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        When Ryan Harrison met Annie Mathews, he didn’t expect his life to be turned upside down. A simple smile from her, though, the first touch of her silky lips, and every one of his priorities was realigned.

      

        

      
        For the past three years, Ryan has juggled his growing career in the pharmaceutical industry with Annie finishing school. He’s even managed to pretend their love affair is light and casual so as not to spook her. But now, on the verge of her college graduation, Ryan’s ready to step things up. Especially with the job offer he just received.

      

        

      
        The only problem is, Ryan has no idea if Annie feels the same. And if it turns out this has all just been a college fling and she doesn’t want to go with him, he has no idea what he’ll do next.

      

        

      
        They say every epic love story begins somewhere. Sometimes, no matter how hard you try to hold on to love, it still crashes and burns…
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      He shouldn’t be here. He was just asking for trouble. And yet...

      Ryan Harrison pulled to the curb and killed the ignition on his Audi as he eyed the quiet two-story house through the trees. The windows were dark, the porch light was off, and if it wasn’t for the full moon, he wouldn’t even be able to see the damn structure. From the outside, it looked as if everyone inside was sound asleep—as they should be at two o’clock in the freakin’ morning.

      He glanced at the other big houses on the narrow Mercer Island street in the Seattle suburbs, thankful they were all dark and quiet, too. The last thing he needed was for some nosey neighbor to call the cops. That’d go over really well and would just be the topper on his already long-ass day.

      “Dumb,” he muttered to himself, shifting in his seat so he could tug his phone from the pocket of his slacks. “You should just go home, idiot.”

      And yet... Here he was, sitting in the dark like a peeping Tom, pathetically waiting. Hoping, that somehow, he’d come up with a way to convince her to run away with him.

      “Really dumb,” he muttered again. Especially when they’d both agreed to keep this thing between them casual.

      Nerves bounced around in his stomach as he opened his messaging app, typed You still up? hit Send, then glanced toward the dark house again, waiting to see if he got any kind of response.

      Ten seconds went by, then his phone buzzed. His pulse shot up as he looked down and read the message.

      That depends. Are you sitting outside my house in the dark like a stalker?

      He smiled and started typing. Do you really think I’m that desperate?

      Three little dots moved across his screen, then it buzzed again. Yes, I do. Get up here already.

      His blood warmed at just the thought. But while he might be pathetic enough to drive out here in the middle of the night, he wasn’t so stupid as to get close to the house.

      His fingers flew across the screen. And risk your dad’s wrath? I think not. I’ve seen his shotgun, and I like breathing too much.

      A smiling emoji popped up on his screen. Followed by one word: Chicken.

      Before he could respond, the words he’d hoped to read when he’d decided on this little detour appeared on his screen.

      I’m on my way out.

      His stomach tightened, and excitement shot up his chest. Tossing his phone on the console, he popped the door, stepped out of the car, and closed it quietly at his back.

      The early-June night was cool, but he didn’t need a jacket. He was already sweating thinking about Annie tiptoeing out of her parents’ house in the middle of the night to meet up with him. Her dad was a light sleeper, and the last thing Ryan wanted was to get on the guy’s bad side. So far, her parents liked him, and he needed to keep it that way. Especially with what he hoped to convince her to do.

      Which meant—sadly for him—he also needed to keep this little rendezvous short and sweet.

      That thought came to a spinning stop when Annie burst through the evergreen trees on the edge of the street, barefoot and wearing nothing but a thin black tank and fuzzy pink pajama bottoms, her curly chestnut hair waving behind her and a wide smile across her gorgeous face.

      She squealed, and he managed one step away from the car before she threw herself in his arms. Then all he felt was heat everywhere they touched, from his thighs and hips where she pressed her sexy, slim body against his, all the way to his lips, which she was already kissing.

      Ah, hell. Yep. This was why he’d come here instead of heading to his apartment back in the city. Because this—she—was all he’d been able to think about for the last freakin’ week.

      He opened to her kiss, slipped his tongue into her mouth, and kissed her just as deeply as she was kissing him. Like a man starved, he realized, which he suddenly knew he was.

      Groaning at the taste of her again, at the familiar scent of lilacs that surrounded him, he lifted one hand to her face, slid the other to her lower back, and pulled her against him as he changed the angle of the kiss and eased back to lean against the car door. “Mm, Annie. You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      She held on to him and stroked her tongue against his slowly, deeply, so completely his gray matter blurred. And just when he was ready to throw her on the hood of his car and make her scream, she sighed, then slowly lowered to her heels and pulled away from his kiss.

      Way too soon.

      His lips immediately missed her sweet, wet heat. But he did realize she needed to breathe at some point. And smothering her wouldn’t bring him any closer to his goal.

      “I missed you, too.” She smiled up at him in the moonlight, flashing that adorable dimple in her cheek, then pushed to her toes to kiss him softly again. Dropping back to her heels, she slipped her arms around his waist and cuddled into his chest. “I thought you were going to be here earlier.”

      He would much rather have gone on kissing her, but this wasn’t bad, either. And since he was determined to make sure her dad still liked him, it was better to cool things down. At least, for now.

      “I would have been, but my flight got delayed.” He slid one hand up into her silky hair, holding her against him with the other as he played with the soft locks. “Really bad fog in San Francisco. The airport was a mess.”

      “Mm.”

      She snuggled in closer, and his heart warmed at the contented sigh she made.  If his lips had to be cold, at least the rest of him was hot. And, God, she felt good. Soft and curvy and perfect everywhere she touched him.

      “I’m glad you’re here now,” she said. “How was your business trip to California, aside from the fog?”

      “Long. I was in meetings a lot of the time. Boring without you, especially in the evenings. And freakin’ cold. Did you know it’s colder in San Francisco than it is here?”

      She laughed, drew back, and looked up at him, her green eyes sparkling in the low light. “Not if you get out of the city, silly. If you’d have gotten away from the bay, I’m sure it was like ninety degrees.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve been there.”

      “You have?” That was news to him.

      She leaned against him again, pressing her cheek to his heart once more. Warming him from the outside in. “Mitch’s high school baseball team played in a spring break tournament in the Bay Area one year. My parents dragged me along when I was in middle school. Boring-ass trip, but I loved San Francisco. It’s a really cool city.”

      Just hearing her say she liked San Francisco filled him with hope. He played with her hair, thinking… Maybe this wasn’t going to be as tough as he’d originally thought.

      “Course,” she went on, snuggling in closer, “There are no volcanoes in the Bay Area. Which is a major drawback.”

      His heart stuttered.

      Aaaand... There went all his hope.

      Shit. That was exactly what he’d hoped she wouldn’t say. Of course, it was exactly what he’d known she would.

      He stared at the dark trees lining her parents’ yard as he went on holding her against him, hoping she didn’t notice the odd thump in his pulse. Change the subject. Quick.

      He cleared his throat. “Speaking of your irritating brother, he’s not home, is he?”

      Mitch was three and a half years older than Annie and had been Ryan’s best friend in college. Though they’d played ball together, Ryan hadn’t met Annie until close to the end of his senior year, when she’d shown up at one of their baseball games to watch Mitch play. A young, innocent, wide-eyed freshman he’d been obsessed with ever since.

      It was a wonder Mitch hadn’t killed him yet.

      “Yes,” she huffed against him. “Snoring like a rumbling volcano. If he doesn’t go back to his apartment soon, I’m not going to be able to handle living at home.”

      That tugged a reluctant smirk from Ryan. Mitch had a place up in Everett where the oil company he worked for as a geologist had offices. It wasn’t far, but traffic could be a bitch into Seattle, which was why Mitch stayed with his folks when he came down for events. Ryan sobered when he thought of the event Mitch was here for and the reason Annie was living at her parents’ place again.

      She was pretty much done with school now, but she still had one class to finish over the summer to complete her degree. Since the lease on her apartment near the university had been up and she hadn’t made a decision on which grad school to accept yet, she’d moved home. Ryan had graduated and was now working for a Fortune 500 company, but he’d kept his apartment not far from campus simply so he could be close to her. Odds were good she was going to continue at the University of Washington for her graduate degree in volcanology, but if she didn’t…what then? There’d be nothing tying him to that apartment anymore. Nothing tying him to Seattle, period.

      His lungs tightened. Technically, there was nothing tying him to Seattle now. Nothing except the hitch in his chest that told him this thing between them was way more than casual, even if neither of them had admitted it.

      She smiled against him. “Speaking of things that explode...”

      Her words distracted him from his rambling thoughts, and when Annie drew back and looked up at him again, he didn’t miss the heat in her mischievous green eyes. A familiar heat that turned his gray matter to mush and made his blood absolutely hot.

      She bit her lip, then licked the spot with that wicked little tongue he knew could get him into serious trouble. “Since you’re not brave enough to come up to my room, why don’t we climb in your car, and I’ll show you just how happy I am that you’re back.”

      All that heat rushed due south. He sucked in a breath as she pushed to her toes and pressed her lips to his.

      “No way,” he managed against her mouth. When she drew back and grinned like the Cheshire Cat, he added, “I know what you can do in a car, and I don’t need to get arrested for indecent exposure.”

      She glanced right and left then pushed back to her toes to kiss him once more. “I don’t see any cops.”

      “That’s the point,” he mumbled against her lips. “You never see them coming.”

      “Mm...” She grinned and tipped her head as she slipped her arms around his neck. “That is exactly what I want you to focus on. Coming...”

      Holy hell. Her living at home was going to kill him. “You’re just using me for sex, aren’t you?”

      Her grin widened. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      He let her draw him into a wet, tempting kiss, but there were just enough synapses firing in his brain to keep him from giving in completely. He stepped in front of the door.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as he blocked her from reaching around him for the handle.

      “Stopping you from corrupting me, you tempting siren.”

      “Me?” She laughed. “If memory serves, you’re the one who corrupted me.”

      He had. Pretty much right after he’d met her. And he’d do it again in a heartbeat. The last three years with her had been the best of his life.

      She pressed her hips tighter to his. “I can feel how much you missed me.”

      He knew she could. And he was going to miss her even more when he left here in a few minutes.

      Even though all he wanted to do was drag her into his car, he leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to her lips instead. “It’ll have to wait ‘til tomorrow.”

      She grunted a protest.

      The sound only made him smile. “What I want to do to you will require more room than I’ve got in this car. And it definitely requires walls that are way more soundproof than these windows.”

      She groaned, slid her fingers into the hair at his nape, and opened, drawing him deeply into her sultry mouth.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her until they were both breathless, and as he did, he told himself even though things hadn’t gone exactly as he’d hoped tonight, he had everything he wanted right here and now.

      He had her. No job, no company, no career move was worth leaving her for. He’d known that before he’d even gone to San Francisco and sat through that interview. Once she decided where she wanted to go for grad school, he had time to figure out what he’d do next and how he would convince her that he was everything she wanted, too.

      Reluctantly, he drew back from her sweet lips and peered down at her in the moonlight. “You need to go back to bed.” When she batted her long lashes and licked her plump lips, taunting him all over again, he added, “Alone.”

      She frowned and dropped to her heels. “Chicken.”

      He chuckled, but as she eased out of his arms, he already regretted letting her go.

      “Are you picking me up tomorrow or meeting us at the stadium?”

      Tomorrow was her big day. College graduation. The day he’d been impatiently counting down to for nearly three years. “Which do you want me to do?”

      “Pick me up.”

      He smiled, loving that she didn’t even hesitate with the answer. “Then I’m picking you up.” He reached for her hand, absently just needing to touch her. “What time?”

      “Be here at ten a.m.?”

      “Done. Your parents won’t mind if I take you?”

      “No, I already told them you were driving me.” She laced her fingers with his, and he took the fact she didn’t seem to want to let him go as a good sign. “Are your mom and stepdad coming to the party after?”

      “Yes.” His parents had a place on the south end of Bainbridge Island. “Mom’s texted me about a million times already, double checking the time.”

      Annie smiled. “I hope that means she likes me.”

      “She loves you. You know that.”

      Her grin widened. “Glad to know someone does.” She pushed to her toes and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Sure I can’t convince you to come up with me? I’m not wearing any panties.”

      It was his turn to groan. “Stop taunting me, vixen. It’s already going to be impossible for me to sit and drive home.”

      She laughed and stepped back, still holding his hand. “I’m sure they make drugs for that. Your company probably has something to cure what ails you.”

      As her fingers slid free of his, he chuckled at her playful banter, knowing the only thing that could cure what he had was her. “In your dreams, babe.”

      She grinned, turned, and shot him a sultry look over her shoulder. “You will be in my dreams. Night, handsome.”

      “Night, beautiful.”

      He waited until she disappeared inside the house, then sighed and turned toward his car. No, tonight had not gone as he’d hoped, but at least now he wouldn’t waste time wrestling with his decision. The only decision he could make was to stay right here with her.

      As he pulled the car door open and slid behind the wheel, he just hoped and prayed that was what she wanted, too.
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      Footsteps pounded down the back staircase at Annie’s parents’ house. She looked up from where she stood at the counter, sipping a glass of orange juice, just as her brother Mitch rolled into the kitchen like a hurricane.

