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Note to Readers

 

Cocksure Ace is a standalone story inspired by Vi Keeland and Penelope Ward’s Playboy Pilot.

 

It’s published as part of the Cocky Hero Club world, a series of original works, written by various authors, and inspired by Keeland and Ward’s New York Times bestselling series.


 

 

To Matt, my very own cocky hero.


 

 

I’m a fighter.

At least that’s what my daddy always told me.

It’s in our blood.

 

Hard work, hustle, and a little Hennessy is the Reid motto.

He taught me to fight for everything I wanted in life.

Take down those who threaten the dream.

 

My dream is to marry the perfect man.

That man is my father’s best friend and I won’t stop until I have him.

And at Daddy’s wedding in Costa Rica, I plan to make that dream finally come true.

Then, my life will be smooth sailing.

 

Until a chance flight with an arrogant pilot throws me off course.

Literally.

Camilo’s decisions affect my future, and I can’t allow anything—not even a cocksure, ridiculously hot idiot—to stand in my way.

 

Problem is, he fights back.

Every battle I’ve won in life, he shoots down and exposes me for the fraud I am.

Trapped in paradise with my devilishly handsome nemesis seems like one of the seven circles of Hell…and, boy, is it getting hot around here.

 

He’ll strip me of my armor.

Remind me of my past.

Force me to rethink my future.

And help me live in the moment.

Will he steal my heart too?

 

One thing’s for sure.

This girl won’t give up without a fight.
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Sheridan

 

Don’t pull it off.

Don’t do it.

My entire body trembles as I stare at the single brown hair on my denim Tom Ford pencil skirt. One hair. My hair. Seemingly insignificant on the fifteen-hundred-dollar garment. It shouldn’t bother me, but oh how it does. It’s a metaphor for my life, really. Anything that doesn’t belong gets plucked away and removed. My life is to remain perfect because for so long it was not.

It’s just a hair, though.

Not some clingy boyfriend or an assistant who needs firing.

I’m not wooing a client into signing a seven-figure contract.

A hair is inconsequential to my life, so it shouldn’t matter.

Irritation flitters through me. Sweat forms between my shoulder blades. My hand twitches, making me squeeze my Starbucks Grande nonfat double cappuccino.

Breathe.

You’re a Reid, girl.

Act like it.

I straighten my spine and dart my gaze from the offending stray in my life. The lounge area for the private jet company is quaint and smells faintly of oranges. It’s probably the nicest piece of real estate at LAX, but that’s not saying much. The problem is I’m not supposed to be here. I was supposed to fly out days ago with them. With him.

While I was crossing the Ts and dotting the last Is on the Franklin Technologies acquisition, Daddy and his partner, David Tomlinson, flew out to Arenal Volcano in Costa Rica.

My father is getting married.

I try desperately to be happy for him, but it’s difficult. If anyone deserves their happily ever after, it’s Daddy. He went through hell when Momma had cancer. We both did. Mona may not be who I would’ve chosen for him, but I wasn’t given a say so.

Dragging my thoughts from the wedding, I back up to a more pleasant one.

David.

Sure, he’s closer to Daddy’s fifty-six years, but he wears his age well. Brilliant, successful, charming. David ticks all the boxes. All I have to do is tick the last box—the one that finalizes us as an item. My hope is by the end of the week, I’ll be leaving Costa Rica with a rock of my own.

The future Mrs. Tomlinson.

I sigh happily. And then I pluck the hair off my skirt, flicking it to the floor before I can stop myself.

Life is almost perfect.

“Geezy squeezy, please tell me they have vodka,” a high-pitched voice whines.

I snap my stare up to a man strutting my way. He can’t be any taller than my five-foot-seven frame, but his personality’s certainly bigger. And his wardrobe is loud.

Please, God, do not let me share a flight with this man.

A headache is already forming.

“Are you the flight attendant? I’m thirsty and tired. Kyle? Kyle? Kyyyyyyyle?” The man—decked in tight pink leather pants that unfortunately show everything—stomps his feet like a child. Not small feet either. Giant feet in strappy, glittery heels. “Hello, honey.” He snaps his manicured fingers. “I’m talking to you.”

“Do I look like a flight attendant?” I clip out, pinning him with a glare that makes most men take a step or three back.

The garish man does take a step back, but it’s so he can openly scrutinize my outfit. Then, he waves a hand in the air, huffing. “No, doll, you look like a socialite with a stick up her ass. Kyle? Where are you?”

His words poke at my nerves. Sure, Daddy is wealthy and successful, but I’m no freeloader. I’m an asset to RT Corp. I’m the Reid who can get the hard deals done. I matter.

Ignoring him, I sip my cappuccino. The sprinkle of cinnamon I added warms me. When you have everything, sometimes it’s the little things that make you happy. Like a dash of spice or removing the damn hair from your skirt.

“Doris,” an old man says. “This way, Doris.”

Once again, my stare drifts to another man joining us in the lounge. The man has to be older than dirt. Hair white as snow, but he seems otherwise fit. He’s wearing a velvet burgundy tracksuit with “DD” embroidered on his chest.

“I’m right behind you, Dale. Keep your underwear on.”

Mr. Pink Pants curls his lip up. “Gross,” he mouths to me before shouting past the old couple. “Kyle! You walk like a turtle!”

Kyle—poor kid—was caught behind the couple and is loaded down with two giant rolling suitcases, about seven Louis Vuitton bags, and is seconds from crying based on his trembling bottom lip and red face.

“Dale,” Doris says, boldly staring at Pink Pants. “Would you look at this fruit?”

Pink Pants gapes at her, hurt flashing in his big green eyes. Before he can open his mouth to respond, Dale apologizes loudly.

“Doris here has lost her mind. Right, dear?”

“I just don’t know why Henry insists on dressing up in my clothes. They’re expensive,” Doris explains, which doesn’t explain anything.

Yep, definitely getting a headache.

“Damian,” Pink Pants says. “My name is Damian. Not”—he waves a hand in the air as though he’s disgusted—“Henry. I’m the Damian Birch.”

The old couple just blinks at him.

“The Damian,” he tries again. “Damian’s Dreamboats?”

“Is that a porno?” Dale asks, cocking his fuzzy white head to the side.

Damian blanches. “W-What? No. Ew. Gross, Gramps. I’m a designer. Yachts. Hello. Tell them, Kyle,” he whines, once again stomping his feet.

Kyle—bless him—stutters, unable to formulate a response, as his face burns even redder.

“Henry’s wearing my shoes,” Doris scoffs. “Those were expensive, boy.”

Damian shoots me an exasperated look. I roll my eyes. He’s on his own. As soon as we get on that plane, I’m going to put my earplugs in and sleep the entire flight to Costa Rica.

“Damian,” a thickly accented woman croons, rushing over to us. “I cannot believe my luck to share a flight with such a star!”

“Finally!” Damian cries out before preening for our newest arrival. “Would you like me to sign your—ohmygod!” Damian bounces on his sparkly heels. “Estefania Villegas!”

Shoot me now.

The woman who is every bit of six feet tall with legs practically as long as I am beams at our gathering crowd. She’s beautiful. Shapely, sultry, sexy. Everything I’m not.

“My friends,” Damian explains to us, his smile wide. “This is Costa Rica’s very own claim to fame! She’s not just a model, but she has her own hit albums in her country!”

Estefania tosses back her golden-brown hair over her shoulder and purses her full lips out as though she’s posing for the freaking paparazzi. I need a drink. Or ten.

I should have stayed in the limo.

Nathaniel would have driven me onto the tarmac when the plane was ready and I could have avoided all this. But I was eager to be alone—to formulate a plan on making David finally take the leap for me.

As the group chatters, I stand and grip the handle of my titanium Rimowa North America spinner luggage and walk away from the others to find some semblance of peace. I’m waiting by the empty desk when I hear someone whistling.

Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.

I recognize The Beatles song immediately and perk up to find the source of the sound. Seconds later, a handsome man strolls out of the hallway and into the space. He’s wearing a pilot’s uniform—black slacks, white button-up shirt, and black tie. Gorgeous, no doubt, but married based on the ring on his finger.

Not that I’m looking.

I have David.

His hazel eyes meet mine and he grins. “Good morning, miss.” My gaze darts to his nametag. Captain C. Clynes.

“When’s departure time, Captain?” I blurt out, edgy from all the nonsense already.

A laugh escapes him. “Soon enough. Just waiting on my co-pilot.” He continues to whistle as he walks over to the obnoxious group of people. “He’ll let you know when it’s time.”

Ugh.

I roll my eyes and down the rest of my cappuccino before tossing it in the bin. My eyes slide over to the clock on the wall—one, two, three times in a matter of seconds. This is ridiculous. We should be leaving by now.

David is waiting on me.

At least I hope he is.

Without the pressures of running a multi-billion dollar company, we can relax and get to know each other better. We’ll order the resort’s finest red wine and talk late into the night while sitting under the stars. David will take me to bed again, and finally ask me to marry—

“Yo también te extraño, Mamá,” a deep voice rumbles, cutting through my usual David fantasy. “Regresaré a casa pronto. Lo prometo.”

The voice is rich and gravelly. Slightly playful.

As soon as the owner of said voice steps out of the hallway, my heart stutters in my chest. Jesus, what a fine specimen of a man. Broad shoulders, tanned skin, black hair. His outfit is the same as the captain’s and he wears it just as well. It fits him in all the right places. The Latino man has a phone pressed to his ear, wearing a half smile. When he feels eyes on him, he darts his nearly black eyes my way, pinning me in place. Unfamiliar heat floods through me and I don’t like it. As though clued into my thoughts, he lazily roams his eyes down my body, lingering at my breasts that are heaving in my white notched collar poplin blouse.

“Yo también te amo, Mamá,” he says in a gentle voice. “Adiós.”

He hangs up the phone before sliding it into his front pocket that stretches over his clearly muscular chest. His nametag reads First Officer C. Zaragoza. A dark eyebrow lifts as he smirks at me. Bastard knows he’s hot.

Gross.

I know his kind and I’m not interested.

“Do you speak English?” I blurt out, already over his good looks and ready to move this whole day along.

The smug look melts away and his jaw clenches. “¿Hablas español?”

Great, so that’s a no.

“Right, so um,” I start, making my voice louder so he’ll understand. “I need to get to Costa Rica.” I lift both brows and widen my eyes, waiting for him to acknowledge that we’re on the same page. “Costa. Rica. Er, ¿comprende?”

His dark eyes narrow. “Entiendo, señora.” He nods. “Lo que no entiendo es por qué tiene que hablar tan alto. No soy sordo.”

I shoot a look over at Captain Clynes, but he’s laughing with his new friends. Ugh. Can this day get any worse?

“I”—I point to my chest—“need you”—I point to his chest—“to fly me to Costa Rica. Now.”

My finger is once again pointed to my chest and his eyes linger at my breasts again. Oh my God. This is why I’m after a mature man. They don’t do this.

“Costa?” he says slowly and in a thick accent.

“Rica,” I finish.

“Costa Rica?”

“Yes, Costa Rica.”

I cannot believe this moron is going to help fly a plane.

“Costa,” he says again. “Rica.” He practically purrs the “R” and makes a great show of enunciating. I get the slightest feeling he’s making fun of me.

“Right, so I need you to get a move on it,” I grumble as I snap my fingers. Then, I mutter under my breath, “Asshole.”

His jaw clenches. “¿Besas a tu madre con esa boca sucia?”

Dammit, we’re getting nowhere.

“Let’s try this again,” I start, but Captain Clynes walks over to us, intervening.

“Allow me to translate,” Captain Clynes says. “Go on.”

The way they exchange smug looks irritates me. I have seen it with enough men in the boardroom at RT Corp to know how they see me. A young, rich woman without a brain. I have more brains than both of these idiots combined. Hell, give me a manual and I can figure out how to fly the damn plane myself.

“Your company gets paid a lot of money to fly people like me to our destinations,” I seethe. “I won’t be talked down to or disrespected. Furthermore, I will not waste any more of my day begging for you to take me to freaking Costa Rica!”

The lounge goes silent at my meltdown.

Quickly I swallow down my irritation and purse my lips.

“No disrespect, ma’am,” Captain Clynes says, “but the flight has been slightly delayed.”

His dark-eyed co-pilot smirks.

“Why?” I demand. “Was someone taking too long on their phone?”

“CZ thinks—”

“CZ?” I snap my eyes to the dark-eyed man’s nametag again—C. Zaragoza—and wave off the captain. “You can’t be serious. You’re not letting him”—I point at the co-pilot—“dictate our schedule, are you? Who’s the boss around here, huh?”

“Rodrigo,” Zaragoza offers, his lips tugging at one corner.

“Let me speak to him.”

“You can’t—” Captain Clynes starts.

Oh hell no. It’s time to pull out the big guns.

“I most certainly can and will. All it takes is one call to my daddy and—”

“Rodrigo no sabe inglés.” Zaragoza shrugs.

Ignoring him, I glare at Captain Clynes. “What did he say?”

“Rodrigo doesn’t know English.”

“For fuck’s sake!” I cry out.

Captain Clynes laughs and walks off. Just walks off.

“Rodrigo,” Zaragoza growls, stepping closer to me until I feel his body heat warming my already sweaty flesh, “doesn’t know English because he’s a category two hurricane in the Pacific.”

Perfect. Freaking. English.

Anger melts away to embarrassment.

“You lied, you bastard,” I hiss, hating that my carefully constructed world trembles at my feet with one stupid encounter with an asshole.

“No, you assumed, lady.”

Our eyes are locked in a furious battle of wills. I want to shove him and remind him of who I am. That he can’t treat me this way. I’m Sheridan freaking Reid. My neck is burning red from a combination of shame and fury. I’m not used to such lack of control. And in a matter of moments, he’s ripped all control away from my cold, hard grip.

“Enjoy your flight,” he sneers, turning on his heel and walking away. “I hear Costa Rica”—he makes sure to roll his “R” in an obnoxious way—“has beautiful beaches. Adiós, mujer.”

Yeah, adiós, asshole.
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Camilo

 

Infuriating woman.

I’m rankled at the way she spoke to me and I can’t shake it.

Of course Carter fucking notices. He notices everything.

“She got to you,” he says in awe. “That’s a first.”

Letting out a snort, I ignore him as we begin our flight pre-check. The Embraer Legacy 650 is a luxurious super midsize jet with a bitchin’ tech savvy cockpit. I love this damn plane.

“She didn’t get to me,” I grumble. “She annoyed the fuck out of me.”

“No,” Carter says, glancing my way, “Lawton annoys the fuck out of you. Viper girl embarrassed you. It pissed you off. Admit it, hotshot.”

“I can’t stand people like her. They walk around like their shit doesn’t stink. We’re nothing but lowly people to service them and do their bidding.”

“But you thought she was hot.”

I glower at him. “In a snotty bitch kinda way, yeah.”

“All it takes is one hit.”

“What?”

“One hit?”

“One hit of what?”

“One hit from a complicated girl unlike the rest.”

“And then what?” I challenge. “People like me don’t fuck people like her.”

“No, but guys like us get brought to our knees by girls like her.” He flashes me a crooked grin. “Ask Kendall. The rest is history.”

“I’m not getting on my knees for her.”

“They usually prefer just one knee.”

“Fuck off,” I grumble.

Our banter quiets as Lawton peeks his head inside the cockpit.

“Oh my gawwwd,” he drawls out, waggling his perfectly sculpted brows. “Hottie alert.”

Lawton swings not just both ways, he swings every which way.

“The snob?” I ask at the same time Carter says, “Doris?”

Lawton lets out a cackle. “No to either.” He leans in to whisper. “The Damian Birch is here.”

“He has nice pink pants,” Carter offers.

“Who’s Damian Birch?”

Lawton’s eyes roll so hard I’m afraid he might lose them in that big head of his. “You’re such a fuddy duddy, CZ. Damian’s on that interior design show, but it’s for boats. Anyway, not him. His assistant. He’s dreamy.”

Carter laughs. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Oh, honey,” Lawton purrs, “I sure will.” He pats him on the head and then bounds off.

I glance out of the open cockpit into the cabin. Damian—proudly strutting around in his pink pants—fusses over his assistant. The kid is young, maybe eighteen or nineteen, and looks way in over his head working for the Damian Birch.

The old couple is sitting side by side in a pair of cream leather seats as the old man helps his wife buckle in. Lawton is now assisting a leggy woman with her luggage. My eyes, though, zero in on her.

Where everyone else is smiling and enjoying themselves, she’s glaring out the window, her pouty pink lips pressed in a firm line. She sits board straight in her seat, her legs crossed and tucked neatly under her seat as she angles herself toward the window. Everything about her is closed off to those around her. Her silky brown hair is smooth and utterly perfect. It makes me want to walk by her and run my fingers through it, messing it up.

“Just. One. Hit.” Carter playfully nudges me.

I steal one lingering glance at her before turning around to ready us for takeoff. As the engines fire to life, all irritation and anxiety fade away. In these private jets, you can feel every vibration, making your nerve endings come alive. Sure, commercial has its perks, like not having to deal with the people in the cabin, but private is my preference.

The next few minutes are ones of utter focus as Carter and I navigate the bird into the open skies. As soon as we reach our elevation and we’re cruising along at five hundred miles per hour, Carter starts humming.

Fly Like An Eagle.

Nothing like the Steve Miller Band to help me shake away my grumpy ass mood.

Soon, I join in and offer the “doo-doo-doo-doos” for him, both of us nodding our heads. Once we’re stable, he unbuckles and pats me on the shoulder before stepping out of the cockpit. His voice is friendly and chipper as he greets the passengers, tells them about our estimated travel time, and sings his usual The Beatles tune. I’m relaxed and happy again. In the sky, I’m literally on top of the world and it’s freeing.

“Do you have Hennessy?”

Her.

Her voice cuts through my haze and thumps me in the head.

“Lawton will show you the selection of on-board cocktails and drinks we offer,” Carter says. “Though I hear tequila will loosen you up if you’re tense.”

I smirk, knowing already she thinks she’s too good for a shot of tequila.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

Fucking Carter.

Meddlesome bastard.

“Sheridan Reid,” she says in a regal tone that indicates we should all know who the hell she is.

“The Sheridan Reid?” Carter taunts.

I can hear the Damian Birch hissing at his assistant to hurry and Google her. I’m a little curious as well.

“That’s me,” she grumbles.

“Well, funky flyers,” Carter says, “I was going to regale you with ‘Rocket Man’ by Elton John since that’s CZ’s favorite, but we have the Sheridan Reid on our flight and you know what that means?”

“Oh God,” I mutter.

Carter laughs, overhearing me. “No, God’s busy elsewhere, buddy. More like…Oh Sherrie,” he croons the last part.

As he starts launching into Steve Perry’s “Oh Sherrie,” I shake my head and turn around to watch this shitshow.

“It’s Sheridan,” the Sheridan Reid barks out, her neck blazing crimson. “No nicknames. Not short for anything. Just Sheridan.”

No one listens.

And something tells me she’s a whole lot more than just Sheridan.

Damian starts singing along, snapping his fingers in the air above him and dramatically jolting back and forth in his seat. His assistant looks as though he’s about to puke.

“I know this song,” the old lady says, smiling at her husband.

“This is one of your favorites, Doris.” The man looks at her as if she hangs the moon.

The leggy knockout joins in on the singalong, but she doesn’t know the words. Girl tries anyway. And Lawton, he’s trying to show off some ridiculously porny moves in the aisle as he gyrates his way toward Carter. Carter laughs and can barely keep singing.

I’m flying with a bunch of idiots.

And a princess having a meltdown.

The Sheridan Reid is so red-faced she looks like her head might burst. It’s comical until I notice the slight tremble in her hand. One barely noticeable wobble of her bottom lip. Something about that small display of vulnerability hiding beneath her tough exterior has me feeling bad for her.

“Stop showing off, Tripp, and get your ass back in here,” I bark out and offer a loud whistle too.

He chuckles but in the next instant, he’s back in his seat. “Got her name for you.”

“Thanks for that. But I don’t care,” I remind him.

“I think you do.”

“I don’t.”

“Maybe a little. Like just a tiny bit.”

“Nothing. You know my heart beats for one woman.”

“Such a fucking momma’s boy.”

I laugh and swat at him. “You’re a dick.”

“A dick who got the one’s name for you.”

“She’s not the one. Jesus, man.”

Our playful banter is cut short when we receive communication from dispatch. Possible navigation change to avoid Rodrigo’s trajectory. We spend the next three hours focused on the quickly changing weather situation.

“We can’t reroute to Mexico City,” Carter says. “It’s full. We don’t have enough fuel to wait our turn.”

I knew it.

I fucking knew it.

Having lived on the Pacific coast my entire life, you get a feel for weather patterns, especially hurricanes. Even Mamá wasn’t worried, assuming it’d make a wide arc, bypassing Mexico, but Rodrigo felt like coming home.

“Tahueca has an airstrip. Not big enough for commercial airliners, but it’s a place to touch down and refuel.”

Carter gives me a knowing smirk.

“Don’t say it.”

“Not saying anything, mijo.”

“I hate you,” I grumble.

“Nah,” he argues with a laugh. “You love when we’re scheduled to fly together. I’m your favorite. Admit it, CZ.”

Smug bastard is right.

We cut out the playfulness to iron out the flight changes. That’s the thing with Carter. We’re in tune enough that we can joke one minute and handle shit in a serious, professional manner the next.

“I do not look forward to this announcement,” he mutters.

“You’re a crowd pleaser, Tripp,” I taunt. “Do the honors. I sure as hell won’t. That woman out there hates me.”

“You could always announce it in Spanish. Maybe they’ll be too confused to care.”

I snort. “Fuck no. This is all you, buddy.” I flash him a pitiful look and shrug. “No hablo inglés.” I don’t speak English.

“You’re a real asshole, Camilo Zaragoza,” he says, shaking his head. “You know that?”

“Mamá cree que soy maravilloso.” Mamá thinks I’m wonderful.

“She’s the only one,” he argues. Then, with a heavy sigh, he grabs the speaker, too chicken shit to face them. “This is your captain speaking…”
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Sheridan

 

I sit up, dazed, my eyes darting around the small jet cabin as I take a moment to realize where I’m at. Headed for David and Daddy. Breathe. My heart continues to race, though. So often I wake in a panic. As though the time ticks faster in those waking hours—something I can’t control. Not enough time to do everything.

Momma didn’t have time.

It fell through her grasp all too quickly.

“Miss Reid,” Lawton, the steward, says, squatting beside my chair. “Please fasten your seatbelt and prepare for landing.”

I frown as I buckle my belt. “We’re already there.”

He grimaces. “Not quite.”

“Not quite?” I demand.

“If you’ll please excuse me, I need to make sure the other passengers are ready,” he says, rising to his feet and scurrying away.

“Wait! Why are we stopping? Where are we going?”

He ignores me and I see red.

“Tahueca, Mexico,” the beautiful woman says from nearby. She smiles at me. “Rodrigo has changed course.”

“Mexico?” I croak out. “We can’t be going to Mexico. I have to get to Costa Rica for my father’s wedding, lady!”

She recoils at my tone and I feel like crap. It’s not her fault. “Estefania,” she says softly. “I am sorry, Sherrie.”

“Sheridan,” I snap, making her wince. My eyes sting and I swallow the big ball of emotion in my throat. “For how long?”

“The captain did not say,” Estefania says.

I’m fuming as we descend. The loss of control over the situation quickly morphs from despair to anger. At least anger gets me answers. I glare out the window. On one side is the Pacific Ocean, beautiful and blue. Trees line the beachy coast. It’s beautiful, but I’m at the wrong paradise. Worse yet, there’s not a cloud in the sky.

The moment I land, I’m calling Daddy and getting my flight changed. I’ve been off balance since I stepped into LAX and met up with all these people. I’m in the twilight zone, not reality. Once I reroute, things will go back to normal.

I close my eyes, imagining the resort Daddy rented out for his wedding. It’s the nicest one in Costa Rica. It’ll be wonderful to unwind in the presence of family and friends. To take a week off of my busy work schedule and just be.

It’s almost laughable.

Just being.

I haven’t done that in so long, I’ve almost forgotten what it feels like.

Seagulls. Warm breeze. Momma’s humming.

I’m thrust back to the summer before she died. When Daddy took us to the beach for the day. We didn’t have a penny to our names. The hospital made sure of that. It felt like saying goodbye. Rather than letting it consume us, we enjoyed the day the three of us. We didn’t worry about Momma’s illness or bills or the fact time was running out.

We took the day to just be.

A hot tear races down my cheek and I hastily swipe it away. I don’t cry. Not anymore. Not since we buried Momma all those years ago. Daddy and I had to toughen up. He threw his energy into his work and pulled us out of the hole we were in. And rather than leaving me in despair all alone, he did it with me. Anytime I wasn’t in school, I was jetting across the country to meet clients with Daddy, sitting in his office working on homework while he worked, or having dinner with him and David as they made plans. From the get-go, I was a part of RT Corp. I never left.

When we roughly touch down, I pop my eyes back open. Trees whiz past us and I wonder if I’ll be able to catch a new flight quickly. As the plane slows, I frown. No buildings. No other planes. Where the hell are we?

“Tripp,” Lawton calls out, “you’re losing your touch and I almost lost my cookies with that landing.”

The captain’s laughter travels into the cabin and grates on my nerves. Really damn funny. All of this is some huge game to them. Unprofessional. This company will hear all about my flight. I’ll leave my one-star review with pride.

“Don’t worry, Sherrie,” the old lady named Doris says. “I’m hungry too. We’ll make sure you get fed, honey.”

I grit my teeth. “Sheridan.”

“That’s what I said, honey.”

I’m not Sherrie or honey or whatever the hell these people want to call me.

I’m Sheridan Reid.

The bitch who’s about to go nuclear.

As soon as Lawton opens the side door of the plane, I unbuckle, grab my luggage, and storm over to him. His eyes widen as I near. He stumbles over his words, but as soon as the stairs have fully unfolded and are touching the ground, I stomp past him. The stairs are steep, so I have to carefully maneuver my black Valentino Garavani leather booties so I don’t fall. My eyes are trained on my feet. As soon as my shoes hit the asphalt, I lift my gaze.

Trees.

Trees.

More damn trees.

I swivel around to look back at the plane. Behind the plane is a small hangar. No. This is definitely a dream. I’m still flying on the way to Costa Rica and I’m asleep. I pinch myself hard enough it’ll bruise.

Still here.

Something comes barreling down the asphalt, snarling and big. A flash of light brown. Oh my God. I’m going to die. In this stupid not-dream. I turn to face the creature, but it’s moving too fast. Straight for me.

“Get away from me,” I screech, holding a hand out in front of me.

The thing ignores me and pounces. I’m going to be mauled to death by a lion. I’m tackled to the asphalt and my head hits hard, causing stars to swirl around me. Something wet drags up my face. It’s licking me. The thing is licking me.

It’s then I lose it. I start to cry. Full-bodied sobs as this—I think it’s a dog—thing licks away my tears. It’s heavy and it stinks, but I don’t have the strength to push it away.

“Oh. Em. Geeeeeee!” Damian screams. “It’s eating her! Help! Handsome, pilots, help!”

“Toro,” he calls out. “Toro, ven con papá”

Toro—the huge creature—launches toward CZ, otherwise known as the obnoxious co-pilot. They have a jolly reunion while I sit up and blink away my daze. Everyone is piling out of the plane and stretching, smiles on their faces like we didn’t just get dumped in the middle of freaking nowhere.

“Are you okay, Sherrie-dan?” Estefania asks, prancing over to me in her too-high heels that make her legs look impossibly long.

“I hit my head,” I grumble. “I’ll be fine.”

Damian—whom I pegged to be a diva—isn’t unnerved. Instead, he’s preening for the camera that Kyle is holding up for him. “Followers, as soon as we catch a signal, we’ll upload this video from”—he waves his hand in the air—“wherever this is and it is exquisite! I cannot wait to live stream you all and give you a tour! Perhaps we’ll check out the marina! Might find us a fixer-upper!”

Estefania helps me to my feet, a smile on her pretty face, until I jerk my arm from her grip. God, I’m such a bitch. This woman has been nothing but nice to me and I’m unfairly taking it out on her.

No, this is his fault.

I pull out my phone and am not surprised to find I have no service. It simply adds to the mountain of terrible things. I toss it back in my bag with a growl of frustration.

Abandoning Estefania and my luggage, I storm over to CZ. When he sees me rushing him, he stands up and lifts a challenging brow. The moment I reach him, I shove him with both hands. Of course he’s solid under that pilot’s uniform and doesn’t budge an inch.

“You’ve done this on purpose,” I accuse, my voice rising several octaves. “You think you can play these games with me?”

He smirks. “What games would those be?”

“These!” I cry out, throwing my hands up in the air. “Landing us in the middle of nowhere because of a freaking non-existent hurricane because you’re on some stupid power trip!”

“It was the captain’s call to land, not mine.”

“Where the hell is he?” I growl, not taking my eyes off CZ.

“Waiting for Alejandro.”

“Who’s Alejandro?”

“He owns this airstrip.”

“Good,” I fire back at him. “I’m going to talk to him too. I’ll catch the next flight out of here. Away from you.”

CZ laughs, rich and deep. I hate the sound. “There are no other flights, abejita. You’re stuck here with me.” He reaches down to pet the dog. “Right, Toro? She’s a little bee with no wings.”

Toro barks and smiles at me. Wait. Is that dog actually smiling at me? His tongue hangs out of his mouth and he stares at me with big brown eyes.

Ew.

I don’t do animals.

“Take me to Alejandro,” I demand, pulling my stare from the ugly dog to the annoying idiot in front of me.

“Alejandro will come to us,” he says cryptically.

Awoooga! Awoooga!

The sound of an obnoxious horn cuts through the air, stealing my attention. A green bus bounces toward us along the airstrip. I’m in hell. Only answer for all this. The bus comes to a halt near us and a man bounces out of the bus.

“Camilo,” Alejandro booms, holding his arms out. “La estrella.”

“Alejandro,” CZ or Camilo says, grinning.

They hug and then start chatting in rapid fire Spanish. I cross my arms over my chest and frown at them. Alejandro starts ushering people into the green bus. When I overhear the word “hotel,” I breathe a sigh of relief. At least there, I can gather my bearings and call Daddy.

My head is throbbing from my fall, but I ignore it as I make my way back over to Estefania, who stands watch over my things like an Amazonian princess. God, she’s so pretty it hurts to look at her.

“You like the pilot, no?”

I follow her gaze over to Camilo. “No,” I grit out. “Big no. Hell no.”

She laughs. “But he is so handsome.”

“Not even close,” I grumble.

Lies. He’s hot, but he knows it, which makes it all the more annoying. Plus, he’s a dick. Probably knows that too.

“Vengan, amigos,” Alejandro calls out to us, waving us to the bus.

Estefania waggles her brows at me, as though we’re sharing a secret about our mutual crush over some boy. Gross. No. She can have him.

I grab my luggage and hurry over to the bus. Alejandro opens a side compartment and helps us load our things inside. When my things are safely stowed away, I climb onto the bus that reeks of body odor. Yuck. My nostrils flare in disgust as I take a seat right behind the driver’s seat. As much as I don’t want to smell him, I need to be able to ask him pertinent questions. Estefania boards next and her nose crinkles up. She eyes the seat beside me but then shakes her head, opting for the back seat instead. My eyes drift out the window and I watch as Camilo trots over to the hangar and lifts the garage bay. Captain Clynes must be the one taxiing the plane, because it slowly makes its way over to the open bay. Once it’s inside, they both exit and close the garage door.

Ugh.

Doris and Dale make their way onto the bus and sit behind me. Then, Damian and Kyle get on next. They choose a seat near Estefania. Alejandro trots up the stairs and hefts himself into the driver’s seat. Captain Clynes boards and has a seat across the aisle from Doris and Dale.

“We could leave him,” I offer under my breath.

Captain Clynes snorts out a laugh.

Toro bounds onto the bus and barks at me before throwing himself down in the seat across the aisle from me, panting hard.

“Welcome to Tahueca,” Camilo says as he steps onto the bus, greeting everyone. “You’re in the loveliest town of Oaxaca in Mexico. You’re in for a real treat. Soon, you will be guests of the best hotel in town.”

“Only hotel,” Captain Clynes says with a chuckle.

“Still the best, Carter,” Camilo argues with the captain.

“Can we go already?” I snap. “I need to call my father.”

The humor fades from Camilo’s face as he sits.

Right next to me.

“Seriously,” I growl. “Of all the places you could sit—oh!”

The bus takes off and I’m thrown back. Camilo laughs at my shock. I want to shove him into the seat with his dumb dog. His arm stretches across the seat behind me as he leans in to look out the window. It’s too hot and sticky here to have him of all people in my space.

“Are you always this angry?” he asks, his minty breath invading me.

“Are you always this obnoxious?”

“Yes,” Carter offers from nearby. The damn dog barks too.

I smirk at Camilo.

“Do you have plans for dinner?” Camilo asks, wiping said smirk right from my face.

“I’d rather starve than eat with you.”

“Oh, come on, I’m not that bad.”

“Nope, you’re definitely worse.”

He snorts. “Do you even have any friends because it’s hard imagining you being nice to anyone?”

I scowl at him and then turn away to look out the window. Rude ass. I have friends. Lots of them. Daddy. And David of course. Oh, and my assistant Helen. Daddy’s assistant Mark is my friend too. David’s son, Garrett, from a previous marriage. Lots of friends.

“Who’s your best friend?” he asks, still invading my space and mind.

“None of your business.”

“You don’t have one.”

“His name is David,” I lie. While I want David and me to carry on being more, I wouldn’t say we’re best friends. I can barely get him to make time to have dinner with me.

“Wrong.”

“What do you mean, wrong? You don’t know me,” I hiss, refusing to look at him.

“I know you’re lying. It’s a hunch.”

“Screw your hunch.”

“I could be your best friend,” he purrs, his knuckle rubbing along my bicep.

I snap my head to look at him. Too close. My heart does a little flutter and it makes me angry. He can be sexy all damn day, but that doesn’t change the fact he’s the most obnoxious man I’ve ever met.

“I’d rather be best friends with Toro.”

Toro barks happily.

Camilo’s lips curl into a wicked grin. “I’m going to have fun with you.”

“At least one of us will be having fun,” I sneer. “Hope you don’t get too attached. I’ll be gone the second I can.”

His eyes drop to my lips, making my stomach do a flip. “You’re not going anywhere until Rodrigo is no longer a threat.”

“Newsflash, Camilo,” I snap. “It’s sunny. Not a raincloud in the sky. Maybe you should rethink your career.”

His jaw clenches. “Rodrigo is coming.”

“Kyle!” Damian calls out. “Take a picture of me with the beach behind me. It’s gorgeous.”

Jerking my stare from Camilo, I look out the window. The water sparkles in the freaking sunshine, but the waves are choppy and the wind blows the trees lining the beach. It is beautiful, but it’s wrong. I’m not supposed to be here.

“For the record,” Camilo says softly, “I’m right. It’s not safe to fly.”

I ignore him until he gets up to go sit with Toro.

Good.

It’s better this way.

Alone.
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Camilo

 

“The. One.”

I roll my eyes and Carter laughs.

“I’m just saying,” he states, amusement shining in his hazel eyes.

“I tried,” I lie. Not really. Mostly, I tried to rile her up. “She’s not interested in anyone but herself.”

My eyes drift back over to her. Despite the rigidness in her posture, she seems defeated. It’s unnerving. A woman like her doesn’t look like the type to get knocked off her axis very often. And when she does…it destroys her. Guilt infects me. I haven’t exactly made it easy for her.

The bus is hot as fuck, and where everyone is sweating, she seems to glisten and glow. Like the reflection of the sun off the water behind her. Sheridan Reid is beautiful, no doubt. She’s just a jagged little pill—one you can’t swallow because she’ll choke you.

Despite having to land in Tahueca because of a damn incoming hurricane, I’m happy. I was born and raised here. Everyone I love lives here.

So why did you leave?

Ignoring that train of thought, I rub Toro’s head. I missed my dog. Alejandro keeps him while I’m gone, which is for longer and longer periods of time. Another pang of regret hits me right in the gut.

The hotel comes into view and Toro must sense we’re almost there because he barks, his tail thumping hard against the seat. As soon as the bus stops and the door opens, Sheridan bolts. Carter thumps me in the arm.

“Go,” he encourages.

I roll my eyes as I stalk off the bus after her. She struggles walking in the sand and nearly rolls her ankle. There’s no stopping her, though, as she storms her way over to the front office of Hotel Zaragoza. She flings the door open and I grab it before it closes. Toro trots in after her.

“Un minuto,” Araceli says in a monotone voice before bitching out the person on the other line. One minute.

Sheridan is breathing heavily, fury radiating from her in the stuffy office. I lean against the counter and smirk at her.

“Stop following me,” she huffs.

“Not following you.”

“You’re here.” She waves her hand up and down. “Breathing the same stagnant air in this shithole.”

I bristle at her words. “Maybe you should complain to management about the stagnant air,” I offer coolly.

Araceli barks something at what I’m assuming is Marco. My cousin and her baby daddy fight continuously. It’s a wonder they stopped arguing long enough to have sex and get knocked up in the first place. Araceli pats her stomach once before reaching over to grab an orange slice from a bowl. She chomps on it as she angrily listens to what he has to say.

From experience, I know this might last all day.

“Tres llaves, prima,” I call out. Three keys, cousin.

Araceli notices me, smiles briefly, then reaches into the drawer. She tosses the keys my way one set at a time.

“This is going to take a while,” I tell Sheridan. “Come on. I’ll show you to your room.”

“My room? Are you serious? I’m not staying in this dump!”

Araceli’s glare darts over to us and she rakes her eyes down Sheridan’s front, her nostrils flaring. Right. I’m going to have to get her out of here before she pisses off my cousin. A pissed off Araceli usually ends with her raking her nails across your face. I’ve nearly lost my eye on more than one occasion because of her.

“This dump is your only option, abejita.” Little bee. The nickname is fitting since she likes to sting with her verbal barbs. Not waiting for her to answer, I grab her delicate wrist and haul her out of the building. As soon as we’re outside, the warm wind blows sand against us. It’s still sunny, but I can smell the storm in the air.

“Let go of me, asshole,” she grumbles, jerking her hand from mine.

“Do you kiss your momma with that mouth?” I taunt. I’d said it before in Spanish, but that was when she had no clue what I was saying to her. Now, I want her to hear every word.

Her fiery features crumple for a second and then she stomps off. Okaaaay. Again, she nearly falls in her stupid heels. That’s enough of that. If she breaks her ankle, I’ll have to set it and I’m not in the mood to play doctor. I hook my arm around her waist and then toss her over my shoulder. She shrieks in surprise and then she loses her mind.

“Let me go, you idiot! I will sue you! I will sue everyone!”

Carter’s eyes are wide when I approach.

“Oh boy,” he mutters as I toss him two out of three sets of keys.

“Oh boy is right!” she screeches. “The moment I get down, I’m going to ruin everyone! By the time I’m done with you monsters, you’ll never get another job again!”

“Suave,” Carter says, shaking his head at me. “Real suave.”

“Dale, honey, why is that young man carrying that young lady?”

“She’s having a tantrum, Doris. He has to set her straight.”

“SET ME STRAIGHT?! WHAT YEAR IS THIS?!”

“Nineteen eighty-three,” Doris says at the same time Damian says, “Twenty friggin’ twenty.”

“It was a rhetorical question!” Sheridan yells. “Someone help me! Estefania!”

Estefania whines, shooting me a pleading look. Poor girl is the closest thing to a friend Sheridan has around here.

“Don’t worry,” I assure Estefania. “I’ll put her down soon. Follow me.”

“I’m going to kill you,” Sheridan warns. “And your dog too!”

