her. Scared that she’ll do exactly what Kayla did . . .”


  I widen my eyes and slam my drink on the table. Thankfully I drank most of it, so it doesn’t slosh out of the glass. “She did do what Kayla did. Sky stayed the night in Johan’s hotel room—”


  Bo lifts his hands. “I get that. I do. Except you can’t prove she cheated based on his word alone. Look, all I’m sayin’ is the girl I met, the girl I hung out with in New York, was wild for my best friend. All in. Your dream girl. Then she comes to Lucky’s and spends time getting to know all of us. Opens herself up to our family. Talks about moving to our town. What reason would she have to give that up?”


  “She likes hard cock? Girl likes to fuck. Know that firsthand. And she’s damn good at it. Maybe she wanted a reunion with Johan’s dick.” The thought of Sky getting anywhere near Johan’s puny pickle has me squeezing the pint glass so hard I just may break it.


  Royce’s head drops down toward the table. “Aw man, you had to go there.”


  A powerful burst of anger speeds through my system, making me hot all over. I grind my teeth so hard I hope I don’t crack a molar.


  They don’t get it. They don’t freakin’ understand what she did!


  “Yeah, yeah, I went there. Because I need to know that my team, my family, is there for me. Me! I should be your priority, not the woman who fucked me over!” My voice gets raspy and raw, and I suck down the rest of my beer. “I need another fuckin’ beer.” I stand up and head to the bar, needing a minute of peace. Some time to cool down before I explode on the outside the way I’m imploding on the inside.


  Fuckin’ hell. Are they backing her up?


  They’re supposed to be my friends. My family. Not hers. Then I remember, Sky doesn’t have any family.


  Images of her flutter through my mind as I wait for the bartender to come take my order.


  Sky’s nervousness over meeting my parents.


  Later, Skyler laughing at my mother and father bickering.


  My girl exchanging phone numbers with all the guys over beers and pulled-pork sandwiches.


  Sky and Wendy talking wedding plans.


  My girl promising to attend the wedding . . . with me.


  Sky telling me she was thinking about moving to Boston.


  What if she’s telling the truth?


  Johan is a master manipulator. He could have easily built up the time he spent with her. Lied to me. My heart starts a rapid-fire beat, and my stomach clenches. I clutch at it and take a couple of deep breaths. I need more beer. And another shot of tequila.


  “Beer or tequila?” the bartender asks.


  “Both. A round of four pints and four more double shots of tequila. And you can send a waitress over. We’ll need to eat.”


  “Good idea, band is about to start.” He lifts his chin at the seven piece standing up on the stage.


  The guitarist is strumming a lick, and the keyboardist is warming up his fingers. As I wait for the refills, the horn players run some scales, and my heartbeat starts to ease once more. It’s probably more from the liquor making its way into my bloodstream, but whatever it is, I’m thankful.


  Royce comes and stands in front of me. “I’m sorry, brother. What you’re going through can’t be easy, and it’s not my place . . .”


  I shake my head. “Naw, man, it’s cool. I need to hear it. If not from the people who care about me, then who?”


  “You gonna take our advice?”


  I shrug. “Not sure what I’m going to do just yet. All I know is, for the rest of the night, I just want to let loose with my team. Is that okay?”


  He grins wide, his white smile extra bright against his dark skin and his white shirt. “Yeah, that’s all right.” He puts his hand around my neck and leans forward so that our foreheads almost touch. “No matter what, though, you always have me, Bo, Wendy. We’re your people. We got your back. Still, it’s our job to kick your ass sometimes. Help you see things in a different light in the event you’re blinded. Say like when you think a good woman stepped out on you.”


  I laugh even though he’s still pushing, but I get why. “You like her for me.” I lift my gaze to his dark one.


  He does a half shrug. “Yeah, I like her for you. Think she’s the whole package. ’Sides. I wanna see my boy happy. I’ve never seen you happier than you are with her.”


  His words hit hard, slamming into my subconscious and mixing up the messages my past is telling me about my future. “I was happy. More than that. I was in love.”


  He squeezes my shoulders hard. “Brother, you’re still in love. It’s why it hurts so bad.”


  And he’s right. Regardless of what I believe Skyler may have done with Johan, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m head over heels in love with the woman. And I didn’t even get to tell her to her face. Maybe if I had, she would have waited for me to get there to deal with her ex. Maybe then she wouldn’t have thought she was alone.


  “Christ!” I run my hand through my hair. “Brother, I’m a fucking mess.”


  Royce turns me around to face the bar where the bartender has placed the four beers and four double shots. “Yes, you are. It’s okay. We got you.”


  He grabs two of the beers in one hand, two in the crook of his elbow wedged against his body so he can grab two of the shots. I grab the last two in my good hand and bring them over to the table.


  The second I put the drinks down, Wendy catapults into my arms. The side of her face presses against the side of mine, her breath in my ear. Her coconutty scent fills my nostrils, displacing the dank greasy smell of the bar and replacing it with something more pleasant, comfortable even, as I’ve become more familiar with her scent.


  “I’m sorry, Park. I never want you to feel like we aren’t Team Parker. No matter how much I like Skyler, you’ll always be my priority.” Her fingernails dig into my back as she tries to imprint herself on my skin.


  I rub her back and enjoy her hug for a moment, letting the feeling of having this woman’s care and concern seep into my aching, tired body. “Thanks, Wendy. I’m sorry too. To all of you. I was a schmuck there for a moment. I’m working through it all.”


  “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything,” Bo mutters under his breath, but it’s loud enough we can all hear him.


  Unfazed, I continue. “How’s about for the rest of the night we just have fun. Eat, drink, and be merry. Yeah?”


  Wendy eases back, her eyes a little watery, but she holds her tears in check, for which I’m thankful.


  “Shots up.” Royce holds the tequila high over the small table.


  The three of us follow suit.


  “To never letting anything get between what we have. We’re Team IG, all the way!”


  “Team IG!” Wendy cheers, and Bo follows.


  “Now that I can drink to.” I smile, letting go of all the baggage I entered the bar with. The band starts up with one of Michael Jackson’s biggest hits, “Billie Jean.”


  Wendy screeches out her excitement with a yelled “Woo-hoo!”


  Roy pushes even more to the side so he can see fully. The keyboards kick off, and by the time the chorus hits, we’re all singing along at the top of our lungs.


  Team IG, all the way.


  
7
  The door to my conference space opens with what seems like a thundering creaking sound, hitting my hungover mind like a hammer banging against my temple. I grind my teeth through the pain and swallow down the bile that wants to come up.


  Eloise Gagnon enters. “I believe I’m next for my interview,” she says in a small voice while opening the door more fully.


  I nod. “Yes, come in. Have a seat, Ms. Gagnon.”


  “Eloise is fine.” She smiles slightly, but there isn’t much sincerity behind the gesture. Almost as if she’s done it out of habit, because it’s what someone does upon meeting a new person.


  The woman is petite and thin, very little curve to her form, which is shown clearly through the jeans and long-sleeved V-necked shirt she’s wearing. On her feet are a pair of simple ballet flats. Her brown hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail at her nape. The black-rimmed glasses actually add to her appeal rather than take away from it. She looks young, just out of college, but her file puts her closer to my age.


  “I’m Parker Ellis. I assume you know why I’m here?” I ask the same question I’ve asked every employee so far.


  “Yes. To discuss productivity, but I imagine it has more to do with the fact that there’ve been some pretty serious product leaks.”


  I narrow my gaze. “And what would make you think that?” My spidey sense has taken notice.


  She shrugs. “Makes sense. Company loses a lot of money because of our competitors launching a similar product before us, so it would stand to reason that we have an internal problem of some kind.”


  I lean back in my chair, dragging my fingers along the pencil I’m holding until it falls to the table’s wood surface with a whack. Once it’s down, I pick it back up and repeat the process. It’s a technique I mastered back in Harvard during a course on interrogation techniques. I had a real ball-busting business analysis class. I’ve found the practice tends to annoy people, which can cause them to slip up and reveal information they were trying to hold back.


  Her gaze flicks to the pencil as I repeat the same process over and over. She flinches when it smacks the table again, but I pretend not to notice by making a show of skimming her file.


  “And what do you do here?”


  “I’m one of the coders.”


  “Oh, then you work with that new hire, Wendy.”


  I lift my head to watch her facial expressions. A look of disgust comes across her face, then disappears in an instant. “Yeah, I guess.”


  “Sounds like you have some feelings about the new hire. Anything you care to share?”


  She purses her lips. “Just not sure why they hired her when I could have taken on the extra load, worked with Kidd directly.”


  “Kidd?”


  “Yeah, the director of the department. We always used to work together perfectly.”


  Interesting. There’s something in the way she speaks that has needle pricks prodding at my temples, but the pain from last night’s escapade is clouding my thought processes a little.


  “So, you’ve worked with Kidd for a long while?”


  “We started at the same time. I was just out of college, and he was just out of high school. He’s brilliant. Didn’t even go to college, and his knack for the coding language is as good as his sister’s. We were the best team. Perfect in every way.” She frowns and then looks away. “Then Alexis separated us, and I got relegated to the boring side of the business. Maintenance. No longer working on product creation.”


  “That must have made you feel bad. Did something happen?”


  Glaring, she turns her face back toward mine. “No. I guess I wasn’t as good as they were. No longer capable of hanging with the big boys. But I’ve worked my way back up to the coding team. And now I have to compete with Wendy. The new IT girl.”


  Oh, I see what’s happening. Her negativity is about Wendy. A zap of pain bolts through my head, and I grind my molars and try to breathe through it. God, my head hurts.


  Too much booze.


  Next time we have an IG team “Kumbaya” get-together, we need to do it after the job is done. The fluorescent lights above feel like they’re burning right through my retinas.


  I swallow down the dryness in my throat and reach for the water bottle.


  “You okay?” Eloise asks. “You look green.”


  I suck back most of the water, letting the fresh, cool feeling coat my empty stomach. “Just tired.”


  She snickers. “Looks like you tied one on last night.”


  I breathe through my teeth, allowing her to catch me in a little bad-boy behavior to see how she responds.


  “Be careful. She might fire you. She can be a real bitch if she wants to.” She leans over the table, moving closer, and scowls. “Don’t let her bombshell body and movie-star face get to you. That woman is a she-devil underneath all that fashion and glamour.”


  Damn. That was harsh.


  “You don’t sound like you care for Alexis much. If that’s the case, why do you work here?”


  She squints. “Because Kidd is amazing, and I’ve learned more under his mentorship than I ever did in all four years of tech school. I’d do anything to keep my position here.” She waxes rather poetic about a man who, for all intents and purposes, is her boss. There’s a tinge of something more there, something I can’t grasp in my tired, hungover brain.


  I need to sleep.


  For a year.


  “Was that going to be all, Mr. Ellis? I really have a lot to do. I’ve been reviewing the errors in Kidd’s coding.”


  “Errors?” Wendy mentioned yesterday there were errors in the coding that matched Kidd’s style.


  She nods and runs her fingertip in a circle on the tabletop. “I think it’s his new girlfriend.” She leans forward as if she’s going to tell me a secret. “Ever since he started seeing her, his work has suffered. I’m trying to clean up the errors, so no one finds them. Eventually, he’ll get rid of this woman and start thinking more clearly again.”


  Whoa! That’s a damning statement if I ever heard one.


  “Let me get this straight.” I rub and press my fingers to the back of my neck and work them up the back of my skull, trying to relieve the tension a night of drinking laid upon my dome. “You’ve been going into Kidd’s work and cleaning it up?”


  She nods. “Yeah, it’s a mess. He’s making really obvious mistakes. Things that could put the system at risk for a security hack.”


  Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!


  The alarm bell is ringing in my head.


  “Like I said, I’m fixing it, so don’t worry. I’m taking one for the team until he gets his head out of his bum regarding that girlfriend of his.”


  “Girlfriend?”


  “Yeah.” She sneers the next word. “Victoria. She is no good for him. He needs to kick her to the curb, fast.”


