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Love, Honor, and Ink

 

 

In a bonus Montgomery Ink novella, it seems that falling for your best friend isn’t as easy as fiction says and friends of the Montgomerys might finally find their happy ever after.

Wedding planner Arianna King had everything planned out down to the last detail until her father's ultimatum changed everything. Now she’s alone, trying to open her own business, and seemingly failing at every corner. Just when things start to look even bleaker, she’ll find out just how much she can rely on her best friend—and herself. 

Being in love with your best friend isn’t always easy as Harper Rosso knows. He’s been by her side since the beginning, but now that she finally has time to breath, he might just be able to show her what he could be for her. Only he’ll have to make sure he’s ready to take that chance and perhaps lose her forever.

Sparks fly between the two of them once they finally take their relationship to the next level. Only the burning temptation than fills them might not be enough in the face of what they left behind and what threatens their future.


Author Note: First off, hi there! Thanks so much for picking up Love, Honor, and Ink. This novella fits right inside timeline wise with Ink Exposed (Montgomery Ink Book 6) and Adoring Ink (Montgomery Ink Book 6.5), but I was VERY careful about no spoiling the series for anyone who wants to start off the world now. I’m a huge fan of making sure you can check out a book any time you want and I can’t wait for you to read this one and tell me what you think!

Adoring Ink features Arianna and Harper who have tiny parts in the Montgomery Ink series but intrigued me nonetheless. Sometimes I find myself writing side characters that need stories of their own, but I don’t think fits with a Montgomery. I have all of my Montgomerys paired off in my head as it is, so I don’t want to mess that up! Ha! So Arianna and Harper are a bit of a surprise. 

Happy Reading, folks. 

I adore you guys.

~Carrie Ann


 


Chapter One

 

 

The sharp staccato of high-heeled shoes hitting the marble floors of the opulent hallway filled Arianna King’s ears as she tried to slow her pace. She nodded at a man in a business suit leaving the office she on was her way to and tried not to look too eager. It didn’t help that her heartbeat was in tune with her footsteps.

Funny, she hadn’t thought she’d be so happy to walk into this particular office, but today wasn’t an ordinary day. No, this was the day her dreams came true. Complete with sparkly dresses and the occasional tiara.

Too bad there wouldn’t be a dashing prince on a white horse for her, but everything else was finally falling into place. Freaking finally. 

Okay, so she really didn’t need a dashing prince on a white horse. She could save herself and ride her own horse, but little girl dreams sometimes reared their heads at the most peculiar moments.

Arianna smiled as she passed a couple that was walking out of one of the other wedding advisor’s rooms. She was just too happy and excited about what was to come to try to maintain much of her professional image. After all, she was a wedding planner, she had to be happy; and right then, she had nothing to hide.

And soon, she’d be able to do cartwheels down the hallway and dance a little jig before pumping her fists in the air like Rocky.

Okay, so that last part might have been a little overboard, but come on, she’d been waiting years for this moment. Years of sweat, pain, tears, and the occasional cut and scrape where she’d had to buck up and deal with it. Countless sleepless nights, and that ulcer that occasionally threatened to come back would finally be worth it.

They were in the middle of their busiest time of the year, as Valentine’s Day was rapidly approaching. Her to do lists were a mile long, and her planners were filled to the brim, but she loved it—even if no one outside the walls of the company knew she was the one actually doing the work.

Now she’d finally have a position and title she deserved. She might share a name with the company, but she never been part of the whole, never had the recognition and value she’d deserved. Well, that sounded haughty, but damn it, it was about time she started acting like she was more than just the little assistant.

With what was about to come out of her next meeting, she had a feeling everything would fall into place.

“Ari!”

Arianna paused her triumphant jaunt and turned on her heel at the sound of her fellow wedding planner’s shout.

“Is there a reason you’re yelling across the hallway as if hellhounds are on your tail?” she said coolly. Arianna raised a single brow then burst into laughter along with Colleen. “I really can’t pull off lady of the manor can I?”

Colleen snorted and shook her head. “Oh, you can act prissy and the ice princess when you’re talking to your father because that’s how he expects you to act, but with me? Nope. Not so much.”

Colleen was one of her best friends and coworkers, so it made sense that she knew Arianna so well. And the dark-haired woman wasn’t wrong about how Arianna had to act around her father. She raised her chin, trying to prepare herself. She’d been so excited to go see him, knowing her life was about to change for the better—at last—but in order to do that, she had to meet with him. 

Arianna let out a breath, determined to not let her father ruin this for her. Again. He tended to do that often. “What was it you needed?”

Colleen shook her head then looked at her tablet in her hand. “I need help with this flower order for the Johnson-Callery wedding.”

While Arianna was one of the two lead wedding planners—well, the only one, really but she wasn’t going get into all of that right then—Colleen was a junior planner at King’s Weddings. Her friend knew what she was doing and only asked for help if she truly needed it. Arianna looked down the hallway toward where her destiny lay and nodded.

That door could wait two minutes.

Then she could finish her jig.

“What’s wrong?” she asked and spent the next fifteen minutes, rather than the two she thought she could give up, going over an order so unusual, so completely out of the realm of normal, Arianna thought she’d need an antacid after. No wonder Colleen had issues.

“The couple does realize brown and orange for a wedding screams seventies, right?” Arianna asked, picturing tulle and god-awful ruffles with burnt orange trim. The shudder racking her body wasn’t an exaggeration.

Tulle was, after all, the Devil’s textile. 

“Don’t even get me started,” Colleen mumbled. “They want it to match their sports team. They fell in love while at a game so it actually means something to them. If it didn’t, I would have found a way around it.”

Arianna scrunched her face then nodded. “Okay, so here is what you’re going to do. Find the tamest of these colors that match and work in other designs. They can be muted. It doesn’t have to be the whole thing, make it be almost a salute to their team without forgetting about them. Compromise.”

She helped Colleen a few more moments then checked the time on her phone, holding back a curse. “I need to go.”

“Good luck,” Colleen whispered, the same eagerness and fear in her eyes that Arianna had in her heart.

Arianna nodded at her friend, afraid to say anything else and jinx it. She loved her job, really, but she wanted to actually be able to love it and…sleep. As it was, being one of the head wedding planners for King’s Weddings meant she had more work to do than most, and very little time to do it in. However, she loved it with every smile, tear, and gasp for breath during the ceremony, reception, and everything that came before it.

The fact that they all thought her father was the one who did everything rather than stand on the sidelines and pretend to do things is what made her want to scream.

But that would be no more.

After this meeting, she’d finally have her vindication. She wouldn’t be the one behind the man, doing all the work while her father got all the credit. Honestly, despite the title behind her father’s name, Arianna wasn’t sure when the man had last planned a wedding.

In fact, if Arianna thought too hard about it—which she tried not to do since she had way too much on her plate as it was—she wasn’t sure her father had ever planned a wedding.

Dear Lord.

Nope, she wasn’t going to think about that. Not when she’d heard through the grapevine—meaning from her father’s big-breasted, doe-eyed secretary—that her father was retiring.

Retiring.

Arianna wouldn’t be doing her jig yet, but holy crap, she couldn’t wait. Once her father, the man she’d learned to live with at a young age because she’d been forced to, was out of the proverbial picture, Arianna would be free. Free to do what she needed to keep King’s Weddings as one of the leading planning firms in Denver, as well as manage it to the point where everyone could sleep at night and not get ulcers.

When she turned the corner and entered the lobby to her father’s office, she raised her chin and let the cool mask she’d perfected all those years ago slide into place. To Xavier King, one did not clap, smile, laugh, or act the common peasant. One had to remain stoic, proud, and professional at all times.

Her second skin may have been ice, but she’d learned to take the pressure and emotional beatings until nothing could crack it.

To say she’d been waiting for this day her entire life was an understatement.

She could have left before, could have found a new way to make her life, but she loved what she did, and it was her family’s name on the walls. It was her family’s legacy that she needed to be a part of.

Her phone buzzed right then, and she held back a curse. Her phone was always buzzing with her numerous clients needing things. It was a wonder she ever found sleep at all. When she checked the screen, she smiled. This time, it wasn’t a client; it was her friend, Holly. 

Good luck.

Arianna smiled and texted back. Holly had perfect timing, apparently. 

Thanks! I’ll call you when I know more.

Kick butt!

Arianna cleared her throat. “Daisy, I’m here for my father.”

Daisy looked up from her phone and smiled, the confusion on her face a usual occurrence. Arianna might have tried to like her if the woman weren’t so bitchy most days. She wouldn’t last long as her father’s latest conquest, but at least Daisy looked like she was having fun.

And on that revolting thought, Arianna raised a brow. Be ice, she reminded herself. Be ice. 

“Oh, go on in,” Daisy said breathlessly. “Xavier, I mean, Mr. King is waiting for you.”

Arianna nodded before turning toward the door, letting thoughts of Daisy leave her mind, and the future behind that thick piece of oak taking their place. She gave a quick knock and then walked in. If her father were waiting for her, then he expected her to come right in and not waste time. Wasting time was not for Kings.

Her father sat behind his gleaming wooden desk, his hair just now becoming more salt than pepper, and the perpetual scowl he wore when he wasn’t near clients on his face.

“You’re late.”

Arianna didn’t let the bite of his words sting, not when she’d heard far worse. Today meant something more than callous words and being ignored. Today meant change. She had to believe that.

“I’m sorry, last-minute wedding detail,” she explained. Not that her father would know anything about those kids of things, but whatever.

Her father waved a hand, already moving on to another topic in his head. “Take a seat next to Justin and let’s get started.”

Arianna blinked and looked down at the man she hadn’t noticed sitting in front of her father’s desk. Odd, because she always tried to notice when Justin Rosso was around. Not that she panted after him, but because she wanted to stay clear of the greasy creep.

What the hell was he doing in her meeting? The meeting where years of hard work would finally be completely worth it.

That familiar feeling of dread and disappointment threatened to claw at her belly, but she shook it off. Justin was her father’s lackey, so she supposed it made sense in a weird sort of way that he would be there for this.

Sort of.

She sank into the leather seat and nodded toward Justin, not bothering to say hello. If she could get through his meeting without speaking to him at all, she’d be happy.

Maybe not happy, but at least not wanting to dig her eyes out with a spoon. That was always a plus.

“Arianna, the King family has owned and operated King’s Weddings since its inception over fifty years ago,” her father began.

A history lesson. Great.

Apparently, Xavier was going to take the long way to get to his point.

“Yes, of course,” she said, not knowing if he actually wanted her to speak. From the way his eyes narrowed, she figured she’d made the wrong choice. 

Crap.

“As I was saying, the King family has spearheaded this wedding planning establishment. While my mother, your grandmother, started with a vision of dainty weddings that fit the feel of couples and small venues, since I became president, we’ve grown into the billion-dollar company we are today. We provide services to the top-tier community and the cream of the crop. We handle hundreds of A-list weddings a year, and we only have room to grow. We’ve become the destination for high-end clientele around the globe, who want to come to Colorado and know our unique beauty.”

Arianna stayed silent during her father’s speech. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had a hand in every piece of what he’d explained. Since her mother had died when Arianna was three, her father had done his best to make King’s Weddings exclusive. Her father’s only responsibility—beyond taking credit—was ensuring that King’s Weddings didn’t “stoop” to provide services to those…less fortunate.

That would be one thing she changed right away.

But first things first. She couldn’t get ahead of herself like she had been doing all morning.

“As you’ve no doubt heard, I’ve decided to step back from the company. I’ve done this for long enough that it’s my turn to find new avenues.”

She held her breath, trying to not make any sudden moves.

“With what I’ve said before in mind, it’s only natural that in my absence, I worry about how the company will take root before continuing down the path I’ve paved and provided.”

What the hell?

Arianna frowned before forcing a neutral expression on her face. She hadn’t been able to hide it fast enough, though, because her father caught it.

“Don’t frown, Arianna, it’s not becoming. I’m not going to beat around the bush. I don’t trust you. You might have thought you did your best in the years you’ve worked here, but you’ve slacked. You’re not as good as you think you are. I want the top. I want diamonds, while you are tainted glass. I want spun gold while you provide me with rust. I don’t trust you to follow the precise path I’ve laid out for you. You are my daughter, and you will listen to me. If I don’t believe that will happen, well, then I must take matters into my own hands.”

Arianna blinked, unable to comprehend his words as hurt cascaded through her body, the crashing waves of torment and pain she hadn’t thought she’d feel at his callousness overwhelming. 

“What are you talking about?” she asked, her throat too tight to say much more. She would not cry in front of this man.

Not ever again.

“You’re not a King, Arianna. Oh, I might have made a mistake with your mother long ago, but you’re not of my blood. Not in all the ways that matter. You may have the look of my mother with that blonde hair of yours and her green eyes, but you’re nothing. I’ve decided to sell King’s Weddings to Honor’s Designs with the caveat that they keep our name and ditch theirs. Honor isn’t a suitable name. Who the hell cares about Honor?”

Arianna sprang to her feet, her hands clenched into tight fists at her sides. “Our rival? You’re selling us to our rival?”

“Not us. They won’t be taking you with them. They want nothing to do with you. Seems like there’s a theme,” he said. He didn’t sneer, but it was close. God forbid the man show any emotion.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. I put my life into this company. I’ve done more for King’s than you ever did, and we both know it.”

Her father narrowed his eyes again. “Sit down, Arianna. There is a second option that you haven’t let me voice. It seems your impetuous nature is just the tip of the iceberg of where they went wrong with you.”

They.

Not him. He hadn’t raised her.

Arianna sat down, her body shaking. She wasn’t sure her legs would be able to carry her at all at this point. This monster in front of her couldn’t be her father.

She’d seen signs of the way he was acting now—his cruelty, his disgust—her whole life, but she hadn’t thought it could get this bad. How on earth had she missed this?

“The second option is sitting right next to you.”

Arianna froze and then slowly turned toward Justin, who had leaned back in his chair, his hands calmly resting on his stomach.

“What?” she asked through clenched teeth.

“I’ll let you keep your position—thereby becoming president and owner—if you marry Justin.”

Arianna blinked, unable to come up with words.

Marry. Justin.

Her father had to be fucking kidding her.