      She nearly choked on her drink. “Please tell me that’s not what you’re wearing today.”

      Mitch stopped near the stove in the mid-morning sunlight and held out both arms as he glanced down at his outfit. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      She lowered the glass, not knowing where to start. His dark green dress shirt hadn’t been pressed, and the khaki pants he’d paired it with were so old they were frayed at the pockets and hem. But the kicker to the whole ensemble had to be the hiking boots. Still covered in dust from whatever trail he’d been on yesterday.

      She rolled her eyes and put the cap back on the juice. Her brother was a good-looking guy—curly hair a shade lighter than hers, athletic build, same rugged face as their father—and women seemed to flock to him whether he was dressed in his usual jeans, boots, T-shirt, and flannel, or like he’d rolled right out of bed and grabbed the first thing off the floor...as he looked today.

      Moving around the counter toward the fridge with the jug, she said, “Not a thing. I’m just glad I don’t have to sit near you.”

      She closed the fridge and turned, but before she could step back to her glass, Mitch slung an arm over her shoulder and grinned. “Look, I know being in my stylish presence today will likely make your boyfriend jealous, but he’s just going to have to deal. He knows I’m not into dudes. It’s why he had to settle for you. I was his first choice, you know.”

      “As if.” Annie elbowed Mitch in the ribs. “And you’re not nearly as charming as you think you are.”

      Mitch winced and let go of her, but as she rounded the counter and reached for her glass again, his laughter followed. “You love me. Admit it.”

      “I prefer to love you from afar. When are you going back to your own apartment anyway? Sleeping in the room next door to you is like sleeping next to a chainsaw. I don’t know how your string of girlfriends handle it.”

      “I don’t let them spend the night.” He moved to the other side of the counter and reached for a grape from the bowl between them. “I’m not as needy as your boyfriend.”

      She was just about to toss the rest of her juice in Mitch’s smug face when footsteps sounded behind her, followed by her father’s voice from the direction of the living room saying, “Hey, pumpkin? Your driver is here.”

      Butterflies lit off in her stomach as she turned. Her dad stepped into the room, said good morning and kissed her on the forehead, then moved past her and started talking to Mitch. But all she could see was Ryan walking into the room behind her dad, and just the sight of him in the morning sunlight made her heart trip beneath her ribs.

      He was the exact opposite of her brother. Yeah, they were nearly the same height, both athletically built and muscular, but that’s where the similarities ended.

      Ryan’s hair was trim, perfectly styled, and a silky-soft dark blond she loved to run her fingers through. His nose was straight, his jaw square and cleanly-shaven, and the familiar scents of leather and citrus and spice she always associate with him made her light-headed. Instead of the mountain man ensemble her brother had chosen, he was dressed in a crisp white dress shirt, blue-checked tie that matched his mesmerizing eyes, dark navy slacks, and polished leather shoes and matching belt.

      He was going to be sitting in the stands in the hot sun with her parents all day. He’d already been through this graduation before, knew spectators didn’t have to dress up. But he had—for her. She didn’t think it was possible to fall harder for the guy, but she did. Right there in the kitchen in front of her father and brother.

      “Hey, you.” He stepped close, his hands in his pockets, and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “You look like you got some sleep last night. Unlike me,” he whispered in her ear. “I went home and suffered, thanks to you.”

      She smiled and closed her eyes for a brief second, savoring the familiar scent of his skin, the warmth of his body close to hers. Oh, she’d definitely suffered, too. And right now, all she wanted to do was drag him off someplace private where they could finish what they’d started last night.

      Which was exactly what she planned to do on their way to campus.

      She placed a hand against his muscular chest and kept her voice just as low when she said, “No one forced you to take a detour last night.”

      He drew back and grinned down at her. “Someone would have been upset if I hadn’t.”

      She bit her lip, then smiled. “Damn right someone would have been.”

      Ryan chuckled.

      “So, your mother’s not quite ready,” her dad said behind her.

      Telling herself to keep the fires low—for now—Annie turned toward her father. But when Ryan slipped an arm around her waist while they both looked across the counter, her body heat kicked up, and she couldn’t stop herself from leaning into him.

      “That’s okay,” she said to her dad. Roger Mathews was the same height as his son Mitch, but broader across the shoulders, and where Mitch’s shaggy curls were in serious need of a trim, her father’s hair was cut short. “You all don’t have to be there as early as I do. That’s why Ryan’s taking me.”

      “Right. But your mother’s worried about seating, so she wants Mitch to go with you both and get us something close to the stage.”

      Annie nearly groaned. That meant she and Ryan definitely weren’t getting any alone time on the way to her graduation.

      She looked to her brother, hoping he’d read in her eyes that he should say no, especially since Ryan had been gone for over a week, but the cheesy grin on Mitch’s face told her loud and clear he was perfectly fine breaking up their romantic reunion.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Ryan said beside Annie before she could think of a logical reason to protest. “Just be sure you have your tickets. They’ll check them at the gate.”

      She barely heard what else her father said to Ryan. She was too busy glaring at her obnoxious older brother.

      By the time she grabbed her cap and gown and made it outside, she was ready for the day to be over. But first she had to get through graduation, pictures, and the party her parents were throwing for her back here.

      She should have skipped graduation. Why had she thought this was important? She’d much prefer to be curled up with Ryan back at his apartment rather than doing all this pomp and circumstance stuff with a bunch of people she barely even knew.

      Thankfully, Mitch didn’t try to take the front seat but slid into the back as Ryan walked her around to the passenger side. But Ryan didn’t immediately open her door as she expected, and when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw the heat in his eyes and knew why.

      She turned, sucked in a breath, then sighed when he leaned down and kissed her as she’d been dying for him to kiss her since the moment he’d walked into the house.

      The kiss was soft and sweet, just a brief taste of the smoldering, erotic kiss she knew he was capable of. But she clung to him just the same. And her body lit up like a candle, as if he were the spark to her flame. Just as it did every single time he touched her.

      He drew back long before she was ready and smiled down at her, his blue eyes dazzling in the morning sunlight. “You look absolutely stunning.”

      She leaned into him, lifted her chin, and grinned. “And you are now completely forgiven for being a chicken last night.”

      He smirked. “Gobble, gobble.”

      She laughed as he pulled the door open for her. “That’s a turkey, dork.”

      With another quick kiss to the tip of her nose, he helped her into the car. “I will take being a turkey over a chicken any day.”

      Smiling as he closed the door, she snapped her seatbelt while he walked around the vehicle, loving their light-hearted banter and the way he always knew just what to say to put her at ease.

      Okay, maybe waiting wasn’t exactly a bad thing. As much as she wanted him right freakin’ now, a few more hours of flirting and teasing would only make things that much hotter when they finally found themselves alone together back at his place.

      Mitch made gagging sounds from the backseat.

      Ugh. Annie’s smile turned to a frown. She’d nearly forgotten about her irritating brother. It was all she could do to keep from reaching back to smack Mitch upside the head.

      Beside her, the driver door opened, and Ryan climbed behind the wheel. As he started the ignition, Mitch launched into a rant about the size of Ryan’s backseat and how unfair it was he was stuck back there with long legs when Annie’s short ones were wasting space in the front.

      Ryan rolled his eyes and glanced Annie’s way. And as Annie read the unspoken words in his mesmerizing gaze—namely the dozens of times they’d been in this exact situation with Mitch bitching and moaning and the two of them just along for the ride—her smile slowly came back.

      No, this was not how she had wanted her day to start, but she’d take it. Any day with the guy at her side was better than all the days before without him.

      They pulled out of the drive, and Ryan reached over to rest his hand on her thigh, the sweet gesture making her sigh all over again. Closing both of her hands over his on her leg, she rubbed her thumb against the back of his fingers, happy he was back from his trip and that they had all summer to look forward to.

      “So, Ryan,” Mitch said from the backseat when they turned onto the freeway. “Anything exciting happen on your business trip?”

      Ryan’s hand tensed against Annie’s leg. It was a subtle movement, but she felt it. “No. Nothing exciting. Unless you think meetings are exciting.”

      Mitch huffed. “Depends on what the meetings are about.”

      Ryan glanced up at the rearview mirror. “Same thing they’re always about, moron. Numbers and drugs and profit shares.”

      Ryan worked for a pharmaceutical company. He’d been at a regional meeting in San Francisco for the last week. Annie wasn’t sure what was going on, but she knew Ryan confided in her brother about things he didn’t talk to her about, and she didn’t miss the warning look Ryan shot Mitch in the mirror.

      A whisper of unease trickled down her spine—the same unease she’d felt all week while he’d been gone. Every time she’d talked to him on the phone, he’d sounded off. When she’d asked about his meetings, he’d hedged and changed the subject.

      He’d been doing that a lot lately. Not talking to her about his work or his job or how things were going for him professionally. He’d been doing that ever since January, actually, when Mitch had let it slip to her that Ryan was doing so well with his current company, a headhunter had contacted him about other corporate opportunities.

      Ryan hadn’t taken any of those so-called opportunities, which had thrilled her because she wasn’t ready for him to leave Seattle. But he still hadn’t told her about them himself, and that left her wary.

      Yes, they’d both agreed early on to keep this thing between them casual. But after three years together—if that kiss he’d just planted on her outside the car was any sign—it didn’t feel casual anymore. At least not to her. It felt like a whole lot more.

      She just wasn’t sure how to broach that topic with him. Or if she even should. Especially now, when she had that strange hitch in her belly again. The one she’d had every time she’d talked to him during the last week. The same one she’d had last night when he’d been holding her in the moonlight, and she’d heard the erratic beat of his heart against her cheek.

      He was keeping something from her. Yes, he was being flirty and light-hearted, just as he always was, but she knew him better than most.

      She squeezed his hand. “You didn’t tell me a lot about your meetings. Everything go okay?”

      “Yeah.” When he glanced her way, the warning look he’d shot Mitch was gone, and a relaxed easy one filled his handsome features. “Absolutely fine.” He lifted her hand to his lips so he could kiss her fingers. “Just regular boring meeting stuff.”

      Mitch made more gagging sounds from the backseat. “You’re not going to slobber over her all way to campus, are you? If so, I’m gonna need a barf bag.”

      Ryan shot her a mischievous look, then grinned at Mitch in the mirror before kissing her knuckles one by one. “All the way. Eat it up, mountain man.”

      Mitch groaned.

      Ryan chuckled.

      But Annie only eyed Ryan speculatively across the console because she was certain now there was something going on with him. Something he was working really hard not to let her see. Something, she sensed, that had to do with her.

      Whatever it was, she’d find out. Tonight, when they were finally alone, she was going to make him tell her what was really going on.

      Even if she had to tie him up and force him to talk to get to the truth.
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      “Wow.” Mitch sat in the middle of the outdoor loveseat on the Mathews’ back patio, his forearms perched on his knees, a half-empty beer bottle dangling from his fingers as he looked at Ryan in the fading evening light. “You must have really impressed them. You said yes, didn’t you?”

      Ryan’s stomach pitched where he sat reclined in the matching side chair to Mitch’s left, one foot perched on the rattan coffee table, the other braced on the decorative stones. He lifted his own beer bottle and took a deep drink in the hopes it would wash the uneasy feeling away.

      No such luck.

      Dusk was just settling over Mercer Island. Annie’s grad party was going strong inside the house, and a few people milled around outside, drinking and laughing under the twinkle lights strung up across the backyard, but there was no one within earshot. Which was good for Ryan, because he didn’t want anyone to accidentally overhear him talking to Mitch about his job interview in San Francisco—especially Annie.

      When he didn’t answer, Mitch pinned Ryan with a look.

      “No,” Ryan finally said, lowering the bottle and resting it on his thigh. “I didn’t.”

      “Are you trying to negotiate the package?”

      “No, the package was good.” It had been great, actually: a sizable increase over his current salary, quarterly bonuses that blew his company’s incentives away, more responsibility, and the chance for serious advancement. “I just... I don’t think it’s the job for me.”

      “What do you mean, not for you? Ryan, this is a biotech company. What you’ve been looking for.”

      “I know.”

      “They’re smaller than the giant pharma company you’re working for now, they have a specialized portfolio, and they’re privately owned, a major plus in your industry.”

      They were. Mitch was right.

      “Plus,” Mitch went on, “you’d be heading up their clinical research division, no less. At twenty-six. That’s a huge freakin’ deal. No one gets that kind of offer. I mean, I know you’re smart as shit and a whiz with formulas and numbers, but, dude... This is huge.”

      It was huge. His literal career fantasy. If he took the job, he could be looking at conceivably being one of the youngest CEOs in the industry not far down the line. His stomach pitched again, and he took another deep drink that did zilch to kill the knot in his gut.

      “This is like, dream-job level, fairy-godmother fuckery right here,” Mitch went on, waving his hand. “You don’t mess with this kind of shit. If you do, it disrupts the whole universal balance crap.”

      Ryan frowned. Mitch was about as New Age as the sole of his shoe.

