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Love Restored

 

 

In the first of a Montgomery Ink spin-off series from NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan, a broken man uncovers the truth of what it means to take a second chance with the most unexpected woman…

 

Graham Gallagher has seen it all. And when tragedy struck, lost it all. He’s been the backbone of his brothers, the one they all rely on in their lives and business. And when it comes to falling in love and creating a life, he knows what it’s like to have it all and watch it crumble. He’s done with looking for another person to warm his bed, but apparently he didn’t learn his lesson because the new piercer at Montgomery Ink tempts him like no other. 

 

Blake Brennen may have been born a trust fund baby, but she’s created a whole new life for herself in the world of ink, piercings, and freedom. Only the ties she’d thought she’d cut long ago aren’t as severed as she’d believed. When she finds Graham constantly in her path, she knows from first glance that he’s the wrong kind of guy for her. Except that Blake excels at making the wrong choice and Graham might be the ultimate temptation for the bad girl she’d thought long buried.


 

1

 

 

Graham Gallagher had never craved a cigarette as much as he did right then. It didn’t matter that he’d quit smoking over fifteen years ago cold turkey and hadn’t picked one up since then. He just wanted a damn smoke.

Scratch that.

He wanted a fucking cigarette, a beer, and a willing woman underneath him as he fucked her until they were both spent.

And not necessarily in that order. 

Not that he’d get any of that anytime soon. Between this new job, the old one they hadn’t fully completed yet, and the rest of the crap in his life, he wasn’t sure he’d even have time for a beer.

And considering it had been a long six months since he’d had a woman, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be getting laid anytime soon. He and his right hand had a perfectly nice relationship for now, and when things got downright dangerous, he got to know his left.

Jesus, he needed coffee or something if he was thinking about how his left hand would be something different in his life. 

He pulled his dark hair out of the rubber band and grimaced as he caught some tangles when he ran a hand through it. He wasn’t sure he’d brushed it that morning; instead, he’d just thrown it up in a tie at the back of his head as soon as he’d gotten out of the shower. At least I showered, he thought. Considering he’d slept for shit the night before, a shower after sweat-slick dreams had been the only recourse. He quickly ran his hand through his hair a few more times, getting out most of the rat’s nest, and then pulled it back again before the owner of their new project showed up and called him a heathen.

Graham sighed, sliding his hand over his beard to straighten it out. Since it had grown past his chin and almost touched his chest if he lowered his head just right, he already looked the part of a criminal to some. Add in the ink covering his body, and the piercings only those in his bed could see, and he didn’t fit the ideal image of a businessman that the caliber of people who wanted to work with their business expected.

Not that he was only a business owner. He and two of his brothers owned, operated, and sweated for Gallagher Brothers Restoration. They cleaned up and restored old homes and buildings that were either already historical landmarks or well on their way to becoming them. It wasn’t the easiest work in the world in Colorado since it was a relatively new state compared to those out east. To put it more simply, the buildings weren’t as old in Denver as they were where the first colonies had settled, like Delaware, Pennsylvania, or the Carolinas. But in the past decade, he, Owen, and Murphy had never lacked for work. Their other brother Jake worked with them at times as well, though he had his own life with this artwork and never seemed to want to butt in. 

Graham always tried to change that, always tried to make sure everyone was included.

He sighed. One of the perks of being the oldest brother was apparently an ulcer, since he worried over his family so freaking much. And now he was standing in the middle of a monstrosity of a mansion and not in the mood to deal with the legalities and politics that came with this particular job.

Hence why he needed the cigarette, beer, and willing woman.

“Let me guess, you woke up, showered, and put on the cleanest jeans you own, but didn’t bother to make a cup of coffee. I mean, why would you, when you figure I’ll bring you some.”

Graham turned at the sound Owen’s voice and shrugged. “You always bring me coffee. Why should I make any? Especially when I was running late anyway.” He took the aforementioned coffee with the “G” written on the side, and took a sip, his body relaxing at the first taste of the brown elixir of life.

At that thought, he took another drink, this one a bit bigger. If he was thinking in terms of elixirs like Murphy, perhaps he needed more caffeine than he realized.

“You wouldn’t run late if you actually set your alarm for a reasonable hour, instead of right before you need to be out the door. It’s amazing what happens to your day when you actually set a schedule and keep it.” Owen set down the last cup, this one with a large “M” on the side for Murphy, and took a drink out of his own cup, the big “O” written in Owen’s perfect block lettering.

Seriously, if his brother weren’t so good with his hands when it came to restoring buildings and didn’t take care of all the paperwork that gave Graham headaches, he’d hate the guy. Plus, Owen talked to the other contractors and people who owned the land they worked on. Since Graham didn’t particularly like talking to people in general, he was damn happy Owen dealt with it.

While Graham had pulled on the cleanest and brightest T-shirt he owned over jeans, Owen had on a button-down shirt over pressed jeans. Yeah, he had a slight beard, but he’d trimmed it down that morning, and even had some sort of mousse or gel in his hair. As Graham had never once used the stuff, he wasn’t sure which one it was. He also had a feeling if Owen hadn’t planned on actually getting dirty at the start of the job, he’d have worn slacks instead of jeans, and probably even a tie along with it. 

Graham never did understand his brother and his need to look presentable at all times.

But that’s what made Owen, Owen and Graham…Graham.

“I didn’t sleep well,” he mumbled. “It’s also the first day on a new job I don’t want in the first place, so yeah, I’m a little off. Once I get a hammer in my hands, I’ll get over it.”

Owen studied Graham’s eyes and cursed under his breath. “Shit, I didn’t think about what month it was.” He paused as if trying to think of something to say to make it all better. Nothing was going to make it that way so his brother would do better to stop trying.

Graham held out a hand and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get over it. I always do,” he lied. 

He never got over it; never let it leave his mind. But he worked through it, buried it when he needed to, and found a way to live when not living had almost seemed like a better choice.

Hell, he needed more coffee than this if his brain were going to head in that direction. “When’s Murphy getting here?” he asked, trying to change the subject smoothly. From the look in Owen’s eyes, he hadn’t been smooth enough.

Thankfully, Owen went with it and didn’t push. That’s what he loved about his brothers; they didn’t press unless he needed it. And even then, they did their best not to be annoying about it. He knew he was the same way when it came to their demons, and that’s what made them Gallaghers.

They’d gone through hell on their own and had come together when the only other option had been giving up.

And for a Gallagher, there was no such thing. A Gallagher did not give up.

“Murphy said he’d be here a few minutes ago, so probably in ten minutes,” Owen said with a grin.

“I heard that, asshole,” Murphy said as he strolled in. Their younger brother had brushed his hair at least, but other than that, he looked like a slightly smaller version of Graham. He’d also let his hair down so it lightly brushed his shoulders, and since he’d shaved his beard fully a month or so ago, it hadn’t come back all the way yet. 

If Jake had been there with his scruffy beard and messy hair, the four of them would have probably looked like they needed to be locked up somewhere—up to no good and with no responsibilities. But looks weren’t everything, and even though they were inked, pierced, and not the cleanest cut, they were well on their way to making Gallagher Brothers Restoration into something more than the small yet profitable business it was.

Owen flipped Murphy off and handed him his coffee. “I know you heard it. I said it loudly enough for you to. It’s amazing what happens when you’re observant and hear a truck park.”

For that remark, Graham flipped Owen off, as well. He looked between his brothers and the old mansion that hadn’t been cared for in far too long. It needed a complete overhaul so it would be safe for anyone who wanted to live there in the future, as well as keep in line with the century it had been built so it could remain on the list for historical landmark status.

It was going to be a bitch to work with, and if it had been any other house with any other backstory and politics attached to it, Graham would have been first in line to work on it.

Now, though, he wanted nothing to do with it.

“We’re not taking the job,” Graham said with a growl.

It was an old argument. One he hadn’t won yet. Because they hadn’t signed the final papers, they could still back out and take a job that wouldn’t make his brain hurt and his hands twitch. The heiress and final land owner of the property would be there soon to go over the final details, and because of the way the place had been caught up in litigation with one thing or another, they hadn’t met her yet.

He wasn’t in the mood to deal with a spoiled princess who couldn’t be bothered to care about the place she’d grown up in.

 “We’re taking the job,” Owen said, this time without his normal patience. 

As usual, Murphy stood back and let Graham and Owen fight it out. Graham wasn’t sure what side Murphy was on, but he had a feeling it wasn’t his.

Damn it.

“We’re not taking the job,” Graham repeated. 

“We’re taking the job,” Owen said right back.

“No, we aren’t.”

“We need this,” Owen said, frustration lining his voice. “This is our big break. We can make Gallagher Brothers a name in the business. We’ll be along the lines of Montgomery, Inc.. A legacy in our field, where we won’t have to worry about finding jobs because they’ll find us. We’ll be safe. Secure.”

“Not with this job, Owen. I’m the oldest Gallagher. The boss. What I say goes.”

Murphy and Owen shared a look, and Graham sighed, knowing he’d lost before he’d taken his first sip of coffee.

They were taking the damn job.

“Fine,” he growled. “Whatever.” He drained the rest of his cup and tossed it in the trash bag Owen held out. Seriously, the man thought of everything.

“Want to take a look around before she shows up?” Murphy said with a small smile. “I mean, if we have to take the job, we might as well see what we’re working with.”

“We already did,” Graham said. “And you’ve been poring over the plans for months, Mr. Architect.” 

Murphy was the company’s lead architect, though all three of them worked on plans. Owen was their manager, the one that kept them organized and sane. While Graham was the foreman, the one in charge of the day-to-day building and bossing around the rest of their crew to make sure they knew what they were doing. When Jake joined them on projects, he did the classical restorations and woodworking that none of the rest of them had the talent or skills for. It worked for the four of them, even if sometimes working with his brothers day in and day out was a little much. They kept him steady, though, and that had to mean something. Especially this month. 

Murphy shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s a little different when we’re about to sign the papers. Come on. It’ll be fresher for us so we can jump right in.”

“He’s right, you know. We should at least do a walk through before she shows up, in case there are any issues we didn’t address in the initial documentation.”

Graham blew out a breath but followed his brothers as they began their way through the sprawling mansion that had seen far better days. 

“Like you’d let anything escape your attention before this,” he said to Owen with a small smile. 

Owen rolled his eyes. “I can’t help being perfect, you know. It’s a curse as well as a gift.”

Graham punched his brother in the arm, putting a little heat behind it to make sure Owen kept on his toes. Graham might be nearing forty, but he wasn’t about to grow up fully anytime soon. Plus, Owen and Murphy were closer to thirty than he was, and he needed to make sure his baby brothers knew who was actually the boss in this company and family.

Owen reached out to punch him back, and Graham ducked, running into Murphy, who pushed him into Owen’s shoulder. Graham laughed then, a deep chuckle that surprised him. He hadn’t thought he’d laugh this month, and damn if he didn’t respect his brothers that much more for keeping him in the now, rather than always in the past.

As they neared the other entrance, he let out an oath. If anything, the cracking paint and wallpaper, as well as the molding beams, looked even worse than before. If they hadn’t already done a full sweep of the place to make sure it was safe to even stand under the damn roof, he wouldn’t even be inside. This was going to be one hell of a job, and if he’d been in any other mood, and if it had been any other place without the strings that came with it, he might have been more excited about the prospects of being part of the restoration.

The place had good bones, he had to give it that, but that was about it. And, normally, while good bones were the reason he did this job and loved it—at least, usually—sometimes, he wanted to kick someone for letting a place get to this. Yeah, he’d be out of a job in that case, but to see something that had once been so grand and intricate end up the way this place was, hurt.

Buildings needed care, and most of the time, people sucked and didn’t do it.

“You’d think with a family with this kind of money, they’d take care of their shit a little better,” Graham grumbled.

“Good to know what kind of attitude you’ll have on the job,” a sultry voice said from behind him.

Owen mumbled a curse while Murphy’s eyes widened. Graham tightened his jaw. Great. The little heiress was finally here, and now he had to deal with whatever shit she’d brought with her.

He turned on his heel, rolling his shoulders back as he did. The shock to his system at the first look of her was a jolt.

Shit, were heiresses supposed to look that good in a business skirt?

Of course, they are, he thought to himself. They spent all their money on their clothes and whatever they needed to look the way they did, rather than taking care of the important things in their possession like the home they’d once lived in. God forbid this woman get her hands dirty to clean up the mess that the people residing here had left.

Her long brown hair had streaks of lighter colors in it, like blonde and chestnut, though she’d pulled it back in a tight bun at the base of her neck so he couldn’t see how long it was. 

Her eyes were large, but not too big for her face, and had this honey brown hue to them that looked as if they might change color in different lighting. Her cheekbones were prominent, but not in the malnourished way that the one chick who’d hit on him at the last site had had. She wore a light brown business jacket with silver buttons over a cream shirt and a very tight skirt that matched the jacket.

If he weren’t already in a pisser of a mood, he might have wanted to see how far that skirt would slide up her legs as he fucked her. Especially with those tall heels she wore that had the little straps at the ankles to keep them in place.

And that was a train of thought he needed to end right now. He didn’t know this woman, and while his groin might have one idea, his brain needed to focus on the fact that someone had neglected this house for years. Yeah, it might not exactly be her fault, but she was here, and he needed someone to blame.

It made him an asshole, but frankly, he didn’t have enough coffee in his system to not be one. And add in the fact that this month was one he’d rather not think about…

She was lucky he didn’t walk right out and say “fuck it” to the whole project.

Owen cleared his throat next to him, and Graham held back a groan. That was why he didn’t have the option of leaving, and why he probably shouldn’t be a dick when it came to this woman.

But something about her rubbed him the wrong way, and apparently, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“If you don’t like my attitude, you can walk, princess.” Owen and Murphy each groaned under their breath. Hell, why was he acting like he was a toddler who’d stubbed his toe? He needed to get a freaking grip.

The woman narrowed her eyes before looking toward Owen. “You’re the one dressed for this, so I take it you’re in charge?” She pointedly didn’t look at Graham, and he couldn’t blame her, even though it annoyed him.

Owen moved forward, pushing Graham out of the way as he did so, and held out his hand. “Owen Gallagher. I’m the Construction Manager listed on record, and have been the one speaking with who I presume is your estate lawyer. These are my brothers, Murphy and Graham. They own the company with me, though in the future, you’ll only have to talk with me.” He laid on that Gallagher charm that had skipped Graham completely today. 

“Blake Brennen.” She took Owen’s hand in a quick shake and then let go. She nodded at Murphy before turning to Graham. “If you have a problem working here, then leave. I’m only here because I’m listed on the estate as the executor, and because the will demands this restoration. I’m out of options. I really don’t care if you have a problem with me, but I will have a problem if you make mistakes on the job because of it.”

Graham’s brows rose, an inkling of respect and curiosity about the woman in front of him sliding through his defenses. The fact that she didn’t seem to want to be here any more than he did intrigued him.

“We’re here because this place needs help,” Owen said smoothly. At her snort, Graham’s lips quirked. “It’s true, and you can see it. I don’t know the full history of the place other than what’s in the documents I have, but I do know it has heart.”

Blake’s eyes hardened. “It might have had it once, but it doesn’t now.”

Interesting.

Owen cleared his throat, but it was Graham who spoke next. “The place went to shit, but we’ll fix it.” He paused, letting her gaze rake over him. He couldn’t help but like that part, even if on first sight he didn’t like her. “That’s what we do. We’re Gallaghers.”

She tilted her head, and as he studied her, he thought he saw something in her gaze that called to him. But he had to be wrong. Because he’d already told himself he didn’t like her. She was just like Candice. Too good for him, and too good for anything in his life. 

Been there. Married that. He was out.

“I don’t know the Gallaghers, sorry,” she said finally. “If I had my say, I’d have the Montgomerys on this project, but apparently, they gave it to you.” 

That wasn’t exactly the case, considering this was what the Gallaghers did, and the Montgomerys knew that. The fact that Jake was marrying a Montgomery was only part of the equation, but he didn’t know what all this Blake knew.

“Anyway,” Blake said suddenly, her chin raised. “Do you have everything I need to sign? Once that’s done, I’m out of your hair. In fact, I honestly don’t think I’ll be back. Good riddance to his place.

Hell, there she went, being all interesting again. 

Owen moved forward and slid some papers out of his messenger bag. “I got it right here. Let’s go to my truck, if that’s okay with you. That way, we can go over everything.” He looked over his shoulder at Graham, narrowed his eyes, and took Blake gently by the elbow as they walked out of the building.

When Blake cautiously moved away from Owen’s touch, Graham did his best to not be happy that his brother wasn’t touching her. Hell, his dick needed to get in gear because he did not want that woman. He didn’t need her in her pressed suits with her fancy money and all the drama that came with it. 

She’d said she wouldn’t be back, and he couldn’t help being grateful for that. He didn’t want to deal with whatever was going on in her life, or the fact that his dick couldn’t help but stand at attention when she was near.

As soon as Owen and Blake were out of earshot, Murphy, who had been suspiciously quiet up until now, punched Graham in the shoulder. Hard.

“What the fuck, man?” Graham bit out as he rubbed his shoulder. His little brother might have been scrawny as hell growing up because of the poison in his veins and body, but he sure as hell packed a mean punch now.

“I should be asking you the same question,” Murphy spat. “I have never seen you act that way around a woman before, and I’ll be damned if you do it again. I mean, seriously, Graham, what the hell is wrong with you? Mom would smack the back of your head or kick your ass for doing something like that. Blake hadn’t even spoken a word, and you were already treating her like something on the bottom of your shoe.”

Graham felt heat rise on his neck, and he shrugged, shame filling him though he did his best to push it away. 

“She just rubbed me the wrong way.”

“So?” Murphy asked. “Just because you don’t like her for reasons only God and your dickish brain knows, doesn’t mean you can talk to a woman like that. Hell, you especially shouldn’t talk like that to someone we technically work for.”

“Technically, we work for the estate,” Graham mumbled.

“Now who’s acting like the little brother,” Murphy sneered. “Get your head out of your ass and apologize to her when you see her next. Because you know what? Not only is Owen right in the fact that this job means something, but you’re better than this.”

Graham sighed and ran his hand over his face. He needed that cigarette, beer, and woman again. Only when he thought of the woman, she saw Blake, and he held back a growl.

“She reminded me of someone, and I took it out on her.” He grunted. “I’ll apologize.”

“Damn straight you will,” Owen said as he stormed back in. “She’s gone, by the way. So maybe call her and leave a message to say how much of an asshole you are. Because there’s no way she’s coming back here, though I don’t know if that’s all because of you. And who the hell does she remind you of?” As soon as he said it, he closed his eyes and cursed.

Graham sighed. “Yeah. Her.” They all knew whom he was talking about.

“Jesus, this month is going to suck,” Murphy whispered under his breath. 

Murphy wasn’t wrong. And yeah, Graham was an asshole. Because no matter whom Blake was, she wasn’t his ex-wife, and he needed to get that through his head. What made matters worse—he hadn’t minded the fact that Candice was a trust fund baby when they were married.

It was only when their world had crashed down around him that it had become an issue.

An issue he would do anything to forget.

But nightmares never faded, and Graham knew that better than anyone.
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Even twenty-four hours after stepping onto the grounds she’d never wanted to see again, Blake Brennen wanted to punch the smug smile off that annoyingly hot, bearded man’s face. Usually, assholes took a minute or two to show their true colors, and yet, this Graham Gallagher didn’t even bother to wait that long. 

It could be that she was a magnet for those idiots, but she’d like to think it wasn’t her; instead, those guys were assholes to everyone they met. Or in her case, asses before they’d even spoken one word to her, considering Graham had already formed an opinion—a completely incorrect one—about her when she hadn’t even been in the freaking room.

Whatever. She sighed. She wouldn’t have to see him or his glare again because she wouldn’t be stepping one foot onto that property again. Good radiance to bad memories, bad tastes, broken dreams, and broken foundations. And if she had to speak to a Gallagher about something to do with the estate, it would be with the pleasant Owen.

He wasn’t an asshole.

At least, not to her face.

“Are you going to sit there and wallow, or are you going to actually work today?” Maya Montgomery asked as she leaned a hip against the side of Blake’s temporary station. The other woman’s brow rose, the tiny metal hoop glittering under the overhead lights. “I mean, you’re welcome to wallow before your first piercing appointment of the day, or you can take that walk-in standing at the front, who wants a tiny butterfly outline on her hip. I thought you wanted to make money, but if you don’t, no skin off my back.”

Blake snorted and stood up so she could stretch her lower back. “You’re getting moody, Maya,” she said with a smile. “Must be the pregnancy hormones.”  

Maya flipped her off before running a hand over her still flat belly. “I’m not that far along, you know. The hormones don’t start kicking in until later.”

Blake just smiled and shook her head. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself at night so you can make it through the day, more power to you.”

Maya tilted her head, studying the other woman. Maya always had an uncanny knack for seeing beyond the layers Blake wore to protect herself. And that was something Blake needed to be cautious of. “Why? Do you know something about it?”

Blake shrugged, keeping her attention on her sketchbook in front of her as she gathered her things to go deal with the walk-in. “I watch TV. I know things.” Not quite a lie, but as she didn’t know Maya or the rest of Montgomery Ink all that well yet, some things were better tucked close to the vest. 

She’d learned the hard way before what happened when she was too open, too fast. Money spoke, and people betrayed with the drop of a hat, leaving Blake the one in pain, bleeding on the floor.

She shook off the memories and worries that had no place in this particular shop and rolled her shoulders. 

“So, she wants an outline of a butterfly, not the whole thing filled in?” Blake asked, changing the subject. From the look in Maya’s eyes, she hadn’t done a very good job being subtle about it, but there was nothing she could do now.

“Just the outline,” Maya answered. “From where she wants it and the size she indicated with her hand, I think that’s the right idea anyway. But ask her just in case.”

Blake rolled her eyes. “No, I was planning to drag her over here by her hair and tattoo something without even speaking to her. Because that’s how I roll.”

“At least, you fit the part of a tattoo artist and piercer now,” Maya said dryly while looking Blake up and down. “You want to tell me why you showed up yesterday in that banker outfit before you changed in the back? I mean, really, I never would have pegged you for a suit and heel kind of girl. Well, maybe the heels, but the suit? Not so much.”

Blake stiffened. She hadn’t realized Maya had seen her when she’d hurried back into the shop after leaving the estate. Because she’d been running late in the first place, she hadn’t had time to stop anywhere and change into her normal attire before work. As it was, she’d been ten minutes late, and had almost missed a piercing appointment. That was so not like her, but it wasn’t as if that morning had been normal.

 She’d worn the suit to fit in, not because she’d wanted to. It had taken entirely too long for her to find the old jacket and skirt she kept in the back of her closet. Thankfully, she hadn’t gained that much weight since she’d worn it last. It had been a decade or so, but the curves she wore now had only made the skirt ride up a bit indecently.

She could clearly remember the way Graham’s gaze had traveled up her legs and settled on her thighs. Even though she’d been angry as hell with him, she’d still pictured her legs wrapped around his neck as he got her off. And then she’d imagined him turning her around, gripping her hips as he pushed the material up so he could pound into her hard from behind. 

Hell, she wasn’t that woman anymore. Hadn’t been for the decade she’d hidden that suit in the back of her closet. 

She’d only worn the damn thing because showing up in low-cut jeans and a tank that ordered the observer to kiss her ink suggestively probably wasn’t the greatest idea. Though she wanted nothing to do with the estate and the Gallagher brothers, she’d be damned if she embarrassed herself by showing up as she was, rather than with the veneer in place that had helped her hide for all these years.

Of course, with one look at Graham, she was pretty sure those layers—as well as the suit—would be stripped away if she weren’t careful. 

She wished the will had let her choose the company to work on the estate. She knew the Montgomerys, and though they would have been able to find out some of her past, she trusted those in that branch of the family company to keep their lips shut. 

Of course, now that she thought about it, maybe working with the Gallaghers would be better. They didn’t know her at all and didn’t have any connection to her. They wouldn’t be blabbing her business and the past she’d rather keep hidden to the others in her life. It wasn’t easy keeping secrets from those in the shop, though. They tended to notice everything.

She’d thought when she hurried into the shop after leaving the estate that she’d hidden her suit well enough for no one to see her. And since no one had mentioned it the entire day she’d worked, she figured she’d gotten off scot-free.

Apparently, she’d been wrong.

Maya Montgomery knew everything, and sometimes, even before it happened.

And that was one scary thought.

“You didn’t like my legs in that suit?” Blake asked, batting her eyelashes. “I mean, I thought they looked hot as hell. But if you have issues with it, maybe I should reconsider the banker suit I’m planning to wear tomorrow.”

“You’re an idiot,” Maya grumbled. “Why won’t you tell me?”

“Because, despite popular opinion, you don’t actually need to know everything going on in everyone’s lives at all times.”

Maya snorted. “That’s only going to make me more curious.”

That would be a problem if Blake planned to go back to the estate. But since she’d signed the paperwork, she’d done her duty. Now, the rest was up to the lawyers.

“Have at it, but sometimes, a suit is just a suit.”

Maya narrowed her eyes.

Blake blinked innocently back.

Maya flipped her off, and Blake did it right back with a smile. When Maya laughed and strolled back to her station, Blake was still smiling. She might be the new one in the shop, but she could feel the edges of the home she could have if she stayed long enough. These could be her people, and for some reason, that scared Blake more than she’d thought it would.

Once again, she shook off thoughts she’d rather not have and made her way to the younger girl standing at the front of the shop, browsing some of the stenciled designs hanging in pretty frames on the walls. 

“Hey, I’m Blake. I hear you want a butterfly tattoo?”

The girl turned, her eyes wide, but it didn’t look like fear so that had to count for something. Blake couldn’t count the number of times people came in for a new piercing or ink and freaked out before they’d even gotten into the chair. And frankly, she was glad for that, considering ink was permanent, and piercings were one step below that. Body modification wasn’t something to be taken lightly.

“That’s right,” the girl said and gave her a little wave. Blake’s smile deepened as the girl blushed. “Uh, sorry. I uh, didn’t know if this was a handshake situation so I waved like a dork.” The girl closed her eyes and let out a breath before opening her lids once more. “Hi, I’m Kennedy, and I’d like a butterfly outline on my hip.”

“Hi, Kennedy. Can I ask how old you are?” She didn’t look older than eighteen, and while Blake trusted Maya to check Kennedy’s age, she wanted to be sure.

“I’m twenty-three,” Kennedy answered, her blush matching the red of her hair. “I know I don’t look it, and the whole nervous blushing thing doesn’t really help, but yeah, I’m older than I look.” 

Blake let out a low whistle. “I’ll say.” 

“I already checked her age,” Maya said from her station as she pored over a notebook, pencil in hand. “Those genes are going to do you well when you’re our age,” she said to Kennedy, and Blake scowled.

“Way to make me feel ancient,” Blake muttered.

“All in a day’s work,” Maya said with a smile. “But if you’ll notice, I did say our age.”

Kennedy’s gaze shot between Blake and Maya, her eyes widening even more. “Uh…did I miss something?”

Blake shook her head. “Nah, my boss just likes to rib.”

“As I’m the one that signs your paychecks, I feel it’s my duty,” Maya said, her attention on her notebook and not them. “But I’d get to it, Blake. You have a piercing appointment soon.”

Blake let out a sigh and nodded toward her station. “Let’s get to it, then. My chair is in the back.”

Kennedy followed her silently and sat down on the convertible chair in Blake’s station, her hands folded on her lap.

“So,” Blake began as she sat on her stool, her sketchpad in hand. “You want an outline of a butterfly on your hip. Is there significance, or is it because it’s pretty?”

Kennedy smiled softly and pulled a piece of paper out of her bag. “I had cancer when I was a kid and was a little late with the whole growing thing because of it. So rather than get a caterpillar like the old me, I want something to show that I’ve grown. Changed. And I want it on my hip because it’s for me.” She blushed again. “And, well, for whoever I’m intimate enough with for them to see that part of me.”

Blake blinked back tears. Hell, this was the part of the job she both loved and hated. Sometimes, it was okay for ink to look pretty because that’s how you felt at the time and you didn’t need the weighty significance that so many other pieces had. However, the fact that this would be both to Kennedy meant something.

“And I want it that small because it needs to fit under a bathing suit, you know?” Kennedy continued. 

“Just the outline will work for the size, then. That way, it’s not too detailed to the point you can’t really tell what it is.” That was the problem with a lot of small tattoos. People didn’t want to go crazy with the size, but they wanted the kind of detail you could only get in a larger piece. There were ways to get around that, of course, but Blake preferred working with what made the ink better in any case.

“That was my thought, too,” Kennedy said with a bright smile. “And, well, I want it to be an outline because I’m not finished yet either. It gives it space to be anything it wants.” She paused. “Just like I want to be.”

Blake swiped a tear as Kennedy did the same and cursed herself for letting that emotion show. This was her job, and she needed to remember to hold it in, or she’d do something monumentally stupid and rely on someone again. She’d rather not risk that, thank you very much.

“I think that sounds like a perfect tattoo for you. Well thought out and something that will be just for you. At least, until you’re ready to show it off.” Blake winked, causing both of them to laugh softly. “Have you ever had a tattoo before?”

Kennedy shook her head. “No, this will be my first one.”

“A virgin, then,” Blake said as she took the paper from Kennedy’s grip.

The other woman snorted. “Sure. We can go with that.”

Ah, not so innocent. Blake liked Kennedy already. She opened the folded paper to see a computer printed version of a butterfly outline and nodded. 

“I can work with this and add a little to the outsides so it’s unique to you,” Blake said as she studied the way the curves of the wings made it look like it was fluttering. Compared to some of the things customers brought in, this wasn’t bad at all.

“That sounds great,” Kennedy said. “I trust you.”

Blake looked up with a grin. “You haven’t seen my work yet, and you trust me?”

Kennedy shrugged. “Almost dying sort of makes you see people differently. I’m usually a decent judge of character.”

Blake sobered and nodded. “Well, I’m glad you see something you can trust. Let me get to work. You can keep talking if you want. What do you do for a living?”

Kennedy began talking about how she was working in social work at the moment in the pediatric unit of the University of Colorado Hospital in Aurora. When she spoke of helping kids like she’d been helped in the past, her voice warmed, and Blake knew that this woman would one day do amazing things—if she hadn’t already begun.

The sketch only took a few minutes, and when Kennedy beamed, Blake figured she had it right on the first try. She quickly went about making the stencil after she’d confirmed the placement on Kennedy’s hip.

Once Kennedy was situated on the chair-turned-table, Blake placed the stencil and made sure everything was ready to go on her end. Since Kennedy wanted it done in black and there wouldn’t be any shading, this would only take a few minutes. A perfect tattoo with a pretty fantastic client to get the day going.

Though the position of the tattoo was right on the bone, Kennedy didn’t make a sound as Blake worked. Since she could see the scars dotting Kennedy’s side and the other parts of her hip, she figured the girl wasn’t new to needles. 

Blake let out a breath, letting the buzz of the needle settle over her as she focused. This one had to be perfect…though all of them did, didn’t they?

Before long, she’d finished the last flourish at the edge of the wing to show flight and pulled away, cleaning as she went.

“All done,” she said as she slid a protective coating over the new ink.

Kennedy looked down and blinked. “Really? Already? That hardly hurt.”

Blake smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Let me help you out of the chair so you can see it before I wrap it up.” She went through the aftercare instructions, making sure to repeat anything that seemed confusing.

“I love it,” Kennedy beamed. “Seriously. It’s perfect.”

Blake relaxed, the tension leaking out of her shoulders. “Good. I’m happy you like it. I think the idea you came up with is perfect.” Kennedy met Blake’s eyes, and the other woman teared up. This time, Blake didn’t join her. “I hope you fly, Kennedy, though I think you’re already on your way.”

By the time she’d finished with Kennedy and cleaned her station, she only had a few minutes before her piercing client was due. Though she took walk-ins for ink and piercings, for something as delicate as her next appointment, she preferred to be prepared. 

“Dude! I didn’t know you were coming in!” Maya’s voice brought Blake out of her thoughts, and she turned, only to freeze.

In all the tattoo shops, in all the world…

Murphy Gallagher reached down to put his hand over Maya’s belly and smiled that sweet smile of his while the goliath behind him scowled at Blake.

Why the hell was Graham scowling at her now? What had she possibly done to earn his wrath? And would that big beard of his feel sexy as hell scraping along her inner thighs?

And that was enough of that.

“How is my little niece doing?” Murphy said as he cupped Maya’s belly. “Is she going to be like her mom? Because I really hope so. Jake deserves it.”

Jake.

As in Jake Gallagher. One of Maya’s men since she was amazing and living in a true triad with Jake and Border.

But Gallagher. Damn it. Why hadn’t she put two and two together? Of course, it wasn’t like this was a small town. It was freaking Denver, Colorado. There had to be hundreds of Gallaghers in the state, and yet, the ones working on her estate just happened to be married into the Montgomery family.

And she was about to handle a Gallagher dick.

Well, fuck.

She’d only known the guy’s first name on the phone, and Murphy, while a slightly uncommon name, wasn’t that uncommon. And yet it seemed the fates were out to get her, and she was about to give a Prince Albert to one of the Gallagher brothers.

Because this was her life, and contrary to popular belief, slamming her head into a wall wasn’t the right answer to everything.

So it didn’t matter in the slightest that the Gallaghers had the bid on the estate. While she might have wanted the Montgomerys at first, her reasoning for allowing the Gallaghers to do it so she could keep things to herself hadn’t worked out either. Her secrets would be out in the open, and people would be wondering about her.

Again.

Whatever. She just needed to get the piercing done and not worry about it.

Maybe.

“How do you know it’s a girl?” Maya said. “It could be a boy for all you know, and be all quiet like Border.”

At that, Graham shook his head, a smile creeping onto his face. Damn if she didn’t like that smile. “Honey, it’s you. Like that kid is going to be quiet like Border. He or she is going to be a bundle of energy like you and Jake no matter what. That much I can tell you.” He lowered his head and kissed her temple. “Good to see you, Montgomery.”

Maya beamed at the two men and shuffled between them. “So, really, tell me why you’re here. You need new ink?”

“I have an appointment,” Murphy said with a wink. He lifted his head and snorted. “With Blake here, it seems. Nice to see you again, Ms. Brennen.”

Maya looked between them, a furrow between her brows. “What? How do you two know each other? And what do you mean, an appointment? What are you getting pierced, Murphy Gallagher?”

“We know each other from around,” Murphy said casually, giving Blake a wink. If only she found him as attractive as his brooding brother, things might have been easier than they were about to be. “And I think you can guess what I’m getting pierced.”

Maya covered her face with her hands. “Oh, God. If Jake finds out I let his precious baby brother get his dick pierced, he’s going to kill me.” She paused. “Or spank me. So maybe I should let you get it done.”

Graham groaned while Murphy threw his head back and laughed. Blake just let out a sigh and moved toward them, her chin raised. Might as well get this over with.

“I don’t need to know things like that, Maya,” Graham growled. He looked at Blake, his eyes narrowed once more. “You sure look different today.” His gaze traveled her body, and she swore she could feel the heat of it. 

She turned her attention away from him rather than answer, more for preservation than to be rude. The latter was just a nice side effect, and appropriate for the man who had treated her like some trust fund spoiled brat the day before. No amount of sexy ink, muscles, or beard could fix that.

“So, Murphy, you ready to head back?” She kept her voice pleasant, but she could feel every eye in the place on her. Just what she wanted—to be the center of attention.

Murphy squeezed Maya’s shoulders. “Yep, just lead the way. Graham here is going to drive me back, but I don’t actually need him in the room with me unless he wants to be.” He winked at her, and she snorted.

“Sounds like a plan.” She turned on her heel, moving quickly back to the newly renovated piercing room that was perfect for privacy and efficiency, all the while, ignoring the fact that Graham was staring at her ass as she walked.

