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Book Description
Adoring Ink
A Montgomery Ink Novella
By Carrie Ann Ryan
 
The Montgomery Ink series continues with the most unlikely of romances between the one that got away and the man who can show her the world.
 
Holly Rose fell in love with a Montgomery, but left him when he couldn’t love her back. She might have been the one to break the ties and ensure her ex’s happy ending, but now Holly’s afraid she’s missed out on more than a chance at forever. Though she’s always been the dependable good girl, she’s ready to take a leap of faith and embark on the journey of a lifetime. 
 
Brody Deacon loves ink, women, fast cars, and living life like there’s no tomorrow. The thing is, he doesn’t know if he has a tomorrow at all. When he sees Holly, he’s not only intrigued, he also hears the warnings of danger in his head. She’s too sweet, too innocent, and way too special for him. But when Holly asks him to help her grab the bull by the horns, he can’t help but go all in. 
 
As they explore Holly’s bucket list and their own desires, Brody will have to make sure he doesn’t fall too hard and too fast. Sometimes, people think happily ever afters don’t happen for everyone, and Brody will have to face his demons and tell Holly the truth of what it means to truly live life to the fullest…even when they’re both running out of time.
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One Thousand and One Dark Nights
Once upon a time, in the future…
 
I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.
I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and
the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast
library at my father’s home and collected thousands
of volumes of fantastic tales.
 
I learned all about ancient races and bygone
times. About myths and legends and dreams of all
people through the millennium. And the more I read
the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered
that I was able to travel into the stories... to actually
become part of them.
 
I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher
and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had, I
would not be telling you this tale now.
But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off
with bravery.
 
One afternoon, curious about the myth of the
Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to
see for myself if it was true that every day Shahryar
(Persian: شهريار, “king”) married a new virgin, and then
sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written
and I had read, that by the time he met Scheherazade,
the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand
women.
 
Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived
in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged
places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had
never occurred before and that still to this day, I
cannot explain.
 
Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have
taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can
protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did to
protect herself and stay alive.
 
Every night the King calls for me and listens as I spin tales.
And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at a
point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.
And so the King spares my life for one more day, so that
he might hear the rest of my dark tale.
 
As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new
one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before
you now.
 



Chapter One
Holly Rose needed to come.
Badly.
And hopefully she would. The man above her moved with such heat that she knew she was blushing, but she didn’t care. She just needed him to work his magic so she could finally crest that peak and end up a boneless pile of limbs.
She clutched at his tattooed shoulders before sliding her hands down his chest, raking her nails over his thick muscles and the ink that covered his skin. He thrust deeply inside her, and she arched her back, taking more of him in.
Her breath came in pants, and her body shook, sweat-slick from hours of lovemaking with no pause.
Then she looked up and froze.
Once again, her Dream Man was just a blur. A thickly muscled male with ink but no face, no features showing her who he was. No eyes giving her a glimpse of the man deep inside.
She reached out to cup his face, hoping she was wrong.
But she wasn’t.
The alarm pulled her out of sleep in that instant, leaving her right on the edge once again, and confused as hell about the recurring dream that never made sense.
Holly let out a sigh and rolled over to press the button on her phone. Unfortunately, she didn’t have time to hit snooze and go back to sleep, so she forced herself to sit up. Hitting snooze was one of her favorite pastimes since she had the most comfortable bed ever, but she had to be an adult and forego that. She was the kind of person that, once she sat up, she was awake and slightly functional, but it was the sitting up part that was the hardest. She loved sleeping in but couldn’t do it most days because of her job. Heck, she couldn’t even slumber on weekends most times thanks to the piles of grading she had. She might only teach first grade, but her kids had books and binders full of state-mandated homework and classwork to complete.
Holly’s head hurt just thinking about it.
She let out a breath and rocked herself to a standing position. Her bed was a little tall for her, so getting out was actually a bit of a chore, but she wasn’t about to get a new bed or even one of those little stools to help her get in and out. She wasn’t that short… Sort of.
As she zombie-walked toward the bathroom to take care of business, she blew out a breath, thinking of the dream that had made her all sweaty with no resolution. This had been the fourth time this week she’d had virtual sex with Dream Man, and yet she still had no clue who he was. All she knew was that he was sexy and inked—her taste, apparently.
The one thing she did know was that Dream Man was not her ex, Jake. The ink and body type were all wrong, and she was so freaking grateful her subconscious didn’t carry a torch for him. She’d be beyond embarrassed to see him and his husband and wife after dreaming of all the hot, sexy things she’d been doing in her dreams, things she hadn’t been able to do for real in so long.
Yes, her last serious boyfriend was now in a committed triad with not only his former best friend, Border, but also his other best friend, Maya. And they even had the most adorable baby ever, Noah. She would have been jealous of that if she weren’t the one who’d broken it off because she knew they weren’t right for each other. They hadn’t been in the right kind of love, and she’d seen the spark between Maya and Jake. It might have hurt her a little—okay, a lot—to do what she did, but she’d made sure her heart was wrapped as tightly as it could be when she’d walked out the door that last time.
Now, Jake wasn’t only a Gallagher, the family of big, bearded men he’d grown up with, he was also a Montgomery, the large family that had taken Holly into their fold.
And Holly was once again on the outside looking in. She was fine with that, though. Things hadn’t been any different before her relationship with Jake.
She was just nice and pleasant Holly Rose, and there was nothing wrong with that.
With a sigh, she slipped into the shower and started her morning routine, her mind still a fog and her brain craving caffeine. She’d had to force herself to wait for coffee on weekends because if she didn’t shower first and drink second, she’d end up in her loungewear or leggings all day and not accomplish a single thing.
Though, honestly, that kind of day sounded amazing.
Because that was just an example of who Holly was—a dreamer who loved comfy clothes and not leaving the house.
Not exactly the wanton woman who got the sexy, inked man from her dreams.
God, she could remember the looks on other people’s faces when they’d first caught sight of her on Jake’s arm. He was all rugged sexiness, and she was…the nice girl they glanced over.
She wore cardigans because she loved them, and even pearls on special occasions. She liked her hair one color and cut in one layer because it was easier to work with at school. She liked her shoes plain and her clothes plainer because standing out at school could bring her issues with the principal, who she had a feeling didn’t like women outside the home.
There was nothing wrong with her, and she actually liked herself despite what her thoughts kept alluding to. However, one day, it might be nice to throw caution to the wind and surprise everyone.
Even herself.
Shaking those thoughts from her mind because they weren’t doing any good, she got out of the shower and ran a towel through her hair. Thankfully, she was one of those blessed people who only had to brush their hair a bit with some product, and it would dry the way she wanted. A unicorn, the Internet called her, and she’d take it because that meant she could sleep an extra thirty minutes most days, and even sneak in a second cup of coffee.
Speaking of coffee, it was high time she had her first cup. She’d been awake for over twenty minutes and hadn’t had a sip of the fuel that kept her alive and functioning.
Humming to herself for some reason, she slid on a pair of black leggings and a peach-colored flowy tank with a knit shrug over it. She didn’t have to work today and was in the mood to be a little freer with her choice of wardrobe.
As soon as she entered the kitchen, she started her single-cup maker and slid two pieces of wheat-germ bread into the toaster. She missed normal bread, but she hated working out, and since she wasn’t even having sex anymore to burn calories, she was careful with what she ate. When everything was ready, she poured some vanilla creamer into her coffee and stood at her counter while making plans for the day in her head. She would have sat down, but she figured standing was better for her, and since she really didn’t want to work out later, she’d take any activity she could get.
Since it was summer vacation for her school, the students were out, and she had time off as well. Well…not really time off since she still had packets of things to go over for the next year, as well as a few continuing education classes to take to keep certified and updated. She just didn’t get paid for those hours since teachers had “summers off.” She snorted before taking a sip of her coffee. What a lie that was. Students were spending longer in the classroom nowadays because of snow days and delays throughout the year, and teachers even longer. Between the classes she had to take, the paperwork and notebooks she had to go through, and getting her classroom ready for the next year, she was lucky to get a full week off to actually vacation during her unpaid summer.
This happened to be that week. But because she scheduled herself as precisely as she could, she also had weekends off for the next five weeks. What she was going to do with that time other than lounge around in her new cotton dresses she’d bought on sale, she wasn’t sure.
Today, however, she had a little bit of a plan. She was having lunch with her friend Arianna at their favorite café, Taboo. The fact that Taboo shared a wall and a door with Montgomery Ink, the family tattoo shop run by Jake’s wife, Maya, and her brother Austin, didn’t even worry her. She wasn’t in love with Jake, and somehow, she’d even become friends with Maya. Maya was her complete opposite, and that only made Holly happier with herself. Because Maya loved herself and who she was, and Holly wasn’t going to let that put a shadow on her own self-confidence because that wasn’t who either of them were.
Of course, being a little more…well, just more would be nice.
She let out a sigh and cleaned up her breakfast dishes, annoyed with herself once again. She hated when self-doubt reared its ugly head, and it annoyed her to no end when she let it affect her. So she wasn’t a sexy temptress or even a kick-butt woman in leather. She was herself, and that was just fine with her.
She liked her clothes. Liked the fact that she was nice. Considering how she’d grown up, it surprised her she hadn’t become a jaded husk of a woman. Instead, she tried to be helpful, smiled because she liked smiling and not because someone told her to, and was just…Holly.
That had been good enough for her for years. Yet, now, she kind of wanted something more.
Holly blew out a breath and grabbed her keys. She slid on her ballet flats and put her purse over her arm as she left her house and got into her car. There was nothing wrong with her.
Just because she was having dreams about an unknown man that she didn’t have in her life, didn’t mean she couldn’t get a man like him. She’d gotten Jake—at least for a little while—hadn’t she? And she wasn’t about to change herself for a man.
But adding a little spice might be nice.
Being bored with herself even if she liked who she was wasn’t the best way to live.
She let out a little growl and made her way to downtown Denver, annoyed all over again. Her mind had been going on this familiar loop recently, and she hated it. She’d spent so many years figuring out how to rise from the ashes and become the woman she was now, that she despised the fact that she might not be exactly happy with how everything had turned out.
And that was enough of that.
She flipped her sound system on and, instead of listening to the latest book from her favorite romance author, she changed it to a local radio station. With a shake of her head and her grip tight on her steering wheel, she sang at the top of her lungs, completely off-key, making a general mess of herself. But she didn’t care. Even when she was at a stoplight, and there were cars around her, she kept at it. Of course, that was before she looked over at the guy on the motorcycle next to her.
She froze, her mouth going dry at the grin on the man’s face. He wore a helmet but no visor so she could see every plane and hard edge of his jaw and the beauty of his eyes that seemed to bore into her. The humor in them made her want to crawl into her back seat and hide.
“Why did you stop?” he called out, and she blinked.
Why could she hear him even over the music?
Oh. My. God.
She looked up at the open sunroof she hadn’t even remembered opening. She’d been on autopilot, and now she really wanted to crawl away—anywhere so she wouldn’t be there.
Wait. She didn’t know this guy and wouldn’t be seeing him again.
So she did something very un-Holly-like and turned up the music before singing loudly along with it again, leaving the freaking sunroof open like a loon.
He threw his head back and laughed, and though she couldn’t hear it, she knew it had to be one of those deep-chested sounds she loved. For some reason, she knew this guy wasn’t laughing at her, but with her. She shook her head, laughing along with him while still trying to sing.
When he waved at her before pulling away, she shook herself out of whatever had just come over her and lifted her foot off the brake.
Well, it seemed she’d done at least one surprising thing today. That had to count for something.
When she pulled into the back lot behind the tattoo shop, she quickly grabbed her things before heading around the building toward Taboo. The parking lot was for Montgomery Ink friends and family only, with a few spots for clients as well, and they had strict towing signs everywhere. Somehow, she’d become one of the select few who was allowed to park there whenever they wanted. She only did it when she was going to Taboo or the shop, not when she just needed to come downtown for other reasons. Maya and Austin might have told her it was okay, but she still didn’t feel quite comfortable.
Her friend Arianna was already at a small table near the window when Holly arrived at the café. Holly waved toward the counter where her other friend, the owner of Taboo, was making an espresso. Hailey waved back, her platinum-blonde bob shifting around her face as she did a little dance to the music playing overhead. Hailey was seriously one of the sexiest women Holly had ever met, and if she were honest with herself, she might be a little jealous of that. The woman was talented, smart, and owned her own business, in addition to being gorgeous. No wonder the big, inked tattoo artist Sloane had married her.
Holly turned back to Arianna and grinned before taking a seat. “Sorry I’m late.”
Arianna shook her head, her golden waves cascading around her shoulders. “I was early.” She looked down at her phone and frowned before typing back so quickly, Holly could barely see her fingers clearly. “Sorry. Work issue.”
With Arianna, there always seemed to be a work issue. But her friend was a wedding planner and constantly working. At least Holly sometimes had weekends off, unlike Arianna.
“It’s okay. I know you’re busy. I’m just glad you could meet for lunch.”
Arianna looked up and smiled before setting her phone down on the table. “Me, too. Though I might have to look at my phone a hundred times before we’re done.”
Holly snorted and glanced over the menu. She’d been there at least a hundred times but still liked to look it over. “And that would be different from any other day, how?”
The other woman rolled her eyes. “Shut it. Anyway, you have a little bounce in your step. Anything interesting happen? Find a sexy guy to sweep you off your feet?”
“If only.”
“What do you mean ‘if only?’” Hailey said as she walked toward them. She set down a peach iced tea in front of Holly and a glass of strawberry-infused water in front of Arianna. The other woman always knew their drink orders before they did. It was kind of creepy in an endearing way.
Holly smiled. “You scare me sometimes. It’s like you’re psychic. And the ‘if only’ was because I don’t have a guy right now. But that’s okay, you know.”
Hailey smiled softly. “I know. But we all just want to see you happy.”
All.
Meaning the Montgomerys and everyone that had been taken into their web of friends. She loved the Montgomerys and their inner circle, but sometimes they were a bit much for her. The well-meaning looks a tad overwhelming.
Holly bit her lip and tried to keep her eyes on her menu, but it didn’t work. Arianna put her hand over Holly’s and squeezed.
“You’re not going to turn into your parents, you know,” Arianna whispered. “You don’t have to let them define you.”
Holly looked up and narrowed her eyes. “I can say the same for you.”
Arianna pulled away with a nod. “So why the new pep, then?” she asked, not backing down.
“Fine. So this morning, I realized I needed a little more…yeah, pep is a good word, in my life. I want to be a little more adventurous but not crazy. I like who I am, don’t get me wrong, and I don’t want to change that. I don’t want to change how I dress or act, but it might be nice to add some crazy into my life, a bit more adventure. I don’t need to become a daredevil or anything, but it would be nice to see if I can do something.” She paused as the other two women stared at her, small smiles on their faces. “And on my way here, I was singing loudly and off-key, and hadn’t realized my sunroof was open. A hot guy on his bike next to me noticed and laughed. But it wasn’t a mean laugh, more like one that encouraged me to continue.” A pause. “So I did.”
“You weren’t that off-key, just saying.”
Holly whirled around, nearly knocking over her tea in the process. The guy from the bike reached around her quickly to keep the glass upright. The movement put the heat of him dangerously close to her skin.
“Wha… How did you know I was going to be here?” She swallowed hard. She hated coincidences, and this one felt a little too weird.
“It was you?” Hailey asked with a smile. “I should have known the guy on the bike telling people to sing and be amazing was you. Holly, this is Brody. Brody, this is Holly. He’s a regular over at the shop and a friend of the Montgomerys. I’m surprised you two haven’t met before.”
“I’m surprised, too,” he murmured.
Holly just sat there, confused.
“Anyway, I liked that you sang as if no one was watching,” Brody drawled. Damn it. The man drawled. Not only did he have a very nice face with perfect lips and a perfect jaw but he also had that hair that was longer on top than it was in the back or on the sides. So when he moved his arm up to push his hair from his eyes, it made his biceps bulge in just the right way.
This man was dangerous.
And, yes…Holly had just said she wanted a little danger.
“Thanks. I think?”
He studied her face for a moment before sticking his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. Sorry if I did.”
Holly was aware that Hailey and Arianna were watching with rapt attention, but she ignored the other two women.
“You didn’t make me feel bad. Just the opposite, in fact.”
Brody smiled then, and her heart did that little fast beat thing she thought was just in movies. While Brody was handsome in general, the smile just pushed it to the next level.
Holy hell. The man was sex on a stick.
“That’s good to know,” he said smoothly, his voice going deeper. “And if you’d ever like to test out that adventure on the back of my bike, since I saw the way you were looking at it, just let me know.” He grinned this time. “I’ll be right over at the shop if you’re interested after you finish your meal. It’s nice to meet you, Holly.” He nodded toward the others. “Ladies.”
And with that, he strolled away, back toward Montgomery Ink. Holly’s eyes were glued to his very firm butt encased in perfect-fitting jeans.
What the heck just happened?
One minute, she was thinking of an adventure. The next, this man drops out of nowhere and practically lands in her lap.
“Oh, boy,” Hailey said with a sigh. “It seems Brody has his eyes on you.”
Holly turned toward the other women. “No, he doesn’t. He was just being nice.”
Arianna snorted. “There was nothing nice about that. He was all sex lathered up in smooth caramel. I say if you’re looking for adventure, this Brody might be the one to help you out.”
“And in case you’re worried about him, don’t be,” Hailey put in. “He’s a good guy, and not one of those creeps who is good at pretending to be good.” She paused. “But if you’re serious about finding something new and fun, Brody might be the perfect guy for that.”
Holly stared at her friends, confused and a little worried. When she’d talked about adventure and being different if only for a moment, she hadn’t been thinking of a man.
But for some reason, she couldn’t get Brody out of her head.
And that could be dangerous.
 