Toro barks, trotting past us, unfazed by the threats.

“He’s so scared,” I tell her, laughing. “Did you forget the part where he weighs more than you and the fact he’s a damn bullmastiff?”

I toss the last set of keys to Estefania. She squeals when they hit her in the chest and then fall to the sand outside the hotel room.

“Nice catch,” I deadpan. “This is your room. Bunk up.”

“Sherrie-dan, we are to be roommates,” Estefania says with a squeal as she picks up the keys. “I am so excited!”

“No,” Sheridan huffs. “Put me down. Now.”

I slide her down my front, setting her to her feet, but don’t let go. Her face is red and her brown eyes blaze with fire. Once silky smooth chocolate-colored hair is frizzy and wild. Goddamn she’s beautiful.

Fuck!

She stings too.

Her thumb and finger pinch my stomach through my shirt before she releases me. She pokes her finger into my chest, glaring at me. “If I never speak to you again, it’ll be too soon.”

“Yes!” Estefania huffs in solidarity, choosing to poke me as well. “Sherrie-dan does not speak to handsome pilots anymore!”

I lift my brows. “Handsome, huh?”

“Smug bastard,” Sheridan rages, charging for me again.

Estefania grips her arm and pulls her into the room. “The handsome pilot is not worth your anger.” Then, Estefania gives me an icy glare.

“He’s not handsome,” Sheridan growls. “He’s an idiot.”

As soon as the door slams in my face, I shake my head and take off walking down the path. This place causes a storm of emotions inside me. While I love seeing Mamá and the rest of my friends and family, it feels haunted. Empty. Missing the heart of what made this place the joy of my childhood.

It’s missing mi papá.

And it’s all my fault.

Bitterness sours my stomach, reminding me of my hunger. Rather than hitting my villa, I follow my nose. As much as I want to hate Eduardo, it’s hard to hate someone who loves your mother. Even if he is a mindless idiot most days. Regardless, the man can cook.

With the hurricane on its way, many of the hotel workers are out doing what we always do when this happens. Putting away anything that might blow away. Hammering plywood over glass windows and doors. Sandbagging low-lying areas. But not Eduardo. Nah, that big boy will be in the kitchen slaving away to feed the crew hard at work.

I look around for Mamá, but she’s nowhere to be found. This woman lives for this hotel. At one time, I thought she loved it more than me, but like any good mother, she set me straight a long time ago when I bitched about such things.

Siempre eres mi estrella brillante en el cielo, mijo. You’re always my bright star in the sky, son.

The restaurant and bar—affectionately called Eddie’s—is already boarded up, but the front door is standing wide-open. It sits on the highest area of the hotel property and seems to be the soundest structure, so if a hurricane really does hit, Eddie’s is the safest place to be. It’s also the most entertaining. Food, drinks, and a rickety old piano that Eduardo claims Elton John used to own. I know he’s probably fucking with me, but I like to pretend it’s true.

“Cuervo!” a deep voice booms from the kitchen when I enter the restaurant.

I wave to Linda—who doesn’t speak and never has since coming to work here—before heading back to the kitchen. Eduardo is sweating like a goddamn pig as he chops tomatoes. He’s singing along to something I’ve never heard of and moving his hips like he’s a fucking professional dancer. Sometimes I cannot grasp how my mother is attracted to this man.

“There he is!” Eduardo greets, a wide grin on his face. His mustache is longer than last time, curling out at the ends. Looks like a cartoon character. “You take to the sky for too long, Cuervo. We all miss you, especially my Rosita.”

I try not to bristle at his claim on my mother.

I’m long past blaming Eduardo for loving my mother when my father wasn’t there to.

“My schedule’s been packed,” I tell him, peeking under a lid that smells heavenly. “Where’s Mamá?

“Con tu abuela, er, she is with your grandmother.” He winces and guilt tugs inside me. Fuck, I really have been an asshole to him. I distinctly remember being sixteen and yelling at him on a visit back from Dad’s in the States telling him he could speak English if he wanted to talk to me. Back then, Eduardo didn’t know English. Since, he’s learned how to speak it, just so he can communicate with me. The guy’s been trying so hard ever since.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, frowning.

“Your grandmother is good,” he says. “Don’t worry. They’re arguing over what color to paint the spa.”

I snort and he chuckles. “We’re calling it the spa now, huh?”

“You know how they are.” He shrugs. “Are you hungry? Most of this won’t be ready until supper, but I can make you a plate.”

“I’m good for now. Need help pulling out the cots?”

“Linda has enough for the staff, but we can grab one for you too.”

“I brought guests,” I tell him. “Seven more.”

“¡Siete!” He whistles. “Your mother is going to lose her mind.” He taps the side of his head. “We never have that many guests at once.”

At one time, when Dad was here with her, this hotel was a hoppin’ little hotspot. It was always filled to the brim with guests. But when Dad left, and me with him, it’s like we took the heart and soul from the place. Now it’s just bones that my mother is trying desperately to hold together.

“I’ll break the news to her. Maybe she’ll freak out less because she’ll be overcome with joy at seeing me,” I joke as I watch Eduardo toss some shredded beef into a tortilla. My stomach grumbles when he fills it to the brim with cheese, pico, veggies, and slathers it in sour cream. He rolls it up in a sheet of foil and then tosses it at me.

“This will keep my boy fed until supper. Give your mother kisses from me.”

I chuckle as I unwrap the taco and take a bite. It isn’t until I’m nearly out of the kitchen that I realize I didn’t get angry about what he called me.

My boy.

He used to piss me off with those comments. I already had a dad. I didn’t need some cook who worshiped the ground my mother walked on to try and become my father. Dad gave up everything for me. He’s irreplaceable. At one time I thought Eduardo was trying to do just that—replace him. Lately, I realize he just wants to love me too.

“Thanks, Eddie,” I call out.

“Anything for you, Cuervo.”
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Sheridan

 

I stare at my reflection in the mirror of the small hotel bathroom, watching my bottom lip wobble. Weak. So weak, Sheridan. I’m nine years old again in my head. Reminded of how I’d escape to the hospital bathroom to compose myself. Momma always said I was her strong girl. When her hair was falling out and she was continuously vomiting from chemo, I didn’t feel strong at all. But I couldn’t let her down. I’d slip away to the bathroom and force the tears away.

Stiffen my spine.

Lift my chin.

Purse my lips.

Harden my heart.

It takes a few minutes of breathing calmly to chase away the chaos brewing inside me. This isn’t the first shitty situation I’ve been thrust in, and it certainly won’t be the last.

“Sherrie-dan? Are you okay in there?” Estefania asks, tapping on the door with her fingernail.

A bloom of warmth in my chest sends a ripple of shock through me. I hadn’t expected for her to stick up for me earlier. But she did. I’ve been nothing but a bitch, and the girl still tried.

In another life, I could be friends with a girl like Estefania. Maybe the me before Momma got sick. The one who caught fireflies in the backyard, climbed trees, and would stare up into the sky and try to count the stars. Before all the heartache and pain, I was a free spirit.

“I’m fine,” I say, my voice gruff from emotion. “I’ll be even better if I can catch a signal to call my dad.”

With a heavy sigh, I open the bathroom door. Estefania has changed into a floral maxi dress that looks incredibly comfortable. She’s pulled all of her golden-brown locks up and piled them on top of her head in a messy but lovely looking way.

“You look pretty.”

Her eyes widen. “Me?”

“Who else would I be talking to?”

“I did not think you liked me,” she replies in a quiet voice. Then, her features brighten. “You will now, Sherrie-dan. I found a phone for you and it works!”

My heart stammers in my chest. “W-What? Where?”

She grabs my hand and pulls me over to the bed. Sure enough, an old phone circa 1987 sits on the end table between the two beds. It’s yellowed from age, but is lit up, indicating it’s working.

We sit down and I snag the receiver before mashing the buttons for Dad’s cell number. It rings and rings before going to voicemail.

“Daddy, it’s me. I’m stuck in…”

“Mexico,” Estefania offers.

“I’m stuck in Mexico. We had to stop because of the incoming hurricane. I can get you the information, just please, Daddy…send me a plane. I need to get out of here.” My eyes water despite just calming myself down. “I, uh, call me back at…”

Estefania points to the number on the phone.

After rambling out the number, I hang up.

“When Daddy sends the plane, you can come with me if you want. I know you’re going to Costa Rica—back home. I could take you with me,” I offer, feeling strange about being nice. I’m known for a lot of things, but nice isn’t usually one of them.

Her nose scrunches and she messes with the fabric on her dress. “I like it here.”

This makes me recoil. “What? Here? In this shithole hotel?”

“I like it here because it is peaceful,” she says. “No mobs.”

Mobs?

“I don’t follow,” I say with a frown.

“I just wanted to sing like the big stars on television. But”—she shrugs—“no one told me it was so lonely. All those people. So many people. They nearly run you over for autographs. But how many simply want to have a cup of coffee and talk?”

“I see…” Though I don’t. Not this. “I—”

We’re interrupted by a rapping on the door.

“Hotel hospitality,” an accented voice says.

I bound from the bed and rush over to the door. When I swing it open, a short woman with jet-black hair and piercing brown eyes smiles at me.

“Welcome to Hotel Zaragoza,” she says proudly. “We are pleased that you are staying with us. Should there be anything to make your stay more comfortable, please let us—”

“I want an upgrade,” I blurt out, cutting her off. “This room smells like mildew. I’ll get my credit card and you can charge it. Preferably something with a view and Wi-Fi.”

Her eyes narrow sharply at me and she sniffs the air. “I don’t smell anything.”

“Because you’re used to this shithole.”

Estefania gasps, but I won’t be talked down to by a maid with an attitude.

“Perhaps after Rodrigo comes through, we can see about putting you up in one of the villas, but it’s simply not safe at this moment.” Her tone is curt and brooks no room for argument.

“The sun’s out.” I put my hand on my hip and arch my brow.

“The thing about storms is they tease you with perfect weather before they destroy everything you love.” Her eyes darken. “If you don’t need anything, I’m going to check on the other guests in this shithole.”

She turns on her heel and slams the door behind her on her way out.

“Rude,” I grumble. “So rude. Wasn’t she rude?” I turn to Estefania, needing backup from my roomie.

“She was short,” Estefania agrees, her eyes shifting to the floor, unable to meet my gaze. “Want to go swimming while it is still nice?”

“No.”

She flinches and guilt assaults me. Guilt! Since when do I care when my tone upsets people? Since never. Those who work for me have to have a spine. Those who don’t, don’t last.

But Estefania doesn’t work for me.

“I’d like to wait for my dad’s call if that’s okay. Go on without me. Don’t let me hold you back.” I offer her a forced smile, hoping to soften the blow.

I don’t do soft.

I am always hard because I need to be.

She sits on her bed and digs around in her purse. When she pulls out a bottle of orange nail polish, I frown. It’s hideous and offensively bright.

“We will do manicures instead,” she says, shrugging. “While we wait for your father.”

Her smile is wide and innocent as she shakes the bottle. Ugh. I could use her in some of my deals I do for RT Corp. Estefania disarms even the toughest of people. With a grumble of annoyance, I offer her my hand as I sit beside her.

“Fine.”

She cheers and bounces on the bed. “Oh, Sherrie-dan, we are going to be the best of friends. Our nails and toes will match. It will be so cute!”

There is nothing cute about that orange polish.

Still, I try for this girl, though I don’t know why. “So cute,” I deadpan, making her giggle.

Despite the horrible color that makes me cringe as she strokes it onto each of my nails, I find myself relaxing in Estefania’s presence. She’s calm and light and sweet and funny—the exact opposite of me. It’s when she’s blowing on my nails, her eyes twinkling, that I decide I do like her. Like a good businesswoman, I analyze her and determine she is an asset to me. She’s one of the few who likes me and has already come to my aid. I will acquire her as mine.
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I wake to the sound of a phone ringing. The hair dryer is going in the bathroom, so Estefania doesn’t hear it. Rubbing at my eyes, I hurry and sit up. I’m not sure how long the phone’s been ringing, but I answer it in time.

“Hello?”

“Sher Bear?”

I choke up, hearing my father’s gravelly voice. “Daddy?” Tears well in my eyes and I’m nine years old again, trying desperately to hold it all together for Daddy. “I miss you.”

His chuckle is one of surprise. Music plays in the background, but it fades as he steps away. “I miss you too. Is everything okay? Are you safe?”

My eyes skim the rundown room. It’s dated but clean. I don’t see any critters. No creeps are trying to get in. “I’m safe. I just…I don’t want to miss the wedding. I want to be there with you. For you and Mona. We had to do a forced landing because of the storm. It looks fine, though. Can you send me a plane?”

“You won’t miss the wedding. We’ll hold off and wait for my favorite girl on the planet. Maybe relax a bit until the storm passes.”

Relax?

I’m already shaking my head. “No. Um, they don’t even have a spa.” At least I don’t think they do. “I just want to leave. Can you send a plane to pick me up and we can just fly around the storm? Please, Daddy?”

I reserve my whining for desperate situations, this being one of them. Daddy always caves to my whining. I’m his little girl after all.

“Oh, Sher Bear, I’m sorry. I really am. But no, I can’t put you in harm’s way. I looked up your location for this number and it’s in the path of the storm. You’re going to need to stay safe until it’s no longer a threat. I’ll send a plane just as soon as I can.”

Silence hangs in the air.

He told me no.

I’m not used to being told no.

“But, Daddy—”

“You’re a Reid girl,” he reminds me in his conference room tone that makes men sign on dotted lines. “Don’t you forget that.”

I swallow down the emotion and swipe at my tears. “So I’m just stuck here?”

“Like your momma used to always say, ‘When life throws you lemons, throw them back, grab some limes, and make marga—’”

“I have to go, Daddy. I’ll call you when I can. Love you.”

Click.

It was unfair. I should have let him finish. Let him talk about Momma. God, I am such a bitch. Maybe he deserves to have a little break from me. Truth is, I haven’t left his side since the moment I was forced to leave Momma’s.

“Everything okay, Sherrie-dan?”

Estefania hovers nearby, looking like a beach babe in a pair of shorts and a tank top. Her makeup has been redone and her hair has been styled. She’s so pretty and put together.

“I could go for a drink,” I grit out. “What about you? Want to, uh, look for coffee?” Coffee. Chardonnay. Whatever we find first.

She claps her hands, her orange nails catching my attention and reminding me we’re freaking twins. “This is the best day of my life!”

I stare at her in horror.

How could this be anyone’s best day?

It’s turning out to be one of my worst.
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Camilo

 

Carter struts out of the bathroom wearing a borrowed pair of my board shorts, grinning my way. “I was thinking—”

“Oh, here we go,” I groan as I change into a pair of swim trunks. “This is never a good thing.”

“It’s always a good thing,” he argues. “Maybe you ought to ask her out.”

I glower at him. “No.”

“There’s chemistry, man. You’re like some Latin lover boy, right? Woo the gringa.”

“Dude.” I snort and shake my head. “You’re an idiot.”

“I’m brilliant, CZ. She’s angry because she needs a hot little Mexican boy in bright yellow trunks to lure her into his bed.”

“See, when you say it like that, it sounds creepy.”

He starts to dance—over the top, I might add—pulling out some moves Patrick Swayze would be proud of. “Baby, oh, baby…” He waves me to him, winking.

“How are you even married? Did Kendall just feel sorry for you? Took one for the team of womankind?”

“Besides being a hunk—”

“Don’t say hunk. You sound like the old fuckers you hang out with.”

“I’m excellent at eating puss—”

“La la la. I can’t hear you.” I pretend to cover my ears so I don’t have to hear him describe in detail how he pleasures his wife.

“And I fuck like a stallion—”

“Stop, Tripp, just stop.”

He makes an exaggerated show of grabbing my dresser and thrusting his hips toward it while waggling his brows at me. “Just like this.”

I crack up laughing and shove him. “Let’s go. I can’t take any more of this torture. We have work to do anyway.”

We throw on some tennis shoes and head outside of my villa. Since the place is now booked up, he’s rooming with me. As soon as I hear Elton on the record player playing nearby, I smile. All the stress of the last few months fades away. Truth is, I missed home. I missed the chaos and the love and the food. My crazy ass family and friends. As much as I love soaring above the clouds, I’ve always been tethered here. Everyone needs a home base and this hotel is mine.

My abuela is sitting outside the little villa she uses for her home and a spa. One of my cousins must have already boarded her windows for the storm. She sits in a flower-print muumuu, a giant pot of clay between her legs, and is singing along to Elton as she works her clay.

“Abuela,” Carter greets as he strides up to my grandmother to give her wrinkly cheek a kiss. “Did you miss me?”

My abuela doesn’t speak English, but she understands Carter. Hell, I think anyone over the age of sixty does. He speaks their geriatric language. She smiles at him, revealing her gums, and I shake my head. Her dentures are around here somewhere. I used to terrorize my younger cousins when we’d find them lying about all over the hotel and chase them as I pretended to chomp them with her fake teeth.

“¿Preparando una caldo?” I ask as I bend to kiss her. Making a pot?

She shakes her head and squeezes the soft clay in her arthritic-ridden hands. “Para la cara, niño.” For the face, child.

“¿Donde está Mamá?” Where is Mamá?

She points toward the front office. My mother is barking out orders to my cousins Mateo and Nicolás. They’re both giant, sulking young men who tower over her, but they obey her because she’s the ruler of this roost. While the guys start hammering up boards, I sneak up on my mother. When I bear hug her from behind, she squawks at me. I have her arms pinned so she can’t swat at me. I spin her around until she stops yelling and gives in to laughter. Finally, I set her to her feet and kiss the top of her head.

“Hola, Mamá.” Hello, Mamá.

She pulls away and gets her swat in, whacking me right in the stomach. “You can’t sneak up on me like that. I’m too old.”

“You’re not old,” I argue, grinning. “You’re young and beautiful and smart and—”

“What do you want?” Her dark eyebrow arches up.

“Can’t a boy tell his mom he loves her?”

“You’re sucking up, mijo. You want something.”

I don’t. Used to. I’d butter her up so she’d let me go flying with Alejandro or run off in the jungle with my cousins or swim in the rain. I’m a grown man now. A man who has desperately missed his mother.

Her features relax and she hugs me. “Eduardo is making a feast tonight. Will you come?”

God, I’m such an asshole. Last time I was here, I was being a dick and avoided him as much as possible.

“Of course.” I kiss her head again. “I better go help board this place up so it doesn’t blow away.”

“You think this storm will be bad?”

“I have a feeling that it’ll make its mark.”

When she goes back to griping at my cousins, I sneak away. I end up stopping to help Linda tie down the restaurant patio furniture for a good half hour before Carter decides to grace us with his presence. The wind is beginning to pick up and I smell the storm coming.

“In the wild, the alpha males protect their cave from predators,” a high-pitched male voice sings. “The beta males with pink collars roar in appreciation.”

Carter busts out laughing and I cock my head at the dude in my face with a camera. It’s the Damian Birch. He’s found pink eyelashes and applied sparkly pink lipstick to his lips. His outfit is straight out of a bubblegum factory. So much pink. And spandex. And tight.

Look away.

I shudder. No man should ever be forced to look at another man’s junk so proudly displayed in pink spandex.

Lawton snorts nearby and I shoot him a glare.

“Don’t mind us, boys,” Damian chirps. “We’re just immortalizing this vacation forever by making a video journal. As soon as I get Wi-Fi, I’m uploading these clips.” He waves me off with a manicured hand. “Go on. Continue doing your manly deeds and I’ll continue to watch you sweat and flex.”

“I’ll watch too,” Lawton says with a shrug.

“Where is our waitress?” a hostile, prissy voice shrieks from inside Eddie’s.

I start for the door but pause to point at Carter. “Did you guys know he can dance like Patrick Swayze from Dirty Dancing? I saw it with my own eyes earlier. The way his abs move…”

Carter shoots me an exasperated look and I shrug. Fucker had that coming. I leave him to Damian and Lawton, who are giggling like a couple of schoolgirls. Inside Eddie’s, I let my eyes adjust to the darker environment and seek out the source of the diva meltdown. Sitting at a table in the middle is Sheridan, Estefania, and Kyle. Where Estefania and Kyle are happily chatting, Sheridan sits like she has a pole up her ass—straight and perfect posture—while she glowers toward the kitchen.

Their glasses are empty and the basket of chips in front of them is nothing but crumbs. I can see Eduardo sweating his balls off in the kitchen as he prepares dinner for everyone. I walk over to the bar and grab a bottle of Corralejo, tucking it under my arm. It’s cheap tequila and it’ll grow hair on your chest, but it’s a local fave around here. I peek in on what Eduardo’s working on, offer him a wink, and then grab another basket of chips before sauntering over to the table.

Sheridan’s eyes are everywhere but on me.

Fair enough. It gives me time to check her out. Her hair has been pulled back into a high, sleek ponytail and not a hair is out of place. She’s wearing less makeup, as though she showered and only reapplied mascara and lip gloss. It gives her a more innocent look compared to when I first met her. Her outfit screams boardroom bitch, but she’s still hot.

I drag a chair across the aged tiled floor, loving how the loud sound rankles her. She can’t help but look at me now. Her gaze roams up my bare, sweaty abs and along my chest before she settles her heated brown eyes on mine.

“What are you doing?” Her shiny lip curls up.

“Brought a peace offering.” I set the chip basket on top of the other one and then unscrew the lid to the Corralejo. “Drink?”

“Pass,” she grumbles, but based on the way she eyes the bottle, she needs a drink. “I’d wanted Hennessy or Chardonnay but apparently that request just gets you laughed at.”

I pour some into her empty glass before doing the same for both Kyle and Estefania. “We’re simple around here. What can I say?” I smirk at her. “So, what’s everyone up to?”

“We are three friends talking about—” Estefania starts but gets cut off by Sheridan.

“Idiot pilots.”

“Someone say my name?” Carter asks, pulling up a chair and sitting next to me.

I take a swig of the Corralejo straight from the bottle and pass it to him. “We’re outnumbered and not wanted here.”

Carter snorts. “Nonsense. Everyone loves a pilot.”

“They are handsome,” Estefania tries, making Kyle laugh softly.

“I’m more of a seaman lover myself,” Sheridan says, lifting her chin primly.

Carter chokes on his tequila and Kyle’s face blushes. Estefania’s eyes widen.

I grin at Sheridan and lean in. “Seaman? You’re a seaman lover?”

The ice that seems permanently formed around Sheridan’s being suddenly cracks. I notice the exact moment she realizes her error.

“Oh my…” she trails off, her neck blazing crimson. “I meant…well, I meant exactly what I said, but you children can’t behave!”

“We are behaving,” I argue with a laugh. “You’re the one telling us how much you love seamen.”

“I mean a man with a boat, you idiot,” she hisses, but her brown eyes are alight with amusement.

“I’m a man with many boats who also loves semen,” Damian crows as he prances up to us and plops down in my lap. He waggles his sculpted brows at me. “Oh, honey, is that an anchor in your pocket or are you happy to see—”

I playfully push him out of my lap. “Apparently, our abejita here loves seamen, not semen.”

“You’re a lesbian?” Damian asks, his face totally serious. “That explains a lot.”

“Wait,” Carter interjects. “Explains what? How does that explain anything?”

“I’m not a lesbian,” Sheridan grumbles.

Carter scratches his head. “I’m still wondering what makes you think Sherrie is into chicks. I mean, I know I didn’t misread the way she checks out my boy—”

“I most certainly do not check out your boy,” Sheridan huffs. “And it’s Sheridan, not Sherrie.”

“Sherrie-dan was not looking at the handsome pilot’s glorious abs,” Estefania chimes in, coming to her rescue, miffed on her behalf.

“Glorious abs, huh?” I ask, flashing Sheridan a crooked smile.

She rolls her eyes and sips her tequila. “Nothing I haven’t seen before and certainly nothing special. And I’ve seen a lot of abs because I like boys and not girls.”

“Girl, same,” Damian cheers out, holding his hand out for a high-five. “Even if you are a female Autobot—”

“What’s an Autobot?” Lawton asks, joining the growing fray of crazies.

“Metal robot. Basically a good guy, but kind of scary and hella tough,” Damian explains. “You ever seen Transformers?”

When Lawton says he hasn’t seen Transformers, Damian squeals and launches into a detailed explanation of his “favorite movies ever.” Kyle tattles and whispers that his favorite movie ever is Moulin Rouge, but no one calls Damian out. I’m chuckling as they drag another table over.

“I’m a good guy?” Sheridan mutters, her brows knitting together in confusion.

My smile is wiped from my face as I stare at her. For one brief second, her wall is down. She’s not sad or pissed. She’s lost. In unfamiliar territory. Desperately needing a lifeline.

I poke the proverbial bear to remind her she has claws.

The girl needs to be fierce in order to survive the world she’s created for herself.

“A good guy with good lips.” I smirk at her as I rake my gaze down her front. “And good tit—”

She tosses her drink at me. As soon as the tequila hits my eyes, I howl. Fuck. It burns. Holy shit. I totally deserved that, but still.

“Oh my God,” Sheridan cries out. “I forgot this wasn’t Sprite.”

My eyes are watering, and I can’t see, so I rub at them. Delicate hands grip my wrists. Everyone is laughing or talking over each other. It’s chaos and I can’t even see.

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Sheridan hisses, pulling me up and out of my chair. “Come on.”

Blindly, I follow my abuser to my death. Or the bathroom at Eddie’s, which may as well be death with how stifling hot and cramped it is inside. Like a hot coffin in hell.

“Lean over so we can rinse your eyes out,” she sasses.

“I can’t believe you blinded me, woman.”

“That’ll teach you to gape at my boobs.”

“They’re nice boob—”

She grabs a handful of my hair and pushes me toward the sink. “Hush.”

“You’re a mean little thing. I changed my mind,” I mutter. “Not a good guy. You’re the villain, abejita.”

“Villains always have cool cars,” she tosses back, splashing the lukewarm water in my face.

“What kind of car does my villain have?”

“I’m not your villain.”

“This is my story. You’re in it. You’re mine.”

She huffs, but it lacks her usual fire. “I have a pearl-white Jaguar F-Type.”

“Does it go fast?”

“Really fast.”

“Do you like to go fast?” I peek at her now that my eyes aren’t burning so much.

“I like to get there in one piece.”

I turn off the sink and rise to my full height. I love how she has to crane her neck up to see me. In the small space, she doesn’t have much room to escape. “You ever just enjoy the ride? Roll down the windows and let the wind mess up your hair a little?”

Her brows crash together. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I…because…I…” She sighs. “I don’t know.”

“I like your lips.”

She parts them. “I thought you liked my boobs.”

“I like those too,” I tell her with a smug grin. “I like a lot of things about you. Apparently I have a thing for villains.”

“I’m the good guy,” she tells me primly. “Damian already said so. You can’t change the rules.”

“Oh, I don’t change the rules.” I lift my hand and gently drag my thumb along her cheek. Her eyelashes flutter. Then, I reach back and tug on her hair tie. “I break them.”

She squeals in fury when I steal her hair tie and back out of the bathroom. I can feel her fire behind me as she follows. When I look over my shoulder to smirk at her, I’m caught off guard.

Blazing brown eyes.

Now messy chocolate-colored hair.

Pink cheeks from anger.

Fucking beautiful.

Damn.

A hurricane may be coming, but we have a storm right here with us. I’m struck in a single moment that makes my heart beat too fast in my chest that this girl is going to obliterate me.

Time to batten down the hatches and let her do her worst.

I’ve always wanted to ride a storm.
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Sheridan

 

I’m warm.

Too warm.

It’s not because of the idiot pilot half naked and dancing. It’s from the tequila and the lack of air conditioning in this hot-ass restaurant. Definitely not the way he moves his hips.

Oh my God.

“I would destroy that boy in bed,” Damian reveals, whispering loudly. “Absolutely wreck him.”

Camilo, totally oblivious, continues shaking his nice ass in his obnoxious yellow swim trunks. His back is muscular and tanned and sculpted with a black crow tattooed on it.

If I were a single girl like Estefania, I would totally get drunk enough to have sex with him. Totally. But I’m not a free bird, I am a Reid girl. I’m a tiger and I eat little crows like him for dinner.

“Those shorts ought to be outlawed,” Damian hisses, poking my arm. “You can see everything, honey.”

Oh my God.

Warmth blooms across my chest and up my throat. You can most definitely tell he’s packing something monstrously wonderful in his shorts. With every thrust of his hips to the music, we get a little preview.

I suck down my Sprite, er tequila, and try not to drool. After our little fight and subsequent bathroom encounter, I’ve tried to stay away from Camilo. He’s been dancing and talking and laughing. Terrorizing everyone in the near vicinity. Though they seem amused and entertained by him, especially Carter. They’re two obnoxious, hot as sin peas in a pod.

“Since you’re not a lez, you totally should ride that Mexican cowboy. If you don’t, I’m gonna borrow one of Estefania’s dresses and make that happen.” Damian sighs. “Lord, look at those buns.”

Above the music playing from an old jukebox, I can hear the wind picking up. A prickle of worry washes over me. I haven’t exactly waited for a tropical storm to hit before. I’m supposedly in the path of one and Daddy’s not even here to assure me everything will be okay.

Thinking about Daddy makes me think about David.

Smart. Educated. Rich. Brilliant.

Boring.

I cringe at that thought. David’s not boring. He knows a lot about architecture and historical stories and wine. He once explained to me over dinner the importance of farmers in a booming technological world. David is interesting.

We’ve kissed a few times, mostly when he’s had a little too much wine.

The one time we had sex, I’d been thrilled. It was sloppy and over quick. I’d been a little disappointed, but Daddy didn’t raise a quitter. I figured it would get better with age. The next morning he surprised me with room service before driving me home. It wasn’t awkward after. I didn’t think about how I wanted passion and heat and love but was given three minutes of sweaty thrusting. It was the wine. The next morning, my David was charismatic and a gentleman.

But not my boyfriend.

I try not to let that bother me. I really do. He’s a busy man. Simply needs a little nudging in the female department, I think.

“Oh hell no,” Damian grumbles. “Mexican Barbie is mackin’ on your man!”

Mexican Barbie?

I glance over at Estefania, but she’s in deep conversation with Lawton and Kyle. The restaurant is now full of people who seem to be very familiar with one another. The Barbie in question is prowling over to Camilo. A little burst of jealousy shoots up my spine.

Jealousy.

No way.

But as I stare at the way she dances smoothly to the music, her dark brown hair swaying with her hips that are wrapped in a tight dress, I do feel irritated. He smiles at her, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. Not like when he smiles at me.

Triumph fills me.

“I’ve got you, boo,” Damian whispers, playfully tugging at my hair before standing. “Girlfriends have to have each other’s backs.”

Oh no.

He prances—yes, he prances like a runway diva—right in between Camilo and the beautiful woman. Once he’s at the jukebox, he bends over and wriggles his bubble butt as he chooses a song.

Two seconds later, “Lola” by The Kinks starts its familiar guitar twang. Damian, already falling into the character of Lola, starts dancing toward Camilo. He bats his lashes at Camilo and gives him the come-hither look.

“Cuervo is a great dancer,” the cook says to me, patting a meaty hand on my shoulder as he starts clearing off the table of empty glasses. “I taught him when I was wooing his mother, though he’ll argue it.”

Cuervo.

My attention is drawn back to the way Lola tries to seduce her man just like in the song. Camilo is a good sport and laughs, matching her antics with his own. They dance well together, both their hips moving in tandem with the beat of the song. Their silliness and over-the-top singing and dancing is…refreshing.

Not the word I was looking for, but it’s true.

Daddy or David wouldn’t be caught dead dancing with Damian, who’s barely held together by expensive spandex. Yet, Camilo is on his knees, just like the guy in the song, singing to his Lola. Carter is riling everyone up and cheering them on. Estefania’s giggles poke their way right into my heart that I thought had long been hardened.

Lola does some fancy little dance move that makes her junk bounce and I lose it. I just lose it. A laugh bubbles up. Then another one. I can’t stop it and it feels so foreign. Tears well in my eyes as I fight for control. When Estefania realizes I’m laughing, she starts to cackle even harder.

The song finishes all too soon and Lola gives Camilo a big smooch. Camilo squirms, but Lola’s a man after all, and easily steals the kiss he wanted. Camilo swats him away, grinning. His nearly black eyes latch on to mine and something shifts in the air. I blame the change in barometric pressure, which is all Rodrigo’s fault. Regardless, Camilo makes his way over to me, no longer interested in the pretty brunette who was moments ago trying to make conversation.

“You should put on a shirt,” I tell him, only mildly irritated I can see all his glorious abs as Estefania puts it. Good God are they glorious.

“You should take yours off.”

“Ass.”

He smirks, flexing his pectorals. “I prefer ace.”

Cocky asshole.

Our arguing is cut short as the cook gets everyone’s attention. It’s then I realize he’s set up a long table nearby with all sorts of pans of food. I don’t do buffets. Ew. But, damn does it look good. My stomach, because of the heavenly smells, has been growling for an hour.

Damian comes up behind me, puts his hands on my shoulders, and leans in to whisper, “Totally saved you, girl. You owe me one.”

“Henry,” Doris says, walking up to us. “Son, that pink is bright.”

Damian whines, because he clearly doesn’t like being remembered as this woman’s son. “Bright is the new black.”

“What?” she yells.

“I said—” Damian starts, but she cuts him off as she whispers loudly to the bitchy maid from earlier.

“That’s my son Henry. He’s a great dancer. Takes after my Dale.”

The maid smiles warmly at her. “And that’s my son, Camilo. He learned how to dance from my Eduardo.”

The two begin talking and I dart my eyes to Camilo. His mom is the bitchy maid? Of course she is.

“Your mom’s the maid and your dad’s the cook?” I ask, frowning.

His lip curls up. “Eduardo isn’t my dad.”

I note his suddenly pissy attitude as he stands and stalks over to the buffet table. Eduardo, with his big mustache, proudly explains all the dishes. He keeps swiping the sweat off his brow with a filthy kitchen rag and I want to gag.

No way in hell I’m eating that food.

Don’t they have health inspectors around here?

I watch as Camilo goes through the line, now cheerfully chatting it up with Carter. I guess I was the cause of his bad mood. After he has an obscenely high pile of food on his plate, he walks back over to me.

“Come, abejita.” He sets the heaping plate in front of me.

“I beg your pardon—”

“It’ll be a long night if you don’t put some food in your stomach with the way you’ve been sucking the Corralejo down. Eat, little bee.”

My stomach grumbles angrily, arguing the case along with him. Finally, I give in and take an exaggerated bite of a taco. As soon as the flavor hits my tongue, I moan. Oh my God, it’s the best taco I’ve ever tasted. I shoot Camilo a surprised look, but he’s already headed back up to make himself a plate.

“This is going straight to my ass,” Damian says as he sits beside me. “The world can thank me later. This bootylicious booty doesn’t come without effort. Right, Kyle? Kyle!”

His normally exasperated assistant is in line, smiling at Estefania. He seems like a nice kid, so I’ll allow it. But if he looks at her wrong, I’ll go give that boy the what for.

“You’re hissing,” Damian says. “Is it because the lioness in heat is stalking our sexy Mexi in the buffet line?”

It takes me a second to decode all his confusing lingo.

Then, I zero in on the girl from before. She has her palm on Camilo’s back, turning her head up to talk to him. I don’t like the way she looks at him, which is stupid considering I have no claim on him. I don’t even like him.

Definitely don’t like him.

“If Kyle messes with Estefania, I’ll make him regret the day he ever met me.” I smile sweetly at Damian.

Rather than being shocked, he cackles. “Perhaps you’re a Decepticon.”

“A what?”

“Villain, honey. You’ve got villain eyes.”

At least the villains have cool cars.
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Camilo

 

I manage to avoid Ramona through dinner. I’d been oddly thankful for Damian rescuing me from her, even if he did make me dance and rubbed his spandex body on me. Still better than having to talk to Ramona. There’s nothing particularly wrong with the girl, but there’s nothing right, either. She’s a local who sometimes helps out at the hotel during our busy seasons.

A local I’ve taken to bed a few times while in town.

The last time, she got clingy and I decided to cut ties. Mediocre sex isn’t worth having some girl obsess over you and start hinting at shit like a relationship. I don’t have time for relationships. I fuck and fly. The end.

I’d love nothing more than to take Sheridan to bed with me, though. She puts up this hard-ass front, but I bet I could get her to melt under my touch. I’d wipe that sour look off her face while I licked the sweetness between her thighs…

“Rodrigo has been upgraded to a category two hurricane,” Carter says, gripping my shoulder and ending my fantasy.

He motions for Eduardo’s office just beyond the kitchen. Now that everyone’s eaten and resumed drinking, I slip away with Carter. Mamá sits at Eduardo’s desk, her brows furrowed as we listen to the man on the radio warn of the winds that could reach up to one-hundred-ten miles per hour.

“When?” I ask, coming to stand behind Mamá.

“Tomorrow night.” She looks up at me and frowns. “Will it get worse?”

I hope not.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I assure her.

“What’s happening? What is he saying?” Sheridan asks from the doorway. “Answer me, dammit.”

Her brown hair has been swept over one shoulder now that I’ve stolen the hair tie. It exposes the long, delicious column of her neck. I’d love to run my tongue along her skin to see if she tastes salty like her fucking attitude.

Before Carter can open his mouth to play peacemaker, I push past him over to her. She’s slightly swaying, which is no wonder with all the tequila she’s been sucking down.

“Looks like a category two hurricane now.” I resist the urge to kiss her supple lips. “Don’t worry—”

“Don’t worry?” she hisses, her face turning red with sudden anger. “You kept me from going to my destination only to trap me in this shithole and now we’re all going to die!”

I wince at the shithole comment, knowing it’ll upset Mamá. This place is her baby. Her life’s work. To have someone speak so lowly of it to her is aggravating.

“We’re not going to die,” Carter placates.

“It’s not a shithole.” My fiery glare burns into her. “You should apologize.”

Her lip curls up. “I won’t ever apologize for telling the truth.” She shoves at me, but it only ends up making her bounce back because I’m unmovable. “You’re an asshole kidnapper and now you can add murderer to the list!”

“Oh, Jesus,” Carter groans.

“Get this woman back to her room, mijo,” Mamá snaps. “She’s drunk and disorderly. She’ll upset the other guests.”

Forgot to mention, I’m conveniently security, too.

“I can take her back,” Carter offers, trying to dismantle the bomb that’s about to go off in three, two, one—

“Excuse me!” Sheridan screeches. “I am not drunk! I am not disorderly! I will stay right here and listen to the radio!”

“Enough, little bee. You don’t even know Spanish, so you can’t understand a word of what he’s saying anyway.”

She continues to argue, but Mamá is pissed and I need to get her out of here. I sigh before grabbing her and hoisting her over my shoulder, which is beginning to feel like a pattern for us. She kicks and screams for me to put her down. Rather than upset the guests, I take her down the back hallway and out the door. It’s raining now, hard and promising worse weather headed our way.

It’s a short walk back to her room, but we manage to get soaked to the bone. I’m wearing my trunks, so it’s not a big deal. The door is unlocked and we step inside. One half of the room is neat and orderly while the other side has Estefania’s belongings strewn everywhere. I take Sheridan to her clean side of the room and set her to her feet.

“I don’t feel well,” she whispers.

Gripping her chin, I tilt her head to look at her. Big brown eyes are filled with tears and her mascara is smeared. Her smooth hair is a soaked, frizzy mess. She’s pale as fuck too.

“Why don’t you change out of your clothes and lie down?” I offer. “You’ll feel better soon.” I start for the door, but her whimper stops me.

“Is a category two bad if it hits us?”

Fear.

Her voice drips with it.

I’m shocked that she’s afraid of anything. She hides it well if she is. Right now, the tequila has dropped her defenses and a terrified young woman stares back at me.