“I’m not marrying Justin.”

“No offense, right?” Justin sneered.

“Fuck you, Justin. All offense intended,” she snarled then turned to her father. “No. I’m not marrying your precious puppet. What do you think you’re doing? This is the twenty-first century. You can’t just marry me off to the highest bidder.” 

This couldn’t be legal. Could it?

She’d sue. She’d do something, but she wouldn’t marry that jackass.

Xavier raised a brow. “Can’t I? Marry Justin or lose your precious company. I don’t really care as long as you do as you’re told. It’s about time you act the dutiful daughter and not the ungrateful bitch in front of me.”

Arianna stood up quickly, almost knocking into her chair. Jesus, what the hell was happening? She’d walked into this room thinking she’d finally be free, and now her father wanted to shackle her even tighter.

What was she going to do? She couldn’t let the company fall into their rival’s hands, it wouldn’t be fair. But if it happened, she’d be out of a job. And there was no way in hell that she would marry the prick beside her. 

She had a little savings, but she couldn’t afford the type of lawyer she’d need to fight her father.

She licked her lips, her mouth suddenly dry.

There really was only one option.

“I quit.”

Her father blinked—a sign of emotion he more than likely didn’t even know he was showing—then stood up, his mouth opening to say something probably even more vulgar than usual.

Arianna raised her hand, silencing him with a look. Rage made her limbs want to shake, but she stayed firm. She would not show weakness. Not now. Not ever. Never to this man again. “I’m done. Take your precious Justin and your precious plans and leave me out of it.”

Surprised she’d been able to speak at all, she turned on her heel and walked out of the office. Her father and Justin may have spoken behind her, but she didn’t hear.

She could barely think, let alone do anything else.

With one conversation, she’d lost it all. Her dreams hadn’t come true. There were no such things as happily ever afters.

Fate fucking sucked.


 


Chapter Two

 

 

Harper Rosso cursed and fumbled with the hammer before putting it back in his tool belt so he could answer his phone. He’d thought he’d turned the damn thing on vibrate but had apparently forgotten. The shrill ring had pierced his brain, making his already annoying headache even worse.

Taking a deep breath, he climbed off the ladder, pulled out his phone, and answered, not bothering to look at the display.

He should have taken the time to read the damn screen.

“What?” he barked, tired as hell and ready to get home. The first day of this damn job had taken longer than he’d expected, and he was going to end up behind on his timeline if he didn’t put more work in. When the Montgomerys had hired him for this project—restoring the old Mason Home—he’d done his research and had come up with a decent deadline. That didn’t mean shit when it came to mold, broken moldings, and shitty hardwood flooring. He didn’t have to fix it all today, or even by himself, but he had to at least make a list for all of the others to get started. He was one of the new guys on the Montgomery Inc. team, and if this project went well, the company would hire him on full-time. Everything he had was riding on this. He didn’t want to own his own business, but he wanted to work for those who knew what they were doing.

“Is that how you answer your phone? No wonder you don’t get laid.”

Harper closed his eyes and prayed for patience. Then he remembered he really didn’t give a flying fuck about his brother Justin’s feelings. 

“What do you want, Justin? You’ve got two seconds, and then I’m hanging up.”

He could practically see the bastard’s smirk as he spoke. God, he knew it was probably a sin to hate his brother as much as he did, but honestly, the little maggot was lucky Harper hadn’t ended him when they were kids.

Harper inhaled through his nose then exhaled through his mouth, trying to calm himself. Only Justin could send him to violence so quickly.

“You’re such an ungrateful brat,” Justin growled.

“You’re running out of time,” Harper replied.

Justin let out a huff. “Fine, I just wanted to call you so you could congratulate me on my engagement.”

That brought Harper up short. Engagement? Since when was Justin seeing someone? Why Justin thought Harper would care about this development beyond feeling horror for the poor woman was beyond him.

“Good for you. I’m hanging up now.” Any longer, and Harper might have to take his hammer to his temple and end it all for good.

“Don’t you want to know who I’m marrying?”

While normally Harper would have just hung up, there was something in Justin’s tone that forced him to pause. His brother was a little too cocky about something.

And that worried him.

“Fine. Who?”

“Your lovely neighbor, Arianna King.”

Harper blinked, his mind going momentarily blank, his throat dry. “Excuse me?” He couldn’t have heard right. There was no way Ari would fall for Justin. His best friend and neighbor couldn’t even stand to be in the same room with her father’s lackey, his brother, let alone vow to spend the rest of her life with him.

This had to be a joke.

Or maybe a bad dream.

Maybe he’d hit his head with the hammer already, and this was his subconscious playing some weird fucking trick on him.

“You heard me,” Justin crooned. “She finally saw the light of day, and I’ll have her. It seems like you’re too late. Again. Too bad you never had the balls to come out and tell her you’ve been mooning after her for years.”

Harper took a deep breath, ignoring Justin’s taunt. Despite the fact that the brothers rarely talked these days, Justin still knew what buttons to push, how to cut deep.

Arianna was a sure-fire trigger.

“Thanks for the heads up.” He ended the call before Justin could say anything more and put his phone back in his pocket.

Engaged? That couldn’t be true. Ari wouldn’t marry Justin. There was no way. But that kernel of doubt spread through his body, and he rubbed his fist over his chest. Jesus, there had to be something more to it, and Harper had a feeling it had to do with Xavier.

When it came to Ari making choices that not only hurt her but also left Harper out in the cold, her father usually had a hand in things. Xavier was the reason Harper had stayed on the sidelines for all these years while Ari focused on her work. Harper had wanted to support her without getting in the way.

He ran a hand over his head, noticing that his black hair was getting too long. Harper looked over the work he’d already completed on the old place and thought of everything else on his list that needed to be taken care of before the Montgomerys showed up to help him. His job was to go in after Storm and Wes Montgomery had made the plans and get the house ready. Usually, that would be Decker’s job, but they had hired Harper to work under Decker in the near future. He might love restoring old places to their former glory, but right then, he couldn’t focus. 

No, Ari was the one on his mind, and that annoyed him to no end.

She was just his best friend. The woman he talked to daily and shared almost every part of himself with—just not the part that loved her, he didn’t tell her that.

She wasn’t ready for that, and he hadn’t been ready to change how things were. How she didn’t see it every time he looked at her was beyond him. Even his damn brother had noticed and now took great joy in fucking with Harper because of it.

Now, it looked as if he might have held back for too long.

“Fuck,” he grunted then started putting everything away so he could head out for the day. He wouldn’t be able to focus with Ari and whatever trouble she might be in on his mind. He’d just go to her and find out the truth. Then he’d do what he’d been doing his whole life—fix it.

Harper was a fixer, and despite the fact that Ari hated when he stepped in and tried to take over, he’d been good about letting her make what she thought were her own mistakes and stay with King’s Weddings. But he’d be damned if he stayed behind while she went off and married Justin.

He cursed again and then stomped over to his truck. No, fuck that. She wouldn’t marry Justin. The sense of betrayal washing over him wasn’t because she might be marrying the twat—because that wouldn’t happen. No, the urge to punch something came from the fact that she hadn’t called to let him know something fucked up was happening around her.

Again.

She never called when she needed help because she thought she could handle everything.

The point of being friends was that she shouldn’t have to handle it all.

Harper would just have to remind her of that.

Again.

Then, when he figured out how to help, he’d take a good look at whatever the fuck he was doing with his life because waiting on Ari to be ready for him was damn near killing him.

Sometimes, to find a way to make your life work, you had to take a leap of faith.

That didn’t mean it didn’t scare the hell out of him, though.

By the time he made it to his place and parked in his driveway, he’d just about gotten his emotions under control. Once he talked to Ari, he’d be able to breathe normally again. He got out of his truck and didn’t bother going inside his three-bedroom ranch home. Instead, he crossed the lawn to Ari’s two-bedroom house. Her car was in the driveway, and since he couldn’t feel heat coming from the hood, he knew she’d been there for a little while. 

Not good.

She should have called.

But he’d known she wouldn’t.

Without bothering to knock, he unlocked the door using the key she’d given him a couple of years ago and walked inside. Despite the fact that the sun had just set, and darkness crept through the windows, she hadn’t turned on any lights. He closed and locked the door behind him, toed off his shoes so she wouldn’t yell at him for ruining her carpets again, and went in search of her.

If she’d merely had a bad day, Harper would expect to find her up in her tub with her eReader. He drew up short, cursing his dick. Thinking about Ari slick and covered in bubbles wasn’t the right direction for his mind to go. Not now.

But since Ari had probably dealt with Justin that day, Harper had a feeling this might take more than a bubble bath to get over.

He headed to the kitchen, and that’s where he found her.

She sat on the kitchen floor between the two counters, her shoes beside her tossed to the side. Was it wrong that she looked damn sexy with those stocking feet and short skirt even though he knew she probably wanted to scream or cry at the moment?

Her light pink and grey outfit had wrinkles in it—something he never thought he’d see on Ari, and even her sexy blonde hair looked like she’d run her fingers through it over and over.

Oh, sweet Jesus, his Ari looked like hell.

Without a second thought, he took off his jacket and slid down beside her without speaking. She looked up at him with those big green eyes, and he fell for her all over again.

Not that he’d tell her that.

“Hey, you,” she said, her voice a little slurred.

That’s when he noticed the beer bottle in her hands. He raised a brow. “Beer, Ari, really?”

She grinned up at him and leaned into his side. He lifted his arm so she could sink into him. “You know I hate wine. People say it’s fruity or whatever, but all I can taste is chemicals.”

“You just aren’t drinking the right wine.” He ran his hand down her side, and she sighed. The little sound went straight to his cock but he’d long since learned how to control his physical responses around Ari.

At least he tried to.

“Shut up, Harper. You don’t like wine either.” She brought the beer up to her lips, and he patted her thigh.

“True. I’m more of a beer man myself.” With that, he took the beer out of her hands and took a sip.

“Hey, that’s mine.” She slapped his stomach, and he grinned around the bottle. “Why is your stomach so hard? I think I hurt my hand.”

He sucked in a breath and told his dick to calm down. She was drunk, and he wasn’t an idiot.

“What? It looked good,” he teased.

She smiled at him, and for once, it looked like a true one. He relaxed somewhat. If she could still smile at him, then all was not lost.

“Get your own, thief.” Her smile wobbled, and she leaned her head on his chest.

He set down her beer and wrapped both arms around her, pulling her closer. “Tell me what’s wrong, Ari.” 

“Don’t you already know? That’s why you’re here, right? I figured Holly or Colleen called you.”

He kissed the crown of her head. “Justin called me to tell me the news, but I wanted to hear it from you.” 

She pulled away and narrowed her eyes at him. “What did the bastard say?”

He cupped her face and used the pad of his thumb to brush away her tears. She leaned into his touch, and it took all within him not to pull her closer and never let go.

“Just tell me what happened.”

She pulled away and took her beer back, chugging the rest before letting her shoulders fall. “Well, first I thought I was getting a promotion.”

“I remember, you said your father was retiring.” He ran his fingers over her knee, needing to touch her.

“Well, he is retiring, but he’s taking everything with him when he goes. Apparently, I suck, and I’m not good enough for his company. So either he sells it to our rival, or I marry your brother. Because, you know, it’s the Regency era and all that. So instead of doing either of those things, I quit my job. So now, I’m poor, jobless, soon to be homeless, and hopeless.”

Harper took a deep breath and prayed for patience, rage consuming him. What the fuck were Xavier and Justin thinking? They wanted to control her so they did something like this? “Why don’t I go to Justin’s and beat the shit out of him?”

Ari raised her brow before weaving. He pulled her onto his lap so she wouldn’t fall. Though she felt nice where she was—really nice—she was drunk, and there was no way he’d take advantage.

“Stop trying to fix everything for me, Harper. I’m a big girl.”

Harper pushed her hair from her face and kissed her forehead. “I know you are, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to kick his ass anyway. I’m sure I can find another reason in a jiffy.” He snapped his fingers. “Ha. Already thought of one.”

She snorted then sighed, her breath tingling his neck. “This sucks.”

“I know.”

“What am I going to do?” she asked, her voice so small.

God, he’d never heard Ari this fragile, this broken before. He’d rather have her fighting back and telling him where to shove it rather than asking him what to do.

“You’re going to do what you always do when your father acts like an asshole. Pick yourself up and plan weddings. You’re freaking awesome at it, and we both know it. You don’t need King’s Weddings to live your life.”

“But I’m a King. Well, not according to my father, but damn it, I’m a King. I was supposed to take over and do what I was born to do and actually do it my way. Instead, I ran away from it all.”

He pushed her back so he could look into her eyes. “Baby, you’re more than the King name. We both know that. Stop tearing yourself down because your father doesn’t realize how special you are.”

She sighed and ran a hand over his cheek. “You always see something in me that no one else does. Are you sure it’s even there, Harper?”

He fought the urge to turn his face and kiss her palm. “I see you, that’s what matters. Now, I’m going to take you upstairs and tuck you into bed so you can sleep off your drunk. In the morning, you and I can talk about exactly how you’re going to face this head-on. You can do whatever you set your mind to, and you don’t need your stinking father to make that happen. And while we’re at it, you don’t need Justin for anything.”

She snorted and tried to stand. When she wobbled, he got up, taking her with him and hoisting her into his arms. She was so freaking light, even with all those sexy curves. Ari wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed into him again.

“You’re acting like my white knight again, Harper.”

He made his way down the hall to her room, trying not to let the feel of her body against his seep into his bones. “I’m not the white knight, more of the dented armored stable boy.”

“Did stable boys wear armor?” she asked, sleepily.

“Well, they should have with all those swords and lances everywhere.” He tucked her into bed, her clothes still in place. He wasn’t that much of a saint, and even trying to get her comfortable by stripping her down would have been too much for him.

Harper leaned down and brushed a kiss against her forehead. “Get some sleep, and we can figure it all out in the morning. I’m here, Ari, I’m never going away.”

She didn’t answer, her chest rising and falling as she slept.

It was just as well; if she’d answered, he was afraid she’d say she didn’t need him, and he couldn’t live with that. Not anymore.