Chapter Two
Brody Deacon strolled into Montgomery Ink and couldn’t help but smile. The buzzing sounds of the machines and artists at work soothed him. He’d been in one of the chairs in this room countless times before for all of his ink, and he knew he’d be in them again soon. Each person tattooed differently, and while some clients wanted the same artist to do every tattoo on them, Brody was a little different.
He liked the way the people in this room had created his artwork as a team. They each had their own strengths and weaknesses and made sure he got the best of the best. It helped that the crew at Montgomery Ink was some of the most talented artists in the country.
The owners, Austin and Maya, were sought out around the world and had waiting lists years long. He was damn lucky he’d been able to get work done at all.
Today, however, he wasn’t there for a tattoo. He’d taken his day off to help out the crew since they’d given him so much of themselves while laying the ink on his skin.
“You’re here,” Maya called out. “It’s about damn time.”
He rolled his eyes and leaned down to kiss her cheek. She glared at him, but he saw her mouth twitch. “I think your new slogan should be ‘It’s about damn time’ since I hear you say it so often.”
She flipped him off. The other artists in the room—Austin, Callie, Derek, Brandon, Blake, and Sloane—laughed.
“He’s got you pegged,” Austin said with a grin.
“Just watch yourself, Brody,” Callie warned, her smile wide. “She packs a punch.”
“I’d stand up to her, but she’d probably hit me,” Blake put in. “And then Graham would get all angry if I showed up with a black eye.”
Maya flipped them all off using both hands before laughing. Being smart, Derek, Brandon, and Sloane remained silent. When Maya went on a tear, it was best to proceed as you would if you met a bear in the woods. Look nonthreatening and act like you weren’t there before slowly backing away.
Or were you supposed to look big and powerful against a bear?
Maybe play dead?
Hell, he didn’t remember anymore and made a mental note to check that out later.
Maya snapped her fingers in front of his face, and he blinked, his mind coming back to the present and not the long, winding journey it had just gone down. “You there, Brody?”
“I’m here, darling. Just tell me where you want me.”
“One day, Jake and Border are going to kick your ass,” Austin said, his arms folded over his large chest. The man was big, bearded, and had once been more growly than not. Thankfully, marriage and kids had calmed him down some. Some.
“Maya’s husbands could probably take me, honestly,” Brody joked. Maya had married not one, but two big, bearded men, and Brody figured it took both of them to handle her. Not that she needed handling since she was a strong, confident woman and all that. Great. Now he sounded like a sexist prick when he hadn’t meant to. Albeit in his own head.
Hell, his mind kept going down weird paths. Maybe he’d had too much coffee.
Or maybe he was a little rattled from meeting the sweet blonde next door not once, but twice that day.
“They could,” Maya said cheerily. “But then again, so could I. Anyway, Alex sent over some of the photos he took of you and your ink at the gym. I figured we could go through them and see what else we need before we make it a book. Alex would be here, but he and Tabby had a weekend getaway planned.”
Alex was Maya and Austin’s younger brother and a photographer. He was also Brody’s friend and workout partner at their gym. Since there were eight Montgomerys locally, and about a thousand others around the state, he figured it wasn’t all that uncommon to become friends with one of them.
“Sounds good to me.” He followed Maya to the front of the shop waiting area after she’d picked up her laptop.
“I thought we’d sit here rather than in the small office. I have a slight break between clients, and these leather couches are comfy.”
He smiled and took a seat next to her. “Want me to load them up?”
She glared but handed over her laptop. “This is in no way an admission to any failure on my part when it comes to computers.”
“Sure, honey, whatever you say,” Derek crooned. Apparently, the other man wasn’t going to pretend Maya was a bear in the wild, after all.
Maya flipped the other man off without looking at him and glared at Brody. “Have anything to say?”
“Not a word.” He quickly booted up the computer, and thankfully, she’d left the window open so he didn’t have to search her email or anything.
The two of them went over the photos together, and he couldn’t help but admire Alex’s work. Yeah, it was weird as hell to look at photos of his own body over and over again, but the work that had been put into his ink, as well as the photos themselves, were flat out amazing.
“You guys are good,” he murmured.
“The best.”
Not shy, that Maya. And he wouldn’t know what to do with her if she were.
Though there was a shy woman he wanted to know more. And since, apparently, Holly knew the Montgomery crew, he might as well ask about her. “So, what do you know about Holly?”
Maya froze. “Holly? My friend, and Jake’s ex?”
Well, shit. That’s how he knew the name. Jake had once dated Holly before he’d fallen in love with Border and Maya. This could get tricky.
“Never mind,” he said quickly, but Maya glared.
“Brody.”
“It’s nothing, Maya.” And it would be nothing because a guy didn’t fuck with exes. Ever.
“She’s single,” Maya put in. “And sweet. And caring. And Jake doesn’t hold a torch for her if that’s what you’re worried about.”
He was the one to glare now. “It’s fine, Maya.”
“Sure,” she agreed. “And that’s why Holly is walking this way right now.”
His eyes widened, and he turned quickly in his chair, none of his usual smoothness in evidence. “Hey,” he croaked and stood up so he was facing her.
Holly smiled at him and gave Maya a small wave. “Is the bike thing still on the table?”
Surprised and knowing the entire room was watching him, he nodded slowly. “Yeah. If you want.”
She rolled her shoulders, looking like she was preparing herself. Hell, he liked her spine that was for sure. “Well, I’d like to. You know. Ride your bike. If you still want to.”
He grinned then, aware Maya was right behind him, probably staring daggers…or smiling like a cat with a canary. He honestly wasn’t sure which.
“I think I can do that. Tonight okay with you?”
She let out a breath. “Okay.” She shook herself. “Yes. And thank you. I think…I think this is going to be fun.”
“Darling, this is going to be more than fun.” They exchanged numbers with a promise for him to call her later. Then Holly waved at everyone before scurrying back to the café.
Brody looked down at her number on his phone and let out a breath. He’d just told himself he wasn’t going to do this but, apparently, he didn’t have the strength to actually hold himself to that.
Derek strolled up to stand in front of him as Maya studied his profile. “You okay?” his friend asked.
“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”
Maya just gave him a look.
Brody stuck his phone in his pocket and glared at the lot of them, annoyed now. “What? I’m not going to hurt her. Hell. She said she wanted to go on a ride and I’m going to give it to her.” He groaned as Maya’s glare intensified. “Not that way, damn it. I’m not a fucking asshole. I don’t hurt women.”
“Good, because Jake will hurt you if you hurt her,” Derek put in.
Brody cursed. “I thought you said he was over her,” he told Maya.
Maya raised her chin. “Of course, he is. But she’s his friend. She’s my friend. So don’t fuck with her.”
“I don’t fuck with women,” he growled. “You know what? I think I’m done for the day. I don’t know what gave you guys the impression that I’m some kind of abuser who goes through women like candy, but whatever. I’m not a bad guy.”
He just didn’t date seriously and didn’t stay with one woman for long. But everyone knew that going in, and no one walked away hurt. It was best that way, damn it. The only way he knew how.
“We didn’t say you were,” Derek put in. “But Holly’s nice.”
And he wasn’t? Well, fuck all of them. Without another word, Brody stalked out of the shop, annoyed with himself for even getting in this situation. He’d fucked up once in the shop by asking out Hailey. But honestly, he’d done that only to make Sloane aware that others were looking at the sexy baker next door. Sloane and Hailey were married, and Sloane didn’t threaten to beat him down daily anymore.
But now, he was apparently fucking up again by getting in a sticky situation he wasn’t sure about.
Yet there was something about Holly…something that should worry him.
Instead, he shot her a quick text, asking where he should pick her up and telling her what she should wear for the back of the bike. Screw it all. He’d figure out what he was doing along the way. Because Holly was special, and just once, Brody wanted to see if he was special, too.
 
 
Later that night, Brody pulled up to Holly’s cottage home and turned off his bike. He slid off his helmet and shook out his hair, nervous, like he was a kid picking up his date for junior prom. Not even senior prom since he figured he’d have been a little more mature by then.
Not that he’d gone to either prom, but whatever.
And once again, his mind was going strange places.
He got off his bike and made sure both helmets were secure before walking up her sidewalk to her front door. He hoped this was a good idea. He didn’t want to mess everything up, but he couldn’t not take her on a ride tonight. The others might think he wasn’t good enough and that he needed to be careful, but they weren’t there right then.
He’d show them that he wasn’t a careless playboy who threw women away. Sure, he flirted. A lot. Sure, he dated. Enough. Sure, he’d never had a serious relationship. But he wasn’t a womanizer. Wasn’t an asshole. He didn’t sleep with every woman he took out on a date, and he didn’t throw them away when he was done with them. They walked away at the same time he did, mutually sated and finished with whatever relationship they’d had.
He didn’t want to think about how Holly might be different.
Couldn’t think about it.
Brody knocked on the door and caught his breath as she opened it. She stood there, her soft blonde hair flowing just past her shoulders. Her eyes were wide, a little innocent with a spark of something else he understood in their depths. For some reason, he could imagine flowers in her hair as she danced in the sunlight.
And now he knew he was going insane.
Flowers in her hair? Really? He wasn’t a damn poet, and this was so not like him. Maybe he should have said no or not even offered to take her out in the first place.
“Brody? Is what I’m wearing okay? I can change if I have to. I didn’t know how cool it would be tonight or if we were getting food or something. I’m usually a better planner, but I’m kind of throwing some things to the wind apparently.”
He blinked and looked down at her fully. She wore a dark brown leather jacket over a top he couldn’t see, as well as tight jeans that clung to every sexy curve. And damn she had the best curves ever. Perfect for his hands to grip as he slid in and out of her wet heat. He cleared his throat as he took in her matching brown boots and looked up at her face again.
“You look good.”
It had come out as a growl, and her eyes widened.
“Uh, thanks. You look good, too.” She smiled softly, and he relaxed marginally even as his cock hardened. Yep, this might be a mistake, but it could be a mistake worth making.
“So, I thought we could go on a ride around the quarry so you can see the lights and experience how it feels to be on the back of the bike. Then we can grab something to eat if you want.”
She licked her lips, and his gaze went straight to them. Shit. “That sounds good.” She let out a breath. “I know this is crazy, but I just really wanted to do something different, you know? And I never just go out with random guys, especially ones I just met, but the others know you, so I felt, I don’t know, safer.”
He smiled then and held out his hand. “I’m not going to hurt you, Holly. I want to make sure you get to do the things you want but might be too scared to do.” He knew all about being too scared, and he didn’t want that kind of life for her.
She slid her smaller hand into his. “This is so weird, but I honestly can’t wait.”
He laughed and pulled her toward him on the porch. “I’ve been called weird before so that’s okay.”
She winced. “I meant the situation. Not you. I mean, you could be weird, and I just don’t know it. That’s not okay. And that’s why I’m about to get on the back of a motorcycle with you even though I have no idea what I’m doing. Because today has been one crazy day.”
“Tell me about it. Lock the door, and let’s get to it. I have a feeling once you have the wind on your face and the feel of a bike beneath you, all those worries are going to go away.” At least, that’s how it worked for him.
“I hope so.”
As soon as she’d locked the door, he headed them both toward the Harley. “Let me help you with your helmet.” She nodded as he made sure it fit correctly and the straps were tightened under her chin. “Feel good?” Another nod, and he handed her a pair of special night glasses that would help with the glare and protect her eyes from the wind. “Now I’m going to get on, and you’re going to put a hand on my shoulder and swing your leg over so you straddle the bike behind me.”
She did as he asked, and he had to hold back a groan at the feeling of her warm body pressed against his. This ride just might kill him.
“Now, wrap your arms around my waist.”
She did so and laughed. “Well, if this isn’t a way to get girls to hold you close, I don’t know what is.”
He winked over his shoulder and patted her hands. “You know it, babe. I really just wanted you pressed against me.”
She rolled her eyes, and he laughed. “Whatever, Brody.”
He explained where they were going again as well as a few other things she needed to know.
“Hold tight,” he said with a grin, but he was serious. She squeezed him, and he held back another groan. Yep, this woman was going to kill him, and he just might like it. He started the bike, and she let out a little gasp but didn’t sound alarmed.
“Ready?” he called out.
She patted his back before locking her hands again. “Ready!”
Then they were off.
Until the end of his days, he would never forget the sounds of pure glee and wonder she made as he drove her through the residential roads. She squeezed him tightly when he went faster before becoming more comfortable. The night was absolutely perfect for this kind of ride as well because she would be able to see the stars when she looked up as soon as they got away from the main city lights.
They’d driven for almost an hour before he pulled off at the top of a large hill next to the foothills of the Rockies. This would be a perfect view for her, and it would give her some time to stretch since she wasn’t used to riding like that.
“So, what do you think?” he asked as he helped her off.
She rubbed her butt and laughed. “I’m going to be sore, but it’s the best kind of sore.”
His mind once again went to dirty places, and from the blush on her cheeks, so did hers.
“Did you have fun?”
She nodded and looked out into the wilderness, her gaze enraptured. “Yes. I mean, just wow. I’ve known people with bikes, even dated a guy with one, but we never went out on it because of snow and work and every other excuse I could come up with.”
She was probably talking about Jake, and for some reason, that annoyed him. He wasn’t prone to jealousy, but right now, he didn’t want her to be thinking of her ex.
“Would you want to do this again?” he asked, his voice a growl.
She looked over at him and nodded. “Riding a motorcycle? Yes. Riding with you?” A pause. “Yes. I mean, if you want to.”
Knowing he might be doing something stupid, he turned to her and cupped her face. She licked her lips once again, and it took everything within him not to kiss her right then. “Any time you want to ride, just ask.” Something else came to him, and he blurted the next part without thinking. “And, Holly? I want to show you more. Not just riding with me. But all the adventures you said you wanted to do. You’ll have to explain them to me a bit, but I want to show you things. Have fun, and just do stuff you haven’t ever done. Will you let me be part of this with you? Will you let me show you that adventure?”
“Why are you doing this?” she breathed.
“I don’t know exactly,” he answered honestly. “But I want to. Is that enough? At least, for now?”
“I think…I think this might be exactly what I need.”
He lowered his head so his lips were right above hers. “And this? What about this?”
“I think you need to show me to make sure.”
His thrill seeker seemed to have more to her than the innocence she portrayed, and that was perfect for him.
He held back a laugh and kissed her. Her lips were soft and smooth beneath his, and all he wanted to do was deepen the kiss and keep going, but he fought the need for more and pulled away to rest his forehead on hers.
“Now?”
“I think that is one adventure we can cross off the list.”
He laughed. “But what if I want to try it again?”
“Practice makes perfect, right?”
So he kissed her again, aware he could be making yet another mistake but not caring. He’d make sure she had the time of her life, and in the process, he’d get to spend time with her.
Once again, he just hoped he wasn’t making a mistake. Because if there was one thing Brody Deacon was good at, it was making things worse when he didn’t mean to.
 