  “Actually, I don’t think she’s going anywhere, since he said he asked her to marry him and she said yes. Planning a wedding next summer. I’m surprised you didn’t already know that.”


  Eloise’s chair flies backward and falls to the ground in her haste to stand. Her entire body is ramrod straight, her nose and chest flushing red.


  I stand up and lift my hands. “Hey . . .”


  “He’s marrying that tart!” Her voice is a barely restrained screech.


  I try to swallow, but my mouth is the Sahara desert right now.


  “He’ll never get better! She’s ruining a genius!”


  “Calm down, Eloise.”


  Eloise.


  Eloise.


  Her name pounds a beat in my head. I know that name. It’s unusual, but I’ve heard it before. Recently.


  “It’s more that Eloise wanted all of my time and attention. That’s my ex.”


  Kidd.


  Could this be his Eloise? His ex?


  “I’ve got to go.” Eloise shakes her hands like she’s flinging water off them.


  Before I can stop her, she’s out the door.


  I fall back into my chair, and Spartacus jumps into my lap, pressing his small paws directly into my aching stomach.


  “Jesus, buddy. I’m already green around the gills. Don’t make it worse.” I finger behind the cat’s ears, petting him.


  Spartacus meows, then settles into my lap, ready to take a nap.


  “Glad someone’s getting some sleep,” I state dryly, and finish off my bottle of water, drinking the rest down in one long, blessed go. Once done, I fling the bottle into the recycling bin, making a three-pointer. I pinch the bridge of my nose, let the chair dip back, and close my eyes, trying to figure out how all of this information relates.


  Eloise is fixing Kidd’s errors in the system. Covering up for him. Why?


  Because she’s in love with him? Maybe.


  Kidd stated he had an ex named Eloise. It’s not that common of a name. And they work together. Kidd is getting married, and Eloise freaked out. Maybe Kidd is accidentally leaking the information, which is why there’s no payoff money in anyone’s financials. Because it’s unintentional.


  I pick up my new cell phone and bring up Wendy’s contact info.


  To: World’s Greatest Assistant


  From: Parker Ellis


  Have something for you to check out. Call me.


  I click “Send,” lean back in my chair, and close my eyes again for a few minutes before my cell phone rings.


  “What’s up?” Wendy says, sounding breathless.


  “Where are you?”


  The sound of street traffic can be heard in the background. “Told Kidd I needed to take a walk down the street for a coffee run. I’m getting Starbucks, and you’ll never believe what I just walked past. Straight up this awesome, gothic-looking church. Literally walking to get coffee and I’m slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am blown away by this stunning building that looks a million years old!”


  I grin at her excitement. At least someone still has some positivity this morning. “It’s the Notre-Dame Basilica.”


  “I thought the Notre-Dame was in France, or in Indiana if you’re the Fighting Irish!” She cracks up at her own joke.


  “It is. The one you’re seeing is called Notre-Dame Basilica, versus cathedral in Paris. Basilica means church, but in the Catholic religion, it’s a church given special privileges by the pope. The architecture is the Romantic Gothic style you see in a lot of the churches from that era. The coolest feature is the stained-glass windows. If you can take a moment to pop in, you’ll notice that the windows are not biblical; rather, they depict the history of the city of Montreal. It’s really fascinating.”


  “Wow, you know a lot about this.”


  “Yeah, studied a lot of it in college. Visited with my family too. Oh, and last I heard, they were doing this intense light show where the lighting technicians from Madonna’s concerts created a performance using the inside of the church’s spires, curves, windows, and paintings to create an experience the likes of which you’ll remember forever. Maybe we can all go when the case is closed,” I offer, thinking it would be a good idea to show Wendy a little bit of Montreal’s rich history.


  I’ve always loved this city, though I’d love to drive her up to Quebec City and show her Old Quebec, stay in one of the historic hotels, and ride on the ferry to get the best view of the islandlike city.


  “Cool. I’m in. So what do you got for me on the case? I’m at Starbucks now.”


  Coffee sounds awesome right now, but I can’t have her pick me up anything, or it would cause suspicion. I sigh. “Well, I just had the meet with Eloise.”


  “Delightful, isn’t she.” Sarcasm drips off each word.


  “About as delightful as my stomach feels right now.”


  “Aw, poor baby. You can’t hold your liquor,” she teases.


  I scoff, “How the hell are you so chipper? You were round for round with the rest of us.”


  She snorts. “Yeah, but there’s a few small differences. In between my drinks, I pounded a glass of water, then sweated my ass off on the dance floor. Plus, I ate my weight in fried food. You just kept drinking.”


  Ah. Food. Water. Yeah, that would have been a good idea. Hell, that would be a good idea now.


  “Sure was a blast, though,” she continues. “I’ve still got ‘Man in the Mirror’ in my head. They killed that song last night.” Her voice lowers, sounding farther away as she places her Starbucks order.


  Once I hear her finish, I respond, “The band was great. Anyway, back to work. Eloise told me that she’s been cleaning up errors in Kidd’s coding. She made it sound like she’s been doing it for a while.”


  “Really? Hmm.”


  “Yeah, and on top of that, I think they used to date. When I mentioned he was getting married, she flew out of the office like fire licked at her heels. A woman only does that—”


  “If she’s in love and it’s unrequited. Shit.” She thanks someone, and then the sounds of the street can be heard in the background as she huffs and puffs as if she’s walking at a brisk pace. Wendy always moves fast. Part of me wonders if it’s because she doesn’t want to miss a single second of life.


  “Yeah.”


  “But how does that solve our problem? If anything, it builds a bigger case against Kidd.”


  I rub at a knot forming in my shoulder. “Yes, it does.”


  “You have to tell Alexis. Maybe if she looks into it too, or straight up asks him?”


  “You see, that’s the thing. If he did do it, it might have been unintentional. Hence the reason there’s no financial record of a payoff in the system. Maybe someone’s hacking from the outside and all of Kidd’s errors in the coding are making it easy to get in?”


  “Maybe. I’ll do a full check of the firewalls and see what I can find.”


  “Thanks.”


  “You got it, boss man. And I’m loving being undercover! I feel like a Charlie’s angel!”


  I laugh. “Signing off, angel.”


  “Bye, Charlie!”
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  A fluid pressure runs the length of my scalp, rubbing and teasing the overly long layers that are curling at the top. Skyler loves running her fingers through my hair. I sigh into the feeling, sleep still clinging to my mind as I hook an arm around her waist and tug her onto my lap.


  “Ooh!” She giggles, but it sounds muffled, deeper as her body rests against mine. “Parker . . . ,” she sighs, and I tip her head and take her mouth without opening my eyes. A wall of warmth flattens against my chest. I grin around her lips and run my hands up her back. Sleepily I enjoy the feeling of Skyler being generous as my body slowly comes awake. Of course, “the beast” is first to rise. I thrust my hips up and feel a swaying, rocking sensation. I’m in the office chair, leaned back. Skyler’s mouth lands on mine again, wet and soft. I kiss her with all I have.


  God I’ve missed this.


  Her succulent mouth on mine, tongue invading deliciously. I grind up against her heat, and she moans. It sounds far away and different. A lower rumble than I’m used to hearing from my girl. I caress my way up her back and note a lot more of her than normal.


  Huh?


  The bright lights invade my tired eyes and hungover brain as I blink them open. And when I do, I’m beyond shocked at what I see.


  Alexis.


  In my lap.


  Her tongue in my mouth.


  Shit! I did this. Pulled her into my lap and kissed her. I wrap my hands around her rib cage and push her back enough so she lets go of my mouth with an audible plop.


  “What the fuck!” I shake my head, trying to force the last vestiges of sleep out of my brain. My dick realizes the change in woman immediately, shrinking down to half-mast.


  Alexis wraps her arms around my neck. “Your lips are as soft as I thought they’d be.”


  I swallow around the taste of her lipstick and coffee on my tongue. Arousal at her body’s proximity hammers through my chest, heading south.


  Jesus, what have I gotten myself into? “Alexis. You are beautiful, sexy. Any man would want you . . .”


  She grins wide. “Fantastic, because I want you!” She slams her lips against mine, and for a weak moment, I kiss her back, dipping my tongue in, swirling with hers until I’ve got her taste imprinted on my taste buds. She moans and presses her large breasts against my chest. I slide my hand down to her ass and grind against her core. The beast comes back online, standing proud and ready for some guilt-free action.


  For several minutes, I kiss the living daylights out of Alexis, pouring all my anger, hatred, and disgust for what Skyler did into my own actions. Taking charge. Controlling my destiny. Kissing the hell out of a beautiful woman I’ve been dancing around all week.


  Until reality bursts in like a beacon of light shooting into the sky as Alexis goes for my belt. She gets the belt undone, the button open, and the zipper down. I groan and press up into her movements. Except the second she wraps her hand around my hard length, an arrow of poison shoots straight into my gut. I cry out and push Alexis back and off. Standing up, I quickly button my pants and do up my zipper.


  She sits on the table nonchalantly with a sensual smirk and kiss-swollen lips.


  I run my hand over my mouth, trying to wipe away her taste. It’s going to take a lot more than the back of my hand.


  Without realizing it, I start pacing and tugging at my hair.


  “Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me!” I growl.


  “That’s what I was trying to do before you so rudely interrupted me.” She laughs.


  I sigh and turn toward the sexy blonde. “Alexis—”


  “If you’re about to say it’s not you, it’s me, I’m afraid I’ll hurl, lover boy. Men don’t turn me down. Not ever. And the steel rod in your pants proves my point.”


  My entire body feels weighed down by a wrecking ball, with the need to just fall into bed and sleep . . . for a year. My body is in agony, but the emptiness within my heart is far heavier than anything I could possibly imagine. It’s debilitating, this need for her. For Skyler.


  I clear my throat. “Alexis, I’m sorry. When I say I just got out of a relationship, I mean a week ago, I was in love with a woman, seriously committed. Now . . . fuck, I don’t know what I am. What we are. And it’s unfair of me to go there with you when I haven’t settled things with her. Do you understand?”


  She closes her eyes and crosses her arms and then her legs over one another where she’s perched on the table. “I guess. Though I’m offering you nothing but a physical release. Two bodies coming together in a heated night of passion. No one has to know . . .”


  I groan in misery, running my hand over my clenching stomach. “I’ll know.”


  She huffs. “I had you pegged all wrong. For some reason, I suspected that you lived and breathed sex. You exude it, I can feel the physical waves coming off your body. I’m disappointed to hear all that bundled-up heat and energy is wasted on someone you’re brooding over.”


  “Doesn’t change the facts. My heart is still with her.”


  “Yes, but your body is here, and for a moment it was hard and wanting . . . for me.”


  I suck in a long, slow breath, trying to calm the anxiety and nerves bristling all over my skin. “Like I said, you’re a beautiful woman . . .”


  “One who could make you forget all about your long-lost love . . . at least until you go back to the States.” She cocks an eyebrow.


  I shake my head. “’Fraid not.”


  She sighs and smacks her lips. “Pity. I was really hoping for a wild romp with the hot American.”


  I chuckle and look up at her, pairing our gazes. “I’m sorry if I made you think I was willing otherwise . . .”


  She laughs, and it sounds like music. “Oh, honey, you didn’t lead me on.”


  The word honey rolling off her lips makes me wince. The only woman I want to hear that endearment from is Skyler, and I’m suddenly afraid I never will again.


  My gut churns, and I swallow slowly, breathing in and out in even, measured breaths, attempting to get my body back in line. I need sleep, water, and food. Not necessarily in that order.


  “Guess I’m not used to a man saying no. Sorry I came at you hard.” She grins sexily.


  “No, you’re not.”


  Her smile is coy as she gets up off the desk. “No. I’m not.”


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Does it start and end with ‘Never mind; I was wrong. Can you take me home with you?’” She waggles her brows.


  I shake my head. “Alexis, why do you do this? Play this game?”


  She pauses for a moment before answering. “What game?” She grins, knowing exactly what I’m talking about but not copping to it.