 


Chapter Three

 

 

Three days later, Arianna had the feeling if she didn’t start planning her life, Harper would just do it for her. Not that Harper couldn’t probably do everything on his own and have it end up better than she dreamed, but that wasn’t how she worked.

She needed to do this on her own.

Whatever this was.

Great, now she sounded like an ungrateful brat for all Harper had done for her. Her neighbor and best friend had always been there for her and supported her decisions—even when she had a feeling he didn’t agree with them.

Sure, he wouldn’t let her do something immensely stupid because, after all, friends were there to keep you from making those types of decisions. Harper, however, had always let her do what she thought she needed to do.

Arianna didn’t like the person she’d become in the past three days of sitting on the couch, trying to come up with a reason to actually find a new path. In fact, she wasn’t sure she liked the person she’d been for the last couple of years. When she’d been working for her father, she’d ignored all around her beyond the job. Everything she did at work had to be perfect; failure was not an option. Every single wedding had to be more spectacular, have more sparkle, be even more unique and talked about than the last.

She’d done that and more.

King’s Weddings had a two-year waiting list for couples that wanted to work with them. Though they could have hired more planners and delegated, her father had wanted them to be exclusive—and thereby, give them the ability to increase the minimum price they required for each wedding.

King’s Weddings dealt in the billions of dollars each year for a reason.

Arianna had put every ounce of herself into her work. Hence why her only girlfriend was Colleen—someone she’d met at work—and her best friend was Harper.

Okay, that wasn’t fair to make it sound like being friends with Harper was a hardship. Far from it. They’d known each other since they were kids and had quickly grown into friends even though he was a couple of years older. She’d even bought the house next to his when it came available because he’d been the one to recommend it. It hadn’t hurt that she’d been too busy to really shop around for a new home, but she’d trusted Harper.

She trusted Harper with everything.

And that said it all. 

She knew it hurt him to know that she needed to pull away, do things on her own, but if she didn’t, she wouldn’t be Arianna anymore. Harper might want to fix everything, but she needed to do it herself, as well.

That’s why they were friends and not…more.

She blinked. Well, then. Where had that thought come from? She’d never had romantic feelings for Harper. He’d always been permanently in the back of her mind as just a friend, where it was safe. Sure, those sexy blue eyes always seemed to see too much, and she’d checked out his body before. Who hadn’t? His lean muscles and trim waist with strong thighs would totally appeal to her if she thought of him that way.

Which she didn’t.

At all.

She set down her coffee and stood up. Time to clear her thoughts of Harper’s body and take a shower…and not think of Harper joining her.

What the hell was wrong with her?

Three days away from her past life and the work she’d put everything into, and she was already lusting after her poor neighbor?

Maybe she really was going crazy. She just needed a cat to join her in her lonely house to make the set.

She quickly showered—and did her best to not think of Harper while in there—then dressed in nice jeans and a blouse, and went downstairs to her kitchen table. This would be her war room. She’d figure out what the hell she was doing with the rest of her life here. Harper had already started by buying self-help books and getting her office supplies organized in nice little piles.

With a fresh cup of coffee in her hand and her chin held high, Arianna picked up a new notebook and inhaled, the crisp paper smell intoxication to an organization fiend like her. Okay, so at this point, if anyone had been looking in on her, she knew she’d look crazy, but whatever. She needed things that made her happy right then, and office supplies did that.

Pads of papers, markers, and pens that Harper had bought for her.

The man knew her inside and out, and that fact started to scare her.

She quickly pushed those thoughts from her mind. She didn’t have time to worry about men and everything that came with them.

Arianna had a life to plan.

The doorbell rang, and she sighed. Thank God for distractions because she had no idea what to do.

When she opened the door, she froze, not expecting to see who waited there. Not only Harper but also Colleen. Colleen looked a bit tired, but much better than Arianna must look at the moment.

“Hey, Ari, I was walking over to get your butt off the couch when I saw your friend Colleen here get out of her car,” Harper said as he pushed his way into the house.

She glared at him before trying to smile at Colleen. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

Colleen raised her eyebrows then looked behind Arianna. She followed Colleen’s gaze to Harper’s ass and held back a grin. Well, he did have a nice ass. And neither one of them should be staring at it.

“Colleen, snap out of it,” Arianna whispered, though she smiled.

Her friend shook her head then faced Arianna. “Why did you never bring him to work or one of our lunches?”

Arianna rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the gutter, woman. Also, I never brought him to work because he’s Justin’s brother.”

Colleen’s smile deflated. “Oh.”

“I’m not like Justin,” Harper said from the kitchen doorway, a slight growl in his voice.

“Good to know,” Arianna said absently before wincing. “Sorry. I know you aren’t your brother.” Arianna and Colleen made their way into the kitchen, and Arianna brushed by Harper, doing her best not to touch him. She didn’t know what was going on with her right then, but she needed to stop from freaking out more than she already was. She had enough on her plate. “And thank you for all of your supplies. I have no idea how you have everything ready for me already. Honestly, you have your head on way straighter than I do right now.”

Harper studied her face. “You needed help, and I was able to give it. I know you’d do the same for me if I were where you are. Hell, I was where you are a year ago when I was looking for another company to work for. You helped me get ready to work with Montgomery Inc.. That’s what friends are for.”

Not knowing what to say, and with an odd emotion clogging her throat, Arianna went to his side and wrapped her arms around his waist. He froze for a moment before returning the hug. “Thank you.”

“No problem,” he grunted then pulled away. 

Arianna turned back to the table only to see Colleen staring at them with a knowing look on her face. 

“What?” she asked, her voice low, though Harper would have been able to hear her anyway.

“Oh, nothing. Nothing at all,” her friend answered coyly.

Arianna didn’t believe her, but it wasn’t like she could question her friend with Harper in the room. “So, what are you two doing here? Not that I don’t enjoy seeing you, because I do, it’s just odd that you’re both here.”

“Is it?” Harper asked as he put a plate in her hand. “Eat this. You haven’t been eating right even though I put things in your fridge. I let you wallow for three days because you needed to. Now, we can make plans.”

Irritation boiled through her. She’d needed time to breathe after quitting the only thing she truly loved. She might trust Harper fully, but she wouldn’t take him making her feel like crap. “Wallow? Jesus, you’re high-handed. Maybe you should go if you’re going to be an ass about it.”

Harper gave her a look and poured iced tea. “I’m not acting any differently than I usually do. We push each other. That’s how we work. Plus, if you’re going to move on, you need someone in your corner. Or in this case, more than one someone. At least, that’s what I’m gathering by Colleen’s presence.”

Arianna sat down on the stool and took a bite of her sandwich, knowing Harper was right about the fact that sugar and caffeine weren’t the best things to live off of. 

“Thank you for the food,” Colleen said as she smiled at Harper. “Okay, so why am I here you ask? I’m here for you, of course, Arianna. There’s no way I could just let you leave like that. I waited as long as I could because I know you hate letting me see you down, and I had a few things to handle at King’s, but now, I’m here. For you.”

Arianna shook her head, a sense of warmth from her friend sliding through her, mixing with the ice that had so long ago taken hold. “I’m not going back. I can’t. You know why.” On her way out the door while she’d been in her haze, Colleen had come to ask what had happened. After Arianna had explained, the other woman had even helped her pack. Not that Arianna had owned many personal things for her desk. Everything had been…fluff. Ice to go with her image and nothing too personal and emotional. 

Who had she become in these past two years?

“Oh, there’s no way you’re going back,” Colleen said. “In fact, I’m coming with you.”

Tea went down the wrong pipe, and Arianna choked. Harper came up to her and rubbed her back until the stinging left her eyes. It wasn’t her fault that she leaned into his touch.

Not at all.

“You can’t come with me, honey. I’m not going anywhere for you to come with. You’re doing so well at King’s.”

Colleen shook her head. “No, I was doing well there because you protected me from your father. Even though I told you not to. He’s a freaking tyrant, and we both know it. I don’t want to be there without you. You were the driving force, and I know that anything you do in the future is not only going to be successful, it’s also going to be amazing. So, I want to be part of it. Yes, that’s selfish, but you’ll need me anyway.”

Arianna couldn’t believe it. Colleen was ready to jump ship and join her in an endeavor she hadn’t even planned yet. Planning weddings and organizing everything having to do with that special day were the only things she knew how to do, but she still didn’t have a full idea.

“Colleen—”

“See? You already have an employee,” Harper interrupted. “You’re well on your way.”

“Exactly,” Colleen agreed. “And then, when I’m able, I’ll buy in as partner, and we’ll go even further.”

Arianna slammed her hand down on the counter. “Stop it. Stop making plans that I haven’t even thought of. Stop counting on this whole big idea when I don’t even have the idea yet. I haven’t even made a decision as to what I’m doing.”

Colleen rolled her eyes while Harper moved so he stood in front of Arianna. He cupped her face, and her breath caught.

“Calm down, Ari.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down. Freaking out is working just fine, thank you.”

His thumbs brushed her cheekbones, and she pulled away before that treacherous feeling of wanting more could come back.

“You are a wedding planner, Ari. You already had a vision of how you’d change your father’s company when you became president. Why not just do that but with your own?”

Arianna blinked, the simplicity of Harper’s statement not computing. “That was for King’s. When I had money, backing, and a reputation. I’m nothing now.”

Harper growled. “Stop saying that or I’m going to spank you.”

Colleen cleared her throat behind him, and Harper blushed. The huge man over six feet with broad shoulders and a strong jaw actually blushed, his cheekbones a slash of red. Though she was pretty sure he wasn’t as red as she was.

Where had this alpha man come from, and could she keep him?

No. So not going there.

“Like I was saying before,” Harper began, his voice gruff, “you’re a wedding planner. You have the connections, the people in the business who know you and all that you can accomplish. You had already said you wanted to cut back and do something that works for you, handle smaller weddings. Why not start there.”

“He’s right, Arianna,” Colleen agreed. “Remember when we were drinking that one night, and you told me your real dream? Smaller weddings for the couple and not brides with tempers who take money from Daddy’s pockets. What were you going to call it?”

“Just for Them,” Arianna whispered, a new kind of excitement filling her.

“See, baby? You can do this.” 

Baby?

Harper squeezed her hand then moved back to his sandwich. “You might be starting from scratch on some things, but you have it down with others. I’ll help you when I can, you know that. Between the three of us, you can hit the ground running. You’re a planner in more ways than one, Ari, just believe in yourself.”

Believing in herself sounded almost far-fetched at this point, but maybe, just maybe, she could shake off this funk and actually do something.

Feeling oddly enthused and energized, she went to the kitchen table, pulled out a pad of paper, and started jotting down notes. While she could have used her tablet, right then, she wanted something her grandmother would have used. It just seemed right—one new planner to another. Her grandmother had started the business Arianna loved, and she knew she needed every connection to the woman who had meant so much to her and everything she worked for that she could get.

Arianna let out a breath. “So, instead of changing what King’s had become, or at least part of the whole program, I’d start a business doing what I love with people who truly need my help. I’d have to do everything on my own.”

“Not on your own,” Harper said softly. “And between the both of us, we know a lot of people who have their own businesses. Hell, half the Montgomerys do at this point. I’m sure they’d be able to help you figure out where to start.”

Arianna took a deep breath before sipping her tea, her mind going in a million different directions.

“Okay, so I’ll need licenses, a storefront, a website, furniture, connections, business cards, pricing, documents, oh my God, okay, I need to start making more lists. And lists of my lists.” She wasn’t even thinking in a linear fashion, and that made her stomach hurt. She needed to breathe, but hell, the excitement about actually having something to do was already better than sulking for three days.

And there was no way she’d admit to Harper she’d been moping on her ass as she had been. He wasn’t allowed to know everything about her.

Colleen laughed and sat next to her. “Let me help, lists are crack to me.”

Harper brushed a hand over Arianna’s shoulder, sending goose bumps down her arms. “Tell me what you want from me and I’m here. Always.”

She looked into his eyes and had a feeling he was talking about more than Just for Them, but she couldn’t get into that right then.

Or ever.

Harper was her best friend. Thinking about him as more than that would only ruin everything they had, everything she already relied far too heavily upon. Harper had been part of her life for so long that the thought of losing him sent an ache through her heart.

She’d just have to clear her thoughts of these new casual touches and endearments. He was Harper. Justin’s brother. Her best friend. He couldn’t be more than that.

He couldn’t.


 


Chapter Four

 

 

Punching his brother in the face wouldn’t solve his problems.

Maybe if Harper kept chanting that in his head, he’d be okay. 

It’d been three weeks since he’d last talked to his brother and he still wasn’t over it. Sure, Ari wasn’t planning on marrying the guy and never had been, but that didn’t make it right. His brother had had the audacity to go along with Arianna’s father’s plan, and that made Harper want to beat something. He and Ari hadn’t even talked about it.

No, it was just something they brushed under the rug.

Justin didn’t matter to her, and from the look on her face whenever Harper tried to move a little closer, take the next step, he wasn’t sure he mattered the way he wanted to either. He couldn’t blame her or even be angry about it. She had a right to her feelings, and he needed to get over it.

He shook his head. Nope, he wasn’t going to think about that right then. Instead, he’d go get coffee with his dear brother since the bastard had asked. Normally, Harper wouldn’t be caught dead with the man, unless it had something do with beating him senseless, but this time, Harper had agreed to the meeting.

First, he wanted to make sure the smug man knew that Ari couldn’t be bought. She’d walked away from Justin and Xavier, ready to move on with her new business. Or, at least, she was ready now.

Second, he needed to know if Justin had any tricks up his sleeve. Harper wouldn’t put it past his brother to find another way to get Ari.

Ari was worth fighting for—something Harper had known all along. She might not believe it of herself, but she was at least beginning to.  He’d make it his mission in life to ensure she understood her worth.

And that he’d be by her side for all of it.

He let out a breath, trying to clear his thoughts of Ari and everything that he’d been holding back for far too long. Right then, he had to worry about his pain in the ass brother, not about the woman who he’d have to fight for.

With one last shake of his head, he got out of his truck, slamming the door behind him. Apparently, he had a little extra adrenaline rushing through his veins. He needed to get a handle on it before he met Justin. He really didn’t want to spend a night in lockup for beating the shit out of his brother.