      “I’m serious,” Mitch said, not taking the hint to let it go. “How the hell are the rest of us peons supposed to attract any of that magical fairy dust if you’re pissing all over it?”

      “I’m not pissing all over anything.”

      “Oh, no? What would you call it?”

      Scowling, Ryan lowered the bottle. He was about done with this conversation. He never should have told Mitch about the interview before he’d left for California. “I call it my freakin’ decision. This just isn’t the right job, okay?”

      “Jesus, you’re stubborn. What the hell is wrong with it?”

      He exhaled a hard breath. “It’s not right for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not feeling it.”

      “Why not?”

      He clenched his jaw. “Because it’s in San Francisco.”

      “What’s so wrong with San Francisco?”

      “Dammit.” Ryan’s temper shot sky high. “There are no volcanoes in San Francisco, okay?”

      Mitch’s mouth snapped shut. Silence fell over the patio, and tension arced between them.

      After several long seconds where Mitch only stared at Ryan like he was the biggest freakin’ idiot on the planet, Annie’s brother finally shook his head and tossed back the rest of his beer.

      “You think that makes me, stupid, don’t you?” Ryan asked quietly.

      “No.” Mitch set his empty beer bottle on the coffee table. “I think it makes you fucked.”

      When Ryan frowned, Mitch leaned his forearms on his knees again, clasped his hands, and said, “Look, it’s a nice gesture and all, but Annie’s not going to appreciate you making life-altering decisions because of her. You’ve been dating her for three damn years. You should know how her brain works by now.”

      “I do know how her brain works.” Ryan’s stomach pitched all over again, but since his beer was already warm and it hadn’t helped ease that knot in his gut any, he picked at the label on the bottle instead of tossing back what was left. “Which is why it’s a nonissue. She doesn’t need to know about the job offer, and you’re not going to tell her.”

      Mitch rolled his eyes. “And that kind of thinking is what makes you stupid. Dude. You’re really not that idiotic, are you?”

      Ryan clenched his jaw and looked out over the lawn.

      “There is no way she is not going to find out,” Mitch went on, lowering his voice. “She already knows something’s up with you. You’ve been acting weird all day.”

      “I have not.”

      “Yeah.” Mitch huffed. “You have been. You’re not all that great at hiding your emotions when you’re around her. And trust me, when she does find out, and she realizes you didn’t tell her, all shit is gonna hit the fan. Big time.”

      Ryan’s stomach knotted all over again, but he knew he was doing the right thing. Mitch didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. He didn’t currently have a girlfriend, hadn’t had a serious relationship since his first year of college, and he had no interest in settling down anytime soon. The guy was the perennial bachelor, only looking out for himself. And truth be told, if Ryan hadn’t met Annie, he’d probably be exactly like his buddy.

      But he had met her. And being with her had changed every one of his priorities, including this one.

      This wasn’t a mistake. It wasn’t even a choice as far as he was concerned.

      He lifted the warm beer back to his lips and swallowed the final sip before leaning forward to set his empty bottle on the table next to Mitch’s. “Sounds to me like you’re jealous.”

      Mitch huffed. “Sounds to me like you’re brain dead.” He shook his head. “Trust me, loser. This is a bad idea. One you should seriously rethink.”

      Footsteps sounded on the patio stones at Ryan’s back before he could answer, then Annie stepped up at his side and slid her warm hand over his shoulder. “What’s a bad idea?”

      Every muscle in Ryan’s body tensed, but he forced himself to relax and looked toward Mitch, hoping his buddy read the Don’t you dare say a single word warning in his eyes.

      Mitch caught Ryan’s gaze, frowned, then shook his head with a muttered, “Idiot.” Pushing to his feet, he reached for the empty bottles, then looked toward his sister and said, “You. Living at home. Super bad idea. You talk in your sleep.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I do not.”

      Mitch glanced up at the pergola above, a stupid lovey-dovey look on his face, and in a sing-songy voice said, “Oh, Ryan. Oh, I miss you. Why aren’t you here?”

      Annie’s lips thinned. She grabbed the closest throw pillow on the love seat and smacked Mitch against the head. “You are such a brat. I don’t sound like that.”

      Mitch chuckled and twisted out of her reach so she couldn’t hit him again. “No, you sound like a dying cat when you’re half asleep, mumbling in the middle of the night. Some things don’t change, even with fancy college degrees.”

      Annie hurled the pillow at him as he headed for the house. It hit his shoulder and fell against the stones. He turned back and pointed the beer bottle in his hand at her. “Watch it, little sister. I know where you sleep. And I have voice recording devices.”

      Annie glared at her brother, but even from where Ryan was sitting, he could tell there was no heat behind the look. Mitch was teasing her, like normal, and as much as she claimed to hate it, Ryan knew she loved it.

      Annie huffed and turned away from Mitch, but just before Mitch went into the house, he looked right at Ryan, mouthed the word “Idiot,” then held his index finger against his forehead and pretended to pull the trigger.

      Ryan ignored him.

      The sliding door opened and closed. When Mitch was gone, Annie dropped onto Ryan’s lap and slid her arm around his neck. “He is so obnoxious. I’m forced to deal with him because he’s family. I don’t know why you choose to hang out with him.”

      Her body heat seeped into Ryan everywhere they touched, and as he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer, he let that soothe him. Let it remind him that this was all he wanted.

      Her.

      No job, no career, no company could ever make him feel the way she did.

      The knot in his stomach finally eased. He brushed the silky curls back from her face, loving the way they felt against his fingertips. “Someday you’ll appreciate him.”

      She made a cute little sound that was a half snort, half huff. “I seriously doubt that.”

      Ryan didn’t. She didn’t know how lucky she was to have a sibling.

      “So.” She relaxed against him, her plump little breast pressing against his chest, the sweet scent of lilacs filling his senses as she turned to look at him. “What were you two arguing about before I interrupted you.”

      “We weren’t arguing.”

      “Yeah right. I know my brother. And I know you.” She shifted on his lap, sat up and turned to face him, her hand moving from around his neck to his shoulder so she could pin him with her best I mean business look. “I’ve had this weird feeling you’ve been keeping something from me all day, but now I know for sure you are. I was going to wait until later to grill you, but I think I want to know now.”

      Oh shit. Ryan’s whole body tensed.

      “What’s going on with you, Ryan Harrison? And don’t even think about lying to me because I see through you like tissue paper, and I’m done waiting.”
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      The way Ryan stilled beneath her and didn’t immediately respond kicked Annie’s suspicions even higher. But the guilt lurking in his eyes was the giveaway she’d been right, and he really was hiding something from her. Something big.

      “I know you and Mitch were talking about me, so just tell me what it was about before I’m forced to go torture my bratty brother for the info.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Then there’s no reason you can’t tell me.”

      Ryan exhaled a breath and glanced over her shoulder toward the house. “Don’t you have guests you’re neglecting or something?”

      Oh, he was definitely avoiding something.

      “Uh-uh.” She shifted on his lap and placed her other hand on his opposite shoulder, preventing him from getting up. “Nice try. Spill it, Harrison.”

      His gaze dropped to the neckline of her sleeveless blue summer dress, the top button open, just above her cleavage. Wrapping his arms around her, he sat up so he could brush his nose against the side of her throat. “Mm. You smell good.” He nipped at the birthmark under her ear, the one he liked to tease her was all his, then gently kissed the spot. “Did I tell you that yet today?”

      A shiver rushed down her spine, one that threatened to distract her, but she was on to his little games. He pressed his lips to her jaw, her cheek, inched his way toward her mouth, but before he could derail her with a toe-curling kiss, she drew back, out of his reach. “Nice try. Start talking.”

      He sighed and leaned back into the cushions. “It’s really nothing, Annie.”

      “Then just spit it out. What’s going on?”

      He pursed his lips and held her gaze, but he didn’t speak. And she had this strange feeling he wasn’t going to tell her. Then, he sighed and said, “I got a job offer. From a biotech company.”

      “What?” Surprise rippled through her. “When?”

      “Yesterday. I didn’t say anything because today’s all about you. The way it should be.”

      Her mind spun. “What’s the position?”

      His jaw clenched, and again he didn’t seem to want to answer, but said, “Heading up their clinical research division.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “Oh my God, that’s huge. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. Who cares about my graduation! Ryan...” She couldn’t help but smile. “I’m so excited for you. This is exactly what you’ve been looking for.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tight, and though he slid his arms back around her waist and held her, there was still definite tension in his muscles.

      “Thanks, but it’s really not a big issue because I’m not taking it.”

      She pushed back and looked down at him. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not the right job for me.”

      She stared into his blue eyes, trying to figure out what was going on. “You said it’s a biotech company and that you’d be heading a whole division. I don’t get what’s wrong with it.”

      His gaze dropped back to the top button on her dress. “Nothing’s wrong with it, I’m just not interested.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      He sighed and lifted his gaze to hers. “Because it’s too much change.”

      That made absolutely no sense. Her brow wrinkled. “All job transitions are change.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “If this is your dream job, you have to take it.”

      “No one said it was my dream job.”

      “You didn’t have to. It sounds perfect.”

      He looked away from her. “Perfect remains to be seen, but I’m still not taking it.”

      Her irritation jumped a notch. “There’s clearly something else going on that you aren’t telling me. I don’t understand why you’re being so blasé about this. If this job is as good as it sounds—”

      “I’m not being blasé.”

      “What would you call it? You’re acting like this isn’t a huge deal when it is. You didn’t tell me about any of the other job offers you’ve gotten, so that means this one is bigger than huge. It’s…ginormous.”

      “What other job offers?”

      She tipped her head. “The ones that headhunter’s been dangling in front of you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “How did you…?” Then his jaw clenched, and he looked away and muttered, “Dammit, Mitch.”

      “Yeah, dammit, Mitch. He told me about those, when I should have heard about them from you.”

      He glanced up at the twinkle lights as if bored with the conversation. “They weren’t important. And neither is this.”

      What had been irritation shot to a full-on warning blare in her head. There was a whole lot more going on here than some job he just wasn’t interested in, and she was tired of being left in the dark. “I don’t understand why you won’t talk to me about your career. Do you think I’m not smart enough to understand what you do?”

      “What?” His gaze shot back to hers. “No. I never said that. I think you’re incredibly smart. You know that.”

      “Then what’s the deal here? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something.”

      “Annie—”

      “Stop placating me, Ryan. I’m tired of being kept in the dark, especially about something this big. What the hell is so wrong with this job?”

      “Christ, there’s nothing wrong with it, okay? It’s a good job—a great job. But it’s not here. It’s in California. In San Francisco.”

      She stared at him, confused by his words. But as his gaze met hers and she registered the wary look in his eyes, things slowly started to make sense.

      “Hold on.” She pushed off his lap, stood, and looked down at him. “Are you saying you’re not taking this job because of me?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “That’s the way it sounds.”

      He drew in a slow breath and let it out. “I’m not taking it because I don’t want to move to San Francisco right now.”

      Because of her. Because she was still finishing school here.

      Her hands grew damp. A thousand thoughts pinged around in her mind, but the loudest was that he was about to sacrifice something amazing because of her. “I’m not going to let you choose me over your career. You’ve worked too hard for it.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re bypassing your dream job because you’re choosing me.”

      “No, I’m not, Annie.” He pushed to his feet. “I’m choosing us. There’s a big difference.”

      “That’s...” Her face grew hot. “That’s even more stupid than doing it for me. Ryan, we’re not married, for God’s sake. And it’s not like we’re even getting married.”

      His back tensed, and he shifted his feet. “So, you’re fine with me moving two states away? Just like that?”

      “Of course, I am. This is a huge deal, and your career is more important than me or us.”

      His jaw tightened, and he looked away from her, but she didn’t care if he was mad. She was mad, too, dammit. He was making life-altering decisions based on her without even talking to her. She couldn’t even get him to discuss plans for next fall let alone any kind of “us.” Why would he ever think she’d be okay with him letting an opportunity like this pass him by?

      “I’m not going to let you fuck up your life because of me, Ryan.”

      His gaze swung back her way, but this time there was no tenderness in his familiar blue eyes. They were cold and hard and edged with something she couldn’t quite define. Something that tightened her stomach in a way she didn’t like. “I didn’t realize choosing us was fucking up my life. Thanks for clarifying that for me.”

      He stepped around her and headed for the sliding door into the house.

      Confused, she looked after him. “Ryan, wait. I didn’t—”

      He pushed the door open and moved inside without responding, without turning to look at her. And as the door snapped shut at his back and she stared through the glass into the warm glow of the house, that tightness in her stomach turned to a rolling nausea that threatened to make her sick.

      Her pulse picked up speed. Her hands grew hot and damp. She wanted to go after him, but her fingers were suddenly shaking, and she wasn’t sure she could get into the house without stumbling. Lowering herself to the chair, she gripped the armrest and ran through their conversation again, trying to figure out where things had gone so terribly wrong.

      Okay, yeah, she could admit she’d overreacted a little, but she didn’t like that he’d kept that news from her. And she liked even less that he was making decisions about her without even talking to her. If anyone had a right to be upset, it was her. He was the one who never even wanted to talk about his job or career or anything long term with her.