  “You don’t have to do this.” I point to her attire and gesture around the room. “Play up your sex appeal, have an unrelenting nature when going after a man.”


  Alexis tips her head. “And why the hell wouldn’t I, if it gets me what I want far quicker than my intellect alone? Besides, if I’m the one who makes the rules, I also determine the prize. Sometimes it’s a fantastic roll in the hay with a sexy American; other times, it gets men to see me as an object. Then, while they’re looking at my tits and ass, I’m buying out their company shares, taking over their products ultimately, and setting up a bright future for myself.”


  “Alexis . . . game playing is not the answer.” I frown as a wave of self-realization washes over me. In the past, I’d been known to play a game or two.


  “Isn’t it? When I always come out the winner? It’s not my fault if men see me as a walking fantasy with no brain cells and just big boobs. It is, however, their fault when they think with their dicks and not with their brains during business negotiations. And frankly, this”—she waves her hands up and down her form—“works every time. I rarely follow through on the fantasy a man sees before him, unless I want that man under me. My choice. My game. I win.”


  I gesture between us. “Not this time, sweetheart.”


  “Perhaps I’ll have to review the play-by-play and figure out where it all went wrong . . . or maybe there’s still a chance of it going my way?” She cocks an eyebrow.


  “Not a chance.” I laugh. “Get out of here! Go find another unsuspecting soul to tarnish.”


  She chuckles. “Won’t be hard. Your partner is not exactly sloppy seconds.”


  I shake my head and grab my blazer from where I left it folded over the couch.


  “Nope, and he would be a willing player in your game. Not only that, he understands the rules because he has the same ones.”


  She taps her smudged lips, and my heart sinks, remembering my lips did that. My tongue was in her mouth in my eagerness to get at more of her taste.


  “Doesn’t make the game nearly as fun.”


  “No, but it makes it honest. Think about that before you move on to your next target. They should know what they’re getting into.”


  Her jovial expression falls flat, and she purses her lips.


  I slow my roll so that I don’t run into her body as I pass her, heading out of the small space. “Think about it.”


  “I will,” she says, and with the weight in her tone, I believe her.


  Once I’ve made my way through the back of the building and down the stairs to street level, I wave down a taxi, get in, and rest my tired head all the way back to the hotel, staring out the window at the intricate buildings and architecture. Wendy was not wrong in her excitement about the mixture of old and new in the city. There are buildings crafted out of metal and bright colors right next to those built with stone that look to be a few hundred years old. The combination of the old with the new makes the city uniquely special and pleasing to the eye.


  As I gaze out, the city starts to blur and fade while thoughts of Skyler start running a marathon in my mind.


  What is she doing right now?


  Is she sad?


  Does she still miss me?


  It’s been days since her last message.


  How do I move forward from here?


  I get to my room, toss my jacket over the chair, drop my slacks, and pull off my shoes where I stand. Next, I unbutton my dress shirt, pull back the coverlet, slide my boxers-clad body in, and hit the button on the lamp for the lights. I grab the remote sitting on the end table and flick on the TV. The first thing that comes on is an entertainment news program.


  Skyler’s face appears on the screen, Tracey standing by her side, an arm wrapped around her shoulders. A microphone is thrust in front of her face. She looks tired. Black circles paint the spaces under her eyes. She smiles her fake everything-is-roses smile for the bloodsucking paparazzi.


  “And how is SkyPark doing?” one nosey man asks.


  I sit up in my bed and hold my breath, waiting for her answer.


  “Fabulously. Parker’s on business right now, but I very much look forward to his return.”


  The crowd bum-rushes her with a bunch of questions. She runs her hands through her hair and glances around as the next question flies at her.


  “And what is the first thing you’re going to say to Parker when you see him?”


  Skyler closes her eyes, and I can feel the pain like an invisible blow to the solar plexus. I rub at my sternum and wait for her to respond.


  Her eyes open, and they are a brilliant blue. The only color I want to see first thing every morning when I wake up. She locks her gaze right into the camera, and I swear, if I didn’t know better, I’d believe she were speaking right to me.


  “When I see Parker, I’m going to tell him how very much I’ve missed him, and I love him more than anything on this earth.”


  “Miss.”


  I miss him.


  “Love.”


  I love him.


  “More.”


  I love him more than anything on this earth.


  She loves me. Skyler loves me. Skyler loves me, and she admitted it on national television for the entire world to hear and see.


  Holy. Fucking. Hell.
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  I’m a mess. I didn’t sleep a wink last night after I saw the entertainment piece. I tossed and turned, trying to figure out what to do.


  How do I respond to this?


  Skyler loves me.


  Loves me.


  The thrill of her admission rushes through my bloodstream, gifting me with a warm, liquid sensation that seeps deep into my bones, coating my frozen soul. It’s as though I’ve been encased in ice this past week. Lost to the chill of cold hatred and betrayal.


  She loves me.


  I close my eyes and let the truth in. My woman admitted on national fucking television that she’s in love with me. Energy licks at my heels, and I start to pace the hotel room, not knowing what to do with the extra kinetic energy pumping through me. It’s as though I’m a live wire, all synapses firing a hundred miles an hour with nowhere to go as I wear a hole into the carpet.


  The connecting door flies open.


  “Oh. My. God. You have to watch this new piece about—” Wendy starts as she rushes in, holding her laptop open and at the ready on the entertainment news station.


  I shake my head and hold up my hand, not wanting her to come any closer. “I’ve already seen it. I watched it on television last night.”


  Her eyes widen, and the blue of her irises seems even lighter than normal, more like the sun-filled sky right after a heavy rain. “Then you know.” Her voice lowers to a gentler, less excitable timbre. And understanding sizzles within the space between us.


  “That she loves me?” I croak out the words, each one filling an empty part of my heart. The dagger eases, giving me a moment’s reprieve from the pent-up pressure and dull, aching emptiness that’s been there all week.


  Wendy nods, slams the laptop shut, and flicks her hand. Her gaze turns wild with excitement, eyes bulging as energy bustles around her petite form. “Yes! Oh my goodness, Park. This is so awesome! See, I told you she loves you!” Her smile is huge and beaming.


  Someone pounding on my door calls my attention. Knowing it’s one of two people, I fling the damn thing wide and walk away from it to continue my pacing. My mind is filled with flickering thoughts running around like chickens with their heads cut off.


  Why would she admit she loves me on TV?


  How does this change what’s happening between us?


  “Shee-it, brother,” Royce says as his large suit-clad form enters with a gentleness in his expression I absolutely do not want to see, because it means he’s seen the piece and is expecting me to lose my shit.


  I am losing my shit, but I don’t need the guys to know that. However, with the wild thoughts about Skyler dashing through me, not to mention where I went with Alexis yesterday and the guilt that comes with it, I have no chance in hell of keeping my cool.


  “Brother . . . shit just got real!” Bo chuckles, coming in behind Roy and shutting the door.


  The three of them stand before me like the three amigos.


  “Guys . . . I . . .” I lose my train of thought as the one thing, the single most important question that’s been plaguing my every movement, assaults me. “Is it possible she didn’t cheat? I mean really. You know my history . . .” I go back to pacing the room, though the space I now have to do it is significantly decreased by three additional bodies.


  “Um, I have an admission . . .” Wendy holds up her hand. I glance her way, and her cheeks pinken as she averts her gaze.


  “Uh, yeah, brother . . . me too.” Royce clears his throat and shifts back on his heels and then to his toes, back and forth in a move I’ve seen him do a thousand times. He’s got a secret that’s making him uncomfortable.


  “No way are you guys going first!” Bo cuts in, anxiety and irritation clear in his scratchy tone.


  Before my eyes, the three of them look at one another and then start bickering . . . loudly, as if I wasn’t even in the room.


  “I have to tell him first!” Wendy demands with a childish foot stomp.


  Royce shakes his head. “Naw, no way, nohow. My boy deserves to hear from me, true?”


  Bo makes a choking sound. “Absolutely not. I’ve known him longer . . .”


  “By an hour. You had one class with him before the class we all shared,” Royce fires back, and crosses his arms over his massive chest.


  Wendy groans. “I’m the newest. I could be fired!” she says, wading back in, her voice reaching hysterical levels.


  “We’re not going to let him fire you,” Royce states flatly.


  “Don’t worry, Tink, I’ll take care of you if you’re out of a job. You can manage me, if you know what I mean.” Bo waggles his eyebrows.


  Wendy’s face contorts into an expression of disgust. “Gross! This is not the time to joke!” She points at Bo, her cheeks turning beet red.


  I wade in between them. “Will the three of you shut the hell up! Criminy. I need my best friends right now. The woman I love—who I believe cheated on me with her ex, stayed overnight with him, put herself at risk, paid off said asshole’s debts—just stated on national television that she’s in love with me. And . . . I kissed Alexis last night.” I let the final admission spill out of me as though I’m purging the ugly truth from my heartbroken soul.


  All three of their heads turn toward me. Expressions of . . .


  Shock . . . Wendy.


  Surprise . . . Royce.


  Irritation . . . Bo.


  “What!” The word sounds so loud when three people are screaming it.


  “How could you?” Wendy chokes back the emotion as if I’d cheated on her.


  “Aw man . . . you done fucked up,” Royce adds.


  “Totally fucked yourself.” Bo nods. “And I wanted Alexis for myself, dammit!” He scowls.


  I fall back on the bed and hang my head, cradling the heavy weight between my palms, elbows to my knees. Guilt, shame, and fear are the predominant emotions spiraling through my system. Then, out of nowhere, there is the pinprick of happiness, excitement, and anticipation as I remember what Skyler revealed. The woman I love loves me back.


  I should be elated.


  Should be shouting my joy from the rooftop of the tallest building.


  Falling down on my knees and thanking God for bringing me “the one.”


  Only I can’t. The knife she stuck in my heart pierces a bit deeper, more blood pouring out, filling me with dread.


  How can she love me and cheat on me at the same time?


  Wendy falls to her knees at my feet and places both of her hands over my bicep. “I’ve been texting with Skyler.” Her voice shakes. “I-I uh, I asked her point-blank if she cheated,” Wendy admits in a rush, her eyes clouding with tears.


  I blink slowly and focus on her gaze. “And w-what did she say?” I hate myself for needing to know, needing to hear her reply like a dying man receiving last rites. All I can do is wish and hope against all odds my initial response is wrong. At this point, I’m so far down the rabbit hole, I’d rather spend my life apologizing to Skyler and making it up to her than live a life without her love in it.


  Wendy licks her lips and peers up at me from her position at my feet. She looks so small, delicate, honest. “She swears she didn’t cheat.” Matching tears fall down Wendy’s cheeks at the same time. I wipe the first away and then the second.


  Roy clears his throat. “She told me the same. Except I called her.”


  My head flies up as if it’s being self-propelled. “You spoke to her?” My voice cracks.


  He nods. “Yesterday. After our night on the town, I couldn’t help myself. You’re hurting too much, brother. Too much. And every day seeing you like this kills me. I was angry. Mad that she had such control over my boy. Upset that she could break my brother’s heart. I wanted her to feel pain. To tell her how much she screwed up.”


  I swallow down the Wiffle-ball-sized lump in my throat. “A-and?”


  He shakes his head. “She admitted she went to Johan’s hotel in the hopes of settling their dispute herself. Promised me she didn’t cheat.” Roy bites into his plump bottom lip and rubs it with his thumb, I imagine to soothe the ache. “Man, I believe her, but I’m not going to tell you what she said. You need to hear it direct from the source.”


  I close my eyes, and the pain of not being with her and the possibility that she didn’t betray me roll over my body like a gust of warm air. Opening my eyes, I focus on Bo. “You too?”


  He tips his head, lets out a long, tired breath, and puts his hands into his jacket pockets. “Well, I figured since she was available, I’d ask her out on a date.”


  I laugh loud and hard at Bo’s absurdity. The brother means well, and his go-to method of making someone feel better is to crack jokes.


  Royce smacks the back of Bo’s head so fast I could swear it was magic propelling his arm.