Murphy sat on the table as she prepped everything, doing her best to go through the instructions while trying not to think about the fact that Graham and Maya were no doubt talking about her. Not much she could do about it now, but it would make it that much harder to keep her life private.

“So, I didn’t recognize your voice when you showed up yesterday at the jobsite,” Murphy said casually as she finished setting up.

Blake shrugged. “Wouldn’t have thought you would, as I didn’t recognize yours either. Though it does seem that Denver is much smaller than I thought.”

Someone cleared his or her throat behind her, and she turned to see Graham standing alone at the door. “Yes?”

“Is this what you do?” he said after a moment.

“Yeah, you got a problem with that?” she snapped.

“Graham,” Murphy whispered. “Reel it in, bro.”

She inhaled, trying to calm her temper. She was about to stick a lubricated tube, a needle, and a large hoop through a client’s penis, and probably shouldn’t be thinking about punching the man’s brother.

“No, I don’t have a problem with that,” Graham answered. “Considering I’m pierced and inked myself, that would make me an asshole.” He snorted at her glare. “Fine, I’m an asshole, but not because of that. You just surprised me by being here.”

“Well, it surprised me you were both here, as well.” Of course, now, she was shocked she could even speak since all she could think about was where exactly Graham was pierced and how it would feel. “Are you going to stay here and watch?”

Graham shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

Murphy laughed. “Well, it sounds like a party then.”

“Close the door behind you,” she told Graham and turned back to Murphy. “Okay, drop your pants and let’s get this done. You said you were circumcised right? Because while that’s not exactly necessary for this kind of piercing, it makes things easier for both of us in the long run.”

Murphy stood up and dropped his pants and boxers on the floor. “Yep, the whole family is circumcised.”

Graham groaned. “Thanks for that.”

Blake looked down at Murphy’s dick then back up at him, a bland expression purposely on her face. “I don’t need the family history, but thanks for the information. Now, let’s get started. This might sting a little.”

 

 

By the time Murphy gingerly walked out of Montgomery Ink, a silent Graham following behind, Blake was ready to go home. She was only working a half-day today, and thankfully, when she left, there were only two of the floater artists in the shop. She quickly gathered her things and made her way to her car before Maya or another Montgomery showed back up to grill her about her association with the Gallaghers. Not that she thought she was the center of attention or anything, but it was damn hard not to be curious about those kinds of things.

She drove home, tension in her shoulders that refused to go away since Graham had first walked in, giving her a headache. As soon as she pulled into her spot, she shut off the engine, grabbed her things, and hurried up the metal stairs to her apartment. Hopefully, soon, she’d be able to afford better, but this place was at least safe.

When she opened the door, the scent of cooking meat and peppers filled her nose and her body relaxed. 

“Mom!”

Blake dropped her crap on the floor and opened her arms as her daughter Rowan ran toward her, slamming into her front hard and taking her in a tight hug. 

“Hey, baby girl. How was your day at school? Half-day fun?” She kissed the top of Rowan’s head, running her hand over her baby’s natural curls, and walked toward the kitchen hand-in-hand with her daughter as Rowan went through her day, step by step. 

Rowan never let a word go unsaid if she could help it.

“Thank you, Mrs. Gonzales,” Blake said as she kissed the older woman’s papery cheek. “Half-days are killer for work.”

The older woman waved her hand at Blake and hugged Rowan before gathering her purse. “It’s no bother at all. Since my children are all grown and taking their time making babies, this fills my need. You call me anytime, Blake. You know that. I put makings for carne asada in the crockpot for you. It’s not my best recipe, but it works in a pinch for leftovers, which I know you like. I’m off to watch my shows since my DVR is talking to me! Bye, darlings!”

And with that, the nicest older woman Blake had ever met walked out of the small apartment, closing the door behind her.

“Mom? Can we eat now? I know it’s not dinner time, but I’m starving.” Rowan exaggerated the last word and placed the back of her hand on her forehead.

Blake laughed and shook her head. “How about we eat some cheese and fruit instead while we wait for dinner time. Because if we eat now, we’re going to be hungry again before bed.”

Rowan gave a big sigh but smiled. “Okay.” With that, she went right back to the story of her day as if they hadn’t paused at all.

Blake watched her daughter move around the kitchen and pressed her lips together, emotions overwhelming her. There were reasons she stayed behind her barriers, reasons she was the way she was.

And she’d be damned if she risked it all for a scowling man behind a beard.

She’d learned the hard way once before.

Never again, she promised herself. Never again.
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Graham knew things would go to hell soon, it was only a matter of time. Of course, the why of it would forever elude him, he was sure. He’d been a bastard not once, but twice in as many days, and he wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as if this Blake Brennen had ever done anything to him, and yet he couldn’t help acting like a grunting asshole whenever she came around.

His brother had laid into him once they’d driven back to Murphy’s place, and Graham hadn’t said a thing to defend himself. He had been a jerk to her and didn’t have an excuse. Yet he wasn’t sure he’d have done anything differently if given the chance.

The first time, she’d surprised him on the jobsite, and the second, he had been the one to surprise her at her place of work. And yet, for some reason, she rubbed him the wrong way. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew he was going to have to figure it out if he had any hope of looking at himself in the mirror anytime soon.

Once he’d gotten Murphy set up at home to heal, he’d gone back to his place to relieve some stress. While he’d thought about beating one off, he figured punching something would work a little better, considering he was trying to keep his mind off the woman in very tight jeans. 

He’d gone down to his basement to work out some of the tension radiating through his body with his punching bag, and when that hadn’t worked, he’d hit the treadmill. He might be pushing forty, but he tried to keep in shape.

He’d gone to bed exhausted and still imagining Blake in that tank that told him to kiss her ink. The hell of it was, he wanted to kiss all of her ink.

Even if she confused him all to hell.

She’d come from money—that was clear from the estate itself—but now worked as a piercer at Montgomery Ink and wore clothes to fit each persona. He didn’t like not knowing which was the real Blake, and because of that, he’d come off surly.

The fact that she wouldn’t leave his mind just made things worse. 

Now it was the next day, and while he should have had a day off, he’d spent the morning going over the blueprints Murphy had sent over while trying to get his head in the game for their new project. Maybe if he spent his time getting to know the estate and the secrets within its walls and foundation, he wouldn’t have so much animosity when it came to the former tenant. The old mansion had good bones, he remembered, but not much more considering the years of neglect. According to Owen, Blake’s family had owned the place for a few generations but hadn’t actually lived there for at least twenty years. They’d bought a newer, more elite place that had been a new build and required less maintenance. And because, apparently, the family hadn’t cared about the history they’d had in their grasp, they’d let the place go to ruin.

Graham ran a hand through his hair and cursed as someone knocked on the front door. Hell, it seemed no matter what he did, he wouldn’t be able to completely focus. Before he could open the door, Owen strolled in, keys in hand. 

“Just let yourself in, why don’t you,” Graham said dryly. “I thought those keys were for emergencies.” He rolled his shoulders and stood up from his table, his legs annoyingly stiff since he’d been hunched over. 

Owen rolled his eyes and handed over an iced coffee with Graham’s name on it. It had to be said, no matter the time of day, if Owen showed up, he came with some form of caffeine in his hand. The man sure knew how to pave the way, though Graham wasn’t sure why his younger brother was here at all.

“You use your key to walk into my place all the time,” Owen said dryly after taking a sip of his own iced latte. Too much sugar for Graham, but Owen seemed wired for it, and if their construction manager needed the extra perk to do all the paperwork so Graham didn’t have to, all the better. “Waiting for someone to actually answer a knock or a doorbell takes too much time.” Owen grinned, and Graham rolled his eyes.

After he’d taken a sip of his own iced coffee—perfection—he narrowed his eyes at his brother. “What do you need? I thought we weren’t going to the jobsite today because we like these things called ‘days off.’ A radical concept, I know.”

Owen pushed past Graham, walked toward the dining room table, and gave his brother a look. “Oh, really? You’re taking it easy over blueprints and order forms? Who the hell are you and what have you done with my brother?”

Graham grunted. “I do paperwork, asshole.”

“Yeah, but you don’t usually double check the paperwork I already did. What the hell, Graham? What’s up with you?”

He sighed and walked back to his chair, pushing a few things out of the way so he could set his cup down without the condensation from the outside of the plastic getting on anything. “Nothing’s wrong with me.”

Owen just stared.

“Seriously.”

“Oh, really? Nothing at all is wrong with you? Then why did I have to hear from Murphy that you were an asshole to Blake again?”

Graham cursed under his breath. “Murph gossips more than an old lady.”

“Murph is a little sore after getting his dick pierced, which you well know since you went through that already. And the fact that I’m talking about my brothers’ dicks tells me you think you’re pretty good at changing the subject.”

“You got yours pierced, too,” Graham grumbled.

“Actually, I got it pierced twice, but whatever.” Owen lifted a lip in a snarl before scratching around the piercing in his brow. His family really liked metal in their bodies, and since they weren’t at the jobsite where things could get hooked and where they weren’t meeting someone in a suit, Owen wore his hoop rather than a clear spacer. “Why were you an asshole?”

“I don’t know, okay? And I’m usually an asshole, so that isn’t anything too new.”

Owen sighed. “You just said you didn’t know, so therefore, you acting this way isn’t as normal as you’re trying to make me believe. You need to stop it, bro. I don’t know what’s wrong with you or why you feel the need to act the way you do around Blake, but it’s not only wrong, it’s also unprofessional as hell.”

“She’s not coming back to the site anyway.”

Owen threw up his hands. “She might, and that’s not the issue. She’s the executor of the estate and works with our brother’s woman. So get off your high horse and get your head out of your ass.”

Graham snorted. “That’s gotta hurt to be on a horse and have a head in your ass.”

Owen closed his eyes, but his lips twitched as a smile threatened. “You’re an idiot.”

“We all are. That’s what makes us family.” Graham sighed. “I’ll try, okay. I don’t know why I act the way I do around her. She needles me, though she barely says a word to me.”

Owen lifted his pierced brow. “Could be you think she’s hot and you’re all school-aged and stupid about it.”

He flipped his brother off. “Can we not talk about this anymore? Why are you here other than to piss me the hell off?”

Owen stared at him for a moment before shaking his head. “You’re the one acting all surly by my mere presence and the mention of a certain Ms. Brennen.” A wicked gleam entered Owen’s eyes, and Graham narrowed his. “If you’re so sure you’re not going all crush on her, maybe I’ll see if she wants to get a drink with me once the job is over.”

The thought of Blake and Owen out together, and worse, at his brother’s place afterward, forced a low growl from him. 

Owen smiled and took a sip from his drink. “That’s what I thought, big bro. You have it bad for our little piercer. Seems to me you should be nicer to her. You catch more flies with honey, you know.”

He flipped his brother off again and looked down at his paperwork. He didn’t want to think about Blake like that. He didn’t even like her. Didn’t even know her. The first time he’d seen her in the suit with the raised chin, she’d reminded him of his ex. And while he didn’t hate Candice, he hadn’t liked her once the divorce was final. Just as well since she hadn’t liked him one bit either. When life went to hell, some pulled on their significant other more, while others, like him, pushed them away until they didn’t like the person in front of them…nor the one in the mirror.

The fact that Blake had reminded him of his ex had put a bitter taste on his tongue and made him feel like a jerk because she hadn’t done anything to warrant that. 

He might have been able to push that away, though, until he’d seen her in what had to be her element. He’d reacted the only way he knew how—like an asshole—and now he had to deal with the consequences. With Blake working at Montgomery Ink, it seemed he couldn’t ignore the fact that she’d be a part of his family’s circle. He wanted to know why she’d let the house become what it was. Wanted to know why she’d hidden her ink and who she was under that suit. And why she’d become a piercer when it was clear her family had money.

There were two Blakes in his eyes, and he wanted to see which one was the real one.

And the fact that he did, told him he needed to stop thinking about her period. She wasn’t for him, not even for a night of sweaty, energy-crazed fun. 

“Why are you here, Owen?” he asked again, pushing thoughts of Blake from his head.

“I came to talk about a few things with you project-wise since we have more than the house on the hill going on. We have to punch out on the Henderson place in a couple of days, and I want to take a look at another site and place a bid.”

The place on the hill was what they were calling Blake’s place since calling it the Brennen place had seemed off for some reason. The fact that they’d done that spoke volumes about the neglect that the old place had endured for so long.

Graham’s mind went to work, shifting gears. “We don’t have time for another bid. Like you said, we punch out at the Henderson place when we get back next week, and we still have part of our crew at Jackson’s. Not to mention, we haven’t even used a freaking hammer at the place on the hill yet. We can’t take another bid right now. We’re not the Montgomerys with that kind of manpower.” He was fine with that actually, since they each had their niche. They usually didn’t compete for places since the Gallaghers went for the smaller projects—as well as the ones that were purely historical.

The place on the hill being the exception since they hadn’t been the ones to place the bid in the first place. That had been the lawyers.

 Owen raised a hand. “It wouldn’t come up for a year, Graham. It’s on the historical society’s registry, and they are slow as hell at getting things done. So we bid down, get our other projects out of the way, probably work on another in between, then do it.”

Graham sighed. “Fine. I guess you know what you’re doing.”

Owen was already making notes on his tablet, his head down. “Well, yeah, as that’s my job and all. You run the crews, I run everything else.”

“Is that all you came over to talk about?” Graham said after they’d discussed the new bid in detail. “Because you could have waited until Monday for that. Or, hell, used the damn phone.”

Owen shook his head and pulled out two tickets from his messenger bag. “Austin gave me two tickets to the Avs game tonight since he and Sierra can’t go.”

Graham’s brows rose, and he took a ticket from his brother. Austin was Maya’s brother as well as the other owner of Montgomery Ink. Sierra was his wife. While Graham knew the other guy and was close in age, they weren’t best friends or anything. It was more that their outer circles crossed thanks to their siblings.

“Why didn’t he give it to his siblings or one of their forty cousins? They breed like rabbits.”

Owen snorted. “I was in the shop with Jake to pick something up, and Austin handed them over. I guess I was the first person he saw. Anyway, you want to go?”

Watching guys shove each other into boards, get into fights, and pass the puck around in person sounded like a damn better night than what he’d planned, considering he was just going to watch it at home in his underwear.

“I’m in.”

 

 

Since Owen drove, they were there early. They already had beers in their hands and were settled in their seats before the teams had even finished with their warm-ups. For Owen, being on time meant being there fifteen minutes early. Being there right on the dot was late. So, instead of making it to the Pepsi Center right as the lights started to go down as Graham liked, he was there, sitting down and watching the Avalanche and Maple Leafs pass the puck around on their respective sides of the ice. He liked watching how fast they moved as they practiced. It was a delicate balance between strength and flexibility since most of these guys were well over six feet and weighed more than he did but in pure muscle. 

While the Avalanche were having a crappy season, and frankly, had been having them since Sakic retired in Graham’s opinion, he still thought they could beat the Maple Leafs.

At least, he hoped they could, since watching a game in person where his team lost sucked.

While he and his brother sipped at their beers, the seats around them began to fill in, except for the two on Graham’s side. He was just about to ask Owen about it when he spotted a very familiar face at the end of the row walking toward them.

“The fuck?” he growled.

Owen turned at Graham’s curse and snorted. “Oh, that’s sweet,” he said before sobering. “Don’t be an asshole,” he muttered before standing up. “Hey, Blake. Fancy seeing you here.”

Blake’s honey eyes widened as she took in Owen and Graham. She didn’t freeze, but Graham figured that had more to do with the fact that she didn’t want to step on the person’s toes in front of her. Their grouping of four seats was in the middle of the row, three rows behind the glass. Amazing freaking tickets, but now Graham had to sit next to the one person he was trying to stay away from.

“You,” she mumbled. “It had to be freaking you.” She raised her chin like she had before and went to sit down in the spot farthest from him, only to get pushed slightly as the man behind her took the seat instead. “What the hell, Derek?” she snapped as she turned around.

That gave Graham a moment to look at her tight jeans that encased a very nice butt and shapely thighs. His dick hardened, and he cursed. This was going to be one long game if he couldn’t get his thoughts off her ass.

But considering it was right there, all nice and perfect for his hands and everything, he couldn’t really help it. Owen cleared his throat beside him, and Graham turned away, cursing under his breath again. This woman was going to be the death of him, and he didn’t even know why.

Derek, Blake’s date—and didn’t that just rub Graham raw for no known reason—shrugged. “Take a seat, Blake.” He looked pointedly over at Graham. “Maybe you’ll get that stick out of your ass that’s been hell on all of us at the shop if you just talk it out.”

She grumbled something at him, her fists clenched at her sides, and Graham sighed. This might be partly his fault since he’d been acting like a bear with a thorn in his paw, but he wasn’t about to apologize. Apparently, he couldn’t quite not act like an ass around her.

“Sit down, Blake,” he said low. “You’re going to piss off the people behind you if they have to look at your ass all night instead of the back of your head. Not that looking at your ass is a hardship.”

She whirled on him, and he froze. Well, hell. He was pretty sure between talking about her ass and images of what he’d be doing to her if he were truly looking at the back of her head—in bed—his dick was going to have permanent marks from his zipper. And he hadn’t exactly meant to mention that he’d been looking at her ass and liked it, but this woman could make a saint sin.

“I just…I can’t…argh!” She sat down in her seat and folded her arms over her breasts, mumbling something about evil beards and assholes.

Well, he couldn’t really negate either of those things where he was concerned.

“I take it Austin gave you his other two tickets,” Blake said, her attention on the ice in front of her.

Graham nodded, then remembered she probably couldn’t see him since she was pointedly not looking at him. “Yeah, he gave them to Owen.”

“You two done yet?”  Owen asked then, leaning over Graham as he did so. “Hello again, Blake.” His younger brother smiled, and Graham barely resisted the urge to punch him since he was so close. Barely.

She turned then and glared at Graham before smiling at Owen, though he could see the slightly manic edge to it. “Hi, Owen. This is Derek. He works at the shop with us.” She tilted her head at her date and scowled. “Though I might kill him later, so Austin and Maya might be out another floater artist.”

Derek laughed but tilted his chin toward them. “Hey, nice to meet you. You’re Jake’s brothers right?”

They both nodded.

“Cool. I don’t get to stay in Denver much since I work most of the year up in Seattle, but I know Jake. You ready to see if the Avs can actually win this time?”

Graham winced as the people behind him mumbled their displeasure. “They’re gonna win, damn it. There isn’t another option. And watch your mouth, Seattle boy.”

Derek just grinned. “I’m an Avs fan at heart, Gallagher.”

Blake looked between them, a gleam in her eyes that he didn’t like. “Avs fans, are you? Hmm…”

Yeah, he really didn’t like the sound of that.

 

 

When the game started, and the Avs took the ice, Graham kept his attention on the players rather than the very sexy woman beside him. His team needed his head to be in the game and not on Blake’s curves. And, yes, he might be a little superstitious, but whatever.

At the face off, Toronto took possession of the puck, and Blake let out a little cheer—not loud enough for others to hear, but just those on either side of her.

Holy hell, had Austin sent a traitor into their midst? A freaking Toronto fan at a home game for the Avalanche? What the hell was that Montgomery thinking?

He growled at her as she quietly cheered the first Maple Leaf goal and met Derek’s eyes. Why the hell was the other man laughing? Couldn’t he see that Blake was cheering for the wrong team? She lived in freaking Denver for God’s sake, and considering that her family’s ancestral home was here, she had to be a native. And yet, she cheered for Toronto? It was as if she were trying to annoy him.

After the first period, he got up, his hands fisting at his sides. “I need another beer.”

Owen, who had been quiet the entire time since he was apparently answering emails on his phone, looked up. “Grab me a soda, will you? I need some caffeine, and since I’m driving us home, I’ll let you drink.” He winked toward Blake. “I think you’re going to need alcohol tonight.”

Graham grunted and stomped his way through the aisle and up the stairs so he could get a beer. Since everyone and their mother got up during intermission, he’d have to wait in line, but maybe that would help him cool off. He was just so freaking pissed that she would dare root for another team. And that made no sense. Why could she get under his skin so easily?

“Hey, Graham, wait up,” Derek said as he jogged up behind him. “I don’t know what you did to piss Blake off, but I should probably let you know she’d rooting for Toronto just to needle you.”

Graham turned. “Excuse me?”

He must have looked like he wanted to rip someone’s arm off because a few people moved back in the line and Derek held up his hands. 

“She’s a diehard Avs fan. Even owns a signed Sakic jersey and keeps a spare she can wear during games. The signed one only comes out during the playoffs. It’s got to be killing her to root for the other team, and it must be because of you.”

That little witch. “How do you know it’s not because of you?” he asked, intrigued and pissed off all at the same time that she would do something like that.

“Because we’re friends, not close ones, but friends. This isn’t a date or anything, just to let you know. I think she’s single, but since my girlfriend up in Seattle would skin me if I even dared to look at Blake that way, I’m just fine as I am. Anyway, I thought you should know that she’s just trying to piss you off. Bro code and all that.”

Graham clenched his teeth. “Bro code.” He ordered his beer, Owen’s soda, and paid for Derek and Blake’s drinks since Derek had been so helpful. 

“What are you going to do about Blake?” Derek asked as they made their way back to the entrance and showed their tickets. 

“Don’t know yet.” And that was the problem. He never knew about anything where it came to this woman. She could intrigue him, turn him on, and piss him off all in the span of ten minutes. That had to be a record. 

He handed Owen his drink and sat back down, studying Blake as he did so. 

“What?” she asked, brows raised.

“Nothing,” he said softly. “Not yet anyway.”

She blinked and opened her mouth to say something, then froze as people started to chant, “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” around them. 

Graham slowly looked up at the huge screen on top of the ice and cursed. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

Blake laughed. “No way. No fucking way.”

“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”

He was pretty sure Owen was yelling the loudest, and Graham was going to have to kick his brother’s ass when this was over.

“Fuck it,” Graham growled and gripped the back of Blake’s head and crushed his mouth to hers. They both froze a moment as cheers erupted around them before he sank deeper into the kiss. He didn’t open his mouth, wouldn’t let his tongue touch hers, but the moment of lips against lips left him breathless.

He pulled back, his eyes wide, Blake’s even wider. 

“What the hell was that?” Blake gasped, her cheeks slashed with red.

“I…” He cleared his throat. “Just watch the game. And you can cheer for your precious Avs. Don’t hurt yourself going for Toronto.”

He turned away from her and gulped half his beer down in one go. He could feel Blake’s eyes on him before she turned away, and see her hands shaking out of the corner of his eye.

“Dude,” Owen whispered. “This is going to be fun.”

“Fuck you,” Graham growled and drank the last of his beer.

He didn’t know what had come over him, but that had to be the last of it. There was no way he was going to go there. If he were this unraveled and tense at the same time with just one kiss, with just one look, he wouldn’t make it if he had her in his arms. In his bed.

Blake wasn’t for him, and damn it, he didn’t want her to be. 

The Kiss Cam could go straight to hell.
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Blake looked at the needle in her hand and held back a smile. The two women beside her weren’t quite arguing, but they sure weren’t agreeing with one another either. 

“I really think nipples would be the best thing,” the blonde one named Linda said smoothly.

“I was thinking more like the nose,” Natalie, the brunette answered back just as smoothly. She waved her hand toward Blake and the other person in the room. “And can you not say nipples like that around our daughter.”

Alisha, the daughter in question, smiled widely, the light brown of her skin shining under the harsh lights of the piercing room. “I know what nipples are, Mom, geez.” She rolled her eyes in a way that reminded Blake of Rowan. Apparently, thirteen-year-old girls had the same thing down as her ten-year-old.

Natalie sighed and ran her hand over her face. She looked much like her daughter Alisha, though while Alisha wore her hair natural, Natalie had hers in braids. Linda, also Alisha’s mother, had paler skin than Blake, and the three of them together were one gorgeous family.

Blake cleared her throat. “Okay, how about we pierce Alisha’s ears before we decide what we’re piercing on the two of you either today or the next time you come in, hmm?” She said it with a smile, and Alisha giggled.

“Yeah, let this be about me.” Her moms narrowed their eyes, their mouths twitching. “After all, this is my thirteenth birthday present, and I’m like the only girl in the entire school who hasn’t had her ears pierced yet. I mean, come on, you don’t want me to be picked on, do you?” She fluttered her eyelashes, and Blake did her best to keep a straight face. 

“Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth now, would it?” Linda asked dryly. “And Alisha, darling, you were the one who wanted to wait to get your ears pierced. We would have done it earlier.”

Alisha blushed. “Uh…”

“Yeah, uh…” Natalie said with a snort. “But you’re right, today is about you. We can discuss what parts of us we’ll pierce later.”

Blake couldn’t help it, she laughed. The other three women in the small room looked at her before joining in. “I’m sorry, I tried not to laugh, but you guys are adorable.” She shook her head and bumped her hip against Alisha’s, though the child sat on the table. “Anyway, I can do the ears quickly, and then we can discuss what you guys want.”

Linda smiled softly. “Thanks. I know we could have gone to the mall or some small place to get her ears done, but I’d rather someone who isn’t a few years older than Alisha do it. I mean, they must train those people with the little guns and all, but I want my baby to have the best.”

“Mom…” Alisha sighed the sigh of a thousand embarrassed teenagers, and Blake bit her lip to keep from smiling. She really liked this family.

“No problem,” Blake said once she could keep her face neutral yet calming. “Many of those places do have certified people, but I get the reason for coming here. I don’t let my friends get second piercings in their ears or anything without my help. I’m picky that way.”

After a few more minutes of discussion about Alisha, she went about getting the little girl’s ears ready. Since this would be her first time, and they weren’t going to gauge or anything, it would be a quick job. 

“So,” Blake continued as she worked, “What’s the occasion for the piercings for the two of you? I know the ears for Alisha are for her birthday, but what about you guys?”

Linda and Natalie smiled at one another with so much love that Blake almost felt like a voyeur. The two women held hands and gave identical sighs. 

“We had a commitment ceremony before Alisha was born,” Linda explained. “We exchanged rings then, and even though it wasn’t legal, we still considered ourselves married in every sense we could.”

Natalie hip bumped Linda with a grin. “And when it became possible, we had another ceremony and got married for real.” The two of them waved their fingers at Blake, their diamond rings glinting under the lights. “We updated our rings, and this time, Alisha got to be part of the wedding.”

Blake looked down at Alisha, who smiled brightly. “I was the best woman and maid of honor,” the little girl explained.

“And though we have all of that, we still want something that’s just for us,” Natalie added.

“So, for our anniversary, we want to get identical piercings since we got tattoos last time.” Linda laughed. “We, apparently, like marking time with fun things.”

Blake smiled while she quickly pierced Alisha’s ears. The little girl didn’t even gasp, and Blake was happy for it. She knew how to make it as painless as possible.

“All done,” she said softly. “I try to get new ink or a new piercing for special occasions, too,” she added.

“Can I see?” Alisha asked. “I mean my ears, not your tattoos that I can’t already see.” 

Blake laughed and nodded. “Sure thing.” 

By the time the three of them headed out, Alisha was glowing with her newly pierced years, and her mothers had decided on nipple rings when they came back. Blake couldn’t wait. She seriously loved that family and the way they interacted. It reminded her of herself and Rowan with their sarcasm and private jokes.

She cleaned up her station and stretched her back before going up to the front of the shop to see if there were any more appointments for her. She had a tablet she could have checked, as well, but she liked walking around since it gave her time to clear her head between one client and the next.  

Oddly enough, none of the Montgomerys were in the shop today since they had some family barbeque or something, so the place was relatively quiet. Autumn, their receptionist, was with one of the Montgomerys so she wasn’t there either. In fact, it was only Derek, her, and another floater named Brandon on the schedule today. Even the other two full-time non-Montgomerys were at the barbeque. 

If she’d been working with them for longer than a minute, she might have felt slighted at the lack of invite, but she wasn’t their family, and she was just fine being alone. She rolled her neck and took a look at the schedule on the computer.

“Light day,” she commented under her breath.

“Yep,” Brandon said with a smile as he walked up to her. He really was one beautiful man. He’d mentioned once that he was half-Korean, half-Irish, and both of his parents had firmly stamped their presence on his features. Strong cheekbones, dark eyes, and full lips on a smooth face. He’d cut his hair recently because he wanted to impress some woman, so it lay around the top of his head in layered chunks. Part high-end model, part just rolled out of bed. She wasn’t sure she could ever get her hair to look like that, even if she tried. 

“So verbose,” Blake teased, the sarcasm evident. 

Brandon grinned, and if she’d been any other woman, her breath might have caught. Seriously, the man was freaking gorgeous. 

“You’re not particularly verbose yourself,” Brandon said as he sidled up to her. “And yeah, it’s a light day since the rest of the crew is out and since Derek and I are floaters, we don’t get as many appointments.”

“I don’t know why,” Blake said. “You’re both freaking talented.”

Brandon winked while Derek snorted over his client’s arm. “Why, thank you, darling. And it’s not that we’re not talented, it’s that it’s not our job to be the pull for the shop. We’re here to fill in. I get to do my large pieces up in Portland and Seattle, while I come here to try to work on new things and be surprised with walk-ins. It keeps me fresh.”

“If you say so.” She put her hand on Brandon’s chest and pushed him back so she could get out from behind the counter. He moved easily away, not crowding her in the slightest. That’s what she liked about these guys—none of them ever made her feel uncomfortable. They didn’t treat her like the little woman or someone they could bang in the back because she was there. They respected her and actually talked to her like a human being. She’d worked in places where she had to fight off unwanted attention daily, and had even broken a few fingers on her way out the door. She never wanted to be put in that position again.

And yeah, things could have been different if she’d gone into the family business and stayed with the people who had raised her to be nothing more than a pawn, but she hadn’t, so she’d learned to be who she needed to be. Montgomery Ink would allow her to find another part of herself because while she would never fully relax, she could at least breathe somewhat easier around those she worked with and just…create. Just…be.

She hadn’t been able to do either in a long time. But Rowan needed her to be strong, to be whole, and Blake would do anything to make that happen.

“Do you want to take the next walk-in?” Brandon asked as he went back to his station and picked up a sketchbook. “I just finished a small ankle piece while you were in the back, and Derek here is working, as you can see.”

Derek looked up from his piece and blinked. “Yeah, Blake, take the next one. And while you’re at it, why don’t you tell Brandon here about the hockey game.”

Blake stiffened before she realized it and forced herself to relax. No, she would not think about Graham’s lips or the forceful way he’d taken control of the kiss, of her. Damn it, she hadn’t wanted that, hadn’t wanted him. And if she kept telling herself that, then one day she might just believe it.

“Oooh,” Brandon crooned with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Oh, really? A hockey game? And what happened at the hockey game?” He put his fingers to his temple. “Oh, wait! I know. Did you make out with Mr. Tall, Bearded, and Broody on the Kiss Cam? Because, darling, if I wasn’t already seeing a woman, I’d jump him. Just saying. I’m an equal opportunist.”

Putting aside the fact that now she had very, very dirty images of Graham and Brandon in her head, she rubbed a hand down her face. “I didn’t make out with him. And how the hell did you find out?”

“You’re viral, baby.” He held out his phone, and Blake could actually feel the blood leaving her face. 

“What? No. That can’t be true.” She scrambled up and snatched the cell from him. He’d opened Facebook to a saved link that showed a Kiss Me Beardy video. “They named it?”

“Of course, they did,” Derek said dryly. “They make everything viral now. Like that alligator that’s the size of a truck down in Florida walking on a golf course that they put to the Jurassic Park theme. That sucker was huge. And yeah, you and Graham making out like that all sweaty and panting on the Kiss Cam made the news. Don’t worry, since you don’t have social media, it won’t bother you, but the shop already has a few hits on Twitter, and I bet Graham’s company page does, too.”

She shook her head, her hands shaking. “I know we can’t take it down, but damn it. I didn’t want this to happen. That freaking Kiss Cam can go straight to hell.”

“You looked like you liked the kiss, Blake,” Brandon said softly. “Didn’t you? Do I need to kick Graham’s ass for you? He’s bigger than me, but I can probably get him if I take him out at the knees.”

“I’d help you, bro,” Derek added.

“Me, too,” the client said from the chair.

She looked at him and blinked, her eyes burning. “Uh…thank you?”

“Name’s Brody,” the man said, a slight drawl to his voice. “And don’t mention it.”

She swallowed hard and tried to catch her breath. Just because a little kiss had gone viral, didn’t mean it would affect any issues she had already. It was just a kiss. A kiss that had apparently gone around the world. But that was fine. She didn’t do anything wrong.

No one could take Rowan from her because a man had kissed her.

She kept repeating that to herself until her heart finally stopped racing. When she looked up, all three men had worried expressions on their faces and their hands out as if they wanted to touch her but were afraid to spook her. 

Great, she’d acted like a freak once again because she couldn’t control everything…anything. 

“He didn’t hurt me or anything,” Blake said lamely. “Everyone was chanting at us to kiss, so we did. No harm, no foul. And soon, someone else will be the next shareable video, and no one will remember this.”

Brandon studied her face. “Okay, then. If that’s what you’re saying. And as for Graham, if you need anything, you come to us, okay? We’re here for you.”

She nodded silently and tried to catch her breath. When the bell above the door rang, she jumped and looked over. “I’ll go take care of this person.”

“Sounds good,” Brandon said calmly. She was intently aware that all three men had their eyes on her back as she went up to the two young women at the front of the store. She hated that the three of them were so worried about her, and she’d made a mess of herself seeing that viral video, but she knew there was nothing she could do.

She’d just stay away from Graham, and everything would be okay. Soon, she’d forget the feel of his lips against hers, the feel of his hand in her hair, and his beard along her skin. The damn thing had been surprisingly soft.

And that was enough of that.

“How can I help you, ladies?” she said once she’d reached the front. She’d worry about ink and piercings and nothing else. She could control this, could work with this. And that would have to be enough.

 

 

By the time her shift was over, she was a bundle of nerves. She’d Facetimed Rowan when she was locked in the back room and had said her goodbyes since her daughter was going to stay over at a friend’s house that night for a slumber party. She hated that she wouldn’t be sleeping under the same roof as her baby, but there was nothing she could do about it. Rowan was growing up, and sleepovers were just a part of it.

But she missed her daughter already.

Blake sighed and drove to the grocery store to pick up something to eat. She had food in the house, but was too stressed to do anything about it. A prepared salad with all the fixings as well as a large slice of chocolate cake would make her feel better. At least, the cake would. She tried not to eat too much sugar as she wasn’t twenty anymore and her ass kept growing with each passing month, but her baby was at her first sleepover, and damn it, Blake needed cake.

She got a small cart since she would inevitably find something else she needed in the store, and went to the prepared food section. Since it was after six on a Friday night, the place wasn’t that busy. Most sane people were either at home with their families or eating out for the night. Blake would get her sad little salad, her chocolate cake, and do some laundry that had been piling up. Mrs. Gonzales kept doing her laundry for her, and Blake hated that. So she’d gone to the trouble of hiding her laundry basket in the back of her closet so the older woman wouldn’t work so hard. 

So far, the plan had worked, but as the other woman had found the basket in its last hiding place, Blake wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep it up. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the woman who had taken Blake and Rowan under her wing, it was more that she didn’t want Mrs. Gonzales to tire herself out. She’d finally retired from the cleaning service she’d worked at for over thirty years, and deserved to take time off. 

Of course, Blake wasn’t sure the other woman knew what that meant.

With a sigh, Blake turned the corner toward the salad area and promptly ran into another cart. 

“Oh crap, I’m sorry,” she said as she looked up. “You. You have got to be kidding me. Are you following me now?”

Graham blinked at her, and she couldn’t help but like the way his broad shoulders filled out his shirt. The damn man wore a simple white tee with faded jeans and work boots, and yet she wanted to wrap her body around his just to feel him against her. She hated the man.

Okay, not really, but she truly wanted to hate him. 