      “Mm, Annie. You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      His words from last night, when she’d rushed out to meet him in the dark and he’d pulled her up against the side of his car, echoed in her mind. The yearning in his voice, the emotion when he said her name... It coalesced inside her, making her lips tingle with the memory of his kiss.

      She lifted trembling fingers to her lips and tried to slow her racing pulse. She’d missed him, too. More than ever. And this whole day, all she’d wanted was just to spend time alone with him. Then, he’d gone and dropped this bombshell in her lap.

      Her mind jumped to their brief conversation about San Francisco last night, when he’d had his arms wrapped around her as he leaned against the car.

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve been there... I loved San Francisco. It’s a really cool city.”

      Her cheek had been pressed to his chest. His fingers had been gently stroking her lower spine. She’d felt his heart pick up speed beneath her ear, and she realized now... He’d already known about the job offer last night. And then...

      Oh, shit. Her skin grew hot all over again when she remembered adding, “Course, there are no volcanoes in the Bay Area. Which is a major drawback.”

      Shit. Shit!

      She shifted her hand from her mouth to her suddenly damp forehead. She’d made that stupid comment, and he’d decided today about the job. That’s why he’d been acting so weird all day. Because he really was choosing them over his career.

      Her heart beat hard and fast. She glanced around the patio, seeing none of it, only the hurt in Ryan’s eyes just before he’d walked away.

      That’s what it had been, she realized. Pure hurt. He thought she was telling him to take the job because she didn’t care about them. He had no idea all she wanted was what was best for him. He had no idea how she really felt about him—them—because she’d never been brave enough to tell him.

      She pushed up on unsteady legs, desperate to find him, to talk to him, but before she could even make it three steps to the sliding door, it opened.

      She looked up, hoping it was Ryan coming back to her, but he didn’t appear from the house. Instead, his mother moved out under the twinkle lights and closed the door at her back.

      Angela Quinn took one look at Annie and quickly wrapped her arms around Annie’s shoulders, pulling her in for a hug. “I saw Ryan leave.”

      He’d left?

      Annie’s throat grew thick, and her hands trembled all over again, but she couldn’t seem to lift them to hug Ryan’s mother back. “W-we had a disagreement. I-I need to go talk to him.”

      “Not like this, you’re not.” She maneuvered Annie to the patio loveseat and sat next to her. “You’re shaking. Take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

      Annie didn’t want to, but Angela was right. She was shaking, and as much as she wanted to rush after Ryan, she didn’t want anyone in the house to see her like this.

      “I... I’m not sure what happened. One minute we were talking and then...” She turned to look into Angela’s soft brown eyes. “Did he tell you about the job offer?”

      “No. Did you two have an argument about his career?”

      “Sort of.” Annie ran a shaky hand over her hair. “He was offered a position with a biotech company in California. It’s a huge step up for him. But he’s not taking it.”

      A sad smile tugged at the corners of Angela’s mouth. “That doesn’t surprise me. I’m guessing it was a surprise to you, though. And that he didn’t discuss it with you.”

      “No, he didn’t. Not at all. I only found out because I overheard him out here talking to Mitch about it.”

      “Oh, my stupid boy.” Angela sighed and rubbed her hand over Annie’s back. “God knows I love my son, but even I can admit he’s a handful sometimes. He wants everyone to think he’s this laid back, easy-going man, like your brother, but the truth is, he’s not. He’s a planner. He always has been. And while he might act all tough on the outside, the reality is that inside he’s just a big gooey mess.”

      Annie knew that better than anyone. Ryan had the biggest heart of any person she’d ever met. He would do anything for those he cared about. And he’d act like it was no big deal while he was doing it.

      Angela’s auburn hair shimmered beneath the twinkle lights in the pergola. “He told me once that things with you were too easy. I think he’s been waiting for the other shoe to drop for quite a while.”

      Annie’s brow wrinkled, and she met Angela’s gaze, wondering what she was talking about. “I don’t understand.”

      Angela sighed. “Losing his father when he was so little scarred him. He loves his stepdad Michael, but when you lose a parent at such a young age...it makes you feel as if things are out of your control. I think that’s why he worked so hard to graduate with two degrees in just four years, why he’s been so successful in his career. Because he thinks if he puts more time and energy and planning into things, it’ll be easier for him to head off something bad happening again. But life isn’t like that.”

      She drew her arm from Annie’s back and laid her hand over Annie’s on the cushion between them. “You know, he told me when you two first started dating that he was worried it wasn’t going to work out. He was graduating, and you were just starting school then. He didn’t want to pressure you or for you to miss out on any of the experiences he had in college. He never wanted you to ever feel like you sacrificed your youth for him. And he said you just wanted to keep things casual. I could tell he really liked you, so I advised him to go with that. And he did, on the outside. But behind the scenes, he’s been plotting and planning and juggling it all so he doesn’t lose you. And he’s gotten so good at it over the years, you probably didn’t even know he was doing it.”

      Annie swallowed hard. She hadn’t known. Not at all.

      Angela’s hand tightened around Annie’s. “He’s been waiting for you to graduate. He’s been making plans, even though he hasn’t shared them with you yet. I didn’t know there was a company in California recruiting him, but it doesn’t surprise me he’s passing it up. Because moving to California when you’re still in school here doesn’t fit the plans he’s been making.”

      For them. Annie heard the unspoken words, and her chest grew tight, choking the air in her lungs.

      Plans for them—her and him together in the future. Plans he’d been making for a long time but had been too afraid to share with her because he’d thought she’d balk.

      And why wouldn’t he think that? She had been the one to suggest they keep things casual. And in three years, she hadn’t given him any reason to think she’d changed her mind.

      “You’re just using me for sex, aren’t you?”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      Her lungs grew even tighter when she remembered his words from last night and her response. Words that suddenly didn’t seem so light-hearted anymore.

      “You know I adore you, Annie.” Angela squeezed her hand again, drawing Annie’s attention away from the panic rising inside her. “You’ve been good for Ryan. You make him smile. You keep him from being too serious and up in his head all the time. And, God knows, my boy needs someone to keep him grounded like that. But you’re young. You’re barely twenty-two. You still have graduate school and your own career ahead of you. And you’re so independent, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing for a woman in this day and age, but… Ryan’s an old soul. He’s always been more mature than his friends. He knows what he wants, and what he wants doesn’t revolve around college life and parties and roommates anymore. He’s ready to start the next phase of his life, to think about settling down. And he’s been waiting for you to catch up so you two can start that life together. Which is great if you’re both on the same page, but if you’re not…” She wrinkled her nose. “If you’re not, then you need to be honest with him. Tell him what you want, one way or the other. And if it’s not the same as what he wants, then don’t stand in his way.”

      “I…” Annie’s throat grew tight. “I’d never do that.”

      “Maybe not on purpose, but the longer you let this go on the way it is, the more you are standing in his way.” She squeezed Annie’s hand. “He loves you. More than he probably should. I don’t think that’s a surprise to you.”

      It wasn’t.

      Annie swallowed hard. He’d never said the words, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel his love in all the little things he did for her every day. And she’d taken that love for granted. Assumed it would always be there, even when part of her knew…it might not be.

      “If you don’t love him back,” Angela went on, “if you can’t see yourself in that future he’s been planning, then you need to tell him. He’ll just keep waiting for you if you don’t. And I don’t want that for him. I don’t want him to waste any more time on something that isn’t going to happen. I want him to be happy. I want him to find someone who wants the same things as him.”

      Angela brushed a curl away from Annie’s temple. “I would love for that someone to be you, but if it isn’t, then please let him go so he can start making new plans. Let him leave so he can take that job in California or any other job that comes along. Let him start over.”

      Start over…

      Tears filled Annie’s eyes as she stared into Angela’s brown ones and those two words echoed in her head, swirling with everything else she’d learned tonight. Not just about Ryan, but about herself. About what she wanted and needed and what kind of future she dreamt of walking into.

      Start over.

      Ryan did need to start over. They both did. Angela was right. No matter how painful the conversation might be, it was way past time they had it.

      And dealt with the fallout that came after.
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      Ryan stared at the ring in his hand as he braced his forearms on his knees and turned the diamond in the low light, wondering how the hell he’d missed the signs.

      The room was dark. The only illumination from the moon shining through the sheer curtains. He hadn’t bothered with the light. Hadn’t bothered to change his clothes after coming back from Annie’s grad party. Hadn’t even kicked off his dress shoes yet. He’d just come up to his bedroom, found the ring, sat on the side of the bed, and told himself Mitch had been right.

      He was a complete idiot in every possible way.

      It was probably a good thing he hadn’t given Annie the ring. It had been his mom’s. The one his dad had proposed with. Kevin Harrison had still been in college, studying to be a lawyer when he’d met Ryan’s mom. They’d had a whirlwind love affair and had gotten married not long after. A year later, Ryan had been born. And two years after that, his dad had been killed in a car accident.

      His mom had gotten remarried, but she’d saved the ring for Ryan all these years, hoping one day he’d want it. And Ryan had been thankful for that. He loved his stepfather, but the ring was a connection to both his parents, and it meant something special to him.

      He stared at the diamonds shimmering in the moonlight. He had no idea if Annie would have liked it. Now he didn’t need to wonder anymore.

      “We’re not married, for God’s sake. And it’s not like we’re even getting married.”

      Nope, they weren’t. She’d made that more than clear tonight. Shit, he really had missed the signs. The ugly truth stared him in the face now.

      After three years, he hadn’t meant anything more to her than an extended college fling.

      The doorbell rang.

      Startled out of his thoughts, he sat up and glanced toward the open bedroom door and the stairs that led down to the entryway of his apartment, listening for who it might be. It wasn’t Annie, he knew that for certain. She still had a houseful of party guests and no reason to talk to him. When it rang again, he frowned, knowing it was either his mother, who’d seen him leave the party, or Mitch, who hadn’t.

      Neither were people he wanted to talk to at the moment.

      The doorbell quieted—thankfully—and he went back to looking at the ring, calling himself ten kinds of stupid all over again. But before he could get too lost in his thoughts, a loud pounding echoed up the stairs, followed by his cell phone buzzing on the bed at his side.

      Irritated because he had a pretty good idea who it was now, he grabbed the phone and read the message illuminating his screen.

      Get down here and open the door, loser, or I’m going to start yelling to get your attention. I know you’re in there.

      Mitch. Of course, the jerk wouldn’t take the hint Ryan just wanted to be left alone.

      Jaw tight, Ryan debated pretending he wasn’t home, then decided a few minutes with Mitch was better than dealing with pissed off neighbors when the guy started screaming like a lunatic on his front porch.

      He pushed to his feet, shoved the ring in his pocket, then headed for the stairs.

      Since he’d tugged off his tie in the car and unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt, he knew he wasn’t going to stop breathing, but, man, his lungs felt tight. Every muscle in his chest was freakin’ tight, as if a boa constrictor was slowly squeezing the air out of his body, leaving him limp and lifeless.

      God, he was pathetic.

      That heavy pounding echoed through the entryway as he moved off the last step, followed by Mitch’s voice yelling, “Open the door, Harrison!”

      Ryan drew a painful breath and yanked it open, then frowned at his friend. “You don’t take hints well.”

      “And you’re anything but subtle.” Mitch pushed past him into the apartment and moved into the kitchen as if he owned the place, dumping a six pack of beer on the counter.

      Even more frustrated because he didn’t want company, Ryan closed the door and looked after him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Making sure you’re not suicidal.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes and moved into the kitchen. Awesome. People thought he was suicidal? Just what he needed. “What did Annie tell you?”

      “Nothing.” Mitch found a bottle opener in the drawer, popped the top on a beer, and handed Ryan the bottle. “Your mom came and found me after you ran out. Asked me to check up on you.”

      They were teaming up against him? Even better.

      Ryan wasn’t really in the mood for more beer but took the bottle and leaned back against the cabinets. “I didn’t run anywhere.”

      “Uh huh.” Mitch propped himself up to sit on the opposite counter, opened his own beer, and let his long legs dangle over the floor. “Annie talked to your mom.”

      Ryan choked on a sip. Lowering the bottle, he swiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “What did she tell her?”

      “I don’t know. I think about your job offer and whatever you two argued about. I didn’t ask.”

      Scowling, Ryan downed a long swallow. Now his mother knew what a colossal fool he’d been? This was getting better by the second.

      A heavy silence filled the air while they both drank their beers, then Mitch quietly said, “You wanna talk about it?”

      About what a complete idiot he’d been? “Not really.”

      Mitch didn’t say anything. Just went back to sipping his beer. And in the emptiness of the kitchen that felt a whole lot like the emptiness in his chest, Ryan crossed his feet and glanced down at his dress shoes against the stark white tiles while the beer bottle dangled from his fingers.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” Mitch finally said, breaking the quiet, “she’s not all that great.”

      Annie. He was talking about Annie.

      Ryan frowned and lifted the beer to his lips again.