“The locals are used to hurricanes. We’ll board everything up, stick together, and ride out the storm when it hits.” I walk back over to her and kiss her forehead. “You’ll be safe, Sher.”

She doesn’t correct me for not using her full name.

“Can you help me?” Her brown eyes bore into mine, filled with heat.

Fuck.

I’d love nothing more than to strip this hellion and drive into her just so I can feel her claws and listen to her screams.

But not like this.

Not when she’s at an apparent low.

I’m a playboy pilot, not an asshole.

“Yeah, abejita, I can help you. Where are your clothes?”

She points to Estefania’s side of the room and not her expensive bag at her feet. I shrug and go over to one of Estefania’s messy bags and pull out some silky orange number that most definitely is something Sheridan would never choose for herself. When I turn around, I nearly swallow my tongue.

Sheridan has pulled off the linen skirt and matching top she was wearing and stands in nothing but a white lacy underwear set. It looks fancy as fuck. I want to rip it to shreds with my teeth, and then give one of her perfect tits a bite. As soon as the bra loosens as she unhooks it, I get a hold of myself and stalk over to her. I’m trying to keep my eyes averted as I slip the transparent gown over her head.

“My panties,” she breathes, making my dick incredibly hard.

“Are staying on,” I growl. “When you wake up tomorrow, if you still want to take them off in my presence, come see me. Otherwise, let’s keep them on.”

She pouts and it’s pretty damn cute. “Will you stay with me?”

“I better not.”

Her fingertips dance along my abs and up my pectorals. “I’m worried about the hurricane.”

“It’s just rain for now,” I assure her.

She forces a smile and nods, unable to keep the quiver out of her chin. Well, fuck.

“Fine,” I grumble. “But I’ve had a helluva long day and would like to rest. I’m going to grab a quick shower first.”

I pull back the covers and help her into bed, trying and failing at not looking at the way her perky nipples strain against the orange, sheer fabric. Once she’s covered, I take the coldest shower known to man to make my hard-on go away. The idea of putting my wet swim trunks back on is annoying, so I opt to stay in the towel instead. I step into the room to find her already fast asleep. Maybe I should just go.

Something hard hits the window and she sits up, her eyes wild. “What was that?”

“Just the storm,” I assure her. “It’s fine.”

Her entire body trembles as she stares at the window like a monster is going to bust through. I walk over to the bed and climb in it beside her. She relaxes when I guide her back down onto the pillows. Then, in a surprising move, she turns toward me and buries her face against my chest.

I’ve never been one to cuddle. Frankly, I haven’t ever been able to sit still long enough. But with Sheridan—fierce yet vulnerable Sheridan—pressed against me, I can’t help but hold her close and inhale her hair. She molds to me in all the right ways like she was made for me.

Dangerous thoughts.

In a few days, the storm will be gone, and so will she.

On that note, I close my eyes.


[image: ]

Sheridan

 

“Alone for five minutes and girlfriend is already trying to have his babies.”

“I am the worst friend!”

“She looks pretty okay if you ask me.”

“Do you think she likes to share? I’d like to be in the middle of that sandwich.”

“I knew they had chemistry.”

I groan, hating the way my head aches. The voices feel too loud. Too close. Too everything. I’m attempting to roll over but am trapped. Awareness settles around me as I realize someone hard and naked is pressed against me.

Oh God.

Last night was blurry.

Drinks. Dancing. The fight in the filthy office at the restaurant.

Camilo carrying me. Camilo dressing me. Camilo holding me.

And Camilo fucking me.

Heat floods my body. That didn’t happen, though. I hate that I wish it did. What about David? I stiffen at that thought. This week was supposed to be about him. I was supposed to go to Daddy’s wedding and spend uninterrupted time with David. Make him see how right we are together and commit to something. It’s not like he doesn’t find me attractive. He slept with me, after all. Kisses me on occasion. Takes me to dinner often. We’re meant to be.

Sleeping half-naked with a mouthy, hot pilot is a bad idea.

What would David think?

He’d be disappointed. Just like Daddy.

Shame washes over me and I wallow in self-loathing until I hear the voices again.

“She’s red. Oh, Lord, is he doing her right now? Someone grab the blanket so I can watch!”

I snap my eyes open and glower at the source of the voice. Damian. It’s light in the room, though I can hear the rain still pattering, and he’s dressed like he’s the rainbow meant to chase away the storm. Too many colors. Too bright.

“Why are you here?” I snap, pinning him with a hard glare.

He winces at my tone, but I don’t feel guilty this time. They’re all standing around the bed, watching us like we’re some sort of freakshow exhibit. Carter, Estefania, Kyle, Lawton, and Damian.

“This is all my fault,” Estefania whines. “I should have come to check on you, but Carter said you would be okay with the handsome pilot.”

“I did say that,” Carter agrees. “It wasn’t a lie. They look pretty okay to me.”

Wait. Where did she go last night? I shoot laser beams at Carter and he laughs, shaking his head and pointing at Kyle. Kyle’s eyes widen in fear. Luckily for him, Damian steps in front of him, blinding me with his red sequin tank top and short purple bike shorts. More junk on display today. I can’t deal with this without coffee.

“Can someone hand me my shorts?” a sexy, sleepy voice murmurs beside me. “I seem to have lost them somewhere.”

“Pure chemistry. I knew it.” Carter’s smug grin is going to get slapped right off him. I’d do it now except they’d all see me in this horrible outfit I stole from my roomie.

I roll onto my back, drawing the covers to my chin, and turn to look at Camilo. His arm is bent and he’s resting on his hand, a sexy smirk on his face. Just knowing he’s naked under here with me makes my body tingle and burn.

“Get out of my bed,” I hiss, irrationally angry at Camilo, even though we didn’t technically do anything. “Now!”

He shrugs and then slides out of the bed, his hands covering his crotch. I get a perfect view of his sculpted, tanned ass. Too many muscles. Too hot. Ugh.

“Holy heaven in a handbasket,” Damian whines. “That ass is what people commit crimes over. Marry me, sexy Mexi. Please.”

Camilo chuckles, deep and throaty, as he takes his offered trunks from Carter. He keeps his back turned to us as he pulls them back on, somehow managing not to flash us his dick in the process. Not that I’m looking. Totally not looking.

“Who’s ready for breakfast?” Camilo asks, his almost black eyes searing into me. “I could eat.”

“Out!” I yell. “Now! All of you!” Estefania looks like she might cry, so I spare her. “Not you. You can stay. If you have a dick, leave!”

“If I tuck mine, can I stay?” Damian asks, batting his rainbow-colored eyelashes at me. “Please, bestie?”

“I am not your bestie,” I snarl.

“I am her bestie,” Estefania corrects. “Go. Shoo. Handsome pilots and lovely boys must leave. Goodbye, my friends.” She playfully shoves them out of the room. As soon as the door closes, she turns to me, grinning. “You borrowed my gown?”

“I, uh, it was a mistake.”

“You can borrow anything you like. We are practically sisters.”

I refrain from rolling my eyes because I, for some crazy reason, care about her feelings. “Yeah, whatever. I shouldn’t have worn that…with him.”

“Was he a good lover?”

I take note that she’s wearing the same outfit from last night, her lipstick is gone, and she has a hickey on her neck.

“Wait a minute. Who did you make out with?”

She bites on her bottom lip and squeals before jumping onto the bed beside me. It bounces and I want to puke. “Kyle is an amazing kisser.”

Of all the people she could have kissed, I never would have guessed the quiet, nerdy assistant to the Damian Birch.

“You kissed him? And then…”

“Fell asleep in his arms while listening to the rain.” She sighs. “So romantic.”

My night wasn’t much different, minus the kissing. It was hardly romantic. It was regretful. This place really fucks with my mojo. It’s like the universe is out of balance while I’m here or I’m in some alternate reality. I don’t feel like me here.

“Sherrie-dan?”

I roll on my side to look at her. In the morning light, she seems softer and younger. I don’t know much about her and I feel bad for that. I’m envious of the light easiness in her smile and the unguarded look in her eyes. Was I ever that way? I can’t remember.

“Yeah?”

“I am sorry I did not come to check on you.”

“It’s okay,” I mutter. I never expected her to babysit me.

“It is not. We are in a foreign place and alone. You could have been hurt or frightened. I failed you as a friend.” She frowns, her face growing troubled. “If we were in Costa Rica, and I were to slip away by myself, it could have turned badly. Could have been the same for you here. I am sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I breathe, suddenly overcome with emotion. “I promise. I’m okay. And when we finally make it to Costa Rica and anyone tries to hurt you, I’ll kick their ass.”

She hugs me abruptly, making me squeal in surprise. We both laugh. It’s then I realize I like having a friend. A lot. And in un-Sheridan fashion, I begin asking her about her. Because I care. In this alternate universe, maybe it’s okay to be Sherrie-dan sometimes.
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We walk into Eddie’s, following the scent of eggs and hot sauce. Once I got over feeling sick, now I’m just hungry. After a nice long shower, I was able to ground myself again. I pulled on some skinny jeans, my black Valentino Garavani leather booties, and borrowed an off-the-shoulder gray cashmere sweater upon Estefania’s insistence. Best friends share clothes, I guess. I cringed when she rifled through my bag to borrow something of mine, but I have to admit my Kay Unger New York floral jacquard dress looks better on her than me.

“Kyle!”

Estefania waves to her make out buddy, who sits at a table wedged between Damian and Lawton, but she loops her arm with mine, showing me she’s not abandoning me again. Considering Carter and Camilo are sitting at the table too, I’m thankful to have her support.

“Come join the Funky Flyers,” Damian calls out, waving wildly with his rainbow fingernails and bright yellow bangle bracelets.

Camilo is wearing clothes, much to my relief. He’s put on jeans and a red, fitted shirt that showcases his muscular back all too well. Everyone is talking loudly, but it all blurs out as I stare at him.

Why am I so infatuated with this man?

He’s like the most incompatible person I could even dream of hooking up with. Besides, I’m spoken for. Sorta. Almost. Ugh.

“…everyone should plan to spend the night here—”

A portion of Camilo’s words rise above the rest, sending me into a panic. I rush over to him and take the empty seat beside him.

“Why? What did the news say?” I demand, my fingers digging into his ridiculously hard bicep. He flies planes. How in the hell does he get arms like this from jiggling a joystick all day?

He turns to regard me. Up close, I can see speckles of gold in his dark brown eyes that are surrounded by thick black lashes. His lips quirk up on one side.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” he purrs, his eyes sliding to my lips and then to my exposed shoulder.

“Eyes up here, buddy. Focus.” I swat at his arm, earning a chuckle. “What did they say?”

His playfulness fades when he senses my worry. I hate that I acted like a baby last night, but the truth is, the hurricane scares me.

“No new news, just that it’s imminent. By nightfall, it’ll land. Eddie’s is the safest place here at the hotel, which is why we encourage everyone to stay together.” His features harden. “Don’t fight me on this.”

I recoil as embarrassment floods through me. Am I really this difficult that he would assume I’d want to stay anywhere but the safest place? Feeling hurt, I turn in my seat and pick up a flimsy menu that’s grease stained. Tears prickle my eyes.

Breathe, Sheridan.

You’re a Reid girl.

Tough. Resilient. Brave.

A muscular arm wraps around me and I freeze. I’m invaded by Camilo’s masculine scent that somehow overpowers the delicious smells coming from the kitchen. His lips graze along the shell of my ear, making me shiver.

“I just want to keep you safe, little bee.” His fingers brush down my arm. “I’m sorry if I sounded gruff.”

I relax a little and nod, still unable to look at him for fear of crying. I’m so out of my element. I keep grasping for the real Sheridan and I can’t find her.

“After breakfast, can you help gather supplies?” He pulls away slightly. “We could use someone to boss us around. We’re lazy delinquents otherwise.”

I peek over at him. He’s smiling at me and his brown eyes are soft. I’m thankful he’s helping coast me through my weird mood.

“You do not want me to boss you around,” I warn, smirking.

“Sugar tits,” Damian chimes in, “I would pay good damn money to watch you boss beautiful buns around. As long as you both do it naked. I’m rich. I’m good for it. Name your price.”

We all laugh and it feels good.

Is this how normal people behave?

Laughs and silliness and playfulness with friends?

A yearning settles in the pit of my stomach that I try to blame on hunger or my hangover. I know better, though. I want more than what I’ve strived so hard in life for. The more has always been elusive and murky.

Today, it’s clear as day.

I want to feel connected.

Not lost and orbiting around everyone else like some lonely god in the sky. I want to be around others who make stupid jokes and poke fun at each other.

Like Momma used to always say, “When life gives you lemons, toss them back, grab some limes, and make margaritas.”

“Right,” I say, adopting my best boardroom voice that snags the attention of everyone at our table. “First order of business. Do we have limes, salt, and tequila?”

Camilo laughs, deep and sexy. “Abejita, this is Mexico. That’s like asking if the county fair sells corndogs.”

Damian fans his face. “Don’t say corndogs in that sexy Mexi voice of yours, Mr. Pilot. I can’t be responsible for what’ll happen next.”

Kyle groans and Estefania laughs.

“Don’t do it,” Carter warns.

“I want to know,” Lawton pipes up. “Say it, CZ.”

Camilo leans in and murmurs, “Corndogs.”

And dammit if I don’t want to swoon as dramatically as Damian is right now, complete with an over-exaggerated sigh and fluttering lashes.

“You’re killing me, Mexican cowboy. Tonight I’m getting you drunk and stealing another dance.” Damian winks at him and then mouths to me, “But he’s totally yours, princess.”

The thought of having someone like Camilo as mine is not as horrible as I might have once thought.

In fact, it’s really enticing.

It almost makes me forget about the guy I’ve been relentlessly pursuing since I was a legal adult.

Camilo is worse than any hurricane, because unlike the storm that’ll blow through here, he is more daunting. He has the power to wreck me, I fear. What’s even more frightening is I can’t wipe the stupid smile off my face just thinking about what that might entail.

I am so screwed.
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Camilo

 

Seeing Sheridan ruffled has been amusing. But seeing Sheridan as she commands a room and makes things happen? Priceless. I’m so turned on by the way she barks out orders like we’re all on her payroll and she’s seconds from firing us all.

“Dude,” Carter says, “you have got it so bad. She’s literally telling you you’re a slacker and you’re grinning at her. You two should fuck and maybe that’ll kill some of the sexual tension that’s threatening to suffocate us all.”

Images of tearing off Sheridan’s sexy clothes, spreading her silky thighs, and driving into her are too hot for this badly ventilated restaurant. I’m seconds from ripping off my shirt, but I may not stop there and continue on my trek to this girl.

“Yo, are you a pole or are you the muscle around here? Don’t make Damian break a nail or you’ll be in deep shit,” Sheridan bellows, pointing at the giant, filled jug of water at my feet. “Pick it up, bird boy, and go.”

Bird boy?

Carter snorts and hefts up his jug so his ass doesn’t get reamed too. Damian flutters around Sheridan, petting her like she’s the queen and thanking her for not making him do “ick” work. I roll my eyes and pick up the jug.

“Having an attitude will get you in trouble,” Sheridan warns, her eyes narrowing at me.

“Trouble’s my middle name, Sher Bear.” I wink at her as I pass.

She sucks in a sharp breath and then I hear Damian calling for her. I frown, wondering what happened. After I deposit the jug in the back room where the cots are, I head back down the hallway to look for her. I find her in Eduardo’s office, her ear pressed to the phone as she dials. It must ring and ring, because she gives up and sets it down on the receiver. She turns on her heel and almost knocks me over when she plows blindly into me.

“Everything okay?” I ask, grabbing her hips to steady her.

“Yep.”

“Big liar.”

Her brown eyes snare mine. “Move, airplane boy.”

“And miss the way your words sting, little bee? Never.”

She challenges me with her glare, but I don’t relent. Instead, I reach up to run my fingers through her soft brown hair. Because of the heat in the restaurant, her hair isn’t sleek and straight. It’s slightly frizzy with a little body to it. I like how it looks on her.

“I can defend myself,” she threatens, swatting away my hand, “and I know how to take a man down who’s in my way.”

She gasps but doesn’t fight me when I grip her hips and push her ass up against the nearest wall. I roam my palms up her ribs and then down her back, settling them on her ass.

“What’s wrong?” I demand.

She scowls before letting out a huff. “I just wanted to talk to my dad. Happy?”

“No. Why did you want to talk to him?”

“When you called me Sher Bear like he always does, it made me think of him. I miss him.”

I understand that feeling all too well.

“If Eduardo isn’t your dad, where is yours?” she asks, a rare moment of vulnerability in her eyes.

I’m caught off guard by her question. Stunned frozen. Everyone just knows. And they know not to talk about it. “I, uh…”

“It’s a simple question, Camilo,” she grits out. “If you don’t want to tell me, then don’t. Just move out of my way.”

She pushes at my chest, but I grip her wrists, keeping her from leaving.

“He’s in the States.”

Her eyes narrow. “And?”

“And nothing,” I growl. “That’s it. Stuck there until he dies.”

A burst of anger—aimed all at myself—swells up inside me. This time, it’s me who wants to get away. She stops me by standing on her toes and brushing a kiss across my lips. Time stands still for a second and then I pounce on her. My palm gently grabs her throat as I back her against the wall again. Her mouth parts with a needy mewl that makes my dick achingly hard. Our lips meet in a desperate, frenzied kiss. She tastes like orange juice and something I want more of. Her tongue is needy and dances with mine in a way that I wonder how she’d use it for other tasks.

Her fingers thread into my hair and she pulls on it, forcing me to end the kiss all too soon. I want to strip her down and continue this naked while inside her.

“There’s a story and I want to hear it.” She gnaws on her bottom lip. “Please.”

It’s hard to tell her no when she’s being fucking human.

“Not much to tell. Dad gave up everything for my dreams, including my mother. He took me to the States and gave me opportunities I may not have had otherwise. My dad was my best friend…”

“Until?”

“Until a stroke took him from me a few months ago. He’s in a nursing home in Florida now. Doesn’t speak or know much of what’s going on. He requires full-time care.” I close my eyes, hating the lump in my throat. “I’m off living my dream and he probably wishes he were dead. He wasted his life for me.”

“Hey,” she whispers in the softest voice I’ve ever heard her use. “I bet it wasn’t a waste to him.”

I study her pretty face up close. Steal a quick kiss. Rake my fingers through her hair. She’s so damn captivating.

“It’s hard to live my life, flying all over the globe, knowing he’s trapped to a wheelchair and relies on someone to take care of him twenty-four-seven. It should be me.”

She shakes her head. “He’d hate that.”

“You don’t know him.”

“I know dads. If it were my dad, he’d hate that. They want their children to be happy, even at their own expense.” She frowns. “For so long, my dad didn’t date because he was afraid of upsetting me. My mom died when I was nine. It was hard to get over it. Not sure I ever will.” She expels a heavy sigh. “But I want Daddy to be happy. Now he’s getting married.”

Now that she’s not being a supreme bitch, I feel fucking terrible. “You’re missing the wedding?”

“He said he’d wait for his little girl.” She smiles, looking much younger and sweeter. “I’m his princess.”

“You? A princess? I never would have imagined.”

She laughs, giving me a playful shove. “You’re a dick.”

“Good thing you like dicks and seamen, though it’d be better if you liked pilots too.”

“Pilots are arrogant,” she sasses. “I definitely don’t like pilots.”

“Pilots like you,” I growl, nipping at her bottom lip. “A lot.”

“Is everything okay? Sher—ohmigod, you’re tonguing my boyfriend,” Damian squawks from the doorway.

I laugh, releasing her to turn toward him. “First of all, I’m not your boyfriend, just your incredibly talented dance partner with…what did you call it? Bitable buns?”

Damian fans himself, pretending to sway on his feet. “Don’t tease a sex-starved queer with buns talk. I can’t be held responsible for what my tongue might do.”

“Secondly, scram Rainbow Brite.”

He cackles. “I’m telling everyone that you two were in here making babies!”

His heels clomp loudly down the hall as he leaves us alone. I smirk at Sheridan and offer her my hand.

“Want to continue this…talk…later, abejita?”

“Talking with you is dangerous.”

“Because your heart might get involved?” I toss back, grinning wide.

“My heart is unavailable.”

“Fine, I’ll just have to get involved with your puss—”

She punches me playfully in the gut and leaves me with a stupid smile, a boner, and determination to understand why her heart’s unavailable. I’m not sure I’ve ever put forth this much mental thought toward pursuing a woman.

She’s not just any woman, though.

She’s a hot villain robot girl who stings like a bee.

Goddamn, that makes me hot.

I’m fucked with this girl.
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“Mijo,” Mamá calls out when I enter Eddie’s holding onto Doris’s arm so she doesn’t slip. “Is that everyone?”

We’re all soaked because the rain is really coming down in buckets now. Carter and I were tasked by Mamá to round up any stragglers. Since Doris wasn’t feeling well, she was in her room with Dale.

“The last two. It’s going to be crowded,” I say with a groan, surveying the big group.

Everyone is here. Even Alejandro and Toro. That damn dog may have missed me, but we both know he found a new amigo while I was gone. We have around thirty cots in the back, and nearly as many people. It’ll be a rough night for sure. Especially with Toro’s rank ass in there with us, dropping fart bombs in the close quarters.

I walk Doris over to my abuela, who’s sitting with a few other old folks. She immediately starts in on her son Henry, pointing to Damian, who blushes at the attention. I stop Dale before he can join them.

“How come you never correct her?” I ask, frowning.

Dale’s usual smile falls and he seems older. “We lost Henry in the Gulf War. It’s been thirty years since we buried him. Lately, Doris doesn’t remember that he passed. Always asks about him.” He looks over at Damian, who is playfully trying to kiss Carter. “For some reason, she thinks Damian is Henry and I can’t bring it in me to watch her heart break again.”

Oh.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a gruff tone. “For your loss.”

“Henry’s gone.” He smiles at me. “I’ve learned to live my life without him, because I’ve had to.”

His comment hits me in the gut. My chest aches as I think about Dad. The last time I spoke to him, it was probably five months before his stroke. I stopped in for a few days to visit in between flights. He asked a lot about Mamá and the hotel. It would always make me feel guilty whenever he would ask about his ex-wife, knowing I was the reason for their split. They fought over my dreams. Dad won. Mamá moved on.

When he had his stroke, I expected him to bounce back.

He never recovered.

“How do you learn to live without someone who meant everything to you?” I ask, hating how small my voice sounds.

“You let go of the guilt, son,” Dale says, reaching up to squeeze my shoulder. “It gets easier after that.”
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Sheridan

 

“You’re doing it again.”

“Mmm?”

Damian cackles. “Well, at least tell me if it’s good. Is he hung? Does he taste delicious?”

Snapping out of my fantasy, I jerk my head to glower at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And I don’t know every shade of pleather pants ever made.” He snorts. “You can’t fool me. We’re besties now, Sherrie, so spill.”

“Sheridan,” I grumble, which only makes him laugh. “And I wasn’t thinking of sucking his dick.”

His grin grows wide and wolfish. “Bet you are now…”

Ugh. Damn him.

“I know I am,” Lawton complains. “I have to work with him. It’s best if I don’t have to actively think about his yummy dick.”

Oh, God. These two are insane.

“On a scale of average Joe to holy-shit-it’s-the-king-of-cocks, what do you think he is?” Damian taps at his ruby red painted lips with a rainbow fingernail. “I felt it and he’s totally packing a monster. But the king of all cocks? I’d need to inspect it closer.”

When he licks his lips, I roll my eyes at him. “You’re such a spaz.”

“Do you need someone to help take a look because I’ll volunteer if his girlfriend says no?” Lawton asks Damian, sending them both into a fit of laughter.

“I’m not his girlfriend,” I grumble, but neither of them listens.

The lights flicker and Kyle groans from the booth he’s sitting in with Estefania.

“Don’t take that tone with me, mister,” Damian calls to him. “You know the rules. I don’t make them, I just abide by them.”

“Damian, you totally made the rules. Like literally an hour ago.” I shake my head in exasperation when he waves me off.

“That was forever ago, honey, and I’ve had way too many shots to remember something so ancient.” He prances around pouring another shot of the cheap tequila that sort of grows on you into the five of our shot glasses. “Now drink. Every time the lights flicker, we drink.”

I suck down the third shot I’ve consumed this hour. Camilo has been making his rounds with Carter, talking to everyone while we slowly drink ourselves into a stupor. I’m thankful I have the alcohol because the hurricane is barreling our way and it stresses me out.

“Okay, girlfriends, I don’t know about you two, but I need to fix my makeup. Come on, girls.” Damian stands, clapping his hands at me. “Chop-chop.”

I laugh at his antics. Lawton just shakes his head as he slides from his chair and walks over to where Carter and Camilo are now standing. All three men absently pick food off a plate on the table as they talk. As Damian begs Estefania to go with us, I get caught staring at Eduardo. I don’t think he’s sat down the entire day. Just worked his ass off in the kitchen to feed everyone and fuss over them. My heart does a little squeeze in my chest. I’m not used to these squeezes. It’s uncomfortable.

Eduardo nods at me and I flash him a warm smile that’s probably fueled by the tequila. He straightens and beams at me, pride shining from him. Camilo arches a brow and smirks. I roll my eyes at him, trying not to think about how good he tasted when we kissed and follow after Damian and Estefania.

That kiss was incredible.

Hot and passionate and intense.

And wrong.

As soon as we’d pried ourselves apart, all I could think about was how I was ruining things with David. Had the hurricane never happened, I might very well have been in his hotel room at this exact minute.

I think back to when we had sex months ago. I’d been so sure it was the beginning of our future. Sure, it’d been lacking, but it was more than he’d ever offered me before. If I were in his room right now, would it have evolved into more? Could I have finally gotten his undivided attention?

I’m trying hard to recall his kisses. I know he tasted familiar, though I can’t recall the exact flavor. All I know is it felt safe and warm.

Camilo’s kisses are terrifying and hot.

“Get in here,” Damian urges, tugging me into the tiny bathroom.

It’s a tight squeeze with the three of us. Estefania starts to giggle at the ridiculousness of it all, which is contagious. Soon, the three of us are laughing until we’re crying.

“Lord, the things I would do to this bathroom,” Damian says, once his laughter has faded. He pokes his finger into a hole in the sheetrock.

“What? Ew. New low, bro,” I tell him, nudging his shoulder.

“I’m not a bro, honey, I’m a glowworm. And I wasn’t going to put my glittery cock in it. I was talking about a revamp.”

“A revamp?” I ask as Estefania says, “Glittery cock!”

He snorts and fingers the hole. “Keep up, drunk divas. I would work my Damian Birch magic on this bathroom. Turn it from blah to ooh-la-la!”

We all giggle.

“I have never seen a glittery cock,” Estefania tells him. “In fact, I have never seen a cock at all.” She gasps and slaps her hand over her mouth.

“Oh, Lordie in the sky above us,” Damian screeches, jumping up and down in his heels. “You did not just tell us your goddess self is a freaking virgin. Hellllo, your pussy is as magical as my glitter stick!”

“I think it’s sweet.” I smile at her. “You’re sweet.”

“Ew, Sugar Tits and Sherrie Berry, I am gay, but I’m not into watching two girls make out.” He pouts and then digs around in his bag for something. Lipstick. He leans in to reapply. “Now if I were in here with the two sexy-as-sin pilots…” He makes a little squealing sound. “Yum. So much yum.”

I want to tell him Camilo is my yum, but then decide I’m not drunk enough for that declaration. The lights flicker overhead. Perhaps I soon will be.

“You two owe me a drink,” Damian says and then pokes at the hole in the wall again. “Seriously. How hard do you think it would be for me to convince Eduardo to let me redo this bathroom?”

“I don’t think it’s Eduardo you have to convince. It’s not his hotel.” I stiffen just thinking about Camilo’s stern mother. “But Rosita totally should take you up on it. I’ve never seen your show before, but anything would be an upgrade around here.”

“I would paint it yellow,” Estefania tells me. “With big, red flowers.”

“No, flower child,” Damian huffs. “Too busy for this small space. I could do yellow, though. More of a muted yellow than a buttery one. Changing the light fixtures will help brighten it up so the color doesn’t need to do it for us.” He grabs the edge of the sink and wobbles it. “I’d put in something small but ornate here. In this tiny space, you need the room.”

“Well, don’t stop here. What would you do about that horrible office?” I ask, feeling bolder with the tequila running through my veins.

“Burn it?” Estefania offers.

We all laugh.

“I’d definitely have those muscular boys out there empty it for me. Half of those things are from the seventies and that era died when their style did. Most of those things need to go, starting with that horrible desk.”

“You should redo this whole restaurant,” I tell him. “Do it for your boat show.”

His lip curls up. “It’s not a boat show. It’s a—”

“Freak show?” I offer with a laugh.

He shoves me playfully and I land in Estefania’s lap. She hugs me. Maybe this bestie thing isn’t so bad after all.

“Yachts, my love. I rehab yachts.” He shakes his head in exasperation. “Understand?”

“But you could do a restaurant,” I tell him with confidence, “you could do anything.”

His lashes beat against his pink cheeks several times and his eyes water. Oh, shit. What did I say? Guilt swims up inside me. I’m not good at this whole friendship thing.

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Damian chokes out, fanning his face with his hand. “Come here. Get in the Damian Dungeon.”

The Damian what—

I’m jerked out of Estefania’s lap and into his arms where he hugs me tight. It’s not a terrible place to be. The Damian Dungeon smells like cotton candy and tequila. I might just stay awhile. I’m just hugging him back when someone beats on the door.

“If you’re done insulting my darling Eduardo’s bathroom, perhaps you could let some of us others use it.”

Damian and I jerk apart, both of us wearing matching stares of horror. It’s Camilo’s mom, Rosita. Crap.

“Um, sorry, ma’am,” Damian chirps in his friendliest voice as he opens the door. “Bad habit of my job. I see the potential in everything and want to make it as wonderful as it can be.”

It would be a nice save if it weren’t for her glaring holes into us. Feeling shamed, Estefania and I loop our arms together and try to escape unscathed. And then I hear it.

“Bitch.”

All the fun and playfulness bleeds away as the tequila straps on war boots.

“Excuse me?” My voice is quiet as I tug my arm free of Estefania’s. “Were you talking to us?”

“Not her,” Rosita says, her eyes narrowing as she waves at Estefania.

The barb stings, but it’s one I hear often, even at my own company. I am a bitch. This isn’t news. I’d kind of forgotten I was one while in Mexico. All it takes is hearing the nasty word to light a fire inside me.

Before I can tell this woman off, she storms inside the bathroom and slams the door. So much for hotel hospitality. She can guarantee I’m going to write up a terrible review once I have Internet access again.

“Just ignore her,” Damian urges. “Come on. You two beautiful babes owe me a drink.” The lights flicker again. “Two!”
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I’m so warm.

Too warm.

So warm, I’m seconds from pulling off this dumb sweater and hanging out in my black bra. That would get his attention. Camilo. I ignore the fiery jealousy raging through me as he talks to the pretty brunette again. I have no right. We kissed. It was nice. But he is not mine.

I have David.

That bathroom kiss was a silly mistake.

What feels like a mistake, though, is watching Camilo laugh with the brunette and his cousin Araceli who joins them. Araceli is clearly uncomfortable, being hugely pregnant and all, but she cracks up at everything he says as she devours orange slices.

“Where’s her man?” I ask Mateo, also Camilo’s cousin.

Mateo and Nicolás joined our table a while ago and are actually quite funny. They’re both giants and brutish, but they joke around a lot, though I don’t understand a word they are saying when they do it in Spanish.

“Marco?” Mateo asks with a snort. “He works in the next town over. My sister can do better than that pendejo.”

I’ve learned more about the people who live and work at this hotel in the past two hours than I have in the past two days.

“What about that one?” My tone is light and casual, but Damian doesn’t miss it.

“Yeah, big boys, what about the floozy? Is she gonna try and steal my girl’s man or what?” Damian arches his eyebrow up. “Give us the dirt on the skank in the tight red dress.”

Marco and Nicolás howl in laughter, earning the stares of everyone over at Camilo’s table. I can tell Camilo is curious about what we’re talking about and only half listening to what the skank is saying.

“Ramona is in love,” Mateo mocks. “She loves everyone—”

“Especially their cocks!” Nicolás finishes. “Right, Toro?”

The damn stinky dog barks on command. Okay, so maybe I do like that beast a little.

“She thinks she’s going to be the one to catch la estrella and keep him.” Mateo shrugs. “Her best friend is our sister, though we don’t know why. Araceli is a bitch to everyone, including Ramona.”

“Doesn’t seem to be too bitchy to Camilo,” I muse.

Mateo snorts. “That’s because she wants something. You’ll see.”

We all watch as Araceli finishes the oranges in her bowl and then gives Camilo a sweet smile. He rises and absently takes the bowl from her. As soon as he’s gone, her smile falls and she starts bitching out Ramona. I’m no longer interested in them, though. My gaze follows Camilo as he walks over to the fruit bowl on the table and grabs another orange. His head is bowed as he peels it effortlessly.

Would he be that way for his pregnant wife one day?

The thought warms me in places I didn’t even know were cold. I hate the fluttery feeling in my stomach. One day, I’ll be married to David and he’ll do sweet things like peel me oranges when I’m big and pregnant.

I sigh.

If I could erase Camilo from my mind, I’d like to think about the image of David doing just that. Only I can’t even remember what David looks like right now. All I can do is appreciate the view in front of me.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Scruffy jaw.

Beautifully sculpted biceps.

I sigh because he’s too damn pretty to look at.

Maybe I need a little fling to get these crazy thoughts out of my system. A little vacation fucking with an incredibly cocky, yet super sexy pilot. That would definitely help me prepare to settle down with David.

What could go wrong?

I’m used to evaluating risks and analyzing the best way to move forward. It’s what I’m good at. Yet, right now, I can’t make my brain work. The only thing that works is my body and it’s on fire.

The lights flicker, go out for a couple of seconds, and then come back on.

All heat is chased away as cold dread settles in my bones.

If this hurricane is a bad one, I may not be around to even have a vacation fling or a future with David.

I wish Daddy were here.
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Camilo

 

The moment the electricity comes back on, everyone is back to laughing and talking, but not Sheridan. Terror still swims in her pretty brown eyes. I drain my Corralejo and set my glass down, relishing in the burn down my throat. My stomach swims with heat from the liquor. We’re trapped in Eddie’s, so there’s not much to do but drink, talk, and eat.

“Want to go find someplace quiet?” Ramona asks, clutching my arm. “I’ve missed you.”

I gently pluck my arm from her grip. “It was good catching up, but we’re done with all that.”

Her nostrils flare as heat burns her cheeks bright red. “All that? CZ, I gave you years of my life. I don’t deserve to be lumped into an ‘all that’ category.”

Guilt punches me in the gut and Carter shakes his head at me. I’m being a dick. Fuck. I scrub my palm over my face and sigh. “Sorry, Ramona. You’re right. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m not interested in more. It’s not fair to you to come seek you out whenever I’m in town. You deserve someone who will be there all the time for you. Someone who can commit. I’m just not that guy.”

Araceli glowers at me, but I ignore my moody cousin as I stand and head over to where Sheridan is sitting. My dumbass cousins have taken up residence beside her and have been chatting her ear off all night. I hate that she smiles easier for them than me. I’m going to blame the copious amounts of tequila she’s been consuming on her smiles for them.

She’s not smiling now, though.

Her lips are pressed together as she nervously eyes the door that whines against the high winds. Eduardo has a radio on his and Mamá’s table and they’ve been giving us updates on Rodrigo’s path. We’re right in the direct line of it.

Lawton and Damian are arguing at the jukebox. They end up in the girliest shoving match that ends up making Lawton fall on his ass. He yanks off the covering of the old piano, in an effort to break his fall, sending dust flying up in a cloud. Damian apologizes and pulls him up. They hug and all is well in their world again before they finally select a song. As soon as the familiar beat starts playing, I know just the way to loosen Sheridan up.

I saunter over to her, giving her my best playboy smile, moving my hips to the song. Her nerves are chased off when she rolls her eyes. She’s fighting a smile as Van Morrison starts singing “Brown Eyed Girl.” I sing along with Morrison and take her hands, pulling her up. Damian squeals in delight, making everyone laugh.

My hands find her sexy hips and she wraps her arms around my neck. She’s loose from the liquor and I love it. Our hips move in tandem with the song. Fuck, she’s hot as hell. The smile on her pouty lips will be my undoing. I slide my hands to her ass, pulling her close to me. We dance a little too dirtily considering the old folks are watching, but we don’t care. I love that she’s not so stiff. That she’s forgetting about the hurricane and letting me have my wicked way with her.

“How are you still single?” I ask. “Were all the Los Angeles dudes beating down your door so you had to make your great escape?”

She rolls her eyes at my teasing. “I told you I had to go to a wedding. And my man is there.”

I’d be jealous if I believed her, but I don’t.

“Your man, huh? Is this why your heart is unavailable?”

“Yeah.” She sighs. “His name is David. He’s my dad’s best friend. We’re practically a thing.”

Practically.

“Define practically,” I say slowly.

“We’ve gone on a few dates and kissed.” Her lips turn into a frown. “And done other things. I thought we could spend the week of the wedding growing closer. So he’d realize we need to be official.”

“So you’re telling me you have to convince this guy to be with you?” What a douchebag.

“You make it sound terrible,” she grumbles. “He’s a busy man.”

And fucking stupid to make this brilliant, feisty, hot-ass woman chase him. If he’s her father’s best friend, he’s probably old. He doesn’t deserve someone like Sher.

“You’re a good dancer,” I observe, leaning in so I can smell the tequila on her sweet lips. I’m all too happy to change the subject from that worthless asshole.

“I’m good at a lot of things. You just haven’t known me long enough to see them all.”

Cocky, this woman.

I fucking love it.

“What kinds of things?” I purr, brushing my lips against hers. “We’ve already established you’re a great kisser, though I’d be fine with you reminding me just how good you are at it.”

She laughs, the sound going straight to my cock that’s pressed against her tight body. “Just fine with it, huh?”

“Take it or leave it,” I lie.

“You’re such an asshole,” she says with a grin before pressing her lips to mine.

I groan against her mouth, happy as hell to kiss her again. I’m just squeezing her nice ass when the electricity goes out again. She stiffens, her body seeming to deflate along with the music. We break our kiss and she clings to me. A tremble rattles through her.

“Hey,” I murmur, rubbing circles on her back. “It’s just the power. Everything’s fine.”

“Are we going to die?” Her voice is small and fucking terrified.

“No, little bee, we’re not going to die.”

“How can you be so sure?” she demands.

“I can’t be,” I admit. “But I do know we’ve weathered a ton of hurricanes and Hotel Zaragoza is still standing. Rodrigo is just another asshole passing through.” I kiss the top of her head. “I’ll keep you safe.”

She relaxes in my arms and it does something to me. It makes me want to try really damn hard to prove to her that I can save her. That I can do a lot of things. For her. It’s weird as fuck not only being instantly attracted to someone, who is in every sense my opposite, but also wanting to protect her like she’s mine.

She’s not mine.

But she could be.

I’m so startled by that thought, I let her pull away from me. It’s dark, but people are quickly lighting candles, illuminating the restaurant. When I find her among the people, she’s standing in front of the piano. She sits down at it, her body visibly trembling.

“Go, sexy Mexi,” Damian hisses, handing me a candle.

I roll my eyes at him, but make my way over to her. Once I set the candle on top of the piano, I sit beside her.

“My mom loved playing piano,” she reveals, her voice a whisper. “She taught me to play. Made me promise to play after she died.”

“Did you?” My fingers stroke up her spine. The urge to offer her comfort is overwhelming.

“I did.” She presses down on the keys softly. “I miss her.”