  “Ouch!” Bo growls. “I hate it when you do that! You’re messing up my perfect coif.”


  “I’ll give you perfect coif with my foot up yo’ ass! Tell the truth, and stop with the wisecracks. Can’t you see Park’s hurting?”


  Bo rubs his head, and his dark gaze meets mine. “She called, I answered. She wanted to know how you were doing.”


  Anticipation squeezes my chest like a vise. “And what did you tell her?” I’m hanging on his every word.


  He rolls his lips between his teeth. “Told her you were doing fine. Better than ever,” he says flippantly, even haughtily.


  “Really?”


  He scoffs, “Fuck no! I told her you were hurt. Pissed off. Angry. And if I found out that she did cheat, I was going to find a way to make her pay for fooling you, me, all of us.” He waves a jaunty arm around the room.


  I narrow my gaze and tighten my fist, straightening my spine, ready to charge. I can feel my nostrils flare as anger ripples along every nerve ending. My body heats up, and my gut clenches tight. “You did not say that to my woman!” I glare at him, protectiveness for Skyler still running strong through my veins.


  He nods. “Yeah, yeah, I did. Because when she hurt you, Park, she hurt all of us. We all accepted her into our arms. Into our team. And if she fucked us over, I wanted her to feel that hurt too!” he snarls.


  “Christ!” I run my hand through my hair and drop my head back down, clenching my teeth so hard I could crack diamonds with my molars. “This is such a clusterfuck.”


  “Sure is. Now tell us about why the hell you kissed Alexis Stanton?” Royce demands, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “Were you thinking at all?” Royce’s tone is weighted with disappointment.


  Bo, at the complete opposite end of the spectrum, chuckles. “Yeah, he was thinking all right. With his little head and not his big one.”


  I point at Bo. “You leave the beast out of it.”


  “Ew . . . the beast.” Wendy blanches and makes a gagging sound from the back of her throat. She murmurs a few other choice words and eases back onto her heels, petting my thigh back and forth in a show of her support.


  I spend a few moments thinking about why I finally gave in. “I don’t know why I kissed her. She’s been all over me since we got here. And at the time, I was vulnerable, okay? Missing Skyler, feeling hungover, lost, tired, all of the above. Hell, I don’t know. The old me would have jumped into the sack with her in a minute flat. The woman is sex on legs . . .”


  “She really is.” Wendy nods frantically. “I’d kill to have her body. All boobs and hips and long legs. Golden hair. Plus, she’s extremely smart. Knows her stuff.”


  Royce sighs. “I’ll give you she’s a honey. Doesn’t give you an excuse to give in, though, especially when you’re trying to work shit out about your feelings with Skyler. Bad move, brother. Bad. Freakin’. Move. Because if you clear this thing up between you and Sky, and I have no doubt that you will, you’re gonna have to come clean about Alexis.”


  I groan, hating every second of the idea that I’ll have to admit to my weakness with Alexis. Then again, if it weren’t for Skyler’s own betrayal, it would never have happened in the first place! “Yeah, got it. I’ll deal with it when the time comes. For now, I need to figure out what I’m going to do about Skyler.”


  Bo inhales loudly while plucking away at his goatee. “Surprise her again. Head to New York when the case is over. Have it out once and for all. And if you still believe she cheated after talking to her, hearing her side, then by all means, cut her loose. We’ll back your play all day every day.” Bo holds out his fist.


  I knock the top of his with my own, and he repeats the gesture.


  “We got you. No matter what you decide. Yeah?” Royce holds out a fist turned sideways.


  I bump his fist.


  Wendy eases up onto her knees and grabs my hand, squeezing tightly. “We’re here for you.” She leans forward and kisses me on the cheek.


  I hold her in a close hug, enjoying a female’s comfort. I pat her back and let her help me stand up.


  A rush of solidarity and pure love fills my chest as I look at my three friends, two old, one new but no less important. I hold out my arms. Wendy hooks me around the waist and snuggles against my side. Bo takes up position at my other side.


  “You know I never give up the opportunity for a bromance,” he jokes, clapping me on the back and squeezing the top of my shoulder where my neck and clavicle meet.


  Royce sighs and rolls his eyes. “You’re going to fuckin’ make me do this, aren’t you?” He looks down at his shiny name-brand shoes.


  I wiggle my fingers. “Come on, brother, group hug. Take one for the team.”


  “Goddamn team, I’m always taking one for the team,” he mumbles stubbornly, but moves against my front and dips his head, so my forehead touches his, not our chests. That would be a bit too far for Roy. Wendy hooks him around his waist and presses herself against both of us, her coconut scent filling the space between all of us. Bo curves his body forward and nudges his head against ours.


  “I always wanted to be on the football team. I imagine this is what it was like during the group huddles, only a little less stanky.” Bo chuckles.


  “Shh! You’re ruining the moment,” I grit through my teeth. “I just want to say, thank you. From the bottom of my heart. Thank you.”
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  “What you’re suggesting is ludicrous! My brother would never screw up so badly that a product launch set to make us millions would be at risk.”


  I clasp my hands over my waist and look at Alexis with compassion. “I can only give the information my team has assembled and allow you to decipher what we’ve found so far. We’re not done with our investigation by a long shot; nevertheless, the evidence we’ve found so far is damning.”


  “Yeah, toward my kid brother!” Alexis paces her big office, her stilettos making clacking noises on the concrete floors, the sound disappearing when she walks on one of the many area rugs scattered around. She rests her arms on the back of the couch Bo is sitting in. Royce is in the chair opposite me.


  “Alexis, we’re not saying your brother is intentionally trying to hurt you. As I told you before, we have found nothing in any of the employees’ financials, including Kidd’s, to suggest a payout of any kind. However, we can’t ignore the bugs in the system and the bad coding Wendy’s found that matches your brother’s unique style.”


  “As someone who knows coding inside and out, who mentored and trained him in the art, I’ll need to see the evidence myself. Exact locations.” For the first time since I met Alexis, her gaze is piercing, her tone agitated, and her jaw tight as a drum. She is not happy that we are suggesting her brother might have something to do with the leaked information.


  I stand up and place a tablet on her desk. “We figured as much, which is why we had Wendy scout out some locations for your review and verification. There is one more concerning issue.” I say this with as much professional tact as I can muster.


  “Which is?” She flicks open her laptop and brings up her system. She glances at the tablet and pulls up a section of her back-end coding that Wendy marked.


  “Apparently, Eloise Gagnon has found a bunch of errors in the system and has been cleaning them up, fixing the coding on Kidd’s behalf.”


  Alexis’s eyes narrow into slits. “Why in the world would she do that?” She turns back to her big screen and pulls up a section that has a black background with a bunch of numbers and letters. The image on the screen reminds me of something out of the movie The Matrix.


  “I get the impression that they used to be an item and she still has a fondness for him. She did not seem happy about his pending nuptials.”


  Alexis huffs. “She wouldn’t be. I helped split those two up years ago.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “They were a couple the first year Kidd started here. Except Kidd was young and dumb. He led with his dick, not his brain.”


  Bo chuckles from where he sits. “Can’t blame the youngster.”


  Royce bats the zinger right back at him. “The youngster? Hell, brother, you’re one to talk.”


  Bo smirks. “’Tis true. Only I’ve learned along the way.”


  Roy sucks in a breath through his teeth. “Shoot, I’ll believe that when I see it.”


  “If you two are quite finished . . . ,” I chastise them.


  Both sets of eyes seem to grow bigger. Royce scowls, miffed that he got caught being unprofessional. His professionalism is something he prides himself on, so even a simple slipup is going to hurt, especially after the Rochelle debacle. In this circumstance, though, I can’t blame them. Alexis keeps a chill environment where pretty much anything goes. Especially if you take into consideration the number of times she’s attempted to pick me up. Although since our chat yesterday, she seems to have gotten the hint that, even though I find her attractive, I’m not willing to go there with her.


  Which reminds me of what I still need to do with Skyler. I’m itching to get this case over with so I can do as Bo suggests. Hightail it to New York, show up at her door, and demand answers. And so help me God, she will listen to me, and tell me every last sordid detail of what went down with Johan if she has any hope of a future together.


  A future together.


  My heart bleeds at the thought. I’m so close to getting some answers and settling this emptiness inside me. I just need to be done with this case. Part of me is considering leaving the details up to the rest of the team and catching the next plane out, but it wouldn’t be right. I can’t leave my team hanging in the wind when we’re so close to solving this case and leaving Montreal with a happy client. Or at the very least, a satisfied client.


  “When you say you split them up, how did that go with Kidd?”


  Alexis shrugs. “He was fine with it. He’d been spending too much time following Eloise around. She’s a few years older, and honestly, she had way too much control over him. I put a stop to it. Separated them by putting her in a different department and suggested if he were serious about his job with Stanton Cybertech, he’d cut the woman loose and focus on the work. He made his choice. To be honest, I was proud of him. Kidd never went back on the decision either.”


  “Huh, that’s interesting.” I crack my neck, allowing some of the day’s tension to ease.


  “How so?” Alexis asks but stares at the monitor, her fingers flying over the keyboard.


  I cross my arms and cradle my healing hand. It feels a whole helluva lot better, but it’s still sore, and the two fingers will be splinted for quite a while yet. “She claims to be fixing his errors that she finds because she thinks he’s lost focus due to his girlfriend.”


  “Really.” She laughs dryly. “I sincerely doubt that. Kidd has been on top of his game since he met Victoria, not wanting to let history repeat itself. If anything, he’s more focused on work and securing his future for the family he wants to create with her.”


  “I’m guessing that means you’re a Victoria fan?” I prod.


  Alexis nods. “Absolutely. She’s done wonders for him. He’s more passionate, eager to go home at quitting time, which feeds his muse. Plus, I love the girl. She’s like a little sister to me. I couldn’t be happier that he found her.”


  “What feeds your muse?” I ask, knowing there be dragons in such a question.


  She grins, flicks her gaze over her shoulder, focusing her pretty eyes on me. “Hot, meaningless sex.” Did she learn anything from our chat? Anything at all?


  Before I can respond, Bo stands up and juts his hands out in a T shape. “I offer myself as tribute for the cause.”


  Royce and I both howl with laughter, but it’s Roy who responds through his guffaws. “Sit yo’ ass down, man. She doesn’t want you.”


  Alexis turns fully in her chair and sizes Bo up, from his shitkickers and faded, tight-fitting jeans to his ever-present leather jacket. “Oh, I didn’t say that.” She picks up a lock of her hair and twirls it around her finger. “I usually prefer the chase, not my prey served up on a silver platter.” She licks her lips and cocks an eyebrow. “But”—she gestures toward me—“since this hunk of beef won’t play, I could be persuaded to go for something a little more willing.”


  Bo blows Alexis a kiss from across the room. “I’m all in, sugar plum. Tonight, we dance.”


  “Good Lord, help us all.” I rub at my temples, a new headache stirring. One thing I learned from my wading into Royce’s deal with Rochelle is not to. Therefore, I’m not going to say shit about anything involving Alexis and Bo. They want to bone the rest of the time we’re here, so be it. At least she’s finally gotten the hint that I’m not going down that rabbit hole with her.


  Alexis goes back to the coding and frowns.


  “What is it?” I lean a hip on the edge of her desk.


  She shakes her head. “The coding looks like Kidd’s, but there’s something off. I’m going to need some more time with it in order to put my finger on what’s missing.”


  “All right, we’ll leave you to it. I have two more staff interviews. Wendy has her leads and is working the coding to see if she can find anything that connects the leaks with the viruses. Royce, if you want to go back to the hotel and work on our other cases for a while . . .”


  “Yeah, man, I really do. We’ve got a prospect in London who is bidding now, not to mention I’ve got to review Sophie’s end-of-quarter financials.”


  Sophie.


  Shit. With all of this going on between me and Sky, I haven’t checked in on her and the new development Wendy mentioned about Gabriel potentially popping the question. By now, he may have already, but I’d like to think she’d call and give me a heads-up.