“I’m hungry, Blake. I don’t really care where you shop, but it seems we had the same idea.” He gestured down to the salads. “What kind are you getting?” he asked, and Blake just shook her head at him.

“You really aren’t following me?” Okay, so it sounded a little far-fetched, but she refused to believe she kept running into this man for any other reason. Stubborn, thy name is Blake.

Graham just rolled his eyes. “No, I’m not. I’m hungry after a long day of dealing with inspections, and I didn’t want to cook anything. And while a juicy burger sounds fantastic right now, I’m old and need the fiber.”

Helplessly, she raked her gaze up his body. “Old?”

He licked his lips, and the memory of those lips on hers had her almost squirming. Almost. “Older than you.”

“By like a minute.”

“I see you’re eating a salad, too,” he said after a moment. “Or, at least, were passing the case.”

She shrugged. “My ass is getting big.”

He grinned at her. “Why don’t you turn around and let me see. I’ll let you know.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you flirting with me? I thought we fought with each other.”

“Well, secret Avalanche fan…” he began, and she blushed.

“Sorry about that. I was annoyed with you. And I have to tell you, it hurt me more than you to root for Toronto.”

“You deserved it. And you’re lucky the Avs pulled out a win. Anyway, I guess I am flirting with you. Apparently, I can’t help myself.”

She bit her lip and studied his face. “Do you want to help yourself? I mean…do you want to not flirt with me?”

He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I somehow followed that. And I don’t know. I do know that I can’t stop thinking about kissing you again. Even after every single person I know has hassled me over the whole video of it.”

She groaned. “God, I had forgotten about the viral thing for like an hour. I hate the internet.”

“You’re my kind of person,” he said softly before clearing his throat. “Anyway, I don’t know if I want to flirt with you, but I am. And because I am, why don’t you grab a salad with me and we can eat them together on the benches outside. It’s a nice night. Let’s make the most of it.”

She froze. “You want to eat a grocery store salad with me in front of the parking lot?” Not the most romantic thing in the world. Not that she wanted romance.

He shook his head. “I meant the bench on the side of the building that faces the pond and the park. People eat out there all the time. And rather than find a place to eat or figure something else out before we think too hard about it, let’s just do this. See what happens.”

“What if I don’t want to see what happens?”

He studied her face. “Is that the case?”

She let out a little scream and then winced as an older woman glared at her. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I don’t know what I want.”

“One measly salad outside a grocery store shouldn’t hurt.”

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

Well, at least she wasn’t alone in the unknown. “Fine. But I’m also getting a piece of chocolate cake. I need it.” She didn’t mention why, and that was for a reason. She didn’t mention Rowan. Ever. It was too dangerous.

“Can I have a bite?” he asked, his voice smooth and sexy.

A bite of what? She wanted to ask, but didn’t. She wasn’t ready for that level of flirting. “Get your own slice, Gallagher.”

“I can do that, Blake. I’m in the mood for something sweet it seems.”

She rolled her eyes at that line and picked out her salad before going to get herself a slice of cake. She was going to need all the sugar she could get tonight.

 

 

By the time they’d paid for their things in the express line and made their way to the tables outside, the sun was just setting. Since it was heading into summer, the days were longer, and she loved watching the colors play on the sky. She sighed as she opened the case on her salad and met Graham’s eyes.

“What are we doing?” she asked softly.

“I don’t know,” he said as he stabbed his salad with his fork. He took a bite and chewed, his face serious. After he’d swallowed, he took a drink from his water bottle and kept his gaze on hers. “Why do we seem to hate each other?”

“I don’t hate you,” she said stiffly. “I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. But you seem to hate me just fine.”

“I don’t know if that’s the case,” he said solemnly. “I think I’m an asshole for many reasons, and one of those reasons is that I treated you like shit before you’d even spoken a word. I’m sorry about that.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“Really.” He sighed. “I don’t hate you, Blake. I don’t know you, like you said. And you don’t know me. But I’d like to get to know you.”

“Are you sure about that? Because you don’t sound sure.” Hell, she wasn’t sure about anything at the moment.

“I don’t know what I’m sure about, but I want to see if this…tension I feel around you is something I can work with. And I know that probably makes me even more of an asshole, but I can’t seem to help it.” He looked up at her. “Go out with me, Blake.”

“I am out with you.” She wouldn’t let that little clench in her belly lead her down the wrong path. It had done that before, and she’d almost lost everything because of it.

“Do it again.” He stood up and walked to her side. When he tugged her hand, she let him pull her up so she stood next to him. “Go out with me, Blake. Let’s see what this is.”

She had so many reasons to say no, so many reasons to walk away just then. So she answered with the only answer she had.

“Yes.”

“Good.” He lowered his mouth and kissed her again, this time without the chanting of a stadium full of onlookers. Her mouth parted, and his tongue swept against hers. Her body shook, her mind going in a thousand different directions before it settled on just one thing: Graham.

He tasted of his salad and Graham, and she knew she could become greedy for his taste. She wanted more, wanted the feel of him, wanted to wrap her arms around his body and kiss him harder.

So she didn’t and pulled away instead. “Okay, then,” she said softly.

He gripped her chin and forced her gaze to his. “I’m going to want to do that again, Blake. A whole hell of a lot.”

“And maybe I’ll let you.”

When he grinned, she knew it had been the right thing to say, only she didn’t know if it had been the right thing for her. She prayed she didn’t end up in pain again, didn’t break everything she had just for one man.

She’d done that before, after all, and she’d be damned if she would do it again. 
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Graham shot back the last of his coffee and already wished he had another one. After a long, sleepless night, his body and mind weren’t quite in the game when it came to his workday. Thoughts of Blake in his bed, in his arms, had kept him tossing and turning until almost daybreak. 

He still couldn’t believe he’d not only seen her once more at the grocery store but had also gone on a weird ass date outside the damn place—and then kissed her near a parking lot. What had he been thinking? He’d asked her out, asked her to be his if only for the moment. The fact that she’d said yes and had sunk into that kiss surprised the hell out of him.

And yet, at the same time, it didn’t. They’d been circling around each other from the moment he’d first seen her at the house on the hill, and then later when she’d had his brother’s dick in her hand.

Despite the lack of coffee, he grinned at that thought. Yeah, he probably should be jealous as hell, but that was one story to tell if he were honest. Of course, now he couldn’t help but get a little jealous that she’d touched Murphy’s dick—however clinical—and not his own.

And he really needed to stop thinking about his brother’s dick.

And his own for that matter since working on the jobsite with a hard-on was a recipe for disaster. He pushed thoughts of Blake, her sexy as hell hands, and that ass of hers out of his mind and tried to focus on the wall in front of him. And because he was a Gallagher, and a man, just the idea of pushing those thoughts from his brain got him harder.

He had it bad, and he wasn’t sure why or how he felt about it. This wasn’t the right time for him to be thinking about a woman, and frankly, he’d thought he was too old to try something new. He’d had a marriage, done the family thing.

He didn’t need anyone else.

And the fact that he kept lying to himself about that spoke volumes.

 Graham sighed and took a look at his phone to check the time. He could take a few minutes’ break and try to get his head in the game because he had to take down a few walls soon, and he didn’t want to get hurt because he had his head in the clouds and his mind on a woman that intrigued him like no other. He walked out to the patio since they hadn’t started working on the large flat area behind the house yet and took a seat on the crumbling exterior quarter-wall. 

What was he going to do with Blake? 

Did he want her just in his bed? Or something more? For some reason, she intrigued him, made him want to think about her in every sense that sent warning bells through his head. He shouldn’t be thinking about her at all and especially for not more than a single night of pleasure. He couldn’t risk it. He wasn’t sure what it was about her either.

Yeah, she was sexy as fuck, but that wasn’t it. Or at least not all of it.

There was something in her eyes that drew him. Something that told him she saw more than she wanted to let on and had a layer or two she didn’t want others to see. She’d lived, that was for sure, and hell, he wanted to know what had happened in her past that had made her so cagey when it came to the house on the hill. Why had she left? Why was she the executor on the estate and not the outright owner? And why in the hell had anyone let the place go to ruin?

Of course, if they hadn’t, Graham would be out of a job, and he wouldn’t have met her in the first place. 

He closed his eyes, raising his face to the sun so it could warm him, though he was already a little too hot over thoughts of Blake and the exertion of working on the site. Others toiled around him, hammering, sawing, and slamming into things. This was day two of demo, and with the size of the place, they still had a few more days to go. And while he was the boss, he really shouldn’t be slacking off, thinking about what the hell to do with a woman who had come out of nowhere and entered his life at precisely the wrong time.

“What the hell are you doing just sitting out here?” Owen asked, clearly exasperated. His younger brother had rolled up his sleeves with the rest of them to work, though he took breaks to look at his tablet and do one of the countless other things he worked on as construction manager. “We’re doing demo, and you’re taking a break, enjoying the sun? You usually love demo, and hell, you don’t usually let the guys work while you’re fucking around. What’s up?”

Graham grunted and flipped his brother off. “Fuck you. I’m not fucking around.”

Owen raised his brows and stared hard at Graham before looking pointedly around the empty patio area. “I don’t see you with a sledgehammer in your hand, working on the exterior walls and shit. And don’t forget, we don’t have this area on the schedule for a few weeks. You can’t just go off-schedule, Graham.”

Graham pinched the bridge of his nose, annoyance creeping over his skin. “Fuck the schedule, Owen. I mean, seriously, if we do something slightly out of order on demo day, we’re not going to fuck it all up.”

“Fuck the schedule? Do you even know me? And you above all others know that there is an order to demo day. You’ll cave the place in if you just start knocking things down. What crawled up your ass?”

“Nothing,” he bit out. “And take a look around, Owen. I’m not breaking shit. So stop freaking out. I’m just taking a breather while I think. I’ll get back to it.” He pinched at his shirt, pulling the dust-covered, sweat-slick cotton away from his skin. “I’ve been working my ass off since I got here and ran out of coffee. Just let me be.”

Owen frowned, studying Graham’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” His brother saw too much. They all did.

“Are we just taking breaks when we want to now?” Murphy asked as he walked toward them, blueprints in his hands. Graham held back a groan. Whenever his youngest brother showed up with plans, things were about to go to hell. Nothing good ever came from Murphy and his designs in the middle of demo day.

“I can’t with you two,” Graham bit out. “Just give me a fucking moment to breathe and then I’ll get back to it. Why the hell are you on my ass?”

Murphy raised his hands, and the top of the blueprints hit him on the top of the head. “Slow your roll, bro. I’m not on your ass. Owen might be since he rides everyone like that, but I just walked out here.”

Owen flipped them each off. “I only ride asses because, without me, no one would get shit done. And fuck you both.” He turned fully to Graham. “Now, what the fuck is going on with you? Why are you out here in the middle of the day, thinking”—he did little air quotes—“and not working?” He paused and smiled. “We only ask because we care.”

Graham rolled his eyes. “Care, my ass.”

“Hey, it’s Owen who cares about your ass,” Murphy drawled. “I’m just here because you two were, and I didn’t want to feel left out.”

 Graham sighed. He didn’t want to tell them about Blake, not yet. They would only razz him about it since he’d been such an asshole to her, and for some reason, he wanted this all to be private. His heart ached suddenly for a moment, and he closed his eyes, letting out one more sigh.

There was a reason he hadn’t wanted to get involved with Blake or any other woman. A big reason he didn’t talk about it, didn’t think about it—unless the day ended in y and he couldn’t help it. His brothers had been worried about this month with him for a reason, and the anniversary of the day his life had changed, the day his world had broken into a million pieces he only now thought he might one day piece back together into some semblance of the man he had once been, was looming.

“I just needed a moment to breathe,” Graham said softly. “I’m fine.”

He met his brothers’ gazes, and they studied him. They knew him inside and out, Jake did too, but sometimes, he needed a break from that. He didn’t want them seeing things he’d rather keep buried.

And that was one more reason to keep away from Blake. Because he knew she’d be one of the people that saw too much. He was who he was because of his history, but that didn’t mean he wanted to drag it out and look at it every time he felt like shit. The past was buried, and that’s where it was meant to be.

“If you’re sure you’re okay,” Owen began, “then I’m getting back to work.” He pulled out his phone from his pocket. “And by work, I mean make the next forty phone calls I need to because I’m getting behind just standing out here with my hands in my pockets.”

“And God forbid you get behind,” Murphy said with a wink.

Graham’s shoulders relaxed once his brothers began to harass each other. He knew they’d seen something wrong with him, and would probably come back soon to try and figure it out, but they’d at least given him this moment’s reprieve. 

Owen nodded at them before dialing a number and walking away. That left Murphy and his damned blueprints in front of Graham.

“I’m not looking at your plans,” Graham growled. “We already have plans. We’re not changing shit.”

Murphy huffed a breath. “We’re on demo, we’re not building yet. And there are a few things we need to refine. It’s not a big change.”

Murphy’s ‘not a big change’ was always a damned big thing to Graham. Because while Murphy planned and helped to build, it was Graham who had to do most of the heavy lifting. His brothers were damned lucky they were family because between Murphy’s plans, Owen’s anal-retentiveness, and Jake’s artistic temperament, Graham needed a forklift to get shit done around the place.

“Not now,” Graham said, holding up his hand. “Tomorrow we can go over it, but I’m not doing it today.”

“Tomorrow?” Murphy asked. “I’ll tell Owen, and he’ll put it on his precious schedule so you can’t get out of it.”

Graham groaned. “That fucking precious schedule is going to give Owen an ulcer one day, and it’s already given me countless headaches. 

“It’s how we work,” his brother said simply. “I plan. Jake refines. Owen organizes. And you growl and grunt.”

Graham flipped him off for good measure. “Fuck you. And now I’m going to go smash a wall or two.” He looked at his phone again for the umpteenth time and saw it was too late to start the next stage early. “And tomorrow we’re hitting the roof.” 

“Tomorrow, we’re going over my plans,” Murphy reminded him.

“Of course, we are,” Graham said dryly and wrapped an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “We can do both.”

“And when I piss you off, you’ll throw me off the roof?” Murphy asked, sarcasm lacing in his tone.

“Of course.”

They strolled back into the house, Graham a little lighter than he had been before. No matter what happened with Blake, he had his brothers, he just needed to remember that. They’d been there when his world had fallen apart the first time. It only made sense that they would be there when he tried to put it all back together again.

 

 

By the time he’d punched out for the day, his muscles ached, and all he wanted was a beer. He walked into his house, stripping as he made his way toward the fridge. He grabbed a beer, finished taking off his pants, and leaving a trail of clothes in his wake, finally turned on the shower. While that heated, he drained his beer and studied his naked body in the mirror.

He might be nearing forty, but his body didn’t look it, at least not according to the last woman he’d slept with. Though, in his mind, you didn’t get the width of muscles, the scars and marks on skin, and the years of living without actually living those years. He might still have the strength he had when he was younger because of his job, but even under the ink that covered his body, he was aging. And he was fine with that.

That meant he was living.

Unlike…

No, he wouldn’t think about that. Not now. Not ever.

Graham ran a hand over his face and looked at himself once more. He was covered in dust, cobwebs, and whatever the hell else had been in and on the walls before they’d torn them down. They hadn’t wanted to take out all the walls, but some had been added on in the eighties and nineties and weren’t structurally sound. Eventually, with Murphy’s genius—and yeah, his brother was a freaking genius when it came to architecture—they’d have the place back to its former glory and up to code, with a few modern renovations to make the place inhabitable. 

But the process of getting there was one dirty business. 

He got into the shower and let the hot water slide over his skin, taking the sweat and dirt with it. As he closed his eyes, he leaned one hand on the wall in front of him, lowering his head so the water could get his back. His body ached something fierce, and because he pictured Blake’s face as soon as he closed his eyes, his dick ached, too.

Knowing he was probably making a mistake, he gripped the base of his cock, squeezing slowly before sliding up and down his length, twisting his wrist slightly to get better traction. He groaned, imagining Blake’s talented hands in place of his own. And her hands were talented. She was a tattoo artist and piercer, her hands were her work, her art, and he couldn’t wait to actually have them on his dick.

He pumped his hips, fisting himself as he imagined Blake on her knees in front of him, sucking him off, her lips wrapped around his cock and her hands playing with his balls. He played with the piercing at the tip of his dick, tugging just slightly to make his eyes cross. But it wasn’t until he imagined himself eating her cunt, licking up her sweet juices and making her come on his face that he felt his balls tighten and the small of his back tingle. He came hard, his come hitting the wall before sliding down with the shower spray. He groaned, his muscles tense once again even though he’d just come.

He hadn’t meant to do that, not when he’d have to face her later, and yet, he knew he’d do it again. He couldn’t help himself. And that’s how he knew he was the asshole he’d come off as when he’d first met her.

Not wanting to get hard again at the thought of her, he quickly soaped up and washed away the grime of the day before turning off the water and getting out. He toweled off, running a hand through his beard. He should probably shave it off, just in case Blake didn’t like it chafing her inner thighs.

And at that thought, he cursed; his dick hardening once again. He’d just rubbed one off and, apparently, he was right back on the edge once again.

He kept the beard, got dressed, and went back through the house, cleaning up the mess he’d made in his exhausted walk toward the shower. He wasn’t usually this messy, and actually had the tidiest house of his brothers—other than Owen. But no one could top Owen and his damned label maker.

How the hell that man was going to find a woman to take him in, he didn’t know. 

Grinning at the thought, he threw his shit in the washing machine, along with whatever else was in his hamper. As soon as he closed the lid, his phone chirped, telling him he had a new text.

His face broke out into a grin when he saw whom it was from.

Blake: So, what the hell are we doing?

He answered back with a grunt.

Graham: Well, I’d say something about doing each other, but you’d probably get all butthurt.

Blake: You’re an idiot, but that’s probably why I said yes to seeing you.

The fact that she’d texted him at all told him she’d been thinking about him. Considering he couldn’t get her out of his mind and had just jerked off at the thought of her, he was glad he wasn’t alone.

Graham: Wanna come over and eat?

He paused. Why had he just asked that out of the blue? Did he even have anything to feed her? Between this and the grocery store, he sure as hell wasn’t firing on all cylinders when it came to this woman.

Blake: Did you really just ask me to see your etchings?

He snorted.

Graham: I asked you if you wanted food. If I wanted you to see my etchings, I’d have said come over and ride my dick.

And why the hell had he said that? This woman brought out the worst…and the best…in him.

Blake: Not that riding your dick isn’t a decent offer, but I’ll need food first. I’m off tonight, so I can come over for a bit because apparently, I’m crazy. And no, I won’t be riding your dick tonight.

He chuckled, quickly sent her his address, and put away his phone while he figured out what the hell he was doing. He’d invited her over on a whim, and he hadn’t really thought she’d say yes. Or maybe he had since he really didn’t know her. But he wanted to.

Though she’d said she didn’t need food, he made sure he had snacks and something to drink other than beer, milk, and water. Thankfully, Jake had made lemonade a few nights ago, and it was still good. Between his three brothers and Jake’s significant others, he usually had enough in his refrigerator so he didn’t go thirsty.

When he closed the fridge door, the doorbell rang, and he frowned. He hadn’t thought Blake was that close, but maybe he was wrong. Anticipation crawled up his spine, and he went to the door, opening it without bothering to look through the peephole.

When he saw her standing there, the bottom of his gut fell out, and his world crashed around him. His body went numb, his fingers and chest tingling as he fought for breath.

“Candice.”

His ex-wife. What the fuck was his ex-wife doing on his porch? He hadn’t seen her in two years, and he’d been damn happy about that. He didn’t hate her, but he sure as hell didn’t want to see her.

“Graham, you’re home.” Her voice had that smooth, breathless quality he’d used to love so much. She was tiny, soft, and a little broken. As she’d been for five years. Her eyes haunted him. He’d done his best to fix it; even knowing he’d never be enough.

And why the hell was she back? Why would she open those wounds again when he was just now figuring out how to be his own person and know the shadow of the man he’d once been.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice rough, a little cold.

She played with her fingers in front of her, her eyes downcast. “I wanted to see you.” A pause. “I needed to see you.”

He gripped the edge of the door, his knuckles going white. “I still don’t know why you’re here, Candice. I thought we said all we needed to say when you left.”

And that had been the kicker. She’d been the one to leave him. He hadn’t loved her anymore, but he’d at least tried to fix things when everything had gone to hell. And yet, when everything had shattered, he hadn’t been enough to pick up the pieces. Instead, he’d been left with cuts and bruises from the shards left behind.

“That’s fair,” she said softly. “But it’s been five years, Graham. I…I don’t want to be alone now.”

He felt the color leach from his face, his body stiffening at the reminder of what they’d lost five years ago. 

“Don’t, Candice.”

“She’d have been ten this month, Graham. Ten. Can you believe that? We should be throwing a party with princesses or light sabers. Instead, she’s not here, and I’m on your porch, waiting for you to let me in as I bare my soul to you.

“Don’t, Candice. Don’t even go there. You’re not baring anything. You’re here because you don’t like being alone and, you know, I get that. You’ve always been the one who couldn’t be on your own. But you left before, and I can’t deal with you now.”

“You never wanted to deal,” she whispered. 

A car pulled up, and Graham cursed. Fuck, he’d forgotten about Blake as soon as he’d seen Candice on his porch, and he could have kicked himself for it.

Candice turned at the sound of the car, and watched along with him as a long-legged Blake in all her inked and pierced glory get out, a frown on her face. 

“Hey,” she said when she walked toward them, hesitation evident in her body language. 

“Hey,” Graham said slowly. “Uh, you can go on in if you want. I’ll just be a minute.”

Blake raised a brow and pointedly looked at Candice. She held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Blake. Graham’s friend.”

Candice studied the other woman’s hand but didn’t shake it. “I’m Candice Gallagher, Graham’s wife.”

Graham cursed as Blake’s whole body stiffened, her face going pale.

“Ex-wife. She’s my ex-wife.”

Blake met his gaze and shook her head. “You know what, you do you, Graham. I’m out. I knew this was a mistake before, and I don’t have time for this kind of drama.” With that, she quickly walked away, getting in her car before he had a chance to even move forward. When he did move, Candice blocked him. Blake pulled out of the driveway and drove off, leaving him with the woman he didn’t want in his life.

“Who was that?” Candice asked with a slight edge to her tone. 

Graham turned on her and glared. “She is none of your business. You don’t have a right to that, not anymore. You said your piece, or at least fucked around enough to screw things up for me. So get out. I’m done, Candice.”

“You can’t say that, Graham. We need to talk.”

“No. We don’t. We talked long enough already.” He needed to call Blake, figure out what to say to get her to come back. Or hell, for him to go to her. They were just starting out, but now it was all over because the past he wanted buried kept coming back to bite him in the ass.

“We need to talk about Cynthia,” Candice continued. “Our daughter died, Graham. We need to talk about that.”

He glared at her one more time before storming away and slamming the door behind him. He left her on the front step, her voice trailing off when she realized what he’d done before banging on the door with her small fists.

He didn’t want to think about Candice. Didn’t want to think about Cynthia.

His daughter had died, and he hadn’t been able to save her.

His marriage had died because there hadn’t been anything left to save.

He’d lost everything once, and now, he wasn’t sure if he had anything left to lose.
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Blake could not believe she’d been that idiotic. She’d believed in someone, risked a part of her she hadn’t been willing to risk, and had taken a leap, only to be smacked in the face with truths and lies she hadn’t known were an issue at all.

Again.

Her hands choked her steering wheel in a punishing grip as she drove down the highway. She honestly didn’t know why she’d even said yes to going over to Graham’s in the first place. Sure, Rowan was yet again staying with her best friend for a sleepover, but it made no sense that Blake had said yes to coming over to Graham’s without a second thought.

Before she’d shown up at his house, however, she’d had those second thoughts. And third thoughts. And a fourth.

And when she’d shown up, every little hope she might have had for a normal, dare she say, relationship, had flown out the window. She knew she should have kept to her past, knowing what men did, how they broke you if you trusted too much, or even too little. She should have remembered the way Graham had been an asshole the first few times she’d seen him, and how he’d still been sort of an asshole when he’d asked her out.

He might kiss liked a damn sex god and rev her engine like no other, but he clearly wasn’t for her.

Graham had been married.

Sure, he’d said that the woman who so rudely ignored Blake’s handshake was his ex, but the woman clearly felt otherwise. Why else would she have done her best to put Blake in her place with that lack of handshake, the cool tone of her voice, and the way she’d said wife?

Blake was out. She didn’t have the time or the will to deal with that kind of drama. She had heap loads of her own to deal with. So what if she needed to use her hand to get herself off for the next few years?  It didn’t matter that she’d broken three of her last four sex toys because she’d worn them out. She’d just save up for another, and get herself off like any woman with a healthy sex drive should.

She did not need Graham Gallagher and his beard of glory. 

Her Bluetooth rang at that thought, and she prayed it wasn’t Graham. Even as angry and humiliated as she was right then, the deep growl of his voice might just make her orgasm without even trying.

And that was one thing she couldn’t let happen. Not now. Not ever.

Thankfully, it was Maya calling, not Graham. This car might be slightly old, but since she’d bought it used, it had a decent Bluetooth for the price. That meant if her kid called when she was driving, she could still hear her baby’s voice and be safe. And when she needed to be in constant contact because the world wasn’t safe and there were things from Blake’s past that never quite went away, spending a little extra on this used model was worth it.

“Hey,” she answered, keeping her eyes on the road. “What’s up? I thought the shop was closed.”

“It is,” Maya answered, “And hey to you, too. I’m calling because you’ve been working for us for bit now, and we haven’t had time to get to know one another. I know it’s late notice, but you want to come over for a drink? Or cake?”

Blake laughed. What was with tonight and all the random invites? She’d been back in this part of Denver for how long, and no one had entered her life in a way that mattered. She had her neighbor, who helped Blake with Rowan. That was it. Now, she had a group of potential friends at Montgomery Ink...and Graham.

No, she didn’t have Graham. She had nothing with Graham.

Graham had his ex-wife and his demons.

Blake wasn’t part of that.

“You there?” Maya asked.

Blake nodded, then remembered she was on her phone, and that Maya couldn’t see her. “Yeah, sorry, driving.”

“You’re using handsfree, right?” Maya asked. “Because I’ll kick your ass if you aren’t.”

“I’m fine, Mom. I’m on Bluetooth.”

Maya laughed. “Mom, isn’t that awesome? I’m going to be a mom soon.”

Blake could practically hear the smile in the other woman’s voice. “Yeah, you are. So why did you invite me over for a drink?”

“I can watch you drink. Or we can eat cake. Border brought me cake, and I’m in a good enough mood to share it.”

“Why can’t you share it with them?” She exited off the highway, heading toward her home, but she could turn soon and make it to Maya’s if she dared.

“Because it’s boy’s date night and…damn it, come if you want to, don’t if you don’t. But just make up your fucking mind.”

“You going to talk to your kid with that mouth?”

“Fuck you, Blake. Get over here. You know the address. I have cake.” And with that, her boss—and apparently her new friend—hung up on her.

Blake sighed but turned toward Maya’s anyway. She didn’t want to go home and clean the floors like she’d been planning. She had work to do around the house, and sketches to tweak for upcoming clients, and yet she didn’t want to handle any of it. She wanted a friend, wanted to talk.

And that might be even scarier than taking a leap into the unknown. Or maybe it was taking a leap into the unknown when it came to sharing with Maya.

Blake bit into her lip when she pulled in behind Maya’s car. Since the other woman had mentioned it was boy’s date night, she didn’t want to block in Border’s or Jake’s vehicle. And since both were still there, apparently, Maya’s men hadn’t left yet. It surprised her that she was nervous about seeing them. Jake in particular. But considering what she’d just witnessed at Graham’s, maybe she shouldn’t have been so surprised. Jake might not look exactly like his brother, Graham, but all four Gallaghers had enough traits that were similar that she couldn’t help but think of one while seeing another.

She turned off her car, closed her eyes, once more wondering why she was doing this, and took a deep breath before getting out of the vehicle. 

Maybe if she just talked about nothing or a little about something more important, she’d feel better. It had been ages since she’d had someone to talk to, and since the first day she’d walked into Montgomery Ink and butted heads with Maya, she’d had a feeling the other woman would be someone she could talk to.

She was contrary like that.

Before she could knock, Border, one of Maya’s handsome men, opened the door. He smiled at her, the expression softening the hardness of his face. He was bigger than Jake, and probably even Graham—all muscles, hard edges, and sex appeal. He’d cut his hair brutally short, but she thought he might be letting it grow just a bit.

“Hey, you’re here.” He stepped in and she followed, and then he gave her a hug, surprising her. “I’m glad. Now Maya won’t be alone with all that cake.”

“I heard that!” Maya yelled from the back. “No blowjobs for you!”

“That’s what Jake’s for,” Border called back.

Blake might have blushed at the exchange, but she also laughed hard. These three were clearly in love, and sexy as all hell. 

Border winked and closed the door behind her. “Sorry about that.”

“Never be sorry for a blowjob,” Blake said dryly.

“What are you two cracking up about?” Jake said as he prowled into the room. The man seriously prowled; he was that sexy. Maya was one lucky woman.

“Blowjobs,” Border said with a straight face.

Jake put his hand over his heart and took a step back. “How are blowjobs funny? Do I need to show you how not funny they are right now?”

Blake held up her hands. “As sexy as fuck as that would be, I’m pretty sure no matter how strong I am, a pregnant Maya Montgomery can still kick my ass.”

“Damn straight, I can,” Maya said as she came into the room. “And don’t you forget it.” She slid in between her men and wrapped her arms around their waists. She wasn’t too tall, so she only came up to their shoulders, and it was damn cute.

“I’d never hit a pregnant woman,” Blake said. “Anyway, you promised me cake. What kind of cake is it?”

Border rolled his eyes. “Queen Maya over here craved a chocolate fudge cake, so I got that, but I also got a zucchini cake with cream cheese frosting and fruit on it from the bakery downtown that she loves since cravings change.” 

Maya narrowed her eyes, and Jake threw his head back and laughed.

“And guess which kind of cake she had already?” Jake winked, and Blake held back a laugh though she smiled. “The fruity one.” 

“I hate you. Both of you.” Maya growled between them before going on her toes to kiss each of their jaws. “Now, go do boy date things so Blake and I can have girl time.”

Jake wiggled his brows. “What kind of girl time? I don’t think I want you doing what I plan to do to Border later.”

The sex vibes between these three were killing Blake. Damn. She was going to have to deal with that when she got home since she wasn’t about to ask Graham for help in that area, ever.

“You three are too much,” Blake said after a moment. “Want me to leave the room so you guys can make out? Better yet, I’ll sit over here and watch. Don’t mind me.”

Maya grinned. “I knew I liked you. Don’t worry, they’re leaving.”

She smacked each of their butts, and they gave her a kiss before walking to the door. Blake held back a sigh at the sight. She wasn’t jealous, not really, but damn if she didn’t want something like that in her life. She didn’t need two men, but one who didn’t have an ex-wife that wasn’t so ex or a drug problem that threatened to take down everyone else around him would be nice.

Before Jake walked out, he gave Blake a look and sighed. “If my brother put that look on your face, let me know, and I’ll kick his ass.”

Blake stiffened. “Excuse me?” Her tone was ice.

Jake held up his hands. “I won’t interfere, but Graham has some issues because of things that he should really talk to you about. So if he put that look in your eyes, I’ll take care of it for you.”

Though his words intrigued her, she didn’t fall for the bait. “I can handle myself. Thank you.”

Jake snorted. “That ‘thank you’ sounded like a fuck you, so I’ll be going now. Just keep that in mind.”

Before she could tell him where he could stick his help, he closed the door behind him, leaving her in the room with Maya, and hopefully soon, cake.

“Well, that was interesting,” Maya said after a moment. “I need cake. Chocolate this time. Which one do you want?”

Thankful for the reprieve, Blake turned to Maya. “Chocolate, of course. If I wanted fruit, I wouldn’t have cake.”

Maya shook her head as she pulled the chocolate cake perfection out of the fridge. It looked divine, with two layers, fudge frosting, and little cream cheese fudge decorations. Blake might have orgasmed right then if Maya hadn’t been there. Hell, once she took a bite of this thing, she might not care if Maya were in the room.

“You’ve never had the Spring Fling cake if you think it’s just fruit. That’s okay for now, but one day, we will bring some into the shop, and you will bow before me, knowing you have found the one true cake in all its glory.”

Blake stared at her blankly. “You take cake seriously.”

“I’m a woman, and I’m a Montgomery-soon-to-be-Gallagher since we’re taking Jake’s name. Of course, I take cake seriously.”

She cut two large slices of chocolate nirvana and set them on the plates that had already been on the kitchen island. “Do you want milk, booze, or something else to drink with your slice?”

“As that looks like a mini cake and not a mere slice, I think milk sounds good. I need to drive, so no booze for me.”

“Sounds like a plan. Glasses are in the cabinet next to the sink if you don’t mind helping.” Blake shook her head and went to get the glasses before finding the milk in the fridge. Anything to keep her hands busy and her mind off the fact that she’d had Graham in her life for a moment. But then it had gone haywire, and now he was gone. She couldn’t help but be a little angry about it.

They took their dessert into the living room and sank down onto the large couches that had clearly been bought with the men in mind.

“So, what’s going on with you, Blake?” Maya asked before eating a big bite of cake. The other woman’s eyes rolled back, and she moaned.

Blake shrugged and took a bite herself. She paused, letting the chocolate settle on her tongue before swallowing. Her mouth watered, her mind whirled, and she let out a moan herself.

“Oh my God.”

“I know,” Maya said. “I’m kind of sad my guys aren’t here for this, but you know what? I’m going to eat my cake and then have them, too.”

Blake barely stopped herself from choking on cake as she swallowed the next bite. “Should I leave you alone with your cake now?”

Maya waved a fork at her and narrowed her eyes. “Don’t get all pure and mighty over there. I saw you shuddering and moaning in your seat with that bite. You’re just as in love with the chocolate goodness that is sugar sex manna as I am, thank you very much.”

“You’re so weird,” Blake said once she’d stopped laughing.

“Well, duh. Don’t know why you didn’t see that before. Anyway, what the hell is going on in that head of yours right now? You sounded off on the phone, and there’s something in your eyes that tells me you have a story you need to tell.” She held up her hand. “You don’t have to tell me about your life or your past because I know you’re cagey about that, but what happened tonight, Blake? You can talk to me. I know my brothers joke that I gossip, but I don’t. Not when it’s important.”

Blake set down her plate, not that hungry anymore. And frankly, she didn’t want to associate the tumultuous thoughts in her mind with the glory that was that kind of cake.

Could she talk to Maya? Could she lay it all out there? No, not everything. It wasn’t safe to tell the other woman everything, but she could talk about Graham. Even mention Rowan. Because it hurt like hell to keep her baby girl hidden for so long, away from the rest of the world. 

She’d taken countless risks in her life, made more mistakes than any one person should make, but maybe, just maybe, she could let someone else in on the world that pounded on her day after day, minute by minute.

“I was at Graham’s tonight.”

Maya’s eyes widened. “No shit? Did he hurt you? Are you okay?”

Blake tilted her head and studied the other woman as Maya put her plate down on the table. “No, he didn’t hurt me. Is there a reason you thought he did?”

“No, no. Sorry. My sisters were hurt in the past because of men, and now that’s what my brain goes to first. And that’s a sad state of affairs that it does. What happened with Graham?”

Blake sighed and told Maya the whole timeline, starting with meeting Graham at the jobsite, though she didn’t go into details there. Maya’s eyes sparked at that, clearly interested, but Blake moved on to the shop with Murphy’s piercing, the Avalanche game, and the grocery store.

“That’s kind of sweet that he asked you out like that. Unique, anyway.”

Blake sighed. “Yeah, kind of. I guess. I mean, I said yes to going out again because of it, so it worked. But then we were texting tonight, and he asked me over.”