The pain in her voice is familiar. I recognize that same pain when I think about my dad stuck in a nursing home, a shell of the strong man he once was. I’m still thinking about his mischievous grin when I start to recognize the beginning of a familiar song.

She plays the intro to “Rocket Man” by Elton John damn near flawlessly. I’m not surprised considering she’s an apparent perfectionist in everything she does. But this…this isn’t mastery of a skill, it’s emotions and feeling bleeding into the music she’s playing. As soon as the others recognize it, they start singing along. But it’s Estefania’s voice that carries above the rest. Damn that girl can sing.

Frowning, Sheridan stops to look at me in shock, as though she’s just realizing not only does she has an audience, but they’re participating as well.

“Don’t stop, Sherrie,” Carter calls out. “You were just getting to the good part.”

She laughs—oh, such a sweet sound—and then bangs down harder on the keys as she launches into the chorus of the song. I sing along with my family and friends—new and old. There’s a hurricane on top of us, and we’re in our little world.

Here.

Right here.

Not up there.

For once, I’m glad to be here at home rather than coasting along the skies. I feel tethered in a strange way.

She plays several more Elton John songs, much to my abuela’s glee. When I can tell she’s done being the center of attention, I bring my mouth to her ear.

“Want to take a walk?”

She laughs. “There’s a hurricane outside.”

“Guess we’ll have to take a walk inside then.”

“It won’t be a very fun walk because it’s so short,” she sasses.

I nip at her earlobe. “The destination is all that matters. And I can assure you, Sher, there is nothing short about it when we get there.”

“Oh, you dog,” she breathes.

“And look at you pretending to be scandalized, pretty girl. Let’s get out of here.”

Damian has Estefania singing some of her songs now. Sheridan tries to stay, but I tug her along while we have the distraction. The hallway is dark without the glow of the candles and I have to blindly make my way toward Eduardo’s office. I pull Sheridan into the room and shut the door.

“This has been a long time coming,” I murmur before capturing her mouth with mine.

She moans as she kisses me back, her fingers grabbing blindly at my shirt. “A long time, huh? All forty-eight hours give or take?”

“Every single long one of them.” I pull her sweater up over her head. “This has to go. Fuck, I wish I could see you right now.”

“If you borrowed some of Damian’s dick glitter, maybe we’d have a magical moment in the dark here.”

I growl as I fumble for her bra. She squeals when I tug it away and then moans when my mouth finds her neck. I caress her perfect tits, thumbing the pert nipples, as I suck a mark on her pretty neck. “Feels pretty magical already without stupid glitter shit.”

She laughs. “It’d feel really magical if your shirt were gone.”

“Your wish is my command,” I tease, reaching behind me at my neck to pull my shirt off my head. It gets tossed away and then I press my naked chest against hers as we kiss.

It would be great to have privacy and a bed right about now.

I could spend hours worshiping this woman.

I don’t have hours, though, I have right now.

We pull apart, both eager for this moment, as we start yanking off our jeans. Sure, the tequila has helped get us here, but we’re both incredibly aware of how good this is going to feel.

“I need you,” she whimpers once we’re both naked and my dick is rubbing against her stomach.

“You don’t get the magical non-glitter dick yet, Sher,” I say with a chuckle. “I haven’t even licked your sweet pussy yet.”

She chokes at my words. “W-What? I mean…Camilo, you don’t—oh!”

I’m kneeling, wrenching her leg up over my shoulder so I can bury my face in her heat. My breath on her pussy has her trembling and gripping my hair to hold on. I press a kiss to her soft mound before licking along her slit. She tastes sweet and salty from sweat. I’m ravenous for her. Using my thumb, I pull her pussy lip to the side to seek her clit. I know the moment I’ve found it because she cries out in shock. Lazily, I circle the throbbing bundle of nerves until her fingers are gripping my hair so tight I think she might pull hunks out. I laugh before sucking her clit into my mouth. I suck on it until she’s whimpering. While I wait for her orgasm to hit any second from now, I slide a finger inside her body. So slick and ready for me. It makes my cock jolt in anticipation.

“Camilo,” she whimpers. “I…oh, God…”

I smile but am relentless in my pleasuring her. They don’t call me la estrella for nothing. I’m going to make this girl see stars. Plenty of them. The moment she explodes, a breathy shocked sound escapes her. Her body trembles wildly as her orgasm takes over. I continue my licking and teasing until she comes down from her high.

“That was…wow.” She’s breathing heavily. “Camilo…”

I rise to my feet and grip her thighs beneath her ass, lifting her and pushing her against the door. My dick rubs against her as I kiss her. I want her to taste how fucking good she is. She moans, tightening her thighs around my waist.

“So needy,” I tease. I grip my dick and slide along her wet body. “You want me. Admit it, little bee.”

“Yes, asshole, I want you. Now fuck me like it’s the only time you’ll get to.”

Something in her words sets me off. They sound final. Like she believes this is the only time I’ll fuck her. I have news for the little princess, we’re only getting started. My dick slides against her opening and her pussy sucks me in like I’m her favorite drink. I groan because she’s so fucking tight and feels amazing.

Too amazing.

“Fuck. I need to grab the condom.”

“I’m clean. Are you?”

“Yeah,” I promise. It’s true. I haven’t been laid since the last time I went to the doctor. “Am I going to get you pregnant?”

She laughs, her pussy clenching around my dick. “Unless you have miracle sperm that can make it through the shot.”

Smartass.

I nip at her lip and thrust my hips hard. Our silliness fades as we kiss desperately. I fuck into her body like it’s the only time. What if it is? What if the hurricane ends things for us? That’s a fucking dreadful thought, but one that gets me spurred to life. I grind and thrust into her tight, warm body while worshiping kisses all over her pouty mouth and jaw and neck. She claws at my hair and shoulders. Abuses my lower back with her heels as she uses me as leverage to meet me thrust for thrust.

I want to spend hours doing this with her.

Not minutes.

Hours. Days. Forever.

Fuck, she makes me crazy. Good kind of crazy. I’m so fucked with her.

“I’m not going to last, abejita,” I warn, my body trembling with the need to come. I manage to get my hand between us to rub at her swollen clit, eager to give her one last orgasm before I blow my load.

Her body is incredibly responsive. With a few expertly rubbed movements, she gives in to another orgasm. The moment I feel her slick cunt squeezing around my dick, I lose it. My nuts seize up and I groan as I come. Hot cum jets inside this perfect woman and it feels right. I never minded condoms, but now I know I’ll never want to use them so long as I’m inside Sheridan.

I wish I could see her.

It’s dark and feeling her is so fucking good, but I would love to see her fierce brown eyes and pouty lips. My dick is softening, but I don’t put her down. Just kiss her softly in the dark. It’s quiet now that we’re not fucking like animals. The storm is loud outside and the people in the restaurant are too.

“It won’t be the last time,” I murmur against her mouth. “That’s a promise, little bee.”
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Sheridan

 

“Walk of shame,” Damian sings the moment we exit the office. “Come on, girlfriend, we have to talk.” The candlelight illuminates his face, making it seem more sparkly than usual.

“No, I will not describe in detail the size of Camilo’s cock.”

Damian pouts and Camilo chuckles.

“I’ll go grab us some waters. Be right back.” Camilo kisses my cheek and then saunters off. Of course I watch his ass as he walks away. Of course Damian does too.

“You seriously nailed the hot pilot?” Damian asks, his nails digging into my arm.

“Technically it was the other way around…”

“You minx!”

“You’re so over the top,” I grumble. “Can we just drop it? I’m not prying about your sex life.”

“That’s because mine is six feet under and couldn’t be revived even if Luke Evans’ version of Dracula himself showed up and tried to revive it. Dead. So dead.” He whines. “That’s why I have to live vicariously through you, Sherrie Berry.”

“It’s Sherid—whatever. I thought you liked Lawton.”

“Lawton?” He cackles. “No, sweet child. No. Lawton is a boy and I play with boys. I don’t date them.” He shrugs. “I wouldn’t say no to a little romp in the sheets with the cousins, though.”

“Mateo and Nicolás?”

He smirks at me. “They’re so manly.”

“They’re definitely that. Among other things,” I mutter. Like goofy. “Fine. I’ll tell you all about it if you promise not to sleep with those two.”

“Spoiler of fun, but okay,” he agrees. “Spill. I need all the deets.”

Heels clomp down the hall as Estefania joins us. “What did I miss, my friends?”

Her calling us her friends will never get old.

“I—” I’m cut off by Damian’s squeal.

“She let the handsome pilot nail her to the wall.”

Estefania’s eyes pop open. “You made love to him?”

Damian gags. “Don’t say ick words, Estefania. They banged like a screen door in a hurricane.” He cackles. “Get it? We’re in a hurricane.”

“Technically, I made love to her,” Camilo says, handing me a bottle of water. He stands behind me, wrapping a possessive arm around my waist, warming me to my core. “And love’s not an ick word. So I’ve been told.”

Carter joins the fray because the night wouldn’t be complete until everyone knew every detail of our sweaty romp in Eduardo’s filthy office. Thank God for the dark.

“Love is all you need. All you need is love.” Carter smirks. “About time you two did the deed. We were all taking bets. I owe Doris twenty bucks.”

“Doris?” I croak. “You big fat liar.”

Carter snorts and shrugs.

“You guys are all annoying. Every single one of you,” I tell them, trying and failing to sound angry.

“You love us,” Damian says with a big grin before kissing my cheek. “We grew on you.”

We cut up for a little while longer until everyone heads back to the main room. I linger back, content to stay in Camilo’s strong arms. Damian’s words remain too, rattling inside my head.

You can’t fall in love with a group of people and suddenly wonder how your life will measure up the moment they’re gone.

Impossible.

I barely know them.

But, somehow, they know me.

Each one of them. Even Camilo. Maybe especially Camilo.
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We’re all wedged in this back room like sardines. Each cot is inches from the next. If it weren’t for Eduardo’s loud snores and Araceli’s frequent groans irritating me, I’d be dying of anxiety. The candles have all been blown out as we try to rest. Damian, the little glowworm, is illuminated by his obnoxious body glitter. It’s like having a night light that is close enough to reach over and pet your hair just because he can.

On my other side, Estefania sleeps soundly. It makes me wonder where Camilo is. After we had sex, I’ve been thinking about him nonstop. I can’t believe I slept with him. So random and unlike me.

He’s a vacation fling.

Sounds fun and exciting.

Until I think about David and real life. Should I tell him? He can’t exactly get mad since we’re not technically dating.

Just imagining how that conversation will go has my stomach turning. Thanks, tequila. I’m definitely not telling David about Camilo. I’ll tell him I’m ready for us to settle and be more.

And settle for mediocre sex for the rest of my life?

That thought hits me hard in the chest. I’ve only had sex with three men in my life. The first was a college fling with my study partner that ended badly when I found out he had a girlfriend. Then, I had the one time with David. Neither of those were exactly memorable. Nothing compares to the way Camilo held me up against the door and drove wildly into me.

Heat floods through me at the memory.

Camilo and I couldn’t work in real life. He’s a busy pilot. I help run a multi-billion dollar corporation. We’re both obviously workaholics. I’d never see him.

As I try to talk myself out of why Camilo and I would be terrible together, sadness washes over me. I want what Momma and Daddy had. Hell, I’d even settle for what Daddy and Mona have. I just want constant love. Something that never wanes and is always there, even on my worst days. Trying to fit Camilo into my world just doesn’t work.

Araceli groans loudly and I don’t blame her. Sleeping on these cots has to be hard on a pregnant woman. I roll on my side and stare into the darkness, listening to the storm as it howls. It’s beginning to sound like a freight train is rolling right over us. When something crashes loudly outside, I let out a terrified whimper. I can hear shuffling and then someone is crawling onto my cot over my body.

I recognize his familiar scent immediately.

Camilo.

“Shhh,” he whispers as he half settles on his side beside me on the narrow cot and the rest of his body tangling with mine. His lips find my neck and he kisses me softly. “I’ve got you.”

All the panic over the storm fades as he replaces it with warm affection. I love being in his arms and that scares me. How can I love the way he makes me feel when it’s only temporary? It feels cruel to do to myself, but I’m powerless to stop it. Once the hurricane blows by, we’ll be back on our way to Costa Rica and I’ll never see him again.

Jitters of anxiety dance around in my stomach. I don’t like that thought. He’s a pain in my ass, but I’ve grown fond of him. Of all of them. Going back to the normalcy of my life suddenly feels overwhelming.

Camilo slides his palm beneath my sweater and my breath hitches. His touch is fiery. Electric. Unlike anything I’ve ever felt. How will I settle for less one day? The thought has bile creeping up my throat. Then, as though magically, he strokes my stomach and chases away the dread. He tethers me to this moment with him, making me forget about my future or my past. Just the present. With him.

“Hands off my ass, Damian.” Camilo chuckles. “Now.”

“I’m asleep. Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Damian lies.

Camilo’s mouth meets mine and he kisses me like he has all the time in the world. Like this hurricane isn’t going to blow through here and be gone in another day. As though three days from now I won’t be in another country and back to regular life.

His kiss pauses time.

Wraps us up in it.

Keeps us.

I sigh into his mouth that tastes like tequila and sin. He rubs his thumb along my nipple over my bra and then pinches it, making me gasp. Carter laughs nearby, which makes Camilo smile against my lips. God, he is so naughty. Feeling me up right here with everyone—and I do mean everyone—crammed in here with us.

“When I get you all alone, we’re going to have so much fun,” he murmurs, quiet enough for only me to hear. “Promise me one night to show you.”

I want to promise him more.

“One night to blow my mind and make me fall in love with you, huh? Sounds like a challenge.”

He smiles against my lips. “No one said anything about love, but I do love a challenge.”

My heart flutters. Why does it flutter so much around Camilo? It excites me and saddens me all at once. I wish Momma were still alive. It’d be nice to work through all these messy feelings with my mom.

I don’t even realize silent tears are falling until Camilo kisses one away. He stops tweaking my nipple to caress my stomach and nuzzle his nose against my hair. It feels good being held together. I’ve had to be strong my entire life. What a relief to let someone else be strong for me, even if only for the night.
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“FUUUUCK!”

I jolt upright from a dead sleep, but something hot and heavy pins me. Camilo is passed out despite the fact someone is screaming.

“Camilo!” I cry out, swatting at him. “Someone’s hurt.”

Like his ass is on fire, he jumps up, nearly sending me toppling off the cot in the process. Several people start lighting candles and turning on flashlights. They all point toward the sound.

It’s The Exorcist.

Breathing heavily, hair dripping in sweat, pale, and the face of the devil.

Araceli.

“She’s in labor,” I choke out. “Oh God.”

“Shit,” Camilo curses. “How close?”

She growls at him, her face turning purple. Then, she screams at him. “Real fucking close! You swore if you were here and this happened, you could do it!”

Do what?

Oh God.

He’s going to try and deliver her baby?

“I can,” he assures her. “Let me grab some supplies.”

I scramble off the cot and start smacking the legs of my friends to spur them into action. “Camilo, go to her. We’ve got this.”

It’s a mad dash as everyone rushes around grabbing towels and water. Camilo has recruited Carter and they’ve hurried off to wash up. Araceli is pacing, only to stop and double over in pain, every so often.

Doris keeps babbling about something and Dale tries to shush her. Damian’s high-pitched voice grows higher and higher as he panics.

“Get yourself together, honey,” I snap, grabbing him by the bicep. “Take a walk.”

He whines but bounds off. Estefania rushes over to me, a worried look on her face. Camilo has pulled up a stool and is trying to coax Araceli to lie down on the cot in front of him. She’s growling and pacing, making no moves to obey.

“Come on,” I tell Estefania. “They need help corralling the bull.”

We approach slowly. Araceli shoots us a withering glare that makes Estefania flinch, but I ignore it.

“Time to lie down. Baby is coming,” I tell her in my firm, no nonsense tone.

“Bitch, don’t touch me,” she hisses.

I grab her arm. “You have to lie down and deliver that baby. Man up, woman!”

She shoots me a brief, terrified look and my heart clenches. Poor girl. I’d be terrified too if I had to deliver my baby in the middle of a hurricane with no medical attention and Camilo as the stand-in doctor.

“I’ll be right here,” I assure her. “If Camilo messes up, I’ll kill him for you. That’s a promise.”

She flashes me a quick smile before another contraction hits. I use the distraction to guide her down onto the cot. As we begin pulling off her pants, Damian peeks his head back into the room.

“Ew! I can’t watch! I don’t even like va-jay-jays on a good day!” He shrieks in horror. “And today is an awful day!”

“Henry!” Doris calls out. “Come sit with your mother so your father can see to his patient.”

I shoot Camilo a confused look and he frowns. When Dale starts over to us, Camilo shakes his head.

“I got this, man,” Camilo assures him. “You can’t pretend for her. Not for this.”

Dale grumbles. “I’m a retired obstetrician, boy. Move.”

Relief flashes over Camilo’s features as he stands up and backs away from the stool. Dale sits down and pats Araceli’s thigh.

“How you feeling, hon?” he asks.

She starts to cry. Araceli is fierce, not afraid. I can relate to this girl so hard. Seeing her break is gutting. “I’m scared my baby will die.”

The entire room grows silent with the same worry.

“Not on my watch. You’re going to do exactly as I say and we’ll deliver this baby within the hour,” Dale promises. He coaches her how to breathe and what to do on her next contraction.

She screams and turns purple before panting again. “He’s not due for another two weeks,” she whines. “Why is he coming early?”

“In my thirty plus years of delivering babies, I delivered more during hurricane season when we lived in Florida for a few years than I ever did in my entire career. The barometric pressure does strange things to the human body.”

Well, that certainly explains my lack of ability to stay away from Camilo.

He smirks. I stick my tongue out at him.

“Children,” Carter says under his breath. “Behave.”

I glance over at Damian to check on him and he’s practically sitting in Doris’s lap, gnawing on his fingernails. She’s cuddling him and telling him everything will be okay. Seeing them that way makes me tear up.

The hurricane is doing things to all of us.

I imagine all of them are good things. Things we don’t deserve but somehow are getting.

“That’s it, love,” Dale says. “Bear down. I can see his dark hair.”

She curses out a string of words in Spanish that makes Camilo’s jaw drop before another contraction hits. I stare in a mixture of awe and horror as the baby’s head is pushed out of her body. It would be horrific if it weren’t so beautiful.

Estefania grabs my hand, clutching it tight. We all hold our collective breath, only breathing when Araceli does. The seconds tick slowly by but then the baby is being pulled from her body and into Dale’s wrinkly arms. He smiles proudly down at the baby. Rosita jumps into action with a towel and wraps the baby in it.

“We have a baby boy,” Rosita tells Araceli, and everyone cheers. “Are you naming him after Marco?”

“Fuck no,” Araceli snaps. “His name is Rodrigo Dale Ramirez.”

It’s official.

I’ve fallen in love with every single one of these obnoxiously endearing people.

And I don’t know what to do about it.
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Camilo

 

The kid is cute as hell. It’s a good thing he took after Araceli and not Marco’s ugly mug. It’s been hours since she safely delivered him, and all seems to be calming down. The horrible winds have died and now all we hear is rain. Which means in another day or so, it’ll be time to get back to work.

My stomach clenches.

Going back to work means leaving. Again. This time, I’m leaving her.

I scan the crowd of people who have migrated back to the restaurant dining room where Eduardo has been making them eat things from the fridge so it won’t go to waste. Sheridan is sitting beside Damian, her head leaned against his shoulder as she yawns.

God, the things I want to do to that mouth.

She catches me staring and smirks, somehow reading my mind. The devious glint in her stare tells me she’d be down for it.

If we ever get the chance.

Fuck.

A sense of dread washes over me. I don’t like this feeling. I don’t get attached to girls. Not like this. Not so quick. Not in a way that feels irreversible. I’m the guy who fucks and runs. Or flies in my case. City after city, I find someone to warm my bed, but never my heart. Sheridan would catch both on fire. The thought of seeing her in my bed is enough to get my dick hard.

I need to do something.

I’m going stir-crazy.

She gets up and walks off. I watch her ass in her jeans the entire way. Because of our circumstance, I’ve yet to properly appreciate her body. I crave to strip her down, throw her into my bed, and lick every inch of her with the bright overhead lights shining on every freckle on her body. My dick is embarrassingly hard now.

“Try to keep the roaring and moaning to a dull roar,” Carter says, chewing over a mouthful of food. “Last time, everyone heard everything. Some of us are trying to eat.”

I roll my eyes as I prowl off after her. I hear her voice in Eduardo’s office and smile. Time for round two. Before I step inside, I pause.

“I’m safe, Daddy. I think it’s passed over.” She chuckles. “You sound like you’ve been drinking.” A pause. “Is Mona okay postponing the wedding? Oh, good. I miss her too.” She laughs. “I do. I miss all of you.” Another pause. “Yeah, of course David too.”

Sourness roils in my gut.

“Oh,” she breathes. “Sure.” A pause. “Hi, David.” Another pause. “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” A giggle, girlish and flirty.

Fuck this.

I storm back down the hallway, and into the restaurant. Carter sees my expression and abandons his plate to follow me over to the doors.

“We’re checking out the damage now that the worst is over,” I call out, uncaring if anyone is listening.

We push outside and are met with a cold spray of rain. It feels good after being stuck in Eddie’s with what feels like a million other people. I scrub my palm over my face and squint against the rain.

“Want to talk about it?” Carter asks, raising his voice over the wind.

“Nah, just me being a pussy and thinking for once with my head and not my dick.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Carter says. “Your dick gets enough airtime.”

My dick doesn’t get hurt. My dick fucking plays.

“Holy shit,” Carter exclaims. “You’re really upset. What happened?”

“Just heard her talking to him. David. The one she thinks she’s going to run off into the sunset with the moment she gets to Costa Rica.”

“And you care because…”

I glower at him. “I don’t.”

“Liar. She’s gotten to you. You going to let this fucker steal your girl?”

“She’s not mine,” I snap. “I’ve known her for three days, Tripp. Three. You can’t fall in love in three days.”

His eyes twinkle. “Nah, you’re right. Three is overkill. Usually it only takes one.”

“Fuck off,” I grunt, storming through the heavy puddles toward the hotel.

He splashes after me, staying quiet for once. When we arrive at the hotel, I curse. A portion of the roof is completely gone. I knew this place was getting worse and worse. Mamá wasn’t bringing in many new visitors, so she didn’t have money for repairs. This is going to kill her.

“Oh boy,” Carter groans. “This fucking sucks.”

“Yep. Let’s see what else got hit.”

The front office is fine aside from a huge crack in the glass door. Several trees have fallen on the property. Abuela’s spa is safe aside from standing in about six inches of water. All the villas are okay since they’re newer. Eddy’s remains unscathed.

It could have been worse, but it definitely could have been better too.

“Mijo!” Mamá calls out from Eddy’s open doorway. “What is the damage?”

Sheridan stands beside her frowning. “Is everything okay?”

I’m soaked and pissed and hurt for a multitude of reasons.

“No, Sher, everything is not okay,” I snarl, unfairly pointing my venom her way. “Mamá’s shithole is even shittier now thanks to Rodrigo. The damages are going to be ridiculously expensive. I bet you can’t wait to get the fuck out of here so you can get back to David.”

Mamá walks up to me and smacks me. “¡Suficiente!” Enough.

I glower at her. “It’s the truth. This place is a mess.”

“And so are you,” Mamá hisses. “Get yourself together.”

Sheridan swallows hard and then turns to walk back inside without another word, which is unlike her. She’s feisty and stings like a bee. Where’s her fight?

“You’re just going to walk away?” I call out. “Just like that?”

She looks over her shoulder, hurt flashing in her eyes. “Yeah. Just like that.”
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“Over there, CZ,” Carter barks out as he points to yet another limb littering the airstrip.

After my meltdown earlier today, Carter, Alejandro, Nicolás, Mateo, and I all left to assess the damages at the airstrip. Toro came along for the ride and hasn’t been doing shit except running full speed through the deep puddles.

The place is a mess with debris, but the hangar is safe and so is the plane. Carter spent a good hour on the phone with the powers that be, reorganizing the flight schedule. As soon as we get this place cleaned up and we get the all-clear to fly, we’ll be out of here and on our way to our original destination. Costa Rica. To David.

“Quite an arm on you,” one of my stupid cousins calls out. “You should join the NFL.”

I shoot him the bird and pick up another limb to heave off the airstrip. Throwing sticks and tree limbs is satisfying and doing wonders to calm my rage. Why am I so pissed over a one-night stand? That’s all she was. We fucked. No big deal. I’m acting like she broke my goddamn heart.

The heart in question clenches painfully in my chest.

I need to get the hell out of Tahueca and back into the sky. At least up there, I can quiet my thoughts and breathe. Right now, I feel as though I’m suffocating.

We work for hours straight. The guys take a break to raid the breakroom in the hangar. Carter and I sit on a bench out front, staring out at the cleared airstrip as the rain continues to pelt us.

“So?”

“So what?” I grunt.

“We going to talk about it?”

“And have you give me some ‘romantic comedy bullshit remedy’? Nah, I’m good.”

“God, you’re such a little bitch when your feelings are hurt. I’m being serious. You’re upset and we should talk about it.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Want to know the truth?”

He gives me an exasperated look. “Obviously.”

“I feel attached to her. She’s been nothing but a challenge I wanted to conquer. But somewhere along the way, I feel like I cracked her open and saw inside. I fucking liked everything she was hiding from the world. I wanted to see more.” I swipe the rain off my face with my palm. “She’s been nothing but upfront. She wants to get to her dad’s wedding and she’s been actively pursuing some guy who doesn’t deserve her. I thought…I don’t know what I thought or expected, but knowing she’s going back to him to continue her pursuit doesn’t sit well with me. Sher deserves to be pursued, not the other way around. He’s a dick for not realizing he’s had a good thing all along.”

Carter nods and leans forward, resting his elbows on his soaked jean-covered knees. “And you want to be the guy who pursues her?”

“Fuck yeah. I mean, no. It’s pointless. I have my job and she has her life. It’ll be like it was with Mamá. I’ll never be home and she’ll be lonely. I know how these things go.”

“Are you done feeling sorry for yourself?”

“Asshole.”

He laughs. “Listen, I get it. I do. My story doesn’t differ too much from yours aside from the fact that I’m hotter. But I have to leave my family all the time. It’s the nature of my job. My wife knows what she married into and we make it work. Just because I fly planes for a living doesn’t mean I don’t deserve a family or love or happiness. Same goes for you, CZ. You’re allowed these things.”

“She has David,” I state bitterly.

“She could have you. But that would mean accepting some things you’re not ready to accept. Like the fact that love could happen in one day or three. That it’s not the wildest and craziest thing to happen out there. Sometimes, it just happens because it’s right.”

“I’m not in love with her.” I’m something with her, though.

“Fine. Be stubborn and blind. But at least admit that you could fall in love with her given the time. Am I right?”

I nod. “I guess, though I haven’t ever been in love, so I wouldn’t recognize it even if it smacked me right in the face.”

He sighs and gives me a sad look. “Sometimes it’s less subtle than that. It’s seeing it walk away for you to realize what you had. I just hate watching you make the same mistakes as I did.”

“Okay, Dad,” I bite out.

“All I’m saying is you need to open your eyes and your heart to the possibility that you really, really like Sheridan and that she might be worth changing your dumbass ways for.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“Because it is, CZ.”

“Sheridan isn’t Kendall. She’s…” Bitchier. Frostier. Harder. So much more. More beautiful. More sweet. More sexy. More everything.

“What’s the worst that could happen if you told her how you feel?” he asks. “She’ll tell you it was a fun ride, but Prince David awaits. At least then, you tried.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It is.”

“You’re fucking impossible, man.”

“You love me.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Now if only we could get you to readily admit that to Sherrie. Grand gestures always work in the movies.”

“My life is not a movie,” I grunt.

“Could be…”

“Don’t give Damian any ideas. I dread what sort of videos he’s already made.”

“I bet there’s an entire compilation series of your ass.”

“Now that’d be a great movie.” I smirk. “Camilo’s Ass, coming to a theater near you.”

“I’d rather watch Frozen 2.” He rolls his eyes.

“Kendall will be in theater sixty-nine watching Camilo’s Ass.”

“You’re such a dick.”

“Camilo’s Dick is the sequel,” I tease, winking at him.

“Hopefully it’ll go to IMAX so everyone can see it.”

“Asshole,” I say with a laugh.

“Takes one to know one.”

We both grow silent and I sigh.

“I need to apologize to her.”

“Grand gestures get the girl,” he offers.

“What could be grander than my winning personality?”

“I’ll be praying for you, because with that dumbass attitude, there’s no way you can win the girl.” He shakes his head. “Let’s get out of here. I’m ready to watch this train wreck.”
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Sheridan

 

He’s an asshole.

Most guys are.

That’s why you love David.

My brain is being logical, but my stupid heart aches. I knew better than screwing around with someone like Camilo. He’s a player. All he wanted was a good fuck and then he was done. Back to being a dick. I’m so pissed at myself for giving in.

“Earth to my bestie,” Damian chirps, waving his hand in my face. “You’re not even listening to me. The ’73 Voyager had yellow shag! Shag carpet from the seventies in all six rooms. It was horrendous! Yachts are supposed to be elegant, not have disco balls and fringe on the sofas!”

I stare at him, feeling numb.

“Wonderful,” I snip. “When are we allowed to go back to our rooms?”

He flinches at my cold brushoff. “Who twisted your panties in a wad?”

“The handsome pilot,” Estefania reveals, her voice sad. “He broke her heart.”

I snarl at her. “He did not break my heart. And thanks for throwing me under the bus.”

“I’m your bestie,” Damian squawks. “How did I not know the sexy Mexi hurt your feelings?”

Rising from my chair, I pin him with a hard look. “You’re not my bestie. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get out of here.”

Ignoring them, I storm out of the restaurant and into the rain. I splash my way back to my room. When I push inside, I find Rosita and Eduardo inside, talking frantically in Spanish. All I can do is stare at the gaping hole in the ceiling and the fact that everything I own is soaked. Lovely. Just freaking lovely.

“Thank God for travel insurance,” I bite out. “Can you please show me to my new accommodations?” I give Rosita a frosty smile.

Her eyes narrow and her nostrils flare. “We can assess one of the empty villas and see about having you transferred over there as soon as—”

“Now,” I bark. “I need a place to lie down and not catch pneumonia while I’m at it. Show me to my new room now.”

Eduardo shoots me a pleading look that I ignore. I know I’m poking the bear. Rosita isn’t exactly nice. I recognize another shark of a woman when I see one.

“Oh my,” Estefania cries out when she steps inside the room. “Oh, Sherrie-dan, you must be so upset!”

“Everything’s soaked and ruined, but surprisingly I’m okay,” I grind out. “I just want a new room. Now.” I know I sound petulant and bitchy, but I need space from these people before I go nuclear.

“I will gather our things,” Estefania says, splashing across the ruined carpet.

“I’ll pay double to have my own villa,” I tell Rosita.

Estefania whirls around and gapes at me, hurt flaring in her eyes. “Sherrie-dan—”

“Sheridan. Not Sher or Sherrie or Sherrie-dan. Sheridan.” I have to look away from the way her eyes glass over with tears. This is me. I push incompetent people away. These people have nothing to offer me. They aren’t assets, they’re pains in my ass.

“You’re a real peach,” Rosita mutters under her breath. “I felt a little sorry for you when my son lost his cool, but now I get it. You don’t deserve him. If you had anywhere else to go right now, I would make you leave.”

Her words hurt, but I know I’ve brought them on myself. Rather than showing the emotion that’s ripping me to shreds, I bare my claws and fangs and whatever else defense mechanism I can draw out.

“I’m the peach?” I say, scoffing. “You’re not much better. Guilting your son at every turn. Letting your family walk away because you couldn’t bear to let go of this shithole. And look at it now? Ruined. Too bad you also ruined your family in the process.”

Smack!

I gape at her, rubbing at my stinging cheek. “You hit me.” I’ve never been hit in my entire life.

Eduardo’s voice grows authoritative as he barks out a whole lot of nonsense in Spanish that makes Rosita wither a little. Real fear shines in her eyes. Not from what he says to her, because Eduardo wouldn’t hurt a fly. But because of what she thinks I’ll do to her.

I’ll fucking sue her to death.

For a moment, her eyes are sad. Her chin trembles. She looks so small. It reminds me of Momma there at the very end when she was trying to be strong for her little girl. This is worse than any slap. It’s a stab to the heart. A sob wrenches up my throat and I stumble back, trembling.

I’m a monster.

Momma would be horrified at the woman I’ve become.

I want to apologize to Rosita. To tell her I’m not this person. At least, I don’t want to be. But no words come out. Just tears. Estefania, whom I lashed at only seconds ago, comes to my aid. Is this what real friendship is? Still caring for someone even when they’ve been a mega bitch to you? She hugs me and I let her. I’m supposed to be pushing them all away and hardening my heart because the moment I leave this place, they’ll all be part of the past anyway. And yet I can’t bring myself to push Estefania anymore. I feel like I need her.

“Rosita and I will move your things for you. Your villa is número dos, er number two. We will meet you there,” Eduardo says, his voice apologetic.

He has nothing to be sorry for.

It’s me.

I’m the problem.

Estefania leads me out of the room and back into the rain. We find Damian outside, his mascara running down his cheeks, shivering and looking like a drowned rat. I thought I couldn’t feel any worse. That was wrong.

I feel like scum.

“Come here,” I tell him, my voice hoarse with emotion.

He splashes over to us and hugs the both of us. All three of us cry like little girls on the playground. It’s embarrassing and oddly freeing all at once. In this horribly vulnerable moment, I allow my two best friends—my only friends—to hold me together because I’m quickly unraveling. I don’t deserve them. I don’t understand why they’re still here, even after my being a mega bitch toward them. It makes no sense whatsoever.

“My momma used to always tell me when life gives you lemons, toss them back, grab some limes, and make margaritas.” I sniffle and shiver. “I owe you both a margarita and an apology. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted,” Damian says.

“I will practice saying your name,” Estefania offers.

I pull away, shaking my head at her. “I like the way you say it.”

She grins at me. “Sherrie-dan it is!”

“Ew,” Damian whines. “Are you two going to make out? Because I’ve been told I have a horrible gag reflex. I can’t watch. My eyes!”

We all laugh at his dramatics. Then, my best friends and I walk through the rain, feeling happier and lighter than moments before.

God, I’m going to miss them.
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After spending the night on a cot and then getting soaked in the rain, napping on the bed in the small villa was heaven. Estefania must be asleep in her room on the other side of the villa and there’s no telling where Damian ran off to. All I know is it’s blissfully quiet. I haven’t had a quiet moment to myself in days.

Someone raps on the door and I cringe.

I’m hoping it’s not Rosita or Eduardo. When they delivered my things, it’d been awkward. Eduardo tried to be the perky hotel host, but Rosita’s dark mood put a damper on things. I managed to take the soaked luggage without getting slapped by Rosita or going off on her. Crisis averted.

Groaning, I slide out of bed and head for the front door. A part of me hopes it’s Camilo coming to apologize. It’s girlish and silly. I’m smarter than that. Where Damian and Estefania are true friends, Camilo just wanted in my pants. Or panties in my case. Ugh. Gross. He’s gross. I’m gross. We’re all gross.

I fling open the door, a sour look on my face, prepared to send him on his way. Instead of finding the hot pilot who pisses me off, I find his grandmother. Lovely. She has a bag over her shoulder, mutters something in Spanish, and pushes inside.

Um, okay.

“Can I help you?”

She ignores me, or doesn’t understand me, and makes her way into my room. When she starts unpacking her bag, I tense up with irritation.

“Ma’am,” I grumble. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave. It’s been a long couple of days and I need a breather.”

She points to my bed, a look of impatience on her wrinkly features.

Fine. This lady wants to watch me nap? Cool. I’ll add it to the obnoxious list of weird stuff that’s happened to me since I got on that plane.

As I walk past her, she tugs at my shirt, trying to pull it off.

“Hey!” I cry out. “Don’t touch!”

She huffs, shaking her head, and mimics massaging. It’s then I’m reminded she’s the hotel masseuse. Oh, dear God. This is awkward. I’m not about to let an ancient grandma rub me down with her arthritic fingers. Pass. That’s just mean. I’m a lot of things, but making this old lady massage me when it should be the other way around is not one of those things.

When she smacks my bottom, I cry out in shock. She’s serious. I guess I’m not getting out of this. With a huff of frustration, I pull off my shirt and lie face down on the bed. I can hear her unpacking things and then she sets something down on the nightstand. A few seconds later, familiar music starts playing.

I tense up.

“Rocket Man.”

I’d overheard she was an Elton John fan after I played for everyone on the piano, and now it’s confirmed. Hearing a song my momma taught me to play when I’m already in a fragile emotional state hits me right in the gut. I’m tense as I will the tears away. Something warm squirts out onto my back and I jump. She smacks my bottom again and then starts rubbing my back. At first, it’s gentle. Then, she puts incredible strength into pushing on the knots in my shoulders. I gasp in shock. Who knew this little old lady had it in her? I groan in half pain, half pleasure as she works me over. This is quite possibly the highlight of my horrible trip.

As I begin to relax, I can’t help but think about Momma.

I don’t even remember what she looks like anymore. Sure, we have pictures, but it’s not the same. Her face is a fuzzy memory. Her scent is something I no longer can recall. All I have left is the way she made me feel. Loved. Happy. Safe. All the things Daddy had to double down on when she died. It’s not fair to him the way I clung to him once she died. I never gave him any room. I embedded my life so deeply in his that I’d never be alone again.

Is this why I want David?

Because not only is he Daddy’s best friend, but it would mean more time together?

God, talk about being the ultimate daddy’s girl.

I’m pathetic.

If Momma were here, though, she’d laugh and tell me I’m over the top. Not in a bad way. In a good way. The kind of girl who loves too much, too hard, too intensely. It’s not a bad thing when all that love is being directed your way. Right? Daddy adores me and never once acted like I was a nuisance.

I realize I’m crying. I don’t try to hide it as the song leads into “Tiny Dancer.” I just cry quietly, missing both my parents. I cry for the way I treat people. It makes me want to try harder. And ultimately, I cry for Camilo.

He’s just so…something.

Something I was given a tiny taste of but don’t think I’ll ever have a chance to fully indulge.
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Camilo

 

Last night, albeit in my own comfortable bed, I slept like shit. Everything Carter said to me kept bugging me. If Sheridan was some girl I wanted to fuck and move on from, like every other girl in my life, this would be easy.

It’s not easy.

It’s maddening.

I can’t stop thinking about her. Now, just next door to my villa. When we came back from the airstrip, Mamá informed me Estefania and Sheridan had been moved. I wanted to visit Sheridan to talk—about what, I haven’t figured out yet—but the lights were out.

There’s always today.

In fact, all we have is today.

Carter got confirmation we’re back on schedule tomorrow now that the electricity has come back on. Rodrigo was all bark and little bite, thank God. I’ve seen hurricanes that have stripped the coast bare. We’re lucky we came out unscathed since this one was a direct hit.

“Where are you going looking like a snack?” Carter asks from the couch, the remote flipping through the channels until he settles on a dramatic telenovela.

“A snack? Who even talks like that?”

“A grumpy snack. Maybe you need a Snickers. Unless that’s against some snack code. Like cannibalism, but for snacks. Snackibalism.”

“Shut up,” I say with a groan, unable to stifle my laugh. “I’m going to see her.”

He sits up, his brows high. “Grand gesture?”

“Only way to win the girl.”

“So you’re winning her? Forever?”

“I only need one day.”

“Spoken like a true romantic.” He grins and waves me off. “Go on. Get the girl and if you know what’s good for you, keep her.”