  Pushing thoughts of my friend to another recess of my mind, I point to Bo. “Bo, you’re up. Bring out your brand of crazy at the tech application meeting and see if we can shake any wack-jobs loose.”


  Bo grins, shakes his jacket out, and smirks. “Crazy is my middle name.”
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  “Explain to me what you found that has Alexis poring over her keyboard.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and lean back in the office chair. I took a chance and came down to the coding area after hours and found Wendy and Bo shooting the shit discussing the case, or rather bickering about it. Everyone else besides the three of us and Alexis had gone home.


  It’s been two more days on this case with very little to go on. Royce is flying home tomorrow, his part of the case complete. Bo has made the coders and tech team jump around to create the most impossible application under the sun. Every single thing you shouldn’t do with an application, he’s asked them to do. Which means everyone here hates him. Everyone aside from Alexis. Apparently that situation has worked itself out. Once Bo went home with her, she made a complete three-sixty over wanting me. Now she’s up Bo’s ass and begging for more. Guess she likes his brand of crazy in the sack too.


  “We do not agree.” Wendy gives Bo the evil eye.


  Bo sighs and rests his chin on the back of the computer chair. He’s straddling the thing backward, his big legs dwarfing the chair.


  “What’s the problem?” I lift my feet onto the desk in front of me. A blast of muscle relief ripples down my legs in the process.


  “I believe Kidd is the leak,” Wendy states emphatically. “And that’s based on the new code he wrote today. He left some serious holes, ones so huge any hacker worth their salt could easily exploit them to steal every single thing in this place and make it their own.”


  I frown. “How so?”


  She points to the computer. I get up and peer at the numbers and letters as if they can tell me what she’s seeing. Unfortunately my degree is in business, not computer information systems. “Minxy, you’ll have to give me more than a screen filled with the alphabet.”


  “I’m telling you, Wendy. Kidd. Didn’t. Do. It. The sooner you start believing my instincts and looking elsewhere, the sooner we’ll find out who did.” Bo flaps his hand down against the back of the chair. “What did you say, that weird chick, the coder El-something . . .”


  “Eloise,” I supply for him.


  He snaps his fingers and points at me. “Yeah, her.”


  Wendy groans. “Her coding looks totally different.”


  “Just hear me out. I get that her coding is different, but what about this. She dated him in the past. Right?”


  She sighs and flips back to her computer and types away. “Yeah. I’m listening.”


  “You’re not looking at me,” Bo notes dryly.


  Her demeanor changes to annoyance. “I’m multitasking. Get on with what you were going to say.”


  Bo twists his lips and taps his fingers on the back of the chair. “Here’s the thing I can’t stop thinking about. Alexis said she told Kidd to break it off with Eloise back in the day. He did. Maybe this whole time she’s been pining away for him. Then you, Park, told her that he’s marrying his current girlfriend, one you already told us she didn’t like, and she responded the other day by fleeing the interview room, needing to get out fast.”


  I frown. “I’m following. What does that have to do with anything?”


  He tugs at his goatee. “You know how there’s something about a woman scorned? Maybe Eloise is still holding a torch for this guy.”


  “If what you say is true, she wouldn’t be telling us about his mistakes.” I toss the figurative ball back to him.


  “And she wasn’t beforehand. Up until we came to town and she needed to cover her own ass. Alexis wasn’t told anything about what was going on with Kidd and his supposed mistakes. Does he seem like the type of guy to make these errors she’s claiming he made?”


  Wendy turns back around. “Not really, no. He’s extremely focused and super passionate about this company. And he loves his sister. I don’t see him giving anything but a hundred percent, but it doesn’t change that the coding looks like it’s his.”


  My mind is humming with possibilities, but I can’t seem to cling to any of them. It’s as if the answer is right there but it’s slipping through my fingers. All I can focus on is my need to get to New York City and confront Skyler about her time with Johan.


  Wendy’s phone rings while we’re sitting here thinking out loud. She puts it on speaker. “Parker, Bo, and I are on. Find anything?” Wendy questions the caller.


  Alexis’s voice comes through the speaker. “Yeah, a lot actually. The coding does look like Kidd’s but not exactly like his. There’s a subtle difference, a little flair that I have never seen in his work before. It’s really small, but it’s still there. I think someone is making it look like he’s the one creating these errors.”


  “Tink, send a chunk of Eloise’s coding to her so she can do some comparisons,” Bo requests.


  “On it!” Her fingers speed across the keyboard once more.


  “Don’t. Even. Bother. You twit!” A low, deadly voice comes from the doorway.


  The three of us turn around to see Eloise just inside the door. Her arms are out straight in front of her, and a big black gun is between her palms, her fingers wrapped around the trigger. She shoots at one of the servers, and the thing splits into pieces. “Stand up, all of you!” she screeches.


  The three of us hustle to stand. I start to move around the desks to get in front of Wendy.


  “Don’t you fucking move!”


  I stop where I stand, my heart pumping as adrenaline dumps into my nervous system. “I’m sorry, Eloise. I meant no offense.”


  “You!” She points the gun at me.


  Wendy cries out, “No!”


  Eloise waves the gun back at Wendy. “Shut up!”


  “Hey there, darlin’, no need to point the gun at us,” Bo says in his most charming voice.


  Eloise’s eyes bulge, and her face reddens from what I can only assume is anger. Without even sparing a second, she points the gun at Wendy and fires.


  “No!” A yell blows through my system and out my mouth so furiously it’s like a tornado touching down on dry land.


  Bo jumps toward Wendy to intercept the bullet, but it’s too late—she’s been hit in the right side of her chest. Blood oozes out just above her breasts, painting her yellow blouse crimson from a dark hole in her shirt. Her life source seeps out the hole and down her front. Wendy’s eyes go wide in recognition for a brief second before her body falls harshly against the table and down to the ground in an uncoordinated heap. She lies flat on the ground, her pale hand over her gunshot wound, blood pooling in a giant circle along her chest. Bo scrambles to her side, knees to the concrete floor, where he puts his hand over hers to staunch the blood flow.


  “Wendy, baby, no!” Bo cries out, his body hunkered over hers.


  I try to go to her too, but another shot rings out, and I stop in my tracks. A blaze of pain races from my shoulder and down my arm.


  “Christ!” I grab for my arm and look down at the bloody horizontal slice against the top of my shoulder where the bullet grazed me, taking bits and pieces of my suit coat and shirt and pieces of my flesh with it. I hold the seeping wound, thankful she didn’t get me anywhere more serious.


  “I said, don’t you freakin’ move! Why are you not listening to me? Nobody listens to me! First Kidd, then Alexis, and now you three!” She waves the gun around like a lunatic. Well, technically, she is a lunatic, and my next approach needs to be better if I’m going to talk her down.


  I lift my hands in a show of surrender and lower my voice even though my entire being wants to see to Wendy.


  “Come on, Tink, stay with me . . .” Bo’s voice is a low, agonized rumble. “She needs an ambulance! She’s losing a lot of blood and gasping for air.”


  I look down where they are about fifteen feet from me and see pink foam coming from Wendy’s mouth, which scares the living hell out of me.


  “I’m listening to you, Eloise,” I answer the woman with a gun.


  She laughs, and the sound is eerily devoid of any emotion. “Guess you figured me out, huh.”


  I shake my head. “Not really, no. We realized you were involved somehow.”


  Her arm goes out toward me again, gun pointed directly at me. “Who are you anyway? How do you all know each other?”


  I swallow down the fear for Wendy’s life and try to rush through it. “We work together out of Boston. The three of us. We were called in to investigate the product leaks and bugs in the system.”


  “Wow. The head floozy actually called in a team of people. To figure out what little ol’ me has been doing to her system. Go figure. That’s actually a compliment.” She tilts her head back and laughs. I move a couple of feet forward, leaning across the desk closer to her. I have to find some way to get the gun away from her and get Wendy some help.


  “Park . . . Wendy’s not doing so hot. We need help!” Bo’s agonized voice rips through the heaviness in the air.


  “I. Said. Shut. Up!” Eloise screeches like a banshee and fires off a shot at the desk next to Bo’s head. He ducks, putting his body protectively over Wendy’s prone one.


  “Hey, hey, I’m eager to hear what you have to say. Tell me how you did it all. And why.”


  Her head jerks back, and her pupils turn a scary shade of black. “Why?” Her tone is scathing. “I’ll tell you why. Revenge.”


  “Revenge?” I whisper.


  She huffs. “Kidd left me high and dry four years ago. Alexis told him to break up with me, and she moved me to another department to make it easier on her little baby brother. Blech.” She makes a gagging sound and leans the hand holding the gun against the top of the desk nearest her.


  “But you didn’t sell the secrets,” I say to keep her talking.


  She snorts and looks up at the ceiling. “Why would I do that? I don’t want her money. I want her to lose everything to her competitors. And I wanted to show up Kidd. Show him what he lost. How good I was. What he could still have if he apologized and made it up to me.”


  I take another step closer to her while she’s distracted. Wendy makes a gurgling, hacking sound, and I peer over to see blood and froth coming out of her mouth as Bo holds her on her side, letting it spill out on the concrete so she doesn’t choke on it. A hammer pounds against my brain, and sweat breaks out all over my body. My chest feels like it’s taking in air like a marathon runner at the very end of a race. Fast and instinctive.


  Eloise continues, “Then you tell me he’s marrying that woman instead of me. We could have been so happy together! We were perfect. And all this time I’ve been waiting for him to remember, to see what it could be again. Us working together and living together. Victoria doesn’t deserve him!”


  I shake my head. “No, you’re right. She doesn’t. As for you, you deserve better. I’m a professional at finding women their mate. I did it in San Francisco right before we came. Right, Bo?”


  Bo’s voice is nothing but a scratchy whisper. “Yeah, he’s the best.” Tears fill his eyes.


  I look down at Wendy, and she’s unconscious.


  “Is she still breathing?” I ask, fear permeating my words.


  “Yeah, but barely.” He sounds as if each word is killing him slowly.


  “How’s about you and I go find you a mate, eh?” I offer Eloise.


  She tilts her head to the side and taps the gun on the table. “That could be fun, and you’re right. Kidd isn’t worthy of me or my talents.” The woman lifts her head in a prissy move while my friend lies bleeding to death on the floor.


  As another bout of loathing and panic rushes through me, I note the cavalry has arrived. Behind Eloise there’s a wall with two windows separating the room from the stairwell and hallway. Two police officers skate past, arms out and guns drawn. They sneak up to the door of the coding office.


  How the hell did they know we were here? Maybe Alexis heard the gunshots?


  I glance over at the phone and note that Wendy never ended the call. Alexis must have heard it all.


  While I hold my breath, I try to keep Eloise’s attention on me. “So, what do you say?” I swallow as the door behind Eloise slowly opens. “I’d be happy to set you up. It would be so easy—”


  The two cops stand behind Eloise, weapons trained on her. “Put your hands up in the air!” one of them hollers.


  Eloise’s eyes are blazing daggers of anger as she turns around, gun pointed up. “No!” she growls. Her hand twitches once before both cops drop her with two bullets apiece.


  I crouch low and crawl to where Bo has Wendy in his lap, cradling her. His lips are against her forehead. “Come on, Tink. Don’t leave us!” he cries.


  Her body doesn’t move.
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  The hospital was a madhouse when we were carted into the emergency room, Wendy on a stretcher, nonresponsive but with a shallow pulse.


  The paramedics said something about a collapsed lung and the loss of a lot of blood. I called Royce and told him to meet us at the hospital and to call Michael.


  Now I’m sitting on a bed while a resident stitches up my flesh wound, telling me I’m in shock. I can’t even feel the pain. Everything is numb.


  Bo stands to the side of my bed as if he’s standing sentry. An hour has gone by since they rushed Wendy to surgery.


  Royce runs into the ER, suit coat flying in the wind like he’s a member of Men in Black and he’s come to save the world.


  “Brother.” Roy puts a hand to my other shoulder. His voice is deep, much deeper than normal. “You okay?”


  I nod, not capable of saying anything more.