“For sex?”

Blake shook her head, remembering the comments about riding his dick. “No, it was explicitly stated that that would not happen. And it wasn’t even for food. He just asked me over to hang I guess, and I couldn’t help myself. I stopped by.”

“I get it. I’m marrying his brother. There’s just something about those Gallaghers.”

Blake shook her head at the wicked gleam in Maya’s eyes. “When I got there, though, there was a woman standing on the porch.”

Maya’s eyes went fiery. “Excuse me? He was with someone else when he asked you out? What the hell? That’s not the Graham I know.”

“That’s not the Graham I thought I was getting to know either. It turned out it was his ex-wife, Candice. Though when I introduced myself to her—since Graham wasn’t doing it—she didn’t bother to shake my hand and called herself his wife, sans ex.”

Maya stood up and paced. “That bitch. I hate calling women bitches because we use it to degrade them and shit, but that fucking bitch.”

Blake sighed. “I didn’t even know he’d been married. I mean, I suppose that might be why he was such an asshole to me before? Because he’s broken over her or some other shit, but I don’t know.”

Maya shook her head. “It could be that, but it could be because he has the hots for you and he’s never been good at figuring out what to do with that, too.” She sighed again. “I can’t tell you his secrets, Blake. He’s my man’s brother and a good friend. But I can tell you he’s been through shit and back and has come out somewhat whole. Or at least as whole as you can be after that. As for Candice, he’s not with her. I know that. She’s been gone, out of state for a couple years now. If she’s back, it’s probably because of the—” She shook her head, sadness filling her eyes. “I can’t say. It’s not my place, and even though others call me a gossip, that’s something he should tell you.”

Worry settled over Blake’s skin. What could be so bad, so hard, that Maya wouldn’t dare speak of it?

Blake didn’t say anything for a moment while she tried to get her thoughts in order.

“What did you do when you saw her?” Maya asked quietly. “What did Graham do?”

“He told me to get inside while he dealt with her, but I left. I don’t need that, Maya. I have so much crap on my plate. Crap I can’t tell you. Crap that needs to stay between me and mine. But no matter how good Graham’s dick is, it can’t be worth the drama.”

Maya bit her lip. “Sometimes, it’s not about the dick, Blake. But you’re old enough and have lived long enough to know that.”

Blake looked at her cake, trying to think. Instead of thinking too hard, however, she blurted, “I have a kid, Maya. Rowan’s ten years old and the light of my life. Everything I do is for her. It’s why I needed to work at your shop because you guys know what you’re doing. It’s why I never go out unless I know she’s safe. I keep her close to me and out of other’s lives for reasons I can’t get into. I’m only telling you now so you get me. I can’t risk her, Maya. I can’t risk myself because of her. And the drama surrounding Graham is too much. I need…I don’t know what I need, but I know my baby girl deserves the world, and I’ll be damned if I let anything else touch her.”

Maya kept silent during all of that, and Blake was happy for it. If the other woman had interrupted her, she’d have broken down or stopped speaking. Something lifted off her chest, forcing her to take a deep, ragged breath.

“I’d love to talk about your baby girl. Maybe even meet Rowan one day. I didn’t know you were a mom, and might not have even guessed it if you hadn’t mentioned something about my pregnancy before.” Her eyes brightened, and Blake winced. “I remember you saying something about cravings or new babies, and I wondered how you seemed to know. As for why you keep her a secret? If it’s to keep her safe or to keep things separate, I get it. But Blake? We Montgomerys take care of our own. And hell, so do the Gallaghers. You need us? Any of us? We’re here. You’re not alone now. Not unless you want to be or feel you have to be.”

Emotion clogged Blake’s throat, and she forced herself to swallow. “Maybe,” she whispered. “I…Rowan’s my everything.”

“And if that’s the case, let her be everything.” Maya paused, worry clouding her face. “If you and Graham talk again and things work out—” She held up her hand as Blake opened her mouth to say that wouldn’t be happening. “You don’t know that, Blake. You don’t know what’s going on exactly, and things could shift. But if you get close to him, you need to tell him about Rowan. I can’t tell you why, I can’t tell you how you should do it, but I’m telling you that he needs to know.”

Blake frowned. There was so much secrecy between them. Surrounding him. And yet she knew she shouldn’t get closer. 

But the world had already put them in each other’s orbits over and over again. Graham Gallagher wouldn’t be easy to forget, but in the end, it might be better if she tried.
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Graham needed to bang his head against a wall, but that wasn’t about to happen right then. Everything had gone to shit with just one knock on the door, and he wasn’t sure what he was going to do about it now. 

Candice was now in his living room—he’d relented and let her in after closing the door on her earlier—and Blake had walked out of his life.

What the hell had just happened?

“Who was that?” Candice asked. 

He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. He didn’t have time for this, and frankly, hadn’t had time years before when Candice had been standing in his other home. The home they’d once shared together. They’d sold that place during the divorce—memories too deep, too painful for either of them to keep it.

“Don’t do that. Don’t be the shrill ex-wife. It doesn’t flatter either of us.”

“I’m not shrill.”

“The fact you have to defend being shrill or not proves the point.”

Candice let out a huff of breath. “No, it doesn’t. And calling each other names isn’t going to help the situation.”

He whirled on her. “And what is the situation? You come here out of nowhere, during a month that I truly don’t want to see your face, and act like you’re entitled to be here.”

“We were in love. We were married. We had a daughter.”

“All in past tense, Candice.”

Her eyes widened, and his stomach revolted. He hadn’t meant to say that, hadn’t meant to even think it. 

“Fuck. I didn’t mean… Fuck! I miss Cynthia every day and every minute I breathe. She is part of every fucking thing I do, Candice. And the fact that I feel that way, and the fact that until recently you decided to try and forget her, doesn’t mean you have a right to be here. Don’t look at me like that; you tossed her shit in a box because it made you cry. What about me? Huh? What if I wanted to see her face when I woke up in the morning in that damn picture? I didn’t have my kid, but I damn well wanted to see her face in any way I could. We grieved differently, and it broke us. You left, Candice. Why couldn’t you stay gone?”

His chest heaved after he’d finished, his heart racing, his lungs aching. She just stared at him, tears in her eyes, as if he’d hit her. And he hadn’t, damn it. He’d never laid a hand on the woman who had broken him further when he’d thought he was already far more than broken. She’d walked away just as he had because there had been nothing left between them. They’d fallen out of love, and hadn’t even liked each other in the end. Though the divorce had been wanted on both sides and not contested, it still burned that he’d lost that part of his life when he’d lost Cynthia.

He closed his eyes at the thought of his daughter’s name. He’d lost his baby girl, and still didn’t know how to talk about it. His brothers didn’t mention her; neither did the friends who had been with him back then. It didn’t seem fair to the child he’d lost that he wouldn’t even mention her in passing, but he thought about her. Daily. He thought about how old she’d be now, what she’d be learning in school, what sport she’d play if she felt like it. He’d wanted her to reach her teens so they could fight like every other parent and child he knew. He wanted to see her grow up and find her independence as it clashed with his need to parent. He wanted to stay up late, watching the clock as he waited for his daughter to come home after hanging out with her friends, or hell, from her first date.

He wanted to walk her down the aisle and give her away to someone who would never be good enough but would be perfect for her anyway. 

Because that’s what fathers did.

And he’d never have that chance. Never have another breath of fresh air next to the daughter he loved with all of his heart. With a twist of fate, he’d lost his baby girl, and part of his soul with her.

He and Candice hadn’t been strong enough to weather the storm together, and he’d be damned if he spent the anniversary of Cynthia’s death dealing with the one woman he never wanted to see again. 

“You need to go, Candice,” he said after a few moments of silence. She hadn’t said anything back to him after he’d yelled, after he’d told her he wanted nothing to do with her.

Because she truly hadn’t changed since she’d left. She didn’t like dealing with the hard things, and instead, would hide behind tears and incriminating silences until someone took care of her. He’d never actually faulted her for that because, frankly, sometimes he wanted to do that, as well. But he wasn’t going to deal with her anymore.

That chapter of their lives was over because God had decided that Graham didn’t need a child anymore. Candice was just going to have to deal with it.

“I think I should stay,” his ex-wife said after a moment. “I don’t think you should be alone this month.”

He whirled on her but did his best to keep his anger in check. “I’m not alone. I have my brothers, and hell, the entire Montgomery clan if I snap my fingers. They are here for me without an agenda, without a need to comfort them when I want to crawl up the walls.” He sighed and moved toward her.

Her eyes widened, wet from her tears. Her face had gone pale except in the cheeks where she’d reddened from crying. 

When he stood right in front of her, not touching, and with no real need to move any closer, he looked into her eyes and shook his head. 

“You can’t stay here, Candice. And, honey, you don’t want to. Don’t you get that? Being here won’t help you grieve, won’t help you do what you need to in order to heal. It didn’t work when we were married and falling apart, and it won’t work now. Go to your friends, to your parents. Be with them, because being with me didn’t work for you before and it’s not going to work now.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

He did what he hadn’t wanted to do and cupped her face. A look of hope sprang to her eyes, but he knew it wasn’t for him. Rather, it was for the fact that she had another person to touch, to touch her. Candice hadn’t changed in the years since high school. She hated being alone, hated not having another human near her. So when the world fell out from beneath her feet, she’d clung to whoever was closest. She’d latched on to him, and he’d let her because he’d been grieving, too. And when he hadn’t grieved like she wanted, like she’d thought she needed, she’d gone back to her family and friends that weren’t his to cling to.

The fact that she was here now told him she was at wits’ end. Like him, she was so damn lost when it came to not having their daughter in their lives anymore that she was back, trying to find a shred of who they were before the world had crashed down around them.

Only he wasn’t that man anymore. Never would be again.

“You need to go home, Candice. Go to your parents’ house. Find solace there because you’re not going to find it here. You didn’t before, and I’m not going to help you find it with me now. I can barely breathe without thinking of Cynthia. I can’t do this with you here. I’ll end up doing everything in my power to make sure you’re taken care of, but in the end, you’ll never be fully okay. I won’t either, and I don’t think we should be a hundred percent. Not anymore. We don’t have that right. You need to go. You can’t grieve here because you won’t let me grieve the way I need to. Yeah, that makes me a bastard, but for once, I’m going to try and take care of myself.”

He paused as she closed her eyes.

“And if I thought for once being together as we reach the anniversary would help, I might change my mind. But you don’t want me, Candice. You haven’t for years. You don’t want me by your side because we aren’t the people we once were, and it’s not healthy to even try. So go home and stay there. We lost our baby, lost our daughter, and she’s never coming back. But you being here isn’t going to help, isn’t going to bring Cynthia home. So go.”

She pulled away from him and wiped her face. This time, when her face reddened again, it wasn’t from tears but from embarrassment. And maybe a little anger.

“You’re still as cruel as you were when she died,” she spat. Her words hit the mark, and he told himself to let them come. She didn’t mean them, not really. Oh, she might mean them right now, but in the grand scheme, she was hurting as he was, and he was just an easy target. He always had been for her.

“Go home, Candice,” he repeated. “There’s nothing for you here.” There hadn’t been for a long while.

She turned on her heel and went to the front door. When she paused as she put her hand on the doorknob, he braced himself for her words once more. He didn’t hate his ex-wife, he never had, but he was growing weary. 

“I’m not sorry I came,” she said softly, not turning to look at him. He was glad for that, as he truly didn’t want to see whatever emotions might be lacing that gaze of hers. He could only take so much without breaking again, and frankly, he wasn’t sure he’d put himself together the right way before. He was in danger of crumbling again. “I’m not sorry I came,” she repeated after a moment. “But I am sorry if I hurt that other woman.”

His eyes widened, surprised that she’d bring up Blake after all of this. His thoughts might have been on Cynthia and Candice during the exchange, but Blake had never been far from his mind. He’d have to figure out how to fix things with her because he’d sure as hell let things get fucked up with just one conversation on his porch. He wasn’t sure he wanted to let Blake walk away that easily, but first, he needed to get Candice on her way. She would leave soon, he thought, because she had nothing else for her here. He’d have thought she would have realized that long before now, but sometimes, grief mucked things up.

“Goodbye, Candice.” He didn’t want to talk about Blake with her. Not now, and hell, not ever. Whatever happened with him and Blake wasn’t for Candice, and that was something his ex-wife would just have to deal with.

She sighed audibly, her shoulders hunching for a moment before she rolled them back and opened the door. When she closed it behind her, Graham didn’t relax, not even when he heard her car start up and pull out of the driveway.

While he was relieved she was gone, she’d brought a storm of memories and feelings he’d rather keep buried with her, and then left them behind. Of course, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to keep them buried in his mind since they were coming up on the anniversary so he couldn’t be too angry with her for that.

He could, however, be pissed off at the situation in general. He’d fought with himself over being with Blake in the first place, and now he would have to figure out how to get her back. 

He wasn’t good with words, never had been, but he had a feeling he’d have to tell her exactly what had happened with Candice. And that meant opening old wounds that had been barely scabbed over to begin with.

He would do it, though. Not just because he had to, but also because it wasn’t fair to Cynthia to keep her in the dark of his memories for so long. She deserved more. Maybe this was another form of healing, or maybe this was him trying to move on. Either way, he owed Blake an explanation, and he just hoped he could give her the time to figure it all out.

Though he knew he should call her right away, he put it off for just a bit. He cleaned up the mess he’d made before Candice had shown up and then finished the laundry. His body still ached from his day on the job, and while he probably should go to bed soon, he knew he couldn’t until he’d heard Blake’s voice. Even if it were just voicemail—if she ignored his call.

After a little over an hour, he knew he’d waited long enough. He rubbed a hand over his face and pulled out his phone. In the long run, it might be easier to not call Blake and ignore everything that had happened, letting things run their course. But something told him it would never be that easy. He was working on the home she’d grown up in—and that was something he needed to find out more about, as there were secrets there; things that lay between them. She also worked at Montgomery Ink so there would be no true avoidance of her. Not to mention, she was becoming friends with his future sister-in-law. And every time he’d tried to push her from his mind in the past, she’d shown up again anyway. Like at the hockey game, the shop, and even the damn grocery store. If he didn’t call and try to make things right, he knew he’d see her once again, and things would just get worse.

So he dialed her number and took a breath, hoping he wasn’t making yet another mistake.

When she picked up, he let out the breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. “Graham.” Her voice was devoid of emotion, and that scared him more than if she’d cursed his name. Hell, he’d rather have heard anger or sadness because those were things he could find a way to work with, to apologize and atone for. And yet, this Blake with the cold voice—or on the edge of warm, he just wasn’t sure—told him he’d fucked up more than he thought.

“Blake,” he whispered back, then cleared his throat. “I was afraid you weren’t going to pick up.”

A pause. “I was afraid I wasn’t going to either.” Another pause. “I was at Maya’s. She called me as I was leaving your place.”

He sat down on the back of his couch and folded one arm over his chest as he listened. “Everything okay with her?” 

The fact that his soon-to-be sister-in-law was pregnant scared the crap out of Graham, even as he was so overjoyed about the prospect of a niece or nephew, he couldn’t quite put it into words. This baby would be the second Gallagher of its generation, though with Cynthia gone, the eldest living. He wasn’t sure how he felt about all of that, other than that he couldn’t wait to see Jake as a father. There were more important things than his own grief, Graham knew that, though the ache in his heart would always be there, even as time moved on around him.

And that was why he needed to tell Blake everything, to explain who he was, even if he didn’t truly understand. Not anymore.

“She’s great,” Blake said, her voice a little warmer. “I think she was just a little lonely since the guys were going on their date tonight. And I think she wanted to spin me into her web of friends or something.”

Though his heart hurt from what he’d put it through in the past couple of hours, he chuckled at the thought. “That sounds like Maya.” He sighed. “Will you come back over? Let me explain?”

She was silent for long enough that he was afraid he’d made yet another mistake. “I can do that,” she said softly. “I’m actually sitting outside Maya’s house on my phone since I was just leaving when you called. I’m sure she’s pacing in there as she moves the blinds around to see me.”

He laughed again despite the tension in the air. “See you soon?” he asked.

“Yeah. But, Graham? I don’t like drama. I don’t need it. So let’s try to keep that to a minimum.”

He didn’t answer that as he let her hang up, saying his goodbye quietly. She might not want drama, but he wasn’t sure he could avoid it, not with what he had to tell her. He raked his hand through his hair and tossed his phone on the couch. He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to be with Blake, but the fact that he did feel that need told him he’d better try and make something work. He hadn’t felt that need for anyone since Candice, and even then…it was different.

When lights filled his front window, and the sound of a car pulling into his driveway reached him, he went to the door and opened it, hoping it was indeed Blake and not Candice again. He wasn’t sure he could deal with his ex-wife twice in one night. Hell, he couldn’t deal with her once in two years.

Blake got out of her car and moved toward him, a tentative frown on her face. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. “Want to come in?”

She smiled wryly. “Yeah, I guess that would be good. I didn’t get a chance to actually come inside the first time.”

He nodded and turned to the side so she could pass him and go in first. He’d left the door open so she could walk right in if she chose. When he closed the door behind them, he once again put his hands in his pockets and studied her. She’d put on a light jacket and wore old jeans so he couldn’t see her ink, but he knew it was there. She filled out her clothes nicely, all curves with some angles that told him she could take down someone in a fight if she had to.

Or maybe that was just his thinking since he’d fucked up already that day with her.

“I’m sorry,” he said once they’d stared at each other for far too long. “I’m sorry you had to see that, and hell, I’m sorry if I made you feel like crap when my ex-wife showed up like that.”

She tilted her head, studied his face. “I don’t think you’re the one that actually made me feel like crap. In fact, I think it was just her. You never once looked like you were happy to see her. You told me to go inside so you could get her to leave. I don’t think you hid her from me either. We’re still getting to know one another. But I have to say, it was still a jolt. And since I don’t like drama…” She shrugged. “I left.”

He swallowed hard. “I get that. I do. And I’d say I don’t know why she came here, but that would be a lie. What’s not a lie is that I didn’t expect her to come here.”

She narrowed her eyes. “She wants to be with you again?”

He shook his head. “No, not in the slightest.” He sighed. “Candice is the type of person who can’t be alone. She just can’t do it. I don’t fault her for it. Even though it grates—when we were married and now. But that’s who she is and it’s what she needs. As I’m not that person, and don’t want to be the person she needs by her side, I pushed her away.”

“I guess that makes sense.”

He laughed, but it held no humor. “Not really, but that’s what happens when two people fall out of love and end up not liking each other. We don’t hate each other, but there’s not enough there for even a little like between us.”

“Can I ask why you split up?” She shook her head. “Or if that’s not my business, I totally get it. It’s just that she mentioned she was your wife and conveniently left out the ex part.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose before meeting her gaze again. “She did that out of reflex I think. I don’t know why, honestly, but I cleared it up for her, and now I want to clear it up for you. As for why we split up…” He let out a breath then let the truth spill from him. “We split up because we couldn’t go on like we were. We had a daughter, you see. Cynthia. And she died. It was sudden, and yet not so sudden all at the same time. And when she died, I couldn’t love the woman I’d married anymore, and she couldn’t love me either. They say people do that, couples that is. They say they break up and fall apart when they lose a child. I don’t know about others, but I do know that I couldn’t be with Candice after Cynthia died. We didn’t grieve the same way, and we sure as hell didn’t live the same way.” His voice broke. “And that was the problem, I guess. The fact that I lived and my baby didn’t.” Tears stung at his eyes and he blinked them away. He would weep, would cry when he needed to, but first, he had to get it all out.

Blake moved to him quickly and covered his bearded cheeks with her hands. “My God, Graham. I am so sorry. So fucking sorry.” Tears filled her eyes, surprising the hell out of him. He hadn’t thought she’d cry for him, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. “I don’t know what I’d do…” She shook her head. “To lose a child, to outlive them must be one of the hardest things to ever go through. I’m so sorry, Graham.”

He snorted but not at her words. “I guess this doesn’t fall under the no drama category you needed us to be placed in.”

“I’m a bitch for even thinking there can be no drama in a relationship. You have people, you have drama. But this? It’s not drama, Graham. It’s heartache. Tragedy. Something you never should have gone through. And I’m sorry about that. So fucking sorry.” She looked into his eyes. “Will you tell me about her?”

He let out a shaky breath. “Cynthia was everything. So light, bright, and just…everything. She made me and the brothers do tea parties, ink and all. And we sure as hell enjoyed them, even if we lied about it.”

Blake blinked away her tears, and he leaned into her touch. “I can almost imagine the four of you all bearded and tatted up with dainty teacups in your hands.”

He smiled. “Yeah, we did it. And it was a hell of an amazing thing.” He let out another breath. “When she was five, she fell in the backyard. Something all kids do, and I didn’t think much of it. I gave her a princess bandage for her cut and kissed it better. But it didn’t get better. The bruise got bigger and didn’t heal.”

“Oh, Graham,” Blake whispered.

“She had leukemia. I won’t go into the details of it, even though I can name the seven-word-long type she had. It was the rare form, the kind that surprised even the doctors because they’d almost never dealt with it. We started chemo right away. I watched as they put poison in my baby’s veins because they told me it was the only way to keep her with us.” He let the tears fall freely this time. “And when she began to fade, she was the one who kept smiling when I couldn’t. And when Candice started to break because she thought she wasn’t strong enough, it was our daughter who said it was okay to cry.”

Blake kissed his chin, and he kept speaking through the tears. “She only lasted four months in chemo before it was too much. We didn’t have time, Blake. There was never enough time.” He wiped his face, pulling her away from him to do so. She put her hands on his chest, her gaze still on his even if he wasn’t really seeing, not then. “She died in my arms while Candice wept in the chair beside the hospital bed. We’d been taking turns holding our daughter because Cynthia couldn’t sleep without our touch. The pain was too bad, you see. But she died in my arms, a smile on her face because I’d been telling her a story about a princess and a dragon.”

He closed his eyes, the memories hitting him hard, like shrapnel to the chest. “Candice and I buried her, then buried our marriage shortly after. So you see, I’m going to have drama, Blake, that’s a given, but I’m not the man I was with my ex-wife, and I’m never going to be again. If you can deal with the man I am now, even if I don’t know who that is, then I’m here. If not, then I understand.”

She didn’t speak for a while, but tears ran down her cheeks in sheets. When she went to her tiptoes and brushed her lips against his, he sighed. 

“I’m here, Graham. For however long we are who we are. And I’m so damned sorry.” She licked her lips. “So damned sorry.”

He held her close to him, her ear on his chest, and his heart slowed from the race it had been running to the steady beat he relied on. He didn’t know what was to come, but he knew he’d already faced the worst of his life. He might never find the happiness he’d once had, but maybe, just maybe, he’d find peace he could live with. 
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Today was going to be a long day. Blake pressed her hands against her lower back and stretched backwards, trying to get out all the kinks. She hadn’t been working that long today in the chair, but she’d been up most of the night stressing over what had happened with Graham.

And what hadn’t happened with Graham.

Her heart hurt for him, simply ached. She couldn’t imagine what he must be feeling right now or how he’d felt since his daughter had died. Bile filled her throat at the thought of losing Rowan at that age, at any age. She didn’t know how Graham had survived, knowing he would never see his daughter again, never hold her in his arms and tell her he loved her.

He’d lost his wife soon after, but he didn’t seem as messed up about that. After all, Candace still breathed, still moved, still lived. And Cynthia had been too sick for the medicine to ravage her body in its attempt to heal.

Since Blake was alone in her piercing room, she let the tears fall once more, her shoulders shaking. Now she knew a little bit of why Graham was the way he was, why he growled and grumbled and always seemed a bit dark, a bit secretive. He’d had to become that way when he’d lost his light. She wondered what kind of person he’d been before the tragedy, what kind of father he’d been. Of course, even daring to think that, she knew it would be too much. He’d been put through hell, and had made it through the other side, but what kind of man had come out of the ashes? 

She was with him now, even if she didn’t know the precise label to put on them. With him enough to remember his taste and know that one day soon, she’d know the feel of him, learn every inch of him. Yet she was afraid of what would happen if they went too far. She wasn’t in a position to give herself to a man in any way other than bodily. She had to protect her daughter, and couldn’t do that with her mind in the clouds and her life split in two. 

And she wasn’t sure Graham wanted more than just a quick lay anyway. She might have been okay with that; might have even desired that, but now it was all a little sticky. She knew too much about him and his past, yet it didn’t seem enough. That scared her more than she thought it would. As for her? He didn’t really know anything about her, and that was something she’d worked hard to accomplish. It was second nature by now to hide her past, to hide the fact that she had a child. But as Maya had warned her, she needed to tell Graham before it was too late.

Blake just needed to be sure it would be safe, would be worth it, to reveal her secrets. The danger that lurked from what would happen if the wrong people knew where she was, where her daughter was, would never fade.

But she hadn’t told Graham the night before about her daughter as Maya had warned. She honestly hadn’t felt like it was the right time, though now she knew why Maya had been so adamant. How could she tell the man who had lost his daughter that she had a daughter the same age as Cynthia would have been? What would that have done to him right then? Yes, it was going to hurt regardless, going to burn no matter what, but telling him when he was most vulnerable hadn’t been the right time.

Yet she wasn’t sure there would ever be a right time.

And that was why she was such a freaking idiot. 

Blake wiped her tears and washed her hands, splashing cold water on her face afterward to try and hide the fact that she’d been crying. Maya had taken one look at her that morning and asked what had happened after Blake had left Maya’s house, but Blake hadn’t answered. Her eyes might be puffy, her cheeks still a bit pink, but she’d get through the rest of the day and figure out how to tell Graham about Rowan.

When had her life gotten so complicated?

It didn’t make any sense. One minute, she was in love with her high school sweetheart, breaking the rules, and trying to further ruin her already-not-so-perfect life; the next, she was pregnant and dealing with a man who hated her. Take another breath, and she was enabling a drug addict because she hadn’t known what else to do, hadn’t known how to fix him, though she’d tried.

And when her daughter came, she’d become the woman she should have been at the start. And the man she’d thought she loved had died because he hadn’t been able to hold on.

Now she had to hide her daughter from those who wanted to pin that death on her, and was falling for another man who harbored a pain in his soul she knew she would never be able to balm. 

Blake let out a breath and rolled her shoulders back. Time to push those thoughts out of her mind, if only for the day, and get back to work. She couldn’t keep a roof over her daughter’s head if she spent the whole day crying in the back room. 

When she walked out of her small piercing room, Derek gave her a long look before going back to work on his client’s sleeve. The problem with making new friends was that they started to feel like they knew you and understood the emotions you wore. She couldn’t tell them about her past, though; it wouldn’t be safe for Rowan. And she couldn’t talk about Graham’s words either because they weren’t hers to share. And while Maya might know the facts, Blake had a feeling Graham had been more open with her than others regarding how it felt to not have his daughter in his life anymore.

So rather than share what she felt, she hid it behind the ice that was her shield and tried to go back to work. She had two piercing clients coming in shortly, and of course, she’d take on any walk-ins with small projects if they came in. As it was a weekend and Rowan was with Mrs. Gonzales for the day before going to a birthday party sleepover, Blake needed to work her ass off to keep her mind on not so important things rather than the ones that could hurt. 

When she made it to the front to check out the schedule, the bell above the door rang and she looked up.

Her heart sped up, and she licked her suddenly dry lips.

“Hey,” Graham said as he strolled in behind Maya. “I figured you’d be working today but I wasn’t sure.”

She smiled despite the emotions and thoughts warring inside her. “I didn’t know you were coming in today, or I would have mentioned it.” Not sure what to do with her hands, she gripped the edge of the counter and stayed on the other side of it. She didn’t do relationships and wasn’t sure what exactly was going on between her and Graham. And feelings like this where she felt so out of her skin were just a few of the many reasons why. 

He grinned at her intently before leaning over the counter and running his thumb along her jaw. It took everything inside of her not to lean into that touch. When he lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers, she made a little sound that caused Graham to growl.

“Later,” he whispered as he pulled back.

“Later?” she asked, her voice annoyingly breathy.

“How come you don’t say hello to me like that?” Derek asked from his chair, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Because I’ll castrate you,” Graham growled, though Blake wasn’t sure if he was kidding or not.

To make things clear, Blake sauntered around the counter and moved toward Derek. “Honey, you couldn’t handle me if I said hello to you like that.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder and turned back to Graham, but not before she saw Derek put both hands over his heart and do that cartoon motion where it looked like it was beating.

Graham grinned at her before sliding her hair behind her ear. “Nice.”

“I try,” she drawled. “Anyway, what are you doing here?”

“He’s here for me,” Maya said from behind them. Blake turned to the other woman, who had a hand on her hip, and a curious expression on her face. “And while you might want to go let off some steam with your boyfriend here in the back, we have health codes for a reason.”

“There’s an office,” Derek pointed out. “That should work.”

Graham gripped Blake’s hip, and she forced herself to roll her eyes and not climb him like a freaking tree.

“I’m surprised you said ‘let off some steam,’” Blake said instead. “No cursing?”

Maya flushed and put her hand on her still flat stomach. “The guys and I are going to try not cursing like crazy with the baby coming and all.”

Every single person in the room started laughing—including the clients, who Blake was pretty sure hadn’t known Maya for too long.

“I hate all of you,” Maya growled. “Now, Gallagher, get in the da—chair so I can touch up that shoulder of yours.”

“Nice with the whole not cursing thing,” Derek teased.

“You’re fired,” Maya spat.

“No, I’m not,” Derek sing-songed before going back to work.

Blake sighed before standing straight. She hadn’t noticed that she’d leaned back on Graham’s very hard chest and even harder cock when she’d been listening to Maya. Damn traitorous body of hers.

“You’re getting ink touched up?” Blake asked as she turned to face Graham again.

“Yeah,” Graham said softly, his eyes on hers. “I worked this morning on the site, but since Murphy needs to gripe about a few things, I asked Maya to fit me in if she could. You want to get something to eat once you’re off?”

Though just the mention of the site he worked on threw cold water over her, she felt her head nod in answer. “Okay,” she said since she’d already nodded. “I could eat.”

“Good.” He kissed her again, and Blake did her best to not throw her arms around him. 

This was why she was always so confused. Her body wanted to do one thing while her mind needed to do another. Add in her heart, and she had no idea what she was doing.

“Enough, you two,” Maya said with a laugh. “Get in the damn chair, Gallagher. Let’s see what you’ve done with my precious work since you won’t wear enough sunscreen when you’re acting all manly working without your shirt.”

Blake snorted and pulled away as her next client walked in. “Have fun, you two. I have a piercing to do.”

Graham nodded at her, and for a moment, she saw the pain she’d seen the night before when he’d spoken of Cynthia. Then he blinked it away. He was good at hiding that, but now that she knew a little more about him, she had a feeling she’d be seeing that look in his eyes more often.

And what she would do with that…she didn’t know.

 

 

“So, you really don’t care that I pierced Murphy’s dick?” she asked as she picked up another slice of pizza. 

After he’d gotten his tattoo touched up, and Blake finished the two cartilage piercings she had on her schedule, Maya told her to head out. Not wanting to anger the pregnant woman, Blake had left the shop with Graham. Instead of going out to eat, they’d ended up at his place with a pizza and salad, along with a couple of beers. She would need to drive home later no matter what happened, in case Rowan needed to come home early from the party, but she could stay for a little while yet. The fact that she could just as easily drive from Graham’s to pick up Rowan wasn’t lost on her, but she didn’t want to be away from home when her baby was out of the house. And since she didn’t want to be away from home when her baby was in the house, that made for tricky situations when it came to relationships.

Graham had just taken a drink of his beer as she asked him about his brother’s dick in her hand so she wasn’t surprised when he choked on it. She handed him a napkin, and he wiped his beard, his eyes narrowed.

“You did that on purpose,” he growled.

Blake held up both hands. “No, that was just a happy accident.”

“Wench.”

“Bruiser.”

He winked. “As for you piercing Murphy? Yeah, it made me a little jealous that you’d seen his dick before you saw mine, but as you’re here with me now, and I’m planning to fuck you over that chair in a bit, I call it a wash.”

This time, she choked on her beer. She glared at him as he handed over a napkin, an innocent expression on his face. “You did that on purpose,” she said, mimicking his words.

“Did I?” He blinked. “But for real, it’s your job, Blake. If I had a problem with it, then it would be my problem. The fact that you pierced him with a very large needle right after he dropped trou helps matters. Hell, I remember how much pain I was in when I got mine. Hurt like a bitch, but worth it in the end.”

Blake straightened. “Your dick is pierced?” How had she not felt it when she’d rubbed up against him? And now, all she could think about was his dick and what it looked like with the piercing…and how fucking amazing it would feel inside her.

“Yeah, most of the Gallaghers do. And now I’m done talking about my brothers’ junk. Got any piercings of your own?”

Blake shook her head as she pulled on her earlobe where she had a simple stud. “Not right now. I’ve had a lot of piercings over the years—nipples, clitoral hood, nose, tongue, brow, all that, but I’ve since taken them out.” She shrugged. “I know it’s a good policy to have them as a kind of resume to those who come in, but I rotate them in and out. Right now, they’re out.”

He stared at her intently. “I’d have liked to see them.”

She licked her lips. “Maybe one day.” She needed to calm herself before she jumped him. So, of course, her mind went in the opposite direction. “What other piercings do you have?”

“Just the one,” he replied. “Thinking about getting my nipples pierced, but I’m not getting any younger.”

Blake rolled her eyes. “You’re not ninety, and even then, whatever. You’re still firm and built, Graham. And you’re not a woman who has to worry about gravity like that. Of course, even then, I’d say fuck it and pierce those suckers when they point to the ground. They’re your nipples, you know. But when you want yours done, just come in.” She shook her finger at him. “No one pierces you but me. I’m proprietary.”

“You and Maya both.” He leaned over the table between them and kissed her, not too hard, not too soft. “Got it, Blake. My nipples are yours.” He pulled back and let his gaze linger on her breasts. “Now about your nipples...”

She couldn’t help it, she laughed. “Is that a line?”

Graham smiled wide. “You like it?”

Her nipples, now once again receiving his attention, pebbled against her very thin bra. Little traitors. 

“I’ve heard better,” she breathed. Okay, she needed to get into the game here. She was going to have sex with Graham tonight; that much was clear. But she didn’t usually let the guy have full control. She couldn’t allow that, no matter how much she might want to let go and have someone take care of her for a little bit.

She couldn’t afford to have that kind of peace.

Not anymore.

Graham stood then, moving around the table so he was right in front of her. He took her by her chin, grabbed her fingers with his other hand, and forced her to stand. She might have protested, but she couldn’t, not with Graham, not right then.

“I like control in bed, Blake,” Graham growled. “I need it. I’m not talking dominant and submissive, but I need to be the one showing you where I need you so I can make you feel, make you come, make you forget to think. Do you think you can do that? Do you think you can let me have the reins if only for the night? And maybe for more nights afterward? I’ll never tell you what to do out of bed. But in bed? In bed, I want you to give yourself to me.”

She let out a shaky breath. “That’s not me, Graham.” She met his gaze, saw the heat in his eyes. “You’re going to have to work for it. I’ll…let you in, but you have to know I’m not easy.”

“Good,” he growled. “I didn’t think you were the first time I saw you, and I like the fact that you’re going to make this fun and so fucking amazing.” He cupped her face and leaned closer. “I want you, Blake. Can I have you?”

“If you have to ask, then who is in control?”

He kissed her then, hard. “Because no matter how much I want it, without it freely given, it’s not control at all.” He closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against hers. Her heart beat quickly, her breaths coming in pants from just his mere presence. Of course, there was nothing ‘mere’ about him. “I’m going to fuck you, Blake. And you better fuck me back just as hard.”

“You got it, Gallagher,” she said on a laugh, then gasped as he slid his hand behind the waistband of her leggings and under her panties.