Not that once the police got to know Justin they’d charge Harper—Justin was a fucking menace—but Harper’s brother was the type of guy to cry foul and whine about it until Harper was locked behind bars.

Fucking prick.

Okay, so that train of thought wasn’t helping his temper.

Harper went in and ordered his caramel macchiato since Ari had gotten him addicted to the damn things. As it was, he had to add an extra mile to his morning runs to burn them off, but it was worth it. Ari did yoga and sometimes ran with him to burn off her excess sugar, and he’d gladly give her more caramel so she could run beside him in the mornings.

Harper closed his eyes and groaned.

Okay, he really needed to stop sounding like a lovesick fool. He was starting to annoy himself, let alone others around him. Thankfully, he usually only thought it and didn’t act out his feelings. Having him trail behind Ari with a hangdog expression probably wouldn’t endear him to her in any fashion.

When his coffee was up, he took it and sat at the corner table so his back was to the wall. He wanted to see Justin come in and make sure he was near an exit. It never hurt to be too careful with the bastard. He wasn’t sure there was ever a time he and Justin had gotten along as kids. Even when they’d been younger, Justin had pushed at him, literally and figuratively. He’d lied and whined to get what he wanted, and eventually, became the man Harper despised. When Justin had ended up working with Ari’s father, Harper had almost walked away from it all—and her—before trying to find a new job and a new life outside of Denver. But he hadn’t been able to give up on his best friend, knowing she would need the support to work how she did with her father and Harper’s brother. 

If he’d left Denver, maybe everything would have been different, and he wouldn’t be the man he was today. But he’d be a whole lot emptier. Denver was his home. He loved the mountains, the air, the fact that the weather never stayed the same throughout the day. He had roots here and had made himself a home. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Ari had worked with Justin, he’d have completely cut the ties that bound him to a man he couldn’t respect. 

And hopefully, once he figured out if Justin had other plans up his sleeve, he could walk away completely. 

He sipped his drink and lifted a lip in disgust as Justin walked in. His brother’s gaze landed on him for a brief moment before dismissing him and walking over to the barista. Harper rolled his eyes, used to the way Justin treated him.

According to his brother, Justin was the suave one, the businessman in an expensive suit. He had important contacts and knew how to get ahead in his world by having his lips firmly attached to the nearest ass that got him places. He wasn’t a wedding planner, but a business mogul who moved people and contracts around like chess pieces. Of course, without Ari there to do all the work—work she actually loved—Justin wouldn’t be anywhere.

Harper, in contrast, was the blue-collar worker who didn’t want to own his own business and worked in manual labor. Or so Justin saw it. In Justin’s eyes, Harper was one step above a trash collector. Though without that trash collector, Justin would be living in his own filth, so Harper never really got too offended by it. And hell, Harper didn’t want to own his own business because he truly enjoyed what he did, and he wanted the freedom to spend more time using his hands without having to worry about paperwork. Montgomery Inc. took care of him, and he knew he’d be able to work with them for years to come once he finished this first site.

Harper got to live his dream, do what he wanted, and work with people he trusted. He wasn’t family by blood, but the Montgomerys tended to take in strays—even those that worked for them. He might not have his name on the door, but he sure as hell had a job he could live with for a long damn time.

He might get dirty and sweaty most days, but he also got to see his work with his own eyes and watch it start from a shell of what once was and grow into what could be—sometimes even making it better along the way. Harper had pride in his work and what he did on a daily basis. Justin only felt as if he’d made something of himself if he were surrounded by people that could ensure his greatness and advancement into the next phase in his career regardless of who he hurt in the process. The other man might work with weddings, but he also did his best to fit himself nicely into the pockets of the elite grooms and brides that came to Colorado for a perfect wedding. Harper wasn’t sure what Justin’s next grand scheme would be since he knew his brother didn’t want to “plan” weddings for the rest of his life, but whatever it was, it would be something the man wouldn’t have to work hard for.

Harper had no idea how the two of them had come from the same parents, but it was what it was. Nothing could change Justin, and Harper was beyond trying.

As long as the little prick stayed away from Ari, that was all Harper cared about.

Justin strode toward Harper’s table, Americano in hand, and his perpetual sneer on his face. Dear Lord, Harper was afraid it would freeze like that if Justin didn’t smile every once in a while. Of course, those smiles usually had to do with Justin getting something he wanted by hurting someone in the process, so Harper should probably be grateful Justin wasn’t smiling at the moment.

“I see you decided to show up,” Justin said as he sat down.

Harper rolled his eyes. As he’d been the one to arrive first, Justin’s taunt didn’t make any sense. Leave it to his brother to sound like a bad movie villain when he didn’t have to.

“I’m here,” Harper said casually, ready to leave for his next meeting. “What is it you wanted to talk about? I’m on a schedule.”

Justin snorted. “You? A schedule? What important thing do you have to do? Dig a ditch?”

Considering Harper had dug one the day before to help Wes’s crew work on the new plumbing, he didn’t take the words seriously. If his brother didn’t want to know how his million-dollar house was made, it didn’t bother Harper.

He deliberately took a sip of his drink, forcing himself not to react. “Time’s wasting. Get on with it.”

Justin straightened in his seat and took a sip of his coffee, wincing. “God, why did we have to meet here for this sludge? Oh, I suppose you couldn’t afford to go to any of the places I attend for coffee.”

Harper ground his back molars. At this rate, he’d need to pay a visit to his dentist after his next meeting. “What do you want, Justin?”

“It’s about your neighbor.”

I will not kill my brother. I will not kill my brother.

“What about Ari?”

“I can’t believe you call her Ari.” Justin sipped his drink and apparently forgot for a moment that he was supposed to hate it because it wasn’t twenty bucks. That only lasted a moment, though, and he scoffed as he set his cup down. “It’s a low-class nickname for a King. When she finally comes to her senses and takes the deal, I won’t call her that.” A light flashed in his brother’s eyes, setting Harper on edge. “Even when I’m fucking her.”

Maybe not killing, just a little maiming.

“Fucking talk about Ari like that again, and I’ll wipe that sneer off your face with my fist.”

Justin looked like he’d gotten the reaction he wanted, and Harper cursed himself for falling into the same traps he always did. “Didn’t take you long to resort to violence, did it? You always were just as low-class as the nicknames you use.” Justin held up his hand, and Harper listened, knowing that whatever his brother would say next would just prolong the meeting. “Good, listen to me. I’m your better. You know this. I know this. Xavier knows this. And soon, Arianna will know this…or maybe she already does. Maybe that’s why you aren’t fucking her now when I will be soon.”

Harper growled, fisting his hands. He had a feeling Justin had practiced this little speech in the mirror, and he was beyond done with it. But he stayed there, listening to the trash spewing from Justin’s mouth because he needed to see if the asshole actually had a plan to get Ari. Because if he did anything to hurt her…well then, Harper wouldn’t be responsible for what happened next.

“What did I say about demeaning Ari?”

Justin rolled his eyes. “Don’t make a scene. You want your precious Ari to know you’ve been fighting? Now, back to what I was saying. This little wedding business of hers? She will fail. She might think she’s the best at doing what she does. But she’s nothing without the King name, and she knows it. Why do you think it took her so long to leave? She’s nothing. Nothing but the little King daughter who wasn’t good enough to please Daddy. I’ll get her and the business in one fell swoop, so don’t stand in my way. I’d hate to leave our parents with only one child.”

If Harper had any fear whatsoever for his life when it came to Justin, he’d have taken that threat seriously. The idiot in front of him was nothing but a nuisance. He’d be damned, though, if he let Ari get hurt because Justin wanted more than he had.

“You done?” 

Who knew he could sound so civil when he was picturing smashing Justin’s face into the glass window beside their table?

“Just watch your step, Harper. Don’t stand in my way to the top.”

Harper shook his head and stood. “Whatever, Justin. Keep your mouth shut about Ari. If I hear you bad-mouthing her, I won’t be so civil next time.”

With that, he left the coffee house and got in his truck, heading to his job site a few blocks down. He shook off Justin’s words, leaving them in the back of his mind for later. He’d warn Ari if he felt it was necessary, but he didn’t want to worry her with the first wedding of her new business coming up. He didn’t think Justin would do anything stupid, but he wouldn’t put it past him. Honestly, there wasn’t anything to warn her about yet anyway. Justin was just posturing like a blue peacock that couldn’t figure out that they didn’t have a brain to work with.

Harper pulled up to the site and turned off his truck. He was already exhausted, and he hadn’t done anything yet except take a quick run and deal with his brother. Wes and Storm were already at the site, checking out what Harper had already completed. Harper had been in charge of preserving what he could and marking things that the brothers would have to look out for. They’d sent over a crew to help Harper out a couple of days ago, and now they were in full swing. He kind of loved that he had first crack at the house, and now he got to work side by side with some of the best people in the business. 

“Sorry I’m late,” Harper said as he met the two men at the top of one of the large staircases that Harper hoped they wouldn’t have to completely replace. “I didn’t realize Justin would take his time getting to the café for coffee.”

Wes raised a light brown brow. “Really? Justin taking his sweet time and not caring about anyone else? My God, the surprise.” The Montgomery brothers didn’t know Justin all that well, but they knew enough about him to hate him. Harper honestly didn’t mind not being alone in his feelings for the man.

Harper rolled his eyes and took the tablet that West handed him. “Okay, you got me there. He’s an asshat.” Because he wanted to get another opinion, he explained to them what had been said at the coffee house, and almost had to jump on Storm so the other man wouldn’t live up to his name and literally rage out of the building.

“I’m going to kill that fucker,” Storm mumbled, his attitude as dark as his hair.

“Stand in line,” Harper mumbled. “Anyway, let’s get to work since I’m late. What did you guys find on your inspection?”

Storm narrowed his eyes as if he didn’t want to drop the conversation, and Harper understood that. All of the Montgomerys had a sense of honor that he wished existed within his own family. 

“You got the first things set up. Though, dude, you didn’t have to do it all on your own,” Storm began. “That’s what the crew is here for. You’re not just temp contractor anymore. You’re here to help us keep in line with some of the older foundations and details.”

“What he said,” Wes put in. “And before we go through the details of what we need to finish up today, tell me what you’re planning to do about Arianna.”

Thoughts of bending her over the counter while pounding into her, loving the little gasps that escaped her mouth filled his mind, and he cleared his throat.

Probably not the best place for his thoughts to go while sitting in front of his bosses. 

“Uh, plans?” 

Smooth, Harper. Smooth.

“Plans. With Ari. Do I want to know what you’re thinking about?” Wes asked.

“I’m fine. Really. Justin just screwed up my head a bit.” It wasn’t a lie, but Harper wasn’t about to tell Wes and Storm what he’d been thinking about. Though from the looks on their faces, they’d figured it out for themselves.  “As for Ari? Well, I’m going to help her in any way I can.”

Storm nodded. “She’s your best friend so I get that you’re helping her. But at some point, you’re going to have to tell her what you’re feeling. Watching her move on and walk away and her not having any idea what you’re thinking isn’t going to help anyone. It’s just going to make you bitter, and hurt her in the process.”

Harper pressed his lips together and studied the other man. Storm always had a way of knowing exactly what to say and yet not being an ass about it. Harper had a feeling Storm knew more about what he was talking about than he let on, but from the confusion on Wes’s face, no one else knew exactly what was going on in Storm’s mind.

With a sigh, Harper ran a hand through his hair. “Let’s get back to work and not talk about our feelings. How does that sound?”

Storm grinned but didn’t say anything, and Wes laughed. The two were fraternal twins so they didn’t look exactly alike, but when they smiled, Harper saw the resemblance. 

The Montgomerys owned Montgomery Inc. and had since their parents built the place from the ground up. Not all of the family worked there, but many of them did, and now more and more of their spouses had ended up in the company, as well. They were all big, a little gruff, and all inked. It helped that two of their family members also owned a tattoo shop. None of Harper’s ink had been done there, but he had a few ideas for his next tattoo, and he knew where he’d be going.

He slowly started to relax as he pulled old drywall and sweated through his shirt. Working with his hands had always helped him think when his mind went in a thousand different directions. This was why he’d wanted to work with the Montgomerys and why he was glad he’d stayed in Denver even if he’d have been better off away from Justin and all the crap that came with him. He could focus on what mattered and think about what was important even while doing a damn good job.

As he worked alongside the Montgomerys and listened to them talk business and their family, Harper knew he had to do something. He’d been standing on the sidelines for far too long, and he knew he’d only hurt both him and Arianna in the end if he didn’t tell her how he felt.

He’d just have to find a way into her heart and pray he was already there in some way. He loved that woman in every way he could, and he wanted, no, he needed her to know it. Now that she was finally free of the place that had slowly started to eat away at her, he could be the man he wanted, the man he hoped she needed. But revealing what he felt when she was starting her new life could end up hurting them both in the long run. He needed to take his time, wait just a little bit longer, and make sure she knew he was there. However she needed him. And when she had her first wedding under her belt… Then, he’d show her what they could have, what he felt.

He just prayed she felt the same way.


 


Chapter Five

 

 

Six weeks. Six weeks since Arianna had walked away from everything, and she hadn’t had a meltdown. Okay, so not a full one. Not since Harper had kicked her butt in gear, but it could have been worse. Way worse. 

Still in jeans and a long-sleeved cotton shirt, she finished dealing with the last-minute catering issues because really, there were always last-minute catering issues. Her house was wedding central until she moved to the reception site. It was in the middle of a Denver winter, and yet she couldn’t help but feel overheated. She’d dress a little more professionally later, but working around her home in heels and a business suit while she was running around and sweating like crazy wouldn’t help anyone. Today was the first wedding planned and organized by her new business, and she was going to be sick.

Anticipation thrummed through her, and she was so excited to see what came of it, but the fear and angst that slammed into her every time she thought about everything that could go wrong never really helped her breathe. 

Since Harper and Colleen had kicked her butt in gear, she’d been in a whirlwind, setting things up and finding out if she could actually handle it all. Her work wasn’t just making lists and phone calls. She’d had to find clients and formulate her business from the ground up. While she’d been with King’s Weddings, she’d already had some of the background done. If she’d been promoted like she’d thought she would be, she’d have been far beyond where she was now. But things had changed, and honestly, even though she might be sick, she knew she was better off now. And even though she was doing most things on her own, she was sleeping more than she had before. It just went to show what happened when she focused on what mattered and did things in small bursts rather than what she thought her father required.