Chapter Three
Apparently, Holly had jumped right into the deep end without looking. She hadn’t meant to kiss Brody the night before, hadn’t meant to keep kissing him until they were both breathless and pressed together like there was super glue involved.
Holly leaned her head against her bathroom wall and blew out a breath. She needed to take a quick shower and head over to Maya’s, but all she wanted to do was curl up back in bed and have more dreams about a certain motorcycle-riding mechanic who happened to send her body into overdrive.
Going out on a date with a man who was practically a stranger, getting on the back of his motorcycle, and making out with him under a blanket of perfect stars wasn’t like her.
And maybe that was the point, hmm?
She’d wanted a little change, a little adventure, and boy did Brody deliver in spades. But, as always, Holly worried. It was what she did. She fretted, she chewed her lip, she made pros and cons lists, and she inevitably backed away from things or people that could not only hurt her but end up hurting themselves. She couldn’t help it, considering how she’d been raised, but no matter how hard she tried to change that, she couldn’t seem to make it stick.
Brody had said he’d show her a few things, and as soon as her mind had pulled itself out of the gutter, she’d figured he might actually be telling the truth. Her friends trusted him and had actually pushed her to say “yes” in the café. He knew the crew of Montgomery Ink, and they kept letting him back in, so that had to count for something. If Maya or Austin or any of the others didn’t trust him or felt as if he wasn’t a decent person, they wouldn’t work on him. They had enough business to be that picky, and apparently, Brody had passed muster.
So maybe hanging out with him wasn’t as dangerous as she’d thought at first. As long as she didn’t fall for him or get any grand notions of something far more serious than him showing her how to let loose, she’d be fine.
Only Holly didn’t do casual, and she was afraid she’d end up being an idiot in the end.
“Crap.” She pulled away from the wall and stripped out of her pajamas. She was going to be late to Maya’s, and she really wanted to avoid the wrath of the Inked One.
Holly quickly showered, knowing after they were finished with their plans for the day, she’d require another shower anyway, but she really needed to at least get the sleep out of her eyes. One day, she’d be able to sleep in until noon, and that day would be glorious. But for now, she wanted to make sure her days were filled with plans with friends since she didn’t get to see them often during the school year.
Once she was clean, she pulled on her workout gear and grabbed her prepacked bag of regular clothes and other things she might need, as well as a water bottle. Maya was still trying to lose the last of her baby weight, and Holly wanted to eat cake later, so they tried to work out together at least once a week. She worked out on her own a couple more times a week, too, but these sessions were a little more fun because she and Maya weren’t as coordinated as most people thought, and tripping in front of each other had become a new form of entertainment.
She just hoped Maya’s husbands, Jake and Border, weren’t there this time. Last time had been humiliating when she’d fallen right on her butt in front of them as they played with baby Noah.
Her phone buzzed on her way out the door, and she stopped to look at the incoming text.
Brody: Tomorrow still work for you?
She bit into her lip as she answered. She might as well keep jumping in. She’d gotten this far. The whole point of him even asking her to do these things was because she’d needed a change. She couldn’t back out now.
Holly: Yes. Are you going to tell me what we’re doing?
Brody: It’s a surprise. But bring a swimsuit.
Holly frowned. A swimsuit. Really? What on earth had she signed up for? And while they might have kissed—a lot—the night before, that didn’t mean she was ready for him to see her in her suit or for her to bare so much skin.
Brody: I promise I don’t have any evil purposes in mind. You can wear a cover-up if you want.
She let out a breath. She wanted adventure, right? A change? For things to be…more. So she should just jump right in and say yes.
Holly: See you then.
She paused before smiling like a cat who ate the cream. She could do this. She could flirt and be the vixen she knew she had inside, even if she covered it in a cardigan and masked it with a soft smile.
Holly: And I might not bring a suit with me at all. What if I like to be…bare?
Brody: I just groaned so loud that the guys in the garage think I’m jerking off under this car. Thanks for that. See you tomorrow, thrill seeker.
Holly: Tomorrow.
She tucked her phone back into her bag and got into her car to head to Maya’s. She could be making a huge mistake, but she might as well have fun while doing it.
Right?
 
 
“I’m going to die,” Maya panted. “Cake had better be worth it.”
Holly would have answered the other woman, but she could barely breathe.
“Left foot, right foot, slide. We’re ready for the lunge, squat progression. Luuuuunge, squat progression.”
“I hate Shaun T.” Maya’s voice was more of a cough, but Holly understood. She hated the man and his perfect abs, too.
When they got to another move where it was more of a stretch than a cardio workout, Holly sucked in air, knowing her lungs were trying to escape her chest. She could just picture the suckers holding on to her ribcage screaming at her, “Help! We’re being kidnapped!”
Evil, evil lungs.
“Why do we do this?” Holly asked. “We’re not even doing this on the right cycle. You’re supposed to work out to this pain-laden monstrosity like six days a week. Twice on Fridays!”
Maya wobbled in her stretch and glared at the perfectly toned woman on the TV. Shaun T might be the one speaking, but he had four helpers—two of them gorgeous women jumping around in spandex. “Because we’re working our way up to that. The guys are already on the last cycle of this, you know. Border and Jake didn’t even need extra rows on their abs, and yet they’re all sexy and muscly, and they end up sweaty and high on endorphins after the workout.”
Holly snorted. “So you’re using their workouts for your own kind of workout?”
Maya grinned. “And let me tell you…we can last a whole lot longer than the twenty-five minutes it takes to do one of these.”
Holly laughed so hard she tripped over her own feet and ended up on her butt. Again. “Graceful, thy name is Holly,” she mumbled.
Maya laughed as well before plunking down on the floor. Thankfully, the workout was over, but Holly wasn’t sure she would be able to get up to cheer.
“Maybe we should have started with a workout that’s a bit easier?” Maya asked before lying down on her back.
“What would be the fun in that?” Holly wheezed. Somehow, she gained the strength to crawl her way to Maya’s side and lie down next to her. It was easier to speak when she didn’t have to do it over such a long distance. You know, like the two feet that had separated them before.
“Is this one of the things on your list of thrills? I mean, while I love that you’re stepping out of the box and having fun with it—or at least plan to—I don’t know if my lungs and thighs can take it. Holy God, the man likes squats.”
Holly rubbed her butt and winced. “I hate squats, but I want a backside like Autumn’s. It’s not fair that she has such a perfect butt.”
“My brother’s wife is perfect in every way, and I hate her. I mean, I love her and would do anything for her, but she’s just so freaking gorgeous and perfectly taut, it’s annoying.”
Holly glared over at Maya. “Excuse me, Mrs. All the Right Curves. Don’t talk to me about butts since you have a nice one and mine is flat as a pancake. I can’t even hold up jeans with my derriere. It’s my hips and tummy that do it for me.”
“My butt is a product of all the cake I ate while pregnant with Noah.” Maya paused. “And damn it. I want cake.”
Holly’s stomach grumbled. “If it’s that zucchini cake with all the fruit, that could be a post-workout snack.”
Maya turned and narrowed her eyes. “So we’re just going to ignore the cream cheese frosting?”
Holly nodded. “We do what we have to do in the name of cake.”
Maya laughed and rolled herself up. “Ow. My abs hurt, and this wasn’t even the core workout. I’m going to die when we get to that one.”
“I realize eating cake probably isn’t the best answer for that, but it is an answer.” Holly stood up on shaky legs and grabbed her water bottle. She chugged it down as they walked like baby deer on new legs to the kitchen. Maybe if she filled herself up with water, she wouldn’t eat that much cake. That never actually worked, but whatever. She wanted cake, and damn it, she was going to have some.
As soon as the two of them sat down on the couch with their average-size slivers of cake, the door opened and in walked the men of Maya’s life.
Border took one look at them in workout gear, a bit sweaty and gorging on cake, and shook his head. Noah, their eight-month-old, was asleep in his big arms, and Holly sighed at the sight. There was really nothing better than seeing a big, bearded man holding a child. And Maya had two.
If Holly didn’t love Maya, she could really hate the bitch.
Jake closed the door behind him and let out a laugh before checking to make sure Noah was still conked out. The kid usually slept through anything, and today was no different.
“Cake?” Jake asked as he strolled over to his wife, kissing her hard and licking the frosting off her lips.
Oddly enough, Holly didn’t feel even a tiny spark of jealousy. She was well and truly over Jake. Sure, she might want a man of her own, but Jake was not that man, and never had been.
“Cake, I’ll have you know, can be healthy.” Holly pointed down at the remnants of hers on her plate. “This one had fiber, dairy, fruit, and vegetables. That’s four major food groups right there.”
“Sugar…” Jake winked over at her.
“Are you getting in between me and my cake?” Maya asked. “I mean, you don’t really want to get in between me and my cake, do you?”
Jake held his hands up. “Damn right, I don’t.”
“What did we say about cursing in front of Noah?” Border asked as he walked out of the back area where he must have put Noah in his bed for the rest of his nap. “We don’t want him to start saying ‘fuck’ in front of strangers. It’ll be cute the first time, but then people are going to think we’re degenerates.”
Jake blinked over at him, and Holly held back a laugh. “Baby, we are degenerates. That’s why we have more fun.”
“Stop cursing in front of the baby,” Maya ordered, pointing at all of them with her fork.
Holly was the one to hold up her hands this time. “I don’t think I ever curse over here.”
Jake nodded. “That’s probably right. You’re the good one.”
Maya grinned. “Not for long. Isn’t that right, Holly-Molly?”
Holly narrowed her eyes. “What did I say about calling me that?”
Jake rubbed his hand over Holly’s hair like a big brother would. “Aww, don’t be like that. It’s not our fault the as—buttheads at work couldn’t remember your name.”
Holly had spent three years working with a bunch of people who constantly mixed up her name. She was pretty sure a few of them still weren’t sure what it was.
And because she’d been a little shy and way too nice about it, she’d answered to both Holly and Molly for far longer than she should have.
And, of course, Jake had blabbed about it because it was kind of funny, and her coworkers didn’t mean anything by it.
Border slapped the back of Jake’s head. “Stop making fun of Holly.”
Jake frowned. “I’m not.” He looked at her. “Right? I mean, I think it’s a cute name. If I’m being mean, tell me. Okay? I don’t want to hurt you.” A look crossed his face, and she held back a sigh.
“You didn’t hurt me.” You never did. She kept that last part to herself, though. With a shrug, she set down her plate and stood up so she could walk around the back of the couch to give Jake a hug. “I’m just in a weird mood today. Ignore me.”
He hugged her back, hard, and she stayed there a moment. Jake always gave the best hugs. She’d missed those when they broke up, but she hadn’t missed him as much as she should have. She wasn’t sure what that said about her other than the fact that she and Jake had been totally wrong for each other.
When he pulled away, she leaned into the back of the couch and wrapped her arms around her stomach, annoyed with herself for letting her thoughts go in so many different directions.
Border studied her as he normally did, silent with way too much knowing in his eyes. She knew him the least of the three, and yet, for some reason, she felt like he understood her the best. There was always something about the quiet ones, she guessed.
“I hear you’re hanging out with Brody,” Jake said casually. Too casually. Darn, the man and his overprotectiveness. After he’d gotten together with Border and Maya, he’d somehow figured that he needed to be a big brother of sorts to Holly. A form of big brother that had seen her naked and done unspeakably hot things to her…but the overprotectiveness was out of control sometimes.
“Yes. I am.”
“How did the ride go?” Maya asked, and Holly turned toward the other woman. “What? I can’t help that you marched on over to where he and I were sitting and said yes to his proposal.”
“He proposed?” Jake barked. “What the hell? You don’t even know him. Unless you’re keeping secrets. Are you keeping secrets?”
Holly rubbed her temples and counted to ten. “First, no. He didn’t propose. Stop freaking out and use your brain. You’re smarter than this. At least, you were before. Maybe getting it on with two people all the time is wearing you down.”
At that, Maya laughed hard.
Border shook his head, his smile wide. “That could be it, you know. Maybe we’ve drained him.”
Holly winced. “Gross. I don’t need to picture that.” She gave a mock shiver, and Jake rolled his eyes. “Anyway, as I was saying, no, he didn’t propose. Secondly, stop acting like a caveman when it comes to me. You’re not my brother—thank God. If I want to go out with a random guy, I will. I’m an adult.”
Jake narrowed his eyes. “You’re an adult who happens to be my friend. So, yeah, I’m going to worry about you. We might not be together anymore, but I’m still going to watch out for you.”
“And you’re saying Brody is someone I need to watch out for?” She wasn’t sure why that annoyed her. Brody had been sweet to her and hadn’t tried for anything more than a kiss. A kiss she was pretty sure she’d started. And after spending so much time with that vibrating motorcycle between her legs and her breasts pressed against his hard back, she was surprised she hadn’t jumped him.
Holly might be sweet, but she wasn’t that sweet.
“Brody is a good guy,” Border said in that deep voice of his. “Despite what Jake here is saying, Brody won’t hurt you intentionally. The man flirts with anyone with a pulse, mind you, but I think that’s more to put people at ease.”
She frowned, not liking where this was going. Was Brody just flirting with her because she was available? That didn’t sound like what she wanted. Of course, she hadn’t wanted a man at all. Everything she was doing was because she wanted to be a little more daring, a little less of the sweet Holly everyone knew. Brody wanted to help with that for some reason, and she had already decided she was going to let him.
So what if he would have done it for anyone?
She wasn’t just anyone, she reminded herself. And as long as she knew that, she could go into this with her eyes wide open. She didn’t need a relationship with the man, didn’t need to sleep with him. She just needed to find more of herself.
And if Brody wanted to help her, then she’d take that freely.
“Hey,” Jake said as she lifted her chin. “You’re not just anyone,” he whispered, echoing her thoughts.
“He’s right,” Border added. “You’re not. And though Brody flirts, he doesn’t actually date as much as people think.”
Holly pulled away. “We’re not dating.”
Maya frowned but nodded. “Okay, then. So you have nothing to worry about. But if you did date him, know that he’s not the player we made him sound like. He’s a good guy, who puts all of himself into helping others. I don’t know him as much as my brother, Alex, does, but what I do know, I like.” Maya bit her lip, looking nervous. “And I might have made him angry by the way. Brody, not Alex.”
Holly sighed. “Why? What did you do?”
Maya picked at a thread on the couch. “I might have told him to be careful with you.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Because you’re our friend,” Jake answered for his wife. “Sorry. But that’s what we do. We meddle, and we’re overprotective, but it’s because we love you. We’re not going to stand in your way, but we’re going to be behind you.”
To catch me if I fall, she thought.
And she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
It seemed she wasn’t sure of anything anymore, but when she saw Brody next, she’d have her swimsuit on and find out what his plans were. This was all part of her frayed plan to discover new things about herself. She might as well keep at it.
She wasn’t sure what would come with that. She didn’t know Brody’s intentions, but maybe, just maybe, that was part of her being daring.
She would just have to wait and see.
Again.
 