“So fucking wet,” he growled. “I’m going to fuck you with my fingers in my kitchen then take you to my bed so I can eat you out. I want to lick every inch of you while you ride my face. Then I want to fuck you from behind, my hands digging into your hips as I go so deep, neither of us can catch our breath. And when I come, I want you to come, too, your pussy clenching my cock until I’m spent and you’re a pile of limbs on the bed. What do you say to that, Blake? Can you come for me?” He growled the last words again as he speared her with his fingers, his thumb pressing hard against her clit.

She came for him, instantly, her body shaking. She’d have come from his words alone, the feeling of his growl along her skin. Add in his fingers, his touch, and she was a goner. She dug her nails into his biceps, her head thrown back as she tried to catch her breath. Graham latched on to her neck, licking, sucking, biting.

“You’re fucking beautiful when you come,” he said softly before sliding his hand out of her pants. He cupped the back of her neck with his free hand, forcing his gaze to hers. “Part those pretty lips for me.” When she parted her mouth on a breath, he slid his wet finger along her lips before pulling away to suck her juices off each finger. Throughout it all, his gaze never left hers.

Damn it. Graham Gallagher licking himself clean after fingering her was the hottest thing she’d ever seen in her life.

And they were both still clothed. 

“Fucking sweet.” He crushed his mouth to hers before gripping her ass in his large hands and lifting her off the floor. She wrapped herself around him, tangling her hand in his hair as she kissed him back.

“I need you,” she panted. She may have just come, but she needed more than a light touch. She needed his body, his mouth, his cock. She needed it all.

He carried her to the bedroom and set her on her feet before quickly stripping her. She tossed her shoes as soon as he let her down and then helped him with her leggings, but he had her bra undone and her panties off in a blink. 

The fact that she stood naked in front of him, stretch marks and signs of bearing a child on full display, all while he was fully dressed shouldn’t have been a turn on, but it was. She pushed thoughts of what she wasn’t revealing to him out of her mind and tried to live in the moment.

She’d deal with the consequences later.

“Get naked,” she rasped. “I need you naked.”

He chuckled even as he reached out and cupped her breast in one large, calloused hand. She gasped as he slid his thumb over her nipple. “We can do that. Yeah, we can do that. And, baby? I think these pierced would have been hot as fuck. They’re hot as fuck now, too.”

She nipped at his jaw, needing more. “Thank you. Now take off your fucking clothes.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now who’s in charge?” she teased.

He reached around and smacked her ass. Hard. “If me getting naked gets me in that cunt of yours quickly, then yeah, I’ll do what you want.”

She rolled her eyes, then moaned as he slid his hand between the crease of her ass, dipping inside to probe her. She licked her lips. “Not that kind of play on the first date, Gallagher.”

His eyes brightened. “Does that mean I get your ass one day?”

“First, let me see your cock.” She laughed as he undressed so fast, she was afraid he’d break something. Seriously, tell a man you might be open to anal at some point and suddenly, they’re quick as lightning to get things done.

She looked at him, all muscles and sinew, hard—and yet she knew he could be soft. He was tanned like he worked outside but had faint tan lines like someone who worked long hours outdoors and didn’t care about getting his color even. His arms were thick, as were his thighs. She wanted to lick every inch of him.

Every. Inch.

And those are some inches, she thought as she looked at his cock.

“Um, yeah, I don’t think that’s going to fit in my ass, Graham.” He was wide and long, thick, and oh so hard. The piercing on the end glinted under the lights, and she couldn’t wait to feel that inside her. She knew that he’d hit her at the right spot, and she’d see stars. The man worked wonders with his hands, and she had a feeling he’d be even better with his cock.

Graham kissed her then. “Just the tip?” he asked with a laugh.

She laughed with him, but when she reached out and gripped him, he groaned. “Let me see,” she said smoothly before going down on her knees.

“Holy hell, you on your knees in front of me is a hell of a sight.”

“Just wait until you see the back of my head.”

Graham threw his head back and laughed before choking on it. He gripped the back of her head and hissed. “Fuck!”

She’d licked the tip of his dick around the piercing before carefully wrapping her mouth around the head. She had to be careful of her teeth, but since she worked and dated within her industry, she was no stranger to blowjobs with pierced dicks. When she cupped his balls with one hand and wrapped the rest of his cock with the other, he moaned again.

“Baby, I’m going to come if you’re not careful.”

She looked up at him and hummed before bobbing up and down, licking around the crown as he moaned and thrust his hips. When she let go of his balls to reach around and play along the crease of his ass, he froze.

“Blake?”

She pulled back and kissed the side of his dick. “Ass play is fair game, Gallagher.”

When he pulled her up, she wasn’t surprised, but his words did surprise her. “You can play with my prostate and even fuck me in the ass later if you want, but I don’t want to come in your mouth. I need you now. Got me?”

She laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t think that would be your game, Graham. What about the whole control thing?”

“I like control when I’m fucking you, Blake. But I’m not a young guy who is learning how to make a woman come. I know how to find your clit and your G-spot. I’m going to make you come fucking hard, too. But for me? I like it all. I might not be into guys like Jake is, but I don’t mind you playing with my prostate if it turns us both on.”

Holy hell, Graham Gallagher not only talked dirty, but he was dirty.

Lucky, lucky fucking girl.

“Kiss me,” she gasped. “Then fuck me. I need you inside me. I know you wanted to go down on me, but I need your cock first.”

Graham smiled, his eyes going dark before he kissed her. “Let me grab a condom. Lay down on the edge of the bed and spread your legs. Hold your thighs and keep your knees up by your shoulders. Think you can do that?”

“Thank God for Pilates,” she joked.

He kissed her hard. “You can show me all those moves later. I like that you’re bendy.”

Her body shook in anticipation as she did as he asked. She felt weird, oddly bare and open for him as she lay there. But he was quick with the condom, and for some reason, she felt safe with him. It was probably a mistake, but she didn’t care. Not then. 

“You are so fucking sexy,” he growled. He leaned down over her, licked her pussy with one long stroke before kissing up her stomach and the valley between her breasts and biting each nipple. She shook more as he licked up her neck and planted a hard kiss on her lips. She could taste herself on him, and she almost came again.

“You ready for me?” he asked, his voice deep. She met his gaze and nodded. She didn’t know what she saw there, but it should have scared her. The fact that it didn’t, scared her even more.

“Graham!” she called out, her back arching, as he thrust into her fully to the hilt. Though she was wet and ready, he was so freaking thick. As she’d hoped, his piercing hit her in the right spot and tears slid down her cheeks. Not in sadness, or even sheer joy, but just everything.

“That’s it,” Graham panted. “Meet me, Blake. Move your hips with me. Let me go deep. You feel me? You like my cock?”

“God, yes. And if you don’t speed up, I’m going to play with my clit and make myself come.”

“Shouldn’t have warned me, baby.” He gripped a hip with one hand and held her wrists above her head with the other. The fact that he was so strong, and nimble enough to do that, just took her closer to the edge.

When he thrust again, this time so fucking hard she saw stars, she came on his dick like he’d wanted. She met his gaze, her mouth parted, her breath escaping her. His eyes darkened, and the veins on the side of his neck stood out as he came with her. Though the condom separated them, she could feel the heat of him.

“Holy hell,” Graham panted, leaning over her. “I think I popped a blood vessel.”

Lazily, she ran her fingers over his sweat-slick back. “I popped something.” She sighed, wanting him close, but knowing if she didn’t escape now, she’d make a mistake.

Like, fall in love with a Gallagher.

She tilted her head and checked the clock, letting out a small curse. “I need to go,” she whispered. “I have things to do at home.” Not a lie, but not quite the truth either.

Graham frowned down at her. “What?”

“I should go.” She pushed at him, and he slid out of her. The fact that he was still semi-hard forced her to wince. She’d be sore in the morning for sure. “Thank you.” She cupped his face and kissed him softly. “That was one fine orgasm.”

He gripped her wrist, still frowning. “You’re leaving? Just like that?”

“I have to,” she whispered, afraid of what she’d say if she stayed. “I’ll…I’ll see you tomorrow. I promise.”

And with that, she grabbed her clothes and ran. Shame consumed her even as she pulled on her clothes in his living room. She needed to tell him about Rowan, needed to tell him about even more. Because what they’d just done wasn’t sex, wasn’t fucking. Even though it had been hot and hard, it had been more than that.

And that, above all else, frightened her.

So she ran.

Again.
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“Fuck this shit,” Graham shouted as he pulled his thumb away from the wall. He’d been distracted, again, and had smashed the damn thing with his hammer. Thankfully, he’d been out of it and hadn’t been swinging that hard so he didn’t think he’d broken it, but he’d have to watch the nail so he didn’t lose it. Hell.

He’d slept like hell, and hadn’t had coffee at his place because he’d been running late. And, of course, this day of all days, Owen wasn’t on the site yet, so he couldn’t even wheedle coffee out of his ever-organized brother. Owen would be there later, once he’d finished up his work in the office and at their other site, but for now, it was just Graham, Murphy, Jake, and the rest of the crew. 

Graham needed coffee.

And ice for his damn hand.

“Having issues?” Murphy asked as he strolled into the room Graham was working in. Murphy wore a tool belt around his hips and had been working hard that day, but it was the damn tablet in his hand that made Graham want to curse.

“I’m not changing shit,” Graham bit out. “We’ve had to do a hundred changes as it is because of the historical society and this damn place. I’m done, Murph. Whatever tiny change you want to make to my job can hold off. I don’t want to hear it.”

Murphy raised his brows. “You don’t want to hear much of anything, do you? Well, dear brother of mine, you’re going to have to suck it up. Because it’s my job to make the plans, your job to follow them. So fucking do it.”

Graham turned on him. “Excuse me? You little shit. You think that’s okay? You think you can just rule over me? Because I don’t fucking think so.”

“Hey, you two, knock it off,” Jake said as he walked into the room. “You’re both lucky the crew is on lunch right now, or you’d have to deal with the people that work for us seeing you two act like little shits.”

Murphy and Graham whirled on Jake, who was on site for the day. Their fourth brother didn’t work on-site much, and tended to do his jobs for the business at home in his workshop, but he still showed up to pound things when he needed a break, or they needed him.

“What?” Graham bellowed, his chest heaving. He was acting like an irrational ass again, but he couldn’t seem to help it. Between the anniversary coming up and what had happened with Blake the night before, he couldn’t think straight.

Murphy sighed and bent down to the cooler to pick out three bottles of water. “Drink this. You’re sweaty, hot, and on the trigger right now.”

Graham narrowed his eyes at his baby brother, but took the bottle and drank down half of it anyway. It might not be caffeine, but he was hot and, apparently, really irritable. 

“Jesus,” he whispered, running a hand over his dirty face. “Sorry about that. I smashed my finger and guess I needed to take it out on you.”

“Is that all?” Jake asked. “I know the date is coming up, bro.”

Graham closed his eyes, letting out a breath. “Yeah, it is. But I need to stop acting like I’m a fucking bear who woke up before hibernation was over.”

He opened his eyes as his brothers smiled at him. Murphy laughed and said, “I can see that. You’re as hairy as a bear.”

Graham ran a hand over his long beard. “I’ve been thinking I should just shave it off. It’s annoying as hell during the summer. And Murph? You’ve got a beard, too.”

Murphy smiled and ran a hand over his. His brother was always so damn happy about that thing since it had taken a long time to grow in. Endless chemo and radiation had wreaked havoc on his brother’s system, so growing a beard was a feat. Not that they talked about that at all, though.

“Don’t shave it,” Jake put it. “I hear Blake likes it.”

Graham stiffened. “How did you hear that?”

“Maya told me, and I guess Blake told her, or my woman picked up on it. Either way, don’t shave it.”

He wasn’t going to mention that the point might be moot anyway, considering Blake had turned tail and run the night before. There were some things brothers didn’t share, and this was one of them.

Graham sighed. “Anyway, sorry about blowing up.”

Murphy shrugged. “No big deal. But I do have a few things that need to be changed. Nothing that needs to be taken down or reworked, but things for the future. I figured I’d tell you now.”

“Tell him what now?” Owen asked as he walked in. He wore a suit and tie, telling Graham his brother had been doing the business part of their job for most of the day. It would be a pity for him to get dirty. Hence why Graham would make sure that Owen helped him with the HVAC crap later today. Dealing with heating, air conditioning, and ventilation while inside a wall and up in the attic would make sure Owen remembered not to wear his nice clothes on-site. And since the place on the hill was fucking huge, HVAC would take a couple of days and a whole lot of sweat.

Excellent.

Graham needed to pound something, but this would have to do.

“I have a few changes,” Murphy said. 

“The ones you mentioned last night?” Owen asked as he made his way to the group. Graham loved when all four brothers were on the site at once. His siblings might annoy the hell out of him as all younger brothers were prone to do, but he wouldn’t take their presence for granted. 

“Wait,” Graham said once Owen’s words registered. “You already knew about this?”

Owen raised his brow at him. He didn’t have the piercing in, just the spacer, so it didn’t have the same effect. “Yeah, Murphy was over to play Call of Duty. Got a problem with that?”

Graham shook his head. Considering he’d had Blake in his bed during the evening, he couldn’t really complain.

“Tell me about the changes,” he grumbled.

“There he is, our big brother, the softie,” Jake said before ducking Graham’s punch. “Too slow. Shit!” He cursed again as he rubbed his shoulder where Graham had hit him not too hard, but hard enough.

“Too slow my ass.”

He grinned as his brothers punched at each other, joining in when he felt like it, then got back to work. They had a job to do, and when a Gallagher went to work, shit got done.

 

 

Though he’d rather have had dinner with Blake that night—something that worried him since he didn’t want to rely on a relationship now or ever—he ended up eating at home with his brothers. Since he’d had pizza the night before, he’d opted to let Owen cook them up a meal.

All the brothers could cook reasonably well since their mother hadn’t raised fools, but Owen was the only one who was any good at it. Tonight, they were having stir-fry with rice and pot stickers. The fact that Owen had made the damn appetizers himself didn’t surprise Graham in the least.

Jake had done the grocery shopping since there was no way Graham would have had the ingredients at home. Murphy had brought the beer and chosen the movie to watch afterward if they were up for it. Therefore, Graham just had to make sure the place was clean. Considering he’d been halfway cleaning the house every day for the past week before things had popped up, it didn’t take long.

By the time they were seated in his living room and gorging themselves on Owen’s creation, Graham was feeling more like himself. He was still a little off because of what he’d revealed to Blake and how they were getting closer to the anniversary, plus how Blake had left the night before, but he would be okay. He always was. He had his brothers, and that’s all that mattered.

“Anyway, it’s Border and Maya’s turn to go on a date. And while I’d have been fine in the guest room tonight while those two enjoyed each other, I figured I might as well see what you guys were up to. I don’t spend enough time with you anymore.”

Graham turned his attention from his thoughts to Jake and his brother’s words. Though Graham had partaken in a threesome a couple of times in college, he’d never been in an actual relationship like Jake. He didn’t quite understand how his brother could make it work with two other people. He knew it took a hell of a lot more communication than it did with just a couple. But considering Graham couldn’t even figure things out with one woman, he couldn’t imagine being with another woman or man besides. But his brother, Maya, and Border seemed to be making things work, so more power to them.

“Earth to Graham,” Murphy said as he threw a carrot piece at him.

Graham clenched his jaw and picked up the carrot from the floor, setting it on the coffee table in front of him. “Don’t throw food, dipshit. You’re how old now?”

“Not as old as you,” Murphy said with a grin before stuffing his mouth full of another bite.

“Jesus, Murph,” Owen groaned. “Who taught you manners?”

“Mom did, but they didn’t stick.” Murphy smiled, though there was sadness in his eyes at the comment. 

After spending so many years keeping her youngest son alive, their mother had died from a brain aneurysm soon after Murphy’s clear diagnosis. Their father had died soon after from complications of the flu. Graham always figured they’d just wrung themselves out after taking care of Murphy for so long. Cynthia had died right after that, and Graham had lost himself in his work and grief. If he hadn’t had his brothers with him, he wasn’t sure what he would have done.

“Use a napkin,” Graham said as he tossed a few at him. “I’m not going to clean up after you.”

“You will, but it’s because you love me.” Murphy wiped himself up and took another big bite. “Tell us why you’re all surly.”

Graham clenched his jaw. “I’m fine.”

“You’re lying,” Owen said as he took a bite himself. His brother chewed and swallowed before speaking again, unlike dear old Murphy. “Is it Blake? Because I think it’s Blake. If it were the other thing, we’d have seen you go into your cave like you usually do. Instead, you’re mean. So it’s got to be Blake.”

“I’m with Owen on this one,” Jake said. 

“Yeah,” Murphy added.

Graham sighed. Now he remembered why he didn’t have his brothers over as much anymore. They saw too damn much. “Just drop it.”

“So there’s something to drop,” Murphy said.

“Of course, there is,” Owen added. “He slept with her, I can tell that much. But why he’s acting like a bear with a thorn in his paw, I don’t know.”

“Will you stop fucking comparing me to a bear?”

“What, you don’t like Goldilocks in your bed?” Jake asked with a laugh.

“Blake’s not blonde, and fuck you three.”

“No, thanks. I’ve got Border and Maya for that,” Jake teased. 

“Anyway, if you want to talk about Blake, we’re here,” Owen said softly. 

“If not, turn on the damn movie so we don’t talk about it,” Murphy added. “That’s how these things work, you know.”

Graham groaned and turned on the movie. “Fine. Just no more questions okay.” A pause. “Let me figure out what I’m doing.”

“If you knew what you were doing, you wouldn’t need us,” Owen whispered.

Graham closed his eyes. “I’ll remember you said that when you find a woman.”

Owen was quiet for so long, Graham was afraid he’d stepped in it. Only he didn’t know what he could have stepped in since Owen didn’t have a woman. That he knew of anyway. Instead of talking about it like he should, Graham went quiet when the title came on the screen. They’d focus on this and not on what was important. Because he and Blake were too important to talk about just yet.

He’d figure it out…soon.

At least, he hoped he would.

And if he didn’t, well, the Gallagher brothers would be there for him when he fucked it up.

Again.

 

 

When the doorbell rang, Graham cursed. He hadn’t set an alarm that morning because he was allowed to sleep in. It was the damn weekend, and he was off. But hell, it seemed there would be no sleep for him. Whoever had woken him up would just have to pay the price of his general grumpiness due to lack of caffeine.

“What?” he growled when he opened the door.

“Good morning,” Blake said and handed him a cup of coffee in a paper to-go cup. “I’m sorry for waking you up. I forgot people don’t work weekends like I do.” She cursed. “Hell, I need to head into the shop soon since Austin is opening by himself, but I wanted to say good morning, and I’m sorry for leaving like I did. I was silly and overwhelmed and trying not to think about how good it was. And in the end, I ended up being a dork about it and hurting you in the process.”

“Blake.”

“And,” she continued as if he hadn’t said anything, “now I’m thinking I might not have hurt you at all because, hello, self-centered for even thinking that. Hell. Okay. Well, there is coffee, and I need to get to work. But before I do…” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Her eyes were so intent, he knew it had to be important to her, but right then, he could only feel the relief that she’d shown up. She might have run, but she’d come back. He’d worry about what that meant later. Without a word, he took her by the wrist and dragged her inside and off his porch.

“Graham…it’s important.”

“Okay. You can tell me after.”

“After what?” she asked, her eyes wide. 

“After this.” He crushed his lips to hers, needing her taste. When he pulled back, breathless, he took both coffees and put them on the table next to him.

“What are you doing?”

“This,” he said again and went to his knees. “Thank you for wearing a dress for me. It makes things easier.” He slid his hands up her thighs and gripped the edge of her panties before pulling them down to rest right under her ass.

She gasped and put one hand on the top of his head, the other on his shoulder. “Graham, it’s going to be hot today, so I wore a dress. What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m having breakfast.” And with that, he pulled her panties to her ankles and nudged at her legs. When she moved, he set her underwear to the side and flipped up the hem of her dress.

“Graham…”

“Shh…let me taste.” He spread her then, loving the way the hood over her clit swelled, and yet he could see the tiny nub peeking through. He leaned forward and licked it. When she moaned, he slid one of her legs over his shoulder and sucked on her clit while using his free hand to massage her thigh. She tasted sweet and salty, the perfect combination. Her pussy was pink, wet, and his.

He loved eating pussy. There was nothing like watching a woman come hard on your face while you tasted every drop of her. Of course, he knew women liked it when his beard scraped their inner thighs as he went to town, and Blake was no exception if her cries were any indication.

He licked her clit, then down her labia before shaking his head from side to side.

“Holy hell,” she gasped. “Your beard, on my clit. I didn’t know that was a thing, and hell, was that a thing!”

He smiled before truly giving her the whole of him. He sucked, licked, bit down. He speared her with his fingers, ran his thumb over her clit, and worked her until she was panting on his face. And when he pulled his hand away and covered her bundle of nerves with his mouth, flicking his tongue back and forth over her, she came, her gasps turning to screams, and her body shaking.

He lapped her up, his cock rock-hard, but he wasn’t going to fuck her against the door today.

He’d keep her waiting. 

Keep himself waiting. 

When her body quit shaking, he stood up carefully, making sure her feet were firmly planted on the ground even in her very sexy wedges, and kissed her.

“Good morning.”

She mumbled something he couldn’t quite hear.

“Huh?” He smiled even as he said it.

“Good morning. Work. I need to work.”

He laughed. “You okay to drive, baby?”

She nodded, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them. “Yes. I’m good. I’ll just chug that coffee. I’m late now I think.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Sorry about that.”

“You’re not. And because I’m late for work, I can’t help with that very thick lead pipe in your boxers.”

He grinned and rocked said pipe into her hip. “No problem, baby. See you tonight?”

She paused for a moment. “Yeah, I’ll see you tonight.”

He kissed her goodbye and watched her walk to her car and pull out before he went back inside. She was right; it was going to be a hot one today, but not as hot as it had been a moment ago. 

As he went back to his bathroom to take a shower and rub one off, he frowned. She’d said she had something important to tell him, and he’d distracted her. Oh well, he’d hear it later tonight if it was that important. He hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her, and frankly, he didn’t know why he should.

The fact that he had a spring in his step from seeing her, tasting her, told him he had more problems to worry about than his schedule for the day, though. He was starting to rely on her for his mood, and that was something he’d promised himself he would never do.

Yet, he wasn’t sure he could stop it.

And with those confusing thoughts, he got into the shower and thought of Blake. Because with a hard cock and a whirling mind, he couldn’t think of anyone or anything else. He’d deal with everything later.

Much later.
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Graham really, really, wanted to bend her over the pool table and fuck her. But as they were in public, that probably wasn’t the best idea. The fact that they were out at a local pub having a calm, pleasant date, should have reminded him not to act like a crazy, lust-starved man around her. Apparently, when it came to Blake, Graham didn’t know how to act or rein in his emotions.

He’d been every kind of asshole to her, then every kind of man who wanted to get her into bed. Yet beyond all of that, he wanted to know her. That should have scared him since he’d done the whole serious relationship thing in the past, but his mind wouldn’t be stopped.

Not for Blake.

Not now.

Blake turned around from her spot near the pool table and raised a brow. “It’s your turn, but if you’re going to spend the entire time staring at my ass instead of the balls, then maybe I will win this round.”

Graham’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “Yeah? You think you can beat me at pool? I don’t know, I’m pretty good.”

Blake put her hands on his hips but kept space between them. “So you tell me. I know you have the air hockey table at your place, but you don’t seem to have a pool table.”

Graham knew he shouldn’t get too close, get too serious, but he couldn’t help himself when he tucked her hair behind her ear. He needed to see her face, and he wanted to touch her, even if it was just a bare brush of skin against skin.

“No pool table. We just come here if we want to play. Owen never wanted one in his house since it wouldn’t fit the feel of it or whatever. Murphy would rather come to one of our houses than stay home.” He didn’t mention why, but he knew if he kept on with Blake, he would eventually. “Jake doesn’t have room since he built his studio inside the house. I like air hockey and got a good deal on the table, so…that’s what we have.”

Blake tilted her face as she studied him. “I like how it’s about the four of you, not just yourself. I asked why you didn’t have a pool table, and yet you mentioned each brother, not just you.”

“Is that a problem?” His brothers were part of almost every aspect of his life. They’d had fantastic parents who cared for them, loved them, and helped them grow. But no matter what, it had been the four Gallaghers against the world. They each had other friends and people in their lives, but no matter how hard the Montgomerys tried to adopt Jake, it would always be the Gallaghers. 

She just smiled up at him and ran her hands through his beard. Hell, he loved when she did that. “I think that is really, really cool, Graham.” She went to her toes, her body leaning into his so her breasts brushed against his chest. “And now it’s time to see if you have any talent with…balls.”

He snorted and gave her a quick kiss. “Only my own, sweets, but let’s see what we can do.” He turned from her and took stock of the table. He was solids, and had a decent shot at one or two balls. He wasn’t the best pool player in the family—that title went to Jake for some reason—but he was decent enough. 

He got in three before he missed because Blake had bent over the other side, her tank top riding low so he caught a glimpse of lace and sweet, creamy skin, as well as that ink he loved on her side when she stretched up. Damn woman knew what she was doing. But since she had a smile on her face because she was teasing, he didn’t mind. He got to look at his woman and have a good night.

The fact that he thought of her as his woman after such a short time should have worried him, but for now, he’d let it ride.

She sidled up to him and stuck her hand in the back pocket of his jeans. “Good job.”

He snarled, though he didn’t mean it. “I could have done better if you hadn’t been bending like that.”

“You like it when I bend.”

He lowered his face so he could whisper in her ear. “I fucking love it. I want to bend you over this table and fuck you so I can watch your tits bounce in the mirror they have on the other side. I want to feel your cunt clamp around me when you come, and I want you to scream my name so every guy who has his eyes on you right now knows you’re mine.”

She shivered next to him and took away his cue. “Let’s get something to drink,” she said, her voice breathy. “And maybe some nachos or something. I don’t think I can concentrate right now.” She’d moved her hand from his butt to rest on his forearm, and he craved more of her touch.

Dangerous thinking, Gallagher.

“Since my hands are shaking, yeah, let’s quit for now.” Her eyes danced, and she kissed his jaw over his beard. “Go find a table. I’ll clean this up.” He wrapped her hair around his fist, tilted her head back, and kissed her. Hard. She moaned into him, and he pulled away.

“Possessive much?” she asked on a laugh.

“Just making sure these hooligans know you’re mine.”

Her brow rose. “Really? Yours? Talk about caveman.”

“I’m a Gallagher, baby, I’m as caveman as they come.”

She just shook her head, a smile on her face, and strolled toward the tables. His eyes were glued to her ass before he forced himself to look away and back to the pool table. 

“All yours,” he growled to the two college-aged boys who were also staring at Blake’s ass.

The two looked at him, eyes wide.

“The table,” he corrected. “The woman? She’s mine.”

They nodded slowly, and he went after Blake. Though he knew she’d be safe in here and was still in his line of sight, he didn’t like the idea of her being alone for too long. That might be on him, but still, it was a pub.

Blake snorted at him when he sat down at the high top she’d found for them. “Really? Warning off little boys from me?”

He shrugged and took a look at the drink specials on the table. “They were old enough.”

“I’m thirty-two, Graham. I’m not looking for some fresh-faced college kid who doesn’t know how to move his hips.”

Graham stared at her and shook his head. “The words that come out of your mouth…” He shook his head again, but a smile crept over his face.

“I thought you liked my mouth.”

He reached under the table and slid his hand over her thigh. He didn’t get too close to the seam of her jeans as there wasn’t a tablecloth to hide them, but she got the idea.

“I like your mouth,” he agreed. “A whole hell of a lot. And I like the words that come out of it. And while you might not want a twenty-something-year-old kid, those guys just see a very sexy woman at this table. So, yeah, I went a little caveman.”

“I guess you could have been worse, but still, I can fight my own battles. If, you know, there’s an actual battle to fight.”

He squeezed her thigh once. “I know, but that doesn’t mean I won’t help.”

She just rolled her eyes. When the waitress came, they each ordered a beer while she ordered nachos and he ordered wings. He figured they’d share since he kind of wanted both. Not the healthiest meal for them, but hell, he’d eaten well during the week, and if he wanted to indulge once in a while, he would. He and his brothers were doing better about that at home too when they were around. Hence the stir-fry a couple of nights before and not another round of pizza. He winced. Yeah, he’d forgotten about the pizza with Blake he’d already had earlier in the week.

“What was that wince for?”

“Just thinking that our next date needs to be at a place where I’m not eating grease.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I get you. I don’t usually eat so much crap, but I was craving nachos.” She tilted her head. “And next time? You want to keep doing this?” Something passed over her face, but he couldn’t quite figure out what it was.

“Yeah, don’t you?” he asked as casually as he could.

She played with the paper napkin in front of her and gave him a slight nod. 

He’d have to take that because he wasn’t sure what else he could do right then when they were in public. The waitress dropped off their drinks and plates for their meals while he and Blake talked for a bit about nothing important but important enough to be talked about. They didn’t go deep into their pasts or what they were feeling, but he was okay with that since they were in a bar. What he liked was that he talked about how his day had gone, and Blake seemed genuinely interested. And when Blake spoke of the small tattoo she’d done that day and the nose ring she’d done for a woman’s fiftieth birthday, he couldn’t help but be enraptured. There was a tension in the air he couldn’t place, though, and no matter how he tried to steer the conversation, he always felt like he was missing something.

After he was stuffed with cheese, meat, and grease, he sighed and finished his glass of water. They’d each only had one beer since he had to drive them to his place where she’d left her car. He found it weird that she hadn’t wanted him to pick her up at her place, but he figured that was just Blake. She was secretive about her past and who she was beyond the shields she wore, but he hoped one day soon he’d figure her out.

He’d told her about Cynthia and Candice and everything that had gone on with that. He may not have mentioned his parents or Murphy, but he felt as if he’d opened up more than he ever had before with another person. 

They’d met the first time because of her family’s home, yet he didn’t know why she’d left it the way it was, or why she hated the place his company was rebuilding so much. Maybe that was what she’d wanted to talk about when she’d shown up, and he’d had his very tasty breakfast against the front door. He wouldn’t ask her now as they were in public, but when they got back to his place, he would. Honestly, with so much going on, he’d forgotten about it. But he’d ask her tonight.

“Ready to head back to my place?” he asked once she’d finished her water, as well. 

She looked up at him with wide eyes and nodded. “Yeah,” she said softly. “I guess so.”

He frowned at her. “What’s going on?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. Let’s go, okay?”

“There’s something wrong. You need to tell me.”

She met his gaze defiantly, her chin raised. “Let’s just get to your place.”

He didn’t sigh, but he wanted to as he followed her out of the pub and to his car. The drive wasn’t that long, but it was filled with tension. He didn’t ask her questions, didn’t speak, but then again, she didn’t volunteer any information either. He had a feeling the other shoe was about to drop, and he sure as hell didn’t like the idea of it. He’d just gotten used to the idea of Blake, and now he was sure something was going to fuck it all up.

Again.

When he pulled into his driveway next to her car, he shut off the engine and undid his seatbelt so he could turn and look at her. She had her hands in her lap, her fingers twined together, and that worried him since she didn’t look like herself. When her teeth bit into her lip, and her shoulders began to shake with nerves, he reached out for her.

“Tell me, Blake. What’s going on?”

She looked at him and pulled away from his touch. He tried not to let that hurt. “I…I’ll tell you inside.”

“You can tell me here,” he said slowly. 

“Please?”

He nodded and got out of the car as she did. He didn’t speak as he opened the front door and let them both inside. What he really wanted right then was a beer, but he had a feeling he shouldn’t even stop to do that right then.

Graham folded his arms over his chest. “What is it, Blake?”

She rolled her shoulders back. “I’m going to tell you something, and it’s going to come as a surprise. But I want you to know, there are reasons, very, very important reasons why I did what I did.”

Unease crept up his spine. “What did you do?”

Blake met his eyes. “I have a daughter. Her name is Rowan, and she’s ten years old.”

Shock slammed into him, forcing him back a step. His mouth went dry, and he tried to think about what she’d said, tried to comprehend. 

Words spiraled in his brain, a cascade of darkness and truths that threatened the very foundation he stood on.

Daughter.

Rowan.

Ten years old.

“What the fuck?” he gasped. “You didn’t tell me? Didn’t tell me you have a fucking daughter? We’ve been together for weeks now. We fucked, and you didn’t tell me?”

She shook her head, her eyes clear but frightened. “I couldn’t tell you. I’m so, so sorry. I don’t tell people about her, and I have good reasons why I don’t. Reasons she’s a secret. But with you…it snowballed. I tried to tell you before, and then things got out of control. Yes, I should have told you before this, and that’s on me. But, Graham, there are reasons.”

“You think I give a damn about your reasons? All I’m hearing is that you think nothing of me, nothing of your child. She’s not good enough for you to share? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

This time, it was anger that leapt into her eyes. “No, that is so far off the mark. She’s my everything. I wanted to tell you, I did. But it was too early at first. It’s not safe if I just blurt her out like that. And then, when I thought it might be time, you told me about Cynthia.” This time, she blinked away tears. “And I didn’t want to mention Rowan so soon. I didn’t know the right time, Graham.”

At the sound of Cynthia’s name, he felt the blood drain from his face. His heart ached at the thought of his daughter, and yet there was this other little girl out there the same damn age as Cynthia would have been, and yet, Blake had hidden her like a dirty secret. It was like he didn’t even know the woman in front of him, and damned if he wanted to listen to her anymore.

“Get out,” he whispered, low, dangerous.

“I came here that morning to tell you…but things got out of control.”

He remembered her saying something about that, but if her daughter were that important to her, she should have tried harder. If he was that important to her, she should have tried harder.

“So it’s my fault?” he bellowed. “What the fuck? You didn’t tell me. You lied. Your daughter is the same age as my daughter would have been. Don’t you get that? Don’t you get that just the idea of Rowan hurts? It shouldn’t. I shouldn’t hate the idea that you have a child when I don’t. But that’s what you’ve done to me. I don’t even know what to say right now.”

“Of course, I know the ages,” she whispered. “That’s why I freaked out and made mistake after mistake.” She met his eyes. “But Rowan isn’t a mistake.”

“Get out.” He took a deep breath. “I can’t deal with you. I can’t even look at you. Just go.”

“Graham, we can talk about this.”

“No, we can’t. You didn’t want drama? Fine. Get the fuck out. We’re over.”

She looked at him again but nodded after a long moment. Without another word, she left him standing in his living room, alone and breaking all over again. She had a kid. A freaking kid, who could have been friends with his baby girl. 

Blake had the opportunity to watch her daughter grow, to watch the world grow with her, and Graham didn’t have that. While Blake had hidden her daughter, Graham had tried to bring Cynthia out more.

The fact that he’d only told Blake about Cynthia because Candice had shown up crossed his mind but he pushed it away. He didn’t know what he’d have done if things were different, but either way, he’d never have purposely hidden his child’s memory.

His heart felt like someone had squeezed it until the blood vessels burst and there was nothing left but an ache and the memory of what could never be.

Graham went to his front door and locked it, knowing Blake wouldn’t be back. She had too much pride. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see her anyway. He might be working on her family’s home—a home that he still didn’t know the story about—and he might be connected to the place she worked through family, but that didn’t mean he had to see her again.

She’d broken something inside him, and he didn’t want to find a way to fix it.

He hated the fact that her lies had forced him to resent a little girl for merely being. And for that…for that, he might not ever forgive Blake.

Or himself.
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Blake knew she’d messed up, but even though sadness filled her, it did nothing to quench the anger. 

Four days.

It had been four days. 

Four days since she’d told Graham the truth and had ruined any chance she had with him. Yet she knew that no matter the outcome, she’d probably have done the same thing she had initially. Rowan was far too important to her to just let anyone know about her. And that twisted sense of logic was why Blake tried to avoid drama in the first place.