Arianna hadn’t been alone, though. She was a two-person company, and she knew she wouldn’t have been able to do anything without those who supported her. Colleen had been a lifesaver, but none more than Harper.

God, she didn’t know what she’d do without Harper.

While Harper had helped her with her site and some of the background things, Arianna and Colleen had found the storefront they needed. While in some cases, others would have been fine to work from their homes and online, Arianna knew she had to draw the line somewhere. She needed her home to be a place where she rested—or at the moment, worked her ass off on her ‘off’ hours. Still, she had to remind herself that she was sleeping more hours now than she was before. And this company was her baby. Not something her father had destroyed.

The location they’d picked was in an older building that had been redone by none other than the Montgomerys that Harper now worked with. He’d been the one to show her the place when they’d first started looking. The other tenants had decided to move away even though the business area was still thriving.

She knew she wouldn’t have many—if any—walk-ins, but the idea of having a pleasant area to work thrilled her. There was a coffee shop right across the way, and a bookstore, as well. Not to mention her favorite bakery where her ordered cakes were made, and one of her top smaller florists. Everything she needed for a smaller wedding.

Exactly how Arianna wanted it.

She’d not only be able to show her clients photos of wedding ideas but she’d also have samples in her place. Plus, they could go on field trips together and see the other establishments for themselves. In fact, with this current couple, she’d done just that. They’d sampled different cakes and only had to walk there from her office. Even with the snow on the ground, the area had been salted and cleaned up before her clients had shown up. She truly loved the area and knew this could work.

Because it had to work. Her evil ulcer would not be coming back, she promised herself. She could do this. One step at a time.

There were three small offices in the back of the store where she and Colleen could hold meetings, plus she used one of them as her clutter room. As if Arianna would have actual disorder, but her organized piles worked for her.

The front area held some of the older King antiques that her grandmother had given her. She’d had them in her home and in storage for years, but now they would be getting good use. Plus, she liked the thought of her grandmother having a hand in what she was doing—with or without her father’s help.

Everything was working out beautifully.

In other words, Arianna was a nervous wreck, waiting for the shoe to drop.

She checked the display on her phone and cursed. It was already six in the morning. She’d woken up at four and started rechecking everything, though she’d already done that before she went to bed. Honestly, she’d never been so worried about a wedding going right before in her life. 

She’d done so many weddings, it should have been second nature, but she knew that each ceremony and reception was different. Each one took her entire focus and dedication to pull off.

It was just that this one meant so much more because she didn’t have the safety net of King’s Weddings underneath her. Though failure was never an option in her father’s eyes; now, it couldn’t even be in the realm of possibilities. She honestly couldn’t afford it.

Today, thankfully, she was only handling the reception. Starting small was always a good way to go. The couple had gotten married the week prior by the Justice of the Peace so they wouldn’t have to deal with each of their family’s religious views. Each had extended family that had wanted things their way, not the way the couple wanted. Apparently, that had caused friction for over a year, and they’d gone through three wedding planners before deciding to skip the elaborate multi-faith ceremony altogether.

Instead, they’d spoken their vows in front of their best friends and parents, and today, would be celebrating with the rest of their friends, family, and loved ones.

It had been Arianna’s idea to have the reception at an older winery she loved. It would be small and intimate, but with the decadent flair that signified a love between a couple Arianna had already fallen in love with herself. It looked beautiful in winter, as well, and with the large outdoor heaters and safety-conscious firepits, it was perfect for what they wanted.

Now, though, she needed to get going so she could look into any last-minute problems. 

The soft knock at the door startled her, and Arianna checked the time again. Who on earth would be by her place so early?

She checked the peephole and smiled, her stomach doing that odd clench that happened every time Harper was near recently. She couldn’t think about that too hard, though, not with so much at stake. 

“Harper, you’re here early,” she said as she opened the door. There was a slight chill in the air, but it had also been an uncommonly warm winter so far. He wore a soft leather jacket that he’d let her borrow a time or two in the past, and his hair looked like he’d rubbed a towel over it after he’d gotten out of the shower. 

Harper grinned at her—her stomach doing that flip again—and held up two to-go coffees. “Two caramel macchiatos.” His gaze traveled over her. “Go get in your work attire, and I’ll start packing up your car. You have the dress you’re wearing for the day?”

She blinked, her heart warming that he was there…and skipping a beat at the sight of him in her home. 

Arianna mentally slapped herself. No, this was Harper. He was just being helpful. He was only her friend. Had only ever been her friend. It didn’t matter that he’d been touching her more, tucking her hair behind her hair, holding her hand while they walked. He hadn’t pushed anything, hadn’t changed who they were. And she wasn’t in a position to do anything about what was going on in the back of her mind anyway. She was too busy, too focused, and too…not Harper’s.

“Going to let me in?” he asked with a grin, and she shook herself. He was out in the cold on her porch and probably hadn’t just walked in since it was way too early. He must have known she’d be awake, but still. 

“Come in out of the cold,” she said after a moment, trying to blink her treacherous thoughts away. “Thank you so much for the coffee. I can’t believe you’re here.” She moved out of the way and reached for her cup, her fingers gently brushing his. The swift intake of breath from each of them was new…and intoxicating. 

She blinked then stepped back, needing to find that control again. “I’m going to go put on my suit. And, uh…all of my things are stacked by the table, ready to go. Harper, you don’t have to do this.” He opened his mouth to argue, and she held up her hand. They’d had this fight before, and today wasn’t a good day for her to get her back up about him helping. She needed to be grateful, not pushy. “But thank you anyway. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Harper met her gaze, and something flitted across his eyes, forcing her to hold back the urge to wrap her arms around his waist and never let go. “Well, I’m here, so you don’t have to think about what you’d do without me. That’ll never happen.” He cleared his throat. “Now go get dressed, and I’ll meet you by your car.” He turned and then stopped, looking over his shoulder. “Ari? You’re going to kick wedding ass today.”

She grinned at him, feeling a little more at ease by his presence. “Yeah. I’m totally going to kick ass.”

He smiled back and then went to one of her piles, bending over so she got a fantastic view of his very tight butt in dark slacks. She shook her head and ran to her bedroom. What the hell was going on with her? Checking out Harper’s butt? It must be the stress.

Yeah, that was it.

It had to be.

Because she didn’t have time for it to be anything else.

 

 

By the time she was dressed and at the wedding venue, her nerves were fraying, but not from things going wrong. No, it was her worries taking care of that. 

Warm hands covered her upper arms, and she froze before turning, only to see Harper standing behind her. She smiled and turned, breaking the contact. He was too warm for her, too male. She could barely breathe with him around.

So not what she was used to when it came to Harper in her life.

“How’s it going?” he asked, his gaze on hers, unwavering.

Arianna took a step back and tapped her headset. “We’re ready to roll in forty-three minutes when we let the guests break out of the staging area and into the dining room. B&G are with their families in the ready room and will join us then. They haven’t seen the center winery area with their tables because they wanted it to be a surprise.”

Totally no stress or anything. It’s not like they could hate it on sight and feel like their wedding was ruined. Except, of course, that was bound to happen if she kept thinking about it.

She took a deep breath. “We’re on course.”

Harper tucked a curl behind her ear. “Good to hear. Setting up the flowers in the rafters would have been a bitch for the florist. I’m glad you had us help.”

The couple had wanted flowers to decorate the dark wooden ceiling and beams. They could have cared less about the expensive chandeliers in the room, and Arianna was grateful about that. 

It looked better with only a few of the lighting sconces on and the flowers and natural light making the afternoon reception perfect and intimate.

“You look great, by the way,” he whispered. “That gold fucking rocks on you. I’m glad the wedding party wanted you to blend in with them.”

Arianna blinked and ran a hand down the heavily beaded and adorned bodice of her gold dress. Rather than wearing her suit, her clients had wanted her to match. Half of the weddings in the past she had planned had requested her to match their settings, and, while it was harder to move in the long, flowing dress, she felt like a princess wearing it.

“You don’t look too bad yourself,” she replied. And she wasn’t lying. In a black suit and gold tie, Harper looked model worthy, even with that rugged appeal that he could never quite lose no matter how hard he tried.

He grinned, white teeth bright on tanned skin. “Where do you need me?”

On me. In me. Over me.

She coughed, pushing those thoughts away. Totally not the time to be going crazy.

“I don’t know yet. I’m trying to anticipate problems, so why don’t you just stay by my side just in case?”

His eyes darkened a bit, and she swallowed hard. “Standing by your side is easy, darling.”

“Uh, thanks.”

Smooth, Arianna. Smooth.

Who was this Harper, and why couldn’t she seem to resist him?

This was her best friend. Harper. Nothing more. Nothing less.

Only she wasn’t sure about that anymore.

“Go do your thing, I’ll be here.”

“Arianna?” Colleen’s voice sounded frantic in her ear, and she wanted to curse at thinking things were smooth.

“Yes?”

“The chandeliers aren’t working.”

“What?” No, no. That couldn’t happen. She was already running toward the reception room, Harper on her heels without her even having to say anything. “They were working an hour ago.”

The lighting wouldn’t be needed at first since this was an afternoon event, but as soon as the sun began to set and people started to dance, they’d be screwed if they weren’t working. Her mind immediately went to her backup plans, but with the timing, she didn’t think any of those would work.

Crap.

Crap.

Crap.

“What is it?” Harper asked as they walked very quickly into the room. It wouldn’t do to run and alert any overeager guests that there was an issue.

“The lighting isn’t working,” she answered as she looked up at the beautiful chandeliers that were now dead weight.

“Shit, let me take a look.” He was already off to the maintenance area, tugging at his tie when she turned toward Colleen.

“What went wrong?” she asked her assistant and friend.

“I have no idea, and it’s killing me, Arianna. They were working, and then I went to turn them on to do one of your double checks and now they aren’t. It looks like a wiring issue according to one of the guys, but I think it’s too short notice to bring someone in.”

Arianna closed her eyes, her mind going through countless scenarios. “Okay, get candles. Lots of candles. We have them in the back since the B&G almost wanted to use them until the last minute.” And what a headache that was. “Then, go find lights to put up in the corners. They won’t be as pretty, but we can get the florist and our lace girl to help spruce them up.”

“On it.” Colleen was off and walking quickly.

Arianna made her way to the maintenance area where Harper was and prayed her friend could help.

“Tell me what we’ve got,” she said briskly, her nerves on edge.

Harper cursed and licked his thumb, his gaze meeting hers. “Someone or something fucked with the circuit breaker, baby. It could just be that it’s old, but it was shitty timing. Whatever happened just got the wires to the lighting you’re looking at, so everything else is fine, at least. I can rework one of the chandeliers, Ari, but that’s it. The others would require someone like Luc, who’s the Montgomery Inc. electrician. And he’s at another job site across town. It would take way more time and noise than you can give up at the moment to get him here.”

Relief that something could work and the smidge of despair that something was wrong in the first place hit her hard, and she nodded, her mind working on her new battle plan. “Okay, we can work with this. We’ll have some extra lighting and candles, and we’ll have one chandelier working. Which one is it?”

“The center one, thankfully,” he answered then winced. “If you can be thankful for it that is.”

Arianna let out a breath. “The center one is good. Real good. Okay, we can do this. It won’t be exactly what I planned, but the B&G wanted flowers over the chandeliers anyway. We went with the lighting this way at the last minute because of their family.” Even though they’d gone non-traditional because of the couple’s families, there had still been some issues. Hopefully, they wouldn’t care now, and know that the B&G were more important. Either way, though, Arianna would do her best to make sure everything else went off without a hitch.

 She reached for Harper and squeezed his arm. The heat radiating from him shot down her system, and she released him, blinking hard. From the way Harper’s eyes darkened, he was not unaffected. Not that she could think about that right then. “Thank you, Harper.”

He met her gaze and nodded. “Told you, Ari. Anything. Remember that. Now, go make that B&G whatever smile and love you. I’ll be around to check on you soon.”

 

 

By the time the B&G were on the dance floor, cake cut, and toasts made, all Arianna wanted to do was take off her shoes, strip off her dress, and take a long bubble bath.

“They look like they’re they only two people in the world,” Harper whispered in her ear, and she shuddered, his warm breath tickling her skin.

She licked her lips, trying to remember that this was Harper touching her, running his hand over her hip. This was her best friend, not someone she should be thinking naughty things about.

And oh were they naughty.

“They look in love.”

Harper brushed a kiss against her temple, and she froze. “Dance with me.”

She blinked and then looked over her shoulder. “I’m the wedding planner. I can’t dance at the wedding.”

Harper shook his head, then took her hand, pulling her onto the dance floor anyway. “A dress like the one you’re wearing deserves to be shown off. Your job is done. Colleen and the minions you hired for the day are taking care of the rest of the event, and after you dance with me, you’re coming home and resting.”

She raised a brow, falling into his arms for a slow dance despite the fact that she’d refused. “You don’t get to dictate my actions.”

Harper grinned, unrepentant. The hand at the small of her back squeezed, and she pressed her body against his in tune to the music. 

“Your crew dictated, Ari. They wanted to make sure that you actually relax after your hard work. You haven’t truly been resting even though you’re sleeping more than before you started this business, and now that you’ve gotten one wedding—one amazing wedding—under your belt, you can breathe. Let the people you’ve trained and trust finish up. Relax. If only for a night.”

What he was saying might be true, but that didn’t mean she could give up control so easily. “Harper…”

“Only for a night, Ari.”

One night. She could do that.

Harper twirled her on the dance floor, and she laughed, letting her head fall back, feeling giddy and a little drunk. Though she hadn’t had a drop of champagne. The man in front of her, her best friend, did that to her, and from the knowing gleam in his eyes, they both knew it.

By the time she’d said her goodbyes and ensured that her staff was ready to go—twice—Harper was practically dragging her to his truck. She’d left her car with Colleen so her friend could not only have a ride home but also have all of Arianna’s backup supplies in one place. Arianna had picked her friend up on the way to the site with Harper since they hadn’t wanted to take up too many parking spaces at the small winery.