  “Flesh wound. The bullet just grazed his shoulder,” Bo answers on my behalf.


  Roy nods and then takes in Bo’s attire. He’s bloody from chest to waist, his white T-shirt coated red from Wendy’s blood.


  “Jeez-us. Are you hurt too? What the hell happened? Do we know anything more about Wendy?” He fires off what feels like a swarm of questions I can’t even assimilate in my current mental state.


  Bo shakes his head. “It’s not my blood. Wendy was taken right into surgery. Collapsed lung, gunshot wound to the chest. You called Mick?” His voice is a shallow husk, nothing like his normal joking, exuberant, loving tone.


  Roy nods. “He’ll be here in the next hour or two.” He runs his hand over his bald head. “How could this happen?”


  I shrug. “I didn’t see how unstable she was. My head wasn’t in the game. I should have caught the connection. Something—” I start, self-loathing and shame filling my mind with all the things I should have, could have, done better.


  Bo puts his hand on my back. “Don’t you dare try to take this one on. All four of us were on this job making the connections, and we had it, we were putting the pieces together when she went loco. This is on that psycho, not on you!” Bo points a finger at me.


  “If Wendy dies . . .” My body is trembling so hard even my voice is shaky. Tears fill my eyes and fall unchecked down my checks. “She can’t die,” I whisper.


  Bo presses his forehead against my back, and Royce grips my shoulder hard. “Brother, you have to have faith. Have faith in our strong girl. She’ll come back to us, and just think, she’ll have one helluva story to tell.”


  I laugh through my tears and wipe my nose and eyes with the back of my arm. Wendy loves a good story. “Yeah. God willing.”


  “That’s right. God willing. You gotta believe in order to receive his blessing.” Royce rumbles his truth, and I let it sink into my heart.
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  “Where the fuck is she!” Michael Pritchard storms into the hospital waiting room, a desperate man on a mission. His navy pinstriped suit jacket flails behind him in his speedy strides.


  He comes up to where I stand in the waiting room, fury mixed with anguish written all over the hard lines of his face. He’s not much older than the three of us, but he exudes barely contained power the likes none of us have ever seen. He grits his teeth and speaks through them.


  “Where. Is. My. Woman,” he growls, and I can feel the vibrations of his torment rippling off him in scorching-hot blasts of fury.


  I swallow and stare into his light eyes.


  His darken as my gaze intensifies. “If she dies, I hold you responsible,” he warns with a sneer.


  I nod. “She’s not going to die. Wendy’s strong—”


  “You think I don’t know that?” he snaps. “I’m the one who plucked her out of her horrible, rat-infested apartment and crummy job unworthy of her goals and talents. I helped her get her education. In turn, she gave me life. Her life is my life.” He pounds on his chest. “She may be your assistant, even your friend, but she’s my everything. My world revolves around her wants, her desires, her love. So, I know Wendy’s strong. My Wendy—and every perfect inch of her is mine—is nothing but strength.”


  Royce puts a hand on the man’s shoulder, and Michael snarls at the contact.


  “Doctor’s here . . . ,” Roy says, and points to the waiting room door.


  “You the family?”


  “Yes,” all four of us state, much to Michael’s aggravation.


  “I’m her fiancé. Please, tell me, how is she?” Michael says, emotion thick in his tone.


  The tall dark-haired doctor clasps her hands in front of her. “She did well. The bullet went in through her chest, penetrated her lung, and ricocheted off her scapula. The lung was collapsed when she arrived. She lost a lot of blood. We’ve repaired the lung, removed the bullet, and put her into a medically induced coma until we can get her vitals back to desired levels. It’s going to be touch and go for the next twenty-four hours, but I have every reason to believe that, provided her stats keep rising, she’ll do very well.”


  “Can we see her?” Michael requests.


  “Once she’s out of recovery and settled in ICU, we’ll notify you.”


  “Thank you, Doctor.” Michael swallows, his voice cracking while his shoulders sink.


  Behind the doctor, a nurse comes out with a clear bag and approaches Michael. Inside are Wendy’s diamond engagement ring and her padlock and collar. “I, uh, thought her family should hold on to these.”


  Michael takes the bag and cradles it in his large hands. Tears fall onto the plastic as he falls to his knees.


  “They cut her collar off.” He holds himself up with one hand braced on the floor, the other still holding on to the bag.


  Royce and I crouch down and help lift him up and to a blue plastic chair a few feet in front of us.


  “They cut it off.” He gulps, and more tears fall over his stoic face.


  The leather band was cut cleanly near the loop and lock on the collar. He must have had the thing made for her with the two ends welded to loops that were connected by the dangling padlock. I move to finger the package, and he crushes it to his chest and glares at me.


  “Sorry. I meant no harm.” I rip my hand away as if it’s been burned.


  Michael pulls the collar out of the quart-sized bag. He tugs his tie loose and then undoes the first button of his dress shirt. Next, he pulls out a long beaded chain, similar to one you’d see dog tags hanging from. At the end is a silver key on which Wendy’s name is engraved. He takes the key, inserts it into the lock, and releases the silver padlock. He removes it from the destroyed collar, snaps the lock closed on his chain, and secures it into place before tucking the lock and key back under his shirt against his chest.


  “She’s going to be okay,” I offer, squeezing his forearm in support.


  He swallows slowly, and his gaze focuses straight out at the blank white wall, almost unseeingly. His voice is a low snarl when he responds, “She better be, or there will be hell to pay.”
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  “Why isn’t she waking up?” Michael’s barely contained rage is slipping every minute that Wendy stays in her coma.


  The surgeon stands stiffly, waiting while Michael breathes and attempts to get himself under control.


  “She’s been asleep for two days,” Michael says.


  “We tried to wake her this morning,” the doctor says. “She is no longer receiving any form of sedative to prevent her from waking. We believe when she was shot, she also endured a concussion in her fall. Her body and brain are healing from the trauma. She has normal brain activity, so there is no fear of any brain damage. However, the brain is a tricky thing. Your fiancée will wake when her brain and body tell her to do so. All we can do now is take care of her current injuries and wait.”


  The doctor reaches out a hand to Michael’s forearm. “I understand you are eager for her to open her eyes. We all are. Unfortunately, she is not ready. Just talk to her, let her know you’re here and ready for her to wake up.”


  Michael’s entire body bristles at the doctor’s orders. He grits his teeth and speaks through them. “Fine.” He spins around and moves back to Wendy’s bedside, where he’s been for two days without leaving to shower or change clothes. He’s still in the same suit he arrived in, even though his assistant arrived yesterday with his luggage and set him up in the hotel next to the hospital.


  “Hey, Michael, why don’t you go get some food in you, shower, change clothes,” I say.


  He shakes his head stiffly and holds Wendy’s hand to his lips, staring at her face with a pleading expression.


  I put my hand on his shoulder. “Man, she needs you. More than ever.” I hold back the emotion that wants so badly to spill out. With her upper body wrapped in bandages, an oxygen tube in her nose, her normally pale skin almost see-through, she looks so peaceful, though none of us are. We’re four strung-out males ready to lose our minds if our girl doesn’t open her pretty blues and nail us with one of her smart remarks.


  “Which is why I’m not leaving . . . ,” Michael growls.


  “Mick . . .”


  He turns and snarls, “Don’t. Call. Me. That.”


  I swallow against the dryness coating my throat. “I’m sorry. I can see that you are too far gone to be any help to her. You need to go to the hotel, eat something, shower, and change. If you could nap, that would be even better. You are no use to her or anyone running on empty. Please, man, do this for her.”


  He presses her hand against his cheek. “I can’t leave her alone.”


  “She won’t be alone. I’m here. The guys are coming soon to relieve me, so I can do the same in a couple of hours. Whether you like it or not, we’re her extended family now, and we take care of our own.”


  His voice cracks, and he closes his eyes. “Why won’t she wake up? I need to see her eyes, hear her voice to know she’s going to be okay.”


  “Doc said she’s going to come out of this aces. You, on the other hand, won’t be worth anything to help her heal if you’re down for the count. Go. Freshen up. Eat. Shower. You stink.”


  “I do not.” He narrows his gaze.


  I chuckle lightly so he knows I’m playing around. “No, you don’t, but you will if you wear that suit one more day.”


  He sighs deeply and dips his head over Wendy’s form. My gut clenches and my heart pounds. It’s almost wrong to witness this man’s pain and suffering, but there is real beauty in his devotion to his woman. He’s a man lost at sea, the woman he loves his lock on land. Without her, he will allow the tide to carry him away.


  My feet start to feel heavy, laden with the burden of my own lost love.


  Michael stands abruptly. “You’re right. You’ll stay with her?”


  I nod.


  “I’ll be back soon, Cherry. I’m going to refuel, change, and I’ll be back soon, my love.” He kisses her on the forehead and then on the lips before looking at me. “You’ve got my number if anything changes. And I mean anything. She wiggles her fingers, I want to know about it.”


  “You have my word.”


  He nods curtly and leaves me alone with her.


  I sit by her side and grab her hand. “Hey, minxy.” I squeeze her hand and wait for a response, but there’s nothing. She’s lost to dreamland. “I wish you’d wake up. Your man is about to have a coronary waiting for you to open your pretty blue eyes.” I stare at her and hold my breath. Nothing. No movement. I hold her hand between both of mine. “I’m so sorry, Wendy. So fucking sorry you got hurt. It wasn’t supposed to go down like that.” I shake my head and allow the guilt and shame that’s been hiding just under the surface to spill out now that I’m alone with her.


  “Aw, Wendy, won’t you wake up? I need to see you’re okay. Need to hear you tell me it’s all going to be okay, because right now, I’m drowning, honey. Drowning in a sea of uncertainty. You’re hurt. Bo and Royce are beside themselves. Your man is about to strangle the next person he sees. And I’m a goddamned mess. Straight Looney Tunes. I haven’t talked to Sky, and I know you want me to. I did text her. Told her you’d been hospitalized here in Montreal with a gunshot wound. She didn’t respond, and I don’t know why. Maybe because she hates me for not calling her sooner about our crap.” I hang my head. “I need you to wake up, sis, wake up and yell at me. Tell me what to do. How to make everything better.”


  “I don’t hate you, Parker.” A whisper reaches my ears, and I slowly turn around.


  She’s like a golden halo of light. Her blonde hair falling in glowing waves around her face. Her caramel-brown gaze reaches straight into my chest and locks around my heart.


  “Skyler . . .” I choke out her name and stand up.


  Tears fall down her cheeks in a river of torment. She licks her lips. “I could never hate you. I love you.”


  “Jesus, come here.” I hold out my arms, and she runs the ten feet it takes to get to me before plowing into my body. She wraps her arms around me tightly, and I’m engulfed by her warmth.


  The scent of peaches and cream fills the air, replacing the bleach and antiseptic smell of the hospital with my favorite smell in the world. I burrow my face into her neck and hair and inhale long and deep. Her body trembles against mine, and her nails dig into my back. They graze the wound in my shoulder, which stings and burns, but I don’t care. Nothing could prevent me from holding this woman.


  “Honey, I’m so sorry . . . for everything.” Her voice turns into sobs against my neck, her tears wetting my long-sleeved shirt.


  I tunnel my good hand into her hair at the base of her skull and hold her to me, soaking up every ounce of her being plastered against me, alive, and in the flesh.


  How did I live without this?


  Without her.


  I tighten my grip on her body and close my eyes, letting our bodies connect for a minute, two, ten. I don’t know how long we stand there just holding one another. And then reality seeps in.


  Hurt.


  Dishonesty.


  Betrayal.


  Gritting my teeth, I push her back and away, swallowing down the bile that rises with the act of putting space between us. My mind swirls with the need to get her into a private space and interrogate the hell out of her, or toss her over my shoulder, throw her on the bed, and fuck the sins out of her.


  “Park . . .”


  “What are you doing here?” I clear my throat and take a step away.


  She lifts her arms over her chest and rubs at her biceps, seeming suddenly chilled, though I think it has more to do with the space I put between us than the temperature.