The sadness came from the knowledge that she had a relationship that was over before it had even begun. She ached for Graham’s loss and his inability to move on, but she couldn’t blame him for the latter. If she lost Rowan, she didn’t know what she’d do. The fact that she’d kept her daughter to herself because of those who would not only hurt her and Rowan, but also take her baby away, spoke of only a small fraction of what Blake would do.

But Blake couldn’t help but be angry, as well. Graham hadn’t let her explain, hadn’t let her open up and tell him more than she’d told another soul in her life. She’d wanted to explain why she’d left her parents all those years ago, and why it hurt her to step foot in the house he was currently renovating. From there, she’d have told him about Rowan’s father and why Blake had done her best to keep her daughter in the shadows without dampening her inherent brightness.

The rollercoaster of the past decade wore on Blake, and the fact that she’d thought she could trust Graham with it told her how close to breaking she’d been. Graham hadn’t wanted to listen, hadn’t wanted anything except Blake to be gone. Yes, she’d lied—or omitted the truth—but it had been for good reasons. At least, good in her mind. In the process of trying to keep her family safe, she’d hurt Graham. Because of that, she’d lost him.

So, yes, she was sad, but she was angry, too. Not just at him, but at the situation and those who’d put her in this position in the first place.

One person who she would never be angry at for just being was her daughter. Everything Blake did, every lie she told, every person she had to push away, was for Rowan. And that would never change.

“Mom?” 

Rowan’s voice brought Blake out of her thoughts, and she turned to her daughter. Rowan smiled as she bounced into the living room, her backpack in her hand and her hair out of its ponytail again. 

Blake snorted and held out a hand. “Come here, squirt. Didn’t I just help you with your hair?”

Rowan shrugged and bounced again. Blake’s kid was forever bouncing, or talking, or bouncing and talking. It took all the energy Blake had at the end of a long day to keep up with her, and yet, she wouldn’t change it for anything.

“It wasn’t even,” Rowan said. “I like things even.”

Forever her mother’s daughter. “Yeah, but it was even when I did it.” She narrowed her eyes. “Were you by any chance hanging upside down over your bed instead of going through your spelling words?”

Rowan looked at the corner of the ceiling and tried to whistle. It came out as a breathy hum since she couldn’t actually whistle, and Blake did her best to not crack up at it. Seriously, with this kid.

“Come here, weirdo,” she said with a laugh since she couldn’t hold it back for longer than two seconds.

Rowan came over and turned around, holding out a hair tie in her hand. “Thanks, Mom. And I went over the words upside down. It helps keep them in my brain, you know.”

Since Rowan’s back was to her, Blake rolled her eyes. “Are you sure they don’t just fall out?” She finished putting Rowan’s hair up before tickling her daughter’s side. Rowan tried to squirm away, laughing up a storm, but Blake was still faster. 

For now.

Soon, her baby would grow up even more, and become more and more of her own person. While Blake loved the idea of it, she still wanted her precious baby girl to stay a child for a little while longer.

“Stop!” Rowan giggled. “I’m going to pee my pants.”

Blake chuckled but let go. Most of the anger and sadness that had filled her before slowly slid away at the sound of Rowan’s laughter. Her daughter was everything to her, and to hear that laugh meant the world.

“You ready for school?” Blake asked as she checked Rowan’s bag. They were forever forgetting things until the last minute, though she tried to keep track of lists. But with just the two of them and her weird hours, sometimes things didn’t work out. Hence, the triple checking of the schoolbag in the mornings.

“Yep.” Rowan snuggled into Blake’s side. “I have my homework, don’t worry.”

Blake nodded as she checked the pocket folders just in case. “Good, because that math was hard.”

Rowan smiled. “Yeah, but it’ll get easier with practice, right?”

Blake nodded, though she was on the verge of lying. She’d done okay in school but hadn’t gone past high school. She’d been too busy being an asshole with her ex to go to college and make something of her life, as her parents had put it. Soon, Rowan would be passing her in terms of knowledge since school these days seemed so much tougher. 

Maybe they’d get a tutor for Blake and Rowan if it came to that. 

“I gotta go,” Rowan said as she kissed Blake’s cheek. “Don’t want to miss the bus.” 

Blake hugged her daughter hard and kissed the top of her head. “Okay, baby.”

“I’m not a baby, Mom.” With that epic eye roll, Blake was pretty sure the teenage years were coming early, and they were going to suck.

By the time she saw Rowan off to the bus and got herself ready for work, her shoulders ached, and she still couldn’t get Graham off her mind. She hated that she’d let herself get too close. And now, she had to go work with Graham’s future sister-in-law because Blake hadn’t been smart when she should have been.

She’d grown up making bad decision after bad decision, and she’d thought she’d moved past that once she became a mother. Apparently, she hadn’t. At all.

“There you are,” Maya said as soon as Blake walked in the door. “It’s about time you showed up.”

Blake raised a brow as the door closed behind her. “Uh, excuse me? I’m like twenty minutes early. What crawled up your butt?”

Maya waved her question away and pointed at the computer. “Autumn is working with Griffin today, and she’s the only one that can use the computer of doom.”

Blake snorted. It was a point of contention at the shop that neither Montgomery could work the computer schedule for long periods of time. The fact that both Austin and Maya were freaking brilliant and could practically code any other computer just made it funnier. Blake was pretty sure the damn thing was possessed and should have been taken out and beaten a-la The Office style, but neither Maya nor Austin would let the damn machine win. Or rather, Maya wouldn’t let the ‘piece of shit technology that was too big for its bytes and britches’ think it could beat a Montgomery. The fact that it was, unfortunately, a piece of artificial intelligence, and therefore, had done nothing at all, was not lost on them. They just chose to ignore that bit.

Autumn, Griffin’s fiancée, could work the damn thing without incident and organized their lives for them. Of course, since Autumn also assisted Griffin with his job as a novelist, Maya had to share.

And Maya hated to share.

Unless it was Jake and Border and sharing between the three of them, but Blake didn’t really want to think about that.

“I don’t know if I will be any help,” Blake said slowly. “It doesn’t always work for me, and you know it. You should just get a computer that works.”

Maya narrowed her eyes. “We will not cow to technology.”

“For the love of all that is holy, do not get her started,” Derek said as he walked into the building from the side door that connected the shop to Taboo, the café next door.

Maya whirled. “Why? Are you afraid of what I’ll say?” 

Derek just shook his head and handed her a mug. “Not even going there. And before you hurt me, this is decaf, but yummy according to Hailey next door.”

Maya took the mug in both hands and inhaled while Blake did her best not to laugh. Maya on a good day was a bit crazy, pregnant Maya was a whole other matter.

It was going to be a long few months.

“I’ll look at the computer,” Derek said as he handed Blake a mug for herself. “Just make sure Maya doesn’t kill anyone.”

Blake laughed. “That might be a harder job than the computer of doom.”

“I heard that!” Maya yelled from the office.

Derek snorted but went to work, and Blake just smiled over her mug of hazelnut and whipped cream goodness. Though she’d been worried about becoming friends with those she worked with, she couldn’t help but feel the connections she’d been missing for too long. She could laugh at silly things like computers and coffee and not feel like she was out of the loop. Her life might still be a bit crazy and secretive, but Maya knew about Rowan and hadn’t freaked out. She was pretty sure Maya had told Jake and Border about Rowan, but she hadn’t expected Maya to keep that kind of secret from her men.

Soon, others would know about her daughter, and Blake would just have to deal with that.

As long as her circle kept Rowan safe, it would be okay.

That meant Blake might have to explain a few more things, like why she was so worried about Rowan’s safety. Graham might not have wanted to hear her out, but the others would need to know so they understood why Blake did the things she did.

Maybe if she just told Maya, the other woman would spread the word. Apparently, Maya was good at things like that, but Blake honestly didn’t know where to start.

With a sigh, she went back to her piercing station and looked at her tablet, which would have her schedule for the day. That was, as long as Derek had fixed the computer. She grinned and shook her head. At least, some things were constant.

In the next few hours, she worked on a nose ring, a brow ring, and a set of nipple rings before she figured she should probably take a lunch break. As soon as she stepped out of the room, however, she knew something was wrong.

A man in a suit stood at the front entrance, glaring down at Maya, who wouldn’t let him move past. Derek stood on Maya’s side, doing his best to keep the pregnant woman from hitting the other man, and keeping Maya from getting hurt. 

Though there were a couple of clients in the chairs, they were regulars who had also stood up. She wasn’t sure what was going on or what everyone was doing, but Blake knew this was about her. 

“Blake Brennen?” the man in the suit asked as he pushed past Maya.

Maya growled and gripped his arm. “No way, buddy. You’re not welcome here.”

The man snarled and looked down at Maya’s arm before pulling away. “Get your hand off me, or I will call the cops on you and this place of business.” The way he’d said place made it sound like he was standing in a grungy bar or a trash heap rather than Montgomery Ink.

“What do you want?” Blake asked, her voice cold. She was damned surprised it didn’t shake, but she couldn’t show weakness, not now.

Not ever.

She’d moved forward, though she didn’t remember doing it, so when he placed an envelope in her hand, she started.

“You’ve been served.” With that, the asshole man in the suit walked away, his head held high, and a growling Derek on his tail.

“What is going on?” Maya asked as she stood in front of Blake. “What is that?”

Blake’s hands shook, the envelope resting on top of her palms shaking with them. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. She’d known this day would come, that she wouldn’t be able to hide for long.

She’d known the clock had started to go faster once she’d been named in the estate. Chris’s family had been best friends with her family before things had gone to hell. Money spoke, and Blake didn’t have any anymore.

Chris’s family had found her.

They’d found Rowan.

And now, Blake could lose everything.

Her vision blurred, and she tried to catch her breath, only too late realizing she hadn’t been breathing at all. As she started to fall back, Derek was there, catching her. 

“Shit,” he said quickly. “Blake, honey, breathe.”

“Fuck, call Graham, will you?” Maya asked. Blake wasn’t sure who Maya was talking to, but she assumed it had to be one of the clients. She blinked up as Maya tossed her phone to someone and knelt in front of her. “Honey, talk to me. What’s in this envelope?”

When had she ended up on the ground? Things didn’t make sense. Oh, God. She needed to find Rowan. She couldn’t break, couldn’t fall apart. She didn’t have the luxury of falling apart like this. 

“I need…” Blake took a deep breath. “I need to get Rowan.” She met Maya’s gaze. “I need to get her from school. Keep her safe.”

Maya cupped her face even as Derek rubbed her back. “Got that. But you aren’t driving right now. Is there anyone on the list at her school that can pick her up?”

Blake pressed her lips together. “I don’t know.” She closed her eyes, told herself to stop freaking out and put Rowan first. “My neighbor, Mrs. Gonzales. But she doesn’t have a car.”

Maya stuck her hand in Blake’s pocket and pulled out her phone. “Okay, then we’re going to call Mrs. Gonzales and tell her to be ready for a Montgomery or a Gallagher to pick her up so they can go get Rowan. You’re not alone, Blake. Not anymore.”

Blake’s hands shook as she put in her password and dialed the number, knowing Maya was right, though it hurt her to ask for help. No one knew the truth, knew who Blake had been before she’d cleaned herself up. And now, everyone would see who she was and how she’d never truly cleaned off the grit that marred her soul.

By the time she’d finished explaining things to her neighbor, who swore she’d protect Rowan, Blake was ready to stand up and open the envelope that had fallen to her lap.

“Owen is on his way to pick her up with Murphy,” Maya explained. “Then they’ll take Rowan and Mrs. Gonzales to Graham’s place so she’s not at home in case they have your address.” Maya paused. “I let you keep your secrets because I trust you and I still do, but you’re going to have to come clean because I’m putting those I love in the middle of this.”

Maya’s words penetrated her thoughts as she shook her head. “You shouldn’t have called Graham,” she whispered. She cleared her throat, this time, her words stronger. “We’re not together anymore, and he wants nothing to do with me and Rowan.”

Maya held Blake’s hands as she helped her up. Then she bent down, grabbed the envelope, and handed it over to Blake. “He’s on his way. I don’t know what happened between the two of you guys, but he’s coming because you need him. I didn’t know y’all had a fight, or I might have called someone else. But you know what? We’re what you have right now. Rowan is going to be safe, and you’re going to be fine. Now open the damn envelope.”

Maya’s sharp words brought Blake out of her funk, and she opened the package, shaking hands and all.

The first words on at the legal document were what she’d figured they’d be, but they were still a shock to the system.

“A formal petition for custody?” Derek asked from behind her. She’d almost forgotten he was there. “Who is trying to get Rowan? Her father?”

Blake shook her head. “Chris is dead. This is his parents.” Her voice shook. “They want Rowan because they’ve always found me unfit.”

“We won’t let that happen.”

Blake’s head shot up at Graham’s voice. Maya moved out of the way, and Graham moved closer to Blake. Her heart raced, her body going numb at the sight of him.

“You must have broken like every traffic law to get here,” Derek said.

“I’m here. That’s what matters.” He turned to Maya. “You okay without Blake today? I’m taking her to my place so she’s there when Rowan gets out of school. Derek, you okay driving her car back to my place later with someone?” 

“Got it, just get me the keys.”

Blake held out her arms. When had everything fallen out of her hands into others’? This was so unlike her, and she hated it.

“Stop,” she said softly. “Stop trying to fix it. You can’t fix this, Graham. No one can.” She paused. “I appreciate everything you guys are doing, but I need to do this myself.”

Graham pinched her chin and forced her gaze to his. “You’ve been doing everything on your own long enough. We’re helping you, and you’re going to have to deal with it. Scream at me and hit me later. For now, we’re carrying your burden so you can get your head on straight.”

And with that eloquent statement, Blake promptly burst into tears.

Graham held her close, taking the papers from her hand, causing her to cry even harder. With each tear, she hated herself just a little bit more for not being able to hold it together. She’d been doing just fine for a freaking decade, but apparently, she couldn’t do it anymore. And it killed her that she wasn’t strong enough to be what Rowan needed now.

She must have said the last part out loud because Graham growled. “Keep calling yourself weak, and I’ll have to show you how strong you are. Now come with me, baby. We’ll handle this.”

“But you hate me,” she whispered, even as he led her to his car. She hadn’t looked at the others in the shop on the way out, her pride far beyond torn. How could she face them? How on earth could she ever repay them for picking up the pieces when she had nothing left to give?

Graham got her in the car and started the engine once he’d gotten into his seat. Then he sighed. “I don’t hate you, Blake. I was angry and said things I regret, but we’ll come back to that. Now, I’m going to need you to tell me everything you can as we get to my place. Can you do that? My brothers are getting your neighbor and daughter right now and will meet us. But I don’t know if you want to talk about everything in front of your kid. So tell me now, and let’s see how we can fix this.”

“We can’t fix this,” she said softly, her gaze on the window, unseeing.

“Doesn’t mean we can’t try,” he said gruffly. “Now talk, baby.”

She’d told herself she would tell the others anyway, so why not tell the man she’d been falling for? She didn’t know what would happen after this—if there was something after this—but she couldn’t keep it bottled up anymore.

Graham deserved to know what he’d put his family in the middle of.

He deserved so much more.

“I fell in lust with Chris when I was sixteen,” she began. “I thought it was love, but it wasn’t. I can see that now. We were high school sweethearts, you see. The prom queen and king with all the money and privilege in the world.”

“Hence the house,” Graham said.

“Hence the house.” She took a deep breath. “I was born a trust fund kid, a silver spoon in my mouth with forty spoons to spare. I had everything I ever wanted. My parents were the typical parents you read about with that much money and not enough love to shower on their child. They didn’t abuse me, didn’t neglect me, but they didn’t pay much attention to me once I started dating Chris. They were best friends with Chris’s family, so the match was perfect for them. They’d have their darling Blake married off to another rich family, and then we’d have perfect little babies and a perfect marriage. I wouldn’t need to go to college on their dime because I’d have found my husband already.”

Blake snorted. “God, I was such a young idiot.”

“We’re all idiots when we’re young.” A pause. “I married my high school sweetheart, after all.”

Blake looked over at him. Though his attention was on the road in front of them, his hands were fisted around the steering wheel. She knew she’d lose him again once she told him how not the sweetheart she truly was.

“We never married,” she said after a moment. “The day after graduation, we withdrew as much money as we could because, hey, it was our money, right? I figured I’d go to school after I lived a bit, you know? As for Chris? I don’t think he ever wanted to go back to school. He just wanted to party and live off his parents like his dad had done before he’d found his path. So he drank, and I drank with him. He smoked, but I didn’t since I never liked the taste. When he started doing drugs because some of his friends did, he scared me, and I broke up with him and ran back to my parents. They wanted nothing to do with me. Not that I could blame them. They disowned me, hit me, and called me a whore. So I lived on the streets for a couple weeks before I found a job as a receptionist at a tattoo shop and tried to figure out my life.”

She let out a breath.

“Chris got clean and I went back. I was so freaking stupid. I quit my job because Chris’s family paid for his lifestyle, while my parents threatened my life daily. His parents figured if they let him party it out, he’d come back to them. I don’t know if he ever would have, even if things had turned out differently. I was worse than an abuser, I was an enabler. I tried to get Chris off drugs, but it was never enough. When I got pregnant, I ran. I didn’t want my baby to be a part of that.”

She closed her eyes.

“Chris OD’d a few days after I had Rowan. He never met her, never knew I was having a girl. I was so scared someone was going to take her away from me, but they didn’t. I had a job, a roof over my head, and the determination to keep her.”

“That’s fucking brave of you, baby.”

Blake shook her head. “Not brave enough. My parents died in a car crash a few years ago. Slick roads and too much drinking. I never wanted the house, and I’m still not sure about what the will says about Rowan. Or frankly, me. But I don’t want anything to do with that place. They moved out of it when I came back the first time. The last time I stood in that foyer, my mother called me a whore and my father backhanded me. And when I left, they left, too, not caring about the building. That’s why I freaked out that first day when I got there.”

“Jesus.”

“Rowan’s never seen it. Never seen any of her grandparents. I’ve hidden her from my friends and moved around from job to job to make sure Chris’s parents couldn’t find me. I haven’t changed my name or anything that could get me in trouble, but I’ve done my best to keep under the radar. But when the estate came up, I knew my days of running would be over.” 

Graham pulled into his driveway and shut off the car. “They aren’t getting Rowan.” His voice was low, a little gravely.

“I don’t know how I can fight them. They have so much money and power, and I’m a piercer at a tattoo shop. My baby is such a smart little girl, and so freaking amazing, but if they get their hands on her, they’ll shut off the light that makes her my Rowan.”

Graham turned in his seat and cupped her face. “I’m not letting you lose your child, Blake. We’ll figure it out.”

Tears filled her eyes again, but she blinked them back. “I didn’t think you wanted any part of this.”

Graham ran a thumb under her eye. “I don’t know what I want or what will hurt less, but I can’t walk away when you need me.”

Before Blake could say anything to that, another car pulled up, and she stiffened, only to scramble out as Murphy got out of the passenger seat. He opened the back door, and Rowan piled out, her little legs running full steam to Blake, who had her arms open.

“Mom! What’s going on?” Rowan asked, her body shaking. “Are we running again?”

Her daughter had always known to be careful, and that things could change, but she’d done her best to shield her daughter from a past that would hurt. When Rowan was older, she’d tell her everything.

“Let’s talk inside,” Graham said as he made his way to Blake’s side. “Hi, Rowan, I’m Graham.”

Rowan’s eyes widened as she looked up, all the way up at Graham. “Hi. Your beard is really long.”

And despite the brevity of the situation and the fact that Blake had no idea what she was doing, she laughed.

Maybe, just maybe, they’d figure this out.

At least, she hoped.
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Graham had slept for shit, and he had a feeling he wouldn’t be sleeping well until things were sorted. While he’d been shaking inside like a leaf for the entire evening, he’d done his best not to scare a little girl who had done nothing wrong except being the same age that his daughter should have been.

After Blake had finished the introductions for everyone, she explained some of the situation to his brothers and Mrs. Gonzales with Rowan in the room; though he figured she kept some details vague for her daughter’s sake. Owen and Mrs. Gonzales had scrounged in his kitchen and had ended up making them all dinner. They ate while discussing an uncomfortable set of conversations that didn’t go too deep.

Afterward, Blake had told him she needed to make sure Rowan slept in her own bed that night. For that, he was grateful. Even though he would have let Rowan sleep over, he wasn’t sure he was ready to have another little girl sleep under his roof. Yeah, he was a selfish jerk, but he was working on fixing that. They’d all decided that things should be safe since it had been a formal petition and not something shady, but Blake would be locking the doors tightly.

He honestly had no idea what he was doing, but he was doing it anyway. When a guy from the shop had called him, freaking out because Blake looked like she was having a panic attack over something some guy in a suit had given her, he’d dropped everything. His brothers had done the same when Maya had called, saying she needed their help, as well.

 At that moment, it hadn’t mattered that he hadn’t seen or heard from Blake in four days. It hadn’t mattered that he’d kicked her out of his home and still hadn’t finished dealing with the thoughts running through his head at her revelation. She’d needed him, and he’d done his best to be there for her. He supposed that simple fact spoke more of his intentions than the idea that he needed time to think did.

He’d overreacted when he’d found out about Rowan, and though Blake had apologized, he hadn’t given her time to explain. Now that he’d heard about why she’d kept her secrets, he understood. It might have hurt at first, but if he’d been in a similar situation, he’d have done the same damn thing. At least, he hoped he would have because the sheer force of will and sacrifice that was Blake was something to be awed by. 

Blake was going to have a fight on her hands when it came to the legal aspects of keeping her daughter, and Graham had a feeling he would be right by her side. There was something between them, he knew it. Now he just needed to figure out what it was…and what he was going to do about it.

“Fuck!” 

Graham turned on his heel at the sound of someone cursing and something falling. He couldn’t tell if it was a wall or a ladder or something in between, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Workplace accidents weren’t uncommon on jobsites as they were working with thousands of moving parts and many of those parts were heavy as hell, but the Gallaghers had a low accident rate because they were very, very careful. 

He came to a stop as he caught a glimpse of the scene. Gary, one of his subcontractors, was on the ground, bleeding slightly from scrapes and what looked like road rash, while a stack of drywall they hadn’t put up yet lay on top of one of his legs. If his leg wasn’t crushed, it had to be at least broken. 

“Shit,” he grumbled as he pushed his way through the guys to kneel at Gary’s side. “What hurts? Has someone called an ambulance?”

“Already did!” a guy called out.

“Construction’s halted,” Owen said as he made his way through. “No one leaves, but no one even picks up a hammer. Got me?”

People grumbled, but for the most part, they were focused on Gary. 

“Talk to me, Gary,” Graham said as he tugged the water bottle out of his tool belt and gave it to the other guy. 

“I was just walking by, heading to the alcove to set up the next stage when it toppled over. It wasn’t too high or anything, but it just fell on me.” He winced, his eyes closed tightly. “Fuck, it hurts. I can still feel my toes, though, so that’s a good sign.”

It was a fucking great sign, but Graham didn’t say anything to that effect. “Well, just sit tight, Gary. We’ll take care of you.”

Gary rolled his eyes, even as sweat slid down his face. “I’d rather that hot chick with the really sexy legs who came that first day help me.”

Graham narrowed his eyes even as Owen held back a laugh. “She bites. I’d be careful.”

“As she’s Graham’s woman, I’d be more careful of him.”

Gary let out a breath, as the sound of sirens split the air. “Thank Christ someone with the good drugs is on their way. And did you say Graham found a woman? Must have hit my head on the way down.”

Owen outright laughed as Graham shook his head, grateful Gary had kept his sense of humor through all of this. 

By the time the ambulance had taken Gary away, Graham was ready to call it a day. They couldn’t work on the site until the insurance reps showed up, and frankly, Graham wanted to be sure the place was secure before anyone started on anything again. There was something not quite right about how Gary had gotten hurt, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Okay, the reps should be here in the morning,” Owen said as he put his phone back on his belt. “Either way, it’s Friday afternoon, and the crew should head out anyway. No use them staying on since you and I already recorded their statements, and the reps will do so on their own, too. Murphy’s at the other site now, but doesn’t need our help, or I’d say we go over there. I have some paperwork to do, but I think you should head to Blake’s.”

Graham’s brows rose. “Really? Just take the day off?”

“The day’s already over because of what went down, and Blake said Rowan only had a half-day today thanks to some teacher’s conference or something. So call your woman and go make sure she’s okay. She had a scare yesterday, and it looks like it’s only the beginning.”

Graham frowned. “I don’t now if she’s my woman anymore, Owen.”

His brother reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “Maybe she should be. And by the way, that Rowan? She’s a kick in the pants. Don’t…just don’t push her away because you’re thinking about Cynthia. Okay?”

Graham closed his eyes tightly, let out a breath. “I’m not going to treat the kid like shit.” But he’d already treated Blake like shit because of it. He wasn’t the ogre he threatened to be when things went to hell, but he was damn close.

“Just…be, okay?” Owen’s voice was so serious that Graham opened his eyes, startled. “We don’t get to just be often. Jake missed out on Maya and Border for freaking years because he kept missing chances. Murphy is only now starting to live like he has time left, rather than waiting for the shoe to drop. As for you… Hell, Graham, it was good to see you reacting over a woman, even if you did it in that growly asshole way of yours. I know that Blake having a kid was a shock, but you can roll with it if you need to. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

Graham looked at his younger brother, a new sense of respect settling over his skin. “What about you, Owen? Why aren’t you being?”

His brother met his gaze, his eyes going through a thousand different emotions before settling on bleak. “Just worry about yourself now, okay? That’s all I ask.”

Owen’s phone rang, saving him from any more questions Graham might have thought to ask, and he turned away. Knowing his brothers all had their own secrets, he let Owen be for now. But soon, he’d figure it out because he’d be damned if he let his brothers live only half a life because of missed opportunities and pain. Of course, that was just the pot calling the kettle black at this point.

With a sigh, he took out his phone and dialed Blake, hoping he wasn’t making yet another mistake by getting too close.

“Hey, everything okay?” she asked when she picked up.

The sound of her voice settled him even as it revved him up, and he knew he’d made the right decision even if it scared him. “We had a slight accident at the site.” At her gasp, he quickly continued. “Gary, one of our subcontractors, is hurt, but he’ll be okay. Everyone else is fine, but we’re taking the rest of the day off to deal with the aftermath.” He paused, not sure how to continue, then feeling silly about it. “Have you and Rowan eaten yet? Want to grab something?”

She was silent for so long, he was afraid he’d been cut off or had said something wrong. “We were just thinking about what to get for lunch. Do you want to meet at the burger place near my apartment? Rowan’s been talking about you all day.” She whispered the last part, and he knew it was because she was scared to mention her daughter to him. The fact that she felt that way killed him because it was his fault in the first place. He would have to change that, make sure Rowan never felt unwanted by any single person in her life. And as for his feelings for Blake? He’d have to figure those out as well because he didn’t like the hesitation and pain in her voice either.

 

 

When Graham pulled up to the burger place after he’d washed up a bit in the trailer at the site, Blake and Rowan were already there, though still in the car. He let out another breath and turned off the engine.

“Now or never,” he mumbled to himself and got out of the car. Since he’d parked only a couple of cars down from Blake when he closed the door, her head shot up, and she met his gaze. The look of relief and…need on her face overwhelmed him. Had it only been a week or so since he’d last had her in his arms, in his bed? It seemed like yesterday, and yet years ago all at the same time. 

Rowan got out of the car first, Blake right behind, and Graham braced himself. The little girl looked nothing like Cynthia and yet reminded him so much of her it hurt. While Cynthia had had black, straight hair and wide, blue eyes, Rowan had brown curls going out in all directions and brown eyes that seemed to see everything. Her eyes, mouth, and nose were all Blake, though, that much he could see.

“Hi, Mr. Graham,” Rowan said as she skipped toward him. “Mom said you were hungry for burgers like us. I’m glad because I didn’t really want the peanut butter and banana sandwich I would have had at home. Today, we had only a half-day at school so I didn’t get to learn as much as I wanted, but since I missed part of school yesterday, I still had to take my spelling test today when the others had a free day. That’s okay because I passed it with flying colors. Mom says I’m really smart, and I think so, too, but that’s because she’s smarter and teaches me everything. I’m better at math than I am at spelling, but I don’t think Mom likes math. She always gets a little line between her eyebrows when we do math.” Rowan put her finger over the spot on her own face and smiled. “See? Right here. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure I help Mom like math like I do. Math is fun.”

He blinked, trying to soak in everything that had come out of Rowan’s mouth in that short period of time. So short, in fact, he didn’t think she’d taken a single breath. For a split second, he thought of what Cynthia would have been like after a day of school. Would she have talked a mile a minute like Rowan? Or hold it all in like he did? Or perhaps, something in between?

He pushed those thoughts from his mind, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to wonder about what would never happen and that he should, instead, focus on the little girl in front of him.

“That sounds like a lot of good days all rolled into one. I like math, though not as much as my brothers, Owen and Murphy. Our other brother Jake hates math, though I think he liked English more than we did.” Graham didn’t quite remember as it had been a while ago, and they’d all settled into their lives beyond taking classes years ago, but he still liked thinking about how things had changed.

“Really? You have another brother?” She batted her eyes. “Is he as pretty as you and Owen and Murphy?”

Damned if he didn’t blush right then.

Blake threw her head back and laughed. “She just likes your beards. And, yeah, Rowan, Jake is pretty, too.”

Graham narrowed her eyes. “Jake is taken. As are you.”

She raised a brow. “Am I?”

Now or never, Gallagher. “Yeah, you are.”

“It’s not just his beard, Mom,” Rowan said with an eye roll. “Mr. Graham has pretty eyes, too. I want a burger. Can we get lunch now?”

Graham smiled at Blake despite the fact that his mind and heart were still going a thousand different directions, and he didn’t think twice when he held out his hand for Rowan. “Let’s start our date, shall we?”

Rowan smiled up at him, her eyes bright and happy as she slid her small hand into his. “Yes!”

Blake took Rowan’s other hand, met Graham’s gaze, and nodded, her eyes bright, as well. 

He hoped to hell he hadn’t made another mistake that would end with him curled in a ball on the floor, but for now, he’d take one step at a time. And if that step included taking a little girl and her mother to lunch so they could have one moment of peace before the storm hit, then he’d do it.

And when the pieces fell around him, he’d pick them up.

It was what he was good at, after all.

Restoring what was once lost, what could never be perfectly whole again.
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“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Blake said as she adjusted her skirt once again. Why had she worn such a short one, knowing she would be sitting in a car next to Graham for half an hour before their date? It kept riding up her thighs as she moved in her seat, and Graham would take one look at her and groan. This was not the best outfit to keep things calm and peaceful between them.

“It’s been four weeks since you got the papers, baby.” Graham kissed her palm, and she about melted right there on the spot. He was forever doing things like that, though she still wasn’t sure where they stood. “They haven’t filed anything else, and you have a lawyer who is going to fight for you. You need to take a breath, and I will be damned if I let you wear yourself down because of all of this.”

In those four weeks, Graham had been her rock. He’d gotten to know her more, the real her, gotten to know her daughter. He’d helped her find a lawyer and even offered to help financially. That was one thing she wouldn’t allow. She’d saved up for something like this, and hopefully, wouldn’t have to use everything she’d put away.

It had been four weeks of work, school, stress, worry, fear, and the constant source of peace and angst that was Graham.

And in those four weeks, she hadn’t had sex with the man.

Her vagina was on strike, apparently, and she was afraid it would never forgive her for keeping away from Graham as long as she had, even though he’d been so damn close. And from the way Graham always looked so…pent up…she had a feeling his dick wasn’t happy either.

Graham tangled his fingers with hers as he continued the drive, and she tried not to let her mind wander. So, of course, she did the exact opposite. 

He’d apologized for the things he’d said to her when he’d first found out about Rowan. And he’d kept apologizing until she’d asked him to stop. Though she’d been angry with him about it at first, she also couldn’t blame him for being upset that she’d hidden things from him.

Because, well, she had.

Every since Chris’s family had filed for custody, Graham had turned into the man he was before he’d learned the truth about her daughter. He was still gruff and grumpy a lot of the time, but she liked that part of him. He wasn’t perfect, and she was happy for that since she sure as hell wasn’t perfect either.

When they pulled into the parking lot of the pub, Graham squeezed her hand before letting go to turn off the engine. 

“You ready for nachos?” he said with a smile.

She turned to him and held back a sigh. If she weren’t careful, she’d fall in love with this man. Only, she was afraid she already had. 

She’d told herself she could be strong on her own, that she could do as she always had. Yet she’d broken a bit when she’d been away from Graham, and when he’d rushed to her side when she needed him most, she’d fallen even more.

She couldn’t love him. What if he thought being with her would be too hard because of Rowan? When the crisis abated, and things were settled, would he still want to be with her? 

She’d already broken a bit for him, and now, she was afraid she’d do it again.

It should have worried her more than it did, and yet, she knew she’d fallen.

She was in love with Graham Gallagher and had no idea what to do about that.

He cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “You’re thinking too hard right now, Blake. Tonight is supposed to be about us, about you. Let go of your worries, if only for a moment. Maya, Jake, and Border have Rowan tonight. They’re practicing the whole parent thing until the baby comes, and that means it’s just you and me. I know you’re never going to not worry, but at least worry a little less tonight.”

He leaned down after his words and brushed a soft kiss to her mouth. She sighed into him, deepening the kiss before she’d even realized she was doing it. He let out a soft growl before pulling back and resting his forehead on hers.

“Let’s get inside and eat a bit and maybe play a game of pool or two,” he said gruffly. “I want you so fucking bad, Blake, and keeping my hands off of you for the past month has killed me.”

She pulled back, her eyes wide. “Then why did you do it? Or rather, why haven’t you done me?”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You have such a way with words.”

She smacked his arm. “Hey, I’m serious. Why haven’t you made a move on me in the past month? I mean, we’ve been kind of together this whole time, but not really, you know? I don’t know where we stand, and that’s kind of freaking me out since I want to know that more than anything.” She shook her head. “No, not more than anything, but it’s well up on my top ten list of wants at the moment. So, yeah, where are we, Graham? Are we friends that make out but not have sex? Are we together? Or what? Because you ran to my side when I needed you, and I will always be grateful for that, but then we took two steps back to before everything happened, and I’m so freaking confused.”

Blake squeezed her eyes shut. “And now I sound like some crazy woman asking where our relationship is going, but hell, I don’t know where we’re at, let alone what happens after this. I spent so freaking long trying to figure out what to wear tonight because I didn’t know if this was between friends or something more. Then you kept touching me and growling at me, and I figured the skirt was a good idea, but then you said that we needed to go inside or something like that… I’m so freaking confused.”

She opened her eyes to see Graham staring at her. He ran a hand over his beard and nodded. “You sound confused as hell, and Blake? I’m confused, too. We didn’t really talk about us after our fight, just kept going anyway. So, yeah, I’m a little lost, too. But not so lost as to think that I don’t want you.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

He cupped her face. “I want you, Blake. In my life and in my bed.”

“But I have a daughter,” she whispered, ignoring the way his words brought warmth to her chest that she’d been missing.

“Yeah, and I like your kid. She’s a hoot, and makes you smile, so yeah, I like her. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, or how I’m going to react when things get more serious, but I’m here now. Is that enough?”

She pressed her lips together. That wasn’t enough, but she wasn’t sure what to say about that. “I guess it’ll have to be.”

He closed his eyes. “Blake…I care about you, and I want to be with you. Let’s just take it one step at a time.”

He cared about her. Well, wasn’t that just grand. She hated that she was upset at the idea that he merely cared for her while she was falling in love with him. While she’d fallen in love with him. And that was why she protected her heart, and in the end, would protect Rowan.