Her shoes in hand, Arianna made her way up to her doorstep, Harper on her heels. She turned toward him, the moonlight glistening off his hair, the dark and promising look on his face making her stomach clench.

“Thank you for the ride…and the dance.”

Harper nodded then cupped her face. She blinked, knowing what he was going to do. She should have stopped him, should have pushed him away and reminded him that they were friends and nothing more. Their friendship was one of the most—if not the most—important things in her life. They couldn’t risk that for a simple kiss.

But their kiss was anything but simple.

His lips brushed hers, once, twice. She gasped, parting for him. His tongue swiped against hers, and she sank into him, letting the sweet taste of Harper, wedding cake, and cider mix and settle on her tongue.

He moved her head back, running his thumb under her jaw, and she wrapped her arms—shoes still dangling from her fingertips—around his waist. She moaned, wanting more, craving more, then sighed as he pulled back, leaving them both breathless, a heady anticipation hanging in the air.

“Why…why did you do that?” she whispered.

Harper shook his head and then met her gaze, his hands in his pockets as if he had to force himself not to touch her. “You know why I kissed you, Ari. I’m going to go home now before you kick me out.” He gave her a sad smile, and she reached out, grabbing his arm.

She didn’t know what she was going to say until the word slipped from her lips.

“Stay.”

His eyes widened, and she couldn’t blame him. She was just as surprised herself. “What?”

“Stay with me tonight. Just for one night.” She hastily added the last part, calling herself a fool for even suggesting it. “I…I want you. And I think you want me, too.”

“You know I do, Ari.” Harper let out a rough chuckle. “You have to know that by now.”

She licked her lips. “Then…then come inside and make love to me. Just for the night because I can’t think of more, Harper. Not now. Not with everything going on. I know that’s selfish. If you think so, you can leave and forget what I said.”

Harper cupped her face, a small smile on his lips even though it didn’t reach his eyes. “I want you, Ari. If that’s what you want, if just one night is what you need, then…then it’s what I need, too.” He kissed her softly, then pulled back, leaving her wanting. “Tonight. That I can do. That’s all I want. Just like you.” 

She met his gaze and thought she saw the lie in his eyes because she was sure as hell lying to him—and herself. With an inward sigh, she pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind and took his hand.

“Then come on inside.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Nervous, she let them both in the house and tried to think of what to do next. Should she get him a drink? Change into something more comfortable? What did one do when they were planning to have a one-night stand with their best friend?

“Harper—”

She wasn’t sure what she would have said next, and it wasn’t as if he’d given her an option anyway. One moment, she was fretting about what to do, the next, Harper was on her, his mouth on her neck, her jaw, her lips, his hands on her sides, her back, her thighs. 

She buried her hands in his hair, her shoes long gone. 

 Harper licked and nibbled up her neck before walking her backward to the kitchen. Wait, the kitchen?”

“The bedroom is the other way,” she gasped, tugging at his shirt. 

Harper moved back, stripping off his shirt and undershirt. She blinked, her gaze transfixed by the long lines of muscles on his arms, stomach, and those really sexy lines that went to his hips…Adonis lines or something.

Whatever the hell they were called, she wanted her tongue on them.

Now.

Not to mention the ink on his arms, sides, and hips. Dear Lord, she knew he had ink, had seen him shirtless countless times over the summers, but here in her kitchen? Holy hell, he looked sexier than ever.

“I’ll take you to the bedroom in a moment,” Harper said, his voice low, promising. “First, I want to get you out of that dress and then have my feast.”

She blinked, her gaze meeting his then blushed. “Feast?”

“Feast.”

He slowly, methodically, stripped her out of her dress. She hadn’t worn a bra with it since the dress had a built-in one, and that left her bare in her kitchen in nothing but her panties.

Harper groaned, his hand cupping a breast. She shivered as his thumb brushed along her nipple. “I knew you’d be beautiful, but right now? Holy shit, Ari. You’re magnificent.”

She lowered her head, blushing. “You’re not too bad yourself.”

Harper gave a rough chuckle, then kissed her again. Her nipples were hard little points against his chest, and she rubbed herself against him, wanting more. 

She liked sex. Loved it. Sex with Harper? Oh, yeah, she had a feeling she would never get enough. And therein lie the problem, not that she was going to think about that at all. Not when Harper had his mouth on her breasts, biting and sucking on her nipple.

Her fingers tangled in his hair as he licked and teased, his other hand on her free breast, plucking, and molding. He lifted his head and then walked her backwards to the table. Before she could ask him what he was going to do, he had his hand on her ass and then her back was on the table.

“Harper!”

“I said I was going to feast, didn’t I?”

He hooked her panties around his thumbs and slid them down her legs. Her legs opened automatically, baring herself to him. Harper sucked in a breath, then went to his knees, tugging her to the edge of the table.

He traced her outer lips with his fingers, then blew cold air on her pussy. “So pink, so pretty.” Then he licked her up to her clit, grazing the hard nub with his teeth before sucking on her more, spearing her with his fingers.

She couldn’t feel self-conscious, not with Harper. Her hips lifted of their own accord, and she pressed herself against his face, wanting more. He growled, the sound vibrating against her clit. The sensation was too much for her and she came, her body warming, her nipples aching. 

Her head felt like she’d had too much to drink, her body still coming down from her orgasm, as Harper lifted her up and carried her to her bedroom. He laid her on the bed and then stood back, stripping off his pants.

Ari leaned up on her forearms, swallowing hard. She’d never seen Harper naked before, and it was safe to say they’d officially moved out of the friend zone. With warmth tingling and shocking through her body, and the side of Harper’s cock bouncing off his belly, leaving a line of pre-cum in its wake, she didn’t care about the change.

They’d worry about that in the morning and deal.

Right then, she wanted Harper inside her. Now.

“Shit, I need a condom,” Harper said as he went to his pants. 

“I have some in the nightstand,” she said back. She was attentive enough to know that even though she hadn’t used them in ages, they weren’t expired. Yet.

Harper quirked a grin, went to her nightstand, then donned the condom, sliding it over his length. Her gaze followed the movement, and she bit down on her lip. They wouldn’t have time for her to have a taste this first time, but maybe later that night…

He slid between her legs, his gaze on hers. “Ready?”

Always.

Not that she said that aloud. Instead, she nodded, spreading her legs wider. He rested on his forearms and slid inside, inch by agonizing inch.

They both groaned when he finally shoved to the hilt and then froze. 

“Good?” he asked, his voice barely restrained.

He stretched her so fucking good, but it didn’t hurt. Far from it. “Hell, yes. Move. Please.”

He grinned down at her, then captured her lips in a heated kiss, pulling out then thrusting back in as he did so. As she raked her nails down his back, gripping his hips, his ass, anything she could get a hold of, he kissed her neck, her jaw, her breasts.

Sweat slicked both of them as he fucked her, their bodies heaving as they made love. His hand slid down her belly and flicked her clit, his gaze on hers. Her mouth parted, and she strained to keep her eyes open as she came. He groaned, whispering her name as he flexed his hips once more, coming deep inside her within the condom.

Harper rested his head against hers, both of them trying to catch their breaths. He met her gaze, and she knew they’d made a mistake. There would be no going back from this, no one night and wishing for the best.

Arianna had slept with her best friend, and though she should have been running for the door, she wasn’t. No, all she wanted to do was relish it and then do it again. 

What the heck was she going to do?


 


Chapter Six

 

 

Weddings were aplenty during this season, but considering it had only been two weeks since the first one, Arianna felt like they were picking up steam. In fact, she was already well on her way to completing the second wedding, considering the vows were to be taken in less than four hours. As it was, she was already on her fourth list of things that she needed to do, which needed to be checked off accordingly. Soon, she’d slip into her dress—this one a long, flowing, silver number with thin, gauzy leaves, and a princess-cut bust—and really kick things into gear.

She couldn’t wait to see what happened after this one. Since her first wedding in the old winery, she’d picked up numerous contacts who had either never heard of her or had found out that she’d left her family’s company. They’d wanted to work with her—not with merely her last name.

People were finding out what she was capable of on her own without the fancy wedding business looming over her. Not that she’d ever thought of it as looming before, but now that she’d seen her way out of it all, well, now, things were different.

 Considering everything that had gone on in the past two weeks…things were really different. 

Arianna licked her lips, trying to push all thoughts of what exactly had gone on far back in her head, but she couldn’t. Not really. Not when all she could think about was the way the scruff of Harper’s beard felt on the sensitive skin of her inner thighs or the way his throat worked when he took a drink to rehydrate after making love.

With a sigh, she closed her eyes, willing herself to put those naughty thoughts on the back burner for the moment. Though once she did, it only left the way open for more damaging and stressful thoughts such as what the heck she was doing.

She’d slept with her best friend.

And liked it.

Okay, that last part was a given considering it was Harper, and he was great at every freaking thing he did. Plus, he could move like no other, it was a no-brainer that he’d be fantastic in bed. It just surprised her how…hot they were together.

Their chemistry was off the charts, and yet she couldn’t quite believe it was still happening.

He’d been sleeping in her bed with those strong arms wrapped around her every night except for the nights she slept over at his place. What was supposed to be a one-night affair where they got everything out of their systems turned into a…a….

Relationship.

She was dating Harper Rosso.

Arianna took a deep breath, letting that sink in. 

It wasn’t just something that happened at night in the privacy of their bedrooms—or kitchens, she thought with a blush. No, other people had noticed the shift in their actions, as well. Harper no longer seemed to hold himself back from her, and constantly touched her in small caresses and brushes of lips.

Other than that, though, they hadn’t really changed.

That, above all else, scared her.

They still ate out together, still worked together, still went grocery shopping together because it was easier to fit everything in his truck than her car when she had wedding equipment inside.

It was as if they’d been a couple all along and she’d never realized it.

She would have realized it, though, right?

Arianna shook her head again and officially pushed Harper, sex, and relationships beyond the current B&G out of her mind. Nope, she wasn’t going to think about that. Instead, she’d worry about the thousand white roses and azaleas for the outdoor ceremony. 

Outdoors. In winter. In Colorado. Right before Valentine’s Day.

The bride wanted no color.

None.

None but the green of the stems that couldn’t be ignored. 

There were white draperies, off-white bridesmaid dresses, three white cakes, including a white groom’s cake, and white tea lights on the tables for the reception afterward. All of the linens were white, and the china was white edged with silver. 

Silver being the grace color considering the bride needed an accent of some sort. 

Hence why Arianna was currently pulling on her dress to ensure that she wouldn’t have to run to do it later.

“You look good enough to eat. Or at least nibble and lick up.”

Arianna turned on her heel, not quite fully in her dress yet, and flailed her arms. Harper’s eyes widened, and he reached out, grabbing her around the waist so she wouldn’t fall.

Smooth, Arianna, smooth.

“Didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, his voice low, his breath tickling the side of her neck.

She shivered then pulled back, determined to be the ever-professional Arianna she needed to be. 

“You scared the crap out of me,” she said as she turned in his arms. He immediately zipped her up, and she held back another sigh. Great, the man knew exactly what to do without being asked. It was as if he knew all her secrets already.

She still wasn’t sure how she’d ended up here.

“I just pulled up, and Colleen said you were in here getting ready. Thought I’d see if you needed me.”

She’d always need him.

Damn it. No. She didn’t need anybody. Least of all a man. As long as she kept telling herself that, then maybe she’d start to believe it.

“Well, I’m all dressed and ready to head back into the fray. You didn’t need to take the day off, Harper. We would have handled it without you.”

He tilted his head at her over-sharp tone, and she rubbed her temple.

“Sorry. I’m just stressing since the caterer isn’t here yet, and she’s not answering her phone according to Colleen. I need to go handle that.”

“Then do so. You’ve got this, Ari.”

She licked her lips, then put her hand on his chest and kissed him softly. “Thank you for taking time out of your day to help me. I know you’re busy with your own life, and I do appreciate all you do. Don’t think I don’t just because I’m acting like the crazy wedding planner.”

Harper grinned, then tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I happen to like the crazy wedding planner so keep on doing what needs to be done. I’ll walk with you to Colleen, that way, we can figure out what last-minute things you need me for.”

“Thank you, Harper.”

“Like I said, Ari, anything.”

She nodded, starting to believe that there was more to that word than she thought before.

Despite the fact that she knew she needed to keep some distance between her and Harper to ensure that whenever this…thing…ended—and it would end because it always did—they would remain friends, she let him put his hand on the small of her back as she led them to Colleen. 

As soon as she got to Colleen, Arianna knew something was wrong. The woman might have kept a smile on her face to appease others around her, but there was no mistaking the tension bracketing her mouth and eyes.

“Tell me,” Arianna said, not waiting for the other woman to try and find the best way to break the news.

“The caterer isn’t coming.” Colleen pressed her lips together, anger radiating off her in a way Arianna had never seen before.

She blinked, her mind going to her contingencies in her head, only to find she didn’t have a full contingency for this. She had the wedding cake and desserts covered with her sweet caterer, but that was it.

There wasn’t a backup plan for the occasion when her highly recommended, long-time caterer flaked out at the last moment. Arianna had worked with the man for years with King’s Weddings and knew the man had numerous people to help him if he couldn’t personally make it to a wedding.

To not show up at all…oh, fuck.

Pushing away the fear, anger, and cascading temptation to slide into a meltdown, she raised her chin. “What did they say was the issue? Their excuse? Not that an excuse means much right now.”

Colleen bit into her lip then sighed. “They told us they had double booked, and would be taking the other account as it held more…promise.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Harper mumbled beside her.

Arianna gripped his arm and shook her head. It wouldn’t do to start screaming—while that was all she wanted to do—and alert the family.

“The other account…it was King’s wasn’t it?” 

Colleen nodded; the anger in her eyes as fierce as any dragon’s. “What are we going to do?”

“First, I’m going to call Pierre and tell him that his name doesn’t mean much anymore and that whoever will listen will now know that,” she bit out. “Then, we need to find someone to help with the food. The B&G wanted small hors d'oeuvres, so it’s something that can be done within the next four hours before the reception, if we find someone with time right away. I think. Jesus.”