Chapter Four
There was just something about Holly Rose. Brody wasn’t sure what it was, but it made him want to take too many chances and help her in any way he could. He knew being with a woman like her probably wasn’t the smartest thing for him to do, but he didn’t care. She was the type that needed someone stable, despite the fact that she wanted to throw caution to the wind when it came to the activities he took her on. Just because he was helping her take more risks and do things on her bucket list, didn’t mean he had to get serious about her.
Because Brody didn’t get serious with women.
Ever.
That only led to pain and heartache and expectations that would be dashed and left for dead. He’d seen what happened when people tried to stay together despite the world saying there was no use, and he refused to do that to another person. He refused to be that person.
He rolled his neck as he pulled into Holly’s driveway behind her car. The small cottage-style house she owned was perfect for her. She was an elementary school teacher with a soft smile and softer cardigans, and the house shone brightly with that character. Even her fledgling flowerbeds in front of the place were lined up right but not too organized—it just looked as if someone with the right amount of care had planted them.
She was totally out of his league.
He was a plain mechanic with a high school education and the necessary certifications on top of that. He hadn’t been able to afford college when he’d finally ripped himself from the cankerous sore that was his family home, and it wasn’t like he’d been smart enough to get an academic scholarship or good enough at sports to try for an athletic one. He did the only thing he knew how to do in order to keep a roof over his head: he used his hands. He now worked at a decent shop that had good hours and benefits and had made friends along the way, but he still wasn’t the type of man Holly should be hanging around.
That’s why what they did today might have to be their last outing. He wasn’t sure he was strong enough to hold back when it came to her, but he sure as hell wasn’t good enough for her either.
She’d said she wanted to try new things and not be the same old Holly; well, he could at least help with that this afternoon. He’d taken her on her first bike ride, and she’d apparently loved it. Today, they’d take his truck up to a place he loved and somewhere he figured she hadn’t been before.
It wasn’t anywhere dangerous, but it was something different for her.
At least, he hoped.
And if somehow this ended up not being the end of it all, he’d have to think harder about the next few times they met. Coming up with new and exciting things would be tricky until he got to know her better. He simply had to be careful not to get too close. That’s how unreasonable expectations occurred and left people hurt in the long run.
He didn’t want to hurt Holly. That’s why he needed to keep his distance. So, of course, taking her to a place where she’d be in a swimsuit probably wasn’t the greatest idea. Hopefully, she’d wear a one-piece that covered so much of her he wouldn’t think bad thoughts. She tended to wear sweaters and the like, so hopefully her swimsuits would err on the side of caution.
For his dick’s sake, he hoped that was the case.
He’d driven the truck instead of his bike because it would be easier to go down the back roads on it, though he’d miss the feel of her behind him. He’d loved the way she’d pressed herself against him when he went faster, the way her nails had dug into his chest when he’d gone over small bumps. He’d had dreams of those nails digging into his back as he pumped in and out of her, their bodies sweat-slick and never fully sated.
Nope. He shouldn’t be thinking about that. At all. If he weren’t careful, he wouldn’t be able to hide his hard-on from her. As it was, he was already half hard and getting harder by the minute.
Oh, boy.
He got out of his truck and started up the walk to her house when she opened the door. She’d pulled on jeans and a tank and had draped a jacket over her arm. Since the tank had thick straps, he couldn’t tell what kind of suit she wore, and that annoyed him. He wanted to know so he could prepare his dick for what was to come.
No pun intended.
“I saw you pull up,” Holly said before pointing down at her outfit. “Is this okay? I wasn’t sure if we were taking the bike or not.”
He let his gaze travel down the curves of her body once more, and he swallowed hard so he could speak. “Yeah, you look fine.”
She snorted. “Good to know.”
He winced. “I mean, you’re fine for what we’re doing. You look a hell of a lot better than fine.”
If the guys could see him now, they’d be on the floor laughing. Normally, he was a little better with women, but Holly threw him off-kilter. He didn’t know what they were to each other, or what they were doing, and his brain didn’t seem to want to function normally. This didn’t bode well.
She smiled widely, and he had to hold his breath to keep from sighing or saying something even more stupid. He’d been in her presence for all of three minutes, and he was already afraid she’d turn and run the other way. And, honestly, he wouldn’t have blamed her.
“So, we’re taking your truck, then?” she asked.
He nodded. Time to get his head in the game. “Yeah, we’re going up some back roads, and it’s not safe on the bike.”
She tilted her head. “Are you taking me to an undisclosed location to bury my body or something?”
He wanted to do something to her body but it wasn’t bury it. He cleared his throat and put on his most charming grin. “I can give you the location now if you want, and you can text it to Maya or something so she knows where we are. I already told my friend Harper this morning since he called to ask me to hang out at the gym today.”
She rolled her eyes. “I was kidding about the whole serial killer thing. A little. But if Harper knows where we’ll be, then that’s fine. Not that I’m afraid you’re going to kill me, but it’s always good to have someone know where you’re going. Harper is the new guy at Montgomery Inc., right? Alex mentioned to Maya, who mentioned to me, that they’d hired him on and that you were all friends. I’m rambling. You can tell me to stop anytime you’d like, you know.”
He shrugged. “That’s the same Harper. I like how you ramble. You tell me more about yourself that way.” He had to be careful not to like that too much. Because he couldn’t afford to like her as much as parts of him wanted to. It would be dangerous for them both.
“Why are you doing this, Brody?” she asked suddenly. “I don’t even know why I’m doing this.”
He met her gaze as he stepped forward, knowing his answer had to mean something. And it did, though he wasn’t sure why. “I saw a friend of a friend who wanted to try something new, something exciting. And, I don’t know, I wanted to be the person to help you. Maybe we’ll figure out the other reasons together.”
He swallowed hard as she blinked up at him. Then she put her hand on his chest and moved forward. It was all he could do not to wrap himself around her right then and kiss her hard.
Instead, she went on her tiptoes and brushed a soft kiss against his lips. “Let’s figure this out together, then.” She paused as he gathered his control. Damn, she was a sweet temptation and all wrong for him. But Brody was good at doing the wrong thing. Excelled at it even. “Where are you taking me exactly?”
“We’re trying out some hot springs,” he said gruffly. Hell, he had no idea what he was doing so he might as well jump in headfirst and hope he didn’t break anything on the way down.
Her eyes widened, and she smiled. “I’ve always wanted to try those!” She snapped her fingers. “Hence the suit and the fact that you need a truck to get there.” She narrowed her eyes a bit and leaned back. “This isn’t a hot spring on some national park land that will get us arrested, will it? Because as much as I want to try new things, trying them in an orange jumpsuit with handcuffs really isn’t my idea of fun.”
Of course, now he was thinking of her in handcuffs.
Why his brain had devolved into his teenage self, he didn’t know, but he had a feeling it was because of the woman in front of him. He was going to have to try to be a bit more careful if he were going to make it through this.
Whatever this was.
He shook his head. “It’s a hot spring owned by a buddy of mine, but it’s on his private property and not for the public. I called him and asked if we could use it, and he said fine. It’s one of the few hot springs owned privately rather than on commercial or park land, so it’s a rare find. But I figured it would be a little more fun to hike there once we park off the beaten trail a bit rather than go to a commercial lot where there are tourists everywhere trying to breathe in the mountain air.”
She nodded. “That does sound fun and different than what I would normally be doing right now. But hiking? You didn’t say anything about hiking.” She looked down at her worn boots and back up at him. “I don’t actually own hiking boots. I just picked these because I figured they’d work for the bike. And since we’re not taking the bike…”
He shook his head. “You’ll be fine. It’s not that far of a hike, and I’ll be right by you. I promise, I’m not going to let you get hurt. Okay?”
She looked up at him and nodded, and he hoped to hell he wasn’t lying to her when he said he wouldn’t let her get hurt. Because while he’d do his best to keep her from twisting her ankle or falling along the path, he had a feeling that he was the real danger, and not the risks she wanted to take.
The drive up took over an hour, and the two of them talked the entire way. He was surprised at how easy it was to talk to her. He felt like he could tell her almost anything. Almost. There was no way he was going into his childhood or crap like that with her, but he felt comfortable sharing everything else.
He learned more about her work at the school and the fact that her best friend owned a bookstore—the same bookstore he shopped at when he was downtown, in fact. He told her about his job and his coworkers who had become his friends over time. They talked about his ink and the fact that he didn’t have a dedicated artist, but rather his body was a mural for the shop as a whole.
“And you don’t want a tattoo of your own, I take it?” he asked as they walked up the narrow path toward the hot spring. She was in front of him slightly so he could catch her if she stumbled, but she had been doing well on her own so far.
“Oh, I want one,” she said with a smile over her shoulder. Of course, because she’d taken her attention off the ground she stumbled a bit. He reached out and gripped her hip to keep her steady, and she let out a laugh. “Well, I’m surprised that didn’t happen sooner. Thanks for saving me.”
He squeezed her hip. “You just wanted my hands on your hips, don’t lie.” He held back a curse as the words tumbled out. Despite the fact that they’d kissed multiple times since they met, he’d honestly been trying to keep his distance. But, apparently, his brain wasn’t quite on the same page.
Or maybe it was his dick.
She shook her head at him, a small smile playing on her lips. “Maybe.” She turned her head again, her attention on the path in front of her. “As for a tattoo, I want one. I have for a while, in fact. But I don’t know what I want yet. And since that’s kind of the important part, I’ve been holding off.”
He let his hand fall from her hip and reached out to grip her hand.
Stupid Decisions: 156. Brody: 0.
She squeezed his fingers, and he let out a breath.
“Are you going to let Maya do it when you figure it out?”
Holly nodded. “Even if I didn’t trust her to make it perfect, I don’t think I’d have another choice.” She laughed. “Maya gets a little proprietary.”
“No shit,” he said with a chuckle. “Though I’m surprised that you and Maya are friends like you are.” He winced. “Sorry. That was probably an idiotic thing to say.”
Holly shook her head. “No, it’s a reasonable thought since she’s married to my ex. I don’t know exactly how we became the friends we are, but when she was dating Jake, something happened, and I was there to talk to her about it. And I guess we just became close after that. It should be awkward, especially since I spend time at the house when Jake is there, but it’s not. It just is. I’m grateful, though. Because not only do I have Maya as a friend but I also get the rest of the Montgomerys, as well as Jake and Border. They’re good people, and I’m glad I get to be in their circle.”
Brody nodded, though since her attention was on the path, she couldn’t see him. “They are good people.”
Before she could say anything else, however, they walked through a small clearing and found the hot springs.
“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
He squeezed her hand again. “I think so.” He wasn’t sure if he was talking about her or the hot springs though, and he knew he was in trouble.
Natural rocks had come together with the river on one side and trees and mountains on the other. Somehow, through vents deep in the earth, a perfect hot spring had been formed. This one was checked often by his friend to keep it safe for what they were about to do, and he was glad.
“You ready to take a dip?”
She looked up at him, her eyes bright. “So ready.”
“Then take off your clothes, babe, and get in.”
She snorted and raised a brow. “If that’s your idea of a line, you need to work on it.”
He shrugged off his bag and winked. “I’ll work on my lines for you, don’t worry. But, really, I have my suit on under my clothes so I’m going to strip them off and get in. My friend built a small hut on the other side of those trees if you want to change in there. I don’t want you to do anything that will make you uncomfortable.”
She just looked at him before letting out a breath. Then she gripped the bottom of her shirt and lifted it over her head.
He was going to die a very, very happy man.
She hadn’t worn a one-piece, after all. In fact, the black bikini top molded to the generous curves of her breasts perfectly. As she toed off her boots and wiggled out of her pants, her breasts jiggled back and forth, and he had to swallow hard before he came in his jeans like a hormonal teenager.
“Are you getting in with your clothes on?” she asked, standing sexy as hell in her black two-piece.
He quickly stripped down to his shorts and held out a hand. If he merely held her hand, he wouldn’t be tempted to grab for anything else like a lecher. This whole thing was so Holly could experience something new, not so he could ogle her.
But damn if he didn’t want to ogle her.
When she placed her hand in his, they made their way to the side of the hot springs. He gave her hand one last squeeze before letting go and stepping in carefully. The bottom had worn smooth over time but wasn’t slippery. The natural minerals in the water tingled against his skin and he let out a sigh.
“Damn, this already feels good. You ready?” He held out his hand again, and she took it without pause.
“I am now,” she said with a small smile. He helped her get in and tried to hide his erection when she let out the sexiest moan ever.
“This feels divine.”
He sank into the water to his shoulders and nodded. “I freaking love it up here, but I don’t get a chance to come out too often.”
She rested her head on a rock as she soaked. “That’s a shame. I can’t believe I’ve never done anything like this before. And this isn’t even that adventurous.”
He moved so he sat by her without touching. He didn’t want to scare her away since hitting on her wasn’t what all of this was about. “If you haven’t done it before and it’s something you want to do, then it’s worth it to try. It doesn’t have to be death-defying to be on a bucket list.”
Holly winced. “I need a better term than bucket list.”
“How about Holly’s List? Simple and easy to remember.”
She looked over at him. “So what’s next on Holly’s List?” she asked. “I haven’t actually told you anything I want to put on it, you’ve just guessed.”
He sat up so he faced her and he could watch her expressions as she spoke. He didn’t know why he liked watching her like this when they talked, but it was as if he couldn’t get enough of her.
Again, his brain screamed that they were approaching dangerous territory, but he ignored it.
“I figured we’d slowly work our way up to grander things, but if you have stuff you want to do, we can.”
“That’s the thing, I haven’t done anything. I’ve worked and read books. That’s it. So anything new is by far more than anything I could have thought up on my own.” Her hands played with the ripples in the water, and she sighed. “I know I’m putting pressure on both of us with this, but I’m having fun. Are you?”
“Hell, yeah. Despite what others might think of me, I don’t spend all my time doing reckless things and being an idiot. I’m usually working or at the gym. So doing things that are a little out of my routine is a nice break.”
Her fingers played in the water again. “As long as you want to do this, then I’m in. I’m having fun, Brody. I never realized how…staid I was before this. I do the same things day after day and research anything new endlessly before I do it, to the point that it’s not fun anymore. It’s how I’ve always been. But maybe it’s time to change that.”
“You’re already changing some of it. But Holly? I like you for you, you know. You don’t have to change everything.”
She turned so she was facing him, and his heart rate sped up. Hell, he needed to get a grip.
“That’s the nicest thing you could have said. I like me, too, Brody.” She paused. “And I like you as well.”
At her words, he did the only thing he could.
He kissed her.
And as the water splashed around them and their lips met between heavy panting breaths, he knew that Holly was one risk he shouldn’t take.
And the only risk he would.
 