      “She’s not,” Mitch went on. “She’s obnoxious. She’s stubborn. She’s opinionated. She’s so freakin’ independent it’s not even funny. Remember that time we both told her not to take the Jeep up to Mt. St. Helens for that field assignment because the tires were bald? Yeah, she didn’t listen then and wound up with two flats. She rarely listens when anyone tries to give her advice, always has to do things her way. And we both know she babbles in her sleep. There’s no telling what kind of secrets she’s spilling at night. Any two of those traits should knock her off the serious girlfriend list. All of them combined are like misery waiting to happen for some unsuspecting guy.”

      Mitch was right. She was all of those things. But as much as Mitch tried to make those traits sound bad, they both knew they weren’t.

      Yes, sometimes her independence bugged Ryan, especially when her need to do things her way put her in danger—like that trip into the mountains. But the rest of those things weren’t negatives. He liked her sarcasm. Liked her playfulness and that she wasn’t afraid to speak her mind to him or anyone. And he loved the way she mumbled in her sleep when she was curled up against him. Especially when she was mumbling about him.

      A sharp ache lit up his chest when he realized she was never going to be curled up against him like that again. An ache that seemed to encompass his entire body.

      To distract himself, he picked at the label on the beer bottle and reminded himself…it was for the best. Even if it hurt now, it was better than having it hurt five years from now when it finally ended, and he realized he’d wasted even more time on someone who really didn’t want him.

      Across from him, Mitch lapped into silence again as he sipped his beer.

      Lifting his gaze, Ryan glanced at his friend only to realize…Mitch wasn’t here to rub I told you so in Ryan’s face. He claimed he hadn’t talked to Annie, yet Ryan knew how close the two were. Even though they bickered, Mitch was still her biggest fan. The guy wouldn’t be here now, making up pseudo-faults to cheer Ryan up if he thought they had any chance at fixing this mess.

      That thought depressed Ryan more than he liked, so he lifted the beer back to his lips and drank deeply, trying not to think about it.  Trying instead to think about what he could say to get Mitch out of his damn apartment.

      “Any idea what you’re gonna do now?” Mitch finally asked, his voice somber.

      Ryan exhaled a long breath and glanced past Mitch into the empty living room, remembering all the times Annie had been there. When she’d snuggled up next to him as they’d watched TV. The hours she’d spent studying with her books laid out around her. The Christmases she’d made him drag in a big-ass tree and decorate the thing with her even though he’d never been much of a holiday person. The nights she’d kissed him and touched him and rocked his world out from under him right there on his leather couch.

      What was he going to do now? That was the million-dollar question at the moment.

      He couldn’t imagine staying in this apartment without her. There were too many memories. And knowing her family was here, that he could run into her parents or her at any time in the city…that didn’t make Seattle all that appealing, either.

      He glanced toward the dark windows behind Mitch and fought back that pain in his chest again. “I don’t know. Haven’t really thought about it yet.”

      But he would. As soon as Mitch left, it’d be all he’d think about.

      “You could still take that job in California.”

      He could. It was a way out. It might even be good for him to start over somewhere new. But he didn’t want to think about that yet. Not when all those fantasies about Annie going with him were still so fresh in his head.

      “I don’t know.” He looked back down at his shoes. “Maybe.”

      The doorbell rang, and Ryan sucked in a breath and closed his eyes. “Shit. You didn’t text my mom to tell her I was still breathing, did you?”

      Mitch winced. “No. I forgot.”

      Ryan frowned. “Then that’s definitely her, probably freaking out you found me hanging from a rafter or something.”

      Jumping down from the counter, Mitch smirked and set his empty bottle back in the pack. “I’ll tell her you’re fine and send her on her way. Angela likes me.”

      Ryan snorted and rubbed a hand over his face. “Only because she doesn’t know about all those strippers you dated.”

      “Hey, now.” Mitch paused in the kitchen doorway and glanced back. “I went through a stripper phase, but I outgrew it. You gonna hold that over me my whole life?”

      One corner of Ryan’s mouth ticked up, just a touch. “You bet your ass I am.”

      Mitch grinned, flashing that deep dimple in his cheek that was just like Annie’s, then turned out of the room. “Yeah, yeah,” he called from the hallway. “We both know you’re really just jealous.”

      Ryan sipped his beer, fighting that pressure in his chest again. As awful as he felt, he had to admit, Mitch had a way of distracting him that wasn’t entirely unappreciated at the moment. For two seconds, he hadn’t thought about Annie. Or the shit that was suddenly his life.

      At least until he’d seen that dimple.

      Voices echoed from the front of the apartment—Mitch’s deep tone and his mother’s lighter one. Ryan couldn’t make out what they were saying, but when the door finally closed and only one set of footsteps echoed his way, he figured Mitch must have done his job and convinced Ryan’s mom that he was fine and would call her tomorrow.

      Mitch’s steps quieted at the kitchen archway. Focused on the label on his beer bottle, Ryan said, “How’d you get rid of her so fast?”

      “He didn’t.”

      Ryan’s head lifted when he recognized Annie’s voice.

      She was still wearing the blue sundress she’d had on all day, but she’d tossed a light sweater over her shoulders, and instead of the strappy sandals she’d had on before, she was wearing scuffed white Converse.

      Her hair was still down, hanging in soft curls around her face, but shadows darkened her features and left her eyes unreadable.

      He had no idea why she was here. Didn’t know if she’d come to pick up the stuff she’d left in his apartment or if someone else had sent her to check on him. All he knew was that she was the last person he wanted to talk to tonight. Especially when he was already feeling so raw and exposed.

      He looked past her into the hall, but there was no sign of Mitch—the jackass. Tensing, he shifted his weight against the cabinets. “What happened to your brother?”

      “He left.”

      Total jackass.

      To keep himself in check, Ryan tried to ignore how pretty she looked under the fluorescent kitchen lights and instead mentally ticked off all the various ways he could kick Mitch’s ass for ditching him like this.

      She didn’t speak, and Ryan didn’t either. The kitchen suddenly felt ten times smaller, especially with her blocking the only entrance.

      More than anything he just wanted her to get to the point of why she was there, but she didn’t. She just stood in the doorway and ran her hand over her hair as she glanced around the room as if she’d never been there before. When the reality was, she’d stood in this room hundreds of time, cooking for him, cooking with him, unloading groceries or making drinks. And just a few weeks ago, she’d even been propped on the counter where he leaned now, legs spread, head kicked back in pleasure as he stripped her and had his way with her right here in the dark.

      That memory lit him up in a million different ways and depressed the hell out of him, so he downed the rest of his beer before she could tell.

      Setting the empty bottle on the counter at his side, he decided enough was enough.

      He’d already had his teeth kicked in once today. He didn’t need to have it happen again. The sooner she said what she needed to say and left, the better off he’d be.

      “What do you want, Annie?”

      She tore her gaze from whatever she’d been studying on the far counter and finally looked his way. Only this time when he saw her eyes, they weren’t unreadable. They didn’t even look angry as they’d been before. They looked…sad.

      Shit. Angry, unreadable, even nervous he could deal with. But sad would break him.

      “You left before we finished talking.”

      He told himself to hold it together. That he was done being the fool. “Pretty sure we both said everything that needed to be said.”

      “Well, I didn’t.” She stepped farther into the room. “You threw me for a loop with the news about that job, and I… I might not have handled it all that well.”

      He frowned because that wasn’t exactly news she needed to drive all the way into the city to tell him.

      “I don’t want you making decisions because of me, Ryan.”

      “Yeah, I got that loud and clear.”

      Irritation flashed in her green eyes. “What you didn’t let me say,” she continued, “was the reason why I don’t want you making decisions because of me. It has nothing to do with me or us or”—she waved her hands between them—“this. It’s because I don’t want you to resent me later because of it.”

      Either the beer had gone straight to his head, or he was losing brain cells. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means,” she sighed, “if you pass up this job opportunity because of me, I don’t want you to resent me five or ten years from now when you realize you made the wrong choice.”

      The irony of that statement slapped him in the face—again. And he just couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice when he said, “Well, we both know that’s not going to happen because you made it clear earlier that we won’t be together in five or ten years.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to because we never talk about the future, period.”

      “And that’s my fault?” She narrowed her eyes. “Every time I’ve ever brought up anything more than three months in the future, you change the subject.”

      “And why is that, Annie?” He tipped his head and leveled her with a look. “Because you said right from the start this was nothing more than a casual thing. I know better than to pressure you. You’re the one who never wanted to make plans. You’re the one who told me I could date other people. You’re the one who won’t even stay more than a night with me because it’s too much of a commitment for you.”

      “That is not true.”

      “Isn’t it?” His eyes widened. “What kind of woman tells the guy she’s seeing he can fuck other women unless she just doesn’t give a shit?”

      “I do give a shit,” she snapped. “I give…” She smoothed the hair back from her face. “I care a hell of a lot.”

      “Coulda fooled me.” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at the opposite counter where Mitch had been sitting, feeling like an idiot all over again. “Actually, you did fool me.”

      “Ryan…” She lifted her hands, then dropped them. “I said those things three years ago because you were graduating and moving on to the real world, and because I didn’t want you to feel like I was holding you back.”

      “Funny. When I got a job here in the city and you knew I was sticking around, you didn’t change your tune.”

      “Because I didn’t want you to feel tied to me when I had all this schooling left. I wanted you to know it was okay to move on if you met someone amazing.”

      He had met someone amazing. She just clearly didn’t think he was amazing back.

      That thought was more depressing than he liked, so he pushed it aside.

      “And you’re one to talk,” she went on. “You agreed we should keep things casual.”

      “Because it was clear that’s what you wanted. I wasn’t about to pressure you. I wanted to keep seeing you. And I know how independent you like to be, so I backed off. That’s why I don’t talk about things too far in the future, because I don’t want you making decisions about school or your career based on what I think.”

      “Aha!” She held up a finger. “Then you’ve been doing exactly what I was doing today.”

      He shifted his weight, his temper nearly at a breaking point. “It’s not even close, and you know it. What I’ve been doing the last three years was letting you be independent—what you’ve always told me you wanted. I didn’t push. I stood by your side. I let you make your own decision, and I supported you in them even when I disagreed with them. What you did today was make sure I know this”—he waved his hand between them as she had—"is a dead end. That we don’t have a future together. That the last three years has been a giant waste of time.”

      She stilled. Grew quiet. Silence stretched between them. A silence that felt as vast as the Pacific Ocean. One he didn’t know how to bridge.

      “How could you think that?” she finally asked quietly.

      “Seems pretty obvious to me.” He perched his hands on the counter at his back, focusing on the one across from him again because he couldn’t bring himself to look at her. Not when his emotions were sweeping from anger to heartache to utter despair faster than he could draw a breath. “You all but ordered me to take that job. If I’m in San Francisco and you’re here in Seattle, I don’t see this working. Long-distance relationships never work. And you made it known last night when we were standing out by my car that you have no intention of ever moving to the Bay Area. So, you tell me, Annie.”

      He finally glanced her way and focused on her gemlike eyes. Focused on the striking color and not what he thought she felt. Because reading too much into her eyes had done nothing but leave him feeling stupid and dumb. It had also tricked him into acting like a giant, foolish, heartsick schmuck for way too long.

      “Isn’t that the point you were trying to make?” He hardened himself for her inevitable answer. The one he knew would finally get her out of his life for good. “That this—us—whatever we’ve been doing the last three years is done?”

      Tears filled Annie’s eyes. Tears that were like a sucker punch straight to his gut.

      She shook her head. “I want you to be happy. And I know that job will make you happy. It’s what you’ve always wanted. That’s all I was trying to tell you today.”

      He had no idea how to read that. No idea how to read the tears in her eyes, either. Was she sad because this had all blown up tonight? Or was she sad because it was finally over?

      That last thought opened a hole in his gut that felt as if it might consume him, and he looked away. He only knew one thing for certain.

      Yes, that job in San Francisco was everything he’d been looking for career-wise. But no job could ever compare to her.

      He didn’t know how to say that—didn’t think he could if she didn’t feel the same. So, he swallowed hard and asked the only question he could even though his throat felt like sandpaper. “And what do you want, Annie?”

      She was silent for several seconds, as if gathering her thoughts. Then, she said, “I want you to take that job. I want you to go to San Francisco and show them all what you can do. I know you’ll be incredibly successful there. And I want you to be, because you deserve it.”

      That hole opened even wider inside him. So wide it felt as if someone reached into his body and ripped out his heart. His eyes grew hot. His throat burned. He swallowed hard, knowing it was the answer he’d expected, but…man, this fucking hurt.

      Her footsteps echoed across the tile floor. At some point he’d dropped his gaze to his shoes. Couldn’t for the life of him lift it to her face. Was thankful he had the cabinets at his back, so his legs didn’t just buckle right there in front of her. Then, her footsteps stilled, and through blurry vision he saw the tips of her scuffed white Converse come into view.

      “I also happen to want something else,” she whispered.

      He wasn’t sure what she meant by that. But he couldn’t stop his head from lifting so he could find out.

      She was close. So close he could reach out and grab her, but he didn’t because his muscles didn’t seem to want to move. And because the way that she was looking at him now was different. No longer filled with anger or even sadness but with…

      …with something he was too afraid to hope for.