Harper ran his hand up her back and gripped her neck, squeezing lightly. The action forced her shoulders to relax, and she turned to him.

“I might have someone who can help, depending on what the B&G wanted.”

“Nothing too fancy because, despite the setting, they wanted food that everyone would like to munch on before dancing.” Relief and a little apprehension filled her at the look on his face. “Who do you have in mind?”

“Aubrey.”

Of course. Harper’s ex-girlfriend. In fact, the only serious girlfriend Harper ever had in Arianna’s memory.

If she hadn’t been thinking of a hundred things at once, she’d have thought of Aubrey herself. Of course, now this might be awkward since she had to call her current…boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend and beg for help.

Damn it. This was why she didn’t want a man right now. Well, not that she’d ever envisioned something quite like this, but the cloying feeling in her stomach was part of it. It had to be jealousy. Jealousy over a woman she hadn’t seen in at least four years, and who, apparently, had kept in contact enough with Harper that he thought the other woman could handle the wedding this afternoon.

None of that was important at the moment, though. Just for Them was the important thing. The B&G were what mattered. Not her potential feelings—okay, not so potential but full-blown at this point—toward the man who had been her best friend for so long that she knew his ex would work for this.

Damn it.

“She’d be able to help?” she asked, surprised her voice was so calm, so rational.

Harper met her gaze, worry heavy in it, but she didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t be appropriate. Plus, she hated to act the jealous woman. Harper and she hadn’t made any promises to each other, and Aubrey had been out of the picture for years.

Or so Arianna had thought.

“We need to ask, but you know she’s good at her job, and she doesn’t have an account this weekend.”

She didn’t let the fact that he kept in touch with his ex hurt her. In fact, she buried it deep because she didn’t like the woman she was becoming. She was more than this.

“Call her, then I will call her to discuss details if she says yes.” She went to her toes and kissed him softly on the mouth, ignoring the look on Colleen’s face. “Thank you, Harper.”

Harper cupped her face. “Aubrey helped Wes and Storm with a function. That’s the only reason I know. I told you I’d help you, Ari. Now, go call Pierre and give him hell.”

He kissed her again, then went off to the side to make his call. 

“Arianna, are you sure—”

She held up her hand at Colleen’s words. “Don’t. Not now. I’m going to need to handle this with Harper.” She handed her friend her list. “Can you work on the next few items on the checklist? I don’t want the other things to go by the wayside because I’m dealing with this.”

And Harper’s ex.

Stop it.

 

 

Apparently, Aubrey wasn’t just an amazing chef, but one who knew how to fix the unfixable. The woman was a saint.

A pretty, articulate, and downright likable saint.

It had taken one phone call, and the woman had sprung into action, sending her minions out to the farmer’s market for food and supplies. Though the menu wouldn’t be quite the same since some of the ingredients wouldn’t be able to be acquired so last-minute, it was apparently perfect enough for the B&G and their guests. Arianna had explained to them both what had happened—minus the part her father and Justin had most likely played—and before they had time to react, she’d told them she had a backup plan already on the run. The couple, thankfully, were down to earth enough to take things as they came, and didn’t care that they might be eating something slightly different than they’d planned. Sure, the bride had only wanted white, but other than that, she’d been a little easier going than some of Arianna’s past brides. 

And, as Arianna had tasted every dish, she had a feeling the B&G were getting the better deal anyway. However good Pierre thought he was, Aubrey was better.

Plus, the woman didn’t give Harper the time of day beyond a roll of her eyes and a smile.

“I just wanted to say thank you again,” Arianna said. “I know you had to pull this out of your hat at the last minute, and I honestly don’t know how you did it.”

Aubrey grinned, then looked up her and down. Arianna merely raised a brow, not caring for the look at all.

“You know I’d do anything for Harper.” She held up her hand as Arianna opened her mouth. “No, not that way. He’s my friend. Not to say we’re as good of friends as you and he are. God knows no one could live up to that.” She gave a wry smile. “I always knew you two had chemistry, but I knew he never would have acted on it when he was with me. I’m glad he did it now. You two deserve each other—and I don’t mean that in the catty way some exes say. I truly think it. Harper and I are better as friends who see each other with other groups of friends occasionally. Plus, I was prepared to dislike anyone that could take Harper’s heart so easily, but then I found out it was you. You’re good for him, Arianna. Don’t break him.”

There was so much in that statement that Arianna didn’t know where to start. Or even if she could start. 

“I…I’m going to brush over most of that if that’s okay with you,” she finally said, forcing a laugh out of both of them.

“I don’t blame you, and I don’t want it to be awkward between the two of us as I’d like to work with you again in the future.”

Surprised, Arianna tilted her head. “Seriously?”

“Hell, yeah. I mean, come on, we always knew you were the brains behind King’s Weddings, and now, you have something that works for you and isn’t pretentious.” She grinned again. “No offense.”

Arianna laughed, relaxing at the woman’s candor. “None taken. King’s Weddings is pretentious because that’s what their image is meant to be. I don’t want Just for Them to be like that.”

“I know. And no, Harper didn’t mention anything to me if you’re worried about that. I know how you’re running the place because, despite the fact that you and I haven’t talked in years, I hear things. You’re good people, Arianna, and I’d love to work with you and Just for Them. I think we can really make something fantastic together, and I promise I won’t act like that fuckwad who flaked out on you at the last minute.”

Arianna snorted then took the flute of champagne Aubrey held out. “I think us working together would work out amazingly well. And I’m going to have to fully deal with that man soon.”

Aubrey nodded then tilted her glass for a toast. “I know you will. And I know you’ll take good care of Harper.” She winked. “Last mention of your relationship. I promise. Now, let’s toast to a beautiful partnership.”

They clinked glasses, and Arianna swallowed most of her glass in one gulp. The feelings and emotions running through her were too many to name, to count. She needed to deal with the Harper situation and decide what she wanted to do because this frantic, jealous woman was not her.

 

 

“You looked beautiful on the dance floor, Ari,” Harper whispered in her ear as he slowly undid her dress.

She shivered, loving the way his calloused hands brushed against her sensitive skin. “I still can’t believe you got me to dance at both weddings.”

“It’s all in the promise.” 

The dress slid to the floor, and she turned in his embrace, wrapping her arms around his neck. He lowered his head, brushing his lips against hers, his hands on her butt, pulling her closer.

“I like the sound of that,” she whispered back once they’d broken apart.

He grinned then stood back, pulling his shirt over his head. “I saw you talking to Aubrey.”

She couldn’t hold back the wince at the mention of the other woman’s name while they were in his bedroom and getting undressed.

He cupped her cheek, a frown on his face. “Stop with the wincing, Ari. I was only going to mention that I think the two of you would work well together. I know it was awkward as hell to have my ex-girlfriend working with my current girlfriend, but I think the two of you can work it out.”

“So, I’m your girlfriend?”

Harper rolled his eyes. “Of course, Ari. What do you think I would call what you are to me?”

She closed her eyes, leaning into his palm. “I honestly have no idea. That’s probably why I’m acting like a jealous shrew.”

He snorted. “Honey, you aren’t. You were professional and made everything work out. Yeah, you looked like you’d rather work with anyone else at first, but you let that go because you are a better person than that. Now, I will say that it annoyed me a bit that you’d ever think I’d look at Aubrey the same way I look at you. But I can let that go since we haven’t actually talked about it.”

“I…I didn’t think you were with her. It just surprised me that you were still friends.”

Harper brushed his lips against hers. “I have many friends, Ari, but there’s only one you. I’m yours just as much as you’re mine. And right now, I’m going to show you that.”

She shivered. “Oh, really?”

His eyes darkened. “Really.” And this time, when he took her lips, he didn’t back down. He took everything, and she gave it freely.

He wrapped his arms around her once more, pulling her close. Her nipples pebbled against the firmness of his chest, and she gasped, needing him. 

Wanting him more than she dared.

They slowly finished stripping themselves, panting heavily as they moved together, their bodies sweat-slick, and Arianna so needy, she thought she just might combust. 

Harper pushed her gently onto the bed, and she opened for him, her head going back as he slowly entered her. The feel of him deep inside made her gasp, her breath coming in quick bursts. 

Harper leaned down, one hand on her thigh, the other between her legs, rubbing over her clit. “You’re beautiful like this.”

She laughed, cupping her breasts. His eyes darkened at the movement, so she pinched her nipples. “Only like this?”

He moved his hips, and her eyes crossed. “You’re beautiful every day, but here, right now? This is only for us. I’m the only one who gets to see this, the only one who gets to feel this.” He moved again, and she reached up for him, needing to touch, to feel. “You’re mine, Arianna.” 

Thrust.

“Mine.”

She moved with him then, his words scaring her more than she thought possible. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. As they came together, he moved to hug her close so they lay side by side, their breaths coming in unison as they stared at one another.

They didn’t say a word, but then again, no words were needed. 

As the rapid pace of her heart began to slow, fear began to thread itself around her in the place of all the warmth they’d shared.

She couldn’t fall for this man, her best friend. If she did, then she could break once again. She’d put everything she had into her dreams once, and she’d lost it all.

She wasn’t sure what she’d do if she lost Harper, as well.


 


Chapter Seven

 

 

Some might call a Valentine’s wedding cliché, but Arianna loved them. What better way to show your love to one another than on the day made for love? Today’s wedding wasn’t too large of an affair because they’d wanted only their close friends and family to join them on their special day. Honestly, Arianna didn’t mind that as it allowed the couples not invited to enjoy their day in other ways.

As for her romantic relationship, Harper would once again be there to help out if she needed, but they didn’t have any plans after the wedding to celebrate the holiday. She wasn’t sure how they would celebrate at all. The wedding was an evening one, and she wouldn’t be done for the day until almost into the next morning. She would probably pass out on her bed after it was over and not have enough energy to do anything else. 

She sighed and ran her hands over the back of her hair, making sure the pins stayed in place. Her business had been going very well despite the odd issues that kept coming up at each venue. If she were a superstitious person, she might have thought she was cursed when it came to planning weddings, but as she wasn’t; she hoped it was just a string of bad luck that would soon be over.

It was her job to plan for every possibility and outcome. Usually, however, people didn’t need to use their seven backup plans for each event.

Yet with all of that, she was still happy with her new life and new job. She was doing exactly what she wanted, even though she hadn’t known what that was for so long. She’d spent her entire life working toward a goal that in the end, hadn’t been the one she wanted in the first place.

Though she’d been kicked, and it had hurt like hell, her father giving her that ultimatum had been the best thing to happen to her.

She had friends she loved and depended on and who could depend on her.

She had a job where she could do what she was good at, and excel at it.

She made people happy and got to see them live their own dreams.

Everything she had was hers now. And though she relied on others, it was her blood, sweat, and tears that had gone into everything.

And through it all, she had Harper.

Harper.

Her hands fisted in the folds of her dark blue dress, and she forced herself to breathe once again. She couldn’t think of Harper, not now. He’d always been there for her, always, and yet it was different now. Things had changed so quickly that she could barely keep up.

One minute, he was her best friend, and she was doing her best not to think about how attractive he was with all those strong muscles and sweet smiles; the next, he was making her come against her front door with his hand over her mouth so she didn’t yell too loudly and scare the mailman.

She’d gone into this whole thing lying to herself about her true feelings about Harper, and now, she wasn’t sure if she could continue the lie. Maybe it was the whole Valentine’s Day theme, but she couldn’t quite keep her mind on her work, and off the man who filled her thoughts during the day and her dreams at night.

What would happen after this wedding? What would she do once the two of them had time to actually talk about their relationship and who they could be?

She’d done back-to-back weddings for the past couple of months to make sure she was ready for what would come next. She’d needed as many jobs up front as she could get so she had a cushion. Though she slept more than she had when she worked with King’s Weddings, it still wasn’t that much, and the wear on her body and nerves was beginning to show.

After this wedding, she had a couple of weeks where she only had to plan things and set up the next phase of her business. She’d done that on purpose, but now, she knew the time would come where she and Harper would actually have to talk.

What would they do when they actually spoke? She’d gone into this—whatever this was—telling him that it would only be for a night, and then later, for only a short time with no strings.

Yet all she could see were strings.

Holly’s voice sounded in her ear, and Arianna quickly pushed all thoughts of futures and Harper out of her mind—at least as much as she could.

Though Holly didn’t work for her as she had a perfectly amazing job on her own, because today was a holiday, her friend had offered herself and her new man up as aides for the day so others could have time off to be with their loved ones. Holly and Brody were beyond adorable, and they hadn’t minded working on the romantic holiday as long as they could be together. 

“What is it?” she asked over her Bluetooth.

“We’re set up in the back to finish prep if you want to see,” Holly said. “It looks wonderful, Arianna.”

Arianna smiled, though the other woman couldn’t see her. “Well, let’s hope the front looks just as nice. I’ll be there soon.”

“No need, I’m here,” Holly said with a grin. The other woman had curled her pale blonde hair and pinned it back from her face. She wore a long, off-the-shoulder, deep blue dress that matched the bride’s colors. Brody stood behind her; his hair brushed back from his eyes, though Arianna knew it would fall forward soon. It tended to do that when he smiled, and she knew Holly loved it so much she practically melted in his arms.

“You were fast,” Arianna said with a grin.

“I was walking as I talked to you. I wanted to see your dress, and oh my God, Arianna, you look amazing. It’s like stars on moonlight.” 

Arianna slid her hands down her dress and sighed. She truly loved this dress and was so happy she’d found it on clearance when she was looking for the perfect dress to match the wedding. She felt like a fairy princess in it. Plus, she remembered the way Harper’s eyes had darkened when she’d tried it on for him that day…

And enough of that.

Brody winked at Arianna as he spoke. “You do look stunning, but I have to go with my girl here on who looks best.”

Holly swatted at him as Arianna shook her head. “Well, I would be a little annoyed with you if you’d said anything else. Can I just say thank you again for coming? Both of you. I honestly don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“We get cake out of the deal, so I’m happy.”

“It’s always food with you, isn’t it,” Holly teased.

Brody turned to her and grinned. “Well…not always food.”

Harper cleared his throat as he walked past the two lovebirds, and suddenly, Holly wasn’t the only person blushing in the side prep room.