  Skyler frowns. “What do you mean? You told me Wendy was hurt.” She lifts her hand toward Sleeping Beauty. “Wendy’s my friend. She’s like a sister to my boyfriend. Of course I’m going to drop everything and be by her side, by yours.”


  “I didn’t expect you to come all this way.”


  “Parker, we have to talk. I am not the enemy. I’m the woman who loves you.”


  Loves you.


  Her words shred my resolve, and the last two weeks pour over my body like acid, burning its way through flesh and bone.


  My anger at her for being with Johan.


  My love for her battling against what she did.


  Alexis clamoring after me.


  Wendy being shot.


  It’s all too damn much, and I feel like a volcano ready to erupt.


  Bo takes that moment to enter. “Whoa, howdy.” He glances from me to Skyler to Wendy and then back to me again. “Uh, should I come back?”


  I clench my jaw and stare at Skyler, taking in her flowy dress, simple sweater, and knee-high suede boots. She’s my living dream come true and, at the same time, my waking nightmare.


  “You need to stay with Wendy until Michael comes back. Contact him if there is any change whatsoever. I promised him. I need to deal with her.” The words are like poison on my tongue as I stomp over to Skyler and grab her hand and drag her out of Wendy’s room.


  “Where are we going? Where are you taking me?” She tugs on my good hand, and it pulls against the stitches in my shoulder. I wince but grip her tighter. No way in hell I’m letting her go.


  There is no stopping this train. I’m out of my mind right now, and I need peace and quiet in order to deal with the raging emotions swirling like a vortex inside of my mind and body. “Hotel attached to the hospital. You wanted to talk. We’re going to talk.”


  She keeps up with my pace, though mine is more of a jog than a fast walk.


  The second we reach my room I insert the card, push her in, and shove the door closed with my foot. She whirls around, her chest lifting and falling with her labored breaths. Her eyes are a wild mixture of brown and caramel, and her cheeks are pink. She’s never been more beautiful.


  Fuck!


  “Parker . . .” She licks her lips, and I lose it.


  Gone.


  I grab her at the waist, spin her around, and press her up against the hotel door, smashing my body into hers. She gasps at the contact, and I take full advantage of her open mouth, kissing her. She tastes of mint and madness. Or maybe that’s me. Whatever it is, I lick deep, suck her tongue, and swallow every last one of her moans. Her tongue dances with mine in an illicit rhythm that has every one of my nerve endings heating and popping.


  I grind against her and cup her ass, getting closer for more friction. She rips her mouth away, sucking in much-needed air. “Oh God . . .” She tips her head back, and I run my lips down her throat, biting and nipping, not caring if I mark up her pretty skin. She deserves it, the bite of pain. I want her to feel what I’ve felt.


  “You like this, Peaches. Me losing my mind over you.” I nuzzle at the scoop neck of her dress and push up her tits, not caring that my hand is killing me. I bite down on the fleshy globe of her plump breast, and she cries out at the pinch.


  “Yes. You’ve made me crazy!” She battles, tugging at my shirt, lifting it up until she can get her hands on my abdomen. Her knuckles trace the square ridges of each abdominal muscle, and it’s like a direct shot of arousal to my dick. The beast stands at attention, swelling and growing harder with every sigh from her lips, every flutter of her fingers against my bare skin.


  I ease back and pull my shirt over my head and push off her sweater. Her dress would take too much time. Her fingers are quick at my slacks, opening them and dipping both her hands in to cup and fondle me.


  Ecstasy.


  Pure heaven.


  Her touch is molten lava against my skin as I thrust into her palm.


  “Please . . . ,” she pleads, a desperation I know all too well.


  I slip my hand under her dress and find a lacy thong. “You wore this scrap of lace for me?” I growl and take her mouth in a deep kiss. The lace is flimsy enough I’m able to rip it easily with one fierce tug.


  She cries out at the pinch on her sensitive skin, and I pull the shredded lace from her body and tuck it into my pocket, pressing my hard cock against her while I ease my hand up her thigh.


  “You wet for me?” I lick up the side of her neck.


  She moans. “Always.”


  “Hmm, guess I’m going to have to find out myself.” I palm her center possessively; her desire coats my hand. “Did you get this hot for Johan?” I grit through my teeth, and press two fingers deep inside of her.


  Her mouth opens on a silent cry, and she shakes her head. “Never for him.”


  I finger-fuck her, grinding my palm against her wet clit. “He touch you like this when you went to his hotel? He put his fingers in you, make you scream his name?” I ease my fingers in and out in a rapid, torturous move that I know will keep her excited but isn’t hitting the right spots to make her go off.


  “No!” She smacks my chest with her hand. “I wouldn’t do that to you. To us!” Her eyes flare with white-hot anger and disgust. It does something to me. Something I needed more than I could ever voice.


  It gives me hope.


  I remove my fingers from her slick heat, and she cries out, “No!”


  “Wrap your arms around my shoulders and hop up,” I demand.


  She doesn’t hesitate for a moment before she responds. I catch her with my good hand on her ass and press her harder against the door. She holds on as I push up her dress up and maneuver my cock to the slippery center between her thighs.


  I hover with just the tip inside. It kills me not to power home, but I need to know. She squeezes her legs, trying to get me to move, to sink inside, but I can’t. Not until I know for sure.


  I look her right in the eyes and hold her gaze. “Did you sleep with him?”


  Her lips twist into a grimace. “No.” Her eyes shimmer with unchecked tears.


  “Did you cheat on me, Sky? Tell me the truth.”


  Her gaze sparkles with ire and then softens. “I swear I didn’t. I love you.”


  “Fuck!” I slam into her, letting almost two weeks of anger, hatred, and uncertainty bleed out of me as I pound into her perfect body. “You. Are. Mine.” I thrust hard, grinding my pelvis against hers, wanting to go deeper, harder, until I’m wrapped up in nothing but the woman I love.


  “Honey, God, I missed you. Missed us!” she cries out on a gasp.


  It’s too much. Everything that is Skyler and me together is too much to bear. I’m hanging by the strength of a single strand of hair.


  “Get there,” I growl, pounding into her body as she tightens around me, the walls of her sex a sacred home I never want to leave.


  Sparks and pinpricks move over my body as I take in all that is Skyler and me.


  The haven between her thighs, welcoming my every thrust.


  Her arms holding me tight, as if she’ll never let me go.


  The serenity of having her lips on mine, her breath and taste in my mouth.


  Her soul coming home.


  “I’ll never be the same,” I whisper against her lips, taking us both higher and higher with each blessed thrust. Our bodies joining, minds melding, hearts healing with every breath.


  “Honey . . . ,” she moans, and licks her lips, licking mine in the process.


  The touch of her tongue sends another ribbon of ecstasy between my thighs, swirling around my groin until my eyesight wavers, my thighs lock in place, glutes tightening painfully. Sweat breaks out over my body, and a buzzing euphoria spreads out from my lower back, drawing my nuts up tight as they slap against her ass with every pounding thrust.


  I hold her face with my busted hand, using my thumb and forefinger around her jaw. “You’ve destroyed my world. I can’t be without you. Without this. I love you, Skyler. I fucking love you so much it burns in me.”


  Tears fall down her cheeks as her body locks down, arms shackled around my shoulders, heels digging into my ass. She slams her lips to mine in a crushing kiss.


  Her kiss is love, honesty, and truth. It heals me from the inside out as my own body soars to the stars.
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  Her hair is so soft as I run my fingers through the strands. After the wall fucking, we made it into a heap on the bed, still half-dressed, me in my opened slacks, no shirt, her with her flimsy dress on. She did take the boots off, much to my sadness.


  I glance over at the clock and realize we’ve been gone for two hours and not a lot has been solved besides soothing the ache in our physical bodies.


  “We have to go. Wendy could wake up.” I let her hair fall through my fingers one last time and sit up, heaving my body over the side of the bed.


  “Honey, we need to talk. Really talk.” She places her hand on the center of my bare back, and it burns against my skin.


  I nod and stand up, unable to handle more of her touch right now. If I let it, I could so easily go down the rabbit hole and disregard everything else in my life and lose myself in her warm light.


  “And we will.”


  She gets up onto her knees. “But do you believe me?” Her voice shakes, and she eases back on her heels, perched on the bed like a needy puppy awaiting its next treat.


  I look at her sorrow-filled face and honest eyes. “Yeah, I do. That doesn’t mean I’m not still hurt and angry for what you did. Going to him.”


  She rushes to speak. “I had to try and fix it—”


  I cut her off. “We can’t do this now, Sky. I need to get back to Wendy. She needs us. All of us. Do you understand?”


  She bites her lip and nods before crawling out of the bed and putting her boots on. “I need to pick up my suitcase.” She gestures to her lower body where, under her dress, I know she’s going commando.


  “Yeah, okay.”


  Her gaze falls to the bandage on my shoulder as if just seeing it for the first time. “What is this?”


  “Gunshot wound. Was grazed by a bullet the same day Wendy was shot.”


  Her eyes widen and fill with tears once more. She reaches for my wrist above where my hand is now bandaged from where the ER doc replaced a few of the stitches I busted this past week. The ring and pinky fingers are still in their splints.


  Her voice is raw and so low I can barely hear it when she whispers, “And this?”


  I try to pull my hand back, not wanting to tell her what I did to myself. “Let it go, Sky.”


  She brings my wounded hand to her face and kisses my palm. “And this?” she repeats.


  I close my eyes and rustle up the courage to admit my pain. “I had it out with a wall and a beer bottle. You should see the wall.”


  “When?” A tear slips down her cheek.


  “Sky . . . ,” I warn, but her voice rises.


  “I said when?”


  “The same day you woke up in another man’s bed.”


  Her eyes close, more tears slipping out. “Parker, I didn’t sleep with him.” Her words hold even more conviction now because I’m not balls deep inside of her.


  I straighten my shoulders and my resolve. “I believe you.”


  
SKYLER
  Parker’s hand is warm in mine as he leads me through the halls of Montreal General Hospital. I watch his profile and stare longingly at his handsome face. His jaw is hard and scruffy from what seems to be a few days of going without his daily shave. The high cheekbones and straight Roman nose are a sight for sore eyes, though it’s his eyes, or rather the dark circles underneath those baby blues, that have me worried. I squeeze his hand, reminding him that I’m here and thanking every deity known to mankind that he’s allowing me to be by his side.


  Together.


  It’s all I’ve prayed for the better part of two weeks without him. Our coupling earlier was an angry crash of bodies, limbs, and mouths. A fever that swelled and crested with the most beautiful crescendo but ended with doubt and uncertainty of where we stand now. I can only hope it will be enough until we have the time to talk, truly work out what happened.


  We reach Wendy’s room to find Michael speaking with a blonde woman and a younger blond man. The blonde looks like she could be splashed all over the Victoria’s Secret website. Either that or a classy version of Hustler. Her hair is hanging around her shoulders in bountiful big curls. She has on a skintight royal-blue dress that looks like she was sewn into it and is the exact opposite of my simple maxi dress and sweater. She’s wearing sky-high stilettos, and her lips are painted a glossy pink. She looks like she could have just come out of a nightclub, only it’s just ten minutes past noon. The man sitting next to her has similar facial features, hair, and eyes, and is wearing a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Definitely not a couple but very likely related.


  “Parker!” The woman jumps out of her seat and plasters her voluptuous body all over my man.


  Parker lets go of my hand and pats her back in a gesture of support and concern, but thankfully, not more than that. Still, I cringe and grind my molars together.


  “Alexis, what are you doing here?” He looks over to the blond man. “Kidd.” He nods.


  “Well, we came the first day and again yesterday, but we must not have crossed paths. We’re heartbroken over what happened to Wendy, and by someone working for us.” She sniffs, getting teary before she presses her forehead to Parker’s chest, her hands to her face, and sobs, letting her tears run.


  He pats her back and swallows. I can see his Adam’s apple moving slowly. Parker glances at me and frowns. I’m not sure what it means or why he did it. Maybe because there’s a strange woman crying against his chest. Maybe he doesn’t want me to see him console her.