      “You’re not the only one who’s thought about the future, Ryan. I think about it all the time. I applied to over a dozen grad schools and have been accepted into almost all of them, but I haven’t decided on one yet. Want to know why?”

      He couldn’t answer. His throat was too thick. All he could do was stare into her shimmering green eyes and wait.

      “Because I didn’t know where you would end up. Ever since January, when Mitch told me about that recruiter, I knew there was a chance you could leave Seattle if the right position came along, so I applied to a bunch of schools, all across the country, just in case.”

      What? No. That couldn’t be right.

      “But…you never said anything.”

      “Well, you never technically said anything about any other jobs, so I figured if nothing panned out, it was no big deal. I could just continue grad school here.”

      His head swam. Confused, he shifted against the cabinet. “There are only a handful of schools that offer Geology doctoral programs with a concentration in volcanology, though.”

      “Yeah, that’s the other thing I didn’t mention because we haven’t really talked about this stuff. I’m changing my concentration to seismology. It’s not as specialized, and it’ll be a whole lot easier to find a job after I graduate. Plus, earthquakes don’t just happen under volcanoes. They happen all over. They even happen in places like California…or so I hear.”

      California. Holy shit. She’d just said California.

      His heart beat a hard, heavy, pounding rhythm. “But last night, outside the car… You said you wouldn’t ever live in San Francisco.”

      She rolled her pretty eyes. “That’s not exactly what I said. And I was teasing you. You never mentioned anything about moving to California, so I didn’t for one second think you’d take that seriously. Not until today when I found out about your job offer.” Her expression sobered. “Ryan, I’ve already been accepted to two grad programs in the Bay Area.”

      No freakin’ way… If a strong gust of wind had blown through his apartment, it would have knocked him flat on his ass.

      “I can go to graduate school anywhere,” she said. “When I’m done, I can work from anywhere.” She moved closer. So close he felt her body heat everywhere and smelled that sweet lilac scent that always reminded him of her. “It just might require a little more travel.”

      The things she was saying. The way she was looking at him… Part of him was sure he was hallucinating. “I don’t want you changing career directions because of me.”

      A slow smile spread across her face, one that brought out the adorable dimple in her cheek. “I’m not. I decided to change directions months ago—not for you but for me. I can still work with volcanoes with a seismology degree. It just lets me do other things as well.”

      She reached for his hand from the counter at his side, brought it between them, and clasped it in both of hers. Warmth seeped into his skin everywhere they touched, warming him in a way that felt so good—so right.

      “I was too afraid to tell you any of this before because I didn’t want to rock the boat,” she said. “Not if you were happy with how things were going between us. But now that I know you aren’t…”

      She lifted her gaze to his, and this time when their eyes met, hers were soft and damp with an emotion that didn’t look like sadness. It didn’t look like sadness at all. It looked like…everything he’d been waiting for.

      “Here’s the thing, Ryan… Whenever I think about my future,  there’s only one constant. It doesn’t matter if that future is tomorrow or next week or five years or twenty years down the line. One thing is always the same. And that one thing…is you.”
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      When he didn’t respond, when he only continued to stare at her as if she was speaking a foreign language, a pinprick of fear pierced Annie’s chest.

      He still hadn’t moved, still hadn’t said anything, and though her head wanted to read into that, her heart wouldn’t let her.

      She’d come this far. She’d already put herself out there. She was determined to lay herself bare, so he believed what she said was true.

      Because it was true. Nothing had ever been truer in all her life.

      She moved even closer, until the citrusy scent of his skin made her light-headed and told her this was right. He was right. They were right.

      Together.

      “You asked me what I want?” she whispered. “I want you. I want us. Wherever that takes us. I love you, Ryan Harrison. I have for a very long time.”

      His eyes softened, and he lifted his hands to her face. Then, he whispered, “Annie,” and lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her deeply, passionately, so completely she didn’t know where he ended, and she began.

      She gripped his arms at the elbows, curled her fingertips into the fabric of his rolled-up sleeves, and opened to his kiss. She opened her heart and soul and everything she’d kept so carefully guarded to this man who had changed her life, because he was all that mattered. He was all that had ever mattered.

      He groaned into her mouth, stroked his tongue against hers, and kissed her deeper. And as she kissed him back, desperate for more, desperate to taste every part of him, the connection she’d felt to him from the very beginning flared hot and wild inside her.

      She felt herself moving. Felt the tile shift beneath her feet. Felt the counter press against her spine and his hard, hot body close in at her front. Then, she groaned herself when his erection pushed against her belly, telling her just how desperate and needy he was for her, too.

      “Annie,” he whispered again, drawing a breath away from her lips to stare down at her with damp, shimmering blue eyes that made her whole-body tingle. “I…”

      His words trailed off, and his gaze skipped over her features. And even though a whisper of doubt echoed through her, she pushed it aside and focused on what she felt. Not what made her scared.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to say anything.”

      He kissed her again. Softly. Sweetly. Then pressed his forehead against hers. “I know exactly what I want to say. The same thing I’ve wanted to say for three damn years. I love you, too. I have since that baseball game when Mitch realized I was seeing you and took a swing at me outside the ballpark.”

      Warmth flooded her chest. So much warmth it felt as if her heart might explode. “I remember that day.” She skimmed her fingertips over the scar on his chin. “You showed up at my sorority house looking like you’d gone a round with a prize fighter.”

      “In his dreams. I could have dodged your brother if I’d wanted to. I let Mitch hit me.”

      “Really?” There was a teasing tone to his voice, but his words drew her back so she could see his eyes. “Then why did you?”

      He sighed. “Because he was right when he said I was playing with you. I was graduating, and you were just starting school, and even though I really liked you, I knew we had nowhere to go.” He skimmed his thumb over her cheek, sending tingles all across her skin. “I went to your house that night to break up with you. But you took one look at my black eye and bandaged chin and got so upset…I just couldn’t do it. And the way you took me back to my apartment, the way you tended my wounds and wouldn’t leave… No one had ever cared about me so much. No one but my parents. I fell in love with you that night. I fell hard. And I’ve wanted to tell you so many times since then, I just… I didn’t want to scare you away.”

      She remembered that night. It had been the first night they’d spent together. Heat swept through her when she thought back to how gentle he’d been with her at first. Then how insistent when he’d realized how badly she’d wanted him back.

      He’d thoroughly and completely pleasured her, giving her as much as she’d wanted before taking anything for himself. And she’d been greedy for it all, for each wicked and wonderful way he touched her and kissed her and pleased her.

      She remembered every moment. Every single second. As well as how after, when she’d been sated and limp beside him in his bed upstairs, she’d suddenly become terrified.

      Her mouth grew dry. Fear urged her to stay quiet, but she was done keeping secrets. Done hiding.

      She swallowed hard and stared at the open collar of his dress shirt. “That night changed everything for me, too. I’d never felt like that before. I hadn’t known a person could feel like that.”

      She lifted her gaze to his, wanting him to see her eyes. Wanting him to know the whole truth. “I told you the next morning that I wanted to keep things casual because I was already half-way in love with you. And it did scare me. It scared me because what I felt for you was so intense and so overwhelming, I… I couldn’t control it.  Everything between us happened so fast. I didn’t know if you felt the same. I didn’t know what you were going to do after you graduated. And I was terrified of letting myself fall all the way in love with you only to have you walk away. It was cowardly of me, but I thought if we kept things casual, then I wouldn’t get hurt when you finally moved on. Except… You didn’t move on. You stayed.” Her vision grew blurry. “You waited for me.”

      “Ah, babe.” He gently brushed a curl back from her face. “I’d do it again. And I’ll keep doing it. I’ll wait for you no matter how long it takes. That’s not even a question. No job, no career, no other person could ever make me happy. Just you. It’s always just been you.”

      Emotions consumed her. Overwhelmed her. She pushed to her toes and pressed her mouth to his. And when he groaned, when he opened to her kiss, she groaned right back, frantic for more. For everything. For all of him.

      “Show me,” she mumbled against his mouth. “Take me upstairs and show me right now. I need you. God, I need you, Ryan.”

      He kissed her hard, then slid his hands down her back, cupped her ass, and lifted her off the floor. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      She tightened her arms around his shoulders and slid her legs around his hips. And as he turned her out of the kitchen and headed for the stairs, tugging her shoes off one at a time as he moved, she stroked her tongue against his and gave him every bit of her heart, all the love inside her. Everything she’d been holding back, too afraid to share, even though she’d always known he was the one.

      He tipped his head and kissed her deeper. She felt herself turning, felt his grip on her ass tighten as he moved up the stairs. But it wasn’t fast enough. She wanted skin, needed heat. Tightening one arm around him to hold herself up, she pulled her other hand between them and flicked the buttons on his shirt free one by one.

      “Mm, Annie…”

      Her fingers splayed over the warm muscles of his chest, and when he groaned and kissed her again, she levered herself higher in his arms and traced the indent of his abs, then dipped her hand beneath the waistband of his pants.

      Her back hit the stairwell wall. He shifted her weight to his knee to hold her up then pulled back and tore the sweater from her shoulders. “You’re wearing too many damn clothes.”

      “So are you.” She yanked the open dress shirt from his slacks, pressed her mouth back to his, and went to work on his belt.

      He fumbled with the buttons down the front of her dress, but it still wasn’t fast enough. Tasting him deeper, she ripped his pants open, then slid her hand inside and wrapped her fingers around his erection.

      He grunted, jerked, then groaned into her mouth as he pushed into her hand. Every nerve ending in her body went wild for more. For him. She shifted her weight, knowing it would knock him off balance but not caring. She needed him now. Needed him here. Couldn’t wait.

      He pulled his mouth from hers, gasped when he realized he was going down, but barely seemed to notice when he hit the stairs. He immediately reached for her, just as she wanted, and she quickly straddled his hips and leaned down to kiss him all over again.

      Heat and life. That was everything she felt, all she wanted. He threaded his fingers into her hair as he licked into her mouth. She groaned and kissed him harder, rocking against his erection, the sensation setting fire to every cell in her body.

      “God, Annie, I missed you.”

      She’d missed him, too. So much. Too much to say at the moment. She kissed him again and again, desperate to feel him inside her. Shifting one hand between them as she ravaged his mouth, she reached down to free him from his slacks. Her knee shifted back slightly. Something sharp scraped the inside of her thigh. Something square and pointed.

      “Ouch.” She jerked back from his mouth and yanked her leg back, looking down to see what had scratched her. “Wait.” It was obviously something in his pocket, but it hadn’t felt like his keys. “What was that?”

      His hands stilled in her hair. He glanced down his body. But when she shifted back and reached for whatever was in his pocket, his eyes widened, and he quickly placed his hands on the steps at his side and wiggled beneath her until he was sitting one step up, out of her reach.

      She reached for the spindles attached to the railing so she wouldn’t fall down the steps and looked up, wondering what had just happened. “Ryan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Of course.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Are you all right?”

      Her brow wrinkled. He was acting really odd all the sudden. “Yes.”

      “Good.” He reached for her hand. “C’mon, let’s go up.”

      She had that strange feeling again that he was hiding something from her. Only this time she wasn’t going to let him get away with it.

      Before he could rise, she pushed a hand against his chest, forcing him back down on the stairs, and quickly straddled his lap once more.

      “Annie—”

      She pressed a swift kiss to his lips, pulled back, and looked down into his gorgeous blue eyes. “You’re doing it again, Harrison.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Keeping secrets.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Then why did you freak out when I tried to find out what was in your pocket?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t freak out.”

      “Oh no?” She lifted one hand from his chest and reached for his pocket again and whatever had scratched her thigh.

      His fingers closed around her wrist, stopping her. “Annie, don’t.”

      She stilled, staring down into his eyes. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want you to see it yet.”

      Yet?

      “Does that mean whatever’s in your pocket is for me?”

      His lips thinned, and his gaze met hers. She saw frustration in his eyes, indecision, and a hint of fear. “Yes. But, this… This isn’t how I planned on giving it to you.”

      If he’d gotten her something for her graduation, she didn’t know why he was acting so weird about it now.

      “What if I think now’s the perfect time for you to give it to me?”

      “Then you’re nuts. We just broke up.”

      She laughed. “You are so dramatic. We didn’t technically beak up. We just had an argument. And we’re about to have really hot makeup sex, just as soon as you show me what you’re hiding in your pocket.”

      His eyes slid closed, but he didn’t loosen his grip on her wrist. “Mitch was right. You’re so freakin’ stubborn.”

      “You like it when I’m stubborn.” She pressed her lips to his again. “Especially when I’m stubborn about us.”

      He signed and opened to her kiss, letting her tongue slip over and around his. Between her legs where she rested against him, she felt his erection thicken again, telling her he had no self-control this close to her, and she smiled, knowing she’d won.

      “Ryan…” she mumbled against his lips, shifting her hand so her fingertips grazed the edge of his pocket. “Let me see what you got me.”

      “You’re also freakin’ persistent as hell.”

      She laughed against his lips again. “You like that about me, too.”