The man sure could fill out a suit.

He stalked toward her, his eyes on hers, bright and dangerous. He didn’t touch her when he stopped right in front of her. Instead, the heat of him covered her body, and she wanted to slide her hands over his suit, his skin, every freaking inch of him.

“You look stunning,” he breathed, and she let out a shaky breath.

She was working for God’s sake. She didn’t have time to swoon like a young maiden in the arms of a dangerous rake.

“Arianna? We have a problem! The sprinklers just went off in the main room!” Colleen’s voice echoed in her ears, and Arianna froze. 

“What? How? Is there a fire?” She ran as she spoke, the others on her heels. “Oh my God. Have we set the tables yet? No, we were waiting to do that until an hour from now because of dust issues in this place. Oh my God.”

This couldn’t be happening. Not again.

Why was it that every single one of her major events had issues like this?

Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe.

Assess the damage. Fix what she could, And find a solution.

She could do this. It was what she did best.

Though sprinklers had never truly been on her list of job requirements before this. She took a deep breath and entered the main room to survey the damage.

Well, it could be worse.

There could actually be an ark floating through the damn place with animals staring at her two by two. 

“I’ll get on the sprinklers,” Harper said as he pushed past her. He was even undoing his tie as he splashed through the puddles on the way to the storage room like he was Superman on a mission.

Damn it. He had to save her once again, and she hated being his Lois Lane when it came to things like this.

The bottom of her dress was soaked, but she ignored the pang at the thought of the beautiful dress being forever ruined. There were far more important things going on right now.

“Okay, Colleen, head to the back and make sure the other rooms are dry,” she ordered. So far, Arianna had only seen this room under water, but they couldn’t be too careful. The wedding was supposed to start at the other venue soon before coming here for the reception. As she had only stopped by here to check on the place before going to the chapel, she knew she was running out of time to do anything productive.

Plans formulated in her head, and as soon as she opened her mouth to give people directions, the sprinklers stopped.

“Thank God,” she whispered. “Okay, this is what we are going to do.” 

They quickly salvaged what they could, thankful that most of the pieces hadn’t been in this room, and worked to move everything outside to their Plan B station. They would need the outdoor heaters and make sure any leftover snow didn’t stand in the way, but they would make this work. The couple had originally wanted an outdoor wedding in February anyway, but their parents had wanted something a little more formal.

Well, by hell or literal high water, Arianna was going to give them a formal outdoor wedding.

She just needed to tell the bride.

No big deal.

Or, rather, a huge big deal.

Harper came back in, drenched, and a fire in his eyes. “Someone fucked with the system, Ari.”

She met his gaze, and her jaw tightened. “I don’t have time to think about who could do that, but I have a feeling we both know.” She cursed under her breath. “I need to deal with this.”

“Then we’re going to deal with whoever did this, together.”

With that, he strode off, and Arianna’s anger slapped at her again. He kept saying we needed to fix this, and yet this was her problem. She was the one who needed to confront the person who kept sabotaging her plans, and even bring in the police if needed.

And yet, Harper was the one who kept saving the day. Some small part of her felt like she couldn’t be enough; couldn’t quite do everything on her own, if he was the one who constantly fixed things for her.

How could she stand on her own two feet if Harper was always there to catch her?

She let that thought fade from her mind and went back to work. It wouldn’t help anyone for her to second and third guess herself at this point.

She went out front to make the call to the bride and groom when she noticed a familiar car parked out on the street.

Dread filled her, but everything clicked into place as soon as she saw it.

Damn the man. Damn him and everything he stood for.

Her phone clutched in her hand, she faced her father, her pulse beating so hard in her temple she could feel it on her teeth.

“I knew you were cruel, but I never knew you were petty,” she said once he came toward her.

He smiled indulgently, and she wanted to slap it off his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She held up her hand, not in the mood. “You know what, I don’t care. I don’t care why you’re here, and I sure as hell don’t care why you feel the need to try to ruin people’s days. I’m going to call the police once I call the bride and groom because I’m done with you.”

“I don’t know why calling the police would be my problem. You’re the one who can’t seem to plan a wedding on your own without some sort of mishap. Why don’t you come back to King’s Weddings, Arianna? Come back to your old position, and we’ll discuss the Justin situation.”

She tilted her head; honestly stunned the man who had raised her—if what he did could be called raising—thought he had a foot to stand on.

“No. No. No. No.” Each word got louder so she was almost shouting. “I’m done. I told you I was done before when I walked out, and, apparently, seeing the back of me wasn’t good enough for you. I’m done. For real. I want nothing to do with King’s Weddings. Nothing to do with your precious Justin. Nothing to do with you. And if you come near my work or me again, I’m calling the police. In fact, I’m calling now anyway because you had to have broken some laws at this point, and I’ve been too busy trying to fix things to worry about that. But no more. Get off this property, and stay out of my life. I’m done.”

“You heard her, King. Go.”

She clenched her jaw as Harper stood beside her.

Of course, he was here.

Of course, her best friend was here to see her make a fool of herself and see her father try to break her one more time. Why wouldn’t he be? It’s not like Harper thought she could take care of herself.

Clearly not.

“Arianna,” her father began, but she held up her hand once again.

“Go. Now.”

He looked like he wanted to say something else but when he looked at Harper, his features paled ever so slightly, and he turned abruptly, walking away.

She knew it wouldn’t be the last time she saw him, not with how their lives would intersect, but him leaving for now would have to be enough. And she hadn’t been lying about calling the cops either.

“Are you okay, Ari?” Harper reached for her arm, and she turned to get out of his reach. She ignored the look of hurt on his face. She had to if she was going to tell him what she’d needed to tell him for far too long.

“Why did you have to do that?” she asked, her voice scratchy. She would not cry. Not now. “I was doing fine on my own. Why did you have to come here and save the day? Again.”

Harper’s eyes narrowed, a hint of temper flaring within the deep depths. “What the hell? He was hassling you. Of course, I helped.”

“Of course.” She let out a breath. “I didn’t need your help, Harper. I’m always grateful that you’re there. Always. But you never let me fail on my own. You never let me succeed on my own. Everything I do now is because you’ve done it with me or even for me in some cases. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t breathe with you around sometimes, and it’s because I’m so worried that something is going to get messed up, and I’m not going to be strong enough to fix it.”

Harper’s eyes widened. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re angry that I’m helping you? That’s what friends do. That’s what lovers do. That’s what we do.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s what you do. You never let me help you. Everything is about you helping me as if I can’t do it on my own. I’ve never once been able to help you. I could have helped somehow with your new position with Montgomery Inc., but you never gave me the option. Never let me in. I could have done something for you other than warm your bed after you helped me once again with my father fucking up my business.”

“That’s not how we work, and you know it. I know you’re pissed off at your dad, but don’t take it out on me.”

Was that what she was doing? She wasn’t so sure. Not anymore.

“You know what? Fine. I’m done. I need to actually do my job. Thank you for dealing with the sprinklers. I mean it. Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “But I think I can handle everything from here.”

“On your own,” he bit out.

She met his gaze, knowing they were talking about more than just this wedding. “On my own.”

And with that, she left him standing there on the sidewalk as she went to make that call. Her dress swished around her ankles, damp and ruined…much like everything else she had.


 


Chapter Eight

 

 

Harper stood on Arianna’s doorstep two days later, his heart in his hand and his head lowered. He’d been such an idiot, and he knew it. Now, he just had to pray that Ari would take him back.

He didn’t even have to knock on the door before she opened it. He looked up and held back a curse. She had dark circles under eyes and looked exhausted, but her hair was in place as was her perfect suit.

She could work through anything, he thought. She was so fucking strong, and somehow, he’d made her feel like she wasn’t—like he thought she wasn’t. Well, he was going to fix that, damn it.

Only fixing things was how he’d gotten into trouble in the first place.

“Harper,” she croaked.

He wanted to pull her into his arms, hug her close, and tell her she was everything to him. And yet, he couldn’t gain his footing. 

“Arianna…I didn’t know if it was okay if I just showed up like this, but I wanted to see you.” Needed to see you.

“You could have used your key.” She moved back as she said it, and he took that as an invitation to go inside. She closed the door behind them and looked up at him, confusion in her gaze. “Of course, I didn’t really leave you an option to do that, did I?”

“I was afraid you’d change the locks,” he said honestly.

She snorted, but it ended on a silent sob. “Oh, Harper. How did we come to this? You’re my best friend. I never thought we’d end up here.”

“Here being together, or broken?” He stuffed his hands in his pockets so he didn’t reach out and touch her as he wanted.

She pressed her lips together. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I shouldn’t have blamed you for what I did, but not everything I said came out of anger about my father.”

He let out a breath. “I get that. I do. I never once wanted to make you feel like you weren’t strong enough to do anything you put your mind to. I just wanted to be by your side and do what I could to help. I didn’t realize I was stifling you in the process.”

She shook her head and took a step toward him. He wanted to count that as progress, but he wasn’t sure. “I was so afraid I was going to fail, and yet I was more afraid of what I would do when you weren’t there to catch me anymore. I didn’t want to rely on you because I didn’t know what we were. And add in the whole thing with Justin before, and it got a little confused in my mind. He’s gone, though, since he was never a threat to begin with, so to hell with him. But because of all of that, I jumbled up everything in my mind, and it made me act irrationally. I hate being irrational. You know that.”

He quirked a smile at that. “Yeah, that I know.” He took a risk and cupped her face with his hands. She didn’t pull away, and he let out a relieved breath. “Ari, I’m not going away. I know the first night I said it could only be for a night, but I lied. I want you. I want all of you, every day until the end of my days. You’re so fucking strong, so fucking amazing. I’m in awe of everything you do, and the fact that you let me be a small part of that is everything to me. But, baby, I love you. I’ve always loved you, and I’m not leaving. Not now. Not ever. You’re mine, damn it. I just got you the way I want you,” he said with a laugh as tears slid down her cheeks. “I’m not letting you go. And I know that’s the wrong thing to say after you tried to push me away because I was helping too much, but I need you to know that. Selfish of me, I know, but I love you so fucking much, Ari. So. Fucking. Much.”

She closed her eyes and leaned forward, leaving a soft kiss on his chest. “I fell in love with you, too. I don’t know when, though. I keep trying to remember a time when I didn’t love you, and I can’t think of it. It might have been a different kind of love before this, but you’re part of me, Harper. Deep down, you’re part of me. And I don’t want to let you go. And I know I have insecurities when it comes to doing things on my own, but I shouldn’t have thrown them on you.”

He kissed her then, his heart about to burst at the realization that she loved him. That she’d always loved him. “We’re not perfect, but that’s what makes us ideal for each other. You spend your days making everyone’s dreams come true, while I try to make them a home they can live in. I try to build one kind of foundation, while you lead the way for another. We’re a team, baby. And I know I didn’t come to you during the trial phase with Montgomery Inc., but that was because I was trying to make sure I didn’t put too much on your shoulders.” Her eyes flared, and he continued quickly, “But that was wrong. From now on, we’re a team in truth. We’ll both help each other. I promise.” He paused. “I got a promotion yesterday, by the way. Wes and Storm liked my work.”

She pulled back to punch him in the arm. “Of course, they liked your work. You’re freaking talented, and they would be idiots not to want you on their team as another foreman for many jobs to come.” She let out a breath. “I know you don’t want to clip my wings or stifle me, and I’m going to try to do better in letting others help.”

“And I’ll do better in not just jumping in and taking over.”

She laughed then, and he held her closer. “This might take practice.”

He kissed the top of her head. “We’ve got lots of time to practice, baby. Lots of time.” He paused. “Okay, this isn’t me stepping into it, but can you tell me what happened with your dad?”

She pulled away, her eyes going hard. “I called the police like I said and gave them what I could. There wasn’t much evidence on my end, but because I’d filed a complaint and there was just enough to get a warrant to talk to my dad, the officers found things on his computer. It seems my dad actually did something on his own without making others do it for him once in his life. Only this time, it’s going to give him a record. I don’t know what they’re going to charge him with.”

He let out a curse. “Holy hell.”

“Pretty much. I don’t know what happens next with him or King’s Weddings other than I’m not part of it. I’m working with Just for Them, and I’m not changing my plans there. I like these smaller weddings without the scary hoopla and ulcers. It sucks that my grandmother’s legacy might be gone, or at least tarnished, but I can’t look back anymore. Only forward.

“You’re her legacy, too, baby. She’d be proud of you.”

Her eyes filled. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

She tilted her head up, and he took her mouth once more. He’d fallen in love with his best friend, and damn it, no matter how they’d gotten here, he knew he’d do it again.

Arianna King was his best friend, his lover, and the love of his life.

And he knew exactly what he was going to do next. His woman was a wedding planner, after all.

He went down on one knee, and she gasped. “Arianna? I love you. All of you. I’ve loved you in some way or another since we were children, and I never want to spend another day without you. I want to wake up next to you every morning, go to bed next to you each night. I want to grow old with you and watch our babies grow up, knowing their parents love each other with every ounce of their souls. I know I don’t have a ring, but I have a promise. I have whatever I can bring. Will you marry me, Ari? Will you be my wife and take this next step with me?”

She blinked, tears running down her face. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

He cleared his throat. “I can think of a word that would be good here.”

She laughed and went to her knees in front of him, cupping his face. “I figured you were going to ask to get matching tattoos now or something since that’s what the Montgomerys do and you’re one of them now.”

He laughed with her, leaning his forehead on hers. “Well, we can do that, though I’d rather you answer the question, baby. You’re leaving me hanging.”

She let out a breath and met his eyes. “Yes, Harper. Yes!”

He crushed his mouth to hers, and she moaned into him. He deepened the kiss until they were both panting and ready to take it further. “Do you really want a tattoo? The Montgomerys own a shop, you know. We could make it official. Love, honor, and ink.”

She rolled her eyes and began to strip his shirt over his head. “Maybe later. First, I have another idea how to make it official.”

He groaned and carefully rolled her beneath him on the floor. “I like the way you think.”

And when he took her there, right on her kitchen floor, he counted himself one lucky bastard. He’d fallen for his best friend, and now she was going to be his wife.

Love, honor, and ink indeed.
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Delicate Ink

 

 

“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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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.
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