Graham had never stayed the night at her house, and she hadn’t stayed at his. They’d held hands in front of Rowan, and had kissed each other’s temples and cheeks, but they hadn’t proclaimed themselves. Rowan was curious, of course, but it wasn’t like she understood what was going on. Blake barely knew what was going on. So she’d be selfish and let Graham in just a little and let him care for her.

And when he left—because he would—when it got to be too much, she’d keep her daughter safe from a broken heart. Rowan might love talking to Graham and his brothers, but Blake would do all she could to ensure that Rowan didn’t become attached.

Blake had already lost that bet for herself, but in the end, the only thing that mattered was her daughter. 

Aware that Graham was still looking at her, she pasted on a smile and leaned into him, pressing a kiss to his lips. “I want nachos. How does that sound to you?”

Graham smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. She couldn’t blame herself for that, though, she had to protect what was left of her heart and keep her daughter from the dangers of what lurked after her…and the hazards that came with Blake falling in love. 

They ate nachos, drank a beer each, and finished off with soda and pool. She was on a sugar high and hadn’t eaten that much grease since the last time they’d come to the pub, but she felt a bit lighter nonetheless. She’d enjoy herself because she hadn’t been able to do anything like that in so long.

She’d continue working at Montgomery Ink. Graham would finish working on the estate before working on the next big project. She’d keep her daughter safe as she always had, and she’d use her new lawyer to make sure Chris’s parents didn’t have a chance to take Rowan from her.

Only, things never worked out as they should, and Blake was afraid if she didn’t keep trying, didn’t keep running, everything would fall apart around her once again.

Graham took her hand and squeezed as they made their way from the car to his house. “You’re thinking too hard again.”

She let out a shaky breath. “I’m scared.”

He let them inside before closing the door behind them and cupping her face. “What are you scared about?”

Him. The world. Her daughter. 

Everything.

“What if they take Rowan away from me?” She blinked back tears, annoyed that yet again she’d let her emotions get away from her. “I don’t know what I’d do without her, but more importantly, Rowan doesn’t want to live with them. They’ve never even met her. They didn’t even try until they figured they could take her away from me to punish me. They don’t love her, they don’t even know her. They just blame me for their son’s death, and want to punish me. And this is the only way they can think to do it.”

Graham wiped away her tears and kissed her lips, one soft brush, then another. “Breathe, baby.”

She did, though it didn’t help.

“They have no leg to stand on. You’re a good mom. Your kid is doing phenomenal in school. You have a roof over your head, a job with benefits, and one that will allow you to take time off to care for your kid. You have a support system here, even if we’re new. We’re not going to let these people take Rowan. The courts will see that. Will see that you’re so fucking strong, and a fucking amazing mom. Now, kiss me, babe. Kiss me and let me kiss you. Just be for a bit. Just be with me tonight. Can you do that? Can you let me take care of you? Because seeing you like this kills me, and the only thing I can think of tonight is making sure you know, making sure you feel that you’re cared for, that you’re with me.”

She melted into his arms. “I think…I think that sounds wonderful.”

“Do you want it slow?” he asked, his hand trailing down her back to cup her ass. “Or fast? Maybe a little of both?”

Her head tilted back, and she sighed. “Yes, please.”

He smiled before he took her mouth. When she moaned into him, he gripped her ass with both hands and lifted her up into his arms as she wrapped her legs around his waist. His hands massaged her as they kissed, their tongues colliding, their breaths coming in pants. 

Graham carried her to the couch and set her down on her feet so her heels were pressed to the back of the fabric and her butt rested right on top. When he tugged on her shirt, she lifted her arms, allowing him to slowly strip it from her body, their gazes never leaving each other. The coolness of the room sent shivers along her skin, goose bumps emerging.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said softly, his voice gruff.

With his eyes still on her, she reached around and undid the clasp of her bra. It fell into her hands in front of her, baring herself fully to him. He reached out and tugged on one nipple almost casually, though his gaze was still on her eyes. 

“I love your nipples. I can see them when you get excited or cold through your shirt. No matter how thick your bra is, I always know when your nipples are hard.” He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, flicking his tongue back and forth over the turgid peak.

“Jesus,” she groaned, her head falling back. He rolled her other nipple between his fingertips before switching sides and biting down. Her knees shook as he pulled away and pressed her breasts together with his hands, massaging and squeezing. 

“I love fucking these,” he growled before licking each nipple and pulling away again. “They’re too big for my hands, but for my cock? Just the right size. And hell, I love watching you overfill my hands with these gorgeous tits of yours.”

“Are you going to wax poetic about my boobs for the rest of the night, or are you going to make me come?”

He grinned at her before holding one breast and slapping at her nipple. She let out a shocked gasp that ended on a moan as the sharp sensation shot from her nipple to her clit. 

“Holy hell,” she gasped.

“Get mouthy with me again, babe. We’ll see how long you last before you’re coming on my hand, my face, my dick.” He moved quickly, his hand going up her skirt and around her panties as he speared her with two fingers. She screamed his name, her body shaking—though still only close to the edge, not falling over it. “You’re fucking drenched for me, Blake. Think you can come like this? With just my hands and your skirt still on? If you come right now, I’ll eat you out and lick up every sweet drop of your cream. What do you say?”

In answer, she rocked her hips, gripping his forearm to keep her balance. The fact that his veins popped out on his very muscled forearm as the rest of his hand was hidden by her skirt just made her hotter. She rolled her hips, fucking herself on his hand as she inched closer and closer to the edge.

When he pressed his thumb to her clit, she came, her knees shaking and her body breaking out in a sweat. Graham lowered his head to her neck and sucked, keeping her orgasm going as long as possible, longer than she’d thought possible.

He slid his hand out from under her skirt and licked his fingers clean before groaning. “Fuck, I missed your taste. On your back. Spread your legs. Now.”

Because she wanted to come again, she did as he ordered. Next time, she’d order him on his knees to eat her out, but for now, she just wanted his head between her thighs, his beard scraping her skin, and his tongue on her cunt.

She spread her legs, and Graham quickly stripped off his shirt before kneeling down in front of her and burying his face between her knees. Her body bowed as he licked her, sucked, and bit. When his hands joined in, she shook, coming hard enough that she was sure she’d almost strangled him as she clamped around his head. He pressed down on her inner thighs with his hands, spreading her even more as he licked along one side of her cunt, then the other. 

She tried to pull away, her body shaking, needing him, but he kept going. When the softness of his beard scraped her clit, she came. Again. 

She’d freaking come from his beard.

“In me,” she panted. “Now.”

He was naked with a condom on in the next blink. Where he’d found the damn thing, she didn’t know, but right then, all that mattered was that she was about to be fucked.

“You’re so fucking gorgeous when you come,” he growled as he slid his cock between her folds, teasing.

She reached between them and squeezed the base of his dick. “Less talking. More fucking.”

He thrust into her to the hilt, and they both shouted. When he leaned over her, gripped the back of her neck, and forced her gaze to his, she fell for him all over again.

“Just you and me, Blake. No one else. Nothing else except this, except what we have. You understand? It’s just you and me.”

She nodded, though she didn’t understand at all. And when he started to move, she fell into rhythm with him, her body and his becoming one, her soul breaking because she knew he might never be hers in truth.

But when he slowed, their eyes locked, her heart thudding and her mind whirling. They came together. This wasn’t just fucking, it was making love. She didn’t know what it meant, what it would mean in the future. When they fell into a pile of limbs on the couch, he tucked her close, and she closed her eyes, afraid he’d see too much.

He ran his hands down her body, and she burrowed into him, hiding her face.

She was in love with Graham Gallagher, and the idea that she’d have to let him walk away when the time came hurt more than she’d thought possible, more than she could bare. She shouldn’t have risked herself, but she’d never been good at making the right decisions.

So Blake would do what she did best: protect her daughter and try to do the same for her heart.

Again.
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Graham checked the time on his phone for the eighth time in the past thirty minutes and called himself all kinds of fool. Blake and Rowan would be at the site any moment to pick up Graham for lunch. The fact that Blake would take her daughter anywhere near the place she’d grown up in spoke volumes. But, apparently, she wanted to ensure that Rowan knew as much as she could about where she’d come from.

In light of the custody papers being filed, Graham agreed. Though nothing had come from the other family’s claims as of yet, Graham knew it was only a matter of time until the other shoe dropped and things began rolling quickly. Things like this took time to come to fruition, and while they waited and let the lawyers handle things, Blake was doing her best to keep Rowan as comfortable and happy as possible.

And since Graham wanted Blake in his life, he was doing the same and getting to know her daughter, as well. It surprised the hell out of him that he was even going to spend time with Rowan when his thoughts and emotions were going in a thousand different directions, but he couldn’t change things now. He’d told Blake he cared for her, and that meant he had to get over the past.

Easier said than done, especially when he wasn’t sure what he wanted in the first place.

However, no matter what happened, he couldn’t let Rowan get hurt because of him. He didn’t know what he’d do if anything like this had happened to Cynthia, so he’d do his best to keep this other little girl safe.

“Hey, when do you knock off for the day?” Owen asked as he walked into the room Graham worked on, tablet in hand. “Do you have time to look at a few invoices with me?”

Graham pinched the bridge of his nose. “I never have time to look at invoices with you. Isn’t that why we have you?”

Owen flipped him off, and the crew chuckled, including the new guy they’d hired to replace Gary. Thankfully, their former subcontractor would be back in the fold in a few weeks, but until then, they needed another set of hands, and this new guy, Sean, seemed to know what he was doing. Graham hated the fact that anyone had been hurt to begin with, and because of the accident itself, they had a whole lot more paperwork to deal with. 

Most of that had fallen onto Owen’s lap, and as much as Graham teased his brother about it, he knew he had to help with his share. He’d been in charge of the site that day, and he took his responsibilities seriously.

“Shut it. When do your woman and her kid get here?” Owen asked, and Graham rolled his eyes.

“In a bit. What’s up? What do you need?” Graham asked.

“An assistant and a beer, but right now, I just need your signature on a few things.” Owen flipped through the papers until he landed on the right one. “We have our custom historical floor guy coming in next week, but I still don’t think it’ll be what we need.”

Graham ran his hand through his beard. “We’ve already had this argument. If you don’t like him, why did we hire him?”

“Because he’s worked with us before and won the bid, but I don’t know.”

“Owen.” Graham didn’t have time for this shit today, not with Rowan and Blake showing up at any minute.

“I think this job is going to be too big for him. We took a chance on him because he’s worked with us in the past, but he’s also on the other bids with Murphy’s site, and he fucked up there. Remember.”

Graham let out a little growl. “Yeah, he brought the wrong planks, said the other shit was on the wrong truck or some crap.” He ran a hand over his face and went through options. “Okay, he shows up next week to finalize the bid and show us what he has. If there’s something off, then he’s out. We don’t need to work with him if it’s going to fuck things up. It’s not in the contract that we have to keep up with this if he’s not meeting his end of the deal. We gave him a pass on Murphy’s site, but we can’t on this one.”

Owen scribbled things down and worked on his tablet at the same time. “I still don’t like the sound of that, not when we don’t have a backup.”

Graham snapped his fingers as he thought of something. “There’s the other guy, Samuel something. He was eager to work with us. He’s a small company but organized. You like organized. If our normal guy flakes like it’s looking he might, then we get the new guy.”

“That’s going to fuck up our projections,” Owen complained.

“Yeah, well, they’re looking fucked up as it is, and you’re the one that brought it up. If our current guy makes nice, then we’re good. If not, we need a backup. I’m not going to go over-budget or screw up our timeline because of one guy who can’t get his act together. Plus, the historical society is riding my ass over something that I need Murphy for. So if our brother can’t get back here to this site and finish up the other, then we have an issue. And frankly, the only reason Murphy isn’t here now is because of the floor guy. So we’ll fix this.”

Owen went through the numbers with him while they walked back to the office trailer on-site, and Graham nodded along. It used to be easier when they weren’t the bosses and could just work with their hands. But now, everything relied on their decisions, and it was hard as hell to make sure they didn’t constantly fuck up.

But Graham would do what he did best while his brothers did their best, as well. In the end, they’d make this place shine.

They just had to get dirty along the way to get it done.

When they reached the door to the trailer, he saw Blake’s car pull up and he patted Owen on the shoulder. “Meet you inside?” he asked.

Owen followed Graham’s gaze and smiled. “Take your time. It’s good to see you guys together.”

He heard something in Owen’s voice that worried him. “We’re taking it slow. Just feeling each other out.”

“You’re spending time with her kid, she’s coming to visit you at work, and she’s coming to a place that has deep and personal memories for her. Because of you. I think you’re beyond serious, Graham.”

Graham ignored Owen and the way his brother’s words made more sense than he’d like them to and jogged toward Blake. Before he could reach out and hug her hello, Rowan ran up to him and threw her arms around his waist. 

He took a step back at the impact but wrapped his arms around her small shoulders. The lump that usually made its way into his throat didn’t come this time. When he saw her, he no longer thought of the daughter he’d lost who wouldn’t grow up; instead, he saw a little girl who brightened his day and deserved far more than a custody dispute and any feelings of being unwanted.

He’d call that progress if he could figure out the path he was on.

“We’re here!” Rowan said as she bounced around him, though he kept his hand on her shoulder so she wouldn’t fall. “Mom said we’re going to the salad place for lunch.” She crossed her eyes. “I hate lettuce, but I like putting things on lettuce. And then after you eat your salad, you can have soup and mac and cheese and chili and rolls and cornbread and pizza and cookies and sweets and then ice cream. All because you ate a salad!”

He couldn’t help but laugh as she kept going on and on about the things she’d have at the salad place. He wasn’t a fan of lettuce either, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell Rowan that. If this were one way to get the kid to eat her vegetables, he’d take Blake’s side on this. Plus, he knew from experience, the more you filled yourself up with salad, the less likely you’d be to eat too many sweets and carbs afterward. 

“Are you hungry, then?” he asked as she twirled around on one foot, pretended she was a ballerina.

“Starving,” Rowan said as she put the back of her hand to her forehead and pretended to swoon. “But Mom said you’re going to show us the place she grew up in first.” Rowan quieted down and toed one foot along the sidewalk. “Is that okay?” She leaned forward and beckoned to him, so he bent so she could whisper in his ear. “Will it make Mom sad if we look?”

And with that, he fell for Blake’s little girl just as hard as he’d fallen for Blake. That Rowan would want to take care of her mother’s feelings above all else spoke of how Blake had raised her.

Graham kissed her little cheek and gave her a fist bump. “We’ll take care of your mom,” he whispered back, not quite answering the question. He wasn’t sure how Blake would feel, but if she was here at all, then she was set on showing Rowan around. Graham would help them then because they couldn’t be alone. Not now. Not ever.

Blake cleared her throat. “Hi, by the way.”

He straightened and slid his hand on the back of her head before bringing her closer. “Hi.” He kissed her softly then, aware that it was the first time he’d fully kissed Blake in front of Rowan. “Welcome back to the site.”

Blake’s eyes widened, and she gave a cautious look in Rowan’s direction. Graham looked as well, and only saw stars in Rowan’s eyes. Blake’s whole body stiffened, but Graham did his best to soothe her. He might have made a mistake kissing Blake in public, but he wouldn’t take it back now. 

He’d fallen in love with Blake Brennen. Her daughter, as well. Now he just had to figure out what to do about it.

Graham took one of her hands and held out his other toward Rowan. “Ready for the tour?” 

Rowan slid her small hand into his and nodded, a bright smile on her face. “Yep! Do I need a hat like those guys?” She pointed to his crew, who were working hard and doing their best to try and look like they hadn’t just been staring their way.

Graham shook his head. “We aren’t going inside, actually. I’m going to give you the tour from the outside in the safe zones. When we get closer to being finished, I’ll take you and your mom inside.”

Rowan looked so disappointed, he had to hold back a laugh. “But I’m sure I can find a hard hat that fits you if that’s what you really want.”

The little girl raised her fist to the air and cheered while Blake groaned. 

“What?” he asked.

“She’s going to want to wear that around the house now,” Blake said dryly. “She’s already been using my measuring tape from the toolbox to measure things for you to build or fix. If she picks up a hammer, I’m afraid my little girl is lost to the construction bug, and I’ll have to be worried for my drywall.”

Graham chuckled but led them to the trailer anyway. “If she’s going to want to play, I might as well teach her a bit how to be safe about it.”

“I know a little home maintenance, but not enough to feed her curiosity I don’t think.”

Graham nodded. “Then I’ll help.” 

Rowan walked into the trailer first to meet with Owen, who gave her a high five and knelt down to talk hard hats and tablets. That gave Graham enough time to kiss Blake a little harder and smile.

“Hi again.” He brushed her hair back from her face. 

“Hi,” Blake breathed. “And stop that.”

“Not going to,” he promised.

“We’re going to need to talk about this,” she warned.

“Good.” Because they needed to for sure. Something was changing between them, and though he’d told Owen it wasn’t serious, that had been one hell of a lie.

Graham looked up as his brother walked toward them, his phone in hand. “I need to answer this. Have fun today.” With that, Owen left, and Rowan started to wander around the small trailer that hosted their office on-site. It wasn’t pretty, but it got the job done. 

“I’m going to go get you both a hard hat,” he said with a smile.

“I don’t need one, do I?” Blake asked as her phone rang. “I thought we weren’t going anyplace she could get hurt.”

Graham shrugged. “If she wants one, there’s no harm in her wearing one. As for you, if she’s wearing one, you’ll look cute in it. Now, answer the phone, and I’ll be right back.”

Blake’s eyes narrowed then widened as she looked at her read out. “It’s my lawyer.” She answered. “Hello? Yes, can you wait one minute for me to get outside so we can talk? Thanks.” She hit mute on her phone. “Go get the hats or whatever and I’ll be right outside the door. Is she safe in here alone” She bit her lip, and Graham wanted to kiss her worries away.

“She’ll be fine,” he promised. “Right, Rowan?”

Rowan was currently playing with four pieces of wood samples, making building blocks for herself. “Yep! I won’t leave. Or look at anything I shouldn’t. Promise.”

Blake nodded, her phone in her hand, and they walked outside the trailer to stand on the tiny walkway that led to the ground below. 

“Do you want me to stay?” he asked.

Blake shook her head. “Just come back quick. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

He kissed her hard, then ran off to get hard hats and make sure the crew was ready for visitors. He left her pacing in front of the trailer, one hand on her hip, the other keeping her phone to her ear.

Graham was as fast as he could be, grabbing the two smallest hard hats they owned and stopping by Owen’s side to make sure his brother knew what was up. He was on his way back to Blake when he heard the scream.

He dropped what he was holding and ran as fast as he could back to the trailer, Owen and the members of the crew that had been near, right on his tail.

“What is it?” he yelled as he got closer.

“Rowan!” Blake yelled. “Where are you? Rowan!” 

His heart thudded, and he sped up until he was right by Blake’s side. He took her by her arms and tried to get her to calm down enough to talk to him. “What’s going on? Where’s Rowan?”

Her eyes were wide, her face pale. “I walked in after I’d hung up and she wasn’t there. She isn’t there, Graham. Where is my baby?”

Owen cursed and ran into the trailer, calling for Rowan. Graham turned on his heel to the men and women on his crew. “Rowan might have run off. Help us find her. Drop what you’re doing. Got me?”

“We’ll find her,” one of his crew said.

“You got it, Graham,” another said. “Don’t worry, Blake, she might have just gotten curious. We won’t let anything happen to her.”

Later, when they’d found her, Graham would be grateful for his crew and their quick thinking on their feet, but for now, he was trying to stem his own panic so he didn’t freak Blake out any more than she already was.

“I need to call the police,” Blake said, her voice devoid of emotion. “What if…what if it’s Chris’s parents? What if they took her because they don’t think they’ll win? That was my lawyer calling just now to tell me that he thinks the case is going to get dismissed. What if they panicked? Where is my baby, Graham? Where is my Rowan?”

His hands shook, but he pulled out his phone. “We’re calling the police now, just in case. We’re going to find her, Blake. If it’s the last goddamn thing we do. I’m not letting another little girl get hurt because of things out of my control. Do you understand? We’re going to find her, and everything is going to be fucking fine.”

He was starting to panic, but oddly enough, it seemed to be helping Blake. She kept nodding, but the overwhelming sense of confusion radiating from her dimmed. Now she looked like she was on a mission.

“Hey, Graham?” Owen called out, and Graham turned on his heel.

“Did you find her?” Graham asked.

“Where is she?” Blake said as she pushed past him.

Owen shook his head. “I haven’t, but call the police if you haven’t already.” His mouth was set in a grim line as he met Graham’s face. “The back window of the trailer is open, and the blocks she was playing with are on the ground beneath it.”

“Oh my God,” Blake whispered. Graham wrapped his arm around her shoulders to keep her steady. He ignored the way she stiffened at his touch.

“And we can’t find Sean, the new guy. He was here earlier when Rowan and Blake first showed up, but he’s gone now. Might be a coincidence, but we need to call the cops.”

The ground beneath Graham’s feet shifted, and he felt as if he were falling. Only he wasn’t, and it was only his mind. 

Someone had kidnapped Rowan, and it had been on his site, on his watch. She’d been right there, and now he might have lost her.

He’d already lost one child.

He couldn’t do it again.

He dialed 911 and did something he hadn’t done since he’d buried his little girl.

He prayed.
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When the first police cruiser pulled into the parking lot, Blake knew this hadn’t been a dream, hadn’t been a nightmare, it was all too real. The wind rushed through her hair, though she could only feel the absence of the strands on her neck as it blew across her shoulders, not the wind itself. Her fingertips went numb, yet the skin on the rest of her arms was so sensitive it felt like hot coals danced along the fine hairs. Why that was, she didn’t understand.

She could hear her heartbeat in her ears as it echoed around her brain, but because she wasn’t moving as quickly as she could, she knew it had to be beating faster than she heard.

There was a metal taste on her tongue she would always associate with sheer panic and fear. 

Someone had taken her daughter, and there was nothing she could do about it. The years she’d spent doing what she could to keep Rowan safe had meant nothing. Her daughter was out there, in danger, and out of her hands. 

And every time a Gallagher brother tried to help her or touched her arm to keep her sane, she wanted to scream. She couldn’t rely on them, couldn’t rely on anyone. She couldn’t even rely on herself.

Because no matter what she did, it was always the wrong decision.

“Mrs. Brennen?”

She turned at the sound of the officer’s voice and stared bleakly at him. “Someone took my child.” She didn’t sound panicked, but she knew he could see it in her eyes. There was no hiding that, no hiding the innate fear that would come if they couldn’t find Rowan within the next few hours.

More cops came, more investigators. They didn’t let anyone leave the site and didn’t reassure her like she needed. Instead, she felt their stares, their recriminations as to who she was and how she could have possibly let this happen to her daughter.

Her world had crumbled, but she didn’t show the break. She didn’t have the right to show weakness until Rowan was back and safe in her arms. She’d deal with whatever came next, and once her daughter was returned, then and only then would she find a place to let her fears win.

Now was not that time.

While people prowled around the site, asking their questions and looking for answers, Blake stood between the Gallagher brothers, Graham on one side, Murphy and Owen on the other, and did her best to be who she’d pretended to be all along.

Someone far stronger than she truly was.

And just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, Chris’s parents pulled up to the site in their fancy car, stepping out in their fancy shoes.

“You!” Chris’s mother stormed toward Blake, her small purse clutched in her hands. “What have you done with our granddaughter?”

The police officer Blake had been talking to frowned at her before turning to the incoming drama. “Excuse me, ma’am, you can’t come here, this is an active scene. Who are you?”

Chris’s father raised his chin. “We are the Carmichaels, and your police chief personally called us when he heard the news of our granddaughter going missing. We have every right to be here.” He pointed at Blake, though he didn’t bother to look at her. “That, however, should be behind bars. How dare she let some lower class man near our granddaughter. That is how she was kidnapped. Have you arrested the lowlife? That one. The one with the beard and all the tattoos. It must have been him. They’re all alike, you know.”

Blake took one step forward to smack the look off the man’s face, but Graham gripped her wrist, holding her near him. She let out a breath, knowing he was probably saving her from jail time. Beating up the Carmichaels in front of witnesses, police officers at that, probably wasn’t the smartest move at the moment, but it was the only thing she could think of when she already felt so freaking hopeless and helpless.

“Why don’t you come over here with Officer Broderick,” the officer that had been speaking to Blake said, blocking her view of the Carmichaels. He motioned to another man in blue and nodded. “We’ll get all the information we can before we move on.”

“She was the one who did this!” Mrs. Carmichael spat. “She isn’t fit to be a mother. We want our granddaughter back.”

Officer Broderick led the Carmichaels to the other side of the site, leaving Blake with the Gallaghers surrounding her.

“I’m Officer Lansing, by the way,” the officer said softly. “I know you were a little stunned when I introduced myself earlier. I need you to tell me everything that happened.” He looked around at the Gallaghers and frowned, his gaze piercing. “I’m going to need to speak to you privately.”

“We’re her family,” Graham said as he squeezed her shoulder. “So if you’re separating us because you think we’re the ones that did this, you should know that little girl means more to us than anything. And her so-called grandparents over there just filed for custody, though they’ve never even met her. If you’re going to question anyone, question them.”

Officer Lansing narrowed his eyes. “Let’s get this all out in the open, shall we? Our goal is to find Rowan, Ms. Brennen. I need all the information I can get in order to protect her.”

Blake nodded and told him everything she could remember about how she’d ended up in this position. Without parts of the past, he wouldn’t be able to understand why the Carmichaels had been trying to gain custody in the first place. She wasn’t sure what to think regarding who had taken her daughter, but the thought of anyone touching one precious hair on her baby’s head made her want to scream and lash out. 

“They have more than one house,” Blake blurted after over an hour of speaking to the officers and detectives that had shown up.

“Excuse me?” Lansing asked. “What do you mean by that?”

Blake ran a hand over her face, her body exhausted. She pulled away from Graham when he reached for her. She couldn’t think when he was around, and because she’d opened herself, she’d risked her daughter’s life. She didn’t blame Graham for what had happened, she blamed herself.

So she wouldn’t let anyone in. Not again. As soon as she got her baby back, things were going to change. They had to if she was going to find any form of peace.

Knowing she was being watched, she answered the officer. “They have more than one estate. The Carmichaels. And I think they have a ski cottage in Vail, as well. At least, that’s what I remember from all those years ago. I don’t know why they took her, other than to hurt me, but I know they took her.” Her hands fisted, and her heart beat rapidly. “There’s that construction guy who you all say is missing too, and you’re out looking for him as well in connection to this. I don’t know how it all works or what happens next, but I need you to check all their houses.”

“We’re doing all we can to find your daughter, Ms. Brennen.”

“Then try harder!” she screamed then put her hands over her mouth, shaking her head. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “So sorry. I can’t…” She took a deep breath. “Can I go home now? In case Rowan calls there? Do you need me anymore?”

The officer gave her a pitying look. “Yes, you can go to your home. We’ll have an officer there with you, as well.”

She nodded, her body numb once more. As she started to move to where she’d parked, Graham slid his hand over hers.

“Let me drive you.”

She shook her head. “I need to go. I need to be alone.” She couldn’t think about what was going on with her and Graham right then. She needed him to not be there. If he was there, it was only a reminder that she’d messed up, and had trusted herself when she shouldn’t have. She needed to focus on Rowan. That was the only thing that mattered. Because she’d thought she might be able to have a serious relationship just once in her life, she’d taken her eyes off her daughter and had ruined everything.

“You shouldn’t be alone right now,” Owen said as he moved to her other side. “We’ll all go with you. What Graham said before was the truth, we’re your family.”

She met Owen’s eyes, then Murphy’s, before looking into Graham’s. The anger in his eyes burned, and she hoped it was for who had taken her baby and not her, but she wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

“Fine,” she said softly. She was too tired to fight them. She’d fight for Rowan, but not herself. Not right now.

She slid into the passenger seat of her car as Graham drove her home. The other Gallaghers had said they’d take care of the other vehicles on the lot as well as the site itself before they joined them at her place. She didn’t know what they planned, but she pushed it to the side. If she focused on every little thing around her, she’d break. And she couldn’t be there for Rowan if she was truly broken beyond measure.

When they pulled into her parking lot, she nodded at the cops, who nodded back, and then she got out of the car. Mrs. Gonzales ran to her, throwing her arms around Blake.

“Oh, Blake, I’m so sorry,” the older woman cried as she hugged Blake close. Blake forced herself to hug the other woman back. Her arms were too heavy, and she wasn’t functioning on all levels.

“We’re going to find her, Mrs. Gonzales,” Graham said from their side. “I’m going to get Blake inside now. Are you okay alone? My brothers will be here soon, as well.”

Mrs. Gonzales pulled away from Blake before reaching up to pat Graham on the cheek over his beard. “Take care of our girl. I’ll be fine at home. But if you need anything, you let me know.” She rolled her shoulders back. “I’m going to cook for these fine officers who are going to find our baby. They will need the energy.” She pointed at Blake. “And you’re going to eat my food, too. You can’t fade away, or there won’t be anything left when Rowan gets back. She will be back, my darling.” And with that, Mrs. Gonzales stomped away, her mission clear.

Blake could have hugged the other woman for it, but she didn’t even have that in her. With her back straight, she made her way up the stairs and into her apartment, Graham on her heels.

“You need to sit down,” he said after a moment.

That’s when she realized she’d been standing still in the middle of her apartment, not saying anything. She didn’t like this numb version of herself. How could she function and be of any help if she could barely move?

“I’m fine.”

She wasn’t fine.

“Do you want to take a shower?” Graham asked. He reached out and cupped her chin. 

She backed away. 

The hurt look on his face pierced her, but she knew it was for the best. She already wasn’t doing what she needed to do, and having Graham touch her wouldn’t help.

“Why would I need a shower?” she asked, her voice wooden.

Graham stuck his hands in his pockets, looking as lost as she felt. “Because you think in the shower. It’ll clean away some of the day so you can focus better.” He sighed. “I don’t know, Blake. I’m just trying to help.”

“Well, I don’t need your help.” She inhaled through her nose. “You’ve helped enough. So go, okay? I’m home. I’m safe. But my daughter isn’t. I need to focus on that and nothing else.”

He opened his mouth to speak but stopped when someone knocked on the door. “I’ll go answer that,” he said softly.

She pushed past him, though. What if it was Rowan? Blake knew she was acting like a bitch to Graham when all he’d done was try to help her, but she couldn’t trust herself if she let him get close. 

When she opened the door, it wasn’t Rowan, but Maya, Jake, and Border. “What are you guys doing here?”

“Are you kidding me?” Maya asked. “Where else would we be?” Maya hugged Blake tightly and moved out of the way so Jake and Border could file in. They hugged her, too, and before Blake could shut the door, Owen and Murphy were there, as well.

She should have felt loved, needed with everyone there for her. But she couldn’t quite understand how it had all happened. She’d spent the majority of her daughter’s life keeping people at arm’s length, but now there were countless people in her home, worried for her and Rowan. She could even scent the food cooking from Mrs. Gonzales’s apartment that Blake knew would soon be in her own place. 

These people cared for her and were worried about Rowan. She should be grateful, and yet, she felt like a first-class bitch.

She needed them gone, out of her way so she could be who she needed to be. Things had been safer when she was alone. And yes, that sounded idiotic since none of the people in her apartment were directly responsible for what had happened, but she couldn’t help but be irrational right now.

Graham put his arm around her waist and brought her back to his chest. “Breathe, Blake. You need to breathe.”

She hadn’t been aware that she’d been holding her breath, so when she exhaled, her lungs burned and her head went fuzzy.

“I think I’ll take that shower now.” It was the only place she could be alone.

The others gave her understanding looks, and she hated the pity on their faces. She quickly scurried away, taking her cellphone with her just in case someone called, and turned on the shower. As soon as the water was hot enough to scald, she stripped down and put her whole body under the spray.

Only then did she let the tears come.

Her body shook, and she sobbed, her throat aching as she screamed and thrashed. The tears mixed with the hot water, sliding down her face and into the drain at her feet. She ached for what was going on, but nothing compared to her thoughts of her daughter and what she must be going through right now. She prayed that whoever had her wouldn’t hurt her. Maybe they’d only wanted to scare Blake, but would keep Rowan safe? She wouldn’t dare think of anything else, because if she did, she’d break down even more. 

She shouldn’t have even taken the time to break down now as she had, but she hadn’t been able to hold it in any longer.

When the bathroom door opened, she closed her eyes, trying to calm her tears. As someone pulled the curtain back and turned off the water, she opened her lids, only to see Graham there. He gave her a look that she couldn’t interpret and reached around to grab a thick towel she’d put on the hook next to the shower. When he wrapped it around her, she leaned into him, knowing she shouldn’t. She needed to keep her distance, but right then, she was going in so many different directions, she didn’t know what to do.

Instead of leading her out of the shower, he picked her up and cradled her to his chest.

“You’re going to get your clothes wet,” she whispered.

“Fuck my clothes. Let’s get you dressed and dry so you don’t catch a cold.”

She looked over his shoulder and reached out. “I need my phone.” 

He shook his head. “It’s in my hand behind your back. If someone calls, we’ll know.”

Graham set her on her feet and let the towel slide away so she stood in her bedroom, naked and bare. She’d been this way before with him, of course, but there was nothing sexy about this time. He ran the towel over her body, being as gentle as he could with those large hands of his, before wrapping the towel around her shoulders and turning back to her dresser.

He hadn’t been over to her place enough to know where things were, so it took him a bit to find her some clothes. Of course, if they’d been at his place, she’d have been able to find anything of his because he’d let her in.

She’d always kept him a little bit apart from her, even when she’d told herself she loved him.

And yet, no matter how hard she’d tried, her world had still fallen out from under her.

He helped her dress in silence as her heart thudded in her ears. She didn’t like this person she’d become and knew she needed to snap out of it and do her best to find her daughter.

She let out a breath when Graham finished helping her dress, and she ran her hand over his beard. “Thank you.”

Graham sighed, his body shaking. “God, Blake. I don’t know how to help you. That little girl means so fucking much to me, and I’m at a loss as to how to help. I wish there was someone to tell us what to do right now, but no matter what, I’m here if you need me. Okay? I’m here.”

She nodded, though she wasn’t sure what to do either. Without another word, she pushed past him into the living room where the others had gathered. Mrs. Gonzales had brought over food, and according to Murphy, had gone back to her home to cook more for “the nice policemen.”

Blake ran a hand through her wet hair, annoyed with herself for not putting conditioner in it or even bothering to brush it. But who cared about that when Rowan was gone?

Her phone rang, and she pressed answer without even looking at it. The room went so silent she could hear her pulse in her head. “Rowan?”

“Ms. Brennen, this is Officer Lansing. We have Rowan.”

Her legs went out from under her, and she fell to the ground. Graham was there by her side while the others moved toward her in the next instant.

“Is she okay? Is she hurt? Can I talk to her?”

“Oh, thank God,” Owen whispered, but Blake waved him off. She needed to be able to hear Officer Lansing.

“She’s unharmed, though we still have paramedics doing a check up just in case. We’re going to bring her to your home soon and go over everything.”

Tears once again slid down Blake’s cheeks. “What happened? Who took her? Can I talk to her?” She asked the last question again, needing to hear her daughter’s voice.

“Rowan is with the paramedic right now, and then we’re putting her in the car and heading down to your place. I’m not near her, as I’m in Denver, and Rowan was found in Vail. Otherwise, I would put you on the phone with her right now.”

“Vail?” she pursued, her eyes going wide. “She was at the ski cottage, wasn’t she? Oh my God, they actually took her.”

“It’s looking that way, ma’am. But we won’t know more until we continue our investigation. Just hang tight. We will bring your daughter home shortly.” 

She nodded, though he couldn’t see her, and hung up the phone after he’d given her an approximate time.

“They found her,” she whispered.

“The Carmichaels actually took her?” Graham cursed. “Are you fucking serious?”