      “I know, I do. I love that about you. Too much.”

      “Then let me see.”

      He tightened his grip on her wrist when she tried to reach into his pocket. But when she didn’t let up, he finally signed again and said, “Fine. Whatever. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      His hand lifted from her wrist. Grinning, she kissed him deeper and reached into his pocket. Her fingertips grazed the hard object. It was flat on top and sharp at the edges, but circular on the bottom.

      Suddenly realizing it wasn’t a necklace or pendant or earrings as she’d assumed, she tugged the small object from his pocket and jerked back from his mouth. Then stared wide-eyed down at the diamonds sparkling in the low light.

      “Oh my God.” Her heart beat hard and fast as the conversation she’d had with his mother earlier raced through her mind. “Ryan, is… Is this what I think it is?”
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      Ryan went still beneath Annie as she stared down at the ring, wishing like hell he hadn’t shoved the damn thing in his pocket when Mitch had shown up at his door.

      “Yes,” he said cautiously, watching her closely because he had no idea how she’d react.

      When she didn’t respond, only continued to stare at it as if it might just jump up and bite her, his nerves got the best of him.

      He raked a hand through his hair and pushed up so he was semi-sitting as much as he could on the steps with her still straddling his lap. “Look, it’s no big deal, okay? It was my mom’s, and I was looking at it earlier, then Mitch showed up and started pounding on my door and instead of putting it back, I shoved it in my pock—”

      Her hand slapped over his mouth, cutting off his words. She didn’t lift her eyes from the ring. Didn’t meet his gaze or move her hand from his lips. Just stared at the ring and said, “I’m waiting.”

      His mind spun. He had no idea what she meant. But as he watched a slow smile spread across her face as she continued to gaze at the ring, he realized…

      She wasn’t freaking out. She wasn’t nervous or upset about the timing. She looked happy. Excited. Expectant.

      His heart picked up speed. His skin grew hot. This wasn’t the way he’d planned this moment. This wasn’t the memorable romantic event with candles and roses and champagne he’d envisioned. All the words he’d rehearsed tumbled through his mind, but none sounded right. None fit. And in a rush of emotions that warmed him from the inside out, he knew why.

      Because his Annie was unique. Meeting her, falling for her had never been part of his long-term plan. Every day with her was different. Each second they spent together brought some new twist to his life that didn’t just surprise him, it made him happy—really happy—in a way he’d never known he could be. And this moment, this unscripted insane moment after the argument they’d just had, was so completely perfect for their relationship, it unknotted all the worry and stress right from his body.

      Reaching up, he pried her fingers from his lips. “Is it okay for me to talk now?”

      She nodded emphatically, her smile even wider. A smile that made him smile too and washed away any lingering worry he’d had over her seeing the ring because it told him he’d been right.

      This moment was exactly how it was meant to be.

      “As I started to say earlier... The ring was my mom’s. It’s the one my dad gave her before they got married. She saved it for me after he died.” He pointed to the small emerald cut stone on the right. “This stone here was the only one in the setting. They were in college when they got engaged, and my dad didn’t have a lot of money then. My mom thought I might want to use the stone someday in a ring I designed. She was right. I always planned to use it. But I also wanted to keep the band.” He ran his fingertip over the split band covered in small circular diamonds. “I had the jeweler rebuild the setting but added the bigger center stone and a matching smaller one on the other side.”

      She stared down at the ring, turning it so the three emerald-cut stones sparkled in the light. “It’s beautiful.”

      Warmth filled his chest just knowing she liked it. He slid his arms around her waist, needing to touch her, aching to hold her. “I wasn’t planning on giving this to you tonight, not because I didn’t want to, but because I didn’t want you to associate it with our fight.”

      Her gaze finally lifted to his, and in her shimmering eyes he didn’t see any doubt. Only love. A love that wrapped around him and made him feel complete. “Trust me. I will never associate this with our fight. I’ll always associate it with the first time you told me you loved me.”

      His heart turned over. “I do love you, Annie. I’ve loved you pretty much since the moment we met.” He drew a deep breath. “I knew a long time ago that you were the woman I wanted to spend my life with, to have babies with, to grow old with. And even though I might not have said it before, I want you to know it was always there. The way I feel about you…it’s never weakened. It’s only grown stronger. It will only grow even stronger from here. You’re my everything. Every single thing I can’t live without.” He looked deep into her eyes. Eyes that were glittering gems he wanted to look into forever. “Will you marry me?”

      Her smile grew so wide, it sparkled in her eyes. Gripping his face in both of her hands, she leaned in and kissed him. Slowly. Completely. So deeply he knew life with her was exactly where he was meant to be.

      “I love you, too,” she whispered against his lips. “Endlessly. I always have. And I want all those things, as well.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It might be.” She eased back, still smiling, her gaze skipping over his features. “So long as you take that job in San Francisco.”

      He rolled his eyes. “God, you’re stubborn.”

      “Yes, I am. Stubbornly in love with you. Well?”

      He tugged her tighter onto his aching erection. “Fine, yes. I’ll do it. I’ll take the stupid job. Now say yes so I can take you upstairs and have my way with you. I’m suffering here.”

      Laughing, she kissed him again. “Yes, Mr. Bossy. I’ll marry you.”

      Laughing himself, he drew back from her lips, took the ring from her hand, and slowly slid it on her finger. A sense of peace he hadn’t expected to feel enveloped him when he saw the way it encircled her skin, as if it was always meant to be there.

      Her mischievous gaze lifted from the ring to his face. “You may regret this.”

      “Not a chance.”

      She slid her arms around his neck, looking happier than he’d seen her in months. “You do realize you have to talk to my dad before we tell anyone, right?”

      He tightened his arms around her waist and pushed to his feet, hauling her up with him. “Babe, I already asked for your dad’s permission months ago.”

      “You did not.” She wrapped her legs around his waist as he turned and carried her up the stairs.

      “Yes, I did. And he’s probably wondering why the hell I haven’t pulled the trigger.”

      “Mm…” She groaned and kissed him. Hard. “There you go, talking about things that explode again. Now I’m suffering. Hurry it up, Harrison.”

      He was smiling when he laid her out on the bed. When he kicked off his shoes, and she pulled him on top of her. When she pushed the shirt from his arms and kissed him so thoroughly, he knew this—her—was all he ever needed.

      Easing back, he looked down into her eyes, his heart filled to bursting, and said, “You’re the only woman I’m ever going to love, Annie.”

      She lifted her left hand to his face, his ring on her finger shimmering in the low light as she skimmed her fingertips over his jaw. “Prove it to me. Prove it to me right now.”

      He planned to do only that for the rest of her life.

      Groaning, he closed his lips over hers. She opened and drew him into her sultry mouth. Flicking the rest of the buttons free on her dress, he shoved the two halves of the garment aside, baring her gorgeous body to his eyes only.

      He dragged his lips from hers, pressing kisses across her jaw, down her throat where he knew it drove her wild, across her collar bone as he palmed her breast through the lacy fabric of her bra.

      She groaned and arched, sliding her fingertips through his hair. He made quick work of the front latch of her bra, then her breasts were in his hands. In his mouth. His tongue licking and stroking, his lips closing around the hard tip to draw her deep.

      “Oh, Ryan, more…”

      He repeated the action on her other breast, knowing what she liked, loving how she responded, reveling in the way it made her so hot. When she was writhing against him, he slid lower, kissing her abs, moving his way down her body, pushing his way between her legs until he realized…

      “Oh, you naughty girl. You’re not wearing any panties.”

      She lifted her head and grinned down at him. “It was my backup plan in case you were too mad to listen to me.”

      He chuckled and pressed a kiss to her bellybutton. “You think I’m that easy, huh?”

      “Hoped, is more like.”

      She sighed as he slid lower, as he parted her with his fingers and breathed hot over her mound.

      “Oh...” She arched, seeking his mouth. “Oh, yes. That’s what I want.”

      Grinning, because he knew exactly what she wanted, he blew over her again, reveling in the way she trembled against him. She grunted and lifted her hips. But instead of giving her what she wanted, he did it again, needing her as hot as the sun before he took her.

      She wiggled beneath him, searching for contact, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted her panting. Ached to hear her begging. For him. For that connection they shared that she’d never be able to find with anyone else. For everything he couldn’t live without.

      “Mm. You smell so good.” Pressing his lips along her inner thighs, he continued to torment her with the promise of his lips, with his wicked, barely-there caress.

      “Oh God…” She writhed beneath him. “You’re teasing me.”

      He grazed his fingertips over her. “No, teasing is what you did to me last night.”

      “Uh…” She grunted and slid her bare foot over his back, trying to pull him into her. Lifting her hips again, she searched for his mouth. “So, this is payback?”

      He chuckled. “Payback would be sending you home like this. I plan on keeping you here all night and making you mine.”

      “I’m already yours. Only yours.” Her hand landed against the back of his head, and she pulled him into her. “Stop torturing me already. I need you. Please, Ryan, take me.”

      His heart swelled at her words, and all the teasing rushed right out of his mind. He pressed the flat of his tongue against her and licked up her center. And as he circled her clit and drew it into his mouth, he was rewarded with a satisfied groan that echoed all through her body and into his.

      She tasted like heaven, felt like paradise beneath him, and when she rocked up against his strokes and held him to her while she shuddered and moaned, all he could think about was giving her everything. Being whatever she wanted. Loving her so completely, she never questioned where she belonged.

      He drove her right to the edge with his tongue, didn’t let up, even when she was thrashing beneath him. And when her climax consumed her, he captured it with his mouth and rode the wave with her, ignoring his own need and raging erection so he could savor every inch of her pleasure right along with her.

      She collapsed beneath him, sweaty and limp. He brought her down slowly, continuing to lick and kiss her until she shivered. Pressing his lips against her hip bone, her belly, he worked his way up her delectable body, over her luscious breasts, until he found her neck, her jaw, until she turned her head against the mattress and captured his lips.

      He opened to her kiss, drawing her into his mouth. And as her tongue met his and he tasted her sweetness, kissing him so completely, he lost himself in her. In them.

      She wrapped one arm around his shoulder, pulling him down onto her. With her other hand, she pushed his slacks down his hips, then used her toes to grab the fabric and tug.

      He laughed at her desperation, wiggled to help her, and grunted against her mouth as he tried to free himself. He managed to get his pants down around his thighs, but that was as far as they went because Annie wrapped both legs around him and arched up, pressing the heat of her sex against his throbbing erection, cutting off all thought in his head but one.

      “Oh, fuck…” He wrapped his arm around her waist and positioned his cock at her entrance, unable to hold back even a second longer.

      “Yes, yes, oh, Ryan…” She groaned long and deep as he thrust hard inside her. “Yes…”

      Her fingers tangled in his hair, and she pulled his mouth back to hers. And then all he knew was blinding pleasure and the promise of forever. Of her. Of a life that would never be lonely and empty and meaningless.

      Because she was his. And he would never lose her again.
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        Seven years later…

      

      

      “I should have packed last night,” Annie said from the master closet of their home in the Sea Cliff neighborhood of San Francisco, pulling items off her shelves. “I don’t know how I let you talk me into waiting until this morning. I’m going to be so late for my flight.”

      “It didn’t take that much coercing on my part.” Ryan watched from his spot on the side of the bed as she emerged from the closet with her favorite cream cable-knit sweater and her sensible two-inch black heels. “Admit it, babe. You weren’t in the mood to pack last night.”

      “Maybe.” She tossed the items into her suitcase at the foot of the bed, then shot him a mischievous smirk, that adorable dimple creasing her cheek. With one look, he knew she was remembering just what he’d done to distract her from packing last night and how much she’d enjoyed it. “But I’m still going to be late.”

      The heat in her eyes should have relaxed him, but it didn’t. As she moved into the bath and grabbed her travel kit, he watched through the open doorway as her curly hair fell across her face and he fought back that surge of anxiety threatening to take hold.

      This was just a normal business trip. A routine guest lecture for her university. Now that she had her PhD, she sporadically traveled all over the country giving talks on seismology when asked. This trip to Denver was no different from all the rest. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something about this one felt different. And he didn’t know why.

      She came back to the bed and dropped her straightener into her suitcase, moving items around to make space. “Why don’t you take the morning off and go back to bed? You tossed and turned most of the night. I know you didn’t sleep much.”

      He hadn’t slept at all. But he thought he’d masked his insomnia and hadn’t kept her up. Now he was going to stress about something else. “I’m fine.”

      She flicked her gaze up to his, giving him her best, Uh-huh look. The one that was so cute, it curled one side of his lips.

      “I’m fine, babe,” he said again. “And it sets a bad precedent when the CEO starts taking time off to nap.”

      She rolled her pretty green eyes skyward and tossed her hairbrush into her bag. “Isn’t that why you started your own biotech company? So you could make your own rules?”

      It was. But AmCorp Pharmaceuticals was still new, only a year old, and now that their biggest drug had been pulled because of safety concerns, he couldn’t afford any time off. Though he wasn’t about to tell Annie that. The last thing she needed right now was to stress about his job and their financial situation.