I leave him to his Mexican drama and step outside. The sun is trying to come out today, chasing away the last of the rain. Hotel Zaragoza took a beating, but Mamá already has her staff working. Someone hammers nearby, echoing loudly. Soon, this place will be as good as new. At least I hope. Mamá loves this place nearly as much as she loves me. I’d hate to see her lose it altogether.

The walk next door is short and muddy. My tennis shoes are already ruined. They’ll get worse before the day’s over. I was smart enough to wear my board shorts and an old red T-shirt. Mud is inevitable today.

I reach the villa door and knock. Feminine voices can be heard before the curtain moves at the window by the door. Then, I hear hissing as they talk. While they’re trying to decide if they should let me in, I roll my eyes and walk inside.

“Camilo!” Sheridan barks out. “You can’t just come inside without being invited!”

“I’m not a vampire and my family owns this hotel. I do what I want.”

Well, shit.

Not exactly how I planned to woo the girl.

Her brown eyes flare with anger and her neck turns splotchy red. She’s wearing some fancy robe thing over her pajamas, but her hair is flawless and smooth.

“Get out,” she snaps. “Now.”

“Yes!” Estefania chimes in. “You are not welcome here, handsome pilot!”

“Stop calling him handsome,” Sheridan grinds out. “It’ll go to his head.”

“Too late,” I reply. “She said it and I’m feeling rather handsome.”

Sheridan rolls her eyes. “What do you want?”

“You.”

Both women grow silent, stunned by my answer.

“You can’t have me,” Sheridan finally says, her voice cold as ice. “I’m unavailable.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard the story. You ready to go see all of Tahueca? I may be partial, but I think the state of Oaxaca is the most beautiful.”

“I need to wash my things.” Sheridan shrugs. “Raincheck.”

“I could wash your things,” Estefania offers. “Kyle will keep me company.”

Estefania is Team Handsome Pilot.

“I only need today,” I urge Sheridan. “That’s all we have, Sher. Just today. Our flight leaves in the morning.”

A multitude of emotions pass over her features. Relief. Sadness. Happiness. Regret.

“I’m not going because I like you,” she tells me in a prim tone. “I’m going because I’m a world traveler and I would like to see these beautiful places you speak of. There will be no funny business. No kisses. No…other things.” Her face burns red. “One day to see the sights as friends.”

“Friends, huh?” I arch a brow at her. “That’s it?”

“Take it or leave it, buddy.”

“Fine. As friends.” I step close to her and stroke my knuckle along her jaw. “But it’s not my fault if you fall in love.”

“We’re more likely to get hit by another hurricane than for that to happen.” She smirks and then high-fives Estefania.

“Stranger things have happened,” I say with a grin. “And, Sher, I think you just issued a challenge. I never back down from a challenge.”

“I always win them,” she tells me in a smug tone. “Not falling in love with you. You’re lucky I’m even agreeing to do this. I’m only using you to see the sights.”

“I’ll show you some sights…”

“Get out of my villa while I get dressed, asshole!”

I laugh all the way out the door.
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“I still can’t believe you have a car.”

We bounce along the road and she has to hold on so she doesn’t fly out of the Jeep.

“Pilots can’t have cars?” I ask with a smile.

“You have planes.”

“I fly them for a living, but I certainly don’t have planes. They’re fucking expensive.”

I hit another pothole filled with water and it sprays inside the Jeep. She wasn’t thrilled when she saw my vehicle didn’t have doors.

“Maybe you need a better job,” she grumbles, flicking off a clump of mud from her bare thigh. “One that will allow you to buy doors for your Jeep.”

“And miss seeing my girl with mud on her sexy ass legs? Not a chance.”

“I’m not your girl.”

“For today you are.”

Her lips twitch like she might smile, but I don’t get to see. The road is a mess from all the rain. At least the debris has already been cleared from whenever Ramona and her brother took Araceli and Rodrigo to the hospital to make sure they receive proper medical treatment now that the hurricane is gone.

“Where are we going?”

“An early lunch. A little place that has the best view. Thought we could swim a little after.”

She seems okay with this, so we continue our journey. There’s a restaurant that’s up the coast a bit between the hotel and where Marco lives. It makes me wonder if Araceli told him yet that the baby was born. He’s a deadbeat, so I’d be surprised if he actually made good on a promise and came to see them.

Getting to Casa en la Cueva takes longer than usual, but eventually, we pull up. Because the bulk of the restaurant is nestled in the side of the cliff, it usually remains unscathed by storms. We hop out and I take Sheridan’s hand. She stiffens, shoots me a wary look, but doesn’t remove her hand. Progress. I walk her to the cliff’s edge and we stare out at the beautiful Pacific Ocean. It’s extra windy today and the waves are out of control. Still gorgeous, though we won’t be swimming out in it. Luckily, Casa en la Cueva has a small lagoon that is usually safe from waves and storms.

“The stairs are over here.” I guide her to the steep stairs carved into the rock and we make our descent. There are several hut-like structures in each cave. The scent of something salty and decadent fills the air.

“Smells good,” she says. “How do we get to it?”

“This way.”

We pass the kitchen part and head down another level to where there are some tables and chairs set up. I pull out a chair and motion for her to sit. The sea smells like rain still. At least the breeze is warm and the sun is out.

A waiter comes by and hands us some menus. It’s all in Spanish. She squints, trying to figure it out. I simply smile at her.

“Give up yet?”

“I get the gist.” She huffs. “I’ll have that.”

I arch a brow at where she’s pointing. “You like frog leg stuffed sea urchins?”

“What? No!”

“I’m kidding. But, may I suggest my favorite?”

She relaxes and smiles. “Yeah. I want what’s good.”

“Tlayudas. Oaxacan pizza. Enough for two people. It’s seriously the best thing they make and what they’re known for.”

“Pizza? In Mexico?”

I smirk. “Not like you’re used to, City Girl. This is a huge tortilla glazed with asiento and then layered with refried beans, tomatoes, avocadoes, and in this case tasajo. They serve it open face and cook it on the charcoal grill. That is what you smelled coming in.”

“Sounds so good.”

The server returns and I order our meal, including a couple of local beers so they’ll bring us beer snacks for free. She lifts her brow in question.

“Don’t worry,” I say with a grin once he walks off. “I’ll take good care of you.”

“You better.”

A smile tugs at her pretty plump lips as she watches the ocean waves crash against the shore. I take the time to admire her profile. Cute little upturned nose. Creamy skin. Straightened hair that’s starting to frizz slightly from the humidity. She put on a short summer dress over her swimsuit and the orange looks good on her. I like looking at her.

“I’m sorry about yesterday. I was a dick and that was unfair.”

Her brown eyes dart to mine and she narrows them. “It came out of left field.”

“Not really,” I mutter. “I mean, I heard you talking to him. David.”

She cringes at his name and I wonder why. “You heard that?”

“Yeah. You miss him.”

“Not like you think,” she admits in a whisper that nearly gets lost in the wind.

“Like an uncle?”

Her face sours. “I slept with him. Definitely not like an uncle.”

Irrational anger churns in my gut imagining her sleeping with some guy who’s friends with her dad. How does one fuck someone like her and not keep her? Furthermore, how the hell someone like her is chasing after this guy and not the other way around is beyond me.

“I just…after what happened with us in Eduardo’s office, it pissed me off.” I level her with a no-nonsense stare. “I like you, Sher.”

Her stiffness fades and she looks up at me with a shy, pretty smile. “You can’t like me. I’ll be gone tomorrow.”

“I can still like you.” I flash her a smug grin. “I do what I want.”

“It hurt my feelings.” Her lip quivers once before she bites down on it. “It embarrassed me.”

Well, fuck.

I feel like an asshole.

Reaching across the small table, I take her hand in mine. “I’m sorry. I’m going to make it up to you today. Then, when we’re forced to part ways tomorrow, you’ll have nothing but good memories of me. The handsome pilot with a big dick.”

She laughs, loud and unladylike, tugging her hand away and shaking her head at me. The waiter returns with a couple of beers and our beer snacks. It’s basically a plate loaded down with smoked meats, cooked carrots, and potatoes. He also delivers some nachos and salsa. Our small table is filled to the brim.

As we eat, I ask her about her company. She’s clearly a badass boss babe. It’s interesting to see her speak of acquisitions and merges. The fierceness in her voice makes my dick hard. It also makes me sad. Her entire persona hardens. The soft, laughing girl from moments ago is gone.

“I lost you,” she says after a moment. “I’m sorry. I’m boring you.”

“Boring me?” I chuckle. “Never. Not you, abejita. I was just wondering if you’re happy.”

Rather than answering me, she tosses a piece of meat in her mouth and chews, her brows furled together. When she finally washes it down with the beer, she shrugs.

“I get to hang out with my dad every day and make lots of money. What’s there to not be happy about?”

I lift a brow. “There’s more to life than chilling with your dad and making money. Take it from someone who knows about that explicitly.”

“You avoid your hometown,” she bites out, growing hostile. “Abandoned your mother. And yet now you want to lecture me on happiness. You wouldn’t know what happy was even if it bit you in the ass!”

“Put the claws away, tigress. I’m not shaming you. Jesus, woman,” I growl. “I’m only saying you deserve more.”

All the fire is snuffed out in an instant.

“I told off your mom,” she reveals, her eyes flashing with horror. “Oh my God. I’m sorry.”

A laugh bursts out of me. “Mamá can handle herself.”

“She can,” she says, pouting. “She slapped me.”

My eyes pop on. “What?”

“I deserved it. I was being a total bitch.”

“I’ll talk to her,” I grumble. “That was out of line.”

“Don’t,” she mutters. “Seriously. I felt like a horrible person. The things I said to her…I would’ve slapped me too. It’s done. Let’s just enjoy the day.”

That we do.

Our conversation turns lighter over lunch. She loves the food and it’s a joy watching her smile so much. I learn she’s traveled all over the globe for work. This woman has literally been to more places than I have, which is saying a lot. Her apartment is on the fourteenth floor in her high-rise and she secretly likes it because technically she’s on the thirteenth floor (since the building doesn’t officially have a thirteenth floor for superstitious reasons) and she feels like she’s living on the edge. It’s cute as hell listening to her babble about her favorite show on the Discovery Channel—something about people living off the land in the Alaskan bush. She always goes out on Sundays for brunch with her dad and then ends up in a little bookshop near her loft apartment. After hours, she buys books on things she’ll never pursue, and adds them to her massive collection at home. I’m so transfixed by learning the intricacies of her, I don’t hear her say my name.

“Earth to bird boy,” she grumbles. “Am I really that boring?”

“What? No. I was trying to imagine what it was that a girl like you would want so badly that she’d buy books on it and then not pursue it. Aren’t you the woman who gets what she wants?”

Her mouth parts. “That’s the one piece you plucked from all that?”

“You’re fascinating. Tell me.”

“We’re just friends for the day,” she says with a shrug. “That’s the sort of information you reserve for someone you love. And we simply don’t have enough time for love.”

She’s mocking me, but I don’t see it as that.

My heart squeezes.

It’s a challenge.

Damn her and her challenges.
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Sheridan

 

This place has spectacular views and the food is amazing. I hate to admit it, but I’m glad Camilo dragged me out here. I’d had plans to mope around all day with Estefania. Now, I’m staring at the Pacific Ocean with the wind in my hair and sipping on beer with a hot pilot. Definitely better than moping.

“You ready to get out of here?” Camilo asks, his lips quirked up on one side.

“Depends. Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

His cheesy grin melts my icy heart a little. After he pays our tab, he takes my hand again and we descend the many stairs cut roughly into the side of the cliff. When we reach the sandy bottom, we kick off our muddy shoes. He peels off his shirt, showcasing all his tanned muscles and tattoos. His back is broad, and I note the scratches on his shoulders. My neck heats realizing I’m the one who put them there two nights ago.

He glances my way, his dark brown eyes roaming over me in an appreciative way. A way no one has ever looked at me before. With one look, it’s as though I can read his thoughts. I’ve been inside you and I’m going to do it again. My skin is on fire from the scorching way he stares at me. Rather than letting him frazzle me, I shed my dress and take satisfaction in the way his smirk fades and he parts his lips.

I’m wearing my favorite swimsuit. An Alliages Tungstène bandeau bikini in dark olive with gold bands holding the fabric together. It’s subtle as far as styles go, but I paid five hundred dollars for it, so I like getting use out of it.

“Damn.”

That’s all he says. One word. His eyes say a thousand things. You’re fucking hot. I want you. I’m going to kiss you until you’re dizzy. All I can do is grin victoriously at him. About time I shut the handsome pilot up.

“Careful, abejita,” he purrs as he prowls over to me, his V muscles in his lower abdomen flexing with each step. My mouth waters. I’m unable to peel my eyes from the dark trail of hair that dips beyond his low-slung swim trunks.

“Why?” I croak out.

“Because you’re getting a big head. I’m the arrogant one around here, remember?”

His hands find my hips and his thumbs rub maddening circles on my bare flesh just above the top of my bikini bottoms.

“You’re not supposed to touch me.” I tremble at the way he caresses me.

“Not part of the deal.”

“What was the deal?”

“I forgot already. Let’s swim.”

While I’m dazed by his sexiness, he squats and then tosses me over his shoulder. I go from hot and bothered to furious in an instant.

“Put me down, asshole!” I smack at his ridiculously hard ass. In return, he smacks mine. I squeal and kick to no avail. “You’re going to make me puke!”

My words are cut short when we go airborne. Panic seizes me a second before chilly water sucks me into its void. Before I can freak out, we break the surface of the water and Camilo is pulling me to his chest. His dark hair hangs in his eyes—dark eyes that assess me to make sure I’m okay. I’m pissed he dunked us in this lagoon, but I find myself wrapping my legs and arms around him. He grins his stupid, cocky smile that makes my heart patter faster.

“I hate you.”

He laughs loud and flicks his head back, sending his hair out of his eyes. God, that move shouldn’t be so hot, but it is. “Hate, huh? I still have the rest of the day to turn that into love.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I’ve been called worse. Mostly by you.”

I roll my eyes and then take in the scene around us. It’s a small lagoon about the size of a backyard swimming pool. I’m not sure how deep it goes, but it’s almost completely surrounded by rock. There’s a little inlet small creatures could swim into, but not even the waves can get through. The water moves back and forth but nothing like the waves beyond the protective rocks. Beautiful vegetation grows in the rock crevices. It feels like an oasis.

“It’s pretty here,” I murmur, bringing my attention back to Camilo, who’s staring at me intently.

“You have no idea.” His voice is gruff.

My stomach does a flip and I can’t help but cling tighter to him. His palms run up my back and then down again. Playfully, he squeezes my ass before swimming backward toward a rock ledge on the side. He pulls us onto it with me still straddling him. The water is cold, but his body is incredibly warm. I press my breasts against him, eager for his warmth.

“In love yet?” he teases.

“Close,” I joke back. I let out a heavy sigh. “Have you ever been in love?”

He frowns, shaking his head. “No. You?”

“I thought so, but now I don’t know.”

“David?”

We stare at each other for a long moment. I nod and absently run my fingers through his hair. His palms continue to roam up and down my back. I’ve never been held like this before. It’s strange, yet peaceful. My heart squeezes because I really like it.

Reality reminds me this is one last day of romance and fun.

Tomorrow I leave this all behind.

I leave him.

“It’s hard for me to connect with people,” I explain. “I have these walls up. All the time. I’m afraid of getting hurt, I guess. With David, he’s known me since I was little.”

He makes a disgusted face. “Nice.”

“It’s not like that,” I assure him. “He’s not a perv, but he knows a lot about me. Knows the me before I ever erected those walls. It’s easy to give myself to him because he already knows me. He already loves me.” But he’s not in love with me. David would do anything in his power to help me because of Daddy.

“Hmm.” His brows furrow as he studies me. “Easy sounds boring.”

A chuckle escapes me. “Maybe a little.”

“I’m not boring.” He flashes me a wicked grin that makes me melt.

“I know. You’re too difficult.”

The asshole preens.

“Not a compliment, bird boy.”

“I took it as one.”

“That’s because you’re an idiot.”

“An idiot who’s not easy and kisses like the devil.”

His lips press against mine as he squeezes my ass, pulling me closer. I gasp at the friction of his dick that’s hard and at attention between us. Our tongues tangle as he kisses me with more passion than I’ve felt in my entire life.

Why can’t this be easy for us?

Why couldn’t I have met him back in California? Someone local? Meeting him before our flight and then getting trapped here for a few days was all wrong, yet it feels so right.

I’m not a dreamer. I’m a realist.

This won’t work so lamenting over that fact doesn’t do anything but bring unnecessary heartache my way. I’ve had enough heartache in this life.

Pulling away from our kiss, I study his handsome face. Men shouldn’t look this good. It’s unfair to womankind.

“Want to snorkel?”

His words kill the sexy vibe and I’m thankful. He promised me sights and I intend on cashing in on that promise.

He promised me love too.

My heart wants to cash in on that as well.
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“You have to eat, woman,” Camilo barks out.

“I’m busy.”

“Five more minutes.”

“Okay, Dad.”

When I stick my tongue out at him, he laughs. We’ve been snorkeling for hours. There are tons of tiny creatures at the bottom of this lagoon. Even the rocks are growing with colorful plants beneath the surface. It’s so beautiful and I can’t get enough of it. I want to see it all.

Eventually, my grumbling stomach wins. Camilo must have gone up to his Jeep while I was swimming and brought down some towels. We wrap up in them and sit on a sunny rock, side by side. I lean my head on his shoulder and stare at the sun as it begins to dip toward the horizon. The salty air smells extra potent today. I want to capture this moment and keep it forever. It’s so…peaceful.

“Want to go dancing?”

“I’m soaked to the bone,” I say, tilting my head up to look at him. “I have no makeup on. And I wore sneakers that are now filthy. I’m in no shape for dancing.”

“We don’t have time,” he murmurs and my heart sinks at the reminder. “We just have now and it’s running out. Who cares if they see you looking like a drowned rat?”

I snort and knock my shoulder into his. “Fine. At least my looking like a drowned rat will keep you from trying to fall in love with me.”

“Too late,” he teases. “Been there. Done that. Have the shirt to prove it.”

“You’re such a weirdo,” I complain. “Let’s go. Take me dancing. Time’s a ticking, handsome pilot.”

Instead of giving me some smartass comment about being handsome, his features fall slightly. Like my words have saddened him.

“We better hurry then.”

It takes a good half hour for him to drive us to a small town with several restaurants and one really busy bar. We park up the road and hold hands as we walk. My hair is pulled into a messy half-dry bun that’s frizzy as hell now. I probably look like a hot mess, but Camilo keeps cutting his eyes over at me, watching me like I’m anything but. His stares are so…intense. And I’m not hating them at all.

He pays the cover for us to get in before sliding his palm to my lower back, guiding me over to a couple of open barstools at the bar. First, he orders us some beers for the free beer snacks—here it’s fresh fish soup and chips—before handing me a menu.

“You order,” I tell him, loving how freeing it is to not have to worry. So often, I pride myself on being this strong, independent woman. I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t feel good to have Camilo take care of me. Even as simple as ordering me food.

He rattles off something to the bartender in Spanish. I make a mental note to buy the Spanish Rosetta Stone audiobooks so I can learn this language. I learned Japanese when I spent a few months in Tokyo with Daddy closing a huge deal. If I can learn enough of that language to get by, surely I can learn Spanish too.

Why?

Because I want to.

And I want to know what everyone here is saying.

I have a moment of realization where I remember I won’t be coming back. It’s pointless to learn Spanish. After tonight, I won’t see Camilo again.

“I’m going to run to the restroom. Can you get me a margarita?” My mom used to think margaritas fixed everything. If that idea was good enough for her, it’s good enough for me.

“Be careful, babe,” he says, clutching my hand. “Give everyone your signature bitch glare and you should be safe from any assholes trying to take what’s mine.”

His?

Babe?

I decide to choose anger over confusion and punch his hard stomach. “I don’t have a signature bitch glare.”

“Sher, you so do. You’re doing it right now.” He laughs with his whole body and damn if it isn’t infectious.

“Just get me a drink, boy,” I huff out, storming away.

I’m smiling, though.

Camilo is one of the few people who’s managed to burrow inside me. I try not to analyze what that means because after tomorrow, it won’t matter. We’ll fly back together and then my life moves on.

After a bathroom break, I chance a look in the cracked bathroom mirror. I expect to cringe and hate what I see. Truth is, I don’t recognize the girl in the reflection. She has pink cheeks, kissed from the sun. Her lips are curled up into a carefree smile. Brown hair is wild and escaping its ponytail. It’s her eyes that are so different. Not hard and calculating. They’re soft and eager and hopeful.

God, I’m going to break that girl’s heart tomorrow.

I wash up, swallowing down my emotion. By the time I make it back to the bar, a giant margarita sits in my place along with our beer snacks. The soup looks decadent. It’s the other things that have me confused.

“What are these?” I ask, pulling out a white wedge dusted with seasoning.

“Jicama or a Mexican turnip.”

I take a bite. It’s potent and spicy from what tastes like chili powder. I quench the fire by sucking down a good portion of the best margarita I’ve ever tasted.

“Careful, abejita,” he says with a cocky grin. “Keep drinking like that and your night will take a drastic turn.”

“Love?”

“And cocks.”

I choke on another bite of my Mexican turnip. “Cocks? As in plural?”

His features darken. “Wait. No, one cock. Just one. Mine.”

“Hmm.” With my eyes on his, I suck down more of my potent drink. “But these are so good.”

He clutches my bare thigh and squeezes it as he leans in. “Tonight, I’m going to fuck you in your bed. I’m going to lick every inch of you. I’ll stay buried deep inside your tight pussy until the sun comes up.” His palm slides up my thigh under my dress, making me burn hot all over. “Stay sober enough that you enjoy every sensation.”
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Camilo

 

This woman.

Goddamn, she drives me crazy.

Crazy with need. She’s such a far cry from the woman who insulted me the day I met her. Now she’s carefree and smiling. I want to keep her. Seems like such a simple notion. But it’s not that simple. I’m not sure how to make our stories align so that they weave together. It feels impossible without sacrifice. I’m not sure either of us has it in us to make that sacrifice. Not on a chance. A maybe. A feeling. That’s all this is, right?

My gut tells me otherwise.

My brain tells me to pump the brakes.

My heart’s already a goner.

Fuck.

After two giant margaritas for her and the one beer I’ve been nursing, we eat our food and then pay. I take her out on the dance floor, no longer able to simply watch her. I need her in my arms. “La Bamba” by Son Jarocho plays loudly on the speakers and Sheridan starts dancing like this is her song. I’m amused as she wriggles her ass, her hooded eyes on me. I clutch her hips, twist her around so that her back is flush with my chest, and then I start moving my hips. She pushes her ass against me, very much aware of what she does to me based on the Texas-sized boner I have. I caress her hips through her thin dress, playfully teasing the fabric up.

She lifts her arms up in the air. I can’t help but run my palms down her arms, along her ribs, and back to her hips. The dance quickly turns erotic. My thoughts are pure sex. I want her so fucking badly.

For one more night.

The clench in my stomach is painful. One night left with a girl who makes me question everything doesn’t feel like enough. I want to spend every night with her, coaxing out her smiles, riling her up, and kissing her pouty lips.

She turns around and then slides her palms up my chest to my neck. Our mouths meet for a needy kiss. I grab her ass in a possessive way that lets every male in here know who she belongs to. We kiss with a desperation that cannot be squelched. Every lash of our tongues only makes us needier and greedier.

“You in love yet?” I tease against her lips.

“Not yet, but there’s still time. I want to spend that time alone with you.”

My dick hears her sexy purr loud and clear. I kiss her once more because she’s too pretty and sweet not to before grabbing her hand. We bail, both of us eager to do more. I help her into the Jeep and then peel out of the parking lot.

“I had a fun time today,” she says, reaching over.

Her small offering of her hand makes my heart stutter in my chest. Days ago, this girl was as frigid as they come, and now she’s giving parts of her to me that I’m sure she’s never given anyone. It makes me crazy possessive. Like I could keep her forever.

After threading my fingers with hers, I relax for the drive back. “Every Little Thing She Does is Magic” by The Police comes on the radio. She sings along as she kicks her dirty feet up on the dash. I love how relaxed she is. Living in the moment.

I told her she was going to fall in love with me.

I’d been partially joking.

Joke was on me, though.

I’m the one completely losing all sense of reality over this girl.

Rather than driving straight back, I take a detour to one of my favorite haunts. When I was a teenager, I used to terrorize my hometown. I’d drive my Jeep all over and get into whatever trouble I could drum up with my cousins and some of my friends. We were daredevils, always jumping off cliffs, racing dirt bikes, and swimming as deep as we could go in the ocean without drowning. When I wanted a job away from my mom and the hotel, I got one helping Alejandro. Since he was a good buddy of Dad’s, he took me under his proverbial wings while giving me my own. I’d gone from adrenaline junkie, to desperately wanting to fly airplanes. I didn’t stop from there.

I flew.

Right through life.

Right out of Tahueca.

This is the first time I’ve wanted to land. To pause time and not go. To relax my crazy beating heart and enjoy the moment.

I pull up to one of the cliffside campsites people often come to when traveling through. Luckily, no one is here tonight. Once I park, I scoop Sheridan out of the front seat, loving when she giggles. I carry her to a bench and sit with her still in my arms. She snuggles against me, her hot breath tickling my neck.

“Another sight?”

“You wanted to see them all,” I remind her. “Miss World Traveler. What do you think?”

She turns to look out at the ocean. The waves are still pissed, churning violently. The moon, however, is calm and bright and huge. It casts an illuminating glow across the water and her milky white thighs. I rub my palm up and down, unable to keep from touching her.

“It’s so pretty here. How could you ever want to leave?”

Her words sting, just like the little bee she is.

“I always craved more out of life. I felt like I didn’t have enough of what I was looking for here. Out there…” I trail off and shrug. “Out there, the more is endless.”

“What happens when you find it all? Headed to the moon next, bird boy?”

I chuckle. “I never thought that far ahead.”

“What if you never find what you’re looking for?”

“What if I already found it?”

We grow silent, neither of us brave enough to venture further into that conversation. I refuse to consider the more with Sheridan. Not because I don’t want to—because I really fucking do—but because it’s not fair to either of us.

I fly and have my dad in Florida.

She runs a massive corporation in California.

We’re busy and committed to our careers.

Her sigh is heavy and sad. One I feel all the way down to my toes. Kind of fucked up. Meeting a girl who could be the one knowing it’s just a taste or a tease of something you can’t have. Sure, I could have her, but at what cost? Am I ready to root myself to be with one girl?

Right now, hell yes.

The answer is a thousand yesses.

Tomorrow?

Maybe.

The next day? The month after? Next year?

At some point, the roots would begin to feel like quicksand, pulling me deep into the earth until I can’t breathe. The thought of being stuck anywhere—even with the prettiest girl I’ve ever known—is suffocating.

“Ready to go back?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“If you’re going to stay the night with me or not.”

“I should take you back to your villa so you can get some rest,” I murmur.

“Then no. I’ll stay right here in your lap for the rest of the night.”

I chuckle. “Little bee, I said I should. We both know I won’t rest until I’ve been inside you again. So I should take you back, and I will. I’m just coming with you.”

“Then yes. Let’s go, bird boy.”
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Music plays loudly from Eddy’s, but we bypass it to head toward Sheridan’s villa. Estefania must be at the restaurant with everyone else, because she’s not there. Thank fuck. Not that I don’t like Sheridan’s new friend, it’s just I don’t want to share my girl right now. We’re on borrowed time.

After I lead her inside, I shut and lock the door. I walk into the bathroom and start the shower. She’s naked by the time I shed my clothes. My eyes roam down her perfect body. She’s thin but has some muscle tone. Her tits are a perfect handful with the rosiest, perkiest nipples I’ve ever seen. It takes everything in me to tear my gaze from her to check the temperature of the water. Once I deem it acceptable, I grab her hand and pull her under the spray with me.

It’s strange.

It’s our last night and I should be fucking her against the shower wall. Instead, I hug her to me and pull the rubber band from her hair. I run my fingers through the tangles, letting the water sluice through the strands. She rests her cheek on my chest while I stroke her hair. Anxiety coils in my gut. I hate this feeling. Like loss is imminent. It’s jarring. Each second that ticks by feels louder and quicker.

We’re quiet as I wash her hair and then mine. She’s reverent as she soaps my body down, teasing me with firm caresses. I wait until we’re cleaned and rinsed off before kissing her. Because when I start, I won’t be able to stop.

The kiss goes from needy to desperate in seconds. I barely manage to get the water off and us toweled off before I’m grabbing her ass and lifting her. She holds on to my shoulders, attacking my lips with her teeth. By the time we reach the bed, I’m hard as a rock. I want to drive into her, but I need to taste her first.

“We never got dessert,” I say, nipping at her neck. “I’m craving something sweet.”

She growls when I toss her on the bed. Anger flashes in her eyes, but it’s chased away by desire when she sees me stroking my dick.

“Spread your legs, abejita. I want to taste you again.”

Her body trembles, but she obeys, opening the softest parts of her to me. I kneel beside the bed and grip her hips, roughly yanking her to the edge. She groans when I spread her knees apart as far as they can go. With a wicked smirk on my face, I lean forward to inhale her. Her scent is addictive. Clean but with a unique, aroused musk that makes my mouth water for a taste.

“Oh!” she cries out as my tongue licks up her slit. “Camilo!”

My trembled name on her tongue sounds really fucking good. I tease her clit with my tongue to see if I can coax more strangled sounds out of her. She doesn’t disappoint me as I eat her pussy. Every sound and thrash of her body makes me crazy with need. It doesn’t take long for her to orgasm. Her spine straightens and her limbs jerk when it overtakes her. As she comes down from her high, I prowl over her. Our mouths meet as I grip my dick, teasing at her opening. I push into her and we both hiss.

Pulling slightly away so I can see her face, I ease into her slick body, cataloging every expression she makes. Since she’s so expressive, I see hundreds of variants of emotion. I thrust hard, driving all the way into her. Her eyelids flutter and a moan spills past her lips.

Being with her doesn’t feel like some random fuck just to get off. It feels like I’m connected to someone for the first time in my life. I don’t want to sever that connection. I want to keep her pinned beneath me so I can stare at her lovely face for hours as I press deep inside her.

“Camilo…”

Her whispered word is frantic and needy. She wants more. She wants everything. All I can give her is all I have in this moment. I kiss her hard and fuck her harder. It isn’t until she’s crying out my name again, her cunt squeezing my dick, that I also come with a groan. Hot cum jets inside of her. I feel as though I’m claiming her as mine.

We both take a moment to catch our breath. Our stares remain locked. Eventually, I slide my dick out of her and saunter off to grab something to clean us up with. After we’re clean, we turn off all but the lamplight. I wrap my naked body over hers and stare at her.

“Creeper,” she teases, but her voice cracks.

“Shh,” I murmur, brushing my thumb over her lip. “Don’t ruin it with your crazy talk.”

She snorts. “Crazy talk?”

“You’re the craziest woman I’ve ever known. And you know both my mother and Araceli, so how you beat them out is beyond me.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“I know. You tell me all the time. Literally every conversation with me. Pretty soon I’m going to forget my own name and instead go by Asshole.”

“Obnoxious too,” she adds, smirking.

“Don’t forget handsome.

“And arrogant.”

“And yours,” I whisper. Her eyes widen, so I amend my words. “For tonight.”

“Tonight’s almost over.”

“There’s always tomorrow,” I offer in a playful tone I’m not at all feeling.

“And if there’s not?”

“At least we had today.”

Neither of us sleeps. We just stare. Kiss. Make love a few more times. And when the early morning sun creeps its way into the bedroom, I make the difficult effort to pull away from her.

So fucking hard.

“I need to shower and pack,” I tell her.

“I know. Me too.”

“Maybe…” I trail off. I don’t know what I want to say. “Maybe we can do this again some time.”

Her brows dip. “Some time. Hmm.”

“I…”

“Some time isn’t enough.”

“You deserve better than him,” I murmur, stealing a quick kiss.

“Do I? It’s not like I can have better.”

My jaw clenches. “Sheridan…”

“Goodbye, Camilo.”

The last kiss we share feels just like that. A goodbye. It’s a great kiss, but it sucks. I hate the finality in it. I wish I had the answers. Unfortunately, I don’t.
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Sheridan

 

I look like Sheridan Reid.

Hair straightened to perfection. Makeup applied flawlessly. My navy-blue Black Halo Jackie sheath dress fits like a glove. I notice a piece of lint on my Gianvito Rossi suede nude slingback pumps and frown, wondering how it got there.

I wore my ruined tennis shoes to the small airport and threw them into the trash can before fishing my pumps out of my bag. I was just certain I’d made sure they were clean.

Anxiety begins to creep in.

Everything feels unsettled and unsure. It’s not a feeling I’m familiar with. As a result, a tiny piece of lint is going to be the death of me. With a frustrated huff, I swat it off my shoe. Damian laughs loudly—literally snorts and cackles—as Doris says something to him. They’re sitting side by side chatting about God only knows what. Estefania is cozied up with Kyle, the both of them whispering sweet nothings to each other. A spike of jealousy shoots through me. I wish I were saying a proper goodbye to Camilo.

We had our goodbye when the sun came up and that was that.

Alejandro took them out to the airstrip so they could start getting the plane ready and then he came back to fetch us. I haven’t seen Camilo since he kissed me. They were already in the cockpit when we boarded the plane.

I hate it.

I hate that my reality is crashing so hard down on me.

“Need a drink?” Lawton asks, donning his professional skywear suit rather than the strange outfits he borrowed from Damian while at Hotel Zaragoza.

“Please,” I mutter.

“Tequila?”

I thought I was a Hennessy girl. Turns out, I’m turning into a tequila girl.

“That would be fantastic.”

Lawton smiles and scurries off. I should put my AirPods in and sleep since I didn’t get any last night, but I can’t. I’m trying to live in these last few moments because once we land, everything changes.

Or, worse yet, everything remains the same.

I thought I loved every aspect of my life.

After the past few days, I’m left rethinking everything.

The biggest one is David. I try to think about him. Force his features into my mind. Attempt to remember his smile and the cologne he wears. Nothing comes to mind. It’s as if he’s a distant memory, which is silly because I saw him before he left for Costa Rica.

I’m frowning hard when Damian plops down. In my lap! And I can’t even be mad because it’s Damian. Damian in tight pink leather pants. He smells like peaches and cream oatmeal. My heart does a squeeze inside my chest.

“Go bother someone else,” I grumble.

He pets my hair, grinning at me. “But it’s more fun bothering you.” Then, his brows furl. “Are you okay, babykins?”

I force a smile. “Perfect. You? Ready to get to your project?”

“Nice try. You can’t avoid the question. But for now, we’ll evade.” He sighs dramatically. “I’m shooting for the show, and while I am dying to spruce up this old yacht, I’m feeling worn out. It’s hard being famous.”

I laugh. This time it’s genuine. “Aww, poor you.”

“Yes, poor me,” he whines. “They make me work so hard. All I want to do is pretend to be Doris’s son and drink margaritas all day with my bestie. Is that too much to ask?”

“You’re rich. You could do it.”

“But what about all those poor boats?” he hisses, holding his palm to his chest. “They need me.”

“I brought you a double since you have to deal with him,” Lawton says, putting my drink in the cupholder. “Should I call security?” He smirks at me.

My heart does a flutter.

Camilo is security at Hotel Zaragoza.

Would he be security way up above the clouds?

“She’s thinking about him,” Damian tattles. “You can always tell because she gets this girly, dreamy look and her cheeks turn pink.”

“Go away,” I groan. “Get off my lap.”

He picks up my drink and sips it. “Gross, Lawton. What is this?” He sniffs it. “Tequila straight? Where’s like the yummy margarita part?” Damian kisses me right on the mouth, making me laugh, before he stands up. “Stay here, sexy mama. I’m going to get something to add to that drink to make it taste better.”

Lawton trails after him and they argue at the drink station, swatting at each other like siblings. Doris tells her son to behave. Damian actually listens, which makes me grin.

God, I’m going to miss these people.

As my mind drifts to Camilo, the door to the cabin opens. Now that we’re in the air, they can do their autopilot thing and terrorize us. Me, specifically.

Carter flashes me a wicked smile as he strolls out of the cockpit. Camilo peeks out behind him, making my heart stop in my chest.

“This is your captain speaking,” Carter says. “The weather looks great. We’ll arrive in La Fortuna Airport before supper. Before we let you settle in for your flight, I just wanted to tell you all I enjoyed myself immensely on my forced vacation with the Funky Flyers.”

Damian takes a bow, making sure to bend his ass right in front of Carter. Carter simply laughs.

“This song’s for you guys,” Carter tells us as he fiddles with his phone. It’s connected through the Bluetooth speakers and then the familiar beat of “Goodbye Stranger” by Supertramp starts playing.

Damian dances in a silly way that makes everyone laugh, including me. When I feel a heated gaze on me, I can’t help but draw my attention to the cockpit. Camilo looks handsome as ever in his cocky pilot outfit and his usual smirk. He looked at me the same way before he pounced on me and made love to me. Every part of me is bruised and sore from our sex-filled night. I even noticed a few hickeys this morning after my shower.

Eventually they’ll fade.

Will the memories fade too?

My blood seems to chill and I shiver. Grabbing the complimentary blanket, I pull it up over me and drag my gaze away from the hot pilot to the clouds.

For once in my life, I want something I can’t have. I’m used to going after things I’ll eventually have. With Camilo, it’s impossible. We’re worlds apart when it comes to our lives.

On that note, I close my eyes and dream that we aren’t.
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“Sherrie-dan,” Estefania says, shaking me awake. “Time to wake up.”

I yawn and look around. Everyone is gathering their things to go. We’ve landed. I’ll see Daddy soon. And David. I’m met with a mixture of confusing emotions.

“I would offer you my security detail, but you would be safer just hanging back until we make our way through the crowd.” She frowns. “Can I call you later?”

Tears prickle at my eyes. “Of course.”

She grins at me. So beautiful. So sweet. She pulls me to my feet and hugs me, her perky tits smashing into my face. I inhale my friend’s lovely scent and sigh. I’m going to miss her something terrible.

“Va-jay-jay sammich!”

We squeal when Damian bear hugs us both. It’s all giggles until he starts to cry. He’s dramatic as always, but it sets Estefania and me off. Who knew leaving these people would be so hard?

I’m the first to pull away.

I need to be strong for everyone. That’s what I’m good at. I swipe away my tears and shoo off Estefania.

“Be careful and call me later.” I wave to her and then turn to Damian. “Be good, mister.”

“As if,” he says, just like the girl from Clueless.

He hugs me one more time before bounding off the plane. Everyone has exited except me. Lawton gives me a knowing smirk before busying himself with something in one of the cabinets. Camilo steps out of the cockpit, his nearly black eyes zeroed in on me. He watches me like a hawk as I gather my bags. I lift my chin and roll my suitcase toward him.

“It was nice meeting you,” I tell him with a polite smile.

His dark eyebrow arches up. “Nice. That it?”

“Yep.”

He steps closer until his chest brushes mine. “I thought it was far better than nice. Fucking amazing. Especially all the parts I spent alone with you.”

My skin heats at his words. “Yeah, it was fucking amazing.”

“Sher…” He trails off, his lips lowering to mine. “I hope you find happiness.”

“Me too,” I whisper.

His lips press to mine in the softest, sweetest farewell kiss. He strokes his fingers through my hair and then lets out a resigned sigh.

“Goodbye, stranger.”

I smile, thinking about the song and all the Funky Flyers singing it. “Goodbye, bird boy.”

As soon as we part ways, the tears threaten. Everything blurs. My heart is in my throat. I crave to run back to him and beg him to help me figure out a way for us to spend more time together. Instead, I keep walking. With every step, I try like hell to lift my chin and remember I’m a badass female who can handle anything. Even walking away from the man who’s made her feel more alive than she ever has in her life.