  “It’s okay. Wendy’s going to be fine,” he coos into her hairline, and nods his chin at the man standing next to them, who looks rather uncomfortable and out of place. He eases the crying woman into the man’s tattooed arms, and he takes over easily, comforting her within his embrace.


  She lets out a whimper, pulls her head away, and takes the hankie Michael holds out toward her. Ever the gentleman, Wendy’s Michael is.


  “Who is she?” The blonde points to me, wiping under her eyes and nose. Not a speck of her makeup is smeared, which makes me want to hate her for being so perfect even when she cries.


  Before either of us can respond, Michael glances my way. “She’s Parker’s girlfriend.”


  Her eyes widen, and a devilish smirk appears across her glossy lips. “Pretty. I can see now why you wouldn’t take me up on my offer,” she says, addressing Parker while sizing me up.


  Take her up on her offer?


  What the hell kind of offer did she make?


  A violent wave of jealousy washes over me, and I narrow my gaze at her and tighten my fists at my sides. My heart pounds a bass drumbeat so hard I can barely breathe. Butterflies take flight in my nauseous stomach; I’m two seconds from tossing my cookies in the hospital wastebasket.


  “Ouch. Those daggers you’re sending are lethal.” She runs a hand through her hair, a nonchalance in her movements I’ve never quite mastered. “Don’t worry, he didn’t accept my offer. Well, not completely.” She winks, which might as well be seen as nothing short of a point being marked on a scoreboard.


  “What the fuck does that mean, Parker? Who is this woman?” I lose my lock on my filter and glare at Parker. “Do you have something you need to tell me about Miss Big Boobs over there?”


  Parker runs a hand behind his neck. “This is Alexis Stanton and her brother, Kidd. They’re our clients. The shooting happened at their business. They’re here to see Wendy. And no, I don’t have anything more to say. The rest we’ll deal with later.” The emphasis on the word later brooks no argument. Even though I feel like I’m coming out of my skin, and beads of sweat are forming along my hairline, I tighten my jaw and keep my mouth shut.


  “You look familiar. A dead ringer for that actress Skyler Paige,” the blonde says.


  Parker sighs loudly. “It’s because she is Skyler Paige.” He looks down at his feet, the awkwardness of the situation clearly weighing him down.


  “Wow.” Alexis blinks rapidly as if she can’t believe her own eyes.


  Inside, I want to fist-bump the air and call out a “Take that, Barbie bitch!” Win for me.


  Michael comes over to me, and I take his hand in both of mine.


  “Thank you for coming, Skyler. Wendy would be pleased. You should talk to her. I believe she can hear you.” His lips flatten into a thin white line of irritation as he leads me over to Wendy’s prone form before glancing back over his shoulder. “All of you.”


  Seeing her lying so still, bandaged up, darkness smudging around her eyes and cheeks, my stomach plummets. I slide into the chair next to her bedside and grab for her hand.


  “Wendy . . . it’s me, Sky. Your new bestie, remember?” I swallow down the sudden clog in my throat. “Hey, you have to wake up, girlie. You have a wedding to plan, and we have bridesmaids’ dresses to pick out. Remember? We were going to have a girls’ weekend in the city?” I lean my chin against her arm and look intensely at her face, willing her to wake up. “Please wake up.” My voice sounds like I’ve swallowed razor blades, and my throat feels just as bad.


  A warm hand comes down on each of my shoulders. Parker.


  “I didn’t know she asked you to be in the wedding.”


  My nose starts to run, and I sniff, not caring if Miss Big Boobs sees me breaking down. I can’t care about anything when my friend is lying in a bed, fighting to wake up and come back to those who love her.


  I clear my throat. “Yeah, when you left for San Francisco. She called, and I said yes.” I gaze intently at Wendy’s face. “I said I would be thrilled and honored to walk in your wedding.” My voice rises in hopes that Wendy can hear my commitment all the way in dreamland or wherever her mind is floating.


  Time ebbs and flows around me, but I stay where I am, holding Wendy’s hand, willing my friend to open her eyes.


  Just open your eyes.


  I chant the phrase in an ongoing loop as hours go by.


  She never moves or opens her eyes.


  Sometime later, Parker’s warmth seeps deep into my knotted shoulders where he places his hands like he did earlier. He leans down and kisses the crown of my head, and I wish for a moment that we could stay in this happy, loving place for a bit longer. The place where we’re a couple who loves and cares about one another with no lies and half-truths between us.


  “Time to go back to the hotel. Visiting hours are over.” His voice is a rumble against my hairline.


  I blink as if I’m suddenly awake from a hypnotic trance. Opposite me, Michael sits holding Wendy’s other hand, staring desperately at her pixielike features. I don’t remember when he moved to that side or how long I’ve been sitting, but my back aches, and my knees and hips are stiff as boards. Parker grabs my hand.


  “Come on.” He urges me up and out of the plastic chair. I squeeze Wendy’s hand one last time.


  “Please wake up,” I whisper, and turn around to leave.


  Bo and Royce are standing like sentries at her door. That drop in my stomach from earlier happens again at the sight of Parker’s best friends. Bo’s features are hard, a grim expression on his face. Royce’s is not far from that, but I’m uncertain if it’s because of me or Wendy’s condition.


  “Hi, guys.” I shuffle forward, Parker leading me by the hand.


  Both men clock our clasped hands.


  “Skyler,” Bo says flatly, not a hint of happiness at seeing me.


  Royce isn’t much better with a nod and a rumbled, “Girl.”


  I close my eyes and dip my head down, following the white linoleum squares along the hallway floors while the chill that came off their two forms freezes me to the bone. Briefly I wonder if I’ll ever get back in their good graces.


  [image: image]


  Parker doesn’t say a word as we pick up my luggage at information, and he leads me back to his hotel room.


  Numbly I set my luggage on the couch and rummage through until I find a pair of shorts and a cami, along with my travel toiletries. Clutching my pajamas and bag in my arms, I wander to the bathroom. As I shut the door, Parker is on the phone ordering room service. He knows what I like, so I don’t bother giving him my order. Not that I could eat anyway. I’ve got no appetite and a tightening stomach to contend with. It’s as if I’ve just gotten off a roller coaster, the waves of nausea and dizziness overcoming my movements.


  Between being nervous for Wendy and my own insecurities over whatever happened between Parker and Alexis, I’m a mess. My heart is heavy and my chest is strung extremely tight as I set my pj’s on the vanity and look at myself in the mirror. Long, unruly blonde waves run over my shoulders and down my back. The little bit of makeup I wore today has already been rubbed off. Even still, I wash my face and moisturize, needing the break from the man in the other room.


  I don’t know what to say to him. How to get him to trust and believe I would never betray him. He says he believes me, but if he does, why isn’t he talking to me? Why is he avoiding what must be said? And what the hell happened between him and Miss Big Boobs?


  An idea forms, and I don’t know how it’s going to go over with him, but I feel as though I’m standing on the edge of a building. Down below is the busy street, cars zooming past, citizens going about their business, and then there’s me. High up on a ledge, teetering between being saved and letting myself fall.


  A flash of my mother’s kind eyes comes to me, a memory swirling around me and taking me back to a time long ago.


  I was sixteen, and a boy I liked in the movie I was filming had hurt my feelings. I was standing in front of a mirror. My beautiful mother stood behind me, running her fingers through my long hair. Her chocolate-brown eyes were on me, sending love and compassion through our mother-daughter bond.


  “You know what to do, my precious girl.” She smiled softly and pressed her chin to my shoulder.


  I shook my head, and tears filled my eyes. “No, I don’t, Momma. He hurt me, and I don’t know if we can be anything more than friends.”


  “Oh, I didn’t teach my daughter the act of forgiveness for nothing.”


  I smashed my lips together and frowned.


  “Did he apologize?”


  “Yes, but I’m not sure I believe him.” My voice shook through the admission.


  “Well, my precious girl, it looks like you’re going to have to use the best advice my mother gave me at about your age. Especially when it pertains to boys.”


  “What did Grandmomma tell you?” I asked, hanging on her every word.


  My mother was always the wisest, most loving woman I knew. I wanted to be just like her when I grew up.


  “You just have to follow your heart. It will always lead the way.”


  With my mother’s words in my head and my heart in my throat, I dig through my travel bag and find a dark-pink lipstick. I uncap the lid and set it on the counter while I lift up onto my toes and write my own message to Parker in my swirling text. Something for him to remember and hopefully understand.


  Trust your heart.


  Love you,


  Peaches


  When I’m done, I put on my pajamas and open the bathroom door. The scent of hamburgers and fries assaults my nose, and my mouth waters, my stomach grumbling.


  Parker chuckles and points down at the food on the table.


  “That was fast.”


  “Peaches, you were in there for ages. I thought maybe you’d taken a bath.”


  “Guess time got away from me,” I mumble.


  “Yeah?”


  I nod.


  “Well, come eat.” He holds a chair out at the small table for me to sit in.


  I let my bare feet take me to the chair and sit down. He helps push it toward the table before going to his own seat. When he sits, he lets out a world-weary sigh, one I can feel all the way down to the tips of my toes. What I wouldn’t give to ease his tension, though I fear I’m part of the cause.


  “Are we going to talk?” I blurt out, knotting my fingers in my lap, my food untouched.


  He sets down his hamburger without having bitten into it. “Yeah, baby, we’re going to talk. After dinner, in bed, when I can have you in my arms. We’ll talk then.”


  “You promise?”


  “Have I ever lied to you?” His question seems to have a double meaning, as if I’ve somehow lied to him when I haven’t. And he needs to know and believe I never would.


  “No. You haven’t.” At least I hope he hasn’t. Even with the issue of Alexis hanging over my heart, we still have to deal with what happened between Johan and me. That’s a priority, but I can’t help the gnawing fear clawing at my insides.


  He tilts his head. “And I’m not going to start now.”


  “Did you sleep with Alexis?” I ask, not capable of waiting until we’re done eating to ask.


  He sighs and presses his thumb and forefinger into his temples. “I thought we were going to wait until after we ate and were in bed to talk.”


  My throat goes dry, but I scratch out the single plea. “I have to know.”


  He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t sleep with her. Now eat your burger. I fear it’s going to be a long night.”


  “As long as I know at the end of this we’re still together. Can you promise that?” A tear slips down my cheek, and my heart pounds. Goose bumps rise on my flesh, and I wish we were already in bed, that his arms were cradling me in the safety of his embrace. “Parker . . .” The word comes out as a choked cry.


  He lifts his face, and his baby-blue gaze locks onto mine. “I don’t know what the future holds, Sky, but I know I want you in mine.”


  

  The end . . . for now.


  


  If you want to read more about the guys—Parker, Bo, and Royce—from International Guy, get your copy of London: International Guy Book 7.


  In the seventh installment, Parker heads to London, England, to assist an international bestselling author with a massive case of writer’s block. With Wendy still in the hospital, the guys up in arms, and Skyler back in the picture, Parker’s life is spinning out of control so fast he can’t seem to catch his breath. Maybe a trip to London is exactly what he needs to find his peace.


  Helping author Geneva James, a beautiful brunette at the top of the heap in the publishing world, see her gifts for the natural talent they are shouldn’t be too difficult. Until Skyler is invited by the client and Bo ends up crashing the case, falling instantly in lust with the pretty author.


  
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  


  Photo © Melissa McKinley Photography


  Audrey Carlan is a #1 New York Times bestselling author, and her titles have appeared on the bestseller lists of USA Today and the Wall Street Journal. Audrey writes wicked-hot love stories that have been translated into more than thirty different languages across the globe. She is best known for the worldwide-bestselling series Calendar Girl and Trinity.


  She lives in the California Valley, where she enjoys her two children and the love of her life. When she’s not writing, you can find her teaching yoga, sipping wine with her “soul sisters,” or with her nose stuck in a steamy romance novel.


  Any and all feedback is greatly appreciated and feeds the soul. You can contact Audrey through her website, www.audreycarlan.com.
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