Chapter Five
Holly was pretty sure she was going to have sex with Brody. Maybe not tonight. But soon. There was no way she could hold herself back for much longer. Each kiss they shared lingered progressively longer, and she was afraid by the time they kissed again, she’d combust.
She’d practically climbed him like a tree in the hot springs, and it had taken all her strength to pull away once she remembered they were out in the open. While she was taking some chances and doing new things, outdoor sex wasn’t on the menu.
Yet.
Tonight, she and Brody were going out to dinner. A normal dinner where they would just sit and eat and even talk. This would have nothing to do with Holly’s List, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
This was a date.
A real live date with food and maybe even kissing involved.
She just hoped it didn’t ruin what she already had with Brody because she liked what she had with him. She liked that she felt she could open up to him more each time they talked. She wasn’t sure exactly what was happening between them, but she wasn’t going to overanalyze it.
If she did, she’d only end up hurting herself in the end.
And the whole point of Holly’s List was to put herself out there and not get hurt in the process.
The doorbell rang, and she quickly smoothed out her sundress and straightened her cardigan shrug. It wasn’t the sexiest of outfits, but she felt the most comfortable in it. If Brody had a problem with it, then he could walk away. She wasn’t going to change for any man. No, the only person she would change for was herself.
She let out a small growl.
She was freaking out over nothing, and Brody hadn’t even seen her yet. He hadn’t said a word about her outfits in the past, and she didn’t think he would start now. Only things were different between them lately, or at least they were on the verge of becoming different. She was just trying to catch up.
With a smile on her face, she opened the door and almost swallowed her tongue. Brody wore a dark blue, long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal the ink on his forearms. Sure, she’d been with Jake and knew ink on forearms was sexy, but nothing was as sexy as Brody’s arms.
Except maybe the rest of him.
He had on dark jeans and black boots, and he’d added something to his hair so it stayed out of his face but didn’t look all slicked and gelled. And when he smiled at her, his dimple popped out, and she about fell down at his feet in thanks.
Holly needed to get a grip.
“You look good enough to eat,” Brody drawled.
She gave him a look. “I was thinking the same thing about you.”
He winked and held out his hand. He was always doing that, giving her time to take that step rather than merely taking her hand. Every move he made gave her the option of staying away, making her own choices. She had a feeling, though, if they were to go to bed together, he’d have far more control over their movements than he did now.
And that was something Holly knew she’d let happen.
She slid her hand into his and walked toward his truck. Thankfully, he’d told her they’d be taking the truck tonight so she knew what to wear. While she liked the surprises he’d thought up, making sure she was dressed correctly for whatever came up wasn’t the easiest thing in the world.
They made their way to the restaurant and talked about their days. She liked being able to do things like this with someone, to have another person to just talk to, but she was also aware that she had to be careful. Brody wasn’t offering a lifetime or even a small commitment. It would do her well to remember that she had to not only guard her body from whatever they might do in the future, but her heart as well.
“How can you have papers to go over when school isn’t in session?”
She blew out a breath. “Because our school system is flawed, and I spend too much time prepping kids for tests they are far too young for and dealing with packet after packet of post-analysis and preparation for the following year. I also have classes to take this summer, but I’m on a break between them at the moment.”
“And you don’t get paid for any of it?”
She shook her head. “Nope. Most teachers I know can’t afford to live on their own if they aren’t married, thanks to our salaries. My house was actually a foreclosure that was falling apart when I got it. Maya’s family’s company actually fixed it up for me, and they let me pay on a payment plan. I’m still working that off, but I will be forever grateful that they made a plan for me on my budget.”
He frowned over at her. “I rent a small apartment that I hate because mechanics don’t make that much either, but I get it. I’m saving for my own shop one day, so owning a home comes later.” He shrugged, and she had a feeling talking about money was putting them both on edge. Neither of them was in a field that would make them rich, but they both helped others. That had to count for something, even if it meant no shopping trips with her friends along the way.
“This is it,” Brody said when he pulled into a parking lot. “It’s not too fancy, but the food is great.”
Holly smiled at the familiar restaurant that wasn’t part of a chain but was run by generations of a local family.
“I’ve been here, actually.” She didn’t mention that it had been with Jake since that didn’t matter. She’d taken Arianna here a few times over the years as well. It was really good German food.
Brody winked at her. “Good to know. That means you know that if you don’t finish your food, the owner comes out and hits you with that ruler of his.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “It’s just a prop, Brody. He doesn’t actually come out and do that.”
Brody snorted and got out of the truck. She opened her door and started to get out when Brody made his way to her side and helped her down. He had those pipe side steps on the sides of his truck, but it was still a pretty far drop for her considering her height.
“You know he’s used the ruler once or twice. Just saying.”
She pressed her hand against his chest as she stepped down, liking the feel of his heat beneath her palm far too much. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”
“I’m a good boy and eat my food,” Brody explained. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of yours too in case you don’t finish it. Wouldn’t want you to get spanked.”
Of course, she tripped over her own feet at that, and he caught her, pulling her toward him. “You did that on purpose,” she accused.
He leaned down and kissed her firmly on the lips. “You know it.”
They were standing in the middle of the parking lot, their breaths quickening and her heart racing.
“Are we dating?” she blurted. “Forget I asked. Never mind. Let’s go get some food. I’m starving.”
She tried to pull away, but he didn’t let her go.
“Yeah, Holly, we’re dating. Is that okay?”
“Oh.” She paused. “Okay.”
He kissed the tip of her nose. “We’re friends on our way to get some food, and I can’t help wanting to kiss you, so yeah, that’s dating in my book. But that doesn’t mean we have to freak out about it. Okay? Just one thing at a time. One checkmark on Holly’s List at a time.”
She looked up at him, studying his face. “Is kissing you on my list, then?”
“Well, until recently, you’d never done that. So, yeah, I guess it is.”
Her mind went to what else could be on the list that involved him, and she almost had to press her legs together and moan.
“Food,” she blurted. “I need food.”
“Your wish is my command, Holly.” He paused. “Always.”
Always is a long time, she thought as they walked into the restaurant and then to their table in the corner.
A long time.
Thankfully, neither of them brought up what had happened out in the parking lot. Instead, he made her laugh with stories about Harper and Alex at the gym, and she told him about the time she’d ended up with little paint handprints on her butt when a child fell down behind her.
He threw his head back and laughed, causing some of the women in the room to watch him with admiration. Too bad for them he was there with Holly. At that smug thought, she sipped her water, needing to cool down a bit.
“What color were they?”
She narrowed her eyes. “Bright yellow on my black pants I could never wear again. It was during my training so I wasn’t allowed to pick the lesson plans. Paint like that will never be involved in my classroom again.”
He shook his head and snagged the last bite of food from her plate. He’d been right in saying he could finish not only his meal but also half of hers. The man ate like a horse but was lean and muscled. She’d be angry at him for that, but she couldn’t help but admire the way he looked.
“I thought that was you.”
Holly turned at the sound of Jake’s voice as her ex—and now friend—walked up to them. She held back a cringe because as much as Brody sounded like he found nothing odd about her being friends with Jake, it was a little different.
Maya and Border were right behind Jake, and the five of them said their hellos, hugging and giving each other pecks on the cheek.
“Out on a date?” Brody asked. They were in the back of the restaurant so there was room enough for the five of them to stand and not be in the way. But Holly hadn’t missed the odd looks some people gave the trio that had walked up to them.
Maya leaned into Border’s side while holding Jake’s hand. Holly knew the three of them weren’t usually so open in public, but this restaurant was owned by a nice couple who loved them and weren’t small-minded. Unfortunately, Holly saw a few people in the building who weren’t as pleased with it, disgust evident on their faces.
Idiots.
“We were going to get dessert, actually,” Maya put in. “But we decided we should go home and check on Murphy and Owen.” Murphy and Owen were two of Jake’s brothers. “It got a bit chilly in here, if you know what I mean.”
Holly narrowed her eyes at the people openly gawking behind the trio, but Jake shook his head.
“Don’t worry about them,” he said softly as he kissed his wife’s temple. “They don’t matter.”
Border was silent and he studied Brody and Holly, but the grip he had on Maya’s waist tightened.
Brody rolled his neck and put some cash on the table since they’d brought the check by a few moments ago. “Let’s head out of here, shall we?” he asked, once again holding his hand out for Holly.
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Holly agreed and picked up her purse. The five of them left with a wave to the owners but didn’t say a word. It turned out the trio had parked a couple of cars down from Brody’s truck, so they stayed out in the parking lot for a few moments talking.
Border kept his gaze on alert, however, and Holly hated that they had to do that. “We shouldn’t stand out here for too long,” the big man grumbled. “I didn’t like the looks that group of guys in the corner gave us.”
Maya’s jaw tightened, and Jake cursed. “I like this place, guys. I want to keep coming back.”
“Then we will,” Border said simply, though it was anything but simple. “But I’m not letting you guys get hurt because of idiots.”
Brody slid his arm around Holly, pulling her close. She needed the warmth and was grateful he was there. “You guys okay driving home? Want us to follow you?”
“We’ll be okay. Thanks, though,” Jake said softly. “Let’s get out of here, okay?”
“Okay,” Maya whispered, so unlike the woman that it made Holly’s heart hurt. Maya never lowered her voice because she was also so confident. And yet right then, Maya seemed anything but confident.
They said their good-byes and got into their respective vehicles to head back to their homes.
God, she hated that people’s judgment had put those she loved and cared about on edge. It wasn’t fair that Maya, Jake, and Border couldn’t go out like regular people. Yes, their relationship was unconventional, but they weren’t hurting anyone. And the sad thing was, with all the ink and piercings Maya had, she might have had some of the same trouble even if she went out with just one guy at a time. Let alone what happened when Border and Jake went out on dates in public. Some of the world had changed enough to be tolerant, but not enough of it.
Inside the truck, Brody brought her hand to his lips and gave her palm a small kiss. “I’m sorry our evening ended on a bad note.” He pulled away and drove out of the parking lot, letting her think.
She let out a breath. “I’m so pissed off for them. They haven’t done anything wrong, and their relationship isn’t anyone’s business. Yet they need to deal with crap like this daily. And their kid, Noah? He’s going to deal with people like that for the rest of his life, even though the Montgomerys and Gallaghers are going to try and protect him with everything they have. Not everyone is a bigot, but enough people are that it’s dangerous.”
She wiped viciously at the tears that had dared to slide down her cheeks. “Sorry. I’m just so angry, and because there’s nothing I can do, I cry.”
He let out a curse and reached over to squeeze her thigh. “When I get angry, I tend to punch things. Hence why I box with Alex and Harper. If you don’t like crying, ever think about boxing?”
She looked at him incredulously. “Seriously?”
He kept his hand on her thigh, and she was very, very aware of how amazing his large hand felt there, and how warm and tingly she felt.
From the way his throat worked as he swallowed, he was fully aware of it, too.
“It got you to stop crying, didn’t it?”
She laughed and shook her head. “You’ve seen me trip how many times since you’ve met me and you still want me to get in a ring?”
He shrugged as he pulled into her driveway. As he turned off the engine, his fingers danced along the hem of her dress, barely brushing her skin, but just enough that she wanted to rock into him.
“I think you can do anything you set your mind to, Holly,” he said softly.
Her heart did that clutching thing again that worried her so much, and she dutifully ignored it. “What’s next on the list, Brody?”
He turned to meet her gaze, and the heat she saw there nearly had her losing her breath. “I should walk you to your door.”
Maybe it was time for her to take that next step. Take that next leap.
“Or you could come in.”
His eyes narrowed. “If I go inside with you right now, I’m going to strip you out of that dress and fuck you hard against the first surface I find.”
“Then we’d better get inside quickly.”
He let out a curse, and before she knew it, they were both out of the car and her hands were shaking as she tried to get the key into the lock of her door. Brody stood behind her, his hands on her hips, his cock pressed firmly against her butt.
If what she felt behind her was any indication of what lay beneath his zipper, the man was hard, big, and freaking ready for her.
Good thing she was ready for him.
She finally got the door open, and Brody pushed her inside before closing it behind them. He cupped her face and kissed her hard, pressing her back against the door. She moaned into him, sliding her hands up and down his body, needing to touch him, needing his touch, needing more.
His tongue tangled with hers, and they moaned in unison as her nipples pressed against his chest. She reached between them, brushing the back of her hand along the long line of his erection.
“You’re going to have to stop touching me like that if you don’t want me to blow my load in my pants. And shit, Holly. As soon as I have you in my arms, I act like a caveman. An inarticulate one, who says the crudest things that come to mind.”
She bit his lip, and he licked hers back. “I’m not as innocent as I look,” she promised. When he pulled away, she slowly slid her sweet summer dress up over her thighs to reveal her lace panties. He groaned but didn’t touch her. Instead, she slid one hand down her belly and between her legs.
She wasn’t a virgin. She liked sex and wanted more of it. She might look like some innocent little teacher who didn’t know how to pleasure herself, but she wasn’t. Not in any shape or form. She might not curse as much as her friends, and she didn’t have any piercings or tattoos, but she knew how to get herself off.
Now she needed Brody to do that for her.
“I’m already wet, Brody. What are you going to do about it?”
He groaned and fell to his knees, grabbing her thighs with both hands and spreading her just a bit more. When he nuzzled her, she let out a high moan, needing more of him.
“You surprise me more every day, Holly.” He looked up, his head between her legs as he knelt at her feet. She could totally get used to this. “I like surprises.”
She licked her lips and tilted her head. “Then you’re going to be in for a treat.”
He slid his finger under her panties and ran his hand over her lower lips. “Oh, yeah, and my tasty treat is right here.”
He slowly pulled down her panties, and she arched her back, making it easier for him. When he lowered his head again to lick at her, playing with her curls with one hand and teasing her with the other, she rotated her hips slightly.
“That’s it, baby. Ride my face as I make you come.”
Later, she’d do a little dance in glee that Brody was a dirty talker. For now, she’d do as he told her and ride him until he made her see stars.
He used his hands and mouth on her, eating her like he was a man starving in the desert and she was his feast. And when he sucked just right on that little bundle of nerves, she came, calling his name and arching her back even more.
Before she could catch her breath, Brody had his mouth on hers, the sweet taste of herself erotic and tempting. He lifted her up with his hands under her butt, and she wrapped her legs around him, aware they’d left her panties by the door. He set her down on her couch and quickly stripped off his shirt before going back to his knees.
She only had a few moments to once again admire the shape of him before he tugged on her dress and she lifted her arms for him. Soon, the dress was on the floor by her shoes he’d somehow taken off. Her bra went next, and then Brody’s head was once again between her thighs. He gripped her legs and shoved them back so they were by her head, and he was eating her out once again, licking, sucking, and biting until she was a writhing mess. He’d pulled her to the edge of the couch, and using long licks and just the right amount of pressure with his hands, he made her come once again.
“Brody, I need you in me.” She wasn’t sure if she could come again, but she didn’t care. She needed the thick length of him inside her.
He pulled away and shucked off his pants, digging around for his wallet and pulling out a condom. He wrapped himself in it, protecting them both, then gripped the base.
“One day, I’m going to want that very pretty mouth around my cock, but I’m not going to last that long tonight.”
He leaned over her and positioned them both so she was fully on her back with him between her legs. He slid himself between her lips but not inside, teasing. As he teased, he explored her with his mouth, using his tongue to lave at her breasts and trail his fingers down her stomach. She roamed his body with her hands, memorizing each plane of him, each curve, every scar.
She wanted this man like none before, and while that should have scared her, she was too far gone to care.
And when he slid inside, she called out his name, his body stretching her to the limit but the burn oh so good.
“Holly, I need you to look at me,” Brody said through gritted teeth. “I need to see your face when I fuck you, when I move in and out of you. Can you do that, Holly Rose? Can you keep your eyes open so I can watch when you come again?”
She gripped his shoulders. “I don’t think I can come again,” she panted, her eyes wide open.
He grinned that devilish grin of his, his dimple once again peeking out. “I’ll take that challenge, darling.”
And with that, he moved.
Though they were panting, sweaty, and groaning for each other, she knew this was more than what they’d both had on their minds when they’d started this whole thing. This wasn’t just two bodies in need of release. This was something more.
At least it was for her.
And when she came again, he followed, his body straining from the pressure of it. She pulled him close, needing to feel his heartbeat against her chest. He gave her the softest of kisses, and something inside her twisted ever so slightly.
She was falling for this man.
A man she shouldn’t.
That hadn’t been in the cards, hadn’t been on her list.
So instead of doing what he asked, she closed her eyes, hiding what she felt, what she didn’t understand. Because it was far too soon, and Brody wasn’t here for more than what they had.
And she couldn’t take that risk, the gamble she swore she would never take again.
She couldn’t fall in love with Brody Deacon.
But she was afraid it might already be too late.
 