I’m so lost in Camilo thoughts that I almost slam into a guy with a camera. Lots of them in fact. Holy shit. Why are there so many people here? They’re screaming. Actually screaming. I’d panic thinking we were under attack, except they’re all screaming the same thing.

Estefania.

Estefania.

Estefania.

A huge guy dressed all in black sidles up next to me. “Miss Villegas asked for me to escort you through the crowd.” I barely get out a confirmation before he’s all but dragging me through the crazies. They’re all screaming and crying. Crying! Several are throwing roses and stuffed animals toward the area I must assume Estefania went. Holy shit. I didn’t realize how famous she was in Costa Rica.

The man in black manages to get us to another area where several more security guys crowd around my friend. Her normally carefree smile is gone as she frowns. She seems so overwhelmed and sad. It breaks my heart for her.

I shove past the guys and thankfully they let me. When I reach her, I hug her tight. She squeezes me like I’m her best friend—her only friend. I know that feeling. All too soon, we’re being broken apart.

I didn’t tell her goodbye.

I didn’t tell her she’s the best chick I know.

I’m trembling as I get escorted down a hallway away from the crying people. I realize I have no idea where my bags are. A security guy is carrying them behind me as another guy guides me away. They push through a set of double doors and I’m blinded by the afternoon sun. There’s a limo waiting. As soon as the door opens and I sit down inside, I nearly start sobbing.

“Daddy!”

He pulls me to him, stroking my hair. “There’s my girl. Missed you, Sher Bear.”

I can’t stop crying. I’m relieved to see him. Sad my week with my friends and lover is over. Devastated he had to postpone his wedding for me. Exhausted. I just need my dad to hug me and make it all better again.

And he does.

The entire drive to the five-star hotel near Arenal Volcano is spent crying into my dad’s chest.

“I missed you too,” a deep voice says from the limo.

I freeze and pull away from Daddy. David sits across from us looking like a man of leisure in his blue polo shirt, khaki shorts, and loafers. And his face…oh my God.

“Why do you have a black eye?” I ask in way of greeting.

He shrugs, a sheepish grin on his face. “Boys will be boys, you know?”

Daddy grunts at that but doesn’t say much more on the matter.

Well, then.

I’m going to get to the bottom of this.
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Camilo

Three days later…

 

I’m going crazy.

My life has been off its axis since Dad had his stroke, but now it’s tilting so much, I feel like puking. Sheridan. She did this. Shoved my world just enough, it’s spinning hard and I can’t regain control of it.

Even though I just spent too much time with my good friend Carter, I need to talk to him. Luckily, when I texted him, he invited me over for dinner. We both live in Boca where my two-bedroom condo is located not too far from his ranch style home. At one time, Dad stayed with me, but now he’s an official resident of Boca Dunes Nursing Home.

I park my Tahoe in Carter’s driveway. Before I can get the engine shut off, a little person tears out of the house right for me. Carter and Kendall’s son Brucey jumps onto the running boards of my vehicle and presses his nose against the window.

“Mr. Z!”

His blue eyes are wide and his dark hair is messy. Cutest damn kid ever. Acts just like his daddy too. Poor Kendall.

“Hey, Mr. B,” I tell him through the glass. “You gonna let me out of here so I can give you a present?”

He squeals and jumps off before bouncing up and down. I exit the vehicle and dig around in my pocket for his gift. I’ve started collecting beer bottle caps from different places that sell local beer.

“You’re going to turn my son into an alcoholic one day,” Kendall says, walking outside and into the yard, a grin on her lips.

I ruffle Brucey’s hair and hand him a bottle cap. “Beer is gross,” I remind him. “It makes you grow boobs.”

He rolls around in the grass, howling with laughter. “Momma! Mr. Z said boobs!”

Kendall swats at me, but I dodge her. “You’re a bad influence on my guys.”

“Your husband started it,” I try to defend, holding my palms up. “He corrupted me first.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she playfully grumbles. “How’ve you been, Camilo? Carter told me all about your women troubles.”

I grunt. “Woman.”

Her smile is beautiful and her blue eyes gleam. “Ahh, he said that, but I wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth. One woman, huh?”

“Just one.”

She pulls me to her for a hug. “Good boy. Now get inside and finish telling me all about the girl who has the only other playboy pilot I know all twisted up in knots.”

We head inside and meet Carter in the kitchen as he walks in from the back with a plate full of grilled foods. It’s several moments of chaos as we make our plates and settle at the table. Brucey tells me all about a giant bullfrog he’s been trying to coax into becoming his pet. Kendall shudders every time he mentions how close he gets to capturing it. Carter just watches his boy with rapt attention and a huge grin on his face. I find myself caught up in the way the three of them interact. The stupid longing inside my heart begins its tugging once again.

Carter doesn’t seem tied down whatsoever. If anything, he seems free. Happy as can be. His eyes shine brighter than any time we’ve been high in the skies. I’m witnessing it with new eyes this time.

“Okay, spill,” Kendall says once dinner is over and she slides a slice of pie my way.

Brucey has gone off to play. Carter leans back in his chair, his eyebrow arched in an amused way as he waits for my response.

“I found a girl I liked,” I admit with a sigh.

“A girl?” she asks.

“The girl,” Carter clarifies. “As in the one.”

“And why isn’t she here?” Kendall frowns.

“In Florida?” I ask in exasperation. “She lives in California.”

“So?” Kendall says with a huff. “You fly planes for a living.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I grumble.

“How?” she demands. Carter shrugs when I glance at him.

“She has a guy,” I start.

“An old one,” Carter offers unhelpfully.

“She’s married?” Kendall’s blue eyes are wide and horrified.

“No,” I grit out. “She’s disillusioned into thinking he’s the one for her.” I scrub my palm down my face. “He doesn’t deserve her.”

“Wow,” Kendall says with a surprised laugh. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Told you,” Carter says to her with a wide grin. “She’s the one for him.”

“You can’t possibly know that,” I argue. “We barely know each other.”

Carter and Kendall exchange a knowing look.

“I’m serious,” I say, shaking my head.

“Eat your pie,” Kendall sasses. “Then, we’re going to discuss how you’re going to get our girl back.”

Great.

Now she’s our girl.

And why did my heart twist inside my chest at that proclamation?
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“How is he?” I ask Regina as I sign in at the front desk.

“Smiley’s good. Question is, how are you, Mr. Jet Setter?”

“Been busy with work. Hurricane Rodrigo derailed our plans a little.” Understatement of the year.

“I heard that hurricane beat up Mexico quite a bit. Your momma and family okay?”

“Perfect,” I tell her with a forced smile, not at all ready to get into the drama that was this past week.

Regina guides me down the hallways that smell like ammonia mixed with pine. We reach Dad’s room and push inside. He’s sitting in his usual spot in his wheelchair, staring out the window up at the sky.

“Mr. Zaragoza,” Regina says. “Your boy’s here to see you.”

Dad doesn’t turn to look. He doesn’t do much these days. I walk over to him and squat down in front of him. Regina gives me a wink before leaving the room to give us our privacy. I take Dad’s hand, but his attention is still fixated on the sky.

“Missed you,” I tell him. “Sorry I didn’t come here first. The Clynes were cooking and I went to go see them.”

No response.

I’m still not used to that after all these months. Dad was my best friend. My confidant. My everything. He took my dream and made it his own. We did this together. Every step of the way.

“Mamá is doing well,” I say, hoping to pique his interest. “The hotel took some storm damage, but she’ll figure it out. She always does.”

Dad keeps staring outside. I let my gaze roam over my father. He’s still young. His black hair only has a few streaks of gray. He’s lost some of his muscle mass over the past few months, but you can tell he’s still a strong man. It’s his mind that’s a mess. The stroke fucked him up. I miss our talks, but he hasn’t said a word since the stroke. I know he’s in there because I can see it in his eyes.

“I met a girl.”

He turns his head and those dark eyes latch onto mine. They’re sharp and intelligent and loving like always. My heart thunders in my chest. I wish I knew how to fix him.

“Of course hearing about a girl would get your attention, Dad,” I tease. “Still so much a romantic.” Before the stroke, he was riding my ass about saving a little room in my heart for love too. A career isn’t everything. “She’s great.” I can’t help but smile thinking about her. “And a total psychopath.”

His dark eyes twinkle with barely contained delight.

“Don’t act so pleased about her being crazy, man,” I say with a chuckle. “She’s mean. Yells at me a lot.” I can’t wipe the stupid smile off my face. “We live far apart, though. Long-distance relationships never work.”

He, of all people, knows this.

The room grows silent and all I can hear is the steady sound of our breathing.

“I wish I could figure out a way to keep this girl,” I say out loud, not just for him but for myself. “She’s worth finding a way. Beautiful. Smart as hell. Funny without even trying.”

When I look up, my dad is smiling. Well, a half smile anyway. His smiles used to light up his whole face. Now it’s rare and only partially reflects his happiness. A single tear rolls down his cheek. I take his hand and squeeze it.

“I love you, Dad. You know that, right? You gave up so much for me, including Mamá, and I will never forget that. You’re my best friend.”

His hand clutches mine.

“Oh, so I’m chopped liver,” I joke. “You want to hear more about the girl. Fine. I’ll tell you all about the Sheridan Reid. About how her hair is smooth like silk but her tongue is sharp as a whip. She’s really bossy, you know.”

Dad continues to smile as tears keep rolling down his face.

I tell him all about her. Regina comes in to feed him some supper. She hooks me up with some pudding. Then I continue on telling them about Sher. Once Regina is gone, I pull out my phone and look her up. All I can find are pictures of her for her company, RT Corp. Her dad is an older version of her, but not as stiff looking. In every photo, Sheridan’s back is board straight and she doesn’t smile.

I saw her smile plenty. I knew it was something special, but seeing these photos makes me realize just how rare it was for her to let go and be free.

When I don’t find much on her, I look up Damian Birch. He does, in fact, have an entire show about revamping yachts. It’s pretty interesting and one day I want to watch some of the episodes. I end up finding his Instagram and getting swept up in the pictures there. He’s uploaded a lot from Mexico. There’s even one of my butt in my yellow trunks with the hashtag yummypilot. He has a ton of followers but one stands up on top from Estefania. She put a bunch of hearts and tagged SherBearHennessy. I follow the new tag over to what appears to be Sheridan’s Instagram.

Her Instagram is loaded down with recent pictures of her dad’s wedding. He stands with an older woman close to his age at an altar. Sher is the bridesmaid beside them. She’s beautiful in a yellow dress that hugs her curves in all the right places. The best part of the picture is how she adoringly stares at her father as though he’s her whole world.

I look up at my dad who’s watching me with rapt interest. Chuckling, I show Dad the picture. He half smiles again. I scroll through more pictures and find one with this David shithead. As soon as I see him, my stomach turns. He’s old like her dad and has a smugness about him that gets on my nerves. It’s as though he knows he’s rich and successful and good-looking for an old fucker, and that gives him a right to the prettiest girl in the room.

My girl.

“That’s the asshole who she thinks she belongs to. Her dad’s best friend,” I explain to my dad. “What a prick.”

I shake my head and scroll through more pictures. The ones at the wedding are the most candid ones she’s posted on her Instagram. There’s a whole lot of books in front of windows with a coffee mug. They all look similar to me but with different books. Girls are so strange. When I get past the fifty or so pictures of books, I find ones of her at company functions and professional ones. This David fuck is in several and she looks at him like he has all the answers to life’s mysteries. But she doesn’t smile like she smiles at me. He’s so wrong for her.

Like the stalker I am, I scroll all the way back to the first picture on her Instagram. It’s one of her about nine years old sitting at the piano with her mom. The woman is frail and clearly sick. Both of them are looking down at the keys, but they’re smiling all the same. I recognize that smile. Her mom is wearing a smile of wonder and love. I’ve seen that one on Sheridan’s face many times—times I was responsible for. The caption on this picture says, “Hold onto what you love and don’t let it go.”

“Ve, hijo.” Go, son.

I dart my gaze up to my dad and frown. He can’t talk. The stroke ensured that. Did I imagine that? His dark eyes shine with determination and his half grin is unwavering.

“Enough dicking around?” I ask with a laugh. “I hear you loud and clear, Dad. I’m going to get the girl one way or another. It feels like we’re meant to be as crazy as that sounds.”

Another tear rolls down his cheek. I stand up to hug him. Underneath the smells of a nursing home, I can smell my father. Sunshine and warmth and happiness and a little spice. Such a familiar scent that makes my heart thunder.

“Thanks for the advice, Dad,” I tell him, kissing his wet cheek. “Love you.”

He doesn’t have to say the words because I feel them in my soul. Dad has loved me with every ounce of his being since the day I came kicking and screaming into this world. His love has never wavered. He’s been a steady rock in my life, building me up step by step so I could reach for my goals that just so happened to be high in the sky. I owe him for everything. I owe him for the man I’ve become.

Which is exactly why I need to make him proud.

“I’m going to get the girl. See you soon, Dad.”


[image: ]

Sheridan

 

My suite is big and spacious. Decorated beautifully. Smells like oranges. And so lonely. I look around the space and wonder how this stuff made me happy at one time. It feels like my life was intersected by Rodrigo and I’m having trouble merging the before Sheridan and the after Sheridan. The before Sheridan wants to get back on track, pursue David, and become the powerhouse corporate princess she was born to be. The after Sheridan misses her friends, the chaos of Mexico, and the devilish grin of her nemesis-turned-lover.

Just thinking about David makes me cringe. I’m not sure what I expected when I got to Costa Rica, but it wasn’t for David’s undivided attention to be on me. Before I’d gotten stranded in Mexico, it was my goal and my only hope. To spend quality time with David and finally get him to see how good we could be. The moment I stepped on that limo, he’s had his eyes locked on me. No one will tell me how he got the black eye, but I know it’s important, and something tells me Daddy gave it to him. Just a hunch.

My phone buzzes and I snatch it up, hoping it’s Estefania. When I see it’s a text from David, I cringe. Again.

David: Lunch on my balcony? Private massage after? I’ve missed you.

I’ve been avoiding him, which was difficult considering Daddy and Mona got married. We’ve had to be at plenty of dinners together and then the ceremony. I just glued myself to Daddy’s side, uncaring if it made David sad. I’m not used to seeing the lost puppy look on David’s face and quite frankly it’s freaking me out.

Me: Not feeling so hot. Maybe another day.

David: I’ll always make time for you.

He says that, yet it’s not true. It’s been quite the effort in making him keep his attention on me. That sort of thing should be natural. With him, it’s been anything but natural.

Now…all his attention is on me. I don’t feel like I should. I feel agitated and skeeved out, which is silly considering I’ve known him and cared about him my entire life.

Rather than thinking about David, I can’t help but miss my friends. Me. I have friends. The thought makes me giddy. After Sheridan definitely loves connecting with strange people who you can’t help but love.

Like Camilo.

This time, I don’t cringe.

My flesh heats and my heart sputters to life. Our connection was different than the other Funky Flyers. It was electric. Fire. An explosion. Seeing David and feeling nothing but irritation has made me realize the difference.

I really, really liked being with Camilo.

Tears spring in my eyes and I quickly blink them away. I’d tried not to bother my friends, but I need them. I use the FaceTime app and call Estefania.

She answers, dressed in full, beautiful makeup. People are spritzing perfume on her, fluffing her hair, and applying more makeup. All at once.

“Oh,” I groan. “I’m so sorry. This is a bad time.”

“Never a bad time to talk to my best friend, Sherrie-dan!” Her smile is broad and happy, making my heart skip a few beats.

“Are you sure?”

“You’re on in five,” someone warns.

“Positive,” she tells me in a fierce tone that makes me so damn proud of her. “They can wait. Family emergency.” She shoos them all from the room and then her eyes soften. “Are you okay?”

“I miss you,” I blurt out.

She smiles. “I miss you too, Sherrie-dan.”

“And Damian,” we both say before laughing.

“Hold on,” she tells me. “I’ll get him on.”

Seconds later, she mashes a button and his face appears. We all squeal and giggle and cry for a good solid minute. I’m thankful Estefania has people to fix her back up because her black makeup is a mess.

“It’s so good to see you two,” I manage to choke out. “Look at you both.”

Damian preens and Estefania grins.

I imagine spending more time with them. Lots of it. It makes my heart sing. After Sheridan has different hopes and dreams than Before Sheridan.

“Uh-oh,” Damian sings. “Princess has that evil villain look in her eye.”

“I don’t have an evil villain look,” I argue.

“You do,” Estefania throws back, giggling. “Right now.”

“I’ll inform you two that it’s my look of determination. It’s my ‘get shit done’ look. I had an idea.”

“Does it involve naked pilots with hot asses and tequila?” Damian demands. “Because, if not, I’m not interested.”

I roll my eyes. “It involves brunch tomorrow with your two besties. Can you handle that?”

“Ehh, I guess,” Damian teases.

“He’s already penciling it in his calendar,” Kyle tattles in the background. “Don’t let him fool you.”

“Bring the handsomest man on the planet with you,” Estefania tells Damian.

“I beg your pardon, missy,” Damian argues. “I am the handsomest man. Kyle is just okay.”

Kyle peeks his head on the screen. “Hey, babe,” he says to Estefania. “Hey, Sheridan.”

Estefania blows him kisses and I just grin. I missed these people so much. Giving them up wasn’t something I was prepared for. Just like with Momma.

But, unlike with Momma, this time I have a choice.

And just like any business deal I set my sights on, I’m going to fight to have these people in my life. I won’t stop until I win. It’s the Reid way.
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“You’re different,” Mona says, her blue eyes twinkling. Marriage looks good on her. On them both. She and Daddy seem younger since tying the knot. I’m happy for them.

“So are you,” I challenge.

She smirks and sips her wine. “Love will do that to you. What about you? You have that look in your eye.”

I scoff and sip my Hennessy jalapiña. The spice of the jalapeno is offset by the tang of the pineapple juice. It reminds me of Camilo. Everything reminds me of Camilo. “I don’t have a look.”

“Honey, I may be old, but I wasn’t born yesterday.” She arches a brow and leans forward. “Who’s the lucky guy?”

At this, I frown. It should be obvious it’s David. I’m pretty sure everyone up at the office—even Daddy—knows I have been following David around like a lost puppy since puberty.

“David?”

She rolls her eyes. “Don’t lie, Sheridan, you always make a sour face when you do.”

“I’m not lying,” I say in a shrill tone. “I’m not.”

Her gaze softens as she reaches over to pat my hand. “You are. I know I’m not your mother, but I’ve been with your father a long time. I know you.”

I try not to bristle at the mention of Momma. “Who else could I possibly be in love with?”

“You tell me,” she says with a grin.

“It’s David.” I cross my arms over my chest, daring her to argue.

“David’s an old fuddy duddy. You’re in love with the idea of David.” She narrows her eyes. “No, you fell in love this week. I want to know all about him.”

I gape at her. Am I that transparent? I’d been pretty sure I covered the hickeys. “Who?”

“The one who has you smiling when no one is looking. The one who has the strongest girl I know frazzled and showing us that she’s human under her rock-hard façade. The one who you can’t stop thinking about.”

“Mona…”

“Sheridan.”

“Ugh,” I grumble, darting my attention to the balcony where Daddy and David are smoking a cigar. “Fine. His name is Camilo.”

Mona grins. “Sounds handsome. Tell me more.”

“He’s a pilot…”

“I love him already.”

“He’s such an asshole.”

“But he’s good in bed?”

“Mona!”

“Honey, you don’t get those kind of hearts in your eyes for nothing. The man made an impact on my girl and I can’t wait to hear every detail about him.”

For the next fifteen minutes, we whisper about all the sordid details of my rendezvous with a handsome yet infuriating pilot. It feels good to talk to someone I care about from my real life about what happened. By the end, she’s Team Handsome Pilot. David never stood a chance.

“Sheridan,” David says, making me nearly jump out of my skin and spill my drink. “Want to take a walk with me?”

Mona’s cheeks turn pink, clearly shocked at having been caught gossiping about a guy. Luckily, he doesn’t seem to have heard anything.

“How’d you get the black eye, David?” I ignore his outstretched hand and choose to stand on my own.

He and Daddy exchange a look before David chuckles. “I’ll tell you all about it. Come on.”

Daddy’s features are impassive as he watches David clutch my arm. Mona frowns but doesn’t intervene. David guides me outside. He moves his palm to the small of my back, guiding me through the crowded bar area outside of the hotel restaurant.

Eventually we make it to a gazebo that glitters with twinkling lights. The wind is warm tonight and tickles the hair hanging from my messy bun. I’d seen the shock of all three of their faces when I came to dinner with my hair in a different style. I just didn’t, for once, feel like straightening it.

“You look beautiful, sweetheart,” David says, his hand sliding from the small of my back to my hip as he sort of side hugs me but doesn’t let go.

I’m stiff in his grip. At one time, I dreamed for this moment. “So? The black eye?”

“It’s nothing.”

“David, you promised.”

He lets out a heavy sigh, his thumb rubbing along my hip bone. “Your dad.”

I swivel around to look up at him. His hands settle on my lower back as he regards me with a smirk.

“Daddy? Why? You two never argue or fight, much less start swinging at each other.” I’m blown away by the fact my father hit his best friend.

“Let’s just say I deserved it.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him I wanted something of his.”

“Daddy doesn’t like to share.”

His brows furl and he pats my ass. “No, he doesn’t. Especially when it comes to his little girl.”

I freeze, understanding washing over me. “It was about me?”

“It was.” He sighs. “I told him I was going to start dating you.” He pulls me close to his chest. His erection pokes into my stomach. It reminds me of the night we had sex. How anticlimactic it was.

“He said no?”

“He said hell no and then punched me in the face.” He chuckles, massaging my ass through my dress. “I told him too damn bad.”

My mind is reeling. “And he let you walk away?”

“He made me promise I wouldn’t hurt you.” His features soften. “I would never intentionally hurt you, Sheridan. I love you. Always have. You’ve always been like family to me. Then…”

Staring up at him now, I’m trying to recall what it was that had me so obsessed with him. I wanted to marry this man, for crying out loud. But as I look at him, I don’t feel the same feelings Camilo evoked in me. No fire. No intense feelings. No overwhelming attraction. It’s mild affection for a longtime friend.

“Then you came on to me after dinner that night,” he murmurs. “I drank too much. We ended up at that hotel in bed together. It was nice what we had. It will grow to be better.”

I keep waiting for the pattering of my heart.

The flush of my cheeks.

Warmth between my thighs.

Anything.

All I feel is nothing.

“David,” I start, pressing my hands against his chest that’s soft from age and years of working at a desk. “We shouldn’t—”

He cuts me off, his mouth dipping toward mine. I let out a shriek and duck. Our mouths don’t connect and I get a sloppy kiss on my nose before I manage to untangle myself from his arms. A shudder wracks through me and I don’t understand the sudden repulsion. It’s David. I love him.

But he’s not Camilo.

Just thinking of Camilo’s devious smirk and dark, sexy eyes, heat floods through me. The last thing I want to do is kiss David while I dream of Camilo. That’s completely messed up.

“I, uh, I need to go,” I croak before stumbling out of the gazebo and onto the pathway.

“Sheridan, sweetheart, come back,” David calls out. “I’m sorry. I screwed it all up. Let’s have a drink and just talk.”

I nearly roll my ankle in my heels, so I stop briefly to yank off my shoes, and then I run back up the path toward the restaurant. As soon as I make it back inside, I spot Daddy and Mona. Mona grins when she sees me and Daddy’s tense shoulders seem to relax.

“I’m not feeling well. See you tomorrow,” I call out, rushing past them.

I can hear David calling for me, but I don’t stay.

I run all the way back to my room.

And when I get back, I bypass the Hennessy to grab a handful of mini bottles of tequila. I spend the rest of the night enjoying the breeze on the balcony, drinking tequila, and staring up at the stars wondering if Camilo is flying high trying to reach them.
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Camilo

 

This resort is massive and fancy as fuck. At first, I thought they’d give me shit and wouldn’t let me in, but they let me right in without a fight. I make my way over to the front desk and smile at the clerk.

“May I help you, sir?” she asks.

“I’m looking for Sheridan Reid. Can you call her for me?”

She frowns. “Are you a guest here?”

“No, but—”

“Naked! He was naked!”

The clerk gapes at me, her eyes traveling to the café restaurant attached. I know that voice. I’d know that voice from anywhere. I tip my head at the shocked woman and then rush into the café. I find Damian, Estefania, and Sheridan all sitting at a table laughing.

God, I love Sher’s smile.

So beautiful and vibrant.

I fucking missed it.

All I can do is stare as Damian continues to tell a loud, crude story that has both women cackling until tears roll down their cheeks. I saunter over to his chair and playfully squeeze his shoulders as I lean in.

“Save me a dance, hot stuff,” I purr, my eyes locked on Sher’s.

He squeals. “My hot pilot is here! Oh em geeeee!”

Laughing, I make my way around the table to Sheridan. Her eyes widen when I grip her hand and pull her out of her seat. One of my hands threads through her silky hair and the other grabs her sexy ass. I claim her with a hot, possessive kiss that has her moaning. My dick wakes up and I kiss her like we’re the only two people at the resort.

“Camilo,” she whispers when I pull away slightly. “You’re here. How?”

I nip at her bottom lip. “They’re called planes, baby. They fly high in the sky and—”

“Smartass,” she huffs, pushing me away. Her scowl is affixed, but she can’t hide the delight she feels at seeing me again. “What are you doing here?”

“Came to see you.” I smirk. “Maybe catch a dance later with my boyfriend.”

Estefania giggles and Damian screeches.

“You heard the hottie! I’m his boyfriend!”

Sheridan rolls her eyes. “Don’t you have work to do?”

“Only thing I have to do is you.” I grin at her. “I’ve been thinking about it since the moment I let you walk away.”

“You didn’t let me do anything.” Her brows furrow. “And who says I’m going to do you? Awfully full of yourself, bird boy.”

“I see you’re still stinging with those barbs, abejita.” I rake my gaze down her front. She’s wearing a linen dress that’s starched stiff. Her hair has been straightened into its sleek, signature look. All it makes me want to do is rip her dress off and muss up her hair.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she warns. “Or else.”

“Ma’am, is this man bothering you?” the clerk asks from the café doorway.

“Yeah, he is,” Sher tattles. “But we can handle him.”

The woman shoots us a confused look before shrugging and leaving.

“How am I looking at you?” I lift a brow.

“Like you’re going to fuck me right here in front of Estefania and Damian,” Sheridan sasses.

“Can we put it to a vote?” Damian asks. “I totally vote yes.” He elbows Estefania, making her grunt. “Her vote is yes too. Now get naked, beautiful people. Papa needs to see some pilot peen!”

“It’s been put to a vote,” I say with a one-shouldered shrug. “I guess we have to.”

“I am not sleeping with you in a café!”

“So take me to your room,” I taunt with a wicked grin. “I’ll be quiet. You, on the other hand, will scream my name until I’ve wrung you of many, many orgasms.”

“Camilo!” she shrieks, her face turning red from embarrassment.

“I’m on his side, but no need to go to her room,” Damian says. He pats the table. “You can sit here, handsome. No need to escape. It’s already been put to a vote.”

“I’m trying to have a meeting with my friends.” Sheridan glowers at me.

“Brunch doesn’t count as a meeting.”

“Meeting is over,” Estefania says as she stands. “Sherrie-dan missed her handsome pilot and I have to meet with a handsome assistant upstairs.” Of course she’d be eager to bail to go spend time with her boy toy, Kyle.

Damian hugs me and then Estefania does. They do the same with Sheridan. Eventually, they leave us. Sheridan seems eager now that they’re gone.

“What now?” she asks, smoothing her palm down over her hair.

Yep, totally fucking that hair up soon.

“Now we play.”
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She frowns when we step out of the cab. Rather than taking her straight to bed like I wanted, I decided she needed to loosen up first. Plus, I quite enjoy poking at her a little. Call it foreplay. She’s hot as hell when she gets mad or flustered. Seeing her in front of a miniature golf place with her brows furrowed in confusion damn near gets me hard.

“Ready to get your ass kicked in putt-putt golf?”

Her lip curls up. “What is this?”

I mimic holding a club and pretend to hit my imaginary golf ball. “Like real golf but less boring and takes more skill.”

She scoffs. “Real golf takes skill.”

“Accurate. Putt-putt takes more skill, though.”

“You’re insane.”

“I know. Come on. Let’s go play.”

After paying our entry fee, we’re given a couple of putters and a golf ball each. Sher marches right over to the first hole. I make a great show of eyeballing her ass as she bends to put the ball at the starting point. She flips me off before straightening.

“Ready to lose?” Her dark brow is arched in challenge.

“I never lose.”

“Neither do I.”

She taps the ball with her club and it sails right into the hole. Rather than squealing like a typical girl, Sheridan smirks and marks it down on the tally sheet. “What will you do for me when you lose?”

At this, I laugh. “Are you betting me, woman?”

“I absolutely am.”

“Dangerous, little bee. Very dangerous.”

I squat to set my ball down and narrow my eyes down the worn green turf to assess how hard I’ll need to tap it.

“You talk big for a boy who’s afraid to lose,” she taunts.

“I’m a man,” I remind her, standing to my full height. “And I’m not going to lose.”

“Then let’s bet on it.”

“What are the stakes?”

She prances over to me and flutters her long lashes, making my dick embarrassingly hard. “You win, you can stay in my bed tonight. But if you lose—”

I dip down and kiss her, stealing her words. When we finally break away, I grin at her. “I told you I don’t lose.” I step back and pat her hip with my putter. “When I win, I expect you to stay in our hotel bed the entire night. Naked. I have plans for that body and I don’t need clothes interrupting.”

Ignoring her growling, I step over to my ball and hit it just hard enough that it drops into the hole on the first try.

My girl may be competitive, but so am I.
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She looks so fucking good naked in bed. Her dark hair is no longer sleek and straight. It’s messy and wet and wavy from our frantic shower where I took her for the third time this evening. Now, she’s eating cheese and crackers from a platter that we had delivered by room service and there are crumbs on her tits. My mouth waters to lick them off. I’ve spent most of the afternoon licking every square inch of her naked body since I whipped her ass in putt-putt.

“You’re still gloating,” she says with a groan. “We should have gone another round.”

“So that you could have lost yet another bet?” I challenge. I pick a large crumb from her hair and eat it.

“You’re awfully cocky, pilot.”

I pounce on her, settling myself between her thighs. “You like it.”

She rolls her eyes. “I like a man who listens.”

“Is that right?” I taunt, nipping at her lip and chin and nose. “You found the wrong man to fall in love with.”

I freeze as soon as the words so casually tumble out of my mouth. Her eyes are wide and my heart won’t stop pounding in my chest. I should reel them back in or she should argue. We do neither. My lips fuse to hers and I rub my hard cock between the slick lips of her pussy until I’m pushing into her warm depths. She moans into my mouth, her nails clawing at my shoulders.

“Sher, you’re killing me,” I admit against her mouth as I thrust gently. “You’ve wrecked my life in the best possible way.”

“Me?” she moans, lifting her hips as she digs her heels into my ass. “You’re the one who crash landed into my life and my bed, bird boy.”

I kiss her as though I can memorize every taste, every mewl, every ragged breath. Her cunt clenches my cock as if it has been made just for this purpose. Just for me.

It doesn’t take much of my rubbing her clit since I sucked it nearly raw in the shower before she’s detonating in pleasure. The way she writhes and begs and whimpers has me exploding. My heat floods into her, marking her as mine.

I could get used to this.

I could do this forever.

Fuck, I am so attached to this girl. There’s no untangling myself from her without seriously doing my head in. How is it she wrapped me around her finger in such a short amount of time?

“After this vacation is over and it’s back to the grind, we’ll find a way to make it work,” I tell her, my voice somber. “It’s not like I can’t hop a plane anytime I want to come see you.”

Her lips curl into a smile. “And I can work from anywhere. Daddy would love it if I got away from the office more.”

A tightness that had its hold on my heart releases as relief floods through me.

“How will David take it?”

She lets out a heavy sigh that makes my softening cock slip out of her. I settle beside her on the bed and stroke her hair from her face so I can see her eyes.

“David has suddenly decided he wants to lavish me with attention. Dinner last night was a nightmare. It felt different,” she admits. “Because he wasn’t you.”

I grin at her. “How did he take it?”

“Stop gloating,” she warns, swatting at me. “I don’t know. I ran away.”

“Good girl,” I tease. “You’re mine. Tell him that next time.”

“Am I, though?”

“Absofuckinglutely.”

“I’ve never seriously dated anyone before.” She brushes her fingertips along my jaw. “This is all new to me.”

“New to me too, but I can’t say I hate it. In fact, I really love it.”

I’m just thinking about taking her again because my dick can’t seem to get enough of this woman when my phone starts ringing. I reluctantly roll away from her to grab it from the end table where it’s charging.

“Hello?”

“Camilo…”

The heart in my chest that had been thundering wildly slows to a stop. Sheridan must sense the dread rippling off me in waves because she grabs my hand, her pretty face frowning.

“Yeah, Regina?” I croak out.

She pauses on the other line and lets out a ragged sigh. “He passed on peacefully.”

“I don’t understand.” Tears are forming in my eyes as denial hits me hard in the gut. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Your daddy died, son. I’m so sorry.”

The phone slips from my grip as I roll onto my back and stare up at the ceiling through a blur of tears. My entire body trembles with a bone-deep ache that I felt coming after Dad’s stroke, but was in no way prepared for. Something akin to a childish whine crawls up my throat. I can hear Sheridan speaking to Regina and then she hangs up. She wraps her body around mine so tight I think she might crush my ribs, and my girl cries with me.

Not my dad.

Not my hero, my confidant, my biggest cheerleader in life.

He’s gone.
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Sheridan

 

He’s heartbroken.

Destroyed and devastated.

Barely holding it together.

I know exactly how he feels because I’ve been there. Losing a parent was one of the most trying things I ever went through. As he stares ahead, a blank look on his face as we fly high through the clouds, I can’t help but see myself in him. Feel every ounce of his pain.

I want to comfort him and tell him everything’s going to be okay. That his dad lived a full life and he loved his son, but those are just words. Camilo doesn’t need to hear all that, just like I didn’t either when I was nine and lost my mother. He needs support. The strong, quiet kind. He needs someone to be his glue—to hold him together as he breaks apart. Camilo is fierce, that much is obvious, but he’s shattering. I can see it written all over his expressionless face because the eyes don’t lie.

His are angry and sad and confused.

He’s trying to make sense of how his father is gone.

As soon as he received the call, I booked us a flight to Florida. I texted Dad and told him I’d see him in LA. We dressed, packed, and were at the airport within hours. He needs to sleep because the next week is going to be a long, stressful one. The weight on his shoulders finally wins out because his eyes flutter closed and he’s soon breathing deeply. I pull my notebook out of my bag, continuing on with my checklist. I’ve texted Damian and Estefania to let them know. Then, I took Camilo’s phone and found important contacts there as well, making sure his mother and Carter knew too.

I soon fall into my element of planning and making things happen. In just under three hours, I have made a plan so Camilo won’t have to worry.

After we touch down, I guide him to the car service I’ve managed to secure. The driver loads our things in the trunk while I sit with Camilo in the back. He doesn’t say anything, just stares ahead. My heart breaks for him. I manage to get out of him where he lives so we can get some rest. I don’t have time to check out his place because it’s in the wee hours of the morning and he desperately needs to sleep. After kicking off our shoes, we fall into his bed that smells wonderfully like him. I spend the better part of the rest of the night running my fingers through his hair as he cries silently in the dark.

He doesn’t need words right now.

He needs this.
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I wake to the morning Florida sun blinding me. Camilo is no longer in bed. With a yawn, I slide out from under the covers and take a moment to check out his room. It’s empty save for a bed and a dresser. No television. No decorations. No pictures. It feels cold to me and my heart aches a little for him. I’m not sure what I expected from his place, but it wasn’t this. I assumed his living space in the States would be just as vibrant as he is, like his villa in Mexico.

He’s never home.

But I’m never home and I still made my place livable. It’s a sanctuary when I am home.

Shaking away the melancholy feelings, I pad out of his room and into the living room. I can smell coffee and follow my nose over to it. He’s left a mug out for me, which makes me smile. After making a cup, I go on a hunt for him. I find him outside on his balcony, staring out at the side of another building. The place is nice with huge, full palm trees and a pretty courtyard below.

“Morning,” I say, settling beside him in the other chair.

“Yep.”

I sip my coffee and stare at him. He looks like hell. His dark hair is messy and sticking up. Dark circles ring his eyes. He’s still wearing yesterday’s clothes and they’re rumpled. I want to crawl into his lap and ask him if he’s okay, but I get a weird vibe coming from him. One that says he’s in a delicate mood and one wrong move will send him shattering.

“Are you hungry? I could make you something to eat,” I say softly.

“I don’t have anything. Never home. Fridge is empty.” He delivers his words with cold emptiness that makes me shiver despite the warm weather.

“I could pick something up,” I offer.

“Nah. Too much trouble.”

“Maybe we could get dressed and go eat—”

“I’m not hungry, Sheridan,” he snaps. “I can’t fucking eat. In case you forgot, my dad died. I need to deal with that shit first.”

I bite my tongue, holding back fiery words of my own. He most certainly needs to eat and I’ll get some food into him. It’s going to be hard dealing with his attitude, though. While I get why he’s being a dick, it doesn’t make it any easier to deal with.

“Right,” I say, sliding into business mode. “I’m going to get showered so we can take care of the funeral arrangements.”

I abandon my coffee and walk back into his condo. After locating my clothes and toiletries, I start the shower, undress, and hop in. I’m furiously scrubbing my hair when the shower door opens and Camilo steps inside behind me. My body warms several degrees as his nakedness presses against mine. He’s hard and his erection pokes against me.

“Camilo…”

He doesn’t answer. His palms slide to my breasts that are slick from the shampoo I haven’t rinsed from my hair that is sliding down them. He pinches my nipples, making me gasp, and then pulls on them almost painfully. My breathing grows heavier the more he abuses my nipples with his fingers. They’ll be sore later. Apparently I like a little pain because I’m practically squirming with need. One of his hands leaves my breast and slides down the curve of my ass. His fingers explore until he finds my pussy from behind. Easily, his finger enters my wet body. I groan when he adds a second one.

“Camilo,” I whine when he fingerfucks me almost too roughly.

“Want me to stop?”

God no.

I shake my head and he continues his probing. He’s softened his touch and I already miss the way he seemed to fuck his fingers into me in an angry way. I’m distracted from his fingers inside me when he twists my nipple. It’s strange how my body reacts in such a needy way. I’m growing closer to orgasm when he pulls his fingers out without warning. I whimper until he presses the head of his dick against my slick opening. He grabs my hip and thrusts hard. My hands slap against the tile wall to keep from falling. Camilo crowds me, pressing my front against the chilly tiles. He fucks me hard as I cling to the wall, holding on for dear life. I know he’s upset about his dad and needs this release.

“Fuck,” he hisses. “Fuck.”

Heat floods up inside me. I haven’t climaxed yet. Normally, I’d tell him to get me off too, but things are weird right now. With his softening dick still inside me, he slips his fingers to my pussy. I moan as he easily brings me to orgasm. My body clenches around his and I can feel him already hardening back up. He moves his hips, stretching me with his growing length. I’m dizzied from the steam and still shaking from my orgasm, in no way ready to take him again.

With a growl, he shoves away from me, breaking us apart. I rest my head against the tiled wall as he quickly showers. His cursed words under his breath—several aimed at me—are enough to have me keeping out of his way until he finishes.

Be strong, Sheridan.

He’s hurting and breaking apart inside.

It’s not you, it’s him.

Camilo isn’t a cold person, but grief will make you act like an asshole. I of all people know how it feels to lash out at people you care about. There were plenty of times Daddy received my wrath.