      Working for calm and relaxed when he felt anything but, he said, “If I want the worker bees to keep working, I gotta keep cracking the whip.”

      She zipped the side pouch in her suitcase closed and leveled him with a look, clearly not buying into his humor. “Is everything all right at work? You haven’t said much about it the last few weeks.”

      “Everything’s fine.”

      “Would you tell me if it wasn’t?”

      “Of course I would.”

      “Hm.” She pursed her lips, then shook her head and moved back into the bathroom.

      “What’s that look for, Annie?” he said after her.

      She came back with her shampoo and conditioner in a plastic bag and zipped the top closed. “That look is for you. I know when you’re holding out on me.”

      “I’m not holding out on you. I promise. Work is fine.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and her hands stilled on her suitcase. And though he tried not to, he tensed as she studied him, hoping like hell she hadn’t learned how to read his mind the last seven years. Because he wasn’t about to tell her a thing that was going on at AmCorp. Not now, after she’d shared her big news with him last night.

      “I hope not,” she finally said. “Because you remember what happened the last time you decided not to tell me stuff about your job.”

      He blew out a relieved breath when she moved back into the bathroom. No, she didn’t suspect any of his company’s troubles, and that’s exactly how he was keeping it.

      He pushed off the bed, leaned a shoulder against the bathroom doorjamb, and slipped his hands into the pockets of his slacks as she rummaged through her drawer, looking for her electric toothbrush charger. “For the record, I do remember what happened the last time I kept work stuff from you. I ended up with a wife.”

      She stepped past him, back into the bedroom, and brushed her fingertips across his jaw as she moved. “The best wife you’ll ever have.”

      He turned to look after her. “The only wife I’ll ever have.”

      She grinned back at him as she threw the rest of her things into her bag. “Damn right.”

      He chuckled as he watched her continue packing, but that tension seeped back into his chest. Not because of his company or what was happening there, but because of her. Because he didn’t want her to leave on this trip. Because he couldn’t shake the feeling something about her going this time felt…off.

      Trying not to let his stress show, he moved up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and gently pressed the palm of his hand against her flat belly. “You know, if you’re running too far behind, you could just skip your trip altogether. That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, would it?”

      She lifted her hands from her suitcase and leaned back into him as he held her, her fingers intertwining with his at her belly, fusing them together. “Thinking about locking me up for the next seven months, Harrison?”

      “The thought has crossed my mind a time or two,” he said into her ear, loving the way she fit against him. Loving even more the secret she’d told him last night and what it meant for them.

      “You mean overnight? When you couldn’t sleep?”

      “Mm hm.” He kissed her temple and gently moved his hand against her belly. “I could make it worth your while. You wouldn’t even miss that boring conference.”

      She chuckled, then turned in his arms, pushed to her toes, and kissed him quick. “You know I can’t skip it. As much as I’d prefer to stay here with you and repeat all those amazing things we did last night, I have to go. People are counting on me. Besides. I’ll be back in four days. Then you can lock me in this house and have your way with me as often as you’d like.”

      The air leaked out of his lungs as she moved away and continued grabbing her things. And even though he didn’t argue, he had an uncontrollable urge to pull her back, to hold on to her, to convince her not to get on that plane. Though why, he couldn’t explain. Even to himself.

      He dropped onto the end of the bed, rested his forearms on the knees of his slacks, and watched her move around the room again. “I guess I’m just going to have to sit here and suffer as I wait for you to come back to me.”

      She stepped out of the closet with a pair of jeans and huffed. “Most men don’t suffer after seven years. They lose interest.”

      He captured her by the hand before she could move back to her suitcase and pulled her between his legs. “Most men don’t wake up next to you every day.”

      She sighed when he nuzzled her belly. When he took the garment from her hands and tossed it on her suitcase. “You’re making me even more late, you know.”

      “Too bad.” He pressed a kiss against her belly. “It’s your fault for spilling secrets last night.”

      She smiled and sifted her fingers though his hair. “You liked my secret.”

      “I love our secret.” He kissed her belly again.

      She looked down at him. “You promised. Don’t forget. Not a word to Julia. We agreed. It’s too early.”

      “I know, I know.” Reluctantly, he let go of her and watched as she tossed the rest of her things in her bag. “But as soon as you hit twelve weeks, I’m calling our parents.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Your mother was so right about you.”

      “How so?”

      “At my graduation party, years ago. The night we got in that fight. She said you acted all tough on the outside, but you were complete goo on the inside. And she was right.”

      He laughed. “You say that as if it’s a bad thing. You love my gooey side, and you know it.”

      “I absolutely do. It’s how we ended up with this secret.”

      She leaned down and kissed him, letting her lips linger just long enough to make him ache to pull her close and give her that reason to miss her flight. But before he could wrap his arms around her and drag her down to the mattress, the four-year-old tornado who lived with them tore through the doorway.

      “Mommy! Mommy! Wocky’s back! I saw him in the backward! We need to get him some nuts befow he stawves!”

      “The damn squirrel is back?” Ryan muttered as Annie straightened and looked toward the doorway. “I thought we got rid of that thing.”

      “Behave,” she whispered to Ryan, then smiled and reached for Julia as the girl raced into the room. “You saw Rocky?” she asked their daughter. “I don’t believe it.”

      Before Annie could lift Julia onto her hip, Ryan shot to his feet. “Don’t even think about it.” He moved around Annie while she rolled her eyes, grabbed Julia, swung her up into the air, then tossed her on the bed and tickled her.

      Julia’s curly chestnut hair that was a carbon copy of Annie’s went flying. She giggled, the dimple in her cheek creasing as she rolled over the comforter and thrashed her chubby legs in pure delight. “Again! Again! Frow me again!”

      “No way.” Ryan placed a hand on his back, feigning pain. “You weigh like a ton. I’m gonna need a wheelchair.”

      Julia scrambled to her feet on the bed, pushed to her toes in her little Mary Janes, and threw her arms around his neck, then lifted her chunky legs off the mattress and hung on like a monkey. “I fink you weigh a ton, Daddy. What’s a wheewchaiw?”

      Ryan wrapped his arms around Julia and hefted her higher against him so she wouldn’t slip. “Something I’m going to need after four full days hauling you around all by myself, monkey-girl.”

      “Mommy can howd me.” Julia didn’t loosen her grip on Ryan’s neck, but looked toward Annie across the bed.

      Annie opened her mouth to answer, but before she could get a word out, Ryan said, “No, Mommy cannot.” He sent his wife a pointed look, then glanced back at their daughter in his arms. “Besides, Mommy’s running late because she couldn’t stop kissing me. We have to get her to the airport before she decides to ditch us and hitchhike.”

      Julia’s little eyes grew so wide with excitement, Ryan couldn’t help but chuckle. “We get to go to the aiwport?”

      “Yep. Mommy’s going on her trip, remember?”

      “I wemembew. How wong will Mommy be gone?”

      “Just a few days,” Annie said, closing her suitcase. “You’ll have so much fun with Daddy, you’ll barely notice I’m not here.”

      Ryan knew that wasn’t true. Nothing ever felt right when she was on one of her trips. But he kept that thought to himself.

      Looking back at Julia, he lowered her to the hardwood floor. “Go get your backpack. I’m taking you to preschool after we drop Mommy off.”

      Julia pumped her little arms and rushed toward the doorway. “I gonna get my aiwplane to show my teachew!”

      She raced out of the room just as quickly as she’d swept in, and as her little footsteps faded on the carpet, Ryan glanced back at Annie, his heart warming at the look of pure love in her eyes.

      “God, she’s a handful,” he said, raking his fingers through his hair.

      “Yes, but she’s our handful. You wouldn’t trade her for the world.”

      No, he wouldn’t. He was crazy in love with that kid. And he couldn’t wait to meet her sibling. He just wished he could think of a reason to convince their mother not to go on this trip.

      As he watched Annie zip her suitcase shut, he knew he was being irrational. And since he was all but out of time, he told himself enough was enough and stepped toward her. “I’m gonna go grab my laptop bag and make sure Julia’s ready. I have to head to the office after I drop her off. Don’t you dare lift that suitcase from this bed, Mrs. Harrison. I’ll be back to get it.”

      She rolled her eyes as he kissed her. “Yeah, yeah. Go get your stuff, Mr. CEO. You’ve got a company to run.”

      His company was the last thing on his mind. She was all he could think about as he moved toward the door.

      “Ryan?”

      He stopped in the hallway and looked back. “Yeah?”

      “I told you taking that job here in San Francisco all those years ago was the best decision you ever made.”

      “No, babe.” His chest tightened. “Falling in love with you was the best decision I ever made. No job, no company or career could ever come close to that.”

      Her lips curled in the sweetest smile, a for-his-eyes-only smile, one that made him ache to hold her all over again and caused that pressure in his chest to cinch down even tighter. “That wasn’t a decision. That was fate.”

      It had been fate. They were meant to be together. He felt that in every cell of his body. And they were meant to stay together. Right here and now.

      “Go,” she said, reaching for her carry-on bag from the floor. “And tell Julia to grab a sweater. It’s chilly out there this morning.”

      He watched as she hustled to grab her cell phone charger and earbuds from her nightstand, and as he did, his smile slowly faded, the ache in his chest growing so tight, it hurt to draw a breath.

      He needed to get his stuff so she wasn’t late. But that sense of looming doom returned, and with it, the feeling everything with her had always been too easy.

      They’d been together for ten years, married for seven, and he’d never been happier. But he suddenly couldn’t shake the feeling it could all come crumbling down. That he could lose her. That something bad was lurking in the distance. Just waiting to strike.

      And if he wasn’t careful, it could destroy everything they’d built together and tear them apart for good.
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      Dear Reader:

      Thank you for reading WAIT FOR YOU! I hope you enjoyed reading Ryan and Annie’s prequel story in the Against all Odds series as much as I enjoyed writing it!

      Be sure to check out the other books in the Against All Odds Series:

      
        
        WAIT FOR YOU

        WAIT FOR ME

        HOLD ON TO ME

        MELT FOR ME

      

      

      If you enjoyed WAIT FOR YOU and any of the books in the Against all Odds series, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy them as well by doing one of the following:

      
        	Recommend them: Please help others find these books by recommending them to friends, readers’ groups, and discussion boards.

        	Review them: Tell readers what you liked or didn’t like by reviewing them at one of the major retailers, review sites, or on your blog. I appreciate all reviews whether positive or negative.

      

      If you haven’t yet read WAIT FOR ME, the continuation of Ryan’s story, be sure to turn the page.

      To find out what I’m working on next, you can sign up for my Newsletter here. Visit my website to see a full list of my books. And don’t forget to follow me on Twitter, or like my FB page to get exclusive excerpts, behind the scenes first looks, and upcoming series/book updates.

      
        
        Happy reading!

        ~Elisabeth

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Don’t miss the next story in the bestselling Against All Odds series…

          

          The NYT Bestseller about love, loss, and the power of second chances.
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        A woman without a past…

        After a tragic accident left her with no memory, Kate Alexander struggled to fit in with a husband and world that didn’t feel right. She’s had no reason to question what friends and family have told her, not until her husband is suddenly killed and she finds a photo of a young girl in his office. A girl who can’t be anyone but a daughter Kate didn’t know she had.

      

        

      
        A man desperate for a reason to live…

        Ryan Harrison lost his wife in a plane crash five years ago. To cope with the pain of her loss, he dedicated himself to his job and to raising their daughter. Now a successful pharmaceutical executive, Ryan has everything a man could want—money, fame and power—but he’d give it all up in a heartbeat for just one more day with the woman he still loves.

      

        

      
        Two lives about to converge.

        As Kate begins to dig into a past she doesn’t remember, evidence leads her to San Francisco and puts her on the path toward Ryan, a man who sees in her the woman he loved and lost. Kate feels a draw to Ryan, one she can’t explain, but is that feeling enough to convince her this is where she’s supposed to be? As Ryan and Kate search for answers, they uncover lies long buried, a passion hotter than either expected and a danger that threatens…even now…when the second chance they’ve both been searching for is finally within reach.
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      Before topping multiple bestseller lists—including those of the New York Times, USA Today, and the Wall Street Journal—award winning author Elisabeth Naughton taught middle school science. A voracious reader, she soon discovered she had a knack for creating stories with a chemistry of their own. The spark turned into a flame, and Elisabeth now writes full-time.

      Elisabeth has penned over thirty books and continues to write in multiple genres. Her books have been translated into numerous languages and have earned several award nominations, including three prestigious RITA® nominations from Romance Writers of America. In 2017, REPRESSED, the first book in her Deadly Secrets series, won the RITA® for best romantic suspense.

      Her work has been praised by the Chicago Tribune as being filled with “deadly intrigue, high adrenaline action, and scorchingly hot passion.” Kirkus calls her “a writer talented enough at weaving a yarn to get her readers ensnared in it.” When not dreaming up new stories, Elisabeth can be found spending time with her husband and three children in their western Oregon home, wrangling two needy cats, or chasing after two very rambunctious Dalmatians.
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        www.ElisabethNaughton.com
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