Chapter Six
Brody was in so much trouble, he couldn’t quite think straight. He shouldn’t have slept with Holly, shouldn’t have taken her to her bedroom after they’d almost broken her couch so he could see how she looked when she rode him.
He would never forget the way her breasts looked as they bounced and jiggled, practically begging for his lips. And because Brody was the kind of man he was, he’d obliged them by sucking on her nipples until they were red and hard and probably sore.
He’d been a very bad man, but hell, he was a sated man.
And from the way Holly had lay limply beside him, her eyes glazed and her lips swollen from his kisses, she’d been one sated woman.
Still, he knew he’d probably messed everything up by giving in.
It wasn’t too late to walk away, to make sure they kept their distance.
Except he knew that was a lie. He had a date planned with her later that day at a restaurant she’d never been to. It was sort of on the list they’d come up with while lying naked the night before. She’d never been to a hole in the wall restaurant, especially one she’d never heard of, so tonight, Brody would take her to one. Not the most exciting thing to do, but the food would be good, and it would cross off one more thing on her list.
He hoped he didn’t hurt them both because he was too chickenshit to walk away when he should.
“Yo, Brody, you done with that oil change? The lady is here to pick up the car a few minutes early.” His buddy and coworker Grayson strolled over, a frown on his face like usual. Brody liked Grayson, but the man didn’t smile much…if at all.
Brody wiped his hands on the dirty rag next to him and nodded. “Yeah, just finished.” They didn’t only do oil changes since they were an all-service shop, but he did more of them than he liked. He’d rather do body work than anything, but sometimes, oil changes paid the bills.
“I’ll get her settled if you want to bring the car around front,” Grayson said. “I know you’re off shift now so I’ll finish the paperwork.”
Brody tilted his invisible cowboy hat, and the man flipped him off. Brody and Grayson were both from Texas, and neither of them had ever worn a cowboy hat, but it was still fun to mess with the other man. The two of them had met in the shop, not in their hometowns since they’d grown up about six hours from each other. Texas was a big state, after all, even if people tended to brush it with one broad stroke.
He scrubbed his hands as best he could, considering he’d always end up with a little dirt and grease on him no matter how hard he washed, and pulled the car into the front parking area. He tossed the keys to Grayson as the other man walked out and nodded politely at the woman. She didn’t even bother to look at Brody, and that was fine. Most people didn’t give their mechanic a second glance. As long as the work was good, that’s all that really mattered.
As soon as he got home, he jumped in the shower and tried to scrub off the day and the doubts. He was starting to get annoyed with himself since all he kept doing was worrying about things that hadn’t even happened yet. He would do better to just live in the moment. Like always. For now, living in the moment meant making Holly happy with her list. If they both happened to get an orgasm or two out of the deal, then so be it.
“Way to be a fucking jerk,” Brody mumbled to himself.
He wasn’t that callous, and pretending that he was in order to get her off his mind and out of his…dare he say, heart, was going to mess him up and hurt her in the end. Better to act natural and not like a dick.
Once again, he found himself pulling into Holly’s driveway. He didn’t even have time to turn off the engine before the woman on his mind walked out of her house, locking the door behind her. She had her phone to her ear and was frowning as she made her way to the truck. He leaned over and opened the door so she could get in easier, and she smiled at him.
“Okay, Ari. I’m in Brody’s truck now, but if you need me for anything, you call me. Okay? I’m so freaking sorry that your dad is a jerk and you’re going through this. Just let me know what you need, okay? Is Harper taking care of you?” A pause. “What do you mean you haven’t told Harper? Honey, you need to call him. Now.”
Brody pulled out of the driveway as she mouthed “Sorry” over at him. He shook his head, understanding. From what he could tell, something had happened to Arianna, Harper and Holly’s friend. He hoped she was okay, considering he didn’t like it that Holly looked so worried.
“I love you, too. Now get some rest, okay? Bye, honey.” She sighed as she tucked her phone into her purse. “Sorry about that. Arianna’s father is an asshole.” She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t think she needed to. If it was her friend’s problem, Holly didn’t need to get into details just then.
Brody snorted. Holly didn’t curse often, so when she did, it packed a punch. “Need me to rough him up for you?”
Holly gave him a small smile but shook her head. “No need, but thank you. And anyway, I think Harper would be the one to rough the man up.”
Brody tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as they stopped at a light. “I’ve always wondered what was going on between the two of them. Harper and Arianna, I mean. Harper always claims she’s his best friend and nothing more.”
Holly shrugged and played with the strap of her purse. “I don’t know exactly since I don’t spend much time with the two of them. Arianna never has time to do anything except grab a quick meal with me these days, and before he started with Montgomery Inc., Harper was working for his old boss who was a jerk, and he never got time off either. So it was a whole mess.” She blew out a breath. “Nothing I can do about it, so I guess I should just let them deal with it on their own. It sucks, though.”
“Yeah, it does,” he agreed. “You okay to get something to eat now? We can head back home if you’re not in the mood.”
Holly shook her head. “I’m starving, actually. And if we go home right now, we’d both want to do something I can’t exactly do this week.”
He grimaced for her. He’d been around women long enough not to be an idiot about that time of the month, but he was thankful every day that he was a guy and didn’t have to deal with that.
“Well, we can get you all the food you need. They have a chocolate cake thing that’s really good too if you’re craving that.”
She gave him a look out of the corner of her eye and snorted. “Not all women crave chocolate during their periods, Brody.”
“No, but you mentioned you crave chocolate all the time, so I figured I had a decent shot.”
She laughed and pushed at him softly. “You’re a dork, but yes, chocolate sounds good. In general. And I can’t believe I’m talking about my period cravings with you.”
He shrugged. “We talk about everything else, why not that?”
Only he knew it was a lie as soon as the words left his mouth. He’d noticed that both of them had steered clear of topics surrounding their childhoods. And while he had a reason for that on his end, he was afraid she had a reason as well. And maybe, just maybe, they were getting a little too serious too quickly for his liking. But he’d suck it up because, once again, he’d promised himself he wouldn’t hurt her.
“You’re so weird, Brody Deacon, but I like you.”
He pulled into the parking lot of a rundown building and winked at her. “I like you, too.”
Her cheeks flushed, and she turned away, giving the place a once-over. “This is where we’re eating?” She sounded as if she didn’t quite believe it. Hell, he couldn’t blame her. The place had a small, faded sign in front of the door and dark windows. It looked like a place for a robbery gone bad, not a place to find good food, but he’d been inside, and he loved it.
“I have a trucker friend who delivers here and told me about it. The place is clean, and the kitchen is spotless. It’s one of those hidden treasures around Denver everyone talks about but doesn’t go into detail on for fear of it getting overrun. The parking lot is only half full because we’re a little early for a normal dinner, but I did that on purpose. We wouldn’t be able to get a table after six without a long wait.”
“If you say so,” she said with a laugh. “And you know, Brody, you always seem to know a guy or have a friend who knows someone.”
He frowned when they got out of his truck, and he took her hand to lead her to the front of the restaurant. “Is that a bad thing? I mean, I guess it sounds like it’s shady or something, but it’s not. I know a lot of people.”
And didn’t let them get too close. That’s how he kept himself sane. Of course, he didn’t say that last part.
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” she said quickly. “You have a lot of people in a lot of different circles, and I think that speaks more to your character than anything. You’re a good guy that helps out anyone who needs it, regardless of how crazy it sounds. I mean, hello, that’s how we met, after all.”
He leaned down and brushed a kiss on the corner of her mouth before he opened the door. “I just wanted in your pants.”
She pushed at him. “Liar.”
He laughed, tugging her inside, hoping once again he wasn’t making a really big mistake. The hostess smiled at Brody before glaring at Holly and then stomped them over to a corner booth. She sashayed away, and Brody winced.
“Oh, boy, another fan of yours,” Holly put in with a laugh. “But not, apparently, a fan of mine. She looks like she’s still in high school so I’m going with a crush and not an ex?”
He scowled at her. “Despite what our friends think, I’m not a player. And I’m sure as hell not playing with a seventeen-year-old. Her parents own the place, and I’ve known her since she was like eleven or something. She’s always given me those doe eyes of hers, but I just smile and eat.”
Holly pointed at him with a mock glare. “That’s your problem, mister. You smile, and that dimple shows up, and women fall for you without even thinking. It’s a very dangerous dimple.”
Had she fallen for him?
He pushed that thought away. Of course, she hadn’t. They were having fun and would part as friends when they were through like the other women he’d dated in the past. It was far too early for serious thoughts, and he’d been careful. Hadn’t he?
“You like my dimple?” He grinned just right so both dimples came out. Yeah, he’d been a dumbass teenager who’d practiced that look in the mirror, but he knew how to work it.
She rolled her eyes. “Dangerous. Dimple.” She waved to her menu. “Now, what’s good here? I love Mexican by the way, so yay for spicy food.”
He cleared his throat, a little sorry she hadn’t wanted to make out right there with the appearance of his second dimple. Maybe she was immune to it.
Or maybe he needed to get a damn grip.
“Everything’s good, but I like their combo platter that gives me some of everything.”
Her eyes rounded when she looked at it. “Brody, that’s enough for four people.”
He shrugged and pointed to one item below it. “Actually, the one you were looking at was the small combo. We can get the large combo and share if you want. And if somehow we can’t eat it all, we can take the rest to your place and eat it later.”
She closed the menu and nodded. “Sounds like a plan. Just roll me out the door when we’re done, okay?”
He chuckled. “Deal.”
 
 
When they lay next to each other later that night on the couch, a random movie on TV and their bellies full, Holly groaned. “Why did you let me eat that much?”
Brody let out a shaky breath. “Babe, I’m pretty sure even I ate too much.” His stomach protested as he shifted on the couch to try and find a way to get more comfortable. She lay in front of him, her back to his chest so they could both see the TV without having to move. Normally, this would have made him horny as hell, but he might have done something he’d never done before.
Gotten full.
“This is so sexy,” she mumbled. “You literally almost had to roll me out of that place. Why was the food so good? Why did we do this to ourselves?”
He sighed and moved his hand so it rested on her breast. He couldn’t help it; it was comfortable. “It’s a dangerous, dangerous place.”
She patted his hand gently. “I love that you’re copping a feel right now.”
He winced and tried to pull away, but she held him to her breast, pushing his hand more firmly into her. “Sorry. Are your nipples tender?”
She sighed and nuzzled her butt into his crotch. He did his best to think of England or some crap so he wouldn’t get a chubby, but it was no use. She was right there, and his dick knew it. The damn thing filled and pressed closer, liking where it was at, all warm and snuggly.
“My nipples aren’t that tender this time, thankfully. And I don’t know why, but I’m all comfy and cozy with your hand cupping me and Little Brody pressed against my butt. I’m being evil to you right now. I can help you out if you want…”
Her voice trailed off, and he groaned. Instead of answering right away, he removed his hand from her breast and pulled the blanket on the back of the couch over them. Then he put his hand right back where it was, content.
“When we’re both not full to the brim, I might just take you up on that offer, but I really am enjoying myself sitting and cuddling with you.” 
“Really?” she asked, her eyes bright as she looked over her shoulder.
He kissed her neck. “Yeah. Really.”
“Good. I like this, too.”
She turned back to the movie on the screen, and he let out a breath. This should be worrying him. He didn’t cuddle, and he didn’t do things like this, but here he was, enjoying himself and knowing there was no place he’d rather be.
He needed to take a step back, needed to remember why he didn’t do relationships. But with Holly in his arms, it was hard to remember that.
And in the end, he was afraid he’d break her because of it.
 



Chapter Seven
A couple of weeks later and Holly was pretty sure she’d lost her mind.
“Maybe this time we’re taking it too far,” Holly said with a wince. “I mean, the last thing on the list was eating too much, and literally jumping off a bridge might be pushing it.”
Her hands weren’t shaking yet but they were close.
Brody pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “Actually, the last thing on the list was having sex in the shower, and we did that pretty well I think. If you don’t remember, we can do it again, though this time, I’m not letting you go down on your knees for so long so you can suck me off. And I want more time on my knees so I can eat you out as you play with your pussy. Because that was so hot, I almost came, which is why I had to pull away quickly and get that condom.”
She blushed so hard she was sure someone from space could see the redness of her cheeks. She buried her face in Brody’s chest, thankful that they were alone in the small area off the bridge and that no one could have overheard him.
“Brody.”
“What?” he asked innocently. There wasn’t a single innocent thing about him, and they both knew it.
“Don’t ‘what’ me,” she said with a grin. She’d tried not to smile, but it was impossible with him around. “You can’t talk about details like that in public. We might be alone right now, but that could change at any moment.”
He kissed her hard then, his tongue pressing into her mouth with a vigor that made her want to wrap her body around him and never let go. When he pulled away, they were both panting, and she could feel his hard-on pressing against her hip. She was pretty sure she’d soaked through her panties as well. Darn man was always doing that to her, and he was unrepentant in his glee at that fact.
“Brody,” she repeated. “Stop it.”
He kissed the tip of her nose. “Nope. Not gonna do it. But I will take you down to our car and away from the mountains and this bridge if you want. You said you wanted to try bungee jumping, so here we are. It was one thing on your list, but not the only thing. I’m randomly going through it rather than leading up to the big things so you don’t get that nervous anticipation that freaks you out.”
It should worry her that he knew her so well, but instead, it made her feel like she wasn’t alone. She was making a huge mistake by trusting him like she was, by doing the worst thing possible.
Falling for him.
She’d seen what happened when someone from her family fell for another person, and she swore she wouldn’t do it. She’d almost done it with Jake, and yet she’d been grateful enough to realize they were better as friends.
Falling for Brody would only make her hurt more in the end.
Hurt so badly she wasn’t sure she’d make it.
So instead of falling for him, today she would fall from a bridge. Attached to a bungee cord, of course, but it was still falling from a freaking bridge. Why had she put this on her list? Oh, yeah, because she wanted a little change in her life.
Next time, she might just change the color of her sheets or something. That sounded much safer.
“Want to head back? We can.”
She looked up at him before kissing his jaw. If there was one thing she knew, it was that Brody would never hurt her body. Her soul or her heart? Well, that was on her. She’d just have to stop falling in love with him. He’d made no promises, and she was going to have to do her best to not look too deeply into what they had.
Maybe if she told him more about who she was and where she came from, it would keep her safe. It would build that wall between them so neither of them got hurt.
“Holly?”
“Let’s do it. I don’t want to miss out on anything,” she said quickly.
Bungee jumping would be easier than falling for him or opening herself up anyway. And after that? Well, after that, she’d figure it out.
He tucked her hair behind her head. “If you’re sure.”
“I am.” Maybe. She wasn’t sure of anything else, so she might as well be sure about this.
“Okay, then, let’s go. Remember, you can turn back at any time before we start to tilt forward.”
She elbowed him in the gut, holding back a smile. The darn man sure knew how to get right into the deep places she’d kept hidden for so long. So long, in fact, she’d forgotten she was doing it. No wonder she and Jake—or any of the other men she’d been with—hadn’t worked out.
They hadn’t seen her.
And yet, it seemed as if Brody did.
Again, that was a danger she hadn’t put on her list.
The two of them went through the instructions one more time and listened to the people in charge tell them what they needed to do and explain a little bit about what it would feel like. Of course, no matter what they said, she was pretty sure the only way she would know would be to actually do it.
And though it scared her, she wanted to try it, wanted to feel the wind on her face and know her body was floating, if only for an instant.
The fact that she’d be tied up to Brody along the way only made it that much better—and perhaps scarier.
They were the second couple to go, the first couple veterans of bungee jumping. Holly had on her helmet and gear and pressed herself closely to Brody’s side.
“This is my first time, too,” Brody whispered.
She turned to him. “What? I thought you knew what you were doing.” She swallowed hard, her mouth going dry.
“There are some things on my list, too. But I figured I should mention that I hadn’t done this before. Now I feel like I did the wrong thing.”
She shook her head and hugged him hard. “We can do this. We’ll just make it our first time together.”
He chuckled roughly and whispered in her ear, “We’ll take it nice and slow and lose our virginities. Don’t worry.”
She kissed him hard then sucked in a breath as the instructor called their names. With her shoulders rolled back, she got into position and followed every one of their rules and listened hard for what to do. The people in charge set everything up and triple-checked things before patting them on the shoulders, telling them what to do for the fourth time. With something like this, she’d have taken the fifth time, too.
She and Brody were pressed tightly together, ready to literally take the plunge. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to think about that as a symbol or not, but regardless, she couldn’t think about it right then.
Brody let out a breath. “Ready, Holly?”
She nodded. “Ready.”
For what, she didn’t know.
“I’ve got you,” he said calmly. “Always.”
Then they jumped.
Or more like tilted to the side and fell, but it sure felt like a jump. Wind rushed past them so quickly she couldn’t scream. Her body felt weightless for a bare instant before it went too heavy and they bounced back. She couldn’t quite comprehend everything she was seeing, but she knew she’d never forget it.
She’d never forget the way things rushed past her.
The way the water below them gurgled and shone in the light.
The way the wind slid over her face and slapped at her.
And she’d never forget the smile on Brody’s face or the look of wonder that washed over him.
Never in all her days would she forget.
By the time the guys at the bottom pulled them down and set them apart, Holly was ready to hold Brody close and never let him go.
“I’ve never felt more…just more!” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Oh my God, Brody, we need to do that again.”
His eyes widened, and he kissed her hard. “I was afraid I’d pee my pants at first because, hell, did you see what we just did? But having you in my arms made it easier. We made a pretty good team, Holly.”
Yeah, they did. They made the best team.
And when they got to her place later, she’d have to tell him a little more about herself. She was ready, and it was time.
She just didn’t know if she wanted it to push him away, or keep him closer. She just didn’t know…
And that scared her.
 