Just when I think he’ll leave me alone in the shower, he runs his fingertips down my spine in a tender way. His hand clutches my hip and then he pats it once before escaping. As soon as he’s gone, I step under the spray to finally wash out my shampoo and cry.

I cry for him.

For us.

I cry until the water runs cold and I’m forced to finish my shower in record speed.

By the time I dry off, dress, and do something about my hair, I smell food. I walk into the kitchen. Camilo is gone but there’s a sack of takeout breakfast. He’s left a note.

Sher – Sorry for being a dick. I’ll be back later. – CZ

His note makes me tear up again. I can feel him pulling away from me with each passing moment. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to give him his space or invade it.

For now, I eat my breakfast and try like hell not to cry.

He needs me strong.

I will be strong for him.
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I’m pacing the condo hours later when Camilo decides to return. His eyes are bloodshot, and he stumbles in through the door.

“Where have you been?” I demand, my voice shrill. “I’ve been waiting for you all day.”

It’s dark now and I’m pissed.

“I was toasting my dad’s honor.” He shrugs, his body swaying. “What do you care?”

My nostrils flare with fury, but I reel my anger back in. I will not fight with a drunk person. “You were at the bar all day?”

“Not all day.”

“Where were you, Camilo?”

He starts to walk toward me but veers hard to the left, clipping his shoulder hard against the wall. “Ow.”

I stalk over to him and grab his biceps. He reeks of alcohol. “Tell me you didn’t drive.”

“I walked. I don’t know where I left the Tahoe.” He slumps toward me, but he’s too heavy. We both fall to the carpet hard. I yelp when my ass hits the floor. “Sher,” he croons. “I’m sorry.”

His lips find my neck as his body practically crushes mine. I’m seething with rage and now my ass hurts.

“You have got to pull yourself together,” I snap. “Right now. I get it. You’re devastated, but this is out of control. You can’t leave me like that. You can’t drink yourself stupid. You need to let me help you get through this.”

He trembles. “I’ll never get through this.”

“You will, Camilo. I did and you will too.” I shove him off of me and rise to my feet. “What happened?” I storm into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee because he desperately needs it. I also text Carter because I need help.

Camilo crawls into the kitchen and lays his cheek on the tile floor. “I had to go to the nursing home to collect his things. Then I had to go see him.”

“Where is he?”

“Laurel Waters Funeral Home.”

“And?”

“I saw him…” His face scrunches and a ragged sob escapes him. “He’s dead, baby.”

Baby.

My anger simmers a bit. I squat beside him and run my fingers through his messy hair. “I know,” I murmur. “You shouldn’t have done this alone, though. I should have been there to help you.”

“I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I feel so angry and fucking sad all at once.”

“I know you do. It’s okay. We’ll get some coffee in you and then some food. Just let me take care of you.”

He nods and then falls asleep on the floor. I let out a heavy sigh as I stand. This is a lot to handle. I text Estefania, needing her support.

Me: He’s a mess. Drunk and upset.

Estefania: Are you okay?

Me: Yeah. Hanging in there. I want to help him but don’t know how.

Estefania: Maybe call his mother?

Me: I’d rather slay dragons, but you’re probably right.

Estefania: Camilo is a good man who is going through a bad time. He needs a good woman to help him through it. Even if it gets ugly. Love is not always pretty.

How is this girl so wise?

Me: Love you.

Estefania: Love you too, bestie.

As soon as we’re done texting, I fish out Camilo’s phone from his jeans pocket. There are seventeen missed calls from me, several from his mother, and a few from Carter. Bypassing the missed calls, I find his mother’s number.

She answers in a string of Spanish.

“Hi, uh, it’s Sheridan.”

Silence.

“I’m with Camilo.” I pause, taking a deep breath. “He’s doing terrible.”

“I should be there with my son.”

“You should,” I agree. “When will you be here?”

More silence.

“The tickets are ridiculously expensive and—”

“I’ll book them,” I bark out, cutting her off. “Is Eduardo coming too? I think Camilo could use his support too.”

She starts to protest, but I already have my phone pulled up and am searching flights. It takes half an hour for me to pull out all the information I need from her to book the flights. When we’re done and hanging up, someone knocks on the door.

I rush over to it and fling it open. Carter stands there holding a bag and frowning.

“He okay?”

“Nope,” I say, my voice quivering.

He gives me a sad smile. “He will be.”

“I hope so.”

“I know it.”

Camilo groans from the kitchen.

“Let’s get this man fed and we’ll go from there,” Carter says, handing me the bag of food. “Thank you for being here for him.”

I don’t know that I want to be anywhere else.

This royally sucks, especially with Camilo being an asshole, but he needs me.

My heart thunders wildly in my chest.

Nowhere else I want to be except here with him.
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Camilo

 

My head throbs so bad I can barely keep my eyes open as the funeral director, Marsha, explains different types of caskets to me. I don’t fucking care. Dad is dead. It doesn’t matter what the box looks like. They’re all expensive as hell and ridiculously overpriced. I rub at my temples and nod, half listening to what she’s saying.

Thankfully, Sheridan is here.

She handles shit I have no business dealing with in this state of mind. She was right. Yesterday, I should have brought her with me to the nursing home. I needed her support. Instead, I was all alone and fucking lost it. Dragged my ass to the nearest bar and drank away my sorrows until I was shitfaced. It’s a miracle I managed to walk home and not pass out on the sidewalk.

Fuck, I’m a mess.

Every time I think about Dad dying alone while I was off fucking the girl of my dreams in another country, my stomach sours. I barely touched breakfast this morning. I’m in dire need of food before I start dry heaving.

Sheridan begins talking faster and in firm tones. She hands Marsha a black card and then Marsha leaves.

“You okay?” Sheridan asks. “You look like you’re about to puke.”

I shrug, squeezing my eyes shut. I’m not sure how much time passes, but I hear the sound of a soda being opened. Sheridan hands me a cold Sprite.

“Drink this. We’re almost done and then we’ll grab some food. You need to eat.”

My eyes lift as I chug down the soda. She looks every bit the boardroom princess in her fancy clothes and perfect hair. Gorgeous and intense. All business. Fuck, she’s so beautiful.

“I’m tired,” I mutter. “So fucking tired.”

“I know,” she says, her voice growing soft. “Let’s finish up, feed you, and then we’ll go home.”

Home.

The word sounds good on her tongue.

Marsha comes back and Sheridan signs a bunch of papers. Marsha collects paperwork and puts it all in a green folder before handing it to Sheridan. We leave the funeral home and head toward my Tahoe that we retrieved earlier from the bar. Like last time, Sheridan ushers me to the passenger side and climbs her tiny self into the big vehicle. If I wasn’t so fucking despondent, I’d find amusement in the way she drives the Tahoe so easily. Surely it’s a far cry from her Jaguar.

As the vehicle moves, I close my eyes, trying desperately not to puke. We eventually end up at a restaurant near my condo. A hole-in-the-wall burger joint. I can’t help but smile at Sheridan, knowing this place is a far cry from what she’s used to.

When she catches me smiling, the hardness in her features melts away and she grins back. “Who knew burgers would cheer you up so much?”

I lean across the console, slide my hand into her silky hair, and pull her to me for a kiss. She tastes like peppermint from the candy Marsha offered us earlier. I kiss her deeply, wishing I could get lost in her, forgetting all the pain I’m drowning in at the moment.

“You cheer me up,” I whisper against her plump lips. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

“You don’t have to.”
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I can’t do this.

Fuck.

Pain threatens to rip me in half. I thought I was doing okay. Things with Sher and I were calm the past few days. I stayed away from the booze and let her take care of me. But as each day drew nearer to the funeral, I could feel myself unraveling.

I’m frayed beyond repair at this point.

I could use a fucking drink.

While we wait to head over to the funeral home, I watch Mamá from my spot on the couch. She’s in the kitchen speaking lowly with Sheridan. Since when did they get so fucking chummy?

“You have a nice home, Cuervo,” Eduardo says for the twentieth time.

I cut my gaze his way and glower at him. He scrounged up a suit that’s seen better days and isn’t big enough to button around his stomach. I crave to lash out at him like old times, because he married my mom and tried to take my dad’s place, but I refrain. Barely. It’s not his fault Dad died. Eduardo has always been good to me.

“Thanks,” I mutter, my eyes once again locked on the two women in my kitchen.

“You and the girl seem to be in love,” he says. “She’s a good one. I can tell she makes you happy.”

His words should soothe me, but they only irritate me. In fact, everything is pissing me off. I can only imagine what kind of mood I’ll be in when I have to watch them lower my dad into the ground.

“It was nice of her to pay for our flights. And I know that casket was expensive. Rosita squawked when Sheridan told her how much it cost.”

I snap my head back to Eduardo. “What?”

“Top of the line.”

“Sheridan paid for it?”

His mouth parts and worry clouds his features. “She said you were too upset to deal with it, so she just took care of it.”

I rise to my feet. “Why?”

“Because she’s your woman?”

“You’d know all about a woman pulling you out of a rut,” I snarl, spittle flying everywhere. “You pounced on my mother the moment Dad was gone and have been fucking mooching off her ever since.”

He recoils at my nasty words. “Cuervo—”

“Fucking stop calling me that,” I growl.

“What’s wrong?” Mamá demands, her hands on her hips as she walks into the living room with Sheridan on her heels.

I glower past her at Sheridan. She looks like a powerful goddess looking over her subjects. Rich and powerful. Seems as though she’s used to lording her money over others. My disgusted look has her frowning.

“I can handle…” I grit my teeth. “I can handle my shit myself.”

“Everyone is just trying to help,” Mamá says in a soft tone. “Let us help.”

“You mean let the rich girl save the fucking day,” I snap. “How much did it cost?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sheridan placates.

“If fucking does!”

“Enough,” Mamá snaps. “You’ll cool your tone.”

“I’m a grown ass adult,” I bark at her. “You can stop with that shit.”

Mamá approaches me slowly. “You need a break, mijo. As soon as this is over, you should come home. We’re sprucing up the hotel. It would do you some good—”

“We’ll meet you at the funeral home,” I grind out, interrupting her. “Just go.”

Mamá exchanges a look with Sheridan, who gives her a clipped nod. She kisses me on the cheek before ushering Eduardo out of the condo. As soon as the door closes, I begin pacing, already eager to yank my tie off.

“I’m only trying to help,” Sher says. “Camilo, look at me.”

I lock eyes with her brown ones and fall victim to their depths. She lures me in with just a look until I’m chest to chest with her, peering down. Her palms caress my cheeks and she stands on her toes to kiss my lips. I grip her jaw and kiss her hard enough she moans.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I growl, nipping at her bottom lip.

“It needed to be done. You weren’t able to think then.”

“It’s too expensive.”

“Then pay me back.”

“Beside the point, Sher.”

“I won’t apologize for looking after you,” she tells me fiercely.

“This is too much.”

She frowns, all strength bleeding from her features. “What is?”

“Us.”

Her flinch makes my heart fucking hurt. “No, it’s not.”

“It is.” I step back and rake my gaze down her fitted black dress. “Look at what I’ve reduced you to.”

“Reduced me to? What are you even talking about?” Her eyes water as she crosses her arms over her chest.

“I’ve made you weak,” I sneer.

“Weak? First you’re griping at me for paying for the funeral and now I’m suddenly weak?” A tear races down her cheek. “You make no sense, Camilo. Come on. Let’s get to the funeral home. You’re just upset.”

“I could fuck you right now and you’d let me. You wouldn’t tell me to shut the hell up. The old you would have. This weaker version of you submits to my asshole ways.” I shake my head. “I’m no good for you.”

“Shut up,” she hisses. “Just shut up.”

I walk over to her, loving the way her body responds to me. I also hate it. My words are true. Whatever the fuck we’re doing is only temporary. It always was. I’m not a forever kind of guy. Especially not with someone like her. Not the kind of girl who drops twenty grand on a funeral of a guy’s father whom she doesn’t even know. I don’t deserve her.

“Turn around and bend over,” I order, my words cruel and icy.

She slaps me. “Fuck you.”

“Nah, you’re the one getting fucked.”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

“I am an asshole.” I grip her hips. “Turn around.”

“If you want to fuck me, do it like this. Look me in the eyes and see if you can continue to be a dick,” she challenges, angry tears racing down her cheeks.

“But that doesn’t prove my point, abejita,” I purr, twisting her around. “Does it?”

She shudders in my grip but doesn’t move away. I press my palm to the middle of her back and push her over the side of the couch so that her ass is prone to me. Slowly, I drag up her dress to reveal her white ass and black thong.

“Beg for me to fuck you,” I murmur. “Beg for me to fuck you like this.”

“Camilo…”

Her voice is so fucking sad it breaks something inside me. It confirms what I need to know. That I don’t deserve her. She should be with David. He might be old as hell, but at least he doesn’t lash out at her when he’s grieving.

“We should go,” she whispers. “Everyone will be waiting on you.”

“He’s dead,” I snap as I undo my slacks. “Dad can wait.”

“Camilo…”

I rub at her pussy from behind through her thong. She’s wet and needy. It gets my dick really hard knowing she’s a little kinky for this side of me. Then I remember I’m making a point, not exploring new kinks.

“Beg for me to take you like this, Sheridan. Beg.”

“Camilo, please.”

I pull her thong down her thighs and then free my dick from my boxers. Slowly, I stroke my erection before teasing her slick hole with it.

“Where’s your fight?” I demand, easing into her in a torturous way. “Where’s your sting, little bee?”

“I’m not going to fight you when you’re like this. You’re hurting.” She moans when I thrust all the way in. “We’ll get through this together.”

I slide almost all the way out and slam into her again. Over and over. Our skin slaps in a loud, brutal way as I fuck her into submission. Her pussy is drenched and it fucks with my head. Why does she like this? I’m being a total asshole to her.

“Touch your clit and make yourself come,” I order. “This will be over soon.”

She obeys too easily and my heart squeezes painfully.

Weak.

I make her weak.

Sheridan is fierce and strong. A bee with the sharpest sting. A storm of epic proportions. Not this. Not allowing some dickhead to belittle her as he fucks her one last time.

One. Last. Time.

A sharp searing inside my chest has me staggering in pain.

“Come, abejita. Come all over my dick.”

She works her fingers harder and faster, all the while clenching around my cock. I grip her ass cheeks, spreading them and then slapping them just hard enough to sting. She moans in pleasure, further confusing me.

Why won’t she fight me?

Why won’t she rage and tell me to go to hell?

I deserve it. I don’t deserve her loyalty. I don’t deserve her.

“Oh God,” she whimpers, her body tightening and then shuddering hard.

Seeing her lose control has me tipping over the edge. I grip her hips and groan as my release spills out of me into her waiting body. My hips thrust over and over until she’s wrung every drop from me. Without warning, I yank out of her and stuff my dripping dick in my boxers.

I’ve fastened my slacks and righted my clothes before she even moves to stand from the couch. Her panties are at her ankles and her ass is pink from where I smacked it. With her dress bunched up around her hips and looking so messy, she’s never looked so beautiful.

And positively wrecked.

I did this.

I’m a monster.

“Leave,” I choke out.

She stands up and yanks her panties up her thighs before pushing her dress down into place. Her brown eyes snap to mine. “We are. Let me clean up first.”

“No.” My voice is cold. “Leave Florida. Go home, Sheridan Reid.”

Her brows furl together. “No.”

“Too late to put up a fight,” I murmur.

“You don’t really want me to go,” she says, approaching with tears in her eyes. “You need me to stay. Let me stay.”

Her scent invades my nostrils. So sweet.

Her touch is soft and comforting. I can’t help but lean into it.

“Leave,” I whisper, my bottom lip wobbling. “Please leave me alone.”

“I don’t want to.” A tear races down her cheek. “I want to stay.”

I swipe away the tear on her cheek with my thumb and gently kiss her lips. “I’m not the man I was a week ago. I don’t know that I ever will be. It’s better this way.”

“Camilo,” she whimpers. “I want to be here for all your ups and downs. That’s how a real relationship is supposed to go.”

“Please,” I beg. “Please go.”

She straightens her back and her brown eyes flare with fire. “Okay.” Her fingers thread into my hair as she pulls me down to her mouth. “As much as I want to fight you on this, I won’t. You need time to grieve. You need your space. Come find me when you’re ready.”

I kiss her in desperation, overcome with the realization I’m going to lose her forever.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” I admit in a whisper.

“I understand your pain,” she murmurs back. “I’m so sorry. But you will climb back out of this hole. And when you do, I’ll be waiting for you.”

She pulls back and I already regret my words. My actions. My stupidity.

“Sher…”

“You’re going to be late,” she tells me in her no-nonsense tone. “You better go now.”

I stare at her long and hard because I know when I return, she’ll be gone.

She’ll leave because I begged her to.

She’ll leave because she loves me.

With an ache in my chest, I walk out my front door and don’t look back.
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Sheridan

Two weeks later…

 

I check my phone for only the tenth time today.

Nothing from Camilo.

God, I am so lovesick. It’s pathetic.

He told me to go. So I left. I just assumed he’d be back for me by now. I’m not the only one who was deep into the thing that was us. He was right there with me.

So why isn’t he here now?

“Miss Reid,” Helen says from my open office door. “The conference room is set up for your meeting.”

“Thank you. Will you be sitting in and taking notes?”

She frowns and nods, eyeing me like I have three heads. “It’s my job.”

“Oh, good. You take way better notes than me.”

“Is everything okay?” she asks, fidgeting. “You’ve been…different…ever since you came back.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No,” she rushes out. “Not bad. Just…”

“Weak?”

“I was going to say nice.”

I flinch at her words. “Nice? I’m not nice?”

Her cheeks flame crimson. “I, uh, that’s not what I meant.”

“No,” I say with a sigh. “I get it. I can be a bit of a monster. You can speak candidly.”

Helen crosses the room and sits in the seat on the other side of my desk. “You’re not a monster, you’re just intensely focused and particular. Lately it seems as if you care about those around you, not just yourself or your dad.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve always been a bitch,” I mutter. “I have no excuse.”

She smiles. “There were other jobs out there. If I didn’t like it, I could have left.”

“I’d have doubled your salary to make you stay,” I tease.

Her laugh is foreign. It’s then I realize I’ve never heard it. I don’t know much about Helen except she’s been my assistant for three years. That’s it. I know nothing else.

“Are you married?”

The smile falls away and she nods. “An odd question, but yes.” She wiggles her wedding ring at me. A simple gold band.

“Children?”

“Morgan and Evan,” she says slowly. “They come in sometimes to take me to lunch.”

I’m drawing blanks, which makes me feel horrible.

“Oh. Are they small?”

“Morgan is sixteen. Evan is almost eighteen. What’s with all the questions?”

“I’m a horrible person.”

“No, you’re not,” she assures me. “You’re just busy.”

“It’s no excuse.” I swallow hard and glance around my massive office. It’s stark white and decorated in splashes of rose gold. I love how bright and cheery it is even if I’m always the exact opposite. “When I went to Daddy’s wedding, things changed.”

“So I can tell.”

“I’m different and I don’t know how to get back to me.”

“Do you want to get back to the old you?”

“Not really. I don’t think I liked her much. It’s hard navigating this new path.”

“If anyone can do it, it’s you. You’re Sheridan Reid. A business powerhouse. Those two men down the hall can’t hold a candle to your fierceness.”

I smile thinking about Daddy and David. They’re great businessmen, but I’ve always strived to be even better.

“Morgan admires you.”

I wince. “How? I’ve never spoken to her.”

“No, but she’s an observant teenager. She sees what you’ve done for me all these years.”

“I’ve done stuff for you?”

She laughs again and I decide I really like her laugh. “Honey, yes. Maybe they don’t seem like much to you, but they mean everything to me. Like whenever you go out of town and let me work from home those days.”

People work remotely from home all the time. No big deal.

“Or when you gave me your old Lexus.”

“I didn’t need it anymore and the dealership would have tried to scam me on the trade.” I shrug. “It was old. And you’re my friend.”

She blinks in confusion. “I am?”

“You and Mark both,” I tell her.

“We’re your and your father’s assistants. Your employees.”

“We’re not friends?”

Her features soften and she smiles. “Of course we are. I can’t speak for Mark, but I know I’d like to be a better friend to you.”

“I made friends in Mexico.” A smile tugs at my lips. “They forced me.”

“Sounds like good friends.”

“The best.”

“Is that why you’re warming up to me and reaching out?” Helen asks.

“I’m finally seeing what’s around me rather than what’s out in front of me. I’ve been so goal focused, I haven’t done much of stopping to smell the roses.”

“They smell sweet. Beautiful too. I used to be like you, you know.”

I frown. “You?”

“Until I met Wayne. I got pregnant and things changed. My career wasn’t as important as growing my family was. Paychecks were nice, but they didn’t make me feel the way my husband and kids did. My priorities became different.”

“I think I can understand that for the first time in my life,” I admit. “I just don’t know what to do with myself. I met a guy…”

She grins and I wave her off.

“It was apparently a fling. Nothing permanent. He changed me, though. I can’t stop thinking about him. I fell in love with him. Fast and hard. But he broke me.”

“A girl like you, Miss Reid, doesn’t break. She might get rattled or knocked down or cracked, but she never breaks.”

“I’m not that tough,” I argue.

“I beg to differ.”

“You think I’m something I’m not.”

“I know exactly who you are. You’re a daddy’s girl who lost her mother at a young age. You spent your entire life clinging to your father and trying so hard to show him how wonderful you are. He sees, sweetheart. The man can talk my ear off for days about how perfect you are.”

My eyes well with tears and I laugh. “I’m his princess.”

“He wants you to be happy,” she tells me. “You’re strong and resilient, but he wants you to be soft and vulnerable. To experience love and happiness like he’s known with both your mother and Mona. You deny yourself of basic human emotions, honey. It’s time to feel.”

“It hurts to feel,” I snap.

She doesn’t flinch, simply shrugs. “It’s better than being numb.”

I close my eyes and allow the pain to seep into my bones. God, I miss him. So much. “Doesn’t feel all so wonderful,” I grumble.

She laughs. “In life we take the good with the bad. It’s not all or nothing.”

“Why have you been holding out on all this life advice, Helen? We totally should dock your pay retroactive for three years,” I tease.

“Is it too late to quit and take that doubling my salary offer?” she jokes back.

“You quit and I’ll hunt you down,” I threaten with a grin. “This company needs you.”

Her phone buzzes and she perks up. “We can negotiate my salary later over lunch one day. Right now we have a meeting with Mr. Birch and Miss Villegas.”

“We can’t let Damian distract me,” I tell her as I stand. “He gets onto the topic of hot pilots and I forget what we were talking about.”

She chuckles. “Crack the whip and keep the meeting on task. Got it. This is why you pay me the big bucks.”

“Double the big bucks,” I say with a wink. “Now earn that money and make sure to mute that boy the moment he starts talking about his glittery glowstick.”

“His glittery what?”

“Don’t ask. Seriously, just mute him.”

She shakes her head. “You got it, boss.”

I walk over to her and hug her. “Thank you for the talk.”

“That’s what friends are for.”
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“Hey, beautiful,” David says from my office doorway, dragging my attention from the email Damian sent me.

“What?”

David smirks and saunters into my office. He’s handsome for an older man, but the attraction I once held for him is absent. “You. You’re beautiful. You always have been, though I only noticed it when you turned eighteen.”

I roll my eyes. “Okay.”

“I’m being serious.” He flashes me a devilish grin. “Have dinner with me tonight. I could take you dancing or whatever it is you young people like to do. We’ll make it fun. I’ll abstain from drinking so if our night takes a heated turn, I won’t embarrass myself this time.”

The one time we had sex is a distant memory. After all the intense, unforgettable moments with Camilo, it’s easy to forget I even went to bed with this man.

“I’m busy,” I tell him.

“Fine,” he says with a shrug. “If not tonight, tomorrow? I can go check your schedule with Helen and see when you’re free. She can pencil me in.”

My phone buzzes and I look down, hoping to see Camilo’s name. It’s Estefania instead.

Estefania: My tour ends in a month!

I grin and respond.

Me: Thank God! I miss you!

Estefania: I cannot wait to see you!

Me: Drinks by the pool for days. Maybe we’ll let Damian come along for entertainment.

Damian: Bitch Barbie, this is a group text. Of course I’ll be there for the entertainment. I learned some new dance moves I’m teaching Kyle.

Estefania: He showed me. Naked.

Me: TMI!

Damian: A video or FaceTime? If it’s a video, send it to me. I need to critique his movies.

Me: You just want to see Estefania’s boyfriend’s dick.

Damian: Sue me, princess. A pretty boy like me has needs.

Estefania: FaceTime. All for my eyes. Sorry, baby.

Damian: Forgiven as long as he shakes that pert booty for me in his swim trunks on this supposed vacation we’re going to take.

Me: It’s not supposed. It’s happening. Can you get off then?

Damian: Sugar Tits, I can get off any time with a snap of a finger. Just show me some of that pilot porn and I will prove it.

Me: Gag!

Estefania: They make pilot porn?

Damian: Of course they do! Let me send you the link!

Me: Do not send her the link!

Estefania: I want the link!

Me: I’m telling Kyle!

Kyle: This is a group text. Unfortunately.

Damian: He’s frowning at his desk. I’m watching him frown. He’s jealous of Estefania seeing the big pilot dicks.

Estefania: Kyle’s dick is the biggest.

Damian: Dammit, female! Now I need to see it. Kyle, as your boss, I demand to compare your peen to the pilot porn peens.

Kyle: I’m muting this conversation now.

Me: Me too.

Damian: You can’t mute me though. I’m on my way to your desk!

“You’re smiling.”

I jolt from my texting to find David is no longer in my doorway and it’s Daddy instead. He looks relaxed and happy. Mona is good for him.

“Damian,” I tell him as though it explains it all.

He laughs because over the past couple of weeks, he’s gotten to know the flamboyant reality TV star. “Oh, Damian. What now?”

“You do not want to know. Trust me. What’s up?”

“Let’s go to lunch, baby girl.”

Without hesitation, I shove my phone in my purse and then walk over to my dad. We chatter about nonsense all the way out of the building. Rather than going to one of our cars, we walk to our favorite pizza place. Once we’ve ordered and are sipping on our beers, Daddy smiles at me.

“What?” I ask.

“Just observing you.”

“Not creepy at all.”

He laughs. “You’re a brat.”

I stick my tongue out at him.

“You’re not happy,” he says, his smile falling. “And it kills me.”

I frown. “Of course I’m happy.”

“With me and our company, yes. With your new friends, yes. But…”

Camilo.

My throat aches and I swallow, fighting tears. “But nothing. I’m happy.”

“Do you love David?”

His question throws me off. “W-What? No.”

“Good,” he says with a chuckle.

“He’s your best friend.”

“He’s also a manwhore. And old like me. Not good enough for my baby girl.”

“Daddy…”

“I told him that too,” he tells me, smirking. “When I saw him flirting with a waitress not hours after he asked for my blessing to date you, I walked right over to him and punched him.”

My eyes bug out of my head trying to imagine this. “He told me you punched him, though his story varies some. I still can’t believe it.”

“Believe it and my story is the correct one.”

“You punched him because he said he was going to date me and you gave him your blessing, but then he flirted with another woman?”

Daddy scoffs. “I didn’t give my blessing. I told him no.”

“Daddy…”

“I’ve been friends with the man forever. I’d be stupid to not know how much you idolized him. But, as your father, I wasn’t about to let him ruin everything by dating you. You deserve more.”

“Maybe I deserve him,” I argue. “We’ve known each other forever. There’s history there.”

“You need Camilo.”

His words are a punch to my stomach. “I was with him for less than two weeks. I don’t need him. We were a fling.” The lie is sour on my tongue.

Daddy sees through it. Fatherly senses and all.

“Did you know I fell in love with your mother in three days?”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I did. I was in town for work, stopped into a bookstore to grab a coffee and a few moments of peace, and saw the most beautiful girl in the world.”

“Mom worked in a bookstore?”

“Focus, child,” Daddy teases. “There she was with her messy hair and her wide smile looking so pretty I couldn’t look away. I walked right over to her and asked her out.”

“And she said yes?”

“She told me she had to work and she couldn’t just leave.”

“You tried to make her leave?”

“It was destiny and I wasn’t about to wait for it.”

“So what happened?”

“I had to wait six long hours for it. Sat in the bookstore drinking coffee after coffee, unable to look away from her. When her shift ended, she finally gave in. I took her to dinner and…” He grins and shakes his head. “The details of the rest of the night are ours, but just know I fell madly in love with her. I couldn’t get enough of her. Within months, she was pregnant. Before you entered the world, I made her a Reid. I made her mine.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“I want that one day.”

“You’ll have it.”

“With someone like David?”

“With Camilo.”

I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

“A dad knows these things.”

Forcing a smile, I shrug. “We’ll see. So how is the Wexler account coming along?”

Daddy reaches across the table and takes my hands. “It’s time, baby girl.”

“Time for what?”

“To cut the strings.”

“Cut what strings?”

“The ones that have you tethered to me. You’re wasting away here, unhappy, when you could be out there. I’m cutting you loose and I want you to fly out of here. Don’t just see what’s out there in our big, bad world, but find what you truly love. Harness it and keep it. It’s time to free yourself from your dad’s side and live your own life.”

“You’re trying to get rid of me?” I challenge, my chin wobbling.

“Yeah, baby. For your own good. You won’t leave, so this is me pushing you from the nest.”

“You’re firing me?”

“No, I’m freeing you.”

“I’m scared,” I admit.

“Are you, though?”

Hope and excitement are already tugging at me. The tiny seed he’s planted is already taking root and growing.

“I’m a Reid girl. We don’t get scared.”

“Damn right.”

“What if I fail?”

“You won’t.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“I raised you to fight for what you want in this life. You haven’t let me down yet.”

“I’ll visit a ridiculous amount of times and bug you endlessly,” I threaten, swiping away my tears. “Pull you out of meetings to go eat pizza with me.”

“David can handle it.”

“It’ll be worse,” I tell him. “Way worse because I’ll miss you. I’ll be the neediest kid ever. Just wait and see.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Where will I go?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” He smiles at me. “If you need a little nudge in the right direction, follow the birds.”

“The birds?”

“When the world is too cold, the birds fly south.”

South.

I could use a little warmth in my world.

“I love you, Daddy.”

“Love you too, baby girl.”
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Camilo

One month later…

 

“I’m a dick.”

“You’re a dick.”

“A total asshole.”

“The worst.”

“A monster.”

“Pretty damn ugly too.”

I glower at Carter. “You’re not supposed to agree with me. Where’s your loyalty to our friendship, man?”

“A good friend helps his stupid, blind, idiotic friend pull his head out of his ass. I’m doing my due diligence.” He smirks. “Now can we get back to insulting you?”

I flip him off. “What do I do?”

“I really have to spell this out for you, don’t I? You’re that far gone.”

“Apparently so.”

“Look,” he mutters. “I get that you lost your shit when your dad died. It’s to be expected. But…”

“But?”

“But you fucked up with Sherrie.”

I groan, the familiar aching pain in my chest screaming at me. “I know.”

“Now you have to fix it.”

“I don’t deserve her.”

“If your dad was here right now, what would he want?”

I flinch at his words, hating him in this moment. “Fuck you, Tripp.”

“It’s called tough love, CZ. I’m being an asshole to you because you need to hear it. What would your dad want?”

“For me to get the girl back.”

“Ignoring your bullshit excuses about what you think you do or don’t deserve, what do you want? Truthfully?”

“Sher. God, I want her.”

“Ding! Ding! Ding! You’ve figured it out. Go get her.”

“It’s not that easy.”

He laughs. “Of course it’s not. That’s what makes it so worth it. Go fight for that girl because she deserves it. She deserves to have you grovel and kiss her ass. You two are too right for each other. Don’t let her go or you’ll regret it until the day you die.”
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I stare up at the massive building, trying like hell to find my nerve. What’s the worst that could happen? She could have moved on with David. Forget I exist. Slap me in the face and tell me I’m scum. Whatever happens, I won’t rest until I know I’ve tried. I’ve flown all the way to California because with each passing second, I realize I made a colossal mistake.

I let her go.

No, I forced her to leave.

Regardless of how it went down, I fucked up.

As the cloud of grief begins to dissipate, I grow more and more focused on the fact I messed up. Is it too late to fix?

I walk inside the fancy building and am instantly out of place in my jeans and T-shirt.

“Can I help you, sir?” the receptionist asks.

“I’m here for Sher.”

“Who?”

“Sheridan Reid.”

“Oh,” she says with a laugh. “Of course. The owner’s daughter.”

I give her a forced smile, trying not to seem impatient. “That’s the one.”

“She’s gone.”

“When will she back?” I pull out my phone and check the time. Surely her lunch will be over soon.

“Never.”

“What?”

“She quit.”

I blink several times in confusion. “Quit? How?”

“I don’t know the specifics, but she’s gone.”

“Is her father here?”

“He is. Let me see if he’s available.” She picks up the phone and dials. “Hi, Mark. Is Mr. Reid available for a meeting?” She pauses and then looks at me. “Can I tell him who’s asking?”

“Camilo Zaragoza.”

“Camilo Zaragoza. Oh. Certainly. I’ll send him up.” She hangs up and points to the elevators. “Top floor are the executive offices.”

I practically run to the elevator and then bounce on my toes as I wait for it to go to the top floor. As soon as I escape the confines of the elevator, I walk past several offices until I find the one labeled CEO.

“Mr. Reid,” I state, knocking on the door as I enter.

He sits at his desk, an expectant look on his face. Across from him is another man. David. My hackles rise, but I ignore him, focusing on Sheridan’s father.

“Camilo. Call me Randall.” He motions for me to sit beside the other guy. “This is David.”

Randall grins when I fist my hands.

“Where’s Sheridan?” I demand.

“Getting some much needed R&R,” Randall says. “What’s it to you?”

“I’m going after her.” I glance over at David to gauge his reaction. He smirks at me. “You two may as well tell me where she went because it’s inevitable.”

David pulls out a twenty and tosses it at Randall. “You win.”

“Don’t I always?” Randall jokes, tucking the twenty into his breast pocket.

“I may not have the history she had with him,” I grit out, pointing at David, “but it was real. Too short but explosive. I love her, Randall.”

Randall nods. “I know.”

“How?”

“My daughter was different when she arrived at the wedding. Mexico changed her. Someone changed her. I figure that if he had that effect on her, my sweet, brilliant girl had that effect on him.”

“She’s not sweet,” I tell him. “She’s actually quite sour.”

David snorts. “Can I kill him?”

Randall chuckles. “I like this kid,” he tells David. “Much better for my feisty girl than your dinosaur ass.”

“She may be sour,” I continue, “but I like sour. No, I love sour. She’s unlike any woman I’ve ever known. Incredibly smart, but so innocent about life. Beautiful, but even more so when she’s frazzled and messy. Funny, though most of her barbs are slung my way.” I run my fingers through my hair. “She captured me. My little bee somehow managed to lasso me out of the sky and tied me to her heart.”

“Kid’s got game,” David groans. “I’ll give him that.”

“I can’t let her go,” I mutter. “I can’t.”

“But you did,” David reminds me. “I was an idiot and lost her. You’re an even bigger idiot for pushing her away.”

Gritting my teeth, I ignore this dude and focus on Randall. “Tell me where she’s at so I can go to her. I want to hold her and promise her the world.”

“On one condition,” Randall says, leaning forward. “I’ll tell you where she’s at under one condition.”

“Name it.”

“Don’t just promise, son, deliver. If you promise, you make good on it. If you’re going to give her the world, don’t you dare ever take it away.” He smiles wide. “Because I will find you and kill you.”

I gape at him.

David slaps me on the back. “He’s kidding. I think. Best not fuck up just in case.”

“I won’t,” I tell them both. “Now tell me.”

“Demanding little shit,” David says with a laugh.

“I like him,” Randall argues, shrugging. Then to me he nods. “Have lunch with us and then I’ll send you in the right direction.”

“Lunch? With both of you?”

“I’d like to call it an interrogation, but lunch is more polite. I’m going to get some beers in you and find out just what your true intentions are with my little girl.”

“The forever kind,” I growl.

“Good. Then your quest can wait until we have lunch and beer.”

I want to argue, but I won’t. If this is a hurdle I need to jump to get to my girl, I’ll fucking jump. No, I’ll fly. It’s what I do best.
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As soon as the pilot touches down at the small airstrip, I’m already unbuckling and grabbing my bags. I can’t believe she came here of all places. Makes no sense. Randall wouldn’t budge on giving me more information, so I bailed and flew out the first chance I got.

The door opens and I drag my suitcase down the stairs. My boots hit the pavement a second before I’m nearly tackled by a smelly ass dog.

“Toro! You missed me!” I squat to scratch behind his ears.

My dog who abandoned me for Alejandro licks my face as though that’ll forgive him for his traitorous ways. I’m grinning, so it apparently works.

“Where’s your new daddy?” I ask Toro.

He barks and takes off running to the hangar. It’s under some serious construction. I walk over to the front, frowning. This has to cost a lot of money—money I know Alejandro doesn’t have.

“¡Viniste a casa!” You came home.

I hug Alejandro and he rambles about the updates he’s doing to his small airport. That soon there will even be a Starbucks. I don’t get a chance to ask him about where in the hell he got the money before he’s dragging me over to his bus that’s also taken on an update. It’s no longer the loud, hot piece of shit it once was. I don’t even think it’s the same one.

We head inside and I soon learn it’s not.

His never had air conditioning. Or a disco ball. What in the hell?

He sees me eyeing the disco ball and laughs in that robust way of his, holding his belly. Then, he dances for me, making me laugh. I settle in a seat and hold on before he takes off. The drive is short. I can’t help but go over all the ways I’m going to convince Sheridan to take me back.

She never texted me back.

When I finally arrived in California, I texted her. An embarrassing amount of times. All of which were ignored. This could all be for nothing. She might have some new boyfriend and doesn’t want to have anything to do with me.

Then why is she here?

I have to hold onto hope that she was good on her promise. That she’d be waiting for me to come find her. Well, here I am, hunting my woman down.

We arrive at the hotel and I bolt out of the bus. As soon as I take in the hotel, I stop dead in my tracks.

More construction.

The first thing I notice is a wooden walkway from the parking area to the front office. I stalk in through the doors—also new—and take in the updates. Everything has been removed and it’s a shell of how it used to be. Men are hanging new drywall and Araceli is bossing them around with Rodrigo attached to her breast.

“What is this?” I demand.

She rolls her eyes. “Long time, no see, cousin.”

“What the hell is going on around here?”

“Ask the owner.”

I growl, already annoyed at her bitchiness. “Where’s Mamá?”

“With Eduardo. But she’s not the owner anymore.”

Time slows to a halt. My cousin is smiling wickedly, clearly enjoying my horror.

“What?”

“You heard me, Camilo. She sold it. Fancy rich folks bought it out from her and are fixing it up.”

“No,” I grit out. “Impossible. Mamá would never sell.”

“Rodrigo ripped this place apart,” Araceli argues. “She didn’t have the money to fix it back up.” Her little Rodrigo pops off the nipple to stare up at her, flashing me in the process.

Gross.

I don’t want to see my cousin’s tit.

“This is ridiculous,” I snarl.

“Should have been here to stop it from happening.” She smiles unkindly at me. “Thanks for visiting Hotel Zaragoza. Come back soon.”

I flip my cousin off then haul ass on a mission to find my mother.
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Sheridan

 

I cringe when Mateo and Nicolás start bashing at the drywall with two huge sledgehammers. I’d suggested regular hammers, but they were like two kids in a candy shop, eager to destroy the hotel room Rodrigo ruined when it passed through.

“Careful,” I warn above the noise. “If you go through that outer wall, you’re fixing it and it’s coming out of your paycheck.”