Blake blinked up at him. “Yeah, it looks like it. I know my lawyer called earlier about how the case might be dismissed, but I never truly thought they’d take matters into their own hands like this.”

“But what about the subcontractor, Sean?” Owen asked.

She shook her head. “I…I don’t know.”

She didn’t know much of anything except that her baby was coming home.

Thank. God.

 

 

It took almost two hours for Rowan to come home. Between the drive, traffic, and paperwork, Blake was afraid she was going to pull out all of her hair before she saw her baby girl again.

When the officer opened the back door of his cruiser, Rowan jumped out and ran full tilt toward Blake. Blake met her daughter halfway, crushing Rowan to her. 

“Oh my God, Rowan. I love you so freaking much.” She bent down and cupped Rowan’s face before checking her over. 

“I didn’t want to go with the bad man, Mom. I swear. But he made me.” Rowan started crying, and Blake broke for her. “I missed you so much. Please don’t make me live with the mean people. Please.”

Blake held her daughter close. “You’re never going with them. You’re only going to stay with me, my darling. You’re mine.”

When Graham stood by Blake’s side, Rowan pulled away and jumped into Graham’s arms. He looked startled for a moment, then picked her up and hugged her close.

“I’m so glad you’re here, squirt.”

“I love you, Mr. Graham,” Rowan said as she nuzzled into Graham.

Blake stood on shaky legs, her heart breaking. There must have been something on her face because Graham looked just as broken. He set Rowan on her feet and patted her back. “Go back to your mom, baby. She needs you.”

Rowan nodded and clung to Blake again. 

“We’re safe now,” Blake said softly. “You can go.” 

Graham met her gaze, resignation on his face. “If that’s what you want.”

“It’s what I want,” she whispered.

He pressed his lips together before giving her a tight nod and turning on his heel. Owen and Murphy, who had witnessed the entire exchange, just shook their heads and followed their brother to the vehicles.

She knew she was making a mistake, but she couldn’t think too hard about that, not when she had to put Rowan first. Her daughter would always be first. Even over herself.

Though Rowan was far too big, Blake picked her up and carried her a bit before they reached the stairs. “Let’s go get you inside while the officers talk.”

“Where is Mr. Graham going?” Rowan asked as she wiped her face.

“Home, honey. Now let’s get you home. It’s just the two of us, right? We’re a good team.”

Rowan sniffed but walked up the stairs, Blake on her heels. 

 

 

It turned out, the subcontractor that the Gallaghers had brought on to replace their injured man had actually been hired by the Carmichaels. And he’d apparently had another plan in place if Owen had gone with someone else. He had also been the one to hurt Gary on the site. He’d confessed everything pretty quickly once he’d been found. He hadn’t hurt a hair on Rowan’s head, but had scared the hell out of everyone.

The Carmichaels were being brought up on charges, and Blake was told the custody issue would be off the table forever. Maybe one day she would relax about that, but for now, she needed to tuck her daughter in. Though Owen and Murphy had left with Graham, Maya and her men had stayed.

They’d helped to clean up and kept they press at bay since an Amber Alert had been issued. They’d done so much for her, and yet all Blake wanted was to be alone with her daughter. 

“It’s time for bed, baby,” Blake said softly. “Do you want to sleep with me or in your own bed?”

“With you,” Rowan said, her eyes sleepy. “But I want Mr. Graham to read me a story. I like his voice. He makes me feel safe.”

If someone had stabbed her in the heart right then with a rusty knife, it wouldn’t have hurt as badly as hearing that.

“Graham isn’t here, baby.”

Rowan sniffed. “But I want Mr. Graham.”

“How about I read you a story, munchkin?” Jake said from behind them. “I don’t have as deep of a voice as Graham, but he used to read to me a bit when we were kids so I can get the voices right.”

Rowan’s shoulders dropped, but she nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Jake.”

“No problem, hon.” He gave Blake a look and moved past her. “Now, what are we reading?”

Blake let them find a book, and she went into her living room, her mind not up to figuring out the next step.

“What do you need from us?” Maya asked. She had her hand on her belly, and Border stood like a silent sentry by her side.

Blake licked her lips. “I need you guys to leave. Thank you for being here. I will forever be grateful and in your debt. But I need everyone to go.”

Maya shook her head. “Don’t do what I did and push everyone who cares about you away when you get scared. Okay, Blake? Don’t distance yourself.”

Blake raised her chin. “Just go. Please.”

They stared at her a bit before packing up their things. Jake came out of the back area soon after and shook his head before leaving without a word.

Soon, she was alone. Sure, Rowan was in the next room, but she was still alone.

That was where she’d always been, and where she needed to be.

She didn’t deserve anything more.


 

16

 

 

The sun beat down on Graham’s face, and the breeze that slid over his skin did nothing to tame the heat. It had been far too long since he’d stepped foot in this place, but he knew it was past time he said what he needed to say. 

Today was the anniversary of Cynthia’s death, and he knew this was the only place he should be. It might have killed him a bit with each step, but this year, of all years, he wasn’t as heavy walking toward her grave.

He’d had a glimpse of the light beyond the darkness with Blake and Rowan, and that had shown him that just maybe he had another chance at life.

Not that he knew what he was going to do with it once he figured out the next step.

As he made his way through the maze of gravestones, flowers, and symbols of loss and memory, he let the breath he’d been holding seep from his lungs. He would say goodbye today, knowing it wouldn’t be the last time, but a different one nonetheless. And when he was done, he’d find a bottle to drown himself in.

Only for the night.

He’d earned that right, even though it shamed him.

Standing at her grave was the one person he’d called to meet him there. Jake, Owen, and Murphy had offered to stand by him as he placed flowers on his little girl’s grave, but he’d waved them off. As her uncles, they had made their own form of peace and grieved by his side. They would be coming by later, he knew, but for now, there was only one person who needed to be there with him.

One last time.

“You came,” he said as he walked to her side.

Candice brushed her hair back from her dark eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I did. Of course, I did.” She let out a breath. “Before…well before, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for coming to you like I did that day. I’m sorry for what I said to your Blake and how rude I was. I was just so lost, and I took it out on you. Mostly because I know you can take it. That’s not how I am, Graham. And that’s not how we are. I know we aren’t friends anymore, but we made a life together once. I shouldn’t take my pain out on you because that life isn’t there anymore.”

Graham stuffed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I was so angry with you that day. Actually, I was angry at you a lot.”

“I was the same way,” Candice said with a sigh. “That’s why we aren’t married anymore. But I want to think that Cynthia is looking down on us, and I don’t want her to see her parents hating each other.” His ex-wife held out her hand. “I’m sorry for the way I acted, and know that I won’t be coming by your house ever again. But I do hope that one day we will meet each other again. Maybe here.”

He stared at her hand a long time before reaching out to shake it. Then he pulled her close for a hug so he could say goodbye. 

“Maybe not next year,” he said softly. “But possibly the year after. We’ll meet here and show our baby girl how our lives are.”

Candice pulled back and nodded, wiping away her tears. “I’d like that. And you should bring your brothers with you. I know they’re your rocks, even if you try not to think about that.” She paused, frowning. “And maybe Blake, too. If I didn’t ruin that.” 

Graham shook his head, letting out a rough chuckle. “No, I think I might have ruined that all on my own.”

“Oh, Graham, I hope that’s not the case. You were so angry with me for hurting her that I figured she must mean something to you.”

“She does.” He shrugged. “But I don’t know what’s going to come of it. And Candice? I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”

She smiled softly. “I understand.” She turned to their daughter’s gravestone. “We come here for her birthday and the anniversary. This guy I was dating said it was too much, that I cling too hard to something so far gone. But how can coming here two days out of the entire year be too much?”

Graham swallowed hard. “Did you break it off with that guy?”

Candice snorted. “He didn’t last long after he mocked my pain.”

“Good. And as for us coming here? We’ve moved on, even if we’re moving forward and backward at the same time it seems. Us coming here is for her memory, and frankly, for our own. We’re not going to forget her.”

“I won’t. Even though I tried to when it first happened because it hurt so much. But I’ll never forget her.”

“Then we’ll put our flowers on her grave, tell her about our days, and come back for her birthday.” Graham swallowed the knot in his throat. “I’m stronger than I was when we first started doing this, and I know you are too now. And if the time comes when we don’t need to see this piece of what she was in order to mourn the way we need, we’ll face it.”

Candice looked at him over her shoulder. “You are a good man, Graham Gallagher. I hope you and Blake work it out. You deserve your happy.”

Graham let out a breath but didn’t say anything in answer to her words. He didn’t know what would happen with him and Blake. She’d kicked him out and closed herself off. He’d seen her wrap her shields so tightly around her she could barely breathe.

As he said goodbye to his daughter and the woman he’d once loved, he thought about the woman he loved now and the little girl he wanted to be a part of his life. They would never replace what he’d had. There was no way that would ever be a problem with him. But he had to make sure that Blake understood that while he’d given her space now, he wasn’t giving up completely.

He loved that woman and everything she brought with her. She might send him over the edge sometimes with her quick temper, but he knew he couldn’t live without it. 

He laid the flowers he’d brought on Cynthia’s grave and let out a breath. “I love you, baby,” he whispered. “Be good up there. And when my time comes, I want a hug, okay? I think about you every day, even when I’m learning to love again. You taught me that I could feel and just be. You’re my everything, darling, and because of that, I learned I could have more. So, thank you, baby girl. Rest in peace, Cynthia. Rest in peace.”

And with that, he walked with Candice out of the cemetery, leaving her at her car as he made his way to his. He wouldn’t see his ex-wife again until they met up at the gravesite. Even then, he wasn’t sure they’d even come at the same time. They weren’t the same people they once were, but he had a feeling that they were becoming the people they needed to be.

And it was because of Blake that he was able to be that man.

He just hoped she’d give him the chance to do it.

 

 

It took four days to make the appointment, and by the time he’d stepped into Montgomery Ink, his nerves were fried. There was probably an easier way to come face-to-face with her, but this had been the first thing that had come to mind. Of course, he was physically putting his body on the line to do it, but what was a little pain when it came to love and finding out if forever was a done deal or not?

When he opened the door to the shop, Derek raised a brow at him but didn’t stop working. Maya just shook her head and pointed to the back area where Blake would hopefully be. As Maya had been part of the planning process for this, he hoped she was still on his side.

“Here goes nothing,” he mumbled to himself.

“Just don’t fuck it up,” Derek called out, and the others laughed.

He flipped them off and made his way to the piercing room in the back of the shop. She stood there with her back to him, reaching up for a box of gloves. The action pulled on her shirt and let him glimpse a peek of her skin. Her ink.

He loved everything about this woman, and he’d be damned if he let her push him away forever.

“Blake.”

She turned on her heel so quickly she ended up dropping a stack of boxes. Since the top one had been open, gloves went everywhere. One box landed near his foot, and he calmly bent to pick it up.

“I think you dropped this,” he said slowly. Smooth, Gallagher. Real smooth.

“You’re here,” she breathed. “What are you doing here?” 

“I have an appointment.”

Her eyes widened, and she tossed the boxes on the counter. “You? But I thought this was for a guy named Steve. He wants his nipples pierced or something. I don’t know since Maya took the appointment.” She snorted. “I take it you’re Steve, but do you really want your nipples pierced?”

Graham moved forward slowly so he wouldn’t spook her and cupped her face. “Yeah, I think I do. But first, I want you to know I love you, Blake. I love you so fucking much. It hurt like hell to walk away from you and Rowan when you asked, but I did because you asked. Don’t make me leave again, Blake. Don’t tell me to walk away. Because I will. Only for you. But you know what? Every time you tell me to walk away, I’ll come right back. I love you, Blake. Be with me. Take me back.”

He hadn’t meant to blurt that out so quickly, but apparently it had been the right thing to say because a smile spread over her face. 

“Say it again.”

He frowned. “All of that. Because I don’t know if I can get it all down the right way a second time.”

She shook her head. “No, not all of it. Just the part where you tell me you love me.”

He grinned then and rubbed his thumbs along her cheekbones. “I love you, Blake Brennen.”

“I love you, too, Graham. I’ve loved you a lot longer than just today, too.” 

He was pretty sure his heart was going to burst from his chest at those words, but he didn’t crush his mouth to hers, not yet. He was almost forty years old, and had never felt anything like this.

“I know I shouldn’t have pushed you away,” she continued. “I knew I was making a mistake as soon as I watched you walk out the door. Only I didn’t know how to tell you that I was an idiot and I wanted you in my life. I suck at making good choices, and I thought that being with you was the wrong one. But hell, I made things worse because I kept second-guessing myself. You’re it for me, Graham. Don’t walk away again, even when I ask. Just be there with me, even when I’m a little crazy, and I’ll be right by your side when you do the same.”

He snorted. “Calling me crazy?”

“Yeah, but that’s why we fit.” She closed her eyes and let out a breath. “Damn it, you totally stole my thunder, you know.”

He tilted his head. “Huh?”

She rolled her eyes. “I was actually going to come to you today since Rowan is at school finally, and I had a free afternoon. Then Maya made this appointment, and I couldn’t get out of it. Turns out it was you!” She shook her head, laughing. “I can’t believe it was you.”

“I would have been here sooner, but you were booked yesterday and had taken some time off to be with Rowan. She doing okay, babe?”

Blake nodded. “Yeah, she’s so freaking strong. Though she’s been sleeping in my bed, I think she’ll be okay in her own in a bit.” She bit her lip. “She’s been asking for you.”

“I know.”

Her head shot up. “What?”

Graham shrugged. “Jake told me she wanted me to read to her. Killed me that I couldn’t do it.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Killed me, too. And that’s how I knew I’d really stepped in it.”

Graham kissed her softly, his world finally settling after being off-kilter for far too long. “Marry me, Blake. Let me make you mine in truth. And Rowan, too. Be my family.” He paused. “I’m not replacing the family I lost. I want you to know that. But I want to make a new family with you. Can you do that? Can we do that?”

Blake threw her arms around his neck. “Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you, and oh my God, Rowan is going to be so happy. I mean, I’d have asked her first before I answered, but she’s been all about you since you left so I don’t think it’s going to be a problem.” She kissed his face, and he laughed with her, holding her close. “Graham, Blake, and Rowan Gallagher. I like the sound of that.”

Graham’s heart swelled to twice its size. “I fucking love the sound of that.”

Blake slid back down his body and landed on her feet. “Did you really come here to get a piercing, by the way? Or was it just to get me alone? Because I’ll totally pierce your nipples right now. They’d be so hot pierced.”

Graham chuckled. “Yeah, actually, I think that sounds perfect.” He pulled a box out of his pocket. “Fitting since I have a ring for you here. You can give me a ring or two for my nipples. Or maybe a barbell, but that kind of ruins the symbolism.”

Blake froze. “You…you have a ring.”

Graham rolled his eyes and went to one knee. “Of course, I have a ring. You already said yes so you can’t take that back.”

“He’s so romantic,” Maya said dryly from behind them.

“Fuck off, Maya,” he growled.

“You ever realize how many people you tell to fuck off in that growly tone?” Derek asked innocently.

Graham ignored the fight behind him and stared into the eyes of the one woman for him. “What do you say, babe, will you wear my ring?”

Blake bit into her lip. “Hell, yeah. And I can’t wait for you to wear mine.”

He slid the solitaire on her finger and crushed his mouth to hers. He had his woman, his life, his everything. 

Graham never thought he’d end up in a new life with a new family. He honestly thought he’d die the same way he’d been living—alone yet content. Working with his hands and half his heart. Then Blake had sauntered into his life and onto his jobsite. He should have known from the second time he’d seen her with his brother’s dick in one hand and a needle in the other that he’d fall in love with her, but sometimes, it took a little more than that for him to get it.

She had restored the faith he had in life and the idea of a future. He’d built the foundations long ago, though he had been afraid they’d cracked when he’d lost his purpose. But she’d restored who he was and would help him build a new life.

“I love you,” he whispered.

She ran a hand through his beard. “I love you, too. Now get on the table and take your shirt off. This will only hurt a bit.”

He laughed but did as she asked. “You’re the only woman I trust with a needle and barbell in her hand anywhere near me. Just saying.”

Blake smiled and patted his beard again. “Aw, you really do love me.”

He reached around her and gripped her ass. “Yeah, I do. Now pierce me so we can go home and fuck.”

She batted her eyelashes. “Aw, baby, you say the sweetest things.”

Graham smiled and watched as she worked. He wasn’t the most eloquent of men, but he knew she understood him and his meanings better than anyone. 

He’d found his Blake, his family, his future. And with each new day, he couldn’t wait to see where this woman took him next.
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“If you don’t turn that fucking music down, I’m going to ram this tattoo gun up a place no one on this earth should ever see.”

Austin Montgomery lifted the needle from his client’s arm so he could hold back a rough chuckle. He let his foot slide off the pedal so he could keep his composure.  Dear Lord, his sister Maya clearly needed more coffee in her life.

Or for someone to turn down the fucking music in the shop.

“You’re not even working, Maya. Let me have my tunes,” Sloane, another artist, mumbled under his breath. Yeah, he didn’t yell it. Didn’t need to. No one wanted to yell at Austin’s sister. The man might be as big as a house and made of pure muscle, but no one messed with Maya.

Not if they wanted to live.

“I’m sketching, you dumbass,” Maya sniped, even though the smile in her eyes belied her wrath. His sister loved Sloane like a brother. Not that she didn’t have enough brothers and sisters to begin with, but the Montgomerys always had their arms open for strays and spares.

Austin rolled his eyes at the pair’s antics and stood up from his stool, his body aching from being bent over for too long. He refrained from saying that aloud as Maya and Sloane would have a joke for that. He usually preferred to have the other person in bed—or in the kitchen, office, doorway, etc—bent over, but that wasn’t where he would allow his mind to go. As it was, he was too damn old to be sitting in that position for too long, but he wanted to get this sleeve done for his customer.

“Hold on a sec, Rick,” he said to the man in the chair. “Want juice or anything? I’m going to stretch my legs and make sure Maya doesn’t kill Sloane.” He winked as he said it, just in case his client didn’t get the joke.

People could be so touchy when siblings threatened each other with bodily harm even while they smiled as they said it.

“Juice sounds good,” Rick slurred, a sappy smile on his face. “Don’t let Maya kill you.”

Rick blinked his eyes open, the adrenaline running through his system giving him the high that a few patrons got once they were in the chair for a couple hours. To Austin, there was nothing better than having Maya ink his skin—or doing it himself—and letting the needle do its work. He wasn’t a pain junkie, far from it if he was honest with himself, but he liked the adrenaline that led the way into fucking fantastic art. While some people thought bodies were sacred and tattoos only marred them, he knew it differently. Art on canvas, any canvas, could have the potential to be art worth bleeding for. As such, he was particular as to who laid a needle on his skin. He only let Maya ink him when he couldn’t do it himself. Maya was the same way. Whatever she couldn’t do herself, he did.

They were brother and sister, friends, and co-owners of Montgomery Ink.

He and Maya had opened the shop a decade ago when she’d turned twenty. He probably could have opened it a few years earlier since he was eight years older than Maya, but he’d wanted to wait until she was ready. They were joint owners. It had never been his shop while she worked with him. They both had equal say, although with the way Maya spoke, sometimes her voice seemed louder. His deeper one carried just as much weight, even if he didn’t yell as much. 

Barely.

Sure, he wasn’t as loud as Maya, but he got his point across when needed. His voice held control and authority. 

He picked up a juice box for Rick from their mini-fridge and turned down the music on his way back. Sloane scowled at him, but the corner of his mouth twitched as if he held back a laugh. 

“Thank God one of you has a brain in his head,” Maya mumbled in the now quieter room. She rolled her eyes as both he and Sloane flipped her off then went back to her sketch. Yeah, she could have gotten up to turn the music down herself, but then she couldn’t have vented her excess energy at the two of them. That was just how his sister worked, and there would be no changing that.

He went back to his station situated in the back so he had the corner space, handed Rick his juice, then rubbed his back. Damn, he was getting old. Thirty-eight wasn’t that far up there on the scales, but ever since he’d gotten back from New Orleans, he hadn’t been able to shake the weight of something off of his chest.

He needed to be honest. He’d started feeling this way since before New Orleans. He’d gone down to the city to visit his cousin Shep and try to get out of his funk. He’d broken up with Shannon right before then; however, in reality, it wasn’t as much a breakup as a lack of connection and communication. They hadn’t cared about each other enough to move on to the next level, and as sad as that was, he was fine with it. If he couldn’t get up the energy to pursue a woman beyond a couple of weeks or months of heat, then he knew he was the problem. He just didn’t know the solution. Shannon hadn’t been the first woman who had ended the relationship in that fashion. There’d been Brenda, Sandrine, and another one named Maggie.

He’d cared for all of them at the time. He wasn’t a complete asshole, but he’d known deep down that they weren’t going to be with him forever, and they thought the same of him. He also knew that it was time to actually find a woman to settle down with. If he wanted a future, a family, he was running out of time.

Going to New Orleans hadn’t worked out in the least considering, at the time, Shep was falling in love with a pretty blonde named Shea. Not that Austin begrudged the man that. Shep had been his best friend growing up, closer to him than his four brothers and three sisters. It’d helped that he and Shep were the same age while the next of his siblings, the twins Storm and Wes, were four years younger. 

His parents had taken their time to have eight kids, meaning he was a full fifteen years older than the baby, Miranda, but he hadn’t cared. The eight of them, most of his cousins, and a few strays were as close as ever. He’d helped raise the youngest ones as an older brother but had never felt like he had to. His parents, Marie and Harry, loved each of their kids equally and had put their whole beings into their roles as parents. Every single concert, game, ceremony, or even parent-teacher meeting was attended by at least one of them. On the good days, the ones where Dad could get off work and Mom had the day off from Montgomery Inc., they both would attend. They loved their kids.

He loved being a Montgomery.

The sound of Sloane’s needle buzzing as he sang whatever tune played in his head made Austin grin. 

And he fucking loved his shop.

Every bare brick and block of polished wood, every splash of black and hot pink—colors he and Maya had fought on and he’d eventually given in to—made him feel at home. He’d taken the family crest and symbol, the large MI surrounded by a broken floral circle, and used it as their logo. His brothers, Storm and Wes, owned Montgomery Inc., a family construction company that their father had once owned and where their mother had worked at his side before they’d retired. They, too, used the same logo since it meant family to them.

In fact, the MI was tattooed on every single immediate family member—including his parents. His own was on his right forearm tangled in the rest of his sleeve but given a place of meaning. It meant Montgomery Iris—open your eyes, see the beauty, remember who you are. It was only natural to use it for their two respective companies.

Not that the Ink vs Inc. wasn’t confusing as hell, but fuck, they were Montgomerys. They could do whatever they wanted. As long as they were together, they’d get through it.

Montgomery Ink was just as much his home as his house on the ravine. While Shep had gone on to work at Midnight Ink and created another family there, Austin had always wanted to own his shop. Maya growing up to want to do the same thing had only helped. 

 Montgomery Ink was now a thriving business in downtown Denver right off 16th Street Mall. They were near parking, food, and coffee. There really wasn’t more he needed. The drive in most mornings could suck once he got on I-25, but it was worth it to live out in Arvada. The ’burbs around Denver made it easy to live in one area of the city and work in another. Commutes, though hellish at rush hour, weren’t as bad as some. This way he got the city living when it came to work and play, and the option to hide behind the trees pressed up against the foothills of the Rocky Mountains once he got home.

It was the best of both worlds.

At least for him.

Austin got back on his stool and concentrated on Rick’s sleeve for another hour before calling it quits. He needed a break for his lower back, and Rick needed a break from the pain. Not that Rick was feeling much since the man currently looked like he’d just gotten laid—pain freaks, Austin loved them—but he didn’t want to push either of them too far. Also, Plus Rick’s arm had started to swell slightly from all the shading and multiple colors. They’d do another session, the last, hopefully, in a month or so when both of them could work it in their schedules and then finish up.

Austin scowled at the computer at the front of shop, his fingers too big for the damn keys on the prissy computer Maya had demanded they buy.

“Fuck!” 

He’d just deleted Rick’s whole account because he couldn’t find the right button. 

“Maya, get your ass over here and fix this. I don’t know what the hell I did.”

Maya lifted one pierced brow as she worked on a lower back tattoo for some teenage girl who didn’t look old enough to get ink in the first place. 

“I’m busy, Austin. You’re not an idiot, though evidence at the moment points to the contrary. Fix it yourself. I can’t help it if you have ape hands.”

Austin flipped her off then took a sip of his Coke, wishing he had something stronger considering he hated paperwork. “I was fine with the old keyboard and the PC, Maya. You’re the one who wanted to go with the Mac because it looked pretty.”

“Fuck you, Austin. I wanted a Mac because I like the software.”

Austin snorted while trying to figure out how to find Rick’s file. He was pretty sure it was a lost cause at this point. “You hate the software as much as I do. You hit the damn red X and close out files more than I do. Everything’s in the wrong place, and the keyboard is way too fucking dainty.”

“I’m going to go with Austin on this one,” Sloane added in, his beefy hands in the air.

“See? I’m not alone.”

Maya let out a breath. “We can get another keyboard for you and Gigantor’s hands, but we need to keep the Mac.”

“And why is that?” he demanded.

“Because we just spent a whole lot of money on it, and once it goes, we can get another PC. Fuck the idea that everything can be all in one. I can’t figure it out either.” She held up a hand. “And don’t even think about breaking it. I’ll know, Austin. I always know.”

Austin held back a grin. He wouldn’t be surprised if the computer met with an earlier than expected unfortunate fate now that Maya had relented.

Right then, however, that idea didn’t help. He needed to find Rick’s file.

“Callie!” Austin yelled over the buzz of needles and soft music Maya had allowed them to play.

“What?” His apprentice came out of the break room, a sketchbook in one hand and a smirk on her face. She’d dyed her hair again so it had black and red highlights. It looked good on her, but honestly, he never knew what color she’d have next. “Break something on the computer again with those big man hands?”

“Shut up, minion,” he teased. Callie was an up-and-coming artist, and if she kept on the track she was on, he and Maya knew she’d be getting her own chair at Montgomery Ink soon. Not that he’d tell Callie that, though. He liked keeping her on her toes. She reminded him of his little sister Miranda so much that he couldn’t help but treat her as such. 

She pushed him out of the way and groaned. “Did you have to press every button as you rampaged through the operating system?”

Austin could have sworn he felt his cheeks heat, but since he had a thick enough beard, he knew no one would have been able to tell.

Hopefully. 

He hated feeling as if he didn’t know what he was doing. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know how to use a computer. He wasn’t an idiot. He just didn’t know this computer. And it bugged the shit out of him.

After a couple of keystrokes and a click of the mouse, Callie stepped back with a smug smile on her face. “Okay, boss, you’re all ready to go, and Rick’s file is back where it should be. What else do you need from me?”

He bopped her on the head, messing up her red and black hair he knew she spent an hour on every morning with a flat iron. He couldn’t help it.

“Go clean a toilet or something.”

Callie rolled her eyes. “I’m going to go sketch. And you’re welcome.”

“Thanks for fixing the damn thing. And really, go clean the bathroom.”

“Not gonna do it,” she sang as she skipped to the break room.

“You really have no control over your apprentice,” Sloane commented from his station.

Because he didn’t want that type of control with her. Well, hell, his mind kept going to that dark place every few minutes it seemed. 

“Shut up, asshole.”

“I see your vocabulary hasn’t changed much,” Shannon purred from the doorway.

He closed his eyes and prayed for patience. Okay, maybe he’d lied to himself when he said it was mutual and easy to break up with her. The damn woman kept showing up. He didn’t think she wanted him, but she didn’t want him to forget her either.

He did not understand women.

Especially this one.

“What do you want, Shannon?” he bit out, needing that drink now more than ever.

She sauntered over to him and scraped her long, red nail down his chest. He’d liked that once. Now, not even a little. They were decent together when they’d dated, but he’d had to hide most of himself from her. She’d never tasted the edge of his flogger or felt his hand on her ass when she’d been bent over his lap. That hadn’t been what she wanted, and Austin was into the kind of kink that meant he wanted what he wanted when he wanted. It didn’t mean he wanted it every time. 

Not that Shannon would ever understand that.

“Oh, baby, you know what I want.”

He barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes. As he took a step back, he saw the gleam in her eyes and decided to head it off at the pass. He was in no mood to play her games, or whatever she wanted to do that night. He wanted to go home, drink a beer, and forget this oddly annoying day.

“If you don’t want ink, then I don’t know what you’re doing here, Shannon. We’re done.” He tried to say it quietly, but his voice was deep, and it carried.

“How could you be so cruel?” She pouted.

“Oh, for the love of God,” Maya sneered. “Go home, little girl. You and Austin are through, and I’m pretty sure it was mutual. Oh, and you’re not getting any ink here. You’re not getting Austin’s hands on you this way, and there’s no way in hell I’m putting my art on you. Not if you keep coming back to bug the man you didn’t really date in the first place.”

“Bi—” Shannon cut herself off as Austin glared. Nobody called his sister a bitch. Nobody. 

“Goodbye, Shannon.” Jesus, he was too old for this shit.

“Fine. I see how it is. Whatever. You were only an okay lay anyway.” She shook her ass as she left, bumping into a woman in a linen skirt and blouse.

The woman, whose long honey-brown hair hung in waves down to her breasts, raised a brow. “I see your business has an…interesting clientele.”

Austin clenched his jaw. Seriously the wrong thing to say after Shannon.

“If you’ve got a problem, you can head on right back to where you came from, Legs,” he bit out, his voice harsher than he’d intended. 

She stiffened then raised her chin, a clear sense of disdain radiating off of her.

Oh yes, he knew who this was, legs and all. Ms. Elder. He hadn’t caught a first name. Hadn’t wanted to. She had to be in her late twenties, maybe, and owned the soon-to-be-opened boutique across the street. He’d seen her strut around in her too-tall heels and short skirts but hadn’t been formally introduced.

Not that he wanted an introduction. 

She was too damn stuffy and ritzy for his taste. Not only her store but the woman herself. The look of disdain on her face made him want to show her the door and never let her back in.

He knew what he looked like. Longish dark brown hair, thick beard, muscles covered in ink with a hint of more ink coming out of his shirt. He looked like a felon to some people who didn’t know the difference, though he’d never seen the inside of a jail cell in his life. But he knew people like Ms. Elder. They judged people like him. And that one eyebrow pissed him the fuck off.

He didn’t want this woman’s boutique across the street from him. He’d liked it when it was an old record store. People didn’t glare at his store that way. Now he had to walk past the mannequins with the rich clothes and tiny lacy scraps of things if he wanted a fucking coffee from the shop next door.

Damn it, this woman pissed him off, and he had no idea why.

“Nice to meet you too. Callie!” he shouted, his eyes still on Ms. Elder as if he couldn’t pull his gaze from her. Her green eyes never left his either, and the uncomfortable feeling in his gut wouldn’t go away.

Callie ran up beside him and held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Callie. How can I help you?”

Ms. Elder blinked once. Twice. “I think I made a mistake,” she whispered.

Fuck. Now he felt like a heel. He didn’t know what it was with this woman, but he couldn’t help but act like an ass. She hadn’t even done anything but lift an eyebrow at him, and he’d already set out to hate her.

Callie shook her head then reached for Ms. Elder’s elbow. “I’m sure you haven’t. Ignore the growly, bearded man over there. He needs more caffeine. And his ex was just in here; that alone would make anyone want to jump off the Royal Gorge. So, tell me, how can I help you? Oh! And what’s your name?”

Ms. Elder followed Callie to the sitting area with leather couches and portfolios spread over the coffee table and then sat down. 

“I’m Sierra, and I want a tattoo.” She looked over her shoulder and glared at Austin. “Or, at least, I thought I did.”

Austin held back a wince when she turned her attention from him and cursed himself. Well, fuck. He needed to learn not to put his foot in his mouth, but damn it, how was he supposed to know she wanted a tattoo? For all he knew, she wanted to come in there and look down on the place. That was his own prejudice coming into play. He needed to make it up to her. After all, they were neighbors now. However, from the cross look on her face and the feeling in the room, he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to make it up to her today. He’d let Callie help her out to start with, and then he’d make sure he was the one who laid ink on her skin.

After all, it was the least he could do. Besides, his hands all of a sudden—or not so suddenly if he really thought about it—wanted to touch that delicate skin of hers and find out her secrets.

Austin cursed. He wouldn’t let his thoughts go down that path. She’d break under his care, under his needs. Sure, Sierra Elder might be hot, but she wasn’t the woman for him. 

If he knew anything, he knew that for sure.
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When the great war between the Redwoods and the Centrals occurred three decades ago, the Talon Pack risked their lives for the side of good. After tragedy struck, Gideon Brentwood became the Alpha of the Talons. But the Pack’s stability is threatened, and he’s forced to take mate—only the one fate puts in his path is the woman he shouldn’t want.

Though the daughter of the Redwood Pack’s Beta, Brie Jamenson has known peace for most of her life. When she finds the man who could be her mate, she’s shocked to discover Gideon is the Alpha wolf of the Talon Pack. As a submissive, her strength lies in her heart, not her claws. But if her new Pack disagrees or disapproves, the consequences could be fatal.

As the worlds Brie and Gideon have always known begin to shift, they must face their challenges together in order to help their Pack and seal their bond. But when the Pack is threatened from the inside, Gideon doesn’t know who he can trust and Brie’s life could be forfeit in the crossfire. It will take the strength of an Alpha and the courage of his mate to realize where true loyalties lie.
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Stolen

The first rule of being Alpha of the Canine Pack is to protect their secrets from the humans at all cost. One look at the dying human at his doorstep and Holden Carter knows he will have to break it. The broken woman with no hope at survival is his mate. When he forces the change on her to save her life, he not only sets forth motions that could risk both their lives, but the lives of every shifter in the world.

Ariel Sands grew up in a post-Verona infection world and under the care of the very humans she thought had cured the disease. When they betray her in the worst ways imaginable, she finds herself not only mated to the Alpha of a the very species she’s been taught to fear, but the focal point of a traitor and path to destruction for everyone’s way of life. It will take more than trust and a mating bond for Ariel and Holden to not only survive their enemies, but the burn of their own temptations.

Forgiven

Soren Slater is a Beta wolf who understands that duty to his Pack comes before his own needs. At a young age he takes a position as a liaison between his Pack and the other species of shifters. He never expected his enticing flirtations with Cora Wilder, a Tiger Princess, would encourage her cat to consider him a potential mate. He’s forced to walk away, choosing a partner among the wolves to try and strengthen his Pack.

Cora has no intention of forgiving or forgetting Soren’s rejection. Not even when the Packs are forced to live together and she discovers Soren’s former mate has died. But then, she’s kidnapped by the SAU and she has no choice but to work with Soren to escape. Together they must put the past behind them if they’re to survive the human’s evil plot.
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Humans aren’t as alone as they choose to believe. Every human possesses a trait of supernatural that lays dormant within their genetic make-up. Centuries of diluting and breeding have allowed humans to think they are alone and untouched by magic. But what happens when something changes?

Neat freak lab tech, Lily Banner lives her life as any ordinary human. She’s dedicated to her work and loves to hang out with her friends at Dante’s Circle, their local bar. When she discovers a strange blue dust at work she meets a handsome stranger holding secrets – and maybe her heart. But after a close call with a thunderstorm, she may not be as ordinary as she thinks.

Shade Griffin is a warrior angel sent to Earth to protect the supernaturals’ secrets. One problem, he can’t stop leaving dust in odd places around town. Now he has to find every ounce of his dust and keep the presence of the supernatural a secret. But after a close encounter with a sexy lab tech and a lightning quick connection, his millennia old loyalties may shift and he could lose more than just his wings in the chaos.

Warning: Contains a sexy angel with a choice to make and a green-eyed lab tech who dreams of a dark-winged stranger. Oh yeah, and a shocking spark that's sure to leave them begging for more.
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