 
By the time they picked up something to eat and got to her place, the adrenaline had worn off but not the need to talk to Brody. Holly didn’t know why she had this urge, other than she knew it was past time she showed him more of herself.
They were sitting on her couch eating the sandwiches they’d picked up from the local deli when Brody looked over at her with a frown.
“What?” she asked, picking at her meal.
“For someone who just went bungee jumping for the first time and apparently loved it, you look a little sad. What’s up, baby?”
She set her food down and turned so she was sitting cross-legged on the couch facing him. “Did you ever think it was weird that I wanted to do all of these things out of the blue?”
Brody set his drink down and turned so he was fully facing her as well. He reached out and took her hand, and she was grateful for it. “Not really, honestly. We all have some points in our lives when we want to do something different or change things. I find it lucky that I was there, being a horrible eavesdropper when you were talking about it.” He grinned, and her heart did that annoying thing where it sped up merely at the sight of him.
She could not afford to fall in love with Brody Deacon.
But damn it, she already had.
Holly pulled her gaze from him and gave her small home a glance. “I’ve lived here without changing much after the initial updates for years. I like the way everything settled down, and how I can pretty much stay here for long periods of time without needing things. You see, I’m not one to leave the house to go dancing, and I’ve never been to a club to drink with my friends.”
Brody winced. “We can change that if you want, but I think I’m getting old since watching late teens and early twenty-somethings writhe to too loud music makes my jaw ache.”
She shook her head, a smile playing on her face. “I don’t want to go clubbing. You’re right, that’s so not me. And though I’ve been doing new things, going out and hurting my ears and subsequently my feet from dancing or standing in heels for too long isn’t really list worthy.”
He squeezed her hand. “Good to know. Now, why don’t you tell me what’s really on your mind, Holly? You can tell me anything.”
“That’s the thing,” she whispered. “I feel like I can, but I’ve never really told anyone this before.” She met his gaze, worried once again that she was making a mistake. “And we’re…well, I don’t know what we are, but going into depth about things like my childhood seems like something pretty serious, and I don’t know if we’re that.”
There. She’d said part of it.
His face tightened a bit, and she wanted to kick herself.
Why did she have to bring up their relationship like that? No good could come from it.
“You can talk to me,” he said slowly, his voice a little hoarse. Apparently, he was going to gloss over the serious relationship part, and frankly, she wasn’t sure if that bothered her or not.
“Okay, then.” She took a deep breath. “So, I’m the good girl.”
He grinned at her then. “Not when I was spanking you last night.”
She blushed and shook her head. “That is not what I’m talking about, and you know it.”
“My mind is usually on sex one way or another. I can’t help it with you in the same room with me.”
She closed her eyes, holding back a laugh. He sure wasn’t making this easy. “So, like I was saying…I’m the good girl. The one that never does anything out of the ordinary. I’m the nice one. The one that doesn’t step on toes. I’m trying to change that, at least the ordinary part. I don’t want to change how nice I am because I’m not going to be a bitch to make other people happy.” She frowned. “That didn’t make any sense.”
He reached over and tugged on her hair. “I get you. Keep going.”
“I never really went out before. I mean, I did some with Jake, but not really.” At Brody’s look, she winced. “Sorry. I know bringing him up is weird because he’s both of our friend, but he was really the first guy I went out with that pushed me a bit. But he didn’t push me enough. Not like you do.”
His eyes darkened. “I push? Because if I’m doing that, I need to know, Holly. I never want to hurt you.”
She shook her head. “I’m doing this all wrong. You push me because I ask to be pushed. You show me what I’ve missed all this time hiding behind my sweaters and books. I’ve always loved who I am because of what I’ve accomplished, Brody. I’ve loved me because I was the one that had to do everything on my own. I didn’t have anyone else to rely on. And because of that, I turned into someone with all these shields around me, so many that I forgot how to have fun. How to live. You’ve shown me so much since we first met, and I’m always going to be grateful for that. Because during all of that, you never once tried to change me. You let me be me.”
“That’s what you wanted, Holly. I’m not going to change you. I like the way you are. And since I’m me and thinking about sex even now, I like you in those cardigans. The buttons are hot as hell to undo when you’re biting your lip like you are right now.”
She snorted, a laugh threatening to escape. “You’re horrible, you know that?”
Brody shrugged. “You like it.”
“Yeah, I do.” She loved it. But this wasn’t the time to mention that. “Anyway, there’s a reason I’m like this, or I was like that.”
He didn’t say anything, so she continued.
“My mom got sick when I was a child. It wasn’t cancer, but it was a lung infection that got really bad for a while. She eventually got healthy, but she wasn’t the same. I think she got used to me being around to take care of her, and never wanted that to change. So from the time I was seven until I turned eighteen and moved away to go to college on scholarships I applied for myself, I was at her beck and call. Anything she needed, I was there for her. Any time she felt like she was going to get sick again, it was this whole thing where I had to stay home from school and care for her. I took her to doctor after doctor, who said that she was healthy, but she refused to believe them. I lost what few friends I had when I was a child because I could never see them, and I almost had to stay back in school a year because I had missed so much. Thankfully, I was getting good enough grades that somehow I slid through and graduated with honors, but it was close.”
Brody frowned. “What about your dad through all of this? You never mentioned him.”
She sighed. “My dad was around to pay the bills and to eat the dinner I made for him every night. But that’s it. They didn’t sleep in the same bed because Mom needed extra care, and Dad needed sleep. If Mom felt like she might be getting sick at night, I was the one to wake up and deal with it. My dad pretty much ignored me for that decade of my life, and frankly, he ignores me now. I think they’re still living in the same house because I send a Christmas card to them every year and it doesn’t get returned, but that’s all I know. I left to go to college and never went back. It was the only way I could look at myself in the mirror every morning. I had become a shadow of myself, and I didn’t like that person.”
Brody reached out and cupped her face. “I want to find your parents and slap some sense into them, but that won’t help anything. I’m glad you found a way to escape, but hell, that was not a way to grow up.”
She shrugged. “It was what it was, and I got out. But I was so determined to go to school and get my degree and then my certification that I never really stopped being that shadow. I worked to pay for everything so I wouldn’t have to rely on anyone, and I eventually got a job that helped me pay for this place, but throughout it all, I stayed away from everyone else. It’s only been in the past few years that I’ve actually started to have friends.” She winced. “I know that sounds weird, but that’s me. Weird Holly Rose.”
He shook his head and frowned. “There’s nothing weird about you, Holly.”
But there was something odd in his tone. She couldn’t tell what it was, but when he smiled at her, it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He held her soon after, and she felt his heart under her ear, and yet he didn’t speak again about what she’d told him that night.
They didn’t make love that night either.
He didn’t sleep over.
Instead, he kissed her softly before saying he needed to head home to go to work the next day since he was on an early shift. She let him go because he’d mentioned that before, but had thought he’d do what he always did and sleep over anyway.
It didn’t make any sense…or it shouldn’t have.
She’d told him more about herself, tried to get a little closer to him, and he’d run away.
Maybe she’d been right, maybe she’d made a mistake in talking to him about things other than her list.
She’d fallen for Brody, but she was so afraid he hadn’t fallen for her.
And he never would.
 



Chapter Eight
Brody was a fool. He knew this more than anyone, and yet, every time he did something as monumentally stupid as he’d done the night before, he surprised himself with the level of his foolishness.
He’d fucking left her after she’d told him all about her past. She’d needed him, and he’d run away like a coward. Not only did he want to find her parents and knock some sense into them for daring to hurt her, but he also needed to do it to himself.
“What’s up with you?” Derek asked as he walked into Taboo. Brody had been sitting in the café, looking at his coffee as it cooled, and trying to think of what to say when he saw Holly next.
“I’m an idiot.”
Derek slid into the booth across from Brody and nodded. “Well, yeah. You’re a man in a relationship with a woman far better than you. So, yeah, you’re an idiot.”
Brody looked around the café for children, didn’t spot any, and flipped off his friend. “She is better than me, but thanks for saying it.”
Derek shrugged and picked the uneaten cheese Danish off Brody’s plate. He gestured with it, and Brody waved him off. The other man grinned and bit in, his eyes going unfocused. Yeah, the food here was that good, but Brody hadn’t been able to stomach anything with his mind going in a thousand different directions.
“I’d marry Hailey for her baked goods alone,” Derek crooned.
Brody raised a brow. “And Sloane would kill you with one hand tied behind his back. Dude’s a freaking tank.”
“That he is. I’m surprised he didn’t maim you when you asked Hailey out.”
Brody narrowed his eyes. “Hey, they weren’t dating at the time. In fact, I prompted Sloane to go to her and ask her out. In essence, I brought those two together.”
Derek sighed. “Yeah, and we all actually believe that. So, tell me this, oh wise one, if you can believe in them enough and their relationship to push them together, why are you sitting here alone pouting into cold coffee and not with your woman right now?”
Because Sloane and Hailey aren’t me.
He didn’t say that, of course. How could he? Derek wouldn’t understand, and Brody was having a hard time understanding himself these days. That’s the problem with relationships. They fucked things up for everyone involved, and in the end, people got hurt. People died.
“You going to answer me? Or is your coffee telling you sweet nothings or the secrets of the universe?”
Brody snorted. “Hailey’s coffee isn’t that good.”
Derek winced and looked around quickly. “Are you crazy? You can’t say that so loudly here. She might look sweet, but she has a mean right hook.”
Brody looked up at the other man and frowned. “I’m fucking things up.”
Derek’s eyes filled with sympathy. “If you’re here and not with Holly on your time off, then yeah, you’re fucking things up. But, dude? You know how the entire Montgomery and Gallagher clans threatened to kill you if you hurt her? I’m not exactly one of them.”
At that reminder, Brody winced. “So you’re not going to kill me if I hurt her?” Or maybe he should have said when.
“Oh, I will kill you, but after I make sure you’re okay. I’m your friend, Brody. I know you’re the guy that knows everyone, but you push us all a safe distance away. That’s fine if that’s how you want to live, but maybe you should try something different. Maybe you should learn to rely on someone. And while I’m here for you, I think Holly should be the first person you rely on. Not me.”
Brody shook his head. “I don’t want to hurt her, man.”
“Then don’t.”
“It’s easy for you to say; you’re single.” Brody cursed as he caught the hurt in Derek’s eyes before the other man blinked it away. “Shit. I’m sorry, man.”
Derek waved it off. “It is easy for me to tell you not to hurt her because I have nothing to do with it. But that doesn’t make what I’m saying any less true. If you want to pursue things with her, do it, but know you might have to open up to her more than you have. You might have to tell her those secrets you hide from everyone. The ones we all know are there.”
Brody straightened. “What do you mean?”
Derek just shook his head. “We know you, buddy, but we don’t know you. You won’t let us. And no, we don’t have conversations about you behind your back, but it’s a feeling I get anyway. Okay? So if you want to be with Holly, then you need to be more than the smiling and happy Brody. Show her you mean it. Romance her. Be hers. Don’t fuck it up because you’re scared. Because being scared is okay, man. We all are. Just don’t let that fear be all you are. Holly deserves more than that and so do you.”
And with that, Derek knocked his knuckles on the table as he stood up to leave. Brody watched the other man go, wondering once again how Derek seemed to know so much yet reveal so little.
With a sigh, Brody got up and left a tip on the table. He’d already tipped Hailey at the register, but he’d taken up the space for so long it was needed. As he drove to Holly’s house, he did his best to keep his thoughts in check. The two of them weren’t serious, though they’d talked about serious things. They hadn’t planned on things past the list, and yet he had a feeling if he weren’t careful, he’d end up in a situation he couldn’t handle. He’d been fine on his own all this time, and that couldn’t change. He wouldn’t let it. He’d help Holly with her list because he wanted to, and then he’d walk away before anyone got hurt.
That was the best for everyone.
When he pulled up to her cottage, he figured he’d lied to himself enough to get through this. She opened the door on the first knock and frowned at him.
“I didn’t know you were coming by.” Her voice wasn’t angry or hurt, just confused.
He really was an asshole.
“I left early yesterday and wanted to see you.” That much was the truth.
“Oh,” she said as she stepped aside to let him in. “I was just finishing working out and was about to jump in the shower.”
He looked up and down her body, his mouth watering at the sight of the sweat rolling between her breasts and her tight workout outfit molding to every curve. He reached out and gripped her hip. “I like these pants,” he said roughly. “They hug you just right.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m glad you think so.” She reached up and kissed his chin, and he lowered his head so he could take her lips. It was a quick kiss, but it was so filled with heat, he had to back away before he did something stupid.
Like, throw her down on the floor to rut like some animal.
“Did you want something to eat while I shower?” she asked, and he shook his head.
“I’m sorry for leaving like I did,” he blurted. Hell, he hadn’t meant to say that.
She froze. “It’s okay.”
“No. It’s not. You opened yourself up and I left. I’m sorry.”
She wrapped her arms around her waist even as he slid his hands over her shoulders. “I get it.”
“But you shouldn’t.” He sighed and backed away. He couldn’t touch her and think. “I don’t do well in relationships, Holly. I never have.”
She tilted her head. “Then what are we doing?”
He ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”
She raised her chin. “The door is right behind you if it’s such a problem.”
He cursed under his breath and shook his head. “Fuck. I’m doing this all wrong.”
“Yeah, I think you are.”
He loved it when she stood up for herself and spoke her mind, but right then, he wanted to shake some sense into both of them. “I’ve never loved anyone, Holly. Not since I was a kid. I don’t know how to do it, and I don’t think I can.”
Her face paled. “Good to know.” Her voice had gone hollow, and he wanted to hold her, but he knew it would be the worst thing he could do.
He took a deep breath and told her the one thing he’d never told another soul. “My sister died when I was a kid, and it was my fault.”
Her eyes widened. “What?”
She reached out for him, but he took a step back. Once again, he ignored the hurt and confusion on her face. He had to, or he’d break.
He couldn’t break.
“I was eleven and supposed to be watching my sister. Our house in Texas was one of the lucky ones with a pool. My parents were inside, yelling at each other and throwing things like usual. They told me to take Sarah outside, and I did. But I was tired of watching her since that was all I did that summer so I took my Game Boy with me. She was splashing around and doing her thing, and since she was a decent swimmer, I wasn’t paying attention.”
Holly put her hands on his arms, and he let out a breath. He hadn’t realized he’d crossed them over his chest, blocking himself off from the world. From her.
“She dove into the deep end like she always did, but, apparently, she did it wrong.”
Bile filled his throat, and he did his best to not throw up right then and there.
“Oh, Brody…” Holly whispered.
“She didn’t die right away according to the doctors. She took a while to drown, even though she couldn’t move. I wasn’t supposed to hear that part, but I’d never been good at following directions. Maybe if I had, my sister would be alive.”
“It’s not your fault. You were a child, Brody. Accidents happen, and your parents should have been watching her as well.”
He shook his head, anger and self-hatred filling him like it always did when he thought about Sarah. “She was my responsibility. My parents said so.” He clenched his jaw at the memories, the accusations, the beatings. He’d deserved all of it, even the scars on his back from the belt his father had used on him time and time again. Holly had felt them, of course, but she’d never asked about them. He’d never tell her either. He couldn’t.
“Your parents shouldn’t have said that,” Holly bit out, tears sliding down her cheeks.
He couldn’t take her tears, couldn’t take much of anything. “My parents kept fighting until my mom ran out of the desire to do anything. She killed herself eight months after Sarah died. Drank too much and mixed it with a bottle of pills the doctor had given her to keep her sedated from the shock. Dad blamed me for that, too, and didn’t really speak to me after that.” There was no need. The beatings and glares had been enough by then.
Holly was openly crying then and leaned into him. “None of this was your fault, Brody. None of it. What happened was a tragedy, but you can’t bear the burden of all of it. It’ll eat you from the inside out. It’s already doing so.”
He shook his head. She didn’t understand. “I lost my sister because I failed. My mom died because I failed. My dad is a ruthless bastard that I don’t talk to because I failed. I’m not good at being there for anyone, Holly. That’s why I’m that guy with all the friends but who no one really knows. Because I’m not a guy anyone really needs. I’m not a guy anyone can love, can be with.” She opened her mouth to say something, but he cut her off. “I’m never going to love anyone, Holly. I can’t. I’m broken. Everyone I love dies, and I won’t go through that again. Ever.”
She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Well, that sucks for both of us because I love you.”
He took a step back and lowered his arms, his heart beating out of control. “Take it back. You can’t. You can’t love me. I refuse to let you get hurt. You’re just mistaken because we’ve been doing so many high-adrenaline things. You just think you love me, but you can’t.”
She gave a hollow laugh. “You can’t tell me how to feel, Brody. I love you for you, not because you took me bungee jumping or fed me tacos. That’s part of it, of course, because you give yourself to everyone. Except for the most important parts of you.”
His body went numb, and he tried to think of a way out of this that wouldn’t hurt her, only he couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. So he did the one thing he knew would keep her away, keep her safe.
“I don’t love you, Holly. I can’t.”
She raised her chin. “You won’t.”
He paused. “I won’t,” he whispered.
She wasn’t crying now, and he didn’t know if that hurt more or less. He couldn’t feel anything. “Then you’d better get out because I don’t really want to look at you right now. I deserve more than this. But you know what, Brody? You deserve a hell of a lot more than this, too.”
And with that, he gave her one last look before leaving her alone in her home, the place she’d made for herself when she’d had nothing.
He’d hurt her, he’d lost her, and now, he’d lost a part of himself as well.
He’d done the one thing he shouldn’t have done—he’d fallen in love with Holly Rose.
Only he couldn’t do anything about it and still keep her safe.
Derek’s words swirled around in his head, and he was afraid he’d just made a horrible mistake. But it was too late. He’d left her crying and icy, and he couldn’t go back…
So now, Brody was alone.
Again.
The only way he knew how to live.
 