Mateo winks at me before swinging his giant tool again. Freaking brutes. As they demo the walls, I can’t help but thrum with eager energy. Soon we’ll have all the old cleared out and we can start with the new. It’s going to be so awesome.

I feel him before I see him.

Camilo.

Strong. Radiating with anger. Warm.

My entire body alights at his nearness while my heart cracks down the middle. Hope is a silly, useless emotion, though I can’t help but latch onto it anyway.

“A word,” he says over the noise, his hand gently gripping my elbow.

I chance a look his way and hate how my heart stutters in my chest. He looks furious. Hot, but angry as hell. As I knew he would be. Rosita warned me.

Jerking my arm from his grip, I march past him out of the room and onto the walkway. I cross my arms over my chest and glower at him. “Yes?”

His dark eyes drop to my lips flickering with heat before he hardens them and snaps them to my stare. “This is all your doing.”

“Is that a question or a statement? Oh, and hello to you too, stranger.”

His jaw clenches. “All you or do you have partners? Araceli indicated more than one person bought Mamá out.”

“After all this time spent apart, this is how you greet me?” I scoff, shaking my head. “I don’t even know why I missed your grumpy ass.” I start to walk away, but he grabs my hand. Warmth surges through my veins at his touch. I don’t shake him away. “What?”

“I want to know…” His features fall. “Why did you take away the one thing my mother loved?”

Take it away?

“I didn’t take anything away,” I snip. “You’d know that if you’d ever cared to visit.”

Confusion furrows his brow. “I don’t understand.”

“My partners and I purchased this hotel for a generous price. We’re renovating it and have a plan to make it the best it can be.”

“Who’s they? David?”

I snort. “No, but your jealousy is cute.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“You so are, bird boy. Now are you going to stop being a prick so I can show you what we’ve done and what Estefania and Damian and I are planning on doing?” I start to tug my hand from his, but he tightens his grip, keeping me near.

“Why did you do it?”

“I needed a change of pace. I wanted to do something with my friends. I felt like this location has potential, but Rosita will never have the means to make it what it could be.”

“It had nothing to do with me?”

Cocky bastard.

“The world doesn’t revolve around you, Camilo. I know that’s a difficult concept to wrap your big head around, but it’s true. We all manage just fine without you.”

He cups my cheek and presses his forehead against mine. “Sher…”

I close my eyes, hating how emotional I feel with him touching me. His lips brush against mine and I let him.

“I’m sorry for the way I behaved,” he murmurs against my lips.

“Me too.” Gently, I push away from his kiss. “Come on. Let’s go.”

There’s nothing I want more than to climb this man and kiss him until we’re both dizzy. I also want him to hold me, promising we’ll never part ways again. But before I do any of that, I have to make sure he’s okay with all of this. I need for him to see all that I’ve done and what I will do.

“We’re building new villas over there. That will start next month. Everything’s getting a facelift, including the spa, front office, hotel rooms, the pool, and Eduardo’s.”

“Eddie’s?”

“Has been renamed. I thought we needed something a little more sophisticated.”

“Eduardo is not sophisticated,” he grumbles.

“His cooking is top-notch. I’ve eaten in many countries and no one compares to his cooking. Once we give him the adequate staff and a better kitchen to cook in, I can’t even begin to imagine how awesome that will be.”

Eduardo is amazing. I’m obsessed with his cooking. So much so that I visit him multiple times a day to accept whatever treat he’s concocted. I blame him for the five pounds I’ve gained.

“Hmm,” is all Camilo says.

I guide him over to the pool where my partners are taking a break. Estefania looks like every man’s wet dream in a teeny white bikini that makes her tanned skin look golden and flawless. Beside her is Kyle, who’s already burning. Damian is on his other side decked out in a giant floppy hat and is wearing a sarong. With heels. God love him.

“Hey, kids,” I chirp as I walk over to them. “Something washed up. Pretty cool, huh?”

Damian looks up from behind his oversized sunglasses. “Sexy Mexi? Ohmigod, my boyfriend’s back!” He jumps up and practically tackles Camilo. “Ooh, baby love, tonight’s first dance is on me. I’ve been doing pilates. My ass is tighter than a quarterback’s. One dance grinding on this booty and I’m totally turning you gay!”

Camilo laughs as he attempts to untangle himself from Damian. “Can’t wait,” he deadpans. “What are you guys doing and what have you done to Mamá’s hotel?”

Damian bites on his lip and points a manicured nail my way. “It’s all her fault. We’re just unsuspecting victims.”

I roll my eyes and smack Damian’s quarterback ass. “Unsuspecting, huh? And you put up a million dollars under duress?”

Camilo about chokes. “A million…Sheridan, what in the hell have you done?”

Bristling at the use of my full name rather than many of the nicknames he’s given me, I shrug. “It’s business.”

I walk down the path toward Eduardo’s. Camilo’s shadow looms behind me. Before I reach the door that’s open and smells so good, he swoops an arm around my middle, pulling my back to his chest.

He nuzzles his nose in my hair, inhaling me. It makes my stomach clench and my heart cease to beat. Tears prickle at my eyes. I’ve missed him so much.

“We’re not done looking,” I murmur, my voice hoarse with emotion.

He kisses the shell of my ear and then the side of my neck. “We’re taking a break from looking. We’re feeling.”

I close my eyes as he sucks on my sweaty neck. His palms grope my breasts and then run down my stomach toward my pussy.

“We’re in public.” I gasp when he brushes his fingers over my pussy through my dress. “You can’t do this.”

“All I want to do is strip you out of this dress and spend the rest of the day making up to you with my mouth.”

I shiver despite the heat. “That sounds lovely, but we’re busy. We’ll consider it later.”

“Consider it?” He snorts. “I’ll have you naked and beneath me within the hour.”

My heart flutters at his words. I know they’re true. There’s no way in hell I’m denying him.

“Sounds like a bet,” I state, pulling away to challenge him with a glare. “What do I win if you lose?”

He smirks. “I don’t lose.”

“Neither do I.”

“Someone has to lose.”

“What if we both win?”

“A tie?”

“¡Mijo!”

Our banter is cut short when Rosita appears in the doorway. She’s smiling. At first, I didn’t think she could smile. And when I suggested we purchase the hotel, she didn’t smile at all. In fact, she yelled. A lot. Thankfully all in Spanish so I didn’t understand a thing. It was Eduardo who calmed her down and made her see that we were doing something good. She just had to let us. We negotiated on a fair number and wrote in that she still manages the hotel since she’s the experienced one. We also negotiated that she’ll take my advice too because I’m experienced when it comes to businesses, especially acquisitions. Estefania is excellent with social media and brings a marketing aspect we’ll eventually need while Damian is the design brain in the bunch. He sees the dirty and knows just how to make it pretty without breaking the bank. We’re a great team.

“Mamá,” Camilo says. “What did you do?”

She hugs him and then hugs me. “What was necessary.”

“But this is your home,” he murmurs. “You built this place.”

“It’s still my home. Sheridan made sure of it.” She grabs his hand and tugs. “Come inside and let us show you what we’re doing to the restaurant.”

When we enter, Linda waves. I learned that she doesn’t speak because her ex-husband punched her in the throat. It was the last straw before she left him for good. Rosita spilled that one late night. Rosita knows everything about everyone. You can guarantee I pulled out every childhood story about Camilo that I could get from her.

Rosita drags Camilo around and shows him different swatches of colors and tiles Damian brought by. I make my way into the kitchen to talk to my newest bestie.

“Dulce niña, ¿tienes hambre?”

I am working on my Spanish, but all I pick out is sweet girl since that’s what he calls me all the time.

“Got anything good for me to eat?” I ask, peeking around him.

“The best for the best.” He winks at me and then starts piling things onto a plate. “I will always have food for you.”

I grin at him as I take the plate and then sit down on a barstool. We have things on order that will make cooking a lot easier for him. I made sure to let him pick it all out since I know nothing about industrial-sized appliances and kitchen cookware. I pick up what looks like a taquito and take a bite. It’s spicy but so good.

“Eduardo,” I groan. “This is heavenly.”

He chuckles and turns back to the stove. At one time I’d been grossed out by how sweaty he gets when he works. But he can’t help it. He’s passionate about cooking and this kitchen isn’t well ventilated. I’m definitely hooking him up with a better air conditioner during the remodel.

“¡Cuervo!” Eduardo booms when Camilo steps into the kitchen. “My boy.”

He pulls Camilo to him for a big hug before releasing him. Then, he starts piling food on a plate. Camilo smirks at me before accepting the plate and sitting beside me. Rosita comes into the kitchen to dance with Eduardo to whatever song is playing on the radio nearby.

Camilo frowns, glancing at me. He’ll soon see that Rosita has removed the stick out of her ass—which I’m pretty sure was stress related—and is a much happier woman. She’s practically giddy at all of the changes this hotel is undergoing.

“You’ve been busy,” Camilo says.

“I had to keep my mind off things.”

He frowns. “Sher…”

“About that bet, bird boy.” I take a bite of a yummy taco. “Eat fast if you want to win it. Otherwise, if I win, I’ll put you on demo duty with Mateo and Nicolás.”

I’ve never seen a man devour his food so quickly.

Guess it looks like he’ll win.

I’ll be naked and beneath him within the hour.

Sometimes losing isn’t so bad.
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Camilo

 

We walk up to my villa and I arch a brow at her. I can’t help but feel proud of all she’s done to Mamá’s hotel. All she plans to do. I’ve never seen Mamá so happy. She smiled and not just for me or for Eduardo, but for Sheridan as well.

“You stole my house?”

She scoffs. “I bought your house. It was a packaged deal.”

I can’t even be mad at her because she’s so damn beautiful. When we walk inside, my eyes bug out of my head. All of my things remain. Pictures of my parents and me when I was a kid. Airplane décor randomly scattered through the two-room villa. Every single thing I left remains.

But it’s been added to.

A bookshelf full of books. Some girly throw pillows. Even a desk with a sleek MacBook Pro sitting on top and a trendy lamp.

Sheridan shrugs her shoulders and gestures to my space—our space. “If you don’t find this ideal, I can always have one of your cousins move your things to another villa.”

I come up behind her and hug her, kissing the top of her head. “Having all your stuff mixed with mine? Can’t say I hate the idea, abejita.”

She turns in my embrace and wraps her arms around my neck. I pull her closer to me so we’re smashed up against one another. At first, her kiss is tentative. Explorative and unsure. I let her have her fill as I grip her nice ass. All it takes is one nibble of her teeth on my bottom lip to have me losing control. I lift her up so I can carry her. Her legs wrap around my waist. Neither of us loses stride in our kiss.

We make it to my bed—our bed—and I drop her onto it. She shoots me a venomous look, but I’m not intimidated by the mean Sheridan Reid. Not when she looks so fucking hot with her dress pushed up her thighs revealing a lacy pair of pink panties to me.

Panties that should belong to me.

With a crooked grin, I peel them down her thighs and stuff them in my pocket. “Mine.”

“Gross. Are you a caveman?”

“Cavemen didn’t steal panties.”

“Frat boy?”

I snort. “Nope.”

“Then your regular run of the mill creep, huh?”

“Ding! Ding! Ding! We have a winner.”

“Does Carter know you’re a little freak or is this a secret only I know?”

“Carter has no room to talk about panty stealing or kinky shit.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because he’s worse. I’ve heard stories.” I peel off my T-shirt and then unfasten my jeans. “Ask Kendall.”

“His wife? She married him even after he was a weirdo?”

“Chicks are into that sort of thing.”

“Not this chick.”

“Wanna bet?” I push down my jeans and boxers, revealing my hard, bouncing cock.

She licks her lips and has to force her gaze up to mine. “You’ll lose.”

I kneel beside the bed, grip her hips, and pull her to the edge. Her dress rides up her stomach, giving me more access to all her creamy flesh. Grabbing hold of her knees, I wrench them apart to see just how wet she is for me.

Glistening.

Juicy as fuck.

Kinky like me.

Bad girl.

I grin at her before I start licking away her sweetness. She groans, yanking at my hair, and bucks her hips up.

“W-Wait,” she moans. “Stop.”

I nip at her clit and look up at her. “Why?”

“We should talk.”

“I thought you wanted this.”

She swallows hard. “I do. I just…there are things we should discuss before you get all”—she waves a hand at what we’re doing—“involved.”

With my eyes on hers, I lower my head to inhale her sweet scent, rubbing my nose along her slick lips between her thighs. “Too late, little bee. I’m really involved. Have been for some time.”

I lick her again and she hisses. This time, she doesn’t try to stop me. She lets me eat her pussy like it’s a dessert I’ve been craving all my life. I suck on her clit and bite it in a teasing way. Over and over until her breathing grows labored. When I think she’s close, I slide two fingers into her cunt, curling my fingers up to reach her most sensitive place. The moment I graze her G-spot, she shudders and whines. I continue my assault on her clit with my tongue as I run feathery strokes along her G-spot. I know the moment she climaxes because not only does she try to scalp me, but her juices run thick and heavy like never before, squirting out onto my hand and upper chest.

Holy fuck.

“Camilo,” she whimpers.

“Look how fucking good you are,” I croon. “Your pussy missed me, Sher. You gushed like a waterfall.”

“Don’t be nasty.”

“You’re the nasty one, abejita. A little freak like me and Carter and Kendall.”

“Perv.”

“Says the girl who just squirted all over her boyfriend’s face.”

“Camilo!”

I grin at her and make a great show of licking away her wetness on her thighs. Tastes sweet and addictive. Once I think I’ve thoroughly cleaned her up with my mouth, I all but rip her dress and bra off. Scooping her up with one arm, I haul her up the bed to the pillows. She doesn’t object when I settle my naked body over hers, nestled between her spread legs. We kiss in a ravenous way, both of us desperately trying to convey our feelings through kissing.

“Still want to talk?” I ask, biting on her bottom lip.

“Y-Yes.”

I lift up, breaking our kiss, resting all my weight on my palms. My dick is resting quite comfortably against the lips of her pussy. Slowly, I slide it through her juices, but never pulling back enough to guide it into her body.

“What do you want to talk about?” My voice is husky with need. “How I was an idiot? How you shouldn’t take me back, but I’m going to beg you? How I’ve always wanted a place to land when I’ve finished flying the skies and you feel like home?”

Her eyes water. “Camilo, I…”

“What is it?”

A tear slides down her cheek.

“I’m so sorry, little bee. Please forgive me.”

She nods as more tears fall. I hate seeing her so fragile knowing I did this to her. Weak. I make her weak. But that’s not true. Sheridan is one of the strongest people I know. She did all this at the hotel and waited for me. That’s not weakness, that’s strength, and she possesses a helluva lot more than me.

“I need you,” I plead. “I love you.”

She blinks rapidly. “You do?”

“I thought about you every day. I missed you so fucking much.”

“I love you too, though I often questioned why.” She makes a sour face at me that has me chuckling.

“Let me make it up to you in orgasms,” I offer. “Or backrubs. Or dinner dates. Just let me try.”

“Okay,” she breathes. “Make love to me like it’s our last time.”

Last time?

Dread pools in my stomach. Her words seem final and disastrous. I want to demand she tell me what she means, but her small hand is gripping my dick and guiding me home. A groan rattles up my throat as I sink into my girl. All ominous thoughts are forgotten as I find her perfect, plump lips. We kiss hard and desperate.

I buck into her, over and over. With each thrust, I grow closer to my release. It feels right being inside Sher. We belong together. It’s written in the stars.

“Camilo, oh God,” she cries out, her nails scoring the flesh on my shoulders.

Rolling onto my back, I take her with me, loving the way she squeals and clenches around my dick. Staring up at her, I admire this gorgeous woman. Her tits are perky and bounce with each time she rocks her body along my dick. I can’t help but stare at her rosy nipples, craving to suck on each one until she begs for reprieve.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I rasp out. “Look how wet you get my dick, abejita.”

She looks down at the way her pussy leaves a creamy trail each time she rises up. I love the way her cunt stretches to accept my thickness. It makes me want to make her fuck me like this every time so I can watch the way our bodies come so easily together.

I take her clit between my thumb and finger, rolling it in a teasing way. Her cunt is like a fist around my dick, squeezing each time. If she continues that, I won’t last long. I never last long with this girl, which is really fucking embarrassing, but it just means I get to fuck her more frequently.

“Touch your pretty tits, Sher. My hands are busy.”

Her hooded eyes drop to mine as she obeys. Small hands caress the flesh and tease the nipples. I grip her thigh with one hand and massage her clit with the other. We work together to bring us both right to the brink of orgasm at the same time. The moment she loses it and cries out, I forget where I am or who I am. I simply give in to the pleasure, bucking into her hard from beneath her. My balls tighten and then I explode with my release, a guttural growl escaping me. I’ve barely finished shooting my load inside her when I pull her against my chest so I can hold her.

This fucking girl.

Feels so damn perfect in my arms and on my cock.

She’s the forever kind.

And she’s crying.

Seriously, what the hell?

It all comes crashing back to me. The desire to talk about something heavy. A weird vibe settling around us. It makes me think of her mom and what she went through.

Is Sheridan sick?

Oh my fucking God.

No.

I won’t accept that shit.

Not in a million years.

She’s healthy and mine. We’re about to start our life together.

“Camilo,” she murmurs, sitting up and sliding off my softening dick. “We still need to talk.”

Ignoring her, I slip out of the bed and rush into the bathroom. I wet a rag and bring it back to the room to clean her up. Once she’s no longer messy with my cum, I clean off my dick and then toss the rag to the floor.

“Why are you dressing?” she asks a moment later.

I realize I’ve already yanked on my boxers and jeans. “I, uh, I don’t know.”

With a wobbling lip, she pulls the blanket up around her, covering her nakedness from me. “Listen…”

I pull my shirt on and then throw on my shoes. Running my fingers through my hair, I start pacing. “Talk, Sheridan.”

She flinches. “I like when you call me Sher.”

I stop moving to cross my arms over my chest. “Please,” I beg, “just stop torturing me and come out with it.”

“Come here,” she croaks.

I walk over to her and stop when my knees hit the bed. She grabs onto my wrist like that might keep me from running away.

“I’m meticulous,” she says absently. “Everything is by the calendar. Without fail. I don’t forget things. My schedule is my life.”

“Okay…”

“But I rescheduled something. Forgot to go back. Completely spaced.” Her eyes water with tears. “You have to believe me. I would never do something like that intentionally.”

“Are you sick?”

Her brows furrow and I hate that I know it’s because she’s thinking about her mom. It’s written all over her face. “No.”

“Thank fuck.”

“If you don’t want to stay, I’ll understand. It’ll be okay. I don’t want you to feel trapped.”

Trapped?

She draws my palm to her stomach. “I went to town with Araceli the other day when she had her doctor appointment. I’d missed my period. I wanted to rule it out. Problem is, there was no ruling it out. I’m pregnant, Camilo. With your baby.”

My baby?

I stare at her in shock. “What? How?”

“We didn’t use protection. I’d had the shot, but I was due for another one. I never went and got it. It completely slipped past me. I’m so sorry.”

Gently, I pull my hand from hers, taking a step back. I scrub my palm over my face and shake my head in disbelief.

“Say something,” she whispers.

“I need to…” I take another step back and then another. “I need to…”

“Need to what?”

Breathe.

I can’t breathe.

“Camilo,” she pleads. “Please don’t shut me out. Not now.”

Stalking over to her, I grip her chin and tilt her head up to stare down at her pretty face. I lean forward and press a soft kiss to her lips.

“I need to take a walk. Take care of some things. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

I steal one more quick kiss before I haul ass out of there like my balls are on fire.
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Sheridan

 

After a long shower, I throw on some pajama pants and a T-shirt. My body is deliciously sore from makeup sex with Camilo, but then everything went sour from there. I told him about the baby and he ran.

Baby.

I’m going to have a baby.

Rodrigo was nothing compared to the hurricane of emotions surging through me right now. I’m happy I’m pregnant, which surprises me. This was not in my life’s plan, but somehow it doesn’t seem wrong. I’m upset that Camilo was so weird when I’d told him. I get it. I screwed up royally. If only he would come back and let us talk it out. He may not want to be the father, but it doesn’t change the fact he is the father. I don’t want to lose him over this.

Someone knocks on the door and I fly off the bed to answer it. My heart is in my throat, eager to see Camilo, but it’s not him.

Damian stands there looking as though he just stepped off a runway covered in glitter and rainbows. His platform heels have him towering over me. He winks at me, his bright yellow fake lashes batting against his pink cheek.

“Did I interrupt something?” He feigns looking over my shoulder like he might sneak a peek. “I wanted to invite you two to dinner tonight.”

“I, uh, I’m not…” I choke on a sob.

“Sister, what happened?” he cries out, pulling me to him. “Get in here. The Damian Dungeon welcomes you.” The Damian Dungeon still smells like cotton candy and tequila.

I cling to his silky orange shirt as tears roll from my eyes. My entire body trembles as I cry. I’m unable to catch my breath.

“Sweetie, are you hurt?” Damian asks, stroking my hair. “Talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

He guides me inside and closes the door after us. We walk into the bedroom and Damian groans.

“Ew. I’m not lying down in the sex room.”

A giggle bubbles out of me. “Sorry. We can go to the guest room.”

Once we arrive in the other room, he yanks back the covers, kicks off his shoes, and helps me onto the bed. Once we’re spooning and no longer crying, I let out a heavy sigh.

“Camilo?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“Did he upset you again? He may be seven kinds of hot, but I’m still not sure I forgave him for sending you away in the first place.”

“It’s complicated.”

“So break it down for me. Whatever transpired between you two clearly happened after messy sex. Seriously, the bed was wet.” He makes a faux gagging sound that has me laughing again.

“Everything was going great. We had a great reunion. He apologized. As you noted, we made love, but then I told him.”

“Told him what?”

“I’m pregnant.”

He squeals so loud my ears throb. “What?!”

“I’m pregnant with his baby and he didn’t take it well. I thought I was protected from pregnancy, but apparently I botched that.”

Damian sits up on one elbow and gapes down at me, his glossy lips popped open. “What did he say?”

“That’s the thing. He didn’t. Sort of looked like he was freaking the hell out and said he’d see me tomorrow.”

“But not never.”

“He promised tomorrow.”

“Then why the tears, honey pot?”

“I don’t know. It felt dismissive.”

Damian smiles. “Maybe the boy just needs a hot minute to process. Maybe he’s sitting in his momma’s lap as we speak begging for advice.”

I snort. “I doubt that.”

“Whatever it is, he promised you he’d come back. If he doesn’t or walks away from you, I’ll step up.”

A laugh escapes me. “Oh you will, huh?”

“What?” He pouts. “Don’t you think I’ll be the prettiest gay daddy ever?”

“I mean, pretty, sure—”

“I’ll be the best and you know it! I’ll spoil my little prince! Does he want a yacht? I’m so buying him a yacht. A fixer-upper of course, but something vintage and fabulous because our little prince deserves it!”

“What if it’s a girl?”

“Ew, then we’ll give it to Estefania.”

“Damian!”

We both laugh. He keeps me up for hours doing what he does best—adding sunlight in my dark world. By the time it’s bedtime, I’m exhausted and eager to see what tomorrow brings.

If Camilo walks away, I’ll be okay.

Devastated and ruined, but okay.

I have to be. I will be. I’m a Reid girl, it’s in my DNA to be.
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“It looks like a unicorn threw up on the sheets.”

“Glitter is impossible to remove, mijo. Talk sense into your friends.”

“Are they a thing now because I don’t think I can handle assisting them both?”

“They are not a thing, handsome boyfriend.”

“I thought Damian liked boys and Cuervo was her lover.”

“Men,” Damian says sleepily. “Not boys, men, Eduardo.”

I pop my eyes open, aware of the fact that several people are in the room with us. My eyes first find Estefania’s smiling face. Kyle has an arm around her and is wearing an easy grin. Rosita and Eduardo seem amused.

And then there’s Camilo.

I don’t know what to expect, and his normally expressive face is anything but.

Sitting up, I glower at each one of them. “It’s called privacy. Learn to knock.”

“And miss this?” Camilo says, a smirk forming on his face and making my heart skitter in my chest. “Not a chance.”

“It’s not what you think,” Damian says to him dramatically. “I only have eyes for you, boyfriend.”

Camilo chuckles. “Scared me there for a minute, pal.”

“What are you all doing in here anyway?” I demand, searching for my inner fire. “It’s too early for this.”

“We were inviting you to breakfast,” Rosita says. “Among other things.”

Camilo’s grandmother comes waddling in, muttering in Spanish. Eduardo shakes his head at her, rattling something back to her that I can’t understand.

Damian yawns and stretches. “Camilo, baby doll, can you take your shirt off? Snuggle bear here has been squirming so much she gave a gay man a chub. I’d rather not taint my morning wood with the reminder she has a vag and is one hundred percent not my type. Show me some abs and erase this horrible memory from my mind.” He sits up on one elbow and waves a hand at Camilo. “Oh, maybe a happy trail. Yummy.”

Camilo grabs Damian’s arm and pulls him out of the bed. Damian squeals with laughter. “Sorry, Dame, but I only have eyes for one girl.”

Damian sighs dreamily and winks at me. “Whatever. I can still enjoy the scenery.”

“You’re beautiful first thing in the morning,” Camilo says, stepping to the edge of the bed. “I like you best when you’re messy and frazzled.”

“Gee, thanks,” I grumble, sitting up and letting my legs dangle off the edge of the bed.

“I also like it when you’re in boss babe mode and telling everyone what to do. When you wear your fancy as fuck clothes and wear your bitchy attitude like it’s a name brand that everyone who’s anyone should be wearing.”

I flip him off. “Dive bombing, bird boy. Really fast.”

He sinks to the floor, his hands on my knees. “See, abejita, that’s the thing. I thought I liked flying. I do. I really do. But I love crashing with you. Into you. Because of you.”

“So romantic,” Estefania says, practically swooning.

“We’re still mad at him,” Damian hisses. “Hold it together, woman.”

Camilo grins. “You changed me is the point. For the better. It came on quick and out of nowhere, but it felt right. Too good to be true. I pushed you away once, but I’m never letting you go.”

“You left last night,” I tell him with a frown.

“Because I needed to get something. Eduardo had to take me all the way into town.”

I glance over at Eduardo and he puffs out his chest. Pride ripples from him. I can’t help but smile knowing how much it meant for Camilo to include Eduardo on a task. He adores Camilo. I’ve learned a lot about Eduardo since coming to live here and he sees Rosita’s son as his own.

“What did you get?”

Rosita pulls out a camera, grinning. She looks just like Camilo when she lets her guard down. I’m transfixed by her smile when I realize she has a camera. Why does she have a camera?

“Camilo,” I demand, turning to glower at him. “What’s going on?”

He grabs my hand and draws it to his lips before kissing the top of it. “Little bee, I want to keep you. Both you and our little one. I want to make a life with you. For once, I want to coast rather than soar. I want to live in the moment with you and stop chasing stars I’ll never catch. What’s life without love? I don’t want to find out.”

I gasp when he retrieves a small box from his pocket. He flips open the lid and a pretty engagement ring glistens inside.

“I know you’re fancy, Sher, but that’s just one part of you. You’re funny and brave and tough and strong. So fucking strong. This ring called to me for you. It’s perfect just like you. Please let me put this ring on you and keep you.”

A tear races down my cheek. “Is that question or a statement?”

“Will you marry me, Sheridan Reid?”

“Yes, Camilo, I will.”

Everyone erupts in a chaotic mess of cheers, but I only have eyes for Camilo. He slides the ring on my finger and then he’s pouncing on me, kissing me in a pornographic way that might get him whipped by his mother. It’s when I come up for air that I realize they’ve left us to our privacy.

“I love you,” Camilo murmurs against my lips. “I want to spend the rest of our lives showing you.”

“That’s a long time,” I say with a smirk.

“Time with you is never enough, abejita.” His smile grows wicked. “Now let’s get naked so we can celebrate with ten orgasms each.”

“Ten orgasms! Are you insane?”

“Strip, beautiful.”

“Hell no. There’s no way you’re giving me ten orgasms.”

“That sounds like a challenge.”

“It’s an impossibility!”

“Wanna bet?”

“Go away,” I groan.

“Never, Sher.”

He kisses me deeply, making me forget my own name.

But I don’t forget that he loves me.

I certainly don’t forget he’s promised to make me his forever.
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Camilo

One year later…

 

The minister speaks of love and forgiveness and withstanding storms together. He reminds us to be faithful and kind. His words begin to blend together as my attention is brought elsewhere.

To her.

Always to her.

Sheridan soon-to-be Zaragoza.

Sher’s eyes are on our daughter. Our sweet baby girl named Lola. Lola suckles from her mother’s breast as though this is the most natural thing to do—feed during a wedding. It feels pretty fucking natural to me. In fact, what other guy can say his wife flashed him her tit in front of the minister while reciting vows?

Lola is cute as hell in some frilly white dress Mamá had made for her. My mother was always great at being a mother, but she’s a spectacular abuela. Always on call for whenever Sher and I need a date night.

“Camilo?”

I tear my gaze away from my daughter to look at the minister in confusion. He chuckles and repeats his words. Once I confirm that I will love my wife until the day I die, he asks the same of Sher. We somehow make it through the ceremony, exchange rings, and then get to the best part.

The kiss.

I run a knuckle over my daughter’s black hair before dipping to kiss my wife. Feels pretty damn good to call her that now. She tastes like limes and forever. God, I’m a lucky man.

We must be kissing too long because Damian whistles. I smile against Sher’s lips and pull away. Everyone cheers for us as we make our way back down the aisle, this time as a married couple.

It’s strange to me how things turned out. A little over a year ago if someone told me I’d marry the feisty woman in the fancy clothes, I would’ve laughed. If they would have told me I’d also have the most beautiful little girl with her, I’d tell them kids were more Carter’s thing. But just like Hurricane Rodrigo, Sheridan blew into my life, shook things up, and left me forever changed.

“Dame a mi princesa,” Mamá orders Sher. Give me my princess.

Sher kisses Lola on her dark head and then passes her over to her grandparents. Eduardo is practically giddy as he gushes over Lola. I can’t help but think how lucky I am he’s in our lives. He’s been a good man to Mamá and has taken care of her. Eduardo is practically a saint because he put up with all my bullshit over the years and still loves me. My chest tightens at that thought. It makes me miss my dad, but it also makes me appreciative for the family I have.

“Care to dance, abejita?”

I tug my wife to me and settle my hands on her ass. She wraps her arms around my neck and toys with my hair. We stare at each other song after song, barely swaying to the music, lost in our own little world.

“I love you, little bee,” I tell her with a grin.

She smiles. “I love you too, bird boy.”

I playfully dip her, kiss her pretty neck, and then pull her back to me. Randall, Mona, and David are sitting nearby shooting the shit with Dale and Doris. Estefania and Damian are arguing near the DJ. Kyle’s hiding at Carter’s table with Kendall and Brucey, no doubt hoping to not get pulled into more of Damian’s shenanigans. Marco, Araceli’s baby daddy, is chasing Rodrigo down. The kid can walk now and is a little hurricane like his namesake. Sometimes I think my cousin agreed to move in with Marco just so he’d be punished with forced babysitting. Marco’s a total loser, but he somehow loves my bitchy cousin and he’s trying to be a good dad to Rodrigo. Maybe one day he’ll grow up and put a ring on Araceli’s finger.

“You look happy,” Sher says, drawing my attention back to her.

“Of course I am. I have everything I ever wanted. Prettiest little girl. Hottest wife. Everyone I care about all in the same location. It’s pretty awesome.”

“I’m trying to get Daddy and Mona to buy a house out here so they can visit more.”

I snort. “As long as David doesn’t buy one too.”

“Be nice,” she chides.

“He still looks at you like you’re the one who got away.”

“You better stake your claim then, husband.”

I laugh as I attack her mouth playfully, nipping at her lip and chin. We’re still kissing when I hear Damian’s voice on the speaker.

“Mamis and papis,” he says, tapping the mic with his white fingernail. “Pay attention to moi.”

“Oh, here we go.” I chuckle, shaking my head.

“On this joyous occasion, I thought we’d celebrate with a song…” He flashes a wicked look my way.

“Don’t do it,” I warn under my breath.

“And what better way to celebrate than with a song dedicated to my dear little godchild, Lola. Fairy god-daddy loves you, sweetie pie!”

“No…”

“Lola” by The Kinks starts playing and I’m already backing away.

Damian shakes a finger at me. “Don’t even think about it, mister! This is our song.”

“If I’m going to make an ass out of myself in front of my wife,” I say, grabbing Carter’s arm and pulling him from his chair, “then you get to make one out of yourself in front of Kendall.”

Damian squeals and prances our way, all decked out in a see-through-in-too-many-places pale pink suit. His platform shoes have rhinestones on them. Estefania has matching ones since they are the “besties of honor.” There’s no escaping Damian when he gets on a roll. You just give in and then get out.

“It’s my ultimate gaydream! A hot pilot sandwich!” He starts shaking his ass at me as he hauls Carter to him. “If the wives ever allow you to have a hall pass, totes pick me. I’ll show you how fabulous a triple sword fight can be!”

“I’m trying not to imagine it, but you’ve already planted the seed,” I groan. “Sounds complicated.”

“Oh, sugar lips,” Damian purrs, “it’s really quite simple. One plus one plus one makes—”

“Three?” Carter says at the same time I say, “Nope,” and Damian shrieks, “Magic!”

Carter is cracking up, laughing so hard he can barely stand up right, as Damian does some scandalous moves in front of him. And if it weren’t for Sheridan’s adorable fucking giggles, I would’ve jumped ship and left Carter to deal with this monster princess alone. But, since my wife is wildly entertained, I take one for the team. Even if that means having a hot pilot sandwich dance.

“Should I get a pilot uniform?” Damian asks, still gyrating in a way that’s making Randall blush furiously nearby. “We could play pilot dress up. Just the three of us. I’ll bring the tequila, boys.”

“Shoo, Dame,” Sher grumbles playfully. “Time to go bother Mateo.”

Mateo is already backing up, holding his hands in the air.

“Oh, sexy Mexi Matexi,” Damian sings. “Time for our dance!”

We all laugh as he prances off after my poor cousin. Kyle has pulled Estefania on the dance floor and is eye-fucking her hard enough I think I might get pregnant. It makes me wonder if that’s how it happened with those two because they don’t quite match up to me. That kid is like Clark Kent. A total nerd, but something about him has the singing princess of Costa Rica head over heels for him. So much so that she let him drag her off to Vegas months ago. Sheridan was too pregnant to be travelling, but my woman wasn’t about to let that stop her from seeing her best friend tie the knot.

“We need to hook Damian up with someone,” Sher says. “Are you sure we can’t convince Mateo to swing that way?”

Mateo is hiding with Doris now. Damian knows if he goes over there, Doris will go mama bear on him and he’ll be stuck talking about crochet patterns. He loves Doris like a mother, but the man was born to be the life of a party. Mateo is smart to figure that shit out quick.

“Probably better luck with Nicolás,” I say, nodding over at my other cousin. “I’ve only ever seen him with chicks, but he’s never watched one like a hawk.”

Sheridan gasps. “Oh my God. He’s totally watching him. We have to set them up on a date.”

“Nope,” I tell her. “Not happening. Damian would corrupt him. We’ll stay out of it. If fate brings them together, then so be it. I won’t be responsible for Damian turning my cousin into a glitter penis loving sex addict.”

She pouts. “But he secretly likes him. It’s so obvious now.”

“Do you know how hard it is to get glitter out of sheets?

“Oh, come on,” she grumbles. “Where’s your sense of adventure? Maybe Nicolás needs a little sparkle in his life.”

Our eyes travel to Damian, who’s stolen Kyle away from Estefania and trying hard to dirty dance with his unwilling assistant. When we glance back at Nicolás, he’s staring at the ground frowning.

“Look!” Sher hisses. “He needs a little push. Go push him. You’re family. It’s what you’re supposed to do.”

“I’ll do it.” She squeals and I lift a brow. “First, we must negotiate.”

“You’re supposed to do these things out of the goodness of your heart.”

“What would be the fun in that?” I taunt. “Nah, I want something. What will my hot wife give me for my matchmaking skills?”

She rolls her eyes. “Damian can die a lonely old man because I don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“Liar,” I tease, kissing her lips. “Dile a papi lo que quieres, abejita.” Tell Daddy what you want, little bee.

“Don’t be gross.”

I laugh. “Your learning Spanish is becoming a problem.”

“Yeah, for my ears,” she groans. “Fine, I’ll bite. What do you want, my filthy husband?”

I flash her a wicked grin. “You. In your wedding dress. Against the piano in Eduardo’s restaurant.”

She eyes the crowd, all of which are partying outside under the bright sun. “Hmm. You’d have to be quick.”

“I’ll be a one-pump chump.” Lies. It usually takes at least five.

“And you better make magic happen with your cousin because my task is harder.”

“Harder?” I challenge. “All you have to do is lift your dress, bend over, and play a little Elton John on the piano.”

“God, you are such a freak, bird boy.”

“Your freak.”

“I’ll slip away first. You do the deed with Nicolás and then meet me in Eduardo’s in five.”

I pull her to me for a quick kiss. “I love you, Sheridan Zaragoza.”

“Love you too. Now make me proud or we’re getting a divorce.”

She scampers off before I have a chance to smack her ass—which I learned she really, really enjoys. As soon as she disappears, I saunter over to Nicolás.

“I could teach you to dance,” I offer.

My broody cousin frowns harder. “I don’t want to dance.”

“Because you suck. I could teach you how to not suck.”

He grumbles and ignores me.

“Where’s your date? Monica? Cynthia? Ramona?”

“Busy.”

“Man, you’re such a bad liar.” I look over to where Damian is now dancing with Eduardo. “Did you know he smells like cotton candy and tequila if you get really close?”

Nicolás snaps his glare my way. “So?”

“So, I bet you’re wondering if he tastes like it too.”

His jaw clenches.

I continue on, nudging him with my shoulder. “No one will fault you if you go find out. Damian happens to be a really cool fucking guy. A total diva and a bitch when he’s on his pretend period, but amazing nonetheless.”

“I’m not…” he trails off, scowling.

For someone “not,” he sure does stare at Damian’s ass a lot.

“Well, cuz, if I were you, I’d figure your shit out before Damian manages to drag your brother back out of that chair. Mateo, with enough liquor in him, has always been the experimental type. I guess I’ll have to ask him if Damian tastes like cotton—”

Nicolás is already storming away from me.

Toward him.

And the look on Damian’s face tells me he is in no way prepared for two hundred pounds of muscle and pure Mexican alpha male headed his way. His shocked gasp only confirms it.

My work is done here.

Time to play Rocket Man with the wife.

 

The End
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Listen on Spotify here

 

“Goodbye Yellow Brick Road” by Elton John

“Tiny Dancer” by Elton John

“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” by The Beatles

“Rocket Man” by Elton John

“Everybody Wants to Rule the World” by Tears for Fears

“Brown Eyed Girl” by Van Morrison

“Maneater” by Daryl Hall & John Oates

“Addicted to Love” by Robert Palmer

“Feel Like Makin’ Love” by Bad Company

“Summer Breeze” by Seals and Crofts

“Oh Sherrie” by Steve Perry

“Fly Like an Eagle” by Steve Miller Band

“Every Little Thing She Does is Magic” by The Police

“Goodbye Stranger” by Supertramp

“Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen

“Hotel California” by Eagles

“Stairway to Heaven” by Led Zeppelin

“Who’ll Stop the Rain” by Creedence Clearwater Revival

“Free Bird” by Lynyrd Skynyrd

“Lola” by The Kinks

“White Room” by Cream

“Piece of My Heart” by Janis Joplin

“Under Pressure” by Queen

“Born to be Wild” by Steppenwolf

“Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band” by The Beatles
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