Chapter Nine
Holly wasn’t sure if she was angry, hurt, scared, or numb. It all came and went in waves, but she was still breathing so that had to count for something. She’d cried for Brody when he’d told her his story, but she hadn’t cried for him when he’d been so callous. Hadn’t cried for him when he’d left.
And she hadn’t cried for herself.
Maybe that was the numbness settling in.
So maybe that’s why she’d gone off the deep end and was now at the side of a river, her helmet on and a life vest strapped to her chest. Brody had made the plans for them to go white water rafting today, and she hadn’t canceled, nor had she messaged Brody about it.
This was one of the last things on her original list, and she refused to let the hurt inside her fester enough that she lost sight of why she’d fallen in love with the darn man in the first place. The only thing that was left on her list after this was getting a tattoo, and now she finally had an idea of what she wanted.
A single rose for her last name and so she’d remember that each petal stood for something she’d fought for, and perhaps, something she’d lost.
She’d thought of the idea after Brody had left the first time, and had wanted to talk to him about it before he’d walked out of her life forever. Now, she was kind of happy she hadn’t told him so he couldn’t ruin that as well.
There was nothing like getting your love thrown back in your face, no matter how hard you tried to not let it break you down.
Maybe if she was a different person, she’d have tried to find another way to make him see her, to help him heal, but she’d spent her entire childhood and high school years doing that for other people, and she’d promised herself she’d never do it again.
Not even for the man she loved.
Because he didn’t love her back.
And no matter what she said, what she did, those facts would never change.
So here she was, about to go down the beginner’s course of a river and trying not to break down and cry. Brody should have been by her side; he should have been there to help her cross the last two things off her list.
Then he should have been by her side when she made her second list.
Or even a list she could share with him and him alone.
But he wasn’t, and she needed to get over it. She rolled her shoulders back and made her way to the others. They’d gone through the training, and now she was ready to get this over with. Not the best outlook when it came to her adventure-filled list, but she wasn’t the same woman she was when she’d started the darn thing, and there was no going back now.
“I thought I’d find you here.”
She turned on her heel, her heart in her throat. “What are you doing here?”
Brody had his hands in the pockets of his shorts, his life vest securely buckled, and a helmet on his head. “It was on your list, and we scheduled this together, remember? I’m certified and went through their training already. Sorry I’m late, though; I had to pick up something.”
She raised her chin, annoyed with herself for liking the fact that he was here even for a moment. He’d hurt her, darn it, and he didn’t deserve anything from her. Not anymore.
“You left and were pretty clear about why you were going. Do you think you’re just going to walk back into my life and start up where we were before? Because I don’t think so.”
A crowd was gathering around them but she ignored it. She was done being the sweet and happy Holly. Done. Brody could go fuck himself for all she cared.
Not that she said that, but she was sure thinking it.
“I…I want to explain.” He didn’t give her that dimple of his that let him get away with so much, and she was glad for it.
“You explained enough yesterday.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Okay, crew, we’re ready to head out. Get in position.”
Holly glared at Brody as their guide called out instructions, and she huffed out a breath when the guy said Brody’s name.
“And I take it if you stay behind, it screws up the whole trip.”
Brody winced. “There’s the weight issue to think of.”
She growled, and his eyes widened. Good. He should be scared, or at least surprised. “Fine.”
She stomped off to her side and took the paddle, going over the instructions she’d been given in her head and firmly placing Brody out of the way in her mind. Why was he here? It didn’t make any sense. He’d said he wanted to explain, and now he was here, about to join in on one of the last things on her list. The list that should have made her feel better about herself, and instead, would only remind her of Brody and the fact that he didn’t love her.
Another slice of pain echoed in her heart, but she ignored it.
She needed to get her head in the game. Not only was her safety and well-being on the line, but so were the lives of the people in her raft. She couldn’t be thinking about Brody when she needed to worry about the dangers in front of her.
And if she’d thought about that before she’d fallen in love with him, maybe it wouldn’t hurt this much.
Only she couldn’t control her heart, that much she knew.
Damn it.
Once again, she raised her chin and settled into the boat, oar in hand. She was in the middle on the left-hand side, while Brody was out in front and diagonal to her. That meant throughout the entire thing, she’d be able to see him work, see the way his muscles moved, and just see him.
Well, crap.
Before she could pull her gaze away from him, however, they were off. Her body was on fire, but in the best way, since she’d never felt anything like this. She bounced and moved with the water, doing her best to keep up, though she wasn’t as strong as anyone else in the boat. They weren’t going down crazy rapids today, but they would be doing the slow ones eventually. Water splashed at her as they hit a wave, and she laughed, enjoying herself.
When they turned a hard left, Brody looked over at her and winked. She smiled back because she couldn’t help it. It was exhilarating to go with the flow of the river but still try to have some semblance of control. Her guide knew what he was doing, and she was grateful.
“We’re coming up on the small rapids, so hold tight,” the man behind her yelled out over the sound of water rushing over rock. “You can do this!”
Only she wasn’t sure they could. Though it was a small rapid, they were now going far faster than they had been before. She paddled with the others, doing her best to ride it out, but now the fear that she’d tried to ignore outweighed the adrenaline coursing through her body.
“Heather, Anton, veer left!” the guide, Sam, called behind them.
Only the two people in front of her either mixed up their directions or they weren’t strong enough for the current. She screamed as the boat slammed into the rock ahead of them, her teeth jarring within her head.
She called out, heard Brody’s voice in her head as he yelled for her…then it all went blank.
Water rushed over her head as the boat flipped and she was forced underwater. She’d lost the oar, but she kicked upward, at least she hoped it was upward. Between her kick and the life vest, she breached the top of the water and took a gasping breath, trying to stop the burning in her lungs and take in her surroundings.
The bright red colors of the vests and yellow helmets met her gaze first, and she almost sighed when she realized she could count all eight people from the raft. No one was underwater, but that didn’t mean anyone was truly safe yet.
She tried to swim to shore, but the current was so strong she was having trouble even moving her arms. The vest and her jacket underneath were uncomfortable, and each time a wave hit her, she was sucked under, but she kept coming right back up. The lot of them were moving too far down the river and far too fast. She just prayed everyone would get out safely. Somehow, she’d so far avoided slamming into rocks, but when Heather hit one in front of her, Holly wasn’t sure if the loud snap she heard was the impact of the other woman hitting or a bone breaking.
Somehow, she reached Sam first, and the guide tugged on her arm, pulling her toward him. “Get to the shore!” he yelled. “Swim as hard as you can. Soon, you’ll be able to touch bottom. These rapids won’t last for much longer. I promise.”
She nodded, her voice too raw to say actual words, and kicked out her legs, doing her best to get to shore. Brody was about four feet in front of her, his face pale and blood oozing from a cut on his temple.
Shock slammed into her again, and she turned to swim to him. He looked over and cursed, going against the current somehow to make it to her side in five quick strokes.
He gripped her to him and forced her to change directions. “Damn it. Swim to the shore.”
She kicked again and wrapped an arm around his side. “Together. We do this together.”
He gave her a fierce look. “Together.”
Somehow, they made it to the shore as a unit, their legs tangled, their bodies heaving. They lay on the pebbled rocks, cold, sweaty, and definitely in some form of shock.
Holly reached up to Brody’s temple. “You’re blee-eeding.” Her teeth were chattering so hard, she was surprised she could even get the words out.
“I’m fine,” Brody grunted and forced himself to sit up. He pulled her so she was in his lap, and he was hugging her tightly. “I was so fucking scared, baby. I’m going to close my eyes, and I’m always going to see you go under like you did. I never want to picture that again, but damn it, it’s all I see.”
She twisted in his hold, aware the others were getting out of the river around them, checking each other for wounds as Sam made a call on his waterproof emergency radio for help.
“I was so scared I was going to lose you,” she whispered. “But you’re bleeding, Brody. What happened?”
She looked around for something to press against his temple but couldn’t find anything. It didn’t look that bad now that she got a closer look, but head wounds always bled copiously.
“I hit a rock,” he said with a groan. “I think I bruised a rib or two in the process.”
Her eyes widened, and she tried to wiggle away. He let out a harsh breath and tugged her closer.
“Don’t move. You’ll jostle me.”
“Then I shouldn’t be on your lap at all.”
He opened his eyes to meet hers. “I need to know you’re okay, Holly. I need you in my arms. I can ignore my ribs for now as long as I know you’re here.”
She stayed still, but worry and fear webbed their way around her heart. “I’m hurting you.”
He winced but reached out to cup her face. “No, you aren’t. The rock hurt me. I’m just so fucking glad you’re alive, baby. I don’t know what I would have done if you had gotten hurt. You’re okay, right? Nothing aching?”
Just her heart.
Tears slid down her face as the others worked around them, talking, making sure everyone was okay, but she only had eyes for Brody.
“I almost lost you,” she whispered. She’d been so angry with him, but now it felt all wrong.
“You didn’t,” he croaked. “But I could have lost you because I’m a fucking idiot. I shouldn’t have pushed you away. I shouldn’t have destroyed what we could have because I couldn’t face myself. I lied, Holly. I lied, and I hurt both of us in the process.”
She swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”
“I love you, Holly Rose. I love you so fucking much. I was so scared to hurt you or let anyone close that I ignored the fact that you were already as close as you could possibly get. I love you. I want you in my life and in everything else that’s part of me. I want to make more lists with you and find out what else we can do together. Forgive me, baby. Forgive me for acting like an asshole with his head buried in the sand. Please tell me you still love me. Please don’t walk away like I did to you.”
Tears were flowing freely as she pressed her fingers to his lips. “This isn’t the shock of the accident talking, is it?” She wasn’t sure if she could bear it if it were.
He kissed the tips of her fingers, and she lowered her hand. “I came here today to tell you all of that. I just didn’t expect to almost lose you to water before I did.”
She hadn’t made the connection, and now she was breaking for him all over again. Oh, hell, this must be killing him, but if what he said were true, then he’d come down to the river for her, and had wanted to say all of this before the accident.
So she did the only thing she could do.
She took that risk.
Jumped off that bridge.
Fell once more.
“I love you, too. I’ll always love you, Brody.”
“Always,” he whispered.
The EMTs came over at that moment, and she got off his lap. “Hey,” he called out, gripping her hand. “Unzip my pocket, I have a present for you.”
One of the EMTs snorted, and Holly laughed. “What did I tell you about your lines? You need to work on them.”
Brody laughed and then coughed. “Ouch. Okay. Laughing isn’t good right now.”
The EMT who hadn’t made a sound before shook his head. “Pretty sure you bruised a rib, but you get to take an ambulance ride to make sure it’s not broken.”
“Yay,” Brody said dryly.
She pressed her lips together, worry for him washing through her. “Brody.”
“I’m going to be fine,” Brody explained. “Can she ride with me?”
The EMTs looked at one another and nodded. “Yeah. We’re going to check everyone out just in case, but she can ride with you.”
“Good, now check my pocket, baby. I promise it’s something you want.” He winked, despite the pain she saw in his eyes. “And not that.”
She huffed out a breath and bent to unzip his pocket. When she pulled out a small, waterproof bag, she frowned.
“Open it,” Brody said as the EMTs worked on him.
Her hands shaking, she did as he asked and gasped. It was a silver—or white gold, she wasn’t sure—charm bracelet. But that’s not what made her cry. No, it was the charms he’d placed on there that made her want to wrap her arms around the man she loved and never let go.
A water droplet for today.
A taco, of all things, for their meal.
A bike for their first meeting.
A star…a star for their nightly ride under the stars.
A bridge for her fall.
“I know a guy who makes jewelry, and he helped me,” Brody explained as they made their way to the back of the ambulance. Brody was on a stretcher, and she was blinking hard by his side.
“Of course, you know a guy,” she said dryly. The EMT helped her into the back of the ambulance and she sat next to Brody as the other EMT worked. “I can’t believe you got this for me.”
“I’m missing one, though,” he whispered.
“You got everything,” she said softly. “What on earth could you be missing? You even got the taco.”
The EMT gave Brody a look. “You got your girl a taco charm bracelet?”
Brody grinned at Holly, that dimple peeking out once more. “You had to be there.”
“Apparently,” the EMT said deadpan.
“What is it missing?” Holly asked again.
“A rose,” he said simply. “For the tattoo you’re going to get.”
She blinked. “How…how on earth could you know that? I hadn’t even thought of what I wanted until recently, and I didn’t tell you.”
Brody reached out for her, and she carefully took his hand when the EMT nodded at her. “I know you, Holly. Just like you know me.”
She swallowed hard and did her best not to cry again. She’d cried far too much lately, and all she wanted to do now was just be.
“You’re way too good, you know that?” she said after a moment.
He frowned. “No, I’m not. But you make me a better man. So that’s all I need.”
She gripped his hand as they raced to the ER to make sure Brody was okay, but she knew they would be. They’d come from places where the world had threatened to take them down, and yet they’d risen from their own ashes. They weren’t the people they were when they’d been forced to face the fact that those who should have loved them couldn’t. But now, they were together, and she knew that no matter what happened, they would have each other.
She’d taken the greatest risk of all with Brody Deacon, and now she’d be able to have the most challenging adventure yet—loving him until the end of her days.
 



Epilogue
Brody threw his head back into the pillows, tangling his fingers in Holly’s hair as she sucked him into her mouth. He’d been right in thinking that the sight of her lips around his cock would be one of the sexiest things he’d ever seen in his life. He was just happy as hell that his ribs were finally healed from being bruised so that he could enjoy this.
She grinned as she let go of him and winked. “Like?”
“Love,” he growled. “Now get back to it. You promised me a birthday blowjob.”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s my birthday.”
“I know,” Brody teased. “That’s why I ate you out twice this morning already and made you come. Now, it’s my turn, since I always deny you my cock.”
She rolled her eyes and slid her hand up and down his shaft, the other hand playing with his balls. His eyes crossed when she squeezed, and he knew he was one lucky man.
“You always pull out and then fuck me into the mattress, so I really can’t complain,” she said with a laugh.
The sound of the word fuck from her lips made him want to do just that and grind her into the mattress as she mentioned, but he’d promised her he would behave.
For at least a little while.
He lay on their bed and groaned when she took him into her mouth again. Damn, she knew exactly what she was doing to him with her tongue, and if he weren’t careful, he’d blow before he was ready.
He’d moved into her place the week after the rafting accident since neither of them had wanted to wait any longer. They weren’t engaged, but they were close to it. He wanted a little more of her to himself before he had to share her with the world of wedding planning and all of that.
Plus, neither of them were in any hurry now that they slept side by side every night and she wore his bracelet on her wrist at all times. He let his free hand slide up his chest to rest on the chain she’d given him and grinned. It was a simple white gold chain that didn’t get in the way at work, but the clasp actually had a rose on it. If anyone noticed it, they would give him hell, but he didn’t care. His woman had given it to him so he’d wear it until the end of his days.
When she pulled away, licking her lips, he tugged on her hair. “Crawl up me, baby, and fuck me. I want to see your tits bounce as you ride.”
She crawled up his body, all feline grace and feminine wiles.
Hell, he was beyond hard and ready to come, but he wanted to be inside her first.
She kissed him roughly, her breasts swaying over his chest, and he groaned. He gripped the base of his cock and slapped it firmly against her pussy since she hovered right over him. No need for a condom. Not anymore.
“Ride me, woman.”
She laughed, but it was a throaty chuckle that did wicked things to him. His Holly wasn’t some innocent rose, and he loved it.
When she slid over him, they both groaned, and he put his hand on her ribcage right on the side of her breast.
“I love this ink on your skin,” he breathed. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Holly. So fucking mine.”
She’d gotten her rose right on her ribcage. Of course, she hadn’t gone for something easy but had instead gone for one of the most painful areas. But she’d said she wanted it where he could grip it easily when he played with her breasts. She’d then told him her next tattoo would be on her hip so he could grip there, too.
As they’d been in Montgomery Ink at the time, his groan had echoed off the walls, and Maya had laughed before doing the tattoo.
Apparently, they’d heard worse in their time, and sweet little Holly talking all dirty wasn’t a surprise.
He was definitely one lucky man.
She rolled her hips. “You’re mine, too,” she said with a small smile. “Don’t forget that.”
He let her ride him a bit longer before flipping them both over so he could pump into her slowly. It was her birthday, after all. She shouldn’t have to do all the work.
Her eyes went dark as she crested, and he took her scream into his mouth. “Love you, Holly.”
“Love you, too,” she panted, still moving with him as he made love to her. Then she squeezed her inner muscles, and he was lost.
He came hard inside her, bare and open in every way. When he rolled to the side, his cock still hard inside her and their bodies sweat-slick, he kissed her slowly, leisurely, like a man with all the time in the world and the woman he loved in his arms.
“I adore you,” he whispered.
She smiled sleepily, sated and his. “Yeah? Always?”
He kissed her again. “Always.”
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